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____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Onomastics can be helpful in data mining, with applications 

such as named-entity recognition, or recognition of the origin 

of names. It has also been used in historical research to 

identify ethnic minorities within wider populations. The 

science that studies names in all their aspects is called 

onomastics (or onomatology—an obsolete word). The subject 

of this science is broad because almost everything can have a 

name and because the study of names theoretically 

encompasses all languages, all geographical and cultural 

regions, and all historical epochs. For practical purposes, some 

divisions of the subject are necessary—e.g., by language (as 

the study of Kiowa or Provençal names) or by geographical, 

historical, or similar partitions (the study of the names in 

India, of the Levant at the time of the Crusades, and so forth). 

Another division (usually combined with the preceding ones) 

is given by the character of the names themselves; in a very 

broad categorization, names of persons, or personal names, are 

discerned on the one hand, and names of places, or place-

names, on the other. In the most precise terminology, a set of 

personal names is called anthroponymy and their study is 

called anthroponomastics. A set of place-names is called 

toponymy, and their study is called toponomastics. In a looser 

usage, however, the term onomastics is used for personal 

names and their study, and the term toponymy is used for 

place-names and their study. The term toponymy itself can be 

understood in two ways, even in the exact terminology: either 

it is taken in the broadest possible way as including inhabited 

places, buildings, roads, countries, mountains, rivers, lakes, 

oceans, stars, and so on, or it is restricted to inhabited places 

(cities, towns, villages, hamlets). If the latter alternative is the 

understanding of the term toponymy, then the uninhabited 

places (e.g., fields, small parts of forests) are called 

microtoponymy; names of streets, roads, and the like are 

called hodonymy; names of bodies of water, hydronymy; and 

names of mountains, oronymy. Additional terms are not 

generally used (though one occasionally hears words like 

chrematonymy—names of things). In any case, different 

categories of names frequently must be studied together, 

because there are transitions. For instance, many place-names 

are derived from personal names (e.g., Washington), many 

names of planets and stars are derived from the names of 

mythological characters (e.g., Venus, Mars, Alpha Centauri), 

and many personal names are derived from place-names, 

names of nations, and other such names (e.g., Austerlitz, 

Napoleon’s battlefield; French; Scott). There is also a division 

of names into primary and secondary ones. Neptune is 

primarily the name of a Roman god; transferred to the name of 

a planet, it is a secondary name. There are many subdivisions 

and terms within the category of personal names. Originally, 

one name was given to a person at an early period of life—in 

Europe (and later in America), normally at baptism. This is 

called simply the name, the baptismal or Christian name, or 

the forename; in the United States and Canada it is usually 

called the first name or the given name. Because many people 

received the same name (given name), they were differentiated 

by surnames (for example, John Redhead, John Hunter, John 

Scott). Many of these surnames became fixed and hereditary 

in individual families. These are called either surnames or 
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family names, and in the United States and Canada they are 

frequently known as last names. Thus the basic pattern is 

given name + family name, together called the name or the 

personal name. There are exceptions concerning this sequence. 

Among the Chinese and Hungarians, for example, the family 

name precedes the given name: Mao Zedong, Nagy István. 

The Hungarians usually switch the order when they write 

English; thus, Nagy István becomes István (or Stephen) Nagy. 

The Chinese, however, maintain the order of family name 

first. There are variations in the basic pattern. In the United 

States and Canada the usual practice is to insert another name 

(frequently expressed in writing only by the initial letter) 

between the given and the family name. This is the second, or 

middle, name. It may be the original family name of a married 

woman inserted between her first name and the last name of 

her husband, the maiden name of one’s mother, as well as 

other names. In Europe such a second name is less common 

and is usually acquired at baptism (or, eventually, at 

confirmation). In most European countries the first baptismal 

name is the important one, and the second one (third, and so 

forth) can be omitted. In German usage, however, the 

baptismal name immediately preceding the family name is the 

most important one. For example, if one of the baptismal 

names in Johann Sebastian Bach or Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe is to be omitted, it would be Johann. (But in a 

sequence like Johann Nepomucenus Nestroy, the shorter form 

is Johann Nestroy, because Nepomucenus is only an attribute 

discerning one of the numerous saints who had the name 

Johann.) British usage varies in this respect but sometimes 

follows the German pattern—e.g., W. Sidney Allen. 

In a few areas, particularly among East Slavs, the so-called 

patronymic (i.e., a name derived from the given name of the 

father) is inserted between the given name and the family 

name. In Russian, if the father’s name is Ivan Krylov, then the 

son’s name will be, for example, Pyotr (given) Ivanovich 

(patronymic) Krylov (family), and the daughter’s name will 

be, for example, Varvara Ivanovna Krylova. The usual form of 

address in Russian—among acquaintances, neighbours, 

colleagues at work, and inclusive superiors—is by the given 

name and the patronymic. In Iceland the given name is used 

with the patronymic, the use of family names being 

discouraged. In Spain the family name of an individual 

consists of the family names of father and mother, the first 

being the most important one. The meaning of names, 

interpreted as their etymology, has been an object of 

fascination since antiquity. This interest underlies traditional 

onomastics, but systematic study of names has also brought 

clarification of differences among naming traditions and the 

social functions of names, as well as insight into the structure 

of names and the systems that govern selection, primarily in 

relation to the Indo-European languages. In many societies 

names are assigned meaningfully, but opacity commonly 

develops. More recently, onomasts have broadened their 

coverage of languages and name-types, and partly stimulated 

by work in philosophy, interest in the theory of names has 

intensified. Representatives of three recent tendencies are 

examined: the first concerned with matches between semantic 

hierarchies of names and their expression (Van Langendonck); 

the second denying the categoriality of names and associating 

them with ‘onymic reference’ (Coates); and the third 

presenting a phenomenological view (Willems).  
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