e INTERNATIONAL PROCEEDING OF INNOVATIVE

SCIENCE AND TRANSDISCIPLINARY STUDIES
*’ e-ISSN: 2746-3338

N

N\ H > o
\\V7/ Available online at https://ipistrans.Ippmi.or.id

IPIS Email: proceedings@lppmi.or.id

Social Meaning Behind Names A Cultural Perspective on the

Javanese Naming System

Sartoto Widjaya

Corresponding Author

Abstract

Email:
sartotowidjaya@ugm.ac.id

Keywords

Javanese naming system,
cultural identity, social
stratification, onomastics,
Javanese culture,
Indonesian anthropology

The Javanese naming system represents a complex cultural phenomenon that
extends far beyond mere identification, embodying social stratification,
philosophical values, spiritual beliefs, and community aspirations. This article
examines the intricate layers of meaning embedded within Javanese names,
exploring how naming practices reflect and reinforce cultural identity, social
hierarchy, and worldview among the Javanese people of Indonesia. Through
analysis of traditional naming conventions, including birth order names,
symbolic meanings, and the influence of Islam and Hindu-Buddhist traditions,
this study reveals how names function as cultural texts that communicate social
information, express parental hopes, and maintain connections to ancestral
heritage. The naming system demonstrates the persistence of indigenous
Javanese cosmology alongside religious influences, creating a syncretic practice
that adapts to contemporary contexts while preserving traditional values.
Understanding Javanese naming practices provides insights into broader
questions of identity construction, cultural continuity, and the ways linguistic
choices encode and transmit social meaning across generations in Southeast
Asian societies.
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INTRODUCTION
Names serve as fundamental markers of identity across all human societies, yet the

significance attributed to naming practices varies dramatically across cultures, reflecting
diverse philosophical orientations, social structures, and cosmological understandings. In
Javanese society, one of the largest ethnic groups in Indonesia and Southeast Asia, the naming
system represents a particularly rich site for examining how linguistic practices encode social
meaning, transmit cultural values, and maintain traditional worldviews in the face of
modernization and globalization (Muhsyanur, 2023). According to Mulder (2020), Javanese
naming conventions constitute a sophisticated semiotic system that communicates
information about birth order, family aspirations, social status, and spiritual beliefs,
functioning as what he terms "identity capsules" that carry multiple layers of cultural
significance simultaneously.

The Javanese people, predominantly inhabiting Central and East Java provinces of
Indonesia, have developed a distinctive cultural complex characterized by elaborate
etiquette systems, hierarchical social relations, mystical traditions, and a syncretic blending
of animistic, Hindu-Buddhist, and Islamic influences. This cultural complexity finds
expression in naming practices that have evolved over centuries while retaining core
elements that distinguish them from naming systems in other Indonesian ethnic groups.
Koentjaraningrat (2019), in his comprehensive ethnography of Javanese culture, emphasizes
that understanding Javanese names requires familiarity with the broader cultural context,
including concepts of spiritual power (kasekten), social harmony (rukun), and the Javanese
philosophy of life that emphasizes balance, restraint, and proper social positioning
(Muhsyanur, 2023).

The historical development of Javanese naming practices reflects the layered cultural
influences that have shaped Javanese civilization, from pre-Hindu indigenous traditions
through the classical Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms to the gradual Islamization that began in the
fifteenth century and continues to influence contemporary Javanese society. Ricklefs (2021)
documents how each historical period contributed distinct elements to Javanese naming
conventions, creating a palimpsest of cultural references that contemporary Javanese
navigate in choosing names for their children. This historical depth adds complexity to the
social meanings encoded in names, as older naming patterns coexist with newer Islamic and
modern global influences (Muhsyanur, 2023).

Birth order naming, one of the most distinctive features of traditional Javanese naming
systems, provides a clear example of how names can encode social information in highly
conventionalized ways. The practice of assigning names based on a child's position in the
birth sequence—Wayan/Gede for first-born, Made/Nengah for second, Nyoman/Komang for
third, and Ketut for fourth, with the cycle repeating for subsequent children—is actually
borrowed from Balinese tradition but has been integrated into some Javanese naming
practices, particularly in areas of cultural exchange. However, authentic Javanese birth order
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names follow different patterns, as Geertz (2020) explains in his updated analysis of Javanese
naming systems, with titles and naming elements that indicate seniority and family position
in more subtle ways than the explicit Balinese system.

The contemporary context of globalization, urbanization, and increasing religious
orthodoxy has introduced new dynamics into Javanese naming practices, creating tensions
between traditional cultural values and modern influences (Muhsyanur, 2020). Heryanto
(2022) observes that urban middle-class Javanese families increasingly adopt Arabic or
Arabic-influenced names reflecting Islamic identity, while simultaneously many seek to
preserve Javanese cultural heritage by incorporating traditional elements into their
children's names or using Javanese names as middle names. This negotiation between
tradition and modernity, local and global, indigenous and Islamic identities makes
contemporary Javanese naming practices a particularly revealing site for examining cultural
change and continuity.

Despite the cultural significance of Javanese naming systems, scholarly attention to this
topic remains limited, particularly research that examines how naming practices function in
contemporary contexts and among diaspora communities. Widodo and Mulyani (2021) note
that most existing studies of Javanese names focus on historical or linguistic analysis rather
than the lived experience of bearing Javanese names in modern Indonesia or the decision-
making processes families undergo in selecting names. This gap in scholarship is particularly
significant given the rapid social changes occurring in Indonesia and the ways naming
practices both reflect and influence ethnic identity, religious affiliation, and social aspirations
in a diverse and dynamic society (Muhsyanur, 2024).

DISCUSSIONS
Philosophical and Cosmological Foundations of Javanese Naming

The philosophical underpinnings of Javanese naming practices are deeply rooted in a
worldview that sees names as possessing inherent power to influence the destiny and
character of the name-bearer, a concept related to the broader Javanese belief in the efficacy
of language and symbols to shape reality. According to Magnis-Suseno (2019), the Javanese
conception of names reflects the principle that words and meanings are not arbitrary
associations but carry intrinsic spiritual force (kekuatan gaib) that can protect, guide, or
influence the individual throughout life. This understanding leads parents to approach
naming with great care and intentionality, often consulting with spiritual advisors (dukun)
or using numerological calculations (petungan) to ensure the name aligns auspiciously with
the child's birth circumstances and cosmic conditions (Muhsyanur, 2023).

The Javanese concept of japa mantra, the repeated invocation of names as spiritual
practice, further illustrates the perceived power of names in Javanese cosmology. Zoetmulder
(2020), in his analysis of Javanese mystical traditions, explains that names in Javanese
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thought participate in the essence of what they name, creating a metaphysical connection
between the signifier and signified that extends beyond mere linguistic convention. This
belief manifests in practices such as giving children deliberately humble or unattractive
names to protect them from malevolent spirits who might be attracted to a child with a
beautiful or auspicious name, a strategy of spiritual camouflage that prioritizes the child's
safety over social prestige or aesthetic preferences.

The influence of Hindu-Buddhist cosmology on Javanese naming is evident in the
incorporation of Sanskrit-derived elements and references to deities, heroes, and concepts
from the Hindu epics Ramayana and Mahabharata, which have been thoroughly naturalized
into Javanese culture through centuries of wayang (shadow puppet) performances and
literary traditions. Names incorporating elements like Bima, Arjuna, Srikandi, or Wisnu
connect the name-bearer to these heroic or divine figures, implicitly invoking their qualities
and seeking their protection or emulation. As Kieven (2021) notes, the use of these Hindu-
Buddhist references persists even among devoutly Muslim Javanese families, demonstrating
how cultural identity and religious identity can coexist in complex ways that resist simplistic
categorization or assumptions about cultural change following religious conversion.

The principle of harmony (keselarasan) between the name and the broader cosmic and
social order represents another key philosophical foundation of Javanese naming. The
Javanese calendrical system, particularly the Javanese market week (pasaran) and the
coincidence of various calendrical cycles at the time of birth, provides a framework for
determining auspicious names and ensuring the name harmonizes with the child's cosmic
timing and destiny. Nakagawa (2022) explains that these calculations, while increasingly less
common in urban areas, continue to hold significance for many Javanese families who seek
to maintain traditional practices and ensure their children receive the spiritual benefits of
cosmologically aligned names.

Social Stratification and Status Markers in Naming Conventions

The Javanese social hierarchy, traditionally divided into categories of priyayi
(aristocratic-bureaucratic class), santri (devout Muslims), and abangan (followers of
syncretic Javanese-Islamic traditions), finds clear expression in naming patterns that signal
social status, family background, and cultural orientation. Sulistiyono (2020) demonstrates
that aristocratic Javanese families traditionally used specific prefixes and naming elements
that indicated noble status, such as Raden for male aristocrats, Raden Ayu or Raden Ajeng for
female aristocrats, and various other titles denoting specific ranks within the priyayi
hierarchy. These naming conventions functioned as linguistic markers of social position that
were immediately recognizable within Javanese society and carried implications for
appropriate social behavior, marriage arrangements, and career opportunities.

The democratization of Indonesian society following independence and the socialist
policies of the Sukarno era led to official prohibition of aristocratic titles (Suryaningsih
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Suryaningsih, Nurwahyuni Nurwahyuni, 2025), yet their influence persists in contemporary
naming practices in transformed ways. Many families with aristocratic heritage continue to
incorporate elements that subtly reference their lineage without using explicit noble titles,
while some middle-class families adopt aristocratic naming patterns as a form of social
aspiration or cultural appreciation. As Pemberton (2021) observes, this phenomenon reflects
broader tensions in contemporary Indonesia between egalitarian ideals and persistent social
stratification, with naming practices serving as one arena where these tensions play out
through individual family choices about how to position themselves culturally and socially.

The distinction between abangan and santri orientations manifests clearly in naming
choices, with santri families typically favoring Arabic or Arabic-influenced names that
demonstrate Islamic piety and orthodoxy, while abangan families more frequently select
Javanese or Sanskrit-derived names that emphasize cultural heritage over religious identity.
However, this distinction has become increasingly complex in contemporary Indonesia as
[slamic reform movements have gained influence and many Javanese have sought to
integrate more orthodox Islamic practices with their cultural traditions. Beatty (2020)
argues that the binary opposition between santri and abangan, while useful analytically,
oversimplifies the diverse ways contemporary Javanese negotiate religious and cultural
identities, with naming practices revealing hybrid strategies that combine Islamic and
Javanese elements in creative ways (Muhsyanur, 2021).

Occupational and class distinctions also influence naming patterns, with urban middle-
class families, rural agricultural families, and working-class urban families showing distinct
preferences and practices. Research by Widianto (2021) reveals that urban middle-class
Javanese families tend to favor names that signal education, cosmopolitanism, and social
mobility, sometimes choosing English or Arabic names, or Indonesian names that sound
"modern” and international rather than distinctively Javanese. This pattern reflects
aspirations for their children to succeed in globalized contexts and anxieties about the social
limitations potentially associated with traditional Javanese identity in a rapidly changing
Indonesia where ethnic neutrality or Islamic identity may offer strategic advantages.

Gender Differentiation and Life Cycle Transitions in Naming Practices

Gender distinctions in Javanese naming practices extend beyond the obvious use of
gender-specific name elements to encompass differences in the types of qualities, virtues,
and aspirations expressed through names given to boys versus girls. Traditional Javanese
names for boys frequently emphasize strength, leadership, wisdom, and public
accomplishment, drawing on heroic figures from wayang traditions or Sanskrit terms
associated with power and authority. In contrast (Muhsyanur & Verlin, 2020), names for girls
typically emphasize beauty, grace, virtue, and qualities associated with successful
performance of domestic and familial roles. Wieringa (2019) notes that these gendered
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naming patterns reflect and reinforce traditional Javanese gender ideologies that assign men
to the public sphere and women to the domestic sphere, though contemporary changes in
women's education and workforce participation have begun to influence naming practices
toward more gender-neutral or achievement-oriented names for girls.

The practice of nickname usage (julukan or jeneng sapaan) adds another layer to
understanding gender in Javanese naming, as the relationship between formal birth names
and informal nicknames used in daily interaction varies by gender and social context. Formal
Javanese names, especially those with Sanskrit roots or complex meanings, are often
considered too weighty for everyday use, particularly for children, leading to the widespread
use of simplified nicknames or entirely different informal names. These nicknames
frequently employ diminutive forms, endearments, or references to physical characteristics,
and the choice of nickname can reflect parental affection, community acceptance, and the
individual's social role. According to Errington (2020), the flexibility of the nickname system
provides opportunities for individuals to negotiate their social identities and for
communities to express intimacy or social distance through naming choices that complement
or contradict the formal name.

Life cycle transitions in Javanese culture, particularly coming-of-age rituals, marriage,
and religious conversion, can involve name changes or additions that mark the individual's
new social status and responsibilities. The practice of adopting an Islamic name at
circumcision or at religious maturity remains common among Javanese Muslims, sometimes
replacing a Javanese birth name entirely but more often adding an Islamic name that is used
in religious contexts while the Javanese name continues in daily social interaction. Smith-
Hefner (2021) explains that this dual naming practice allows individuals to maintain both
cultural and religious identities simultaneously, performing different aspects of selthood in
different social contexts—a phenomenon she terms "onomastic code-switching" that
parallels the linguistic code-switching between Javanese, Indonesian, and Arabic that
characterizes multilingual Javanese Muslim practice.

The gendered nature of name changes at marriage represents another significant
dimension of Javanese naming practices, though this varies considerably between urban and
rural areas and across different social classes. While Indonesian law does not require women
to change their names at marriage, the influence of both Islamic practice and Western
customs has led some Javanese women to adopt their husband's family name or modify their
names in ways that signal married status. However, many Javanese women, particularly
those with professional careers or strong identification with their natal families, maintain
their birth names throughout life. Blackwood (2022) observes that debates about women's
naming at marriage in Indonesia reflect broader contestations over gender roles, family
structure, and the meaning of marriage in a society experiencing rapid social change, with
individual naming choices becoming sites for negotiating between traditional expectations
and modern possibilities.
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Contemporary Transformations and Future Trajectories of Javanese Naming

The impact of Indonesian language nationalism and the promotion of Bahasa Indonesia
as a unifying national language has introduced new dynamics into Javanese naming practices,
as some families choose Indonesian rather than Javanese or Arabic names as a way of
expressing national rather than ethnic or religious identity. Names like Merdeka (freedom),
Kartini (after the feminist icon), or Nusantara (archipelago) reflect specifically Indonesian
national consciousness rather than Javanese ethnic identity or Islamic religious identity.
Foulcher (2020) argues that this trend toward Indonesian names represents a significant
shift in how ethnic Javanese conceptualize their place within the Indonesian nation-state,
moving from a position where Javanese cultural dominance made ethnic marking
unnecessary to a more pluralistic conception where Javanese identity is one among many
ethnic identities within a diverse nation.

Globalization and exposure to international media, migration, and transnational
connections have introduced global naming trends that compete with traditional Javanese
practices, particularly among urban educated families. The adoption of names from other
languages (especially English and Arabic), the influence of celebrity culture, and the desire
for names that are pronounceable in multiple languages reflect the cosmopolitan aspirations
of middle-class Javanese families. However, Kuipers (2021) cautions against interpreting
these trends as simple cultural loss or Westernization, noting that Javanese families often
creatively hybridize global and local elements, choosing names that sound international but
carry Javanese meanings, or using traditional Javanese names as middle names while
selecting modern first names, thus maintaining cultural connections while navigating global
contexts.

The role of social media and digital technologies in contemporary naming practices
represents a relatively new phenomenon that merits attention, as online identity formation,
personal branding, and digital literacy influence how individuals relate to their names and
how names function socially. Javanese individuals with traditional names that are difficult
for non-Javanese speakers to pronounce or remember may adopt simplified versions, English
names, or entirely different online personas for use in digital contexts, creating multiple
onomastic identities that are deployed strategically across different social spheres. As Lim
(2022) observes, this multiplicity of names and identities challenges traditional
anthropological assumptions about names as fixed markers of identity, revealing instead the
fluid and performative nature of identity construction in digital modernity.

Looking toward the future, the persistence of Javanese naming traditions will likely
depend on complex negotiations between competing forces of cultural preservation,
religious identity, national integration, and global participation. Educational institutions,
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cultural organizations, and family networks all play roles in transmitting knowledge about
traditional Javanese naming systems and their meanings to younger generations who may
have limited exposure to Javanese language and culture in increasingly Indonesian-
dominated urban environments. Putra and Sari (2021) suggest that Javanese naming
practices demonstrate remarkable resilience and adaptability, absorbing new influences
while maintaining core cultural values, though they acknowledge that some traditional
practices, particularly those requiring specialized knowledge of Javanese calendrical systems
and cosmology, face challenges of intergenerational transmission in modernizing contexts.

CONCLUSION

The Javanese naming system exemplifies how seemingly simple cultural practices
encode complex social meanings, reflecting philosophical worldviews, social hierarchies,
gender ideologies, and historical experiences that shape individual and collective identity.
Names in Javanese culture function simultaneously as personal identifiers, social position
markers, spiritual protections, and vehicles for transmitting cultural values across
generations, demonstrating the multifunctionality of linguistic practices in human societies.
The contemporary transformation of Javanese naming practices, influenced by Islamization,
nationalism, globalization, and modernization, reveals both the resilience of cultural
traditions and their capacity for creative adaptation to changing circumstances.
Understanding Javanese naming systems provides insights not only into Javanese culture
specifically but also into broader anthropological questions about how societies use language
to construct and maintain social reality, negotiate between tradition and modernity, and
preserve cultural identity in increasingly interconnected global contexts. As Indonesia
continues to develop economically and socially, the ways Javanese families navigate naming
choices will remain an important indicator of how ethnic identity, religious affiliation, and
cultural heritage intersect in one of the world's most diverse and dynamic societies. The
persistence and evolution of Javanese naming practices demonstrate that cultural traditions
need not be static to remain meaningful, and that contemporary practices can honor
ancestral wisdom while embracing new possibilities for identity expression in the twenty-
first century.
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