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A Patristic Theory of Proper Names

by David G. Robertson (London)

Few questions in philosophy of language since Frege and Russell have
attracted as much attention as the analysis of proper names and definite
descriptions. The ancient preoccupation with naming was also intense
but looks rather different to us today. Greek philosophers from at least
the time of Plato and Aristotle were interested in the origin of names,
adopting positions of naming by nature or by convention. In Hellen-
istic philosophy, the traditional concerns continued. But there was also
special consideration of proper names, which were clearly distinguished
from common names.

Later still, the philosophical tradition set up the Patristic debate on
names in trinitarian discourse, which took place in the latter stages of
the Arian controversy. In the fourth-century Greek theologian Basil of
Caesarea is found a discussion of the signification of proper names,
which appears to pick up some points from earlier ideas about lan-
guage. He undertakes an analysis of proper names in response to his
theological opponents. I will argue that Basil presents a theory which in
some respects anticipates modern description theories. Basil has an
idea of the role of cognition in a theory of naming.

I

I will start by making some remarks on naming in the Hellenistic
period, first taking up the Stoics.1 The Stoics influenced much of the
later grammatical and philosophical material on the subject of names.
The most reliable report for what the Stoics think about names is pre-

1 Recent work on Stoic proper names includes: Jacques Brunschwig, “Remarks on
the Stoic Theory of the Proper Noun”, Papers in Hellenistic Philosophy (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994): 39–56. Michael Frede, “The Stoic
Notion of a Grammatical Case”, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies 39
(1994): 13–24; “The Stoic Notion of a Lekton”, Language, Companions to
Ancient Thought 3, ed. Stephen Everson (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1994): 109–128.
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served in Diogenes Laertius’ account of Stoic dialectic, where is found
a ‘nutshell’ theory of how names signify. Apart from this, there is not
much good testimony to go by. This report appears in the Stoic account
of their canonical five parts of speech, where the Stoics talk about ex-
pressions as distinguished from what is signified.

The testimony (Diogenes Laertius 7.58) comes in two flavors, each of
which represents a separate part of speech:

5 Εστι δ� προσηγορ�α µ�ν κατ� τ�ν ∆ιογωνην µωρο« λ�γοψ σηµα�νον κοιν�ν
ποι�τητα, ο�ον 5Αν ρ!πο«, 6Ιππο«$ %νοµα δω &στι µωρο« λ�γοψ δηλο'ν (δ�αν
ποι�τητα, ο�ον ∆ιογωνη«, Σ!κρ*τη«.

The appellative is, according to Diogenes, a part of speech which signifies a com-
mon quality, for example ‘man’, ‘horse’; while a proper name is a part of speech
indicating a particular quality, for example ‘Diogenes’, ‘Socrates’.

On the one hand they have the proper name (%νοµα), while on the
other hand they have the common name or appellative (προσηγορ�α).
The designation of the proper name which ‘indicates’ is not a qualified
individual but a particular quality ((δ�α ποι�τη«).2 The appellative ‘sig-

2 The translation of δηλο'ν here as ‘indicating’ rather than ‘signifying’ requires
some justification. Scholars have argued for both renderings; although I favor
‘indicating’, this preference does not of course affect what I want to draw out of
the Stoics here. In favor of this view, Catherine Atherton, The Stoics on Ambi-
guity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993): 302f. raises the possibility
that the relation between proper names and individuals is distinguished by a
technical sense of this term (δηλο'ν) as opposed to signifying (σηµα�νειν). Ather-
ton points out that the evidence shows that in other texts, not individuals but sig-
nifications are ‘indicated’, as in the Stoic definition of ambiguity also in Dio-
genes Laertius (7.62). More telling in my opinion are the points adduced by
Stephen Menn, “The Stoic Theory of Categories”, Oxford Studies in Ancient
Philosophy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999): 215–247 at 215f. note 2,
who argues convincingly for the importance of key ideas in Plato (Timaeus
49A6–50C) in the Stoic account of substance and quality. This important obser-
vation supports the translation ‘to indicate’ or ‘to denote’ on account of the clear
link between use of demonstrative pronouns and the term δηλο'ν Θ.σα δεικν/ντε«
τ0 12µατι τ0 τ�δε κα3 το'το προσξρ5µενοι δηλο'ν 6γο/µε * τιθ. On the other
hand, Atherton points out that both the Stoic definition of appellative and of
verb involve the same verb which is not δηλο'ν but σηµα�νιν. Atherton suggests
that different Stoics might employ different semantic terminology for the same
purpose; she recommends caution in reading too much into such terminological
differences. Richard Gaskin, “The Stoics on Cases, Predicates and the Unity of
the Proposition”, Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies (Supplement) 68
(1997): 91–108 at 101 note 28 contends that Sext. Emp. Math. 8.12 advocates the
synonymy of the two terms in Stoic theory. “Sextus’ assertion at AM 8.11f. that
linguistic items do not signify (sêmainein) things in the world is […] utterly
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nifies’ not a kind but a common quality (κοιν� ποι�τη«). The examples
of the proper name are the proper names ‘Diogenes’, ‘Socrates’ and for
the common name the kind-expressions ‘man’, ‘horse’.

I take it that this definition of proper names gives the designation,
what is ‘indicated’ by the name, as a special kind of property which in-
dividuals such as Diogenes or Socrates have. Beyond this, I will only
point out that by standard Stoic metaphysics, qualities are corporeal
and hence the denotations of Stoic proper names are corporeal entities
too. I will now move on to the grammarians who to some extent were
influenced by the Stoics.

II

Many of the grammarians also treat proper names. For our purposes,
the Imperial period grammarian Apollonius Dyscolus is the most inter-
esting. In many of the grammarians, the semantic terminology changes
away from Stoic usage, so that there is talk of the signification (σηµα�-
νον) of proper names. To judge by the influential grammarian Diony-
sius Thrax, the signification of proper names is considered not a quality
but a substance (ο9σ�α).3 It looks like particulars are meant as the sub-
stances.

The signification of particulars is found in both of the passages in
which Dionysius Thrax says something about proper names. First, in
his section ‘On the Noun’ he defines the noun (%νοµα) as follows.

µωρο« λ�γοψ πτ!τικ�ν, σ:µα ; πρ»γµα σηµα�νον, σ:µα µ�ν ο�ον λ� ο«, πρ»γµα
δ� ο�ον παιδε�α, κοιν:« τε κα3 (δ�!« λεγ�µενον, κοιν:« µ�ν ο�ον =ν ρ!πο«, >ππο«,
(δ�!« δ� ο�ον Σ!κρ*τη«.4

general. Probably the Stoics did not have a precise term for what I am calling the
denoting relation.” Thus Gaskin would claim that the Stoics (or some Stoics)
do not mark off the denoting relation between language and individuals from the
signifying relation between language and what is said.

3 In fact, in some grammatical texts which otherwise follow Dionysius Thrax
closely, the signification of a substance is present for proper names but missing
for common names. For example, there is evidence of this in Pap. Yale 1.25,
col. I.6–9 (Wouters, 49). As David Sedley and Bob Sharples pointed out to me,
uses of the term ‘substance’ by the grammarians in a sense which involves indi-
viduals such as Socrates are likely to be Aristotelian. Of course, ‘substance’
for the Stoics seems standardly to have been used for matter and not for par-
ticulars.

4 Dionys. Thr., Ars Gramm. 12 (Uhlig, 24.1–6)
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[The noun is] an inflected part of speech, signifying a body or a thing, a body for
example ‘stone’, and a thing for example ‘learning’; commonly and properly said,
commonly for example ‘man’, ‘horse’, properly for example ‘Socrates’.

As in the Stoic definitions, there are two types of name, the common
name and the proper name.5 But this is not where the terminology of
substances comes into the picture. Further into Dionysius’ discussion
of nouns, in his catalogue of all the kinds of names, the first two items
listed are the proper (κ/ριον) and the appellative (προσηγορικ�ν)
names.6 The proper name signifies a ‘particular substance’ ((δ�α ο9σ�α)
while the appellative signifies a ‘common substance’ (κοιν� ο9σ�α).
Most of the examples here are identical to his examples when he first
defines the noun in the other text. But of course here in the names cata-
logue he omits the signification of a body or a thing (σ:µα, πρ»γµα)
and just has substances as the significations. From his examples, it
would appear that Dionysius understands ‘particular substance’ in the
sense of an object such as the individual Socrates. So, under the in-
fluence of Dionysius, many grammarians held things or substances to
be the significations of names.7

5 However, Dionysius presents here as an example the word ‘learning’. Did the
Stoics in the background of Dionysius think that nouns signify such entities? For
the Stoics, is learning a quality which particulars have? Perhaps this is the case.
The Stoics hold that each particular species of knowledge (&πιστ2µη) is a quality
which an individual has in such a way that he or she knows something by having
a quality present in him or her. There is helpful discussion of knowledge and
qualities in Menn, “The Stoic Theory of Categories”, 220; 230. Cf. Simplicius,
In Cat. 212.12–213.1 (Kalbfleisch) = LS 28N = FDS 852, where there is a Stoic
threefold definition of ‘qualified’ (ποι�ν). In the Simplicius text, only the third
sense of ‘qualified’ is the one for which a quality corresponds to the way in which
the qualified individual is qualified, and note the example used: the quality of
being grammatical corresponds to the way in which the qualified individual (the
grammarian) is qualified. In this sense, the Stoics say that the quality matches
the qualified. Someone knows something by having some bit of knowledge, for
instance Socrates’ knowledge of arithmetic. This arithmetical knowledge in So-
crates makes him arithmetical and thus Socrates knows something, he has know-
ledge. Perhaps the Stoics think of ‘learning’ or ‘culture’ (παιδε�α) in a similar way.

6 Dionys. Thr., Ars Gramm. 12 (Uhlig, 33.6–34.2).
7 Despite the influence of the treatise attributed to Dionysius Thrax, some gram-

marians still followed the Stoics. Two texts from the Dionysian scholiasts say that
proper names as well as appellatives signify a ‘quality’ (ποι�τη«): Sch. Marc. in
Dionys. Thr. (ex Heliodoro) 357.22–26 (Hilgard) = FDS 567; Sch. Vat. in Dio-
nys. Thr. (ex Stephano) 214.33–215.3 (Hilgard) = FDS 568. The two passages are
almost identical, so they are probably both drawing on the same material; in both
the context is a presentation and critical review of the Stoic classification of
proper names and appellatives as separate parts of speech. It is interesting that
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The most important case of Stoic influence on the treatment of
names is represented by some passages in the On Syntax of Apollonius
Dyscolus. In several passages Apollonius affirms that the signification
of proper names (κ/ριον %νοµα) is the ‘particular quality’ of objects.8

Apollonius says more about the meaning of names than the other sur-
viving grammatical texts. I will look at his notion of the ‘character’ as-
sociated with names, focusing on one passage.

’Η τ:ν Aνοµ*τ!ν  ωσι« &πενο2 η ε(« ποι�τητα« κοιν�« ; (δ�α«, B« =ν ρ!πο«,
Πλ*τ!ν, κα3 &πε3 οϊτε σEν δε�Fει τ� τοια'τα οϊτε GναφορI, π*µπολλο« 6 &π3
το/τ!ν  ωσι« &γ�νετο, >νJΨκ*στοψ τ� ξαρακτηριστικ�ν Gπονε�µL τ�ν Ψκ*στοψ
<τ:ν Mποκειµων!ν> ποι�τητα. Θο9 µετρ�!« γJ οNν τ�« ποι�τητα« &πιταρ*ττοψσιν
αO σψνεµπεσο'σαι  ωσει« Pν τε προσηγορικο�« κα3 κψρ�οι« Aν�µασιν, διJ Q κα3
&στωρετο τ� δι� τ:ν Aνοµ*τ!ν νοο/µενον πρ�σ!πον το' Rρισµο'.θ κα3 Sνεκα το'
τοιο/τοψ (δι*σασα 6 ε9 ε�α κα J Sκαστον ξαρακτTρα, GπUτει τ�« πλαγ�α«
Gνηκο/σα« πρ�« τ� Vδιον τT« ε9 ε�α«. &ντε' εν οNν Gναγκα�!« κα3 τ� γωνη παρ-
εισ*γεται, >να µετ� τT« ποι�τητο« το' ξαρακτTρο« σψνδιαστε�λL τ� γωνο«.9 9

the scholiasts in question, who have qualities as the significations, are comment-
ing on the very passages of Dionysius Thrax which rework the Stoic signifi-
cations of particular and common qualities into particular and common sub-
stances. And they certainly don’t seem to think that they are contradicting
Dionysius.

8 Ap. Dys., Synt. 66.11–12; 142.1ff.; 155.3–5; 159.7; 352.5–6 (Uhlig). However in
one report of Apollonius and Herodian on cases, Sch. Lond. in Dionys. Thr. (ex
Heliodoro) 546.5–14 (Hilgard) = FDS 780, substances are the signification not of
names but of cases, “for [the nominative case] signifies the substance of the
thing” (Aρ :« γ�ρ σηµα�νει τ�ν ο9σ�αν το' πρ*γµατο«). A similar idea is found
in some manuscripts of Ammonius, In Int. ad 43.19 (Busse) = FDS 776, so it is
likely that other grammarians hold this position too. To support their claim that
the nominative is also properly a case, Apollonius and Herodian introduce a doc-
trine of the ‘generic name’. The idea is that the generic name includes every in-
stance of the name. The cases ‘fall under’ the generic names, and the cases are
word-forms (λωFι« Aν�µατο«) used in discourse. Hence they are instantiations in
use of the abstract entities of generic names; the abstract name is applied to form
the particular case. Frede, “The Stoic Notion of a Grammatical Case”, 24 thinks
that this explanation is an answer to the question of what declined word-forms
are cases of, what the terminology of ‘cases’ means; he suggests that the expla-
nation is derived from the Stoics. However, it seems clear to me that this talk of
generic names and the cases associated with them reflects ancient discussions of
names and other linguistic or semantic entities which are quite removed from
what I choose to discuss in this paper. This material on cases is briefly treated by
Atherton, The Stoics on Ambiguity, 282 note 51, who cites for comparison Sch.
Lond. in Dionys. Thr. 547.18f.; Georg. Choer., Prol. Sch. in Theodos. 109.24f.

9 Ap. Dys., Synt. 142.1–143.3 (Uhlig). The cornered brackets enclose words that
are conjectured by Uhlig, probably on the basis of standard forms of expression
in Apollonius, e.g. Synt. 155.3–5 (Uhlig) (6 (δ�α ποι�τη« το' Mποκειµωνοψ).
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The imposition of names has been conceived in terms of common or particular
qualities, as for instance [the names] ‘man’, ‘Plato’; and since [names] of such sort
are neither by pointing nor by anaphora, the imposition [of names] upon these
things becomes highly important, to the end that the character of each [name]
applies the quality of each <of the subjects>. (Of course the homonymous naming
in the appellatives and proper names plays considerable havoc with the qualities,
on account of which the person conceived by means of the names is deprived of
determinacy.) And for this reason the nominative [case of the name], having iden-
tified [the nominatum] according to its individual character, brings in its train the
oblique cases which belong to the declensional pattern signalled by the nomi-
native. Hence necessarily the genders are also introduced, in order that with the
quality, the gender of the character is distinguished.

Apollonius here discusses the naming of things with proper names
in terms of the particular qualities which things have. But it is not easy
to determine what sort of theory we are dealing with, and I can only
give a rough sketch of what I think is going on in the passage.10

In the On Syntax passage, proper names are applied to nominata11

on account of the ‘character’(ξαρακτ2ρ) of the name which ‘applies the

10 The text even lacks the usual semantic terminology of signifying (σηµα�νειν),
although this is found in another Apollonian text on proper names contrasted
with other expressions, Pron. 27.9f. (Schneider). This latter text is very problem-
atic and interesting for comparison, but must await fuller discussion elsewhere.
In the On Pronouns, Apollonius says that the quality of an object is involved in
the signification: pronouns signify substance (ο9σ�α) while proper names signify
substance with quality (ο9σ�α µετ� ποι�τητο«). This talk of ‘substance’ must be
of what is subject to qualities, what underlies them. (Cf. the text discussed in foot-
note 15, Synt. 143.9–144.4, on the semantics of pronouns in contrast to proper
names.) A pronoun such as the deictic pronoun ‘this man’ (οXτο«) signifies a sub-
stance, namely the man pointed at, while ‘Socrates’ signifies a substance qualified
by some property possessed by the substance.

11 Apollonius often speaks of the nominatum as that which is a subject to qualities,
that which ‘underlies’ (Mποκε�µενον). The frequency with which the word ‘under-
lying’ appears in similar contexts in the On Syntax presumably motivated Uhlig
to supply it with cornered brackets in the text of Apollonius cited above, and I
have retained this material in the brackets. This term also crops up in an Apollo-
nian definition of names which is attested by a Dionysian scholiast, Sch. in
Dionys. Thr. 524.8–12 (Hilgard), %νοµ* &στι µωρο« λ�γοψ πτ!τικ�ν Ψκ*στοψ τ:ν
Mποκειµων!ν σ!µ*τ!ν ; πραγµ*τ!ν κοιν�ν ; (δ�αν ποι�τητα Gπονωµον, “the
name is an inflected part of speech which applies a common or an individual
quality of each of the underlying bodies or things”. Schneider points out in his
fragments collection from the lost Apollonian treatise On Names that a definition
of names ascribed to the later figures Romanus and Philoponus is actually that of
Apollonius and his son Herodian. This definition appears in the Byzantine gram-
marian Choeroboscus, Prol. Sch. in Theodos. 106.3–10 (Hilgard) = FDS 563.
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quality’.12 But the ‘character’ seems in the hands of Apollonius to often
be closely associated with word-forms. Only in this passage from the On
Syntax does Apollonius talk specifically on proper names while using
the terminology of ‘character’. Other uses of the term by Apollonius
have to do with the morphological characteristics of expressions. For
example, Apollonius uses ‘character’ for letters of the Greek alphabet
(Synt. 41.1), or forms and inflections of words, as in the singular or the
plural (Synt. 31.4f.; 146.7; 315.20).13

Now what does the ‘character’ have to do with the signification of
proper names? At issue in the text is the conception of the link be-
tween name and what is named. Naming is clearly distinguished in the
first few lines of text from demonstrations and anaphora. The differ-
ence is that in the case of names, what is signified by a name involves
a quality. Apollonius says, more strictly than I translated above,
that naming ‘has been conceived into the common and particular
qualities’. It sounds as if Apollonius has in mind original name-givers,
perhaps skilled or expert namers of things, as we find in the Cratylus
of Plato;14 this seems to explain why the ‘imposition’ is apparently not
as crucial in the cases of demonstrative and anaphoric reference as it is
for names.

Seeing that uses of ‘character’ in Apollonius tend to bring in differ-
ent aspects of the lexical or formal properties of written expressions, it
seems that the quality must be built into the form of the name in some
way. And the contrast with demonstrations, also found in the Pron. text
just mentioned, suggests that the quality has to do with the descriptive
meaning of names. ‘Pointing’ (δε�Fι«) at objects in communication does

12 In what follows, I am greatly indebted to conversations with David Sedley
about the significance of ancient etymology to naming in the grammatical
tradition.

13 This reflects the standard range of uses of the term in the grammarians, cf. Ap.
Dys., Conj. 247.30f. (Schneider) = FDS 584 and references in the Dionysian
scholiasts collected by Atherton, The Stoics on Ambiguity, 226 note 9, in which
the term ξαρακτ2ρ is used for the written characters or letters as opposed to
vocal elements (στοιξε�α, &κY!ν2σει«). In a Dionysian scholium, Sch. in Dionys.
Thr. 527.22f. (Hilgard), the ‘character’ of words has to do with the uniqueness of
an expression (κα J Ψκ*στην Y!ν�ν (δι*ζ!ν R ξαρακτ2ρ).

14 Catherine Atherton, “Apollonius Dyscolus and the Ambiguity of Ambiguity”,
Classical Quarterly 45 (1995): 441–473 at 464 cites an important methodological
passage in Apollonius, Synt. 51.7–12 (Uhlig), which recommends the study of
standard Greek usage, among other things, for discussing the ‘imposition of
names by the ancients’.
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not involve descriptive meaning.15 Since there is no mention of any
knowledge of meaning associated with names by speakers or hearers of
names, I think it likely that Apollonius simply means that names are
constituted in such a way as to describe their nominata; this description
inherent in the name corresponds to the quality of the referent. The key
semantic point would be that a quality corresponding to the descriptive
meaning of the name is applied by the ‘character’ to the nominatum; no
meaning which is not built into the name is associated with the name by
speakers.

So by this account, the idea is not that names are abbreviated de-
scriptions, but that names themselves incorporate descriptions by vir-
tue of their ‘character’. This terminology, which elsewhere in Apollo-
nius has to do with formal matters, suggests that the form of the
expression is particularly important in the semantic issue of naming.
Perhaps there is no clear distinction to be made between the formal and
semantic properties of names. Apollonius stresses the importance for
his understanding of names of the initial naming of things, the ‘impo-
sition’ of names ( ωσι«). Accordingly, the theory in Apollonius might
bring to bear the tradition of Stoic etymology, based on the Cratylus
idea that names are descriptions.16 Etymology is one important ancient
technique, well known to Apollonius, of explaining the meaning of
names.17

Even if this account is essentially correct, we are still left with the
problem of Apollonius’ example of a proper name, ‘Plato’. What for
Apollonius is the descriptive meaning of ‘Plato’? It seems that names

15 In another passage which comes soon after the text translated above, Synt.
143.9–144.4 (Uhlig), there is a bit more information about the ‘character’ of
names in contrast to the semantics of pronouns. I think at issue in this text is the
lack of a descriptive element inherent in pronomial expressions in contrast to
names. Apollonius says that personal pronouns pick out ‘underlying substances’
by means of their deictic reference. The following argument is obscure to me, but
Apollonius ends by concluding that pronouns don’t have ‘the many characters’
(τοE« πολλοE« ξαρακτTρα«) of names.

16 There are at least three ancient possibilities for obtaining descriptive content
solely from proper names themselves: etymology, imitation by sound of referents,
and analysis of component meanings. But there is a lack of information about
what avenue or avenues Apollonius would use. I suspect that Apollonius goes
into how descriptive meaning is built into names in detail in his lost treatise On
Names.

17 A. A. Long, “Stoic Readings of Homer”, Stoic Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996): 58–84 at 71–81. Ineke Sluiter, Ancient Grammar in Con-
text. Contributions to the Study of Ancient Linguistic Thought (Amsterdam: VU
University Press, 1990): 12–37 (especially 24–25); 56–59.
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like ‘Plato’ have little meaning, if any. The parenthetical remark in the
middle of the passage laments one particularly pressing difficulty for
his theory, namely the common phenomenon of two individuals being
given the same name. The idea seems to be that the qualities assigned by
the ‘character’ of the name do not in every case play their semantic role
properly in identifying a unique object. Fortunately, Apollonius says
more about his approach to this sort of example in the following dis-
cussion of the homonymy problem which plagues proper names, Synt.
143.3–8.18 A name like ‘Plato’ does not have enough meaning on its
own to be linked with a unique referent, hence a suitable epithet is ap-
plied to supply the description which does the job. The ‘Plato’ example
would be handled by padding it, ‘wise Plato’, ‘good Plato’, or (perhaps
more effectively) by a compound epithet, ‘Plato the philosopher’.19 The
descriptive epithet would help to determine a unique referent.

III

Now we will consider our Patristic theory of names. Here we find the
idea that the proper name designates the ‘character’ of an individual,
but this traditional grammatical terminology does not reflect a theory
in which proper names themselves have descriptions built into them.
Rather, the burden shifts to the thoughts of the hearer when hearing
uses of proper names. A proper name, according to this theory, means a
cluster of descriptions which apply to an individual.

What is the theological motivation of the theory? In the latter stages
of the Arian controversy, matters of language became disputed philo-
sophical territory. The main theological opponent of Basil, Eunomius,
has a philosophical account of names. Thus it was necessary to formu-
late a counter-account of naming. Not too much will be said here about

18 In the final sentence of the passage, the association of the ‘character’ with gender
could help to show how besides (or as part of) the descriptive element, the ‘char-
acter’ involves gender among its morphological properties.

19 Atherton, “Apollonius Dyscolus and the Ambiguity of Ambiguity”, 447 dis-
cusses homonymy in Apollonius, which seems to be dominated by worries over
proper names. In the most important text among several which she cites, Synt.
56.5–57.12 (Uhlig), the problem is said to be resolved only by the addition of an
epithet to the proper name, for example disarming the homonymy of ‘Ajax’ with
the supplemented names ‘Telamonian Ajax’ and ‘Ajax the great’. At Synt.
56.10–11 (Uhlig), Apollonius says that the epithet prevents the meaning of
proper names from ‘extending’ to multiple referents (κα3 ο[τ! τ� κ/ρια Mπεκ-
λ/εται τT« ε(« πλε�ονα πρ�σ!πα σψντεινο/ση« &ννοι*«).
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Eunomius’ theory of language and its philosophical antecedents, a
topic which has proved attractive to Patristic scholarship;20 but a few
points from Eunomius will be discussed along the way. Let me now
present the key text on naming.

Κα�τοι τ�« ]ν τ0 λ�γ8 το/τ8 σ!Yρον:ν πρ�σ οιτο, .τι _ν τ� Aν�µατ* &στι
δι*Yορα, το/τ!ν παρηλλ*ξ αι κα3 τ�« ο9σ�α« Gν*γκη; Πωτροψ γ�ρ κα3 Πα/λοψ
κα3 4παFαπλ:« Gν ρ5π!ν π*ντ!ν προσηγορ�αι µ�ν δι*Yοροι, ο9σ�α δ� π*ντ!ν
µ�α. δι�περ &ν το�« πλε�στοι« οO α9το3 Gλλ2λοι« &σµων$ το�« δ� (δι5µασι µ�νοι« το�«
περ3 Sκαστον  ε!ροψµωνοι« Sτερο« Ψτωροψ διενη�ξαµεν. 6Ο εν κα3 αO προσηγορ�αι
ο9ξ3 τ:ν ο9σι:ν ε(σι σηµαντικα�, Gλλ� τ:ν (διοτ2τ!ν, αc τ�ν κα J Sνα ξα-
ρακτηρ�Fοψσιν. 6Οταν οNν Gκο/σ!µεν Πωτρον, ο9 τ�ν ο9σ�αν α9το' νοο'µεν &κ το'
Aν�µατο« Θο9σ�αν δ� λωγ! ν'ν τ� Mλικ�ν Mποκε�µενον, .περ ο9δαµ:« σηµα�νει το-
ϊνοµαθ, Gλλ� τ:ν (δι!µ*τ!ν d περ3 α9τ�ν  ε!ρε�ται τ�ν Pννοιαν &ντψπο/µε α.
Ε9 E« γ�ρ &κ τT« Y!νT« τα/τη« νοο'µεν τ�ν το' JΙ!ν», τ�ν &κ τT« Βη σαfδ», τ�ν
GδελY�ν JΑνδρωοψ, τ�ν Gπ� 4λιω!ν ε(« τ�ν διακον�αν τT« GποστολT« προ-
σκλη ωντα, τ�ν δι� τT« π�στε!« Mπεροξ�ν &YJ Ψαψτ�ν τ�ν ο(κοδοµ�ν τT« &κκλησ�α«
δεF*µενον$ _ν ο9δων &στιν ο9σ�α, 6 B« Mπ�στασι« νοοψµωνη. 6gστε τ� %νοµα τ�ν
ξαρακτTρα µ�ν 6µ�ν GYορ�ζει τ�ν Πωτροψ, α9τ�ν δ� ο9δαµο' παρ�στησι τ�ν
ο9σ�αν. Π*λιν Gκο/σαντε« Πα'λον, Ψτωρ!ν (δι!µ*τ!ν σψνδροµ�ν &ννο2σαµεν$ τ�ν
Ταρσωα, τ�ν ’Εβρα�ον, τ�ν κατ� ν�µον Φαρισα�ον, τ�ν µα ητ�ν Γαµαλι2λ, τ�ν
κατ� ζTλον δι5κτην τ:ν JΕκκλησι:ν το' Υεο', τ�ν &κ τT« Yοβερ»« Aπτασ�α« ε(«
τ�ν &π�γν!σιν &ναξ ωντα, τ�ν Gπ�στολον τ:ν & ν:ν, τα'τα γ�ρ π*ντα &κ µι»«
Y!νT« τT« Πα'λο« περιορ�ζεται. Κα�τοι γε, εVπερ Gλη �« mν, .τι _ν τ� Aν�µατα
διεν2νοξεν, &ναντ�!« Pξοψσιν αO ο9σ�αι, &ξρTν δ2 ποψ κα3 Πα'λον κα3 Πωτρον κα3
4παFαπλ:« Gν ρ5ποψ« nπαντα« Ψτεροοψσ�οψ« Gλλ2λοι« εoναι. JΕπε3 δ� το'το
ο9δε3« ο[τ!« Gµα �« κα3 τT« κοινT« Y/σε!« Gνεπ�σκεπτο« pστJ ]ν ε(πε�ν προαξ-
 Tναι ΘJΕκ πηλο' γ�ρ, Yησ�, δι2ρτισαι σ/, B« κα3 &γ5 ο9δ�ν Sτερον το' λ�γοψ ;
τ� Rµοο/σιον π*ντ!ν Gν ρ5π!ν Gποσηµα�νοντο«θ, χεψδ�« R τr διαYορI τ:ν
Aνοµ*τ!ν τ� τT« ο9σ�α« δι*Yορον Sπεσ αι σοYιζ�µενο«. Ο9 γ�ρ το�« Aν�µασιν 6
τ:ν πραγµ*τ!ν Y/σι« Gκολοψ ε�, GλλJ [στερα τ:ν πραγµ*τ!ν ε[ρηται τ�
Aν�µατα.21 2 1

20 Karl-Heinz Uthemann, “Die Sprache der Theologie nach Eunomius von Cyzi-
cus”, ZKG 104 (1993): 143–175; Marina Silvia Troiano, “I Cappadoci e la ques-
tione dell’ origine dei nomi nella polemica contro Eunomio”, Vetera Christiano-
rum 17 (1980): 313–346. Behind the work of Uthemann and Troiano is the
adventurous contribution of Jean Daniélou, “Eunome l’arien et l’exégèse néo-
platonicienne du Cratyle”, Revue des Études Grecques 69 (1956): 412–432. Danié-
lou advanced the view that Eunomius was influenced by the Neoplatonic tradi-
tion of commentary on the Cratylus, as pursued by the followers of Iamblichus
contemporary with Eunomius, who were the forerunners of Proclus (author of an
extant Cratylus commentary).

21 Basil, Eun. 2.4, 1–42 (SC 305: 18–22)
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And yet who with their wits about them could subscribe to this account, that
necessarily for things of which the names are different, the substances of these
things are different? Of course the names of Peter and Paul and of absolutely all
[other] men are different, but the substance of all [men] is the same. For this reason
in most respects we are the same as one another, but each of us differs from the
others solely by virtue of the characteristics which are observed concerning each
individual. Hence the names [of particular men] are not actually signifiers of sub-
stances, but of the properties which characterize the individual. So then when we
hear ‘Peter’, we do not from the name think of his substance (by ‘substance’ I
mean now the material substrate, which the name in no way signifies), but we are
imprinted with the notion of the characteristics which are observed concerning
him. For immediately from this utterance we think of the [son] of Jonah, the man
from Bethsaida, the brother of Andrew, the man called forth from the fishermen
into the service of the apostolate, the man pre-eminent through faith who received
upon himself the edifice of the church; none of which [i.e. these characteristics] is
substance, which is conceived as hypostasis. So the name marks out for us the
character of Peter, but in no way stands for the substance itself. And again when
we hear ‘Paul’, we think of a concurrence of different characteristics: the man of
Tarsus, the Hebrew, the Pharisee according to law, the disciple of Gamaliel, the
zealous persecutor of the churches of God, the man induced from the fearful vi-
sion into deeper insight, the apostle of the Gentiles. For all these [characteristics]
are circumscribed from the single utterance of ‘Paul’. However, if [Eunomius’ the-
ory] was true, that things for which the names differ also have opposite substances,
it would have to be the case that Paul, Peter, and absolutely all [other] men are
substances foreign in nature to one another. But since nobody is so untutored and
ignorant of the common nature so as to be induced to say this (the [scriptural]
statement “from clay, he says, you are fashioned, as also I [am]” [Job 33.6] signifies
nothing other than the consubstantiality of all men), the man who claims sophis-
tically that the difference of substance follows the difference of the names speaks
falsely. For the nature of things is not based on the names, but the names are in-
vented posterior to the [existence of] the things.

The naming theory is supposed to explain why names don’t mean,
are not ‘semantic’ (σηµαντικα�) of, substances. But I don’t think he
would deny that personal designations such as ‘Peter’ and ‘Paul’ are
used to refer to particular men. As will be seen, Basil’s theory is not ex-
plicit enough as a theory of how reference to an object is achieved in
uses of proper names. It deals with naming as a theory of the meaning
of proper names, mixing in ideas from a metaphysical theory of individ-
uation.

I will first make some remarks about the context of argument. The
debate is over the meaning of names, but it is also about substances. In
contrast to his opponent Basil, Eunomius thinks that names mean sub-
stances understood as individuals. Names different in meaning, at least
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when properly assigned to substances, perfectly and exhaustively ex-
press different substances. On the other hand, Basil argues that names,
or at least proper names, don’t mean substances. (The notion of sub-
stance assumed at this point in the argument is of substances shared by
individuals.) Proper names distinguish between individuals by signify-
ing properties.

In the course of his argument, Basil takes up a notion (actually two
notions) of substance, substance shared by individuals and substance
underlying an individual, both of which are different from Eunomius.22

Eunomius considers all objects, whether incorporeal or corporeal, to be
substances. His argument starts from the idea that the term ‘Ingenerate’
is the name which is proper to God, only ‘Ingenerate’ expresses what
God is. Other terms are applied to God improperly. They are applied by
human conjecture, by ‘conception’ (&π�νοια). In spite of its improper
theological use, Eunomius talks about ‘Father’ as a name for God. But

22 Basil has yet another story when he goes into the epistemological and metaphys-
ical issue of substances of individuals which are the essences of things, what
things are behind appearances. The ultimate knowledge of what an object is must
be denied to us. At Eun. 1.12, 30f. (SC 299: 214f.), Basil says that we don’t have
knowledge, by sense-perception or by relevation, of this even in the case of ma-
terial things. He uses the example of the essence (ο9σ�α) of the earth, which in the
Genesis account is described as unseen and unformed, Eun. 1.13, 13f. (SC 299:
216): “None of these [properties listed above] could be said by them to be essence,
not even if an exhaustive [catalogue of properties] could be readily supplied” (_ν
ο9δ�ν ]ν ο9σ�αν εVποιεν οXτοι, ο9δ� ε( π*ντα 1uδ�!« λωγοιεν). Sense-perception
tells us what properties an object such as the earth has. Yet none of these prop-
erties, nor even an exhaustive catalogue of properties, is informative as to what
the essence of the earth is. Basil’s argument goes, how can we know what the es-
sence of God is when we can’t even know what the essence of the earth is. So his
reasoning leads him to a position which doesn’t say that we can’t know anything
at all about individuals, since we can know how individuals are characterized, but
emphatically rules out knowledge of the essences of individuals. The theory here
is geared to confute Eunomius’ fundamental metaphysical doctrine that the es-
sence of God is perfectly knowable: God is the ingenerate. It also opposes Euno-
mius’ supporting contentions at Eun. 1.13, 36f. (SC 299: 218) that knowledge of
what the correct name of God is (‘the Ingenerate’), as well as of what God’s es-
sence is, has been divinely revealed. Eunomius found Basil’s view of the origin of
names, that names are a product of the rational linguistic faculty of humans
(&π�νοια) which serves to communicate in a clear and unconfused way the con-
cept of things, offensive to the work of divine providence. This can be seen in later
reports of Eunomius in Gregory of Nyssa; the relevant references are assembled
in Troiano, “I Cappadoci e la questione dell’ origine dei nomi”, 320f. note 37.
Eunomius thinks that names are divinely imposed, but only according to the na-
ture of things.
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since ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ express substances and the names ‘Father’ and
‘Son’ don’t have the same meaning, the substances are different.

As introduced above, in response to Eunomius Basil’s view is that
proper names don’t express substances. He presents this argument in
the case of human individuals. Proper names signify the qualities which
individual men have, and these qualities distinguish men from each
other. They distinguish individuals. Different names for objects which
have a common substance do not all have the same meaning. Euno-
mius, according to his notion of substance and his theory of language,
presumably would hold that different expressions which name the same
substance are actually identical in meaning.

However, there remains a problem in Basil’s parenthetical remark
about how by the word ‘substance’ the material substrate is meant, and
how this underlying substance is not expressed by the name. I think that
the best way to deal with this is to understand two senses of the term
‘substance’ employed here in a rather confused way. Elsewhere, Basil
talks about a common ‘account (λ�γο«) of substance’ in terms of predi-
cates univocally said of particulars. And in the beginning of the text
cited, this would be a natural understanding of his idea of what men have
in common. Paul and Peter are equally characterized by predicating
rationality, mortality, etc. of them.23 But in some respects, this story
wants to avoid becoming too Aristotelian. Basil takes pains in his early
writings such as the Contra Eunomium to avoid a notion of substance
which recalls too much of the secondary substance of the Categories;
substance must somehow be material.24 Nor do his substances amount
to something like the ‘subject’ familiar from the Categories. Accordingly,
the citation of Job 33.6 about men formed from clay looks like an illus-
tration of what is common to men not in a logical sense but in some sort
of material sense. It is not a statement about defining characteristics.

Now we turn to the significance of this ancient theory in philosophy
of language. In essence, Basil has a theory of naming which explains

23 I treat this point in more detail in “Stoic and Aristotelian Notions of Substance
in Basil of Caesarea”, Vigiliae Christianae 52 (1998): 393–417 at 404–414.

24 Of course, much of this sounds like good basic Aristotelianism. Two important
ways Aristotle talks about substance (Met. 7) are in terms of the substance of
something (Met. 7.4–12), i.e. the essence which is stated by a definition, and in
terms of the notion of subject (Met. 7.3) which is taken up with reference to
matter. From the standpoint of Patristics, I discuss this in Robertson, “Stoic and
Aristotelian Notions”, 407f. The insistence in some passages on the materiality
of substance is part of what motivated previous scholars to suppose that Basil
has a Stoic philosophy of substance.
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how proper names work in terms of the mediation of descriptive ma-
terial; proper names do not simply mean individuals. The theory seems
to be that names are used for individuals in that a name signifies prop-
erties, and in turn the properties distinguish or pick out an individual.
The properties, not the names by themselves, are what ‘latches onto’ an
object by applying to it. Basil argues that the descriptive meaning of
proper names is supplied from the minds of hearers when they run
across uses of proper names. And he doesn’t seem to have simply picked
all of this up from the tradition: as far as I can see, there is not much evi-
dence that the Stoics or later grammarians ever talk about the seman-
tics of names in terms of what linguistically competent people know or
think. But they certainly bring qualities of individuals into their ac-
counts of naming, a prominent feature of the Patristic theory. Perhaps
Stoic ideas about names and particular qualities filtered down to the
fourth century in the form of logical, grammatical, or even philosophi-
cal schoolbook material.

Whatever its antecedents truly are, I think that we find here an
ancient take on a description theory of names.25 I will now quickly
sketch the recent theories. All variants of the modern description the-
ory of names take their starting point from the question of how proper
names are used to refer successfully to objects. According to John
Searle, a ‘classic’ description theorist, the description associated with
a proper name does the work of securing reference. In his first attempt
to present his theory, Searle argues that the use of proper names pre-
supposes a set of characteristics – reference succeeds if and only if the
object has some or all of these characteristics.26 Searle qualifies his
position by the looseness of the criteria for applying proper names. He
doesn’t think, for example, that the set of characteristics constitutes a
definition. Searle makes a distinction between definite descriptions and
proper names based on the insight that the former refer by specifying
what the object is while the latter don’t refer by describing objects. Even
so, he claims that proper names are loosely associated with the charac-
teristics of the objects to which they refer.

25 Of course, Basil talks about properties and not descriptions in the text. But there
is no problem in talking about properties and descriptions in a parallel way. In
modern semantic theory, every property has a corresponding description, and
any property can be formally correlated with a description.

26 John Searle, “Proper Names”, Mind 67 (1958): 166–173. At least with respect to
terms for kinds, Hilary Putnam, “The Analytic and the Synthetic”, Mind Lan-
guage and Reality, Philosophical Papers, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1975): 33–69 at 51f., looks like a description theorist similar to Searle.
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More recently, there have been several attacks and defenses of de-
scription theories. Saul Kripke’s famous critique of description theories
brings to bear the idea of the rigid designation of names, which has won
wide acceptance.27 Kripke argues that certain intuitions show that
proper names are rigid designators, and that failing to account for this
is a shortcoming shared by adherents of the description theory of
names. Reference is not achieved by the satisfaction of a descriptive
condition or conditions associated by speakers with proper names.28

Once assigned to an individual, proper names refer to the same object
in all possible worlds; if things were different than they are in the actual
world, the proper name would still denote the same individual. An im-
portant idea for our purposes, Kripke argues that there is an important
distinction between a theory of meaning for names and a theory of ref-
erence. Giving the meaning of a designator (a proper name or a descrip-
tion) is not the same thing as fixing the reference of a designator. A de-
scription may be used as a synonym of a designator, and a description
may be used to fix the reference of a designator, but these two uses
should be carefully distinguished.29

27 Saul A. Kripke, “Naming and Necessity”, Semantics of Natural Language, eds.
Donald Davidson and Gilbert Harman (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Com-
pany, 1972): 253–355. Kripke has not convinced quite everyone. Gregory McCul-
loch, The Game of the Name (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989): 101–133 is one
philosopher who opposes Kripke’s influential arguments for the rigid desig-
nation of names, or at least the arguments based on modal considerations. There
has even been a recent defense of a description theory by Mark D’Cruz, “A The-
ory of Ordinary Proper Names”, Mind 109 (2000): 721–756. D’Cruz argues that
proper names should be considered as no more than placeholders for an arbit-
rary definite description which holds true of some individual. This notion is ar-
gued to work just as well as the dominant theory nowadays, that proper names
just mean the objects they stand for.

28 I noted above the importance of explaining how reference succeeds in the modern
debates. Kripke replaces the descriptivist account of reference with a ‘causal
chain’ theory. Uses of names to refer succeed by virtue of connections between
names and name-bearers as recognized in a linguistic community. Names are in-
itially assigned to individuals in various ways (typically for personal names by
parental naming ceremony), then the reference information is passed on from
speaker to speaker in a reference-preserving chain. The chain of communication
does the work of explaining successful reference, not any description satisfied by
the bearer.

29 To support these claims, Kripke looks at what happens when a description or de-
scriptions is used to yield the reference of a name. If the name for an object is
equivalent in meaning to (is a kind of shorthand for) the description or descrip-
tions associated with the name by speakers, as in the case of a definition, the name
is not a rigid designator. For if things were different, some other object might sat-
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It is important to see that part of the issue in the debate is how dif-
ferent kinds of expressions (names and descriptions) provide access to
the objects for ordinary speakers. Kripke thinks that uses of names, say,
‘Aristotle’, involve ‘direct access’ to the nominata; the objects them-
selves (Aristotle) are presented to the minds of speakers by uses of the
name. On the other hand, descriptions such as ‘the philosopher from
Stagira’ only provide access to the objects they describe indirectly, by
means of the descriptive material which speakers understand in order
to arrive at the relevant object.30

Returning to Basil’s theory of names, we can see that for him, proper
names mean a cluster of properties to the hearer, the ‘concurrence of
different characteristics’; the cluster seems to play a mediating role in
leading the hearer to an individual.31 When we hear the name ‘Paul’ we

isfy the description and thus the name would not refer to its (actual) referent.
Kripke argues that this offends our intuitions about naming, in that proper names
refer to the individual designated in the actual world in every possible world in
which the individual exists. Even if the description associated with the name is
merely used to fix the referent of the name in an initial baptism, the object picked
out by the description in the actual world will be rigidly designated by the name.
And if an object is characterized by one or more essential properties, reference is
always secured in an initial baptism by some contingent mark of the object. So the
proper name designates its (actual) referent whether the relevant individual in
some possible world satisfies the reference-securing description or not.

30 McCulloch, The Game of the Name, 126–130 points out that Kripke’s idea about
the ‘direct access’ to objects does not, strictly speaking, involve modality: Kripke
makes the additional point, aside from all the modal issues, that speakers under-
stand how names and descriptions work in making propositions true and false
differently. And this seems to be a point about the meaning of names, in that the
nominatum is essential to the meaning of proper names while the object which
satisfies a description is not essential to the meaning of descriptions.

31 There is talk in some later Greek philosophical texts of particular qualities as a
‘concurrence’ (σψνδροµ2) of qualities. However, Basil does not use the terminol-
ogy of a unique particular quality of an individual, although he does bring in a
cluster of characteristics ((δι!µ*τ!ν σψνδροµ2) which plays a role in the mental
events he is interested in. Some scholars have attributed this ‘concurrence of
properties’ to the Stoics, a view that the peculiarity of an object consists in a
unique complex of qualities, perhaps qualities which other objects have as well.
Look for discussion of this in David Sedley, “The Stoic Criterion of Identity”,
Phronesis 27 (1982): 255–275 at 261; 273 note 27. Sedley cites Porphyry, In Cat.
129.8–10 (Busse) = FDS 848; Dexippus, In Cat. 30.20–27 (Busse) = LS 28J =
FDS 847; Simplicius, In Cat. 55.2–5 (Kalbfleisch) = FDS 848A; Simplicius, In
Cat. 229.16–18 (Kalbfleisch) = FDS 848; Philoponus, In An. Pr. 167.17f.
(Wallies) = FDS 995. Besides Porphyry, the report of the fourth-century Aris-
totelian commentator Dexippus provides the best information; the Stoic roots of
all this I find rather murky.
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think not simply of Paul but of some collection of properties which
Paul has. This removes him a bit from Searle, in that for Searle the use
of proper names presupposes a set of characteristics in the minds of
speakers, while it puts Basil a bit more in line with traditional descrip-
tivists like Russell, in that when we use proper names we are really using
descriptions: in our thoughts, we are dealing with the descriptions that
names are shorthand for.

Now what sort of properties are listed for the meaning of ‘Peter’ and
‘Paul’ – do these properties when taken together constitute a unique
combination of properties, each of which is nevertheless shared by
other individuals? Do these qualities only characterize Peter and Paul,
or do other men have them? One might wonder whether any property in
the list is considered privileged in doing the job of marking out Peter.
At least on the surface of the text, no property signified by ‘Peter’ is set
apart as more important to distinguishing Peter than any other.

But on closer inspection, each list builds up to a property which is
strikingly unique to the individual, given what is said about him in the
New Testament. Moreover the combination of properties in the cases of
Peter and Paul is (actually) unique, although most of the properties as-
cribed to them taken separately are (actually) shared with others. In the
case of Paul, much fuss is made in his canonical correspondence about
his unusual personal history and special, ‘late’ apostolic status which
nobody else has. And the progression of the list of his properties seems
to reflect this sense of uniqueness, capping it off with his famous claim
to be the ‘apostle of the Gentiles’. Peter is pictured in a similarly unique
way, for according to the biblical accounts he and he alone is the rock
upon which the church is built.

The last two items in each cluster also would save Basil from the
charge of blatant circularity if not from some other form of circularity.
For in both catalogues of properties, every description save the final
two contain proper names. In the last two items of the Peter catalogue,
‘the apostolate’ (τT« GποστολT«) doesn’t look like a proper name
(though beware the easy slide to ‘the apostolate of Christ’), while ‘the
church’ (τT« &κκλησ�α«) might be considered a proper name (but is in-
deed liable in English and Patristic Greek to being equivalent in mean-
ing to ‘the Church of Jesus Christ’). And the Paul catalogue contains
the term ‘Gentiles’ (& ν:ν), although this seems equivalent to ‘non-
Jews’.

It appears that Basil sets things up in these examples to characterize
his men distinctively: a unique individual satisfies the properties. His
readers could hardly miss the way in which the referent could be picked
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out by one or more of the qualities which Peter or Paul has and nobody
else has. Of course, even these favored descriptions for Peter or Paul, if
we should understand them as what the names really mean, would not
secure reference rigidly as Kripke would have it. One could think of al-
ternative situations in which Peter and Paul would not satisfy any of the
descriptions, and thus the names ‘Peter’ and ‘Paul’ would not apply to
them but to other people or perhaps nobody at all.32

Basil says that proper names mean a cluster of properties for the
hearer, and these very properties mark out an individual from every
other individual.33 Not a class which has properties as members, just
the properties. Basil does not appear to lay weight on a ‘particular
quality’ which Peter or Paul might have in some special sense, by which
Peter or Paul can be unerringly picked out. And this seems to be the
case even though the referent could be identified in the actual world by
one or more of the descriptions listed for Peter and Paul. However, he
does talk about the ‘character’ of Peter or Paul marked out by their
names. It is this inherited idea of the ‘character’ which does the work of
marking an individual off from other individuals.

I have argued that the ideas from the Contra Eunomium are quite sug-
gestive in some respects of modern description theories. One problem
for Basil on names, besides the nest of difficulties involved in precisely
what descriptions speakers or hearers might offer for the meaning of
proper names, is the standard objection that description theories can-
not account for perfectly good uses of proper names to refer to people
even when no non-trivial description is associated by people with the
name. The name is just passed on or overheard in conversation, but
uses of it still apparently refer to an individual. I also think that Basil
runs into some of the same problems of circularity that trouble the
modern descriptivists. Notably, the peril of circularity is of concern to
the description theorist Strawson, who tries hard to find a way to avoid

32 Modern descriptivists might consider that there is good support for a description
theory of names in the special case of famous individuals for whom one descrip-
tion is particularly prominent in the minds of speakers, a description that only
the referent actually satisfies. Take the description ‘the man who broke Babe
Ruth’s home run record’ to give the meaning and fix the reference of the desig-
nation ‘Roger Maris’. With this you have something similar to the ‘Paul’
example, in that the single description ‘apostle of the Gentiles’ is an outstanding
description which in the actual course of history only Paul satisfied. And even
Kripke, “Naming and Necessity”, 302 sets the names of famous people apart as a
special case.

33 He does not bother to explain whether the properties are corporeal or incorpor-
eal. In antiquity only the Stoics, apparently, were keen on corporeal qualities.
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the circularity of using terms which designate individuals within prop-
ositions which in turn fix the reference of terms which designate indi-
viduals.34 The issue is also discussed by the non-descriptivist Kripke,
who advocates a non-circularity condition for naming theories: the
properties which correspond to a given name must not themselves in-
volve the notion of reference in such a way that it is ultimately imposs-
ible to eliminate.35

I have said in this paper that taking proper names to signify the
‘character’ of Peter or Paul may well reflect traditional ideas about the
‘character’ of names in the grammarians. And if my understanding of
earlier ancient theories is correct, this later theory represents a concep-
tual move away from ancient versions of descriptivism which supply de-
scriptive material not from minds of users of language, but from certain
aspects of the names themselves. Basil presumably thinks that we use
names to refer to objects, since ‘Paul’ is clearly the name of Paul; he
says that when we hear ‘Paul’ we think of a cluster of properties which
Paul has. It looks like he should have done a bit more to explain how
Paul is referred to by our use of the name ‘Paul’. At any rate, I think
Basil shows us how the ancient arguments over names are transposed
into a new key in the Patristic debates.36

34 P. F. Strawson, Individuals. An Essay in Descriptive Metaphysics (London: Me-
thuen, 1959): 180f. Strawson (192f.) readily concedes that the statements upon
which uses of proper names are often based contain expressions which designate
particulars; there will thus be a regression. However, Strawson counts on heading
off an infinite regression by eventually arriving at a certain type of expression
which does not contain a part which designates a particular, even though the
proposition as a whole designates a particular. The required type of sentence
would take the form, for example, of “There is just one so-and-so there.” All this
leads into his discussion (202f.) of ‘feature-placing’.

35 Kripke, “Naming and Necessity”, 283–286; 292f.
36 This paper has benefited in many ways from the responses of Richard Sorabji,
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