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Ihave two names, which is one whole name more than most people have. I’ve been asked about it all my life. Usually I just smile and say, “It’s a long story.” My legal name—that is, the one on my birth certificate and passport and other bureaucratic documentation—is Moe Thet War, but everyone calls me Pyae Pyae (or Pyae, depending on how close we are). I guess technically the latter is a nickname, but it feels wrong to call it so. After all, my parents picked it out with as much careful consideration as they did Moe Thet War. Despite the number of times I’ve had this conversation, it’s always a strange experience for me to explain the whole story to someone who doesn’t get it. What’s there to get (or not get)?


The first time I visited my boyfriend Toothpick’s hometown in the East Midlands of jolly ol’ England, his mother asked, “But which one is your christened Christian name? What were you given when you were baptized?” Even after multiple explanations, she and her Catholic upbringing couldn’t quite grasp that I didn’t have a christened Christian name. My parents are Theravada Buddhists, which means we don’t have baptisms, or any religious name-giving rites of a similar nature. In Myanmar culture, people believe that a good name will bring good karma for the rest of that person’s life. My parents, especially my mom, are also highly religious and superstitious, so when I was born, they went to a palm reader whom they’d been seeing for years, like a family doctor. The palm reader then made the types of calculations that only palm readers know how to make, and she produced a list of names that would assure a bright and prosperous future for me (my literature and creative writing degrees would say that it didn’t work).


My parents’ only condition when they approached their all-knowing palm reader was that each of my potential names contain one of their names. They settled on Moe Thet War. I share the Moe from my dad’s name, just as I share his patient temperament, and the Thet from my mom’s, like I do her quiet but unyielding determination; I assume the War just worked out in the stars. Although I never use it except on official forms, I love this name because it feels like a concrete and constant reminder that, for better or for worse, my mom and dad are always a part of me.


Pyae Pyae was a separate yet seemingly equally complicated process, and it ties in with my siblings’ names. Pyae means “full.” My brother’s name, Phyo, means “grow,” and my sister’s name, Shan, means “overflow.” My parents named us in this order so that, as an entity, we’re first full of all the good things in life—wealth, health, happiness, love, et cetera—and then that number just keeps growing, until it’s finally overflowing. Do I think it’s a little over the top? Definitely, and I wonder how long they would’ve tried to keep this up if they’d had, say, eight children.


Like Pyae Pyae, the repetition of names is common in Myanmar culture; in addition to the example of my siblings, my grandmother, whom we call A May, is Myint Myint. In fact, all of my grandmother’s sisters have names that are just two repeated words: Cho Cho, San San, and Ni Ni. Myint means “high” (to clarify: as in “elevated”), Cho means “sweet,” San means “new” or “novel,” and Ni means “red.” Unlike my parents, my great-grandparents did not have too much time on their hands to construct a story about their daughters being elevated, novel, sweet, and red. But you can tell that they did want their daughters’ names to reflect good things. My mom’s name, Thet, means “life,” and during one random fight over how my mom’s name came to be Thet Thet, A May sighed and said, “What are you talking about? Of course I remember why I named you Thet Thet. It’s because I loved my child more than life itself, so I was calling you my life.” Mom didn’t have a retort.


In spite of the amount of attention that your parents put into picking out your name, when I was growing up, there was a prevalent trend among my friends to pick out a Western nickname for themselves. My friend Khin can still recall when, on her first day of school, she was handed a book of alphabetized Western names to choose from, so as to help (cough, cater to) the American teachers at our school. Up until she graduated from high school, she went by Anna; I called her this for eleven years. She only ditched Anna once she went to the United States for college and wanted to ground herself more firmly in her cultural heritage, and it looks so weird to even write it out now. I’ve technically known her as Anna for longer than I’ve known her as Khin, but I can’t even physically say the name Anna when I’m talking to or about her anymore. It’s a bizarre childhood anecdote that we ponder over from time to time: Who was Anna?


There’s a great sketch in Key & Peele where a class of high schoolers who come from predominantly white, middle-class backgrounds are one day taught by Mr. Garvey, a new substitute teacher who has spent his career teaching inner-city children. He begins class by going through roll call. “Jay-KWAY-lin?” he asks, as a young girl called Jacqueline attempts to correct him; Mr. Garvey refuses to believe that that’s how the name is pronounced. Next, he calls on “Buh-LAH-kay,” who responds, “My name’s Blake”; Mr. Garvey throws down his clipboard and asks, “Are you out of your goddamn mind?” Next, he reads, “Dee-nice,” and the camera pans to a blond girl who is sheepishly looking around with her head down, unsure of if and how to respond. Finally, she says, “Do you mean Denise?” Mr. Garvey breaks his clipboard in half and demands, “You say your name right, right now,” and the girl again responds, “Denise.”


“Say it right.”


“Denise?”


“Correctly?”


“Denise.”


“Right.”


“Denise.”


“Right.”


Finally, Denise shakes her head, bites her tongue, and says, “Dee-nice.”


Mr. Garvey is satisfied.


Once when I was younger, I asked my mom if I could choose a new name. When she asked me why, I explained that none of my teachers ever knew how to pronounce it. I was privileged enough to attend an international school where one of the biggest selling points was that all the classes were taught by Westerners (usually from the United States, a few from Australia and the United Kingdom, and a handful from other predominantly white countries). My first-grade homeroom teacher was a woman named Ms. Win, and she was the only Myanmar head teacher I had. Each class also had an assistant teacher, and they were all Myanmar, but apart from Ms. Win, all the other head teachers were white. Of course, Ms. Win and the assistant teachers never had a problem pronouncing “Pyae Pyae,” but I instead focused on the fact that my white teachers just couldn’t seem to make that one-syllable sound; they didn’t know how to pronounce a lot of our names, but mine was always especially difficult. I hated the first day of the school year because during roll call I’d have to brace myself for that awkward silence, followed by “Um . . . Pie Pie?” I’d raise my hand and correct them with a weak smile, although most of them still wouldn’t be able to pronounce it correctly.


“How do you say it?”


“Pyae Pyae.”


“Again.”


“Puh-yay, puh-yay.”


“Pee pee?”


Close, but not exactly. Ultimately, I’d nod and bite my tongue, and although we both knew that they hadn’t gotten it right, they’d just leave it at that. As an adult, I once shared this story with a group of friends, specifically recalling how messed up it was that I’d felt from a young age that I should cater to my white teachers; one person in the group, a white man, spoke up and said it felt melodramatic to use that specific phrase, especially in regard to something as innocent as elementary school roll call. I felt anger shoot through me as I remembered how, regardless of how many times I repeated this ritual, I’d always feel guilty that it was because of me that roll call was taking so long. These teachers wouldn’t have stumbled on Blake or Jacqueline or Denise. My stupid name was holding everyone up. Even at the age of six, I felt so sure that it was my name that had to change. And when Khin went by Anna, and others went by Louis and Paul and John, none of our white teachers ever questioned it; I don’t know if this was because they wanted to respect our choices or because, secretly, they were relieved and maybe even a bit thankful (I am tempted to give them the benefit of the doubt and lean toward the former explanation).


I remember once going through Tripadvisor feedback for a hotel in town, and one of the five-star reviews thanked the staff in the lounge for using Western names and making life easier for them during their stay. I find myself thinking about that review a lot more than I should, and about the audacity of being a visitor in another country and encouraging an establishment to make people who were very clearly not a Susan or a Joe ditch their real names while working. Then again, I also think a lot about how much easier and less stressful a lot of social interactions would be if I just went by Moe. Moe Thet War is easy to say when you break it down, but still too much for non-Myanmar people to handle, and Pyae Pyae just straight-up terrifies them; but Moe is a good middle ground, and I could probably break the ice with some joke from The Simpsons. And yet I really don’t like it when someone calls me Moe. I’m not offended, but it feels strange and jarring, like a stranger calling me by a childhood nickname. I am Moe Thet War and I am Pyae Pyae, but I am not Moe.


You see, just as Toothpick’s mom was wrapping her head around the fact that (1) I was not baptized and (2) I did not have a christened Christian name, she then had to also process the fact that I didn’t have a middle or last name either. Myanmar families typically don’t have shared last names, and we never have middle names. So technically, Pyae Pyae and Moe Thet War are each just one big name. If I were to go by Moe Thet War, my family and friends would call me by my whole name, not just Moe. When white people point out that that’s weird or sounds like a mouthful, I like to point out that Elizabeth itself has more syllables than Moe Thet War, and no one feels like it’s a chore to say Elizabeth Taylor.


When we had to sign up for APs and SATs in high school, I had to decide what name I wanted on my file. Our high school counselor, a tall, lanky white American man in his mid-forties we called Mr. Mike, spent every day stressing to each of us over and over again how crucial it was that we put down the same things for our first, middle, and last names on every single form. It sounded easy enough, but some of us didn’t get why we had to divide up our names; it was like asking someone named Edward to divide up his name into Ed, Wa, and Rd.


The first time I took a mock PSAT, my hand hovered over that first all-important blank box on that seemingly forever-binding form. I went to write “Moe” as my first name and “Thet” as my middle name—the logical choice—but then I paused. That would mean that my name would appear as “Moe T. War.” That looked wrong. The T was important. The T gave birth to me. When I was switching schools and the principal wanted me to repeat a grade because I was too young, the T vouched for me and dared him to test me on any subject because I know my daughter and I know what she’s capable of. The T made the best spaghetti Bolognese.


I put down “Moe Thet,” two words, as my first name. That looked better. I knew that most traditional (Western) names didn’t have two names in the first box, but to me, this was what looked right.


About a decade or so later, when I was trying to figure out what name I wanted to publish my first book (this book) under, I tossed and turned in bed for weeks—yet another identity crisis (I thought I’d be done with those by my mid-twenties) not dissimilar to the one I experienced over that PSAT form. I’d always assumed that if and when I became a published author, I’d publish under Moe Thet War because that just made the paperwork less complicated. Now, however, it was less of a clear choice. For one, I didn’t want to have to keep explaining to all the new people I’d work with why I went by Pyae Pyae instead of what was printed on my book cover, and second—and more pressingly—I realized it would be almost dishonest to fulfill a lifelong dream while neglecting such a central part of my identity. I’d imagine my friends going into a bookstore and saying, “That’s Pyae’s book,” and it felt bizarre to imagine them holding up “Pyae’s book” without “Pyae” printed anywhere on the cover. I wish I could go back and tell my elementary school self who wanted to replace Pyae Pyae with something like Lizzie (after McGuire, obviously) that in a couple of decades, she would make an entirely voluntary choice to have “Pyae” printed on the front of her debut book.


When I was twelve, my mom came home one evening after a round of parent-teacher conferences with a puzzled look on her face. I was worried that it was something to do with my report card, which I had yet to see, but her concern was instead directed at my sister.


“Shan?” she asked my then-eight-year-old sister. “Are you going by ‘Rose’ at school?”


My sister nodded but offered no further explanation, unsure why this was a topic of conversation.


“I only found out when your teacher showed me your work today and it all had the name ‘Rose’ on it. Why did you choose ‘Rose’?”


“Because you always say that when I was born, I was so pink and beautiful like a hnin si flower. And hnin si in English is ‘rose.’”


It was a logical response, one that my mom couldn’t really argue against, but after hearing my sister’s reply, I also shared Mom’s confusion. Shan was a perfectly good name. It wasn’t even difficult for her American teachers to pronounce. What was wrong with it? To this day, I don’t think even she knows the answer.


For the next seven years, my baby sister went by Shan at home and Rose at school. When we talked about her with family, we called her Shan, and with her friends, Rose. It almost morphed into a fun Hannah Montana–esque double life for her.


The thing was, though, the Pyae–Phyo–Shan concept didn’t work with Pyae–Phyo–Rose. And it was especially crucial to my mother that, unlike her and her own brothers, my siblings and I never lose one another. On their passports today, my mother and her older brother, whom we call Ba Ba, actually share their father’s last name, Naing—although that wasn’t always the case. A May says that they were forced to change Ba Ba and Mom’s last names to Naing because when they moved to New York for my grandfather’s job, they were legally required to have an official surname. My mom and uncle(s) are more legally bound on paper than my siblings and I will ever be—they are the Naings, a single entity—and yet my mother sees her older brother twice a year and she rarely speaks about her younger one.


Oftentimes, though, to white people, it doesn’t matter if your whole family has the same Western-style last name if that last name—or any part of your name, for that matter—is still a very obvious non-white, non-European one. A two-year study on the usage of “whitened résumés” by people of color showed that the percentage of Asian job applicants who heard back from prospective employers dropped from 21 percent to 11.5 percent if they sent résumés with racial references, such as, say, a blatantly non-Western name. Multiple other studies have been conducted on this topic over the years, and each time, the overarching results are the same.


The thing with names is that they don’t seem like such a big deal until you really think about them and what they represent, or until everyone else makes it a big deal. Shakespeare argued that “a rose by any other name would smell as sweet,” which is pretty inaccurate, because if I had a white name, then my childhood and early teenage years would’ve involved a lot less self-hatred. To this day, I can still recall how much I despised the fact that I could never teach my teachers to twist their tongues to correctly pronounce this one syllable once, never mind twice. Of course, any other name seems equally easy and sweet when you’ve got a name like William, or better yet, Bill. I’ve been in situations where everyone could keep track of who was Meghan and who was Megan, and yet my name appeared too convoluted for them to even attempt to say aloud.


At one point in my late teens, I was arrogant enough to think that I was so much wiser, and I would berate my thirteen-year-old self for wanting to adopt a Western name for (apparently) no good reason. “What a self-loathing kid I was,” I’d say to people when I told them the story. Then I began dipping my toe in the real world and suddenly there was scientific research claiming that maybe going by Lizzie wouldn’t be the worst idea, especially if I wanted to have the career I was pursuing. I wanted to work as an English-language writer in some capacity, and the reality was that my name was enough to prompt potential employers to question my language skills or make professors hesitant about letting me into their higher-level literature classes. The name of the rose did—does—matter.


In Myanmar, names are composed of two or more actual words from the language. Moe means “rain,” Thet means “life,” and War means “yellow.” So my name, literally translated, is “Rain Life Yellow.” But we transliterate our names into English; the upside to this is that I’m not referred to as Rain Life Yellow, but the downside is that sometimes people learn my supposed “last name” and start singing the Edwin Starr song as though it’s the most original joke in the world (to which I ask, “What is it good for?”). Everyone from new professors to particularly chatty restaurant servers who aren’t Myanmar or aren’t familiar with the culture always note that I have a cool last name in War, which then leads to them asking me if there’s a story behind my name. I know it comes from a place of curiosity, but years of this conversation made me internalize the notion that my name is “weird” because, well, you don’t ask for the story behind something that isn’t strange. No one says, “The reservation’s under Andrew,” and then spends the first two minutes of the meal having to explain to their waitress, “Well, it’s derived from the Greek Andreas, which can be further traced back to the Ancient Greek word for man . . .” Names are packed with cultural and emotional significance and are almost always more than just a name, but sometimes I wish that people would see or read or hear my name and ask only how to pronounce it correctly, foregoing the rest of the director’s commentary and letting it be just that: a name.


When I introduce myself to someone new who isn’t Myanmar, they often tell me that I have a beautiful name, even though my name could literally mean “fart fart” and they wouldn’t have a clue. In the 1963 novel Hopscotch (or Rayuela in the original Spanish) by Argentine writer Julio Cortázar, the protagonist pulls out a list of Myanmar names that, to him, seemingly have no meaning, but that still appear alluring and exotic, and with which he “could not resist the temptation to take out a pencil and compose the following nonsense poem:




U Nu,


U Tin,


Mya Bu,


Thado Thiri Thudama U E Maung,


Sithu U Cho,


Wunna Kyaw Htin U Khin Zaw,


Wunna Kyaw Htin U Thein Han,


Wunna Kyaw Htin U Myo Min,


Thiri Pyanchi U Thant,


Thado Maha Thray Sithu U Chan Htoon.”





I read these names and I know both how to pronounce each one and what each one means, and I have to remind myself that a lot of people don’t. To a lot of people, my name could very easily just be a fun, thoughtless addition to a nonsense poem. They think my name sounds beautiful when I say it, or when I write it down on a piece of paper, but they get squeamish when they’re forced to say it themselves. I try to be gentle and guide them: “It’s like ‘yay’ with a P in front.” I give a warm smile, like I’m encouraging a child to take their first step. You can do it! I want to cheer. It’s so easy, it’s one syllable! I have so much faith in you!


I remember one afternoon during my second year of college when I was seventeen and sitting in my dorm room and fiddling around on the internet because I was putting off doing the reading for my epistemology class, which I only signed up for because I loved the professor. A few clicks led me to an interview with the actress Uzo Aduba in which she was asked if she’d ever considered changing her name. Her answer was a resolute “No,” and then she went on to explain why. I found out that like “Pyae Pyae” in Myanmar, “Uzoamaka” also means something in Nigerian culture (“The road is good”), and like my family did, her mother also gave her a name that she hoped would set the foundation for a bright future. And then—and I remember pausing for several seconds as I read this last bit, as every feeling I’d ever had toward my name, from pride to hatred to embarrassment to confusion, collided into one another and crystallized into something manageable for the first time—she said that her mother told her when she was a kid, “If they can learn to say Tchaikovsky and Michelangelo and Dostoyevsky, they can learn to say Uzoamaka.” I know it’s peculiar to admit that I think about Uzo Aduba’s mother a lot, but in another universe where I get to meet her, I imagine myself thanking her for saying those words to her daughter to repeat in an interview decades later and helping me undo a knot of guilt and shame that a decade and a half of internalized racism had tightly wound together.


A few years ago, I found a 1958 article in The Atlantic simply titled “Burmese Names,” and subtitled “A guide.” While most of the piece was a primer on Myanmar names that reiterated everything I knew, I was amused at the line: “‘What’s in a name?’ the saying goes, and perhaps Burmese feel this more than other peoples, for, if one of us in [sic] dogged by bad luck or ill health he won’t hesitate to choose a new one, simply putting an announcement in the paper that he has done so.” I had never heard this tidbit before, but if you know Myanmar people, it honestly does sound like something we would do.




Moe Thet War, also known as Pyae Pyae, changed her legal name to Lizzie Marie War at the Yangon Western District Court at 3:00 p.m., Wednesday, November 12, 2008. The document signing was officiated by a clerk from the Department of Name Alterations for People Who Are Running from the Law, and Cultural Traitors.


Lizzie, after attending a weeklong meditation retreat to prepare for a lifetime of passive-aggressive remarks from her parents, will settle in Yangon as she finishes up her studies.





Up until the late twentieth century, Myanmar was known as Burma, and other variations of Burma that have appeared in previous atlases and literary works include “Burmah,” “Birmah,” and “Bermah.” In July 1989, forty-one years after the country gained independence, the name was officially changed to the Union of Myanmar, in an attempt to more formally detach the country from its colonial past; the same changes were made with a number of towns and cities throughout the country, most notably of the then-capital Rangoon to Yangon, the latter a combination of the words “yan” (“enemies”) and “kone” (“to be out of something”). Several streets in Yangon were also officially (re)named as distinctly Myanmar streets: Godwin Road, which commemorated Sir Henry Thomas Godwin, the commander in chief of the British and Indian Forces in the Second Anglo-Burmese War, became Lanmadaw Road, “lanmadaw” literally translating to “the royal road,” for it was this road that King Tharrawaddy took when he marched into Yangon in 1841; Dalhousie Road was renamed Maha Bandoola Road, the former honoring Lord Dalhousie, who served as governor-general of India from 1848 to 1856, and the latter, a Myanmar general who helped lead the fight against the British in the First Anglo-Burmese War; Montgomery Road, named after a sergeant in the British Army, transformed into Bogyoke Aung San Road, after Aung San Suu Kyi’s father, who was instrumental in the country’s fight for independence and was infamously assassinated during a cabinet meeting.


But in addition to shedding traces of our colonial history, changes such as Rangoon to Yangon stemmed from the simple fact that certain letters and sounds, such as the r sound, do not exist in the Myanmar language; Rangoon and Burma solely catered to a British, English-speaking community. When I’m asked about the difference between Burma and Myanmar, the simple answer is that one name was given to us by the British, and the other was picked out by a new Myanmar government; the complex answer is that one name was what we were known as under British rule, and the other by a new military government who wanted to proclaim their control on this newly liberated country—and what better way to assert your power than by literally changing the nation’s entire name? On a day-to-day basis, though, we ourselves used to and continue to use Bama colloquially as both a proper noun and an adjective (for instance, the Bama language), and unless you work in politics, it’s not necessarily viewed as an indication of colonial glorification. Bama, Burma. Yangon, Rangoon. Pyae Pyae, Pee Pee. What’s in a name, indeed?


I’ve been with Toothpick for over half a decade now, and one of the few secrets that I have from him is that he still cannot, and probably will never, pronounce “Pyae” correctly. I am constantly aware of it, but will never voice it; I know it’s not intentional, and that if he could take lessons in Saying My Name 101, he’d sign up in an instant. If he were to bring it up, I’d reassure him that he shouldn’t feel bad because none of my non-Myanmar friends pronounce my name accurately either.


“It’s a soft P,” I would explain to him.


What’s a soft P?


“Well, the way you’re saying it, it’s a hard P.”


How?


“It’s soft, as in spit or top. The p is there, but you don’t really say it. If you pronounced the p in spit, you’d physically spit out the word.”


I try not to think about the fact that a person, the person, my person, who knows me inside out and outside in, will never know how to say my name correctly. I can’t recall if I’ve ever heard him murmur my name in his sleep. I’ve never had that moment with a partner, to have my name be so normal and part of his everyday vocabulary that his brain and mouth know how to make that sound without even meaning to.


I know he loves my name—I am his favorite person, and my name is his favorite one to see pop up when his phone rings—but I also know that if we weren’t dating, he’d be one of his friends who regularly asks, “Sorry to do this, but how do you say your girlfriend’s name again?” My name will never be on the tip of his tongue.


I’m sorry my name is so difficult to say. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.


I wrote the very first draft of this essay in 2012, during my sophomore year of college. Out of all the things I’ve written from when I was seventeen to the present day, this is the one piece that for some reason I always circle back to. Every few months for the last eightish years, I’ve opened the Word document on my computer and tinkered with it here and there. It was first written as an assignment for the first creative writing workshop I’d ever taken, one in which I was the only non-white person. At the time, I was living in a small, very white American town. Saying my name aloud to my new friends and professors and colleagues was an almost-embarrassing ordeal the first few weeks of my freshman year, and I felt like I was in elementary school all over again, mad at myself for holding up roll call. By the time I wrote this essay, though, I was nearing the end of my sophomore year and I’d come to love my name—there were so many Sarahs and Saras and even one Sahra on campus, but literally no other Pyae Pyae—and it felt cathartic to finally be processing all the emotions that I’d ever felt toward my name. Now, at twenty-five, I don’t yell my name from the rooftops, but I do politely but firmly insist that you call me by my name. I’m not embarrassed to repeat it a few times when I’m introducing myself to a new group of people; I say it again and again, and maybe again, determined that they say it too until they get it right. Sometimes I take it out on Toothpick by putting him on the spot when he mumbles his way through someone else’s non-Western name or gives up and says, “Ugh, I can’t remember their name right now.” I yell, “No! You do remember it, you just don’t want to try to pronounce it because it’s not white!” When we saw Avengers: Endgame, I refused to let him get away with pretending he didn’t know how to say Danai Gurira when he had no problem pronouncing Benedict fucking Cumberbatch; I am thankful and happy that Danai Gurira has not adopted an easier name for her career, that neither did Uzo Aduba, nor did I.


“What do you think of my name?” I asked him recently, as I was revisiting this essay in its most recent incarnation. I was trying to formulate my own collective thoughts on the topic at this moment in my life, and had realized that it’d been a while since I’d sat down and thought of my name for an extended period of time.


“What? Pyae?” he responded, confused.


“Yeah. What do you think of it?”


Without missing a beat, he said, “It’s your name, therefore I love it.”
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