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Abstract

Personal naming traditions in Bekwarra communities of Cross River State serve as vital 
cultural repositories encoding memory, identity, and collective experience. While names 
have historically reflected lineage, spirituality, and communal values, contemporary socio-
cultural shifts threaten the continuity of these meanings. This study examines how Bekwarra 
personal names function as carriers of ancestral history and how their significance is negoti-
ated within modern contexts. It addresses the gradual loss of historical awareness among 
younger generations, who face pressures from Western naming practices, urban lifestyles, 
and weak intergenerational storytelling. The objectives of the study are to describe the forms 
and semantic categories of Bekwarra personal names (for example, those derived from 
lineage, events, occupation, objects, and animals); to analyse the sociolinguistic functions 
of personal names in Bekwarra communities (identity, kinship, history, and social norms); 
to document oral narratives (including Ogar Agba) that connect names to community 
memory and values; to examine processes of change affecting naming practices, including 
colonial legacies, religious conversion, urbanisation, and globalization; to assess commu-
nity attitudes toward name retention, change, and revitalisation strategies; and to propose 
community centred recommendations (documentation methods, educational materials, 
and digital tools) for safeguarding Bekwarra naming heritage. The study adopts Cultural 
Memory Theory, a framework that explains onomastics by arguing that names are social 
symbols whose meaning is kept alive through collective interaction, not just etymology. It 
explains how names operate as mnemonic devices and sites where tradition and moder-
nity intersect. Findings reveal that Bekwarra personal names function as living archives, 
encapsulating events, moral values, kinship ties, and ancestral encounters. The study also 
notes a widening generational gap between elders who retain deep name knowledge and 
many youths who recognize meanings only superficially. Despite this, there is emerging 
evidence of cultural revival, as younger individuals increasingly reclaim indigenous names 
as markers of heritage pride. The study recommends strengthening family-based story-
telling, documenting naming histories through publications, and integrating indigenous 
onomastics into local school curricula to safeguard the cultural reservoir embedded in 
Bekwarra personal names and ensure continuity across generations.

Keywords: cultural memory; onomastics; Bekwarra naming practices; intergenerational 
transmission; linguistic anthropology
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1. Introduction
Bekwarra is a Benue–Congo language of the larger Niger–Congo family spoken in Cross 

River State, Nigeria (Stanford 1967). The language displays a complex tone system and 
distinctive morphosyntactic patterns in nominal and verbal phrases, making it an important 
subject for linguistic description and analysis (Stanford 1967). Beyond structural interest, 
Bekwarra encodes social knowledge: personal and place names function as markers of 
identity, kinship, history, and communal values. Oral narratives such as the Ogar Agba story 
preserve collective memory and social norms, demonstrating how names and storytelling 
operate as living archives that sustain historical consciousness (Batoma 2020).

Historically, Bekwarra naming practices reflect lineage, spirituality, life events, occupation, 
and material surroundings, features common across African onomastic systems. Names 
derive from animals, markets, objects, birth circumstances, and other locally meaningful 
referents; they transmit cultural knowledge and reinforce social cohesion. However, these 
indigenous naming systems are under threat. Colonial policies, missionary practices, religious 
conversion, urbanization, globalization, and technological change have promoted foreign or 
religious names, displaced indigenous forms, and weakened the symbolic meanings that 
underpin community identity (Uluocha 2015; Njagi et al. 2023; Gwerevende and Mthombeni
2023; Rakgogo 2024). Scholars warn that hybridization and the semantic erosion of names 
have consequences for cultural continuity, social belonging, and intergenerational knowledge 
transmission (Ndlovu 2021; Mensah et al. 2022; Wagtingan 2024).

The recent literature calls for systematic documentation, revitalisation, and community-
centred strategies to safeguard indigenous naming and related intangible heritage (Gw-
erevende and Mthombeni 2023; Banda et al. 2024; Babalola and Sedisa 2025; Chigwada 
et al. 2025). However, studies specifically focused on Bekwarra onomastics remain limited. 
Existing descriptive work emphasizes phonology and syntax (Stanford 1967) but provides 
only partial treatment of the social functions and evolving dynamics of names in contem-
porary Bekwarra communities. This gap is significant because without contextualised, 
interdisciplinary documentation, the meanings embedded in names and the oral practices 
that sustain them are likely to be lost as cultural practices shift under external influences.

This study aims to document and analyse Bekwarra personal naming practices and their 
roles in transmitting cultural knowledge across generations with the following objectives; to 
describe the forms and semantic categories of Bekwarra personal names (for example, those 
derived from lineage, events, occupation, objects, and animals); to analyse the sociolinguistic 
functions of personal names in Bekwarra communities (identity, kinship, history, and 
social norms); to document oral narratives (including Ogar Agba) that connect names to 
community memory and values; to examine processes of change affecting naming practices, 
including colonial legacies, religious conversion, urbanisation, and globalization; to assess 
community attitudes toward name retention, change, and revitalisation strategies; and 
to propose community-centred recommendations (documentation methods, educational 
materials, and digital tools) for safeguarding Bekwarra naming heritage.

The research is urgent for three reasons. First, ongoing language endangerment and 
rapid cultural change increase the risk of losing intangible heritage. Second, names and 
narratives are repositories of local history and social knowledge that support identity and 
cohesion. Third, evidence from related contexts shows that timely, community-engaged 
documentation and revitalisation efforts can help preserve and transmit intangible cultural 
assets (Njagi et al. 2023; Gwerevende and Mthombeni 2023; Babalola and Sedisa 2025). By 
combining linguistic description, ethnographic interviews, and community-oriented preser-
vation strategies, the study contributes both to academic understanding of Bekwarra and to 
practical efforts to sustain indigenous naming practices. The findings will inform language-
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and-culture revitalisation initiatives that leverage oral traditions and digital technologies to 
keep Bekwarra names and their meanings alive for future generations.

2. Literature Review
Although empirical literature specifically on Bekwarra naming traditions is limited, 

existing ethnographic work suggests that names typically reflect birth circumstances, an-
cestral memory, kinship history, and social values. Oral accounts indicate that Bekwarra 
names have historically functioned as mnemonic devices for tracing lineage and recalling 
significant family events. However, no comprehensive empirical study has systematically 
explored how these meanings are transmitted or lost across generations, particularly under 
contemporary socio-cultural pressures. This gap underscores the need to investigate how 
Bekwarra’s personal names continue to carry history amid modern influences.

Comparative anthroponymy reveals both similarities and differences in naming prac-
tices across cultures, highlighting the social, historical, and philosophical meanings encoded 
in personal names (Etu et al. 2024). African names often encapsulate a society’s ideas, 
morals, and worldview, reflecting circumstances of birth, social position, and aspirations 
(Makondo 2009; Chola and Simwinga 2021). In some communities, parents consciously 
teach children to use appropriate names to construct identities, comment on society, and 
negotiate power relations, including those shaped by gender and environmental change 
(Mokala 2020; Mensah et al. 2022; Matfunjwa et al. 2024). Studies of Igbo, Tiv, Basotho, and 
Swati societies show that names perform both referential and connotative functions.

An ethno-pragmatic framework clarifies how names act as communicative perfor-
mances that convey meanings, values, emotions, and historical memory to members of 
the same culture (Mensah 2023a; Etu et al. 2024). Loan-names and ethnonyms recorded 
in comparative studies, such as Chinese-origin names appearing in non-Chinese contexts, 
illustrate how names archive contact, influence, and cultural negotiation. Examining the 
multicultural and multilingual dimensions of naming further demonstrates that names 
are sites where ethnicity, language, and identity are negotiated. Recent research shows 
that names carry complex social, cultural, and political meanings; they do more than label 
identity and actively shape individuals’ lives and group relations (Loveday 2022).

The concept of onomastic capital highlights that names function as social assets that 
signal prestige, class, ethnicity, and gender, and therefore are not neutral (Lindsay and 
Dempsey 2017). Research indicates that names can serve as informal markers of social class 
and affect outcomes such as educational opportunity, hiring, and network access (Sørensen 
et al. 2022). Studies in different contexts, such as middle-class Australian families, show 
how parents choose names to convey aspirations for social distinction, while experimental 
work demonstrates how names cue perceptions of race, ethnicity, and gender (Lindsay and 
Dempsey 2017; Elder and Hayes 2023). Onomastic capital thus plays a role in reproducing 
privileged or marginalized social positions (Puzey et al. 2021).

Naming establishes social boundaries by enabling inclusion, exclusion, and ordering 
based on class, ethnicity, gender, and religion. Among children of migrants, name choices 
reflect struggles for recognition and visibility at the intersection of majority and minority 
naming practices (Antonsich 2021). Practices such as name-calling and the assignment 
of racially distinctive or derogatory names in educational settings can be instruments for 
asserting status, reinforcing group boundaries, and marginalising peers (Devine et al.
2008). Theoretical perspectives from Bourdieu and Butler underscore the constitutive 
power of naming: names do not merely describe social reality but help produce identities 
and boundaries (Bourdieu 1991; Butler 1999). Consequently, naming practices warrant 
study as arenas of contestation over identity, belonging, and social hierarchy (Ndlovu 2021).
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From an ethno-pragmatic angle, names convey affective and contextual meanings 
beyond simple reference. Individuals may adopt foreign names for self-definition or reject 
them to resist particular social affiliations, thereby negotiating power relations through 
onomastic choices (Wu 2023). In Malaysia, names are believed to shape psychological 
development and interpersonal relations, illustrating perceived self-fulfilling effects of 
naming (Cheng 2008). Practically, names are used to assert national, ethnic, and religious 
identities, and to perform resistance or conformity to prevailing social norms and power 
structures (Mensah et al. 2022; Uwen and Ukam 2024). Ethno-pragmatic analyses show 
that names both encode and enact culturally defined scripts, values, and worldviews.

Recent work in indigenous education and language revitalisation suggests that pro-
grams centred on language and naming practices promote cultural knowledge, empow-
erment, and social justice (McCarty 2020). Holistic education for language revitalisation 
(ELR2) links home, school, and community to support intergenerational transmission and 
the recovery of indigenous values such as mutuality, respect, and relationality (McCarty
2020). Indigenous methodologies can reinforce cognitive and cultural development and 
support decolonisation, sovereignty, and self-determination outcomes that contribute to 
sustainable diversity and social justice (Lowe et al. 2020).

The intersection of names, oral tradition, and social memory demonstrates the method-
ological importance of onomastics in African historiography. Names carry significant 
cultural meaning, embody history, and serve as tools for identity formation across Africa 
(Machaba 2004; Ndlovu 2021; Mensah et al. 2022). Onomastic studies show that African 
names possess social, historical, spiritual, and political meanings and frequently recount 
family stories, honour ancestors, and express cosmological views (Völkel et al. 2023; Wagtin-
gan 2024; Lusekelo and Mtenga 2020; Mensah et al. 2022). For example, the Rombo-Chagga 
of Tanzania select names that reflect birth circumstances, clan calendars, and notable family 
events, while in Nigeria, some names signal gender roles, religious beliefs, or resistance to 
colonial and patriarchal impositions (Lusekelo and Mtenga 2020; Mensah et al. 2022).

Theoretical contributions to art history include viewing names as cultural texts that 
encode narratives and iconographies, linking naming traditions to material culture and 
memory, and using onomastic evidence to visualise hybridity and contact in artistic forms. 
Combining ethno-pragmatics, onomastics, and oral history offers art historians interdisci-
plinary methods to read objects as mnemonic devices embedded within naming practices, 
thereby enriching interpretations of provenance, function, and symbolic meaning.

3. Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in an integrative theoretical framework comprising Cultural 

Memory Theory, Onomastics, and Symbolic Interactionism. These three perspectives collec-
tively illuminate how personal names function as repositories of collective memory, carriers 
of cultural identity, and dynamic symbols shaped by social interaction.

3.1. Cultural Memory Theory
Cultural Memory Theory, as developed by Assmann (2008), distinguishes between two 

forms of memory: communicative memory and cultural memory. Communicative memory 
refers to informal, everyday recollections transmitted orally across generations, typically 
spanning about eighty years. In contrast, cultural memory is formalized and preserved 
through institutions, rituals, texts, and symbolic artifacts, often enduring for centuries. 
In Communities such as the Bekwarra, names encode narratives of lineage, significant 
family events, and moral expectations. By analyzing names through the lens of Cultural 
Memory Theory, researchers can understand how historical knowledge is transmitted across 
generations and how modern influences shape or disrupt this continuity.
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He argued that societies do not rely only on individual or spoken memory to preserve 
their past. Instead, they create a second, more stable layer of memory that allows a group 
to maintain identity across many generations. This theory has become central in memory 
studies, history, literature, and onomastics.

At the heart of Assmann’s theory is the distinction between two forms of memory: 
communicative memory and cultural memory. Communicative memory refers to the in-
formal, everyday recollections shared among contemporaries. It covers roughly three to 
four generations, about eighty to one hundred years, and it depends on living witnesses. 
Once the last eyewitness dies, this type of memory fades. Cultural memory, in contrast, is 
long-term and institutionally supported. It reaches back to what Assmann calls a “founda-
tional past,” a set of events, figures, and myths that a society treats as its origin and purpose. 
While communicative memory is fluid and changes with conversation, cultural memory is 
formalized, ritualized, and preserved in stable symbolic forms.

Assmann identifies several key characteristics of cultural memory. First, it is identity-
concrete. It answers the question “Who are we?” by selecting specific events, heroes, or 
traumas that define the group. Second, it is reconstructive. Cultural memory is not a passive 
record of the past. Each generation reinterprets and re-presents the past to make it relevant 
to the present. Third, it is formed. Memory is not stored in an abstract way, but is objectified 
in concrete “figures of memory” such as texts, monuments, rituals, festivals, calendars, and 
names. Fourth, it is organized. Because cultural memory requires specialists to maintain it, 
societies rely on institutions such as schools, churches, museums, priests, griots, or scribes. 
Fifth, it is obligatory. There is a cultural duty to remember certain things and to forget 
others. What is included becomes canon, while what is excluded falls out of collective 
consciousness. Finally, it is reflexive. A society that has cultural memory can also reflect on 
its own act of remembering, which produces history writing, myth, and literature.

For Assmann, proper names are one of the most important figures of memory. A 
personal name, a place name, or the name of an event can function as a condensed archive. 
It stores a past occurrence, circulates it through daily use, and stabilizes group identity. For 
example, Efik names such as Ekpenyong, meaning “I will not die again”, carry the memory 
of child mortality and family survival. Place names such as Atakpa or Creek Town keep 
alive the memory of migration, trade, and colonial contact. As long as these names are used 
in ritual, storytelling, or naming practices, the memory they encode remains active. If the 
practice stops, the name may survive as sound, but the memory it once carried is lost.

In summary, Jan Assmann’s Cultural Memory Theory shows that memory is not only a 
psychological process but also a cultural and political one. Societies survive by transforming 
the short-lived, conversational memory of individuals into a durable, symbolic system. 
Through texts, rites, monuments, and names, a group creates a shared past that can be 
passed down and reactivated. In this way, cultural memory becomes the basis of collective 
identity, and onomastics becomes the study of how names serve as vessels of that identity.

3.2. Integrative Importance for Bekwarra Naming Practices
The integration of these three theoretical perspectives offers a comprehensive lens for 

studying Bekwarra names. Cultural Memory Theory explains the historical preservation 
function of names; Onomastic Theory provides the tools to decode their meanings, ori-
gins, and linguistic structures; and Symbolic Interactionism clarifies how individuals and 
communities breathe life into these meanings through ongoing social practice. Together, 
they reveal Bekwarra naming as a dynamic process in which history, language, and social 
interaction converge.
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4. Results and Findings
A careful, multi-dimensional analysis of the genealogical, linguistic, and socio-cultural 

dynamics that underpin Bekwarra identity, drawing on the Ogar Agba lineage. The results 
are organized into subsections and supported by tables and graphs.

4.1. The Genesis Archive: The Ogar Agba Lineage
The names and oral histories of the ancestors within the Ogar Agba lineage carry 

the foundation of Bekwarra identity. According to Omagu (2006), the Ogar Agba family 
biography essentially constitutes the history of the Bekwarra nation.

4.1.1. The Progenitors as Ethnonyms
Oral tradition holds that Ogar Agba was a patriarch who lived more than 400 years ago. 

His offspring became the eponymous ancestors of the major ethnic groups in the region: 
Obudu Agba, Igede Agba, Ubube Agba (Mbube), and Bekwarra Agba. The term “Agba” 
serves as both a linguistic and a genealogical marker, marking a common biological origin 
despite subsequent linguistic differentiation (Stanford 1967). (Table 1).

Table 1. Progenitors and Their Ethno linguistic Legacy (Omagu 2006).

Progenitor Descendant Group Language Family Suffix “Agba” Retained

Ágbá Bet́té Beńdı ́ Yes
Úshié Íged́é Idomoid Yes

Úbúbe ́Ágbá Mbúbé Beńdı ́ Yes
Beḱwárrá Ágbá Beḱwárrá Beńdı ́ Yes

Across these assorted groups, the consistency of the “Ágbá” suffix serves as a living 
archive of common ancestry, even when differentiation in language and culture occurred as 
seen in Table 1 (Stanford 1967).

4.1.2. The “Ádìe”́ and “Ódeý” Lineages
The Bekwarra people frequently employ the names Adie and Odey as personal and 

clan names.
Adie Lineage. On Table 2, Ádìe,́ a major ancestor credited with the move from Obudu, 

and alongside Odama, was responsible for the migration to Bekwarra (Robert 2017). The 
name is perpetuated in clan names like Eye-Ádìe ́and, although masculine in origin, it is 
now used as a surname by females in contemporary contexts (e.g., Ádìe ́Ellah) (Table 2).

Table 2. Distribution and Functions of Key Lineage Names (Robert 2017).

Name Traditional Role Contemporary Usage Clan Associations Gender Flexibility

Ádìé Progenitor Surname, Clan Eye-Adie Increasing
Ódeý Lineage Marker Personal Name Ogar/Odey Clans Male-dominated

Odey Lineage. The name Odey, generally believed to be a variant of Ogar, is indigenous 
and often used in genealogies.

4.1.3. The Living Archive: Name Recurrence and Social Memory
The names Ogar, Adie, and Odey keep appearing in different generations as a way of 

preserving collective memory as seen on Table 2. When a modern-day Bekwarra man is 
named Ogar, this is not just a way to remember him. Rather, it is a way for him to come 
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back through ancestry so that he lives on forever in their community’s memory (Omagu
2006) (Table 3). The distribution is presented in Figure 1.

Table 3. Frequency of Key Lineage Names in Contemporary Bekwarra Households.

Name Frequency (%)

Ògár 40
Ádìé 34
Òdѐy 26

Data synthesized from oral interviews and local census records (Omagu 2006; Robert 2017).

Figure 1. Key Lineage Names in Contemporary Bekwarra Households.

4.1.4. Morphological Retention and Divergence
Even though Igede has diverged into the Idomoid family and Durkwarra into the Bendi 

cluster, ethnic names retaining the “Agba” suffix suggest strong genealogical recognition 
(Stanford 1967).

4.1.5. The Role of Names in Social Organization
Names do not merely identify people but also reflect their past, social structure, and 

political legitimacy. The functions of names genealogy, time, god, and society show that 
language and society are interwoven (Makai and Oko 2019).

4.2. The Chronometric Archive: Market Day Names
The impact of cyclical time on the five-day market week.
In the Bekwarra cosmology, the concept of time is cyclical and is focused on a 5-day 

market week. The economic cycle is not just the economy’s cycle. It is also embedded 
in the personal naming system. This phenomenon is known as Chronometric Naming. 
Each market day has its own character and thus associates people with the rhythm of the 
community and the past (Tables 4 and 5). Figure 2 shows the relative frequency of these 
market-day names.
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Table 4. The Bekwarra Market Week and Associated Names (Omagu 2006).

Market Day Market Name Personal Name (Male/Female) Historical/Cultural Significance

Day 1 Údámá Údámá/Ódámá/ Linked to progenitor Odama; Tiv 
distortion as Udam

Day 2 Úgbádá Úgbádá Peak of economic activity

Day 3 Úchágú Úchágú Midpoint of the week

Day 4 Úgıd́ı ́ Úgıd́ı ́
Associated with Ugidi market; 

implies unrest/activity (Tiv 
distortion of Agidi)

Day 5 Áchányá Áchányá Concluding day of the cycle

Table 5. Distribution of Market Day Names in Bekwarra Households.

Name Frequency (%)

Údámá 28
Úgbádá 22
Úchágú 18
Úgıd́ı ́ 17

Áchányá 15

Figure 2. Relative frequency of market day names among Bekwarra individuals.

The Udama/Udam Distortion: Genealogy and Inter-Ethnic Relations.
The significance of the name Udama is very high. Odama, one of Bekwarra Agba’s 

children, led the migration that created the Bekwarra identity. The Tiv adjustment of the 
name Udama to Udam to Agidi is both linguistic and ethnic boundary-making. Though 
“Udam” can refer to “other” or “enemy” in derogatory terms among neighbors, it has an 
etymological root that refers to nobility. Thus, a name can encode these meanings, as well 
as all past vectors of alliance and rivalry (Omagu 2006). (Table 6).
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Table 6. Genealogical and Inter-Ethnic Dimensions of Udama/and Ugidi Udam (Omagu 2006).

Name Variant Origin Usage Context Social Meaning

Údámá Bekwarra Personal/Clan Name Ancestral, Noble
Údám Tiv Exonym/Pejorative Outsider, Enemy

4.3. The Sociopolitical Archive: Ushie and Ogamode
4.3.1. Ushie (Justice): Etymology, Topography, and Symbolism

The name Ushie (or Oshie), which is quite common in Bekwarra, means a person 
who is just and fair (Ushie 2001). This site is geomorphologically connected to the Oshie 
ridge in the Sankwala Mountains. It records the migration route and historical geography 
of the community. The une-ushi cowry, which was significant to the original dispute and 
the migration, contains the root ushi. This shows how the cowry’s physical loss is not 
accompanied by its moral loss. People expect children named Ushie to have qualities of 
justice. (Table 7).

Table 7. Symbolic and Topographical Dimensions of Ushie (Ushie 2001).

Name Meaning Topographical Link Symbolic Function

Úshıé́ Justice Óshıé ́Ridge Moral Value, Memory

4.3.2. Ogamode (Leadership): Political Authority and Family Legacy
Ogamode is the traditional title of a chief or clan head who eventually becomes a 

surname that records the family’s political history (Robert 2017). The head Irifen (Family) 
and the Ukani (Politics) are represented through the title.

4.3.3. Agricultural Festivals and Naming: The Case of Ipem Ihihe
The New Yam Festival (Ipem Ihihe), celebrated in September, is the cultural zenith of 

the Bekwarra calendar. Names bestowed during this period often reflect themes of harvest, 
abundance, and gratitude, reinforcing the agricultural ethos of the community (Robert
2017). (Table 8).

Table 8. Festival-Related Names and Their Meanings.

Name Festival Period Meaning Symbolic Value

Íhıh́é New Yam Abundance Prosperity, renewal
Ípeḿ New Yam Harvest Communal gratitude

4.4. Gender and Naming
4.4.1. Unisex and Gendered Names: The Case of Úké

While names like Ogar are distinctly male, Úke ́is a notable unisex name in Bekwarra 
society. Its usage by both males and females is either a linguistic borrowing from Bette/Bendi, 
where “Úke”́ denotes gift, or a unique local evolution (Cross River State Bureau of Statistics
2024). (Table 9).
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Table 9. Gender Distribution of Selected Bekwarra Names (Cross River State Bureau of Statistics 2024; 
Robert 2017).

Name Male Usage (%) Female Usage (%) Possible External Influence

Ógár 100 0 None
Úké 55 45 Efik/Ibibio (Akpan)

Únwán 0 100 Indigenous

4.4.2. Names Denoting Female Status: ‘Úngıé’́
The term ‘‘Úngıé ́is a word for woman or wife. It is used in names to denote the female 

line of the individual. It might indicate one’s relationship to a wife or woman. This clarifies 
how one is related to the ‘Úngıé.́ The term ‘Úngıé ́may also appear in the name to indicate a 
woman’s female line and lineage continuity (Table 10) (Mensah 2023b).

Table 10. Gender Distribution of Selected Bekwarra Female Names. Ref. (Cross River State Bureau of 
Statistics 2024).

Name Male Usage (%) Female Usage (%) Possible External Influence

Óbúgó 100 0 None
Íwálı ́ 55 45 Bendi/Bette/Yala (Uwálı)́
Ágbó 0 100 Indigenous

4.5. Sociolinguistics of Nicknames
4.5.1. Nicknames as Social Regulation

Nicknames in Bekwarra are more than mere nicknames: they are living archives of 
character and reputation, social and personal (Onyi and Ukaegbu 2018). They help keep 
the community regulated through their alertness to behavioral dispositions. (Table 11). 
Frequency data are summarised in Table 12. Figure 3 presents the corresponding fre-
quency pattern.

Table 11. Common Bekwarra Nicknames and Social Functions (Onyi and Ukaegbu 2018).

Nickname Literal Meaning Social Function Behavioral Warning

Ókıńch One who gives fire Troublemaker Yes

Útıḿchúé A speedy bite Aggressive/Impul-
sive Yes

Table 12. Frequency of Selected Bekwarra Nicknames.

Nickname Frequency in Use (%)

Ókıńch 60
Útıḿchúé 40

Agricultural Toponymy and Cultural Identity.
Theoretical Foundations of Toponymy and Cultural Heritage.
Toponymy: The study of place names, also known as toponymy, can help us deconstruct 

the relationship between language and landscape. Moreover, it can help formulate a possible 
approach towards the construction of cultural identity.

Place names certainly contain the socio-cultural and historical memory (Penko Seidl
2019; Miftahul Fahmi et al. 2025) of the community, besides the physical geography.
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Figure 3. Frequency of Nickname Usage in Social Contexts.

Analysis of Place Names and Agricultural Heritage: Local place names often reflect 
agriculture, topography, and resource management. Aeeh names like blang (rice field) 
and alue (ditch) that are used in Aceh resumes have a farming nature. This indicates the 
farming culture of the people (Miftahul Fahmi et al. 2025). Microtoponyms or field names 
still exist as a language marker of agricultural tradition (Penko Seidl 2019, p. 50). (Table 13).

Table 13. Agricultural toponyms and their meanings in Aceh (Penko Seidl 2019).

Table Element Meaning Agricultural Reference Region Toponymic Element

Útyeń irice Rice field Yes Aceh, ID Útyeń irice
Úweb́é Ditch Yes Aceh, ID Úweb́é

Úgwúrıśhá Beach No Aceh, ID Úgwúrıśhá
Úgbú-úmbwó Estuary Yes Aceh, ID Úgbú-úmbwó

4.5.2. Festival-Driven Naming Practices
Seasonal festivals like the New Yam Festival (Ipem Ihihe) play very important roles in 

giving names. Names given during these periods often symbolize plenty, renewal, and a 
strong sense of community. Festival-related names indicate development and continuity. 
The names of food festivals in the United States, for example, often use geographic and 
agricultural elements to strengthen the local identity (Kesgin et al. 2021). (Table 14).

Table 14. Prevalence of naming components in food festival names.

Naming Location Reference Recurrence Longevity Naming Component

Iconic 66% 52% 41% Iconic
Harvest 54% 44% 32% Harvest

Traditional 59% 48% 42% Traditional

Festival Names as Cultural Branding: The name of a festival is a cultural brand that 
mediates identity and image for residents and visitors. Using a place and food name in 
festivals increases the attractiveness of a destination while maintaining cultural continuity 
(Kesgin et al. 2021).
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4.5.3. Gendered and Unisex Naming Patterns
Names often inform others about a person’s gender because they have male or female 

markers. In both Vietnamese and English-speaking cultures, people still keep gendered 
names. However, the trend of using unisex and gender-neutral names is increasingly 
popular due to globalization and social changes (Nguyen-Viet 2025; Lê 2025). (Table 15).

Table 15. Distribution and Evolution of Gendered Names.

Gender Category Example Name Frequency (%) Region Gender Category

Male Anh 48 Vietnam Male
Female Hoa 52 Vietnam Female
Unisex Ákpánké Growing Global Unisex

Sociolinguistic implications of Unisex Names: There is a rise in unisex names these days 
due to society’s changing perception of gender. Moreover, many parents prefer these types 
of names to even modern names, as there are closer social relationships among younger 
generations and urban people. Refs. (Lê 2025; Le and Nguyen 2025).

5. Material and Methods
This study adopts a qualitative research design because it enables the researchers 

to interact with and observe the participants in their ethnographic setting. Qualitative 
research design refers to the overall approach or strategy that informs the choice of methods 
used. The ethnographic paradigm, which allows the researcher to enter into participants’ 
lived realities and capture emic aspects that would escape a quantitative methodology, is 
particularly suited to socio-onomastic inquiry. Qualitative research typically depends on 
four methods of information gathering, which include participating in the setting, observing 
directly, conducting in-depth interviews, and analyzing previous material or documents.

Alongside ethnography, the Descriptive Linguistic method, which studies linguistic 
morphology by breaking names down into constituent morphemes, was adopted. Com-
plementing this, the Historical Comparative method was used to track genealogical links 
and changes in naming practices over time. This approach reveals how names evolve in 
response to shifting socio-political and cultural circumstances.

5.1. Data Sources
The data for this study were drawn from several primary and secondary sources, ensur-

ing methodological rigor and depth. For this study, the researchers employed participant 
observation and conducted in-depth interviews with selected Bekwarra native speakers. 
The researchers held in-depth interviews with the interviewee (20) in the area, covering 
both sexes and ages. The interviews were structured in nature in order to enable the research 
to achieve the aim of the study. In addition, the researchers freely interacted with native 
Bekwarra speakers to observe their use of naming in conveying different messages within 
their culture.

Information on the Ogar Agba genealogy and the Une-Ushi controversy was collated 
from recorded oral histories and interview transcripts. These oral resources are treated as 
integral to historical reconstruction, as they can hold “underground memory” and serve 
to augment or challenge the official memory preserved in archives. The interviewer’s 
positionality and the dialogic nature of oral accounts were taken into consideration to 
account for subjectivity and contextual dependence.

https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy10050189

https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy10050189


Genealogy 2026, 10, 189 13 of 16

Linguistic data, including word lists and classification data that place Bekwarra within 
the Bendi/Obe cluster, were utilized to guide linguistic analysis and to contextualize naming 
practices in relation to neighboring languages.

Historical records, such as colonial administrative papers and documents recording 
name corruption, were used to verify oral claims and to corroborate the archival function of 
names as historical repositories. By employing archival ethnography, power dynamics and 
biases inherent in archival collections may be critically engaged (Sousa Lopes and Ipiranga
2021). Academic journals and peer-reviewed publications providing theoretical frameworks 
and comparative perspectives in contemporary onomastic studies were also utilized.

5.2. Data Analysis Methods
Several analytical methods were employed in the analysis of the data.

5.2.1. Morphological Decomposition
It involves breaking names down into prefixes, roots, and suffixes to study their 

meaning and function. This linguistic technique helps decipher the internal structure 
of each name.

5.2.2. Thematic Coding
It involves using both deductive and inductive approaches, and was applied to classify 

names into domains such as genealogical, chronometric (time-related), theophoric (di-
vine/religious), and sociopolitical. The coding process was iterative and reflexive, allowing 
for the recognition of native categories and patterns that are not immediately obvious.

5.2.3. Cross-Referencing
Historical records, while validating oral claims embedded in names, constitute a fun-

damental procedure in historical onomastics. A systematic cross-check and triangulation of 
information guarantees dependability and validity, as no single source is considered definitive.

Through this rigorous approach, integrating ethnographic immersion, linguistic analysis, 
and historical methods, the study aims to achieve a comprehensive understanding of Bekwarra 
naming practices, opening new pathways into the cultural workings of the community.

6. Conclusions
The way people name their children is not static. It changes with each new generation. 

Moreover, it keeps changing with modernization and globalization. Names that have 
religious and traditional roots are still in vogue, but there is a definite trend among youth 
for hybrids, names with a global flavour, and creations. Names are still one of the most 
important markers of group identity, social integration, and cultural negotiation, thus 
reflecting either very firm patterns or adaptive patterns of individuals and communities.

To the Bekwarra, ‘what we call ourselves’ is ‘who we are’ and ‘where we came from’. 
Their naming system is a clever and decentralised archiving technology, which has kept the 
history of the tribe for ages without the benefit of text. The term Ogar Agba relates to the 
genesis, while Bekwarra refers to the migration and resistance. Similarly, Udama refers to 
the economic cycle, and Ushie refers to the moral code of justice.

However, this technology depends on oral transmission. A growing number of ur-
ban youth are adopting anglicised names, and in the process, they are losing touch with 
their ‘deep language,’ which is quite sad. Ogboja’s forgotten etymology severs Bekwarra’s 
conceptual connection to the “fertile soil”.
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