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Married Names:
a note on the floating signifier
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Introduction

If “dirt’ is, in Mary Douglas’s axiom, ‘matter out of place’ then
the apparent social disturbance occasioned by the practice in Japan
and elsewhere whereby a married person uses the pre-married name
constitutes ‘name out of place’. To some people, state legislators in
particular, it is a disturbing tendency. The debate in Japan has con-
tinued over several years and is fairly well known (see Maher 1999

for overview). A study committee first set up by the Japanese govern-



ment in 1993 to deliberate and produce a range of possible proposals
has done just that but there is no indication as to what conclusions

will emerge.

The Question

In 1995, 97.5% of recently married women in Japan swopped
their old name for a new one (http://plaza8.mbn.or.jp/~eighsaqu/
gairon-frame.htm,1998). The actions of the remaining 2.5% are not
described. In addition to the obvious automatization of name
change many reasons are advanced for this, as a small annual survey
of students seems to indicate.

Each year, between 1995-1999, I have routinely conducted a very
simple ‘hands-up’ question on married name practice to women
college students between the ages 18-24. The question is meant to
provide students with an introductory entry-point by means of a
straightforward, easy-to-understand example of how to think socio-
linguistically; an instance of the relation between language and
society. The question is usually followed by a brief (15 minutes)
discusssion on fufu-bessei to a class of students at International
Christian University, Tokyo. The students are enrolled in a class of
sociolinguistics and their ages range between 18-22. They are not
classified according to any particular variable other than gender. The
survey did not constitute a longitudinal or cross-sectional survey.
The purpose was to elicit a range of ideas. The aim was to formulate
a picture of prevailing ideology about marriage names among
educated young people.

My question addresses women students: “If you were to marry

for the first time, would you retain your maiden name or adopt your
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husband’s name?” I have found mixed attitudes to marriage change-
names. The answers from 1990-1999 have been mostly in the range
of 60% for adoption (new name) and 40% for retention (maiden
name). Collated (written) comments from adopters in the 1999 class
contained the following reasons. “It’s the common sense thing to do,
1.e. everybody does it” (55%); “out of a sense of belonging to my
husband, i.e. it makes me feel I'm really married” (20%); “I don’t like
my name” (25%). Supporters of the status quo argue that the current
civil law provides the psychological unity and mutual responsibility
so essential to family life. In this view, the same surname is the
symbol of a new togetherness. The fufu bessei ‘separate-surname’
campaign is merely a display of individualism for its own sake.
Significantly, aesthetic reasons are prominent for name-change.
Reasons are not, by definition, arguments but they can be itemized
as follows: FOR and AGAINST.

Changing the Surname: FOR

A person may choose to adopt a new married name for aesthetic
reasons. Put simply, ‘He has a nicer name than mine”. Consider the
following cultural phenomenon. From the late 1980s, there has been
an Okinawan culture and music ‘boom’ with the emergence of
entertainers (e.g. ‘John Kabira’, ‘Amuro’) and their real or stage
names, many with an Okinawan flavour (see the Okinawan names
‘Sotoma’, ‘Sonoma’, ‘Tabira’). When the future spouse carries a
‘cool’ name is name-change more than acceptable but desirable?
The related problem of ‘stigmatized names’ involves even more than

a matter of taste.



Married name-change may be a solution to the pain of social
stigma. Name adoption may be a form of ‘stigma-management’. A
stigmatized individual manages a problematic name by adoption of a
new one. (See Goffman’s 1968 extensive study of the systematic
methods by which stigma is managed). Marriage presents the ideal
opportunity for change. Stigmatized names probably occur in all
languages. In German, some examples include: ‘Grosskopf’ (big-
head), ‘Dotterweich’ (soft egg-yolk), ‘Wurstmacher’ (sausage-maker).
In English ‘Speed’, ‘Leaping-Salmon’, ‘Gay’, ‘Longbottom” may be
problematic. In Japanese, stigmatized family names include:
“Mitarai” (toilet) and “Ejiri” (jiri=bum). These compare with the
more attractive names cited above.

Linked to the above, the adoption of a married name may be
attractive from the point of view of change itself. Some potential
name-changers have reported a kind of ‘thrill” that accompanies
seeing or ‘imagining’ their new name which houses a new identity.
Adoption is an exotic flirtation with the Other: a foray into the
perceived heart of Otherness / maleness.

Marriage is a life event and its transition is signaled by the
adoption of a new name. “Personally, I regard changing my name
when [ get married to be one of the major occurrences of my future
life. Moreover, I actually look forward to envisioning my own name
under the last name of the person I love. After I do get married, in
my future plans, I will put a halt to my work and devote myself to
my husband and future son or daughter.” (YF, Student, 21 yrs old,
1998)

The arguments against the trend for independent surnames and
in support of the status quo are frequently linked to the notion that
a shared last name signifies a more committed marriage. This
hypothesis should be tested by investigating whether or not there is
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a statistical link between maiden-name retention and divorce rates.
In conclusion, we can say that those persons who do not want

Fufu bessei may do so for reasons other than the stereotypical ‘to be

incorporated into the husband’s family’ or ‘to create a cohesive family’.

Changing the Surname: AGAINST

Why would a woman not want to change her name? What are
the grounds for name-changers’ request for fufu bessei? In loyalty to
the family whose patronymic sign she carries there is a glimpse of
an Oedipal desire to retain ties; but this is surely not the last word.
The formal call for the induction of fufu bessei emerged out of the
practice of systematic “lying” by women lawyers and other company
workers in the 1980s. Women would change their surname on the
register (koseki) and on their marriage certificate (kon‘in todoke) but
continue to use their previous surnames at the workplace by agreement
with their employer. |

Name change involves the revision of a wide range of public
documents and papers from driver’s license to passports and bank.
Fufu bessei is an ethical move. The use of separate surnames is the
high-water mark of marital equality. In some sense, it enhances
society’s overall sense of equality towards marriage. The practice of
fufu bessei may diminish the mind-set that gender relations
necessarily have to be this way.

The name-changer feels a sense injustice that one spouse only
(usually the wife) has to perform the obligatory change. The name-
changer feels there is some diminution of personal integrity, that
something is lost in the change, that they are becoming something
that they are not. Adoption of the husband’s surname implies that



the wife has “entered” the husband’s family being forced to leave her
family behind. The problem is concretized when both the husband
and wife are the only child or have no siblings. The question of
which surname takes priority can produce unnecessary friction. A
wife may have built up a reputation. Her name is known and well-
regarded. This reputation is jeopardized when there is an obligatory

name change.

Names and Rights: Japan and Thailand

States all over the world impose more or less severe restrictions
on the selection and composition of the use of names. Let us consider
two examples. Until 1947 the Japanese legal system imposed some
constraints on the given names of Japanese citizens. However, Article
50 of the Family Registration Law (Kosekihoo) imposed more re-
strictions on the type of kanji employed for children’s names (in fact
any new name). In 1950, a decision of the Mayor of the City of
Chigasaki not to register names of two children was contested in
court by their father on the grounds that restrictions on name-giving
violated basic human rights and in particular, Article 21 of the
Constitution which guarantees freedom of expression. Article 50 of
the Family Registration Law was hence unconstitutional. The
registration was refused by the City Office on the grounds that the
first of the two characters used for each of the two names was not a
Character for General Use and was therefore outside the range of
characters approved. The case was decided against the complainant.
The Tokyo High Court admitted that restriction on the use of
characters for given names constituted a restriction of freedom but

noted, however, that freedom can be constrained because of public
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welfare interests (kookyoo no fukushi, cf. Article 13 of the Constitution).

Let us consider another example from Thailand. In the year
2000, the Thai government will seek a review of a proposed (1999)
amended version of the 1962 Names Act. The use of surnames was
first required in Thailand by the name law of 1915. The new amend-
ment would have ended the requirement that a woman take her
husband’s name. It would have given the couple freedom to use the
name of either partner — divorcees would revert to their own. If
death ended a marriage, the surviving partner could use either
surname. If remarried, he or she would use the original surname or
that of the new spouse. Children would be allowed to use the surname
of either parént.

The attack on the new amendment was initiated by Thailand’s
Council of State, the govenment’s legal arm, contending that the
maiden name provision would affect a Thai tradition when King
Rama the Sixth issued the surname law (1915). The substance of the
objection to the new amendment is that “it is widely understood
and accepted that men and women become one when they marry.
Furthermore, the constitution does not hold that the woman’s rights
are violated by the requirement that she takes the name of her
husband” (Traisophon 1999). It is also argued that identification will
become harder and foreign husbands taking the family names of
their Thai wives would violate Thai custom and the Names Act by
which only Thais can use Thai names. ‘

The reasoning for the new amendment is instructive. There are
fundamentally three reasons advanced for changes in the law. A
separate surname option would allow (1) women whose family has
only daughters to maintain a surname, (2) women married to
foreigners to retain their Thai name, (3) women with “prestigious”

surnames, to continue to use them.



Conclusion

At least from the time of St Anselm of Canterbury to Russell and
Wittgenstein a name has been defined in terms of the semiotic
opposition nominatio / significatio or appellare / significare. A man is
called by a name but is known as someone or something by it; a
name is thus a note (nota), a token, a message: “Nota vero est quae
rem, quamquam designat. Quo fit ut omne nomen not sit” (Boethius,
In Top. Cic., 1111b).

The question of names involves the maintenance of a status quo
and typically, though not always, the maintenance of control and
privilege. This is seen in the Thai government’s fright over changes
to its name laws. The Thai government rationale for changes can be
summarized straightforwardly: the demands of capitalism (inheritance,
property), elitism and social privilege (the prestigious few versus the
masses), xenophobia-ethnocentrism (it is bad for Thai people to be
adopting foreign names. Likewise, the government’s fright at what it
proposes to do is based upon a dubious social ethic termed (possible
damage to) “family unity”. It is dubious because, thus far, none of
the actors in the Thai debate has even attempted to define “family
unity”.

The ‘name’ is a signifier by which we read many different kinds
of social activity. A name is a sign-value absorbed into a system of
reproduction-replication which fulfills our social needs. Names
form part of an endlessly replicating sign system. In the question of
married names, freedom to choose this way or that way is by no
means a determination of society’s laws. There is personal involvement,
personal determination also. Name change is part of desire. Name
retention can be as much as a solution to a life-style problem as

name change. This author suggests that the problem of fufu bessei
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(because it constitutes a problem for some) is not life-threatening

and that a person’s freedom to choose is the common-sense solution.
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