PERSONAL NAMES AS A REFLECTION OF SOCIAL RELATIONS

AMONG THE NzEmA OF GHANA'

Vinigi L. Grottanelli

A person’s name is at the same time the indispensable label for the in-
dividual’s permanent or temporary identification, a receptacle of symbolic
values, and a key to the network of social and spiritual bonds linking its
bearer to his parents or to other kin responsible for naming, as well as to
other members of society, living or dead, or to superhuman beings .

1 The present paper is based on fieldwork
I carried out in south-western Ghana on eight
occasions, from 1954 to 1976-77, in the frame-
work of a team research project sponsored
mainly by Italian institutions (Missione Etno-
logica Italiana in Ghana). A preliminary note
on the same topic was published several years
ago (Grottanelli 1960); for a fuller apprecia-
tion of the cultural background, see Grottanelli
Ed. nd. (2 vols.), now in press. In the trans-
cription of Nzema words. I have followed

the official orthography adopted by the Bureau
of Ghana Languages.

2 T deliberately use the adjective ‘superhu-
man’ in lieu of its quasi-synonym ° supernatu-
ral’. Though much more frequently used in
the literature, the latter misrepresents the tradi-
tional Akan concept, according to which the
deities and other so-called spirits’ of poly-
theism, far from being considered above nature,
are deeply embedded in it, and indeed form
the vital part of it.
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No matter how carefully worded, any such definition is necessarily personal
and therefore controversial in nature. The one I have just given fits the
Nzema, with whom the present paper is concerned, and in a broader sense
the Akan nations of West Africa, of which the Nzema represent the south-
ernmost group. They provide a significant, though surely not isolated, example
of a people among whom the plurality of names borne by a single man or
woman denotes the concomitance of different types of interpersonal bonds
referred to in the definition, while demonstrably recent changes in the
naming pattern are a reminder of its dynamic nature.

This paper is an attempt to describe and interpret a specific pattern of
personal names and naming rules at a strictly monographic level; however,
the very complexity of this system makes advisable a brief reference to
theoretical and terminological aspects of naming systems in general, as a
premise both to the paper’s specific conclusions and to badly needed future
studies on the subject at large.

1. THE GENERAL PATTERN

Nzema personal names can be grouped into seven distinct categories. They
are:" 1) ekela duma, or “ soul name’ (pl. ngela aluma); 2) awole duma, or
birth name; 3) eze duma or sele duma, patronymic; 4) dumandole or simply
duma, bestowed or given name; 5) mgbayele or nickname; 6) ezonenle duma,
or baptismal name, also referred to as alofole duma, or European name;
7) surname, following Western usage and regarded as a variety of eze duma,
father’s name. Mention will also be made of a further class, nzabelano, which
could tentatively be described as ‘ praise appellation ’, though names of this
type are not strictly speaking ¢ personal *.

Types 6 and 7 have been introduced in our century as a result of ac-
culturation, and many people do not yet have them. Type 2, though traditional,
depends on particular circumstances of birth, so that its presence and use
are not universal. But every man and woman normally has a name of the
first, third, fourth and fifth class; in other words, each individual is known
by at least four different names, which, if used jointly, describe his personal
identity without possibility of confusion.

Names of the first three categories are automatically assigned at the moment
of birth; those belonging to classes 4 and 5 are assigned as a rule in the
early stages of childhood. Together, the five categories provide the traditional
set of personal names. They are commonly used in pairs, the most frequent
coupling being 3-4 or 3-2, but as everyday term of address one of them
(preferably the given name) is used singly. Should cases of homonymy arise,
the namesakes (#doma) are distinguished by suffixing ekyi or -kyi (* junior ’)
and kpanyi (short for kpanyinli, ‘ senior’) to the habitually used name. If
there happen to be three namesakes in the neighbourhood, the middle one
in terms of age is distinguished by prefixing avinli (‘ middle’) to his name, -
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or by appending the name of his village of origin, or more rarely of his clan.
(The Nzema are divided into seven agamous dispersed matriclans.)

Names of types 6 and 7 (introduced from the West) may be assumed
later in life, even in adulthood, at the person’s own initiative. These names
are occasionally subject to change, but traditional ones remain unaltered
throughout life, except in the case of chiefs, who on accession to the stool
acquire a totally different name for the time they remain in office ®. There
is no change of name for women or men at puberty, at marriage, or follow-
ing the birth of their children, etc.

Soul names, most given names, and of course Christian names, fall into
two separate sets, male and female; some birth names and nicknames, and
all patronymics and surnames, are  unisex ’. Though the distinction between
the seven categories is a clear-cut one, names occasionally pass from one
into another — especially from groups 1 and 2 to group 4, and from group
3 to 7 — thus acquiring a slightly different connotation and use.

2. ekeLA Duma

The translation of this expression as ‘soul name’ is approximate, the
Nzema having three distinct terms for what we would loosely define as the
immaterial part of man: sumsum or mora, the patrilineally transmitted per-
sonality soul; ekela, the God-given life principle; and nwomenle, the soul
after death. The distinction between these concepts, their arduous definition
and their interaction, which I have treated elsewhere , are not directly rel-
evant to the present study. Suffice it to say that ekelz is understood by the
Nzema to be ‘ something like air’, a divine breath that, according to one
opinion, touches the mother’s body at the moment of conception. According
to others, it is blown or ‘ breathed’ by God (Nyamenle) onto the embryo,
as a prerequisite for its further development. The subtlety of these distinctions
is appreciated only by a few sophisticated informants, while the common
man and woman are either plainly puzzled by them or give them little
thought.

In the practical sphere, at any rate, the ekela’s most obvious and universally
recognized aspect is its connection with the days of the week. A baby receives
its first name automatically at birth, according to the day on which it happens
to come into the world. This name also varies according to sex. As the Nzema,
like other Akan peoples, haye a seven-day week, there is a fixed set of seven
male names, and a corresponding one of female names, as shown in the
following table.

3 Owing to their complex historical and 4 Grottanelli, Ed. n.d., vol. II. Cf. also Grot-
political implications, chiefs’ names (‘stool tanelli 1961, 1965.
names ’) are not discussed in this paper.
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These name sets are based on a rigid principle: a Sunday-born boy will
always be a Kwasi, a Monday-born girl always an Adwoba, and so on. The
only uncertainty that may arise concerns babies born in the middle of the
night. The matrons with whom Miss E. Cerulli discussed the problem told
her that on clear nights, one looks at the sky. If the Pleiades are still visible
above the horizon, the baby is deemed to be born on the day that is about
to end. If this star cluster has already set, the baby will be assigned to the
following morning and named accordingly. On cloudy nights, during the
rainy season, one listens for the call of the ebelenkwane or * clock bird ’,
which is believed to utter its doo-doo-doo cry around midnight. My own
informants remarked that what with the physiological process of delivery,
the severing of the umbilical cord, the washing of the baby, etc., childbirth
is a long business; if the cock does not crow in the meantime, it means the
child was born before midnight and must be named according to the previous
day, say, a Sunday; if the first crowing is heard before the essential opera-
tions are over, the baby will be considered Monday-born. But, they added,
these are old-fashioned devices, because nowadays there usually is somebody
in the compound or among the neighbours who owns a watch.

The use of the same term, ekela, in a-different context suggests a possible
connection between a person’s soul name and his personal fate. The concept
of good luck, or propitious fate, is expressed by ekela kpale or ekela fufule
(lit. “ good (or white) soul ’), that of bad luck by ¢kela etane or ekela bile
(‘ bad (or black) soul’). Both are’ patently related to the God-sent breath
and to the day of birth, but experience has taught the Nzema that this cor-
respondence works in the most erratic and unpredictable way®, so that no
day can actually be reputed luckier or unluckier than any other for the
newborn child.

A child is usually called by its weekday name only until it receives its
given name, by which it will henceforth be known both within and outside
the compound circle. In adult life, however, there are occasions in which
the ekela duma is used in preference to other names. It continues to be used
as a sign of intimacy and a term of endearment by relatives who have known

S The concept of fate is also rendered by tious disease, it is not considered foreordained

a non-Nzema term, nkalabea (plainly derived
from Twi nkrabea), which was explained to
me as follows. God establishes every man’s
fate at birth (or, others say, at the moment
of conception) and always means it to be a
propitious one; but it is a loose and unreliable
predestination, because it can be altered or
even reversed in the course of a person’s life
by himself or by others. If a man falls from
a ladder and breaks his neck, it is #o# according
to his fate but rather against it, as a punishment
for some mistake or sin not originally included
in his destiny. If he suffers from some se-
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by Design, but rather caused by an ancestor’s
wrath or by an enemy’s bad juju in defiance
of that man’s fate. Indeed, if one is unsuc-
cessful in all undertakings, one may consult
a diviner, who will contrive to reverse the
adverse fate, by no means assuming that he
is altering God’s original plans concerning that
person. Such attitudes show that though the
weekday of birth and the corresponding per-
sonal name are, or used to be, theoretically
linked with a person’s luck, fate and pre-
destination are fundamentally alien concepts to
the Nzema.



the person from early infancy, such as parents, siblings, and grandparents
~ in both lines. It must be uttered by an enemy when pronouncing an incanta-
tion or preparing an evil ‘ medicine * directed against the person; otherwise
a sorcerer’s formulas are inefective, or at least less effective. The ekela duma
is also used during funeral obsequies, when the women wail or sing dirges
for the deceased.

3. Awore Duma

Personal names of this sort are automatically given to certain children
at birth — in addition to the soul name — according to their position in the
series of children born to the same mother. :

A woman’s first two children receive no serial name. But if the mother
gives birth to three consecutive males, the third one is known as Mieza;
if she has three consecutive females, the third one is called Manza: if she
brings forth five consecutive children of the same sex, whether male or female,
the firth will be called Anlunli.

If a woman’s first two children are males and the third is a fe:nale, or vice
versa, if the first two are females and the third a male, then the third child
will be called Kyendo irrespective of its sex, and will be considered unlucky.
A blessing rite must be performed by the mother at the end. of the period

-of seclusion that follows delivery. A fowl is killed, and some of its blood
is mixed with water and herbs in a basin and then sprinkled over the father’s
feet. The fowl is cooked and eaten by both parents. Then the mother, with
the baby on her back, takes the remains of the liquid in the basin and goes
around to her own as well as to her husband’s kinsfolk in town, sprinkling
each of them in turn while saying ‘ I have brought forth a Kyendo child,
and therefore I am blessing you ’. The rite (enluanle, lit. ¢ quenching ’) is said
to be performed mainly for the mother’s sake. If she resumed her normal
farm work omitting the rite, disaster would befall her, or her crops would
be destroyed by pests. The name Kyendo is not retained as a term of address
for the child.

Each child after the fifth, irrespective of sex, is known by a special name
denoting his serial order of birth. The sixth born is Azane; the seventh,
Asua; the eighth, Nyameke; the ninth, Nyonra; the tenth, Bulu; the eleventh,
Eduku; the twelfth, Edunwio; the thirteenth, Edunsa. The list ends here,
though cases of women having fourteen children or more are not unknown.

At any given time a woman’s youngest child is referred to as Kazima,
but this is, of course, a temporary denomination; and as the child grows up,
it is not retained as a personal name, unlike the names just listed. If, however,
a woman’s last-born survives after she has passed child-bearing age, the
mother herself will continue to use Kazima as a term of address for this

child, even when he or she has reached adulthood.
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While Azane (sixth-born) children are generically considered fortunate,
there is no special connotation of good or bad luck associated with Asua
(seventh-born) ones. The peculiarity concerning the latter is that they, and

they alone, should never be born at ni
as munzule, i.e., dangerous misfortune

ght. If they are, the event is classed

or disgrace, and a complex purifica-

tion rite must be performed, in which the mother is the main performer. The

rite resembles the one for Kyendo children,

but also includes the sacrifice

of a monkey (nowadays sometimes replaced by a sheep) and the use of its

blood in the blessing.
Nyameke and Nyonra, z.c.,

eighth- and ninth-born children, are hailed as

particularly fortunate. They are said to be ‘ pure and holy ’ children given

directly by God
Hades (ebold),

himself. Unlike other children, all of whom come from
they are exempt from the common risks carried over from

the underworld. They are jointly known as nyangonle mmale, from the name

of a special shrine erected

for them in their father’s compound. Provided

they observe certain taboos, wear the prescribed beads, and that suitable
libations and offerings are made every year at the shrine in their honour,
the bearers of these serial names are reputed to retain their holiness throughout
their lives (though, off the record, these holy persons are said to be spoiled
in childhood and have a reputation for being impertinent and troublesome).

In sharp contrast to the two sibilings preceding him, the tenth-born (Bulu)
is not merely an unlucky child in the series; he is a “ forbidden ’ child and
should not be conceived. If a tenth child comes into the world, he must not
be reared. Until very recent times, he was drowned or smothered at birth.
The rationale of this custom is that if a Bulu child were allowed to survive,
one or more adult members of his matrilineage would unfailingly die within

a short period. Modern conditions, Ghanaian law,

and the growing opposi-

tion of fathers, have, discouraged this type of infanticide, or at least caused
it to be carried out in-great secrecy. A current alternative is to entrust the
unwelcome baby to the Catholic Sisters of the Eikwe Mission hospital, or to
relatives living in a distant area. To my knowledge, the serial name Bulu is

not borne by any native Nzema °.

Twins (ndale) are included in the category of nyangonle mmale and share

¢ Bulu is included, however, in the list of
given names. Over the years I have personally
met four men bearing it, and have been told
of others, but it has proved impossible to
ascertain whether, in any of these cases, the
forebear after whom the person was named
was actually a tenth-born himself, or had in
turn been named after an ancestor. One reliable
informant suggested that the name may have
been derived from patrilateral ancestors of
Aowin or Wasa origin, two lesser neighbouring
Akan nations, among whom the tenth born
child is not tabooed. Another explanation is
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that the custom of suppressing tenth-born chil-
dren may be of relatively recent introduction,
which would account for the legitimate exist-
ence of bulu persons in past generations. (There
is an unverifiable story attributing the origin
of the custom to a kénlamo or Moslem magician
from the north). The Anyi of the Ivory Coast,
who practice the same type of infanticide, have
found a different solution for the naming of
the tenth-born. They call it blu te (‘the bad
tenth one’, who must be smothered), reserving
the name of blu for the acceptable eleventh-
born (Amon d’Aby 1960: 77, 82).



the privileged position of Nyamekes and Nyonras. While they naturally almost
always share the same soul name, they are given special birth names. The
Nzema distinguish two sorts of twins, entelema (of the same sex) and takyi-
nenta (of different sex). In the first case, irrespective of whether they are
males or females, the first born is called Ndakpanyi, the second Ndakyia.
In the second case, the male is Ndabia, the female Ndabela. The first child
born after his mother’s twin delivery is called Anlima.

Owing to the relatively high frequency of twin births among the Nzema’,
these names (as serial names generally) are inadequate satisfactorily to identify
a person in society at large, unless combined with some other name of a dif-
ferent class; but they are commonly used in the circle of close relatives,
even when the child grows up and reaches adulthoed: They are suanu aluma,
home names.

4. ez Duma

Another predetermined name, automatically assigned to every male and
female at birth and used throughout life, is the patronymic. It precedes the
soul name, and later the given name, as a genitive: Aka son of Eboyi is
Eboyi Aka. 3

The patronymic is always the legal father’s — not the genitor’s — given
name. If a woman lives in a state of recognized concubinage with a man,
he is equated with a husband and transmits his name to the woman’s childten
as long as the two cohabit. Only a love child, whose mother is unmarried
and whose genitor is unknown or uncertain, has no patronymic. This places
the child, as he grows up, in a condition of slight social inferiority. If at a
later date the real or presumed genitor recognizes the child and marties the
woman, his name becomes the child’s patronymic. This is not the case if the
woman marries another man, even if he agrees (as is usually the case) to act
as step-father (domagya), for the natural father may eventually come forward,
claim the child as his own, and belatedly assume the social and financial
responsibilities arising from patrifiliation, along with the right to name

the child.

7 A fairly reliable indication is provided by
data concerning deliveries at the Eikwe Catholic
Mission hospital (Eastern Nzema), carefully
recorded by the local German sisters over a
period of ten years, April 1959-August 1969.
The figures for the whole period are: single

births 1,669, twin births 72, triple births 2.
This gives an average of 44 twin births per
thousand deliveries. During approximately the
same years, corresponding Italian averages were
15.7 for Veneto and 9.2 for Sardinia (verbal
communication by Prof. V. Correnti).
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