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Naming: Intro
• Africans take naming very 

seriously in their cosmology

• In precolonial Africa, naming 
is a communal engagement

• Kikuyu, Bukusu(luhya), Hausa, 
Yoruba, Tiv

• Family name/Compound name 
(Luo group)

• Colonialism and Religion changed a 

whole lot in African naming pattern

• Surname and (married name)

middle name 

• Biblical names – (Igbos and Kalenji)

• Arabic names/Iranian names

• Disruption in native naming 

dynamics – kehinde, Ige, Taiye as 

surnames 



Identify Yourself, Please
• Naming as a badge of identity

• Names represent the past, present and future of 

individuals

• They carry deep personal, cultural, familial, 

and historical connections

• Naming and gender relations in Africa 



• Naming speaks to several praxes of the society

• Many African group believe that children could embody
namesakes

• while others give children names of great men just for status
recognition

Obama,

Tom Mboya,

Clinton, etc.



• The GENz world

• Name modification, loss of identity

• Yewande – Wendy

• Oghenerukewe – Rukky

• Oghenetejiri – Teejay

• Temiloluwa

• Temilade Temmy

• Temitope



The Esu debate

No thanks to early bible translators
(Ajayi Crother & co)

Eṣugbayi, Eṣufunke, Eṣugbenro

Èṣù ‘Láàlú (Ọláìlú)

Onílé oríta

Ẹlẹ́kún ń sunkún,

Láaróyè ń sun ẹ̀jẹ̀

• Eṣu is also known as Oriṣa Ilu                
(the defender of the town)

Extremism

ESHU = Aflan-Kunte - Chief Yagbe Awolowo Onilu
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Extremism S/N Original Name Modification

1. Faleke Oluwaleke

2. Ọjẹrinde Olurinde

3. Ṣangotọla Jesutọla

4. Oguntoyinbo Jesutoyinbo

5. Babatunde Oluwatunde

6. Ọlọjẹde Oluwafunmi

7. Megbayelo Obadiah

8. Oduguwa Oluwatosin

• After the early Bibile translators
erroneously translated Satan to Eṣu,
Yoruba converts extended this concept to
other deities

• Jettisoning of basic indigenous knowledge 
about the African worldview and belief 
system 

• Construction of indigenous Christianity

• Identity mutilation through anthroponymy  



Indigenous Conceptions 

• Tí kò bá nídìí, obìnrin kì í jẹ́ ‘Kúmólú

(If there is no reason, a female does not bear Kúmólú)

• Orúkọ ọmọ niìjánu ọmọ

(A child’s name is their bridle)

• Orúkọ ìsọ ọmọ níí mọ́ ọmo lára

(The name given to a child sticks to them)

• Ilé làá wò ká tó s’ọmọ lórúkọ

(We consider events of the home before naming a child)



Indigenous Conceptions 

Oju ́ tó ríṣẹ̀ẹ́ k’o ́ má barajẹ́, kó tọ́ju ́ orúkọ rere

(The eyes that witnesses poverty should not fret, but the name should be 

kept)

• Orúkọ ọba ni wọ́n fi ń bẹ́ ìrókò

(It is the name of the Oba (king) that is used to fell the Iroko tree)

• Orúkọ t’ó wuni là á jẹ́ l’ẹ́yìn-odi

(We bear any name that we like when we are abroad)

• Ìjà ‘ò d’ọlà; orúkọ ló ń sọní

(Being quarelsome does not lead to anything but change in name/identity)



Naming in Lagos 

• Demographic Composition of Lagos

• Greater Lagos and other “Lagoses” 

• Lagos Island (Lagos Proper)

• Ikorodu – Remo/Ijebu stock
• Ikeja – Awori
• Epe – Lagos Island/Ijebu
• Badagry – Awori/*Ogu (Egun)

AFP via Getty Images

AFP via Getty Images



Demography

• Other 
groups

• Igbo 
and Ijaw

• Nupe

Benin
connect

Awori

Returnees

Other 
Yorùbá

groups 



Name Change and Identity

• Continuum of Biracial Identity Model (Rockquemore and Laszloffy, 2005)

• Acknowledges continuum in identity categorization of individuals when 
they seek to be associated with an identified group. 

• i. Some people may choose to identify singularly with one of their 
identities; 

• ii. Some may blend with a primary emphasis on one identity and a
secondary emphasis on the other

• iii. Some may blend two (or more) identities with equal emphasis



Introduction

• Naming and name-change dynamics – towards assimilation of settlers 
in Lagos 

• Awori, with a nebulous historical account, had no serious issues with 
Yorubanisation of names

• Benin groups – record of earliest settlers on the Island of Lagos
Benin names were phono-morphologically modified  

Bazuaye – Bajulaiye
Bazua - Bashua
Bazunu - Bajulu
Olotu - Eletu…
*Egua - Iga
*



Name Change in Lagos

Labourers

working for European merchants

labourers picked up their boss’ 
names

Buraimoh Davies (aka Buraimoh
Okola)

Sogunro Davies 

Slaves 

Arota, Ibiga…Asaforiji

When documentation (black & 
white) commenced in Lagos, 
they picked up their owners 
name. 

Owners are mostly chiefs and 
prominent Lagosians

As Lagos continued to develop, more settlers trooped in from all over

• Two categories of settlers worth mentioning include



The Returnees
• Abolition of Slave trade and the Freetown

experience

• Aku group in Freetown, exposure to
Western education and change of name for
ease of pronunciation

• Series of return to Lagos

• Salvador de Bahia

• Nago group of Yoruba extraction

• Male Rovolt (1835)



The Great Return

•

•

•

Aku

Nag
o



The Great Return
• They were given separate space on Lagos Island

Olowogbowo

Brazillian
Quarters

Lagos 
Island



Name of Returnees in Lagos

• Bahia Returnees



The Returns

• The two sets of returnees arrived Freetown & Bahia bearing 
English and Portuguese names

• Profiling of returnees by the natives as a different stock

• Identities of the returnees appear intolerable to the natives



Names After Slavery

• The returnees were of mixed Yoruba extractions (Egba, Ijebu, Ekiti, 
Ijesha, Nupe) 

• They returned with peculiar identities  (Kopytoff, 1965; Cole, 1974)

• New identities:

• Religion, Language, Dressing, 

• Architectural designs, Naming, 

• Family structure, Food, etc.

• Dealing with Africanisation in exile – belief system

• Many of the Brazilian returnees maintained their family belief 
system – Egungun 



Name Change Dynamics

• The former family name before slavery (for those that could 
remember)

• Compounding (Sapara Williams, leigh-Sodipe)

• Naming format: first, middle and last name



Name Change Dynamics

• Name change was one of integrationist 
approaches for returnees 

Name change strategy 

• Complete name change

Placido Assumpaco – Adeyemo Alakija

Sir Adeyemo Alakija



Name Change Dynamics
Complete Name Change

• Edmundson Hepworth Macaulay Kitoyi
Prince Ajasa

Sir Kitoyi Ajasa



Name Change Dynamics

Saro descent

• Akinola Pearce – Akinola Maja

• The Edinburugh Experince,1918)

•

• From father’s middle name -
Adaramaja Pearce 

Dr. Akinola Maja
Wikipedia



Name Change Dynamics
• Name modification for Identity tracking among returnees in Lagos

• Some prominent Lagos personalities that changed modified their names

Christopher Alexander Sapara-Williams

Lawal-Pedro 

(Lawal, Islamic influence)



Name Change Dynamics

• Mobọlaji Akiṣẹmoyin (1909)

• Samuel Victor Lino Davies -
Mobọlaji Adeyemi Akiṣẹmoyin



• Kuti Dynasty

Josiah Jesse Likoye
Ransome-Kuti

Israel Oludotun
Ransome-Kuti

Fela Anikulapo-Kuti



Name Change Dynamics

• There are others who do not care to 
change their names back to Yoruba

• Candido Da Rocha (Esan)

• Crowther

• Vera Cruz   

• Ferreira

• Pereira

• Da Silva



Name Change and Chieftaincy in Lagos 

• Chieftaincy in Lagos is well structured and very prominent

• Chiefs in Lagos are respected individuals in the Lagos Society

• Categories of traditional chiefs in Lagos:

• Akarigbere

• Idẹjọ

• Ọgalade

• Abagbọn

• Some of the Idejo chiefs have been elevated to Obaship:

• Elegushi, Oniru, Onikoyi, Ọjọra, Ọlọtọ, Oniṣiwo, etc.



Name Change and Chieftaincy in Lagos 

• Tussles within different chieftaincy families

• There are various vacant chieftaincy stools at the moment

• Members of the chieftaincy families employ various means to achieve 
recognition from the Oba and government.

• Title adoption as surname is one of the ways to attain legitimacy

Obanikoro (Ogalade Chieftaincy, with four branches)

Ojora, Aromire, Oluwa, Saba, Oshodi, etc.



Name Change and Chieftaincy in Lagos 

• Reaction to this trend – Adeoye (1982) noted this as one of the six 
abnormalities about naming dynamics among the Yoruba people.

• This also negates the philosophy of the Yoruba people:

Orúkọ níí ṣáájú kí oyè tó tẹ̀lé e.

[trnsl: name is considered before chieftaincy is given]

• Name preceeds recognition 

• This has been modified, recognition is now sought before building a 
name



Name Change in Lagos

• Aliases - observation from the society can also effect name change

• Such names in Lagos inlcude:

• Daddy Alaja (Brown) – From Daddy that has a dog

• Taiwo Olowo - The Taiwo that is very wealthy

• Eleshin (mejo...) - The family that has (eight) horses 

• Name change could also evolve from family tradition – Paramole 
family – name is actually an Egungun of a promient family on Luther 
Street in Lagos.



Observation

Quest for integration and belongingness

• Royalty and Chieftaincy

• Religion 

• Traditional cults – Osugbo, Ogboni, Elegbara, etc.



Conclusion

• Decolonisation through naming dynamics started in Lagos during 
the colonial, extending to the post-colonial period

• Naming in Lagos is a potpourri of intra and international cultural 
ideologies and this speaks to fluidity in the composition of 
identity in Lagos

• Identity tracking and identity modification through name change 
is a common occurence in Lagos



Kofo John – Kofo Abayomi Nairaland Forum

Outro



Thank you very much


