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The aspirational significance of baby names in restless times

Standing together against what divides us

Opinion

B
aby names are a 
bellwether for the 
way people experi-
ence politics: 
Intensely. Madly. 
Often times, precari-

ously.
So it was that in Canada, Justin 

Trudeau recently met Justin 
Trudeau. The first is a 2-month-
old Syrian baby. The other is 
prime minister of the country 
that gave gracious refuge to the 
infant’s parents, Muhammad and 
Afraa Bilan from Damascus. For 
all that he was asleep through 
much of the momentous meeting, 
the mini-Trudeau is part of the 
inclusive conversation pursued by 
his famous namesake.

In Germany, a mini-Angela 
Merkel, about 18 months old, is 
proof of the deep gratitude felt 
by her parents, Mamon and Tema 
al-Hamza, towards the country’s 
chancellor. In autumn 2015, Mer-
kel the German leader took in the 
Hamzas and hundreds of thou-
sands of other Syrian refugees 
when no one else would. Reports 

in the months after the refugees 
surged into Germany stated that 
many newborn Syrian babies were 
named “Angela Merkel.”

Clearly, baby names are serious 
business. Often, they are more 
than a social trend. They can be 
a lifeline, a meal ticket, a way to 
show solidarity with a brutal re-
gime. Why else would thousands 
of Iraqis name their sons Saddam 
Hussein from the 1970s to the 
1990s?

The politics and symbolism of 
baby names run deep in almost 
every country. In Germany, 
“Adolf Hitler” is not permitted. In 
Belgium, “Jerusalem” is a no-no. 
Portugal does not allow a baby to 
be named “Africa.” Brazil forbids 
‘”Saddam Hussein.” In China’s 
Muslim-majority province of Xin-
jiang, “Islam,” “Quran,” “Mecca,” 
“Jihad,” “Imam,” “Saddam,” 
“Hajj” and “Medina” are among 
dozens of religiously suspicious 
baby names banned under the 
Chinese Communist Party’s 
“Naming Rules for Ethnic Minori-
ties.”

In our restless times, the Syr-
ian Angela Merkels and Justin 
Trudeaus stand apart from the 
baby Beyonces, Brad Pitts and 
Angelina Jolies scattered around 
the world. Their names are not a 
cultural whim, a reflection of the 
changing fashions of the day, with 
its rotating cast of celebrities.

Baby names are a marker of 
the politics of their time. Con-
sider the minor war of names that 
erupted around the Qatar crisis a 
few weeks ago. In a video posted 
on Twitter, a Saudi man draped 
his daughter in his country’s flag 
and declared he was naming his 
first-born Al Saudia. It was, he 
said in “response to the Kuwaiti 
citizen who named his daughter 
Qatar.” Whatever happens in 
that impasse, Baby Al Saudia and 
Baby Qatar will always be a living 
representation of an unedifying, 
unusually bad-tempered public 
battle of wills in the Gulf region.

Sometimes baby names can go 
further than politics and become 
culturally inflammatory. In 
Britain, there is increasing debate 
over the alleged statistical rise 
of “Mohammed” as one of, if not 
the most popular boys’ name in 
England and Wales.

Late last year, data from the 
British Office for National Statis-
tics indicated that “Mohammed” 
appeared with so many spelling 
variations in 2015 it might have 
edged out all the other typically 
English and Welsh boys’ names. 
The differently spelled versions 
of “Mohammed” appeared 7,570 
times on birth certificates, out-
stripping the 6,941 babies named 
Oliver, which was the top English 
and Welsh boy’s name.

To the Islamophobes and 
the insular, the data suggested 
an incipient cultural takeover 
by Muslims. They argued that 
Muslims were either breeding like 
rabbits or entering Britain as im-
migrants in large enough numbers 
to change the demographic ratio. 
The Muslim community in Eng-
land and Wales, however, remains 
a piffling 5% of the population and 
it’s entirely possible that Moham-
med has become popular as a 
baby name for other, less sinister, 
reasons. These would include the 
popularity of sports heroes such 
as the late boxer Muhammad Ali 
and Olympian Mohamed (Mo) 
Farah.

That said, a survey by parent-
ing forum ChannelMum.com 
indicated a 6% rise in the use of 
Muslim names by non-Muslim 
families. Zane, Zahra, Farah and 
Omar gained ground, said the sur-
vey. The name Mohammed wasn’t 
mentioned. The only possible ex-
planation is that the listed names 
travel easily across countries and 
cultures. Perhaps non-Muslim 
British parents are of the opinion 
such names give their children an 
advantage in a globalising world.

So, to the Syrian baby Trudeaus 
and Merkels. There is something 
deeply affecting about them. As 
adults, they will represent one 
of the truest and most human 
of instincts. They are a symbol 
of empathy with another — be-
yond kith and kin; beyond tribe, 
community or country. Help was 
offered to their parents, altruisti-
cally and in the spirit of humanity. 
Their parents responded with the 
highest honour they could afford.

To name your baby after 
someone is an aspirational act. It 
is a fervent wish, an honest hope 
that your progeny grows up to be 
like the child’s namesake. Which 
brings me to the second bit of little 
Angela Merkel al-Hamza’s story. 
Right around the time of her first 
birthday, the family was refused 
permanent asylum in Germany, 
though it retained the right to 
renew its stay for a year at a time.

I have not seen subsequent ac-
counts that the Hamzas changed 
their daughter’s name in a fit 
of pique. I rather suspect they 
wouldn’t have. Her name, just 
like the German chancellor’s act 
of kindness, will probably stay 
forever frozen in time and family 
lore as a symbol of the power of 
human connection.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

I attended London Mayor 
Sadiq Khan’s Trafalgar 
Square Eid event on July 2. 
It was a gathering of 
thousands of people of all 
faiths to celebrate Eid 

al-Fitr but it was also about 
something else after the events 
of the past few weeks.

Khan told the audience: “There 
are some people who want to 
divide our communities; there 
are some people who want to fuel 
division.” Then he asked: “Are we 
going to let them?”

“No,” was the resounding reply.
Two weeks earlier, I attended 

a More in Common event: A 
multifaith iftar in south London 
that brought British Muslims and 
people of other faiths or no faith 
together to break the Ramadan 
fast. The event was designed to 
honour the legacy of assassinated 
Member of Parliament Jo Cox and 
to reflect on what joins us together 
rather than forces us apart.

Cox, a Labour Party MP for 
Batley and Spen, died a year ago 
after being shot and stabbed mul-
tiple times by far-right extremist 
Thomas Muir.

Next to the iftar event was a 
small carnival with bands and 
people enjoying a beautiful 
summer evening. A few revellers 
popped into the iftar event to eat 
and chat. Conversations were had 
and people hugged as they made 

their way home.
A few hours later somebody 

broke the bonds of solidarity 
and citizenship that had been on 
display and drove a van into a 
crowd of people near the Finsbury 
Park mosque in London, killing 
one person and maiming other 
worshippers after prayers.

The suspect, who has been 
charged with terrorism-related 
murder, was reportedly heard say-
ing: “I want to kill all Muslims.”

Across the Atlantic, Nabra Hus-
sein, a 17-year-old girl was killed 
in the US state of Virginia. Little 
is known of the reason for this at-
tack but the victim’s mother said: 
“I think it had to do with the way 
she was dressed and the fact that 
she’s Muslim.”

These incidents are not con-
nected in any coordinated way but 
are the result of the barbaric ter-
rorism of Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the rhetoric of hate from far-right 
commentators and politicians.

Groups such as ISIS want to 
create a war between Muslims and 
non-Muslims. When they attack a 
pop concert and kill teenagers it’s 
because they detest the thought 
of people enjoying themselves in 
what they would call a decadent 
and un-Islamic manner.

The attacks in London, Paris 
and Manchester were meant to 
incite non-Muslims to demand 
action against Muslims and 

ultimately engage in acts of ter-
ror against them. Of course, ISIS 
hopes that Muslims will see the 
error of their ways and run into 
the waiting arms of the caliphate. 
For ISIS, the death of a 17-year-old 
Muslim girl or a worshipper after 
Taraweeh prayers is something to 
be welcomed as much as the death 
of those the militants call crusad-
ers.

Politicians and commentators 
from the right seem content to 
ratchet up the rhetoric against 
all Muslims. Playing exactly into 
the ISIS game book, they accuse 
Muslims of not doing enough to 
denounce acts of terror and of fail-
ing to cooperate with authorities 
to root out the terrorists who, it is 
claimed, live among them freely 
and with their acceptance.

The vacuum that exists because 
of a lack of knowledge about peo-
ple of faith, particularly Muslims, 
in the West allows such simplistic 
thoughts to be peddled. When 
they are mixed with a right-wing 
political and news agenda, these 
thoughts do the job that ISIS 
wants.

The rhetoric is nothing new. In 
2011, former British government 
minister Baroness Sayeeda Warsi 
claimed that anti-Muslim hatred 
had become Britain’s last socially 
acceptable form of bigotry and 
that prejudice against Muslims 
had “passed the dinner table test.”

Islamophobic attacks on peo-
ple and buildings have risen in 
Britain and in the United States, 
the Council on American-Islamic 
Relations (CAIR) said. Acts of van-
dalism, violence and aggression 
towards mosques have doubled 
compared to 2016.

Poignantly, just 48 hours before 
the attack near Finsbury Park 
mosque, its general-secretary, 
Mohammed Kozbar, made an im-
passioned plea for people to work 
together to stop atrocities such as 
the assassination of Cox and re-
cent ISIS attacks in Britain. At the 
More in Common event, he said: 
“Both extremists do not represent 
us, do not represent our commu-
nities, do not represent our faiths. 
They are a tiny minority, a bunch 
of murderers who only represent 
hatred, division and racism.”

Now he and his congregation 
are dealing with the consequences 
of division. Perhaps the rationale 
behind the More in Common ini-
tiative and the mayor of London’s 
Eid celebrations are more impor-
tant for everyone to heed. Let us 
not give ISIS the division that it 
craves so much.

Aaqil Ahmed, the former head of 
Religion and Ethics for the BBC, 
is a professor of media at Bolton 
University and a consultant in 
digital media, broadcasting and 
leadership.
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Power of human connection. Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau helps a young Syrian refugee try 
on a winter coat after she arrived with her family at the Toronto Pearson International Airport.    (Reuters)


