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Introduction 

Gwyneira Isaac, Stanisław Kordasiewicz, 
Sylvia Ngo, and Jesse van Amelsvoort 

During a critical turning point in how the balances of power and authority in 
the world are being defined and redefined, the use of language(s) has become a 
flashpoint over who has the right to define whom. This volume speaks to this by 
providing an entry point that all individuals can relate to—names and naming 
practices—exploring these through the generative and creative processes and com-
plex relationships between knowledge production, politics, and identity formation. 

Acts of naming are not merely descriptive or representative—they have crea-
tive capacity and actively take part in shaping our worlds. Naming also unfolds 
at multiple scales. As more than just labels, names encapsulate how we recognize 
ourselves and each other. They shape how we navigate our sometimes multiple 
world(s), knowledge systems, and interactions with others, as well as our hopes 
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2 Naming and Being 

and aspirations about those who have been named. From the intimate and the em-
bodied, to the conceptual and classificatory, to legitimacy within political struc-
tures, as well as vernacular practices that operate beyond legal systems, naming 
is entangled with the production of different modes of knowing and being in the 
world. In effect, different names for same/similar referents are also not just lin-
guistic differences but representative of the plurality of systems of knowledge and 
diverse ways of being in and engaging with the world. 

Our aim is a critical examination of the power dynamics involved in intersecting 
multiple knowledge systems and ways of being that determine who defines whom 
through naming, who defies these conventions—how and why—as well as the na-
ture of the resulting consequences, entanglements, and futures. 

The diverse ways in which relationships between knowledge(s), naming, and 
identity are created and communicated are explored here through essays, art, po-
etry, and ethnographic fiction. As a result, this volume takes an experimental ap-
proach to investigating the dynamics between textual, linguistic, aural, and visual 
modes that crosscut non-lexical and non-discursive forms of knowledge produc-
tion around naming and identity issues, as well as their correlated and authorized, 
or conflicting and destabilizing, authorities. By positioning these different creative 
modes together, we are able to critically examine how identity is both realized and 
materialized through vernacular practices and performances, as well as embodied, 
including through our relationships with different beings/materials. The works of 
artists, community-based scholars, anthropologists, poets, scientists, linguists, his-
torians, legal scholars, and social scientists are rendered here alongside each other 
with the idea that their voices and creations are further enriched by their ability to 
cross-pollinate with each other. 

Recognizing and comprehending the growing emphasis on peoples’ rights to 
self-definition became a productive nexus in our conversations with contributors, 
especially around how this is correlated with the extent to which different ap-
proaches to the creation of knowledge are recognized and controlled, by whom, 
and in which contexts. The right to self-definition emerged not only as an identity 
formation process but as a mechanism used by people to provide evidence of and 
value to their experiences and their situated and culturally specific knowledge(s) 
and knowledge systems. This became especially clear regarding how their concep-
tualization of identity-based knowledge is produced through a comparative analy-
sis of “self” and “other” within, at times, politically unstable, rapidly shifting, and 
decolonizing approaches to knowledge(s). 

The right to self-define has been an important topic for Indigenous and mi-
noritized communities, who need platforms to communicate and gain recognition 
for and understanding about their identities and knowledge systems more widely. 
These approaches toward self-definition are additionally significant regarding 
language politics for the ways they speak directly back to colonial and dominant 
structures that have misidentified and misnamed people. Bently Spang, one of 
our contributors to the exhibit To Be—Named that correlates with this volume, 
shared with the group his essay “The Process of Self Definition Within the Native 
North American Art Movement” (Spang 1995). This text became a catalyst for 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 3 

discussions with contributors, as well as the intellectual architecture that under-
pins the exhibit. In his essay, Spang voices his concerns about art historians who 
use external observations to develop their expertise about American Indian art but 
exclude the voices and expertise of American Indian artists. As a result, he argues 
that this discipline has been beset with misunderstandings and inaccuracies, espe-
cially when Indigenous experiences, values, and place-makings have been omitted. 
This perspective on self-definition and how this relates to language politics is also 
mirrored in the work of Cornel Pewewardy (2000), who looks at this in regard 
to educational contexts and the problems created via linguistic imperialism. He 
advocates for what Scott Richard Lyons (2000) refers to as rhetorical sovereignty, 
which is the “inherent right and ability” for Indigenous people “to determine their 
own communicative needs and desires in this pursuit [of agency, power, and com-
munity renewal], to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages 
of public discourse” (Lyons cited by King et al. 2015: 8). 

The process of self-definition is also best understood not as linear and one-direc-
tional but rather as a process of ongoing reflection and recognition of the intersec-
tional nature of knowledge(s) and identities. The right to self-definition, therefore, 
is not only a process and stance in support of human rights and equality in general 
but a position that provides an analytical and critical eye on multiple identities 
(Indigenous/colonial/dominant society). It acknowledges Indigenous experiences 
and knowledge(s) that span these different contexts via multiple and combined 
identities, as well as the critique of cross-cultural encounters. This is important in 
regard to how relationships between knowledge(s), expertise, and identities are be-
ing forged and used, particularly for Indigenous scholars within the academy. The 
use of the phrase “agents at the interface” to describe Indigenous scholars engag-
ing in science and Indigenous knowledge demonstrates how specialized cohorts 
of Indigenous scholars are contributing to “the evolution of Indigenous academ-
ics and research methodologies in both Western academic and Native community 
contexts” (Durie 2004; Stewart 2009). Finding pathways to communicate effec-
tively about different ways of knowing across disciplinary and cultural boundaries 
and finding ways to assert this expertise as part of one’s identity as an Indigenous 
scholar is an important role explored by Indigenous authors in this volume (see 
Maryboy and Begay; Pihana et al.). 

As such, this volume understands names and naming practices as instances of 
what during the 1980s became known as “situated knowledges” (Haraway 1988) 
or “standpoint epistemology” (Harding 1986) within feminist studies, as well as 
the similar ideas that Martin Nakata (2007) has integrated into Indigenous studies. 
Despite their differences, these approaches share a sense that one’s identity can 
serve as the basis upon which to build epistemological claims. The essays in this 
volume go beyond this truism, however, by exploring the multilayeredness of iden-
tity claims. Similarly, Heinich (2018) suggests identity consists of self-perception, 
self-presentation, and designations by others. As soon as these are not congruent— 
and all contributors in this volume describe such moments of incongruence and 
crisis—identity becomes visible and, as such, becomes the subject of discussion 
and deliberation. 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

4 Naming and Being 

We have also found productive provocations from thinking alongside the “on-
tological turn” due to how it directs attention away from the long-term focus on 
cultural difference and is more concerned with “notions of material and corporeal 
difference as opposed to cultural difference” (Heywood 2017: 9). We are, further-
more, more closely aligned with the thinking of de la Cadena and Blaser (2018) 
around political ontology, as this position is less about describing different worlds, 
and more about what happens when different ways of being/different worlds in-
tersect and come together. Along these same lines, we value Zoe Todd’s (2016) 
critique about the “ontological turn” being overly focused on the abstract, and how 
this draws attention away from the struggles and realities that Indigenous com-
munities face, precisely because of the ways in which Indigenous worlds are not 
just Indigenous worlds, but worlds that connect and are shared. As many of the es-
says in this volume demonstrate, knowledge and place are also intrinsically linked 
with ontological framings. We also appreciate Vanessa Watts’ (2013) concept of 
Indigenous “place-thought, in which she highlights agency between human and 
non-human entities”, such that “habitats and ecosystems are better understood as 
societies from an Indigenous point of view, meaning they have ethical structures, 
inter-species treaties and agreements” (Watts 2013: 23). With these framings in 
mind, we can clarify by stating that what we are most interested in exploring is 
how different concepts of being and being named are realized and materialized 
through diverse and intersecting knowledge systems, as well as via different modes 
of knowing—such as language, text, oration, song, art, imagery, place-making, and 
“place-thought”, as well as the various combinations of these. 

Names are also frequently a mechanism through which state-legitimized and 
other top-down structures exert power. Yet, as many of the contributors in this 
volume describe, naming practices can also be taken up strategically and thought-
fully to push back against dominant values or legal systems. There is also grow-
ing interest in how Indigenous communities that were colonized are reclaiming 
their languages, names, and naming practices (Herman 2009; Brattland and Nilsen 
2011), and there is a need for avenues for Indigenous scholars to speak for them-
selves about these subjects within the academy and in highly visible venues (Louis 
2011; Murton 2012; Uluocha 2015; Hunt and Stevenson 2017; Kuwanwisiwma 
et al. 2018). 

While there are growing interests in the cultural aspects of scientific naming 
practices (Paterlini 2007; Pálsson 2008; Waterton et al. 2013), it is critical to under-
stand where these merge and are at variance with Indigenous knowledge systems 
(Turnbull 2000; Isaac 2007; Kimmerer 2015; Isaac et al. 2018; Katerere et al. 2020; 
Isaac 2021), as well as the impacts of these intersections on peoples’ lives. Building 
on rapidly growing interests in the relationships between knowledge diversity, cul-
tural identity politics, and power, we identify new areas through exploring naming 
practices via both a methodology of personal narratives and a cross-disciplinary 
framework grounded in analyzing the dynamics of and between multiple knowl-
edge systems. Together, these enable us to examine different scales of identity for-
mation, including the experiential aspects of how individuals navigate their specific 
world(s), as well as broader implications of intersecting knowledge systems. This 



 

 

 

 

 

5 Introduction 

approach also affords us insight into how the relationship between multiple knowl-
edge systems and identity formation could be a foundation for the next level of 
theories for understanding intersecting cultural politics, as well as the social justice 
concepts that are some of the most visible identity-structuring devices of our time. 

As an experimental interdisciplinary project convening diverse perspectives on 
the relational dynamics between naming, identity formation, and distinct knowledge 
systems, we noticeably interface with disciplinary emphases in anthropological, 
linguistic, and onomastic studies. For instance, anthropological and comparative 
ethnographic work on names and naming that has considered “naming as a politi-
cal discursive” (vom Bruck and Bodenhorn 2006: 20). We have also considered 
the prior interdisciplinary studies on personal names in anthropological linguistics 
(Ndlovu and Völkel 2023), which has looked at where names form communication 
between people and deities. In this volume we consider naming practices formed 
in relation with ancestral beings, as seen in the essays of Williams, Maryboy and 
Begay, Morphy et al., Whiskeyjack et al., Tokogulova and Almagul, and Pihana 
et al. The merging of sociolinguistics and onomastics (Hough and Izdebska 2016; 
Ainiala and Östman 2017) as a methodological concentration within anthropology, 
geography, and history also overlaps with our efforts. These methodological con-
vergences are especially relevant regarding our contributors who speak to personal 
names or anthroponomastics, such as Williams, Takasaeva, and Ang, and those 
who are looking at relationships between personal names, place, and kinship, such 
as Morphy et al. We find the concept of “toponymic attachment” useful in describ-
ing the positive and/or negative association individuals and groups have with pla-
cenames, which imply “personal and community identity” is “tied to toponyms in a 
similar way to which they can be linked to places” (Kostanski 2016: 84). This cor-
relates with the ideas in this volume around identity, language, and belonging, and 
the tensions between pre- and post-colonial or pre- and post-occupation names as 
seen in the contributions by Dennis, McCarthy et al., Acuña Suarez et al., Kouros 
and Christidis, and Zlatar. Likewise, our synergy with the “critical turn” in socio-
onomastics and a growing emphasis on Indigenous and minority toponymy (Clark 
et al. 2014), critical socio-onomastics (Puzey and Kostanski 2016), cross-cultural 
political onomastics (Alia 2006), as well as multiculturalism and onomastics (Fele-
can and Bughesi̦u 2021), has helped us situate the work in this volume by Ang, 
McCarthy et al., Kordasiewicz, Akyangmi et al., Sanchez, and Quatrini. 

At the same time, we are distinct from these studies as most contributors to 
the volume took a largely autoethnographic “inside-out” approach to exploring 
the relational dynamics between naming, identity, and knowledge systems. Many 
chose to analyze their own cultural worlds and naming systems and opted not to 
use technical terminology or disciplinary rhetoric but to employ concepts particu-
lar to their cultural contexts and/or languages. For instance, Maryboy and Begay 
describe naming in regard to the Dine cosmological concept Sitsóoi Yoo, or “my 
ancient relation from whence I came”, and Whiskeyjack et al. discuss nêhiyaw or 
their “Cree laws” to discuss how naming practices link all living beings. Similarly, 
Morphy et al. explore miny’tji or Yolŋu sacred designs that are ancestral charters 
to land, and Pihana et al. use the Hawaiian term pilina to describe relationships 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6 Naming and Being 

and connectivity to people, places, and organisms provided through naming. As a 
result, our approach is designed to develop discussions about the cultural politics of 
names and naming in relation to identity and the plurality of knowledge systems in 
ways that honor the distinct as well as multiple epistemological and cosmological 
contexts involved and remain accessible to a wide audience. 

Tracing Our Roots 

The origins of this volume are grounded in the COLING project (2018–2022) that 
was funded via the Marie Skłodowska-Curie RISE scheme within the European 
Union to promote and develop sustainable measures for language revitalization and 
maintenance. The COLING project coordinated by the University of Warsaw was 
expanded through a partnership with the Experimental Humanities Collaborative 
Network at Bard College (EHCN).1 This wide and diverse network enabled us to 
enact our objectives of developing this research on the cultural politics of names 
and naming through what became known as the To Be—Named project, using a 
multi-modal series of platforms that, along with this publication, include an inter-
nationally traveling exhibit, a special journal edition, and a multilingual website. 
Collectively, these establish a collaborative, generative nexus designed to operate 
as a catalyst for conversations on the relationship between the politics of knowl-
edge production and identity formation (see https://to-be-named.org/). Our goal is 
to create a research hub connecting scholars beyond the Anglophone-dominated 
world to explore how a wide range of scholarship and creative activity around the 
politics of language and identity could be convened and exchanged. To reach this 
goal, in 2020 we circulated an open call for essays, art, and multi-media projects 
on the cultural politics of names and naming that was distributed by COLING and 
the EHCN. Although the COVID lockdown prevented the team from convening in 
person, our virtual meetings and symposia over a three-year period enabled diverse 
and widely geographically distributed participants to envision and organize the 
resulting volume, exhibit, and website. 

The generative discussions we had about the volume’s structure encouraged 
us to consider Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) concept of rhizomes and ultimately, 
we chose to use the terms “roots” and “routes” for our sub-sections to indicate a 
non-hierarchical structure that imagined where humanistic concepts merged or 
diverged with more-than-human ones. Although these interface with Deluzian 
concepts, we were drawn to the term “roots” to iterate more closely the ideas pre-
sented by Robin Wall Kimmerer in her description of how Mohawk knowledge, 
plants, language, and people are restored through the rooting and re-rooting of 
sweetgrass. This process is understood as an act of reciprocity, with planting be-
coming one of healing that helps to reconcile the traumas of colonialism: “restor-
ing land, restoring culture, restoring myself” (Kimmerer 2015: 266). Similarly, 
this concept is iterated in the work in this volume from the nêhiyawak scholars, 
Lana Whiskeyjack, Kevin Lewis, and Kyle Napier, who explain how in the nêhi-
yawêwin language there are “root words” that “create synapses with our many 
relations, such as the elements, animals, directions, seasons, birds, and plants that 
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Introduction 7 

bring awareness to our … responsibilities as human relatives” (Whiskeyjack et al. 
this volume). Alongside “roots” we use the term “routes” to chart human-made 
pathways created and re-created across this earth, physically, neurologically, and 
via digital webs and, therefore, the (re)constructive ways in which identity-based 
knowledge is formed, navigated, and re-negotiated, recognizing not only the plas-
ticity of our world but the palimpsest of these re-routings. 

These terms help realize the creative, ideational, and tangible consequences 
to the formative nature of language(s) that we want to highlight, such that our 
audiences could read, imagine, and visualize diverse ways of materializing and 
manifesting knowledge and identity—thereby giving equity to artwork, language 
arts, and texts. These roots and routes, and their re-rootings and re-routings, lead 
you from individual narratives about names, to creative realizations of worlds and 
ways of being and the plurality of culturally informed taxonomies, to how cultural 
groups and communities navigate naming, identity, and politics at the institutional, 
state, and national levels. 

Alongside our conventional “table of contents” outlining how the volume 
moves from the personal toward more-than-human and relational communities, 
taxonomies, and finally to nation states, we provide a circular organic graphic dia-
gram of these roots and routes to provoke a non-linear and cyclical interpretation 
of the volume’s contents. This allows us to visualize and connect the relationship 
between individual narratives with those of more-than-human communities and 
political entities, as well as the different routes of and dynamics to the flow of 
power and energy. This also helps us illustrate the ways in which people route and 
re-route power via renaming and decolonizing methodologies. We hope this further 
enriches comprehension of how different knowledge systems cohabitate, conflict, 
cross-pollinate, and co-produce knowledges and identities. 

Roots and Routes 

Personal Names: What My Name (Doesn’t) Tell You 

The opening of the volume takes personal narratives about personal names as its 
catalyst and is grounded in our interests in exploring the efficacy of these to situate 
experiential knowledge about one’s own identity. This approach prompts us to ask: 
what are the creative modes, stories, histories, structures, and expectations that we 
can draw on and use to communicate and analyze our identity formation through 
our own names? How can we use the personal narrative genre to orate or depict 
our stories so that they are intimate yet also accessible to those unfamiliar with our 
specific cultural contexts? As these personal perspectives and narratives are also 
about the processes underlying the development of self-knowledge in the context 
of pluralistic knowledge systems, many come with autoethnographic approaches 
that consider how individuals comprehend the creation of self-knowledge through 
one’s identity formation process—which in turn is also about understanding and 
navigating positionality or “standpoint epistemology” and knowledge of the larger 
social structures at play in the world. 



 

 

 

 

8 Naming and Being 

Our starting point is individuals’ navigation of their cultural and political con-
texts, with recognition that this process is also sometimes about moving between 
different social and cultural contexts, or articulating areas of resistance in the face 
of dominant and oppressive regimes. How individuals develop personal outlets 
and narratives about their steering through these different scales of power within 
their context/s (family, state, culture, and nation) provides critical insight into the 
dynamics between the knowledge systems they draw upon or which are enacted 
for them by institutions or society. Many of the narratives here also speak to how 
people bridge vernacular and personal practices where their identity may be within 
their control, with the more hereditary, cultural, state, and national systems in 
which their identities are not always in their control or fully recognized, honored, 
or recorded. One of our aims is to understand this link between the process of self-
definition, knowledge production, and the navigation of social and legal structures: 
what can we learn from understanding these processes together and how this is 
affected by the dynamics between the different approaches to knowledge produc-
tion? In what contexts does this process of identity-based knowledge gain recogni-
tion and by whom, and where are these experiences diminished or ignored? 

We begin with a personal narrative by Sayo’:kla Kindness Williams that speaks 
directly to the effects of colonization on Indigenous languages, places, names, and 
identity. Williams’ essay is a powerful declaration of the ways individuals seek to 
assert their identity through naming, as well as the positive outcomes from over-
coming the political and social challenges faced through this process. She weaves 
together these challenges involved in becoming Sayo’:kla with the significance of 
visiting Oneida traditional lands that are part of her sense of identity and belong-
ing. From this vantage point of naming and belonging, we introduce the series 
“Cartography of a Name” by the Affrilachian poet, Keith Wilson, who charts his 
experiences of tracing his identity, not only through slavery but through what he 
describes as lines of Black resistance. His graphic poems create an aerial-like view-
point and articulation of the history of the transatlantic slave trade, and subsequent 
attempts by slave owners, dominant society, and the US government to erase or 
eradicate African names and languages. He evokes cartographic data and, at the 
same time, defies these mechanisms of control—showing how Black Americans 
have been renamed, mapped, and oppressed, and all the while, continue to create 
defiant bodies and resilient social structures. Wilson’s work also provides an appro-
priate microcosm for the experimental nature of this volume through his combined 
use of language and graphic elements to map complex residual traumas linked 
to the politics of the naming and controlling of Black Americans. In effect, his 
diagrams can be seen as akin to critical “chart fields” for this volume, critiquing 
unequal power dynamics involved in the mapping of people, places, and identities 
through names and naming, as well as revealing the creative methods for counter-
mapping these. 

In a similar vein, Künnej Takaahaj shares her personal narrative as an Indigenous 
Sakha (Yakut) who writes about a series of historical and cultural processes that 
her name has gone through; she explores the vertical (given at birth) and horizon-
tal (obtained via different social contexts) aspects to her name’s journey through 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Introduction 9 

both time and social space. Her narrative provides insight into how individuals 
navigate religious proselytization, colonial governments, political regime change 
and migration, and the familial and foreign factors that help shape the resulting 
multi-identity-based knowledge(s). The idea of bridging multiple identities is also 
central to Ann Ang’s chapter on the language politics of Singapore. Ang uses her 
personal name as the device through which she traverses the intersection of Man-
darin, English, and Pinyin (the phonological mapping of Chinese consonants and 
vowels into Romanized letters). Moving through different social contexts in Singa-
pore presented challenges to her concept of self, especially through state decreed 
requirements of speaking each language. Ultimately, she reflects that “to listen to 
Pinyin is to stand at the crosswinds of history” and that Pinyin as an “intermediary 
disrupts the equivalence between being Chinese and speaking Chinese, between 
cultural identity and the linguistic community”—not neat and bounded—but rather 
a process of learning about the relational dynamics between these languages and 
identities. 

This sub-root on personal names also considers how the cultural politics of iden-
tity sometimes create harm through the (mis)pronunciation of peoples’ names—the 
everyday violence of constantly having one’s name stumbled over, distorted, casu-
ally dismissed as too difficult to pronounce and how this speaks to intersections 
of culture and power that are often overlooked, but which still actively shape the 
politics of identity and being in the world. This topic has grown more increasingly 
audible and visible in the media in recent years, being discussed on the radio (Roy 
et al. 2019), in the UK documentary “My Name Is.” by Tony Giroux and Javeria 
Khadija Shah, and in multiple newspaper and magazine articles (Campbell 2021a, 
2021b; Nguyen 2021).2 In one example, the comedian Shaparak Khorsandi states 
that “I’m only now scratching the surface of how often in my life I have inter-
nalized bigotry and tried to bend in a direction which would make my foreign-
ness more comfortable for other people—changing my name was part of that” 
(Khorsandi 2021). Similarly, educational initiatives and institutions have attempted 
to deal with how the mispronunciation of non-Western names might undermine 
peoples’ identity and sense of belonging; for example, the Santa Clara County pro-
ject My Name, My Identity that was launched in 2015, or the group of interdiscipli-
nary scholars that developed a workshop at Stanford University (Dali et al. 2022). 
In this volume, the artist and activist, Guarina Lopez (Pascua Yaqui/Turtle Island), 
grapples with this issue and delivers a manifesto-style statement that outlines the 
damage done by these mispronunciations. She has also created an online project 
to educate people about the knowledge of the cultures that is lost because of these 
mistakes. Through her conceptual art Instagram project “Call Me by My Name”, 
she develops a mediated space that people can use to share their names and the 
cultural connections that originate from them. Her essay outlines how the site is a 
social justice art project and media platform that strives to change the conversation 
around power dynamics, names, and identity politics. 

In the sub-root “Say Their Names”, we further explore social justice concepts 
introduced by Lopez about bearing witness to the ways people want to be defined 
via the cultural meanings of their names and recognize and honor those unable to 



 

 

 

 

 

10 Naming and Being 

do this. As such, the call to “Say Their Names” is also a reference to the #SayHer-
Name movement (in the U.S.), which is an insistence to bear witness to the lives 
of the Black women murdered by police whose names are often far less known 
and discussed than their Black male counterparts. Launched in 2014 by the Afri-
can American Policy Forum and the Center for Intersectionality and Social Policy 
Studies, and further promoted by the work of Kimberlé Crenshaw, this movement 
invokes the act of saying individual names as a powerful act of celebrating and 
remembering lives lived and cut short too soon, as well as a call to political action 
(Crenshaw et al. 2015; Crenshaw and African American Policy Forum 2023). 

In this “Say Their Names” sub-root, the contributors explore how our names 
bridge the extremes of the profoundly personal and the political: whose name is 
remembered and circulated as newsworthy? Whose names are left (consistently) 
unmentioned—and through this—implied not to matter? The dynamics of whose 
name is widely known and whose is forgotten are not matters of chance but struc-
turally produced (in)visibilities. The contributions on this topic speak of people 
who are killed by violent regimes and potentially erased, but through the forensics 
of both bodies and names, identities and life histories are reclaimed and re-estab-
lished, and this process is intended as restorative. In her essay, María Fernanda 
Olarte-Sierra engages with this through the difficult topic of naming the victims of 
enforced disappearances in Colombia, South America. She explores the forensic 
practices required to identify the disappeared through their human and material 
remains, and how in one case, identification cards had been used to enforce a bi-
nary gender category that did not reflect how the individual had lived their life and 
chosen gender. As a result, self-identity and the life experiences encapsulated by 
this self-definition had been lost because official records or birth certificates did not 
match the name and gender that they had chosen for themselves. Olarte-Sierra’s 
creative methods for exploring this restorative process included collaborating with 
the artist, Gina Urazan Razzini, and writing a letter to the individual about the 
violence that this enforced disappearance had on both their body and identity, as 
well as reflecting on her responsibilities as a forensic anthropologist in helping to 
re-identify this person. 

Similarly, Luz María Sánchez writes about her sound installation that orates and 
memorializes the names of 2487 individuals who were found dead in the border 
region between Mexico and the U.S. This installation is not only a memorial to 
those lost but an immersive experience for listeners to be affected by the unyield-
ing reverberations of people’s names/crossings, spoken sometimes as recogniz-
able solitary individuals, and at others, as clusters within a large indistinguishable 
grouping of names—just like the alliances formed when people are trying to cross 
this formidable border. Alongside these soundings of names is a catalog that expli-
cates the details of those lost: name, age, date of birth/death, and the cause of death 
and the location where they were found. The enormity of loss taking place in this 
borderland is realized through this culmination of these multiple forms of record-
ings and the stark tension between the humanity and inhumanity that is revealed. 

In their collaborative project, Caio Simões de Araújo (text) and Aghi (photos) 
examine the intersection of colonialism and emerging African theory and namings 
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around transgender communities. They explore the current transgender politics of 
naming in Maputo, Mozambique and how the photography workshops they organ-
ized in collaboration with the transgender community were a powerful medium 
for decolonizing gender and sexuality and stepping outside colonial taxonomy 
and classification. Simões de Araújo’s text also describes the conflicts between 
different cultural knowledge systems, such that “conventional archives and their 
forms of knowing” result in situations where “non-normative bodies, practices, and 
subjectivities tend to fall through the cracks of terminology and record-keeping” 
(Simões de Araújo this volume). 

How individuals inform and communicate their identities is vastly influenced 
by social media. The contributions in the following sub-root “Social Media and 
Naming” look at intersections between mechanisms for social control and the pro-
cesses for intermediating individual identities through social media. They consider 
the effects of social media on names and the methods people choose as alterna-
tive means for re-routing or creating alter egos to engage with or disengage from 
particular identity politics, or to find a new place of belonging. In their fictional 
narrative ethnography, Jamie Wong, Yilia Qu, Vesper Keyi Long, and Graham M. 
Jones provide a fascinating insight into how young women in China create anony-
mous identities via Mommy Fandom on social media, through which they navigate 
and potentially evade the patriarchal system that limits their abilities to self-define 
their role within society. The humor and growing self-awareness of our protagonist 
about the challenges of traversing the social hierarchy of other Mommy Fandom 
users that are policing social media sites leaves us asking if self-definition—even 
if as a process carried out away from the prying eyes of the dominant culture—is 
ever un-patrolled or unregulated? In a similar vein, Lena Chen writes about how 
her response to being terrorized in college by revenge porn was to create a new 
identity that tackled head-on the facets of society that control women, and to use 
highly visible spaces on social media, such as Facebook, to re-materialize a new 
alter ego and identity as the nude model, Elie Peril. This process of becoming Elie 
Peril is a performance piece through which Chen documents and questions who 
controls whom in this difficult process of governing one’s own digital identity—is 
it the individual or dominant users on social media, or is it Facebook? Different 
scales of surveillance and perceptions of control over our online identities also sur-
face in Elias Wessel’s artwork “The Sum of My Data” in which exquisite abstract 
images belie their underlying more menacing truth of being the swipe marks that 
our fingers make on digital screens when using our smartphones. Wessel uses these 
“digit-al” traces to illustrate how we are being tracked through the everyday navi-
gation of our lives via online media—either by the companies who sell this data 
or governments that surveil us—thereby materializing the bewildering magnitude 
to which we do not in fact know the extent to which we are known and/or named 
within the digital realm and by whom. 

In his essay, Kólá Túbosún shares how he uses media to navigate his Yorùbá 
identity within the complex globalizing digital world that also has unintended con-
sequences, finding ways to use digital media to elevate the use of his mother tongue 
through a database for Yorùbá names. He speaks about how his current self-elected 
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name derived from an incident during which he was signing up for a Gmail account, 
and Gmail did not accept his full Yorùbá name, Kóláwole Olatúbosún. Instead, it 
suggested Kólá Túbosún, which he found was an acceptable bridge between a tra-
ditional Yorùbá name for a man “he who brings wealth into the house”, and “may 
wealth continue to expand”, which is an easier version to translate more globally. 
He also discussed how these experiences led to him starting the digital database on 
Yorùbá names, understanding the powerful intersection between the digital realm, 
the Yorùbá language, and the push-and-pull of globalizing forces. 

Naming and Being in the World 

Names are enacted through performative “speech acts” (Austin 1975; Briggs 1988) 
that actualize beings and things, such as through christenings, naming ceremonies, 
and place names. They have potency, carry intentions, power, and expectations, 
and shape our ways of being in the world. They are also generative—they realize, 
materialize, delineate, as well as relegate bodies, genders, kinship, and structure 
concepts of belonging. They bring both places and our relationships with them into 
being and orient how we inhabit and navigate our worlds. They also aspire toward 
and subsequently chart and manifest our futures. In this way, they are not merely 
reflective of our perspectives on the world—they are also world generators and 
creators. 

This sub-root about naming and being in the world also intersects with the 
politics of research and the academy, particularly in critical engagement around 
Euro-American tendencies toward a nature/culture binary and growing bodies of 
critiques that challenge such a divide. Terminologies and areas of inquiries such as 
the Anthropocene (in its current usage popularized by Crutzen 2006), multispecies 
ethnography, natureculture (Haraway 1991, 2008, 2016), companion species and 
significant otherness (Haraway 2008), more-than-human socialities/worlds (Tsing 
2013, 2015; Puig de la Bellacasa 2017) gesture toward humans as inextricably 
entangled and involved in relationships with nonhuman others which include, but 
are not limited to, animals, plants, and geologic formations (whether conscious or 
not of these more-than-human worlds). An important critique of these literatures 
is the absence, obscuring, and lack of recognition of Indigenous ways of being in 
the world which have long involved relations, kinship, and obligations beyond the 
human—as well of the Indigenous scholars who have brought these ways of being 
in the world through their scholarship and who are often uncited (Kimmerer 2015; 
Teaiwa 2014; Todd 2016; TallBear 2019). A key theme within these critiques has 
been the idea that not all relationships are equal, and indeed some are profoundly 
unequal. Relationships—human and otherwise—that we participate in are unique 
to our situatedness. This becomes particularly critical when discussing the role of 
and impacts of humans in climate crisis—considering the uneven effects that co-
lonialism has had on environments and the outsized impacts this has had on Indig-
enous and Black communities, and as a result, the treatment of humans as a unitary 
species is a position that cannot hold (Todd 2015; Davis and Todd 2017; Liboiron 
2021; Maynard and Simpson 2022). 
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Recognizing how language creates, structures, and reflects these relationships is 
predicated on our understanding of its significance in ontological and cosmologi-
cal terms. Nancy Maryboy and David Begay describe how the Diné are descended 
from stars and that their language reveals that “we are of this cosmic order and not 
separate from it” (Maryboy and Begay this volume). Moreover, the Diné or Navajo 
language is based in concepts about motion and the transfer of energy and has both 
efficacy and affect over natural elements due to its insight into the mechanisms of 
how the world works. As a result, they suggest that it is a quantum language more 
suited to describing quantum theory than the English language. Similarly, in their 
essay Whiskeyjack et al. explain how the Cree or nêhiyawêwin language roots their 
people in the land and connects them to “the two-legged, four-legged, the winged, 
the water beings, the half-beings and the rooted”, with “nêhiyawak, or nêhiyaw 
peoples” also translating as “the four-part beings of this land” (Whiskeyjack et al. 
this volume). Language revitalization efforts are also understood as necessary to 
counter the traumas of colonialism and that through reclaiming their “naming prac-
tices and protocols…kinship roles and responsibilities” they hope to “recover our 
sovereignty over our bodies, minds, and spirits” as well as reclaim “relationality 
with all our more than human relatives” (Whiskeyjack et al. this volume). 

Affinity between humans, the more-than-human realm, and place is also ex-
plored by Frances Morphy, Djambawa Marawili (Yolŋu), Minitja Marawili (Yolŋu), 
Howard Morphy, and Bree Blakeman who provide insight into different modes of 
knowledge that Yolŋu use to communicate their place-based identity and confirm 
their rights to intertidal waters in Northern Arnhem Land in Australia. What is 
particularly relevant is that names, stories, maps, songs, and paintings are inter-
twined as knowledge “kin”, thereby operating like a family of knowledge working 
together to reveal a complex identity that speaks to and of past, present, and future 
inhabitations. A perceptive part of this chapter is that it highlights the telling, listen-
ing to, and hearing how stories are processes that perform and enact rights. It is an 
example not only of speech acts but of ontologically relevant language-land-acts 
performed in the legal court system as effective ways to bridge Yolŋu and non-
Aboriginal understandings of place. For Yolŋu, the idea of communicating this is 
unlike the settler-colonial system in which a place is imagined to “belong” to you; 
instead, Yolŋu refer to themselves as wäŋa wataŋu which means holders of the 
land. They are holding the land on behalf of the Ancestral Beings Waŋarr, from 
whom their rights flow. 

Issues of sovereignty and the reclaiming of Indigenous lands through reaffirm-
ing Indigenous concepts of being in the world are the central theme of the artist Jer-
emy Dennis (Shinnecock Nation). His project “On This Site” serves as a mapping 
project that records Shinnecock names and habitation of their lands over centuries, 
and as an educational tool to ensure the public is aware of Shinnecock land rights 
on Long Island, New York. His perspective on tensions arising around Indigenous 
identities due to their enduring presence is best understood when seen through his 
photographic series “Rise”, “Nothing Happened Here”, and “Sacredness of Hills”. 
These images are visceral provocations that confront viewers’ assumptions about 
the psychological space that Indigenous people inhabit in the minds of the US 



 

 

 

14 Naming and Being 

public. Dennis pushes back on national narratives of affluence and quiet lives in the 
safety of suburbia—all of which make up the “American Dream”—and, instead, 
creates images showing the American nightmare of being Indigenous in a world 
that imagines only their assimilation or annihilation. He reconfigures media stereo-
types around Indigenous savagery and violence, so that the viewer understands that 
violence is enacted upon Indigenous communities, who still experience historic 
trauma through the omission of their history in schools, the destruction of ancestral 
sites, and fear mongering about Indigenous land rights. 

In some contexts, names and naming practices have an oral and auditory effi-
cacy that enchants or creates specific powers, such as described in the ethnography 
by Bina Brody, in which she analyzes the role of verbal and musical pseudonyms 
and concepts of magic among Wolof wrestlers in Senegal. Under the strong influ-
ence of the economic market in which Wolof wrestling is a part, these pseudo-
nyms are designed to create and promote a personal and captivating “brand” for 
the wrestler and bring them commercial success. At the same time, they serve to 
conceal the identity of the sportsmen to protect them against the harmful spells of 
their opponents. Similarly, Toktogulova Mukaram and Almagul Aisarieva explore 
how names are used to bring fortune in Kyrgyzstan, and how fulfilling people’s 
expectations and desires for a male heir is at the center of naming practices of 
the Kyrgyz people. As a result, girls often receive names that are understood to 
have transformative powers and bring into being or evoke the birth of a son. These 
“gender-changing” names, like Uulbolsun, which literally means “become a son”, 
or Burul, which means “turn”, are given to girls when the family hopes that the next 
child born to the family will be a boy. As Mukaram and Almagul suggest, names 
are imagined as having the power to change both the individual’s and family’s des-
tiny. In another context, Komintal Thami Akyangmi, Shanti Thami Altasuri, Sara 
Shneiderman, and Mark Turin explain how the Thangmi in Nepal use the word 
चिङासििा cingasisa, which means “to be named” and “to be said”, such that “nam-
ing and saying are … interconnected in meaning and symbolism, offering a way 
to understand relations between kinsfolk, outsiders, political systems, lands and 
livelihoods” (Akyangmi, et al. this volume). 

Alongside exploring the epistemological correlations between knowing and 
naming, a central interest for many authors in this volume is the process of be-
coming. This is especially true for those highlighting Indigenous epistemologies, 
such as Maryboy and Begay, as well as others who share their thinking about how 
knowledge manifests differentially via oral, textual, place-making, and disciplinary 
structures, such as Morphy et al. and Daigle. If we consider these inquiries along-
side Heidegger’s idea of “being-in-the-world” and phenomenological theories in-
terpreting how we experience our world(s), we draw from Jarrett Zigon and Jason 
Throop’s explanation of Heidegger’s use of the term Mitsein or “being-with” and 
“betweenness”, as this enables us to highlight the relationality between subjects, 
knowledges, and world(s), as well as with and between nonhuman entities (Zigon 
and Throop 2021). 

Recognition of identity formation as both a relational and liminal process 
emerged, with many authors and artists examining the ways in which they learned 
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or were taught how to navigate the world—especially in terms of intersections and 
betweenness, or experiences of continually shifting power dynamics and structures. 
While living in-between definitions of one’s identity(ies) could be seen as anxiety 
producing, it also emerged as a process that people face with varying degrees of 
affect to their ideas of self, and with their responses to this either being in line with 
or in defiance of the cultural norms. With this, liminality and in-betweenness can 
be seen as both a positive and negative force. For example, many cultural norms in 
the US place the locus of meaning on completing educational processes, like high 
school and college, so graduation ceremonies are seen as rites of passage, and de-
gree certificates are physical evidence of this earned identity. Other communities, 
such as Tibetan Buddhists, however, use the concept of the Bardo (Locke 2020) 
to fully embrace the in-between stage as the one with the most power for trans-
formation and, therefore, offer a different perspective into self-definition and self-
formation as a reflexive process about the powerful cycle of creation/re-creation. 
This is best reflected in this volume in the work of Lena Chen, whose narrative 
about becoming Ellie Peril describes how, after she used social media to create her 
alter ego, she subsequently existed within “a liminal space between the digital and 
the material with my body as host and my voice as narrator”. After the project and 
once she returned to being Lena Chen, she observed that nevertheless “Elle Peril is 
me and is not me. We share the same birthday, eye color, and height. Yet Elle does 
not exist anywhere in the legal record”. As a result, although her experiment in 
re-creation through renaming was temporary, the vestiges of her externalizing Elle 
Peril to the world and the powerful ambiguity of this liminal digital/analog persona 
continue to shape her sense of her identity through the tensions between these dif-
ferentially manifested identities. 

Exploring the significance of becoming also emerges in Sayo’:kla Kindness 
Williams’ essay in which she speaks of her journey of “becoming Sayo’:kla”, inti-
mating that the outcome is not only about receiving her Oneida name, per se, but 
her gaining the deep-rooted understanding of the language and her sense of belong-
ing to a place and people. This, in turn, enables her to connect to ancestors and 
descendants and maintain the social bonds between multiple generations created 
through the gifting of Oneida names. In a different vein but on the same topic, the 
artist Jonathan Mayers brings us along his process of unbecoming—or his transi-
tion from suburban American life to living in the world of Kouri-Vini, which is the 
Creole language of Louisiana. His process of pulling off parasitic ticks correlates 
to his decisive removal of mainstream traits of American culture in favor of the 
language and places that hold clues to his ancestral heritage/s. His paintings are 
shown here in their developmental processes—from sketches made while explor-
ing the lands of his forebears, through to their completion as realizations of these as 
ancestral sites, with the final images being framed by both surrounding and ground-
ing them with earth from these places. 

While Williams and Mayers explore how they found agency and belonging 
via these processes of becoming or unbecoming, Michelle Daigle’s essay looks 
at the history of Minamata disease in Japan—a case that involved naming the un-
known and how this intersected with social judgments about fear of the unfamiliar. 
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Moreover, Daigle shows that this liminality created a kind of classificatory and on-
tological insecurity. Prior to understanding how the neurological damage in people 
was caused by environmental pollution and methylmercury poisoning, its effects 
were referred to as kibyō (奇病; strange or mysterious disease). She alludes to how 
tensions arose between the unknown and intangible and the physical effects of 
the disease. For example, while medical researchers were working to uncover its 
causes, journalists’ graphic images of how sufferers personified the disease brought 
it sharply into focus, creating dissonance between the liminal “yet to be named” 
entity, with depictions of how the crisis was being palpably embodied by inhabit-
ants of Minamata. In recognition of the families who still remember the stigma 
that came with kibyō, she states that “naming matters”, suggesting that still today, 
the name Minamata evokes a complex confluence of the place, the environmental 
disaster, the disease, and now memories of its legacies. 

Naming and Ordering the World: A Plurality of Taxonomies 

Western taxonomic structures and nomenclature are only one way of ordering and 
naming the world. By juxtaposing essays and art about Indigenous knowledge sys-
tems and orderings of the world with those about scientific ones, our aim is to pro-
voke exchanges about the diverse ways in which taxonomic-language-acts order 
the world, as well as the role of knowledge communities in these processes. These 
knowledge-based communities regulate the associations between language and 
knowledge, thereby determining how their identity is enacted as well as managed. 
As a result, we argue that taxonomies are used to control not only others but also 
ourselves. We postulate the idea here of these kinds of orderings resulting not only 
in belonging in a taxonomy but also to it. In the case of colonizing regimes and the 
scientific apparatus of classification and control, the mechanisms of resistance are, 
therefore, not only textual but corporeal, environmental, and about re-establishing 
Indigenous worldviews and epistemologies. Interestingly, this idea of belonging to 
a taxonomy should also consider the positionality of colonists, colonized and set-
tler colonists whose meanings are also limited or restricted by this. 

In their essay, Pihana et al. describe a Hawaiian immersive approach for nam-
ing new species of fauna and flora in the Hawaiian Papahānaumokuākea Ma-
rine National Monument. Their methods are designed to reclaim spaces through 
names consistent with the Hawaiian worldview, naming practices and taxonomies 
that consider deep time, memory, and spirituality and “to continuously build, 
strengthen, and maintain deep relationships with elements and organisms within 
our homeland of Hawaiʻi” (Pihana et al. this volume). This relationality between 
intergenerational and more-than-human orderings of the world is a shared theme 
within numerous essays in this volume (see Whiskeyjack et al., Morphy et al., 
Pihana et al., Maryboy and Begay, Acuña Suarez et al. this volume). 

The correlation between regional and international taxonomies is addressed 
by Kseniia Utievska who looks at Ukrainian zoologist and leech specialist, Efim 
Lukin, and how he gave not only scientific names but vernacular ones in the 
Ukrainian language to leech species. Lukin is a particularly interesting case, as his 
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work enables Utievska to consider the complex intersections of place-based knowl-
edge, science, education, and the language politics and policies of the USSR in the 
1960s, revealing where people could control knowledge communities, member-
ship, and expertise, and the extent to which this is difficult in wider contexts. Krista 
Caballero and Frank Ekeberg’s interdisciplinary artwork Birding the Future also 
considers the intersections between regional and global ways of knowing, as well 
as linguistically and technologically inscribed taxonomies about migratory birds 
who connect and traverse these places and concepts via their long-distance flight 
pathways. Their motivation is to build awareness about migratory birds as indica-
tor species revealing the harmful effects of habitat loss across the world, as well 
as how audio and visual technologies and recordings are indicators of human/envi-
ronment interactions over time and the ways knowledges about these relationships 
are being materialized. Similarly, the collage series “You Are What You were” by 
Trudy Borenstein-Sugiura also considers the subject of birds, but rather than fol-
lowing their flight paths, she juxtaposes concepts about taxonomy with how birds 
are part of our personal memories of a place and time. She locates taxonomies as 
representing an external system of classification, asking instead for us to consider 
how we personally identify and bring together fractured parts of our experiences to 
create the whole, as it is through this process that we materialize our relationships 
with the world. 

While theorists have looked at how scientists have created and enacted taxono-
mies and the consequences of this on how we experience and treat our world, we 
also took an interest in how usage of technical terminology, taxonomic and other-
wise, creates membership in esoteric knowledge communities. In his essay, Evan 
Hepler-Smith explores the tensions between trivial and systematic approaches to 
naming conventions in chemistry and, therefore, the conflicts between using terms 
familiar within everyday professional experience versus terms embodying esoteric 
knowledge about the properties of chemical substances. His demonstration of how 
“chemistry songs” were performed in New York in the 1900s illustrates this dy-
namic between different orientations toward scientific naming and the extent to 
which this gave such names power and in which contexts. 

Museums and archives are also integral to how Western classificatory schemas 
construct knowledge, as well as who is classified by whom. These are not just theo-
retical analyses but have profound and sometimes harmful effects on communities 
who are not included in the creation and enactment of these schemas. As such, these 
institutionalized naming practices are simultaneously repositories and producers of 
knowledge(s). Colonial underpinnings of categories, and the “grid of knowledge” 
in institutional ordering practices, such as in museums and archives, are also ana-
lyzed in the essays by McCarthy et al. and Acuña et al. Language and speech acts 
taking place in museums emphasize the importance and potential of renaming, 
re-imagining, and reclaiming these institutions from multiple cultural perspectives. 
The essay by Conal McCarthy et al. discusses the role of Māori terminology in 
museums and galleries, providing two case studies focusing on how naming and 
renaming traditional weaving and human remains reflect the ongoing processes of 
decolonization and indigenization. Using Māori names such as taonga kākahu or 
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“woven treasures” becomes “not just as a sign of respect but importantly, as a way of 
reclaiming cultural heritage that became alienated during colonization” (McCarthy 
et al. this volume). The essay contributed by Jully Acuña Suarez, Marcelo Marques 
Miranda, and the Ayentš Collective from Colombia also builds on this discussion 
about museums as colonial apparatuses and how Western concepts such as “art” 
were transposed on Kamëntšá worldviews. They address this through a collabora-
tive research-action methodology that includes acts of renaming through “walking 
and recognizing the landscape, remembering personal and community stories, and 
dealing with painful memories and events” (Acuña Suarez et al. this volume). 

Legitimizing and Delegitimizing Through Naming 

Names are emblematic of political structures and carry histories and power at multi-
ple scales—but acts of naming are also future-oriented and reality-shaping, making 
them apt sites of activism and tools for disrupting the status quo. Stanisław Kor-
dasiewicz illustrates this by analyzing how granting rivers legal personhood and 
recognizing them as living entities leads to renaming and reshaping fundamental 
Western legal categories. Place names are often at the forefront of many complex 
conflicts concretizing around physical spaces (Berg and Vuolteenaho 2009). Theo-
doros Kouros and Yiannis Christidis discuss place names within boundary disputes 
on the divided island of Cyprus, and the influence of unchanged street names on 
current inhabitants after former residents have been displaced from a district of Li-
massol. The complexity of an island with a population that has been displaced, with 
multiple communities residing in towns and villages with names from the former 
inhabitants, creates what Kouros and Christidis refer to as a “hauntology”, where 
they must live among the ghosts of the previous inhabitants. This essay is also 
about the ways in which communities must find vernacular pathways to inhabit and 
belong to places within ongoing intergovernmental disputes that have not success-
fully resolved these issues. The series “The Last Yugoslavia” by artist Ally Zlatar 
also provides sobering insights into how conflict resolution and the redrawing of 
national boundaries after wars does not result in the inhabitants’ identities being 
redrawn and accepted so easily. Her juxtapositioning of photographs of brutalist 
buildings that harken back to the days of socialist glory alongside cartographic im-
ages representing the Julian and Dinaric Alps demonstrates how former Yugosla-
vian and now Serbian identities were and are constructed and yet at the same time 
environmentally grounded, and how Serbians must navigate their place, history, 
and memories as if they were concurrent, as a means to establish/re-establish new/ 
old concepts of belonging and national identity. 

Tymoteusz Król, a language activist from Wilamowice in Poland and one of 
the few speakers of the minoritized Wymysorys language in the younger genera-
tion, shares the story of how the original spelling of specific names typical for the 
community (e.g., Schneider) had to be changed after WWII because they looked 
and sounded too German. The new way of spelling that followed the dominant 
Polish standard (e.g., Sznajder) was forced by the people with authority, as is the 
case with issuing a new ID card after marriage. On other occasions, Vilamovians 
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changed their name, fearing post-war persecution. The spelling of names, even if 
changes seem minor and pronunciation remains (traditional Rosner vs Rozner), 
constitutes an essential part of the ethnic identity and, at the same time, a potential 
line of conflict between the dominant society and the minority group. In their essay, 
Akyangmi et al. provide a fascinating case study of how Indigenous Thangmi nam-
ing conventions are an active arena for the Nepali state to enforce regulation and 
compliance. They address how Thangmi, a recognized Indigenous, ethnolinguistic 
community whose traditional homeland lies in central Nepal and these state regula-
tions intersect with political transformations to produce new identities, as well as a 
site of Indigenous resistance. 

Linda Sanchez looks at state-enforced name changes that occur during the ap-
plication for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) process. In this case, 
because of discriminatory state policy rules, young individuals with undocumented 
migrant status in the U.S. are forced to adopt the dominant US naming model (e.g., 
change from Elizabeth Gutierrez Saucedo to Elizabeth Gutierrez) to conform with 
the US norm of adopting a single last name, usually paternal. However, during the 
DACA process, they must use the name that appears on their birth certificate. This 
results in a series of practical problems with conflicting personal identification/s, 
some of which have serious consequences (e.g., colleges not accepting school 
transcripts or the impossibility of receiving financial aid). More importantly, it 
reinforces the perception of “otherness” and leaves the individual with difficult 
decisions about what strategies to adopt in the face of these forced name changes. 

There are also cases in which individuals must fight with the state to legally 
change their names in order to overcome unjust cultural politics and history. Sil-
via Quattrini describes a successful legal battle to eliminate the legacy of slavery 
carried through surnames in Tunisia. In 2000, the court dismissed the first case 
brought by Mr. Hamdane Dali (current name), who wanted to change his former 
name, Hamdane Atik Dali, to exclude the prefix atik, meaning “liberated by”. Af-
ter 20 years and another attempt based on a new antidiscrimination law enacted 
in Tunisia, he and his family were finally liberated from this legacy of slavery 
enshrined in their name, resulting in their ability to change official records such 
as birth certificates and ID documentation. The groundbreaking case subsequently 
opened the path for the same kind of name change for at least four other families; 
however, a simplified procedure is recommended to avoid individual litigation in 
these sensitive cases. 

To connect readers back to the start of the volume and to acknowledge how the 
personal narratives on personal names should be viewed in correlation with these 
kinds of community, state, national, and international politics, we return to the 
work of Keith Wilson. His poem “Gated Community” mirrors this cyclical struc-
ture and how it creates boundaries as well as depicts how people find ways to 
intersect and subvert these. His graphic poems speak to the structural tensions be-
tween individual and oppressive regimes with “A Sentence Diagram of Freedom”, 
“Reparations”, and “So…Where Are you from?” We situate these alongside each 
other to forge open-ended evocations of the lines of resistance that can navigate 
and chart new futures. 
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Re-Considerations (Not Conclusions) 

The To Be—Named research consortia is working with experimental pedagogical 
approaches to further recognize multiple knowledge systems and ways of know-
ing via the topic of names and naming. Seminars with students founded on their 
writings about the origins of their names, including navigating identities via migra-
tion, gender norms, and Indigenous rights, led to teachers discussing how these 
autoethnographies around names shifted their classroom dynamic from teacher led, 
to one in which students were teaching faculty the nuances about the students’ cul-
tural identities. Not only was this shift appreciated as one that re-examined power 
dynamics about knowledge, but it also increased mutual understanding within and 
between the student cohort and faculty. Similarly, the To Be—Named exhibit cu-
rated in Athens by the anthropologist and artist, Fotini Gouseti, centered round a 
course she taught at the Athens School of Fine Arts, through which students found 
the concept of exploring their identity through names and naming a highly effective 
method for community-building. 

In this light, we envision the To Be—Named project and volume as catalysts 
for conversations between disciplines, convening and critically examining different 
ways of knowing about and shaping the relationship between knowledges, power, 
and identity formation. As part of this endeavor, the to-be-named.org website in-
cludes essays in their mother tongue where possible. It also documents the journey 
of the To Be—Named exhibit and the generative conversations stemming from the 
meeting of local and international artists and students within each regional iteration 
of the exhibit as it travels the world. The project website is also designed as interac-
tive, calling on scholars, individuals, and communities to share their stories to foster 
an inclusive and interdisciplinary approach to how knowledge pluralities and iden-
tities are understood and inscribed, as well as how these are re-negotiated. We en-
courage you, teachers, communities, and researchers to use the website as a way to 
engage people in sharing their stories and experiences as part of the ongoing project. 

Notes 
1 The title of the COLING grant is “Minority Languages, Major Opportunities, Collab-

orative Research, Community Engagement and Innovative Educational Tools (COL-
ING)”. Project ID: 778384. 

2 The documentary “My Name Is.” directed by Tony Giroux and Javeria Khadijah Shah 
shares experiences of people dealing with the pressures to conform to Western social 
norms about names (https://www.mynameisdocumentary.com/). Also in 2021, The 
Guardian newspaper published two articles about actors and athletes who, after many 
years of changing their names to suit Western social norms, asked the public to recog-
nize their birth names (Campbell 2021). Similarly, in the U.S. Beth Nguyen published 
her essay for the New Yorker titled “America ruined my name for me” (Nguyen 2021). 
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