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Abstract  

This study sought to investigate socio-cultural and semantic view of personal names in Athu, 

specifically, to establish meaning of Athu personal names, identify the social, economic and 

cultural factors for naming in Athu, and lastly to explain procedures employed in naming in 

Athu, through name as the pointer and social semiotics theories. The study employed 

qualitative method. The sample was selected using quota sampling technique and simple 

random sampling technique and data were collected using in-depth interviews and focus 

group discussions, researcher though a native speaker of Athu did not consider the self-

generated of data as means of data collection because of the principle of bias. The content 

was obtained and analyzed using thematic analysis which groups and organizes data in 

various themes based on specific objectives. The findings reveal that, personal names (birth 

names) were not given to children randomly but instead various social, cultural and economic 

factors were considered. Major factors that influenced the selection of personal names were 

majorly various events and circumstances prevailing upon pregnancy and birth of children. 

The study further revealed that the Athu personal names are meaningful, and, the meanings 

attached to names convey potential information of the parents before birth, they express the 

child background and describe behaviors/ characteristics of the parents/ child. Furthermore, 

the findings revealed that there are various procedures which are involved when Athu people 

needs to give the newborn children the name. The study concludes that naming procedures 

among Athu is dynamic. Following this, the study recommends for future studies in different 

aspects of Athu anthroponymy and Onomastics in general to complete the image of personal 

names and naming trends in Athu. 
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Introduction 

This study deals with the Athu personal names. Athu is one of 150 Languages spoken in 

Tanzania (Rugemalira et al., 2009). Alternative names for Athu language include: Ashu, 

Casu, Chasu, Chiasu, Kiathu, Kipare, Pare, Athu and Pare-Asu (Lewis et al., 2015). In this 

study, Athu is used to refer to the language under study because, this name Athu is popularly 

known to many native speakers of the language in and out of the speech community. The 

people who speak Athu language are known as Wapare.Athu has two major dialects: the 

northern dialect which is referred to as “Kiathu” and the southern dialect “Kimpare” (Msuya, 

2014). Pertaining to the names of the dialects, Mreta (1998) explains that their personal 

names follow the natural division of the area, that is, north and south. The classification of 

the two major dialects is broadly based on geographical factors. That is, the northern Athu 

speakers in Mwanga district and the southern Athu speakers in Same district. The Athu 

speakers in Mwanga district are categorized into two smaller dialects: the Athu of Ugweno 

who speaks Kigweno which is the combination of Kiathu and Kichaga and the Athu of 

Usangi who use a language similar to one spoken by southern Athu, though with slight 

differences on phonological considerations mainly at the tonal and lexical levels (Mreta, 

1998). However, “dialectal differences are insignificant factors and do not affect the names 

and naming culture (Malande, 2006 and 2011)”. 

 

Statement o f the Problem 

Onomastics, the study of names had originally been the domain of disciplines such as 

philosophy, history, religion and Anthropology. In recent years it has captured the attention 

of linguistics whose goal has been to unearth the linguistic component in the different 

categories of names. Whether or not personal names are meaningful or are abstracts of social-

cultural constructs has elucidated a hot debate in linguistics. The European and American 

linguistic traditions led by Crystal (1995) and Lyons (1977) have viewed names to be merely 

signifiers and arbitrary to the people and things they name. On the other hand, African 

anthropological linguists like Malande (2006, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2018, 2020a and 2020c), 

Lusekelo (2015), Agyekum (2006), etc, have, using extensive examples from diverse African 

languages, found personal names semantic, morphosemantics and of a greater social 

linguistic value. These two varying opinions are in themselves problematic-controversial; that 

often pushed African onomastics to cultural anthropology. Our research interest in names 

motivated us to focus on social cultural and semantic view of Athu personal names: in order 

to bring a new linguistic understanding.  
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The Concept of Naming 

The semantic component of names has generally been a controversial area in linguistics. In 

Europe personal names studies are both etymological and historical (See Malande, 2006). As 

interesting as the origin of the personal name maybe in Europe “it exercises very little value 

in the study of naming trends” (Crystal, 1995). David Crystal believes that names are 

arbitrary symbols whereas African linguistics like Malande (2006) believe personal name 

have a morph-semantic component which can be lexically loaded and are in themselves 

institutional memory for societies they emanate from. Malande further says that Luloogoli 

personal names relay a positive or negative mental picture within confines of connotative 

meaning (See Malande, 2011).  

Van Langendonck (2007) adds that names are specific nouns with unique denotation 

and possible connotative meaning. Names are given to living and non-living referents, with 

distinctive prototypes even for apparently similar referents such as boats and ships, 

locomotives and trains, or pets and farm animals. The topic of reference, in dealing with the 

nature of reality, is one of the controversies and the subject of names. There are two main 

views on names. The first one is they are ultimately meaningless, nothing more than 

assigning a label. Although scholars clearly associate particular qualities with names in order 

to identify and conceptualize (Cruse, 2011). The other view of names is that they function as 

abbreviated descriptions (Cruse, 2011) with meaning coming through associations. However, 

one might object that a person’s name does not change when the understanding of the same 

person does. 

According to Makombo (2017) personal names among Maasai tribe can be 

determined in different ways and those ways are like due to events, according to life 

condition and hardship, based on days of a week and ceremonies. The naming system was 

influenced by agents of colonialism in 1880’s up to date (Fitzpatrick, 2012). This is realized 

by various loan names among Maasai speaking people considered as baptismal and school 

names as they appear in admission register. The Maasai naming system like any other naming 

systems existed for a long time. When a Maasai child is born, he or she is not given the 

official name; rather the child is given the temporary name which is called an opening 

“embolet”. Furthermore, Lusekelo and Muro (2018) argue that almost every Machame-

Chagga person obtains a first name, similar to a personal name, which is called irigina la 

upatiso “baptism name” in Mashami. It should be noted that about 70% of people in 

Kilimanjaro are Christians (Christian, 2017). It follows that most of the first or personal 

names of Machame-Chagga people aged probably between 80 and below are associated with 

Christian religion. So the imposition of western culture is apparently visible in personal 

names.  

On contrary Malande and Omer (2020) add that, the Saho naming culture has been 

immersed into global intercultural share of value systems. The Saho have borrowed names of 

global icons such as Gaddafi, Osama, Rihanna, and Zenedine Zidane. In so doing, Saho 

modern parents are at anthroponomical war with their language. Death of native names 

implies the death of important identity markers. These native names have deep cultural and 

contextual meaning which can act as a tool for maintenance of the Saho societal identity and 

history. In additional to that, personal naming practices offer important insights into the 

patterns of social and cultural organization of communities and can be the key broader of 

cultural changes. They tell us about the categorization of the new born infant (sex, social 

group) and the name giver and often tell us what is seen as significant about the background 

and the circumstances at the time of birth.  
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In naming a new baby and consciously choosing a word to refer to a new person that 

word has enormous symbolic power. It will identify the person and at the same the name can 

send a message, express a hope or prayer, and perpetuate a cultural or religious traditional 

(Alford, 1987). Generally, personal names are in every human society, since names reflect 

better the origin of certain persons’ and the language they speak. It tells us the culture and 

history of the particular society and the ways in which communal crowds perform towards 

verbal communications and other characteristics of the humanity. Therefore, this motivates 

the researcher to study a social cultural and semantic view of personal names in Athu 

language:  in order to know the meanings of personal names, person naming social, economic 

and cultural factors, and their procedures used for naming a person. 

 

Names as the Pointers Theory 

This theory was propounded by Suzman (1994). It states that in African societies, name 

givers conventionally decide individual names that point to a variety of people and conditions 

that are appropriate at the point of baby’s birth. In this theory, personal names one sighted as 

a noteworthy process of bestowing a name upon a baby as an emblem of identity. In addition, 

Finch (2008) recognizes that an agreed name has a dual role, that is, a personal and 

communal role. Accordingly, it is a personal to an individual and distinguishes between 

members of a group. A collective level, it indicates social connections with one’s family and 

the wider community. 

Personal names originally intended at accomplishing this intention as they were 

important in supplying personal and cultural identities, conserving a people’s identity and 

heritage and spreading it from generation to generation, thus building names as an extension 

of the structure of society. Personal naming is not an unbiased process; instead, it happens in 

social cultural environment that acting as a reflection of wider societal transforms (Suzman, 

1994). Ultimately, it can be presumed that personal naming schemes are social constructions. 

For example, parents may prefer to name their children names distant to their culture either 

because they like the distant name (De Klerk and Bosch, 1995) or because it is politically and 

socially useful to have a distant name as was much of African, this obtained particularly 

during the birth ceremonies. They do so in order to help them to keep certain memories that 

during a certain period of time they had certain incidences or certain people.  

 

Social Semiotics Theory 

The term social semiotics was propounded by Halliday (1978) and adopted by Malande 

(2018, 2020a) where he recommends that language (naming) cannot be estranged from the 

society. The word ‘social’ on semiotics (a study of interpretation of signs (including names) 

in capturers the societal components that was blatantly missing from the semiotics theory 

model (Malande, 2006 and 2011). Halliday (1978), views language as ‘social semiotics’ 

because the means in which people cooperate, must be deemed in social context. Language 

and society is a united concept and need to be examined as a whole. He pointed out that an 

individual human being becomes part of a crowd through language. Halliday (1978) appends 

that, a society does not consist of participants but of relations, and these relations delineate 

social roles including assigning meanings to names. According to him social roles are 

combinable and the individual, as a member of a society, occupies not just one role but many 

roles at a time, always through the medium of language. 

Language is again essential situation for this final constituent in the process of the 

development of the individual, from human being to person to what we may call 
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“personality”, a personality being interpreted as a function complex. Here the individual is 

witnessed as the configuration of a member of functions defined by the social relationship in 

which he enters; from these functions he emphasizes the personalities. Halliday (1978) also 

affirms that our environment is wrought by the culture, and the circumstances under which 

we study language are culturally dogged. This point is noteworthy at two unified echelons: 

 

1. A topic of linguistics environment, which is itself piece of the culture, which  

2. Shapes our behavior molds and a great pact of our behavior is then arbitrated through 

language. 

 

This study, therefore views meanings in Athu language as a socially mediated construct 

embodied by a solitary discreet system (Malande, 2018). Instead, it has to be probed within a 

socio- semiotics frame works or as Halliday (1978) put it “as a social reality or a culture is 

itself a structure of meanings a semiotic construct”. In this viewpoint, language (naming) is 

one of the semiotic systems that construct a culture; one that is typical in that it also serves as 

brainwashing system of many of the others. Hence “language is social semiotics”. It means 

construing language within a social cultural context, in which the culture itself is construed in 

semiotic terms as an information system, if that terminology is favorite. This theory is 

important in capturing the social component in naming. As Malande (2006, 2011, 2018, 

2020a and 2020c) observes a name giver may pick a name, but the meaning of that name is 

socially agreed at communal level. For personal name is not only the property of the 

community but also conveys an encoded institutional memory. The goal of social semiotic 

therefore to ensure that whatever interpretation (meaning) that assigns to Athu names (signs) 

has the societal blessings. Personal names in Athu are studied from a meaningful social 

semiotics view point. Social semiotics theory therefore, permits us to assign and interpret 

both denotative and connotative meanings inherit in Athu personal names.  

 

The Meanings Encoded in Athu Personal Names 

Athu names have meanings. The study revealed that, names given to the children among the 

Athu carry crucial meanings. Names are not only selected for identification but also have 

meanings that are attached to them as they express a message from the name-giver to the 

relatives and the society at large. 

According to the informants, names given to the children among the Athu have meanings that 

denote something. Traditionally, parents assigned names to their children which recorded 

information on occurrences in the family, community and even at the country.. During group 

discussion, informants R stated that: 

 

Most of the names you hear in Athu society have a meaning. Parents give 

names to their children that talk and express more on their feelings, attitudes, 

wishes, expectation and other circumstances surrounding them before and 

after birth. For instance, when a child is given a name like “Ena” (to have), 

“Namkunda” (beloved), those names are not just given to the children 

unreasonably, they symbolize something beyond the words you just hear. 

Parents address their attitudes using names they give to the children. Even 

though it is difficult to give exact meanings found in all names as intended by 

the name giver, there are original meanings of those names. If you hear a name 

and say it has no meaning, you are a liar. The problem is on your side that, you 
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don’t have enough knowledge and you are not capable of identifying meaning 

found in that name. But, all in all, there are attitudes of the name-giver 

attached to a name. 

 

Moreover, this entails that, personal names in Athu have meanings which denotes name- 

givers attitudes. They talk about events that happened to the parents, in the family or in the 

community at large. Failure to recognize the meanings found in names indicate a little 

knowledge one has on the particular language and culture. It does not imply that those names 

are meaningless. Agyekum (2006) argued that in a logical and philosophical sense, a name 

refers to different factors of human experiences i.e., to an individual or a collective entity, 

which it designates. Similarly, Akinnaso (1980) declares that in every culture the 

fundamental reason of naming is to give a figurative structure of recognition. He appends that 

such a figurative scheme is typically culturally created, communally preserved, and pedestal 

on collective suppositions and prospects in numbers of an exacting society. Therefore, Athu 

personal names denote different practices of the name-givers, the parents, the family or the 

community.  

Moreover, the findings revealed that, personal names among the Athu talks about 

different events which occurred in the community through the meaning attached to them. 

Meanings of some names remind the whole community of events which happened in the past. 

For instance, names like “Kitufe” (vomit) means the person in the community who vomits to 

death. This means that in Athu community you can hear that someone died, but when you go 

there, you find the person of such a name sharer in alive. At some point in past, Mashuve 

(Monkey) implied that, the community was attacked by monkeys years ago. Thus, meaning 

found in Athu personal names revealed the historical information concerning the society as a 

whole. According to Olatunji (2015), in usual customary African mores, the name of a 

personality would liable divulge his or her socio- economic and cultural personality, 

relative’s milieu, relatives’ profession, situate of basis, political also fiscal category. 

Likewise, in the Athu, the meaning found in names given to the children revealed different 

issues that referred to an individual (the one who bear the name/ a child), the parents or the 

community accordingly. Therefore, based on meanings, Athu personal names can be 

categorized in various groups; names which express emotions or feelings of the parents, 

names that describe the history of parents or community (historical names) and names that 

denote behavior/characteristics of the children. The next part discusses these categories in 

detail. 

 

Names Expressing Emotion or Feelings of the Parents  

There are names given to the children who disclose the feelings or emotions of the parents. 

The person naming of Athu people depends much on the circumstances and other issues 

prevailing at birth. Consequently, names which fall under these categories have their meaning 

which expresses the feelings or emotions parents experienced before and during birth. 

Shortly, parents’ emotions/ feelings refer to the parents’ expectations, wish, fear, misery, joy, 

suffering, shame, interest, patience and so forth. During focus group discussion, most of the 

respondents subjected those names given to the children revealed both positive and negative 

feelings or emotions parents possessed before and during the childbirth. For example, there 

are Athu names which reveal the various feelings which parents have towards various issues 

happened to them such as Nakumbukwa (I have remembered), Narindwa (I have protected), 
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Nafikahedi (I have succeeded), Niendiwe (I needed), Ingiahedi (enter in good place), 

Wemaeli (Good mercy), Namsifu (I praise). 

Moreover, it’s argued that many Athu names confirm the thoughts of the parents; joy, 

gratitude, and so forth. In addition, names expressing religious feelings are also common. 

Negative thoughts are also reflected in personal names, such as dissatisfaction concerning the 

birth of the child or its parent’s anxiety for the child’s prospect (Saarelma- Maunumaa, 2003). 

The following are the names found in Athu personal names which express parent’s emotions 

or feelings. 

 

Names Denoting Fear 

Some of the Athu names given to the children express parental fears regarding the survival of 

the newly born child. This feeling of fear overcomes the parents due to frequent death of 

infants, hence little of losing hope totally. Names like “Kotaabhu” in Athu the name is 

derived from the noun “tabu” (problem), thus, its meaning is the child was born with lots of 

problems in such a way that there is a little possibility to survive. Therefore, this name 

directly points to the parents’ feelings towards a child. 

“Mkero” means “it is one who suffers a lot and nearly dies”. Here the parents consider the 

child as suffered a lot during his/her child hood in such a way there was a little possibility for 

the baby to survive.  

The meanings of the names above display how parents felt before and after the birth of the 

child. It does not mean that parents do not love a child or take it as unwanted by giving these 

names, but they are trying to tune their minds that a child may die or survive. 

 

Names Denoting Joy/ Happiness 

There are names that reveal the feeling of parents after getting a child. Parents give this type 

of the names to convey a message to the entire community that they are happy to have a child 

after waiting for the long time. Also, the meanings names have are to respond to those who 

disregarded, insulted and laughed at a woman who suffered without having a child for a long 

time. Names which fall in this category including the following names; 

“Kitheko” from “theko” (laughter) this name informs the people that parents have a child 

although they laughed at them. It is the direct message to the community. 

“Matheko” from the Athu verb “theko” (laughter). The meaning of this name is different 

from Kitheko. It is not a response or a reaction, but rather it shows how parents were joyous 

after getting a baby. Also, these names tell community to be cheerful following the delivery 

of this newborn. Since community are constantly nervous to contain offspring. When solitary 

appears, everyone is pleased and blissful (Mandende, 2009).  

 

Names Proclaiming Wishes 

Some of the names given to children among the Athu expresses parent’s wishes. According 

to the informants, traditionally elders were considered as foretellers. They predicted various 

issues that happened in the community and it happened. The same applied to naming. The 

name-giver, who mostly child’s paternal grandfather or maternal grandmother was the one, as 

how will be discussed in following pages, granted names by predicting the child’s life. Apart 

from predicting the future, these names expressed their wish or desire on what the child 

should become in the community. Names that revealed parents’ wishes to a child included the 

following: 
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“Petha” (money maker or the one who strives for a better life). This name was given to a 

child to facilitate desire of name giver or parents. It tells a child how to be so as to make 

his/her parents happy. Parents wish that their children to be a person who will work hard in 

his/her life and have a higher standard life. 

“Vumboa” (rich), the meaning attached to this name express the parents wish to the child that 

he/she becomes a person who will be rich in his/her life. Other names that reveal parents’ 

wishes include, “Mbonea” (Mercy proof), “Mkaze” (praise). 

  

Names Denoting Patience 

There are names that denote mother’s tolerance against various actions done by other people 

due to the delay of getting child after marriage. Names given to the children under this 

circumstance reveal how a mother tolerated insults, despise etc. There were often thrown at 

her by his husband, in laws, sisters in laws and other husband relatives’, but she was patient 

and believed that one day God would give her a child. Therefore, the meanings of those 

names convey a message to the family members, and other people in her community.  

The following are the names that denoted patience of the parents particularly mother. 

“Eliewaha” (God is here). This name conveys the feeling of the mother after getting a child. 

Although she underwent lots of negativity, but she did not respond, instead she waited for 

God to open her womb and bless her with a baby. 

 

“Kinduru” (Cruel). This name expresses how the mother was treated by other relatives and 

even her husband. She was taken as a person with no values in the family and society.  

 

“Tujanaeli” (Comfort) this name reveals the feeling of mother after getting a baby. Before 

her pregnancy, she was insulted and called bareness and after getting birth, she shows to the 

whole society that she is no longer childless. 

 

Names Denoting Pain and Sorrow 

These are names that indicate the feelings of parents before and during birth, they say how a 

parent’s experience of hard situations which in one way or another contributed to the pain 

and tears in the family and even in the community at large. The names fall under this 

category includes the followings: 

 

“Mathoji” (tears). This name indicates that parents experienced problems before or during 

birth. For instance, some of the informant revealed that, often this name was given to the 

children shows how mother was beaten regularly by their husband during pregnancy; the 

situation made ones to cries every day. Also, this name was given to the children to express 

sorrow parents experienced one of their close relatives before or during child birth.  

 

“Nikombolwe” (Redeemed). This name indicates that the mother of the child had lots of pain 

before getting the pregnancy because of how she was treated with his husband and other 

relatives. Hence after to get birth the name was given to the child as the sign of redeemed her 

from the pain. 

 

“Nzata” (Stick). This name carries a message that express pain a pregnant woman 

experienced during pregnant period or before child birth, she was beaten by using stick. It 

indicates that, husband and wife were quarrelling. 
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Names Expressing Expectations  

These are names which denote the highly expectations of the parents to have children. They 

indicate the feelings mothers possessed before getting pregnancy or giving birth. Mbiti (1991, 

p. 111) states: 

 

The supreme purpose of marriage according to Africa people is to bear 

children, to build a family, to expand life and to hand down the living torch of 

human existence. For that reason, a marriage becomes fully so only when one 

or more children have been born. 

 

This is why parents may struggle in any ways to ensure that family; they have even visit 

traditional doctors to help a woman who is infertility as to be healed with such problem. After 

solving the problem, the parents now will wait to get a child anytime. Those names that 

express higher expectations of parents to get a child after being healed and waiting for long 

time; 

 

“Namkunda” (beloved) this name tells people that a child was waited and needed in the 

family and she/he is unique one that he/she is most loved by parents, parents will have other 

babies but this baby gave respect to the family. 

 

“Nimuinda” (Namsubiria/awaited). The name conveys information to the family and other 

people in the society that a child was highly needed in the family.  

On contrary, some names denote negative feeling of the parents toward a pregnant. These 

names given to the children indicate that, parents did not expect to have a child in certain 

moment or there was no need of getting a child. Names like; Ntarishwa, Mmweteni, Kisakeni. 

 

“Tendua” (rejected), “Ipwake” (Unordered). These names reveal the feelings parents have 

toward the pregnant, that they did not even desire to have a baby so they just come. 

According to the informant, the meaning found in these names does not imply parents not 

love a child but it expresses the feeling of parents before the pregnant. 

  

Names Expressing Shame 

This is another category of name that express feelings of parents before child birth, it also 

indicates negative feelings parents experienced due to certain negative actions done by either 

father or mother before or during birth. The following are names fall under this group. 

“Thoni” (Shame), this name denotes that unacceptable thing was done which brought shame 

in the family. Parents grants this name as the remainder of what parents did in the family. 

 

 Names Expressing Gratitude to need of God  

These are personal names which are crafted by adding a morpheme-suffix “religion” (eli-) at 

the base of some Athu names believing in so doing the child is zealous and a devotee. For 

example, there are Athu names which reveal the gratitude which parents have towards God 

such as Elieti (God says), Elietinize (God says come), Elitwaza (God we have come), Elinaza 

(God I have come), Elituwaha (God we are here), and Elimvoneia (God have mercy on me). 

Once these names are modified in Athu culture they become part of peculiar Athu cultural 

names which enable to identify or differentiate the Athu community from other communities. 
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Correspondingly, the study done by (Malande and Omer, 2020) towards the Saho 

anthroponymy and making meaning from naming trends, argue that either they borrow and 

use these religious names as they are or nativise them by adding some suffixes mostly with a 

view of fulfilling their religious ambitions and desires. A well-established Islamic tradition, 

as noted in the holy Qur’an, enumerates 99 names of Allah (God), each representing a certain 

attribute or description of God. Names such as AR-RAHMAN and AR-RAHIM are most 

frequently mentioned in the Qur’an, both meaning the “most merciful”, but with varying 

degree of emphasis in meaning. 

 

 Historical Names 

There are names agreed to the children once birth which describes the history of events which 

occurred in the past within the family, the whole society or the country. In Athu, names serve 

as the documents which can be read by everybody in the society from one generation to 

another. The finding revealed that, the significance attached to a particular name which is 

given to a child after birth carry a message that represent the history of the whole community 

and when people hear or utter such names, they remember what faced them many years ago, 

thus, names become a document for all events happened in the past. For example, of those 

names are Nanzighe/Senzighe (born during the attack of Locust) so in the Athu community 

when one hears this kind of name, they remember that in their society there were the invasion 

of the Locust in the certain period of time, so in Athu culture they remember such historical 

phenomena and the impact which they achieved. 

Moreover, Serira/Irira (born in the way of cow) in this kind of name when the Athu 

people hear it, they remember how that way of cow was when the child was born. In 

additional to that, some names inform or describe reasons or causes of death in the family. 

Most of the wild animals and names referring to weapons express how the parent particular 

father died before or during the birth of the child. For instance, names like, “Nguve” (Pig), 

“Mashuve” (Monkey), “Kathumi” (Antelope/Swala), and “Nzao” (Bull), these names were 

granted to the children whose parents were hunting and were unfortunately attacked by 

animal which caused their death. Or the animal attacked the village and cause death of many 

people. According to Mandende (2009) historical names documents what have occurred 

roughly a finicky moment. Every time community who owns these names, they memorize the 

measures foremost to the bequathal of these names, this is why, in the traditions of African 

community, a baby belongs not only to his/ her nuclear relatives, but also to the 

comprehensive relatives and the entire community in universal.  

 

Names Describing the Child’s Background  

This is another category of Athu personal names in which meaning attached to them describe 

the background of the child. The findings revealed that, through names and its meanings, one 

can be to the position to explain the whole life of the person. Names given to the children 

immediately after birth can tells important things like, the customs of the baby, tricks in the 

relatives or community, the place wherever the baby was born, economic life, and cultural 

activities conducted in the child community. The following are the names which describe the 

child background; 

 

“Nacharo” (people who taken to take care of the cow). So, when this name is heard to the 

Athu society, people tend to remember the historical phenomena on how those people were 

carried to take care of the cow in the village. 



 Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies (JAIS): ISSN 2523-6725 (online)  
                                                               November 2022 Vol. 6, No. 11  
Citation: Mzava, J. Y & Malande, M. J. O. (2022). A socio-cultural and semantic view of Athu Personal names 

and Implications  to Social Cohesion and Integration in Society. Journal of African Interdisciplinary Studies, 

6(11), 189 – 212.  
 

199   
Copyright © 2022 Centre for Democracy, Research and Development (CEDRED), Nairobi, Kenya. 

http://cedred.org/jais/index.php/issues  

  

Social, Economic and Cultural Factors for Naming in Athu 

The second objective of this study was to examine the social, economic and cultural factors 

that determine naming among the Athu children particularly the assigning of birth names. 

Names in Athu society are not just given to the children accidentally, but parents often give 

names according to the name of grandfather or grandmother and the circumstances and 

events that occur before and during child birth. This assertion was confirmed by respondent 

A during the in-depth interview that: 

 

Traditionally, Athu people did not have any other ways of giving names to 

their children than considering the name of grandfather or mother, 

circumstances surrounding the state of pregnancy and events that occurred 

before and during child birth. Events like, marriage ceremony, death, hunger, 

rain, war, diseases and so on influenced the choice of the name of a baby. 

Circumstances like, hunger, family poverty, richness, illness and so forth 

affected the selection of names of remembering them. 

 

The view stated above implies that, while selecting names for their children, the Athu 

community considered various factors that prevailed before childbirth, and any events that 

happened during the pregnancy. These, therefore implies that the selection and assigning of 

names to Athu children are influenced by various social, economic and cultural factors. The 

naming social, economic and cultural factors of Athu personal names can be grouped into the 

following factors by considering the circumstances and events during pregnant period and 

birth. 

 

Social Factors 

Social factors are things which occur in the certain society which can incite the new born 

child to be given the certain name as per how that social issue concern. Social factors in this 

research include the followings. 

  

Circumstances during Pregnancy 

Here includes various conditions which occurred during the period of pregnancy as the result 

the expected mother tend to eat the certain kinds of provisions which as the result of it tend to 

force the name-giver to give the certain name to the new born children. This provision can be 

grouped as follows. 

  

Foods Stuff Names 

The state of pregnancy physiologically affected mother in different ways. Sometimes they 

would crave for and develop a linking for a particular kind of food. The kind of food a 

mother eats during pregnancy or after birth influences the choice of names in Athu society. 

Parents give mostly names that refer to the specific food. For example, carbohydrates such as 

(maize, potatoes, sweat potatoes, cassava, banana and arrow roots), protean (beans, meat), 

vegetables (Corchorus olotorius, tomarillo, African white eggplant and Taro leaves), just to 

mention a few.  

The following are the names which were selected and given to the children basing on 

the type of food a mother ate immediately after birth to a baby. 
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Table 1: Names relating to carbohydrates foodstuffs 

Athu Personal Names gender Gloss 

Mbure M beans+ Maize stew 

Kiogwe M Sweet potatoes 

Iombo M Taro roots  

Mashamba F Cassava  

Kadio F Banana 

Source: 2020 Field data  

 

The table above demonstrates the types of carbohydrate foods which were eaten by a woman 

after delivery. Children born in any circumstance such as hunger, poverty, inversion of locust 

and so on are given a name that relates to the name of that food. The reasons of eating such 

kinds of carbohydrates could be hunger, poverty or culture. These types of food are available 

in all villages in Same Districts, where Athu people live 

There are lots of carbohydrate foods within the Athu which is unfamiliar to other tribes living 

around Same District.  

Secondly, names for vegetables foods which are eaten frequently by mother during 

pregnancy and immediately after giving birth. During in depth interview the names in Table 

4.2 were revealed.  

 

Names Relating to Vegetables 

Athu Personal Names Gender Gloss 

Itunguja M Tomarillo 

Ikumbo F Taro leaves 

Ipwanyanya F African white eggplant 

Mthele M Corchorus olotorius 

Ighobe F Beans  

 Source:  2020 Field dataThe table shows the names that were given to children 

referring to the vegetables eaten by a mother before or after delivery. 

Correspondingly, this study agrees with Onomastics findings done by Malande (2006, 2011), 

on the analysis of the semantics of the Lulogooli personal names also reported on the 

personal names referring to vegetables as; Likuvi (Cow peas), Ligaraba (Beans leaves), and 

Misaga (Green beans). 

 

 Flora and Fauna Names 

There are personal names which refer to animals and plants. The findings reveled that, among 

the Athu personal names, names were selected to refer to certain wild animals or plants. 

During interviews, various reasons advanced for these selections of wild animal (Fauna) 

names to their children. On the contrary, Mbiti (1991) argued that wild animals are just 

reflecting the feelings of parents. Whereby, the animal names may speak of the child as “un 

ugly” as an animal. This is because; the first child or children died at infancy before the 

arrival of the one who had now endured. According to Mbiti, the thought is that inhabitants 

boast petite wish that the baby will continue to exist, considering that those born previous to 
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it pass away; consequently, they apply mammal or hideous names as the means imagining 

that is of little account, so that it will be permissible to survive. 

The idea of Mbiti (1991) differ from the idea of Athu in this, names of wild animals 

are given to the children as the memory for either the death of the parent or other relatives in 

the village which were caused by the wild animal, or the animal was used as food after a 

successful delivery. The following table shows the Athu names that refer to wild animals: 

 

Names Relating to Wild Animals (Fauna) 

Personal Names in Athu Gender  Gloss  

Nguve  M  Pig  

Mashuve  M  Monkey  

Sengima  M  Cercopithecinae  

Kagoswe  M  Rats  

Kathumi  M  Antelope  

Kadeghe  M  Birds  

Nkuruvi  M  Crock  

Mthethe  F  A hen  

Nankuku  F  Hen  

Nzao  M  Bull  

Source: 2020 Field data  

 

The table has names that relate to wild animals that killed a parent, a close relative or other 

villagers. Sometimes, such names refer to animals eaten by a mother as game meat 

immediately after delivering a baby. Most of these personal names are derivatives through 

morpho-semantic processes (Malande, 2006) whereby morphological processes form a name 

while semantics assign meanings.  

Similarly, a study conducted by Katakami (1997) on personal names and modes of 

address among Mbeere reported the same naming factor that there are names referring to 

pregnancy and wild animals in Mbeere society, and the title Njau which is alternative name 

men, but not women, is used as the prefix with the addition of animal names. All njau names 

correspond with animals in the bush, Katakami revealed the following names that relate to 

animals. Treri (Baboon), Namu (Bushbuck), Ndwiga (Giraffe), Ngari (Leopard), Njagi 

(Zebra), Njeru (Hyena), Njiru (Buffalo), Njue (Rhinoceros), Nthiga (Hartebeest), Njaga 

(Ostrich). 

In Athu, wild animal names are assigned to both male and female children, there are 

not restricted to gender as observed in Mbeere society where, the wild animal names are 

given to male children only. Like Athu, some reasons for naming a child after wild animals 

appear similar to Mbeere which where parents may be influenced to name the child with the 

names relating to wild animals like when a husband kills a wild animal, the baby is is 

assigned the name of that anamilal. If an animal, mainlly a frog or a snake, enters the house 

where a pregnant woman stays, when a baby is delivered it is named after it (Katakami, 

1997). Therefore, the reasons of naming a child after wild animals in Athu and Mbeere, differ 

from the reasons reported by Mbiti (1991), that people contain a little hope that the child will 

stay alive, considering that those who were born before it died, therefore they employ animal 

or ugly names as the way imagining that is of little account, so that it will be acceptable to 

stay alive. This demonstrates that factors behind naming differ from one culture to another. 
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Some of the personal names in Athu relate to the names of crops. These names are selected 

and given to the children because they weremainly used by the pregnant mother as food 

before and after birth or it was delivered during the planting season of these crops: 

 

Names Relating to Crops 

Athu Personal Names Gender  Gloss 

Mahemba M  Maize 

Mashamba M  Cassava 

Iporo F  Avocado 

Source:  2020 Field data Inherited Names  

These are names specifically used by a certain clan. It was revealed that, although inherited 

names refer to a wide family, any member belonging to that family may use these names as 

their second names. Still in Athu, clan names are given to specific children after birth. The 

following table shows names that relate to certain clan names: 

 

Inherited Names 

Athu Personal Names Gender  Athu inheritance Names 

Mshana M Mshana  

Mcharo M Mcharo  

Mnzava  M Mnzava  

Mduma  M Mduma  

Mleli  M Mleli  

Mmbaga  M Mmbaga  

Mchome  M Mchome  

Mchomvu  M Mchomvu  

Mbwambo   M Mbwambo  

Source: 2020 Field data 

 

Events in the Family or Community  

These are names which are given to a child depending on different events that occurred to the 

parent, family or community either during pregnancy or immediately after birth. For 

example, events like: a family conflict between a husband and his wife; eruption of diseases, 

war, hunger, drought, traditional dances, inversion of locust, wind storm, death of relatives or 

parents and so on. Those events may cause pain and or happiness.. According to informants, 

any event that occurred during pregnancy or after birth affected the parent’s choice of baby 

names 

There are different events that occurred in Athu society in the years ago included: The 

First World War (1914-1918) made our country experience disease out breaks which 

occurred almost in the whole country (including Athu land). One of the diseases was called 

Mafufa (smallpox). Therefore, any child born during that time was given such name which 

captured that disease history. 

Another event which inspired child naming was war. During an interview, one of the 

respondents reveled that; some names were given to children in Athu which pointed their 

origin to war. Those are First and Second World War, and inter - tribal wars. A child who 

was born in the WWI and those who were born towards the end of the WWII (1939-1946) 

were given names like Nankondo or Senkondo which denotes war.   
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There were times when many birds and insects attacked farms and ate all plants hence 

causing hunger to the whole society. For any woman who gave birth during that period, was 

given a name which refered to those birds or insects.  

Locusts attacked Athu twice; the first time was in 1930 and the second time was 1932. 

Therefore, the children who were born in that event were given the names referring to 

“locust”. There were other types of insects and birds which attacked farms and destroyed all 

plants, sometimes the expectant mothers may deliver on their farms while chasing away these 

crop destroyers. Names relating to events occurred in the family or community: 

 

Personal Names for Male Personal Names for Female  Event Occurred  

Senzighe Nanzighe of Locust   

Senanza  Nanza  Hunger  

Senkondo  Nankondo War  

Semafufa  Mafufa  Smallpox/ flue  

Sepwilongo  Napwilongo  Wild bird like Dove 

Source:  2020 Field data  

 

The tableable illustrates names that were given to children as the result of various events 

which occurred before or during childbirth such as parent (s) death. Moreover, there are 

events which either happened to a pregnant woman soon afterafter delivering or to the father 

of the infact a few days or weeks into the period of pregnancy. When an infant’s parent died 

before or after birth, then a child is given any of the following names; Nasova (F) (one who 

lost/ lonely), Komkwavi (F) (one who grew up with lots of problems) 

  

Cultural Factors 

It covers the set of beliefs, moral values, traditions, language, and rules of behavior held by a 

community which forces them to do various things. Such as assigning name to the new born 

child, setting various rules which govern them in doing various things in their community etc. 

Cultural factors related to naming include the followings. 

 

 Place of Birth 

The other reason that determines the choice of personal names for children among the Athu is 

the place of birth. According to the participants, when women give birth at a certain place 

which is not normal for a woman to give birth, for instance, in pathway, highway, while 

travelling or journey, in a bush and so on, then, parents assign names that relates to a place in 

question. Below are the names of children relating to their place of delivery. 
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Table 4.7 Names Relating to the Place of Birth 

Athu Personal Name for Men Athu personal Name for 

Women 

Place of Birth. 

Nakiete Sekiete  Market  

Nanzia  Senzia   The road (road side) 

Namshamba Semshamba  Farm  

Nakughi  Sekughi   Forest  

Nziajose  Senziajose   Junctions   

Irira Serira  The  Path of cow 

Source: 2020 Field data  

 

The table gives names of children among Athu depending on the place where the child is 

born. Furthermore, the study done by (Sebonde, 2020) on Personal naming and modes of 

address in the Chasu speech community report some other names based on place of birth like 

“Nampombe” of water, “Sempombe” of water, “Mweta” of river,  “Namwita” of river, and 

“Kisaka” a bush. 

 

Position of Birth 

The research established that names of children may be given by considering a baby’s family 

position of birth. For instance, first child/ son may be given the name of the father of his 

father. If is a daughter may be given the name of the paternal grandmother. So, here it 

depends on which personal name they would want to give an Athu new born child at a given 

point in time. Therefore, in Athu personal naming, if a second born is a son, it would be given 

the name of the maternal grandfather. If the first born is the son and the second born is the 

daughter all the names will rely on the side of his/her grandfather or grandmother on the 

father’s side. Then the rest will follow under the side of the grandfather or grandmother on 

the side of the mother. Therefore, here any Athu names can be assigned to children 

depending on Athu personal names on both the paternal and maternal side. 

Moreover, when a mother gives birth to twins, in Athu the names which are given to 

them follows the same procedure. If the first to come out is the son/daughter it is given the 

name of his/her paternal grandfather or maternal grandmother, and second born is the 

daughter it is given the name of her maternal grandmother. But if the second born is a son, it 

is given the name of his mother’s father. Therefore, here names which will be given to a child 

are predetermined by circumstances other than the state of the pregnancy. In addition to that, 

(Sebonde, 2020) posit that, personal naming practice in Chasu community is both patronymic 

and metronymic. Patronymic naming involves taking personal name which is based on names 

ones’ father, grandfather, or an earlier male ancestor while metronymic naming grants a 

personal name based on ones’ mother or female ancestor. 

 

Time of Birth 

These names relate to the time at which a delivery occurs. It includes personal names 

referring to; time of the day, time for agricultural activities and other events which occurs in 

the day life of the Athu people. One of the factors which influence parents in selecting certain 

names for their children after birth, were the time and activities done in that time. Basing on 

the time of birth, various names were reported as shown in the table is described below. 
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Table 4.8 Names Referring to Time of the Day 

Athu Personal Names Gender  Time of a Day 

Nakio   M Born at Night 

Namsi   M Born in the Afternoon 

Chaheavo   M Born in the Morning 

Sethesha  M Born at Mid Night 

Source:  2020 Field data Key:  +M = Male (boys) 

         - M = Female (girls) 

 

The table demonstrates names referring to the time of the day at which a pregnant woman 

gave birth. If a woman gives birth in the morning, daytime, evening, night, or in the midnight, 

children names given must reflect the exact time of the day he/she was born. Moreover, 

(Sebonde, 2020) adds some names in Chasu which indicates the period of the day are like 

“Nasero” of night, and “Namagheri” of evening. This agrees with Malande (2006), who 

points at seasons, agricultural activites, time of the day as necessary in determining naming in 

Luloogoli. He gave names such as Avudiku (night), Kisundi (deep night), Aguvasu 

(daytime), Mavele (finger millet), etc 

Nevertheless, times for agricultural activities are considered in the selection of names 

for the children among the Athu. The study found that, when a pregnant woman gets into 

labour pain while engaged in agricultural activities, then, the name given to any child born in 

this situation must reflect that particular activity. Among the Athu, it was not compulsory for 

expectant mothers to engage directly in agricultural activities. Instead, easy and routine 

ongoing agriculture activities. Sucg agricultural activities included: cultivating, planting, 

weeding and harvesting. The following names correlate with such activities: 

 

Names Referring to the Time of Agricultural Activities  

Athu Personal Names Gender Time of Activity 

Sekasua  M Born during a tobacco harvesting season 

Makaghia   M Born during a weeding season 

Nathana  M Born during a feasting season 

Nzota   M Born during drought and famine periods 

Source:  2020 Field data 

Key:  +M = Male (boys) 

         - M = Female (girls) 

 

The Seasons of the Year 

Some of the names given to babies in Athu, referred to the time and seasons of the year in 

which a child was born. If the woman gave birth during rainy or dry seasons, parents would 

give names that reflected that particular season. The following names were given to the 

children marking different seasons: 
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Names Referring to the Seasons of the Year  

Athu personal Names Gender Gloss  

Sembua  M Rainy season  

Nambua  F  Rainy season  

Seishika  M  Rainy season  

Naishika  F  Rainy season  

Sevuri  M  Rainy season 

Navuri  F  Rainy season  

Kombeho  M  Winter season  

Nambeho  F  Winter season  

Nzota  M  Drought season  

Nanzota  F  Drought season  

Source:  2020 Field data Key: M = Male 

          F = Female 

 

Economic Factors 

Economic factors speak to an on individuals’ financial status. They include education, 

employment status and income. Economic factors can influence the name-giver to give a 

name to a new born child. Economic factors in this research include the Following 

  

Weapons 

Athu personal names that refer to the weapon or instruments used in hunting or for murder 

etc or used to kill a chief, or injure or kill a worker on the farm. Any weapon used by a 

baby’s father to kill a wild animal, or a chief in the period of his wife’s pregnancy may 

influence parents to assign names that relate to weapons at delivery. It was emphasized that, 

in the event of chief’s murder caused by the use of a weapon must occur in a family setting 

and but not in the neighborhood. According to an Athu legend, chiefs were killed by the 

stronger states but not  the conquering of weak states. A chiets death in a home invironment, 

meant death by a weak state,  hence parents assigned new born names that pointed to the 

weapon used. in addition, naming babies related to any weapon that parents went to fight 

with (during war).Names referring to the weapons were revealed in the following table. 

 

Names relating to Weapons 

Athu Personal Names Gender Gloss  

Kaghembe M Hoe 

Kazoka M Axe 

Kahandi M Knife 

Ihandi  M Panga 

Source:  2020 Field data Financial Circumstances of Parents 

These names are based on circumstances of the parents or situation they encounter in the 

period of pregnancy or delivery. The conditions surrounding pregnant wife, husband or whole 

family before and during birth. It includes circumstances, such on state of poverty, misery, 

wealth, shame owing to a mother or father sickness, misery and so on. The child’s name may 

be given to refer to those conditions. 
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Names referring to the financial Circumstances of the Parents 

Athu Personal Names Gender Gloss Circumstances  

Magwala  M  Money  Wealth / richness 

Kajawa  M  Drunkard  Drunkardness / alcoholism  

Mathoji  F  Tears  Sorrow 

Kotaabhu  F  Misery  Difficult condition  

Nzota  M  Poor  Poverty  

Kitheko  F  Laughter  Joyfulness  

Source:  2020 Field data Conditions like; poverty, richness, happiness, and wealth are 

enabling economic factors in name choice considerations. 

 

The Procedures employed in naming 

The  traditional procedures involved in naming a children in Athu. 

 

The Traditional Procedures involved in Naming a Person in Athu 

The traditional procedures which are presented in this part include; naming principle, name-

giver, naming time and procedure of giving first name. 

 

The Basic Principle of Naming in Athu 

In Africa, every culture has its own principles of baby naming; some name a child after 

departed relative while others name after the relatives who are alive. In Athu, it was revealed 

that, the basic principle of naming a baby is to name after his or her grandfather/mother. Most 

of the informants exposed that; “traditionally the child is supposed to be named after his/her 

grandfather/mother or the closest relatives” (Respondents).  

In Athu, naming a child is a practice that is often vividly captured in Athu culture. 

This occurs when a child may be named by looking at various people (grandfather/mother or 

the closest relatives) in Athu culture. According to Mbiti (1991), in some cultures, the child is 

granted the name of the deceased relatives whom the child is deemed to look like. For 

instance, in Uganda, Ghana, and other parties of West Africa. But in other cultures, like 

Sukuma – Nyamwezi people of Tanzania, children are named after their living relatives, and 

people who name the first son after his grandfather or grandmother, the grandfather may utter 

to his daughter in – law. “You have given birth to me” (Saarelma- Maunumaa, 2003).  

 

Name - Givers 

Name-givers are people who comprise the duty of naming a baby. In Athu culture,  the 

responsibility of naming a child lies only with the elders, i.e., paternal and maternal 

grandfather/ mother of the family, and other elders can engage in a naming task.  

Traditionally, the most important person at a  child naming  was the paternal grandfather of 

the child especially if it is the first born and the second born who was of different sex from 

the first born. But if the second born had the same sex like the first born then maternal 

grandmother would assume the  responsibility of naming because the new born would be 

named  from the mother’s side. 

In traditional African society not everybody is asigned the duty of naming a baby. 

This is kept for the seniors of the family (Mandende, 2009). Moreover, in certain 

circumstances uncles were directly involved in selecting and giving names to their children. 

chance happened mostly to children born outside wedlockIf a woman got pregnant and 

delivered a baby before marriage, her uncles were allowed to name a child. If the man 
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responsible for the pregnancy rejects the mother and the foetus, the uncles do also name the 

child. If a woman gets pregnant before marriage and the man accepts responsibility with the 

girl’s parental accepting the man then, the elders are allowed to name the child. 

Moreover, among Athu culture, the elders are the most important persons who name 

the new born. Sometimes the elders of the newly born child might need assistance from their 

relatives on assigning the name to a new born. 

Malande and Omer (2020) add that in the Saho society, a midwife is the one who 

names the baby soon after birth. The name is given bearing in mind the kisho (clan). Seven 

days after birth the father of the baby invites people from both maternal and paternal families, 

neighbors and close friends. The father welcomes and thanks the guests and informs them 

about the sex of the baby and the name that was given by the midwife. Later on, the father 

gives a chance to the elders to discuss and decide whether to stick to that name or choose a 

new one. In deciding the baby’s name, both babies’ maternal and paternal families play an 

equal role. If the newly born baby is a boy, the decision goes to his male relatives from both 

his maternal and paternal (such as grandfather and uncle) and if it is a girl the decision goes 

to her female relatives (such as grandmother and aunt).  

 

Time for Naming 

There is little evidence to indicate the exact period the family members usually spend in 

deciding a name for a newly born child. According to the informants, newly born children in 

Athu are given names after birth and use those names throughout their life. A child is given a 

name after the umbilical cord drops. After that, a child cannot be given another name but is 

taken out and introduced to the society. When an umbilical cord drops it’s when the child is 

named with a traditional chant “yoo!! mkuvu wachika” (“today an umbilical cord has 

dropped)”.  

Although a child is given name after the drop of the umbilical cord, still there is no 

exact day of naming a child since; the drop of umbilical cord differs from one child to 

another. If this happens after three days then the child will be named. If happen after four or 

seven days, then the child will be named on that day. In some parts of the world and 

particularly African societies a child’s name is chosen before the birth of the child while in 

others it is given immediately after birth (Chauke, 2015). Many parents give names to their 

children after eight days. 

Traditionally, when a baby was born, they were specified a name after the drop of 

umbilical cord. It was after three or four days but depending on the day a child’s umbilical 

cord has dropped. But, roughly, most of the parents gave names on day eight. On the name 

giving day,  a child’s head is shaved too. In Athu culture, a child was given name after a 

week (seven days), after seeing how a child is sleeping, breathing and crying. If it does not 

have any problem. His paternal grandfather would wake up at dawn, before talking to anyone  

carry the baby quietly in readiness to naming it.In ancient times, when a child was born, the 

Athu gave a name after a mother’s purification. The purification of mother comes after the 

drop of umbilical cord “Waasu” called it as “mkuvu wachika” to mean an “umbilical cord 

has dropped” and now the mother is purified and pure. Traditionally, mother and child would 

be in seclusion for a period for three months. “Waasu” did not allow breast feeding mothers 

to go out and work until after three months (90 days). She remained in the house, eating a 

heavy nutritious  meals, doing light cleaning chores and doing personal hygiene. On the 90th 

day, is she would  have a child’s hair is shaved, get out of the house in readiness to having the 

the child named.Malande and Omer (2020) presented a different view when on Saho personal 
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names, where they claim that, the midwife must choose a name within 24 hours of delivery; 

this is largely due to fear of the death of the newly born baby without a name, which is a 

taboo. So, if the newly born baby dies, she or he dies with a name. If it survives later, the 

family decides whether to give the baby a new name or to stick to the name chosen by the 

midwife. As the child grows-up, it respects the midwife and calls her senior mother. 

 

Procedures of  Name giving in Athu 

The naming  in Athu was the domain of the closest relatives not only parents. During 

interview, most of the informants exposed that, traditionally, it was believed that parents are 

involved in traditional procedures towards giving name to the new born child. After the child 

is born in Athu, the father of the baby is not permitted to enter that house for four days, in 

those four days the aged women are supposed to have slept nightlong in the house where the 

child was deliverd. On the fourth day, a traditional porridge, which is a mixture of dried 

cassava and bananas or plantain, is boiled. It is put in the traditional coconut cup (Makungu). 

The entire house is then dusted and cleaned, after which the babys father is allowed into the 

house. Any day the  babys father is allowed to enter the house,is the very day aa baby is  

named. 

The birth of the child concerns not only parents, but also many relatives, including the 

other relatives and the deceased (Mbiti, 1990). Traditionally, in Athu,a father knows the sex 

of the baby  when the name of the new born child is given. This means that in Athu, the great 

driver towards assigning  names to the new born child is sex. If is the first born and is a boy 

will be given the name of his paternal grandfather and if the second born is the boy is given 

the name of the maternal grandfather on the side of her mother but if is the girl will be given 

the name of her paternal grandmother. So the procedure in naming and naming trends in Athu 

goes like that up to the last child which the parents will have. 

Therefore, names given to the children among the Athu were not randomly selected 

instead were carefully selected with the consideration of all required procedures and names 

given were permanent and were to be used by the child in all his or her life. Correspondingly 

the study done by Malande and Omer (2020) adds that, amongst the Saho, baby naming is a 

big ceremony punctuated with heavy feasting. This naming ceremony (Qhamse) is done from 

between the seventh day of the child’s birth up to a month. The father slaughters one goat for 

a baby girl and two goats for a baby boy largely borrowing from the Islamic culture for a 

majority of Saho are practicing Muslims. After feasting, the father welcomes and thanks the 

guests and thn goes ahead to inform them about the sex of the baby and the name that was 

given by the midwife. Later on, the father gives chance to the elders to discuss and decide 

whether to stick to that name or choose a new one. It should be noted that the place where an 

expectant mother delivers from furthermore plays a significant role in the naming of the 

child. In Saho culture, a woman delivers the first child (rishsho) at her mother’s house, hence 

the baby’s maternal side plays a significant role in assigning it a name. But after her first 

delivery, the subsequent deliveries are within her husband’s family granting them a bigger 

role in the choice of a child’s name. 

 

Conclusion  

Basing on the finding of the study, it can be asserted that each community has its own way of 

granting names. 

People from the different cultures have different factors or approaches in naming their 

children. Children are given names based on the circumstances prevailing at the time of birth. 
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Although the naming practice is considered as universal, naming procedures that informe 

Athu child naming are culture specific. 

Additionally, Athu personal names have multiple meanings and functions.  

The main function is to distinguish one person from another within the family and the 

community, and differentiating ones culture from the other cultures. 

The meaning attached to these names serves as informative, documentaries, and as a 

way of communicating various events that happened in the past within family or community 

thus passing them over from one generation to the next.  

For that reason, due to the functions and meaning carried in Athu personal names, 

naming procedures should be considered as an important aspect which helps in the 

development and preservation of Athu culture and it should be taken seriously since a name 

speaks more than word. 
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