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Onomastics is a linguistic enquiry interested i the exploration of linguistic forms ﬂﬁ?
functionality of personal nanes. However, little attention has been given to the of naming
practices among Christians. This study therefore aims at applying the generativists’ of binary features
and the concept of Semantic Prosody to investigate the syntactic and semantic properties of English

exene as Christian baby names in Northern To achieve this aim, the study attempts to: classify
elect ato grammatical categories in order to the syntactic device used for system;
explore the ic prosodic features of the selected lexemnes with a view to discovering the attitudinal
underl; choices; investigate how gender distinction is attached to common words; and, the.
' selected words. The study demonstrated that the device of functional shift (word class

tly used for naming. Also, words with positive semantic prosodic feature were used
cult nd philosophical thoughts of name-givers. It was discovered that both masculine
and feminine gender qual o attributed to neutral words. Also, abstract words were assigned human
(concrete) 7e ts. On the basis of these findings, it was concluded that the English words used among the
hristian naming system have been re-contextualised from common everyday words to

proper names, thereby constit

uting a lexical set or special vocabulary of Christendom in Nigeria.
Keywords: Onomastics, Binary Features, Semantic Prosody, Conwersion/Functional Shift

Introduction

aomastie. o onomasiology, a branch of semantics, according to Hartmann (2005), is the
“study of personal )@“’;@@, nam ’ In other words, onomastics e
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ent years has also advanced the sl
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the various submissions that names are valid objects of linguistic analysis because the process
underlying their innovation involves the use of language resources.

The linguistic act of naming a new baby in Nigeria as an example involves a conscious effort
of name-givers to reflect certain variables (e.g. religion, sex, culture, etc.) and circumstantial values of
the baby. The significance of name in human existence cannot be trivialised because it does not only
provide a means to identify an individual uniquely in the world; but is also a process of classifying an
individual according to religious affiliation, sex, tribe, family, and birth circumstances. This is why
Jauro, Ngamsa and Wappa (2013, p. 1) assert that “onomastics or onomatology is of great importance
to human existence, especially in Africa where people value culture, language and communication.”

Donovan (1976, p.10) says that “religious language is an affective language because it affects
people’s feelings, enters into their imagination, influences their emotions and often gives the
impression of conveying profound truth.” Thus, among the Christians, a certain Christian ideology
often intrudes on the consciousness of name-givers and acts as a motivating factor for christening
new babies. Personal names, according to Al-Zumor (2009, p.15), “form a special group within the
vocabulary of a language”. Stemming from this submission, English words used as Christian names
therefore belong:.to a special group of the vocabulary of religious language. Human potentialities to
use language resource to achieve specific purposes manifest in the way some common English
lexemes are used for naming especially, in Christendom.

In spite of the abundance of the traditional Christian names or Bible names such as Paul,
Timothy, Joel, Abraham, Jacob, Isiah, Jeremaiah, Hannah, Deborah, Esther, Rebecca, etc; it is a
commonplace, especially in the Northern Nigeria, to hear children say my Christian name is Peace,
Endurance, Hope, Joy, Good-Luck, Grace, Mercy, Favour, Blessing, Glory, Praise, Goodness, Promise, Virtue,
Love, Miracle, Testimony, Faith, etc.The act of using such English lexemes as baby names is outright
alienation to the Muslims. Thus, such English lexemes have been fostered and recontextualised
among Nigerian Christians to become uniquely Christian names. This explains why Abdul (2014,
p:61) argues that “generally, people misconstrue English names to be Christian religious names.”
Hence, the use of English words has become a naming practice among Christians especially in
Nigeria.

Abdul (2014, p12) also maintains that “the study of personal names has received considerable
attention (sic) from both linguists and anthropologists over the years.” Among others, some
influential research works in the field of linguistics which investigate naming practices include
Dalfayo (1982), Onukawa (2000), Guma (2001), Lombard (2008), Abdul (2014) and Agbo (2014).
Dalfavo (1982), for instance, explored Logbara personal names and their relation to religions.
Onukawa’s (2000) wok focuses on the Chi Concept in Igbo Gender Naming. Using a historical and
linguistic analysis, Guma (2001) is an investigation of the cultural meaning of names among Basotho
of Southern Africa. Lombard (2008), Abdul (2014), and Agbo (2014) focus on personal names and
naming from a cultural ethnographic perspective.

In spite of the previous researches on ‘naming system, as far as the present researchers are
aware, none has attempted to investigate the syntactic and semantic properties of English words used

as christian names in tl'xe Northern ngerxa in Pa.rticular. Therefore, the current work aims at
investig.ating the syntactlf: an.d serfxantlc charactel.*ls'tlcs of selected English words used as christian
names in the Nort.hern Nigeria, using the 'generaflwsts’ binary features and the concept of semantic
prosody as analytical frameworks. To achieve this aim, The study attempts to: classify the selected
data into grammat%cal categf)ries in order to discover the syntactic device used for naming system;
explore the semantic prosodic features of the selected data with a view to discovering the attitudi i
factor underlying the choice of certain English words for naming; investigate how eg d 3. ; : 1.na
is attached to common words in naming system; and, discover the lexical innov . i e
o ations in the selected
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Table I: Parts of speech within the Principles a
v

N j

Nouns +

Verbs

Adjectives
Ad posi

Hejl (2014, p.26)

In terms of syntactic or lexical category, names have been generally viewed among linguists
to belong to Nominal Group (using a functionalists’ term) or Noun Phrase (using a g@ﬁ@”ﬂj\ﬂf@ﬁ
term). Some linguistshave expressed the uncertainty of setting up some kind of difference in syntactic
category between name and noun (Jenkins (2013, p24). Thus, in terms of syntactic function and
category, names cannot be distinguished from nouns. The term “mono-referential 1@@@&”2@@ noun
phrase” wasalso evolved by Pamp (1998, p.252)to establish that a name, being a single lexical unit,
functions as noun phrase. In spite of the widely heldview that there is an inseparable rapprochement
] ames and noun, Anderson (2007, p.6), however, speculates about the grammatical class of
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