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A PRAGMATIC-SEMANTIC-SYNTACTIC ANALYSIS OF 
NAMES 

 

In this paper, I would like to deal with the definition of proper names and arrive at 
a unified pragmatic-semantic-syntactic view of them which is at least valid for modern 
European languages. In the process, the notion of proper name will be contrasted with 
the notion of proprial lemma. Finally, I will investigate whether proper names always 
originate in a so-called ‘baptismal act’, i.e. a speech act of name-giving.  
1. Towards a unified pragmatic-semantic-syntactic account of proper names 

Algeo (1973) advocated a stratificational approach in which proper names were 
defined differently according to the various components of the grammar. More in 
particular, it was striking that the semantic account was independent from the syntactic 
one (but see Van Langendonck /1974/). By contrast, I will propose a unified theory of 
proper names in which a pragmatic, a semantic and a syntactic account are integrated. 
The semantics is a corollary of the pragmatics of names, the syntactic account 
corresponds to this pragmatic and semantic account (compare Šrámek /1991/). In this 
way, we can set up the following definition of a proper name: 

A proper name is a noun that denotes a unique entity at the level of langue to make 
it psychosocially salient within a given basic level category [pragmatic] . The meaning 
of the name, if any, does not (or not any longer) determine its denotation [semantic]. 
An important formal reflex of this pragmatic-semantic characterization of proper 
names is their ability to appear in such close appositional constructions as the poet 
Burns, Fido the dog, the river Thames, or the City of London [syntactic]. 

First, I will deal with the general statement that a proper name is a noun. Then, I 
will go into each of the three components. 

A proper name is a noun.  
Proper names certainly designate ‘things’ in the widest sense, and since a thing is 

designated by a noun (Langacker /1987/, p. 189) a proper name must be a noun from 
the semantic point of view. Syntactically, proper names are nouns that appear as noun 
phrases in the function of subject, for instance, Prague is a beautiful city. In a number 
of languages, certain names have an obligatory definite article, as in English the 
Thames, German der Rhein. In this respect, these proper nouns are not really different 
from appellatives in certain constructions, e.g., the river. I will not go into the 
functions of the article with proper names here since it is a language specific 
phenomenon.  

Sometimes, proper names seem to be (noun) phrases instead of simple nouns. 
Coates’ (Coates /2005a/, p. 21; Coates /2006/) example is the Old Vicarage, the name 
of the well-known house of literary significance in Grantchester, Cambridgeshire. In 
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my view, the name is a noun rather than a full phrase. In the expression, Old-Vicarage 
is the noun, the classifies the entity as inanimate. In the proper noun, no element can 
be inserted between Old and Vicarage. In the common noun phrase the old vicarage, it 
is possible, e.g., the old but beautiful vicarage. Furthermore, that the name is a noun is 
proved by the fact that onymic (proprial) expressions such as Old-Vicarage can be 
turned into a common noun, as in: This is a second Old-Vicarage, unless we have to 
conclude that ‘common nouns’ (appellatives) do not constitute a word class either, i.e. 
that there exist no nouns at all in language. But nobody will endorse that conclusion. 
Sometimes, names even seem to be sentences, e.g., the film name The postman always 
rings twice. However, this too is a fixed expression that cannot be penetrated by any 
other element, and hence, can be considered a noun. Note that common nouns 
sometimes seem to be sentences as well, as, for instance, a forget-me-not, German ein 
Vergissmeinnicht, etc. Therefore, we can safely conclude that both proper names and 
appellatives are nouns. Indeed, if not, they would constitute the only part of speech or 
‘word-class’ that are not words.  

In the next paragraphs, I will discuss each of the three components. 
a) The pragmatic component 

In the pragmatic component of the definition of proper names, there are several 
subcomponents, which I will discuss in some detail.  

The proper noun denotes a unique entity.  
The thesis of the unique entity is fairly generally accepted. One may hesitate in the 

case of such names as the Pyrenees, John Bull, or June, the Bank of England, etc. 
Mountain names of the type the Pyrenees are pluralia tantum and refer to a 
collectivity, i.e. a plurality conceived of as a unity. A similar explanation applies to 
John Bull, which refers to the typical Englishman. A month constitutes a recurring, i.e. 
a cyclical, but still a unique phenomenon. Although it is possible to say The Bank of 
England closes at the same time everywhere in the country, thereby referring to 
different affiliations, the Bank of England remains one particular institution. Finally, 
proprial lemmas, i.e. onymic dictionary entries, such as John, or Mary, which are 
applied to different denotata, should pose no problem since the uniqueness claimed 
obtains for their function as individual ‘proper names’: John1, John2, etc. With regard 
to this repeated bestowal, we should recall that it is not determined by any lexical 
meaning, as in the case of common nouns. As Sciarone (/1967/, p. 80) put it already 
(without, however, using the notion of proprial lemma): a name like John „cannot be 
used productively... We may have learned the name John for ten different persons and 
know a lot about these persons and still we may not be able to apply this name to an 
eleventh or twelfth person (object)“.  

The name denotes a unique entity at the level of langue.  
Whilst personal pronouns can denote as many entities as allowed by its grammar 

(gender, number), and refer to a unique entity on the level of discourse (parole) only, a 
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proper name denotes a unique entity on the level of langue (against Recanati 
1997:164; see also Van Langendonck /2007/, chapter 1). At first sight, this view 
resembles Saul Kripke’s idea of ‘rigid designator’, which was claimed to designate the 
same object in any possible world (Kripke /1972/ p. 269). However, there are 
important differences. In contradistinction with my ‘unique entity at the level of 
langue’, Kripke’s view allows personal and demonstrative pronouns, and words for 
natural kinds like gold to be rigid designators, too. Needless to say, this notion is not 
appropriate for the definition of proper names.  

Apart from this problem with regard to the concept of rigid designator (see Van 
Langendonck (/2007/, chapter 1) there is the existence of statements with propositional 
attitudes (often adduced by philosophers). An example is the sentence Mary thinks that 
Charlemagne was Charles the Fifth, or Mary thinks that Charlemagne and Charles the 
Fifth were one and the same person. In Mary’s world the denotation of the two names 
is the same, but not in the world of the speaker, so that the denotation does not remain 
constant in all possible worlds. At first blush, this objection may seem to affect my 
own account as well. However, the statement appears to be a kind of ‘reference shift’ 
at the level of discourse, i.e. of parole, more or less as in the Madagascar case 
discussed by Evans (/1985/, pp. 10 – 11; see Van Langendonck /2007/, chapter 1). At 
the level of langue, such individual reference shifts do not undo the general ‘social 
practice’ or consensus, which does not confound the two monarchs called Charles. It 
follows that the existence of propositional attitudes does not harm the part of the 
definition that says: the name denotes a unique entity at the level of langue. Finally, it 
should be noted that the existence of propositional attitudes cannot tell proper names 
apart from common nouns since individual reference shifts are also possible with 
(monoreferential) appellative expressions, compare Mary thinks that the king and the 
emperor were one and the same person.  

– The denotatum is made psychosocially salient. 
Not all entities are given proper names. By giving them a name, entities are made 

salient and important in a given psychosocial context. That goes, for instance, for 
humans, important places, buildings, etc. Flies or ants will seldom be given a name. 
Via the name for a person, etc., a number of subjective, intersubjective, or encyclope-
dic connotations can be attached to these entities. For instance, Napoleon is the one 
who won at Austerlitz, but lost his final battle at Waterloo, and so on. For a human 
individual, it is of the utmost importance to have a name. It happened previously that 
in some countries, indigenous inhabitants were not allowed to bear an official name, 
and hence were not allowed to participate in elections, or were denied other rights. The 
saliency generated by name-giving can be striking in the case of animals. 
Domesticated animals like horses, cows, cats and dogs have names, often humanized 
names. For other animals it is not obvious, except, for instance, when the media 
intervene. Dolly the sheep got its name when it was cloned. The pigs Fred and Ginger 
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got their names when they escaped from death by jumping from a truck and hiding 
themselves in a most clever way, followed by paparazzi. Of course, for certain 
categories, it depends on the society and its culture whether they receive a name or 
not. For instance, Neethling (2005) discusses the South African habit of bestowing 
names on minibus taxis, and gives plenty of examples.  

 It would be interesting to do systematic research on how and why speech 
communities differ in bestowing names on the different classes of entities that exist in 
their world. Unfortunately, this is beyond the scope of this paper.  

Within a given basic level category.  
As was just suggested, the denotatum is presupposed to belong to a specific class 

of entities. We can speak of a categorical presupposition (see also Van Langendonck 
/1999/). As a foundational statement in their approach, the psychologists La Palme 
Reyes, Macnamara, Reyes, and Zolfaghari (/1993/, p. 434) hold that „PNs [proper 
names, WVL] denote individuals in kinds (like DOG or PERSON) which individuate 
the bearer of a PN and trace the bearer’s identity through change”. In this first 
formulation, nothing more is said than in Searle (1969, p. 167):  

Some general term is analytically tied to any proper name: Everest is a mountain, 
the Mississippi is a river, de Gaulle is a person. Anything which was not a mountain 
could not be Everest, etc., for to secure continuity of reference we need a criterion of 
identity, and the general term associated with the name provides the criterion.  

The psychologists refine their general statement by „assuming that the kind will 
normally be a basic-level kind” (La Palme Reyes et al. /1993/, p. 441). As is well 
known, a basic level term is situated in the middle of a hierarchy of a threesome of 
terms. For example, in the hierarchy animal > dog > beagle, the middle term dog is 
the basic level term. This term is the most frequent in use because it refers to the most 
accessible category from a perceptual and possibly a conceptual point of view. As a 
rule, the basic level term is acquired by children first (La Palme Reyes et al. /1993/, p. 
443). 

It is interesting to compare a proper name with such a monoreferential appellative 
expression as the internet, a term that denotes a unique entity, like, for instance, the 
universe, the sun, the moon, etc. (see also Harvalík /2005/). Bergien (/2005/, p. 85) 
argues “that the present use of Internet represents a transitional stage between proper 
name and appellative or term”. However, since the word is definable and especially 
since a basic level category is lacking, it would be appropriate to simply treat this term 
as an appellative, like the universe, the sun and the moon, which also lack a basic level 
sense. Only if a second internet originated would it be appropriate to speak of a 
superordinate definable appellative category two or more members of which would 
form proprial subcategories. 
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b) The semantic component 
The meaning of the name, if any, does not (or not any longer) determine its 

denotation. 
Whereas in proper names the reference is the primary feature, and the possible 

meaning secondary, in common nouns the reference is determined by the meaning of 
the word (see already Mill /1872/, p. 32; also Kempson /1977/, p. 14; Kleiber /1981/, 
p. 25). Therefore, a common noun can refer to any entity that has the properties 
required while a proper name refers ad hoc, albeit supported by a basic level 
presupposition.  

In the case of prototypical personal names such as John or Mary, a proprial lemma 
is assigned to a person in an ad hoc way. A lexical meaning is lacking here. This also 
goes for place name lemmas like London when they are applied to other places. Other 
than proprial lemmas may be used, for instance, appellatives, as in the case of the film 
name Gladiator, or even sentences, as in the film The postman always rings twice. 
Although the meaning of these expressions is still transparent and functions as a 
connotation, it no longer determines the denotation of the name in the way it does in 
the corresponding common noun and sentence respectively. When semantic bleaching 
occurs, as in the case of the above example the Old Vicarage, we have to say that the 
original meaning no longer determines the proprial denotation. The meaning has 
become a secondary connotation.  

We should note here that the mere fact that proper names lack lexical meaning 
does not differentiate them from personal pronouns. Coates’ (/2000/, p. 1164; 1166) 
definition of names does not take this into account (see also Van Langendonck /2007, 
chapter 1). What I call the semantic component has to be supplemented by the 
pragmatic and the syntactic one.  
c) The syntactic component 

An important formal reflex of this pragmatic-semantic characterization of proper 
names is their ability to appear in such close appositional constructions as the poet 
Burns, Fido the dog, the river Thames, or the City of London.  

The unit in these close appositional structures that does not characterize but 
identify is a proper name. The characterizing unit indicates the categorical 
presupposition (often the basic level sense). This can be seen from paraphrases of the 
type: Burns is a poet, Fido is a dog, the Thames is a river, London is a city. In such 
sentences, the subject NP is the name, the predicate nominal indicates the categorical 
presupposition.  

Still other formal characteristics of proper names can be adduced (see also Van 
Langendonck (/2007/, chapter 2). Among other things, proper names do not take 
restrictive relative clauses (*Prague that is beautiful), and are not quantifiable: if I say: 
Is there more than one Prague?, I am not quantifying the lemma Prague as a proper 
name, but as an appellative, meaning: ‘Is there more than one city called Prague’? 
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Here, the fact of being called such and such is given the status of a lexical sense. 
Another criterion concerns certain relative clauses introduced by which. It is well 
known that so-called predicate nominals are nouns or NPs that function as predicates, 
as in Smith is a professor; Bush is (the) president. Such nominals appear to contain a 
lexical meaning, but not to refer to any entity. This is borne out by the fact that in 
English, the relative pronoun which can replace the non-referential predicate nominal 
(Kuno /1970/), e.g.,  

(a) Bush is (the) president, which Kerry will probably never be.  
It appears, then, that neither proper names nor personal pronouns can occur as 

predicate nominals in these patterns because these categories have no lexical meaning:  
(b) *The president is Bush/ him, which Kerry will never be.  
Another argument for the secondary nature of meaning in names is provided by 

coordination phenomena. It was observed by McCawley (/1968/, p. 144) that homo-
phonous NPs cannot be coordinated, e.g.,  

(c) *The employees and the employees are male and female respectively.  
Instead, a single NP must be used, obviously because both appellative NPs share 

the same lexical meaning:  
(d) The employees are male and female respectively.  
However, this rule is not valid for all kinds of NP. For instance, with proper 

names, homophonous conjunction is permitted to a certain extent. At least two 
different cases are possible:  

(e) Johnson and Johnson have set up a new subsidiary. 
(f) London and London are two different cities.  
In (e) we have to do with the name of a company formed by the coordination of 

twice the same family-name; in (f) it is about the capital of the UK the name of which 
emigrated to the USA to become the name of other places. The possibility of 
homophonous conjunction suggests that proper names have no common lexical 
meaning and hence cannot be conjoined in the way of common nouns.  
2. Proprial and non-proprial lemmas  

– Proprial lemmas are onymic dictionary entries. Prototypical cases are personal 
names like John or Mary, place names like Prague, month names like October, etc. 
These lemmas can be construed as true proper names, as in:  

John is taller than Mary; Prague is beautiful in October.  
But they can also function as derived common nouns, as in: 
another John; a second Mary; 
or as part of another word, yielding an adjective: Mary-like ‘in the way of Mary’; 
such lemmas may even form part of another name: West Flanders, South Africa, 

etc. Thus, the basis is a multidenotative dictionary lemma. This can give rise to 
different denotations and constructions, which are united by the lemma.  

On the other hand, a proper name may originate from non-proprial lemmas. 
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– Proprio-appellative lemmas lie at the basis of trade and brand names, language 
names, etc. What is typical of these lemmas is the fact that one can construe names out 
of them as easily as appellatives. The language name Latin occurs as a proper name in 
the sentence  

Latin is a dead language.,  
but as an appellative in:  
I learnt some Latin long ago.  
It is hard to tell which use was first here. Therefore, the term ‘proprio-appellative 

lemma’ seems appropriate.  
The term proprio-appellative lemma may remind us of the German term 

Gattungseigenname. There is, however, an essential difference: whereas proprio-
appellative lemmas are dictionary entries by definition, Gattungseigennamen are 
proper names of an appellative nature. Clearly, this is a contradiction in terms.  

– Appellative and other non-proprial lemmas, i.e. phrasal or sentential lemmas 
underlie entities such as films (Gladiator; The postman always rings twice), books, 
plays, or novels (Hamlet; The Old Man and the Sea), and the like.  

– Finally, we have the case of autonyms, i.e. words that name themselves. In this 
metalinguistic use of words and other expressions, any lemma appears to be possible. 
We can speak of the word vicarage, the verb argue, the preposition from, the 
conjunction and, etc. We can use words from other languages, for instance, the 
German conjunction aber, the Polish noun ser, etc. Apart from appositional structures, 
they also occur in sentences like ‘Bank’ is an ambiguous word.  

The existence of this last category leads us to the question whether proper names 
always originate in a ‘baptismal act’.  
3. Do proper names always originate in a ‘baptismal act’, i.e. a name-giving act?  

The philosopher Saul Kripke claimed that proper names originate by a so-called 
‘baptismal act’. Of course he was in the first place thinking of Christian names of the 
type John and Mary. However, we can widen the notion and speak of an illocutionary 
act of ‘declaration’ in the sense of Searle (1976), more specifically a name-giving, or 
naming act. First, it should be clear that we have to do with an illocutionary act. 
Dobnig-Jülch (/1977/, p. 47) rightly criticized Wimmer (1973), who regarded the 
name-giving act as a referential speech act instead of an illocutionary act1). Such 
illocutionary name-giving acts take place where proprial, proprio-appellative, or non-
proprial lemmas are assigned ad hoc to unique entities.  

                                           
1) A referential act is performed whenever an entity is referred to with a noun phrase, in fact a 
trivial act. For instance, Prague is nice. A calling act is performed whenever somebody is 
called, as in forms of address, e.g., Hi Mary! Come on, John! 
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1) In the case of proprial lemmas, these speech acts can generate prototypical 
names such as first and family names like John and Mary, Brown and Smith, or place 
names when applied to new places, like the many towns in the USA called Cambridge 
or Oxford, and so on.  

2) As regards names formed on the basis of proprio-appellative lemmas, the 
situation is not always clear-cut. Consider the case of trade and brand names, where 
the basic level may vary. If we think only of the firm, a name like Coca-Cola is a 
proprial lemma assigned ad hoc to this firm. When we think of the product, it becomes 
a proprio-appellative lemma, since both the proprial and the appellative use are quite 
common and it is not clear which is diachronically prior to the other, e.g., Ford is a 
good product vs. I bought a nice Ford. In this case, a special name-giving act is likely 
not to have taken place. Probably, this can also be said when names of languages, 
diseases, colors, numbers, or letters are involved.  

3) In the case of non-proprial lemmas, name-giving acts take place when 
appellative, phrasal or sentential lemmas are assigned ad hoc to unique entities, such 
as films (Gladiator; The postman always rings twice), books, plays, or novels 
(Hamlet; The Old Man and the Sea), and the like.  

The question arises now whether every linguistic element that functions as a 
proper name originates in a speech act of declaration. Coates (/2005b/, p. 3) states: 
„Proper names may be created either by evolution or by bestowal”. But he goes on to 
speak of an ‘act of onymization’ for both cases. I could agree with the idea of a 
‘process of onymization’. However, I cannot see a genuine naming act in the case of a 
gradual evolution from appellative to proper name. Who will ever have performed 
such an act in the case of nicknames or field names, etc.? Is this not an unwarranted 
generalization, i.e. wishful thinking? For instance, in the case of nicknames (bynames), 
such as den Hakkelaar in the Flemish combination Gillam den Hakkelaar ‘Guillaume 
the Stutterer’, it is obvious that no special name-giving act was performed. Rather, the 
definite description den hakkelaar ‘the stutterer’ lost its original appellative meaning 
by ‘semantic bleaching’, so that a gradual proprialization took place. In the case of this 
byname, a formal sign of this was the fact that the group stress changed from an 
accentuation on the first name to one on the epitheton, which became then a genuine 
proper name: Gíllam den hakkelaar became Gillam den Hákkelaar. This process too 
was gradual. As a native speaker of the Flemish dialect in question, I witnessed myself 
an uncertain situation in the transitional period of this name. Sometimes, den 
h/Hakkelaar was a name, sometimes not. Was each time a naming act performed here? 
I think not because this process is an unconscious one.  

We should be aware of the fact that numerous personal and place names originate 
by gradual semantic bleaching, as in Coates’ example the old vicarage, which 
gradually developed into the proper name the Old Vicarage. A name-giving act can 
hardly be invoked here. Even names with clear proprial lemmas like Cambridge and 
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Oxford, or Köln and Koblenz originated long ago through semantic bleaching of non-
proprial lemmas. Of course, later on, they became proprial lemmas through phonetic 
distortions, and could be bestowed on new places.  

In occasional synchronic formations, such as we find in certain appositional 
structures, the second unit represents a proper name use. There are autonymic and 
other uses.  

As I said above, in the case of autonyms, i.e. words that name themselves, any 
lemma appears to be possible. In such occasional expressions as the word ‘bank’, or 
‘Bank’ is an ambiguous word, it is pointless to speak of an initial name-giving act 
except maybe for the various words underlying these proprial uses (see also Van 
Langendonck /1980/, 290), but these functions represent older stages.  

Finally, in occasional synchronic formations of the non-metalinguistic type the 
metal gold, the notion of democracy, or the fact that it rained, the second, preexisting, 
unit is not assigned to an entity by a special name-giving act.  
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Résumé 
 
Pragmaticko-sémanticko-syntaktická analýza jmen 

Autor, jehož cílem je podat definici vlastních jmen, vychází ze sjednoceného 
pragmaticko-sémanticko-syntaktického pohledu na propria. Pozornost je mimo jiné 
věnována rozdílům mezi propriálními a nepropriálními lemmaty a také otázce, zda 
vlastní jména vznikají vždy pojmenovacím aktem. 


