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Abstract

This article has two main aims as follows: 1) to investigate
the number of syllables or mora of Japanese male and female names
and 2) to examine the relationship between genders and the sounds
of the last syllables of Japanese names. This study used the data
of the 100 most popular Japanese names given to males and
females from the search results of a Japanese name ranking
website in 2021. Then the data was phonetically analyzed
to understand how the number of syllables or mora and phonetic
characteristics of Japanese names’ last syllables were related

to genders of the owners of the names.

The study found a tendency that Japanese names given
to males have more syllables or mora than the names given
to females. Japanese names given to males with 3 syllables
or mora accounted for 70%; while those with 2 syllables
or mora made up only 27%. In contrast, Japanese names given
to females with 3 syllables or mora accounted for 51%; while
those given to females with 2 syllables or mora made up 49%.
It was also found that Japanese names with 4 syllables or mora

were given exclusively to males. Japanese male names ending
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with the consonant 72 [tA]. For Japanese female names,
the names ending with the consonants 75 [nal waz V) [rii]
were most common, followed by those ending with consonants
VY] war X[ This study shows that last syllables
of Japanese names have a correlation with genders. Therefore,
it is argued that the genders of the owners of the names
can be guessed from the last syllabic pronunciation of the names.
This is in line with the hypothesis that the last syllables

of Japanese names have a relation with genders.

Keywords: Japanese Names, Mora, Final Syllable, Male and

Female Names, Phonetics
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Introduction

1. Background and Importance of Study

Names of persons reflect the complexity of the social
class structure. In a small society or a family, a name given
to a person or a nickname seemed sufficient. However, as cities
and towns expanded in the Middle Ages and during the Modern
period in Europe, a legal system was essential for persons’ identities
verification in relation to tax payment, properties and job recruitment.
As a result, naming a person has become necessary and important.
A study of people’s names could provide insights into social
structures, social norms, social values, religions and traditions,
as well as the expectations of parents seen in the names.
The majority of studies on Japanese names are historically oriented.
By examining the history of naming, it was found that some
Japanese had many names. Those names show that Japan
associated with the social class system. The social class system
has an impact on the difference in naming males and females.
In ancient times, only the elites were named. It was found that
the names of the princesses typically end with a Chinese character
or Kanji ~+(-ko), for example, Princess Sumiko and Princess
Chikako. The meanings of the names were also different between

male and female names (Komori, 2002).

%’ (Rai, 2008, Online) examined Japanese names in the ancient
periods in Japan, i.e., Nara, Heian and Asuka, focusing specifically
on the names in the Imperial House and those of warriors,

by comparing with Chinese names in the same periods.
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He found that Japan adopted the naming culture from China
and adjusted it to become Japanese. The study is highly useful
as it provides information regarding the naming tradition
of upper-classed people. It shows that Japanese people give
noticeable importance to the naming. Because the naming
is not only a symbolic representation, but also indicates the position
of the job including social status. In ancient times, upper-classed
people had different names. A person had one name during
his childhood. When he grew up and took up a position,
his name would be different in accordance with his changed
positions. Therefore, typically ancient Japanese warriors had

more than two names.

The Japanese naming custom seems similar to those
of other countries, especially when considering the social context
of that particular period. According to the researcher’s search
for the most popular Japanese names during World War I,
the top 3 popular names were % (Masaru) meaning “victory”,
B (Yuu) meaning “courage” and 1 (Susumu) meaning “move
forward”. According to the researcher’s hypothesis, as Japan was
a defeated country after World War II, these names were given
to Japanese boys in an effort to encourage the Japanese people

to be strong, not to give up, and to keep on fighting.

There has not been any study on the number
of syllables or mora of both Japanese male and female names
thus far. The researcher wanted to find out whether the number

of syllables in male names is different from that of female
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names or not, and how genders of the owners of the names are
correlated with the sounds of the last syllables of the names.
The questions which have never been answered in the existing

studies will be answered in this study.

1.1 Objectives of Study
1) to examine the number of syllables or mora
of the Japanese male and female names
2) examine the relation between genders and
the sounds of the last syllables of Japanese names
1.2 Hypothesis
The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese
names have a relationship with genders of the owners of the names.
1.3 Scope of Study
The scope of the study was limited to the most
100 popular Japanese male names and the most 100 popular
Japanese female names ranked by the website https://st.benes.
ne.jp/ninshin/name/2021/ This web may be accessed free

of charge.

1.4 Conceptual Framework
This study is about the sounds of the last consonants
in Japanese language. The knowledge about phonetics is essential
to explain how to correctly pronounce the last consonants
in Japanese language. Therefore, knowledge of phonetics proposed
by £ (imada, 1993) was adapted and used in this study.
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1.5 Methodology

1.5.1 The researcher compiled 100 Japanese
male names and 100 Japanese female names.

1.5.2 Then the researcher examined all
of the complied Japanese names within the framework
of the number of syllables or mora and that of the sounds
as stated in the hypothesis by using the knowledge about
phonetics.

1.5.3 After that, the researcher analyzed and
interpreted whether and how the results were consistent
with the hypothesis.

1.5.4 Lastly, the researcher assessed whether
the sounds of the last syllables and the number of syllables
or mora of Japanese names have a relation with genders

of the owners of the names or not.

1.6 Contributions to Knowledge
1.6.1 the knowledge of the difference between
the number of syllables of Japanese male names and that
of the Japanese female names
1.6.2 the knowledge of the relation between
genders and the sounds of the last consonants of Japanese

names

2. Literature Review
The documents and the research used for this study
are comprised of the research relevant to naming and phonetic

alphabets in Japanese language.
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2.1 Research on Naming

As remarked by ﬂ%%ﬁ (Shuei, 2014, Online),
naming has been a long traditional practice for Japanese people.
In recent years, however, it has been discovered that Kanji-based
names are either difficult to pronounce or rigid with few alternative
pronunciations. This style of naming is known as kirakirane-mu
(unconventional name). It is commonly found in the names
of people in the younger generations. Modern-day parents may
give their children names in accordance with what they found
on social media or in Online games. Some families believe that
by giving their children unique names, their children will be
more easily recognized. However, Shuei suggests that the difficult-
to-pronounce names may be disadvantageous for their owners
especially when they visit a hospital, as medical staff may have
difficulty in pronouncing them. Moreover, the difficult-to-pronounce
names appear to be unpleasant rather than impressive. Some
lovely names may be appropriate for their owners during childhood,
but they may be a cause of embarrassment when their owners

become adults. In his study on the naming of Japanese people,

J IUJ?J (Kawagishi, 2013, Online) added his explanation
to the findings of %%E (Shuei, 2014, Online), pointing out that
the phenomenon leading to kirakirane-mu (unconventional
name) was due to an external factor, i.e., a Kanji used to name
a person has limited ways of pronunciations. As a result,
although the Kanji in question is the same, the way in which

it is pronounced is uncommon. According to the survey on popularity
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of Kanji characters used to name persons, B W, B

K. I was popular between 1927-1945. However, EN

®. I was removed from the 1946-1969 list of the 10 most
popular Kanji for naming people. while B, % were still
on the 10 most popular Kanji characters. After 1980, the most
popular Kanji for naming people has been j\(, followed by i)
on the second place. As regards the popular Kanji characters
of female names during the same time periods, 'ﬁ" was
on the tenth place. Furthermore, 2 1 have been incorporated
in people’s names, since the naming after cartoon characters
has become trendy. Additionally, the naming after celebrities
and superstars is also a common practice. Also, it is quite normal
nowadays to name people based solely on the pronunciation
of Kanji characters without regard for their original meanings
and the rule stipulating that a Kanji has only one meaning with

a specific pronunciation.

In the study on the trend of naming in accordance
with the genders in the 20th Century, Komori (2002, Online)
found that, during the feudal Edo period (17th — 19th Centuries),
the system of naming males was distinct from that of naming
females, drawing a clear line between male and female names.
The names of upper-classed women typically ended with “ko”;
while the names of female commoners contained only 2 Hiragana
syllables. The study of male names in the sample group
in 20th Century revealed that only male names were written

with Kanji characters. There came in 3 different forms. The first
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form had only a single Kanji character; the second form had
2 Kanji characters and the third one had 3 Kanji characters. In
contrast, there were five distinct forms for writing female names.
The first one was that female names were exclusively written
with Kanji characters. The second form was written with Hiragana.
The thirdorm was written with Katakana. In the fourth form,
female names were written with a combination of Kanji characters
and Hiragana. The final form of female names was written with

a combination of Kanji characters and Katakana.

However, the studies found that there were
differences in the meanings between male and female names.
The Kanji characters written in male names had meanings
related to power, fierceness, and virtue, while those written
in female names had meanings related to beauty, cuteness,
and joy. In the case of Kanji characters for animals, typically,
male names contained Kanji characters which meant dragons,
while female names contained Kanji characters that meant
cranes.

According to the study of Watanabe (2005,
Online), Japanese parents typically considered the Kanji characters’
meanings, the balance between the Kanji characters in the names
and the surnames, the pronunciation of the Kanji characters, and
the word spellings when naming their children with Kanji characters.
In addition, some families took into account the future lives
of their children as predicted by the Kanji stroke method

of fortune telling.
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Furthermore, Mori-Kolbe (2020) who examined
the naming traditions in three eras, i.e., Taisho (1912-1926),
Showa (1926-1989) and Heisei (1989-2018) found the methods
of naming similar to the study of Komori (2002). He found that
the characters in female names were written in various forms,
for example, the Kanji character 75/7’6\ Hiragana é < E
and Katakana 7 7. Moreover, in Japanese names, a specific
Kanji character can have multiple ways of pronunciations. It depends
on how the person who gave the name has specified how
it is pronounced, for example, the Kanji character iL» in the name
iL B% [koharWl]. It was also found that different Kanji characters
may have an identical pronunciation, for instance, fgﬁl}[ [harWto]
same sound with :lié/l* [harWto]. In addition, the last syllable
can be pronounced -ko in female names and either -ki or - roo

in male names.

There have not been previous studies on
the difference of number of syllables or mora between male
and female names in Japanese language thus far. Moreover,
the issue pertinent to the relationship between genders and
the sounds of the last syllables of Japanese names in the Reiwa era
(2020 - present) has not been studied yet. Therefore, the researcher
wanted to examine these issues with a hope that it would provide
a method to guess genders of the owners of the names from
the sounds of the last syllables and the number of syllables
or mora of the names in question. This could prove that
the sounds of the last syllables and the number of syllables

or mora have relationship with male or female names. The data
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used in this study was from the top 100 popular Japanese male

and female names.

2.2 Documents relating to phonetics of Standard

Japanese
According to the examination of phonetic
system in Japanese language by the researcher, there are 25
sounds: Ip /1t 11Tkl Ib/l7d/l/glimlinlin/in/IN/Iells
LIl IGh I n 1z 1130 Idzl 1d3] [t 1 14/ Iel 1w 1]} ] They are

illustrated in the table below.

Table 1 Phonetics of Standard Japanese Place of Articulation

Place of N
. . ©
rticulation pt
= 9]
_ © > _ _
© | . o [ S
° 2 © - . 2 7
Manner of P G?J g © © é =
Articulation @ =< a &£ L 5 [G]
Plosive p t d k
b g N
Nasal n n n
m
Flap r
Fricative ¢ s z | ¢ h
Affricate s dz tf
a3
Semi-vowel .
J

Note: Adapted from A (Imada, 1993, p.15)
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In Japanese language, there are 5 vowel sounds.
There is one special final consonant, which can be pronounced

in multiple ways depending on what consonant follows it.

(Japanes simple vowels)

& A 9) Z b
[a] [i] [e] [o] [w

Figure

[i] ‘close front’ (W] ‘close back’

[e] ‘mid front’ [o] ‘mid back’ [ a] ‘open central’
Consonants that are semivowels:

LW K e jw ol

/9] [wal]

The different ways of pronouncing AU are as follows:

A/[mn_nl']N]

Example: & AUl [sampo] LA DU [shinrui
T A%< koppkw] FA T [gengol
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In the case that there is no consonant following, the pronunciations

are as follows:

X A kiN] lF A [hoN]

Note:

1. The sound of consonant [k] when used as an initial
consonant is [kh]. However, pronouncing the word as [k] or [kh]
does not alter its meaning.

2. The sound of consonant [p] when used as an initial
consonant is [ph] However, pronouncing the word as [p] or [ph]
does not alter its meaning.

3. The sound of consonant [t] when used as an initial
consonant is [th] However, pronouncing the word as [t] or [th]
does not alter its meaning.

In Japanese language, 1 Hiragana or Katakana letter is
1 syllable. “D [tsW] written in a small letter counts as 1 EFEI
(haku) or mora (haku or “mora” means a special syllable which
is different from ordinary syllables in other languages which are
pronounced with the same length of time). The exception to
this rule is the combining consonants L [jal WP [jW] K1 jol
which are not considered as “mora”. For the purpose of the
discussion in this article, the syllable counting system, which
also counts a special syllable known as ?El (haku) or mora,

is used for the analysis of the number of syllables.
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The syllable in Japanese language called A (haku)
or mora has a unique way of counting which is different from

a normal syllable counting system as shown in Table 2.

Table 2 The Japanese syllable counting system

word mora syllable
OxY Ci/malri 3 mora | Gi/malri 3 syllables
o kii/p/pe/l 4 mora | Kii/p/pel/l 3 syllables
Y fi/N 2mora | riN 1 sylable
Methods

To examine the last syllables of Japanese names from
a phonetic perspective, the researcher conducted a process
of data management by collecting, classifying and analyzing

data. The details are as follows:

3.1 Data Collection
The researcher collected 2021 Japanese names
listed on the website https://st.benes.ne.jp/ninshin/name/girl/
name-ranking/ in January 2021. The website provided a list
of the top 100 most popular Japanese names. Since the website
already divided names into male and female categories,

the researcher selected the top 100 names in each group.
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3.2 The syllable structures and the sounds of the last

syllables were analyzed by using phonetic knowledge.

3.3 Calculation of the percentage of the number
of names appearing in the collected data
The statistic method used in this analysis was Percentage

Calculation. Its formular was as follows:

Percentage = s X 100 S: the syllable structures or the sounds of the last syllables

N N: all names found in this research

Results

According to the analysis of the number of syllables
or mora in Japanese names and the sounds of the last syllables
within the framework of phonetic knowledge as shown in Figure
1, it could be explained that Japanese male names have more
syllables than female names. The male names with 3 syllables
or mora accounted for the greatest percentage at 70%, followed
by those with 2 syllables or more which accounted for 27%.
For female names, the names with 3 syllables or mora accounted
for 51%, and those with 2 syllables or mora made up 49%.
Furthermore, it was found that male names with 4 syllables
or mora made up 3%, while none of female names had 4 syllables

or maora.
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0%

SL% 19%

7%

10% 3%

Imora 2Zmora 4mora

H male =female

Figure 1: Number of Syllables or Mora in Japanese Names

Example: the analysis of Japanese male and female names
with 2, 3 and 4 syllables or mora is shown in Table 2. The analysis
of the sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male and female

names is shown in Table 3.

Table 3 The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male

and female names can be categorized as follows:

Syllable features Male names Female names

1 | 2mora j/LA/ [feN] DA [AiN]
3’?)% [ao] 3})/‘-/ [aN]
Do riewy | AP

Z 0 [soral D Z  (fiiko]
DU i
AN [hana]




Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences Bansomdejchaopraya Rajabhat University

Vol. 19 No. 1 January - June 2025

287

Table 3 The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male

and female names can be categorized as follows:

(Continued)

Syllable features

Male names

Female names

2 [ 3 mora i"é <1: [harWto] [0 =R [c;imarji]
UND X [itsWUkii] HIFW [aoi]
TR & [minato] X< B [sakufal
3 | 4 mora 72U [taised] none

WD D U [juwsed]

72UV D Haiol

Table 4 The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male

and female names can be categorized as follows:

The sounds of the last syllables Males Females
Percentage | Percentage
b [l ] .
v il 11 8
O W . 1
B [ | .
> [ka) ] ;
& Wi ) ;
<kl ] 1
Z  [ka] ] )
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Table 4 The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male
and female names can be categorized as follows:

(Continued)

The sounds of the last syllables Males Females
Percentage | Percentage

S [sa] 1 )
L4 1 |
7o ta ] 13 .

5 1 |
o Bw 1 i

< b 1 )

& [to] 30 .

72 [na] ) 9

13 [nel . )

2 [no] _ )

X [hal ] .

O ) _

1 [hol ]

ES ) 5 5

A [l i 1
ip [(mul] 1 ]

D jwl ] ,

5 Iral ) .
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The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male

and female names can be categorized as follows:

(Continued)

The sounds of the last syllables Males Females
Percentage | Percentage

D 1 : .

DI 5 .

i [re] ] ,

AN : .

23 [ga] 1

= g7 , S

gl (zWI] ) 5

T Ide] i :

Total 100 100

The sounds of the last syllables of Japanese male and

female names can be concluded as follows:

1) The consonant sound [to] was most prevalent in

the last syllable of male names, accounting for 30 out of 100
names. The names were [ X D L [harWwlto] %Lfci L [minato]

DA & [cifoto] WU & [jwito]

2) The consonant sound [tA] was the second most

prevalent in the last syllable of male names, accounting for 14 names.
The names were ONR 77 [cinatd] & 9 77 [sotQ] D72 7=
[kanat@] XV \7Z [eitq]
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3) Both consonant sounds [na] and [fii] were most
prevalent in the last syllable of male names, each of which
accounting for 9 names each. The names were O [cina] Wb
VN7 [jWina) 1E72 [hanal & A72 [annal waz ONE Y
[cimafii] B [akafii]

4) Both consonant sounds [i] and [ki] was the second
most prevalent in the last syllable of female names, each
of which accounting for 8 names each. The names were
H IV [a0i] PO X [WitsWKi]

5) Other sounds of the last syllables found only
in male names were @o [[i fi tSW te ¢i mW gal. The examples
were 9 L [sowlfi] 72V H(daiitfi] ¥ -2 [ritsw) 1L°T
[hajate] H O [asaci] Hte [ayamW] /LAY [taiga]

6) Other sounds of the last syllables found only
in female names were [a ka ko ne no ha ho mii jW
fe zW]. The examples were P& [jwal ARSYIR (itfial V) Z1fiiko]
Z & 3 [kotone] L @D [finol B & & [otoha]
DIAZ  (fiiho] 7272 Fx [miinamii] A [miijw] § 4L
[sWmiire] "9’"34 [slzW]

7) The sounds of the last syllables found in both male
and female names were [i W o ki kW sa tQ to ma fa
(i fW N Qi del. The examples of male names were
HIBUN [aoi] WD D jww] H IS [aol, WP H X ki,
S < [sakw] DX & [Swbasal £ 9 7 [sowtd]
L5 & harwito] W 9 F [jWwmal & 5 [sofa] VYD [iofii
O % [cikarw) 72 AvldaN] 72 & [nagi] 72 X T [kaede].
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The examples of female names were DU [meil, & 9 [miiw
B [miio] W3 F jwzwkilz L9 < (fizwkw
7nES [nagisal 9 72 [Wita] &~ Z & [miikoto] X F [ema
S < B [sakWra] & 7> Y [aka [i] 2 1% % [koharw
& A [aN] DT E [tsWmWKi] 72 X T [kaede]

8) It was also found that some names given to both

]
]
]
]

males and females were identical. They were written by the same

Hiragana letters which had the same sounds. The examples

were %kb\ [aoi], 0\7277:_ [cinatal, x5 [harJ], 75‘7\_ [kaede]

Discussion

The results show that the number of syllables or mora
found in male names were greater than those found in female
names. Japanese people prefer to give the names with more
syllables to males. The male names with 3 syllables or mora
accounted for the greatest percentage, following by those
with 2 syllables or mora. Certain male names had 4 syllables
or mora, while there was no female name with 4 syllables
or mora. It was more common to give shorter names to females.
The number of female names with 3 syllables or mora
was almost double that of female names with 2 syllables
or mora. A comparative study on the number of syllables
in male and female names has not been found in the existing
studies.

As regards Japanese female names, the typical sound
of the last syllable is [ko]. This finding is in line with the studies
of Komori (2002) and Mori-Kolbe (2020). At present, the most



215a1SWYBYAMEASUA:FIAUAENS UKIINYIAUSBAYUUANIANWS 8

292 — -
U 19 auun | uns1AN - Uaugu 2568

common last syllable of male names is [to], while [tA] is the
second most common. In contrast, the most common last syllables
of female names are [na] and [rji], while [i] and [kli]
are the second most common. By considering the sounds
of these final syllables, it can be said that they are different
from the study of Mori-Kolbe (2020) which found that, in the past,
the most common last syllable of female names was -ko and
that of male names was -ki. These differences may be due
to the fact that the popularity of last syllables used for naming

persons has changed with the times.

Conclusion

This study shows that Japanese male names have more
syllables than Japanese female names. The findings reveal
that the male names with 3 syllables or mora which accounted
for 70%, while the female names with 3 syllables or mora which
accounted for 51%. The percentage of female names with
2 syllables or mora was 49%, which was more than that of male
names with 2 syllables or mora, which was 27%. This article
suggests that male names have a tendency to contain more
syllables or mora than feminine names. In addition, the names
with 4 syllables or mora are exclusively given to males. Furthermore,
male names with the consonant [to] as the last syllable made up
the greatest percentage, while female names with the consonant
[na] as the last syllable comprised the largest proportion.
This research is consistent with the hypothesis that the sounds

of the last syllables of Japanese names corelate with genders.



Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences Bansomdejchaopraya Rajabhat University
Vol. 19 No. 1 January - June 2025

293

This study shows that the sounds of the last syllables
of Japanese names have a relationship with genders. Because
the sounds of last syllables found only in female names are
[a ka ko ne no ha ho mii jW e zWII; while those
found only in male names are [[i i SW te ¢i mw Qal.
It can be concluded that the sounds of the last syllables
in Japanese names have a correlation with genders. Therefore,
it is possible to guess the genders of the owners from the last
syllables of their names. This is in line with the hypothesis
of this studly.

Lastly, by analyzing the writing system of the 100 most
popular male and female names, only male names were written
solely using Kanji characters, while female names were written
with a combination of Kanji characters and Hiragana letters.
There was no indication that the way in which Katakana was
written was different from the findings in the previous studies.
It was also found in this study that certain identical names were
given to both males and females. These names, such as [aoi],
[cinata], [halfW] were written and pronounced exactly the same.
This finding implies that, in some cases, it is difficult to guess
whether an owner of the name is male or female. Larger sample
sizes should be used in future studies to clarify the relationship

between gender and the sounds of the final syllables.
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