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 How important is your name?  If you married, would you give it up if your spouse 

asked you to do so?  While traditionally, half the population doesn’t have to ever think 

about or answer these questions, American culture has entered a transition period and the 

long-established custom of a woman taking her husband’s surname can no longer simply 

be assumed upon marriage.  Although not yet adopted by the majority of the population, 

new naming practices not based solely on the patrilineal line, such as hyphenation, 

spouses each keeping their natal surname, creating an entirely new last name, etc., are on 

the rise (Hamilton et al. 2011).  As a result, the question of identity and its connection to 

one’s name has become increasingly important and decisions on naming practices, more 

meaningful as names are now capable of potentially operating as a declaration of chosen 

identity.  However, the significance and motivation for these changing practices can only 

be determined by analyzing and contextualizing individuals’ feelings and ultimate 

decisions regarding their marital surname within the larger American community.  To do 

so here, I will adopt a structuralist frame of mind and examine individual case studies as 

a thought exploration of the effects of societal identity threat to ethnic and familial 

heritage and feelings of loss on last naming practices.  

 Names and individual identity have always been connected and the study of this 

connection is nothing new.  Indeed, one of the basic functions of a proper name is to 

“signal or mark an individual’s individuality,” thereby conferring to the object some sort 

of unique identity (Jeshion 2009).  Still, that is a basic, obvious statement.  The real 

question is how changing a person’s name effects who they are.  Although the name-

identity connection was investigated prior to 1892, the work of Gottlob Frege, presented 

in ‘On Sense and Reference,’ remains one of the great influences on the subject (Jeshion 

2009; Jacquette 2011).  According to Frege, each proper name has both a reference and a 

sense, with identity being a “relation between names…” (Jacquette 2011:51).  An 

object’s reference is the physical entity the name denotes, while object’s sense applies 

more to all of the subtleties and nuances associated with that name (Jacquette 2011).  One 

of Frege’s examples is the use of the names morning and evening star for the same 

celestial body.  While both names refer to the planet Venus, the sense or impression each 

creates is different (Jacquette 2011).  Frege maintains that a single object, a person for 

example, may have multiple names and that those different names refer back to the same 

physical, human entity.  However, how others, and perhaps even the individual him- or 

herself, interprets that person is based off of the particular name being used (Jacquette 

2011).  To follow Frege’s philosophy, this suggests that individuals’ identities are not 

necessarily static, but change according to how the individual is being addressed.  If this 

is indeed the case, then changing one’s name upon marriage constitutes a change of 

identity as well.  Unsurprisingly then, fear of losing at least a part of one’s identity is one 

of the most common reasons given by women who wish to adopt an alternative naming 

practice; while the idea of gaining/creating a new identity was often mentioned by 

women who favored the traditional, patrilineal naming system (Intons-Peterson and 

Crawford 1985; Boxer and Gritsenko 1996; Hamilton et al. 2011).  It should be 
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mentioned that almost no research exists on male opinions of naming practices.  In any 

case, the rising acceptance of alternative naming practices will allow the potential 

connection between an individual’s name and identity to become more apparent, meaning 

that understanding both why certain naming practices are chosen and what the chosen 

name actually is will offer insight into how identities are created and shaped by the larger 

society. 

Before analyzing individual case studies, it is important to highlight some of the 

main components of identity that are possible to be conveyed in a name, thereby offering 

the most likely motivating sources to choose one naming practice over another.  Previous 

literature suggests that the components most often focused on are ethnic and familial 

heritage (Intons-Peterson and Crawford 1985; Scheuble and Johnson 1993; Boxer and 

Gritsenko 1996; Rosensaft 2002).  However, these are not the only reasons people give to 

explain their choice of name.  Others, such as the pressures of tradition and aesthetic 

appeal also play their part.  By looking at the total strength or weakness of the name-

identity bond, which can be seen determined by how the aforementioned factors interact 

within an individual, I believe that one is also able to gain insight into how American 

culture helps to create identities.   

The following case studies are comprised of interviews of individuals who were 

asked various questions about their last names, their connection to their last names, future 

plans (if applicable), views on feminism, and so on.  While each case study presents a 

different demographic within American society, it should be noted that all are recipients 

of a liberal arts education.  This could be a form of bias, since research has shown that 

those who have a higher degree of education are more likely to agree with, or at least 

tolerate, alternative naming practices (Kopelman et al. 2009; Hamilton et al. 2011).  Still, 

the subsequent case studies are valuable and speak to the two elements of identity that are 

most readily asserted through choice of last name: ethnic and familial heritage, and their 

relation to American history/culture as a general whole. 

America is a land with a thousand faces.  Myriad peoples and ethnic groups from 

around the globe have made their home in the United States, each working to carve out 

their own small niche while simultaneously trying to fit within the larger whole.  It is no 

wonder than that one’s ethnic heritage remains an extremely important part of many 

Americans’ identities.  However, its level of importance is not universal, as exhibited by 

two case studies, that of Martha Wolday and Nick Mattson.  Martha Wolday is a college 

student whose parents emigrated from Ethiopia shortly before she was born.  While 

Martha’s family life is still very much based on Ethiopian culture, she has spent her entire 

life in the US, and so, is also “Americanized” to a large extent.  Her parents purposefully 

gave her a more American-sounding name in order to ease her passage through American 

culture.  When asked about her identity in connection to her name, she replied that her 

name and identity were deeply intertwined, saying (interview with author, October 11, 

2013), 

 

It’s [having the “Americanized” name Martha] always bothered me, I think, 

because my last name, for me, holds my heritage.  When someone reads Martha, 

they’re going to think, you know, typical American name; quite frankly, 

American white name…  And so, for me, the last name Wolday is where that 

questioning of my identity comes in a lot of the time for people.  So for me, my 
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last name holds my heritage, holds my background and my Ethiopian culture. 

 

As Martha says, her last name is where her Ethiopian heritage can be made known to 

others, a way to declare a large part of her identity to the general populace.  Later in the 

interview, Martha also states that she would only ever consider changing her surname to 

that of her husband’s if he were also Ethiopian and had an Ethiopian last name as she 

doesn’t want to lose that tie her ethnic background or have her children do so either.  

However, why should it be so important that that tie rest in her name?  Could the link to 

her Ethiopian roots persist by simply continuing to follow other Ethiopian traditions?  

And for that matter, since she is an American, why should those roots remain important 

in the first place?  I would suggest that the answer to these questions can be found by 

contextualizing Martha’s experience within the larger American culture and history.   

 Historically speaking, and carrying into the present day, America has seemingly 

been operating within a contradiction when it comes to views on immigrant culture.  On 

the one hand, America has touted itself as the land of diversity where all people and 

cultures are welcome.  On the other hand, there has also been a strong push for new 

immigrant groups to assimilate to the privileged white, Western European, Christian 

culture that is often portrayed as standard American culture.  There is also a tendency for 

new immigrants to become increasingly “Americanized” with each successive 

generation.  Thus, operating within this environment, it becomes clear why Martha would 

place such importance in her ethnic identity and its connection to her name.  It is a form 

of resistance to the “great melting pot” that American culture threatens to be, a way of 

proclaiming to the world that she is not of Western European stock and of preserving her 

background and culture.  Being a historically oppressed group within the United States, 

the Ethiopian part of Martha’s identity is threatened by the societal pressure to 

homogenize, making her very aware of that portion of her identity and granting it extra 

value.  If someone is trying to take something away from us, we often hold it closer.  

Also, by placing the tie to this portion of her identity in her surname, it becomes more 

permanent.  Last names are passed on generation to generation and even if future 

Woldays become extremely “Americanized” and don’t engage with their Ethiopian 

heritage, the name is more likely to remain and act as a constant reminder of that 

ancestral ethnic connection for members of the family as well as society as a whole. 

 Nick Mattson also stated that ethnic heritage connected his identity to his name, 

although his fervor was not quite as pronounced as Martha’s.  Nick is also a college 

student whose mother emigrated from Indonesia before he was born, making him, again 

like Martha, a first generation American on his mother’s side.  While his surname is that 

of his father (who has an unspecified European background), his middle name, Sirinada, 

is his mother’s natal name.  When asked how his name connects him to his ethnic 

identity, Nick responded (interview with author, October 14, 2013), 

 

Well I really enjoy – I mean, just to be honest – when people ask about my middle 

name because they don’t expect it… But when they hear Sirinada, the first 

question I get after that is, “Oh, what is that?”  It’s kind of cool…  Well, I mean, I 

guess a part of that is a little self-indulgent; that I do like being a little unique.  I 

wouldn’t enjoy being John Smith.  But, I don’t know… maybe it does connect me 

to my Indonesian roots.  But to be honest, I feel so Americanized and I’ve been so 



 4 

detached from those roots that sometimes I regret the fact that I don’t have a 

closer connection to that side of the family. 

Later in the interview, Nick also goes on to say that he would like for his children’s 

names to hold some signifier of their Indonesian heritage, but feels that it could be done 

through their middle names, as his was.  Immediately, one is struck by the differences 

between this response and that of Martha Wolday’s listed above.  While Martha states 

outright that her name and ethnic identity are practically one and the same, and uses her 

name as a tool to broadcast that identity to others as well as potential future generations, 

Nick does not seem to place much importance on the Indonesian part of his identity, nor 

does it he seem to connect that part of himself to his name.  He makes note of his 

Americanization and seems to view his middle name as more of an interesting fact about 

himself rather than something integral to his identity.  What’s more, he does not even 

mention his last name at all, implying that it is devoid of ethnic history and meaning.  

Why are Nick and Martha’s responses so different when they share so many 

commonalities?  Again, I believe answers can be found by looking into the influences 

produced by America’s larger cultural/historical network. 

 How often do you use your middle name?  While middle names are commonly a 

repository of more ethnic and familial connections, in America one’s middle name 

appears often to be something of a secret.  The use of a middle name is extremely rare 

when introducing one’s self and to know another’s middle name suggests that the two 

people involved must have a very close, personal relationship.  Even in the case of 

official documents, the middle name is oftentimes reduced to a mere initial.  Due to 

middle names having this kind of hidden nature, it is not so surprising that, as in Nick’s 

case, its connection to one’s identity is weak.  As stated above, it is implied that a major 

reason why Martha sees her ethnic identity as held within her surname is because its high 

visibility acts as a constant reminder to herself and others of her Ethiopian heritage, a 

challenge to the Western European “norm.”  Nick, in terms of his Indonesian heritage, 

does not have this.  The part of his name that is visible to most, Nick Mattson, is very 

Western European sounding, allowing him to pass through American culture without 

having his identity constantly challenged.  However, without being challenged, constant 

reassertion of one’s minority ethnic identity does not occur and it may become easier to 

adopt, as Nick said, a more “Americanized” identity. 

 It is also interesting that he made no reference to any specific ethnic heritage in 

connection with his patrilineal surname, Mattson.  In Nick’s case, this may again have to 

do with the presentation of Western European heritage as normative.  Because the ethnic 

heritage declared by the name Mattson is viewed as standard, it, in a way, becomes 

meaningless as an ethnic identifier.  Most other interviewees who were not of Western 

European descent felt their ethnic identities to be tied up in their names and spoke of not 

wanting to lose that part of their identity.  However, because Western European is 

promulgated as the typical American heritage, if one shares this heritage, there is nothing 

to lose.  That part of one’s heritage can become background noise, especially if one can 

also claim something as unique as Indonesian roots.  Plus, in most Americans’ day-to-day 

language, the terms ethnic and ethnicity are commonly reserved for those backgrounds 

that are specifically not Western European.   
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Still, as mentioned before, ethnic heritage is only one of the parts of identity that 

can most easily be transmitted by naming choices.  Another is familial heritage, meaning 

a connection to the historical legacy of one’s ancestors as well as those family members 

that are still alive and well.  Most often however, because of the traditional use solely of 

the patronymic, this connection to family through a name is distinctly one-sided.  Still, 

connecting an individual to their kith and kin has always been the main purpose of a 

surname.  So, it is only to be expected that providing a bond to their family, past and 

present, is mentioned when discussing the importance of one’s name.  The interesting 

cases come from those people who don’t feel much of a connection to their name despite 

having good relations with their family, such as Danny Keene.  Danny Keene is a white 

male from Texas currently in college.  When asked about his connection to his name, 

Danny said that he “was just given that name” and felt “no strong connection to it at all,” 

but also mentioned that he would want to keep his surname if/when he marries and for his 

children to carry his last name.  When questioned further on why he would want his name 

to be passed on, he responded (interview with author, October 14, 2013),  

 

I don’t know.  I just think it’d really… I really feel like it’s passing down my 

legacy.  You know, I have – [interviewer] Your personal legacy or your familial 

legacy?  Both.  I have four younger brothers, so I just always thought it’d be kind 

of cool to have – like if we each had five kids… just an army…  We would all 

have the same last name… And if all twenty-five of those happen to be boys too, 

they all have five kids and there’s 125 of them. So, it’s not going to be Planet of 

the Apes, it’s going to be Planet of the Keenes.  Well, honestly, that’s not my 

primary reason.  I just think, I don’t know, that’s the way I’ve been raised; the 

culture around me… I just think it’s more traditional to pass down your last name. 

 

While Danny initially suggests that he sees his name as a signifier of his family’s legacy, 

as well as his own, the thought is almost immediately drowned out by the image of a 

giant horde of boys all with the last name Keene; a kind of joke before the tradition 

argument appears, which seems to be his primary motivating factor to keeping his name.  

The joke and Danny’s focus on tradition are telling and speak to larger trends found in 

American society: namely, white male privilege. 

 As stated previously, the controlling cultural group in the United States is made 

up of those who are of Western European descent, and, when gender is thrown in, male.  

Danny is all of these things and as such has never historically had his name or identity 

threatened.  Placing ethnicity aside, there is no denying that America has been and 

continues to be a patriarchal society.  This can be clearly seen in the traditional patrilineal 

naming practice still used by the overwhelming majority of Americans.  Growing up in 

this environment, in most cases, males are subconsciously taught to simply assume that 

they will retain their full name for their entire life.  Their identity and name are secure 

and, unlike women, they will always retain that highly visible link to their family through 

their surname.  Because of this, they are more easily able to take their names for granted, 

more easily able to say that they were “just given that name.”  By being part of the 

controlling cultural/gender group, there is no motivation to consciously imbue one’s 

identity into something as conspicuous and declaratory as a last name because no one is 
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trying to take any part of your identity away.  As a result, one’s connection to one’s name 

can become weaker, held together more by familiarity and the pressures of tradition. 

 As Michael Rosensaft, a New York lawyer who took his wife’s surname upon 

marriage, says, “One’s name is a person’s first possession in the world, and one that a 

person lives with, in many cases, for the person’s entire life.” (Rosensaft 2002: 189).  As 

such, how can there not help but be a connection between one’s name and identity?  

However, as alternative naming practices become more and more popular, the 

assumption that one will keep their full name throughout their life can be made with less 

and less certainty.  Still, this has provided an opportunity to increase the name-identity 

connection by allowing for choice.  Now, more than ever before, people are able to 

choose what parts of themselves they will broadcast to the world and future generations.  

In this paper I have chosen to focus on the ethnic background and familial heritage 

components of identity, analyzing and contextualizing individuals’ feelings towards them 

as a responding to societal identity threat.  However, it is doubtful that identity threat is 

the sole influencing factor on naming choices.  Further research must be done looking 

into the effects of family relations, sense of self, media sources, etc. in order to further 

answer the question, “What’s in a name? 
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