
How to Build a Person:  Naming

Striving to make ‘sense’ of their surroundings, humans live in and incredibly make use of 
an increasing symbolic world.  Things are not always just as they seem on the surface, or 
on a surface level.  The use of categorizations reduces the cognitive burden.  As social 
beings one of the most important areas to keep track of (evolutionarily speaking) has 
been social interactions and especially face-to-face relations (for example, see Erving 
Goffman), which comes down to knowing – being able to identify and understand – 
another person.

To really be a person is to ‘have’ a name, specifically, a proper name.  This has been 
defined in many ways, but the Danish philosopher Holger Steen Sørensen offered the 
most important aspect: “Proper names are signs.  They are signs with distinctive 
features”.  These distinctive features are what differentiate the proper name -- denoting 
the particular person you are referring to – from an appellative, which works in a similar 
fashion though requires dexis for a similar identifying function.  The logician Saul Kripke 
wrote, “what we really associate with a name is a family of descriptions”, or that the 
proper name of a person means to uniquely identify, and the most common way is 
through many descriptions which can be categorical or solely individualistic.

The French ethnologist Marcel Mauss acknowledged the categorical notion of person 
when he wrote, “Who knows even whether this ‘category’ [of a person], which all of us 
here believe to be well founded, will always be recognized as such?”  He recognizes a 
person as a construction of the mind.  In this talk, I will share the Cognitive Semiotic (see 
Per Aage Brandt) underpinnings of the construction of a person through both the 
significance of naming and the cognitive operations of Conceptual Integration (see 
Turner/Fauconnier) in these constructions.  


