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This study was conducted with the aim of investigating and explaining the consequences
of frequent and unplanned changes in geographical names and signs on the dimensions
of place identity in the metropolitan city of Ahvaz. In this regard, the research specifically
measured the impact of these changes on four key dimensions that shape place
attachment—historical memory, social bonds, individual and collective emotions, and
local events—in order to analyze the mechanisms through which name changes, as a
symbolic act of power, weaken citizens' sense of belonging and create a rupture in urban
identity. The research method was descriptive-analytical, and the statistical population
consisted of 50 experts and specialists in urban fields, who were selected through
snowball sampling and examined using a researcher-made questionnaire based on the
aforementioned four dimensions. The findings indicate that unique names with an
average of 4.54 and the stability of names with an average of 4.64 have the greatest impact
on shaping place identity. In contrast, frequent name changes with an average of 2.00
have caused confusion among citizens. Geographical names and signs with an average of
4.68 play a vital role in creating social cohesion, but the degree of attention to citizens'
preferences in naming, with an average of 1.36, has received the lowest score.
Additionally, cultural events with an average of 4.46 have the greatest impact on place
attachment. In summary, frequent renaming disrupts collective memory and emotional

ties, diminishing place belonging and urban identity.
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Introduction

This research investigates the impact of changes to geographical names and signs on the sense
of belonging and place attachment among residents of the metropolitan city of Ahvaz, Iran.
Grounded in critical toponymy (the study of place names), the study posits that naming is not a
neutral administrative act but a symbolic arena for the reproduction of power, identity, and
collective memory. Frequent and politically motivated changes to urban toponyms can sever
the link between people and place, leading to urban alienation. The primary research questions
examine how changes in geographical signs affect place attachment, and how the repetition and
multiplicity of names impact the sense of place and spatial identity. The analysis is framed
within four key dimensions of place identity: History/Memory, Society, Emotions and
Affections, and Actions/Events.

Method

The study adopts an applied, descriptive-analytical survey method. The statistical population
consisted of 50 specialists and experts related to the topic in Ahvaz, selected via snowball
sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Data was collected using a researcher-made
questionnaire, designed based on theoretical foundations and the four main indicators of place
identity. The validity of the questionnaire was confirmed by a panel of 10 experts in geography,
urban planning, and sociology, and its reliability was assessed using Cronbach's alpha (0.87).
Collected data were analyzed using SPSS software through descriptive statistics (mean,
standard deviation) and inferential statistics (one-sample t-test).

Results
The findings, structured around the four place identity indicators, reveal significant patterns:

e Emotions & Affections: Unique geographical names (mean=4.54) had the strongest
positive impact on forming place identity, while repeated name changes (mean=2.00)
caused the most confusion for citizens. Stable names foster emotional bonds.

o Society: Geographical signs play a vital role in creating social cohesion (mean=4.68).
However, the naming system is heavily influenced by political considerations
(mean=4.68) and shows the least attention to citizens' preferences (mean=1.36). The
multiplicity of names devalues geographical signs.

o History/Memory: The stability and lack of change in names (mean=4.64) is the most
crucial factor for preserving place identity and collective memory. Frequent changes
threaten this memory and can lead to place alienation.

e Actions/Events: Cultural events (mean=4.46) have the greatest impact on place
attachment, whereas naming places after events from other locations has the least
impact. This underscores the importance of local, non-political cultural roots.

The discussion situates these findings within international critical toponymy literature. The
results align with Nash's (1999) concept of names as "uncontaminated channels to the past" that
build identity, and Rose-Redwood et al.'s (2009) theory of "toponymic cleansing," where
political renaming severs collective memory. The paradox in Ahvaz is that while names have
high potential for social cohesion, the top-down, politicized process undermines this potential
and acts as a form of "symbolic violence." Comparisons with post-communist cities like
Budapest highlight similar battles over symbolic space. The study concludes that the
psychological-social mechanisms linking toponymic change to memory and identity are
consistent globally, emphasizing the need for a democratic shift in naming practices.
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Conclusions

The study conclusively demonstrates that frequent and politically driven changes to
geographical names and signs in Ahvaz weaken place attachment by creating ruptures in
collective memory and emotional bonds, ultimately fostering urban alienation and a loss of
identity. Conversely, unique, historically rooted, and stable names are the strongest pillars for
building place identity and social cohesion. The current naming system, characterized by
political influence and a lack of public participation, fails to harness the inherent power of
toponyms for social unity. The research confirms its hypotheses regarding the positive role of
unique names and local cultural events, and the negative impact of administrative fragmentation
and frequent name changes. The key recommendation is a fundamental shift towards a stable,
people-centered, and indigenous identity-based naming system. This requires establishing
expert committees, creating a database of historical names, developing strict guidelines to
prevent arbitrary changes, and, most importantly, fostering genuine citizen participation in the
toponymic process to rebuild place attachment in Ahvaz.
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