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ASTRONYMY
Justin E. H. Smith

There is a main-belt asteroid of stony composition,
roughly four kilometers in diameter, and with an
albedo, or solar reflection coefficient, of around 17
percent. It bears the same name as the author of the
present article, though with the middle initials eliminated, the first and last names concatenated, and a
string of numbers added to the beginning: 13585
Justinsmith. To be more precise, it does not just have
the same name as the author, but was in fact named
after the author. Its relationship to the author is like that
of Colombia to Columbus, or of the Vince Lombardi
Travel Plaza to Vince Lombardi: a relationship of
eponymy.
“I hope that some people see some connection
between the two topics in the title,” is how, in 1970,
Saul Kripke began the first of his lectures on “Naming
and Necessity.”1 Plainly, though, it was not necessary
that Justinsmith should come to bear my name. The
asteroid was first observed in 1993, when I was twentyone years old and had yet to accomplish anything that
would merit so much as an eponymous clod of dirt.
According to the rules established by the International
Astronomical Union’s Minor Planet Center, discoverers enjoy the exclusive right of naming for the first
ten years, though they may still choose a name after
that deadline, pending approval by the iau ’s fifteenmember Committee for Small-Body Nomenclature, if
no one else has gone through the complicated steps
necessary to do so.2 In this case, the discoverer, Belgian
astronomer Eric W. Elst, would not choose the name
until the middle of 2015: it was, after all, only one of at
least 3,600 asteroids he had discovered in his long and
distinguished career.
While trans-Neptunian bodies may only be
named after divinities, main-belt objects—those, that
is, generally found orbiting at a distance from the
sun somewhere between Mars and Jupiter—may be
named after any person, living or dead, who has done
anything at all of note, though there is a waiting period
of one hundred years after the death of anyone noted
for contributions in the field of politics: a measure
taken, we may presume, to prevent the partisan
carving up of outer space.
Information gleaned from the Internet tells us that
Elst is a devoted student of the history of philosophy,

and particularly admires Enlightenment-era materialism. He is in fact the founder of the D’Holbach
Foundation, dedicated to the study and promotion
of the work of the atheistic and radically anticlerical
author of the 1770 treatise Système de la nature. In
October, having just learned of 13585 Justinsmith,
I sent Elst a message care of the Royal Belgian
Observatory, from which he had retired some years
earlier, expressing my sincere thanks for this great
honor, and also explaining that I am not, myself, a
materialist, but rather somewhat closer to a phenomenalism of the Leibnizian variety. I cited to him G. W.
Leibniz’s motto: “Où il n’y a pas un être, il n’y a pas un
être,” which tells us that where there is no true unity,
there can be no being. “But material bodies are by
definition composite,” I went on, “while only minds
or mind-like entities are simple and one. So, if bodies
are real, this reality must in some way result from,
and be underlain by, minds. This explanation would
certainly apply to bodies such as asteroids and planets,
not in order to explain them away as illusory (as some
versions of idealism might be said to do) but only to
provide an adequate account of their nature.” I did not
receive a reply.
The biographical information on 13585 Justinsmith
given in the Jet Propulsion Laboratory’s Small-Body
Database tells us that “Justin Erik Halldór Smith (1972)
is an American-Canadian philosopher, at present
a professor in the Department of Philosophy and
Sciences at Diderot University, Paris. His recent book
Nature, Human Nature, and Human Difference (2015) is
a collection of philosophical essays.”3 It is not clear
who composed this text, but whoever it was does not
know my work well. The book cited is not in any sense
a collection of essays, and there is no Department of
Philosophy and Sciences at my university. But in any
case, the real reason for the naming seems to have
nothing to do with the book, or with my work as a
professor of the history and philosophy of science.
According to an explanation offered by Elst himself
to the California Institute of Technology astronomer
Chris Martin (who was more successful than I in
contacting him), it has rather to do with a fairly minor
post I wrote in May 2013, on my website, <jehsmith.
com>, concerning Bébert, the cat that belonged to the
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The future 13585 Justinsmith gliding across the
heavens on 14 January 2010, blissfully unaware of its
impending appointment with onomastic destiny.
Courtesy NASA/IPAC Infrared Science Archive.
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ingenious and notorious French author and anti-Semite
Louis-Ferdinand Céline, and that figured centrally in
his 1957 novel Castle to Castle. France is for cat lovers,
Germany for dog lovers, was basically the whole
argument of this trifle of a post.4 Elst read it, and
enjoyed it. And for this, twenty-two years after 13585
Justinsmith’s discovery and forty-three years after
Justin E. H. Smith’s birth, I received not an eponymous
dirt clod, but an asteroid.
There was, I repeat, nothing necessary about any
of this. My very coming into the world was no sure
thing, let alone my decision to write that post. In fact,
the particular occasion for writing it was a cat I had
seen sitting outside a café called Chez Bebert (without
accent) near Gare Montparnasse. If that cat had not
come out to sit on the sidewalk at the moment it had,
the history of planetoid onomastics would have been at
least slightly different.
But now that it does bear my name, might necessity
somehow enter into the picture, as Kripke suspects? A
company known as the International Star Registry has
since 1979 been naming stars according to the wishes
of paying customers. “Flowers, cards, and candy are
nice,” their website explains, but “when you name a
star for a loved one, your gift will stand the test of time.
When you buy a star from us, you will be purchasing
an unforgettable gift that you can share forever.” The
website features a toll-free number, takes all major
credit cards, and offers to send not just a certificate
confirming ownership, but also, at an additional price,
a heart-shaped pendant inscribed with the name and
coordinates of the star.
What, now, honestly, is the difference between the
International Astronomical Union and the International
Star Registry? From the point of view of the heavens,
there is none. Our astral naming practices, our astronymy, have no necessity out there. Nor do they have
any force. 13585 Justinsmith was cycling through its
twenty-four-year orbit for eons before I came along,
and will continue to do so for eons after I am gone. It
would be a strange metaphysics indeed that would
insist that some real change came about in it sometime
in 2015 as a result of the ceremonial procedures of a
certain human organization some planets away. And
surely if Justinsmith is indifferent to the iau, then it
also does not appreciate the elite or authoritative status
this organization enjoys by comparison to the isr . And
if it is all the same to the celestial bodies anyway, why

not aim for the stars, as they say, rather than settling
for a mere asteroid, which, as the word implies, is
merely “star-like”? Why is it better to be Justinsmith,
four kilometers wide, a stony mass in the main belt,
when you can be some Kaylee or Steve or Shawna,
blazing white-hot somewhere out in Alpha Centauri,
and inscribed on an attractive pendant?
Come to think of it, neither does Mars know or
care that it is called “Mars,” nor even Earth “Earth.”
These are conventions, too, and what seems to make
the difference between “Mars,” “Justinsmith,” and
“Kaylee” is the relative augustness of the social institutions that recognize these names, and the established
legacies of their actual usage. This is all just a matter of
sociology, not metaphysics.
And yet, and yet, I am certain, but morally certain,
that something has changed. “The sun and man
generate man,” Aristotle said.5 The eternal rotations
of the celestial bodies had their role in the cycles of
coming-into-being and passing-away among earthly
creatures. Biology could not make any sense independently of cosmology, as the birth and reproduction and
death of sublunar beings were a sort of imitation, to
the extent that their natures allowed, of the constant
circular motion of the immortal celestial bodies beyond
the moon.
I am writing this from the bedside of my sleeping
father, in a veterans’ hospital just off Interstate 10 in
San Bernardino. He is in the advanced stages of cancer,
and it has fallen to my sister and to me to come to him
to talk about good things from the past, and to help
him with the weighty decisions that attend such a
grave illness. Nor am I so young as to fail to perceive
the chain that binds us, and the shared identity, in what
really matters, of its links. He is me, just not for now.
With the sun’s help (and, contra Aristotle, my
mother’s too), he generated me: he approximated, as
best he could, the cycles of the heavens. The sun has
offered its help to me too, it has warmed my seed, but I
have sought immortality in other, mostly futile, ways:
by striving, at the beginning of what appears to be a
postliterate age, to translate fragments of my soul into
written words. We do not know what the future of data
storage will look like, let alone the future of readership, and in the best case, it may still turn out that my
words have nothing about them that is particularly
worthy of preservation. We do know that the main-belt
asteroids will continue in their orbit, that the Smith
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family name will endure out there, and not just in kind,
which is the best that can be hoped for among sublunar
corruptible creatures, but in number.6 I do not feel as if
I have become immortal, but to be honest, the naming
of 13585 Justinsmith has changed my comportment
toward death, in a way that my scattered attempts at
writing never could.
If you were to condense all the main-belt asteroids
into a single body, its mass would be roughly 4 percent
that of the earth’s moon. Only one of its members,
Ceres, is large enough to have taken on a spherical
shape by force of its own gravity. The rest are jaunty,
oblong, hooked, like the atoms of Democritus. Though
the asteroids are numerous, the belt itself is largely
empty, and other than bombardment by radiation
and periodic strafing by micrometeorites, Justinsmith
mostly just continues in its orbit, without risk of collision. Space weathering will eventually wear it down,
long before the earth is engulfed by the sun, but so far
from now that it is, by any reasonable human scale,
immortal.
For Aristotle, the soul dissolves when the body
corrupts. Many others preferred to believe that nothing
dies of what comes to be, and one plausible account
of what happens to the soul is that it goes to the stars,
either because it was originally composed of star
stuff (we have been “given a soul out of those eternal
fires which you call stars and planets,” Cicero cites
Scipio Africanus as saying), or because it is elevated or
promoted to the astral realm after death.7 Heraclitus
calls the soul a “spark of starry substance.”8 In the
Timaeus, Plato maintains that each soul is assigned
a star, though for him, it is only those who live good
lives who return there to inhabit it after death.9 The

Pythagoreans, similarly, are said to have held that only
some souls ascend to the stars after death—those of the
brave.10 The Girl Scouts of San Bernardino have been
making Christmas cards to be distributed at random
to the patients at the veterans’ hospital. “Thank you so
much for serving our country!” said the one my father
received. “Happy holidays! Without you our country
would be in big danger.”
One of the supposed advances of modern natural
philosophy beginning from the late sixteenth century
was to show that the stars are bodies just like those
here on Earth, that there is no great cosmic division
between the celestial quasi-divinities and the sublunar
elements. Star stuff is not soul stuff, but only rock
stuff and fire stuff. Over the following few centuries,
science would also converge on the view that if there
is anything to be called a “soul” at all, it is, as Aristotle
had thought, a consequence of the arrangement of the
body, rather than the cause of that arrangement, which
precedes and survives it.
So we are mortal, and the stars are just bodies. We
are corrupting, my father and I, and 13585 Justinsmith
is a stony body four kilometers wide. We, like it, are
charted and known by our ephemerides. There is,
however, power—at least for us—in names, and the
strict naming rules of the iau, rules that are ignored by
the isr , reflect the ancient idea that to give one’s name
to a heavenly body is itself a sort of catasterism, an
ascent to the heavens. That we know that this is not in
fact what is happening does nothing to liberate us from
the weight of ancient meanings—any more than our
knowledge of the biology of birth and death can free us
from the sense that it is not protein sequences, but love,
that binds the generations together.
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