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THE BOOK OF AFRICAN NAMES 





The Naming-Day Ceremony 

T,.e Namfog-Day ceremony ;s held seve,i to te,i 

days following th e birth of th e African child. This is 

tru e for both boy and girl children. For in our 

comnumity , eve ry n ew child is fully welcome (Ind no 

distinctions of in eq uality ex i:st (IL birth. 

Nowadays it is co mmon practic e, esp ec ially in African 

communities of th e West, for mothers to be att end ed 

<tt childbirth in hospitals. Par ents ar e asked to state 

th e nam e of th ei r child for id entification and regis tra­

tion purpos es . At this time, par ents of the community 

should m ere ly indicat e that th e ir surname be plac ed 

on th e id entification bra ce let of th e ir newborn child. 



The birth certificate should be filled out and recorded 

after the Naming-Day ceremony takes place. Appro­

priate invitations to family and friends can be issued 

immediately following the safe delivery of the child. 

The Naming-Day ceremony is held at the home of the 

parents, either mid-morning or early afternoon. 

Grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, in-latfJS and 

other members of the community are present to 

celebrate the arrival of a new member in their midst. 

A.s they enter the house, each person leaves at the 

door some small token of good-will, some item of 

clothing or wrap for the child; something that will be 

especially useful to the parents or given the coming of 

the child something for the household itself. Relatives 



and friends, if they are female, give their gifts to the 

child's mother, and the men present their gifts to the 

child's father. An elder woman holds the child. After 

water is sprinkled towards the ceiling, the elder 

woman stroking the child's head whispers the name 

into the child's ear to implant the name in the baby's 

head. The significance of this act is to separate th e 

child from th e spirit world where he is only an 

object, thus marking the child's entry into the 

community of human beings . 

When the name has been given the child has been 

introduced to life itself. 

Th e remainder of the time is spent f estiv ely. R elativ es 

and fri ends enjoy the company of each other. And at 

the scmie time th ey collectively seal their sense of 

communion with th e child . Of course a f eas t of food is 

prepared and brought by some of th e guests th em­

selves. Peopl e attending th e Naming -Day ceremony sit 

about talking to each other making w ell t4Jishes in th e 

name of the child . Or, as is always the case when such 

kinsmen gath e r , talk ex tends to things both near and 

far as they affect daily lif e. Some peopl e, the young 

( as well as the elders) danc e too. All of this goes on 

for more than several hours. And to k eep th e eve nt 

lively preparations beg i11 probobly two days befo re­

hand. Onc e th e Naming -Day ceremony is ending 

people simply fil e oway making favored tvishes upon 

the child, upon th e par ents and upon th e hous ehold. 
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and friends, if they are female, give their gifts to the 

HOW KOFI GOT HIS NAME 

• 

• 

Ho w Kofi Got His Nam e 

Now th en , I h llve ye t to expwin how the name of 

the child is actu cilly cho sen. Oft en among oi,r p eopl e, 

th e nam e cho sen for th e child marks th e occas ion of 

his birth. For exampl e, if th e child com es ditrin g a 

tim e of planting crop s, he would b e g iven a n a m e 

meltning 'plantin g' or 'growin g '. A.11other WllY th e 

nam e might · be chosen i.s to consid e r th e sta te of th e 

hous e or oth e r circumstan ce s conn ec ted tvith th e 

child and his f am ily . For instan ce, among th e Yoruba-

sp ecik ers: 

Ayo dele 
Onip ~de 
lyap .Q 

• 

m.eans 
m.eans 
m.eans 

J oy ent e rs th e hous e 
Th e co nso ler is com e 
Man y tr ials 



ometimes it is the practice among th e Yoruba to 

choose for a child a 11<tme that shows a deity 

worshipped by th e family. Take for example thos e 

who worship lwngo, l'orub<t god of tluwcler a11d 

lightning; a child's name ca11 be : 

, lwngobunmi whi ch m eans 

OR 

1l'11ich mean s 

child gii:en 
b) ' 'hango 

Ogun , th e 
Yoruba god of 
ic:ar , has don e 
th e becoming 
thing. 

Amo11g our people the child will pick up other 11cmws 

c,s he grow s up. This cm, go 011 endlessly. But usually 

011e 11ame of e11dearm e11t sti cks with the child. The 

pet ll(llne or '11ick11ame' usually express es what a 

child is or what the child is hoped lo become. To 

males we attribut e nmnes of strength , bravery cmd 

heroic deeds. Let me giv e you mor e examples from 

the Yorubas. 

Ajamu 

Ajagb e 

AkinlawQn 
OkarilatvQ_n 

Ay.aka 

A.11.abi 

Mal es 

on e who se izes aft e r a .fight 

on e toho carri es off aft er a 
con tes t 

on e who com es aft e r ll f crm ily 
has had seve rcrl f e m ale childr en 

Femal es 

on e who bring s jo y to ll ll 

on e of se lec t birth 

on e to be p ett ed a nd look ed 
af te r 

It is told to me by LadipQ and I know it to be corr ec t 

that among our broth ers in th e East , th e speak ers of 

Luo, th e nam e is sought for t()hil e th e infant is crying. 

Differ ent nam es of the anc estor s ar e recit ed and , if 

the child stops crying t()hen a parti cular nam e is 
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call ed, the child receives that nam e as a mark of 

favor. 

Sometimes among the Kikuyu, more of our brothers 

on the East Af rican shores, a first-born son is simply 

given a ,wm e iu honor of his father. Mwangi Kago i.s 

umn ed so because he is Mwangi-son-of·Kllgo. Kago 

the fall,er is K"go-son-of-Mtvcmgi, Mt.vcmgi being his 

fc,ther; thus, the generotions are lllways linked 

through the first-born son. Mw,mgi Kllgo will of 

course uame his first so 11 Kc,go-son-of Mtvcmgi. 

I , Osrwtoki, once had a chance to be on a jouruey for 

more them Ltvo months. I travelled far. I travelled to 

the West where our brothers speak in the Akan 

tongues. There llmong the Aklln I talked with oue 

more cmcient thlln I llnd having all numner of 

Among auother of our people u1 th e west, the Igbo, 

the day of ncime-giving for ll child is nwrk ed by a 

~-=~~~~~===----~-------=o 
-1 ~--,:1 •• ----·~ 

u .. ~,, r,,.,..,r/ nud 

wisdom . Now I do not know if h e lives or if he 

departs. But in our tlllk s he told me, Osuntoki, that 

the children among the Aka n receive their names 

from their fathers or th e h ead of the father's family. 

And tlwt cmiong them children bear a first name, 

Akemdiui (the soul's name), according to the day of 

the week on which they are born. The first name js 

declctred and pronounced by the person who attends 

the mother at the time of the delivery. These 

Ghanaians do not believe that anybody gives the child 

this first pcirt of his name. " He is born toith it; he 

comes with it," they say . o for the Ake radini there is 

no ceremony because the child has this uame at the 

very hour of birth. 

The second main part of a Ghanaian name is said to 
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be Agyadini (th e fath er' s nam e) . So responsibility 

falls upon th e fath er to bes tow to th e child this part of 

his nam e. 

Th e Agyadini does tak e pla ce at the high point of a 

ce remony , Adinto (naming), Mpu ei ( outdooring), 

when relati ves cmd fri ends have gathered to show how 

fond they are of th e one who is to bear th e nam e. Th e 

Namin g tim e co m es ea rly in th e morning of th e 

seve nth day aft e r the day on which th e child is born. 

For this nam e th e fath er has to look to th e 

distinguished of hi s oumfather's hou se to find a name 

that fits th e dignity of th e child. 

Day of Wrek Birtlada y Noma Child of: 

En1Li1/i. ,(kon Mok Femou Akan /lleoning 

Sa turd ay Mem enda K..,ome ,(ma Moil ancient 

Sunda y K1C>111ido K...e•i ,(ko,uo Unk r du , 1un 

Monday 0-,udo K...od...o Adwoa p.,..,,., 
Tue,doy Benoda K..,obeno .4beno Fire 

Wed ne1doy Wukuda K..,aku ,(kuo Fam e 

T/i.ur1doy Yooda Yoo ( YolC>) Yoo S 1ren1fl/i. 

Friday Frida Kofi .4fua Gro..,t/i. 

Among another of our people in the west , th e Igbo, 

the day of name-giving for a child is mllrk ed by ti 

gath ering of th e total family group. Much food and 

drink is prepared for the ceremony . Th e Igbo f ee l 

tlwt th e total experience of th e fcmiily llS well llS 

clwracteristic s of th e child ar e imporwnt in th e 

giving of names . Pr esents of mon ey and food are 

brotLght by all of th e gtLests to show th eir goo dw ill 

towards th e infant and to cel ebrat e hi s or her 

acceptanc e into the society . 

Th e child is display ed to hi s fornil y ""d f,·ieuds it1 " 

ceremony cc,lled cm 'o utin g' . The bllby may rece ive 

th e ,wmP of the mark et-day on which '" ' WCIS born , 

Nu,llOko eri e, for inswnce, meC111i11g " male chil<l bo rn 

T 



on Orie nwrk et dfly. He mfly fllso be called Chukwue­

me kc, m eaning 'God lu,s don e well' which is c, 

tlumksgiving nam e. A nd h e might too be called 

Onwubiko me"11i11g 'May death forgive ", re lating to 

hi s pflrents' loss of other childre n ,md the hop e for 

su rvival of this one. Th e whole ce remo ny lasts for on e 

day. 

Among our broth ers ui the East , th e Ny amw ez i , 

childr en r eceive th eir nam es withi n a f ew days of 

th e ir birth. It is against tradition that th ey should be 

named aft er anyone in th e sc,me age-se t as th e ir own 

par ent s. A chilcl of the Nyamwezi usiwlly is ncmied 

<ifter a grandpar ent and is also give n a name that tells 

whcll occurr ed or whc,t ev ent took pfoc e at th e tim e of 

birth. 

\ 
A boy born in th e morning, for instanc e, is ca lled 

Mismw. Among our Nya mw ezi broth ers, boy and g irl 

childr en ma y receive related names, Mabula ( mal e), 

and Kobula if emal e), but mos tly th eir n am es diff er. 

Twins receive specia l names as do child ren wh o co m e 

feet first from their moth ers. 

The Na min g cerem ony is carri ed out five days 

following birth whe n the infant is brought forth f rom 

the childbirth hut and sh ow n Lo fami ly aml cla n 

m embe rs ga th eredfor th e gre((L occosion . 

Now we must understw,d th at the wflys of k eeping 

faitl, with th e Cre ator are different wit h in 111a11y 

African communiti es . In th e far No rth , I am told, 

where ou r brothers, th e Hausa, live, they follow the 

ways of /slum and pra y Lo Alla h. 



Our Hausa brothers peiform the Naming ceremony 

seven days after a child is born. The father of the 

child's father slaughters a ram and his wife gives new 

cloth to the child's mother, Before the actual giving 

of the name, the baby is carried off by the mid-wife to 

have his head shaven clean. 

For the male child, his name is witnessed only by the 

religious scribes, the Malams, and other males of his 

family. They come and stand at the entrance of the 

childbirth hut to give the child his name. Next the 

kinsmen give away three gourds of kola nuts, if the 

child is a boy, and two for a girl child. The baby is 

returned to his mother who refuses to hold him . Only 

after much urging by her kinswomen will she suckle 

the child and only away from curious eyes. 

I 
During the Hausa ceremony there is drumming I 
throughout the day and all . h nig t. Th e whole com-

munity gives money away on behalf of its new est 

member. 

Not too far a · h way in ot er parts o" our lands S. 'J , ierra 

Leone, Guinea, Senegal, the faithful of Islam observe 

the Nami ng ce . remony in ways akin to the H ausa one. 

When such a · n eve nt is to occur all of th e neighboring 

chiefs, councillors a d ld n e ers are called forth to 

attend. The women of th e compound pr epa re much 

food for that day. When th ld . e e er men arrive they are 

warmly greeted by the chie" oif the 
Y area where the 

ceremony is taking plac e. 

pr esent wnu u..._, ~ __ _ 



Next the guests pres ent their gifts of kola nuts, fruits, 

livestock and gold jew elry. A special cow is brought 

into the gathering and teth ered. 

Th e religious men, Imams, also preside as th e drums 

the eve nt. The moth er, wearing 
begin to announc e 

beautiful dr ess of heacl-tie, overblouse and richly-

print ed Lapa cloth , comes out of her hous e with th e 

baby and sit s on a low stool . She also wears gold 

earring s, n eckla ce, brac elets and rin gs. An eld er 

comes forwcird and shaves th e child's h ead. Th en the 

chief Imam steps up and formally asks th e nam e of 

th e child. Th e ce remony goes lik e this: 

Chief Imam: What is to be th e nam e of this child? 

Chi.ef Elder: His ,uim e is (A mu ) . 

:::+E t 

The Im am turns to all assembled and in a loud voice 

calls the nam e. A.mu! A.mu! A.mu! 

At this call, one of th e men takes hi~ knif e and slashes 

the cow's throat. Th en th e chief Im am offe rs a pray er. 

In th e mime of Allah, The Compassionate, Th e Merciful. 

We hcive n a m ed th is child , A.mri, todc,y. /tlay h e zealously 

leC1rn the faith of Allah cis h e grows up. Throughout his 

life, m ay nothing separate him , from thctt fc,ith. Mriy he be 

cha rit able in ull hi s doings, ju.st tmd true toumrds his 

fellowmen. A.min. 

Th e mother next tak es the baby into th e hous e as 

mor e Im ams offe r pr aye rs to th e child's goodfo rttme . 

Then the g reat drum is sounded to announce th e end 

of th e formal ce remo ny. Th e beef is distribut ed to all 

present who then drift away to r etu rn only at sunset . 

l 
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A.t this tim ,e, drununers, singers, dancers <md other 

nmsicia11s gather in front of the chiefs house. The 

me11 play on lwrp s m,d sing the chiefs prai-Ses. Next 

the wome11 joi11 i11 the celebration and perform 

special da11ces to the ceremo ni<tl drums. The chief 

a11d his cozwci llor s watch the festivities and give away 

gol<l bars <md cloth to the dm,cers. 

A. child receiving <t .Vame is <t sign of union with our 

ancestors and for us, who still wander upo11 the dry 

earth aud the w<1ters of the sea, it is a nwrk of 

i<le11tification <111d respect. The N<1me is the link with 

our father's past and the p<1st of their fathers. Now 

tlwt I , Qsimtoki, h<1ve given you th e true p<lLh of our 

<111cestors let 110 man lead you off the road they walk. 

Wo isQ de mi ko le j() onis9 

SOME POPUL .4R AFRICAN NAMES 
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Sex 

iVc,me 
Meaning 

Yoruba 
We begged God for it 

M/F 
Amh~ M/F 
Aiyetoro Peace on earth 

F 

GIRLS NAMES FROM WEST AFRICA 

Oure Saintly 
Namp Meaning Ahi to guard 

Aminata Good chara cter 
Binta With God Eintou Pearl 
Nini Stone Mal'iama Gift of God 
Okolo Friendly Malene Tower 
Bisa Greatly loved Fanta Becmtifitl day 
Soyini Richly endowed Nalo Much loved 
Tene Love Saran Joy 
Ashaki Beautiful Sadio Pure 
Tiombe Shy l\Ianana Lustrous 
Tuere Sacred Noni Gift of God 
Koumha Helper Ahurole Lovi11g 

Ayo Joy 
F 

Ayodele Joy comes lwme 
F 

Aduke 
much loved 

the crown gets on top 
F 

Adeleke 
child born during first days M 

Abiola of the New year 

a boy has come again 
M 

Akintunde 
like a hero J,warrior 

M 
I Akinwunmi M 

Akinlabi We lwve a boy 

the crown settles the quarrel M 
Adelaja M 
Bandele 

born away from home 

Father com.es again 
F 

Babatunde 
born on Sunday 

F 
B~s~de F 

Ahena Pure Ayeola Rainbow 
Antma Fa,nous Nini I 11dustriou s 
Adjua Noble Arna Happy 
Kai Lovable Efuru Daught er of Heave n 
Serwaa Jewe l Onyema orrow 
Afi Spiritual Nneka Tender 

Olufemi 
God Loves me 

F 
Oluremi 

God consoles me 

God gives me to love 
F 

Olufunke F 
Olufunmilayo God gives me joy 

Akua Sweet Messenger Adama Majestic 
Nana Mother of the Earth Nkechi Loyed 
Fatou Mata Beloved by all Njeri A.11oi11ted 
Assata Warlike Ngozi Bl essi ng 
Mayimuna Expressive Hawanya A Tear . l 
Bintou Royal Laraba Wed11esdc1y 
Djenaba A.ff ectionate Marka steady rain 
Ass itou Careful Fitima Ev ening , dusk 
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!Vame 

Olujitni 

Olutosiu 

Qlatw1de 

Owodunni 

0111otu11de 

Olw·erni 

Olahisi 

Foluke 

Jum~ke -
Kayode 

Olaniyi 

Modupe 

Temitope 

Yetunde 

Kehiude 

Taiwo 

Idowu 

Alana 

Nana 
Fatou Mata 
Assata 
Mayimuna 
Bintou 
Djenaba 
Assitou 

Meaning 

God gave me this 
Sex 

Godd M 
eserves to b . e praised M 

Joy comes again 

It is nice t l 
M 

o iave money 
M 

a child com es again 
God c M 

0nsoles 

Joy is multiplied 
F 

Placed in God' . h 
F 

s ands 
Everyo l M/F 

ne oves tl l. ie c uld 
M/F 

J!e brought joy 

There's l . 
M 

gory in wealth 
Thank you 

F 

Thanks to God 
M 

Mothe 
F 

r conies again 

Twin wl 
F 

io co,nes second 
Twin who 

ill 
comes first 

ill 
born after l . wins 

born after Id 
Al 

owu 
M 

Belov ed by au ~~~:::;:::------. 
Warlike Ngoz a 

Hawanya 
La1·aba 
Ma1·ka 
Fitima 

Exp,-essive 
Royal 
Aff ectionale 
Careful 

A Tellr 
Wednesday 
steady rain 
Evening , dusk 

Yoruba 

I 

II 

Benin Name 

Enobakhare 

Osayimwese 

Obaseki 

Odion 

Omwokha 

Ode 

Omolara 

Enomwoyi 

Oseye 

Osayande 

Osayaba 

Osakwe 

Osahar 

Osaz e 

Meaning Sex 

whctt the Chief s<Lys M 

God created me all right M 

the Oba surpasses the nw,·k et M 

th e first of twins M 

th e second of twins M 

one born along th e road M/F 

child born at th e right tim e M/F 

one who has grace, clu,rni F 

th e lwppy 011e F 

God owns th e world M 

God for gives M 

God agrees M 

God luw rs M 

Whom God lik es M 
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,V,,me 
IJ/ <'<mi Ilg 

SPx 

Akan 
Abeua 

M(lnly i11 bearin g 
jJJ Ako 

th e fir st child 

Ano M 
th e sec ond child 

M A a or An e 
th e third child 

. M!F Anapa 
Mornin g 

F I Okera 
(I lik eness to God 

M Edo 
lo ve 

F Ahoto 
Peace 

Ed e M 
wee tn ess 

F Ahon ya 
Pro sperit y 

iJ1 A nik a 
Goodn ess 

F Autobarn 
th e suff erer 

0 ei M 
Mak er of th e g reat 

1'1 Owu u 
th e clear er of th e way 

M 
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GIRLS NAMES FROM EAST AFRICA 

Name 

Ayanna 
Damali 
Sala 
Najuma 
Ewunike 
Luhangi 
Andaiye 
Wamhui 
Mijiza 
Moga 
Njeri 
Ngina 

Mecming 

Beautiful flow er 
Bea utiful vision 
Gentle 
Abounding in joy 
Fragrant 
born in water 
daughter comes hom e 
Singer of songs 
works with hands 
Mother of all 
belonging to a warrior 
one who serves 

GIRLS NAMES FROM CENTRAL AFRICA 

Nam e Menning 

Kafi Quiet 
Migozo Earnest 
Nakpangi Sta r 

Adern Life giver 
Kemha Faithfll,l 
Ndunga Famous 

Andi to Great On e 
Na lun go Beautiful 
Nazapa of sacrific e 
Nataki of high birth 
Lumengo Flow er 
Zola Producti ve 
Nsombi Abou11cli11g joy 
Nsenga woma11ly d elight 
Ndw1ba Happy 
Nzinga Beautiful 
Kilolo Youtliful 
Mawa kan a Yi elding 
Niamb i Melod y 
Nkenge Brilli ant 
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BOYS NAMES FROM WEST AFRICA 

Nam es Meanin .g 

Chicha Belov ed 
Fela Warlik e 
Soyica Thin 
Kobi e Warrior 
Oji Giftb ear er 
Kodjo Hu.mourou s 
Oraefo Aff ectionat e 
Moriba Curiou s 
Karamoko S tudiou s 
Abayomi Rul er of p eopl e 
Koro Gold en 
Blok e Proud chi ef 
Ifoma L<.,sting fri end 
Camara Teacher 
Italo Full of v<llor 
Balewa Happin ess 
Sul e Adv enturou s 

Head of Hous ehold 

Moth er 

Nam e of Child 

Date of Birth 

Day of Birth 

Date of Namin g Ceremon y 

Origin of Nmn e 

Meaning of Nam.e 

ig11ifica11ce of Nam e 

Celestial Guid e 

un Sign 

Moon Sign 

Birth Mark 

Symbolic Ston e 

NAMING RECORD 





BOYS NAMES FROM SOUTH AFRICA 
Baj it a Nn m e M eaning PX 

Maijo herd of cattle M 
Nam e Meaning 

Mganga Herbalist , practi ce r of Medicine M 

Gaika Wood carver Mugeta on e born <tt night iU 

Momar Philosoph er born during tim e of tax co llec tion 1t1 
Mat imela the roots 

Magoti 

Muata Searclwr Mukama born during chi efs t"king of office iU 

ko i Rul er Marage si born at th e tim e of" wedding 1t1 
Sigidi a thousand 
Ayize Let it come Mahula born during rainy sellSOII JU 

Dingan e a p erson in need Muganda meaning o{, <1 bundle of g rass or any .JI 
Bay ete betwee n God a11d 11w11 contain er 1/2 full of Wllter 

Machumu pears, Warrior, Bfo cksmith ill 

/ 
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comnumity that d eve lops the child into a so cial being 

llnd into a p erson full of th e Afr ican p e rsonality. It is 

th e Naming of th e child that first begins th e 

est(lbli slm ie ut of th e child 's p erso,wl id entity. It is th e 

NCtmiug of th e child lllso thot fir st brin gs upon th e 

child som e general recog nition by th e comnu,nity at 

large . For these reas on s th e N(lming of th e child 

llmon g Afri cans is an occ llsion of som e importm ice 

and , no matt er how mod estly p erform ed , th e act of 

N<mt.ing th e child is clttend ed with som e ce re mony. Of 

cour se am ong th e gr ellt Afri can communiti es tod ay 

th e N<miing ce remony cannot be uniform in its 

p erfornum ce . Nowllda ys we live too scatt ered apart. 

Th e youn g, as y ou alr eady know, hav e fallen away 

from the strict prllctic es of th e eld ers. Th e youn g also 




