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Naming as an Expression of Power
Words -- so innocent and powerless as they are, as standing in a dictionary; how potent for good and evil they become to one who knows how to combine them!
Nathaniel Hawthorne 

Notes for Stories and Essays
As cited in Julian Hawthorne, Nathaniel Hawthorne and His Wife, Vol. 1 (New York: James R. Osgood and Company, 1884). Reprinted at <http://www.eldritchpress.org/nh/nhahw19n.html> (26 May 2005).
Language has power and has played a leading role in the development of our society. As Hawthorne noted, the lowly word is a tool that skilful operators can use to create their own realities. The use of naming, in particular, alters and shapes our perceptions in ways that subtly twist our imaginations and conjure a new reality from the language we use to describe it. The process of naming has been used throughout the ages to divide people into social classes, empower and define individual cultures and to define the way we view our past. 

Naming can create and define the roles we play. Perhaps its most evident power is the way naming separates and defines our role in society. Every person has at least several “names” associated that define him or her as an individual. These pertain to our career, our home life, and our appearance. Over the years, we go from son to husband to father to grandfather, or from daughter to wife to mother to grandmother. With each change in name comes a change in the way we view ourselves and the way society views us. We are treated differently at each stage and utilizing its name grants us respect and privileges. Although it may seem arbitrary, the conventions of naming can also be a great source of empowerment; for example, in the movie The Godfather, it was merely enough to mention the name for the people to start running. Law enforcement agents have a certain amount of power ascribed by the name “officer.” In hierarchies naming organizes various posts and lets everyone know the named person’s rank. Every post has different name, from priest to bishop to cardinal to pope, or mayor to governor to president. 

Since naming has long been seen as a source of power, cultures use names in order to empower themselves. Many peoples refer to themselves as “the people” in their language, symbolically isolating themselves from the inhuman Others. In some cases naming brings cultures closer to nature. A good example are the Native Americans, who used names like “running wing”, “sleeping bear” and “roaring tiger” to describe their abilities and their personalities. They believed that giving these names to their children not only brought them in touch with nature but gave them spiritual empowerment, enabling them to speak to gods and perform miracles.  By adopting the name of revered creatures as their own, they adopted their power, too.

But, too, naming shapes not just the way we view ourselves and our culture but the way we view our past. Our view of history is very much name-oriented. Historical epochs are named for the people that dominated them, and their reflected glory commands veneration in later ages. Thus the “Roman Period”, named for the Roman Empire, inspired the later Holy Roman Empire, which tried to use the power of name to give power to the new state. Popes pick their names to acquire some of the glory of illustrious predecessors. Many historical names have become universal, and as much as they are historically known now, they were just as feared in their own time. Alexander the Great, Ivan the Terrible and Adolph Hitler are just few names that to this day summon awe, terror, and hatred whenever and wherever modern people use them.


The development of language revolutionized the world, and naming is an important expression of power. Cultures have based their social structures and their perception of history on the basis of naming. Individuals, too, are bounded by the names society gives them. By naming people, cultures, and epochs, society exercises control over them, and by adopting venerated names for modern times, it hopes to bring the power of the original to later namesakes. If knowledge is power, then words are the handmaiden of knowledge.
