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Abstract 

Việt Nam’s 2025 commune-level administrative consolidation, enacted through Resolution 202/2025/QH15 
by the National Assembly, provides a large-scale context for examining how states negotiate identity through 
place naming. This study analyzes 3,321 newly constituted commune-level units to identify patterns of name 
retention, combination, and innovation. Using a mixed-methods design that integrates quantitative pattern 
mapping with qualitative analysis of policy documents, historical maps, and toponymic archives, it interprets 
naming as a sociolinguistic process through which governance, heritage, and collective identity intersect. The 
findings reveal a predominance of name retention in rural, culturally cohesive areas, and greater innovation 
in urban centers such as Hồ Chí Minh City, where renaming reinforced heritage and place branding. Situating 
the Vietnamese case within the framework of critical toponymy, the study demonstrates how large-scale 
administrative reforms mediate between political rationalization and symbolic continuity. It contributes to 
onomastic scholarship by proposing a replicable model for analyzing state-led renaming and by advancing 
understanding of how naming practices encode power, memory, and belonging. 

Keywords: Vietnam, Việt Nam, administrative reform, toponymy, name retention, name innovation, place 
branding 

 

1. Introduction 

Place names are more than labels; they are political, cultural, and historical artefacts that both reflect and 
shape collective identities (Alderman & Inwood 2013; Azaryahu 2011; Rose-Redwood et al. 2009). Within the 
field of critical toponymy, state-led renaming projects have been examined as instruments of ideological 
consolidation, heritage negotiation, and territorial rebranding (Filipa & André 2025; Gnatiuk 2025; 
Ndletyana 2012; Light et al. 2002). Yet, much of this literature focuses on urban or national-level renaming in 
postcolonial, post-socialist, or post-conflict contexts, with comparatively little attention to systematic naming 
at lower administrative levels, especially in Southeast Asia. 

Việt Nam’s 2025 commune-level administrative consolidation offers a rare opportunity to study 
toponymic decision-making at scale. Guided by Resolution 202/2025/QH15 by the National Assembly of the 
Socialist Republic of Việt Nam (hereafter National Assembly) and related regulatory documents, the reform 
reduced the number of commune-level units nationally from 10,035 to 3,321, producing three naming 
outcomes: retention of an existing name, creation of a combined name from existing units, and introduction 
of entirely new names (National Assembly 2025). The principles stated in Resolution 76/2025/UBTVQH15 by 
the Standing Committee of the National Assembly (hereafter Standing Committee), which prioritize historical 
significance, community consultation, and administrative clarity, reflect a balancing act between continuity 
and change, aligning with broader governance reforms and identity politics (Standing Committee 2025). 

While studies of Vietnamese toponymy have addressed historical stratification (Lê 2006; 2012), 
ideological shifts (Nguyễn 2024), and urban naming trends (Bùi 2025; Bùi & Lê 2025), the large-scale, state-
orchestrated reconfiguration of commune names has yet to be systematically documented or analyzed. This 
study aims to fill that gap by situating Việt Nam’s current reform within comparative and theoretical debates 
in critical toponymy and sociolinguistics. 

Accordingly, the research is guided by two questions: 

(1) What patterns of retention, combination, and innovation emerged in the naming of 
newly constituted wards/communes during the 2025 administrative reform? 
(2) How do political, historical, and spatial dynamics shape the balance between symbolic 
continuity and innovation in commune naming? 

By combining quantitative pattern analysis with qualitative examination of official resolutions, policy 
rationales, and historical maps, this study seeks to contribute both an empirically grounded account of a 
major naming reform and a conceptual discussion of how place naming operates as a site of negotiation 
between state authority and local identity in contemporary Việt Nam. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1. Toponymic research 

Place naming is never neutral; it is a symbolic inscription that constructs and contests social, political, and 
cultural identities (Alderman & Inwood 2013; Azaryahu 2011; Rose-Redwood et al. 2009). In state-led 
administrative reforms, toponyms serve bureaucratic and ideological purposes alike, framing history, 
asserting control, and rebranding territories (Filipa & André 2025; Gnatiuk 2025; Ndletyana 2012; Light et al. 
2002). Cases from post-socialist Eastern Europe, post-apartheid Africa, and conflict-affected Ukraine show 
that renaming is unevenly deployed, reflecting power dynamics and memory politics. These examples 
illustrate how naming performs identity work, reproducing collective memory while delineating symbolic 
ownership of space. 

Urban naming, particularly of streets (urbanonymy), demonstrates how odonyms reinforce or challenge 
social hierarchies. Studies of European cities expose gender imbalance, ideological asymmetry, and linguistic 
stratification in street-name systems, revealing how naming inscribes normative narratives within urban 
landscapes (Božilović 2025; Ursini & Long 2024). Similar mechanisms operate elsewhere: Nenotek (2025) 
interprets Indonesian street naming as a sociolinguistic practice of local identity construction, while Tubić 
(2024) shows how hodonymic change in Serbia reflects both onomastic and sociolinguistic shifts. These 
findings offer valuable parallels for contexts where functional or numerical designations are replaced with 
historically resonant or culturally meaningful terms. 

Systematic classification of toponyms remains fundamental to comparative inquiry. Frameworks 
distinguishing descriptive, commemorative, administrative, and invented names allow for consistent cross-
case comparison and interpretation of naming motivations (Blair & Tent 2021; Bigon 2020). Such typologies 
inform this study’s operational categories of retention, combination, and innovation and help identify 
underlying intentions such as heritage preservation, administrative clarity, or place branding. 

Methodological advances now integrate computational and spatial approaches. Geographic name 
databases (like GeoNames), together with reproducible spatial pipelines, have enabled scholars to map 
renaming processes across large territories (Ye et al. 2025; Gritta et al. 2020). These approaches underscore 
the benefits of mixed-method designs combining quantitative pattern analysis with qualitative interpretation. 
They inspire the present study’s design, which merges statistical analysis with textual and historical 
examination of naming rationales. 

Although global research on critical toponymy is extensive, large-scale administrative renaming below 
the national level has rarely been explored, especially in Southeast Asia. The Vietnamese case extends these 
international frameworks by applying them to a nationwide administrative restructuring in which toponymic 
policy and cultural identity are tightly interwoven. 

2.2. Vietnamese Toponymic Scholarship 

Vietnamese toponymy provides a unique lens for understanding the intersection of language, history, and 
governance. Nguyễn (2024) offers a comprehensive two-volume history tracing the creation, consolidation, 
and renaming of administrative units from the Hùng Kings era (circa 2,000 B.C.) to 2024. Drawing on 
archival maps, decrees, and chronicles, this work situates modern reforms within a millennium of state-
directed naming and boundary adjustment. 

Earlier regional studies such as Nguyễn (1996) on Hải Phòng and Từ (2004) on Quảng Trị show how 
economic function, local history, and ethnic diversity shape distinctive naming patterns. Nguyễn (2000) 
established a systematic framework for Vietnamese place-name study, defining principles and semantic 
categories, while Lê (2006, 2012) refined this typology by classifying names according to linguistic origin, 
cultural significance, and administrative function. His concept of toponymic resilience explains the 
persistence of names such as Hoàn Kiếm (Hà Nội) and Bến Thành (Hồ Chí Minh City), which survive 
successive reforms because of their deep cultural resonance. Trần (2008) analyzed the Red River’s multiple 
appellations to demonstrate how a single hydronym embodies layered historical and cultural identities. 

Recent Vietnamese research warns against neglecting historical continuity in renaming. Vũ and Nguyễn 
(2023, 121) caution that disregard for heritage “threaten community identity” while Nguyễn and Nguyễn 
(2015) argue for an ontologically grounded approach that situates toponyms within cultural and political 
realities rather than treating them as static linguistic units. Contemporary commentators including Bùi 
(2025) and Bùi and Lê (2025) examine the 2025 renaming campaign as a negotiation between administrative 
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rationalization and cultural meaning, emphasizing collective memory and community consultation as  
vital components of legitimacy. 

Collectively, these Vietnamese-language studies combine linguistic, historical, and policy perspectives, 
ensuring that current analyses of naming reform are informed by domestic intellectual traditions. They also 
highlight continuities between earlier scholarship and international critical toponymy, confirming that 
Vietnamese naming practices offer a fertile site for comparative study. 

2.3. Critical Toponymy and Power Dynamics 

Critical toponymy interprets naming as a political and semiotic act through which authority is asserted, 
challenged, or reproduced (Rose-Redwood et al. 2009). Place names not only identify space but also encode 
ideology and belonging. Yeoh (1996) demonstrated how commemorative street naming in Singapore 
inscribed nation-building narratives; Light et al. (2002) traced ideological change in Bucharest’s urban 
odonyms after 1989, and Wanjiru and Matsubara (2017) examined Nairobi’s postcolonial renaming as a form 
of symbolic decolonization. Gnatiuk (2025) showed how Ukraine’s toponymic reforms express geopolitical 
identity, while Božilović (2025) revealed patriarchal structures embedded in Serbian street naming. Likewise, 
Różycki (2018) demonstrated how, during and after Poland’s democratic transition, the decommunization of 
urban toponymy reflected uneven symbolic change across cities: Kraków’s historical continuity allowed local 
autonomy, Warsaw’s capital status reinforced a national mythscape, and Wrocław, constrained by its German 
past, adopted external symbols to align with dominant narratives. Together these studies show that naming is 
a key mechanism through which states construct and contest meaning in space. 

Equally, critical toponymy underscores community agency. Persistent or reappropriated names can 
signal resistance or adaptation to state authority (Usmonova & Xujboyeva 2025; Azaryahu 2011). In Việt 
Nam, similar tensions appear between centralized decision-making and local sentiment. Vũ and Nguyễn 
(2023) warn of alienation when historical continuity is ignored, while Bùi and Lê (2025) stress that 
participatory consultation can enhance symbolic legitimacy. Situating the Vietnamese reform within this 
literature clarifies how naming serves as a negotiation between governance imperatives and community 
identity. 

2.4. Administrative Context of Vietnamese Name Change 

Administrative reforms often reshape toponymic landscapes, revealing tensions between state governance 
priorities and local cultural identities (Rose-Redwood et al. 2009). Việt Nam’s administrative system was 
historically organized into a three-tier hierarchy of provinces, districts, and ward/communes. In recent years, 
however, the central government has advanced a program of administrative streamlining aimed at improving 
governance efficiency, reducing redundancy, and enhancing service delivery. This agenda was codified in 
Resolution 202/2025/QH15, which mandated the consolidation of selected provincial, district, and 
commune-level units nationwide (National Assembly 2025b).  
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Figure 1: Map of Việt Nam with 34 Provinces 

The reform’s objectives are both practical and political. Practically, it seeks to rationalize administrative 
boundaries, strengthen fiscal sustainability, and ensure more uniform public service provision. Politically, it 
reflects a long-term vision of establishing a leaner two-tier governance model, in which intermediate 
administrative layers are reduced, and local units are larger, stronger, and more capable. The most recent and 
far-reaching reform, enacted via Resolution 202/2025/QH15 by the National Assembly on June 12, 2025, 
restructured provincial-level units from 63 to 34, merging 52 units into 23 new ones while 11 remained 
unchanged, resulting in 28 provinces and 6 centrally-run cities (National Assembly 2025b; see also figure 1). 
A key change was the transition from a three-tier (provincial, district, ward/commune) to a two-tier 
(provincial, ward/commune) system, abolishing approximately 696 district-level units effective July 1, 2025 
(National Assembly 2025a; Nguyễn et al. 2022).  
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Concurrently, commune-level units (wards, communes, and special zones) were reduced from 10,035 to 
3,321. Implementation was carried out through 34 resolutions of the Standing Committee of the National 
Assembly, this reform necessitated a nationwide renaming process that had to balance cultural heritage with 
governance efficiency (Government News 2025). 

Place names in Việt Nam encode dense layers of social, historical, and cultural meaning, often drawn 
from historical figures, revolutionary events, cultural symbols, or geographic descriptors (Nguyễn 2024; Lê 
2006 2021). While some commune names were retained, others were created by combining elements from 
multiple former names, and still others were entirely new. Toponymy, the study of place names, is widely 
recognized as a sociolinguistic practice that mediates between heritage preservation and administrative 
standardization, encoding social identities, collective memories, and power dynamics within geographic 
spaces (Rose-Redwood et al., 2009; Lê 2006). Recent scholarship reinforces this dual role: Nenotek (2025) 
demonstrates that urban street naming functions as a non-neutral discursive practice; Usmonova and 
Xujboyeva (2025, 84) highlight the cultural and ideological “layers” that naming encodes; and Rose-Redwood 
et al. (2009) address the symbolic dimension of naming as how it reshapes place identities and provokes 
struggles over belonging, memory, and authority, offering analytical parallels for Việt Nam’s urban renaming 
processes. 

The 2025 wave of commune-level consolidation represents the most extensive reconfiguration of local 
place names since the post-reunification administrative reforms of the late 1970s and early 1980s. By 
situating Việt Nam’s current renaming campaign within both domestic political reforms and global 
scholarship in critical toponymy, this study explores how administrative restructuring interacts with 
sociolinguistic identity construction, heritage politics, and language policy under conditions of rapid 
administrative change. 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach that integrates quantitative pattern analysis with qualitative 
interpretation (Creswell & Clark 2018). The combined design enables an in-depth understanding of both 
observable naming outcomes and the sociopolitical and cultural rationales underlying them. The 
methodology directly addresses the research questions: (1) identifying patterns of same, combined, and new 
names, and (2) explaining how political, historical, and spatial dynamics influence symbolic continuity and 
innovation in naming decisions. 

3.1. Data Sources 

Primary data were obtained from the official post-merger commune-level administrative lists effective 1 July 
2025, as promulgated in Resolution 202/2025/QH15 of the National Assembly (National Assembly 2025b) 
and related implementing documents issued by provincial People’s Committees. Supplementary materials 
included the 34 resolutions of the Standing Committee (Government News 2025). Verification was performed 
using statistical data compiled by Quang Tuệ et al. (2025) and cross-referenced with historical maps, 
cartographic archives, and naming guidelines provided in Resolution 76/2025/UBTVQH15 (Standing 
Committee 2025). These combined sources established both the quantitative dataset for classification and the 
qualitative context for historical and cultural interpretation. 

3.2. Unit of Analysis 

Each newly established commune-level administrative unit was treated as a single observation. The dataset 
encompasses 3,321 units, representing the entire population of post-consolidation communes, wards, and 
special zones nationwide. 
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3.3. Quantitative Classification Procedure 

Each unit was coded into one of three naming categories: 

(1) Same: the new name is identical to one of the pre-merger unit names. 
(2) Combined: the new name contains lexical elements from two or more pre-merger names, or a 
modified form through addition, deletion, or substitution of directional, numerical, or semantic 
components. 
(3) New: the new name shows no direct lexical overlap with any pre-merger unit name. 

In cases of minor orthographic differences (such as historical spellings or accent variations), the most recent 
official form recorded in National Assembly resolutions was adopted as the authoritative version. Earlier 
forms were noted in the dataset for reference but not used in final classification. When ambiguity persisted, 
historical maps, gazetteers, and provincial archives were consulted to ensure accurate categorization. 

3.4. Qualitative Analysis 

To examine the social, political, and historical dimensions of naming decisions, qualitative analysis combined 
policy review, archival interpretation, and contextual coding. Resolutions 202/2025/QH15 and 
76/2025/UBTVQH15 were analyzed to identify state priorities such as historical continuity, cultural 
grounding, and public participation. 

Several analytical concepts guided the qualitative coding: 

(1) Contextual coding: systematic annotation of names with relevant historical, geographic, or policy-
based information drawn from archival and secondary sources. 

(2) Degree of territorial consolidation: the number of pre-merger units combined into each new unit. 

(3) Heritage significance: references to historical figures, sites, or culturally symbolic lexemes 
identified in previous scholarship (Nguyễn 2024; Lê 2006). 

(4) Community preference: instances where field-level reports, media interviews, or official 
consultations (Bùi 2025; Bùi & Lê 2025) documented local opinion or resistance toward proposed 
names. 

For names classified as new, additional codes specified their semantic motivation as historical, 
commemorative, or cultural-geographical, following categories established by Blair and Tent (2021) and 
adapted to Vietnamese naming conventions. For example, Hà Huy Tập was coded as commemorative, while 
Đông Hoa Lư was coded as cultural-geographical due to its reference to a historic site. 

3.5. Coding and Reliability Measures 

Each name was coded according to the administrative reference level: commune (former commune or ward), 
district (former district), or provincial/municipal (former province or centrally governed city). For new 
names, codings also recorded semantic source (historical, commemorative, or cultural-geographical). 

Coding was conducted in two rounds. In the first round, all 3,321 units were coded independently for 
quantitative and qualitative variables. In the second round, codes were cross-checked by two researchers to 
ensure consistency. Inter-coder agreement reached 98.60%, with discrepancies resolved through discussion 
and reference to primary documents. 

3.6. Data Integration and Statistical Testing 

Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated to address both research questions. Descriptive 
statistics identified the proportions of same, combined, and new names, while qualitative evidence provided 
interpretive depth regarding the sociopolitical and cultural rationale for each pattern. 

To test possible associations between naming outcomes and contextual factors, a multinomial logistic 
regression was conducted. Predictor variables included the degree of urbanization, heritage significance, and 
territorial consolidation. This model was used to examine how these variables may have influenced the 
likelihood of retention, combination, or innovation in commune naming. The detailed statistical results are 
presented in the following section. 
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4. Results 

4.1. Overview 

The national commune renaming reform produced a total of 3,321 newly recognized commune-level units as 
of 1 July 2025. Quantitative analysis categorized the new names into three outcome types: retention (78.10%), 
combination (8.73%), and innovation (13.09%). Retention was dominant in most provinces, particularly in 
rural areas where cultural continuity and community identity remain strong. Combination and innovation 
were concentrated in urban centers and zones of administrative amalgamation. 

These distributions indicate that, although the administrative restructuring was extensive, most new 
units maintained symbolic continuity with preexisting local identities. Table 1 presents the overall 
proportions by region and type of renaming. 

Table 1: Naming Pattern Distribution in Counts and Percentages 
Naming Pattern Units Percentage 

Retention 2,596 78.1 

Combination 290 8.73 

Innovation 435 13.09 

4.2. Patterns of Retention 

Retention refers to cases where one of the pre-merger names was preserved as the official name of the new 
unit. This category accounted for 2,594 communes (78.10%). It was the prevailing strategy in provinces 
characterized by stable rural populations, cohesive cultural traditions, or strong historical associations  
with existing names. Examples include Xuân Hòa ‘spring harmony’, Phú Lộc ‘prosperous settlement’, and An 
Bình ‘peaceful village’, which are widely distributed across northern and central Việt Nam. These names often 
convey values of prosperity, peace, and seasonal fertility, echoing agricultural symbolism that has defined 
Vietnamese rural life for centuries. 

Retention frequently occurred where historical or revolutionary significance was already embedded in 
the pre-merger name, such as Hà Huy Tập (named after a major early twentieth-century revolutionary 
leader) or Tân Trào ‘new resolution’, associated with the 1945 independence movement. Such names carry 
commemorative weight that communities are reluctant to alter, especially when they embody pride or 
identity continuity. Retention also correlated with administrative pragmatism: retaining a well-established 
name reduced bureaucratic confusion, minimized costs of re-registration, and facilitated citizen acceptance. 

4.3. Patterns of Combination 

Combination accounted for 8.73% (290 units) of all cases. Combined names typically merged elements from 
two or more pre-merger units, forming a composite that signaled both administrative union  
and symbolic balance. For instance, Đông Hoa Lư combines Đông Hòa ‘eastern harmony’ and Hoa Lư (the 
name of the ancient capital of Đại Cồ Việt ‘Great Vietnam’), preserving heritage while acknowledging 
territorial merger. Similarly, Sơn Thủy ‘mountain-water’ unites two adjacent communes whose names 
referenced contrasting landscape features, creating a metaphorical equilibrium familiar in Vietnamese 
aesthetics. Combinations were particularly common in transitional peri-urban districts where local 
authorities sought to balance administrative rationalization with recognition of multiple legacy identities. 
This pattern reflects a pragmatic attempt at symbolic inclusion, especially in areas where merger negotiations 
were sensitive. 
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4.4. Patterns of Innovation 

Innovation comprised 13.09% (437 units), representing the creation of entirely new names. Innovative 
naming occurred most prominently in metropolitan regions such as Hà Nội, Hồ Chí Minh City, and Đà Nẵng, 
where local governments used renaming as a tool for urban rebranding, modernization, and cultural 
differentiation. 

Examples include An Đông ‘peaceful east’, revived from a premodern commercial district in Hồ Chí 
Minh City to evoke historical urban vitality; Chợ Lớn ‘big market’, referencing a long-standing Chinese–
Vietnamese trade hub integrated into the contemporary metropolis; Thiên Đức ‘divine virtue’, historically the 
name of a district several hundred years ago and also the Sino-Vietnamese name of the river running through 
the area, revalorizing local history and geography; and Khúc Thừa Dụ, honoring a 10th-century ruler who 
established the early Vietnamese autonomous polity, illustrating how innovation may coexist with  
historical commemoration. 

The linguistic creativity in this group often involved selective revival of archaic or Sino-Vietnamese 
morphemes, aligning with the broader strategy of reinforcing regional heritage and place branding. 
Innovative naming thus reflects both linguistic modernization and cultural revalorization, situating local 
identity within national and global narratives of heritage and development. 

4.5. Regional Variation 

Analysis by region reveals clear spatial differentiation. The Northern Delta exhibited the highest proportion of 
retention (84%), consistent with its long historical settlement and dense network of culturally persistent place 
names. The Central Region showed moderate retention (71%) and higher rates of combination due to 
fragmented settlement patterns and frequent mergers of small communes. The Southeast and Mekong Delta 
displayed greater innovation (22-28%), aligning with rapid urbanization and migration-driven demographic 
change. These findings demonstrate how naming outcomes mirror broader socio-geographic contrasts: 
cultural conservatism in agrarian provinces versus symbolic reinvention in expanding cities. 

4.6. Summary of Quantitative Findings 

Overall, the commune naming reform reveals a national tendency toward symbolic continuity tempered by 
selective modernization. Retention ensured administrative stability and local attachment, while innovation, 
although limited, served strategic goals of heritage reinforcement and urban branding. Table 2 summarizes 
these quantitative findings. 

Table 2: Naming Pattern Distribution in Counts and Percentages 
Category Number of Units Percentage Dominant Contexts 

Retention 2,594 78.10 Rural, historically cohesive communes 

Combination 290 8.73 Peri-urban or merged communes 

Innovation 437 13.09 Urban centers and rebranded areas 

4.7. Statistical Overview 

To explore relationships between naming outcomes and contextual variables, multinomial logistic regression 
was applied (see section 3.6). Preliminary results confirmed that higher degrees of urbanization and 
administrative consolidation were associated with increased probability of combination or innovation, while 
strong heritage significance predicted name retention. These patterns support the interpretation that naming 
decisions were shaped by both pragmatic governance considerations and symbolic-cultural imperatives. 
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5. Discussion 

The results demonstrate that the 2025 commune naming reform in Việt Nam combined strong tendencies of 
symbolic continuity with selective adoption of innovation. Retention dominated nationally, but innovation 
appeared strategically in metropolitan regions where political visibility, heritage revitalization, and place 
branding were prioritized. These patterns align with both sociolinguistic and critical toponymic theories of 
naming as a site of negotiation between authority and identity. 

5.1. Sociolinguistic Dimensions of Naming 

From a sociolinguistic perspective, place naming can be understood as a communicative practice that indexes 
social relations and ideological positions (Rose-Redwood et al. 2009; Spolsky 2004). A name’s linguistic 
form, etymology, and cultural reference express not only meaning but also social alignment and power. 
Calling toponymy a “sociolinguistic practice” (see sections 2.1 and 2.4) therefore means recognizing that it is a 
form of language use embedded in social structures, capable of producing and reproducing identity  
through linguistic choice. 

In the Vietnamese context, this practice is intensified by the administrative system, where naming 
decisions are shaped by both local preference and central policy. Each chosen name represents a negotiation 
between linguistic tradition, state authority, and collective identity. Retaining an existing name often 
reaffirms the legitimacy of local speech and memory, while adopting a new one repositions the community 
within a broader ideological frame of modernization or national unity. 

“Sociolinguistic identity construction” (see section 2.4) in this sense, refers to the process through which 
communities express, contest, or redefine their social belonging through language choices in naming. When 
local authorities or residents advocate for heritage-based names such as Tân Trào or Hà Huy Tập, they are 
not only commemorating the past but also asserting symbolic continuity with recognized cultural values. 
Conversely, when the local communities create innovative names like An Đông or Thiên Đức, they engage in 
linguistic innovation to project a modern or historically revalorized identity. Thus, the value of this study for 
sociolinguistics lies in showing how naming functions as a socially regulated form of linguistic agency, a 
structured yet creative space where speakers, institutions, and cultural memories interact. 

5.2. Continuity, Power, and Symbolic Authority 

The prevalence of retention (78.10%) reflects the durability of linguistic and cultural attachment to place. As 
Alderman and Inwood (2013) argue, continuity in place names stabilizes memory and sustains the moral 
geography of belonging. In rural Việt Nam, retaining names such as Xuân Hòa or An Bình maintains links 
between linguistic heritage, geography, and moral symbolism. It also reflects local resistance to perceived 
bureaucratic intrusion, echoing Azaryahu’s (2011) observation that residents often act as custodians  
of symbolic landscapes. 

At the same time, innovation and combination illustrate how power and policy shape the linguistic 
landscape. Through Resolution 76/2025/UBTVQH15, the state provided naming criteria emphasizing clarity, 
unity, and historical relevance. These guidelines positioned naming as both an administrative necessity and a 
performative act of governance, one that asserts the state’s symbolic authority. Yet local adaptation remained 
visible: combination names like Đông Hoa Lư balanced administrative merging with respect for historical 
resonance, mirroring patterns observed in Bucharest (Light et al. 2002) and Nairobi (Wanjiru & Matsubara 
2017), where local histories reemerge through official decisions. 

This dynamic confirms Rose-Redwood et al.’s (2009) notion of “toponymic inscription”, the process 
through which naming operates as both a tool of spatial control and a medium of collective negotiation. 
Vietnamese administrative naming demonstrates that the linguistic landscape is never entirely determined 
from above; rather, it is co-produced through policy frameworks, public consultations, and  
inherited semantic repertoires. 

  



NAMES: A JOURNAL OF ONOMASTICS 

Khoa Nguyen-Viet 

 

ans-names.pitt.edu  

DOI 10.5195/names.2026.2813 Vol. 74 No. 2, Spring 2026 ISSN: 0027-7738 (print) 1756-2279 (web) 

 

52 

Pg 52 

5.3. Innovation, Heritage, and Urban Rebranding 

The 13.09 percent of innovative names reveal how language policy, heritage politics, and urban strategy 
intersect. Urban authorities in Hà Nội, Đà Nẵng, and Hồ Chí Minh City frequently adopted new names that 
evoke historical grandeur or cultural symbolism while differentiating restructured districts. For example, An 
Đông revived a term historically associated with commercial vitality, aligning with contemporary aspirations 
for globalized urban identity. Similarly, Khúc Thừa Dụ invokes early national sovereignty, reaffirming 
heritage as a symbolic resource in modern urban branding. Thiên Đức similarly revalorizes historical and 
geographical memory in the urban landscape. 

Comparable strategies appear in other global contexts. In Ukraine, Gnatiuk (2025) found that renaming 
under geopolitical tension served to reinforce national identity; in South Africa, Ndletyana (2012) observed 
that urban toponymic change symbolized post-apartheid transformation. In both cases, as in Việt Nam, the 
act of naming extends beyond administrative function to become a linguistic assertion of  
belonging and transformation. 

The Vietnamese evidence therefore supports a broader sociolinguistic insight: naming is a 
communicative mechanism through which modernization and heritage are simultaneously articulated. It 
reconciles bureaucratic rationalization with symbolic continuity, turning language policy into a cultural act. 

5.4. Integration with Critical Toponymy 

By aligning Vietnamese commune naming with the global framework of critical toponymy, the study 
illuminates how naming reform embodies both governance and cultural agency. Rose-Redwood et al. (2008, 
163) describe naming as a “spatial politics of public remembrance” while Azaryahu (2011) stresses the 
everyday negotiation of power embedded in street names. Vietnamese commune renaming exhibits both 
processes. It operates through top-down rationalization yet remains locally negotiated through historical  
and linguistic preferences. 

Furthermore, the Vietnamese case extends critical toponymic theory by revealing how state-driven 
reforms in an officially socialist yet market-oriented system differ from the postcolonial or post-socialist cases 
commonly discussed in the literature. The combination of centralized authority and culturally participatory 
consultation produces a hybrid mode of naming governance: centrally coordinated but  
symbolically decentralized. 

This contributes to global onomastic theory by showing that critical toponymy must account for 
administrative toponymy: naming not only of streets or landmarks but of entire administrative units, where 
linguistic decisions directly affect bureaucratic structures and citizen interaction, an act deeply embedded in 
what Różycki (2018, 21) calls the “spatial politics of memory”. 

5.5. Synthesis 

Overall, the findings of this study reveal that the 2025 commune naming reform in Việt Nam represents far 
more than a bureaucratic exercise in territorial rationalization. It is a deeply linguistic and sociocultural 
process in which the state and local communities continuously negotiate symbolic meaning. The 
predominance of retention demonstrates how language operates as a mechanism of collective continuity, 
allowing local identities to endure administrative change while reaffirming cultural attachment to place. At 
the same time, the coexistence of combination and innovation highlights that authority over naming is not 
purely top-down but negotiated across multiple levels of governance and community engagement. The 
naming process, therefore, becomes a communicative arena where local voices, historical memories, and 
institutional directives converge. 

Innovation further illustrates how naming serves as a means of cultural repositioning. Through the 
deliberate creation or revival of historically charged and culturally resonant names, local governments, and 
communities reassert heritage while articulating aspirations of modernization and urban renewal. This 
duality, preserving the symbolic depth of tradition while embracing linguistic and spatial innovation, reflects 
a broader sociolinguistic pattern in which naming both anchors identity and redefines it. In this way, the 
Vietnamese reform exemplifies how administrative toponymy can function simultaneously as a practice of 
governance and as a form of cultural expression that bridges the past and the present. 
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6. Implications for Onomastic Research 

The Vietnamese commune renaming reform contributes to the growing field of critical and administrative 
onomastics by revealing how state-led naming operates within a multilingual, culturally layered, and 
politically centralized context. Most onomastic studies have focused on street names or commemorative 
urban naming, yet large-scale administrative renaming at the commune level remains comparatively 
underexplored. This study demonstrates that such processes present distinct theoretical and methodological 
challenges  
for the discipline. 

First, the findings extend the scope of critical toponymy by illustrating how naming functions 
simultaneously as linguistic practice, governance mechanism, and symbolic negotiation (Alderman & Inwood 
2013; Rose-Redwood et al. 2010). The Vietnamese case confirms that the politics of naming extend beyond 
urban commemorations to encompass the organization of territorial space itself. The state acts not only as an 
agent of control but also as a facilitator of symbolic continuity, mediating between efficiency, history, and 
local identity. This dual role calls for onomastic frameworks that recognize naming as both a  
discursive and administrative act. 

Second, the study contributes to methodological innovation in onomastics. By integrating spatial 
statistics, mixed-method coding, and policy analysis, it offers a replicable approach for examining national-
scale toponymic change. The methodological design demonstrates that quantitative mapping of naming 
outcomes can be effectively combined with qualitative interpretation of historical and sociolinguistic context. 
Such integration strengthens the analytical rigor of onomastic inquiry and enables cross-national 
comparison. 

Third, the results highlight the sociolinguistic agency of local actors within centrally managed naming 
systems. Although the Vietnamese reform was state-driven (Standing Committee 2025), patterns of retention, 
combination, and innovation reveal continuous negotiation between official guidelines and community 
preferences. This challenges deterministic models of top-down naming and invites further research into how 
local identity and collective memory influence policy-driven linguistic change (Rose-Redwood  
et al. 2019; Spolsky 2004). 

Finally, the study suggests that future onomastic research should consider administrative naming as a 
dynamic subfield in its own right, distinct from urban or commemorative naming, requiring theoretical 
attention to institutional decision-making, public participation, and symbolic geography. By situating 
Vietnamese evidence within global scholarship, the study contributes to a more comprehensive 
understanding of how names function as instruments of governance, heritage, and identity in rapidly 
changing societies (Filipa & Andr 2025; Ndletyana 2012). 

7. Conclusion 

It is clear that the nationwide patterns of retention, combination, and innovation of new names and the 
underlying factors, including political imperatives, historical resonance, urban-rural differences, and 
language policy considerations, illustrate how administrative consolidation in Việt Nam negotiates both 
governance efficiency and symbolic continuity. 

The reform of commune-level names across the country demonstrates how administrative restructuring 
is inseparable from cultural and linguistic negotiation. By analyzing 3,321 new administrative units through 
both quantitative and qualitative methods, this study has shown that naming is not a neutral technical act but 
a socially meaningful process in which continuity and innovation coexist. The predominance of retention 
underscores the strength of local attachment and the resilience of historical memory, while the presence of 
combination and innovation reflects the state’s attempt to reconcile efficiency with symbolic renewal. 

Within an onomastic framework informed by sociolinguistic insights, the findings confirm that naming 
operates as a discourse through which communities and institutions articulate identity, authority, and 
belonging. The Vietnamese case adds empirical depth to critical toponymy by revealing how state-driven 
reforms engage local linguistic agency rather than suppress it. Administrative naming, often overlooked in 
onomastic scholarship, thus emerges as an important field for examining how governance and language 
policy interact to shape cultural space. 
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The study’s methodological integration of spatial statistics, archival interpretation, and policy analysis 
also offers a model for future comparative work. Further research could explore public perception of 
renaming decisions, the semantics of rejected names, or longitudinal changes in the symbolic geography of 
post-reform Việt Nam. Such inquiries would continue to link onomastic theory with the lived sociolinguistic 
realities of place, demonstrating that every administrative name carries a trace of history, authority,  
and collective imagination. 
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