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Names and Nicknames in sKyid grong

Geoff Childs

Names that children receive from their parents reveal certain insights about a cul-
ture. For example, in many societies parents name their offspring after renowned
spiritual predecessors, such asMohammed in |slamic settings, | brahim or Abraham
among Mudlims, Jews, and Christians, Krishna in Hindu societies, and so forth.
Tibetan societiesare no exception. sGrol ma, apopular namegivento girls, recalsthe
most famous of all female bodhisattvasin the Tibetan world. In areas of Tibet where
rNying mapasectarian affiliation predominates, many people are named Pad maor
Orgyan in honor of the great saint Padmasambhava (a.k.a. Pad ma’ byung gnas, O
rgyan Rinpoche).! More to the point, witness today the proliferation of children
born in exile who are given the name bsTan ' dzin as a tribute to bsTan 'dzin rgya
mtsho, the present Dalai Lama.

Thefollowing isabrief analysis of naming patterns that existed in sKyid grong
during the first half of the 20th century. Admittedly, this paper represents arather
trivial contribution to Tibetan Studies. Nevertheless, the datais worthy of presenta-
tion sincetheliterature on naming practicesin Tibetan soci eties seemsrather scant.?
The datain question comesfrom a 1958 tax register (sgo khrathem gan?), adocu-
ment listing all government taxpayersin sKyid grong, formerly adistrict-level ad-
ministrative unit (rdzong) in Tibet.® The document, whichlistsall 2844 government
taxpayersin the district by name, affords arare glimpse into naming patternsin a
Tibetan society at a specified period of time (roughly the first half of the 20th
century).* Although the bulk of this current contribution dealswith sKyid grong, |
will also refer in certain instances to naming practices in neighboring Nub ri, a
Tibetan enclave on the Nepal side of the border where I’ ve engaged in extensive
field research.®

NAMING CHILDREN AND TIBETAN NAMES
Tibetan namesaretypically composed of two disyllabic components, both of which
aregiven names and not surnames. While some nameslack gender specificity (e.g.,
bKrashis, Tshering, and bSod nams), othersare used exclusively for femaes(e.g.,
Bu khrid and sGrol ma) or males (e.g., rGyamtsho, ' Gyur med, and Don grub). For
example, my host in Nub ri is named bKra shis don grub. Nearby lives a person
named Tshedbang don grub. By Don grub we canimmediately i dentify both of them
as being males; however their common second name does not mean that they belong
to the samefamily. Family names, clan names, or lineage namesarerarely used except
by those who occupy the higher rungs of the Tibetan social hierarchy or by those
who belong to alineage of hereditary lamas.®

sKyid grong did not have any aristocracy besides the District Commissioners
(rdzong dpon) who resided there on atemporary basis. Nevertheless, some of the
more prominent familiesin sKyid grong were known according to their house names
(khang ming), suchasMagd ' Bar bo [Wealthy (House) of Magal Village] or Sale Stag
nang [Tiger Home of Sale Village]. Perhaps the most famousis afamily of physi-
cianswho till usetheir house name, Khang dkar (White House) asaform of surname
eveninexile (see Tashi Tsering 1994 for abrief history of thisfamily). According to
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onemember of the Khang dkar family, thehousewasoriginaly built on White M eadow,
aplacewhere Atisagave asermon long ago, and hence the house became known as
sPang dkar (White Meadow). At onetimein the past many peopleinthefamily died,
requiring the survivors to continually whitewash the house. Thereafter it became
known as Khang dkar.” Besides members of these prominent householdsin sKyid
grong, most people were only known by their given names, or perhaps by their
natal villageswhen traveling away from home[e.g., Ko paNor rgyas, meaning Nor
rgyasfromKo Village].

In the Tibetan tradition a child can be named after the day on which it is born,
after afamouslamaor one'sroot lama, or the name can be derived from parts of the
parents’ names (Thubten Sangay 1975:16). Although parents can name the child
themselves, most prefer that the task be carried out by an incarnate lamain order to
assurethe child’shealth and longevity (Norbu Chophel 1983:8). In sKyid grong, as
in most Tibetan societies, the naming of children was usually performed by alama.
According to elderly informants from sKyid grong childbirth resulted in birth-
pollution (skyes grib), a defilement that needed to be cleansed through a ritual
burning of incense (Iha bsangs) performed by alama. Only afterwards wasit pos-
sibleto namethe child.

Some people acquire an entirely different name later in life. Those who embark
upon religiousvocationsreceive areligious name (chos ming) when formally initi-
ated asanovice. For example, bKrashisrdo rje, amember of the prestigious mNga
bdag lineage of lamasin Nub ri, relates the following story.

My grandfather performed thefirst hair cutting ritual. After beinginitiated | was given
the name bKra shis rdo rje. bKra shis comes from one of my ancestors in the mNga’
bdag lineage named bKra shisrnam rgyal (c. 1600s), whereasrDo rje was a part of my
grandfather bsTan’dzin rdo rje’'s name.®

CoMMON NAMES IN sSKYID GRONG

The 1958 tax register provides an opportunity to do some rudimentary statistical
analysisof common namesin sKyid grong. Thetendency to name children accord-
ing to the day they were born is evident from the data presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1: NUMBERS OF PEOPLE WHOSE FIRST NAME IS THEIR DAY OF BIRTH

Day Tibetans M F M/F Total % of total
Name Ratio population
Sunday Nyi ma 104 128 .81 232 8.2
Monday Zlaba 102 128 .80 230 81
Tuesday Mig dmar 47 60 77 107 38
Wednesday IHag pa 85 109 .78 195 6.9
Thursday Phur bu 83 79 1.05 162 5.7
Friday Pasangs 65 99 .66 164 5.8
Saturday sPen ba 51 62 .82 113 4.0
TotALs 536 665 .81 1201 42.2

* M=Males; F=Females

Roughly two out of every five people from sKyid grong were given afirst name
according to the day on which they were born. The fact that far more people are
named Nyi ma than Mig dmar does not mean that more children were born on
Sundays than on Tuesdays. Such a conclusion contradicts the laws of probability.
Furthermore, thereisno astrological rationalefor this pattern, for example naminga
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child Nyi mais not necessarily considered more auspicious than naming a child
Mig dmar.® The reason behind this pattern is therefore unknown, yet perhapsit is
an aggregate reflection of personal preferences.

Aninteresting pattern emerges when we examine Column 5, theratio of malesto
femaleswho were given each particular name. With the exception of Phur bu and Pa
sangs, theratiosare remarkably consistent. Specificaly, for every four boysnamed
Nyi ma, Zlaba, Mig dmar, IHag pa, and sPen pa, five girlsreceived the same name.
Only some of this difference can be accounted for by the fact that females slightly
outnumber malesin the population (1444 to 1400). Therefore, the dataclearly indi-
cates that people were more apt to name a girl than aboy for the day that she or he
was born.

Occasionally children were named after the date of the month upon which they
were born. The most auspicious dates of the Tibetan month are the eighth (tshespa
brgyad), the tenth (tshes pa bcu), the fifteenth (tshes pa lco Inga), and the thirtieth
(gnamgang). In the sKyid grong document we find two peoplewhosefirst nameis
Tshes brgyad, four named Tshes bcu, eleven named bCo Inga), and six named
gNam gang. Whereas bCo Inga and Tshes bcu were gender neutral names, gNam
gang and Tshes brgyad were exclusive to females.

Table 2 lists the most common names in sKyid grong according to the number
found as first and second names respectively.

TaABLE 2: COMMON NAMES IN SKYID GRONG

1st Name 2nd Name
Name Male Female Total Male Female Total Total
Tshering 81 107 188 104 7 11 299
Nyi ma 104 128 232 0 0 0 232
Zlaba 102 128 230 0 0 0 230
Don’grub 14 0 14 188 2 190 204
IHag pa 85 109 195 0 0 0 195
Phur bu 83 79 162 0 20 20 182
Pasangs 65 99 164 0 0 0 164
sGrol ma 0 17 17 0 134 134 151
Nor bu 78 5 83 44 0 44 127
Tshe dbang 60 15 75 49 0 49 124
sPen pa 51 62 113 0 0 0 113
Mig dmar 47 60 107 0 0 0 107
bSod nams 49 41 90 6 0 6 96
bKrashis 59 27 86 7 0 7 93
Bu 'khrid 0 15 15 0 77 77 92
rDorje 29 4 33 37 1 38 71
Tshe brtan 31 6 37 26 0 26 63
bsTan 'dzin 17 30 47 8 0 8 55
Blobzang 32 11 43 1 0 1 44
TotaLs 987 943 1931 470 220 690 2621

Although not the most frequently used first name, Tshering was by far the most
common name in sKyid grong with 299 individual s—more than 10 percent of the
entire popul ation—having thisaseither their first or second name.’® Nyi maand Zla
ba had the distinction of being the most popular first names. bsTan’dzinwasnot a
very frequent name in sKyid grong during the early part of the 20th century, in
contrast to the current situation among the exile population.t
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Table 2 also reveal s some naming patternsthat are related to gender. Specificaly,
some names (Nor bu, Tshe dbang, and rDo rje) could be given to females, but were
usually reserved for males. Also, some namesare gender neutral when used asfirst
namesyet more gender specific when given as second names. Tshering, dSod nams,
bKrashis, Tshe brtan, and bsTan ' dzin are gender neutral asfirst names but are used
almost exclusively for males as second names, whereas Phur bu is used asasecond
name only for femal es. Furthermore, we see that some names are used frequently as
first names but rarely occur as second names (bSod nams, Blo bzang, bsTan ' dzin,
bKrashis, and all the day-names except for Phur bu), while othersare almost dways
used as second names (Don grub®? for males, sGrol maand Bu khrid for femalesbeing
the most striking examples).

Thetime has cometo dispense with the tedium of statistics and move onto amore
i nteresting topic—rare and uncommon names.

UNusUAL NAMES IN sKYID GRONG

Some of the names that appear in the 1958 tax register are most probably nick-
names, several of which are quite original aswell ashumorous. Table 3 lists some of
the unusual names, along with proposed interpretations.* One personal favoriteis
bKrashisYar’gro (Upwardly MobilebKrashis). Hewasthe son of alandlessagricul-
tural laborer (dud chung ba)** who was apparently not married, so perhaps hismother
envisioned that hewould oneday climbthe social hierarchy. Bag thar (Immunefrom
Bride), amale, wasaso adud chung ba. Hisname may reflect how difficult it wasfor
such men to attract awife. Other unusual namesinclude Nor bu byargod (Nor bu
the Vulture), Phur tshe 'dzu med (The Real Phur bu tshe ring), and rGya shyin
(Immense Charity) who ironically, as a dud chung ba, was perhaps not in an ideal
position to act asapatron (sbyin bdag). Several girlswere given names signifying
their feminine qualities, such asMetog (Flower), mChog mdzes (The Most Beauti-
ful), and mDzes rgyas (Flourishing Beauty). Children named |Ha skyab and IHa
srung were symbolically allocated divine protection (Lhaskyabs, Lhabsrung; Pro-
tected by Deities). Others have names that refer to skin coloration, such as those
named dKar mdog (Whitey), dKar chung (Little White One), sKyalu (Little Pale
One), and awoman with the not so flattering appellation sNag snyig (Ink Residue).

TABLE 3: UNUSUAL NAMES IN THE 1958 sKYID GRONG TAX REGISTER

Spelling in 1958 Most Likely Number Suggested

Tax Register Spelling & Gender Interpretation

Ka mi Ka mi 1 female; 6 males  Blacksmith

dKar chung dKar chung 1 female; 1 male  Little White One

dKar rdog/rtog dKar mdog 5 females Whitey

sKya glu/mu/lu sKyalu 3 females Little Pale One

mGar ra mGar ra 2 males Blacksmith

rGya sbyin rGya shyin 1 mae Immense Charity

INga chog INga chog 11 females Five Is Enough

Chog bad mChog ’bad 1 female Supreme Endeavor; Most
Excellent Drunk if spelling
is mChog bad.

Chog mdzes mChog mdzes 1 female The Most Beautiful

'Ching sgrol "Ching sgrol 1 female Liberated

mThar phyin mThar phyin 3 males Perfection

Dar po/mo Dar po/mo 1 male; 1 female  Popular



sNag nyig
Bag 'gro

Bag thar
Bu/Bu mo chung
Bu 'dren

(Nor bu) Bya rgod
Byor rgyas

Bre srang

'Brug mo

Me tog

sMin drug

Tshang chung/
sgrol/don

sNag snyigs
Bag dro

Bag thar
Bu/Bu mo chung
Bu 'dren/drangs

Bya rgod
'Byor rgyas
Bre srang
"Brug mo
Me tog
sMin drug

Tshang chung/
sgrol/don

1 female
1 mae

1 mae
9 males; 2 females
1 female

1 mae

1 mae

1 female

1 female

2 females

1 male; 1 femae

2 females;3 males
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Ink Residue

Good Natured; He Who
Goes As Bride if spelling

is Bag 'gro.

Immune from Bride.
Youngest Son/Daughter
Inviter of Son. Longing for
Son if spelling is Bu dran.
Nor bu the Vulture.

Rising Wealth; Prosperous
Measuring Cup and Scale.
Dragon Lady

Flower

Pleiades. The name of the
month when the full moon
is in the Pleiades. These two
were most likely born during
that month.

Last Born.

mTshams chod/s mTshams gcod 4 females Halt. According to Goldstein
(2001:894), the name given
when the parents hope no
other children will be born
afterwards.

mDzes rgyas mDzes rgyas 1 female Flourishing Beauty

(Phur tshe) 'Dzu med 'Dzu med 1 mae The Real (i.e., without
deception) Phur tshe

Zhe log Zhe log 1 male Fed Up; Annoyed.

bZhi chog bZhi chog 14 females Four Is Enough

(Bkra shis) Yar 'gro  Yar 'gro 1 mae Upwardly Mobile bKra shis

gSum chog gSum chog 23 females Three Is Enough

(Tse ring) Lha skyabs |Ha skyabs 2 males Tshe ring [who is]
Protected by Deities

Lha bsrung IHa bsrung 1 female Protected by Deities

Two synonymous names with distinctly derogatory connotations occur several
times, namely, mGar ra (Blacksmith) and its Nepali equivalent Kami (Ka mi).%
According to Tibetans, blacksmithsinhabit the lowest rung of the social hierarchy
dueto thefact that they work with metal and make the implements associated with
sinful acts, such as swords and plow shears. The latter, although essential to the
agrarian economy, turn the soil and, asonefarmer from Nub ri put it, “ Bury the bugs
that dwell above the ground and expose those that dwell beneath.” While plowing,
Tibetans attempt to mitigate the negative consequences of the entomological mas-
sacre by reciting the mantra“Om Mani Pad me Hum” each time they complete a
furrow. Blacksmiths, ascreators of these destructiveimplements, arerel egated to the
status of socia reprobates.

In the past, sKyid grong society was divided into three broad socia classifica
tions (rigs) of people with blacksmiths at the lowest in terms of social prestige and
purity. One person explained it thus. “ The highest socid classwasBlabrang (Lama's
Palace, i.e., hereditary lamas). They were different from us, they were more pure.
Kamiswere also different, they were considered dirty (tsog pa). They worked with
iron. Weinthe middle [the general populace] were all the same. Whether taxpayers
(khral pa) or landlesslaborers (dud chung ba), wewere of the same social class, we
could drink from the same cup.” Another person stated, “We did not marry with



22 THE TIBET JOURNAL

Kamis, for we considered them to be of inferior social class. They could not enter
our houses, they could not drink from our cups, and we could not eat food from their
hands.” Another concurred, “ Those who worked with iron were the lowest socid
class. We could not eat together, they had to remain separately. They were not of the
same mouth.” These statements reflect Tibetan purity laws whereby those of the
same socia classare ableto share eating and drinking implements sincethey are* of
thesamemouth” (kha gcig pa). Blacksmithswere considered impure, and hencewere
not permitted to drink from the same vessels as commoners or clerics, could not
enter peoples’ houses, and were restricted to marrying among themselves.

Asoutcastes, it seems somewhat surprising to find that Kami and mGar rawere
proper names of peoplein sKyid grong, recognized names in fact that made their
way into the 1958 register. Queries revealed that these people were not actual
blacksmiths, but were members of the taxpaying general populace (khral pa), the
middle socia class. One woman explained the circumstances whereby a particular
person cameto have such an unfavorable name, “Hewas called Kami because many
childrendied [prior to hishirth]. They were born then died, born then died. If many
children diein succession wewould cal the next one Kami. Then hewill remain|i.e.,
will not dig]. That isour custom.” In other words, the parentstried to devalue their
child inthe eyes of ever-present malevolent forcesasastrategy to protect him from
illnesses and death. Similarly, in other areas of Tibet | have heard of children
being named Dog Excrement (Khyi skyag) in an attempt toinfluencetheir survival
chances.

NAMES, GENDER, AND BIRTH PARITY

A gendered dimension to parental preferences for offspring is evident in naming
practicesin sKyid grong. The status of women in traditional Tibetan societieswas
compromised in part by thefact that only sonswere entitled toinherit thefieldsand
herds of their fathers. In general, sons brought their brides home while daughters
were sent away in marriage to other households. The major exception to thisrule
was when no sons were born to the parents and a matrilocally resident husband
(mag pa) was brought in for one or more of the daughters. Even thiseventuality has
conseguences that were perceived to be negative for the continuity of the family.
For example, while doing a demographic survey in Nub ri one man explained the
circumstances of aparticular household in the following terms:

They once had seven children, five daughter s and two sons. Both the sons, thereceivers
of theinheritance (pha gzhis’ dzin mkhan), died. Now they only have the daughterswho
are of no benefit because they will go asbrides (mna’ ma) to other households. It isthe
males of the household who place the prayer flag (dar Icog) upon the roof of the house.
That is something women cannot do. If a mag pa is brought in for the household, then
itishewhowill placethe prayer flag, so the housewill then be possessed by histutelary
deity (pho Iha). People need to have sons, otherwise their household is finished.

One elderly woman from sKyid grong summarized gendered attitudes toward
childreninthefollowing terms: “ Sonswere better! When we got married we prayed
for a son [to be born] first. It was worse if a girl was born [first].” According to
another woman from sKyid grong, “In our old customs having sons was consid-
ered better. Sons would bring a daughter-in-law (mna’ ma) into the household. If
you have many daughters you need to give them clothing and then you give them
away to other households.” Her statement brings to mind the Tibetan proverb,
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“[Thehen] feedsat homeand laysher eggsoutside” (Lhamo Pemba 1996:81; Ito de
nang la zas/ sgo nga phyi la btang/).

Fraternal polyandry wasthe normative (although not exclusive) form of marriage
in sKyid grong, a situation that resulted in a surplus of women in the marriage
market. It standsto reason that if all the brothersin every household marry asingle
bride, then many women will be unableto find partners. Therefore, the more daugh-
ters one had, the greater the chance that one or more of them would end up as a
lifelong spinster. According to custom younger daughters should not marry prior
to their elder siblings. Therefore, younger daughters were at a distinct disadvan-
tagewhen it cameto forming marital bonds.

Non-marrying women were common in sKyid grong. Once her brothers brought
home their bride, the non-marrying woman typically moved into a separate resi-
dencecalled an “adjunct house” (zur khang). Since marriage was not aprerequisite
for procreative encounters, these women often bore children out of wedlock (see
Childs 2003 on the demographic significance of out-of-wedlock births in sKyid
grong). lllegitimate children (nyal bu; pronounced nya lu in the local vernacular)
were not shunned or banished from society. But they were considered somewhat
problematic since they stood no chance of inheritance and were a burden on the
household economy. In most cases these children ended up as landless laborers
(dud chung ba).

The purpose of the digression is to point out that having many daughters in
sKyid grong was not considered an ideal scenario. A preference for having few
daughtersis suggested by apeculiar naming practicethat isevident in the 1958 tax
register. Specifically, some second-born daughterswere named gNyischog (Two Is
Enough), third-born daughters were called gSum chog (Three Is Enough), fourth-
born bzhi chog (Four Is Enough), and fifth-born INgachog (Five lsEnough).® The
custom unambiguously implies that parents did not want to have more daughters.
Although this type of parity-specific name for daughters may be unique to sKyid
grong, there are other names more common throughout Tibet that indicate gender
biases. Bu khrid, a girl’s name, literally means Bring Forth a Son. According to
Goldstein, the nameis“typically used when afamily hasalot of girlsand thisname
isgiven in the hope that the next child may be aboy” (2001:721). In sKyid grong,
two girlsborethe namegSum’ gog Bu khrid, literally, Three[Girls] IsEnough, Bring
Forth a Son!

Other names signifying birth order include mTshams gcod, Bu chung, Bu mo
chung, and anything beginning with Tshang. mTshamsgcod literally means* halt”,
and according to Goldstein (2001:894) was a name given to a child when parents
werehoping it would bethelast born. Significantly, it wasonly daughterswho were
named thus in sKyid grong. Among these, one was a 21 year old woman who had
one 44 year old brother, clear evidence that mTshams gcod’'s mother was at the end
of her reproductive capabilities when she was born. This assumption is based on
the logic that, if a woman bears her first child around age 20 and her last child
around age 45 just prior to the onset of menopause, then there can be a25 year gap
between the eldest born and youngest born. In another case, a nine year old girl
named mTshams gcod wastheillegitimate child of awoman. Perhapsthe namewas
given in the hope that she would not bear any subsequent illegitimate children,
although thisisjust conjecture. In fact, the mother in question did have at least one
moreillegitimate child after mTshamsgcod.
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Bu chung (Youngest Son) and its female equivalent Bu mo chung (Youngest
Daughter) were names given to what was assumed or hoped to be the last child born
during the course of awoman’s reproductive life-span. Motherswere generally in
their fortieswhen they named achild Bu chung. For example, according to an elderly
informant one particular woman gave birth to “hundreds of children.” The tax
register liststhiswoman’'s son Bu chung asbeing 5 yearsold in 1958. Her age was
listed as 45, so Bu chung was born when hismother was 40. Older siblingswho were
aliveat thetimeincluded five brothers (aged 26, 24, 19, 15, and 12), and three sisters
(aged 22, 16, and 10). Bu chung did not turn out to be the youngest in the family, as
onesibling wasborn after him. In afew casesachild was named Bu chung or Bumo
chung when themother wasin her thirties, at atimewhen sheclearly had the potentia
to bear more children. Thus, similar to naming achild gSum chog or mTshamsgcod,
Bu chung and Bumo chung could also represent an overt appeal to higher powers
to prevent any subsequent births.

Finally, in the 1958 sKyid grong tax register there are five people whose name
begins with the syllable Tsang [(Tshang; one girl each named Tshang chung and
Tshang sgrol, three boys named Tshang don. The interpretation of tshang as “last
born” inthis context is based on the term tshang mjug, denoting the last bornin a
litter (Goldstein 2001:873). Here, the meaning of theterm apparently extendsto the
human realm, at least inthe boys' cases. Asfor thegirls, Tshang sgrol wasactually
the first daughter born to a young, married mother, whereas Tshang chung's posi-
tioninthebirth order isimpossibleto ascertain since shewasin her 70sin 1958. The
cases of the three boys named Tshang 'don, however, are a bit more clear. One
Tshang ' donislisted in the document as spun (brother) to aman 18 yearshissenior.
Another, also listed as spun, was 15 years younger than hisbrother. Thethirdis 11
yearsyounger than his sister, and has abrother who isfour yearsolder. In all three
cases Tshang ' don had the potential to be one of the youngest, if not the youngest,
child bornin hisrespectivefamily.

NICKNAMES IN SKYID GRONG

Tibetans have afondnessfor nicknames (ming’ dogs), which represent an opportu-
nity to mock friends or neighborsin a creative manner. For example, one acquain-
tancein Nub ri married, but in hisownwords*discarded” (g.yug) hisfirst wife after
shefailedto bear children. Heremarried, but once again no offspring wereforthcom-
ing. Hisfirst wife, however, remarried and immediately became pregnant with her
new partner. This of course left no doubt about the identity of the infertile spouse
in the original marriage. Henceforth, this impotent man came to be known to his
fellow villagersasmDzo (the sterile cross between ayak and cow). Another man, an
only child who inherited the combined wealth of hismother and father, wasastrong,
hard-working individual. Yet he lacked social graces to attract a wife. Neighbors
began to refer to him as Ri nyal (He Who Sleeps in the Hills), explaining that the
moniker derivesfrom theimpression that he acted morelike abovine than ahuman.
A friend from A mdo told me some contemporary nicknames used in hishometown.
gSal lerGyal (King of Conspicuousness) and Lugsrgyal (Fashion King) aregiven
tothosewho liketo dressin flashy clothing. Physical attributes are derided aswell,
as seen in the nicknames sGong sgong (Globular, i.e. fat), and Shagyong (In Need
of Flesh, i.e. skinny). Linguistic borrowingsin nicknames have become more com-
mon as Tibetans increasingly interact with people from different societies. For
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example, one friend told me he used to coerce his schoolmates into performing
naughty deeds while growing up in Shigatse during the 1960s. For this he earned
thenicknameHsiao Ripin (Ch: Little Japanese). In exile, | have encountered ayoung
lady known as Guri (Nep: cat), an especialy dark boy called Afari (Eng: African),
and one person known as Florida Sunshine due to his persistent smile and the fact
that he attended a university in Florida.

Nicknames were very common in sKyid grong. During the course of reconstruct-
ing household structures from the 1958 sKyid grong tax register, people often ex-
pressed puzzlement over acertain namelisted therein. For example, one man mulled
over the names of threewomen listed in hisformer neighbor’s household. One name
he recognized, but the otherswere amystery. He finally cameto the conclusion that,
“Thewoman listed here [the one heidentified by name] had younger sisters, but we
did not call them by their names. We called the elder oneMiddle Born (Bar skyes) and
the younger one Whitey (dKar mdog). We gave everybody nicknames.”

Nicknamesin sKyid grong usually centered on physical attributes or intellectual
aptitude. According to onewoman, “In the past | was named Pa sangs. However, |
wasfair skinned, so everybody called me dKar chung (Little White One). It wasmy
nickname.” Oneman explained the origin of hisnickname, “My nameis sPen pa, but
because | have dark skin people call me sPen nag (Black sPen pa). Another person
wascalled Nag mdog (Black Colored). Onewomanwasreferred toasmGorril (Round-
Headed, i.e., bald likeamonk or nun) because asachild her hair was short cropped
and her head especially round. As yet another example of linguistic borrowings,
another woman was described in the following terms, “ She was black and looked
likeabear, sowe called her Balu (Nep: bear).”

Onederogatory nicknamewas gGen ba, aterm that isdefined indictionariesasa
person with confused understanding (shesrmongs), onewho isbad or inferior (tha
shal), afool (blun po), or alazy person (lelo ba) (Bod rgyatshig mdzod chen mo
1993:428). Jaschke providesthefollowing meaningsfrom Western Tibetan dial ects,
“idle, lazy, dull, imbecile, e.g. a sickly child, an animal affected with a disease’
(1972:81), towhich Goldstein adds, “imbecile, idiot, moron, smpleton” (2001:211).
In Nub ri peoplewho suffer sever mental disabilitiesarereferredto asglen ba, and
distinguished from Ikugs pa which refers to people who are deaf, mute, or have
speech impediments. Both terms can be used in a derogatory sense to mean “stu-
pid”.

Interviews with elderly people from sKyid grong revealed that those who suf-
fered from severe mental disabilitieswere generally called glen ba. In many cases
the actual names of such unfortunate individual s were not even known or had been
forgotten. Asanickname, the term could also be applied to people of limited intel-
lect. In describing a former neighbor, one woman stated, “The boy was not very
smart (spyang po), hewaslikeaglenba.” But the nicknamewasaso usedinjest for
people who were perfectly adept. For example, speaking of aformer neighbor one
person said, “We called him Glen ba, which was only anickname. Hewashot aglen
ba.” Another stated, “Everybody called the father [of aparticular family] Glen ba,
even though he was a very talented person who could do everything.”

Glen ba as a name appears in the 1958 sKyid grong register only once. In this
case, agirl islisted as Glen chung (Little Glen ba). The girl was an orphan who
worked as a servant (g.yog po) in the household of another family after her own
parents had died. The fact that she was referred to merely as Little Glen bais not
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very flattering, perhapsindicating that she was not held in high esteem. Glen baas
anicknameis attested in another document from sKyid grong, in this case a“ hu-
man exchange” document (mi brjes) from the archives of bKrashisbsam gtan gling
Monastery. The document reads, “ The man Glen pa who belongs to bSam gtan
gling was exchanged for Blo bzang chos’ phel, the son of ' Chi med whoisagovern-
ment taxpayer from sPang zhing Village. 1929" (Schuh 1988:192, Findbuch 369).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In summary, the 1958 sKyid grong tax document providesanovel opportunity togain
statistical and cultural insightsinto naming patterns found in one particular Tibetan
society. Some of the patterns that have been discerned from the statistical analysis,
such as the frequency of naming children after the day of the week on which they
were born, may prove to be consistent throughout the Tibetan world. Nevertheless,
aswith everything associated with Tibetan culture, regional differencesarethenorm
rather than the exception. One of the more interesting findings to emerge from the
dataseemsto be highly localized. Specifically, the naming convention that indicates
both birth order and agender-specific preferencefor offspring (i €, ,7gSum chog, bzhi
chog, etc.) is not to my knowledge found in other Tibetan areas.” However, varia-
tions on the theme of using specific namesin an attempt to influence the gender of
subsequent births no doubt exist elsewhere. After all, thereis plenty of evidencethat
sKyid grong was not the only Tibetan enclave where male offspring were valued
morehighly thantheir femaesiblings(i.e., Levine 1987; Schuler 1987). Hopefully this
brief contribution will inspire othersto look more closely at naming practicesto see
what they reveal about Tibetan culture and society.

Notes

1. According to Combe (1992:59) the first part of a person’s name was often an indication
of their sectarian affiliation: Pad maamong rNying ma pas, Blo bzang or Byams pafor
dGelugs pas, Karmafor sKkarmapas, Kundga for Saskyapas, and g.Yung drung among
Bon pos.

2. Some of the early accounts of Tibetan societies contain brief remarks on naming prac-
tices (e.g., Bell 1992:197-198; Combe 1992: 59-60; Furer-Haimendorf 1964: 93-94;
Stein 1972: 107). More contemporary ethnographic accounts provide further details
from the Himalayas (e.g., Adams 1996: 240; Watkins 1996: 225; Maiden and Farwell
1997: 105-106; Bishop 1998: 13). In one interesting study Hugh Richardson examined
names found in early Tibetan records, and deciphered the convention of the time by
demonstrating that names contained aclan (rus) affiliation, an official title (mkhan), and
aproper name (mying—OId Tibetan spelling) (Richardson 1967). Comparing the list of
names published by Richardson with the names from sKyid grong presented herein
shows how much has changed since medieval times.

3. Thefull title of the document is Sakhyi l0'i sKyid grong rdzong rgyadgu’i sgo khrathem
gan, translated as The Earth Dog Year (1958) Household Contract Being a Census [of
Land and Peopl€] in the Nine Divisions of sKyid grong District. The manuscript is
housed in the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives (LTWA) in Dharamsala, India. |
would like to thank Tashi Tsering of the Amnye Machen Institute, Dharamsala, for
informing me of the document’s existence; Lobsang Shastri of the LTWA for kindly
located it and providing me with access; and Jamyang Tenzin of the LTWA for perform-
ing the painstaking task of generating an accurate, typeset copy of the handwritten
manuscript. For adescription of the document and its significance see Childs (2000), and
for ademographic analysis of the data contained therein see Childs (2003).
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. Theideaof presenting dataon namesin sKyid grong stemsfrom aconversation with my

friend and colleague, John Bellezza. When | showed him the document, hewasimmedi-
ately struck by some of the more unusual names that appear therein and encouraged me
to write something about them. | would like to thank Tsetan Chonjore, Jamyang Tenzin,
and Brigitte Huber for their advice on some of the interpretations.

. Research for the sKyid grong proj ect (1999-2001) was supported by an Andrew Mellon

Fellowship in Anthropol ogical Demography at the Australian National University, while
theNub ri research (1995-1997) was funded by grantsfrom Fulbright-Hays and Wenner-
Gren.

. For example, in Nub ri thereisalineage of married lamas (sngags pa) who are descen-

dents of Tibet's medieval emperors. By virtue of this connection their descent lineage
(rgyud pa) isknown asmNga' bdag (Possessing Power). However, they do not employ
mNga bdag as a surname. Members of the former Tibetan aristocracy used family
names, or names associ ated with their house and estate. See Petech (1973) for detailson
many such families and their names.

. Personal communication with Sritar Purbu, Kathmandu.
. Personal communication with Tashi Dorje.
. | would like to thank Phurbu Tsering, astrologer at the Bod gzhung sman rtshiskhangin

Dharamsala, for pointing this out (personal communication).

In some casesonly thefirst syllable of each nameisgiven in thedocument. For example,
aperson listed as Tshe nor could be named Tshe ring nor bu, Tshe dbang nor bu, or Tshe
brtan nor bu. Weighted averages were cal culated for all known occurrences of each varia-
tion, and then used to estimate how many instances of Tshe should correspond with each
of thethree possibilities. Therefore, although | am reasonably confident of accuracy, the
figuresfor Tshering, Tshe dbang, and Tshe brtan are neverthel ess estimates and thereby
subject to error.

Naming patterns are bound to change through time. For example, the top five names
givento daughtersborninthe USA in 1958 were Mary, Linda, Susan, Patricia, and Karen,
whereasin 2000 they were Emily, Hannah, Madison, Ashley, and Sarah (www.parenting.
com).

. A preference for certain combinations is evident in the case of Don grub. Nearly two-

thirds of men having Don grub as asecond name had aday-name astheir first name, with
Phur bu don grub (33), IHag padon grub (32), and Nyi madon grub (24) being the most
popular combinations.

The idea of doing this paper occurred to me after al fieldwork on the project had been
completed. Therefore, some of the interpretations remain highly speculative since they
have not been confirmed by people from sKyid grong.

sKyid grong society, like most Tibetan societies prior to 1959, was stratified according
to taxpaying status. Those who held heritable land leases from either the government or
amonastery were known as khral pa (taxpayers). Those who did not hold such leases
but worked as agricultural wage laborersunder the khral pawere known asdud chung ba
(“small smoke”, often translated as small householders). Dud chung bamen did not have
the economic security associated with land and accessto pastures, and therefore were at
adistinct disadvantage when it came to marriage and household formation. The 1958 tax
register identifies people according to their taxpaying status. See Goldstein (1971) for
village-level detailson Tibet'straditional tax system.

sKyid grong lies on the border between Nepal and Tibet. Blacksmiths worked on both
sides of the border. Kami was the more commonly used appellation for blacksmithsin
sKyid grong, although mgar ra was used as well.

In most casesthe spelling in the document is chog. However, in acouple of instancesthe
spelling mchog occurs. The syllable therefore has two possible spellings, and thereby
two possible interpretations. Whereas mchog implies something that is most excellent,
chog means to be suitable or sufficient. In other words, gSum chog could mean “Most
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Excellent Third [Born]”, or it could mean “Three Is Enough.” Elderly informants from
sKyid grong explained that the latter connotation and spelling (chog) are correct. In other
words, gSum chog literally meant Three |s Enough.

17. Asthiswasgoing to press| cameacrossan article by Lhachog rgyal in which the author
discusses“folk traditions’ in nomadic regions of A mdo. Heincludes a section entitled
“Namesto Prevent Girlsfrom Being Born” (bu mo mi skyed pa’i ming), and writes, “If
there areaready too many girlsin the house, then names are given [to subseguently born
girls] such as Bu mo chog, mTshams chod sgrol ma, Dachog, and Bu khrid” (Lhamchog

rgyal 2002:345-349).
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