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Abstract

Culture plays a pivotal role in shaping societies, influencing everything from our daily
routines to our perceptions of the world. Among the myriad cultural practices deeply embedded in our
societies, naming stands out as a profound expression of one’s identity, lineage, and social position.
This research focuses specifically on gendered naming practices, a captivating subject influenced by
cultural patterns, societal roles, and ethnic identities.

Names transcend mere labels for identification, they symbolize one’s cultural heritage and
social standing. Each culture boasts a unique naming tradition shaped by historical events, ancestral
lineage, societal norms, and religious beliefs. Distinct differences in naming conventions for boys and
girls are prevalent in many cultures, resulting in what we term as gendered naming practices.

Cultural patterns and societal norms significantly influence gendered naming practices.
In many cultures, boys often receive names symbolizing strength, power, or resilience, preparing them
for roles as protectors or providers. Conversely, girls are often bestowed names representing beauty,
grace, or virtue, aligning with societal expectations for them to be nurturing and caring. These
practices reflect broader beliefs about gender roles deeply embedded in societal fabric.

Moreover, ethnic identities are pivotal in shaping gendered naming practices. Unique
naming conventions within certain ethnic groups can markedly differ from the dominant culture.
These conventions often encapsulate gender-specific expectations tied to ethnic identity, perpetuating
the distinctiveness of cultural heritage. To illustrate, I will provide examples from the Albanian
language, an independent branch within the Indo-European language family with no closely related
languages. Albanian, characterized by three genders, classifies nouns as feminine, masculine, and
neuter.

Moreover, gendered naming practices are dynamic, evolving over time in response to
societal changes. The global rise of gender equality movements has challenged traditional gender
roles, resulting in a transformation of naming practices. The increasing popularity of unisex names is
a testament to this shift, reflecting a changing perception of gender as a non-binary construct.

In essence, naming is a reflection of a society’s cultural, social, and gender paradigms.
The selection of gender-specific names is a complex process influenced by various cultural factors
deeply rooted in societal norms and beliefs. This research article illuminates the intricate dynamics of
gendered naming practices, providing a rich understanding of how culture shapes our identities from
the moment we, as human beings, are named, and everything surrounding us is named. Studying
these practices offers valuable insights into the cultural complexities of societies, enabling a more
effective navigation of the social landscape.

Keywords: Culture, Naming Practices, Gender, Identity, Society, Albanian.

INTRODUCTION

Naming, a ritual as ancient as human civilization itself, holds immense significance
within our collective human experience. Universally observed across all known
societies, naming goes beyond merely differentiating individuals; it extends into an
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abstract domain where cultural, social, and historical strands weave a rich tapestry of
human interactions (Alford, 1988). Seen through this lens, names serve as the initial
seal of identity, encapsulating not only familial lineage but also rich cultural roots and,
occasionally, societal expectations.

The naming process is far from straightforward; it involves nuanced
negotiations concerning power, identity, and status. This process elegantly combines
personal identity and societal norms, facilitating a nuanced interplay between the two.
Within this complex dance, a name can mirror the power hierarchies of a society,
whether derived from gender, social strata, or race. Additionally, it may reflect a
parent’s dreams and aspirations for their child or pay homage to an honored ancestor,
firmly anchoring an individual’s identity within the familial context and the broader
community.

Adding another layer of complexity, the act of naming often serves as a
reflection of society’s broader belief systems, including the conceptual frameworks it
employs to understand and categorize gender (Bourdieu, 1991). Names chosen for boys
and girls generally conform to societal gender norms and expectations. For example,
across various societies, boys’ names often carry connotations of strength and fortitude,
symbolizing expected societal roles, while girls’ names may suggest beauty and delicacy,
signifying anticipated roles in society.

To illustrate, in the Albanian language, the word “moon” (héné), described as
a round object that moves around the earth and shines at night, is assigned feminine
gender, embodying characteristics associated with Albanian women. In contrast, the
word “sun” (diell), described as the star that shines in the sky during the day, is
assigned masculine gender, embodying characteristics associated with Albanian men.
The moon is often linked with femininity, intuition, emotions, nurturing, and cycles,
while the sun is associated with masculinity, strength, intellect, logic, and energy. The
patriarchal nature of Albanian society, where men traditionally hold positions of
authority and power, explains why the moon is identified as a feminine word and the
sun as a masculine word.

However, numerous indications extend beyond Albanian culture, contributing
to the identification of the moon as feminine and the sun as masculine. Throughout
history, the moon has consistently been linked with femininity and female energy,
evident in various mythologies, religious beliefs, and cultural traditions. The moon’s
distinct lunar cycle, lasting approximately 29.5 days, is often likened to the menstrual
cycle, establishing a symbolic connection. Its association with fertility and creation is a
common theme across cultures, with rituals tied to lunar cycles believed to influence
women’s fertility. The moon symbolizes nurturing and protection, echoing traditional
female roles.

In various mythologies, the moon is personified as a goddess, such as the
Greek Artemis, Roman Diana, and Hindu goddesses Chandra and Saraswati,
embodying feminine qualities like beauty, wisdom, strength, and fertility. The moon’s
changing phases are symbolic of personal and spiritual transformation, paralleling
women’s experiences like childbirth and personal growth. Myths and folktales around
the moon often highlight women’s roles and experiences, covering themes of adventure,
love, longing, sacrifice, and wisdom.

Similarly, the sun is often associated with masculinity and male energy in
various cultural beliefs and mythologies. Its brightness, heat, and vast energy reserves
symbolize strength and power, attributes linked to the masculine archetype, including
courage, leadership, and assertiveness. In some mythologies, the sun plays a protective
and nurturing role, providing warmth and sustenance to the Earth, aligning with the
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traditional male role as a provider and guardian. Like the moon, the sun has inspired
numerous myths and legends exploring themes of heroism, adventure, quests,
triumphs, and the pursuit of honour.

Names, in many ways, function as a barometer of societal sentiments, offering
valuable insights into cultural norms and social constructs prevalent during their
bestowal. The evolving trends in naming can thus serve as historical markers, tracing
shifts in societal attitudes towards issues such as gender roles, racial equality, and
cultural assimilation.

It’s crucial to acknowledge, however, that the connection between naming
practices and societal beliefs is not a one-way street. As society develops and
transforms, naming practices and norms also undergo changes. This ongoing, dynamic
exchange continues to shape and redefine societal norms, emphasizing the importance
of analysing naming practices as a critical element in unravelling the intricate
dynamics of human societies.

In this study, my goal is to explore the impacts of cultural and societal norms
on gender-specific naming practices. By scrutinizing these practices, I aim to shed light
on the complex relationships between names, personal identity, and societal gender
constructs, and how these components interact to sculpt our social landscape.

THE CULTURAL FRAME OF NAMING

Across the globe, the intricate weave of cultural diversity is unveiled through the
diverse norms and customs that societies employ when naming their offspring. These
naming practices, influenced by a myriad of factors, including societal expectations,
historical heritage, religious doctrines, and contemporary trends introduced by popular
culture (Smith, 2016), create a captivating tapestry of expressions.

A key characteristic of names is their deep-seated association with gender.
Across diverse cultures, names often carry a distinct demarcation for males and
females, reflecting societal interpretations of gender identities (Lieberson et al., 2000).
These names bear the weight of cultural expectations tied to each gender role, serving
as emblems of societal beliefs. The characteristics embedded in these names act as a
mirror reflecting society’s perceptions of masculinity and femininity. Boys’ names
frequently exude connotations of strength and valour, aligning with traditional
masculine narratives. In contrast, girls are often given names suggestive of elegance
and compassion, representing conventional feminine constructs.

For example, in the Albanian language, historically male offspring were given
names such as “Trim” (brave — symbolizing courage, fearlessness, and a willingness to
confront challenges or adversity), “Luan” (lion — symbolizing strength, courage, nobility,
protection, and ferocity, often representing regal qualities and power), “Uké” (wolf —
symbolizing intelligence, social connection, loyalty to family or pack, adaptability,
teamwork, strong family bonds, and resourcefulness), “Besim” (faith — symbolizing
belief, trust, confidence, and a steadfast commitment to religious or spiritual
convictions, embodying profound trust and devotion), “Skifter” (hawk — symbolizing
keen vision, foresight, precision, focus, awareness, intuition, and the ability to see
situations from a higher perspective), “Flamur” (flag — symbolizing identity, unity, and
pride for a group, community, or nation, shared values, history, and aspirations, often
invoking a sense of patriotism and belonging), “Sokol” (kestrel — symbolizing agility,
sharp perception, or freedom), etc.

Female offspring, in contrast, were often named “Shqiponja” (eagle —
symbolizing strength, freedom, courage, and keen vision, often representing power and
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majesty), “Manushaqge” (violet — symbolizing modesty, humility, and delicate beauty,
often conveying sentiments of affection, devotion, and spiritual resonance), “Era” (wind
— symbolizing change, movement, freedom, and unseen forces, often representing the
dynamic and unpredictable aspects of life), “Dalléndyshe” (swallow — symbolizing
feelings of hope and renewal), “Tréndafile” (rose — symbolizing beauty, love, and
elegance, often associated with the flower’s timeless and romantic qualities),
“Drenusha” (female deer — symbolizing gentleness, innocence, intuition, unconditional
love, safety, strength, and protection), etc.

Additionally, naming traditions often serve as repositories of a society’s
history and collective memories, with names chosen to honour ancestors, pay tribute to
historical figures, or commemorate significant events, acting as a tangible link to the
past. In Albania, for example, many male offspring were named after the national hero
Gjergj Kastrioti Skénderbeu, using names like “Gjergj,” “Kastriot,” and “Skénder.” This
interplay between individual identity and historical remembrance imbues names with a
profound cultural resonance, reinforcing communal belonging and a shared heritage.

The impact of religious convictions on the cultural frame of naming cannot be
overstated. It is commonplace to find names with religious significance, imbued with
connotations of faith, virtue, or divine protection. Serving as a continual testament to
religious heritage, these names reflect the deeply embedded religious values within the
societal matrix, reinforcing a sense of spiritual identity and community.

In contrast, the interplay between popular culture and naming practices is a
relatively recent development. The fame and influence of celebrities, the popularity of
characters from film and television, and viral social media trends all have the potential
to significantly sway the preference for certain names. This symbiotic relationship
between naming practices and popular culture exemplifies a vibrant cultural exchange,
highlighting the adaptability of cultures in the face of societal transformation and
modern trends.

In summary, the cultural landscape of naming is a complex and multifaceted
entity. Influenced by a myriad of factors from historical lineage and societal norms to
religious beliefs and the influx of popular culture, these varying influences render the
practice of naming a fascinating cultural phenomenon. As such, it offers a unique
insight to understand a society’s collective consciousness and its evolving perspectives
on issues of gender, tradition, and the onslaught of modernity.

CULTURAL INFLUENCES ON GENDERED NAMING

The role of culture as a determining force and influential factor in the process of
gendered naming is both significant and pervasive across global societies. Names are
far from being mere labels or random designations; they often serve as vessels of
cultural expectations, prescribed societal roles, and tacit perceptions surrounding
gender identities.

In societies with deep-rooted patriarchal structures, boys’ names are often
chosen with the intention of symbolizing strength, power, or the continuation of a
familial or ancestral legacy. This trend is indicative of the widely held expectation for
males to fulfil societal roles as protectors, leaders, or pillars of their families and
communities. Conversely, girls’ names are frequently selected to personify notions of
beauty, grace, or moral virtues, reflecting societal expectations of femininity and the
nurturing roles often associated with women (Fryer & Levitt, 2004).

The crystallization of this cultural dynamic within Albanian naming
traditions serves as a mirror to societal norms and expectations. Boys’ names often
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carry connotations of power, resilience, and bravery, bearing meanings akin to
“strength” (Mujé — a proper name) or “dragon” (Dragua — a proper name), underscoring
societal expectations for boys to evolve into sturdy, assertive men capable of
shouldering responsibilities and facing challenges. In contrast, girls’ names in Albanian
culture are frequently interlaced with characters symbolizing “flower” (Lule — a proper
name) or “beauty” (Bukurie — a proper name). These attributes reflect societal
appreciation for grace, elegance, and aesthetic beauty, encapsulating the anticipated
roles of women as bearers of harmony, tranquillity, and aesthetic sensibility (Huang et
al., 2020). These cultural practices allow for a deeper understanding of the gendered
expectations within society, highlighting the unique roles and identities often
predetermined by gender.

The intricate tapestry of religious beliefs further influences and shapes
gendered naming practices across different cultures. Many societies worldwide draw
from their religious canons when deciding on names, bestowing upon their children
monikers imbued with spiritual significance and divine blessings. For example, within
Muslim societies, there is a strong inclination towards names inspired by the Quran.
These names typically bear profound religious meanings, often reflecting divine
attributes or virtues. They are distinctly gendered, adhering to the principles of the
Islamic faith and conforming to the gender roles accepted and propagated within these
societies (Sheridan, 2013).

Viewed in totality, the act of naming transcends the personal domain to
become a societal and cultural performance. It reveals a society’s norms, religious
beliefs, and expectations surrounding gender roles. The process of naming is not
arbitrary or random; rather, it involves a series of conscious choices guided by an
intricate web of cultural rules, societal expectations, personal preferences, and
sometimes, religious mandates.

By deciphering the cultural influences that shape gendered naming practices,
we can gain unique insights into the intricate dynamics between culture, gender, and
identity. This exploration, in turn, enables us to understand the underpinnings of
societal norms, values, and constructs. It provides a critical lens to examine and
interpret societal matrices, allowing us to delve into the complex layers of cultural
expression, gendered expectations, and the formation of identity.

LINGUISTIC FACTORS

Linguistics plays a crucial role in shaping the gendering of names by contributing to the
social and cultural contexts in which names are used, understood, and perceived. Many
languages exhibit grammatical structures wherein names are intrinsically assigned
gender-specific attributes. The grammatical gender assigned to names may
consequently influence their perceived suitability for individuals of different genders.
For example, certain names may have suffixes that clearly denote male or female
gender, leading to their predominance in a specific gender group. The phenomenon of
gender in names is deeply intertwined with language structures, historical
considerations, and societal norms. Here are several key aspects to consider:
1. Morphological Gender Markers: In many languages, grammatical gender
markers are used to categorize nouns as male, female, or sometimes neutral.
This classification often extends to names associated with those genders. For
example, in French, names ending in “-e” are generally considered feminine,
while those ending in other phonetic patterns are often seen as masculine.
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These grammatical gender markers influence social perceptions and
expectations linked to specific names.

2. Socio-cultural Stereotypes and Expectations: Language reflects societal gender
norms, and names are no exception. Linguistic patterns shape the
expectations and assumptions people have about individuals based on their
names. For instance, the use of certain phonetic patterns or sounds may evoke
attributes associated with masculinity or femininity. These linguistic
associations can influence how names are chosen or perceived, reinforcing
traditional gender roles and stereotypes.

3.  Linguistic Borrowing and Cultural Appropriation: The borrowing of names
from different cultures and languages introduces linguistic and cultural
variety. However, it can also impact the gendering of names. When names are
borrowed, they might undergo adaptation or modification to fit into the new
language’s phonetic and gendered systems. These linguistic adjustments can
sometimes lead to changes in the gender associations of the names, causing
shifts in gender perceptions and understanding.

4.  Historical Gendering Trends: Historical factors and linguistic processes also
contribute to the gendering of names. Historical practices, such as the
association of surnames with lineage and inheritance, have influenced the
gendering of names in some cultures. Over time, these practices can solidify
certain linguistic conventions related to gender, establishing naming patterns
and expectations.

5. Linguistic Variation and Change: Linguistics not only reflects existing gender
norms but can also be a catalyst for change. Language is dynamic, and
linguistic variation can challenge existing gendering patterns and
expectations. Introducing alternative spellings, pronunciations, or gender-
neutral naming practices can challenge traditional gender stereotypes
associated with names and promote inclusivity.

In summary, linguistics plays a significant role in shaping the gendering of names
through grammatical gender markers, socio-cultural stereotypes, linguistic borrowing,
historical influences, and linguistic variation. Understanding these linguistic influences
is crucial for comprehending the dynamics of gender in names and addressing the
implications they have on societal perceptions, identity formation, and the potential for
broader gender inclusivity.

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

Cultural influences on gendered naming practices extend beyond the societal realm,
influencing individuals’ psychological experience of gender identity. Names associated
with a specific gender can impact self-perception, affecting an individual’s sense of
belonging and societal recognition. Psychological studies explore the correlation
between gendered names and cognitive processes, highlighting the influence of cultural
factors on individual identity formation. Psychological implications play a crucial role in
shaping the gendering of names as they influence individual perceptions, expectations,
and identity formation. The ways in which names are associated with gender can have
profound psychological effects on both the named individual and those who encounter

the name. Here are several key aspects to consider:
1. Gender Stereotyping and Bias: Names are often associated with specific
gender stereotypes and expectations, which can result in biased judgments
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and treatment. Research has shown that individuals with traditionally male-
associated names may be perceived as more dominant or competent, while
those with traditionally female-associated names may be seen as more
nurturing or submissive. These stereotypes can contribute to societal biases
and inequalities.

2. Name Perception and Self-Concept: The gendering of names can impact an
individual’s self-concept and sense of identity. Names, as social symbols, carry
meaning and can influence how individuals view themselves and how they
believe others perceive them. For example, someone with a gender-ambiguous
name may experience ambiguity or conflict in their gender identity, while
individuals with names traditionally associated with their gender may have a
stronger sense of congruence between their gender identity and their name.

3.  Naming Choices and Parental Influence: Parental naming choices reflect their
beliefs, values, and attitudes towards gender. The names parents choose for
their children can be influenced by societal expectations and gender norms.
The psychological implications behind these choices can shape children’s
perceptions of themselves, their sense of gender identity, and the roles they
believe they should fulfil.

4.  Name Changes and Empowerment: The act of changing one’s name can have
significant psychological implications for gender identity and empowerment.
Gender non-conforming individuals or those seeking to align better with their
gender identity may choose to change their names to reflect their true selves.
Such name changes can promote a sense of autonomy, authenticity, and
empowerment, allowing individuals to shape their own gender identity and
shape the way they perceive themselves and are perceived by others.

5.  Name-Based Discrimination and Prejudice: The gendering of names can also
contribute to discrimination and prejudice. Names that are perceived as
different or unconventional based on gender norms may result in social
biases, stereotypes, or exclusionary practices. These experiences can have
detrimental psychological effects on individuals, leading to feelings of
marginalization, identity conflict, and psychological distress.

Understanding and challenging the psychological implications of gendered names is
essential for fostering inclusivity, promoting gender equality, and supporting
individuals in expressing their gender identities authentically. Recognizing the impact
of names on psychological well-being can inform discussions on gender identity, name
choices, and societal norms, ultimately working towards a more inclusive and equitable
understanding of gender.

THE EVOLUTION OF GENDERED NAMING PRACTICES

The act of naming is a social practice deeply embedded within the societal fabric,
evolving in tandem with cultural shifts, societal transformations, and changes in
perceptions of identity. This evolutionary nature of naming is particularly evident when
analysing gendered naming conventions. Far from being a rigid and unchanging pillar
of society, this tradition continually reflects society’s attitudes, assumptions, and
understandings regarding gender roles and identities.

In Western societies, and increasingly across the globe, there has been a
discernible evolution in naming practices. This transformation, stimulated in large part
by the emergence and growth of movements advocating for gender equality, has
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manifested in a significant shift towards unisex or gender-neutral names. Although the
Albanian language has three genders, nouns are classified into feminine, masculine,
and neuter, making gender-neutral names impossible. However, there are names used
for both male and female offspring, such as “Alban” (for males) and “Albana” (for
females), or “Péllumb” (for males) and “Péllumbeshé” (for females). These names,
originating from the same word, differ in the last vowel, determining their gender. The
call for equal rights, opportunities, and societal recognition for all genders has
accelerated this trend, signalling a departure from previous norms that favoured
distinctly gendered names (Twenge et al., 2010). This new naming convention is not
simply a fad; rather, it is a societal marker, emblematic of a broader cultural shift
towards viewing gender as a fluid and non-binary construct, as opposed to a fixed and
binary one. The increasing prevalence of unisex or gender-neutral names can thus be
seen as a societal symbol, epitomizing the evolving comprehension of diverse gender
identities and the commitment to cultivating an environment that nurtures inclusivity
and equality.

Simultaneously, the advent and acceleration of globalization have
substantially influenced naming practices worldwide. As societies become progressively
interconnected, a rich cultural interplay occurs, transforming previously isolated
naming practices. This has enabled names that were once exclusive to specific cultures
or geographic regions to traverse boundaries and find homes in diverse cultural
contexts (Rossi, 2018). This cross-cultural fusion has led to a remarkably diverse and
inclusive assortment of names, introducing a profusion of new possibilities and
variations to the global landscape of naming practices.

The implications of globalization on naming practices extend beyond the
expansion of the pool of available names. The cross-cultural exchanges and interactions
facilitated by globalization also contribute to less strictly gendered naming practices. As
societies come into contact with an array of cultures and their respective naming
traditions, they simultaneously gain exposure to various conceptualizations of gendered
naming. For instance, societies characterized by strongly gendered naming practices
may, upon exposure to cultures that favour more gender-neutral names, begin to adopt
a more flexible approach to gendered names. This cross-cultural influence and exchange
can catalyse shifts in naming conventions, highlighting the adaptive nature of social
practices.

In summary, the evolution of gendered naming practices underscores the
dynamic relationship between societal culture and naming traditions. As societies grow,
adapt, and transform, so do their traditions and practices, including those of naming.
These shifts in naming conventions, mirroring changes in societal attitudes towards
gender roles and identities, provide a unique prism through which we can examine and
understand broader societal evolution, the impacts of globalization, and the continually
evolving norms and expectations associated with gender. This underlines the
importance of continually studying and understanding these practices as we seek to
fully comprehend the complex dynamics and transformations of human societies.

CONCLUSION

The research article has meticulously examined the intricate interplay between culture
and the gendering of names within a specific country. Through the analysis of
historical, religious, social, linguistic, and psychological factors, it becomes apparent
that cultural influences play a substantial role in shaping gendered naming practices. A
comprehensive understanding of these dynamics offers valuable insights into the
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implications of naming practices for gender identity and societal expectations. Delving
into these cultural influences provides a nuanced perspective on the complex societal
matrix and gender dynamics that define a particular culture.

Comprehending the impact of culture on gendered naming practices offers an
insightful lens into societal norms and gender identities. Names, serving as labels of
identity, hold profound significance, not merely as individual markers but also as
reflections of society’s shared cultural experiences. Naming practices in any culture
exemplify the depth to which cultural norms, societal expectations, and religious beliefs
shape societal norms and influence individual identities. For instance, names often
symbolize strength or beauty, illustrating the gender constructs deeply embedded in
our societies. Such practices underscore the influence of societal beliefs on personal
identity and illuminate how notions of gender are interwoven into the fabric of everyday
life.

Moreover, the influence of culture on gendered naming practices highlights
how deeply ingrained gender constructs permeate societal norms. It elucidates that
these constructs are not abstract ideas but are firmly rooted in everyday practices, such
as naming, which are often taken for granted. Evaluating these practices provides a
better understanding of how gender roles and expectations persist, even in the
seemingly simple act of naming a child.

The dynamic nature of naming practices, observed through the rise of unisex
names and the influence of globalization, underscores cultural fluidity and the
continual evolution of societal norms and gender roles. These evolving practices reflect
changing perspectives on gender identities, hinting at a possible shift towards a more
inclusive understanding of gender.

In conclusion, the exploration of the intricate relationship between culture,
gender, and naming practices is not only a fascinating intellectual endeavour but also
crucial for a comprehensive understanding of societal norms, gender roles, and identity
formation. As we progress towards a more globally connected, diverse, and inclusive
world, understanding these cultural nuances will enable us to navigate the complexities
of cultural identities with sensitivity and respect.
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