
Reflecting moldavian girl-naming post-
Communist trends through secular 

vs. Christian onomastic patterns 

Nadia-Nicoleta Morăraşu 
“Vasile Alecsandri” University of Bacău, Romania

Abstract: The paper starts from the empirical observation that Moldavia is one of 
the Romanian regions resistant to change in onomastic patterns even after the fall 
of the Communist regime. The preference for Romanian Christian names, used as 
the only first names or in combination with secular ones, is a phenomenon that 
the study explores by investigating an inventory of about 2,300 names of female 
students enrolled in humanities (philology and social sciences) classes of 6 high 
schools from the town of Bacău. 
The findings confirm that the tendency towards following onomastic traditions is 
still predominant in both urban and rural areas, whereas the intrusion of foreign 
onomastic elements did not manifest so strongly over the period under investiga-
tion (1991–2003), compared with the recent proliferation of Westernized given 
names, accelerated by the exposure to the mass media and new technologies, as 
well as by the migration of many young parents to European countries. 
Keywords: girl-naming patterns, secular names, saint names, onomastic trend, 
Moldavian region.

I. Theoretical background 

I.1. Romanian female first-name patterns
The interest in studying the Romanian personal naming system has long been 

manifested by linguists (Iulian Zanne, Ştefan Paşca, N.A. Constantinescu, Alexandru 
Graur, to name but a few) and has intensified in the past decades, due to the contribu-
tions of reputed specialists in onomastic studies, such as Gheorghe Bolocan, Domniţa 
Tomescu, Cristian Ionescu, Mile Tomici, Ion Toma, Vasile Frăţilă, Daiana and Oliviu 
Felecan, etc., as well as by their doctoral students who focused on classes and subclasses 
of names. Regionally and nationally used onomastic patterns have benefited from spe-
cial attention in articles from two journals published by the University of Craiova: 
Studii şi cercetări de onomastică (Studies and Research in Onomastics, issued yearly 
from 1995 to 2003) and Studies and Research in Onomastics and Lexicology (SCOL, 
published since 2008). 

Of the typical classes and subclasses of personal names recorded and analysed 
by onomasticians (given names, family names, bynames and nicknames), feminine 
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anthroponyms were approached by Aspazia Reguş and Corneliu Reguş in Nume 
de femei în vechi acte istorice (sec. XIV-XVI) [Female names in old historical docu-
ments – 14th–16th centuries] and Anca-Maria Bercaru in the recently published study 
Antroponimele feminine la sârbi şi români [Feminine anthroponyms for Serbians and 
Romanians].

The Romanian formal anthroponymic system is currently based on a two-class 
pattern for girl names, which consist of family name and first name. As the names are 
bestowed upon birth, the bearers are obviously not involved in their choice, yet they 
are expected to bear the names chosen by their genitors throughout life. There are few 
variations in the names from the time of recording in the Civil Registry. The most fre-
quent one is the change of surname in the case of married women who traditionally 
take their husbands’ surname. However, they have the onomastic freedom to keep their 
maiden name upon marriage or adopt the married name instead or in addition to the 
one of their father. Upon divorce, the reverse case occurs: they either keep their mar-
ried name or recover the maiden one. Otherwise, it is only in legally motivated cases 
that they may apply for an administrative or judicial procedure of official name change. 
As far as female given/first names are concerned, they conventionally consist of one to 
two names (or multiple names in rare cases) combined. 

Considering that the semantic load of personal names was gradually lost, one can 
claim that they currently fulfil the function of identification as overt identity markers 
for their bearers. They encapsulate information about gender, religion, origin, lineage, 
etc. As these names are bestowed upon birth, the bearer is not involved in their choice; 
nevertheless, the bearer is expected to keep the given name chosen by his/her parents 
throughout life. 

I.2. Factors influencing post-Communist Romanian naming patterns
The social and political evolution of Romania after the fall of the Communist 

regime led to the manifestation of some less predictable onomastic trends towards the 
proliferation of modern names in parallel with the preservation of more traditional 
ones. The main factors that affect the choice of given names are religious, social and 
economic, cultural and aesthetic, to which one may add family and local tradition, 
desire of uniqueness and onomastic fashion.

I.3. Female names and their origin: lay/secular names vs. saint names
The initial significance conferred to personal names led to their classification 

(Topor-Marin 2003) into names for designation (of secular inspiration) and names 
for invocation (of religious inspiration). The former originate in appellatives meant to 
describe the bearer or some circumstance related to his/her birth. The latter have the 
role of placing the named individual under the protection of a patron saint, evoking 
religious holidays and qualities worthy of a good Christian. 

One of the criteria which is relevant for the inclusion of Christian names in the 
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classification of onomastic patterns involves the namer (the person who performs the 
naming act). In this respect, we may speak of: 

a. Christian names as the given names chosen by parents/family and bestowed 
on girls upon birth; 

b. nicknames as individual substitute names received from others throughout 
life; 

c. pseudonyms and other self-given and assumed names.
Anca Bercaru (2014) proposes a typology of first names in terms of their origin 

into a) traditional secular names; b) names of Slavic origin; c) biblical and calendar 
names; d) modern names. Traditional secular names and names of Slavic origin are 
represented by a few female names that are still used (Bercaru 2007: 171). Traditional 
names often bear a cultural imprint of the region and time in which the bearer is born:

a) names indicating the origin of the bearer: Armeanca, Greaca, Românca, 
Ungura1; 

b) names derived from plant names and tree-related terms: Brânduşa, Cetina, 
Frăguţa, Violeta; 

c) names derived from animal names: Furnica, Lupa, Păuna; 
d) names indicating family relations: Fetiţa, Sora; 
e) names referring to physical and character features: Alba, Buna; 
f) names indicating popular beliefs: Bucura; 
g) names derived from appellatives: Doina, Sînziana.
By comparison, biblical and calendar names are very well represented in the 

Romanian anthroponymic system. Most of them entered our language under Slavic, 
Greek and Catholic Church influence. There are also many variants of calendar names, 
hypocoristics or derivative forms that are borrowed from Western sources or formed 
by means of imitating such models. 

Apart from family and local tradition, the religious influence is extremely strongly 
felt all across the country. Saint names are considered the most suitable for religious 
people who choose names for their children. Many times, the same Christian name is 
passed down across generations and this enhances the feeling of kinship. The choice of 
a Christian name is influenced by the religious holidays celebrated at about the time of 
birth, by the names of family members and even of godparents. Most often, the com-
mon belief is that the patron saint will offer protection to the name bearer and parents 
willingly make such a nominal choice. There are also reported situations when priests 
who notice that there is a higher incidence of too modern names threaten congregation 
members that they will not record those children’s names in church registries or bap-
tise the children if they do not bear Christian names. Therefore, despite the political 

1  The English appellatives corresponding to these names are as follows: a) The Armenian 
(girl/woman), The Greek, The Romanian, The Hungarian; b) crocus, savin, wild strawberry, 
violet; c) ant, she-wolf, peahen; d) little girl, sister; e) the white, the good; f) joy; g) goldenrod. 
The only appellative without any English equivalent is doina, which is culturally embedded as it 
refers to a Romanian traditional musical tune style. 
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changes that affected the social life of the Romanians, biblical and calendar names con-
tinue to be at the top of the most frequently used baby names in Romania. The most 
recent statistics from the People Registry indicate that Maria is by far the most com-
mon girl name in all regions2. 

At the same time, modern names used in combination with or instead of tradi-
tional ones are on the increase in all regions. Their origins and forms are extremely 
diverse. Until 2009 when the Civil Code specifically stipulated the interdiction to give 
Romanian newborn children ridiculous or defamatory names, as well as names derived 
from objects or places, “there were cases in Romania in which the parents named their 
children after their favorite car brand, film heroes such as Superman, or even objects.”3 
The study conducted by Morăraşu and Drugă in 2011 on first-name giving patterns of 
Gypsy co-nationals proves that such names really exist and they may have a negative 
impact on the bearers. 

In addition to these typologies, it is worth considering the etymological classifi-
cation advanced by la Stella (1993) and adopted by Petrache in Dicţionar enciclopedic al 
numelor de botez: cu un tabel alfabetic al sfintilor ortodocşi [Encyclopaedic dictionary of 
baptismal names: with an alphabetic table of Orthodox saints) (2000: 9–10):

1. devotional names – mystic denominations, ancient names which preserve 
their sacred character:

a. theoforic names: Daniela, Eleonora, Elisabeta, Gabriela, Isabela, Teofana;
b. names of religious holidays: Rozalia;
c. saint and calendar names: Alexandra, Ana, Anastasia, Anisia, Cecilia, Claudia, 

Cristina, Elena, Elisabeta, Emilia, Eufrosina, Irina, Lidia, Maria etc.;
d. biblical names: Emanuela, Eva, Marta, Sara, Rebeca etc.;
2. affective names which reflect the daily contact with the family and the feelings 

towards one’s habitat by designating:
a. birth order;
b. birth signs (augural names: Aurora, Irina, Laura, Mirela, Iustina, Letitia, 

Malvina);
c. physical or moral characteristics (descriptive names: Melania, Flavia, Ramona, 

Sofia, Valeria);
d. relation with the natural world (plants, animals, gems, stars and natural phe-

nomena, occupations etc.: Dafina, Esmeralda, Gentiana, Smaranda, Violeta, Margareta, 
Narcisa, Roza);

3. names expressing admiration and given in honour of: 
a. a famous person (prophet, literary character, legendary hero etc.): Penelopa, 

Otilia, Venera;
b. a people, a culture – ideological names and celebrity names: Nadia, Riana.

2  http://www.digi24.ro/stiri/actualitate/social/numele-preferate-de-romani–656050
3  https://www.romania-insider.com/popular-baby-names-romania/
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II. Research methodology 
II.1. Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is twofold:
1. to offer an insight into the feminine naming patterns used over more than a 

decade after the fall of the Communist regime, using both quantitative (statistical) 
methods and qualitative research tools;

2. to test a method of selecting research material that can be used for conducting 
research on other types of names.

II.2. Sampling methodology
Assumptions
Based on several years’ experience with studying naming systems from different 

perspectives, our assumptions regarding the sampling population could be summed 
up in terms of

• Representativeness (the population is representative of the female population 
of the region of Moldova);

• Homogeneity (the subjects have similar ages, ethnic backgrounds and educa-
tional interests);

• Data validity (provided by the official character of the data collected: the names 
are included in a database that is publicly available to any user with an Internet connec-
tion; there is no restriction imposed on the usage of such data); 

• Generalisability (a fact or phenomenon encountered in our sample is applica-
ble to all the people of the target population).

To fulfil the purposes set for our study, we used purposive sampling which 
involves the following steps: 

1. Deciding on the research problem: Romanian girl-naming trends in the post-
Communist period; 

2. Determining the type of information needed. As long as information needed 
involves secular vs. Christian onomastic patterns, it requires a high degree of interpre-
tation regarding cultural significance; therefore, the subjects should have some specifi-
cally defined qualities. 

3. Establishing data collection sources. The present study focuses on the data collection 
of female first names from Bacău area from an official source provided by the Romanian 
Ministry of National Education for high school admission (http://admitere.edu.ro/). 
Each admission from 2005 to 2016 has its own webpage (which can be accessed from the 
main page) and provides the assignment of students enlisted as a result of a computer-
based distribution to the classes for which they have opted. The nationwide distribution 
takes into consideration their options, expressed in the order of preferences, and their 
national evaluation results. The data collection took place from January to March 2017; it 
was entirely dependent on the online sources at the time of retrieval, but once the names 
were collected for each year from 2005 to 2016, there were no new entries. 
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Female 9th graders born between 1991-2003 admitted to Humanities classes (Philology and Social Sciences) 
from colleges in Bacau town 

Total number of female 9th graders

Figure 1

The number of subjects is influenced by the number of places available for 
admission every year, but Humanities classes predominantly attract girls as compared 
with vocational classes, in which boys are often the majority. What is obvious from 
this table is that the population of female 9th graders in Humanities classes from the 
six colleges in Bacău (“Gheorghe Vrănceanu” College, “Vasile Alecsandri” College, 
“Stefan cel Mare” National Pedagogical College, “Ferdinand I” College, “Henri 
Coandă” College, “Mihai Eminescu” College) decreased by more than half between 
the 2005 admission (corresponding to the subjects born in 1991–1992) and the 2016 
admission. This explains why the number of names collected for the years 2000–2003 
is much lower. 

4. Using appropriate data gathering techniques: quantitative and qualitative tools 
for collecting and analysing onomastic patterns were used.

5. Selecting the population sampled: 2281 subjects were chosen, based on gender, 
age, residency, high-school class profile. Our sampling groups were homogeneous in 
terms of age (subjects were aged 14 to 15 at the time their names were recorded into 
the database) and the gender-based selection was facilitated by the electronic list-
ing. One essential step before processing the onomastic material was to exclude the 
male students from the lists. Their number was negligible compared to the number 
of their female fellows. We also have additional information such as the geographical 
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or ethnic origin, which may be relevant to the qualitative analysis. The subjects’ rural 
or urban appurtenance can be identified by the names of the institutions where they 
attended secondary school. However, this is not always a clear indicator that they 
come from an urban area, because some village residents may have commuted or 
may have been brought by their parents to a town school on a daily basis. There are 
less chances of having a town resident studying in a village-located school. The full 
names indicate that most subjects belong to families that are Romanian, but some 
names display a transparent foreign origin: e.g., Arab (Saada Roz, Muzieni Amirah, 
Nawar Maha, Abdullah Clara) or Italian (Belli Cristina, Pasco Emma, Ario Stefanie 
Theodora). 

6. In analyzing data and interpreting results, we took into consideration that purpo-
sive sampling is an inherently biased method, which means that interpretations should 
not be applied beyond the sampled population.

III.1. Outcome and discussion
III.1.1. Statistical reports
The naming patterns that are prevalent across the population sampled are repre-

sented in the table below, which indicates that there a descending trend was registered 
in one-name patterns, from 60% in 1991–1992 to less than 10% in 2002–2003.

Table 1. Trends in naming patterns between 1991 and 2003
Year of birth Distribution of 

total number of 
subjects

Research sub-
jects with one 

given name

Research sub-
jects with two-

name combina-
tions 

Research sub-
jects with three-

name patterns

1991–1992 275 83 192
1992–1993 231 66 156
1993–1994 237 57 179 1
1994–1995 180 76 104
1995–1996 182 97 85
1996–1997 182 83 99
1997–1998 202 75 127
1998–1999 196 46 146 4
1999–2000 182 45 137
2000–2001 147 33 114
2001–2002 125 30 93 2
2002–2003 119 17 100 2

The three-name combinations include at least a saint name or a calendar name 
– Ana-Maria-Mădălina, Ana-Alexandra-Monica, Maria-Elisa-Mădălina, Diana Bianca 
Petrina, Mihaela Adriana Domniţa, Andreea Iuliana Maria, Mari Sanda Violeta and 
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Bianca Maria Mădălina. Th e only exception with exclusively secular names is Daiana 
Iasmina Naomi.

Nationwide statistics for the most common secular and saint names for girls 
largely include the same ranking of names as the one we have drawn for female 9th 
graders from Bacău colleges born between 1991 and 2003 (Figure 2): the top three 
saint names are Elena, Maria and Alexandra, while the top three secular names are 
Andreea, Alina and Mădălina. 

Figure 2

Th e two fi gures below refl ect the percentage of the most popular secular (Figure 
3) and saint names (Figure 4) in the sample population of our study. We chose sets of 
20 names for each class on account of their rate of occurrence (from about 300 girls 
bearing the name to 15).

One of the most reliable statistics for fi rst names in Romania recorded in 1999 
is due to Gheorghe Bolocan. To observe the correlation between the total number of 
female bearers of specifi c names on country level and in the sample population, we 
have drawn a table with information referring to the numerical distribution of female 
names, their position in the name combinations identifi ed with the sample population 
and the type of names according to their origin. 
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Figure 3Figure 3

Figure 4
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As illustrated by Bercaru (2014: 31), the Romanian language has the following 
structural classes of feminine names:

• Primary names (Ana, Carmen, Diana, Ecaterina, Maria) or appellatives 
(Brânduşa, Lăcrămioara);

• Simple hypocoristics (Flori < Florica; Vali < Valentina, Lena < Elena; Mia < Maria);
• Derivative hypocoristics: Lenuţa < Leana < Elena, Ileana;
• Derivatives with simple and compound suffixes: Ancuţa < Anca < Ana, Măriuca 

< Maria.
Most female names in our corpus are primary names from different sources: 

Christian calendars, erudite/scholarly sources and popular culture. However, we 
have also found many hypocoristics and derivatives such as Ada, Anda, Anica, Ancuţa, 
Angelica, Antonela, Catrinel, Dumitrela, Fănuţa, Ionela, Lenuţa, Maricica, Marinela, 
Marineta, Măriuţa, Mihăiţa, Silvica, Valerica and Vasilica.

III.1.2. Traditional vs. modern names of unique bearers
Almost half of the names collected (133 of 278) are used as unique identifiers, 

because there is a single bearer for each of these names. Most of them appear in com-
bination with fashionable names, especially saints’ names, which are intended to offer 
protection to the persons on whom they are bestowed. About half of the names listed 
below (69 of 133) can be found in Romanian onomastic dictionaries of names and 
in onomastic reference materials. Most of the others are mentioned and explained in 
online sources, but these are less reliable than the printed ones.

On the one hand, there are traditionally Romanian girl names (primary, hypoco-
ristic or derivative forms) which have often fallen out of use (Anica, Fănuţa, Dumitra, 
Lenuţa, Margareta, Maricica, Măriuţa, Minodora, Rozina, Rucsanda, Silvica, Sînziana, 
Tincuţa, Valerica, Vasilca, Varvara, Victoria etc.). They reflect the tendency towards fol-
lowing onomastic patterns which pertain to old family traditions or of reviving such forms 
when they are considered fashionable again (Ilinca, Catinca, Rucsandra, Smaranda). 

While some names are the conventional feminine form of male names (Codrina 
< Codrin; Cosmina < Cosmin; Valentina < Valentin; Emanuela < Emanuel; Mariana < 
Marian, Florina < Florin; Paula < Paul; Daniela < Daniel; Claudia < Claudiu; Gabriela 
< Gabriel; Iuliana < Iulian; Ionela < Ionel; Alexandra < Alexandru; Andreea < Andrei), 
others are oddly derived from male names such as Traian (Traiana), Ovidiu (Ovidia), 
Emilian (Emiliana), Constantin (Constantina) and Fabian (Fabiana).

On the other hand, the desire to confer uniqueness and strongly individualise one’s 
offspring explains the impressive number of foreign names, most of them used exactly in 
their original form. Some of them are just Western variants of calendar names (Angela, 
Patricia). They also reflect the onomastic fashion of Westernisation under the influence 
of the mass media and social migration (Ambra, Ania, Anisia, Anastasia, Christine, Edith, 
Evelinne, Estera, Elyda, Emma, Ella, Lenya, Karina, Michelle, Nora, Nicole, Paola, Roz, 
Ruth, Naomi, Smara, Sigrid, Teresita, Thalida, Theona, Thea, Timeea etc.). Some of the 
Italian and English names are graphically adapted: Alis, Biatris, Brigita, Denis.
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Among the most exotic and original names, we find Anais, Avril, Else, Elyda, 
Emima, Lugiana, Neili, Rabiha, Sarolta, Smara and Thalida. Some of them are of erudite 
origin (inspired by mythological and literary characters – Ariadna, Casandra, Clarissa, 
Cezara, Medeea, Otilia, Nefertiti and Persida); others are given after popular culture 
celebrities or characters (Aurora, Brenda, Ella, Naomi, Patricia, Roberta and Sabrina). 
They can betray the romantic nature of their mothers (Burci 2014: 838) or their aspira-
tion that the girls have a fulfilling life and destiny, similar to the one of celebrities.

Conclusions
After systematising the 278 names that we have identified for the 2281 girls aged 

14–15 at the time of their high-school (college) admission, we could prove that most 
of the assumptions made at the beginning of our study can be validated.

The tendency towards giving saint and calendar names for girls as the only first 
name or in two-name combinations continues to manifest very strongly in the post-
Communist period. The main explanation lies in the fact that Moldavians are religious 
people who respect family traditions and after 1989 they could freely manifest their 
spirituality. Christian names are definitely part of the legacy that the elderly pass on 
to their descendants for generations, so they come to celebrate both the living and the 
dead at important religious holidays and strengthen their family ties and genealogical 
continuity by means of namesakes. 

The impressive number of modern names (most of them of foreign origin) that 
are uniquely attributed to female bearers is indicative of another trend which tends to 
prevail: the gradual neologisation of the Romanian anthroponymic stock (Burci 2014: 
843) under the influence of globalisation/internationalisation and of the onomastic 
freedom of choosing affective and celebratory names of any origin. We may feel this is 
a sign of natural progress that equally affects rural and urban areas, but there is a risk 
of crossing common sense boundaries for the sake of individualisation and originality. 
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