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Abstract: This paper advances a unified thesis: the scientific maturation of onomastics is 

characterized by a shift from etymological cataloguing to theory driven, usage based inquiry that 

now aligns with structural, sociolinguistic, cognitive, and corpus geospatial paradigms. Drawing 

on selected comparative evidence (English and Uzbek onomastic traditions) and a critical synthesis 

of seminal works, we demonstrate three inflection points in the field’s development: (i) the 

structuralist consolidation of name formation constraints; (ii) the sociolinguistic turn to names as 

social variables; and (iii) the cognitive computational integration enabling reproducible, cross 

linguistic analyses. The findings support treating names as socio cognitive indices, not taxonomic 

exceptions, and motivate an agenda focused on multimodal evidence and ethical governance. The 

contribution is conceptual and methodological: it reframes onomastics as a theoretically integrated 

linguistic science and specifies practical pathways for cumulative, replicable research. 
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1. Introduction 

Names compress reference, social identity, and historical memory into compact 

linguistic signs. For much of its history, onomastics privileged etymology and cataloguing; 

over the last century, it has converged with core linguistic theory and method. Our guiding 

claim is that this convergence hinges on explaining names in use, with testable hypotheses 

grounded in morphophonology, variation, cognition, and data intensive analysis [Hough, 

2016: 44; Labov, 1994–2010: 12]. 

We pursue two questions: (1) What conceptual and methodological shifts mark the 

maturation of onomastics? (2) How does the field align substantively with contemporary 

linguistic paradigms without losing its distinctive empirical remit? We answer through a 

critical synthesis anchored in well documented English and Uzbek examples to illustrate 

general points (e.g., diachronic strata in English toponyms; cognitive symbolic patterning 

in Uzbek hydronyms) [Ekwall, 1960: 30; Watts, 2004: 105; Muminov, 2020: 59]. 
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Figure 1. A layered conceptual model aligning onomastics with contemporary 

linguistics. 

 

Description: Concentric layers depict integration points. 

• Core (Structural): morphophonology of name formation and adaptation. 

• Layer 2 (Variationist): distributions, diffusion, policy/renaming. 

• Layer 3 (Cognitive/Pragmatic): frames, image schemas, indexical stance, reference 

resolution. 

• Layer 4 (Computational/Geospatial): NER/EL, corpus methods, spatial diffusion, 

reproducibility. 

Arrows indicate bidirectional influence: theory informs data collection/annotation; 

corpus evidence refines theory. Comparative anchors (e.g., English diachronic strata; 

Uzbek hydronymic symbolism) are annotated at layer interfaces. 

Literature Review 

Early philological and nationalist traditions treated names as historical evidence of 

settlement and ancestry, amassing gazetteers but rarely formalizing usage based 

explanations [Momma & Matto, 2008: 72]. Structural linguistics introduced synchronic 

discipline for name formation and adaptation (e.g., hypocoristics, patronymics, 

compounding; exonym/endonym phonotactics) [Haspelmath, 2002: 33; Hough, 2016: 52]. 

The sociolinguistic turn reframed names as distributed social variables—varying by class, 

ethnicity, religion, and region—and analyzed renaming as political practice [Labov, 1994–

2010: 36; Puzey & Kostanski, 2016: 21]. Cognitive linguistics conceptualized names as 

entrenched constructions embedded in frames and image schemas, thus linking meaning 

to conventional usage and encyclopedic knowledge [Lakoff & Johnson, 1980: 5; Lakoff, 

1987: 15; Langacker, 1987: 23]. Finally, corpus and geospatial methods enabled scalable 

discovery and hypothesis testing, while raising ethical questions of privacy and 

governance [Hough, 2016: 58; UNGEGN, n.d.: 12]. 

These phases are cumulative rather than substitutive. For instance, English 

toponymy preserves stratified etymological layers (Celtic, Anglo Saxon, Norse, Norman), 

yet present day usage and policy reshape visibility through renaming [Ekwall, 1960: 41; 

Watts, 2004: 110]. Uzbek hydronymy illustrates how perceptual descriptors (e.g., depth, 

salinity) and symbolic color oppositions encode ecological worldview and cultural value 

[Muminov, 2020: 64]. 
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Table 1. Evolutionary phases in onomastics and their alignment with contemporary 

linguistics. 

Phase (approx.) 
Core question in 

onomastics 

Dominant 

methods 

Signature 

outcomes and 

limits 

Classical/Medieval 

What do names 

signify about 

world/cosmos/history? 

Exegetic 

etymology; 

glossaries 

Durable 

categories; little 

usage data 

19th-c. Philology/Nationalism 

What do names reveal 

about 

ancestry/settlement? 

Comparative 

philology; 

gazetteers 

Historical 

strata; 

nation-building 

narratives 

[Momma & 

Matto, 2008: 72] 

Structural/Descriptive (20th) 

How are names 

formed/adapted 

within systems? 

Morphology, 

phonology, 

synchronic 

analysis 

Productivity; 

adaptation 

constraints 

[Haspelmath, 

2002: 33; 

Hough, 2016: 

52] 

Sociolinguistic turn 

How do names 

vary/diffuse and 

encode 

identity/power? 

Surveys, 

variationist 

stats, 

ethnography 

Names as social 

variables; 

policy 

interfaces 

[Labov, 1994–

2010: 36; Puzey 

& Kostanski, 

2016: 21] 

Cognitive/Usage-based 

How do frames and 

schemas stabilize 

meaning in use? 

Frame/Schema 

analysis; 

metaphor 

studies 

Names as 

entrenched 

constructions 

[Lakoff & 

Johnson, 1980: 

45; Lakoff, 1987: 

24] 

Corpus/Geospatial/Computational 

How to scale 

discovery, compare 

across scripts, ensure 

ethics? 

NER/EL, GIS, 

spatial stats, 

open pipelines 

Reproducibility; 

bias/coverage 

issues [Hough, 

2016: 60; 

UNGEGN, n.d.: 

22] 

Note: This table synthesizes major phases, core questions, methods, and signature 

outcomes (illustrative references in brackets). 

2. Materials and Methods 

We adopt a targeted, corpus informed synthesis rather than a full meta analysis. The 

method has three steps: 

• Theoretical triangulation: structural, sociolinguistic, cognitive, and computational 

accounts are evaluated against a single explanatory criterion—how well they model 

names in use with testable implications. 
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• Comparative anchoring: English and Uzbek onomastic traditions illustrate general 

mechanisms (diachronic strata; symbolic mappings), drawing on reference works and 

established typologies [Ekwall, 1960: 30; Watts, 2004: 105; Hough, 2016: 47; Muminov, 

2020: 59]. 

• Convergence testing: we assess whether distinct paradigms yield mutually reinforcing 

predictions (e.g., structural constraints predict adaptation; sociolinguistic models 

predict diffusion; cognitive frames predict interpretive stability). 

3. Results 

Finding 1: Structural constraints on name formation are productive and predictive. 

Hypocoristics, patronymic/matronymic templates, and compounding behave like 

other morphological processes; contact induced adaptations (vowel insertion, stress shifts) 

follow phonotactic well formedness [Haspelmath, 2002: 76; Hough, 2016: 54]. English 

toponyms exhibit historically layered morphemes whose survival aligns with general 

phonology and standardization [Ekwall, 1960: 41; Watts, 2004: 110]. 

Finding 2: Names pattern as sociolinguistic variables subject to diffusion and policy. 

Cohort cycles in anthroponyms, urban renaming after political transitions, and 

endonym/exonym competition reveal measurable distributions and change [Labov, 1994–

2010: 84; Puzey & Kostanski, 2016: 28]. Governance (standards boards, consultation) 

mediates conflict and legitimacy [UNGEGN, n.d.: 18]. 

Finding 3: Cognitive frames and image schemas stabilize interpretation. 

Names index frames (kinship, landscape, institution) and leverage image schemas 

(source path goal; container), explaining both literal descriptors and symbolic mappings. 

Uzbek hydronyms’ color oppositions exemplify stable value mappings (oq = 

purity/benefit; qora = danger/hardship), while English hydronyms remain more 

denotationally descriptive [Lakoff & Johnson, 1980: 45; Lakoff, 1987: 24; Muminov, 2020: 

64]. 

Finding 4: Corpus and geospatial methods enable reproducibility. 

NER/EL pipelines, diachronic tagging, and spatial statistics (kernel density; Moran’s 

I) support scalable comparisons, provided scripts/transliteration and dataset governance 

are transparent [Hough, 2016: 60; UNGEGN, n.d.: 22]. 

4. Discussion 

The findings substantiate the thesis: onomastics has matured by aligning 

explanatory focus with mainstream linguistics—names are socio cognitive indices 

anchored in usage. Structural theory explains formation/adaptation; sociolinguistics 

accounts for distribution/change; cognitive semantics clarifies interpretive stability; corpus 

geospatial methods scale evidence and enable replication. The universal scaffolds of 

embodiment (e.g., source path goal) coexist with culture specific mappings (e.g., color → 

value), a duality that should be modeled rather than reduced [Kövecses, 2010: 23]. Ethical 

governance (consent, anonymization, community co ownership) is integral for personal 

and indigenous names; computational pipelines should include bias audits and open 

documentation [UNGEGN, n.d.: 20]. 

5. Conclusion 

Onomastics has transitioned from catalogues of etyma to a theoretically integrated, 

empirically testable science aligned with contemporary linguistics. Future progress 

depends on theory forward hypotheses, multimodal corpora (text, maps, oral histories), 

geospatial causal inference, cognitive experimental studies, and transparent, ethical data 

governance.  
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