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Unnaming Does Not Return a Person to Where They Were: The Empty Position and Why

Content-Directed Remedies Cannot Reach It

An act of naming opens a position in the person named. This paper argues that such a
position can be occupied or left empty but cannot be closed, and that the empty position is
structurally a third state — neither the pre-naming state nor the named state. We draw on
three mutually incompatible frontier accounts of what naming does: the overdiagnosis
critique in Western medicine (Welch; Brodersen; Moynihan), which concludes that naming
should be reduced because it manufactures patients; the Confucian doctrine of the
rectification of names together with contemporary role ethics (Ames & Rosemont), which
holds that naming is constitutive of personhood and that its failure, not its excess, is the
source of disorder; and postcritique and surface reading in literary theory (Felski; Best &
Marcus), which objects to diagnostic reading on grounds that have nothing to do with
consequences, since reading a poem triggers no disposition at all. The first two locate the
value of naming entirely in what it sets in motion; the third supplies the decisive counter-case

in which nothing is set in motion and everything is nonetheless changed.

We name the residue the empty position. Its defining property is that it carries no content —
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"formerly diagnosed" tells one nothing about the person except that a naming passed through.
This separates it decisively from the standing occupants of this ground: labelling theory's
secondary deviance (Lemert), spoiled identity (Goffman), and looping effects (Hacking) all
describe what happens while the label is in force, and all assume the residue is the label
persisting. The decisive contrast follows: destigmatisation works by revising the content
attached to a label, and therefore has no purchase on a position that has no content. Four
falsification conditions are given, one of them checkable against existing false-positive follow-

up data.

Keywords: empty position; unnaming test; rectification of names; overdiagnosis; postcritique;

replacement position
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