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What Crisis in Onomastics??

W.F.H. Nicolaisen

In a recent article in this journal,? T.L. Markey conjures up what he
calls a ‘“crisis in cognition on the part of onomastics’’ (pp. 130, 142), an
assertion which is in need of some response, despite his final reassurance
that ‘‘the anxiety is unnecessary’’ (p. 142). Although his arguments are
fuzzy in their eclecticism, his motivations mixed in origin and intent, and
his central corpus of evidence is only vaguely relevant to the topic, in the
problems it addresses,? it appears that his so-called ‘‘crisis’’ has been
caused by several separate, though interlinked, factors: (1) The general,
limited handmaiden role of onomastics — its ‘‘conceivable relevancy,’’ in
Markey’s terms — in the world of intellectual inquiry (p. 129); (2) in
particular, its peripherality ‘‘to the mainstream of general linguistics’’ (p.
129); (3) its lack of growth, regarding the numbers of ‘‘practitioners’’ in
the discipline (p. 130); (4) its organizational isolation, nationally as well
as internationally (p. 130); (5) its low standards, or what Markey is
pleased to call ‘‘the low price of admission to the arena of onomastic
inquiry’’ (p. 131); (6) its ‘“mere recognition of etymological detail’’ (p.
131) and sometimes even ‘‘mere scientistic recitation of anecdotes’ (p.
131) leading, especially in North America ‘to trivializing about isolates’’
(p- 134); and (7) a retreat ‘‘in droves to literary onomastics’’ which
Markey regards as an ‘‘even more . . . futile exercise’’ than the ‘‘analy-
sis of isolates’’ because it is not apparent to him ‘‘what, if anything,
meaningful could be said about the construction of language on the basis
of the study of the personal and place names in the works of Charles
Dickens’’ (p. 134).

Let me comment on these seven points in turn, without adopting a
posture of defensiveness and without creating the feeling that name
scholars have finally been cornered and somehow found out after years, or
even decades, of disciplinary myopia which has prevented them from
seeing the field of onomastics and its practitioners in their true light. In
fact, I have been somewhat hesitant to offer a public reply to Markey’s
assertions, just in case the very attempt at refutation appears to imply,
however subtly, that there may be a minimal amount of truth to at least
some of his allegations. It is incredulity I am trying to portray, not
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credence. It then occurred to me, however, that leaving them unanswered
might allow the same inference with even greater force and might indeed
produce a crisis by somehow admitting the potential reality of an unfortu-
nate illusion. So, here it goes, with reluctance which should, however,
not be construed as lack of conviction.

Markey’s opening statement, i.e. the very first sentence of his article,
claims without qualification or explanation that ‘‘as the investigation of
names and naming (in the broadest sense of these terms), onomastics is
conceivably relevant to at least three sectors of inquiry: formal linguistics,
the philosophy of language, and ethnography’’ (p. 129). What is disturb-
ing about this statement is not so much the limited, though not exclusive,
selection of three contiguous areas of scholarship, all fundamentally
concerned with inquiry into the nature and function of language (he
defines ethnography, for example, somewhat narrowly and arbitrarily ‘‘as
language in society, linguistic history, and literary studies, as well as in
anthropology, settlement history, and other forms of linguistic archeo-
logy’’ [p. 129]), but the basic notion that the study of names and naming
apparently derives its very existence, its intellectual stimulation and its
directed thoughtfulness not so much from within, from intradisciplinary
concerns, as from without, from its relevance and usefulness to the formal
linguist, the philosopher of language, the ethnographer and others like
them, although it is not clear from the essay how this nuclear triad might
be expanded. What we are told is that onomastics may conceivably serve
the ends of such scholars and their disciplines while the possibility is not
even considered in passing that formal linguistics, philosophy of lan-
guage, ethnography and other disciplines of that ilk may conceivably aid
the study of names and naming. This blinkered denial willfully and
capriciously ignores the several efforts — some more successful than
others — which have been made in the last few decades — in the classroom,
at conferences and in print — to recognize, describe, analyze and interpret
the process of naming and the product of that process, names, indepen-
dent of the demands and attitudes of extra-onomastic or non-onomastic
scholarship, and to redefine the relationship of the study of names and
naming to other kinds of scholarship on the basis of a newly found self-
understanding of onomastics as a sector of inquiry in its own right.

What emerges from such an approach is, in the context of modern
thinking, not only an emancipated, mature ‘‘discipline’’ with its own
corpus of evidence, its own traffic rules, its own intellectual strategies, its
own body of literature, and its own specialists; not only either a new view
of the inter-disciplinary or cross-disciplinary role which onomastics plays
in endeavors particular to homo ludens academicus; not only, therefore,
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its particular locus in the mosaic which is our mental construct of the
world; but rather an accumulation of emphases which, because of their
central preoccupation with the age-old and ever-present human dilemma
of self and other, of identity and opposite, is almost frightening, in its
modernity, through its very negation of disciplinary boundaries and its
espousing of a world not of interlocking but of criss-crossing, overlap-
ping, potentially always congruent and confluent systems, an array of
blendings and blurrings, teasings, rejections and concurrences. Thus,
onomastics, in an old-fashioned sense, is indeed a sub-discipline of
linguistics, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, history, geography,
folklore, archeology, theology, and so on, but linguistics, philosophy,
sociology, anthropology, history, geography, folklore, archacology, the-
ology, and son on are also sub-disciplines of onomastics, if a mode of
thinking which insists on genres, categories and disciplines has any place
here at all. So much for the ‘‘conceivable relevance’’ of the study of names
and naming to other ‘‘sectors of inquiry.”’

As aresult of this view of things, one could dismiss as, to all intents and
purposes, irrelevant the chiding accusation that onomastics is ‘‘quite
peripheral to the mainstream of general linguistics’ (p. 129). Since this
argument is, however, indispensable to the invented sense of crisis, it
deserves some attention. What makes it so difficult to deal with is the
uncritical assumption of the existence of such a ‘‘mainstream’’ in linguis-
tic inquiry since, let us say, the Second World War. Undoubtedly, there
have been major dominating approaches — structural, generative, transfor-
mational, stratificational, etc. — to the study of language and languages
which have given us new insights and new perspectives, but any claims as
to the universal applicability of their findings, once hailed with great
confidence, have become, over the years, much less widely accepted and
more confined in their relevance. If we know what the transformational
rules are by which one language generates its sentences we are still far
from knowing how the human mind works.

Even if we accept, however, that these several dominating approaches
form a kind of ‘‘mainstream’’ in linguistic scholarship, it is by no means
true that such approaches have been ignored by name scholars or that
linguists following them have not applied them to names. Exactly twenty
years ago, Francis Lee Utley encouraged greater attention to ‘“The Lin-
guistic Component of Onomastics.’’* Two years later (1965), Odo Leys’
influential essay on ‘‘The Name as a Linguistic Sign’’ appeared,’ and in
1968 Witold Mariczak explored the relationship between ‘‘Onomastics
and Structuralism.’’¢ In 1971, Aimo Seppinen published a substantial
article on ‘‘Proper names in a transformational grammar of English.’’7 In
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the same year, Willy Van Langendonck made available a summary of his
thesis on ‘‘The Theory of Proper Names’’ in which he, too, employed a
transformational approach, examining names primarily in connection
with deixis and quantification in the nominal phrase.® He later enlarged on
these ideas in a paper on ‘“The Semantic Syntax of Proper Names’’
(1973)° and in reviews of John Algeo’s On Defining the Proper Name and
Rainer Wimmer’s Der Eigenname im Deutschen (1974 and 1975).'° In
1972-73, the Czech name scholar Rudolf Sramek discussed extensively
the notions of ‘‘model’’ and *‘system’’ in the study of place names,!! an
investigation which he followed with an examination of theoretical prob-
lems in onomastics in linguistic contact situations.'? Bengt Pamp, the
Swedish linguist, in a fine study borrowed, as he put it, ‘‘a few elemen-
tary concepts from generative grammar’’ and Chomsky’s ‘‘mentalistic
approach’’ and applied them to the study of names.'3 Elsewhere, John
Searle in his investigation of speech acts paid particular attention to ‘‘the
problem of proper names’’ and to the ‘‘speech act of identifying refer-
ence,’’'* while, more recently Hartwig Kalverkdmper offered an exten-
sive Textlinguistik der Eigennamen,'s derived from his earlier dissertation
on FEigennamen und Kontext.'® Nearer at hand, Canada’s André La-
pierre’s work has demonstrated the profound interest some ‘‘mainstream
linguists’’ have in the study of names.!” These are just a few prominent
examples but they are enough swallows to make a summer, and while it is
perhaps too audacious to claim that they show names to be of central
concern to general linguists, they certainly remove them from the periph-
ery of linguistic inquiry somewhat closer to its center.

Anyone wishing to trace and understand the impact which onomastics
and linguistics have had on each other — their mutual relevancy, so to
speak — has to be aware, in the first place, however, of the host of studies

- (including Pulgram’s and Algeo’s classics)'® which have examined from a
multitude of angles and a plethora of attitudes the relationship between
appellative and proper name or, as I prefer to call them, between word and
name.'® Though phonological, morphological and syntactic criteria have
played important parts in many of these studies, the main emphasis has
been on the semantic properties involved, concentrating, in many in-
stances, on the question of how far it is necessary or possible for names to
have lexical meaning. The semantics of names vs. the semantics of words
has been the most attractive and active field of inquiry in onomastics,?°
investigating a large cultural variety of names and their embeddedness in
many different languages. It is not surprising therefore that the onomasti-
cian’s closest ally is the lexicologist; the student of names is most easily
understood by the student of words. Consequently, Markey’s observation
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that the number of practitioners in the area of onomastics has not grown
while the number of scholars interested in linguistics has swelled consid-
erably over the years (p. 130) has to be put in its proper perspective.
Statistics only work when appropriately employed. Although I have no
figures available, I am certain that, while the recent intensive interest in
syntax and discourse has produced a notable, almost dramatic, upsurge in
the interest in linguistics, there has been no equivalent growth in the
number of those whose primary concern is the word, not the sentence. It is
therefore quite erroneous to interpret the lack of numbers in the ranks of
name scholars as a sign of stagnation or backwater conservatism, espe-
cially since it is quite absurd to think of name scholars only in terms of
linguists who also have, for one reason or another, an interest in names.

Such oblique vision also falsifies the perception of what Markey sees as
organizational isolation. Nationally, the American Name Society did not
grow out of the Linguistic Society of America but out of the American
Dialect Society, and the overlap in membership between these two soci-
eties, the ANS and the ADS, is still great. This is a natural alliance which
has its major area of contact in a shared interest in lexical items and their
spatial and register distribution. Far from eccentric, sterile isolation, there
is fruitful co-operation here and mutual respect. Dialecticians do indeed
know ‘‘what onomastics is about,’” even if many linguists, according to
Markey, do not (p. 130). It is just as falsifying to read a ‘‘schism’’ into the
fact that the International Congress of Onomastic Sciences (ICOS) is not
part of.the Permanent International Committee of Linguists (CIPL/PICL).
The study of names is, after all, so much more than just the study of their
linguistic properties or embeddedness, and an exclusive alliance with
linguists on the international level would put undesirable restrictions on
the potential investigations which name scholars might wish to conduct.
Contrary to Markey’s opinion, ‘‘those dealing with names’’ are not
‘‘perplexed that, somehow, names and naming are not part of linguistics’”
(p. 130), and without such perplexity there cannot be, or at least should
not be, any ‘‘crisis in cognition.”” Name scholars do not feel hurt,
persecuted or misunderstood because ICOS (which, by the way, here
stands for International Commitiee on Onomastic Sciences, and not for
International Congress!) has been ‘‘excluded’’ (Markey’s loaded term)
from PICL. They do not even know whether it would be appropriate to be
‘““included.”” The Canadian Society for the Study of Names has, for
example, just recently found its proper home in the Canadian Federation
for the Humanities, and it is significant that a journal like Mind, with its
special interest in psychology and philosophy, has, over the years, shown
a keen interest in the study of names.
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Markey’s fifth reason for the crisis he perceives is ‘‘the low price of
admission to the arena of onomastic inquiry’’ (p. 131). Insofar as this
argument has any validity, those responsibly concerned with the study of
names as an important contribution to knowledge and involved in its
organizational institutionalization and its publications have, of course, for
quite some time tried to raise the general level of scholarship in the field
and to make practitioners aware of modern expectations and standards.
The leaders of both the ANS and the CSSN have in recent years taken a
forceful role in such endeavors. That improvement is desirable, indeed
essential, is beyond dispute. It is, however, equally self-evident that
onomastics is not the only field of inquiry in which such improvement is
to be sought, indeed fought for, and it is certainly unfair to compare the
best and most professional in modern linguistics with the worst and most
amateurish in modern onomastics. It is symptomatic in this respect that
Markey does not quote a single name scholar practicing in North Amer-
ica, apart from himself,2! thus implying a general absence of rigor,
training, standards, and so on. Whether stemming from ignorance or
deliberate disdain and silence on the matter — and I think it must be the
latter — such skewed referencing proves absolutely nothing, one way or
the other, and quixotically helps him to build windmills to his own design
at which he can then go tilting to his heart’s content. The relationship
between well-trained professionals and enthusiastic amateurs is never
easy in any field of inquiry and has to be confronted and dealt with by
those most directly and knowledgeably involved. To insinuate lack of
awareness of the problem on the part of the professionals or, even worse,
to hint at the total absence of such discriminating professionals is irre-
sponsible distortion of the facts and transcends mere quixoticism. Per-
haps, it is first of all necessary to understand what and where *‘the arena of
onomastic inquiry’’ is before one starts haggling about its ‘‘price of
admission.”” There is room for many different talents, many different
minds, many different kinds of expertise and skills in name studies.

Similar misinformation — indeed, an almost pathetic refusal to be
informed — underlies Markey’s insistence that name scholars, especially
in North America, are satisfied with the ‘‘mere recognition of etymologi-
cal detail,”” ‘‘mere scientific recital of anecdotes,’’ and the ‘‘trivializing
about isolates’” (p. 131). Of course, there will always be those whose
main interest will lie primarily and legitimately in the etymologizing of
names but it is probably true to say that name scholars in North America
have been among the most emphatic in their demands that the reduction of
names to the words they once were is not enough, that it is inappropriate in
many instances and that names often function very well as names without
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word meaning, and that even when lexical meaning is accessible it does
not usually interfere with name contents. Etymology is not the be all and
end all of onomastic research, and if the ‘‘mere recognition of etymologi-
cal detail’’ is an index to Markey’s ‘‘low price of admission’’ he does hot
know where the ‘‘arena’’ is. To claim in addition that North American
scholars focus on ‘‘isolates’’ is even less responsible. How can anybody
who wishes to make an objective assessment of the situation ignore Janet
Gritzner’s study of hierarchical onomastic taxonomies on the Eastern
Shore,?2 Celia Millward’s sophisticated discovery, through patterns of
binary contrast, of certain universals in place-name generics in Rhode
Island,?? Wilbur Zelinsky’s eye-opening investigation of classical town
names and their reflection of the rise and diffusion of an American idea,?*
Meredith Burrill’s and Donald Orth’s illuminating studies of names and
the landscape,?’ or my own examination of name clusters, ‘‘onomastic
fields’” and ‘‘onomastic dialects,’’26 to mention just a few examples of
studies whose main intention is the elucidation of relationships among
names and their structural and systemic interdependence? It is equally
wrongheaded to regard the collection and publication of stories about
names in all instances as ‘‘trivialization.’” Names create stories, stories
create names, stories change names and interfere with expected linguistic,
especially phonological and morphological, behavior. Stories are impor-
tant adjuncts to onomastic processes and, whether trivial in themselves or
not, are therefore legitimate evidence for both the student of folk-narra-
tive and the student of names.?’” To dismiss them outright as of no
consequence means to discard valuable additional material without
which, in certain cases, neither the meaning nor the function of the name
in question can be fully understood.

Markey’s last argument is probably the most invidious and most ill-

informed of all. It goes like this:
Deprived of an amenable laboratory, American onomasticians also abandoned the
established tools of a venerable trade. They retreated in droves to literary onomas-
tics. But if the analysis of isolates, such as the Moscows of the land, is an exercise
in futility when deprived of continuity, then literary onomastics is even more of a
futile exercise. There can be no continuity to literary onomastics, and no meaning-
ful history that appeals to implication. Even less than literature itself, literary
onomastics is no branch of linguistics. . . . It is not apparent to me, at least, what,
if anything, meaningful could be said about the construction of language on the
basis of a study of personal and place names in the works of Charles Dickens (p.
134).
As it would take a whole paper in itself to locate and replace the several
extraordinarily misplaced stepping-stones in this sequence of bold state-
ments, let me just say one or two things as the study of names in literature
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is by now a mature enough enterprise for both students of names and
students of literature to take care of itself. (1) Far from being without a
laboratory, North American name scholars have much greater opportuni-
ties than their colleagues in countries with extensive cultural depth and
continuity to study such processes as name giving, name acquisition,
name usage and name competence, and to make their findings available to
scholars studying, let us say, medieval or dark age names and naming
elsewhere. (2) Having on their own doorstep an extremely amenable
onomastic laboratory, they have consequently not been deprived and have
not seen any necessity for abandonment and retreat. A quick glance at the
names of those who have contributed most strongly, in the last decade, to
the growth of literary onomastics, reveals, on the one hand, students of
literature for whom the elucidation of the function of names in literary
works has become an integral part of their craft, and, on the other, name
scholars who have pursued the study of names in literature in addition to,
not in place of, their other onomastic interests. Sometimes both interests
are combined in the same person. Literary onomastics is therefore any-
thing but an easy and illegitimate substitute for something more authentic
or more worthwhile. (3) Literary onomastics has never claimed to say
‘‘something meaningful about the construction of language,”” or ‘‘to
uncover processual universals’’ in the science called linguistics. If it is no
branch of linguistics, so be it; it is certainly a branch simultaneously of
both onomastics and literature or, as Leonard Ashley, recognizing the
unattainability of ‘‘scientific literary onomastics,”” has put it, using
George Jean Nathan’s phrase, ‘‘to hell with the ideal of impersonal
criticism.’’28

So much for the seven explicit or implicit arguments in Markey’s
analysis of where onomastics, and especially North American onomas-
tics, is supposed to be today. At the end of his article, the author does a
remarkable and quite unexpected volte face. The windmills of the mind
have been demolished and Don Quixote is now on the side of the angels.
After a highly condensed and in its exposition quite inadequate discussion
of names in terms of ‘‘developmental linguistics’’ (p. 141), he tells us

what name scholars have known for a long time:
The notions of onomastics are by and large of a different order than those of
linguistics, but their distinction does not make them any less valued. Names
represent a repository of language data that is highly relevant by virtue of the
inferences those data permit about etymology, settlement history, social structure,
cultural attitudes, and intertextual symbolic values. (pp. 141-142)
We are told that the anxiety caused by the crisis in cognition in

onomastics is really quite unnecessary, as long as onomastics persists
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“‘with the standards of its venerable past.’’ This venerable past or golden
age of onomastics is said to be that of the concerns and pursuits of
historical linguistics in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
when the value of place names in the investigation of settlement history
was first recognized and their study undertaken with ‘‘New Philological”’
rigor. As someone who has used toponyms extensively for that very
purpose, I agree with this assessment that names are excellent evidence
for this kind of study and that we must continue to use them toward these
ends with ever-increasing sophistication. It would, however, be far wrong
for name scholars to limit the study of names and naming to this particular
exploration and exploitation, and to have it relegated to handmaiden
status again. If we have learned anything from our intensive involvement
with names in recent years, it is that onomastics, though not without
boundaries, has by no means exhausted its full potential.

‘‘Serious linguists may have been discouraged by the non-linguistic
components of onomastics,’”’ as Utley pointed out two decades ago;°
name scholars, however, see these same components as an encouraging
enrichment of the diversity of their intellectual activities. In the end, only
the onomastician has the right to say where the limits of onomastics lie
and what its standards are to be. The study of names and naming is not
only a science but also an art, and while undoubtedly there has to be
scientific rigor, there also has to be sensitivity, a sense of aesthetics and an
understanding of the human psyche. If there is a crisis in onomastics today
it is not caused by its being divorced from, or neglected by, general
linguistics or by organizational discontent, but rather by much more
fortunate circumstances, namely the pleasant dilemma of having to decide
how to contain, channel and harness its cognitive and creative potential. I
am sure that this is a task which onomasticians will gladly undertake and
that, for reasons very different from the ones advanced by Tom Markey,
there is no need for anxiety. General linguists, too, can rest assured that,
when they recognize the value and importance of the word again for the
study of linguistics, name scholars will be ready for them, having mar-
shaled, analyzed and interpreted a large corpus of onomastic evidence.3°

Here ends the Flyting.

State University of New York at Binghamton
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