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It is common currency among vocabulary researchers of English as a second language (L2) that L2
readers can identify and understand proper names in context (e.g. Hirsh & Nation, 1992; Hu &
Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Webb & Rodgers, 2009; Horst, 2013; Webb & Macalister, 2013). A proper
name is a word or groups of words used to refer to an individual person (actual or potential), place, or
organisation; in English, proper names are marked by an initial capital letter (Proper noun, n.d.). It is
assumed that the form (initial capital letter) and the function of the name (context) will signal to the
reader that the item is a proper name (Hirsh & Nation, 1992). On the surface, this seems like a rea-
sonable assumption to make. Indeed, many L2 learners of English possess the declarative knowledge
that English names of people, places, companies and products require an initial capital letter.

It has also been suggested that proper names will have been learnt in the first language (L1), and
therefore can be treated as world knowledge (Hwang & Nation, 1989). This assumption that proper
names are low-burden items for L2 readers has led to a standard practice in L2 vocabulary research
to treat proper names as known vocabulary (see Brown (2010) for an overview of proper name treat-
ment in text coverage count research). More recently, some researchers have begun to eliminate proper
names altogether from lexical analyses (e.g. Uden, Schmitt, & Schmitt, 2014), a practice that seems to
suggest that proper names play no role in reading comprehension.

Research is limited as to how L2 readers respond to proper names when reading continuous text,
and it is not known if comprehension is adversely affected by unfamiliar proper names. Only one
study (Kobeleva, 2012) (that this author is aware of) has looked at the effect of proper names on com-
prehension and that study looked at listening comprehension, not reading comprehension. Kobeleva
(2012) compared L2 listening comprehension of news stories in two conditions, Names Known
(i.e. pre-taught) and Names Unknown (i.e. unfamiliar). Detailed comprehension was better in the
Names Known condition. Participants in the Names Unknown condition mistook proper names
for common nouns. They also self-reported lower comprehension and rated the tasks as more difficult
than participants in the Names Known condition. These findings indicate that proper names may have
an effect on detailed comprehension and affective factors, and hence, there are possible implications
for L2 reading as well.

Proper names: Special kinds of words

Both L1 and L2 reading research began to consider text difficulty with a focus on vocabulary around
the late 1980s and early 1990s. While prior L1 readability indices had focused on factors of syllable,
word and sentence length to determine text difficulty, this later research was less concerned with syn-
tax and more focused on specific words found in a reading text. For example, L1 research (Carver,
1994) considered the ease or difficulty of reading texts in terms of the percentage of vocabulary
known to the reader. Around the same time, L2 vocabulary researchers (e.g. Hwang & Nation,
1989; Hirsh & Nation, 1992) began to look at different types of reading texts and how learners
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might learn new vocabulary from such texts. Later, as computer-based language corpora became more
widely available, researchers were able to make frequency counts of the vocabulary in texts. Computer
programs like Range (Nation & Heatley, 2002) were developed, whereby a vocabulary profile of a text
could be generated. This profile shows which words in the text belong to the first band of 1,000 most
common words (1 K), which belong to the second band of 1,000 most common thousand words (2 K),
and so on. However, one problem for reading and vocabulary researchers was what to do with the
proper names.

Proper names do not behave like other words. According to the lexicographer Patrick Hanks
(2013), ‘Proper names are special kinds of words, with special rules governing their role as conven-
tional units of a language’ (p. 64). Perhaps to the layperson, one obvious difference between proper
names and other common words as units of language is that proper names are not usually included
in dictionaries. Hanks (2013) notes that dictionaries that do not include proper names seem to operate
on the assumption that words denote classes, not individuals; on the other hand, dictionaries that do
include proper names seem to operate under the assumption that words include all items of culturally
shared knowledge (p. 34). For example, Hanks (2013) remarks that if you do not know who
Shakespeare was, then you are not a fully developed member of the English speaking community
(p. 34). When considering how to handle proper names in their studies, researchers may have looked
to dictionaries as authoritative sources on lexis for direction on how to treat proper names.

Given the lack of empirical support that proper names are low burden items for L2 readers, it can be
helpful to consider different theoretical perspectives on proper names. Specifically, the aim of this paper
is to consider the extent to which proper names may be part of an L2 reader’s linguistic system; that is,
whether proper names represent lexical or encyclopaedic knowledge. If proper names represent world
knowledge, then one can assume proper names are known. Such a treatment of proper names follows
the widely accepted philosophical view that proper names refer but do not have meaning (Lyons, 1977).
However, if proper names represent lexical knowledge, the assumption cannot be made that the L2
reader will be familiar with all the proper names they encounter. This conceptualisation of proper
names as lexis follows a view held by some linguists that proper names have categorical meaning, albeit
minimal (Anderson, 2007; Van Langendonck, 2007). That is, proper names might consist of categorical
meaning, such as gender or place, which an L2 reader might not be cognisant of. In that case, a recon-
sideration of how proper names are handled in L2 vocabulary and reading research would be warranted.

Theoretical perspectives on proper names

There has been much debate in both philosophy and linguistics concerning whether proper names
belong to the language system, and whether they have meaning. This debate is reviewed here in con-
sideration of whether proper names should be treated by researchers and teachers as part of an L2
reader’s vocabulary knowledge or world knowledge. Because linguistic enquiry into proper names
has been strongly informed by philosophical theorising, this review begins with the fundamental
philosophical positions on proper names. Then, the contemporary linguistic debate surrounding
proper names is reviewed in more detail. Finally, some perspectives on proper names from the field
of lexicography are presented.

Philosophical perspectives

An early and significant philosophical position on proper names comes from John Stuart Mill (1865),
who argued that while proper names denote, or refer to, an individual, they do not connote; that is,
names do not indicate any attributes about their referents (p. 33). Lyons (1977) clarifies that Mill’s use
of the term ‘connote’ is philosophical, whereby connotation indicates the qualities of a thing. Mill
(1865) used an analogy to illustrate how names are non-connotative: proper names are like the
chalk marks put on houses by the robber in the Arabian Nights; while the mark serves a purpose
to distinguish the houses, it does not have any meaning or say anything about the house (p. 36).
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Likewise, a proper name serves to distinguish but does not say anything about its referent. Thus, in the
Millian perspective, proper names do not have meaning, as ‘meaning resides not in what [names given
to things] denote but in what they connote’ (Mill, 1865, p. 36). That is, proper names can refer to
(denote) entities, but they do not have meaning because they do not signify (connote) any features
or qualities of those entities.

Gottlob Frege (1960) provided another influential position on proper names. He introduced the
concept that in addition to reference, names have Sinn (sense). Lyons (1977) explains that how
some philosophers use the term ‘sense’, others would say ‘meaning’. For Van Langendonck (2007),
Frege’s Sinn is not the same as lexical meaning but could be understood as ‘meaningfulness’
(p. 27). In Frege’s conception, expressions could have the same Bedeutung (reference) but not the
same Sinn (sense). The example Frege used to illustrate this distinction was: The Morning Star is
the Evening Star. These two names have the same reference (i.e. the planet Venus) but a different
sense, or meaning.

It is from these two fundamental philosophical positions that the debate on proper names con-
tinues. In the Millian view, names refer to entities, but do not signify qualities of those entities.
Because names do not have meaning (connotation), they are not part of language (Strawson, 1950).
Conversely, under Frege’s conception, names do have sense, or associative meaning, and should there-
fore be considered part of language. However, Lyons (1977) summarises the widely accepted philo-
sophical view that ‘proper names may have reference, but no sense, and that they cannot be used
predicatively purely as names’ (p. 219).

Linguistic perspectives

The philosophical debate on whether proper names have sense, or meaningfulness, is directly con-
nected to the central issue of proper names in lexical analysis: whether names are an aspect of vocabu-
lary or encyclopaedic knowledge, and the interrelationship between these two types of knowledge
(Hanks, 2013). Linguists who take the Millian view of proper names argue that they have no lexical
meaning, only encyclopaedic information. For example, Coates (2006) argues that proper names
have no sense but he does not interpret this to mean that names are meaningless: the meaning is
the referent (i.e. the person or object to which the name refers) (p. 365).

That names are observed to not be part of the linguistic system might be attributed to their minimal
sense and the predominance of encyclopaedic information associated with them (Anderson, 2007, p. 158).
Though he disagrees with this conception, Anderson (2007) attempts to describe this view of proper
names: the lexical entry of a name, without the phonological and morphological information, consists
of a concept of a referent. This concept provides access to encyclopaedic information that is particular
to that referent, and the name is simply part of that concept; the concept is not part of the linguistic system
(Anderson, 2007, p. 158). In other words, proper names can be thought of as ‘memorized labels’ for the
entities they refer to (Allerton, 1987, p. 71), or like the robber’s chalk marks, serving only to distinguish.

Under the Millian perspective then, when one fails to understand a proper name, it is assumed to
be the result of a lack of world knowledge, not linguistic. In this regard, proper names seem to differ
from other words: for if one fails to know a common word, this is attributed to a gap in linguistic
knowledge, not world knowledge. However, Anderson (2007) gives two examples why this might
not always be the case:

I nevertheless recognize as a language user that in English, for example, Elise is a name for
women. And, on the other hand, we can also fail to grasp the denotation of common words
on the basis of gaps in our knowledge of the world: for instance, I know that ‘cantharides’ is
‘dried Spanish fly’, but I would not be able to recognize a sample. (pp. 158–159)

In Anderson’s example, the gender of Elise is linguistic knowledge while encyclopaedic knowledge
about Elise would entail referent specific information, such as her job or character. Hence, there
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can be instances when knowledge of proper names can be of a linguistic nature, even though this
information may be minimal.

The alternative linguistic view of proper names then is that they do have meaning. For linguists who
assign proper names sense, or associative meaning, proper names are part of the linguistic system. Note,
however, that Frege’s ‘sense’ is interpreted somewhat differently among linguists. Allerton (1987) glosses
‘sense’ as ‘language-internal semantic relations’ (p. 71). For him, proper names do have meaning; they
contribute to the meaning of the sentence in which they occur. However, the meaning is ‘an isolated,
unintegrated one, such that it cannot be related to the meanings of other words in terms of lexical rela-
tions’ (Allerton, 1987, p. 71). Thus, for Allerton (1987), while names do not lack in connotations, the
meaning is ‘not integrated into the lexical and grammatical system of the language’ (p. 81). In this
way, proper names seem to exist both inside and outside of the lexicon (Allerton, 1987, p. 62).

For Van Langendonck (2007), ‘sense’ is meaningfulness, and so ‘proper names are words just as
others’ (p. 67). In his view, names have associations or connotations (in the non-philosophical
usage; that is, a feeling or idea that a word summons in a person, beyond its primary meaning)
that arise from either the name’s referent or from the name’s phonological shape (Van
Langendonck, 2007, p. 82). Van Langendonck (2007) suggests several different types of ‘presupposi-
tional meaning’ that proper names can have: categorical (e.g. man, woman, country, city, month, etc.);
associations (about the referent or from the word form) and connotations; emotive (interpreted
personally or inherent in the name); and grammatical (gender, number, definiteness) (p. 86).

Neurolinguistic support for the notion that proper names have categorical meaning is found in Van
Langendonck’s (2007) reporting of German research done by Joseph Bayer on a patient with deep dys-
lexia (pp. 110–113). The patient could only access written text through the semantic route (i.e. pro-
cessing via the lexicon), not the phonological route (i.e. written word to speech via phonemic
processing). That is, when shown proper names, she could not read them but could recognise them
as names and provide categorical information about them. For example, for personal names, she
could usually specify whether the name denoted a man or woman. She identified place names as cities,
countries or rivers. Bayer concluded that there must be ‘a minimal lexical categorical sense belonging
to the semantic memory’ (Van Langendonck & Van de Velde, 2016, p. 25). The patient could also
provide connotative information about names. For example, Australia triggered the categorical infor-
mation of ‘country’ but also connotations of ‘far away’ and ‘kangaroos’ (Van Langendonck, 2007).

An important consideration is how L2 readers glean sense or meaning from the proper names they
meet. It may be that L2 readers analyse proper names differently than L1 readers. Lyons (1977) allows
for the possibility that for language learners, the ‘distinction between proper names and common
nouns may not always be clear-cut,… for example,…when all the people called “Horace” are thought
of as having one or more other properties by virtue of which the name “Horace” is peculiarly appropriate’
(p. 220). This is relevant with respect to the assumption in L2 vocabulary and reading research, that L2
readers can easily identify and understand proper names they meet in continuous text. If an L2 reader’s
understanding of a given proper name is incomplete or incorrect, this may adversely affect comprehension.

Lexicographical perspectives

If proper names do have categorical and associative meaning, they can be treated as lexical items.
Hanks (2013) remarks that from ‘the point of view of corpus linguistics and computational linguists,
[names] certainly are [words]’ (p. 33). Shcherba (1940 [1995]), in his theory of lexicography, also
asserts that names must have meaning because they are used in speech (p. 323). For him, names
are words, albeit very different from common nouns, but that is not a reason to exclude them from
the dictionary. The question is what meaning to assign names. Meaning is not of an encyclopaedic
nature. Rather, Shcherba (1940 [1995]) says, ‘The task is to define that necessary minimum without
which it would be impossible to operate in a generally understandable way with a proper noun in
speech’ (p. 323). For example, if the proper name is a country name, then the fact that it is a country
and not a person is the necessary information that one would need to understand to make sense of the
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name in a text. Shcherba (1940 [1995]) offers some examples of possible dictionary entries: ‘Australia,
“one of the countries of the world”; Louis XIV, “one of the French kings”’ (p. 324). Furthermore,
Shcherba (1940 [1995]) notes that not all names would need to be included in a dictionary, only
those commonly known to a linguistic group (p. 324).

Potential difficulties with proper names for L2 readers

Different perspectives on proper names from philosophy, linguistics and lexicography include some
less prevalent views that proper names have minimal lexical sense or meaning. Given this possibility
that proper names represent lexical knowledge, it may be incautious to assume that L2 readers possess
all the necessary information about the proper names they come across in texts. Such information may
relate to, for example, category (i.e. whether the name refers to a place or person), or associations (e.g.
Goldilocks). If L2 readers are unaware of this necessary information, it may negatively impact their
reading comprehension. So, it is helpful to consider a few potential difficulties they might encounter
with unfamiliar proper names.

One such difficulty concerns phonology. It has been suggested that there may be more plausible
phonological sequences for names than for other words, thus making names more difficult to recall
or learn (Brennen, 1993; James & Fogler, 2007). In his plausible phonology hypothesis, Brennen
(1993) suggests that learning of new phonology is done more often for names than it is for other
words. He does not suggest that there are novel phonemes but rather novel sequences or syllables.
Brennen (1993) argues that when one encounters a new proper name with a novel phonological
sequence, the name essentially represents a new word to be learnt; this can make recall difficult.
While he presents his hypothesis in the context of L1 users, it is worth considering this potential
difficulty for L2 readers as well.

Another challenge concerns the use of context to infer information about an unfamiliar proper
name. Some research that has found L2 readers may be less skilful at using syntactic and semantic
information to infer word meaning than had been previously assumed (Bensoussan & Laufer, 1984;
Huckin & Bloch, 1993; Nassaji, 2003). For example, Kobeleva (2012) found in her study that partici-
pants in the Names Unknown condition were able to derive less than 50% of necessary information
about the proper name referent by relying on context. As Alderson (2000) notes,

Although context determines the meaning of an unknown word, it may not reveal it: revelation is
limited not only by the explicitness of the connection between context and the unknown word,
but also by the experience and skill of the reader. (p. 70)

Context might not always be available for the reader to draw on. In their vocabulary analysis of L1
school textbooks, Nagy and Anderson (1984) explain that some proper names, such as geographical
names, are often not explained in context, and that lack of knowledge of such names would result in
comprehension failure just as unfamiliarity with the meaning of any other word might.

There may also be a lack of transparency surrounding certain proper names for L2 readers, if
clues from the L1 proper name equivalent are absent. To take an example from L2 vocabulary
research, Horst (2013) states that some place names like the Arctic and Scotland are ‘presumably
transparent’ for the target Arabic L2 readers of English in her paper (p. 174). However, there
may in fact be a lack of transparency in such names for Arabic readers. For example, in Arabic,
the Arctic is ليامشلابطقلا , pronounced as /alqutb alshamali/, and translates literally as the North
Pole (‘The Arctic’, n.d.). Thus, there is no phonological clue for Arabic readers as to the meaning
of Arctic, nor would the literal translation of the Arabic name be helpful as no mention is made of
the North Pole in the example text given. This is not an exhaustive list of difficulties that L2 readers
may have with unfamiliar names, but it does serve to illustrate that what may seem transparent or
obvious to L1 readers with respect to proper names might not be as clear for L2 readers.
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Conclusion

While the prevailing view from philosophy and linguistics is that proper names do not have meaning
(Mill, 1865; Lyons, 1977), and therefore constitute encyclopaedic knowledge, there is an alternative
perspective that proper names have minimal lexical categorical meaning (Anderson, 2007; Van
Langendonck, 2007). This is an important viewpoint to consider with respect to how L2 readers
might respond to proper names: it may be the case that some L2 readers do analyse certain proper
names in continuous text as lexis. But to assume that all proper names will be easily identified and
understood by all L2 readers seems incautious.

There are implications for L2 reading and vocabulary research and pedagogy. As noted, the stand-
ard practice in L2 vocabulary research has been to treat proper names as known vocabulary (see
Brown, 2010), and more recently, to remove proper names from lexical analysis altogether.
However, when researchers and teachers start from a position that proper names are special kinds
of words that are not always well understood, this might help create a more accurate picture of the
L2 reader’s lexical load. Rather than assuming names are known, a more cautious approach would
be to categorise proper names in terms of frequency, as is done with other vocabulary in lexical ana-
lyses. Given that names are often culturally specific as well as ephemeral, many proper names will
appear as ‘off list’, that is, not occurring in any of the frequency bands. Thus, when using this
approach, certain proper names will have to be treated as UNKNOWN.

When researchers and teachers assume proper names are UNKNOWN, they are in a position to (re)
consider potential difficulties inherent in each proper name for that particular target L2 reader group:
What is the ‘necessary minimum’ required to operate with this name? Is there sufficient context to
infer the necessary minimum? Does the L2 reader have a phonological representation of the name,
helpful for ensuring retention in the working memory? What is the L1 equivalent for this name, if
any? For example, the names Mary and Arachne would have very different processing loads for certain
L2 readers, depending on several factors, including but not limited to their L1 and English learning
experience.

As processors of a second language and culture, L2 readers will certainly encounter unfamiliar
proper names. Hanks (2013) reports that, ‘in some large lexical databases, aiming at full coverage
of a language, over 70% of lexical entries already are proper names, and this percentage continues
to increase’ (pp. 35–36). This statistic is a powerful indicator that L2 readers will most definitely
meet unfamiliar proper names in the target language. Further research into how L2 readers process
these special kinds of words can serve to alert L2 reading teachers, material developers and assessment
professionals to the potential difficulties with proper names.
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