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Although the Anthropocene has been approached from numerous perspec-
tives, scholars have not as yet considered an interesting point of view.
Indeed, one of the most important intangible inheritances of the
Anthropocene is detectable in the deep influence on a very common, though
extremely complex, “performative practice” that each one of us regularly and
(often) unconsciously enacts in everyday life. Place names or toponyms are
the final repository of an impressive accumulation of knowledge acquired by
indigenous peoples, through long histories of conflict and interaction with
their surrounding environment. During the Anthropocene, a massive topo-
nymic revolution has modified and still characterizes several places in the
world due to the considerable environmental and socio-economic changes
imposed by human activities. Some worldwide cases will be presented and
discussed to illustrate the importance, intensity, and pervasiveness of these
Anthropocene-related human activities, as driving forces determining this
unexpected and underrated revolution.
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Introduction
Proposed for the first time in the 1980s, the term Anthropocene has only rela-
tively recently become widely, even if informally, used by scholars from different
fields. It is important to note that in a relatively short time, this concept has
been investigated not only by geoscientists but also by archaeologists, historians,
geographers, philosophers, and gender-studies researchers (Monastersky 2015).
Many of the current questions characterizing the debate about the

Anthropocene epoch stem from the tangible effects of the human imprint on the
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global environment. However, there are also less palpable, imperceptible effects
that can be neither ignored nor neglected. This “intangible heritage” can be iden-
tified through several perspectives, but toponymy is likely the field that better
explains this concept.
Toponyms are one of the most important aspects of the intangible cultural heri-

tage of a community, encapsulating rights to land and recalling events, activities,
ideals, peoples, and knowledge (Payne 2001). The local knowledge represented
by toponymy should not be seen as the counterpart to scientific knowledge, as it
inevitably includes cultural as well as technical knowledge (Capra, Ganga, and
Moore 2017). Toponymy is not simply the cataloguing, classification, interpret-
ation, and mapping of place names (Post and Alderman 2014). It is rather the
study of a complex “performative practice” (Price 2004). As a power-laden social
practice (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010), place naming is used
to construct, control, change, or even erase the identity of places and peoples liv-
ing within them, often as part or consequence of larger struggles over national,
regional, and racial identity among people (Post and Alderman 2014). More sim-
ply, toponyms show the ways in which inhabitants interact with the land, and
consequently, every change in land use will be recorded by toponymic inscription
in a relatively short time (Capra et al. 2016).
Analogous to that of the Industrial Revolution, which has been prevalently

(even if still not unanimously) indicated as being the lower boundary of the
Anthropocene (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000), a significant toponymic revolution
has characterized several places of the world through great changes and/or defini-
tive loss of ancient indigenous knowledge through human activities. Indeed, while
in the past, the influence of the natural surrounding environment was so signifi-
cant that most toponyms were coined in order to immediately, very briefly, but
exhaustively explain the main “natural” features of the landscape, this changed
from the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Following the Industrial
Revolution, and even more so over the recent more “technological” decades, top-
onyms have been mainly used to indicate the “artificial” man-made features of an
intensively anthropized environment. Although humans and the environment
have interacted over a very long time period, a major revolution in the toponymy
of vast areas never occurred in such a short time as in the Anthropocene. At least
until the Anthropocene age, place names have been historically characterized by
their intrinsic self-capacity to survive the partial or total disappearance of one lan-
guage and its replacement by another by being simply passed from one generation
to another (Mills 2003). Only during the Anthropocene, due to the magnitude of
the impact of humankind on the surrounding environment, this important self-
capacity of toponyms appears to have been partially lost. This issue cannot be
ignored because it entails several political, social, and economic repercussions
that will be briefly explained in this paper.

From environmental toponyms to urbanonyms and
technogenonyms

Until the significant transformation brought by urbanization, a process repre-
senting a glaring consequence of the human age, natural features of the
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landscape and early human settlements and activities were the main drivers of
place-naming practice (Mills 2003). The large increase in urbanization during
the Anthropocene (1750–1800 AD, with the advent of the Industrial
Revolution, has usually been indicated as the beginning of this epoch) defini-
tively changed this pattern, with human-made features of the landscape now
influencing the naming of places.
Under the influence of this significant increase in urbanization, the first piv-

otal rationalization of urban toponymies, sometimes labelled as urbanonyms,
came with the introduction of street numbering in France (Rose-Redwood 2011)
in the second half of the XVIII century. Then, toponymy became somewhat of a
technocratic instrument to steer and manage urban systems, functions, and peo-
ple (Hamlin 1999). During the XIX century, many places in the world, especially
in Europe and North America, experienced a major toponymic “modernization”
(Vuolteenaho and Ainiala 2009) revolutionizing the reorganization of urban
space (Rose-Redwood 2011). Toponymy in particular was used symbolically to
inculcate the collective consciousness with the concepts of nation. Place names
became ideological messages and a fundamental socialization strategy rooted in
the setting of everyday human life (Vuolteenaho and Ainiala 2009). From this
point of view, France represented once again the avant-garde of this toponymic
afterthought. In Paris, in the early XIX century, the “group-naming model”
(Vuolteenaho and Ainiala 2009), i.e., a series of coherent place names used
along a contiguous urban landscape, was first introduced. Such a model would
be progressively implemented in many other cities worldwide, such as London
and Milan, representing a further means for the schematic and rational view of
urban spaces (Rose-Redwood 2009) that would typically come to characterize
the entire technological Anthropocene age.
In quite recent times most “modern names” have been “artificially created”

without any actual description of natural features or habitations (Mills 2003).
In other words, this outcome can be simply summarized as “from environmental
to technogenic toponyms” (Capra et al. 2016) or technogenonyms. This devel-
opment is a radical but probably still underestimated change that, like ancient
toponyms in their epoch, will probably be the “written witness” (Capra et al.
2016) or “textual golden spikes” of the present Anthropocene age during future
eras. In fact, from the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, many places have
been renamed or new toponyms have been created as consequence of important
industrial and engineering activities (Mills 2003). The Copperbelt Province in
Zambia, the cities of Magnitogorsk and Elektrostal in Russia, the regions knows
as Pays Noir (Belgium) or Black Country (Staffordshire), the Colorado Mineral
Belt (Colorado) or the Mineral County (Nevada), the town of Coalville
(Leicestershire) or Coalfield (Tennessee), Leadville and Oro City both in
Colorado, several USA cities known as Mineral City, the town of Mineiros do
Tietê in Brazil or Carbonia in Italy, the borough of Ambridge (Pennsylvania)
and the locality of Ironbridge (Shropshire) represent just a few illustrative exam-
ples in this respect. In many areas worldwide, technogenonyms now represent
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common place names in order to indicate areas with more or less diffuse human
activities. For example, an integrated ethnopedological approach, conducted in
an important agricultural area of southern Italy (Sardinia), demonstrated that
these “artificial” man-made features, such as Irrigation Channels, Water
Distribution Channels, and Spillways, are now used as “real” toponyms rather
than as simple labels on a map (Capra et al. 2015a).
The toponymic reshaping of old “environmental names” and autochthonyms

in favor of “settlement” and technogenonyms actually belong to one of the most
frequently occurring categories. Additionally, if the initial names were historic-
ally assigned to large areas, the more recent names usually refer to relatively
small areas (Savage 2009), even if, in qualitative terms, urban naming differs
completely from the common naming of natural or, generally speaking, non-
urbanized places. Consequently, urbanonymy is often considered a distinct field,
separate from toponymy (Th�eriault 2012). In fact, the renewed critical attention
that scholars have directed to place names during the last decade (Light and
Young 2014), by using a new approach termed “critical toponymies” (Berg and
Vuolteenaho 2009), has been mainly focused on urban areas where such studies
predominantly investigate the politics of place-naming practices (Rose-
Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010).
Urban areas are the most culturally imprinted, extensively engineered, and

technologized landscapes of human habitation (Buondonno et al. 2013; Coppola
et al. 2010), and for such reasons, they are characterized by the greatest concen-
tration of place names compared to any other human or natural world areas
(Savage 2009). Urban areas are defined by their street, road names, and numbers
and less so by their physical and “remnant” ancient natural landscapes. The lat-
ter are usually defined by toponyms representing an important testimony of the
human and cultural transformation of the natural to the “urban” and
“technological” landscape (Buondonno et al. 2018). However, there is an add-
itional issue. In urban areas the “life expectancy” of such place names is much
shorter than those usually expected for autochthonyms and toponyms which
indicate natural features. Indeed, cities and related technologies continuously
expand their influence, are renewed, re-planned, reorganized, (occasionally)
destroyed and, consequently, rejuvenated. Moreover, as their streets continu-
ously increase natural ancient spaces and landmarks are expunged, with dra-
matic landscape changes that inevitably make the city a space with no
permanent identity. Additionally, the renaming of large parts of the urban land-
scape can also represent a prominent consequence of a radical political change.
Such “toponymic cleansing” (Azaryahu 2011), representing a common political
agenda of the incoming regime (Tucci, Ronza, and Giordano 2011), has been
recognized in different historical frameworks of the Anthropocene such as post-
colonialism, post-socialism, and even post-racism (Swart 2008). Even recently,
the Americans and Shi’a communities remade Iraq’s toponymy after the fall of
the former regime (Rose-Redwood, Alderman, and Azaryahu 2010). However,
as a “city-text,” that can be often re- and over-inscribed, it is evident that any
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toponymic regime is inherently instable, historically contingent and, conse-
quently, fleeting (Tucci, Ronza, and Giordano 2011).
Additionally, during the Anthropocene, a new form of toponymic political

agenda is now replanning the urban text. Many public authorities and local gov-
ernment increasingly opted for selling the naming rights of public places to cor-
porate sponsors, becoming responsible for one of the next frontiers in the
neoliberalization of urban spaces (Rose-Redwood and Alderman 2011). Even if
the influence of private capital on the toponymy of the urban landscape has
clear historical antecedents, both in capitalist and in socialist societies, the eco-
nomic dimension of naming urban places has now become more significant
(Light and Young 2014). During the most recent Anthropocene times, both pub-
lic authorities and private builders and traders increasingly brand places by
bestowing them with attractive and marketable names (Vuolteenaho and Ainiala
2009). Such entrepreneurial toponymy, emerging from strong public-private
partnerships, represent a new approach in urban landscape governance, in which
the business and corporate world seems to have limitless power (Light and
Young 2014). Indeed, as argued by Rose-Redwood (2011), the toponymic land-
scape of the next century will likely be reshaped by the commercialization of the
public place-naming system. In their recent research, Light and Young (2014)
powerfully illustrated how the privatization of naming rights (both of public
and of private sectors) can be an issue involving different urban concerns. For
instance, many companies have acquired the naming rights of several stadiums
and arenas through large financial payments. While such business practices have
been quite common in the USA since 1973, they remain an almost new phenom-
enon in European countries. In England, several soccer societies of the Premier
League (such as Bolton, Swansea, Arsenal, Manchester City, Manchester United,
and Newcastle United) have been temporarily or permanently involved in this
market (Light and Young 2014). This emerging phenomenon is now becoming
common in other European countries such as Italy where the Udinese football
club recently renamed the new stadium as Dacia Stadium; and Germany, where
Allianz Arena the conflict between economic interests and international rules.
Because FIFA and UEFA demonstrates formally restrict the use of commercial
sponsors in stadium naming, during the 2006 World Cup the lettering was
removed and the stadium temporarily renamed as FIFA World Cup Stadium
Munich. Following the same pharisaic approach, the logotype is turned off and
the stadium becomes the Fußball Arena M€unchen during UEFA Champions
League matches.
In various worldwide cities, both single subway stations (Las Vegas, New York,

Philadelphia, Dubai, and Budapest) and entire transport lines (Tampa) have been
renamed by commercial sponsors. Overall, there are numerous worldwide exam-
ples of local authorities that renamed buildings, streets, stadiums, subway stations,
transport lines, urban neighborhoods, or even the town itself (such as
McGillicuddy City in North Dakota, SecretSanta.com in Idaho or even Toyota in
Japan) in order to receive large payments from the private sector. Because local
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authorities recognize a chronic lack of public resources for new infrastructure
investments, the sale of naming rights now represents and will continue to repre-
sent, with increasing emphasis in the coming years, an important method of gener-
ating additional private sector investment (Light and Young 2014).
On the whole, place names in urban areas can be seen as different historical

and cultural layers. Tucci, Ronza, and Giordano (2011) proposed the suggestive
metaphor of the cityscape as a multicolor “tapestry” in order to highlight the
co-existence of many different narratives and conflicting ideologies within the
city-text of contemporary urban areas. Like the use of artifacts by an archaeolo-
gist, toponyms can be used by scholars in order to unveil city development as
they reflect different stages in urban vicissitudes, including historical, social, lin-
guistic, economic, and political changes over generations. In actuality, place
names may reflect every aspect of human life over long time periods, from the
early use of the land for agricultural purposes to the development of early
human settlements and the exploitation of natural resources that historically
increased during the urbanization process that started at the beginning of the
Anthropocene.

Warfare activities during the Anthropocene and their influence
on toponymy

During the Anthropocene, warfare involved an area of land worldwide
(10.8 M km2) more than double that of urbanized areas (Capra et al. 2015b).
Warfare not only represents one of the most important human geomorphic activ-
ities, but also magnifies many other human activities over a duration that extends
beyond the period of combat (Syvitski and Kettner 2011). Thus, warfare activities
could serve as an important driving force in addressing toponymic inscription,
and this appears to be particularly true in an epoch, as the Anthropocene, that
has been characterized by some of the most devastating warfare in human history.
Notably, many battles have been named after some feature of battlefield geog-

raphy. As a counterpoint, many place names changed their meaning after
important battlefields. These place names not only called to mind a geographical
entity, but were often metonymously used to indicate the battles that were
fought in those areas. This demonstrates how intensive and mutual the relation-
ship between warfare and toponymy can be.
Both during and after the end of warfare, many places, including areas that were

not part of the hostilities, change their toponymy. To illustrate, anti-German senti-
ment was common among the nations that opposed it during both world wars. As
a consequence of the politically semiotic process, termed “toponymic cleansing”
(Azaryahu 2011), many German and German-sounding place names in USA were
permanently or even temporary renamed. For instance, the toponym Berlin
was changed to Marne in Michigan and the locality once known as Germania was
replaced with the place name Lakota in Iowa. In Australia the same sentiment was
at the base of the renaming of hundreds of places that were either anglicized (from
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Rosenthal to Rosedale), or replaced with names from Aboriginal languages. (from
Heidelberg to Kobandilla) or named in memory of war heroes (from Germanton to
Holbrook) or epic battlefields (from Grunthal to Verdun).
Following WWI and the Greco-Turkish War (1919–22), the names of more

than 4400 settlements were officially changed in many Greek regions (NHRF
[National Hellenic Research Foundation] 2015). As a consequence of the Treaty
of Neuilly and Lausanne, many people were forced to migrate between Greece,
Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Turkey. In Greece, the areas left free by Bulgarians
and Muslims were resettled by Greeks from Asia Minor and the Balkans. The
toponyms of Slavic-Macedonian, Turkish, Vlach, or Albanian origin were
replaced with Greek names following a “Hellenization” ideology that completely
reshaped the toponymic configuration of the area.
From a worldwide perspective, many other countries (for instance, New

Zealand, Canada, Belgium, Italy, France) were affected by the same cleansing as
a direct consequence of this imaginary, often utopian, semantic Toponymic
World War. From this point of view, WWI could probably be considered as the
event responsible for one of the first massive Toponymic Revolution in human
history. Before this event, no other human activity had been able to modify the
toponymy of vast areas in so short a time. Other human activities, such as
urbanization and agriculture, with their capacity to shape vast portions of the
landscape, have previously been able to influence the toponymy of large areas
but in historical times spanning centuries or even millennia.
Compared with WWI, WWII probably may have had less impact on political

place-name practices because, as argued by Balzani (2009), the need to produce a
continual flow of names during the post-WWII period significantly alters that pol-
itical-patriotic and historical-pedagogical imprint that enormously influenced the
post-WWI toponymy. Additionally, trench warfare, with its capacity to physically
modify the geographic space and consequently rename it, had become largely
obsolete by the start of WWII. However, there are several paradigmatic examples
of massive renaming procedures such as those that occurred in the areas con-
quered by the former Soviet Union. In 1946, after the forced removal of the
German inhabitants, the city of K€onigsberg was annexed to the Soviet Union and
in a chauvinistic-justified damnatio memoriae renamed as Kaliningrad in honor of
the Stalinist functionary. Most of the towns and villages in the same region were
similarly named, while more than 200 important towns in all Soviet countries
were renamed in order to celebrate Russian public figures (David 2011).
Following the same ideological pattern, Poland, as a result of WWII agreements,
acquired an important slice of German territories of approximately 103,000 km2.
In 1946, the Committee for Settling of Place Names was established, and many
Polish scholars were actively involved in this project. By the end of 1950, more
than 32,000 toponyms had been determined by the Commission (Yoshioka 2007),
showing how intensive the toponymic reaffirmation of the old Polish roots was.
After the tremendous two world wars, civil conflicts and terrorism were, and

currently are, the most common form of warfare during the Anthropocene. The
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consequences of civil wars and terrorism on place-naming practices can be
shown by few paradigmatic examples. Saigon, became Ho Chi Minh City in
1976 after the North defeated the South and its US allies in the Vietnam War.
Additionally, the province of Gia Ð ịnh and three important suburban districts
were definitively combined and renamed in a single urban area in honor of the
late Communist leader (Palagiano 2013). After just one year from the bloody
suppression of a popular uprising, the ruling military junta of Burma changed
its name to Myanmar (the written, literary name of the country), justifying the
choice in the concept, explicated in the so-called “Adaptation of Expressions
Law,” to lessen ethnic problem (Steinberg 2010). Under the same auspices an
emblematic “soft toponymic regime” involved many other place names of
regions, cities, divisions, archipelagos, and rivers. In New York, just a few hours
after the attacks, several media agencies began using the term Ground Zero to
refer to the World Trade Center. The Freedom Tower name was coined in 2003,
as a symbol of the resolve and determination of US Americans to react against ter-
rorism (Rose 2013).
Lastly, the previously reported examples show the main side of the question but

say nothing about the “dark side of the moon,” such as the indirect consequences
of the new massive human migration from countries affected by severe conflicts
caused by more recent civil wars and terrorist organizations. Hundreds of thou-
sands of peoples, mainly coming from states involved in the so-called Arab
Spring, have recently been forcibly displaced from their native countries.
Consequently, waves of refugees recently have poured into Europe along its south-
ern borders. What will become of these people is currently a matter of heated
debate in the European political arena, but any decision will generate geographical
and, consequently, toponymic consequences. A new field of investigation that
scholars involved in toponymy may well be asked to investigate in the near future.

New frontiers in toponymy during the Anthropocene

Scholars have suggested several new directions, especially in the investigation of crit-
ical and political toponymy (Rose-Redwood and Alderman 2011). However, another
interesting case could be detected from “planetary toponymy” (El-Baz 1980).
In the so-called Western world, the practice of naming lunar and planetary

features started more than 400 years ago, when the first lunar place names, i.e.,
terrae from the Latin “land” and maria for “seas,” were coined by Galilei. In
1922, just three years after it had been founded, the International Astronomical
Union (IAU) appointed a committee to standardize lunar nomenclature. In
1973, the IAU was substantially reorganized and expanded, becoming the
Working Group for Planetary System Nomenclature (WGPSN). Even through
the IAU established specific rules and guidelines for officially naming a celestial
body or some of its features, there are still unexpected unofficial ways to buy
the naming rights. This is the new market of the planetary toponymy, which
finds its roots on the web where hundreds of companies propose this “stellar
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purchase” at a moderate price. Even non-profit organizations, such as the
Sydney Observatory’s Name A Star program, have proposed the same possibility
by a “fully tax-deductible” donation. It appears to be a debatable issue, but the
awesomeness of the business around this market has been demonstrated by the
astonished and even worried reactions of the scientific community and media.
The IAU recently published a specific communication reaffirming that the associ-
ation “dissociates itself entirely from the commercial practice of selling fictitious
star names” (Andersen 2016). Other worldwide scientific societies, such as the
International Planetarium Society, published similar concerned statements, while
important media have issued a warning to prevent people from throwing
“money into a black hole” (Friedlander 2014).
The idea that this type of new frontier in toponymic inscription is a prominent

socio-economic consequence of human society is based on the recognition that
this business has been entirely created during the internet era. Additionally, even
if this situation may appear to be frivolous, the use of toponymy as a commodity
represents an increasing business worldwide with serious socio-economic conse-
quences. If during the near future, private companies try to capitalize upon this
new marketing strategy, this development will be a concern for future scholars
however, as it is the “commodification of place-naming rights” (Rose-Redwood
and Alderman 2011) appears to be a fixed part of our neoliberal
Anthropocene era.

Conclusions

During the Anthropocene, humans have largely rewritten the natural and urban
text, and place names provide the chronicle of this new history. With the advent
of the Industrial Revolution, and the consequent increase in urbanization, topo-
nymic inscription has been overwhelmed by a revolution in both qualitative and
quantitative terms. Before this turning point, the natural features of the land-
scape and the early human settlement with related activities were the main
“objects” codified through place-naming practices. At the beginning of the
“human age,” such complex performative practices completely changed, with
most “modern names” coined to mainly indicate the “artificial” human-made
features of an increasingly anthropogenically modified environment. Such co-
modification of the physical environment versus toponymic twisting mainly
occurred in urbanized and warfare-affected areas. Urbanonyms and technogeno-
nyms represent just the more blatant consequences of such a revolution, while
the neoliberalization of urban spaces and even extraterrestrial bodies, through
the commodification of place-naming rights, is one of the real “encoded finger-
prints” of this new era.
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