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Abstract 

The study of the geographic distribution of surnames is a useful source of information for probing the 
structure of populations and their links with history, and language. The relationship between the 
transmission of surnames and the dissemination of some genetic markers explains why family names 
continue to be a rich depository of information for geneticists, human biologists, and anthropologists. In 
Western societies, family names are distributed in space according to patterns determined by the origin of 
their bearers, the mobility of populations, and the social and cultural characteristics of communities. 
Consequently, studying the distribution of surnames is one way of reconstructing the history of populations. 
This study considers the use of surnames as a basis to regionalize the surname space of Galicia, a cultural, 
linguistic, and historical community in northwest Spain. We studied the isonymy structure using the 
distribution of single surnames in 315 administrative divisions to discover traces of historical phenomena. 
The analysis was conducted according to procedures that have already been used in previous studies, but with 
some modifications that enhance the value of the information analyzed. The results allow us to identify 
onomastic regions that show interesting correlations with dialect and historical divisions of the Galician 
territory. 

Keywords: family names, surname regions, isonymy, population change, dialects, anthroponymy, Galician 
language 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

The studies on the distribution of surnames among populations from different parts of the world have, for 
over half a century, shown how useful onomastic analysis is as a complement of genetics in order to probe 
more deeply into the structure of populations and their links with the history, language, and culture of human 
communities (Guppy 1890; Lasker 1980; Piazza et al. 1987; Boattini et al. 2012; Cheshire 2014; Kandt et al. 
2016; Sousa & Ginzo-Villamayor 2020; Caramelli et al. 2021). Surnames are historical signs of identity in 
social groups and cultural traits whose transmission bears strong similarity with that of some biological 
features. If high-quality onomastic data are available, it becomes feasible to use them as a source of 
information to reveal the interaction between culture, language, history, and biology. Surnames function as 
cultural and biological markers that help to identify ethno-linguistic groups living in the same area. The most 
recent research shows that surnames can be used as an interesting complement in the study of modern 
populations (Jobling 2012; Solé-Morata et al. 2015; Boattini et al. 2021; Kamel et al. 2021).  

Over the last few decades, the studies on the distribution of surnames in Western societies have shed 
light on the distant history of communities and served to help recognize the link between this history and 
language diversity, both at the macro- and micro-space levels (Goebl 1996; Manni & Barrai 2001; Manni et al. 
2008; Scapoli et al. 2005; Mateos et al. 2011; Boattini et al. 2012). The European populations were the object 
of several investigations of this kind, covering both extensive areas (Cheshire et al. 2011; Kandt et al. 2020) 
and smaller natural and administrative regions (Morelli et al. 2002; Zei et al. 2003; Boattini et al. 2021). The 
geographic area of the Iberian Peninsula, comprising Spain and Portugal, was the focus of several studies over 
the last few decades, showing the richness of personal onomastic data to shed some light on the history of its 
populations (Mateos & Tucker 2008; Calderón et al. 2015; Rodríguez Díaz 2015; Martínez-Cadenas et al. 
2016; Hanks et al. 2016; Sousa & Ginzo-Villamayor 2020). The aim of this paper is to contribute to the 
discovery of these interesting connections between data of such different natures. 
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1.2. Surnames, Society and History 

The dynamics of human population structure is driven by two processes, drift and migration, and these can 
be identified and described through isonymy analysis. Drift and migration determine differently the typical 
characteristics of the structure of the populations in countries with different histories of emergence and 
development. In areas of America with important migration flows and population movements that were 
significant and long-lasting, migration had a direct impact on their population structure (Piazza et al. 1987). 
In contrast, in western European countries, where a large part of the population remained stable for 
centuries, drift was the key factor in the organization of populations (Martínez-Cadenas et al. 2016). 

In Western Europe, surnames started to be passed along patrilineal lines in the Middle Ages. This 
system was officially established in several countries starting in the late 18th century (Scott et al. 2004). The 
latest investigations show that in many European societies the patrilineal system had been used by a large 
part of the population from time immemorial (Winney et al. 2012).  

In Spain, the Civil Code of 1870 included the obligation to keep a uniform family name and to pass it 
down from parents to children. The state administration required every individual to be identified by a name 
and two surnames, the first one inherited from the father and the second one from the mother. In this way, a 
custom that had been in use for centuries, and which was characteristic of the Spanish population from the 
perspective of surname structure, acquired official status (Rodríguez-Larralde et al. 2003; Salinero & Testón 
Núñez 2010). Onomastic investigations confirm that the origins of this system date back to the late 10th 
century, when a two-name system (name + surname) started to be used, which would eventually spread and 
become established in the different peninsular areas from the 12th century onwards (Kremer 2003). Through 
comparison of genetic and onomastic data, researchers also determine that the oldness of surnames among 
the Spanish population can vary between 200 and 800 years (Martínez-Cadenas et al. 2016; Ferreiro et al. 
2021). 

Surnames in Spain and Portugal often come from one of three categories: (i) first name of the father 
(patronymics); (ii) origin names (place names); and (iii) lexically derived names. These three basic categories 
gave rise to most surnames of the current peninsular population, and they were also the ones taken to 
America through the Spanish and Portuguese colonization processes (Kremer 2003). Surnames from 
patronymic origin (for example, García, Fernández, González) are the most frequent ones among the Spanish 
population, followed by those deriving from nouns and those from toponymic origin (Faure et al. García 
2009). However, the proportion of these frequencies is not the same throughout the different linguistic areas 
of the Iberian Peninsula (Moreu-Rey 1993; Boullón Agrelo 2008; Rodríguez-Díaz et al. 2017). In Catalonia, 
occupational surnames are quite common (for example, Ferrer ‘blacksmith’, Sabater ‘shoemaker’, Teixidor 
‘weaver’), whereas in Galicia and in the Basque Country, surnames from toponymic origin are far more 
numerous (for example, Castro, Souto, Vila, Ibarra, Zabala, Agirre). 

The Iberian population, analyzed overall from the onomastic perspective, seems to be the most uniform 
among the European populations. This uniformity is a result of several causes, the two main ones being: (i) 
low external migration flows for centuries; and (ii) late internal migration movements, a result in turn of late 
industrialization and urbanization processes (Lopez-Gay 2014). A method of patronymic surname creation 
that was common throughout the peninsular lands from the Middle Ages has been successfully spread, and 
this is a crucial element in characterizing the population: patronymic surnames (first name + -ez/-es, 
Fernando > Fernández). A consequence of the establishment of this system is the abundance of this type of 
family names across the different linguistic and cultural areas of Spain and Portugal (for example, Fernández, 
Fernandes, Rodríguez, Rodrigues, González, Gonçalves). 

From the point of view of the abundance of surnames, the Spanish population appears to be the most 
uniform among the European populations studied to date. This uniformity is typical of the central regions 
(Castilla, León, and La Mancha), and of the northern regions of the Peninsula (Galicia, Asturias, and the 
Basque Country). The most common surnames in Spain are also the most common ones in every individual 
Spanish region (for example, González, Rodríguez, Gómez). In addition, it must be borne in mind that the 
northern part of the Peninsula is the area considered by some scholars to be the birthplace of most of the 
surnames that later spread across Spain and Portugal during and after the Reconquest (Mir de la Cruz 1981). 
A result of this historical process is that in the southern Peninsula there is a very low rate of monophyletic 
surnames, and that the most common ones among them mostly have a Castilian-Leonese origin (Calderón et 
al. 2015). 
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The present study aims to analyze the relationship between surname geographical distribution, dialect 
regions, and historical borders in Galicia. The Galician autonomous community displays characteristics that 
make it particularly interesting for a study of this kind. Firstly, it has some cultural, historical, social, and 
linguistic traits that are partly singular and partly shared with other northern areas of the Peninsula. 
Secondly, the historical changes in the distribution of the population over the last few centuries have been 
well-documented and well-studied (Bycroft et al. 2019). In addition, the administrative division of the 
territory in small municipalities allows us to have a finer detail picture of the family name frequency 
distribution. This study focuses on the analysis of surname isonymy and on the identification of surname 
regions. However, the sheer amount of the data analyzed, and the methodology used yield results that we 
deem to be more robust and reliable. 

 

2. Materials and Method 

2.1. Data Source 

The study of surnames in Spanish territory over the last few decades has been used as a source of information 
to probe deeper into the structure of the population, both present and past. Most of the early studies used 
telephone directories as the source of data (Scapoli et al. 2007; Mateos & Tucker 2008), owing to the 
difficulty of accessing more comprehensive population databases. Fortunately, the contributions that have 
been published over the last few decades normally use data provided by government agencies like censuses or 
municipal registers (Román-Busto & Fuster 2015; Rodríguez-Díaz et al. 2015, 2017). Telephone directories 
are less and less reliable sources because they provide only partial pictures of the onomastic landscape, 
particularly of rural areas. 

The onomastic information used in this investigation is more comprehensive than in preceding 
investigations of the same type conducted on the Iberian Peninsula as a whole. Surname data here were taken 
from the register of inhabitants of Galicia of the year 2011, provided by the Instituto Galego de Estatística 
(IGE). The database has onomastic information about 2,430,512 people with reference to each of the 315 
municipalities. The total number of single surnames contained in the base is 20,754. As a geographical area of 
reference, most of the studies on surname distribution carried out on Spain or on Spanish autonomous 
communities use the province, an administrative entity that is much larger than the municipality (for 
example, Rodríguez-Díaz et al. 2015). The municipalities are the local level of administration, and they allow 
us to attain a more in-depth knowledge of the geographical distribution of surnames. The entries of the 
database contain detailed information about every individual: first surname, second surname, municipality of 
birth and year of birth. This information makes possible the geo-referencing of each single surname and to 
reveal the movements of diffusion of surnames throughout the territory. 

2.2. Study Area, Demography, and History 

The geographic area analyzed in this investigation is the administrative territory of Galicia, a Spanish 
autonomous community located in the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula (figure 1). It borders Portugal to 
the south and the regions of Asturias and Castile and León the east, while the north and west face onto the 
Atlantic Ocean. Today the region is divided into four administrative provinces (A Coruña, Lugo, Ourense and 
Pontevedra) and 313 municipalities (315 until 2016). Galicia covers a total of 29,574.4 km2 and its population, 
according to the latest census of 2021, is 2,695,645 citizens.  
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Figure 1: Map of Galicia in the Iberian Peninsula 

The demographic history of Galicia is characterized by a dense, continuing human occupation, particularly in 
its rural landscape (Murphy et al. 2014). Until the mid-20th century, Galicia was also distinguished by the 
eminently rural nature of its population and the highly scattered nature of its settlements: 31,000 inhabited 
entities and two-thirds of the population lived in villages with a population of fewer than 1,000.1 As is the case 
with a large part of the population in the Iberian Peninsula, the Galician territory is characterized by low 
immigration and high external migration flows (López Taboada 1996; Romero Valiente 2003; Zuniga et al. 
2012). Galicia was a mainly agrarian society for centuries, and this meant that internal population 
movements were scarce and their significance was quite limited until the 20th century. The first noteworthy 
movements started only in the second half of 20th century, when a strong push towards urbanization started, 
a process that was particularly intense between 1960 and 1981 (Dubert García 1998; Aldrey Vázquez 2006). 
This exodus of people from the countryside to the city had a strong impact on Galicia’s historical 
development. The consequences this development brought about in Galicia with regard to the birth locations 
of couples are similar to those brought about a couple of centuries earlier by the industrial revolutions in the 
population structure of several European countries (Kaplanis et al. 2018).  

Galicia shares some historical, cultural, and social traits with the other northern peninsular regions. The 
Galician language evolved from the Latin spoken in the area, which later, as the Reconquest progressed—as 
was the case with the rest of the Romance varieties spoken in the north of the Peninsula—would spread 
southwards, giving rise to European Portuguese (Castro 2006; Venâncio 2019; Bycroft et al. 2019). 
Nowadays, the totality of the Galician population claim to be able to understand and speak Galician, which 
has the status of an official language, along with Spanish, in the autonomous community of Galicia (Dubert & 
Galves 2016). 
  



NAMES: A JOURNAL OF ONOMASTICS 
Surname Distribution in Galicia 

ans-names.pitt.edu  

ISSN: 0027-7738 (print) 1756-2279 (web) Vol. 73 No. 2, Summer 2025 DOI 10.5195/names.2025.2699 

 

63 

Pg 63 

From an onomastic perspective, Galicia shares some traits with the rest of European areas, but it also 
displays some singular characteristics. The surname system is based on transmission from parents to children 
(Boullón Agrelo 2008; Feschet 2009). Until the mid-20th century, Galicia was an eminently rural society 
where cities functioned quite independently from their surrounding territory. This situation affected directly 
on the dissemination of surnames in Galicia, as the population movements caused by urbanization brought 
about a parallel change in the territorial distribution of family names (Rodríguez-Díaz et al. 2015).  

As in other European societies, in Galicia many surnames have a local distribution, which is determined 
either by their toponymic origin, or by the regional dissemination of the words from which the surnames 
derive (for example, occupational names, nicknames). These concentrated distribution forms have been 
preserved for a long time and they were only affected by recent internal migrations. Therefore, taking these 
change factors into account will allow us to draw a more robust onomastic regionalization in the search for 
connections between the distribution of surnames and other characteristics of the population. 

2.3. Data Processing 

2.3.1. Filtering Data 

This investigation analyses the first surnames taken from the 2011 census across the 315 municipalities for 
the purpose of obtaining surname regions of the Galician population. The onomastic data used in this 
investigation were processed to obtain a more robust picture of the regional distribution of surnames and, 
above all, to probe into the historical structure of the Galician population. Our intervention consisted of 
filtering the original database in three ways: 

(a) The most frequent surnames, that is, those that appear in many municipalities (more than 
54), were also excluded. Among these are many patronymic surnames with the -ez ‘son of’ 
ending (for example, Rodríguez, López, Fernández, González, Vázquez, Álvarez), based on the 
given name of the father, therefore being polyphyletic surnames, most of which are ranked 
among the 100 most frequent. 

(b) Those surnames that were recorded only in one municipality, which therefore do not have a 
noteworthy territorial diffusion, were excluded (some examples are Fateira, Labanda, 
Painceiro, Rabanos, Sabariego, Touceiro), along with a huge number of surnames that clearly 
have a foreign origin (for example, Aabid, Fahde, Markowicz, O’Connor, Unruh). 

c) Finally, those surnames whose bearers were born after 1965 were also excluded from the 
database. With this reduction, we want to attenuate the consequences of the intensification of 
the urbanization process that Galicia underwent from the 1960s onwards. This process involved 
population movements from rural areas to the cities and it had a direct impact on the territorial 
distribution of surnames. As an example of these movements, consider the distribution of the 
surname Outomuro in three different moments of the 20th century (figure 2). This surname is 
derived from the place name Outomuro (black dot on map). 
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 Figure 2: Diffusion of Surname Outomuro from 1930 to 1970

1930 

1950 

1970 
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The top map in figure 2 shows the distribution of people bearing this surname who were born before 1931; the 
surname is recorded in 4 municipalities, all adjacent and located within a 25 km radius from the place from 
which the family name derives (a small village called Outomuro). The middle map shows the distribution for 
bearers born before 1951—the surname appears in eight municipalities, one of them being non-adjacent to the 
rest and located in the eastern end of Galicia (Viana do Bolo), 105 km away from the original village. The 
bottom map shows the distribution of surnames of bearers born before 1970—the surname Outomuro is 
documented in 12 municipalities, among them the one that includes Galicia’s most populous city, Vigo. In this 
city, which is far from the area where the surname originated, the records show there is a high concentration 
of bearers of the surname Outomuro in this period. 

Some previous works on the analysis of surname regions have already applied some of these filters 
in order to obtain a more robust and reliable data set (Cheshire 2014). However, it is not very common to 
include the time variable when selecting the data analyzed for the regionalization of surnames. In countries 
that have reliable historical censuses, it is easier to obtain a picture of the onomastic structure of the popula-
tion at different moments of the past (Darlu et al. 2011; Kandt et al. 2020). In the case of Galicia, and in the 
rest of Spain, it is even more difficult to have access to historical censuses with comprehensive information, 
and consequently, it becomes necessary to use indirect methods like the one we applied here in order to fully 
exploit the historical value provided by onomastic information. 

2.3.2. Isonymy and Index of Regional Surname Structure 

Once the filtering process was completed, the resulting number of surnames to analyze was 6,150 (table 1). 
This data set was treated statistically to calculate the surname similarities between regions. Isonymy is one of 
the most frequently used indexes for the analysis of the distribution of surnames. Isonymy refers to the 
possession of the same surname: people with the same surname are more likely to share the same family 
lineage. In the nineteenth century, George H. Darwin (2009) suggested using surnames to determine the 
number of marriages between cousins. In the mid-20th century, the analysis of isonymy was extended as a 
procedure for the study of the structure of populations (Shaw 1960). In recent years, the filtering methods of 
the data analyzed have been refined (Cheshire 2014), although the most commonly used procedures remain 
essentially the same. 

The isonymy within a region is defined as 𝐼𝑖 = ∑ 𝑝𝑘𝑖
2

𝑘∈𝑆𝑖
 where 𝐼𝑖 = ∑ 𝑝𝑘𝑖

2
𝑘∈𝑆𝑖

 denotes the relative 

frequency of surname 𝑘 in region 𝑖, with Si being the collection of surnames in the region. A population with 
few surnames has high values of isonymy, and a population with a large number of surnames has low values 
of isonymy. The isonymy within a region reveals the aspect of within-population structure, while the isonomy 
between two regions uncovers the between-population similarity. 

There are also two common methods of calculating a measure of surname differentiation, and we have 
computed both Nei, Euclidean, and Lasker distances. Lasker distances can be interpreted as a measure of 
similarity or difference between two areas, namely I and j, where large distances show less similarity in 
surname composition. The Lasker distance is given by 𝐿 = − 𝑙𝑜𝑔( 𝐼𝑖𝑗), where Iij denotes the isonymy between 

regions i and j, defined as 

𝐼𝑖𝑗 = ∑ 𝑝𝑘𝑖𝑝𝑘𝑗
𝑘∈𝑆𝑖𝑗

 

Sij being the collection of surnames present in both regions i and j. Euclidean and Nei’s distances have 
been developed for genetic data, but they can be utilized for the frequencies of surnames (Mikerezi et al. 
2013). Euclidean distance is defined by 

𝐸 = √1 − ∑ √𝑝𝑘𝑖𝑝𝑘𝑗
𝑘∈𝑆𝑖𝑗

 

and Nei’s distance is defined by 

𝑁 = − 𝑙𝑜𝑔 (
𝐼𝑖𝑗

√𝐼𝑖𝐼𝑗
) 

Entropy:  

)(log
 - =H_i

2Sk i ki

ki

p

p



 

with i=1, …, n. 
 
The meaning of this observed entropy of the surname distribution is easily understood from its limiting 

cases. Additionally, to detect isolation by distance between locations 𝑖 and 𝑗, the linear correlation of surname 
distances (Lasker’s, Euclidean, and Nei’s) with their geographic distances can be computed.  
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Table 1: Surname Data and Filtering Process 
 Original 

Data 
1º Reduction 2º Reduction 3º Reduction 

People 2,430,512 646,858 626,035 121,4191 
Different single  
surnames 

20,754 20,268 9,557 12,070 

% 100 97.65 46.05 58.16 
 

Data Visualization 

Recently, several methods have been tested for the determination of the isonymy of onomastic data and for 
the graphic representation of the results. Through the analysis of the regional distribution of surnames, 
Cheshire, Longley, and Singleton (2010) found a strong link between the population’s surnames and 
geographic location in Great Britain, on the basis of the calculation of Lasker distances. Cheshire and Longley 
(2012) turned to kernel density estimation with the aim of creating heat maps that discover those regions in 
Great Britain where specific surnames are more concentrated. In Italy some researchers (Boattini et al. 2010, 
2012, 2021) analyzed the geographic distribution of different Italian surnames applying neural networks, 
which allowed them to distinguish between monophyletic and polyphyletic surnames. The surname space of 
the Czech Republic was studied by Novotný and Cheshire (2012), who found correlations between their 
network representation and ethno-cultural boundaries in that country. 

In this investigation, once the measures of similarity are obtained, the final step is to create a 
visualization of the different surname clusters obtained through Multivariate Analysis; then clusters of 
surname zones can be constructed. This is normally done by representing the clusters with dendrograms 
formed from the matrices of Lasker's distances. The basic information of splitting or merging clusters is the 
similarity or isonymic distance between areas, and this distance can be obtained through different methods, 
such as complete linkage or Ward's procedure (Kaufman & Rousseeuw 1990). We used Ward’s method, a 
hierarchical agglomerative clustering procedure successfully applied in linguistic variation analysis and for 
other purposes (Goebl 1996; Moisl 2015; Strauss & Maltitz 2017). The main goal of this method is to join 
clusters in which the variation within them has not increased significantly, so that the new clusters formed 
are more homogeneous. Ward’s method is right for quantitative variables and usually creates compact and 
even-sized clusters.  
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Figure 3: Maps from a Hierarchical Classification of Surnames Using Ward’s Method (2, 3, 4 and 5 clusters) 

Figure 3 shows the maps resulting from the analysis of the data from Galicia. The colors of the clusters 
correspond to the colors of the regions on the maps. Four visualizations are shown, with divisions between 
two and five clusters, where the regional distribution of similarities and differences according to the 
onomastic data can be seen. 

3. Results 

The works published on the analysis of surnames in Spain all point out the singular character of this country 
in Europe as a whole on account of its high levels of isonymy and the low diversity of surnames, according to 
the records. Rodríguez-Días, Manni and Blanco-Villegas (2015) suggest that the high rates of isonymy in 
Spain are linked to the population size at the time when the surnames were introduced and a sparse 
population during the expansion of the Christian kingdoms in the Middle Ages. Despite the specificity of 
Spanish onomastics as a whole, some differences between the different cultural and linguistic areas can be 
discerned. The isonymy rates are lower in the eastern areas (Catalonia, Valencia, Aragón) and higher in the 
western areas, particularly in Galicia, Asturias, and León. An investigation by Rodríguez Larralde et al. 
(2003) on the isonymy structure of Spain analyses 24 Galician towns and cities, and Galicia as a whole is 
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characterized by a great degree of uniformity with regard to the abundance of surnames and by a relatively 
high isolation by distance. 

Our investigation allows us to know in detail the internal structure of the Galician population because 
the quantity of data is higher and the administrative divisions that were considered, the municipalities, yield 
more fine-grained results about space organization. An additional data table shows the results of the isonymy 
analysis for all Galician municipalities on the basis of the data analyzed.2 The high rates of isonymy in Galicia 
as a whole are confirmed and some differences can be discerned in inland areas. Out of the total 315 
municipalities, only 11 have an α index higher than 100; the municipalities of A Coruña (α=672) and Ourense 
(α=413) display a higher diversity of surnames; Fisher's alpha index (α) is a measure of species diversity in a 
sample, used here to measure the abundance of surnames. It is also noteworthy that there is a set of 
municipalities with a higher FST (above 0.02), which implies that there is a higher degree of onomastic 
homogeneity possibly as a result of a high level of geographic isolation. These municipalities form a 
continuous area in the province of Ourense, particularly in the eastern half, and in the southeastern part of 
Lugo. 

As depicted above, we cluster the isonymy matrix using Ward’s clustering algorithm of municipality 
groups for 2011 with population weights that allow us to identify five main clusters (figure 3). When the 
number of clusters is below five, they are less compact and therefore less interesting when trying to find 
similarities with other territorial distributions. The dendrogram is a helpful way to show the whole taxonomy 
of areas, showing the distances at which specific areas are assigned to iteratively increasing clusters. 
Examining the resulting classification of areas for their geographical attributes, we can note that a strong 
regional grouping of areas by isonymy appears from this classification procedure. The most compact and 
solid cluster (it remains invariable in successive divisions) comprises a large part of the municipalities of the 
province of A Coruña and the north end of the province of Pontevedra (figure 3).3 The next fragmentations 
occur in the groupings of municipalities comprising the north end of A Coruña, the provinces of Lugo and 
Ourense and the larger part of the province of Pontevedra. 

Surnames and Dialects 

The onomastic regions that can be observed in the division in five clusters do not match the current 
administrative division of Galicia in four provinces, nor do they display many similarities with the overall 
division of Galician language varieties in three main dialect areas. The three main dialectal varieties identified 
by experts for Galician language are distributed in three strips running from north to south (Fernández Rei 
1990); this classification is based on an analysis of the geographic distribution of phonetic and 
morphosyntactic traits. However, the latest dialect studies, conducted with quantitative methods and based 
on a larger corpus of data, yield a territorial distribution of varieties where one can discern similarities with 
the maps of surname regions shown on figure 3. Sousa’s work (2017a) on the lexical areas of the Galician 
linguistic domain identifies clusters of varieties that are grouped differently from the divisions drawn 
according to phonetic and morphosyntactic data (Álvarez Blanco et al. 2006; Dubert 2011). The map of lexical 
areas that appears on figure 4 was produced with the results of the study of the dialectometric analysis of 136 
lexical variables. The procedure used to obtain the lexical clusters is the same that was used to obtain the 
surname regions (Sousa 2017a). The two maps on figure 4 show the similarity in the organization of the four 
clusters for both kinds of data—onomastic and lexical. The similarities in the distribution of the areas are 
particularly interesting, since lexical variation in dialectology studies is considered to follow patterns that are 
different from those observed in other domains of linguistic analysis—the number of variants corresponding 
to each variable is usually higher and there are fewer correlations in the regional distribution of variants. 
These similarities can be linked to studies of lexical areas in the Iberian Peninsula that show the existence of 
historical, demographic, cultural, and geographic factors determining the way in which lexical forms are 
distributed in space (Cintra 1995; Fernández-Ordóñez 2012).  

Regarding the correlations between traditional dialect classifications and the regionalization of 
surnames, several previous studies have shown that the onomastic and linguistic regions do not necessarily 
have similar organizations. Manni, Heeringa, and Nerbonne (2006) analyzed onomastic and linguistic data in 
the Netherlands and they did not find obvious correlations between the distribution of the two types of data. 
However, they do suggest that they have found some similarities between the boundaries of surname regions 
and the boundaries separating Catholic from Protestant areas. Rodríguez-Díaz, Manni, and Blanco Villegas 
(2015), in their study on the surnames of 47 Spanish provinces, apart from discovering some similarities 
between linguistic and surname variables, suggest that there is a correlation between the geography of 
contemporary surnames and the political geography at the end of the Middle Ages. The spatial distribution of 
contemporary surnames allows them to recognize in their study the boundaries between the Christian 
kingdoms of the north and their expansion southwards (Bycroft et al. 2019). 



NAMES: A JOURNAL OF ONOMASTICS 
Surname Distribution in Galicia 

ans-names.pitt.edu  

ISSN: 0027-7738 (print) 1756-2279 (web) Vol. 73 No. 2, Summer 2025 DOI 10.5195/names.2025.2699 

 

69 

Pg 69 

 
Figure 4: Surname Regions (Left) and Lexical Areas (Right). 

Surnames and History 

In the territorial organization of Galician surnames in five regions, some traces of ancient territorial divisions 
can be identified. The map on the right-hand side in figure 5 shows the ecclesiastical organization in dioceses 
in present-day Galicia and the similarities with the map on the left with the surname regions are easy to 
recognize. 

Today, dioceses are ecclesiastical areas under a bishop’s control. The ecclesiastical organization of 
Galicia is divided in six dioceses, five of them with their capitals in Galicia and one with its capital in Astorga, 
in the autonomous community of León and Castile. This division in dioceses was established from the 4th 
century onwards and is based on the administrative divisions of the Roman Empire (López Alsina 2009; 
Sánchez Pardo 2014). Over time, they underwent several modifications as a result of different historical 
developments, like the arrival of the Suebi and the Muslims, which had an impact on the consolidation of 
their boundaries until the Middle Ages. Among them, the area that is considered one of the oldest is the 
current diocese of Mondoñedo-Ferrol, stretching along the northern part of the provinces of A Coruña and 
Lugo. By comparing the two maps, we can see that this is the division that displays more similarities in terms 
of their extension. From a linguistic perspective, this area displays some features that distinguish it from the 
rest of Galician linguistic varieties (Santamarina 1982). Historians are at one in recognizing that dioceses 
must have been based on previous territorial organizations (López Alsina 2009; Sánchez Pardo 2014; Díaz 
Martínez 2015). Furthermore, they suggest that dioceses must have acted as agglutinative elements of peasant 
communities in a Galicia that has remained essentially rural, with only a handful of cities and large towns. 
This means that the religious organization of the territory must have had an impact on the social organization 
of the community. 

The similarities between the population structure identified through the study of surnames and these 
ecclesiastical divisions must be interpreted carefully by historians and demographers. With their help, we will 
be able to confirm if the correlation between these two kinds of data in terms of territorial organization is 
linked to some determining ancient historical factors. In any event, it is obvious that the surname regions that 
were discovered are a consequence of the close, long-running interrelationships between the inhabitants of 
these areas. 
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Figure 5: Surname Regions (Left) and Catholic Dioceses in Galicia (Right) 

4. Concluding Remarks 

Our original purpose when we started this investigation was to probe into the existence of similarities 
between dialect fragmentation and surname regions, following the lead of some previous investigations 
conducted in other European countries. In previous study on the territory of Asturias, it was discovered that 
the distribution of surname regions is very similar to that of Asturias’ dialect varieties ( Pardiñas et al. 2012; 
Sousa & Ginzo-Villamayor 2020). 

Our investigation proves the usefulness of availing oneself of a database with comprehensive 
information about the entire population (for example, population census, municipal registers) and of 
disaggregating this information by geographic divisions. Furthermore, the method applied here allowed us to 
recognize the usefulness of filtering the data to help us probe into special distribution patterns in detail. 
Because of the high frequency with which patronymic surnames feature in the peninsular territory, along with 
the fact that we are dealing mainly with polygenetic surnames, it is convenient to introduce some corrections 
that contribute to enhancing the value of the distributional data. Apart from this correction affecting both the 
most frequent and the less frequent surnames, it is advisable also to employ another filter of a temporal kind, 
which, in this case, helps to introduce corrections with regard to the diffusion of surnames as a result of 
migration movements. In the case of Galicia, whose population has remained remarkably stable throughout 
the centuries, when compared to the populations of the rest of the European countries, this correction 
becomes particularly relevant and it can be easily applied owing to the fact that internal migration 
movements on a significant scale only took place once Galicia was well into the 20th century (Dubert García 
1998). 

The application of the method we put forward in this investigation yields results that are particularly 
useful for the linguistic and historical investigation of the peninsular populations. Galicia is characterized by 
the almost continuing preservation of a scattered population system and by a lower dependence of the city-
countryside relation system than it was common in other peninsular areas. We are now in a position to 
suggest that the results found in the study of onomastic regionalization of the Galician territory will prove 
very useful to identify the social relations prevailing in primitive communities. The similarities between the 
organization of dioceses, surnames and lexical variants contribute to confirm the conclusions reached by 
historical studies about the relevance of ecclesiastical divisions of Galicia in the Middle Ages. On the one 
hand, we can surmise that the system of distribution of dioceses was superimposed on primitive systems of 
population divisions. On the other hand, it becomes possible to hypothesize that this organization system was 
an important one, because, as the onomastic and linguistic data show, it was preserved throughout centuries 
and had a direct impact on social relations and linguistic diversity. 

Our investigation is based on a documentation of Galician surnames that allowed us to conduct an 
analysis in terms of both time and space. The results allow us to establish for the first time a close relationship 
between surnames, dialects, and history. The relevance of past patterns of social organization becomes 
apparent when analyzing the present-day distribution of surnames and recognizing the impact they had on 
the diffusion of language variants. Surnames may mirror aspects of human history and linguistic diversity 
both in large areas and in small territories, as is the case we studied in this investigation. Linguists can use the 
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analysis of surnames to probe into the causes of dialect variation. Historians find in surnames an essential 
source in order to probe into the survival of ancient social structures and study the prevailing forms of social 
relations throughout time. The results of the investigation confirm the need to continue researching further 
into the relationships between the geography of surnames and other genetic, social, historical and cultural 
traits of societies. Finally, this study demonstrates the utility of isonymy as a method for reconstructing the 
history of human populations. This method was used to study one of the Iberian Peninsula's most remote 
locations, which has a fascinating biological and demographic history.4  
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Notes 
1 In 2010, 15.6% of the Galician population lived in scattered villages, a singular fact in Spain, where only 
3.4% of the population live in this kind of environment (Fernández and Meixide 2013). 

2 The data that support the findings of this study are openly available in Zenodo at 
http://10.5281/zenodo.12774282. 

3 Sousa (2017b) offers some data that are helpful to understand the onomastic singularity of this area. It 
partly coincides with the area where patronymic surnames with -ez (‘son of’) endings are less frequent, and 
where the family names with suffixes -eiro/-eira are more frequent. This northwestern area of Galicia is 
usually considered to be a conservative one from a linguistic perspective, as it displays some traits that are not 
shared with the rest of the Galician linguistic domain. 
4 For the preparation of this work, Xulio Sousa conceived of the study and led the discussion and the writing 
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