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Introduction: Conventions 
and creativity? Names in the 
(re)construction of gender

Jane Pilcher

1. Introduction to the special issue
The main goal of this special issue is to advance the present state 
of knowledge and understanding about contemporary gender-re-
lated personal naming practices. A landmark cross-national study by 
Alford (1988) of naming in 60 different countries showed gender to be 
the most common identifier conveyed through the ‘given’ names of an 
individual (also referred to in many countries as ‘forenames’, or ‘first’ 
name and ‘middle’ name). Articles in this special issue do examine 
gender and first names (Pilcher, Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen, 
and also Sinclair-Palm, this issue) but its scope is broader, extending 
to gendered practices of surnames (also known as ‘family names’ or 
‘last names’) in the context of marriage (Castrén, this issue) and/or 
family relationships (Bechsgaard, and also Grønstad, this issue). The 
special issue’s theme of ‘conventions and creativity’ is inspired by 
theorizing and research which emphasizes the important role played 
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by names – first names and surnames – in the social (re)construction 
of gender (e.g. Pilcher 2017; Robnett 2017).

2. The social (re)construction of gender
Understandings of gender as a social construction, as something we 
‘do’ that is not determined by our biology, are rooted in a range of 
sociological theorizing and research. Garfinkel’s (1967) ethnomethod-
ological analysis of gender is foundational. His theory is based on his 
case study of a transgender woman (‘Agnes’) who had to learn how 
to ‘pass’ as a woman. Garfinkel used Agnes’ conscious and purpose-
ful experience of this process to argue that, in fact, everyone has to 
learn (mostly unconsciously) how to ‘do gender’ and everyone has to 
(always) actively manage their gender. For people who are not trans-
gender, however, the process is obscured by the taken-for-granted, 
routinized character of their normative gender socialization and their 
ongoing gender conventional behaviour. Goffman’s symbolic interac-
tionist analysis of gender is also important to ideas about gender as 
‘doing’. Drawing on his notion of ‘the presentation of self’ (1959), 
Goffman (1976) is concerned with people’s ‘display’ of their gender 
through ‘conventionalized portrayals’ of sex and gender (1976:69), 
and how these are interpreted by other people in particular locales.

In elaboration of the ideas of Garfinkel and of Goffman, Kessler 
and McKenna (1978) emphasized that the ‘attribution’ of gender to an 
individual, by themselves and/or by others, is the method by which the 
gender binary is (re)constructed. Similarly, for West and Zimmerman 
(1987:126), gender is a routine and reoccuring ‘accomplishment’ and 
a ‘situated doing’ achieved in and through social interaction (see also 
Westbrook and Schilt 2014). In turn, Butler’s (1989; 1990) signficant 
contribution is their argument that sex and gender are ‘brought into 
being’ through ongoing enactments of discourses and are sustained 
through gender performances, or the repetition of ritualized actions.

In ‘doing gender’ perspectives, then, gender is theorized as a com-
plex reoccurring set of socially constructed categorizations, identifi-
cations, practices and structures. As noted by Bechsgaard (this issue), 
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doing gender perspectives have attracted criticism because they seem 
to allow for the inevitability of gender, and of gender inequality (e.g. 
Deutsch 2007). Subsequently, concepts of ‘re-doing’ gender and 
‘undoing’ gender have emerged to address the ways that the creative 
practices of individuals can and do result in deviation from and/or 
rejection of typically binary, heteronormative and patriarchal gender 
conventions (e.g. Butler 2004; Connell 2010).

3. Names and the doing, redoing 
and undoing of gender
Whether early or more recent, and irrespective of differences in their 
deeper ontological roots, the various iterations of social construction-
ist approaches to gender I outline above have all tended to overlook 
the complex significance personal names and naming practices have 
in the doing, redoing and/or undoing of gender. In Pilcher (2017), and 
building on Pilcher (2016), I addressed this oversight and set out my 
argument that first names and surnames strongly merit enhanced and 
sustained recognition as ‘doing’ words that are intrinsic to sex catego-
rization, to gender display, to gender attribution, to ritualized actions 
and to the accomplishment of gender through the ongoing manage-
ment of gender conduct. To substantiate my claim, I repurposed soci-
ological research evidence on names to illuminate the powerful role 
they play in people’s doing, redoing or undoing of gender. I showed 
how first names, given to babies at birth, or chosen by transgender 
people, can be used as tools either in compliance with or in resistance 
to the conventional doing of sex and gender as binaries. Likewise, 
with surnames, I showed how marriage and the surnaming of chil-
dren are key decision points where individuals have an opportunity 
to either replicate gender normative naming conventions or to disrupt 
them. In a commentary on and extension of my argument, Robnett 
(2017) undertook her own review of research evidence – this time 
drawn primarily from the fields of linguistics, developmental psy-
chology and social psychology – to explore what it shows about the 
doing of gender through first names and surnames.
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4. Issue contributions
The various contributors to the special issue address, in different ways, 
how people respond to predominant gendered naming conventions in 
their naming practices. The articles share the common the topic of the 
doing, redoing or undoing of gender, either through name keeping or 
through name changing, and whether in relation to surnames, or to first 
names, or to middle names or to some combination of these. Drawing 
mostly on qualitative data, contributors analyse decisions that people 
have already made about changing, or not changing, their names, and 
why, as well as people’s thoughts about name changing as a future pos-
sibility either for themselves or their partners. Between them, authors in 
the special issue discuss these various aspects of gender and naming in 
eight different countries: Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, 
Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.

The special issue opens with Pilcher, Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and 
Nguygen’s article which examines gendered patterns of name chang-
ing in the United Kingdom. The authors analyse name changes made 
by more than 10 000 individuals over a 21-year period (1998 to 2019), 
focusing on gender differences in the incidence of name changing and 
in the changes individuals made to their names (first names, and/or 
middle names and/or surnames). As well as contributing new data on 
surname changing by women, the article extends knowledge about 
and understandings of practices of name changing by men and by 
people whose first name and middle name changes indicate a tran-
sition in gender identity. Moreover, the authors show that between 
1998 and 2019, rising numbers of individuals changed some parts or, 
in a minority of cases, all parts, of their own names. Pilcher, Deak-
in-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen argue that their findings point to the 
increasing complexity of name-based identities in the United King-
dom and to the pivotal role different types of name changes can have 
in people’s (re)doing of their gender.

The next article, by Julia Sinclair-Palm, focuses on name-changing 
and the self-naming practices of young transgender people. Drawing 
on her qualitative study of trans youth in Australia, Canada and Ire-
land, Sinclair-Palm examines how these young people navigated their 
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gender identity when choosing a first name for themselves. Data reveal 
the complex and creative ways trans youth choose and relate to their 
names and highlight the potential that first names have in the undo-
ing and/or redoing of gender. Sinclair-Palm shows how, by opting for 
names that are gender-neutral, some trans youth disrupted the gen-
der binarism typically conveyed within first names. Other trans youth 
strategically exploited the typical gender binarism of first names, in 
the hope that respect for their gender identity would be enhanced and/
or that such a name would help protect them from transphobia and 
misogyny. The author concludes by arguing that trans youths’ stories 
about their self-naming practices not only demonstrate the fluidity of 
their own conceptions of gender but also contribute to the expansion 
of wider understandings of the complex plurality of gender identities, 
beyond the binary.

The remaining contributors to the special issue each report on 
their studies, all undertaken in Nordic countries, of people’s actual 
marital and family surnaming choices, or people’s feelings about 
the possibilities of name changing in these circumstances. Anna-
Maija Castrén’s article examines marital surnaming in Finland, 
where – as in other Nordic countries – gender equality is strongly 
embedded in the national mindset and features centrally in legisla-
tive programmes, including in name laws. Against this background, 
Castrén presents qualitative data drawn from interviews with soon-
to-be-married mixed-sex couples and analyses the humour used by 
some participants when discussing surnaming options. Castrén found 
that, through humour, couples played with gendered expectations 
about family names but without any real intention of deviating from 
patrilineal surnaming practices. Castrén argues that the joking and 
playfulness she uncovered represents a reflexive recognition among 
couples of their equality as partners, but at the same time was a way 
for them to rationalize plans for the woman in the partnership to take 
the man’s surname. Castrén’s article illuminates how micro-level 
processes such as humour within couples’ discussions about marital 
surnaming feed into the reproduction of gendered social orders and 
extends understandings of why, in 2022 and in a country like Finland 
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with a strong ethos of gender equality, 47 per cent of mixed-sex mari-
tal couples followed patrilineal surnaming conventions.

In her article, Katrine Kehlet Bechsgaard focuses on surname 
choices in the diverse landscape of contemporary Danish family for-
mations and where changes in name law have weakened the bonds 
of traditional ideas about and conventional practices of family sur-
naming. Bechsgaard draws on data from her qualitative study of 
participants within mixed sex or same sex relationships, who were 
interviewed up to 15 years after their family relationships were first 
formed and whose initial choices about surnames may have changed 
during that period. Bechsgaard found that decisions about family 
surnames were typically made in relation to the birth of a family’s 
first child. Her data show how the interchangeability of middle-sur-
names and surnames under Danish name law since 2005 enhances 
flexibility of choice in family surnaming. Most of the participants in 
Becshgaard’s study aimed for gender equality in their everyday fam-
ily practices, and this included how they displayed themselves to the 
outside world as a gender equal family through their surname choices. 
In these ways, Bechsgaard analyses the role of surname choices in 
the interplay between individual identities, the signaling of different 
family belongings and the (re)doing of conventional gender identities.

As noted by several authors in this special issue, research on marital 
surnaming in mixed sex couples has tended to focus on what women 
do and why, while men’s surnaming practices are largely unexam-
ined. In her contribution Grønstad addresses this neglect by focusing 
on how men account for the keeping of their surname or, the choice of 
a small minority, the changing of their surname at marriage. Drawing 
on qualitative data from Norway, Grønstad argues that keeping their 
surname was taken-for-granted by some men in her study and was a 
conventional practice important to their gender identity. In contrast, 
participants who were younger men tended to give gender-equali-
ty-informed reflections about their marital and/or family surname 
choices. Some men had changed their surname for gender equality 
reasons, and this practice was linked to their (re)doing of masculine 
identities. Grønstad’s findings of cohort-linked differences in ideas 
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that Norwegian men have about surnames and about men changing 
their surnames suggest the beginnings of a shift toward the redoing 
of gender through surnames – and so too the possibility of enhanced 
gender equality in the future.

5. Concluding remarks
A foundational principle of socio-onomastics is that neither the nam-
ing practices of individuals nor larger scale trends in naming are ran-
dom but are instead embedded within a complex range of sociocul-
tural processes operating at different levels of the social world. With 
the exception of Sinclair-Palm, who examines self-naming by trans 
youth in Australia, Canada and Ireland, authors in this special issue 
each embed their discussion of their findings within the sociocultural 
processes of one specific national context. Yet, it is evident that there 
are several points of crossover between the five articles making up 
this special issue. Of course, each article is evidence of conventions 
and/or creativity in gendered naming practices, but other common-
alities are present too. One example here is how humour is used to 
manage what Castrén calls (this issue) the ‘sensitive’ topic of surname 
choices. Castrén’s article clearly focuses on the teasing and joking 
evident in her interviews with soon-to-be married couples in Finland 
when surnaming was discussed. Yet, Bechsgaard also notes humour 
to be a feature in marital and family surnaming discussions by her 
interviewees in Denmark and it features too in Grønstad’s account of 
Norwegian men’s ideas about marital surnaming.

A second point of crossover is that surnaming practices are shown 
to be gender work that is primarily done by women (see also Thwaites 
2017; Wilson 2009). In Pilcher, Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen’s 
article (this issue) on name changing and gender in the United King-
dom, women are shown to be the majority of name-changers, a finding 
especially linked to their changing of surnames. The dataset analysed 
by Pilcher, Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen’s is, however, very 
unlikely to have captured the ubiquitous normative practice whereby 
heterosexual women change their surname at the time of their mar-



Jane Pilcher

12 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .25435 

riage to a man. The authors suggest that surname changes by women 
in their dataset are instead evidence of, for example, a choice to dis-
card their former married surname following a divorce. Castrén (this 
issue) shows that, because changing surnames is seen as ‘women’s 
work’, men in her couple interviews in Finland had less to say about 
this topic than their woman partners did. Similarly, Grønstad reports 
that, in a call-out for participants to give accounts of surname choices 
and experiences, men volunteers were notably fewer than women vol-
unteers. For Grønstad this finding suggests that surname choice in 
marriage is perceived in Norway to a less salient topic for men than it 
is for women.

A third commonality between articles in this special issue is how 
a country’s laws can influence – negatively or positively – gendered 
naming practices (Nick 2024). For example, Sinclair-Palm notes how 
trans youth in Australia, in Canada and in Ireland face barriers to 
legally changing their first name related to their being ‘underage’ and/
or to the costs involved. Pilcher, Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen 
evidence the positive effect the Gender Recognition Act 2004 seems 
to have had on name changing linked to gender identity transitions in 
the United Kingdom. Similarly, name laws are noted by Bechsgaard, 
by Castrén, and by Grønstad to have enabled greater flexibility of 
choice and some variability of practices in marital and family sur-
naming in Denmark, Finland and Norway respectively.

The focus of this special issue is in keeping with both Robnett’s 
(2017) call and my own (Pilcher 2017) for more research to be con-
ducted on how people use names in their responses to gendered nam-
ing traditions – yet still more needs to be done. Apart from Pilcher, 
Deakin-Smith, Aldrin and Nguygen (this issue), who analyse gender 
and different types of name change made by adults, and Sinclair-Palm 
(this issue), whose topic is first name changing by transgender youth, 
the focus of the other contributors in this special issue is what adults 
say, or do, about marital and family surnaming, and especially in 
same-sex couples (although see Bechsgaard, this issue). The five arti-
cles in this special issue cannot be said to provide a comprehensive 
discussion of the ways that names feature conventionally or creatively 
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in the doing, redoing or undoing of gender. Indeed, each of the authors 
published here do make their own suggestions for further research 
to fill in our gaps in knowledge and understanding related to their 
particular topic. Clearly, there is capacity in breadth and depth for 
future research on multifarious aspects of conventions and creativ-
ity in the (re)doing of gender through names, including, for example, 
how parents account for their choice of gendered first names for their 
children. I hope, in discussing gender first name and/or gender sur-
name practices, contributions in this special issue give people access 
to what Robnett (2017) has called ‘alternative narratives’ and thereby 
potentially contribute to the wider development of more varied, flexi-
ble and equal gender orders.
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‘The family fight is on!’: 
Finnish mixed-sex couples, 
humour and alternatives 
to patrilineal surnaming

Anna-Maija Castrén

Abstract: Finnish marital surnaming practices give precedence to the hus-
band’s surname as the family name after marriage. Legislation treats partners 
symmetrically and offers alternatives, but a patriarchal mindset still has a hold 
on the transition to a family. This article analyses interviews of 19 mixed-sex 
wedding couples and focuses on how they resort to humour in discussing 
alternatives to patrilineal practice. Literature shows that humour plays an 
important role in maintaining and regulating close relationships, but it can 
also be used as an indirect way to dismiss partners’ concerns. The results 
of this exploratory and descriptive analysis of couple interviews highlight 
different ways in which humour is used when discussing the potentially 
sensitive matter of marital surnaming.

Keywords: marital surnaming, couples, humour use, gender, Finland, couple 
interviews
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1. Introduction
In her seminal work on forenames and surnames as ‘doing words’ in 
relation to embodied sex categories and gender, Pilcher (2017) suggests 
that marriage is a key choice crisis point for individuals transition-
ing to a new life phase. This applies in particular to societies leaning 
towards what is sometimes called the one-name-for-a-family model 
(Nugent 2010), highlighting two partners’ ‘we-ness’ (Elias 2001) and 
the family unit in the making. As with the surnaming of children, 
upon marriage, couples are offered an opportunity either to follow 
the normative surnaming practice that prioritizes the male-line sur-
name in relation to sex and gender, or to disrupt it (Pilcher 2017:819). 
According to Pilcher, patrilineal family surnaming reproduces the 
patriarchal gender order, as ‘a man’s (embodied) sex categorisation 
invariably means that there are no cultural expectations whatsoever 
that he should, at marriage to a woman, change his surname to hers 
[while] precisely the opposite is true for those whose bodies have been 
categorized as female’ (ibid.).

In this article, I analyse decision making on surnames of 19 Finnish 
mixed-sex couples about to marry for the first time. Gender issues in 
Finland are framed by an equality discourse (Holli 2003; Vuori 2009). 
Gender equality is considered something everybody agrees on, and it 
is seen as a national project that benefits everybody. The image of gen-
der relations is harmonious and the discourse emphasizes women and 
men holding equal positions, their collaboration, and common goals 
instead of differing views (e.g. Julkunen 1999; Raevaara 2005; Vuori 
2009). This symmetry is also realized in the current (effectuated in 
2019) and the previous (effectuated in 1986) Finnish Names Act that 
treats partners as equals in transition to marriage. Since legislative 
changes in the mid-1980s, neither partners’ surname is prioritized and 
the options available for couples have increased considerably in the 
most recent change of law.

A survey from the early 2010s on attitudes towards gender equal-
ity in Finland found that the majority of respondents in the youngest 
age group (15–34 years) believed that society had already achieved 
gender equality (Kiianmaa 2012). However, it should be noted that 
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this kind of widespread equality discourse is prone to generating sub-
ject positions from which it may be difficult to see inequality when 
it comes very close, for example in one’s own intimate relationships 
(Holli 2003; Vuori 2009).

The data analysed here were collected before the current Finnish 
Names Act entered into force in 2019. At the time of data collection 
(carried out in several batches between 2006 and 2011), the options 
available were that two partners could keep their original surnames or 
choose a common surname that could either be their original surname 
or some other surname, or one partner could use a hyphenated sur-
name. Unless the marrying authority was informed about the surname 
change before the wedding ceremony, both partners were assumed to 
keep their original surnames. The choice affected any children the 
couples may have, who could have either their mother’s or father’s 
surname (when partners had kept their original names) or the name 
that partners shared. Children could not have a hyphenated surname, 
and all children born to the same couple had to have the same sur-
name (Finnish Names Act 1985).

Historically, from 1930 to 1985 it was mandatory in Finland for 
women to change their surname upon marriage and either take their 
husband’s surname as their only surname or use his surname after 
hers with a hyphen (Paikkala 2012). Before 1930, surname changing 
was not enforced and different practices co-existed from one social 
stratum or locality to another. Even though the period during which 
it was mandatory for women to take their husband’s surname lasted 
less than six decades, the custom of a woman taking her husband’s 
surname as her only surname, following the ‘one name for a family’ 
model (Nugent 2010), came to be considered as the ‘traditional’ way 
(Kotilainen 2016). Only during the most recent years, and especially 
after the latest legislation change in 2019, has there been a visible 
decrease in the popularity of patrilineal surnaming and an increase in 
both partners retaining their surnames. According to the Digital and 
Population Data Services Agency (2023), in 2022, for the first time in 
history, less than a half of Finnish mixed-sex marital couples (47 per 
cent) followed the patrilineal naming pattern. Both partners kept their 
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surnames in 41 per cent of cases, while the option for the man to take 
the woman’s surname was chosen only by fewer than 1.8 per cent of 
marital couples (ibid.). Thus, even if the husband’s surname has lost 
some of its popularity, the appeal of the woman’s surname as the only 
family name shared by two partners in a mixed-sex couple continues 
to be very modest.

Despite wide prevalence of cohabitation in contemporary Finnish 
society (Official Statistics Finland 2017), marriage still has importance 
in the transition to a family (Castrén 2019). Nearly 60 per cent of first-
born children are born to unmarried women, but many couples marry 
afterwards (Official Statistics Finland 2017). Getting married for the 
first time, especially when there are no prior children, is a highly sig-
nificant point in a young adults’ life in terms of transitioning to a fam-
ily of one’s own. Following marriage, two partners are institutionally 
and socially acknowledged members of the same family unit, with 
new social roles as marital partners (wife or husband), and possibly 
in the future also as parents (a mother / mothers – a father / fathers). 
These family roles are already in the making during the transition 
to marriage (Castrén 2019), turning couples’ discussion of surnames 
into a negotiation where the two partners’ gendered family roles are 
also taking shape. In a society that perceives itself to be advanced in 
terms of gender equality, a tradition that privileges the man’s surname 
poses – at least potentially – a sensitive question to the two partners.

The analysis in this article focuses on how couples use humour when 
discussing marital surnaming and it draws on what Pilcher (2017:813), 
following previous researchers (e.g. West & Zimmermann 1987), calls 
the ‘doing gender approach’. Scrutinizing the use of humour in cou-
ples’ discussions and negotiations on surnames draws on a relational 
approach to marital naming: instead of analysing surname changing 
or keeping as an individual’s choice (usually the woman’s choice; see 
next section), the analysis focuses on decision making as a dynamic 
and relational process in which both women and men are involved 
and participate with different agentic engagement (Castrén 2019). The 
analysis adopts a sociological view on humour that highlights it as 
‘a quintessentially social phenomenon’ (Kuipers 2008:362) and offers 



19

‘The family fight is on!’: Finnish mixed-sex couples, humour and alternatives …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .17605

understanding on how, for example, conversational humour contrib-
utes to reproducing gender relations (Kotthoff 2006) and maintenance 
of social order (Kuipers 2008). In this article, a functional perspective 
on the use of humour in conversation between long-term romantic 
partners takes precedence. The article asks how humour is used in 
negotiation of gendered family roles in the transition to marriage and 
to family. A descriptive analysis is conducted to provide insight on 
micro-level relational practices in intimate relationships that contrib-
ute to the persistence of unequal gender roles in a society considered 
advanced in gender equality. Indeed, it is intriguing that in Finland, 
as in other Nordic welfare states with a long history of gender equal-
ity policy and support for shared parenthood (generous parental leave 
for both parents, subsidized daycare, etc.), for example, gender rela-
tions in society and in families are still not equal.

2. Deciding on names, potentially conflicting 
interests, and the use of humour
In the research literature, women’s surname choice has been asso-
ciated with other indicators of women’s status in society (Goldin 
& Shim 2004; Scheuble & Johnson 2005; Noack & Aaskaug Wiik 
2008; Hamilton et al. 2011). In a Norwegian study of marital sur-
name changing and keeping from 1980 to 2002, Noack and Aaskaug 
Wiik (2008) found that the women’s age at marriage, level of educa-
tion, urban residence, labour market position, liberal family values, 
and egalitarian work-family roles had a positive influence on mar-
ital name-keeping. A link between name-keeping and higher level 
of education has frequently been identified in empirical studies (e.g. 
Goldin & Shim 2004). According to Hoffnung (2006), the likelihood 
of women keeping their original surname is associated with feminist 
attitudes and higher career commitment; identity and career aspects 
have frequently been found to be significant in marital name-keeping 
(e.g. Kline et al. 1996; Twenge 1997; Nugent 2010; Rom & Benja-
min 2011; Thwaites 2013). Kelley (2023) found that women who kept 
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their surnames and women who shared hyphenated surnames with 
their husbands are perceived to be less committed to their partners 
and less loving. In a very recent study with Canadian data investigat-
ing brides-to-be, the woman’s mother’s surname choice was found to 
predict surname keeping (MacEcheron 2024). However, despite the 
increase in liberal family values and gender equality in society, as 
well as in diversification of family life more generally, sharing the 
man’s surname has remained popular (Hoffnung 2006; Noack & Aas-
kaug Wiik 2008; US Pew Research Center 2023).

A previous analysis focusing on Finnish couples’ reasoning on 
marital surname decision identified three patterns highlighting the 
gendered division of agentic work required in the transition to mar-
riage (Castrén 2019). First, the woman taking the man’s surname at 
marriage was taken for granted, as something self-evident. Changing 
surname was seen as intimately linked with becoming ‘us’, a new 
family unit, of which the shared surname was a valued symbol. The 
couples did not reflect upon the fact that the patrilineal surnaming 
practice is based on unequal treatment of genders. Second, the sym-
metric position of women and men in legislation was acknowledged 
and was seen to give couples a right to choose. However, it was con-
sidered a choice of the woman. The third pattern emerging in the ana-
lysis and shaping the discourse on surnames distanced itself from the 
patrilineal practice perceived as traditional and recognized women’s 
and men’s equivalent positions in relation to the marital surname. This 
led, however, to a dilemma that was difficult to resolve if partners 
were drawn to the one name for a family model, as only one surname 
could be chosen to represent the family unit being formed (ibid.).

The issue of conflicting interests in relationships and in decision 
making has been examined in the sociological research literature with 
the concept of ambivalence. According to Connidis and McMullin 
(2002), individuals experience ambivalence when social and cultural 
structures collide with their attempts to exercise agency in negotiat-
ing relationships that constitute what they consider a desirable family 
life. Ambivalence entails ‘oscillating between polar contradictions of 
feeling, thinking, wanting, or social structures, contradictions that 
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appear temporarily or permanently insolvable’ (Lüscher 2011:197). 
Individuals privileged by existing structural arrangements and cul-
tural models are usually motivated to reproduce and defend them, 
while the opposite may apply to those in a more subordinate position 
(Connidis & McMullin 2002; c.f. Connell 2002).

Personal interactions using humour are often used to address 
ambivalence and potential conflicts of interest between romantic part-
ners. Humour has been found to have important functions in long-
term romantic relationships (Hall 2017; Lukasz, Kubicius & Jonason 
2022). In a wide meta-analysis, Hall (2017) concluded that high lev-
els of humour production and appreciation in romantic relationships 
were related to higher relationship satisfaction. People use humour to 
relieve tension and it can play an important role in bringing partners 
emotionally closer and in increasing feelings of togetherness (Ziv & 
Gadish 1989; Campbell, Martin & Ward 2008). Humour can help 
partners to maintain positive mood, prevent decrease in marital sat-
isfaction, and thus acts as a kind of buffer in the changing situation 
– especially during stressful life course transitions, such as becoming 
a parent (Theisen et al. 2019). Humour can be used to subtly express 
affection in the event of disagreements, relieve tension in conflicts, 
and provide a way to withdraw from conflict without losing face 
(Campbell et al. 2008; Long & Graesser 1988). Friendly teasing can 
also be used to gently criticize a partner (Keltner et al. 2001).

The functions of humour depend on the type of social relations 
involved, the social context, and the content of the joke or humor-
ous statement (Kuipers 2008:368; Robinson & Smith-Lovin 2001). In 
addition to its positive consequences, humour can also have harm-
ful effects on interactions (Billig 2005) and can be used in ways that 
erode both intergroup relations and personal relationships (Campbell 
et al. 2008). Teasing can turn into belittling and can subject the other 
person to ridicule (Billig 2005). Humour can also be used to manip-
ulate a partner (Long & Graesser 1988; Ziv 1988). For example, a 
humorous response to a partner’s proposal can be used as an indirect 
way to bypass the concern expressed by the partner and to refuse a 
constructive discussion (Campbell et al. 2008).
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Following Kotthoff (2006a; 2006b), humour can be used in cultural 
shaping of gender. Close analyses of humorous interactions reveal 
how people negotiate and confirm specific gender identities (Kotthoff 
2006b) and form and perform masculinities and femininities in inter-
action (Kuipers 2008). Humour is used in interaction to perform and 
reinforce gender roles and power relations; ‘social differences on a 
macro-level are created and perpetuated on [micro-level] interaction’ 
(Kuipers 2008:375). Different kinds of masculinities and feminini-
ties can be detected in joking styles depending on the situation, age 
group and social milieu, for example (Lampert & Ervin-Tripp 2006). 
The ambivalence involved in the marital surname decision of mixed-
sex couples and discussed in a humorous tone in research interviews 
offers a valuable view of the ways in which couples do gender rela-
tions and, in particular, gendered family roles without jeopardizing 
their perception of themselves as equals. Marital surname decision 
is at least potentially a sensitive topic, as two surnames, with a refer-
ence to two partners’ childhood families, can be weighed up against 
each other. The analysis presented in this article focuses on wedding 
couples’ decision making on surnames, with a particular interest in 
the use of humour. To my knowledge, no prior research has examined 
how conversational humour plays a part in couples’ discussions on 
surnames in transition to marriage, which justifies the descriptive and 
explorative approach adopted in the analysis.

3. Data and analysis
The data include couple interviews with 19 mixed-sex couples soon 
to be married for the first time. The interviews were originally con-
ducted in a study focusing on weddings and couples’ social networks 
(see Maillochon & Castrén 2011). Prior to the interviews, the partic-
ipants were informed about the purpose of the study and the topics 
discussed in the interviews, and before starting the interview they 
were informed of their right to refuse to answer questions and that 
they could withdraw from the study at any point. At the time of data 
collection no ethical approval process was required by the university 
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for social scientific research based on self-recruited participants’ con-
sent to participate.

All participants except one were of Finnish origin, aged between 
20 and 36 (mean age for women 27 years, for men 28 years), and they 
had no children from either their current or any previous relationship. 
They lived in the metropolitan area of Helsinki and the majority had 
high levels of education, one groom had no formal education after 
high school and all others had a degree from a higher education insti-
tution or were currently students at one. All couples except one had 
cohabited before marriage.

The couples were recruited via adverts placed on Finnish wedding 
websites, in local newspapers and on the noticeboards of universi-
ties in the metropolitan area of Helsinki. Two couples were found via 
personal contacts. The recruitment criteria were that the couple was 
getting married for the first time within the next few months (date 
and venue of the wedding already set) and that neither partner had 
children. The sample is a convenience sample; the couples’ participa-
tion was voluntary and based on their willingness to talk about their 
relationship, future wedding, and their social networks. Couples did 
not receive remuneration for their participation.

Cohabitation without marriage and births out of wedlock are wide-
spread in Finland, although highly educated Finns are more likely to 
marry than others (Jalovaara & Fasang 2015). Furthermore, an analy-
sis of all Finnish births between 2003 and 2009 found that most moth-
ers with higher levels of education were married (69 per cent), with 
only one in four simply cohabiting (Jalovaara & Andersson 2017). 
Hence, when compared to the family trajectories of highly educated 
Finns in terms of union type and childbearing (ibid.) the study’s par-
ticipants are quite typical.

As a method of data collection, couple interviews have been asso-
ciated with a low response rate, as two individuals must consent and 
remain involved to provide one participant couple (Arksey 1995; 
Racher, Kaufert & Haven 2000). Most of the couples who made con-
tact were accepted to participate, and only two couples were rejected 
because their wedding was too far ahead. Thematic interviews were 
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conducted in Finnish at the couple’s home or on the university’s prem-
ises, and the interviews took place a few weeks before the wedding 
(except for two couples, who were interviewed soon after their wed-
ding). The length of the interviews varied from 1.5 to 2.5 hours. The 
interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim in their entirety.

Couple interviews are a far less common method of data collection 
than individual interviews (see e.g. Evertsson & Nyman 2009; Gabb 
& Fink 2015; Pahl 1989). Joint interviews permit and encourage part-
ners to portray themselves as a couple (Bennett & McAvity 1985) and 
elicit couple interaction. The purpose of couple interviews is not (only) 
to obtain accounts from two people, but also to observe the manner in 
which information is generated (Allan 1980). Joint interviews provide 
an opportunity to observe couples’ verbal and nonverbal interaction 
and the construction of their conjoint dialogue (Racher, Kaufert & 
Havens 2000). Thus, they allow researchers to explore themes that 
cannot be tackled with, or that remain hidden in, individual inter-
views (Allan 1980).

The interview guide included a list of topics addressing the couple’s 
relationship history, their reasons for getting married and their wed-
ding guests and arrangements; the main emphasis in the interviews 
was on weddings and the couples’ social networks. As in qualitative 
research interviews more generally, the topics were introduced by the 
interviewer in a freeform discussion and not by using fixed word-
ing (Edwards & Holland 2013). Marital surnames were originally not 
among the research questions the data collection was designed for, so 
the question ‘What are you going to do about surnames?’ was presented 
in a rather casual manner to all couples and without giving any specific 
weight to it. It was not one of the interview topics, but more of a factual 
question, such as ‘When did you meet?’ and, for this reason, there were 
no pre-planned questions to elicit answers from those interviewees who 
preferred not to participate in the discussion at this point. Thus, the 
rich material on marital surnames generated by the question was not 
pre-meditated in any way but came as a surprise. Similarly unexpected 
was the abundance of ways in which the marital name was entwined 
with the transition couples saw taking place: through marriage they 
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were to become a family (see Castrén & Maillochon 2009). Moreover, 
the surname choice captured the gendered expectations that positioned 
women and men differently in relation to the agentic work required in 
the transition. It also illuminated how men’s privileged position granted 
by patrilineal surnaming practice – a potential threat to partner equality 
– was circumvented (Castrén 2019).

The analysis followed a broadly defined critical realist framework 
in which material practices are given an ontological status independ-
ent of discursive practices (Sims-Schouten et al. 2007). Material prac-
tices, such as surnaming at marriage, were seen as accommodating, 
although not determining, the discourse that arose (ibid.). According 
to Sims-Schouten et al. (2007:102), critical realism combines construc-
tionist and realist positions; it argues that ‘while meaning is made in 
interaction, non-discursive elements also impact on that meaning’. 
Finnish name law with the options it offered at the time, the widely 
accepted cultural model of one name for a family, and the society at 
large in which certain gendered practices were seen as ‘traditional’, 
created a context in which certain discursive constructions were more 
easily enabled than others (Sims-Schouten et al. 2007).

The analytical process began with careful thematic coding of all 
19 interviews carried out with the AI-powered analytical device 
ATLAS.ti (https://atlasti.com). In the next stage, lengthy portions of 
discussion on surnames were collated into a separate file. Then, a 
more detailed analysis of the use of humour followed. Most couples 
did not shift to a humorous tone when discussing marital surnames 
and humour played a role in only seven interviews. Sections of inter-
view talk in which couples were playful and humorous about sur-
names were then thematically coded according to the type of humor-
ous talk and whether humour seemed to be used for a specific aim. 
The analysis was descriptive in nature with a focus on the functions 
of humour use in conversation (Kuipers 2008). Throughout the analy-
sis, the structure of dialogue was under scrutiny (c.f. Racher, Kaufert 
& Havens 2000), referring to what was said, who said what, and in 
what order. The general atmosphere of the interviews was also impor-
tant: humour use was often accompanied by warm-hearted laughter, 

https://atlasti.com/
https://atlasti.com


Anna-Maija Castrén

26 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .17605

smiles, and even flirtatious looks between the partners. As the inter-
views were audio recorded and not videotaped, it was not possible to 
systematically include, for example, facial expressions in the analy-
sis. However, the field notes written immediately after each interview 
included memos about the general mood of the interviewees.

While discussions on weddings and social networks mostly 
engaged both partners equally, men were much less involved when 
discussing surnames (Castrén 2019). The question about what the 
couple intended to do about surnames was presented to both part-
ners using the plural form, but it was mostly the woman who took the 
first – or only – initiative to answer for herself or for both. The men, 
while not indifferent, tended to follow the discussion between their 
partner and the interviewer, for example with a happy smile or more 
passively; many grooms acted as if the name question did not really 
concern them (ibid.).

In the next section presenting the results, all names are pseudo-
nyms chosen by the author. The used pseudonyms are Finnish first 
names for women and men with a clear gender reference and the one 
surname is a common Swedish surname that is also used in Finland. 
When mentioning both partners of a couple, the woman’s name is 
always mentioned first and the man’s second.

4. Results: three ways of using humour
In the data, humour arises in many contexts. The overall atmosphere 
in the interviews was without exception highly positive, as the main 
topic – the forthcoming wedding – was perceived as the high-point of 
the couples’ relationship and to be the most memorable day of their 
life so far. Humorous talk, generating laughter, smiles and playful-
ness between the two partners created moments of joy in an otherwise 
rather serious context of a research interview conducted for scientific 
purposes on the university premises or the couple’s home. However, 
humour was also applied purposefully by the interviewees to achieve 
certain goals.
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There were three distinct ways in which humour emerged in rela-
tion to surnames. Firstly, the use of humour regarding surname deci-
sions centred on turning the traditional order and the related roles 
upside down. Secondly, the couples drew on the ridiculousness of the 
assumed demand for absolute gender equality in family and relation-
ships and from the absurdities to which the compulsive search for 
equality can lead. Thirdly, humour was used to gently disregard the 
partner’s concerns as well as the general importance of the surname 
decision altogether with a simultaneous aim of persuading the partner 
towards personal opinion.

Reversal of the traditional order is evident from Tilja and Tero’s 
interview. Turning the social order that is perceived as natural, tradi-
tional, or self-evident upside down is a classic recipe for humour and 
fun. Turning hierarchies upside down for a set period of time is the 
root of carnival, for example (e.g. Le Roy Ladurie [1979] 1990). Even 
young children recognize the absurdity and delight in jumbling up 
everyday routines. To share a personal anecdote, my son considered 
the ‘topsy-turvy day’ in kindergarten as the utmost fun: he rejoiced 
days in advance at the prospect of eating pudding before his main 
course at lunch, and he laughed his heart out, year after year, at the 
plastic shoe cover his kindergarten teacher wore on her head when 
she greeted the children in the morning.

In the interview, Tilja jokes about the possibility of Tero taking 
her surname. After explaining how she has always known that she 
will change her name when getting married, she adds playfully: 
‘[A]lthough, I have, every now and then, put forward the idea of what 
if Tero took my name instead!’ She teases her future husband, but Tero 
comfortably – and smiling contentedly – refrains from commenting. 
On a more general level, and as already mentioned, men distancing 
themselves from the discussion on surnames was extremely common 
in the data (Castrén 2019).

Tilja reversed the traditional order to be funny and to create a 
good-humoured atmosphere. Also in the next excerpt, from an inter-
view with Sara and Jouni, the idea of a man taking a woman’s sur-
name is perceived as a joke. However, the real fun starts when the 
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groom, Jouni, frames his future wife’s potential claim for equality as 
something fearful. The interviewer plays along in a humorous man-
ner. In the following excerpt, Sara, the bride, has just explained that 
she will take Jouni’s surname and that she has not really thought of 
any other option.

Example (1)

Jouni:  But I’ve been so afraid the whole time that you’ll 
start demanding that I have to be the one changing 
name.

Interviewer:  Well, now that I mentioned it…
Sara:  The family fight is on! (laughter) Well, for a fleeting 

moment I thought of having a hyphenated name. 
But it’s not that practical, and then again, if we 
ever have children, the whole family would have 
the same name [if she took her husband’s name]. At 
least it would sound nicer.

Jouni:  Actually, we didn’t consider any other option.
Sara:  Yeah, no we didn’t. It didn’t occur to me to ask if 

you’d like to be [her surname].
Jouni:  Well, you said that you’ll take [his surname]. And 

I’m okay with that.

The absurdity of a ‘family fight’ over Sara’s surname is the focal point 
of the teasing shared by Sara and Jouni, implying that even the idea 
itself is ridiculous. As a couple, they would never fight over such mat-
ter. However, the true source of humour in this dialogue is the reversal 
of the traditional order. Seeing Jouni taking Sara’s surname (or Tero 
taking Tilja’s surname) as hilarious indicates the prevalence and tak-
en-for-grantedness of patrilineal surnaming practice for the couples. 
In addition, the quote above from Sara and Jouni’s interview brings 
up an important aspect in decision making, i.e. the children the couple 
may have in the future. Women in particular think about the surname 
from the point of view of children and the family in formation. The 
decision was therefore not only about them as two individuals (Cas-
trén 2019). Women are generally more likely to feel forced to balance 
between commitment to other people and to themselves in different 
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areas of life, for example when reconciling work and family (Nugent 
2010; Gerson 2002).

Many couples were aware of the possibilities afforded by the law 
and brought up the alternatives when discussing surnames. However, 
in the interviews, there was rarely any serious reflection on what an 
equitable or fair way would be to decide which surname to choose, if 
the spouses wanted one shared family name. Instead, they made fun 
of the ways in which to solve the dilemma. An example can be found 
in the interview with Venla and Arttu:

Example (2)

Interviewer:  What will you do with your surnames? How do you 
decide from many options?

Venla:  Well, we will follow the traditional way. I’ll be tak-
ing my husband’s surname.

Arttu:  Although, we first thought about having a tug-of-
war between the two families at the wedding party 
(Venla laughs) but…

Venla:  It would have ended like this anyway…
Arttu:  Yeah, it would, and it was my suggestion, because I 

knew I had a bigger family.
Venla:  … because you have the bigger one… (laughs)

Tug-of-war was offered as a joking solution to the dilemma regard-
ing fairness over decision making, something the couple would never 
seriously consider. In this second type found in the data, the humour 
was based on exaggeration; the example involves ridiculing the 
assumed social expectation to pursue equality in every aspect. Tug-
of-war served as an exaggerated example of conflict solving, from 
which Venla and Arttu, as a couple, distanced themselves as a forced 
ideal of gender equality.

Also in Selja and Jan’s interview, playfulness is related to finding 
an equitable solution. In the next excerpt, the couple made fun about 
surnames and first languages, which is Finnish for her and Swedish 
for him.
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Example (3)

Interviewer:  What will you do with surnames?
Selja:  Svensson, Jan’s surname.
Interviewer:  Was this clear from the beginning, or did you have 

to negotiate? Did you consider other options?
Selja:  [Her surname translated in Swedish], we thought 

of taking my surname and translating it to his first 
language (laughing). For some reason Jan wasn’t 
too excited about this.

Interviewer:  Jan wasn’t enthusiastic about the idea?
Jan:  Well, I didn’t take it (Selja: … seriously) seriously, 

really.
Selja:  Although, for me it seemed like an absolutely splen-

did idea!
Jan:  I still can’t believe that you were serious about this.
Selja:  Yes, I was! But, yeah, I had to give up, and actually, 

it was self-evident to me [to take Jan’s surname]. 
Only if his surname had been something really hor-
rible, well, in that case, I would probably have said 
something like… But, yeah, I probably would have 
gone with that horrible surname as well.

As in Selja and Jan’s case, the possibility of taking a completely new 
shared surname was a frequent source of joking in the interviews. 
The couples happily played with different possibilities, such as taking 
one part of her name and another of his. Or, like Selja and Jan, trans-
lating her Finnish name into Swedish, the outcome being peculiar and 
humorous. One groom, Pekka, mentioned this in the interview: ‘We 
did talk about having a brand-new name, but it was not that serious 
really, more as a joke, not that serious’.

Aila and Ville’s interview brings up yet another aspect related to the 
funniness of a made-up surname and they spoke of how their entire 
circle of friends had thrown themselves into the topic. The friends had 
suggested different new names made by combining parts of the couple’s 
original names, and according to Ville, the friends ‘placed friendly 
bets on what our surname will be’. Friends participating in the couple’s 
deliberation over their surname tells something about Aila and Ville 
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as a couple with a very open-minded approach to the decision, hav-
ing talked about the matter extensively with their friends. In addition, 
friends participating in the process – in a humorous manner – shows 
that surname choice is recognized as something to be carefully con-
sidered. In this sample of 19 couples, Aila and Ville were one of only 
two couples who resorted to an alternative surname practice, and they 
ended up keeping their original surnames at marriage.

While the examples given above highlight joking about the sur-
name decision as good-humoured banter between partners without 
any real tension surfacing in the interviews, the third type of humour 
in the data is somewhat different, illustrating a fundamental ambiv-
alence related to decision making about surnames. The third way in 
which humour is used in the discussion has a purpose and is targeted 
to achieve something; humour is used for persuading a partner in 
some way, to overcome ambivalence experienced by the woman. At 
the time of the interview, Auli and Asko had not yet decided on sur-
names and actual negotiation took place when discussing the topic 
with the interviewer. In addition, this couple considered the question 
on surnames as being meant exclusively for the woman and, at first, 
only Auli and the interviewer discussed the topic.

Example (4)

Interviewer:  What will you do with your surnames? Will either 
of you change, or will you keep your own names?

Auli:  This has been discussed a lot. (pause) At least Asko 
is not going to change his name, that’s for sure, and 
in that we’re really traditional. So, I’m thinking just 
because I’ve never really liked my own name, and I 
can see myself taking Asko’s name. But, well, Asko 
is a [his surname; one of the most common sur-
names in Finland] and I don’t really know if I want 
to be a [his surname] either. (chuckles) This is, it’s 
something I’ve been thinking about terribly, all the 
time really. And I think we’re just going to end up 
drawing lots at the last minute.
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Auli was very open about her conflicting thoughts over her surname 
and was ready to elaborate on the topic in more detail. Her mother had 
taken a hyphenated surname upon marriage, which was something 
quite rare in the small town where the family lived. Her mother then 
gave up using her husband’s surname altogether when the legislation 
changed in the 1980s. Her mother’s unusual decision had aroused fas-
cination during Auli’s childhood. At this point, Asko joins the conver-
sation for the first time with a humorous tone of voice:

Example (5)

Interviewer:  Would it be out of the question for you to have dif-
ferent names?

Auli:  No, at least I don’t think so myself. My mother kept 
her own name, or first she had a hyphened name 
and then, later, dropped the other name and used 
only her original surname. I do remember that 
when I was a child I was sometimes asked if she 
really was my real mother when she had a different 
name. I remember things like this, and at the time 
it was a bit like, well, why do you have that name, 
why can’t you be like everyone else. […]

Asko:  Well, my mother did take my father’s surname. And 
yes, I may have tried to put some pressure on you 
(both laugh).

Auli:  Yes, there is a lot of pressure going on there, but 
eventually this will be my decision.

Asko:  Yeah. It’s mainly because it would be more prac-
tical or easier if and when you have children. But, 
well, I don’t know, it’s Auli’s decision after all.

Interviewer:  So, you see it as Auli’s decision?
Asko:  Yes. It’s like, well, nowadays, when we look at our 

friends, those who are married, it’s pretty much half 
and half, those who keep their own and those who 
don’t [i.e. woman changes to husband’s surname]. 
It’s not that significant in the end.

Auli:  In a way, however, I see it as a decision that has also 
wider relevance, that it’s not only a personal one. I 
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do have those tiny seeds of feminism in me, so the 
decision is not, like (pause)… this has been thought 
over a lot, but so far no decision has been reached.

Two excerpts from Auli and Asko’s interview cited above high-
light the multiplexity of the surname decision and the ambivalence 
involved; especially Auli’s last comment. It was uncommon for the 
interviewees to explicitly refer to feminism or gender equality when 
discussing names, which indicates that only few couples perceived 
the question in such a context. Asko appealed to his future wife based 
on his mother’s decision with a playful tone of voice, knowing that 
advising the bride on the choices made by her future mother-in-law 
carries a certain irony. In the next sentence, however, he acknowl-
edges his underlying effort to persuade Auli to accept the solution 
he personally prefers. It is worth noting that while Tilja’s suggestion 
(quoted earlier) for Tero to take her last name instead of the other way 
around was clearly intended as a joke, Asko bringing up his mother’s 
decision was not – he is offering a decision that conforms to the pre-
vailing order. The comment was a teasing and persuasive remark that 
his father’s last name, which Auli was not particularly fond of, had 
been good enough for his mother. Asko uses humour to gently dis-
regard his partner’s concerns and the general importance Auli gives 
to the surname decision with a simultaneous aim of persuading her 
toward his own opinion. In addition, he returns to the discussion to 
further justify his suggestion with practical aspects of a shared name 
‘if and when you have children’. Here, as in almost all the interviews, 
only the man’s surname is offered and considered as the shared family 
name (Castrén 2019).

Asko’s way of using humour to persuade Auli to adopt his preferred 
choice is important considering the transition to a married couple and 
the tensions, at least potentially, associated with it. The interviewees’ 
teasing about the surname decision can be understood to be affilia-
tive, referring to using humour to increase emotional closeness and to 
relieve tension between partners (Campbell et al. 2008). Even if in the 
data both partners used humour in conversation, previous research lit-
erature focusing on couples has highlighted that it is men in particu-
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lar who use affiliative humour to maintain relationship satisfaction in 
stressful or potentially stressful situations (Theisen et al. 2019). The 
use of humour when discussing surnames can be understood as a gen-
der-politically correct means of not threatening the idea of partners as 
equals in the relationship while arguing for the patrilineal surnaming 
practice. Nevertheless, the humour use in the data is also doing gen-
der relations and gendered family roles, as the couples’ fun-making 
draws on the reversal of the traditional order (presenting the man tak-
ing the woman’s name as hilarious), from resorting to exaggeration to 
showing the ridiculousness of forced gender equality, and from refer-
ring to gendered family roles and the choices of the couple’s parents 
in persuading one’s partner to make a decision following the tradi-
tional order (the man’s father’s name was good enough for his mother, 
so it should be good enough for his future wife as well).

5. Discussion
When using humour in talking about surnames, the interviewed cou-
ples played with gendered expectations regarding the family with no 
real intention to change the patrilineal surnaming practices. Indeed, 
making fun about and discussing the matter highlights the transition 
process taking place in marriage on two levels: doing ‘we-ness’ (Elias 
2001; or, becoming ‘us’, Castrén 2019) and doing gender (Pilcher 
2017). Going against the man’s embodied sex categorisation (Pilcher 
2017) was clearly a powerful resource for humour and playfulness for 
the interviewed couples. As was the assumed cultural expectation to 
pursue equality at any cost and in every possible way in marital and 
family life. The analysis presented highlights the difficulty of perceiv-
ing unequal and constraining tendencies in society when they enter 
the sphere of our most intimate relationships (c.f. Holli 2003; Vuori 
2009). It is as if the couples distanced themselves from the equality 
discourse (and potential conflict) to emphasize instead their particu-
larity as a committed couple and their mutual love.

Although the interviews conducted that focused on a forthcoming 
wedding were far from the mundane and everyday life, in the discus-
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sion on surnames, a piece of the everyday life of gender relations was 
being shaped and stated. In these discussions, the ‘semi-careless and 
established customs’ (Jokinen 2005:156) that define something as sig-
nificant in Finnish gender relations were highlighted. From a gender 
perspective, most couples acted simultaneously both conventionally 
and reflectively (c.f. Jokinen 2005:67). Yet, for some couples, the pat-
rilineal surnaming was so self-evident that what was considered tra-
ditional eclipsed all aspects of structural inequality (Castrén 2019), as 
if it had nothing to do with doing gender relations in society.

Being playful with surnames can be interpreted as relaxed reflex-
ivity in the sense that Jokinen (2005) defines the term. It refers to 
varied ways in which reflexivity on gender connects with action when 
Finns talk about their everyday life and mundane routines, emphasiz-
ing the ease and relaxedness of gender relations in society (Jokinen 
2005:67). Nevertheless, humour use when discussing surnames repro-
duces the patriarchal order and instils it in society in a way that does 
not question the individuality of couples, the agency of spouses, or 
their equality as partners. Joking is like candy floss spun from gender 
reflexivity; it is airy and tastes sweet, but it still promotes unequal 
structures in society.

The analysis shows that, to the interviewed couples, the alterna-
tives to patrilineal surname choice (both partners keeping their own 
surnames, one of them combining two surnames with a hyphen, hus-
band taking the wife’s surname, or both partners taking an entirely 
new shared surname) are first and foremost sources of warm-hearted 
and affiliative humour (Campbell et al. 2008). Humour use when dis-
cussing surnames does not promote more equal surnaming practices 
but instead can be understood to indicate that the couples, despite 
being aware of the alternatives, deliberately distance themselves from 
them, not because they are against more equal gender relations in 
society and in family, but because for them as individuals and as ‘who 
they are as a couple’ patrilineal practice just happens to be a better fit. 
This resonates with what Gross (2006) has written about marriage in 
contemporary societies being a meaning constitutive tradition instead 
of a tradition that constrains and pushes individuals to normative life 
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choices. Humour offers the couples means to evade the nagging ques-
tion of unequal treatment of genders inherently linked to the patri-
lineal surname choice and, in a sense, to go against initiatives for 
extending gender equality.

Decision making on surnames at marriage shows hidden and 
implicit practices and micro-level processes that reproduce the patri-
archal order in Finnish society (Castrén 2019). What does this mean 
for the family being formed? As I see it, the consequences are parallel 
with what Jokinen (2005:158) calls the gender paradox in her analysis 
of everyday life: ‘Women control everyday life, and it weighs heav-
ily on them; men may get by with less burden, but they don’t easily 
achieve the position of a functioning subject’. Making the decision 
and taking responsibility for the ensuing consequences fall on the 
woman’s shoulders in the matter of marital surnames. On one hand, 
this is a burden, but on the other hand, it gives them a head start in 
building family identity (Castrén 2019). Men temporarily get by with 
less responsibility, but at the same time lose the opportunity available 
for a more collective mindset in this early stage of family life before 
possible children and the weight of everyday life (ibid.).
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Abstract: Until recently, little attention has been given to men’s surname 
choices in couples. By analysing men’s narratives, this study investigates the 
motivations and social implications of their choices. Drawing on historical 
and sociocultural perspectives, it demonstrates how men’s names are priv-
ileged in Norwegian culture compared to women’s names despite a high 
degree of gender equality. Men who break the norms want to make their 
own decisions. Overall, this research contributes to the broader discourse 
on gender equality by highlighting the transformative potential of seemingly 
small acts, such as name choices. It also contributes to socio-onomastics by 
highlighting surname choice as a meaningful and gendered activity.
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1. Introduction
Prince Philip: You are my wife. Taking my, taking my name is the 
law.
Queen Elizabeth: It’s the custom, not the law.
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Prince Philip: A custom practiced so universally that it might as 
well be the law. You can’t do that. Am I to be the only man in the 
country whose wife and children don’t take his name? […] What 
kind of marriage is this? What kind of family? You have taken my 
career from me, you have taken my home, and my name? I thought 
we were in this together.

The British television programme, The Crown, portrays the life of 
the British royal family. The above conversation takes place in the 
third episode of the first series aired on 4 November 2016. In the early 
1950s, Elizabeth, the newly crowned monarch of the United King-
dom, faced pressure, both from her husband and from the govern-
ment, in matters such as where to live and what to call the family. In 
The Crown, and in real life, Queen Elizabeth had the superior position 
as head of the nation. Yet she was also a wife, hence in a subordinate 
position in the nuclear family she created together with Prince Philip.

The quote illustrates how closely connected customs and laws can 
be, and how individuals may relate to them. Norms become more vis-
ible in situations where gender and action do not align and examples 
of such situations include when a woman becomes the head of the 
United Kingdom in the mid-1900s or Norwegian men change their 
surname in the 2010s. Until recently, little attention has been given to 
men’s naming choices as gendered, as it is most often women’s choice 
to keep, change or combine surnames in marriage that has faced the 
greatest interest (examples of this focus includes Noack & Wiik 2008; 
Omura 2019; Fitzgibbons Shafer 2017; Hoffnung & Williams 2016; 
MacEacheron 2016; Robnett et al. 2016; Keels & Powers 2013). In 
sum, the impression is that women must offer an explanation regard-
less of surname choice. Men’s surname keeping has resulted in few 
questions, even though it is the seemingly neutrality of men’s keeping 
combined with the idea of the nuclear family as surname sharers that 
make women’s choice making necessary. Women must in many cases 
choose between keeping their birthname or sharing surnames with 
their children and husband. In this article I aim to shift the focus from 
women to men to shed light on how men perceive their own surname 
keeping as well as surname changing.
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Norway has been declared one of the most gender equal countries 
in the world (World Economic Forum 2022). Still, men in Norway as 
a group have higher wages (Penner et al. 2022) and they work longer 
hours (Statistics Norway 2022a), spend less time on household chores 
(Statistics Norway 2012) and have lower rates of sick leave than Nor-
wegian women (Statistics Norway 2022b). In addition, and more spe-
cifically to the point here, men in Norway take their partner’s surname 
to a much lesser extent than women. A survey from 2018 showed that 
almost half of the women who married took their partner’s surname, 
while less than 5 per cent of the men changed their surname (Grønstad 
2020:106).1 And while the number of women keeping their surname 
increased from the 20 per cent in a 2003-survey, the number of men 
changing surnames stayed almost the same during the same period 
(Noack and Wiik 2005). Even though the majority (52 per cent of the 
men and 68 per cent of the women) preferred to use both the mother’s 
and the father’s surnames for the children, most preferred that the 
child had its father’s name as the main surname (Grønstad 2020:109).

The preference for using the man’s surname for all the members of 
the nuclear family and for the family line in a Norwegian (as well as 
a British) context can be termed an institution of patronymy. Histor-
ically, this use of the man’s surname is a rather recent practice. The 
custom among most Norwegians was to have a personal name only, 
with the first name of their father as a last name (see for example Utne 
2001). In addition, the name of the place where they lived could be 
added, more like an address (Utne 2003). Hence, even today, most 
Norwegians have surnames signifying either the first name of a man 
from their family living in the late 1800s (i.e. Rasmussen from Ras-
mus, Størksen from Størk) or the name of the place or farm where a 
relative lived in the early 1900s (i.e. Gjerde, Fjørtoft, Rødstøl).

Only from 1923, when the first Norwegian name law came into 
force, were wives and children required to use the surname of the 
husband and the father respectively (see Lundh 1924 for a commented 

1 In the Norwegian numbers, the gender of the partner has not been asked for, and 
they may also include members of married same-sex couples as same-sex mar-
riage became legal in Norway in 2009.
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version of the law). The wife was allowed to keep her surname from 
birth as a second first name, later termed a middle name. A middle 
name is a name of the surname type that is placed before the main 
surname (Utne 1999). In Norway, the custom of patronymy had been 
introduced among the upper classes in the late 1700s and had become 
the norm among the upper classes and in the urban areas by the late 
1800s (Nedrelid 2002; Utne 2002). In some parts of the United King-
dom, this custom stems from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
(S. Wilson 1998). Hence, in the 1950s, Prince Philip had a long tradition 
to lean on, as did the internationally oriented upper classes in Norway 
some decades earlier.

During the decades following 1923, patronymy became more 
broadly institutionalized among Norwegians. The patronymic insti-
tution continually recreates the heteronormative family with the man 
as a surname-keeper, his wife who takes his surname and his chil-
dren who continues his surname. Even as the custom slowly changes, 
making it more common for women to keep their surnames, and even 
giving their surnames to their offspring, men rarely change their sur-
names (Grønstad 2020:105–109). During the 1940s, the 1960s and the 
1970s, the law was changed in favour of increasing women’s possi-
bilities for keeping their birthnames (Fisknes, Løkkeberg & Stabel 
1976; Nerdrum 1971; Austbø 1986). But it was not until 1979, that 
men could take their wife’s surname without needing special legal 
permission. Of the three – men’s surname keeping, women’s surname 
changing and children’s use of the father’s surname – men’s surname 
keeping shows the greatest consistency (Grønstad 2020:112). This 
is still the case, also in most other countries with a similar naming 
custom (Fitzgibbons Shafer and Christensen 2018:9; Slade 2015:337; 
Johansen quoted in Brylla 2009:94).

Naming practices vary around the world. In most cultures where 
individuals carry more than their given names, the choice of sur-
name is highly gendered. In most of the Scandinavian countries, the 
Anglo-speaking countries, large parts of Europe and Japan, men keep 
their surnames, women tend to change upon marriage and children 
take surnames from their father (MacEacheron 2016; Fitzgibbons 
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Shafer & Christensen 2018; Kyoko 2018; Castrén 2019; Noordewier 
et al. 2010). Even where women tend to keep their surnames in mar-
riage, such as Spain and Portugal, China and the Arab speaking coun-
tries, children are usually given their father’s name as their main sur-
name. If given names from both parents, these usually originate from 
the grandfathers, not the grandmothers (Utne 2000; Valetas 2001; Qi 
2018; Pietsch 2022). Hence, the women’s surnames are lost, if not in 
the first generation, then in the next.

In a Norwegian context, I aim to investigate the following ques-
tions: How do norms of gendered naming emerge in men’s stories 
about their surnames and surname-choices? How do they relate their 
actions to these norms?

2. Material and method
The material I use to answer these questions consists of responses to 
two qualitative questionnaires. A qualitative questionnaire is a list of 
open questions on a certain topic, and is a method used within eth-
nology and folkloristics for documenting everyday life from the early 
1900s and onwards (Skott 2008; Grønstad 2013; Lilja 1996). The first 
of the two was sent out by Norwegian Ethnological Research (NEG) 
in 2014.2 It was aimed at a general audience who could read Norwe-
gian, and asked for accounts of surname choices, experiences, and 
reactions. It was sent to the regular respondents of NEG, and spread 
through social media. The questionnaire allowed for a single narrative 
from the respondents, making both long and short responses possi-
ble and encouraged. I use the 101 responses received from those who 
identified as men, out of the total of around 450 responses. The differ-
ence in number between men and women questionnaire respondents 
may be part of a larger pattern of more women than men responding 

2 The questionnaire can be found here: https://dms08.dimu.org/file/032wazLzTo37 
(accessed 5 July 2022). NEG is a tradition archive who has documented everyday 
life mainly through qualitative questionnaires since 1946, located at the Norwe-
gian Museum of Cultural History. For more information about NEG, see: https://
norskfolkemuseum.no/en/neg (accessed 5 July 2022).

https://dms08.dimu.org/file/032wazLzTo37
https://norskfolkemuseum.no/en/neg
https://norskfolkemuseum.no/en/neg
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to qualitative questionnaires, something I experienced while being 
part of the NEG-team (Grønstad 2013). It could also be argued that 
surname choice in marriage is a topic more salient for women than 
men. With very few exceptions, the men wrote from a heterosexual 
perspective. One transman wrote about how surnames contributed to 
his transition process, and I expand on his response and the possibil-
ities surname choice offers for the formation and confirmation of self 
elsewhere (Grønstad 2020:231), Of the men, 99 can be termed keep-
ers, including the transman, as they all kept their surnames in rela-
tionships, or took their own surnames for granted in their accounts. 
Two can be termed changers, as they took their woman partner’s sur-
name or combined their surnames. 

The respondents in the NEG questionnaires are generally asked to 
avoid providing their own names or the name of others due to privacy 
and data protection, and researchers use the responses under the con-
dition that personal information about the respondents is not included 
in this work. Hence, I do not refer to the respondents by name. These 
men were born between 1924 and 1993, with the majority having 
been born in the 1940s and the 1950s. They came from most counties 
in Norway, from both rural and urban areas, and had academic as 
well as manual labour occupations.

I distributed the second questionnaire in 2016 and it was aimed at 
men from a majority Norwegian background who had changed their 
surname in heterosexual relationships. They were recruited through 
social media and local newspapers. The questions were similar to 
those in the first questionnaire, tailored especially to men with women 
as partners. In addition, I asked about personal information such as 
their original and new full names, as well as the year of their surname 
change and years when they had children. This questionnaire received 
60 responses. These men also came from both rural and urban areas 
from all over Norway and had a variety of occupations. They were 
born between 1951 and 1991 and were younger on average than the 
men who responded to the first questionnaire. The majority were 
born in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. American research has shown 
that younger men took their wife’s surname to greater extent than 
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older men, suggesting that shifts in possible choices may be related 
to changing attitudes across generations (Fitzgibbons Shafer & Chris-
tensen 2018:15). A Norwegian study of surname choices in marriage 
in Oslo in the 1990s (Fjellhaug 1998:52) also found that men who took 
their wife’s surname were younger than those that did not.

In addition, I have interviewed three men. One was interviewed 
before the questionnaire was sent out, and two were chosen based on 
the questionnaire responses to obtain additional information on cer-
tain aspects of their stories.

I conducted several close readings of the written and oral accounts 
from the men in order to identify patterns and themes, looking at 
the different accounts in relation to each other as well as to previ-
ous research on surnames and surname choices. My analysis has been 
guided by the theoretical framework of ‘doing gender’, as developed 
by sociologists Candace West, Don H Zimmerman and Sarah Fen-
stermaker (West & Zimmerman 1987; West & Fenstermaker 1995; 
West & Zimmerman 2009). The practices where gender is done, hap-
pen routinely in everyday interaction with others (West & Zimmer-
man 1987:126). Certain forms of expression are taken to be results of 
a womanly or a manly nature, even though they occur as results of 
social situations. This means that they are both the result of, and the 
rationale for, different social situations and happenings. By exploring 
how gender is done, it is possible to discuss how differences between 
gendered categories are produced (West & Fenstermaker 1995:9; 
West & Zimmerman 1987:126).

Despite the close connection between gender equality and nam-
ing practices, the use of surnames in relationships has received little 
attention in discussions on gender equality in Norway (Melby et al. 
2006 is one exception, with their focus on marriage and family in 
the decades before and after the turn of the 20th century). In works 
aimed at providing overviews over practices and laws where men 
and women as groups have been treated differently, naming laws are 
hardly mentioned (examples are Hagemann et al. 2020; Danielsen, 
Larsen & Owesen 2015). While topics such as the right to vote, work 
and provide care are important, practical needs such as the every-
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day organization of children’s care and household chores may have 
resulted in some of the changes towards greater gender equality. 
Hence, as gender researchers Laura T. Hamilton, Claudia Geist and 
Brian Powell argue, surname practices may to a greater extent reflect 
ideas of gender and the organization of gender hierarchies as they 
have few practical consequences for the individual (Hamilton, Geist 
& Powell 2011). The institution of patronymy may be more difficult to 
break with if the costs of following it are experienced as smaller and 
the benefits higher than the costs and benefits of breaking with it.

I base my work on Hamilton, Geist and Powell’s argument that 
changes in naming practices say something about changes in gender 
equality. In addition, I lean on political scientist and gender theorist 
Anne Phillips’ argument: ‘When outcomes are “different” (read une-
qual), the better explanation is that the opportunities were themselves 
unequal’ (Phillips 2004:6, her paranthesis). When men and women’s 
surname choices differ to such a great degree, I take it as an indica-
tion that men and women make their choices under different circum-
stances. When men change surnames, the tensions that follow may 
illuminate gender inequality and highlight power relations.

I organize this article into five topics. In the first, ‘the neutrality of 
surname keeping’, accounts from men who have kept their birthname 
make it clear that for many respondents, men are supposed to retain 
their surnames. Many of these men belong to the older generations. 
The second topic, ‘a rise of reflexivity’, deals with how surname keep-
ing and surname changing has become a topic of discussion for some 
men; they are often younger. Here, the institution of patronymy is 
questioned. One reason for such reflection, is the growth of strength 
in the norm of gender equality, as I discuss as the third topic, ‘men’s 
choices as feminist’. Some of the men who made changes to their 
surname did so because, as described as the fourth topic, they had 
certain ‘understandings of a past’, where naming practices were not 
patronymic, arguing that present day traditions of patronymy were 
both recent and unfavourable for women. The fifth and final heading, 
‘modernizing tradition’, includes accounts from men who took the 
act of surname sharing to be tradition, not the preference of the hus-
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band’s surname. These men reframed surname choice traditions and 
included their own change of surname as part of the traditions.

3. The neutrality of surname keeping
I begin my analysis of the responses with stories where men’s keeping 
is taken for granted. Some of the men in the material spoke of men’s 
surname keeping and women’s surname changing as something that 
just happened by itself, as it actually did, when many of them mar-
ried until 1979. These men spoke of their actions as tradition, not law. 
Perhaps few reflected on the law. However, it is probable that the law 
of the latter half of the twentieth century reflected the common under-
standing of surname giving and gender hierarchy.

Upholding the institution required gendered actions, and one 
respondent wrote: ‘I am a man, and for me (76 years) it was and is 
natural to continue to use the surname that my father had’ (born 1937, 
his parenthesis). Another, younger, man wrote: ‘As a Man [sic] I have, 
true to tradition, kept my family name’ (born 1963). As men, they 
took the use of their surnames for granted. American work on name 
choices has also shown that men used their gender as an argument 
for keeping their birth name (Atkinson 1987:37; Robnett and Leaper 
2013:108–110). Gender researcher Rebekah Wilson’s British survey 
found that the surname topic was experienced as irrelevant for many 
men with the argument that they were men (R. Wilson 2009:140). 
Other research from countries with a patronymic naming practice 
shows that men elsewhere also take the use of their surnames in 
the families for granted (Hagström 1999:188; Jones et al. 2017:315). 
Similar findings in a Swedish study made the name researcher Sonja 
Entzenberg conclude that the lack of reflection among men contrib-
uted to making men’s surnames the natural choice for the nuclear 
families (Entzenberg 2004:39).

These men closely associate their surnames with their birth fam-
ilies, mainly to their father’s side. An image of the past guides the 
future, and certain actions are valued above others. Sometimes this 
goes without saying, and sometimes patronymic practices are vocal-
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ized as tradition. Even the idea of traditions more generally, could 
strengthen a sense of meaning in a surname. One respondent grew 
up in a ‘family line with strong traditions’ (born 1954). Traditions 
strengthen certain connections above others, as this family line fol-
lowed the previous users of the surname and excluded other possible 
family lines. The respondent’s wife changed from a rather common 
surname, ‘for the reason that it was not a surname that was worth 
keeping – and perhaps she was polite toward me. Perhaps she was 
somewhat shaped by tradition, like me’ (born 1954). The surname 
was closely tied to his identity as it connected him with the past and 
to a certain family through the ‘strong traditions’ that followed the 
surname.

The respondent used the term tradition in two ways. Naming 
choices had to do with his surname and her change. Both are needed to 
keep up with the order of the patronymic naming institution, and both 
ensure continuity. By splitting naming into element and action using 
folklorist Anne Eriksen’s analysis of the concept of tradition (Eriksen 
1994), the gendered nature of the norm was less visible. The respond-
ent did not elaborate on what activities these traditions included, but 
the use of the word connotes authority through stability and continu-
ity. For the wife, tradition meant changing surnames, strengthened by 
the argument that her birth name was rather common.

Changing surnames for men could be likened to disavowing 
the other surname bearers (Fowler & Fuehrer 1997:319; Grønstad 
2015:272). Breaking with the social order could cause humorous 
responses aimed at managing the situation for the surname changer, 
of his family, friends, and colleagues that I have described else-
where (Grønstad 2021). It may also cause frustration. This came up 
in the accounts of some of the men when they spoke of naming. One 
respondent who kept his own surname, declared: ‘Today it is rather 
messy with naming in the same family. I do not understand why it 
should be made to be so confusing. Who benefits from that??’ (born 
1943). By using two question marks, he implies that nobody benefits 
from this, and that families where the members do not share the same 
surname cause problems and disorder. He does not define what kind 
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of problems these could be. This illustrate an overall understanding 
that disorder will happen if certain norms are not followed.

In the following example, one man who described how his wife 
took his surname in marriage without question, continued his account 
with describing his feelings about his own surname from birth:

[I am] very happy that I did not have to change my name. That 
would be like giving away something of myself, losing myself 
somehow. Almost like an amputation. I felt proud of the name. It 
marked a big and good and resourceful family line. I thought little 
about my mother’s maiden name that disappeared when she got 
married, and that her family was as good and resourceful as mine 
(born 1938).

The quote shows how his surname marked a connection with his 
father’s family. His mother’s surname belongs to ‘her family’, which 
is not ‘mine’. He did not reflect on his wife’s surname. The connection 
between him and his relatives following his father’s line and not his 
mother’s, would be brutally severed if he took another surname.

Gender may create blind spots in whose relations matter and how. 
Now, with hindsight, he showed reflexivity towards his mother’s side 
of the family, but the call for action has been for him to keep his sur-
name, and for his wife to share his. While it was also legally required 
at the time of marriage, this obligation was not questioned, nor men-
tioned by the respondent.

4. A rise of reflexivity
One of the younger surname keepers showed a very different form of 
reflexivity towards the use of his surname:

I want to pass my family name on to the next generation, and I am 
the only one in my generation who can do that. This feels like a 
very patriarchal and paternalistic point of view, and that is some-
thing I am not 100 per cent comfortable with, but I really do feel 
that this is something I truly want to do (born 1983).
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The respondent favoured norms of gender equality and knew that 
men’s surnames often dominate. Hence his wish to use his own sur-
name caused discomfort. Surname choices have become part of the 
conversation, and acting patronymically needs an explanation. Soci-
ologist Anthony Giddens describes the changing situation like this:

No longer can someone say in effect, “I am a man, and this is how 
men are”, “I refuse to discuss things further” – statements that are 
normally carried in actions rather than stated in words. Behaviour 
and attitudes have to be justified when one is called upon to do 
so, which means that reasons have to be given; and where reasons 
have to be provided, differential power starts to dissolve, or alter-
natively power begins to become translated into authority (Gid-
dens 1994:106).

Giddens might have been a little early when he wrote that men could 
no longer use their gender as argument and may be criticized for mak-
ing generalizations based on limited data. After all, as mentioned, 
several respondents wrote that they kept their surnames because they 
were ‘men’. But not all take this possibility for granted any more. 
Describing the use of the man’s family name as ‘patriarchal’ shows 
that alternative understandings of men’s (and women’s) surname 
choice are available, even if they may be less common. Differential 
power has at least started to dissolve.

One respondent who took his wife’s surname reflected on his choice 
when we spoke 18 months after the change. He explained how having 
a new surname still felt a bit awkward (born around 1980). Those 
feelings may connect with ideas and experiences of the surname as 
something that cannot easily be separated from the individual. The 
ethnologist Charlotte Hagström has written the following on names:

The personal name is such an important part of the personal and 
cultural identity for many individuals that they cannot be sepa-
rated from the name. The name identifies me and makes me who I 
am […] (Hagström 2006:16, my translation from Swedish).
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Implicit for many of the men who keep their name is the understand-
ing that the full name and the person are closely connected, indepen-
dent from the family of origin. The given name combined with the 
surname are integral parts of them. The neutral choice according to 
patronymy is to keep the same surname throughout life. The respond-
ent had weighed his options and found that his wish for the family to 
share a surname was stronger than his desire to keep the surname he 
had from birth.

For some of the respondents, patronymy norms were replaced by 
other norms of choice-making. For one respondent, it was not only the 
outcome but the process of the choice making that guided his actions:

I see myself as an innovator, someone who likes to challenge 
established norms and traditions, especially when I see logical 
flaws. I am a person who seeks to make conscious choices, and 
I often ask the question “why”. When we got engaged, some of 
these questions were: why should she take my surname, or why 
should we “change” surnames? […] It would have been easier not 
to have specific meanings about this, and instead to go with the 
flow (do what others do) but I see myself as an independent and 
reflexive person who is not afraid to try new roads or question 
existing norms (born 1983, his parenthesis).

Taking his wife’s surname became a choice which showed coherence 
between action and his identity as a man who takes responsibility for 
his own choices. His description of the choice fits well with an ideal of 
reflexivity where critical distance to norms is important. The change 
of surname did not change who he was. Rather, for him, it confirmed 
that he had the willingness and ability to act according to his ideals 
also when they came with the cost, or even benefit, of standing out 
from the crowd.

Central to many of the respondents was what the philosopher 
Charles Taylor calls authenticity (Taylor 1998). Taylor describes 
authenticity as part of a subjective turn in modern culture, where 
choices ought to be made based on authority from within the indi-
vidual, rather than tradition. Taylor describes it as a need to be true 
to oneself and live a life that is not based on what others do (Taylor 
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1998:43). Authority has shifted from tradition to the individual sub-
ject, guided by choices of norms to follow, and ideas of what society 
should be like.

5. Men’s choice as feminists
Personal choices where ‘the question of identity’ are central cannot 
necessarily be sufficiently answered by reciting ‘given name and 
genealogy,’ according to Taylor (1989:27). His use of examples high-
lights the importance that may be attached to names and meaning. 
For Taylor, authenticity is not about following one’s own needs but 
about making judgements between needs. Inner authenticity needs to 
relate to something outside oneself.

One of the respondents described the process of changing his sur-
name as a journey where, in the beginning, he paid most attention to 
his own needs. In the end, he had a much broader perspective on the 
costs and benefits of his choice. Early in their relationship, he and his 
wife discussed which surname(s) they wanted to use together. They 
ended up choosing her surname as their common middle name and 
his as their common surname. This felt like a relief to him as his sur-
name became the main surname. It was easier to explain this to fam-
ily, friends, and colleagues. It also required fewer practical changes in 
his everyday life. For example, his work email stayed the same. How-
ever, when he fathered his first daughter, his wife mentioned the topic 
of surnames again. She argued that women’s surnames often become 
middle names. Middle names are frequently used by Norwegians 
but are formally in the position of an additional first name. Many are 
shortened to an initial or are left out of everyday use. At this point, his 
focus shifted from his own needs and conveniences to how he wanted 
society to be for his daughter. He and his wife then decided to switch 
the positions of their two original surnames, making her surname the 
main name. For the respondent, this decision was a ‘feminist project’ 
for both of them. It was:
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a form of silent but visible rebellion against set structures symbol-
izing so much historically and socio-culturally, both at the family 
level and society level […]. We have no illusions that our choices 
mean much to others, but it gives me a good feeling that my daugh-
ters share the surname of their mother and mother’s mother, and 
that this signifies to them that the women in our family (and hence 
in our society) are at least as important as the men while at the 
same time not taking this for granted (born 1975).

He, like some of the other respondents, argues that women are equally 
important as men. As a father, he wanted to improve the conditions 
for his daughters (he went on to have more children). Gender should 
not decide how the family structured themselves, at least not with 
names.

In this couple, the wife mentioned the surname choice both times. 
Other respondents as well became aware of the gendered nature of 
choosing names after women raised the topic. When it was salient 
for both men and women, they could make surname choices on more 
equal and gender-conscious grounds. Understandings of gender equal-
ity have become part of our cultural understanding and may affect us 
even if we do not think about it. Surname change is no longer some-
thing that Norwegian women do, rather it has become something that 
Norwegian women choose (Grønstad 2015). When some men begin 
to think about their surnames as well, the opportunity arises for men 
to also be changers. The responsibility of choosing surnames can be 
shared by men and women, and the roles of surnames in doing gender 
may fade away (Pilcher 2017). Following Giddens, differential power 
may also fade away (Giddens 1994:106). When feminist thoughts 
have become commonplace in a Norwegian reality, the opportunities 
to act according to feminist values increase. Hence, what is consid-
ered normal has shifted.

6. Understandings of a past
The difference in conditions between men and women in society 
guided, as shown, some men’s choice of surnames for the nuclear 
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family. Acting rationally and authentically meant taking more argu-
ments into account. One argument addressed how the past should be 
understood. One respondent took his wife’s surname nearly 40 years 
ago in the early 1980s. He was:

amazed that more women did not see the paradox of after (usu-
ally) several years of cohabitation and often children, they choose 
to be given as a package from one man to another when they get 
married. As with surname choice, it is up to you who you walk 
down the aisle with, but “it’s so nice when daddy can do it.” (The 
old Norwegian custom was after all that the couple walked up the 
aisle together; being followed by the father is actually recent and 
urban and comes from the bourgeois class in the late 1800s.) Do 
people not see the pattern? Or does it not matter? (born 1959, his 
parenthesis).

The respondent argues that surname change upon marriage, as 
today’s wedding customs, gives the impression of being old, but that 
the ‘Norwegian custom’ was both older and more gender-equal. This 
way, today’s practices could be separated from something more orig-
inal, hence more legitimate, and with Norwegian roots. The past may 
be used as a resource to challenge present practices. Ideas of the pres-
ent and ideals of the future may guide the interpretations of past prac-
tices and the authority given to them.

This kind of argument can be recognized from the debates around 
the name law. In 1922, the Norwegian biologist and women’s rights 
activist Thekla Resvoll argued that in the 18th and 19th centuries, 
women of the Norwegian upper classes kept their surnames from 
birth, and that farmer’s wives at the time often kept their surnames 
(Resvoll [1922] 1923). In addition, in 1960, a working group prepar-
ing for the new and revised name law that came in 1964, used similar 
arguments in favour of increasing a woman’s right to keep her sur-
name from birth: ‘About the meaning of tradition, it can be said that 
all reforms aiming towards gender equality have in part represented 
strong changes in traditions. The tradition in question here is neither 
old nor without exceptions’ (Gaarder et al. 1960:13, my translation). 
Both during the 1920s and during the easing of the law to make it eas-
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ier to use women’s surnames for women and children in the 1960s, the 
authority of the patronymic tradition was questioned based on alter-
native understandings of the past.

This was also the case in the arguments of gender equality in con-
nection with laws in other countries. When the Finnish name law 
became gender-neutral in the early 1980s, it was described as turning 
the clock backwards 50 years, to a more gender equal past (Blomqvist 
1987:153). In Sweden, the argument that husband and wife should 
share the husband’s surname was described as a 50-year (1916–1963) 
of brackets in the history of Swedish surname customs (Andersson 
1984:111). Further abroad, the Japanese naming system where men 
and women have been required to choose either his or her surname, 
and where 96 per cent chooses the man’s, has been described as ‘not a 
traditional system at all’ (Kyoko 2018:80, cursive in original).

The point here, is not the age of the different practices, but that older 
practices or customs exist that may be interpreted as more authentic. 
This way of understanding traditions aligns with historians Eric J. 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s ideologically founded critique of 
‘invented traditions’ which:

is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly 
or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which 
seeks to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by rep-
etition, which automatically implies continuity with the past 
(Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983:1).

Hobsbawm and Ranger show how various phenomena belonging to 
a tradition were made or revised in the 1800s to fit certain political 
needs. The past used as reference is not just any past, but a carefully 
selected past. These traditions could then work to legitimize certain 
forms of power. In the case of naming, both the upper classes and men 
as a group benefited when patronymic customs became law.

For some of those arguing in favour of gender equality, the care-
ful selection of a past that breaks with patronymic wedding practices 
may create links with the past of a more favourable flavour.



Line Førre Grønstad

58 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .15577

7. Modernizing tradition
Several respondents took their wife’s surname in defiance of the 
favouring of men’s surnames. They wanted to help change patriarchal 
structures and create a more gender equal society and sacrificed their 
own surnames to do so. Their sacrifices did not go unnoticed. One 
surname changer described how some of his friends commented on 
his surname change:

[Men] make jokes about it because it’s a woman thing. Traditional 
in the wrong way. At the same time, it is modern (born 1974).

The respondent did what was common – he shared the surname with 
his nuclear family, but with a twist – he was the changer, not his wife. 
He reflected on the tradition of patronymy and explained that he was 
traditional to some extent. After all, sharing a surname is tradition, 
and one of the two would have to change in order to fulfil the tradi-
tion, so why not him, the man, he asked rhetorically.

The respondent redefined the naming tradition to focus on surname 
sharing rather than surname continuity. By focusing on ‘why not the 
man?’, he shifts the focus of tradition from women’s change of sur-
names to the sharing of surnames in the nuclear family. He positioned 
himself in relation to patronymy by adapting the practices within the 
patronymic tradition to norms of gender equality. This shift in focus 
illustrates how traditions may be understood as encompassing both 
change and stability. Tradition was important to him, as he described 
himself as ‘quite traditional, yes, I believe it has to do with that’. How-
ever, he also agreed that his surname change could be understood as a 
break with tradition because ‘it is the opposite’ without detailing what 
it is the opposite of (born 1974). He reflected on the gendered nature 
of naming, and in addition to norms of patronymy, i.e. tradition, he 
had access to norms of gender equality. Patronymy as an institution is 
renegotiated here, still making its mark, and it was still necessary to 
take it into account and to position himself in relation to it.

The respondent’s account of his own choices and how they were 
simultaneously traditional and untraditional aligns with the argument 
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of folklorists Richard Handler and Jocelyn Linnekin that traditions 
are created anew in the present as symbolic constructions (Handler 
& Linnekin 1984). Traditions are constantly interpreted, and both 
change, and continuity are important. Even just talking about tra-
ditions or viewing certain actions as traditional means that they are 
being interpreted in the present: ‘To do something because it is tra-
ditional is already to reinterpret, and hence to change it’ (Handler 
& Linnekin 1984:281). Traditions are constantly shifting, even when 
attempts are made to keep them unchanged.

Rather than acting in accordance with or dismissing customs, some 
men cherished the idea of continuity across time but dismissed argu-
ments and customs that broke with norms of gender equality. These 
respondents did not take the patronymic naming tradition for granted. 
They deconstructed and reconstructed the different elements of prac-
tices from the patronymic customs. They did not break with all pre-
vious customs but combined them in ways appropriate for their views 
and families. They chose surnames in certain ways, not because of 
tradition but because tradition and ideals of gender equality allowed 
for them to name their families in accordance with authenticity and 
connection to something other than themselves, based among others, 
on ideas of continuity with a past.

8. Concluding remarks
While many social elements in Norway have changed drastically in 
accordance with a growth in gender equality from the 1970s, nam-
ing practices show more continuity. They mirror social structures 
and family ideals. The choice of surnames signals subordination and 
power. Hence, exploring men’s surname choices challenges the story 
of gender equality in Norway, following Hamilton et al.’s (2011) argu-
ment that symbolic actions such as surname choices give additional 
insight into gender hierarchies.

When men are expected to keep their surname from birth and give 
it to their wife and children, women have less of a choice. Surname 
continuity has been related to men, and surname change to women, 
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with continuity accorded the higher status. This part of the patro-
nymic custom was important for some men who kept their surnames 
from birth. For them, their original names symbolized their individu-
ality as men, which made the change of surnames challenging. Keep-
ing their names was part of doing gender as men, following West and 
Zimmerman (1987). By affording women the right, or even obligation 
to change their own surnames, men were also doing difference, in 
the sense of West and Fenstermaker (1995). They make connections 
between actions specific to certain cultural, temporal, and geographi-
cal contexts, and individuals based on gender.

Despite changing surnames throughout life having been common 
a century ago for both men and women, it makes more sense today 
for women to keep their surnames throughout life than it is for men 
to change their surname. But as the younger men, born in the 1970s 
and 1980s, more often reflect on their naming practices than the older 
men, these traditions continue to shift in a more gender equal direction.

Certain rationality and the need to make independent choices 
played a part in a different set of norms to which some of the men 
related. This could open for surname changes for them, highlighting 
the coherence between values and choice-making processes. Some 
men took responsibility as members of the category of men and even 
though they had not themselves actively oppressed women (at least 
to their knowledge), they took one for the team, so to speak. They 
understood gender equality as a norm in a society where their actions 
mattered, at least a little bit.

This research has shown the great variety in action and attitude 
towards surname choice among Norwegian men in relationships with 
women. Even though most men still seem to take their surnames 
for granted, younger men are more willing to reflect on their name 
choices, hence a shift across generations can be seen. Both notions 
of tradition and notions of gender equality are important in choice 
making. The choices made depend on the weight given to tradition 
and gender equality respectively in relation to ideas of identity and 
self, and of family.
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The aim of this research has been to contribute to a greater under-
standing of choice-making among people in privileged majority posi-
tions. Several questions remain to be researched. One would be to 
investigate how the couples begin their conversations about surname 
choices, and who first raises the topic. Further, who are the men who 
keep their surnames, and who changes their surnames, in terms of 
sociological categories of education, work and size of hometown? 
What is the relationship between the men who make changes to their 
surname, the surname choices of their parents, and the surname 
choices of their wife’s parents? Further research on experiences and 
perspectives of Norwegian women is needed, as well as from indi-
viduals who do not conform to gender norms, those from a minor-
ity group background such as the Sámi, as well as individuals with 
immigration backgrounds. Also, choice making in non-heteronorma-
tive families is still an under-researched area, not the least in the Nor-
wegian context.

Present day surname customs are both temporally and geographi-
cally situated. The narrative of surname use in couples may be under-
stood as linear, moving from patronymy to gender equality. This nar-
rative does not necessarily consider that both the past and the present 
are rather disorganized. The practices of patronymy were included in 
the law in 1923 to remove the perceived disorganization of naming 
practices at the time. That men’s surnames in couples are still pre-
ferred in the 2010s, challenges idea of contemporary Norway as gen-
der equal. Changes across the generations in the material suggest a 
certain movement toward gender equality in surname practices. How-
ever, we are not quite there, yet.

Epilogue
In 1960, Queen Elizabeth declared that the members of subsequent 
generations requiring a surname was to be Mountbatten-Windsor 
(Agnew 1960). Clearly, the question of surnames in the family was a 
topic even for a head of state, and Prince Philip was able to name his 
family after all, albeit together with the family name of his wife.
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1. Introduction
One of the main societal changes in the past six decades has been 
the change in family forms and structures, including gender norms, 
and the use of surnames in families in Denmark reflects this devel-
opment. Just four decades ago, until 1982, Danish women automati-
cally assumed their husband’s surname. Today, Danish name law no 
longer distinguishes between genders, and it now allows for example 
unmarried couples and same-sex couples to share a surname. It is no 
longer a given that a woman will change her surname upon marriage, 
and it is also common for men to change their surnames (Statistics 
Denmark 2020). As is the case with other modern lifestyle choices, 
surname choices in families are subject to individual preferences to a 
much larger degree than in previous times when tradition was a more 
dominant factor in families and society (e.g. Giddens 1990; 1991; 
1992; Beck 1992). Name choices have become a way of positioning 
oneself as a certain kind of couple or family and forming identity 
(Aldrin 2011; Bechsgaard 2015).

Denmark, like other Nordic countries, has a high degree of gen-
der equality in families and society in general, as well as in surname 
diversity (Valetas 2001; Statistics Denmark 2015). Yet the connection 
between the rise in gender equality and surname options over the past 
decades in Denmark has not been studied before. This article exam-
ines the role of surnames as part of family identity formation and 
gender roles. The study seeks to add a new perspective to surname 
choices in Denmark by proposing that the choices and narratives of 
surnames in couples and families both contain information about 
and reflect family identity formation as well as family and gender 
practices. It examines individuals and couples representing different 
family forms in accordance with the diverse family landscape of Den-
mark in the 2020s.

The recent development in surname use in Denmark is not the 
norm in all Western cultures. In the United States, a study from 2010 
indicated that 90 per cent of married women took their husband’s sur-
name (Gooding & Kreider 2010), and in European countries such as 
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Germany and France, a study from 2001 concluded that most women 
did the same (over 85 per cent). Fewer women did so in countries such 
as The Netherlands, Portugal, and Denmark (51–71 per cent) (Valetas 
2001). These differences in surname practices are reflected in pre-
vious studies in which, for example, men taking the surname of a 
spouse has not been in focus.

First names have been used as cultural indicators in several stud-
ies across research fields (e.g. Hagström 2006; Aldrin 2011; Bechs-
gaard 2015; Abramitzky 2017; Knudsen 2018), some of which focus 
on identity formation. Surnames in families have been studied, espe-
cially in the United Kingdom and the United States, and also France, 
most commonly with a focus on the significance of women’s marital 
surname changes (Johnson & Scheuble 1995; Valetas 2001; Gooding 
& Kreider 2010; Pilcher 2017) and negative attitudes toward married 
women’s surnames (Forbes et al. 2002; Murray 2013; Shafer 2017). 
Studies on surname choices in non-traditional families have also 
emerged in the United States (e.g. Patterson & Farr 2017; Underwood 
& Robnett 2021). In the Nordic region, a Norwegian study focused 
on keeping and changing surnames between 1980 and 2002 (Noack 
& Aaskaug Wiik 2008), and another Norwegian study has focused 
on men’s marital surname choices (Grønstad 2020). A Finnish study 
has also examined how couples negotiate marital names when first 
getting married (Castrén 2019). In contrast, the present study exam-
ines couples and individuals representing a variety of family forms. 
They were interviewed up to 15 years after first forming a family with 
the intention of capturing the continuing name considerations that in 
some cases even lead to new name choices after several years.

2. The role of surnames in Danish families
Until the revision of the Danish naming law in 1981, the official term 
for ‘surname’ in Danish was ‘slægtsnavn’, which can be translated to 
‘family name’ with an emphasis on extended family as opposed to, 
for example, a nuclear family. However, since 1981 the official Danish 
term has been ‘efternavn’, meaning ‘last name’. Whereas the former 
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term referred to this type of name being shared by several members 
of an extended family, the current term merely describes where in the 
full name this type of name is situated. This change in terminology 
thus reflects the usage of this name type, as it has become more flex-
ible and in some cases with an emphasis on just the closest family (as 
will be discussed later in this article).

Of course, the terms used in English are similar to the Danish 
terms: ‘last name’ (the term usually used in the United States, accord-
ing to Cambridge Dictionary) and ‘family name’. However, the term 
‘surname’, mainly used in the United Kingdom (Cambridge Diction-
ary 2023) originally referred to ‘an added name derived from occupa-
tion or other circumstances’ (Merriam-Webster Dictionary 2023). The 
term ‘surname’ will be used in this article, as I estimate that this is the 
term most widely used in studies of this kind.

Like in English (The Brittanica Dictionary 2023), in Danish the 
surname comes after the first name(s) (there can be several) and mid-
dle name(s). Surnames are thus used in similar ways in Danish and 
in English. However, whereas middle names are most commonly a 
first name-typological (having a typology usually seen in first names) 
second name in English language and English-speaking cultures, in 
Danish an individual can have one or several (first name-typologi-
cal) first name(s) and one or several (surname-typological) middle 
name(s), which are situated before the surname (Kællerød 2019; Lov 
om personnavne 1981). It is most common for Danes to have three 
names in total; in January 2023 this was the case for 55 per cent of the 
population (Statistics Denmark 2023).

For example, in the full name Kasper Thomas Martini Petersen, 
Kasper is the first of two first names, Thomas is the second first 
name, Martini is a surname-typological middle name, which is also 
in use as a surname (Danish naming law stipulates a person may only 
have one surname), and in this instance, Petersen is the surname. Had 
the names Martini and Petersen switched places (Petersen Martini), 
Petersen would be classified as a middle name, and Martini would 
be a surname. Within the same family, it is possible for some family 
members to choose Martini as their official surname and Petersen as 
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an official middle name, and other familiy members can decide on 
another combination. This has been the case since the latest revision 
of the Danish naming law in 2005, which removed the distinction 
between middle names and surnames. When hyphenated (like for 
example Martini-Petersen), it is officially considered one surname. 
This version of the naming law also equated cohabiting couples and 
same-sex couples with married and heterosexual couples (Lov om 
personnavne 1981). Marriage for same-sex couples was legalized in 
2012. The interchangeability of middle names and surnames offers 
a number of options for couples wanting to change their names in 
connection with starting a family. Whereas a woman taking a man’s 
surname was the default option, in terms of legislation, up until 1982, 
when the naming law passed in 1981 came into force, the default 
option today is keeping one’s original name, but many still choose a 
middle name and/or surname change.

Figures from Statistics Denmark show that in 2020, 42,701 people 
(of a population of 5.8 million) changed their surname. Of these, the 
majority changed from a surname ending in sen (such as Hansen and 
Jensen; originally patronymic names) to a surname not ending in sen. 
Surnames with a sen-ending are very common in Denmark (the top 
20 of most common surnames consists of 19 sen-names), and some 
change to a more unusual surname (Bechsgaard 2021). Of the 42,701 
surname changes, 31,096 were made by women, while 11,605 by men, 
meaning that men accounted for approximately 25 per cent of sur-
name changes (Statistics Denmark 2020).

This development is in line with the development of the gen-
der-equal family, which was established in Danish family politics, 
starting in the 1960s. This at least has been the ideal for the past six 
decades in the Nordic region (see for example for Sweden: Lundqvist 
2011; and for Finland: Holli 2003). The Nordic welfare states have 
been called ‘women friendly’ and ‘state feminists’ (Hernes 1987:153). 
However, studies have shown that there is still a gap between the 
equality ideal and practice. Research has shown, for instance, that 
gendered practices in families are still present to a certain extent, as 
are different expectations and norms of what constitutes motherhood 
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and fatherhood (Ahlberg et al. 2008; Roman & Peterson 2011; Anving 
2012; Anving & Eldén 2019).

The changes to family life and family structures over recent dec-
ades also include a change in the frequency and timing of marriage 
and having children. For example, in 2017, 33 per cent of Danish 
women having their first child were married, compared to 40 per cent 
in 1997. In 2017, 53 per cent of second-time mothers and 66 per cent 
of third-time mothers were married (Statistics Denmark 2018). These 
numbers illustrate the common practice in Denmark of postponing 
marriage until after (at least) the first child. This practice also means 
that for some couples, the discussion and decision of which middle 
and surname(s) to use often takes place in connection with having the 
first child, rather than when getting married.

3. Family, gender, and identity
Since the 1990s, several theoretical approaches to family life have 
emerged as a reaction against the existing framework, mostly focus-
ing on the nuclear, heterosexual family (Anving & Eldén 2019:20). 
New theoretical approaches have focused on a need to better capture 
the ‘fluidity and complexity in modern life’ (Morgan 2011:52), and 
one of the most influential is Morgan’s approach of ‘family prac-
tices’ (Morgan 1996), focusing on ‘doing’ rather than ‘being’ fam-
ily, meaning that a family is constituted and reconstituted through 
actions, rather than stereotypical notions of family. Some key features 
of Morgan’s approach are ‘an emphasis on the active or “doing”’, ‘a 
sense of the everyday’ and ‘a sense of the regular’ (Morgan 2011:1–2). 
Concepts similar to doing family have been presented as well, includ-
ing Finch’s concept of ‘displaying families’ (Finch 2007). Linking to 
Morgan’s idea, Finch argues that ‘families need to be “displayed” as 
well as “done”’ (Finch 2007:66) and defines ‘display’ as ‘the process 
by which individuals, and groups of individuals, convey to each other 
and to relevant audiences that certain of their actions do constitute 
“doing family things” and thereby confirm that these relationships are 
“family” relationships’ (Finch 2007:67).
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The actions of keeping a surname, one party taking the other par-
ty’s surname, or two parties deciding to combine surnames can be 
viewed as both ‘doing’ family and ‘displaying’ family. Such an action 
is something that is ‘done’ in a family, and it is visible to the sur-
roundings and an established symbol of being a family. However, sur-
name choices can be seen as related to stereotypical ideas of what 
constitutes family, more so than everyday actions in a family such as 
doing laundry and cooking, which are usually connected to the idea 
of ‘doing’ family. Therefore, in this article, I use the term ‘doing fam-
ily’ in a slightly different way, as I am using it to refer to actions that 
strengthen being a family. Since I distinguish between doing actions 
that strengthen the bond to the original family and the bond to the 
newly created family, I introduce the terms ‘doing original family’ 
and ‘doing new family’, while also introducing the term ‘doing indi-
viduality’, meaning performing actions that strengthen a person’s 
individuality.

Similarly, the concept of ‘doing gender’ also focuses on actions 
constituting a phenomenon. In the case of the doing gender approach, 
gender is understood as ‘a routine accomplishment embedded in 
everyday interaction’ (West & Zimmerman 1987:125) rather than as 
an innate quality in individuals. Before West & Zimmerman’s (1987) 
introduction of the doing gender theory with its important contribu-
tion to this understanding of gender, Kessler and McKenna (1978) 
made the argument that gender is a social construction. These contri-
butions built on the understandings of gender introduced by Goffman 
(1959) and Garfinkel (1967). Over the past few decades, the doing gen-
der theory has been criticized, as new understandings of gender have 
emerged, and the concepts of ‘undoing gender’ and ‘re-doing gender’ 
were introduced (e.g. Butler 2004; Deutsch 2007; Risman 2009; Con-
nell 2010). It has been argued that ‘doing gender’ ‘has become a the-
ory of gender persistence and the inevitability of inequality’ (Deutsch 
2007:106). Similar to the way in which ‘doing family’ is used in the 
present article, the concepts of ‘doing gender’ and ‘undoing gender’ 
are used with an emphasis on strengthening and weakening (or eras-
ing) traditional gender roles.
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In relation to personal names, Pilcher (2017) has argued that names 
should be recognized as ‘doing’ words and has introduced the concept 
of gendered embodied named identity (Pilcher 2016, 2017), show-
ing ‘how naming practices are, in fact, core to the production and 
reproduction of binary sex categories and to gendered hierarchies 
and inequalities’ (Pilcher 2017:820). Pilcher (2017) also connects per-
sonal names to the concept of ‘functional fixedness’, referring to the 
idea that common name practices can be a block for new practices to 
be introduced. Even though the use of first names is more obviously 
gendered, the concept of functional fixedness in relation to personal 
names and gender is also relevant to surname use. Danish surnames 
themselves are not gendered in the way that most first names are 
(even though the number of gender neutral first names is increasing in 
Denmark, see Bechsgaard 2023). This is the case in other countries, 
such as Iceland, where surname endings traditionally indicate gender 
(dóttir and son), with the recent addition of the gender-neutral ending 
bur (Bechsgaard 2020:122). However, even though surnames (in Dan-
ish) are not functionally fixed themselves, the usage of surnames has 
been and still is to some extent (Bechsgaard 2023). While a surname 
like Østergaard, for example, is not connected to a specific gender, 
societal structures (and, until 1981, legislation) have determined that 
if Østergaard is the surname of a man entering a heterosexual mar-
riage, his wife would assume this name, as well. The analysis below 
shows that this functional fixedness is loosening its grip in Danish 
society.

For couples in same-sex relationships, the functional fixedness 
is naturally less prevalent than for heterosexual couples, as there is 
not a long tradition of marriages not involving a man and a woman 
(same-sex marriage was legalized in Denmark in 2012). There is evi-
dence that LGBTQ couples are typically more resistant towards social 
norms (such as taking a spouse’s surname) and show more flexibility 
in gender presentations (Lamont 2020). For individuals in same-sex 
and queer relationships, traditional surname practices are not present 
to the same degree as for individuals in heterosexual relationships 
(Bechsgaard 2023), and an American study has shown that same-sex 
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couples who had children were less likely to follow traditional pat-
terns in surname practices, and were more likely to keep their orig-
inal surnames than heterosexual couples (Patterson & Farr 2017). In 
contrast, another study points to a tendency towards same-sex cou-
ples wanting their family to have one shared surname in order to have 
their status as a family recognized in society on the same terms as 
heterosexual couples (Underwood & Robnett 2021).

It has been argued by Elias (1991) that first names signal individ-
uality or ‘I-identity’, whereas surnames are used to show collective 
identity or ‘we-identity’. In the context of surname use in families, the 
definition of the ‘we’ is particularly interesting, as it can refer to both 
the original family, with whom an individual shares a surname and the 
newly created family, with whom the individual may or may not share 
a surname. This is in line with concepts from social identity theory 
(Tajfel 1978; Tajfel & Turner 1979), according to which social identity 
is an individual’s sense of self based on the group(s) that the individ-
ual belongs to. Tajfel (1978) argues that when categorizing people, we 
exaggerate the differences between groups as well as the similarities 
within the same group. The concepts of ‘in-group’ (a group that an 
individual is a member of) and ‘out-group’ (a group that an individual 
is not a member of) are central in social identity theory, which argues 
that individuals categorize individuals based on their membership of 
social groups, and that members of an in-group will look for negative 
features of an out-group in order to improve their self-image. These 
concepts are relevant to this study, since the idea of belonging to a 
certain group is connected to the decision to keep an original middle 
name and/or surname (shared with the original family) or change to a 
different name (shared with a newly established family and possibly 
in-laws as well). Furthermore, I argue that concerning family identity, 
the feeling of belonging to a group can be more or less weak or strong, 
and the we-identity can also vary in strength. This means that one 
individual may have a strong we-identity (or collective identity) or a 
strong feeling of group identity with the original family and a weaker 
we-identity or group identity feeling with the newly created family.
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4. Method and data
The present study uses qualitative methods, allowing me to collect 
knowledge of individuals’ lives, attitudes, experiences, and opinions 
(Brinkmann & Tanggaard 2020). The data include in-depth inter-
views conducted in 2021 with 23 individuals. 15 participants were 
interviewed individually, and the remaining eight participants were 
interviewed as couples (that is, in four interviews). The participants 
lived in the Copenhagen area, and they were between the ages of 29 
and 54, all having formed a family unit (or a relationship equivalent 
to marriage) within the past 15 years. I draw on a social construction-
ist perspective on family, meaning that the participants themselves 
defined who they consider family. Social construction in relation to 
family focuses on how family members construct, maintain, repair, 
and change shared understandings (Braithwaite et al. 2018). This 
entails, for example, that one person may consider an ex-partner fam-
ily and another may not, and that individuals have varying emphasis 
on the original family and the new family.

The majority of the participants had a long cycle higher education, 
while a minority had a medium-cycle higher education. They all grew 
up in Denmark, except that one partially grew up in another Nordic 
country and also has a surname from a cultural tradition of patro-
nymic naming. Two participants had been adopted from other coun-
tries at a young age. The variation in family forms and name choices 
among the participants is illustrated in Table 1.

Table 1. Overview of study participants.

Participant 
number Name Gender Age Family Children 

ages
Name 
choice

Time of 
marriage

Time of 
name 

change

Still open 
to name
change?

1 Sofie Løve F 37 2 0, 3 4 1 1 Possibly
2 Marie Lindell F 31 1 0, 3 5 2 2 Possibly
3 Maria Bisgaard 

Hansen
F 38 5 10, 13 4 3 1 No

4 Mette Sonne F 40 1 8, 10 5 3 1 No
5 Martin Sonne 

Øhrgaard
M 41 1 8, 10 1 3 3 No

6 Nina Kathrine 
Holm

F 40 2 2, 9 4 1 1 Possibly
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Participant 
number Name Gender Age Family Children 

ages
Name 
choice

Time of 
marriage

Time of 
name 

change

Still open 
to name
change?

7 Kasper Thomas 
Martini 
Petersen

M 47 2 2, 9 4 1 1 Possibly

8 Pernille Falk F 37 1 1, 4 1 3 2 No
9 Nanna 

Lundholm 
Christensen

F 36 1 5 1 2 2 No

10 Julie Beck 
Morgan

F 29 6 N/A 2 2 2 No

11 Merete Nør-
gaard Skovsager

F 38 1 0, 4 1 2 2 No

12 Ronny Bergholt 
Cortzen

M 30 6 N/A 2 2 2 No

13 Louise Divya 
Mahler Bruun

F 36 7 0 2 3 2 No

14 Anders Mahler 
Bruun

M 38 4 0, 4 2 4 2 No

15 Mette Marie 
Brønlund Fred-
eriksen

F 45 1 6, 8 4 2 1 Possibly

16 Malene Aare-
strup Holm

F 32 6 N/A 2 2 2 No

17 Marielouise 
Anette Sørensen

F 49 3 16, 19 4 7 1 No

18 Camilla Høi 
Rovsing

F 41 1 8, 12, 15 1 3/6 5 No

19 Christian 
Rovsing

M 40 1 8, 12, 15 5 3/6 1 No

20 Karina Trier 
Winther

F 45 5 10 1 2 2 Possibly

21 Kristín Jóns-
dóttir

F 34 4 5, 12 4 4 1 Possibly

22 Nikolaj Kuhl-
mann-Bentzen

M 45 1 3, 4 2 2 3 No

23 Jette Baumann 
Vang Olsen

F 54 5 14 1 2 2 Possibly

Family: 1 = Married, only shared children. 2 = Cohabiting, only shared children. 3 = Divorced, re-married, 
children from previous relationship, but not with current partner. 4 = Divorced, re-married, children from previ-
ous relationship, and also with current partner. 5 = Divorced, children from previous relationship, not married/
cohabiting again. 6 = Married, no children. 7 = Married, shared children, and partner has children from previous 
relationship.

Name choice: 1 = Taken partner’s name and not the other way around. 2 = Taken partner’s name and also the other 
way around. 3 = Kept original name but given name to partner. 4 = Kept original name, and so did partner. 5 = 
Partner took their name and not the other way around.

Time of marriage: 1 = Not married. 2 = Before (possible) children. 3 = After first child. 4 = After first child with 
new partner (second child in total). 5 = After second child. 6 = After third child. 7 = Re-married after divorce.

Time of name change: 1 = No name change. 2 = Same time as wedding. 3 = After first child. 4 = After second 
child. 5 = After third child.
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In order to recruit participants for the interviews, I turned to social 
media as well as my personal and professional network. The crite-
ria for participation were that individuals had started what they con-
sidered a family within the past 15 years, and that they lived in the 
greater Copenhagen area. The criterion regarding family formation 
was included in order to assure that their memories of surname delib-
erations were still fresh while also making room for possible future 
deliberations (for instance, it was not uncommon for the participants 
to have changed their surname several years after getting married, or 
still be considering doing so). The study was limited to the Copen-
hagen area in order to avoid interference from the cultural differ-
ences between the capital and other parts of the country. However, 
the study can therefore not provide a full picture of surname practices 
in Denmark. I posted on Instagram and LinkedIn with the purpose 
of recruiting participants, and I sent emails to parents of my chil-
dren’s elementary school and pre-school as well as contacted personal 
acquaintances inviting them to participate in the study. The partic-
ipants decided whether they wished to speak to me as a couple or 
individually. While there are advantages to interviewing couples – for 
example, they can provide more complete data, as the interviewees 
can fill in memory gaps for each other (Seale et.al. 2008; Arksey 2016; 
Wilson et.al. 2016) – it became evident that it was much more chal-
lenging to arrange an interview with couples than individuals and 
several potential (female) participants ended up dropping out because 
of difficulties with scheduling an interview also involving their (male) 
partner. This was not surprising, as couple interviews have generally 
been associated with low response rate (Arksey 1996; Racher, Kau-
fert & Havens 2000). Another drawback to doing couple interviews 
is the fact that there can be two realities in a relationship. However, 
interviewing couples has gained increasing attention in recent years 
(Eiskovits & Koren 2010), and the literature points to neither individ-
ual nor couple interviews being superior (Blake et.al. 2021).

The participants decided whether the interviews were conducted in 
person, online or over the phone. In-person interviews posed a chal-
lenge as the study was conducted during the Covid-19 lockdown. At 
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the same time, at least some of the participants had become used to 
online communication (using Zoom and Google Meet, for example), 
and since some participants were working from home, they could be 
interviewed during the day, which might otherwise not have been 
an option. I ended up interviewing six participants in person, seven 
online, and 10 over the phone. The average length of the interviews 
was approximately 45 minutes. The interviews were semi-structured, 
and the interview guide included 35 general questions touching on 
the following eight themes: 1. job, education, age, etc., 2. family and 
names in the family, 3. name usage in their family when growing up, 
4. daily life and routines, 5. family values, 6. attitudes towards names, 
gender roles and family life, 7. attitudes towards names and aesthet-
ics, and 8. feelings about (potential) name changes.

However, the exact phrasing of questions, the order of the questions, 
and in some cases the questions themselves varied. For example, when 
interviewing a divorced individual with children, some questions had 
to be different from when interviewing a married couple without chil-
dren. The interviews were then transcribed, and the data was analysed 
based on content and elements of narrative analysis (Kvale & Brink-
mann 2015) and in relation to the theoretical frame of the study. There 
are certain ethical concerns when studying something as potentially 
identifying as personal names. The names themselves are important, 
for instance because of the aesthetic value that participants attributed to 
them, which frequently affected the decision to add or remove a name. 
However, in order to protect the privacy of the participants, I decided 
to use pseudonyms (Lahman et al. 2022). The names of the participants 
were pseudonymized taking factors such as frequency of the name in 
the Danish population (Statistics Denmark) into consideration, together 
with attachment to geographic location, ending (for example, typical 
endings such as sen and gård were preserved), cultural/linguistic ori-
gin, and length. Some names were easily pseudonymized (such as a 
name like Jensen being replaced with a name like Hansen), while other 
names were more difficult to replace; for instance, names connected to 
specific geographic locations, specific languages, or being the name 
of a specific animal. The participants all consented to their interviews 
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being used for the study, and the study also went through the University 
of Copenhagen’s ethical approval process for data collection.

5. Gender in surname choices
Surname choices are related to either doing or undoing gender. How-
ever, ambivalence concerned with doing and undoing gender in both 
surname choices and everyday practices is common.

5.1 Surnames and doing gender
The majority of the participants expressed aiming for gender equality 
in both their everyday family practices and in their surname choices, 
thus undoing traditional gendered surname practices. However, a 
minority of the participants explicitly expressed a desire to adhere to 
traditional gender roles in their surname choice and thereby uphold 
traditional gender norms. Camilla Høi Rovsing had recently changed 
her former surname Pedersen to her husband’s surname Rovsing 
while keeping her original middle name Høi. The couple have three 
children, and they married at the city hall, when their oldest child was 
little, but they were preparing for a large church wedding and party 
a few months after the interview. Camilla talked about her dream of 
a traditional wedding in which a surname change was included, and 
about the fact that she changed to her partner’s surname in connection 
with renewing her passport and after somewhat losing hope of having 
her dream wedding. Unlike the majority of the participants, Camilla 
expressed a preference for traditional gender roles, and taking her 
husband’s surname was an important part of this:

Example (1)

I had a dream of maybe getting proposed to, and that we would 
have a real wedding, and then we could change my name. And get 
everything that goes with it. Rings and surname and those things. 
So, it has taken a really long time. And suddenly, I needed a new 
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passport, and I thought, I don’t know about that damn wedding – if 
it will ever happen.

Camilla’s husband, Christian Rovsing, was also interviewed, and 
like Camilla, he expressed a positive view on traditionally gendered 
surname practices. During the joint interview, he said to his wife: ‘I 
think it’s super cool that you have taken my surname. It’s an honour. 
I mean, it’s kind of a sacrifice you make for your family. That means 
something.’ The fact that Christian did not take Camilla’s middle 
name in return, however, he explained with not wanting to be identi-
fied with her family. His choice of not taking her middle name did not 
have to do with gender, he said the following:

Example (2)

It has nothing to do with Camilla. It’s just… There’s just a lot of 
trouble, you know? With some of the other family members. And 
I thought, I just didn’t really need that. I don’t know, you’re a part 
of it, but I didn’t have a need to be part of it like that. There were 
some things that I didn’t want to identify with.

Christian referred to Camilla’s family as an out-group that he did not 
‘feel a need to be part of’, mentioning negative features of the group. 
Camilla on the other hand was concerned about her in-laws’ reac-
tion to her entering their in-group by taking their surname: ‘I have 
thought a lot about whether his parents thought I was good enough 
to have their name.’ The upholding of traditional gender roles also 
shines through in the idea of a woman entering a man’s family by 
taking their name.

Julie Beck Morgan and her husband, on the other hand, have taken 
a name from each other and in that sense taken an undoing gender 
approach. They decided to create a new surname combination by using 
one name from each of them, meaning that Julie gave up her original 
middle name, because she preferred her original surname, Beck. For 
Julie and her husband, who do not have children and changed their 
names upon marriage, aesthetics initially played a significant role, 
and for fun, they tried out the surname combination Morgan Beck 
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on their dog before changing their names themselves. However, Beck 
was Julie’s name, and Morgan was that of her now-husband, and Julie 
explained that she felt external pressure to eventually do the tradition-
ally gender affirming thing and change the order, so that the man’s 
name (Morgan) would be last and thereby be the official surname, 
while her name (Beck) would be an official middle name. Despite not 
having a need for doing gender in their surname choice themselves, 
when realizing a societal norm for gendered surname choices, Julie 
and her husband ended up following this perceived norm:

Example (3)

Well, it was a bit weird, actually, because we encountered some 
comments about my name being at the end. You know, that it was 
the woman’s name at the end. So, there were some humorous com-
ments like ‘now we know who wears the pants’. And I guess we 
just thought it was a bit silly. Like, if that’s the way it was, that 
there was something traditional about his being last, then it was 
fine with us.

5.2 Surnames and undoing gender
The participants who expressed a wish to not follow traditional gen-
der rules range from being very explicit about this wish – express-
ing a conscious attempt to undo gender and promote equality – to 
being less explicit and to a greater degree treating the gender issue 
as less important and thereby undoing gender in another sense by 
simply not recognizing its importance. This approach then, to some 
degree, erases the importance of gender in surname choices alto-
gether. However, there is also an ambivalence in the doing, re-doing, 
and undoing of gender. All individuals in the study have taken some 
action towards gender equality, whereas other actions point to more 
traditionally gendered practices and values. The most explicit gender 
undoing is, unsurprisingly, seen in individuals who are in same-sex 
marriages. As Lamont (2020) mentions, there is typically more resist-
ance against social norms and a greater degree of flexibility in gender 
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presentations for same-sex and queer couples. As same-sex couples 
have a shorter tradition of marriage customs to relate to and of course 
because a same-sex relationship does not consist of two individuals 
of different genders each associated with specific roles, doing gender 
and upholding gendered norms is neither a societal expectation nor 
an expectation within the couple to the same degree as it can be for 
heterosexual couples (Bechsgaard 2023).

The two participants in same-sex marriages (Ronny and Nikolaj) 
hyphenated their name with their husbands’ (using a middle name 
or surname) and both said that the specific name combinations were 
based on aesthetic considerations, and (as also mentioned by Under-
wood and Robnett 2021) a need to have a shared surname for their 
newly created family. However, for Nikolaj Kuhlmann-Bentzen and 
his husband, who have two children (through surrogacy), the thought 
of changing their names did not occur to them when they first got 
married, illustrating that they at first did not consider the traditional 
practices related to marriage relevant to them (Patterson and Farr 
2017). However, Nikolaj says that things changed once their children 
were born:

Example (4)

I think we were both very attached to our surnames and proud 
of our surnames, and the thought that we could take each other’s 
surname hadn’t really occurred to us, and we wanted to keep our 
own name. But when we became a family in this modern way that 
we did, well, then we thought that it gave the kids something and it 
gave us something to all have the same surname.

For Nikolaj and his husband, then, it simply did not seem like an 
option to do the traditional name-changing action when entering 
marriage, but the action had a different meaning, when the children 
entered the picture. In that sense they simultaneously broke out of and 
stayed inside the heteronormative framework.

It is clear in Table 1 that many participants are undoing traditional 
marriage practices and undoing gender norms by not changing names 
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upon marriage and instead, name changes may occur at a later point 
and remain a possibility even years after the wedding. Mette Sonne 
and Martin Sonne Øhrgaard are among those illustrating this. Mar-
tin’s original full name was Martin Øhrgaard, and when he married 
Mette Sonne after having their first child, neither of them changed 
their names. Mette was very much against adhering to traditional 
gender norms:

Example (5)

Mette:  ‘I am not wired that way. I don’t feel the need for us 
to have the same name.’

Martin:  ‘I wanted us to have the same name. My mother 
took my father’s name – yours didn’t.’

Mette:  ‘I’ve never had a dream of sharing a name with my 
husband. It also works as a marker of your attitude 
towards independence. It’s important for me to say 
that I am me, and I can get by on my own. A core 
value for me is that I can get by on my own.’

Martin talked about having more traditional values and also wanting 
to follow traditional gendered practices concerning marital naming, 
which also connects to the practices in his original family, where his 
mother followed the gendered norms (of the time). Martin connects his 
family values to his own parents being divorced: ‘I really appreciate 
having a nuclear family, considering the family I came from. A quite 
fragmented family. I make a point of creating a more old-fashioned 
family.’ He compares this with his sister and offers the difference in the 
way they do family as an explanation: ‘My sister got divorced. They 
lived pretty individual lives.’ Martin took Mette’s name Sonne as a 
middle name, when their second child was underway, in line with his 
view on doing family, while at the same time undoing the traditional 
gender roles. However, Martin had expected his action to be recipro-
cated: ‘I actually thought Mette would take my name as well, when 
I made the gesture of taking her name.’ Christian, mentioned above, 
was honoured that his wife took his surname, whereas Martin viewed 
taking a spouse’s name as a favourable action towards the spouse. 
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So, there is not a single answer to the question of who is doing who 
a favour. Studies from the United Kingdom and the United States, 
however, typically describe women as the receivers of a ‘gift’ by get-
ting a man’s surname (e.g. Thwaites 2014; Carter & Duncan 2018), for 
example highlighting a man’s role in making a woman ‘a Mrs instead 
of just being a live-in partner’ (Carter & Duncan 2018:116). Martin’s 
expectation of reciprocity illustrates his preference for a mix of the 
traditional and the modern. He wanted the traditional symbol of being 
married – sharing a name – and wanted ‘a more old-fashioned family’ 
but did not express a preference related to gender in that context. He 
did, however, express a wish for equivalence in that he expected his 
wife to join him in taking each other’s name. This way, Martin ended 
up reversing traditional gender roles by taking his wife’s name, as did 
Mette by not taking her husband’s.

5.3 Gender role ambivalence and everyday practices
All participants expressed and displayed some degree of ambivalence 
in relation to doing or undoing gender, especially when considering 
everyday practices. When considering other practices besides name 
choices that are traditionally related to gender, the participants leaned 
towards either doing or undoing gender to a certain degree. How-
ever, many participants expressed or displayed contradicting attitudes 
and actions. For example, when talking about housework tradition-
ally done by women – such as laundry, cooking and childcare – the 
women participating in the study would often disclose that they do 
more of these chores than their partner, while expressing some degree 
of shame related to this.

Marie Lindell said that she has a higher income than her husband, 
and that he usually cooks and would also be taking paternity leave. 
Furthermore, he has taken a name from her, while she has not taken 
one from him, illustrating that this family has in some ways reversed 
gender roles from the traditional. However, the picture is less clear 
when it comes to ‘emotional gender roles’ such as understanding the 
children’s needs, knowing their bedtimes, etc.:
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Example (6)

I am just completely tuned in to their rhythms. And my husband 
is just totally not. (…) So there is something about understanding 
and following children’s rhythms that comes much more naturally 
to me, which is much more the traditional role, right? And there 
might also be a slight imbalance in who does more around the 
house.

Marie’s case shows that there is a difference between the formal and 
symbolic action of choosing a name and the more informal everyday 
actions, and even between the more formal housework, such as cook-
ing dinner, and the more subtle and informal responsibilities, such as 
knowing when a child needs a nap. Furthermore, surname choices 
are visible to the outside world in a way that housework and childcare 
practices are not, and these surname choices can thereby be seen as a 
way of displaying a gender-equal family.

Marielouise Anette Sørensen is in her second marriage, and her 
current husband never mentioned the idea of her taking his surname. 
She expressed that even if he had, it would not be an option for her: 
‘I think, why should the woman be the one to change her name?’ She 
sees her surname as closely connected to her identity, prioritizing 
I-identity over we-identity. ‘And it is who I am. This has always been 
my name’, while also making a connection between the name choice 
and a more general view on gender roles: ‘I don’t want to succumb to 
norms that once were. There is a liberation in it.’ However, Marielou-
ise’s opinions on gender roles regarding surname change somewhat 
conflict with the everyday chores in her home:

Example (7)

I do most of the cooking, because I like it better (…) Those gender 
roles don’t bother me. I can see that I clean more and so on, but I 
have accepted that that’s the way it is. If I ask him to do something, 
he will do it. He is not doing it to oppress me.
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So, even though there is quite a traditional distribution of domestic 
chores in Marielouise’s home, she does not mind, because these prac-
tices are not caused by a conscious attempt by her husband to adhere 
to traditional gender roles.

6. Individuality versus family in surname choices
Whether individuals prioritize their individuality or the collective 
identity of the family is connected to reflections and choices of sur-
names.

6.1 Individuality in surname choices
Maria Bisgaard Hansen is a mother of two, divorced, and has neither 
remarried nor re-cohabited. Like Marielouise, who was mentioned 
above, it was not an option for Maria to take her husband’s middle 
name or surname, and ‘there is a touch of women’s empowerment in 
it, as well’. Maria said that she did not have a family ideal as was the 
case for some of the other participants: ‘I don’t think it has ever been 
important to me to have a nuclear family (…) I have always said that 
I didn’t really know if I wanted to have children.’ She also expressed 
a less traditional view on marriage compared to the majority of the 
participants: ‘I actually don’t think I have ever thought that it is nec-
essarily forever. Maybe I don’t really have that romantic idea about 
it.’ Of course, Maria’s statements should be seen against the backdrop 
of her marriage having ended; she also reflected on not changing her 
name in this context: ‘Then we got divorced, and I guess it was a good 
thing that we hadn’t taken each other’s surnames.’

Among remarried individuals participating in the study, there is a 
sense of already having gone against the established norms by getting 
divorced and subsequently remarrying, which shines through in the 
individuals’ narratives about their name choices. For example, Kristín 
Jónsdóttir explained how she has given up on doing family in the 
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‘right’ way and thereby has come to focus more on doing individual-
ity in her current marriage:

Example (8)

Having a shared family identity wasn’t important. We both agree 
that we are individuals in a relationship (…) He gets to be him, and 
I get to be me. That’s more important than that we belong together. 
It probably also has to do with the fact that we’ve tried it before, 
doing it right, carefully picked a name for the first child, and it 
didn’t work! That wasn’t what fixed the marriage. So, it’s actually 
more important to us to be individuals.

For Sofie Løve, who is cohabiting and has two young children, her 
surname is so closely attached to her identity that changing it would 
feel strange to her: ‘I am my surname. It would be weird for me to 
take his. And the same for him. Taking a different surname does 
something to your identity.’ Sofie associates doing individuality with 
both her and her husband being represented in their children’s names: 
‘In terms of the individual, it has been important that we included 
both names, even though maybe they sound a little peculiar together.’ 
Despite Sofie not being convinced that she and her husband will never 
change their names (‘You should never say never’), her wish to hold 
on to her own surname was closely connected to the aesthetic value 
and the rareness of her surname: ‘I have always been proud of my 
name (…) well, if you can be proud of a name, but I mean been happy 
with my name, always thought it was fun that I had a special name.’

6.2 Doing family in surname choices
For some, prioritizing family identity over individual identity means 
focusing on their own newly established family, while others use sur-
names to uphold ties to their original family.
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6 .2 .1 New family
Pernille Falk got rid of her original surname and instead took a name 
from her husband when they got married. Now they also have two 
young children. Both Pernille and her husband had surnames ending 
in sen before getting married (she was Madsen, and he was Andersen), 
and Falk was Pernille’s husband’s middle name. They decided that they 
would have one shared surname (and both remove their sen-names), and 
they decided on Falk; not because it was the man’s name but because of 
the desire for a shared family identity: ‘For us, the important thing was 
that we were something as a family, that we shared a name, whether we 
had ended up choosing mine or his or the middle name like we ended 
up doing.’ The desire for a name signalling (nuclear) family identity 
was also clear, when Pernille described the fact that they are the only 
ones in the extended family with this name:

Example (9)

Now we are the Falks. We’re the only ones in the family with this 
surname. Most of the others took it as a middle name in the gener-
ation before us. We liked that it was short and easy to say and easy 
to understand, and that then it was our family name. Our daugh-
ter was born before we got married, so the decision of what we 
wanted to be called was made with her.

Their status as a family unit with the shared name as a strong symbol 
is obviously important to Pernille. The practice of making the family 
name decision when the first child is born is common among the par-
ticipants. Pernille attributed their shared surname with symbolically 
creating their family: ‘Our family came to be with this name.’ Pernille 
also viewed the action of taking the name Falk as making her part of a 
new in-group. She talked about the name coming from her mother- in-
law, who is pleased that Pernille and her husband are using the name, 
and Pernille reflected on her new name’s connection to her mother-in-
law: ‘Of course, we wouldn’t have picked it if I had thought that she 
was awful.’
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Several participants indicated that they took their partner’s middle 
name or surname as a way of obtaining a more attractive, less boring, 
and/or more identifying name. For most, this meant switching a very 
common name ending in sen with a less common name. Nina Lundholm 
Christensen took both middle name and surname from her husband, 
who in turn did not change his name at all. They have a young son. 
Nina’s original middle and surnames was Kjærsgaard Olsen. Kjærs-
gaard is also the name of a Danish politician, and Nina described her 
reasons for changing both names: ‘I wanted to get rid of Kjærsgaard (…) 
it sucks to be associated with the politician.’ Besides this association, 
Nina described the name choice as somewhat coincidental:

Example (10)

I guess I think that Christensen is nicer than Olsen, like in writing 
and sound, I’m not really sure why. But otherwise, if I had had a 
better middle name to bring to the table, we could easily have been 
the kinds of people who had taken my middle name, all three of us. 
And his surname or the other way around (…) It’s kind of coinci-
dental, I guess. I think we just agreed that he has the best names. 
We agreed that we wanted the same name, all three of us. That 
was the most important thing for my husband, and I could see the 
reasoning in that. And then we ended up with this model, because 
I thought he brought the best name to the table.

Nina described the idea of having a shared name as being ‘most impor-
tant’ for her husband and her reasoning about it: ‘I understand my 
husband’s point of view; it’s important that we have the same name (…) 
I don’t think that holding on to your own identity is that important.’ 
However, Nina described her father reacting to the name change: ‘I 
could see the disappointment in his face.’ This led to Nina’s son being 
given her father’s second first name as a second first name: ‘It was kind 
of an act of compensation.’ Nina clearly values performing actions that 
strengthen the new family identity over strengthening her individuality 
and also over strengthening the bond with her original family (when 
it comes to middle and surnames) but adheres to her father’s view on 
the matter by ‘compensating’ in a different but still name-related way.



93

‘Our family came to be with this name’: Family identity and gender roles …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .17083

6 .2 .2 Original family
Even though the participants generally emphasized doing new family, 
there was also a focus on doing original family. In other words, what 
is considered the in-group and what is considered the out-group var-
ies, and there is variation regarding who is included in the we-iden-
tity. Most participants said that their parents did not care about pos-
sible surname changes, but several participants talked about their 
parents having an opinion about their name choices (such as Nina 
above). Some participants talked about the important connection to 
their original family – some referring to their family as their clan – 
which is connected to sharing a name. Ronny Bergholt-Cortzen and 
his husband combined their names and now share a surname that 
consists of a name from each joined by a hyphen. Ronny described 
being indifferent to the order of the names (just caring about which 
combination sounded best) but being adamant about his name not 
becoming a middle name. So, the hyphen was added in order for the 
two names to have the status of one surname. Ronny is aware of not 
being subject to traditional marriage norms because of his status as 
a gay man: ‘We have pretty consciously taken advantage of the fact 
that we are detached from traditional norms.’ Therefore, Ronny said, 
they also had an untraditional wedding party, which took place a few 
weeks prior to the interview. They wanted to keep the names of both 
of them, ‘because there has to be an obvious attachment to both fam-
ilies. There is a strong clan culture on both sides.’ The joint name, 
then, was talked about in a way that puts more weight on the continu-
ation of two ‘clan cultures’ than the beginning of a new family. Ronny 
emphasized the importance of his original family as a unit by talk-
ing about the fact that his original family has a saying, ‘just the four 
of us’, originally referring to Ronny, his parents and his sibling, but 
now, his husband is also part of ‘just the four of us’, highlighting the 
emphasis on the original family as an important unit, and in-group, to 
which Ronny’s husband now has access.

Merete Nørgaard Skovsager and her husband share his surname 
and have each kept their original middle names. She also expressed 
a sense of shared identity with her original family, which in this case 
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is closely connected to the name itself. She ‘would not under any 
circumstances lose the name Nørgaard’, which she said is the name 
her family is known by in the community where she grew up. This 
emphasizes the role of Merete’s original family as an in-group and a 
group with whom she shares a we-identity. Similarly, Merete’s hus-
band’s surname, Skovsager, symbolizes a strong family identity and 
‘there was no doubt that we were going to use that because of its 
history.’ She said that she thought ‘his name was so nice’, based on 
the fact that it is rare and has a rich history. She also expressed an 
awareness that taking the name Skovsager makes her part of another 
in-group: ‘then you’re a part of them.’

Concerning the reason why Merete’s husband did not reciprocate 
her taking his name, she said: ‘He was supposed to have my name, 
as well, but he would rather keep a name from both his mother and 
his father.’ Merete’s husband, then, decided to keep a name-related 
connection to both of his parents by keeping a middle name/surname 
he got from each of them. rather than take his wife’s name, signalling 
a sense of we-identity with his original family, viewing them as his 
in-group. This choice gives a sense of a family leaning in a tradition-
ally gendered direction, which is reinforced by Merete stating that ‘If 
we didn’t have the same name, we might as well not get married at 
all’. There was also a gendered difference concerning the distribution 
of household chores. However, as was the case for other participants 
as well, this was partially explained by having very young children 
and building a house. Merete said the following about gender roles:

Well, they’re completely classically distributed right now. My hus-
band works on the house, and I do the domestic things. Well, that’s 
the way it is. We can’t run from that fact. I guess, we just have to 
acknowledge that it easily gets distributed into men’s and women’s 
chores.

While an awareness that this is not the ‘modern’ way of doing family 
is evident (‘Well, that’s the way it is. We can’t run from that fact’), 
Merete expressed an acceptance of the current state, just as she did 
regarding the name choices in her family.
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7. Conclusion
This article has examined the role of surnames as part of gender 
identities, individual identities and family identity formation. It has 
highlighted the connection between the choices and narratives of sur-
names in Danish families and practices, actions, and attitudes in fam-
ilies by examining individuals representing different family forms in 
order to represent the diverse family landscape of Denmark in the 
2020s. The surname choices and family practices of the participants 
were analysed by leaning on concepts such as doing family and doing 
individuality, showing a variation among the participants regarding 
the degree to which their actions and attitudes work towards strength-
ening family or individuality. Similarly, the concepts of doing gender 
and undoing gender were applied and showed a variation in actions 
and attitudes that either reinforced traditional gender roles or weak-
ened them. Whereas some participants were very explicit about undo-
ing gender, others were more implicit. The analysis also showed that 
some participants have an emphasis on I-identity, finding it important 
to hold on to their own identity rather than be absorbed by family 
identity, whereas others prefer strengthening we-identity by sharing a 
name. Whether this sense of collective identity is directed towards the 
original family or the newly established family is subject to variation, 
and I argue that the we-identity can vary in strength.

The majority of the participants expressed aiming for gender 
equality in both their everyday family practices and in their surname 
choices, thus undoing traditional gendered surname practices, while 
a minority of the participants were explicitly expressing a desire to 
adhere to traditional gender roles in their surname choice and thereby 
uphold traditional gender norms. The participants who expressed a 
wish to not follow traditional gender norms ranged from being very 
explicit about this wish – expressing a conscious attempt to undo 
gender and promote equality – to being less explicit and to a greater 
degree treating the gender issue as less important and thereby undo-
ing gender in another sense by simply not recognizing its importance. 
All participants expressed and displayed some degree of ambivalence 
in relation to doing or undoing gender, especially when consider-
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ing everyday practices. While participants lean more or less in one 
direction, when also considering other practices besides name choices 
that are traditionally related to gender, many expressed or displayed 
contradicting attitudes and actions, showing that there is a difference 
between the formal and symbolic action of making a name choice 
and the more informal everyday actions. Furthermore, since surname 
choices are visible to the surroundings, and the distribution of every-
day practices such as housework are usually not, the focus on gender 
equality in surnames can be seen as displaying family.

The analysis has shown that in Denmark, predominant gender nam-
ing traditions are being challenged by new and more flexible practices 
that are less dependent on gender, and the findings of this study show a 
greater variation in gendered naming practices within Western societies 
than those of the typical narratives. Additionally, traditional surname 
practices are being renewed by for example the ongoing possibility of 
surname change years into a marriage. Surname choices are closely 
related to the stereotypical and symbolic idea of family for some, while 
others attach less importance to surnames. Furthermore, it has shown 
that the switch from the term ‘slægtsnavn’ [(extended) family name] 
to ‘efternavn’ [last name] is appropriate in a society, where sharing a 
name with extended family members is no longer a given.
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to their name. Among men applicants, there was an increase over time in 
changes made to first and middle names (a doubled figure in 2019 compared 
to 1998). Although case numbers are small, of the name changes we attrib-
uted to gender transition, the majority were changes made to the applicant’s 
first name and/or middle name. Our article concludes by reflecting on what 
our analysis of otherwise unexamined records of enrolled deed polls reveals 
about the (re)doing of gender identities through name changing in contem-
porary societies.

Keywords: name change, gender, United Kingdom, enrolled deed polls, name 
change trends

1. Introduction
The names of a person are closely linked to their familial, civil- legal 
and socio-cultural identities (e.g. Finch 2008; Aldrin 2011; Pilcher 
2016) and, relatedly, to their self-identity (e.g. Emmelhainz 2012; 
Watzlawik 2012). Given that names are a key part of who someone 
‘is’, a change of a person’s name may signal a change in one or more 
of their identities. The study of name changing remains an under-re-
searched area of socio-onomastics (Aldrin 2016; Scherr 1986), despite 
the potential it has for developing insight into the complexities of con-
temporary identities within socially and culturally diverse societies. 
In this article, we extend knowledge of and understanding about the 
gender identities-related significance of name changing behaviour by 
analysing ‘enrolled deed polls’. These are a formal procedure through 
which people in the United Kingdom can achieve a change of any or 
all of their official names.

Our article begins with an overview of research literature relat-
ing to name changing, identities and gender, along with a descrip-
tion of the legal context of, and several routes to, officially changing a 
person’s name in the United Kingdom. We then outline the methods 
and data of the wider study of enrolled deed polls that we draw on 
here. We present findings from our quantitative analyses of cases of 
enrolled deed polls where people change their own name and show 



103

Name changing and gender: an analysis of name changes made …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16876

that name changing and gender are associated in different ways. We 
examine which parts of people’s names are changed in relation to gen-
der, including those linked to transitions in gender identity. Our arti-
cle concludes by reflecting on what our analysis of otherwise unex-
amined records of enrolled deed polls reveals about the (re)doing of 
gender identities through name changing in contemporary societies, 
including in the longer term.

1.1 Name changing and identities
There are several different types of name change, and each is likely 
to have multifarious implications for the identity-related causes, and 
consequences, of a person’s change of name. For Strauss (1959:18), 
‘The changing of names marks a rite of passage. It means such things 
as that the person wants to have the kind of name he [sic] thinks 
represents him [sic] as a person, does not want any longer to be the 
kind of person that his [sic] previous name signified’ (see also Alford 
1988). Here, Strauss is describing identity motivations that precede 
a name change made voluntarily by an individual, and to their own 
name. A person’s name can also be changed without consent, by 
someone else. For example, the name of an enslaved individual may 
have been changed by their ‘owner’ (Benson 2006) or a child’s names 
changed by their adoptive parents (Hagström 2017; Pilcher, Hooley & 
Coffey 2020). It is also important to recognize that a person’s name 
may be changed through a formal, legally recognized procedure, as 
well as unofficially through situational variation in everyday encoun-
ters (nicknames are one example). Law and procedures regulating 
official name change are shown to vary cross-nationally (Walkowiak 
2016; e.g. Coulmont 2014 details the process in France, Leibring 2017 
describes the Swedish context and Wentling 2020, the United States). 
Our focus in this article is on gendered patterns in official name 
changes made by people in the United Kingdom in relation to their 
own name (we refer to these people as ‘applicants’ in our analysis). 
We include changes in several kinds of names (first names, middle 
names and surnames).
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While early research on name changes (primarily in relation to 
heterosexual women’s marital surnames) found identity change to be 
an inevitable cause and/or consequence of a changed name (see Staf-
ford & Kline 1996, and references), later evidence in the field points 
to a much more complex process. For example, Emmelheinz (2012) 
described name change as a manifestation of identity elasticity, ena-
bling people to maintain a sense of self while adding or re-negotiat-
ing certain elements of meaning attached to it. This perspective is in 
line with social constructivist theory recognizing that names can be 
seen as resources that people may use in varying ways: to create, con-
firm, project, or re-create various identities (Goffman 1968), includ-
ing in relation to gender (Aldrin 2015; Pilcher 2017). In line with this 
approach, it is argued that name changes, like other kinds of meaning 
making, must be recognized as deeply situated in a specific context or 
community of practice (McConnell-Ginnet 2008), and as motivated 
by specific social, cultural and communicative goals.

To date, the two main topics in the empirical study of people’s offi-
cial name changes are name changes by or for individuals whose eth-
nicities are minoritized in contexts of migration and/or racial discrim-
ination (e.g. Bursell 2012; Fermaglich 2018; Koshravi 2012; see also 
Coulmont 2014 and references), and heterosexual women’s marital 
surname changes (e.g. Bechsgaard, in this issue; Castrén 2018; Dun-
can, Ellingsæter & Carter 2020; Gooding & Kreider 2009; Seheuble, 
Klingemann & Johnson 2000). There are also a few studies exam-
ining the incidence of and motivations for marital surname change 
by couples who are gay (e.g. Patterson & Farr 2016; Suter & Oswald 
2003) and, more recently, first name changing linked to gender iden-
tity transitions (e.g. Anzani et al. 2023; Lind 2023; Obasi et al. 2019; 
Sinclair-Palm, in this issue; Wentling 2020). Hence, as Mills (2003) 
emphasized, name change implies a complex negotiation of identities, 
and pressures from social values, norms and traditions. Name change 
has been argued to be a way to leave an unwanted or stigmatized 
identity behind (Koshravi 2012; Strauss 1959) or to avoid practical 
issues with spelling and pronunciation (Frändén 2010). Relevant to 
our topic of gender identities, official name change is also argued to 
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be a way to establish a new identity as a couple (e.g. Kerns 2011), as a 
‘proper family’ when living in a complex arrangement (e.g. Duncan, 
Ellingsæter& Carter 2018) or as a person who is transgender or gen-
der non-binary (e.g. Anzani et al. 2023; Sinclair-Palm, in this issue). 
In addition, as Frändén (2010) points out, the identity work performed 
through a change of name can point in several directions: simultane-
ously both inwards (creating a sense of ‘self’ or ‘us’) and outwards 
(creating an image or expectations among others).

People’s names can comprise first name, middle name and surname 
(although not all naming cultures follow this convention). An official 
name change can therefore involve amendments to one, or more, or 
all, parts of an individual’s ‘name’ and in a variety of combinations. 
Voluntary changes of first names are argued to be rarely practiced in 
most cultures of the world (Alford 1988), a rarity reflected in the pau-
city of empirical studies examining change of first names (although, 
see Coulmont 2014). The low incidence of first name changing indi-
cates that first names are so closely linked to personal identity that 
voluntarily changing them risks identity loss and would require very 
specific reasons, such as communicating a new gender identity to 
oneself and to others (e.g. Sinclair-Palm, in this issue; Wentling 2020). 
Indeed, we argue that the most substantive grouping of empirical 
research examining the phenomenon of first name changing are stud-
ies of first names in relation to gender identity transition.

Official changes of surnames (family names or last names) occur 
in many cultures and are argued to be connected to changes in civil 
or social status (e.g. linked to marriage or civil partnership – see, for 
example, Bechsgaard, in this issue; Grønstad, in this issue; Duncan, 
Ellingsæter & Carter 2018), or to the adoption of children (Pilcher, 
Hooley & Coffey 2020) or as a strategy to avoid racism (e.g. Fer-
maglich 2018; Khosravi 2012). The higher incidence of surname 
changing compared to first name changing is reflected in the larger 
number of empirical studies examining this practice. These include 
some longitudinal studies (e.g. Fermaglich 2018; Scherr 1986) and/
or studies using sizable datasets (e.g. Broom, Beem & Harris 1955; 
Khosravi 2012). Surnames are often seen as primarily linked to col-
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lective identity (Hanks & Parkin 2016), expressing the individual as 
part of a specific group, especially as a couple or in terms of fam-
ily lineage but also in terms of a language community or a nation, 
for example (Finch 2008). These are group affiliations which can be 
changed or re-negotiated throughout life and can be marked through 
surname change. Surnames can also be linked to the construction of 
personal identity and the choice to keep or change one’s surname, as 
well as the choice of one surname over another, can contribute to a 
sense of uniqueness, independence and the establishment or main-
tenance of a professional identity, especially for women (Laskowski 
2010). In some cultures, including in the United Kingdom, surname 
changing is strongly gendered, a reflection of power relations in 
patriarchal, gender binary and heteronormative societies (see Pilcher 
2017). In such cultures, empirical evidence on marital surname 
change suggests that, in heterosexual couples, it is the woman part-
ner who is often expected to change her surname, and if she does so, 
common rationales relate to family connectedness (to show marital 
union and commitment, family solidarity, to signify the beginning of 
a new stage of life) or pragmatism, as a means of avoiding disparity 
of surnames within a family unit (e.g. Boxer & Gritsenko, 2005; see 
also Thwaites, 2016; Wilson, 2009). In relation to surname change, it 
is women’s experiences that have been the focus of enquiry and men’s 
experiences are neglected (Aldrin 2016:390; although see Grønstad, 
this issue). Studies of the surnaming practices of gay men couples 
suggest that surname changing is not practiced (Clarke et al. 2008; 
Patterson & Farr 2016), whereas studies of gay women couples reveal 
more variance in surnaming practices (Dempsey & Lindsay 2017; 
Suter & Oswald 2003).

Our review of the research literature on name changing and gender 
shows that marital surname changing by women in heterosexual rela-
tionships forms the most substantive topic area. In this article, in addi-
tion to extending understandings of women’s surname change, we sig-
nificantly advance knowledge about other aspects of name changing 
and gender that are currently under-researched. These include men’s 
name changing practices, gendered patterns of changes made to first 
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names and to middle names, and name changing by people who are 
transgender. By analysing records of enrolled deed polls in the United 
Kingdom 1998–2019, we also break new ground in documenting what 
long-term trends are in name changing and the (re)construction of 
gender identities in contemporary societies.

1.2 Official name changing in the United 
Kingdom: contexts and procedures
As we noted earlier, law and procedures regulating official name 
change vary cross-nationally. Under English common law, an adult 
in the United Kingdom may change any part or all of their name an 
unlimited number of times and for any reason, and without using any 
particular legal procedure, provided that such action is not under-
taken for deceptive or fraudulent purposes (UK Government 2024). 
Probably the most common and routine means of evidencing name 
change is via certificates of marriage, used by women who change 
their surname when marrying a man (a name changing practice that 
is the norm in the United Kingdom). Certificates of civil partnerships 
could similarly be used as evidence of surname change, and presum-
ably also certificates of divorce or dissolution of civil partnerships. 
A further means of officially-evidenced name changing are adoption 
certificates, which record names by which a child is to be known 
after their legal adoption is completed. Outside these scenarios, adult 
individuals wishing to evidence change of their own name(s) can do 
so simply by completing a ‘deed of change of name’ (we term this 
an ‘ordinary’ deed poll). This is a simple do-it-yourself but effectual 
form of contract in English law, concerning one person and signed 
by that person in the presence of a witness (who does not have to 
be legally qualified). Alternatively, individuals may choose to pay 
a fee to a commercial service provider (e.g. deedpolloffice.com) to 
undertake the process of obtaining an ordinary deed poll on their 
behalf, and which may also include verification by a qualified legal 
professional. Perhaps because using a commercial service provider 
makes the process appear to be more ‘official’ and ‘legal’ than the 

http://deedpolloffice.com
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‘do-it-yourself-with-a-friend’ method, it seems to have become an 
increasingly popular route to name changing in the United Kingdom. 
In 2011 it was reported that 58 000 people had used one company’s 
service to change a name, an increase of 4 000 on the previous year 
and compared to only 5 000 people a year who did so in the previous 
decade (McClatchey 2011). Likewise, it was reported that a record 
85 000 people had used one company’s commercial deed poll ser-
vice to change a name in 2015 (Johnston 2016). However, there are 
no centrally held or publicly available records in the United Kingdom 
relating to ordinary deed polls, or to any of the above-described pro-
cedures by which an official change of name can be achieved and/or 
evidenced. This makes it impossible to find out the total number of 
people using these procedures, what their socio-cultural characteris-
tics are, and which names are changed.

1.3 Enrolled deed polls
‘Enrolled’ deed polls are a further route to name changing available to 
individuals in the United Kingdom, and one for which there are cen-
trally held and publicly available records. Compared to an ‘ordinary’ 
deed poll, an enrolled deed poll is a legal procedure by which an indi-
vidual publicly declares a change of name through application to the 
Royal Courts of Justice. Enrolled deed polls enable resident British or 
British Commonwealth citizens to change their own name(s) officially 
and to have their name change published as a matter of public record. 
Applications for an enrolled deed poll can also be made on behalf of 
another person (e.g. parents, guardians or local authorities seeking to 
change the name of a child in their care).

Records of enrolled deed polls for England and Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland have been openly published in The Gazette (the 
official journal of statutory notices) since 1914. Enrolled deed polls 
are not among the most commonly used procedures to formally enact 
and/or evidence name change in the United Kingdom. Compared to 
ordinary deed polls (whether the do-it-yourself version – which is 
cost-free – or through a commercial service provider, where fees vary 
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but currently average approximately GBP 21), enrolled deed polls are 
more complex, take longer to achieve, and are more costly (currently 
approximately GBP 42). Moreover, because they result in a public dec-
laration of name change, enrolled deed polls are unlikely to be used 
by people whose name change is motivated by safeguarding reasons. 
Nonetheless, as with ordinary deed polls, increasing numbers of peo-
ple have used enrolled deed polls. There were 205 published records 
of enrolled deed polls in The Gazette in 1998, a figure that remained 
steady up until 2014 (235 published records). However, in 2015 there 
were 1 236 published records, a significant – and unexplained – sud-
den increase. For 2019, the end date for our analysis, 2 552 records of 
enrolled deed polls were published. The figure for 2022 (at the time 
of writing, the latest full year for which published records of enrolled 
deed polls were available), showed a further increase to 3 233.

The precise wording of enrolled deed polls varies, including over 
time, but all contain key details that enable analysis of name changing 
behaviour. As shown in the following example, records of enrolled 
deed polls specify the applicant’s ‘old’ and ‘new’ name(s):

Notice is hereby given that by a Deed Poll dated [day/month/year] 
and enrolled in the Supreme Court of England and Wales on [day/
month/year], I, [applicant’s new full name], of [applicant’s postal 
address], [applicant’s marital status and citizenship], by virtue of 
section 11(1) of the British Nationality Act 1981, abandoned the 
name of [old names] and assumed in lieu thereof the name of [new 
names].

Records of enrolled deed polls are an atypical route to official name 
changing, as we note above. Despite this, and their previous neglect 
by onomastic scholars, we argue that records of enrolled deed polls 
are richly deserving of analysis. The growth in numbers of people 
using enrolled deed polls mirrors reported growth in numbers of 
people using ordinary deed polls (Johnston 2016; McClatchey 2011). 
They are the only official and openly available source of evidence 
in the United Kingdom about long-term trends in, and contemporary 
patterns of, the incidence of name changing, types of name change 
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and of the characteristics of people who change their names – includ-
ing in relation to gender identities. In this article, we use this valuable 
source of evidence about name changing to explore two key research 
questions about name change in the United Kingdom for the period 
1998–2019. Among people changing their own names (‘applicants’) 
(1) Is there an association between name changing and gender? (2) 
Are there any gendered patterns in the types of names being changed?

2. Data and methods
2.1 Data collection
This article and its focus on gender and name changing draws on a 
wider descriptive and analytical research project on name changing 
conducted through an examination of records of enrolled deed polls, 
published in The Gazette between 1998 and 2019. The rationale for 
this timeframe is that: (i) digital records of enrolled deed polls are 
searchable only from 1998 onwards; (ii) key acts potentially impact-
ing gendered name changing behaviour passed into law during this 
period, including The Civil Partnership Act 2004, The Gender Rec-
ognition Act 2004, and the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013. 
Ethical review of the wider study of name changing via enrolled deed 
polls was undertaken by the chair of the relevant research ethics com-
mittee at Nottingham Trent University, who decided that, due to the 
project’s use of secondary data from published sources, a full ethics 
review was not required. Subsequently, the principal investigator of 
the wider study (Pilcher) used The Gazette’s data service to purchase 
a dataset of all 15 976 records of enrolled deed polls from 1998 to 
2019. These records were found by using the code 2 901 (‘Change 
of Name’) to search within the digitized version of all three editions 
(London, Edinburgh and Belfast) of The Gazette. The dataset was 
delivered in a comma-separated values (CSV) file format compati-
ble with Microsoft Excel and customized to exclude people’s postal 
addresses.
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2.2 Data analysis
Initial analyses of the customized dataset of records of enrolled deed 
polls within a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet involved researchers read-
ing each record of an enrolled deed poll and transforming data each 
record contained about name change into new categorial or nominal 
variables. For ethical reasons, and to comply with the Open Govern-
ment Licence V3.0 regulating use of data, and to prepare data for sta-
tistical analysis, all names contained within the customized dataset 
were removed by coding names of applicants and/or subjects of the 
name change into relevant categorical variables.

Researchers removed first names and middle names from the full 
dataset by assigning a gender to them and coding as the variables 
‘woman/girl’, ‘man/boy’ or ‘gender neutral’. First names and/or mid-
dle names were therefore used as a proxy for the gender of the appli-
cant and/or subject of an enrolled deed poll. It is a very strong cultural 
norm in the United Kingdom (and elsewhere) to give a new-born baby 
a sex-specific first name (Alford 1988), according to the initial sex 
categorization of its body as female or male. Further, in the United 
States at least, almost all (97 per cent) of first names thought of as 
female-appropriate are only given to children whose sex category is 
female and almost all (97 per cent) of first names seen to be male- 
appropriate are only given to children whose sex category is male 
(Lieberson et al. 2000; see also Herbert & Aylene 2014). First names 
are therefore widely recognized as a robust indicator of the sex and/
or gender of the bearer. We used the online application programming 
interface (API) tool Genderize (see genderize.io) to reach decisions 
about the gender attributes of first and middle names, and in a small 
number of cases, a Google search if a first or middle name was not 
included on Genderize. If no information could be found about the 
gender attributes of a first or middle name, it was coded as miss-
ing. Using these resources, first and/or middle names were coded as 
‘woman/girl’, as ‘man/boy’ or as ‘gender neutral’ (gender non-binary 
names). Cases of name change linked to gender transition were iden-
tified by comparing the gender attributes of the ‘new’ first name and/
or middle name and the gender attributes of the ‘old’ first name and/or 

http://genderize.io


Jane Pilcher, Hannah Deakin-Smith, Emilia Aldrin & Hanh Thi My Nguyen

112 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16876

middle name. We assumed applicants whose ‘new’ first name(s) had 
masculine gender attributes compared to their previous ‘feminine’ 
first name(s) were people who had gender transitioned from being a 
woman to a man. Likewise, we assumed that applicants whose ‘new’ 
first name(s) had feminine gender attributes compared to their pre-
vious ‘masculine’ first name(s) were people who had gender transi-
tioned from being a man to a woman. Applicants whose ‘new’ first 
name(s) had gender neutral attributes we assumed had transitioned 
from a gender binary identity to a gender neutral or gender non-bi-
nary identity. Names were also removed from the dataset by coding 
into ‘name type’ (i.e. first name, middle name, surname). Through 
these steps, people’s names were excluded from the customized data-
set and anonymity of applicants and/or subjects of enrolled deed polls 
was ensured.

The following key actions were taken in the wider project to clean 
data within the Microsoft Excel spreadsheet and to prepare for ana-
lysis. First, removing from the original spreadsheet dataset of 15 976 
categorial records cases that were duplicates, cases where there was 
more than a year’s discrepancy between application date of the deed 
poll and its publication date and cases which had missing values mak-
ing up more than 50 per cent in all variables, leaving a total number of 
15 568 records. Second, a numeric code was assigned to each unique 
categorial variable, including to values missing from categorial var-
iables. Third, data were then analysed by using IBM SPSS Statistics 
Version 28 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). Descriptive statistics and 
frequencies were conducted to summarize features of name-changing 
within enrolled deed poll data and to highlight any potential relation-
ship between variables. For correlation analysis, Chi-square tests were 
used to determine which associations were statistically significant 
because this is an appropriate statistical test to find the correlation 
between categorical variables in our data. In addition, crosstabulation 
tables (or two-way tables) were utilized to look at what the association 
is and find patterns of data (Yates, Moore, & McCabe 1999).

Among the total of 15 568 cases, 68.5 per cent of applications 
(10 665 records) for name change via enrolled deed poll in the United 
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Kingdom between 1998 and 2019 were made by an individual in rela-
tion to their own name, while 31.5 per cent of applications were on 
behalf of a child under the age of 18, and made by applicants who 
were either an individual, couples or organizations. Because this arti-
cle focuses only on cases where an individual made changes to their 
own name(s) (we refer to these cases as ‘applicants’), 10 665 records 
were therefore used in subsequent analysis.

3. Results
Results are based on analysis of a baseline of 10 665 records of people 
who changed their own names (‘applicants’) and percentages reported 
for each variable are calculated based on valid cases with non-missing 
values.

3.1 Name changing and gender of applicants
As shown in Table 1, people whose first names and/or middle name 
were coded as ‘woman’ were the majority of applicants seeking to 
change their own name(s) via enrolled deed polls (57 per cent), fol-
lowed by those coded as ‘man’ (42.2 per cent). The gender of 94 appli-
cants or 0.9 per cent of the total is neutral because their first and/
or middle names did not align with gender binary first names which 
typically indicate if the bearer is a woman or a man.
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Table 1. Gender characteristics of name change applicants via enrolled deed 
polls in the United Kingdom, 1998–2019, frequencies and percentages.

Gender Applicant changing their own name(s)
Frequency %

Woman (single applicant) 6 050 57
Man (single applicant) 4 477 42.2
Gender Neutral 94 0.9
Total 10 621 100
Missing* 44
Total cases 10 665

* ‘Missing cases’ are those where the gender of the applicant cannot be determined 
from the information provided in the legal statements. Missing cases are different 
from ‘gender neutral’, where the first and/or middle names of the applicants did 
not align with gender binary first names which typically indicate if the bearer is a 
woman or a man.

3.2 Long-term trends in name changing 
and gender of applicants
To analyse long-term trends in name changing and gender of appli-
cants over the 21-year period (1998–2019) covered by our dataset of 
records of enrolled deed polls, we first compared name change appli-
cations at two date points: 1998 as the start point and 2019 as the end 
point. As shown in Table 2, in 1998 there were more name changes 
made by applicants coded as men (53.4 per cent) than by applicants 
coded as women (45.1 per cent). Yet, this finding is reversed in 2019 
where women are the majority of those applying to change their own 
name(s). Name changes by applicants coded as gender neutral were, 
in comparison, more consistent between the two dates.
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Table 2. Long-term trends in gender of applicants of name changing via 
enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom, 1998–2019, frequencies and 
percentages.

Applicant gender 1998 2019
Frequency % Frequency %

Man 71 53.4 695 40.9
Woman 60 45.1 988 58.1
Gender neutral 2 1.5 17 1
Total cases 133 100 1 700 100

3.3 Types of name change via enrolled deed polls
In the United Kingdom over the 21-year period between 1998 and 
2019, ‘surname only’ was the majority type (57.6 per cent) of all name 
changes made by people changing their own name(s) via enrolled 
deed poll (see Table 3). Also, surname change involving other types of 
name change accounted for 77.5 per cent of all types of name changes. 
Eight per cent of changes were ‘first name only’, but 28.5 per cent 
of all types of name changes involved a first name change. ‘Middle 
name only’ changes were 5.6 per cent of non-surname changes, but 30 
per cent of all types of name changes involved a middle name change. 
Also, 7.2 per cent of all name change cases were related to all parts of 
name (i.e. surname, first name, and middle name).
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Table 3. Types of name change made by applicants via enrolled deed polls in 
the United Kingdom, 1998–2019, frequencies and percentages.

Name change type Frequency Percentage
NON-SURNAME 
CHANGE

First name only 859 8.0
First name & middle name 945 8.9
Middle name only 597 5.6
Total 22.5

SURNAME 
CHANGE

First name & surname 475 4.4
First name & middle name & 
surname

764 7.2

Middle name & surname 885 8.3
Surname only 6 139 57.6
Total 77.5

Missing 1
Total 10 665 100.0

3.4 Association between gender of the applicant 
for name change and type of name change
The null hypothesis is that the type of name changing and the gender 
of applicant, as indicated by first and middle names, are not associ-
ated with each other – they are independent variables. To test this 
hypothesis, we conducted a Chi-Square test on 10 620 valid cases of 
people changing their own names (44 missing cases of applicant gen-
der and one missing case of name changing type are excluded).
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Table 4. Chi-Square Test results for applicants’ gender and type of name 
change via enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom, 1998–2019.

Chi-Square Test
Asymptotic Significance 
(2-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square  
(df)

180.255a  
(12)

<.001

Likelihood Ratio  
(df)

152.569  
(12)

<.001

Linear-by-Linear Association  
(df)

18.138  
(1)

<.001

Number of Valid Cases 10620
Missing cases 45

a 1 cell (4.8 per cent) have expected count less than five. The minimum expected 
count is 4.14.

The result from Table 4 shows that the Pearson Chi-Square value 
is 180.255 with degree of freedom (df) = 12 and p <.001. Because 
the p-value is very small and smaller than the standard alpha value 
(0.05), we can reject the null hypothesis that asserts the gender of 
the applicant of name change and the type of name change are inde-
pendent of each other. In other words, the type of name changing via 
enrolled deed poll and the gender of the applicant of name change 
are associated with each other. Besides, only one cell (4.8 per cent) 
of the expected count is less than five and the minimum expected 
count is 4.14. The results meet the assumption of the Chi-Square test, 
i.e. ‘no more than 20 per cent of the expected counts are less than 5 
and all individual expected counts are 1 or greater’ (Yates, Moore & 
McCabe, 1999: 734), and are therefore valid.

Now taking a closer look at the association between type of name 
change and the gender of the applicant of name change, it can be seen 
in Table 5 that for all gender categories, changes involving a surname 
was the type changed the most. Yet the change of surname only was 
even more common among applicants coded as woman (61.5 per cent) 
than among those coded as man (53 per cent). Where name change 
involved either first name only, first name and middle name or middle 
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name only, there are only small differences between the percentages 
of women applicants and men applicants.

Table 5. Gender of applicant of name change by type of name change via 
enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom, 1998–2019, percentages.

Applicant 
gender

Name change type
NON-SURNAME SURNAME
First 
name 
only

First 
name & 
middle 
name

Middle 
name 
only

Total First 
name & 
surname

First name 
& middle 
name & 
surname

Middle 
name & 
surname

Sur-
name 
only

Total

Man 8.7 9.3 6.5 24.5 4.3 8.2 10 53 75.5
Woman 7.6 8.4 5.0 21 4.2 6.2 7.1 61.5 79
Gender Neutral 9.6 14.9 3.2 27.7 20.2 18 4.3 29.8 72.3

There were only a small number of cases (94) where applicants are 
coded as gender neutral over the 21-year period between 1998 and 
2019 (see Table 1). With this caveat in mind, we note that applicants 
of name change whose gender was coded as neutral were somewhat 
more likely to change their first names only (9.6 per cent), as well 
as to change their first name and middle name (14.9 per cent) but 
were somewhat less likely to change their middle name only (3.2 per 
cent), compared to other gender categories. In cases involving sur-
name change, applicants whose gender was coded as neutral were, 
compared to other gender categories, more likely to change their first 
name and their surname (20.2 per cent), and more likely to change 
their first name, middle name and surname (18 per cent) but less likely 
to change only their middle name and surname (4.3 per cent). In cases 
of surname only change, gender neutral applicants were the least 
likely to do so (29.8 per cent) of all the gender categories (61.5 per cent 
woman, 53 per cent man).
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3.5 Long-term trends in types of name changes and gender
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Figure 1. Long-term trends in types of name changes by women and men via 
enrolled deed polls, United Kingdom 1998–2019.

To examine gendered trends by types of names changed, we com-
pared three date points: 1998, 2008 and 2019. As shown in Figure 1, 
focusing on applications of people coded as woman or man, changes 
involving surnames accounted for a large majority of all types of 
name changes. Women and men both made more surname changes 
than non-surname changes at each of the three date points.

Next, in a closer examination of long-term trends in the types of 
name changes by those applicants coded as men, women and gender 
neutral, we use a two-date point comparison between 1998 and 2019 
(see Table 6). In 1998, there was little difference between women and 
men in the types of name changes made. Name changes involving a 
change in surname are prominent for both women and men applicants 
(and 64.8 per cent of men and 73.3 per cent of women made changes 
only to their surname) while under 20 per cent of women and men 
applicants made non-surname changes. In comparison, and although 
numbers of cases here are very small, of the two applicants in 1998 
categorized as gender neutral (see Table 2), one changed their first 
name and their middle name (non-surname changes) and the other 
one changed only their surname.
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Table 6. Types of name changes via enrolled deed poll by gender, 1998 and 
2019, percentages.

Applicant 
gender

1998
NON-SURNAME SURNAME
First 
name 
only

First 
name & 
middle 
name

Middle 
name 
only

Total First 
name & 
surname

First name 
& middle 
name & 
surname

Middle 
name & 
surname

Sur-
name 
only

Total

Man 7.0 2.8 2.8 12.6 4.2 11.3 7.1 64.8 87.4
Woman 11.7 6.6 1.7 20.0 1.7 5.0 0 73.3 80.0
Neutral 50.0 50.0 50.0 50.0

Applicant 
gender

2019
NON-SURNAME SURNAME
First 
name 
only

First 
name & 
middle 
name

Middle 
name 
only

Total First 
name & 
surname

First name 
& middle 
name & 
surname

Middle 
name & 
surname

Sur-
name 
only

Total

Man 8.2 9.8 9.5 27.5 4.6 7.9 10.6 49.4 72.5
Woman 5.3 6.3 5.6 17.2 4.0 5.3 9.3 64.2 82.8
Neutral 5.9 5.9 5.9 17.7 5.9 41.2 5.9 29.3 82.3

Compared to 1998, for all genders, the proportion of applications 
involving only surnames is lower by 2019. Also in 2019, a higher 
percentage of women changed only their surname (64.2 per cent) 
compared to men (49.4 per cent) and compared to the 17 people (see 
Table 2) categorized as gender neutral (29.3 per cent). Amongst men 
applicants there was an increase in changes to non-surname elements 
names in 2019 (a doubled figure compared to 1998). This proportion 
of men applicants (27.5 per cent) is significantly higher than people 
of other genders changing non-surname elements (17.2 per cent of 
women and 17.7 per cent of gender neutral). In 2019, the 17 people (see 
Table 2) categorized as gender neutral applicants made more changes 
to all parts of their name (41.2 per cent) than either women (5.3 per 
cent) or men (7.9 per cent).
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3.6 Gender transition and name changes
We explained earlier how we identified cases of name change linked 
to gender transition in our dataset. To recap, an applicant whose ‘new’ 
first name(s) had ‘masculine’ gender attributes compared to their pre-
vious ‘feminine’ first name(s) were assumed to have gender transi-
tioned from being a woman to a man. Likewise, an applicant whose 
‘new’ first name(s) had ‘feminine’ gender attributes compared to 
their previous ‘masculine’ first name(s) were assumed to have gender 
transitioned from being a man to a woman. Applicants whose ‘new’ 
first name(s) had gender neutral attributes compared to their previous 
first names, we assumed to have gender transitioned to a non-gender 
binary identity.

Table 7. Name change via enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom attrib-
uted to gender transition before and after 2004.

Name change cases attributed to gender transition
Between 1998 and 2004 Count 25

% 5.9
After 2004 up to 2019 Count 396

% 94.1
Total Count 421

% 100

Almost all (94.1 per cent) of cases of name changing via enrolled deed 
polls that were attributed to applicants’ transitions in gender identity, 
as reflected by first and middle names, occurred between 2004, when 
the Gender Recognition Act was passed, and 2019 (Table 7). Just 
under six per cent of cases of name changing due to gender identity 
transition took place between 1998 and 2004.

As shown in Table 8, in the 21-year period under our scrutiny, the 
majority of people (76.9 per cent) changing their name(s) in connec-
tion with transition in gender identity tended to make only a non-sur-
name change. Sixty-six per cent of these people changed their first 
name and also changed their middle name at the same time, and 10.4 
per cent changed their first name only. In 17.1 per cent of name change 



Jane Pilcher, Hannah Deakin-Smith, Emilia Aldrin & Hanh Thi My Nguyen

122 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16876

cases attributed to transition in gender identity, a change was made to 
all parts of their name (first name, middle name and surname).

Table 8. Gender transition and type of name change via enrolled deed polls 
in the United Kingdom, 1998–2019, percentages.

Non-surname Surname
76.9 23.1
First name 
only

Middle 
name only

First name 
& middle 
name

First name 
& surname

Middle 
name & 
surname

First name 
& middle 
name & 
surname

10.4 0.5 66 5.5 0.5 17.1

3.7 Changes over time in types of name 
changes linked to gender transitions
In 1998, there were only a total of three cases of name change linked 
to gender transitions. Of these, a single case was of a person who had 
changed their first name and middle name to gender neutral names. 
Further, one woman applicant chose to change their first name and 
middle name, and one woman applicant changed all parts of their name.

Table 9. Type of name change via enrolled deed poll linked to gender transi-
tion, 2019, United Kingdom, frequencies and percentages.

Applicant 
gender

2019
NON-SURNAME SURNAME
First name 
only

First name 
& middle 
name

Total First name 
& surname

First name, 
middle name 
& surname

Total

Man
Count 5 20 26 - 2 2
% 17.9 71.4 92.9 7.1 7.1
Woman
Count 4 34 38 - 5 5
% 9.3 79.1 88.4 11.6 11.6
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In 2019, there were total 72 cases of name change by applicants that 
can be linked to gender transitions (Table 9), a significant increase 
compared to 1998. Most men and women applicants (92.9 per cent 
and 88.4 per cent) choose to change non-surname elements of their 
name when they changed names following gender transitions. Spe-
cifically, 71.4 per cent of men applicants changed their first name 
and middle name and 17.9 per cent changed their first name only. For 
women applicants, 79.1 per cent changed both first name and middle 
name and 9.3 per cent changed their first name only. However, women 
applicants for name change linked to gender transitions tended to 
change all elements of their names, more so than for men. While only 
7.1 per cent of men applicants (those whose ‘old’ first name(s) had 
feminine attributes) changed all elements of their name (first name, 
middle name and surname), this figure is nearly doubled (11.6 per 
cent) for women applicants (those whose ‘old’ first name(s) had mas-
culine attributes).

4. Discussion
4.1 Gender and name changing
Our first research question asked: Is there an association between 
name changing and gender? Our analysis of name changing and the 
gender of applicants of enrolled deed polls shows that name chang-
ing is associated with gender. Women are the majority of applicants 
(57 per cent) changing their own names by enrolled deed poll in the 
United Kingdom between 1998 and 2019 (Table 1). Moreover, as 
shown in Table 2, over time between 1998 and 2019, women replaced 
men as the majority of applicants of name change. The finding that 
women are the majority (57 per cent) of applicants of name change via 
enrolled deed polls – over and above the slight majority (51 per cent) 
of women in the United Kingdom population (UK Government 2023) 
– supports claims that, in late modern societies like the United King-
dom, it is women’s name-based identities that are now somewhat more 
flexible and open to change, particularly when compared to men’s 
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(Pilcher 2016; 2017). Of course, a key aspect of greater flexibility in 
women’s name-based identities is the still prevalent norm (at least in 
the United Kingdom) that, on marriage to a man, women should drop 
their birth surname and take the surname of their husband (e.g. Dun-
can, Ellingsæter& Carter 2018). However, given the strength of the 
normative expectation that women change their surname when they 
marry a man, and the ease by which such a name change is evidenced, 
it is very unlikely enrolled deed polls would be used by hetero sexual 
women for this purpose (although, as we note below, divorced women 
may be using enrolled deed polls to establish a new identity by revert-
ing back to their pre-married surname). Given that records of enrolled 
deed polls are very unlikely to be capturing heterosexual women’s 
surname change at the time of their marriage to a man, the difference 
in women’s and men’s surname change behaviour in the United King-
dom is actually much larger, more significant and more enduring over 
time than even our study of enrolled deed polls shows.

4.2 Types of names change and gender of applicants
Our second research question asked: Are there any gendered patterns 
in the types of names being changed? Our comparison of the types of 
changes made by people to their own names using an enrolled deed 
poll in the United Kingdom 1998–2019 shows that ‘surname only’ 
changes are the majority type (57.6 per cent; see Table 3). This finding 
is in keeping with our earlier argument that, linked to the importance 
of surnames as markers of familial and other collective affiliations 
of belonging (Finch 2008) that are also gendered (Pilcher 2017), sur-
name changing is a more widespread practice in the United King-
dom than first and/or middle name changing. The lower incidence of 
first name and/or middle name only changes, and of surname changes 
also involving a first name and/or a middle name shown in Table 3, 
confirms that, compared to surnames, it is first names that hold 
more significance and have sustained longevity for personal identity 
(Aldrin 2016; Alford 1988), including in terms of (re)doing gender 
(Pilcher 2017).
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Very few (7.2 per cent) cases of enrolled deed polls between 1998 
and 2019 resulted in changes to all parts of an applicant’s name 
(Table 3), a finding that suggests the combined importance of multi-
ple name components for an individual’s identities, including gender 
identities. Most people using enrolled deed polls to change their own 
names retained at least one element of their previous name. Name 
change may indicate identity elasticity (Emmelheinz 2012) or as 
argued by Strauss (1959), a desire no longer to be the kind of person 
their previous name signified, but wholesale name change (first name, 
middle name and surname) was the choice of only a minority of users 
of enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom. Our findings here show 
that name-based identities including in relation to gender are a more 
complex phenomenon than is implied within arguments that insist on 
the inherent flexibility of identities under conditions of post-moder-
nity (e.g. Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Giddens 1991).

Our analysis established a correlation (p = <.001) between the gen-
der of the applicant of the name change and the type of name change 
made via enrolled deed polls (Table 4). For the period 1998–2019, 
among women changing their own name, 61.5 per cent changed 
their surname only, compared to 53 per cent of men and 29.8 per 
cent of people coded as gender-neutral who changed a surname only 
(Table 5). Surname change implies a complex negotiation of identities 
of belonging and familial ties, as well as pressures from social values, 
norms, and traditions (Bechsgaard, in this issue; Finch 2008; Grøn-
stad, in this issue; Patterson & Farr 2016; Mills 2003). The finding that 
women as applicants of enrolled deed polls were the most likely gen-
der group to change only their surname further confirms the endur-
ing character of the enhanced importance of surnames changes for 
women’s identities that we note above. Here, records of enrolled deed 
poll most likely capture women’s surname change linked to marital 
breakdown: women who divorce may be using enrolled deed polls 
to revert back to their pre-married surname and thereby realign their 
surname-based identities in terms of who they ‘belong’ to. This can 
be interpreted as a practice through which women are (re)doing their 
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gender identities within the otherwise patriarchal culture of family 
surnaming predominating in the United Kingdom.

Nonetheless, it was surprizing to find that, of men changing their 
names via enrolled deed poll, over half did so to change only their 
surname (Table 5). As we noted earlier, little is known about men and 
surname change (although, see Grønstad and also Bechsgaard in this 
issue) and there is plenty of scope for its more detailed examination. 
In the United Kingdom, for a man to change his surname at marriage 
to woman is against the norm; perhaps some men use enrolled deed 
polls to officially evidence and declare their choice to do so precisely 
for that reason. Others may use enrolled deed polls to realign their 
family affiliations of belonging for other reasons or do so to change 
(e.g. anglicize) their own surname to discard a stigmatized identity 
and thereby achieve cultural assimilation (Bursell 2012; Fermaglich 
2018; Khosravi 2012). Cultural assimilation through surname change 
may also help account for some of the surname changes made by 
women.

In our study, cases of name changed by applicants coded as gender 
neutral or gender non-binary gender are small (Table 1). With this 
caveat in mind, it was surprizing to find that, among people making 
a change to their own name who were categorized as gender-neutral, 
in 2019, a higher proportion made changes only to their surname (29.3 
per cent) as those who made changes only to their first name and/or 
middle name (17.7 per cent; see Table 6). Perhaps having non-gender 
binary first and/or middle name means that the name-based identities 
of some of these individuals also extended to flexibility and creative-
ness in terms of the family affiliation signalling function of surnames. 
Further research is needed to better understand ‘surname only’ chang-
ing by people with gender-neutral first names and/or middle names. 
In terms of non-surname changes (that is, changes to first names and/
or middle names), applicants in the gender-neutral category were 
the most likely of all gender groups to have made this type of name 
change in the 21-year period between 1998 and 2019 (Table 5). Appli-
cants in this gender-neutral group were also the most likely to change 
all component parts of their name (first name and surname, and first 



127

Name changing and gender: an analysis of name changes made …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16876

name, middle name and surname), a finding that further suggests 
enhanced flexibility and creativeness in their name-based identities 
and a desire to completely transform how names signal who they ‘are’ 
and who they belong to.

4.3 Long-term patterns in types of name 
change and gender of applicants
In terms of long-term patterns in types of name change between 1998 
and 2019, a growing proportion of non-surname changes (first and/
or middle names) were made by men (Table 6 and Figure 1). This is 
a finding which suggests that, for men who made name changes via 
enrolled deed polls, first names and middle names became increas-
ingly important as markers of their identity over this period and sur-
names less so. For women, the pattern over time is rather more even. 
Nonetheless, name change involving surnames continued to be the 
main type of name change between 1998 and 2019, and this is espe-
cially so for women.

4.4 Types of name changes linked to gender transitions
As shown in Table 8, of name changes attributed to gender transition 
of the applicant, 76.9 per cent related either to first name only, mid-
dle name only or to first and middle name. Although the number of 
cases is comparatively small, these findings underline the continuing 
importance of first names and middle names in communicating gen-
der identity (Anzani et al. 2023; Obasi et al. 2019; Pilcher 2017; Aldrin 
2015, Sinclair-Palm, in this issue; Wentling 2020). At the same time, 
our findings here suggests that while people who have gender transi-
tioned may change their first names to reflect their gender identifica-
tion, most choose to retain their surnames. This can be interpreted as 
retention of familial affiliation and feelings of belonging signalled by 
their surnames. Data in Table 8 show that women applicants (whose 
‘new’ and ‘old’ first names indicated a transition from a masculine 
gender identity to a feminine one) were more likely than men appli-
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cants (whose ‘new’ and ‘old’ first names indicated a transition from 
a feminine gender identity to a masculine one) to change all parts of 
their name including their surname. This finding suggests that, com-
pared to men applicants, women applicants for name change linked 
to gender transition may have a stronger desire for a completely new 
identity.

We also demonstrate that rising numbers of people used enrolled 
deed polls to change their own first names and/or middle names 
linked to a transition in gender identity, from three cases in 1998, to 
72 cases in 2019 (Table 9). Although the number of cases is small, we 
are the first to be able to show the effect of the Gender Recognition 
Act 2004 on name changing and gender identities in the United King-
dom. According to our data analysis, the majority of name changes 
via enrolled deed polls that we attributed to gender identity transi-
tions took place after 2004 (Table 7). The Act seems to have empow-
ered people to change their names via enrolled deed poll, especially 
their first names and middle names, to better communicate their gen-
der identity, both to themselves and to others. It is a clear example of 
the transformative potential of legislation change for enabling the (re)
doing of gender identities in contemporary societies.

5. Limitations
First, our study is limited because it draws on records of enrolled 
deed polls which may not be representative of official name changing 
behaviour in other national contexts. Second, our findings may not 
be representative of official name changing behaviour in the United 
Kingdom either – enrolled deed polls are the most complex, lengthy 
and costly process way of achieving an official change of name in the 
United Kingdom and they also result in a public declaration of name 
change. Third, the typical wording of enrolled deed polls, and we sus-
pect, administrative processing of records, altered during our census 
period of 21 years between 1998 and 2019. These are changes which 
may have impacted on the gender comparisons we made. For exam-
ple, there is an unexplained abrupt and significant increase in records 
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of enrolled deed polls after 2014, while changing in their wording 
over time resulted in some missing values otherwise used in our data 
analysis. A fourth limitation is that we relied upon first names and/
or middle names to position applicants into one of three categories 
of gender identity (women, men, gender neutral) and to ascertain if 
a change of names was linked to a transition in gender identity. This 
method has limitations because, although a robust indicator of sex 
and/or gender, forenames do not accurately signal a person’s iden-
tity in every case. Further, and irrespective of the gender attributes 
of their forenames, we cannot know the preferred gender identifica-
tion of anyone who used an enrolled deed poll to change their own 
name(s). Fifth, the nature of the dataset meant that we were unable to 
determine the reasons why people chose to use enrolled deed polls to 
change their names rather than any of the other available procedures. 
Similarly, we were unable to infer (other than in cases where tran-
sition in gender identity was indicated) the specific social, cultural 
and communicative motivations that might explain why applicants 
had changed their names. A sixth limitation relates to name changing 
linked to gender transitions and related to gender neutral first names. 
Here, our findings are based upon a relatively small number of cases. 
Last, it should be recognized that, by ending our analysis of records 
of enrolled deed polls on 31 December 2019, we were not able to con-
sider any effects the COVID-19 pandemic, subsequent lockdowns and 
disruption of everyday normality, may have had on people’s name-
based identities and the incidence of name-changing including any 
variations by gender.

6. Conclusion
People in many contemporary societies do choose to change their 
names (e.g. Bechsgaard, in this issue; Bursell 2012; Fermaglich 2018; 
Scherr 1986; Sinclair-Palm, in this issue). We have shown that, in the 
United Kingdom over the period 1998 and 2019, rising numbers of 
people used enrolled deed polls to change some parts or, in a minority 
of cases, all parts, of their own names. This trend in name changing 
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via enrolled deed polls in the United Kingdom points to the increas-
ing complexities of identities, including gender identities, in contem-
porary societies and to their inextricable links with names. People 
change their names as they navigate the tessellation of their identities 
over time, thereby (re)creating, confirming and projecting who they 
are as embodied named beings (Pilcher 2016). In this article, we have 
especially focused on name changing in relation to gender identities, 
comparing women, men and people with gender neutral names and/
or those whose name change implied a gender identity transition. 
Our analysis shows that there are gender differences in who uses an 
enrolled deed poll in the United Kingdom to change their own name, 
and in the types of names that they changed. These findings evidence 
the importance of names as social and cultural resources used by peo-
ple in contemporary societies in the (re)doing of gender identities, and 
in the communication and confirmation of these identities.

Our analysis of a large-scale longitudinal dataset of 10 665 records, 
drawn from a previously overlooked source of data on name changes, 
quantifies for the first-time gender differences in name changing in 
the United Kingdom, including by types of names, and so makes a 
significant contribution to the limited literature on name changing. 
Our analysis also extends in several respects sociological understand-
ings of the complexities of gender identities linked to names in con-
temporary societies. In contrast to studies focused on capturing indi-
vidual experiences of specific types of gender-related name chang-
ing and/or by particular gender groups, our analysis of applicants of 
name changes made by enrolled deed polls facilitates both a wide 
and a detailed understanding of gender differences in the incidence 
of name changing and in different types of name changes made by 
women, men, people with gender neutral first names and/or middle 
names and/or people whose first and/or middle name changes indi-
cate a transition in gender identity. While our study shows interest-
ing, gendered patterns in surname changes, it also demonstrates that, 
on the whole, and compared to surnames, first names and/or middle 
names are much less likely to be changed. People wanting to change 
the gender identity signalled by their first names are the important 
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exception here. First names and/or middle names, then, continue to 
be more intimately and more securely linked to people’s gender iden-
tities than surnames which signal (still changeable but more stable) 
identities of belonging. More qualitative research is needed on peo-
ple’s identity investments in these different types of names, including 
in terms of gender (although, see Anzani et al. 2023) so that we can 
better understand the social, cultural and communicative motivations 
that lay behind changes made to them. Further research on surname 
changing and gender identities should explore surname changing by 
men, address surname changing by women related to divorce or rela-
tionship breakdowns and consider surname changing by people with 
gender neutral forenames and/or people who are transgender. For 
example, is it the case that, as our limited data suggest, women who 
are transgender are more likely to have changed their surnames as 
well as their first names, compared to men who are transgender, and 
if so, what does that reveal about the name-based identities of trans-
gender women and transgender men? Furthermore, future research 
could also consider gendered implications of the kinds of surnames 
that are preferred or changed by women and men. For example, what 
are the gendered patterns in the retention or change of surnames 
where elements may indicate gender of the applicant (e.g. Andersson 
or Andersdottir, Navratil or Navratilova)? In addition, from a United 
Kingdom perspective, we need to understand more about what moti-
vates people to use enrolled deed polls to change their names, rather 
than use other procedures. Finally, there is a pressing need to examine 
the effects of COVID-19 and its disruption of social and cultural life 
on name changing behaviour including in relation to gender.
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1. Introduction
One of the first ways some trans youth narrate their gender is through 
the process of choosing a first name. Children are often given a first 
name based in some part on the sex they were assigned at birth. Sex is 
typically assigned by a doctor at the time of birth based on the appear-
ance of external genitalia, whereas gender refers to a combination of a 
person’s felt sense of identity and gender expression. For trans youth, 
their given name does not always reflect their gender and so an aspect 
of their transition often includes changing their first name. Trans peo-
ple may also change their first name as a way to assert agency and 
claim an identity, even if their given name does not betray their felt 
sense of gender. Because of their age, trans youths’ relationships to 
and negotiation of naming is particularly complex: these young peo-
ple are often still dependent on the very families who named them.

My research adds to the growing number of studies that explore 
the complex daily lives of trans youth. Trans youths’ narratives about 
their naming practices offer a way to further understand how they sig-
nify their identities, navigate various contexts, and negotiate relation-
ships with peers and family. In this paper, I engage with trans studies 
and critical child studies to argue that naming practices are a trans 
technology that trans youth use to strategically navigate gender. Trans 
technologies are tools and strategies that trans people use to navigate 
cisnormativity and trans oppressive systems and structures in society 
(Haimson et al. 2020). Trans technologies name the creative appa-
ratuses that trans people use to increase their safety, resources, and 
access. Trans technologies are also a pathway for trans people to feel 
a sense of agency, to disrupt norms, to exert creativity, and to find 
joy in being trans. For some trans youth, first names are described as 
way to be seen as one of the two societally recognized genders (man 
or woman), and for others, their first name reflects their resistance 
to cisnormativity1 and naming practices that adhere to binary gender 
norms. Some trans youth are doing both at the same time. Names as 

1 Cisnormativity is the assumption that all individuals are cisgender and denies 
the existence of trans people (Bauer et al. 2009).
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a trans technology are about subverting the binary as an essentialist 
structure and finding joy in that creative process.

2. Literature review
Although research about naming practices is a relatively contem-
porary field of study (Palsson 2014), it is clear that gender plays an 
important role in naming practices (Connell 2010; Pilcher 2017). 
Names are culturally universal (Alford 1988) and are used to desig-
nate individual identities (Finch 2008; Elias 1991). Western cultural 
norms dictate that parents should give a newborn baby a legibly gen-
dered forename based on the sex they were assigned at birth (Alford 
1988; Lieberson et al. 2000; Pilcher 2017). For example, research in 
the United States reports that the majority of parents give their chil-
dren forenames regarded as female-appropriate or male-appropriate 
names based on their assigned sex at birth (Herbert and Aylene 2014; 
Lieberson et al. 2000). Messerschmidt (2009) argues that names then 
come to be part of the ways that children ‘do’ their gender, and how 
gender becomes tied to the sex one is assigned at birth. Forenames 
then come to stand in for ones’ assigned sex at birth and reinforce a 
child’s gender.

Forenames are part of what Shilling (2008:15) calls the ‘body ped-
agogy’ of an individual and supports how they ‘do’ their gender and 
assert their belonging and membership to a sex category. Building 
on this research, Pilcher uses Connell’s (2009:107) term ‘contradic-
tory embodiment’ to describe ‘when normative expectations about 
the coincidence of bodies, sex category, gender, and forenames are 
breached’ (2017:814). For example, when someone has a forename that 
does not easily correspond to their legible gender and adhere to nor-
mative gendered naming practices, a person’s gender identity may be 
challenged. This is especially the case for some trans and nonbinary 
people.

Research has also explored how forenames are not only based on 
ones’ sex assigned at birth, but are also important ‘embodied processes 
of racial and ethnic honouring and identification’ (Pilcher 2017:814). 
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Forenames offer a way for parents to express cultural belonging, ethnic 
identification and honour one’s heritage (Edwards & Caballero 2008; 
Fryer and Levitt 2003). These naming practices are typically gendered 
(Fryer & Levitt 2003; Sue & Telles 2007). Naming practices are also 
impacted by a desire to express or represent one’s affiliation to a specific 
group or ones’ desire to distance themselves from an affiliation to a 
particular group (Khosravi 2011). For example, Khosravi (2011) found 
that some Muslims living in Sweden change their first name to what 
participants described as a more neutral European name to help them 
integrate into society. Naming research has also studied the impact 
of the mispronunciation of first names on students in high education 
(Pilcher 2022). Naming practices in Western society are inflected by 
colonization and white supremacy, reinforcing cisnormativity in nam-
ing practices and pressuring racialized parents to assimilate (Khosravi 
2011; Sinclair-Palm 2016; Sinclair-Palm & Chokly 2023; Sinclair-Palm 
2023; Sue & Telles 2007).

Names and naming practices sometimes arise as important ways 
that trans people navigate gender norms in Western society (Con-
nell 2010; Schilt 2006). There has been some research that explores 
how trans adults choose first names. For example, in a recent study 
in the United States about trans adults’ process of choosing a name, 
researchers found that participants emphasized the importance of 
honouring family heritage and used the practice of choosing a new 
name similar to their birth name (Obasi et al. 2019). Connell (2010) 
also finds that in their negotiation of gendered interactions at work, 
trans people’s chosen first names are sometimes questioned or not 
respected. Research has also documented how choosing a new first 
name can provide trans people with the possibility of expressing their 
gender and identity in new ways (Pollitt et al. 2019; Sevelius 2013; 
Pamfile et al. 2024).

Trans youth often use a new first name socially, before changing 
it legally because they face a number of barriers to legally changing 
their first name and to provide opportunities to experience using the 
first name (Tan 2022; Vance 2018). First, the financial cost of chang-
ing one’s first name in Canada, Australia and Ireland is a barrier for 
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many trans youth. Second, some trans youth do not legally change 
their first name because the applications typically require parental 
permission and so they fear social stigma and family rejection. Third, 
trans youth also face barriers related to the formal (and sometimes 
medical) documents needed to apply for a name change, the difficult 
process of changing identity documents after getting a legal name 
change, and having to engage with the government about their trans 
identity. These are all additional factors that complicate trans youths’ 
naming practices and access to legally changing their first name in 
Canada, Australia and Ireland.

Since 2020, there has been a rise in the number of anti-trans bills 
proposed in Canada, the United States and in the United Kingdom 
(Abreu et al. 2022; Carbonaro 2023; Levesque et al. 2021; Mason & 
Hamilton 2024; Trans Legislation Tracker 2023). Many of these pol-
icies seek to limit trans youths’ ability to use their name at school 
and to stop educators from using trans youths’ chosen first names. 
Recent research about trans youth highlights the importance of using 
the chosen name of a trans person (McLemore 2015; Pollitt et al. 
2019; Russell et al. 2018). Using a trans person’s first name is a mat-
ter of dignity, respect and safety. Studies find that trans people expe-
rience reduced depression, suicidal ideation and suicidal behaviour 
when people use their name (Gaskins & McClain 2021; Pampati et al. 
2021; Russell et al. 2018). Although this research is important, these 
studies often approach the topic of trans youths’ naming practices 
from a deficit model and fail to capture the complex ways trans youth 
choose, navigate and relate to their names. Victim narratives about 
trans youth ‘depoliticize youth once again, creating safe, sanitized 
images that conform with white middle-class standards of visibility 
and value’ (Driver 2008:5). My research resists these victim narra-
tives, and instead seeks to explore the complexity of trans youths’ 
naming practices.

My research also builds on studies that have explored the way lan-
guage sometimes fails trans youths’ ability to narrate the complex-
ity of their gender, names, and identity (Connell 2010; Noble 2006; 
Sinclair-Palm & Chokly 2023). First names are a way to express 
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individuality and can be an important part of one’s identity, and the 
narrativizing of one’s changing identity (Elias 1991; Emmelhainz 
2012; Pilcher 2016). I am interested in the creative strategies trans 
youth draw on to describe who they are and to avoid being misnamed 
(Hillier et al. 2020; Meadow 2018; Sinclair-Palm 2017; Sinclair-Palm 
& Chokly 2023). Much of the literature about trans youth describes 
them as a white, gender-conforming, homogeneous population and 
pays little attention to trans youths’ multiple and intersecting identi-
ties (Jourian 2015).

3. Theoretical Framework
Forenames are often used by others to determine one’s gender. Kess-
ler and McKenna (1978) and West and Zimmerman (1987) offer 
frameworks for thinking about how people ‘do’ their gender and the 
ways that gender is both a socially constructed category and some-
thing that others read on individuals based on their behaviour, cloth-
ing, and practices. Westbrook and Schilt (2014) build on these social 
theories about gender to explore how individuals are dependent on the 
other for gender recognition. They use the term gender determination 
to describe how ‘people can be recognized as a member of the gender 
category with which they identify if their identity claim is accepted 
as legitimate by other people determining their gender’ (Westbrook & 
Schilt 2014:33). The intelligibility of one’s gender can vary depending 
on context and community, and is highly dependent on the other per-
son’s understanding, knowledge and relationship to gender. Connell 
(2012) uses the concept of contradictory embodiment to describe how 
embodiment and narratives about trans experience are shaped by the 
dissonance between how trans youth are perceived by others and how 
trans youth perceive themselves.

For Butler (1990; 2001; 2004), recognition and intelligibility are 
important to understanding how people navigate gender norms and 
tell stories about themselves. They argue that ‘gender is the repeated 
stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid 
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of 
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substance, of a natural sort of being’ (1990:33). Gender does not exist 
prior to subject formation but is rather achieved in and through its 
repetition: gender is a part of becoming a subject and gender shapes 
the subject. Butler finds that although recognition from others may be 
important to a liveable life, ‘the terms by which [one is] recognized 
[may] make life unliveable’ (Butler 2004:4). This demand for legibil-
ity is wrapped up the history and ongoing role of colonialism, nation-
alism, racism, and cisnormativity. For trans youth, narrating and nav-
igating their gender cannot be removed from these systems of power 
that insist that people have a consistent and legible gender.

Children are the foundation of much of the research and theo-
ries about gender, and early scientific theories about gender argued 
that the sex and gender of a child can be altered and are malleable 
(Gill-Peterson 2018). These beliefs about the plasticity of children, 
and in turn, their gender, are used as a tool to perpetuate the erasure 
of trans people and as a way to deny trans children rights and auton-
omy (Gill-Peterson 2018). Trans studies scholars have traced how 
these transphobic, racist, classist and ableist beliefs about young trans 
people are still used to gatekeep access to knowledge, resources, and 
rights (Clare 2013; Gill-Peterson 2018; Salamon 2018; Johnstone 2019; 
Pyne 2020; Stanley 2021; Ashley 2022). Trans people have written 
about their strategic navigation of this gatekeeping (Seburn et al. 2019; 
Spade 2006) and how this gatekeeping is tied to the intelligibility of a 
young trans person’s gender. Trans youths’ process of choosing a first 
name provides a glimpse into the ways that they are expressing their 
agency, describing their gender, and navigating cisnormativity.

4. Methodology
The data for this paper were collected from two research projects, 
both with a focus on young trans peoples’ experiences of choos-
ing a first name. In 2014, I interviewed 10 young trans people ages 
15–25 years old in Canada and in 2019, I expanded the project and 
conducted interviews with young trans people in Australia and Ire-
land. I recruited participants through local LGBT centres and existing 
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contacts. I conducted semi-structured interviews via Zoom with 15 
young trans people ages 16–28 years old in Australia and 13 young 
trans people ages 16–28 years old in Ireland. Participants did not 
need to have legally changed their first name to be part of the study, 
and less than half of the trans youth interviewed had. Consent was 
obtained from a copy of a signed form that was emailed to me prior 
to the interview and verbal consent was provided prior to the start of 
the interview. I refer to participants in the study by the pronouns they 
told me they use. Participants had the choice of using their first name 
or choosing a pseudonym to be used in the project2.

The purpose of the interviews was to solicit rich, nuanced stories 
about renaming from trans youth to get a sense of how identity is 
negotiated and shifts over time. These locations were selected because 
I had existing relationships with scholars and community members in 
those places. These countries have a similar history and ongoing cul-
ture of colonialism, and both have had an increase in social awareness 
about young trans people and political shifts regarding trans rights.

Interviews were analysed through inductive thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), which involved a process of moving back 
and forth between the data, the initial codes developed by the prin-
cipal investigator and research assistants, and research about names 
and young trans people to explore patterns in the data. In this paper, 
I focus on stories about how trans youth navigated their gender when 
choosing a first name. I am not reporting on generalizable conclu-
sions about how young trans people understand and choose their first 
names, but I do hope to add to the conversations about young trans 
people’s relationship to gender, names, and agency.

2 In this paper I do not state whether I am referring to a participant by using their 
first name or a pseudonym. This practice provides an added layer of anonymiza-
tion and supports the idea that the name someone wants to be called does not need 
to be legally recognized to be respected.



145

Names as a trans technology: Exploring the naming practices of trans youth …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16669

5. Findings
Through my analysis of the interviews, I found two themes that high-
light the ways trans youth use naming practices as a trans technology 
to navigate gender and subvert the gender binary as an essentialist 
structure. The first theme addresses how young trans people are using 
first names to disrupt the gender binary. For example, a number of 
participants spoke about wanting a gender-neutral first name and their 
strategies for avoiding gender norms and gender assumptions based 
on their first name. The second theme I will discuss, explores how 
trans youth are choosing first names that exploit the gender binary 
in order to increase the possibility of being treated with respect and 
to navigate transmisogyny. Transmisogyny was coined by Julia Ser-
ano (2007) and refers to the intersecting oppressions and discrimina-
tions of transphobia and misogyny. For example, some trans women 
described that they felt the need to choose a feminine name even if 
their gender does not feel reflected in their first name. Within this dis-
cussion, trans youth also noted the importance of people using their 
name as a way to feel a greater sense of gender authenticity. In this 
analysis, I also note how some trans youth are using both of these 
strategies at the same time.

Disrupting the gender binary
In Western society, forenames are often associated with either boys 
or girls. Parents typically give their child a forename that corresponds 
with the sex they were assigned at birth, and this cisnormative prac-
tice is what often leads trans people to change their name. In my 
interviews with young trans people, they described how gender was 
an important factor in their process of choosing a first name and that 
they often looked for a name that reflected their gender identity.

Some of the trans youth I spoke with identify as genderqueer, gen-
der fluid or nonbinary, and in their process of choosing a first name 
that reflected their gender, they sometimes disrupted the gender binary 
by choosing a gender-neutral name. For example, Jamie described the 
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naming choices that felt available to them in their search for a first 
name:

Example (1)

I wanted something that was less feminine, either kind of like a 
gender-neutral name that kind of could be male or female type 
thing. You know, I went with Jamie obviously or Alex or you know 
that style thing or I was also thinking about like making up a new 
name type thing, so it doesn’t have any gender association because 
it’s you know Leaf or whatever.

Jamie highlights how some first names are seen as gender-neutral in 
Western society and that they also considered the option of choosing 
a first name without any gender connotations.

In Charli’s naming process, they also sought to find ways to rep-
resent their gender and struggled because of the ways that the gen-
der binary influences the associations people have to particular first 
names. Charli described this challenge and their strategies for navi-
gating gender:

Example (2)

Maybe I think it was around like June, July, maybe last year, and 
so I started going by Charlie, I started with like the E on the end. 
And then I was like ‘nah.’ I wanted it with without the E because I 
felt like it was more firm and a bit more me. And I like it, because 
Charli, it means like strong man and I’m gender fluid. And it’s a bit 
of a like gender fuck and I really like that. I like that you know just 
the name Charli is very like, it’s seen as one of those things that 
can be like for boys and girls, so for me being gender fluid, I really 
like it. It really fits me.

Charli’s strategy was to adapt the first name they began using to make 
it more aligned with their gender. They found pleasure in choosing a 
first name that fit with their gender, but their description of the mean-
ing of the name complicates their insistence that it reflects their gen-
der fluidity. One way to understand Charli’s decision is in recogniz-
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ing the pleasure of creating confusion and disrupting gender norms 
associated with names. The sound and spelling of the name Charli is 
also important to their relationship to the name and might be a way 
that they are expressing playfulness, marking difference, being inten-
tionally disruptive, and doing in group signalling to other trans folks. 
Charli tells multiple stories about the meaning and gender associated 
with their name, and this complexity allows them various stories to 
explain how they chose their name.

Similarly, Leighton spoke about wanting a first name that was 
‘masculine slash gender neutral.’ Leighton knew they did not want 
the feminine first name they were given at birth, and wanted to find 
something that better characterized their gender. Leighton did not 
want others to make assumptions about their gender that would make 
them feel trapped: ‘I just didn’t want people to like see me or see my 
name and then immediately put me in a box that I have to fight to get 
out of. The most neutral, it could be the more I think it just made my 
life easier.’ This is a common sentiment among the nonbinary partic-
ipants I spoke with. For some trans youth, first names feel like a trap 
or a gender container that does not allow for them to be recognized 
as the gender they identify with or for their gender to shift over time.

In choosing a first name, Palace spoke about their desire to find a 
name that didn’t announce their gender. In response to assumptions 
people often make about the relationship between gender and names, 
they wanted a first name that wouldn’t hint at what theirs is:

Example (3)

When I heard Palace, I was like, “that’s not a name, that’s what I 
want.” I really liked the idea of having something that’s like not a 
name, because then there’s no already associated gender role. And 
I think it was important so that nobody had any sort of precon-
ceived ideas about who a Palace would be or what a Palace would 
look like or act like or think like or what their gender would be, 
especially written on paper, because they’d be like “Palace…” and 
then have no idea who was going to walk through the door. And I 
like that.
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Palace found joy in their creative process of choosing a first name that 
captures the way they feel about gender as a concept. Some people 
feel trapped in the assumptions people make about them because of 
their name, and Palace offers a strategy to escape these gender norms.

Trans youth also spoke about how their disruptions of normative 
gender naming practices were sometimes met with confusion. Some 
participants explained how friends and family members felt like the 
name they had chosen did not match their gender identity. For exam-
ple, Eli described how their friends asked them ‘why, if you’re non-
binary, why did you choose the name Eli, which is a boy’s name like 
it’s a masculine name.’ Eli didn’t expect to be questioned about this 
and explained to these people that ‘the fact that it’s masculine like is 
okay, for me. A name doesn’t equal gender and that gender expression 
is different from gender identity. The name Eli is a part of my gender 
expression which is like, for me, is more masculine leaning as well.’ 
Eli chose a first name that aligned with their nonbinary gender but the 
community perception of their name failed to recognize the complex-
ity of their gender. Their desire to have their gender intelligible, or 
for their friends to find their name a clear reflection of their gender, is 
challenged by the messy gender associations people have with names 
and the way that most names are seen as for a girl or a boy.

Navigating transmisogyny
In my first interview with Beryl, they began by telling me about how 
their first name reflected both their ties to their culture as Irish and 
Chinese, and was a name they choose to strategically navigate gen-
der-based violence and discrimination. Although a more feminine 
first name does not reflect their gender identity, Beryl chose what 
they described as a ‘traditionally feminine name’ to provide them less 
trans visibility and more protection from transphobia. Beryl was well 
aware of the violence and discrimination that trans women face and 
strategically choose a name that they hoped would allow them greater 
recognition as a woman: ‘The name Beryl is more distinctly feminine 
and as a trans person, especially a trans feminine spectrum person, 
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I’m probably going to experience more violence than other people.’ 
Beryl’s story demonstrates how even though they may not feel like 
a woman, they have to perform femininity through their first name 
in order to avoid discrimination. While it may be important for some 
trans people to define themselves, social norms and the policing of 
gender restrict how trans youth like Beryl use language to describe 
themselves.

Like Beryl, Zoe was aware of the ways that trans feminine peo-
ple are treated and so they strategically chose a feminine first name 
despite not always identifying as a woman:

Example (4)

I wanted, well, as I mentioned I wanted… the fact that it is inher-
ently effeminate is pretty big because even though I identify as 
genderqueer, I wanted to get like far away from male as I could. 
I just spent so long being there, male, I was just done with it, and 
yet here I am.… Male is kind of like my go to for I don’t care. And 
female is for really, I care about it. So, it needed to be something 
that was inherently female so that it could show that I was actually 
trying to present as female.

Genderqueer is an identity that reflects Zoe’s gender identity as some-
one who is neither a man nor a woman, and is thus outside of the gen-
der binary. Zoe’s gender expression changes depending on how they 
are feeling on a particular day, but it was important for Zoe to have 
a first name that allowed the possibility of being read as a woman. 
Choosing a feminine name provided Zoe and Beryl a tool for navigat-
ing their gender and the transmisogyny they might face.

Another participant named Lily also referenced how choosing a 
feminine first name was a strategy for making sure that other people 
read her as a woman: ‘I didn’t want any ambiguity about [my name]. 
Like, if someone tells their name is Lily, you’re almost always going 
to assume that’s a woman. There’s less of an excuse for me to get mis-
gendered then.’ Similar to Lily, Tamara also used their first name as 
a litmus test for who would be accepting of their chosen gender. She 
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explained how when they first started introducing herself using her 
first name, that people didn’t always believe that was her name:

Example (5)

But they like almost didn’t believe me when I told them. You 
know? Which was like… so a lot of my early introducing to people 
was like, negative and it’s like, it wasn’t even like that much people 
actively going “ugh, as if your name is a girl’s name,” it was more 
just people going, “excuse me? what? huh?” And it’s like, it’s not 
an uncommon name, the problem you’re having is that you have 
decided that I am not a woman, but I have a woman’s name.”

Tamara went on to describe how when she first encountered this kind 
of transmisogyny, she lacked confidence and thought that the resist-
ance she was met with was because other people couldn’t hear her say 
her first name. She responds to this situation differently now:

Example (6)

And I also have the confidence now. Because, like, I know what 
my voice sounds like, I know that there are things that make peo-
ple clock me. And I’m like, but that’s a them problem, so now, if 
someone like, has a problem, I’m just like “what?” Like if I say my 
name is Tamara and they get “excuse me?” I go, “you heard me!” 
Not always that rude, but like. If someone has that same sort of 
discomfort, I now put them – I’m like, “No, this is all on you,” like 
I used to be very insecure and be like, “oh I’m not like performing 
femininity well enough,” but now I’m like “no actually, fuck you, 
like, I’ll tell you what my name is, and you’ll listen. And I’ll tell 
you everything else about me and you’ll listen,” like.

Tamara’s relation to the harassment and discrimination she faced has 
shifted and she no longer puts up with people’s resistance to calling 
her by her name.

For some trans youth, it can take time to get used to being called 
a new first name. For example, Beryl explains the conflicting experi-
ence of using a new name:
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Example (7)

We’re still battling internalized transphobia and cis-sexism and all 
these things because when it comes to trans people, often we still 
feel that our genders are not authentic and this is something from 
my own research and experiences. And so hearing our names, 
even though they are affirming our experiences at present, it may 
still sound a little bit weird to us because you can still hear that 
voice in the back of my head saying “oh you’re still a boy and this 
name is unnatural.”

Faced with uncertainty, social norms and the work of gender tran-
sitioning, Beryl doubts the story of their first name and gender. The 
‘realness’ of their gender is challenged through their relationship 
to their new first name. For Beryl, the repetition of their first name 
invited them into feeling more comfortable in their identity as a fem-
inine person named Beryl: ‘It felt really fake initially but hearing it 
in a positive manner was a lot more affirming, which solidified this 
feels okay.’ For Beryl, their first name, and possibly their gender, 
became more real through repetition and when others offered them 
recognition.

Robert also spoke about some of the challenges they faced when 
choosing a new first name and starting to use that name. As part of 
their naming process, Robert worried about how others would per-
ceive them based on their gender and first name.

Example (8)

I think there were a few things. I was really sort of scared of like 
being too masculine. I came out as gay when I was 16 or 17, as a 
lesbian, and I was always really hyper aware of being too mascu-
line. And so, it’s weird to think now, but I was, you know, very 
much like, girly. I think there was a lot of sort of internalized hom-
ophobia and I think probably as well, I knew that I wanted to be 
masculine. It was just, it was sort of a battle in my mind. I was 
terrified of having like this masculine sort of identity. Even though 
I was coming out as trans and sort of saying, yeah, like, I do want 
to be more masculine, but I was like, ah, but not that, you know, 
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not too much. At the time the name Robert felt too masculine. It 
felt very like, “That’s a boy kind of name” and I wasn’t ready for 
that sort of transition myself and I was also really worried about 
how my friends and family would sort of react like. I felt like I had 
to sort of ease them into it. Which I didn’t even end up doing, but 
it was in my head that I was going to do that.

Parents and friends of trans people often speak about the struggle to 
address trans people by their new first name (Wahlig 2015), yet we 
rarely hear trans people narrate their own struggle to address them-
selves with a new first name. Siobhan remembers how ‘it took a long 
time for [her] to take on the name’ because she felt like she ‘wasn’t 
really worthy of it.’ When she chose her first name, she was a ‘beefy, 
five-foot seven dude’ and her ‘voice wasn’t really doing the part.’ She 
felt like a ‘farce’ and needed to ‘earn’ her name. Reflecting on this 
process, Siobhan explains how she ‘didn’t really know how hard it 
was to internalize a name for one’s self’ and found that repetition 
helped her form an attachment to her name: ‘You see it more places, 
you use it with more people. And suddenly you get an affinity, and 
you start to attach to that name.’ Siobhan felt like her body and gen-
der presentation conflicted with her new first name and needed the 
help of others to feel secure and confident with her name. The process 
of naming and having a name repeated, whether it be by others or 
in documentation, makes the name and therefore the gender identity 
more real. This iterative process is the technology of trans naming 
practices.

Trans youth also spoke to me about how they use different first 
names in different contexts. Depending on their assessment of possi-
ble risks, the way they wanted to be understood, and their relationship 
to the people in a particular space, trans youth made decisions about 
which first name to use in each space or community they entered. 
Lukah offered an eloquent discussion of this in his interview.

Example (9)

And I think that names should… Not from a logistical point of 
view, but from a personality kind of point of view, I think the 
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names are too stagnant and too stuck in place, and I think that we 
should all be able to have like two or three aliases that we want to 
go by separate things. And I use it to compartmentalize my life. 
Even before I was trans, I would use different names to compart-
mentalize my life. Because my name was really long, it had mul-
tiple nicknames. So in church spaces, I would be one name, in 
school spaces I’d be another, in family spaces I’d be another. And 
I could kind of keep how I presented myself, like a church it was 
more formal compared to school, based on my name. And it was 
all the same name in the end.

This was not an uncommon strategy among the trans youth I spoke 
with. For some these multiple first names reflected their expression 
and creativity, and for others it was about intimacy and relationships.

Zoe uses multiple and different first names, depending on who 
they are with. For example, at university, Zoe often spends time in 
the Centre for Women and Trans People. When new people enter the 
space there is a common practice of going around the circle of people 
in the room and stating one’s name and preferred pronoun. Zoe told 
me about a time when they introduced themselves to a new person 
stating: ‘Hi my name is Nicky or Zoe, and you can use male or female 
pronouns.’ This introduction confused the new person, who was left 
wondering which name to use. Zoe explained how their gender iden-
tity changes, and their first names and preferred pronouns reflect that 
fluidity:

Example (10)

It’s dependent on how I’m feeling, how I’m presenting, and frankly 
I’m fine with them using both. But if I am presenting [in a fem-
inine way], please use Zoe. That’s pretty much how it is. If I’m 
presenting I do like to be referred to in my female name. But for 
the most part I’ll either be presenting as male or gender neutral so 
I really don’t care otherwise.

Zoe’s gender is symbolized through their preferred first name and 
pronoun and is dependent on ‘if [she is] not passing or if [she is] not 
even trying to.’ Similar to Bornstein’s (1994) discussion of gender, 
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Zoe locates gender expression and identity as a feeling; ‘If I’m not 
trying, it’s not really how I’m feeling.’ Zoe’s daily decision of whether 
to look like a woman also insists on the social construction of gender. 
For Zoe, gender is both fluid and rigid, and their naming practices 
demonstrate how they strategically communicate this complexity.

6. Discussion
Stories from trans youth expose the complex ways they refuse the 
gender binary and navigate transphobia in their naming process. 
Traditional naming conventions insist that one’s gender assigned at 
birth neatly correspond with the first name you are given. Trans youth 
understand how naming practices within cisnormativity function in 
Western society, and use this knowledge to strategically navigate this 
oppressive gender system. For some trans youth, this meant that they 
chose a more feminine first name so that their gender and humanity 
was less likely to be questioned and threatened. While other trans 
youth chose a first name that either had no gender associations or was 
associated with both girls and boys.

In their narratives about naming practices, trans youth demonstrate 
Butler’s (2004) analysis of the ways that gender is important to how 
we understand our gender and the complex ways people navigate 
intelligibility. Trans youth expose how one’s first name can provide 
recognition and intelligibility, and are important to how trans youth 
express their gender and navigate gender norms. Forenames are like a 
story trans youth tell about their gender and who they are, and yet are 
in some ways dependent on others for recognition. Simultaneously, 
first names are a compromise for trans youth, and act as a tool for 
avoiding conflict, misrecognition, transmisogyny, and violence.

Trans youth tell stories about refusing the limitations of the gender 
binary in their naming practices, and also narrate how they skilfully 
navigate the oppressive enactments of the gender binary. Too often 
trans people who adhere to normative gender practices are cast as 
reproducing rather than challenging gender norms. This misunder-
standing has consequences, and denies trans youth both the know-



155

Names as a trans technology: Exploring the naming practices of trans youth …

NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16669

ledge they have about gender oppression and their strategic naviga-
tion of gender violence. Choosing a legibly gendered first name is a 
technology that acknowledges the gender binary and yet recognizes 
that when safety and survival is at stake, you cannot always refuse 
these normative naming practices.

Some trans youth chose a first name that they thought would be less 
perceived as a gendered name, and for some, this was because they 
felt less worried about the violence or discrimination they would face 
because of their resistance to normative naming practices. In other 
instances, trans youth who strategically chose a less gendered first 
name, thought it would be easier for their friends and family to adjust 
to their new name and gender by selecting a first name that wasn’t too 
feminine or too masculine.

Forenames often signal to others how we want to be perceived and 
yet we cannot always predict what gender associations people have 
with particular names. Forenames, like gender, rely on the other for 
recognition. The repetition of a new first name helps trans youth feel 
like it is their name, and that they deserve to be called that name. 
Reflecting Butler’s (2004) argument about gender as a repetition of 
behaviours and actions, names too become something that is facili-
tated by the other.

7. Conclusion
In this paper, I have drawn on trans studies and child studies to explore 
how trans youths’ narratives about naming expose the strategic ways 
they navigate oppressive normative naming practices and make com-
promises about how they incorporate their gender identity into their 
first name. Naming practices are a trans technology that trans youth 
use to strategically navigate gender, and their narratives about their 
naming practices demonstrate their agency, creativity, and the strate-
gic ways they navigate cisnormativity and transphobia. These narra-
tives offer insight into how young trans people navigate their desire 
for recognition and negotiate the role of their first name given at birth 
in the story of their gender and self. Some trans people identify within 



Julia Sinclair-Palm

156 NoSo 2024:4(1) | https://doi .org/10 .59589/noso .42024 .16669

the gender binary, while others understand their gender to be out-
side of the binary, while still others want to throw away the idea of 
gender. Trans youths’ narratives about their naming practices demon-
strate the ways they are thinking about gender beyond the binary and 
conceptualizing a more fluid understanding of gender. Trans youth 
are increasingly bringing new language to describe their genders, dis-
rupting binary understandings of gender and expanding social aware-
ness about the complexity of gender. The trans technology of naming 
is not just supporting trans people, it is also shaping larger discourses 
about gender.

The ethics protocol for this project has been reviewed and cleared by 
the Carleton University Research Ethics Board. This paper draws on 
research supported in part by funding from the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council.
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