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NOTE ON PLACE NAMES

Geography literally means “earth-writing.” Place-naming practices are
part of how people write political geographies and live them. Names
are often chosen to signify ownership of a territory or place, symboli-
cally marking the political and cultural dominance of one group, and
one geopolitical relationship, over others. In Ireland, naming a town
Kingstown or Dun Laoghaire, Londonderry or Derry conveys power
and identity. The lands of the former Soviet Union have similar post-
colonial contentious dynamics over place names. Multiple claims and
languages are at play, as are abundant historical legacies and memories.
In most Union Republics, Russian was the dominant language, and the
Russian administrative name for places tended to predominate locally
and internationally. Since the Soviet collapse the newly independent
states have made varying efforts to nationalize place names, renaming
towns, streets, and other places to privilege new nation-state heroes and
dates while removing Soviet symbols.

The place names in this book are, for the most part, simplified
English language transliterations of official state language names. Thus,
the names of oblasts and other locations in Ukraine are from Ukrainian
not Russian. I use Kyiv instead of Kiev, Donbas instead of Donbass,
and Kharkiv instead of Kharkov. Because language privileging, place
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naming, and territorial ownership are part of the contentious geo-
politics examined in this book, I often provide competing names and
forms of knowing places in the text. Thus, I use the Russian names
Odessa, Kharkov, and Nikolaev when appropriate and when used by
the speaker. Though Donetsk has a different spelling and pronuncia-
tion in Ukrainian and Russian, its common English transliteration
misses this. Not so for Luhansk/Lugansk: I use transliteration from
Ukrainian to name the oblast but from Russian to name the Lugansk
People’s Republic as this is its official name. Those with zero-sum men-
talities will inevitably find problems with this but part of the peda-
gogic value of the strategy adopted in this book is to foreground place-
contestation, and the life-world that is part of it, on the page.

The situation in the breakaway regions of Georgia is particularly
complicated because one has trilingual geopolitical dynamics: titu-
lar nations (Abkhaz and Ossetians), a nationalizing state (Georgia),
and a former imperial center that is now a privileged geopoliti-
cal player (Russia). This is to say nothing of nontitular minorities
like the Armenians in Abkhazia. The politics of naming in South
Ossetia begins with the existential question of whether that name
is even recognized and acknowledged. The Georgian government
abolished this region and name in December 1990. In Georgia,
the north-central region of the country is named Shida Kartli (lit.,
“Inner Kartli”). The area around the capital of South Ossetia is
called Samachablo (lit., “fief of the Machabeli clan”). The names
are ownership claims that locate the area within Georgian nation-
space imagining: Because South Ossetia nevertheless endured as a
geopolitical fact on the ground the Georgian government began to
refer to it euphemistically as the “Tskhinvali region.” The name was
a diminishing gesture in the face of the unilateral proclamation by
those in power there that it was the Republic of South Ossetia.
The practice 1 have followed in naming the two regional centers
(“capitals”) of the breakaway territories in Georgia is to use a form
that signifies the contested name of these places, without privileging
either. Thus, the Ossetian name Tskhinval and Georgian Tskhinvali
is rendered Tskhinval(i). The same applies to Sukhum(i), the admin-
istrative center of Abkhazia.
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As far as Georgians and most all the international community are
concerned, South Ossetia and Abkhazia are Georgian territory. To the
de facto regimes in these areas, however, Georgia begins at the de facto
boundary lines Russia has helped them establish in the region. I follow
the convention of using the terms “uncontested Georgia” and “Georgia
proper” to refer to Georgian territory beyond the boundary lines of the de
facto states. I recognize that these terms are objectionable to Georgia but
they have the virtue of recognizing the material realities on the ground
that persist in the face of imagined seamless maps of territorial integriry.

The Georgian government controlled enclave settlements within
South Ossetia and Abkhazia until August 2008. The rule I adopt is to
respect the place names that the majority of local residents use, with
the alternative form in brackets. Thus, I use the name Tamarasheni
(lit. “built by Tamar,” a famous queen in the Georgian pantheon)
for the first Georgian settlement immediately to the north of the
town limits of Tskhinval(i) instead of the Ossetian name Tamares.
In the last Soviet census of 1989, this settlement had both Ossetian
and Georgian families, some intermarried. As a consequence of the
violence of 1990=1992, Tskhinval(i) became predominantly Ossetian,
and the settlements to its north overwhelmingly monoethnic
Georgian communities. In saying this, however, we are summariz-
ing a condition brought about by violence that forced people into
either/or ethnic categories that may not reflect their kinship histories
or actual beliefs and lived identities. I use the place name Akhalgori
for the largely ethnic Georgian town to the southeast that was under
Georgian government control until August 2008. In Soviet times it
was known as Leningori. The de facto Republic of South Ossetia au-
thorities privilege the Ossetian variant of this Soviet name: Leningor.
Other Soviet names endure in South Ossetia. Tskhinval(i) today
has both a Lenin Avenue and a Stalin Avenue, the latter figure an
Ossetian folk hero (as he is also for some Georgians). Another Soviet
name that endures is Roki tunnel, which is the Georgian form of
the ethnic Ossetian village of Rouk on the southern slope of the
Caucasus where it derives its name. I stick with the familiar Roki and
not the Ossetian name. [ use the Ossetian name Styr Gufta for the
predominantly Ossetian settlement north of the Georgian enclave on
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the Transcaucasian Highway (TransKam). I also give the Georgian
name, which is Didi Gupta. The strategic bridge outside the town
is known as the Gufta bridge in Ossetian, and Gupta in Georgian.
The central river in South Ossetia is Styr Liakhva in Ossetian, Didi
Liakhvi in Georgian, and Bolshoi Liakhvi in Russian. I use the trans-
lation “Greater Liakhvi River” and reserve “Didi Liakhvi Valley” spe-
cifically for the Georgian enclave north of Tskhinval(i), as this helps
signify its ethnic Georgian character. Its destruction was a concerted
effort to erase that cultural identity. Campaigns of purification and
erasure by the victorious, unfortunately, are all too common in the
wake of episodes of ethnicized and geopoliticized violence.

In 2015 Ukraine’s parliament launched a “decommunization” process
that sought to erase Soviet names and symbols across Ukrainian terri-
tory. Thousands of Lenin statues have been toppled in Ukraine since its
independence. A new wave started with the Euromaidan protests and
continues, now legitimated by decommunization laws. Certain place
names, like Dnipropetrovsk (now Dnipro), came too late to update
maps in this work. Hundreds of place names were mandated for change
in Crimea also, with a few replacement place names recognizing the
heritage of the Crimean Tatar, heretofore ignored by Kyiv."A move by
U.S. technology giant Google to implement these changes sparked
outrage in Moscow and Crimea. One Russian lawmaker charged the
U.S. company, cofounded by a Russian immigrant, with “topological
cretinism.” Place-naming controversies, and asterisks on maps indicat-
ing disputed territorial status, are expressions of a place remaking geopo-
litical contest that unfortunately looks likely to continue for some time.
Geographies are inevitably political but they need not be about singular
domination and control. They can be thought and lived differently.
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