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In linguistics, the question of man is not central. Linguists can analyse what people say about
themselves and others, but the other levels go beyond linguistics. I will focus on a purely linguistic
element, but one that is also of interest to other disciplines: the proper name.
Being a person means having a proper name in all societies, we all have a name, and it can
be seen as part of a person's identity. As one’s image is also constructed by one’s name, it is
important to understand what a proper name is. However, the dominant theory in both philosophy
and linguistics is problematic as it says our name is an empty label. If it is actually empty, there is
nothing much to say. I will try to prove that it is not so simple.
In the two first chapters, we will analyse how the current theory was built, then we will see that
it is perceived differently according to theories and fields. The fourth chapter will focus on today’s
situation, names prove that the world is changing, and the reactions can be very different, the far
right in France has seized this subject and says that someone’s need to have a French name to be
French. This essentialism is a danger for our societies because it creates different types of human
beings.

1. History of the semantics of proper names
Interdisciplinarity is an important issue for this conference. With regard to the semantics of
linguistics are in fact directly or indirectly derived from philosophers.
There is a tendency to begin the debate in the 19th century with John Stuart Mill, who explained
that proper names have no connotation. His definition of this term is a personal one and does not
correspond to what we call connotation today1. To summarize his thinking, we can say that all
names are denotative since they are necessarily the name of something. But, some of them have

1. When Umberto Eco (1972: 90) wrote against Mill that names of unknown people connote but do not denote, he is not
using the same definition of connotation as Mill. In Eco’s definition, a connotation is an added meaning.
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another specificity:
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proper names, interdisciplinarity here is a one-way street: the majority of the theories present in

“The [common] name, therefore, is said to signify the subjects directly, the attributes
indirectly; it denotes the subjects, and implies, or involves, or indicates, or as we shall see
henceforth connotes, the attributes. It is a connotative name.” (Mill, 1868: 32)
According to Mill, then, a proper name has no attributes and is not connotative. He used the
image of a chalk mark on a house to talk about proper names: it distinguishes itself from others but
has no form of meaning in isolation. Whether my name is John, Paul or Ki-duk has no relevance,
these names are just labels on the individual I am and say nothing about who I am, they have
no conceptual content. This marks an important change: for centuries, names had been seen as
meaningful, but with Mill, they quickly became some kind of empty label. Medieval or even more
ancient magical thought said that we can know who Paul is thanks to his name (which of course
is not true); Mill held that the only thing we can know about him is that his name is Paul and not
Robert or Philipp.
As early as the 19th century, philosophers opposed Mill's extreme position by saying that names
could not be labels devoid of any conceptual content. For example, Mansel (1860) wrote that when
I speak of Julius Caesar, I use a concept because I have never been able to meet this man: it is the
idea I have of Julius Caesar that I am talking about, not the person directly.
This debate will continue to this day: does the proper name have a conceptual content? If
so, what is it? In the 1970s, it leaned heavily towards one side after Saul Kripke's lectures were
published. Kripke (1980) opposed all the theses that imply that there is some form of meaning in
the proper name. He then claimed to be following Mill, even if what he proposed was different in
substance from what Mill had written in the previous century: proper nouns are empty labels that
belong to the category of rigid designators. If I say that the background between the two authors is
different, it is because Mill was part of an anti-metaphysical lineage whereas the rigid designator
is precisely a metaphysical concept: a rigid designator is an element that does not change from one
world to another. Attributes can be changed by changing worlds, for example, Aristotle is a bearded
philosopher in our world, but he could have been a hairless fisherman in another. Conversely,
Aristotle could not have been someone else, just as gold cannot be another metal or a cat be another
animal in another world. Aristotle, gold and cat are therefore rigid designators because they have an
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essence that cannot be modified, unlike attributes. It is doubtful that Mill would have accepted this
thesis because of his anti-metaphysical positions.
The history of theories in linguistics has run parallel with philosophy. At the end of the 19th
century, the first linguists to focus on proper names (Bréal, Sweet) tended to follow the idea
that proper names should have a richer content than common names, because of their history,
their sociological weight, etc. From the beginning of the 20th century, Mill's point of view would
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dominate: proper nouns had no definition, as evidenced by the fact that they do not appear in
language dictionaries. Perhaps because they were generally considered semantically empty,
there was very little work on proper names in linguistics before the 1980s. The renewed interest
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corresponds chronologically to the spreading of Kripke's theses. The rigid designator has left its
mark on researchers in all disciplines of the social sciences and humanities, so it is logical that it
should have an influence in linguistics. The proper name has therefore become a "fashionable"
subject, various books, textbooks and doctoral theses have been produced during recent years.
The rigid designator seems to have become unquestionable, for instance, a French dictionary of
language sciences no longer even defines the proper name, the entry refers to the article "rigid
designator". The fact that the proper name is a rigid designator seems to be a truth of the same type
as "the sun revolves around the earth" or "the whale is a mammal".

2. Identity and rigid designator
Sam was not daunted, and he still eyed Strider dubiously. 'How do we know you are the
Strider that Gandalf speaks about?' he demanded. […]
'But I am the real Strider, fortunately,' he said, looking down at them with his face
softened by a sudden smile. 'I am Aragorn son of Arathorn; and if by life or death I can
save you, I will.' (Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings)
The question of identity can sometimes be encapsulated, as in this excerpt, by a name. This is
finally what we can understand from the rigid designator, all we have to remember about Aristotle
is that his name is Aristotle. This interpretation of Kripke's theory is not entirely accurate, even if it
is dominant in linguistics. As I said earlier, this is above all a metaphysical thesis.
Though Kripke wrote that proper names are rigid designators, he also admitted that “Aristotle
might not have been called 'Aristotle'” (Kripke, 1980: 62). Names may change from one world
to another and Aristotle could have been called something else, there is no law that lead someone
to be called the way s/he is called. But, what is important for Kripke, it is that “it is not true that
Aristotle might not have been Aristotle” (Ibid.). There is something unique that proves that Aristotle
is Aristotle, and it is his genetic heritage. Tomberlin (2006 : 5) rightly describes Kripke’s thought
as genetic essentialism. The only important data in a person is finally who his/her parents are.
Changing one’s name is therefore useless as one empty label is replaced by another empty label.
be a human being. If for Kripke, Aristotle is only the son of his parents, for Eco, Aristotle is above
all the Greek philosopher of whom we know this and that. Aristotle is part of our encyclopaedia
because he wrote the Rhetoric and was Plato’s pupil, if he had been a fisherman, he would not be
part of it and we would not talk about him today. Being the son of X and Y is not in itself a title of
glory which ensure us our place in history. A name is important because it is linked to a particular
whereas for Kripke, all his/her productions are secondary, s/he is only a biological result. These two
divergent conceptions, one culturalist and the other naturalist, can only be opposed. What is strange
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work or action. Eco considers that a human being is in a way the sum of what s/he has produced,
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If Umberto Eco (1988) criticized Kripke, it was ultimately on this definition of what it means to

is that a significant number of researchers in the humanities and social sciences have chosen the
naturalist option.

3. Ethnological and sociological data
The main problem of the dominant theory is that it treats proper names only from a very Western
point of view. When we say names cannot be changed, they are rigid designators, etc., we are only
describing the Western world practice in name giving and the constraints of civil registration. We
live in a world where the State wants us to have one, and only one, name for evident reasons though
in other societies, it is normal to change his/her name according to stages in life (puberty, wedding,
death of a parent, etc.). The rigid designator can be seen under such light as a philosophical
translation of civil registration2.
The societies described by ethnologists and anthropologists can be seen as very far from our
practices, but do we really have only one name? From a legal point of view, we have just one name,
but in reality we may have several names, like nicknames (these nicknames change, we generally do
not receive the same when we are 2 and when we are 20), pseudonyms (especially on the Internet
where they are a common practice) but also some of these strange items that anthropologists talk
about like teknonyms. Teknonyms are names for an adult derived from that of a child. This may
seem exotic, but when your child, for example Paul, is at kindergarten, you become “Paul’s dad” or
“Paul’s mum”, and this is exactly the definition of a teknonym.
In different situations, we (or other people) may use different names because we are not exactly
the same person: in kindergarten, the centre of attention is the child, not the parents, so we become
an appendix of this child. On a forum on the Internet, we are this or that character, we can be more
flamboyant then we really are, a pseudonym is then quite normal. This is another metaphysical
problem: is our identity unique (we are the same person in all our stages in life, so we do not need
to see our name change) or do we change identity (which means we are finally different persons, a
child, a teenager, an adult, etc.)? The idea of the pseudonym is coherent with the second view: as a
writer for instance, Stendhal is a different person from Henri Beyle.
Even if we do not accept the second possibility and think our identity is unique, there are
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different ways to define this identity. From Kripke’s point of view, our identity is limited to
genetics. We have seen that Eco thinks it is rather the sum of what we have done in our life. This is
also what the sociologist Dubet (2005) claims: he wrote that the individual is a self-production and
his “essence” is a self-help work. There are no objective ways of defining it:
“We cannot discover the nature of man in the same way that we can detect the nature of
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physical things. Physical things may be described in terms of their objective properties,
2. As John Humbley (personal communication) notes it, this is particularly the case in France; in common-law countries,
it is much easier to change names, and only requires a “deed poll”.
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but man may be described and defined only in terms of his consciousness.” (Cassirer,
1944: 5)
From the perspective of Lévi-Strauss, the proper name is an object of classification: it assigns
a place in society. This idea is corroborated by linguists such as Frederick Denny (1987: 305), for
whom the Hindu name should reflect the place of the bearer in the caste hierarchy. Vernier (1977:
35) showed that on the island of Karpathos in Greece, rich people bear surnames that evoke a
prestigious ecclesiastic function (Protopapas which can be translated by archpriest), members of
the middle-class bear patronyms formed from masculine first names (Giorgakis from Giorgos), and
shepherds bear names formed from more or less ridiculous nicknames (Drakos, which means ogre).
It is thus possible to place a person in one of these socio-economic categories simply by hearing his
or her patronym. If some of these rich people bought their name in the past, it is because they have
finally more than a symbolic value in this context.
Name giving is a very important act in most cultures as it anchors the child in the human society.
The baptismal ritual generally coincides with the entry into the social group. According to the
work of Alford (1988: 35), 60% of the societies studied give a first name to a child during the first
nine days (only 13% at birth) and 4% of them wait at least 4 years before naming their children: in
Central America, Cuna people are called boy or girl or have nicknames; girls are named at puberty
and boys choose their name around the age of 10 (ibid.: 36). There are various reasons for the delay
of the christening: babies are not necessarily seen as part of the society, or it can depend on beliefs
(parents think that a nameless child will be left alone by demons). Though our practices in Western
societies are different, the naming of a child is an important act for the parents, otherwise there
would not be so many books about the subject.
As far as psychology is concerned, several studies defend the idea names can influence our
behaviour. These studies are not always convincing (for example Pelham et al. 2002) but we may
accept that, at some point, there is some form of stimulus. Other studies have shown that our
name changes the perception of other people. A research lead in Israel has shown that “in math,
the girls outscored the boys in the exam graded anonymously but the boys outscored the girls
when graded by teachers who knew their names.” (New York Times, 06/02/15). Valentine et al.
LaRouche:
“The explanation favoured by journalists and the officials of the Democratic Party was
that the victory of LaRouche’s candidates was attributable to their names. The names
of LaRouche’s candidates (Mark Fairchild and Janice Hart) were attractive and familiar
Aurelia Pucinski) were ‘ethnic’ names that might appeal to voters of German and Polish
heritage only.” (Valentine et al., 1996: 12)

Parallel Session

851

Parallel Session 5-1

Anglo-Saxon names, while the names of their opponents (George Sangmeister and
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talk about the surprise victory of the 1986 Illinois Democratic primary by adherents of Lyndon

The New York Times cited a voter: ‘I voted for them [Fairchild and Hart] because they had
smooth-sounding names.’
If some people ask for a name change (their reasons can be very different), it means they think
a new name can change their life, in reality like in Karpathos, or in theory. Like the Johnny Cash
song said, “Life ain’t easy for a boy named Sue”. A “wrong” name can be a handicap for a person.
In dehumanized worlds of science-fiction, people are only designated by a number: the
social security number is much more individualizing than a classic proper name, yet we keep
the classic name because it has an important symbolic weight: it is more or less a part of our
identity.
From a more linguistic point of view, we can see that proper names can be used as emblems
in politics or in literature, and do not necessarily need to refer to their former bearer, it is their
symbolic charge that is called upon. For instance, all the people who use the name of Che Guevara
do not always really know who he was, but this name has become a symbol of revolution and
teenage anger. Some of these names may become common nouns (Casanova for a man who
had had a lot of sexual relationships, Quisling for a traitor, Einstein for a genius or ironically for
someone stupid, etc.).

4. Today’s world
At the beginning of the 20th century, Charles Mercier (1912: 128) wrote against Mill that
personal names give some information like nationality and they indicate whether we are dealing
with a man or a woman: he said if he met someone called John Jones, he assumes this person is a
Welsh man (on the contrary, a French or a Chinese person is not called Smith).
I personally defend the idea that proper names have some of these features, when we encounter
new names, we try to analyze them and we can only analyze if there is something to be analyzed,
like features about the gender or the origin of the person. For instance, many students thought
the philosopher Hilary Putnam was a woman because, for them, Hilary is a female name. I have
seen that the Korean people we were in contact with for WHF are using English first names: I
have the feeling that they are doing so because other people cannot analyze Korean names, when I
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personally see a name like Jae-in, I know it is a Korean name but I do not know if it is a male or a
female name.
We are not living in 1912, what Mercier said was true then, it is surely different nowadays:
there are probably French persons named Smith and there are John Jones that are not Welsh. For a
few decades now, it has been possible to see things like someone named Fujimori as the president
of Peru, or someone named Sarkozy as the president of France. The most famous French football
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players have names that come from Poland (Kopa in the 1950’s), Italy (Platini in the 1980’s),
Algeria (Zidane in the 1990’s) or Cameroon (M’bappé nowadays). People move from one place
to another and a typical German name can become a French name, an American name, a Brazilian
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name3, etc.
Names have long been markers of origin (and therefore of identity for some), with population
mixtures and the globalization of cultural practices, this is less the case: we can find Bryans in
all European countries, Kevin was the most given first name in France in 1991 and Mohamed
has been the most popular first name given to boys in England and Wales since 2013 (France 24,
21/09/2017). There are of course differences amongst countries, some are really open to foreign
names, others are not. But these changes are important for the future. In a world where migrations
are a necessity, the choice of a first name for their children is important for migrant parents, it can
be seen as a message to the host community.
There is currently a debate on this subject in France. A very famous journalist is campaigning
for the children of foreigners to have French names with very harsh terms (he says people who
chose names that are not French for their children are insulting the country). According to the writer
Tahar Benjelloun (Le Point, 21/09/18), this journalist even dreams of seeing the National Assembly
pass a new law so that all French people of foreign origin are obliged to Frenchify their names.
Since the end of the 19th century, the French far right have made it a habit to change the names
of its opponents, to show their Jewish origin for example. A new version appeared at the end of
the 20th century, by substituting their first name with a Muslim one: in the 1980s, Hervé Bourges,
the head of TF1, the largest French television channel, was called Mohamed Bourges because he
was presented as pro-Arab. During the last presidential campaign in 2017, it was the right-wing
candidate Alain Juppé who was called Ali Juppé by the far right, then his very Catholic colleague
François Fillon who became Farid Fillon. These first names were supposed to show that these
candidates would not defend the French people and were pro-Muslims.
This use reminds us that a few years ago, some Obama's opponents used his middle name and
called him Barack Hussein Obama rather than simply Barack Obama, this Hussein part being for
them a proof that he was Muslim and, therefore, unreliable. Racists seem to think the essence of a
person is linked to his/her name and tells who s/he really is.
Conversely, the current elections in Texas show a different example in the opposition between
Ted Cruz and Beto O'Rourke. Ted Cruz suggested that his challenger, Beto O'Rourke, had adopted
his nickname for political reasons, to sound more Mexican. But Cruz's real first name is not Ted
chose a Latin one.

5. Conclusion
According to Kripke, the proper name fundamentally denotes a subject and his attributes are

3. Even dog names have changed a lot, in many countries we can now give them human first names. It may mean that
animals are so important in our lives that they can be given our names.
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non-essential. As these attributes do not necessarily remain in other worlds, a name does not
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either: one is of Latin origin and adopted an English name and the other has an English name and

describe anything at all. It is not important that Aristotle did this or that because what is only
important is that Aristotle is the son of his parents. There is surely a discrepancy between this
theory and daily life: names mean something for us individually or socially.
The success of the rigid designator can be explained by several factors: since the beginning of
the 20th century, it is usual to think names are meaningless (someone named Butcher does not need
to be a butcher), but also philosophers and linguists tend to give only Western examples (Plato,
London, etc.), proper names are seen as universals but they only see them from the Western point of
view, there are other naming practices that are not taken into account. Even if Mr. Butcher is not a
butcher, I can deduct some information like he is probably an English-speaking person. If I met him
in Italy, I would rather try to speak to him in English than in Italian. Since Mill, researchers tend
to think that meaning equals intension, which means that if there are no body of Christ in Corpus
Christi (or a new castle in Newcastle), this city name is meaningless.
There are some forms of meaning in proper names (information about type, gender, origin, age
perhaps), but as the world change, this indications also change. As Valentine et al. wrote, “social
categorisation from the name seems to be more straightforward in less industrialised areas than in
more industrialised ones. However, classifying people according to their ethnic origin often remains
possible from their names.” (1996: 18).
Anti-immigrant politicians play with these semantic traits and, in a way, try to stop this
changing world we are living in. We are then confronted to a different type of essentialism: your
name is rooting you in an identity from which it is difficult to get out. One’s name only gives a few
information, the rest stills need to be constructed. Like Eco said, we are rather the sum of what we
did than an essence, and this sum is our place in society, we are not some kind of monad whose
only links would be with our parents or with people who share our nationality.
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