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lNTROpUCTION . 

"Bertrand Russell is f1 philosopher without a philosophy. The same point might 

be made by saying that he is a philosopher of all philosophies."1 Bertrand 

Russell (1872 -1970) has been the philosopher of the twentieth cenhity. At least 

he is one of the most widely known and studied philosophers. The only 

contender for the sam~ could be his f~mous pup~l Ludwig Wittgetist:¢jn. I have 

great respect for Russell nqt only as a great philosopher but as Clli iinin_ensely 

I . . . 

nuinane petson as vyell. Russ~ll wa~ one of the most remarkClble ht1man beings, 

a genius who wrote on a variety of subjects ranging from science, mathematics, 

fiction and drama to even politics. A.J. Ayer writes about him, "Bertrand 

Russell is not only the most brilliant philosopher of this century; he is also one 

of the most sel£-qitical."2 

It should be of interest to note Rabindranath Tagore' s account of his meeting 

with Russell. Tagor~ records the meeting in his travelog4e in BengaU, called 

Father Sanchaya. He met Russell irt the garden of Lowes Dickinson's (ern English 

philosopHer) house at Cambt·idge. It was an f!fter-diruier rendezvous. Russell 

Joined the tonversti.l-i.on, and talked ~rilliantly spanning literature, sociology, 

and philosophy at icitge. Tagore mused that the rigour of mathematics renders 



tri~ny a mf111's mind qrid an~l dry, bereft of a sense of humour; l:nit R4ssell was 

an exception. Matherpatics had enlightened Russell's mind, made it effulgent 

and luminops. His deeper thoughts were interspersed with a great deal of 

hearty laughter. This is what made Tagore marvel at and admire about 

RlJ.ssell's conversational style. The meeting took place in 1912. 

Bertrand Arthur William Russell was born on 18th May, 1872; in a distinguished 

family of British Earls and Dukes. Third Earl Russell received the Noble Prize 

for literature in 1950. Besides being C\ master of critical thinking, he was a civil 

tights activist and a prominent publlc figure of that period. This is recorded in 

d1e following observntlon: 

. . . beside being a pltilosopher, he is ct. ready cthci graceful 
writer with opirtioris of his own on most topics. He has an 
acute, 4tventive and original intelligence; he has given a 
fresh turn to almost every itnportant philosophical problem; 
he is the remarkably unsolemn and unpretentious doyen of 
contemporary English philosophy ... 3 

Russell's interest in philosophical problems started as early as 1883 q:r 1884 (Le., 

when he was about eleven years old). He was dissatisfied with the axioins of 

Euclid's Geometry at that tirpe, and in a way, this dissatisfaction rrwy be SClid to 

hp.ve led him to write The Principles of Mathematics. At about the age of fift~en he 

Eltarted considering a number of philosophical prob~e:tns suc~1 as .freewill, 
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materialism and the existence of God, arising Ol.l-t of his immense interest in 

religion. 

In 1890 a breaktlu·op_gh carne in Rus~ell's lif~ when he ~~ne tp study 

P.lathernaticE; at TrinHy College, Camptidge. There he first came into q:mtact 

with profe~sional philosophers and mathem~ti~ians like, A. N. Whitehead, 
,. 

McTaggart, James Ward and O.F. Stout. In his own words, "Cambridge opened 

up to me a new worlq of infinite delight."4 

In 1895, Russell became a fellow at Tri¢ty. In Cambridge he also met one of his 

slightly younger contemporaries, G.E. Moore. During Russell's undergraduate 

years the prevailing atmosphere of British philosophy was Hegelean Idealism 

and upon Moore's illflp_ence he q~knowledges to have g:radl.l-ally entetged from 

his idealist bath. In july 1900, Russell met Giuseppe Peano, the Italian logician 

arid mathematician at the International Congress of Philosophy. Pea±w has also 

p~ayed an important role irt the formation of Russell's philosophy of 

mathematics. 

The other influences p.pon him were of Frege, Mill, Hume and last but not the 

least, Wittgehstein. Wittgenstein' s criticisms helped Russell in transforming his 

ideas and reshaping his theories. In fact both of them learnt a great qeal from· 

each other. R4ssell claims that his lecf:4res on Philosophy of Logiqtl Atqtnism, 
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/1 are very largely concerned with explaining certain ideas which, i learnt 

froin my friepd and former pupil Ludwtg Wittgenstein."5 

Writing on their relation Sainsbury says, /lhad Wittgenstein never existed there 

would be nothing inexplicable about Russell's work being as it in fact was" .6 In 

i916, Russell was dismissed from his services at Trinity for his pacifist 

activities, and in 19+8, was jailed for six months for having written j:hcj.t the US 

Army was accustorn~d to intimidating strikers. But he returne~ to Trinity 

·College, Ccm:tbridge as a F¢llo~ tn l9.44. Since that time he devcit~q himself 

MJiy to writing and published an enormous number of books and articles on a 
' ' 

variety of spbjects, ~esides those of philosophical interests. Russell "had a 

courageous insistence on expressing his opinion, rto matter how unpopular his 

ideas may be." 7 

I became interested in philosophical analysis when I was iqt,ropuced to 

analytical philosophy during my undergraduate classes. In my po~t-graduate 

years I became acquaiqted, for the first time, with Russell's philosophi~C!.i ideas, 

which have 'f~shioned the philosophical climate ih English speaking co?ntries'. 

:Russell's main ~orks can be presented under three he&qiJtgs: ·First, 

I . , 

Philosophical Logic, which is actually a method of Russ~llean philosophy; 

second, the foupdations of mathematics; third, epistemology and metaphysics. 
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The doctrines, which came under the head of the famous "Theory of 

Descriptions", drew my immediate attention. The problems of re£etence have 

intrigued me ever since. The present p~ssertation is concerned with the age-old 

problems of referring, denoting and naming that revolve round Russell's 

ce1ebrated "Theory of Descriptio11s". Wittgenstein describes the Theory of 

Descriptions as "undoubtedly Russell's greatest contribution to philosophy", 

and F.P. Ramsey says, "It is a paradigm of philosophy." 

An exploration into this topic involves studying the theories of other eminent 

philosophers like Meinong, Frege and Strawson. The debate between Russell 

and Strawson regarding reference is indeed very illuminating. Moreover 

Russell's treaQ:nent o£ these problems involves a certain view as to the task of 

philosophical analysis. The present project thus is an attempt (lt a st(ltem.ent and 

an evaluation of Russ~ll' s theory of descriptions and some related issues, 

Iii the first d1.apter, l have sketched the historical background of analytic 

philosophy. I have q·ied to trace its origin and development over the years. 

Analytic philosophy has gradually established itself as a distinct and important 

branch of philosophy. This chapter throws light on why and how the <:malytical 

method became more and more acceptable and popular among philosophers as 

C1 wp.y of philosophicaJ, thinkip.~. Since the twentieth century philosophers have 

tealized that language is very much related to philosophy and plays a 
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sigrtificant role in Hs progress. Regarding the use of language in the realm of 

philosophy there has been a longstanding bifurcation among those who are 

dOing philosophy. One group, the formalists, went for the structural ana,lysis of 

language such that it is free from the vagueness and inaccuracies that involve 

our common speech. The main exponent of this kind of modified lapguage was · 

~ertrand Russell. The other group headed by P.F. Strawson, howevt:!r, 1Jroposes 

i 
the refjnerrtent of ordinaty language, which will be easier ahd more 

manageable. In short, I have taken note of the views of sonie prominent 

philosophers of both the groups. 

The second chapter introduces the problem of reference. The 'puzzles of 

reference', as they are popularly known, were first stated by Russell in "On 

Denoting" (1905). But actually the problems are much older than that. We find 

tl-).at Plato had been concerned with some of them. Two of Russell's renowned 

predecessors, Meinong and Frege had also recognized the probl~rns and 

attempted to solve them. In fact, Meinong was mainly concerned with the 

puzzle of negative existential statements, whereas Frege was interested ih the 

puzzle of identity. ln this chapter I have presented the problems in the form 

they arose hot only for Rp.ssell but also for Plato, Meinong and Frege. 

Strawson's views on the subject open up a new vista in this field. An 

introduction to Strawson's theory has also been given in this chapter. 
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Meinong and his works ln.£l~1enced Russell to a great extent during the·early 

yea,rs when Rl1ssell just got acquainted with the problems of referrtng and 

denoting. The puzzles (the puzzle of negative existentials in particular) 

apparently had not worried Russell initially. His thoughts at that time were in 

total agreement with those of Meinong. In order to solve this puzzle Meinong 

was led to accept a notion of subsistence. It was argued by Meinong that we 

could speak about 'the golden mountain', 'the round square' etc. and can make 

trqe stptements of which these are subjects; hence they must have some kind of 

logical being. Such things wili not be said to exist; they are rathei· subsistent 

entities. Meinong called thei:n ideal objects. 

M:einong is a. philosopher who has largely been misunderstood by most 

philosophers including Russell. Though he initially supported Meinong, 

Russell later thought that in trying to solve the problem of negative existential 

statements, Meinong had abandoned his sense of reality. Meinong, according to 

Russell, admitted such things as chimeras, unicorns and even rounq squares. 

This was intolerable for Russell anp. he devised his theory of descriptions for 

soivir).g the puzzles of reference as c:j.n acceptable alternative to Meinongean 

excesses. The second chapter irn.parqaJiy explores Meinong' s theory a,nd reflects 

t1pon Russell's early views. 
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The third chapter js an exposition of Frege' s theory of sense and reference. 

Frege had made th~s famous EJ.nd controversial disnn!=tion regarc~itlg proper 

Ii~mes, while attempting to provide a1i answer to the problem of identity. Frege 

'VaS a great mathematician P,nd Cqme to philosophy from this pq.ckgro~nd. The 

special charilcter of .Russell's theory is best unP.etstooq and approached when 

seen against the bacl<grounci of Frege' s distinction between proper names and 

predicate expressions. In Frege' s opinion proper names stand for something 

complete, they have sense pssociated with them. Concept words and relation 

expressions are incomplete. 

Though Russell leans on this distinction, his acceptance and m~e Qf it is not 

precisely the same as that in which Frege understood it. Frege cotlciu4ed that 

this puzzle over identity aris¢s out of confusion between the sehse and 

~~£~renee of expresstons. Russell thopght that the difficulty over iq~ntity rested 

pn anothet ~onfuslon- that between proper nqmes and definite desqipiions. 

Russell rejects Frege's theory on the ground that it is purely arbih·ary. 

Chapter four is basically concerned with criticism of Meinong and Frege's 

theories by Russell. I have shown what initiated Russell into deyising the 

theory of descriptions because, for Russell, rejecting the theories of his 

predecessors inea11t paving the path for his own theory. Arg}iments and 

counter a:rgtiments in favour of their theories are closely followed. 

8 
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According to· Russell, deqoting phi'cl.ses are in fact descriptions; they are 

certainly not names. But, Meinong commits this mistake of treating any 

grammatically correct denoting phrase as genuine objects or n~mes. Russell 

advances several Cl.rguments to establish that descriptions ate pot names 

because a loss of this distinctipJ1. ts at tl1e root of several problems. 

Tpough Russ~ll criticizes Fr~ge' s thepry, he admires certain poij.l_ts i11 it, which 

influence hllrt while formulati~g the theory of description. I feel that not all the 

objections that Russe~l brought against Frege are justified. Some of them arise 

out of certain confusions on Russell's part, which I have pointed out in this 

chapter thus corning to the conclusion that Frege' s theory cannot be denied 

only because it stands in opposition to Russell's view. 

Chapter five deals with Russell's ideas on proper names and existence. ln this 

context Frege' s view of proper names is also considered. I tra~e the origin of 

proper narn¢s here, bifurcating beiyveen the sense cmd no sense th~ories of 

proper na:r:j1es. Plato and Wittgenstein' s conceptions of proper natnes h<1ve also 
1 I ' 

come under piscuss~oh as a relevant ~ssue. This chapter makes a comparison 

between what Russell and Frege say on the relation between proper names and 

descriptions. For Russell, names are 'disguised' or 'truncated' descriptions. 

Frege did not fully agree with this. !"rege advocated the sense theory of names 
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without accepting n1~ description theory. However, here lies a coriunon 

platform from where both Russell and Frege' s theories take off. 

This chapter also contains an exposition into Russell's analysis of defhvte and 

indefinite descriptions. How Russell solves some of the puzzles with the help of 

his theory is also explciined. 

in the next chapter, that is, Chapter six, I turn to Strawson' s ctiqci$m of 

Russell's position. Stp:iwson' s ctiHcisrp of the theory of descriptiotis consists in a 

rejection of the theory of meaning; underlying it. In Strawson's opinion no 

words or expressions have as their meaning a designated object. So, if meaning 

is not denotation, then there cannot be 'logically proper names' or 'descriptions' 

in Russell's sense. According to Leonard Linsky, the article, "On Referring", in 

which Strawson criticizes Russell, "is a landmark in contemporary philosophy 

;1nd q.mong the most importelJ1-t papers published in our time". 8 

The prime obj~ctive of Strawson's pq.per is to refute Russell's "On Oepoting". 

The controversies iJivolving Rtissell and Strawson' s theories ate evah1ated in 

the sixth chcj.pter, where the inherent dispute is about alternative ways of doing 

philosophy. I q.lso pring to light a few complications related to hames and 

reference which, Russell's theory cannot explain satisfactorily. My submission 

here is that though Strawson's paper is acclaimed very highly, it fails as an 

10 



e1ttack on Russell's ~hesis to a certain extent. However,. some-of the objections 

that Strawsoi1 brot1ght against ~:qssell are justified though Russeil thinks them 

to be untenaple. 

The topic of reference has exercised philosophers since. All other philosophers 

interested in the su.bject line up along the Fregean and Russellean pqsitions. 

Sometimes it seems that the last word has been said, but, ;:1gain, Jike the 

mythological bird Phoenix, which tqkes rebirth from its own ashes, the issue of 

. I 

reference comes back again apd again to life with fresh ptopleni.s. The 

generations of younger pl)itosopher~, with their thjn1<Jng perform the task of 

~~rrying on the torch handed over by their predecessors. So, in my concluding 

Chapter, I discuss some recent researches· on narhe and reference. I tC\.ke into 

account Leibnitz' s principle of substituitivity and the opinion of Quine, Frege 

and Russell about it. Unlike Frege, Quine thinks that names do not h!lve any 

reference at all in certain anomalous contexts. He also does away with Russell's 

distinction between proper names and descriptive phrases. Quine only talks 

about an undifferentiated category of singular terms. 

Keith DoMeilan has exa~ned the theories of Russell and Straw~or cl:l-refully 

and while doing so he shows th;:1t a qistinction is to be maqe betweep two kinds 

pt use of descriptions. I tholi~ht it quite relevant to discuss Donnellan's 

qistinction li.ete and make a critical assessment of it. Donnellan's theory is novel 
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in its treatment of the problem yet when closely examined, it reveals certain 

confusions, which cannot be properly sorted out. 

Another philosopher who h<1s impressed me through his theory oh proper 

haines is Saul Kripke. He has given a new twist to the concept ot ptppet names 
. ' ' 

by raising the question of i1mnes being rigid or non-rigid designators. i seek to 

¢xplaih here what he 1-lleans by these terms and why he thinks proper names to 

! 

b~ rigici. designators. The most significant achievement of Kripke' s theory is that 
. ' 

it has far reaching consequc11ces. 

Lastly, I evaluate the pros and cons of Russell and Strawson's doctrines, which 

are central to my thesis. In my consideration, Russell remains unsqccessful in 

his primary objective of constructing the theory of descriptions. He cannot 

provide satisfactory solutions to the problem of reference. On the oth~r hand, 

Sttawson is also confused in his criticism of Russell. However, Strqwson is 

~orrect in saying as against Russell that a statement is neither trtie nor fq1se. But 

the point is that though Strawson correctly points out some mistakes in the 

theory of descriptions, stili he cannot disprove Russell's theory. I think that a 

synthesis of Russell q.nd Straws on is not impossibility. 

In the end, I have reached the general conclusion (and in this respect I take side 

with Strawson) that of course, common speech IS full of v(lgu¢p.ess and 
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i:haccllracies l:>4t the degree of precision and measurement found in sciences 

and mathematics Canil.Ot be brought to philosophy. 

Russell constructed a formal language for philosophy. This meant transforming 

whole philosophical inquiry into q. formal language, which would be a 

stUpendous task, giving rise to' fresh problems. So, following Straws on, J go for 

ordinp.ry language philosop~y, which requires the careful tefitJ.ement of 

!20mmon speech. 

n might be said tJlat it was the duty of a commentator to 
remove such purely verbal confusion by providing a kind 
of dicti!=mary, whereby Russell's use of a word at one t:irJ:1_e 
cah be translated in terms of his use of it at another. Such lexi
cography has appeared as an obvious first step in philosophi
cal scholarship ever since Moore's Principia Ethica; and 
Russell himself frequently prefaces a philosophical discuss
ion with an atteinpt to define his terms. But I do not think this 
is the best way of trying to avoid the kind of vagueness 
which, !lS Russell rightly insisted, is unavoidable in ordinary 

9 language. 

• •• 
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An.alytflc lPJhlliOJEMllphy : A Brief lll§lG(Q):IrJ 



CHAPTER-1 

Analytic Philosophy :A Brief History 

Section- I 

The Origin of Analysis 

Twentieth century, since its dawn, has been wibi.ess to the rapidly changing 

scenes in various fields of science, technology, mathematics, and arts, as also in 

the realm of philosophy. A basic movement in. philosophical positions has 

taken place around the turn of the ce:q.tury and is still continuing. It is the 

application of the method of analysis to philosophy, which brought a 

revolution in the thinking of philosophers. So, it would not be unfair to 

characterise our time as 1 Age of Analysis' in philosophy. 

The philosophy, which grew up around the early works of G. E. Moore and 

Bertrand Russell, first came to be known as 1 Analytic Philosophy'. The 

development has been ably captured in A.J.Ayer's Russell and Moore: The 

Analytical Heritage,! as also in J.O.Urmson's Philosophical Analysis: Its 

Development Between the Two World Wars.2 However, it would be wrong to 

assume that analytic philosophy began with their writings. Philosophers have 

been using analysis in their speculations either unknowingly or consciously 



since the pre- Socratic period. The kind of analysis Plato employed in his 

· famous dialogues Theaetetus and Sophist bear comparison with some works of 

much later philosophers like Russell and N.s fqni.ous pupil Wittgenstein. 

Similarities between the works of some other analysts and the works of 

Aristotle or Leibnitz or Locke, Berl<~ley and Hunte have also been found. But 

what is meant jWhen it is said that the present age is the 'Age of Analysis' is 

that, it is only in the present century that analytic techniques have. come to 

dominate the philosophical thinking. 

It · would be worth pointing out, however, that not all contemporary 

philosophers had the same attitude towards philosophical analysis. Initially, the 

significance of philosophical analysis gained popularity mainly inEngland, and 

to some extent in America and Scqndinavia. At that time this method had not 

many advocates in countries like France, Germany, Russia or in countries of the 

Far East, though the utility of anCllysis as a method of settling problems had 

drawn the attention of philosophers in these countries too. Subsequently, even 

in the countries where analytic philosophy was popular no single school of it 

could be discerned. There were many who approved of apprqaches 4ifferent 

from the analytic one towards philosophising. Consequently, it canrtot be said· 

that the boundaries of analytic philosophy are very strictly or well defined. 
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Analytic philosophy is mainly concerned with the study. of language and its 

complexities. The 'linguistic turn' is seen as the hallmark of analytic 

philosophy. There are basically three areas of language to which it pays 

attention. First, there was the realisation that words should be used correctly so 

as to remove confusion and ambiguity from philosophical disputes. In order to 

do so one must carefully Scrutinise what is being said. The second priority was 

the construction of an artificial language, as a result of which symbolic logic 

developed. The last, but not the least, was the analysis of natural language so 

-
that philosophers could use it properly and accurately. 

Philosophical analysis, though it Concerns language, must be differentiated 

from other important studies of language. First of all, the task of the analytic 

philosopher should not be confused with that of the speculative philosopher. 

The former studies language primarily to facilitate himself to clarify and settle 

ambiguous philosophical questions with clarity; while the latter, when he 

studies language, does so to engage himself in thought about the metaphysical 

. foundations of the universe. Secondly, the task of linguists, philologists, 

grammarians, lexicographers etc. also concerns the study of language. Their 

interest, however, is primarily in empirical investigation. The linguist is 

interested in discovering facts about how our language is used; the philologist 

deals with the science of language. The grammarian concerns himself with the 

science of sounds, the inflexions and constructions used in language and the 
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lexicographer is the maker of dictionaries. But the work of the analytic 

· philosopher is distinct from all these. While linguists, philologists etc are 

involved in the scientific study of language, the analytic philosopher ~tudies 

language in order to lay bare and remove its doubts and uncertainties, which 

help him to deal effectively with philosophical problems. For, philosophical 

theses are, after all, put forth in language. What distinguishes analytic 

philosophy is that a philosophical aq::ount of thought !=an be attained through a 

philosophical account of language . 

. We must here try to understand what analytic philosophers precisely mean by 

the term 'analysis'. Is the use of the term in philosophy, the same as it is used in 

the realm of science? The answer, to some extent, is affirmative. To ar).alyse, in 

general, means breaking up a complex into its simple parts to have a better 

knowledge of what is being analysed. The chemist; for example, analyses 

complex physical substances into simpler parts~ In the same way, the 

philosopher breaks up ambiguous linguistic elements and studies their 

interrelationS to know better the problems concerning them. I want to draw 

attention to a point before concluding this section. Distinction is often made 

between (1) Philosophy of Language, which is the philosophical study of 

language, especially its structure, graiT)Illar, semantics, etc., so that at the deeper 

level it merges with linguistics, (2) Linguistic Philosophy, which is the study of 

philosophically important concepts by analysing the linguistic usages of the 
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words and phrases related with or expressing the concept under study, and (3) 

Analytic Philosophy, which analyses philosophital concepts, but not 

necessarily via language but it may undertake analysis of a different kind based 

on experience as iii. logical positivism, or based on ontological constituents of 

the objects or facts presented by concepts or sentences ~s in Frege or logical 

atomism. But there is a good deal of overlapping cunong these philosophies. It 

has not been possible tp hold on to these distinctiorts. Anaiytic philosophy and 

linguistic analysis can hardly be kept separate. This applies both to ·the 

formalists as well as ordinary language analysts. Again, the systematic view of 

the concepts of language, meaning, reference, truth, etc. which constitute the 

corpus of philosophical analysis, has brought out the logical structure of 

language. This reveals an intimate relationship between analytic philosophy 

and philosophy of language. 

Section -II 

The Early Analysts 

Let us now contemplate what 'analysis' meant to the early analysts Moore and 

Russell. For Moore, analysis is a £orin of definition of concepts or propositions. 

In his idea of analysis there is an underlying distinction between words and 

concepts or sentences and propositions. Unlike Moore, Russell never stated 
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clearly what he meant by analysis. But from his writings it could be understood 

that for him also, analysis is a form of definition, but it could be either real or 

contextual. It may be either ontological or linguistic. On the other hand, for 

. Moore, analysis is either real or conceptual definition, which is always 

ontological, never purely linguistic. 

Among contemporary philosophers, Russell's name figures as the first and 

foremost practitioner of analytical technique. He was the first to present 

analysis as the most reasonable and precise method of philosophy. Born in 

1872, he studied at Cambridge University and later became a lecturer there. 

One of the most well known philosophers to date, Russell's primary interest 

was in mathematics from where he deviated to philosophy. But throughout his 

long life (1872-1970) he has written on a variety of subjects ranging from 

m~thematics, philosophy, and politics to fiction. 

A year later than Russell, in 1873, George Edward Moore was born in London. 

He was Russell's fellow student at Cambridge and started teaching there in 

1911. Though Moore has been called a 'philosopher's philosopher', his early 

studies were in Greek, Latin and German literature. He knew nothing of 

philosophy till he met Russell in the 1890's. Russell's introduction of analytical 

technique in philosophy must be due to his mathematical background. It is said 

that Russell was a reconstructor of empirical knowledge. Previously, 
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philosophers had a psychological approach to the problems of philosophy. 

Russell and Moore employed a new "logical approach to empiricism developing 

out of the empirical system of Hume and critical philosophy of Kant. It Was not 

an isolated movement but was historically linked with what had gone on 

before. Previously Hume and Kant had expounded a different kind of 

empiricism, but their outlook had been psychological. 

It is. to British philosopher David Hume (1711-1776) that the analytic 

philosophers are greatly indebted for their systems and views. According to 

Hume ideas are copies of impressions - true knowledge comes only from sense 

experience. The impressions we receive from external world are reproduced 

either as ideas of memory or ideas of imagination. Here, Hume borrowed from 

his predecessor, John Locke's theory of unem nomen, unem nominatum; one 

name, one thing. Hume wrote : 

First, when we analyse otir thoughts or ideas, however compoun
ded or sublime, we always find that they resolve themselves into 
such simple ideas as we copied from a similar impression. 3 

Burne's denial of the objectivity of causal connection wasalso in keeping with 

this thesis. He argued that if one phenomenon precedes another, it couldn't be 

deduced that there is the relation of cause and ·effect between them. It is only 
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that, certain events occur in time and space in such a way that we call one the 

cause and the other the effect. Hume believed that our words have meanings 

because they are related to impressions and ideas. The impression and ideas 

that occur in our minds are responsible for making our utterances expressions 

of thought instead of mere sounds. 

Another philosopher who tried to make philosophy scientific after Hume was 

Immanuel Kant (1724 -1804). Kant created a revolution in philosophy by stating 

. that contrary to the existing system of asking how knowledge conforms to its 

object, we should presuppose that objects must conform to our knowledge. This 

theory is known as, and has the status of, Copernican Revolution in science. 

Kant also distinguished between a priori and a posteriori knowledge. A priori 

knowledge is knowledge independent of experience whereas a posteriori 

knowledge is empirical. 

After Kant, a different kind of philosophy arose in and around Great Britain, 

which was critical, rather than idealist in character. Another philosopher of 

German origin, Gottlob Frege, who was indisputably the father of modern 

mathematical logic, contributed sigilificantly to the analytic movement through 

his work. 
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Frege distinguished philosophical log'ic-from psychology on the OI).e hand and 

from epistemology on the other. l-ie paid attention at length to such notions as 

·names, sentences and predicates. The novelty of his work has the application of 

mathematical expressions to different terms of ordinary language such as 

'subject' and 'predicate'. The mqst celebrated among Frege's theses was his 

distinction between 'sense' and 'reference' of an expression, which led to 

another controversial theory of his that the reference of a sentence was its truth

value. More space would be devoted to Frege later in the course of this work It 

should suffice for the present to say ·that in the development of his analytic 

. philosophy Russell had borrowed from and dwelled much on these ideas of 

Frege. Frege' s philosophy was not much known to the world during his own 

· lifetime. It was mainly through Russell and some other philosophers of the 

English-speaking world that his thesis came to be noticed and discussed. It is 

worth noting that Frege' s view have some resemblance with and may be said to 

be an improvement of the subject on which Russell's godfather J. S. Mill had 

already written in the nineteenth century. 

In his major work A System of Logic written in 1843, John Stuart Mill starts with 

an analysis of language. Russell was much influenced by Mill's philosophy, 

which was based on the works of Locke, Berkeley and Hume. Mill was 

interested in science and logic and analysis for him meant description of the 

process of naming. He distinguished between two kinds of words. Words, like 
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proper names, were such that they had -meaning by themselves whereas there 

were also words, which had meaning only in a context. Moore and Russell were 

both averse to the subjective psychologism of Mill, yet Mill's theory of proper 

names contributed to the development of philosophical analysis for it was the 

drawbacks of this view which analysts like Russell were most concerned to 

avoid. 

During the later half of the nineteenth century, the predominant philosophy in 

Britain was neo-Hegeleanism, which was a form of idealism having its origin in 

Hegel's philosophical system. The philosopher whose thinking had a 

commanding influence upon the British idealism of that time was F.H.Bradley. 

He attempted to show that though things might seem separate and discreet, 

they really form one unified whole, the all-inclusive Reality or Absolute. 

Both Moore and Russell were initially influenced by Bradley and supported this 

kind of idealistic approach to philosophical questions. But soon they began to 

a,rgue against this view and later rejected it completely. In his doctrine of 

external relations, Russell criticised Bradley's monistic views. As a true pluralist 

he said that things were analysable unities, which consisted of terms and 

qualities related externally. Russell's earliest works were in the field of Logic 

· and Mathematics. In 1910, along with A.N.Whitehead, he published Principia 

Mathematica, a monumental work on logic and mathematics, which was of the 
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greatest interest to philosophers as it provided them with a more perfect and 

improved tool to tackle philosophical problems. Russell's reasons for rejecting 

idealism were that he attempted to view traditional problems of metaphysics 

from a logical standpoint. Russell himself wrote, 

· ... logic is what is fundamental in philosophy, and ... schools should 
be characterized rather by their logic than. by their metaphysics. 4 

Moore also abandoned idealism but for different reasons. He advocated 

common sense realism. Throughout his philosophic life Moore tried to find out 

what was real. Two of his main works, The Refutation of Idealism (1903) and A 

. Defence of Common Sense (1925) were the result of this kind of thinking. Moore's 

attack on idealis~ was concentrated intensely upon the meanings of the 

metaphysical propositions, which he opined, should be clearly understood 

before even considering the truth or falsity of such p'ropositions. In this context 

he wrote: 

In all ... philosophical studies, the difficulties and disagree
ments, of which its history is full, are mainly due to a very 
simple cause : namely, to the attempt to answer questions, 
without first discovering precisely what question it is 
which you desire to answer. 5 

Thus Moore's insistence upon detailed analysis of the meanings of words and 

his repeated adherence to common sense and the way language is commonly 
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used, paved the way for a kind oC analytical thinking which became an 

. indispensable part of philosophising. Ammerman writes : 

Section- ITI 

By helping to turn philosophers' attention to the meanings 
of the questions they were asking and by discouraging specu
lation prior to clarification, Moore exerted an influence upon 
the history of analytic thought which is unparalleled. 6 

The Later Development 

As st~ted earlier, <).11 analytic philosophers were in agreement ¢at words should 

be used strictly and exactly so that philosophical problems could be set forth 

clearly. But they disagreed about the language to be used in the process of 

analysis and it is at this point that generally analysts split into two. Some of 

them held that the language we use ordinarily was not fit for philosophy, as it 

was full of ambiguities and inaccuracies. In order to remove the inaccuracies 

and to make language precise to see probiems clearly, it was required that 

common speech be modified, taking into account both its vocabulctry and 

syntax. It was concluded, therefore, that similar to physics and chemistry, 

philosophical analysis should also consist in the construction of an artificial 

language. 
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Some other analytic philosophers were of the opinion that construction of 

artifiCial languages for the purpose of resolving philosophical problems was not 

a very good idea. They thought that formalisation· of language rather than 

solving, would lead us· into more problems. These analysts were of the opinion 

that analysis and careful refinement of the ordinary, natural language was the 

. best way to understand the problems of philosophy. On the basis of this 

conflict, the history of analytic philosophy can be roughly divided into five 

stages: 

I. Early Realism - The two early analysts were Russell and Moore. They 

started their work by stating clearly the meanings of apparently confusing 

philosophical questions so that they could be answered properly. They rejected 

idealism and fought the metaphysical otherworldliness of men like Bradley and 

McTaggart, although they were not averse to metaphysics. However, 

differences in their thinking soon led Moore and Russell to divergent paths. 

11. Logical Atomism- This was associated with the works of Russell during 

1914 -19 and early Wittgenstein. The task of the logical atomist was to construct 

a formal language for philosophy. Russell was a champion of formalism and 

practised formal analysis by examining the world from a purely logical point of 

view. The logical atomists not only supported metaphysics, they attempted to 

construct one. Russell wished to advocate logical atomism as a certain "kind of 
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logical doctrine and so set forth on the basis of this a certain kind of 

metaphysics. The main aim of the logical atomists, however, was to solve 

philosophical problems by a logically perfect language where grammar would 

be capable of throwing light on philosophical problems unlike that of the 

natural languages. 

III. Logical Positivism - The logical positivists were also followers of 

formalism but abandoned metaphysics totally. Wittgenstein was the first to 

declare metaphysical questions as meaningless. Ludwig Wittgenstein was born 

in Vienna in 1889. He came into contact with Russell through his interest in 

mathematics. Russell influenced him enough to make him study philosophy. 

Conventionally Wittgenstein's philosophical life has been divided into an early 

and a later period, and there is a certain amount of opposition between the two. 

In his celebrated book Tractatus-Logico-Philosophicus published in 1921, the early 

Wittgenstein says that the role of analysis is to break up all complex 

propositions into unanalysable simples. It should make every statement a 

picture of reality. Wittgenstein thought of philosophy as primarily the activity 

of clarifying language and it cannot give us true knowledge about the nature of 

reality as science does. He said that a philosopher's only proper task is to 

enlighten other people as to the real nature of metaphysical questions, which 

were in fact meaningless and unanswerable. The famous last sentence of the 
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Tractatus, 11Whereo£ one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent/' expresses 

elegantly the essential doctrine of Wittgenstem' s early view.7 

As a result of this dramatic thesis in the Tractatus, around 1923, in Vienna, a 

group of scientists and philosophers sharing common interests started working 

together on philosophic positions and came to form the group known as the 

Vienna Circle. Moritz Schlick and Rudolph Carnap were the most prominent 

members of this circle. In agreement with Wittgenstein, these positivists held 

that metaphysical statements were neither true nor false~ but meaningless and 

with little success they tried to formulate the verifiability criterion by means of 

which sentences could be tested. They also attempted to construct artificial 

languages, which they believed would help us to get rid of metaphysical 

pseudo problems. The joint attempt of Russell and the logical positivists to 

construct an artificial language which would bring about the precision and 

clarity of science and mathematics to philosophy is perhaps founded upqn 

Leibnitz's notion of a mathesis universalis - a universal formal language. To. . . 

quote him: 

I truly believe that languages are the best mirror of human 
mind, and that an exact analysis of the meanings of words 
would reveal the operations of the understanding far be
tter than anything else.8 
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IV. Linguistic Analysis - The followers of this school were interested in the 

analysis of what we usually say in natural languages. Moore was the first 

linguistic analyst. He stressed the importance of paying attention to ordinary 

meanings of common speech. The other main exponents of this view were the 

later Wittgenstein and Gilbert Ryle. The later . Wittgenstein argued that 

language was basically imprecise but that imperfection could be removed by 

the clarification of conceptual puzzles. Wittgenstein's famous book during this 

period was Philosophical Investigatio71s in which he resorts to ordinary language 

philosophy. 

Gilbert Ryle, the Oxford philosopher, in his famous work, The Concept of Mind 

(1949), attempts to show that the traditional problem of mind-body dualism 

introduced by Descartes has its origin in the basic confusion about our use of 

mentalist terms. Ryle tries to show that the analysis of the various mental 

concepts would prove that the previous thinking about mind was not tenable. 

Ryle talked about certain expressions, which he called systematically 

rr:risleading expressions. These expressions do not exhibit the real form of the 

fact in a way in which the form will be duly exhibited. The major task of 

philosophy then, was to analyse these expressions so that their logical and 

grammatical forms could be distinguished. According to him the confusion 

30 



between grammatical . and logical form was the source of so many absurd 

philosophical theories. 

V. Ordinary Language Philosophy- The history of analytic philosophy also 

concerns an analysis of our use of ordinary language. Ordinary language 

philosophers opined that natural language was fully equipped to solve 

philosophical problems. J.L.Austin, who is an ardent advocate of ordinary 

language analysis, agrees with other linguistic analysts in saying that ordinary 

language is often misleading and confusing and sets traps for us, but his 

manner of removing these confusions remains unparallel and extends an 

influence on contemporary philosophy, which ranks with that of Wittgenstein. 

He placed great philosophical importance in the study of grammar and went on 

to trace down the subtle shades of meaning to show that minute grammatical 

changes resulted in different concepts. He concluded that a vast number of 

problems, when considered analytically, no longer existed, for being too simple. 

Austin died very young, publishing little and his well-known works Sense and 

Sensibilia and How To Do Things With Words were published posthumously. 

The most prominent of recent British philosophers who have turned towards 

the modification of ordinary language is Peter Frederick Strawson. Strawson 

has attempted to show that there is no direct opposition between linguistic 

analysis and a certain kind of metaphysics. Strawson argues that Russell, in his 
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attempt to frame a formal language, creates new puzzles instead of solving the 

already existing ones. Strawson is of the opinion that taking into account the 

real nature of language can very well solve Russell's problems. Strawson is also 

famolis as being the most vehement critic of Russell's theory of descriptions. He 

joins issue with Russell in this matter and their attacks and counterattacks on 

each other makes a very interesting reading. 

We will briefly discuss here the views of two more philosophers, who just 

· cannot be ignored, W.V.O. Quine and John Wisdom. The name of W.V.Quine 

deserves to be mentioned as a famous Harvard logician. Quine thought that 

certain general notions about language and science were based upon too strict a 

view. He raised a controversy in attempting to get rid of the traditional 

analytic-synthetic distinction because he thought that it committed the fallacy 

of vicious circularity and stood in the path of scientific progress. 

Linguistic analyst John Wisdom distinguished three types of analysis -

material, formal and philosophical. By material analysis he meant the 

definitions of physics, chemistry etc·. Russell's theory of descriptions was cited 

as an example of formal analysis; whereas philosophical analysis meant, for 

example, the replacement of statements about mind to statements about mental 

states, i.e. it signified the journey from more ultimate terms to less ultimate 

ones. 
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The brief outline of the history of analytic philosophy that has been sketched· 

out is in no way complete or perfect. The revolution that began with the works 

of Russell and Moore is still continuing. Philosophers have now realised the 

importance of language in resolvi11g problems and they put their efforts either 

· in the formalisation of language or in the analysis of natural language . 

••• 
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CHAPTER-2 

The Problem of Reference : Meinong and Russell 

Section- I 

The Problem of Reference 

I wish to start with a preamble before entering into the main business of this 

chapter in Section-H. The probleiil- of reference has occupied a central position 

in analytic philosophy from the beginning of the twentieth century. Russell was 

·concerned with the issues of referring, denoting and miming, stated in his 

Theory of Descriptions that appeared in his celebrCI.ted paper "On Denoting"l. 

But it would not be quite correct to assume that Russell was the first to be 

concerned with the problem of reference. Plato also noted some of these 

problems in his Sophist. Two of his predecessors Alexius Meinong and Gottlob 

Frege were also teased by the problem. And ever since the publication of 

Strawson's "On Referring"2 in which he criticizes Russell's theory of 

descriptions, there has been an active debate among the followers of Russell 

and Strawson. The subject of reference thus has become a lively issue in the 

· debate between opposing schools of philosophical analysis. 



The problem of reference mainly revolves around the question: II Are the 

sentences, containing subject terms which are non-denoting, significant? What 

do these terms refer to?" Russell's interest in the problem has its source in his 

interest in ontology. In 11 On Denoting", Russell points to a group of 'puzzles' to 

which he claims to have provided a solution. The first of the puzzles, known as 

the problem of Negative Existential Statements, was of utmost concern to him. 

Let us consider the proposition 11 A differs from B". If this 
is true, there is a difference between A and B, which fact 
may be expressed in the form : 11 the difference between A and 
B subsists". But, if it is false that A differs from B then there is 
no difference between A and B, which fact may be expressed 
in the form : II the difference between A and B does not subsist". 
But, how can a nonentity be a subject of a proposition? 3 

If a thing does not exist, it is not possible to say anything about it. On the other 

hand, if the proposition is about something then that something must exist. It 

looks as if it is always contradictory to deny the being of anything. 

The puzzle is very old, at least as old as Plato. According to Plato, problems 

arise when we ascribe non-being to something. For example, if I say 'dragons 

do not exist' then the sentence seems to be about dragons. But, if the sentence is 

true, then there are no dragons to be about. Is then, is a sentence about nothing, 

meaningless? But we are all aware of what it means. Therefore, the sentence 

must be about something. Hence, dragons must have some kind of being in 

order to enable us to make statements about them. 
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Meinong suggested this view, which Russell initially supports. Meinong's 

theory of objects made central the problem of singular reference and existence. 

· Meinong held that, we can speak and make true propositions about 'the golden 

mountain', 'the round square', etc. So, they must have some kind of logical 

being. Meinong explained that true or false statements could be made about 

things that do not exist. 

Though Russell initially follows Meinong's line of thinking, he later rejected it. 

Russell accused Meinong of populating the universe with entity upon entity 

and took upon himself the task of decimating the metaphysical entities. In 

opposition to Meinong' s theory of objects he framed his theory of descriptions, 

which he claimed solved the puzzles concerning the problems of reference. 

Frege also tried to offer a solution to the problem of reference. Frege' s interest 

in the subject comes from a desire to solve certain problems, which arise in 

connection with the concept of identity. Identity is a relation, which holds 

between objects, but only between an object and itself. The puzzle may be 

expressed thus: "How then can an identity. statement, a = b tell us anything 

other than just a= a, if a= b is true?" Yet there are statements of identity, which 

add to our knowledge. In order to solve this problem Frege introduced a 

distinction between the sense of an expression and what it refers to. Roughly 

speaking, two expressions may differ in sense or meaning, while their referent 
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may be the same. Frege' s famous example in this regard was 'Venus = the 

morning star'. Let us consider the expressions 'the evening star' and 'the 

morning star'. Both these expressions refer to the same object, namely, Venus; 

nevertheless, it was an important astronomical discovery that the morning star 

is identical with the evening star. To reconcile the fact that the two expressions 

refer to the same object with the fact that the assertion 'the evening star is 

identical with the evening star', is not inf<;>rmative, we have to recognize that 

the two expressions differ in 'sense', although they refer to the same 'object'. 

Frege held that this difference in 'sense', made identity statements like 

'Morning Star is the Evening Star' informative. 

Russell does not accept Frege's solution either. He argues that aproblem may 

arise when an expression, which does not actually refer to anything, when it 

has no denotation, is used as a name. Russell rejected Meinong' s 

overpopulation of the metaphysical univers~ because it is averse to one's sense 

of reality, but he rejects Frege's conventional denotation because it is purely 

arbitrary. Russell thought that the difficulty over identity rested not on the 

confusion between sense and reference of the expression but on the confusion 

between proper names and definite descriptions. 

Another puzzle about identity which can also be presented as a puzzle of 

reference runs thus: If a is identical with b, whatever is true of one is true of the 
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other and either may be substituted for the other in any proposition without 

altering the truth or falsehood of that proposition. Now, George IV wished to 

know whether Scott was the author of Waverley; and in fact Scott was the author 

of Waverley. Hence we substitute Scott for the author of Waverley, and from this 

it follows that George IV wished to know whether Scott was Scott. 

The last of the puzzles that Russell tries to solve pertains to the law of excluded 

· middle. By the law of excluded middle, either "A is B" or "A is not B" must be 

tr~e. Hence, either "The present king of France is bald" or "The present king of 

France is not bald" must be true. Yet, if we enumerate the things that are bald 

and the things that are not bald, 'the present king of France' could not be found 

in either of the two lists, for there is no monarchy in France at present. So, both 

the propositions are false, yet according to the law of excluded middle either of 

the two propositions must be true. Here too we are concerned with the problem 

of reference. Russell seeks to solve these puzzles by means of his theory of 

descriptions. 

Strawson, in his turn, rejects what Russell thought could be a plausible solution 

to the problem of reference. Strawson finds in ordinary language a repository of 

distinctions sufficient to resolve the difficulties about referring. He criticizes 

Russell's denotative theory of meaning, which advocates that proper names 

have denotations. According to Strawson meaning is not denotation. Truth or 
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falsity characterises a statement, while meaning is the function of a sentence. 

The question of the meaning of a sentence is quite independent of the question 

of any true or false assertion that could be made by the use of a sentence. The 

sentence 'The present king of France is bald' and 'The present king of France is 

not bald' are both meaningful, but the statements made by their use are neither 

true nor false because the presupposed statement, namely, 'the present king of 

. France exists' is false. 

Reference, we thus observe, is a subject, which has intrigued philosophers and 

raised questions in their minds, to which they have tried to find answers over 

the years and the quest is still continuing. 

Section- II 

An Exposition of Meinong' s theory of reference 

Alexius von Meinong, known as one of Russell's greatest predecessors, was 

· born in Poland in 1853 and was fitly described by Gilbert Ryle as the "infinitely 

courageous and pertinacious Meinong". Meinong was a philosopher who 

closely resembled G. E. Moore in his philosophical as well as personal outlook. 

Both the philosophers followed neo-realism and had an almost empirical 

approach to the notion of the a priori. Meinong, like Moore, was also against 

giving up our commonly understood notions and theories, in the face of 
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metaphysical questions and theories which he thought were much less tenable, 

and, therefore, he was also subjected to the typical Moorian faults of 

elementalism and atomism. 

One of the ways to approach Meinong's theory of objects is to look back to the 

development of English realism. A discussion of Meinong' s theory would also 

involve reference to Franz Brentano' s views under whom Meinong had studied 

Hume's philosophy. In formulating his theory of objects, Meinong was much 

influenced by Brentano's doctrine of intentionality. Hence we shall make brief 

references to these. 

Realism as a philosophical theory is opposed to idealism. The experience of 

·absolute certainty of our own consciousness as held by Descartes, grew into 

subjective idealism with Berkeley, which in its turn led to Hume's scepticism of 

the objective foundation of knowledge and reduction of our knowledge claims 

to human psychology. Subjective Idealism holds that the sum total of the 

subject's sensations, experiences, feelings and actions make up the world or at 

least are an integral and essential part of our knowledge of the world. The main 

task of realistic philosophers is to expose the flaws of idealistic theories. They 

held that there should not be any confusion between the experience of an object 

and ·the object itself. Experiences and their objects are clearly distinct. The main 

· thesis of realism is that the objects of presentation and belief are extra-mental. 
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In 1904, in partial support of Meinong's theory which is detailed below, Russell 

wrote: 

. . . that every presentation and every belief must have an 
object other than itself and, except in certain cases where 
mental existents happen to be concerned, extra-mental; that 
what is commonly called perception has as its object an 
existential proposition, into which enters as a constituent 
that whose existence is concerned, and not the idea of this 
existent; that truth and falsehood apply not to beliefs, but to 
their objects; and that the object of a thought, even when this 
object does not exist has a Being which is in no way depend 
ent upon its being an object of thought.4 

. It may however still seem that the distinction of objects from their presentations 

was not really successful, for objects have no being unless they are presented in 

some experience. 

According to Twardowski, Meinong as also Husserl the relationship between 

the object and the experience of the object is rather complicated. It cannot be 

adequately understood without introducing the notion of content. To 

understand this relation it is necessary to refer to the 'content' of an expression, 

which stands in necessary relation with the object of an experience, but exists 

independently of it. By the 'content' of an experience they meant a peculiar 

element in an experience, which made the self-transcendent reference of an 

experience possible. 
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As we have stated, Meinong' s theory of mental acts and realm of objects was 

influenced by Brentano's philosophy. We would now turn our attention to 

. Brentano' s doctrine of intentionality or "intentional inexistence" as he himself 

called it. Brentano brought in the concept of "intentional inexistence" as a 

general distinguishing characteristic of the mental or psychical phenomena so 

that it can be differentiated from physical phenomena. This "intentional 

inexistence" should be understood as the direction to an object. Brentano held 

that what separates all our psychological activities, activities like thinking, 

loving, hating and so on are, unlike physical phenomena, "directed upon" 

objects. There is always an 'object' of our thought or there must be something 

that we love, hate, desire, etc. But, the objects of these mental activities may not 

. be real or existent.. To be the object of an intentional act, objects need not be 

existent. So, it may be concluded that intentionality acts as the criterion of the 

mental, every mental activity is intentional. But this is not so in the case of 

physical activities. In order to be the object of a physical activity a thing must 

exist. To cite an example given by Chisholm, "we can desire or think about 

horses that don't exist, but we ride on only those that do" .5 

However, it remained doubtful whether Brentano really succeeded in 

distinguishing the mental from the physical phenomena. In the first place, the 

so called "intentional inexistence" seems to be more distinctly present in active 

mental states like judging or believing, but remains dormant in other passive 
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states where the reference to an object is not so clear. Second, from Meinong's 

later theories, in which he holds that a Vorstellung (presentation) instead of 

actually setting up an object before our mind, only prepares the basis for such 

an apprehension, we may raise the question whether the direction to an object 

is as important for a mental phenomenon as Brentano takes it to be. 

In his later writings, however, Brentano rejected his earlier views. He refused to 

accept any clear distinction between "being" and "existence". The only things 

that could be called "objects", in his opinion, now, were individual concrete 

things. This inconsistency in Brentano' s writings takes us to Meinong' s theory 

of reference. It will therefore be useful to start with a distinction between 

content and object. 

In the beginning, following Brentano, Meinong did not give much thought to 

the discrimination of 'content' from 'object'. For Brentano, the content (Inhall) 

and object (Gegenstand) of a mental state were something, which had intentional 

inexistence in the mental state. Meinong similarly held that these were purely 

psychical phenomena. He said that if we thought of something that thing was 

. the c~ntent of my thought and if its relation with my thought was enforced 

upon, then it was the object of my thought. As contents and objects were purely 

mental concepts and were always part of some basic ideas, he described them 

as 'immanent' or 'intentional' objects. In Meinong's view 'content' of a 
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presentation lay within the presentation; it was the presenting act itself; while 

the word I object' may either mean an independently existing thing or may 

point to an image of the existing things which stays in our minds. The second 

· object, he opines, is identical with the content. Therefore, this content is called 

the immanent object while the real thing is called the transcendent object. In the 

later years to come, Meinong, following Twardowski, changed his view and 

discriminated between the content and object of a thought. Hence an outline of 

Twardowski's view is given. 

Sub-Section- (i) 

Twardowski's Arguments 

· Twardowski, who also was a student of Brentano, argued that the intention or 

1 object' of a mental act could not be in any sense of the term called I immanent' 

tothe act. According to him, object of a mental act is always independent of the 

act. In order to present a clear picture of the relation between the content and 

object of our judgements Twardowski introduces a three-fold distinction for · 

mental acts of presentation. 

First, there is an idea as a mental act; second, there is the content of this act, 

which is a part of this act, and third, there is the object of this act, which is not a 

part of the idea, but has an indefinable relation - the so-called "intentional 
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·relation" with the content of an idea. In other words, Twardowski distinguishes 

between the act of having an idea, the idea and the entity of which the idea is an 

idea. 

In defence of this distinction, Twardowski reasoned that the content of an idea 

and its object were different. To prove this, he presented four reasons of which 

he dismissed the last one ~ter some speculation. The first two of these reasons 

were the most important ones and Meinong repeats them in the exposition of 

his theory. 

·The first argument is that the content of an idea necessarily exists as an essential 

part of the idea whereas the existence of the object of the idea is not necessary at 

all. The argument, on the one hand, is based on Brentano' s early theory of 

judgement, which says that all judgements are affirmations or denials of 

individual things, and on the other hand takes off from Brentano' s philosophy 

of mind, which held that every mental act other than a presentation is based on 

a presentation. To take an example, when we judge that the winged horse 

Pegasus does not exist, there occurs the thought that the winged horse Pegasus 

does not exist. This thought exists and so also the idea that the winged horse 

'Pegasus exists of which the thought consists. But, is there such a thing as the 

winged horse Pegasus? As there is not, it can be said that while the 'idea' exists, 

the' object' does not. 
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In this connection, Twardowski also discusses in detail Balzano's doctrine that 

ideas in whose content incompatible attributes are united cannot have an object. 

For example, when I think of a round square, I am having an idea, which has no 

corresponding object. If this were true then it will have to be accepted that the 

content of my idea has contradictory attributes, which is yet again a 

contradiction. The content being contradictory, it follow:s that, I am not thinking 

of anything--- which is absurd. Twardowski infers from this that the content of 

the idea is not round and square; as it surely exists and is free from all 

contradiction. It is the object, which has these incompatible attributes and is 

therefore non-existent. The content is hence distinct from the object. 

In the second argument for the distinction of content of an idea from its object, 

Twardowski points out that objects of ideas have different properties from their 

. content and are very differently related to them. The content is necessarily 

mental, while its object is normally a spatially extended thing. For example, a 

mountain is a spatially extended thing, but the idea of a mountain is not. 

The remaining two arguments presented by Twardowski we submit are not 

quite sound as they involve some fundamental mistakes. His third argument 

for the distinction between content and object rests on the fact that there are 

different descriptions of the same entity. But the argument commits the mistake 

of identifying the entity described by a definite description with the object 
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intended by the idea, which is expressed by the description. Twardowski 

·wrongly assumes the objects of the two presentations to be the same. The two 

descriptions express different ideas as intentions. This argument, therefore, is 

not tenable. 

The last argument for the distinction between content and object, which was 

later rejected by Twardowski himself, was originally advocated by Kerry. 

According to Kerry, content and object of general presentations cannot be 

identical, for a general presentation has only one content but many objects. 

So, the fact remains that only the first two arguments are to be taken into 

consideration. To restate, ideas must be distinguished from their intentions, 

because we have ideas of entities, which do not exist. Second, ideas have to be 

different from their intentions for they have different properties. However, 

Twardowski points out that it should not be concluded that non-existent objects 

are devoid of properties. It is very much possible for an object to be non

existent and yet be an object of thought. This was a view, which was later 

considered by Meinong and found an important place in his own version of the 

theory of objects. 
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Sub-Section - (ii) 

Ideal Objects and Aussersein 

"The Theory of Objects" is considered by Chisholm, as Meinong' s most 

important contribution to the realm of philosophy. As has been .mentioned 

·earlier, Meinong' s theory of objects was founded upon Brentano' s theory of 

'intentionality', which means directedness towards an object. This object meant 

not only what existed, but indicated also all sorts of objects that do not exist. 

"However, the totality of what exists, including what has existed and what will 

exist is infinitely small in comparison with the totality of objects of 

knowledge."6 

Meinong initially thought of constructing the theory of objects because he felt 

that of the different branches of knowledge that prevailed at that time, none 

made a proper scientific investigation of objects taken as such or raised 

question about objects in general. It may be countered by saying that 

metaphysics deals with objects as such, it enquires into being-qua-being. But 

actually metaphysics has as its subject matter only what exists. According to 

Meinong, metaphysics has a 'prejudice in favour of the actual', which leads us 

to believe that what is not real or does not have any kind of being can be 

neglected because it is not worthy of any consideration. Meinong opposed this 
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view and advanced his 'theory of objects', which had as its subject matter the 

totality of objects. 

It would have been ideal to begin with a good exposition of Meinong' s theory, 

but that would take too long. A rough sketch is attempted here. Meinong' s 

theory of objects is about objects. What are objects? Whatever can be an object 

of thought is an object. This includes all objects, which have been conceived 

plus objects, which could have been. The tree in the back garden, the yonder 

mountain, I and you are objects; so is the golden mountain (To my mind 'gold 

mountain' would have been more appropriate). This appears to be shocking to 

many. As there is no golden mountain, it cannot be an object. "The golden 

mountain is an object" may mean, "The golden mountain is thinkable". And 

then no reference to an object is really called for at all. But that is not what 

Meinong intends for him object-hood is independent of existence. The golden 

mountain is a genuine object and the phrase "the golden mountain" refers to it. 

We do not see any golden mountain simply because it does not exist. It is a non

existent possible object. It is an object and it has the property of being possible. 

But what about the round square? The round square is also an object. It is an 

impossible object because anything both round and square is impossible. The 

golden mountain might have existed. Unlike the golden mountain, the round 

square could not exist. But that does not stop it from being an object. Meinong 

makes the division of objects into three classes: (i) Those, which exist, (ii) those, 
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which subsist, and (iii) those, which neither exists nor subsists. The golden 

mountain does not exist, yet it subsists in some sense. But even subsistence does 

not cover all objects. Some objects, such as the round square, are objects and yet 

do not subsist. Meinong advances two main theses in this connection. In the 

first place, there are "ideal objects", i.e., there are objects that do not exist and 

.second, the theory of Aussersein which means, 'the principle of the 

independence of so-being (Sosein) from being (Sein)'. 

To understand Meinong's thesis of 'ideal objects', we first have to understand 

his distinction between Objects 'in the strict sense' and Objectives. He proposes 

that apart from objects in the strict sense, there are also objects of cognitive acts 

like knowing, believing, supposing, etc. and these he calls objectives. According 

to Meinong we see a cat, which can be called an object in the strict sense, but we 

can only 'judge' or 'assume' the being or non-being of the cat on the mat. This 

being or non-being of the cat is the object of the cognitive act of 'judging' and is 

termed 'objective'. Objects like cat and mat exist, but objectives (e.g., being of 

the cat on the mat) do not exist, they subsist. 

Sometimes the objectives itself' can assume the function of an object in the strict 

sense.' For example, in the judgement, 'It is true that the antipodes exist', the 

objective, 'that the antipodes exist' itself acts as the object of cognitive act of 

judging, i.e., truth is assigned in this judgement not to the antipodes which do 
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exist but to the objective 'that the antipodes exist', which can only subsist. 

Hence, in Meinong' s own words, " ... every cognitive act which has an objective 

as its object represents thereby a cause of knowing something which do not 

exist." 

The second theory that Meinong formulates in connection with objects is that of 

Aussersein or the theory th~t an object having certain characteristics is 

independent of its existence. This doctrine of Meinong, though later 

acknowledged by many philosophers as his most difficult one, nevertheless 

makes interesting reading. To put it simply, with the help of an example, the 

round square is round and square, though it does not exist. Further, we also 

. make true or false assertions about non-existing objects, e.g., Unicorn. When I 

say, "Unicorn is a cow", I am uttering a false statement, but I am making a true 

assertion if I say, "Unicorn is a horse". So, the Sosein . of Unicorn must be 

independent of its Sein because it has the characteristics of being a horse 

independently of whether it exists. To quo~e the philosopher himself --- "Any 

particular thing that isn't real (Nichtseindes) must be at least capable of serving 

as the object for these judgements which grasp its Nichtsein .... " 

The Aussersein theory of Meinong was actually devised as a solution to one of 

the main problems of reference, viz. the problem of negative existentials, which 

we discussed earlier in this chapter. The attempted solution was that, things 
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like Round Square, Pegasus etc. were objects, which were non-real, and they 

were 'beyond being and non-being'. In this connection Meinong carefully 

pointed out that the existence of these non-real objects was never asserted. His 

argument is as follow~: That A is not (the Nichtsein of A) is an objective, as 

much an objective as the being of A (the sein of A). An objective can be an 

objective of being (seinsobjektiv) or an objective of non-being (Nichtseinsobjektiv). 

This being however must not be confused with existence. 

At one time Meinong also talked about a third order of being which he ascribed 

to objects 'as such', which was not existence and yet was also different from 

subsistence. This third order of being unlike existence and subsistence was 

opposed to nothing. Existence is opposed to non-existence and subsistence to 

non-subsistence. To think of a non-being opposed to this third order of being 

we would have to think about a fourth kind of being and so on. It would lead to 

infinite regress. So, he used th~ term Quasisein to represent this oddly 

constituted type of being opposed to nothing. Meinong himself was not actually 

very satisfied with the notion of this third order of being and in his "Theory of 

Objects" came to the conclusion that objects 'as such' are ausserseinend -

'beyond being and non-being'. 

53 



Section - III 

Russell's Early Views 

During the early decade of the twentieth century, Russell had not yet 

developed the theory of descriptions. He retained a realistic ontology and this is 

evidenced by his defence of a liberal in The Principles of Mathematics, Russell 

wrote: 

Being is that which belongs to every conceivable term, to every 
possible object of thought -- in short to everything that can 
possibly occur in any proposition, true or false, and to all such 
propositions themselves. Being belongs to whatever can be coun
ted. If A be any term that can be counted as one, it is plain that A 
is something, and therefore that A is. 'A is not' must always be 
either false or meaningless. Fori£ A were nothing, it could not 
be said not to be; 1 A is not' implies that there is a term A whose 
being is denied, and hence, that A is. Thus unless 1 A is not' be 
an empty sound, it must be false -- whatever A may be, it certain
ly is. Numbers, the Homeric gods, relations, chimeras . and four 
qimensional spaces all have being, for i£ they were not entities of 
a kind, we could make no propositions about them. Thus, being is 
general attribute of everything, and to mention anything is to show 
that it is. 7 

Again he observed : 

Whatever may be an object of thought, or may occur in a true 
proposition, or can be counted as one, I call a term . . . . Every 
term has being, i.e., is in some sense. A man, a moment, a num
ber, a class, a relation, a chimera, or anything else that can be 
~entioned, is sure to be a term; and to deny that such a thing 
1s a term must always be false. 8 
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In view of the above Russell was in total agreement with the realistic doctrines 

and arguments of Meinong and sympathetically reviewed his works. He said, 

" ... I shall have the double purpose of expounding his opinions and advocating 

my own; the points of agreement are so numerous and important that the two aims 

can be easily combined."9 Consequently, his review articles "contain none of the 

. attacks on ontological liberalism that characterise Russell's later comments on 

Meinong."10 

This realistic thesis equipped Russell to solve the problem of negative 

existentials. In order to do so, Russell tried to hold one horn of the dilemma. 

The dilemma was that either the statement 'Pegasus does not exist' is false or it 

is not about Pegasus. Russell held that the statement 'Pegasus does not exist' is 

false, that Pegasus has some kind of being. 

But soon after this view was expressed, Russell violently rejected it for being 

totally incompatible with his sense of reality. He vehemently criticised 

Meinong, accusing him of overpopulating the Universe with entity upon entity. 

In doing so, I feel that Russell was influenced by thirteenth century philosopher 

William Ockham. I think that in order to condemn Meinong' s theory Russell 

used a kind of Ockham's razor. The principle of parsimony, which came to be 

known, as the famous Ockham's razor is associated with the name of William 

Ockham (1285 -1347), an English Franciscan dubbed the 'More than Subtle 

Doctor'. 
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Ockham's razor, that is, the principle of parsimony, is a principle towards 

maintaining simplicity in any kind of theory construction. This simplicity may 

vary in the form of reducing kinds of entities admitted, or the number of 

presupposed axioms or to the characteristics of curves drawn between data 

points. Though this kind of methodology was already found in Aristotle, the 

tag, "entities should not be multiplied beyond necessity"11, became associated 

with William Ockham , because it captures the spirit of his philosophical 

conclusions. 

On most metaphysical issues, Ockham followed Aristotle. He was a nominalist 

and thought that to give Universals the status of real things other than names 

and concepts would be 'the worst error of philosophy'. Ockham rejects not only 

Platonism but also "modern realist" doctrines, which advocate that nature 

enjoys a double mode of existence and is Universal in the intellect but 

numerically, multiplied in particulars. Ockham's stand is that only individuals 

exist, generality being but a matter of significance. In a more refined version of 

his theory, species and genera are identified with certain mental qualities called 

·concepts or intention of the mind. Ontologically there are individuals too, like 

everything else. Each individual mind has its own individual concepts. A 

generic concept naturally has many different individuals. The concept 'horse', 

for instance, naturally signifies all singular horses. The upshot of Ockham's 
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theory of Universals . is that it purports to validate science as objective 

knowledge without postulating mysterious universal entities 'out there'. 

Occam's Razor is not just a kind of philosophical economy campaign; that is 

like describing a sculptor as a man who gets rid of unnecessary chips of marble. 

It is not, as suggested by Wittgenstein, a rule of symbolism. It is not even 

merely a rule for securing a greater chance of accuracy in philosophical 

calculations. Russell's use pf Occam's Razor was not only a means to an end but 

part of something which was a motive in itself; a passion for impersonal truth.12 

Opponents of this kind of principle of simplification who thought that 

parsimony was being carried too far, formulated an · "anti-razor" where 

admitting fewer entities was not sufficient. They thought that more entities 

were required to establish any theory. 

For Russell the method of philosophy was analysis; Ockham' s Razor was part 

of this method. Through this method Russell wanted to gain certain and 

absolute knowledge. Russell thought that minimum number of premises and 

entities reduced the risk of error. "That is the advantage of Occam's Razor, that 

it diminishes your risk of error."13 

So, we observe that later, supporting Ockham, Russell, picked the other horn of 

the dilemma, i.e. 'Pegasus does not exist' is not about Pegasus and in order to 

establish this, devised his theory of descriptions. How far Russell was justified 
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in criticising Meinong and how--much he succeeded in solving the problems of 

reference through his theory of descriptions will be discussed ~n the chapters to 

come. 

• •• 
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CHAPTER-3 

Fregean Distinctions 

·Section- I 

Frege: The Father of Modem Analytic Philosophy 

German mathematician and philosopher Gottlob Frege (1848-1925), along with 

Meinong and Russell is. the founder of the modern theory of reference. All of 

them tried in their own way to solve the problem. of reference and the puzzles 

arising out of it, mentioned in the earlier chapter .. The theory that is discussed 

here, namely, the 'Fregean theory of sense and reference' is considered by 

Russell as an alternative to his own theory in solving the problems regarding 

. reference. As he was influenced by Meinong, Russell was equally, if not more, 

impressed by Frege' s theory. 

Frege had a marked influence on Russell and through him on analytic 

philosophy ; that is why some philosophers consider him to be the father of 

modern analytic philosophy. Frege was an introvert by nature and sadly, for his 

immense philosophical works, he did not gain much popul!lfity or acceptance 

he . deserved, during his lifetime; perhaps, the reason for this was that his 

doctrines were a bit complex. But his genius was recognized afterwards 



through the works of other great philosophers like Russell, Wittgenstein and 

Chomsky who had read and understood Frege and was impressed by his ideas. 

In a way he also contributed to phenomenology by criticizing its exponent 

Edmund Husserl' s early Psychologism. 

Frege was more a mathematician than a philosopher. Modern mathematical 

logic was founded by him. In the realm of philosophy also, he worked mainly 

· on philosophy of logic and philosophy of mathematics: two new areas of 

investigation of his interest. But his works were not widely read nor fully 

appreciated outside philosophical circles for being too restricted in scope. 

Sub-Section - (i) 

Development of Frege' s Thought 

Before entering into a discussion of Frege's theory, let us take a look at the 

background of the development of his thought. Though Frege was a professor 

of mathematics, half of his works were philosophical. His works on philosophy 

of logic contributed greatly to the advancement of philosophy and created a 

new awareness about the importance of logic. His theses on mathematics and 

logic were so vast that he is given the same status in mathematics as Aristotle 

enjoyed amongst philosophers. 
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What makes Frege highly respected, as a philosopher is that, even today his 

theories make interesting reading. Nowadays, there is much enthusiasm among 

the students of philosophy to rediscover and understand properly Frege' s 

theories; for many of his ideas which at that time were not agreed upon, now 

· seem to be relevant for dealing with contemporary problems. Many new 

disciplines arose out of his invention of mathematical logic, which in turn 

resulted in the invention of computers. 

Like Meinong, Moore and Russell, Frege was also involved in the revolt against 

Hegelean Idealism which thrived in Germany some thirty years earlier than in 

Britain. His realism is now admitted as being more sophisticated than that of 

Meinong, Russell or Moore and while the others directly opposed idealism, 

Frege' s objection to it was indirect -through his attack on psychologism. 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, two German philosophers, Jacob 

Friedrich Fries and Friedrich Edward Beneke, who claimed themselves to be the 

followers of Kant, defended a trend opposing Hegeleanism, which first came to 

be known as psychologism. As the name implies, their philosophy was rooted 

totally in psychology. The main point of their contention was that, truth could 

be attained only through introspection. They agreed with Kant in so far as he 

attacked pure reasoning as the source of knowledge, but criticised Kant on the 

point that he had tried to establish objectivity of human knowledge through the 
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a priori element in knowledge. According to them the only alternative to reason 

was experience, which can be gathered through self-reflection. 

The term 'psychologism' was interpreted and used differently by another 

philosopher Vincenzo Gioberto during the same time. He meant by 

psychologism, the process of transcending from man to God as opposed to 

ontologism which means coining down from God to man. He held that all of 

modern philosophy that developed after Descartes was nothing but 

· psychologism. The theory of psychologism was found to be similar to the 

British empirical theories whose main exponents were Locke, Berkeley and 

Burne. It even gained support in fields like logic and mathematics. "In Mill's A 

System of Logic it is explicitly stated that introspection is the only basis of the 

axioms of mathematics and the principles of logic."1 Mill was a philosopher of 

British empiricist tradition and according to him logic was not very distinct 

from psychology as a science. 

In Germany, the naturalist philosophers differed from Mill on the account that 

though they were also empiricists, they were realists and materialists at the 

same time. Philosophical naturalism arose in Germany in 1841 and was first put 

forward by Feuerbach in criticism of Hegeleanism, which can be called the 

culminating point of rationalism. The naturalist epistemology had an empiricist 

outlook. These philosophers opined that sensations were nothing but material 
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phenomenon. According to them, "thought was natural product of the activity 

of the brain, just as urine was the natural product of the kidneys." z They tried 

to establish the absurdity of traditional philosophy, which believed in innate 

ideas and knowledge a priori. 

Factually speaking, psychologism originated as a result of naturalism during 

the middle of the nineteenth century. By 1848 some philosophers like Karl Vogt, 

Jakob Molescott, Heinrich Czolbe, who were all influenced by Feuerbach, 

started developing on naturalism leaving no room for a priori truths and 

concepts. Among these philosophers, in Czolbe' s writings psychologism 

became most pronounced. 

Rudolf Herman Lotze was one philosopher who developed Kant's theory of 

knowledge properly and defended it by criticising Czolbe' s theories. Lotze's 

attack on Czolbe' s philosophy was supported by Frege and borrowed from him 

·(Lotze) freely wheh attacking psychologism. 

Though Czolbe was to be criticised by Lotze later, he was in fact initially 

impressed by the latter's works. In his physiological writings Lotze had tried to 

establish that all natural processes could be explained mechanically. Based on 

this view Czolbe reinforced his theory of sensualism, which excluded supra

sensualism completely. Lotze had however added that mechanical explanations 

of natural processes were not ultimate and had to be supported by metaphysics. 
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· Disregarding this point, Czolbe developed a new kind of sensualism, which 

was identical with materialism. All a priori concepts including space and time 

were denied by him. Czolbe opined that acceptance of suprasensualism (in 

traditional logic) was one of the sources of false reasoning. 

Lotze did not agree with Czolbe in the total rejection of the suprasensual and 

accused him of omitting the distinction between intuition and thought and also 

for analysing sensations so materialistically. Frege had also commented on this: 

Psychological treatments of logic have their source in the error 
that the thought (the judgement, as one usually says) is some
thing psychological just like an idea.3 

Lotze's philosophy is a synthesis of the philosophy of Kant and Leibnitz. 

Similar to Kantiari thesis Lotze also says that thought and intuitions are 

different. Thought adds something suprascnsual to intuition. Lotze attacked 

any kind of realism saying that the assumption that things present themselves 

to our senses is wrong. This line of thinking is reflected in Frege' s writings 

against psychologism. In 1918, Frege wrote : 

Having impression is necessary for the seeing of things, 
but not sufficient. What has to be added is nothing sensory. 
And nevertheless that is precisely what opens up the world for 
us; without this non-sensory element every one would remain 
locked into his own inner world.4 
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Frege was thus an anti-naturalist formalist and his philosophical ideas are 

mostly derived from Leibnitz, Kant and Lotze. Frege' s anti-psychologistic stand 

is also obvious in an attack on Husserl's book Philosophie der Arithrnetik (1819), 

which was written in an entirely psychologistic spirit where logic was 

represented as the theory of judgements. But, for Frege, logical propositions 

were objective truths and had nothing to do with psychology. In response to 

Husserl' s work, Frege wrote in a review in 1894 : 

When reacting thls work, I came to recognize the devastations 
which have been brought about by the incursion pf psychology 
into logic and I have considered it my task to bring the damage 
fully to light. The errors which, in my opinion, needed to be 
exposed are due less to the author than to a widespread philo
sophical disease. 5 

Though he never acknowledged it, this criticism led Husser! to abandon 

psychologism completely and concentrate on developing a new branch of 

philosophy called phenomenology, which deals with the theories of essential 

elements of experience. 

Frege's bypassing of idealism was natural considering his approach to 

philosophy. According to Michael Dummett, the foremost commentator on 

Frege, Frege has introduced a new era in philosophy by de-psychologising it. 

Philosophers have always been arguing about the starting point of philosophy. 

Since Descartes, theory of knowledge was widely accepted as the starting point 
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of philosophy, till Frege rejected this view entirely giving the place to logic, 

·thus causing philosophical development to change its course significantly. This 

change of perspective is found in the works of only one philosopher since Frege 

and that is in Wittgenstein' s Tractatus-logico-philosophicus. Present day · 

philosophers like Ayer however are not in total agreement with the view that 

logic was the originating point of philosophy. He says that interests in the 

theory of knowledge and meanings are still alive. 

As a mathematician, Frege thought that mathematical statements and proofs in 

his days were not as precise and rigorous as they should have been. When he 

began, his main aim was to make up for these deficiencies. Frege's productive 

career can be divided into five well-marked periods. His first major work, 

published in 1879, was titled Begriffsschrift which may be called I concept script' 

in English, but actually meant something like 'the putting of concepts into 

notation'; this was the first presentation of a modern logical system. 

The second stage extended to the publication of Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik 

(1884), translated by J.L.Austin as The Foundations of Mathematics in 1950. In this 

work, Frege presented an informal philosophical theory that arithmetic is 

derivable from logic. It should be interesting to note here that Frege never in his 

. . 

life applied this theory to geometry, which he (following Kant) held to be based 

on synthetic a priori truths, which were irreducible to logic. 
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The third phase consists in the development of a highly activated system of 

philosophical logic in a series of articles in the 1890's, Funktion und Be griff 

(Function and Concept, 1891), Begriff und Gegenstand (Concept and Object, 

1892), Sinn und Bedeutung (Sense and Reference, 1892), which is accredited to be 

his most celebrated contribution to philosophy. 

The next period between 1893 and 1903, during which Frege produced his 

monumental work - two volumes of Die Grundgesetze der Arithmetik (The Basic 

. Laws of Arithmetic) could have been called the climax of his philosophical 

career. However, the original work which deals with the formal construction of 

arithmetic on the basis of pure logic and set theory, received a tremendous 

blow when Russell discovered a paradox within the initial assumption and so 

the magnificent project was aborted before it was completed resulting in Frege 

never writing the third volume and withdrawing into a totally unproductive 

phase till1917. 

In the last years of his life (1918-1923) Frege began to write a book on 

philosophical logic of which the first three chapters were published as articles-

- Logische Untersuchungen. Here he mainly discussed the relationships between 

logic and philosophical psychology. Before his death Frege had however 

become convinced that most of his previous theories were erroneous and he 

took up geometry as the fundamental mathematical theory. 

68 



Section- II 

"Sense" and "Reference" 

Ooer Sinn und Bedeutung (1892) is the most historically influential distinction 

introduced by Frege and is also central. to his theory of meaning. This 

distinction, which is made in Frege' s most widely read work, still remains 

fascinating for contemporary analytic philosophy find it to be a very interesting 

I . 

area to cultivate. Though Frege is famous for pis Wprks tn logic and philosophy 

of mathematics, his writing in philosophical iogic is considered to be his 

greatest contribution to philosophy and within tl1at the distinction between 

Sinri and Bedeutung is undoubtedly his mdst powerful theory. 

It has to be kept in mind however, that though contemporary analytic 

philosophers are much concerned with Frege' s doctrine of sense and reference, 

their interest in it and the related issues differs from that of Frege. Frege 

l 

introduced the theory at first to explain why the axiom of value-ranges should 

be considered a logical truth. It is one of the initial axioins on which he based 

his system of formal construction of pure arithmetic from logic and set theory. 

i11 Grundgesetze, Frege considers the iritroquctiort of truth-values as the most 

significant achievement of his theory of reference. Frege' s application of the 

distinction between sense and reference to this theory of reference raises much 
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controversy among philosophers. Frege holds that the reference of a sentence is 

its truth-value. What followed this theory was another related theory that in a 

scientifically meticulous language every term must have a truth-value. As we 

will see, these theories were not without their problems. 

The German expression Sinn is generally translated as 'sense', but there is 

difference of opinion about the expression Bedeutung. Bedeutung literally taken, 

replaces 'meaning' as its counterpart in English; however, philosophers in fact 

translate it as 'reference', keeping in mind Frege's use of the word. The terms 

'denotation' or 'nominatum' is also used by some philosophers. According to 

Ernst Tugendhat these interpretations of Bedeutung are misleading and the error 

· lies in the assumption that Frege' s doctrine is basically a theory of referring 

expressions. Tugendhat rightly suggests that 'significance' be used as an 

alternative to Bedeutung. But since the use of the word 'reference' in place of 

Bedeutung has been widely accepted and a change in terminology at this stage 

would involve more confusion, we will keep to the established translation. 

It was held by some philosophers that the distinction between sense and 

reference is a distinction between two components of the meaning of an 

expression. But this view is incorrect. By the 'reference' or denotation of an 

. expression, Frege meant the object, which it names. For example, the reference 

of 'Jyoti Basu' is Jyoti Basu, the actual person. In other words, the bearer of a 
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name is its referent. The sense of a name, in comparison, IS a part of its 

meaning, it contributes to the meaning of an expression. 

For instance, if I just say, 'Tom' you may say to me 
"Who is Tom?" "Well, Tom is so and so's brother" or 
'The person who invented such and such' or ' The 
first person to climb such and such a mountain'. And 
in this way, by attaching a sense to his name, I ena
ble you to identify him. 6 

In this context Frege also added that two proper names might have different 

senses, . but the same reference. Frege defined sense as the 'mode of 

presentation'7 of the object which is the reference of the expression whose sense 

it is. 

The distinction between sense and reference, as Frege put it, will be clear with 

the help of an example from "Sense and Reference". 

Let a, b, c be the lines connecting the vertices of a triangle with 
the midpoints of the opposite sides. The point of intersection of 
a and b is then the same as the point of intersection of b and c. 
So we have different designations for the same point, and 
these names ('point of intersection of a and b', 'point of intersec
tion of b and c') likewise indicate the mode of presentation; and 
hence the statement contains actual knowledge. 8 

Thus the two expressions, 'point of intersection of a and b' and 'point of 

intersection of band c' have the same reference but differ in sense. In the same 

way, the expressions "the morning star" and "Venus" refer to the same planet 
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though they differ in sense and that is the reason why "Venus is the morning 

star" adds to our knowledge while "Venus is Venus" does not. 

According to Frege, when we use words ordinarily, our general intention is to 

speak of their reference. Sometimes, however, we also talk about the words 

themselves or their sense. This type of occurrence takes place in case of 

reporting of another person's words in Gratia recta or direct quotation. For 

· example, if I say, "He said, 'the cat is on the mat"', my words have as their 

reference the words of the person whose speech is reported; and that is why the 

words between the quotation marks in Gratia recta cannot be said to have 

ordinary (customary) sense and reference. 

Moreover, Frege also says that ordinarily speaking, the reference of our words 

is actually their customary sense and not their customary reference. To cite 

Frege's own example, in the statement "Smith knows that Venus is the morning 

star" the names "Venus" and "the mornin.g star" do not have their customary 

reference, rather they have some indirect reference, for, if the expression "the 

morning star" supposedly has its customary reference (Venus) here, then we 

should be able to replace that expression by any other expression also referring 

to Venus, e.g. " the evening star". But when we eventually try to do so there 

arises some difficulty. In the statement, "Smith knows that Venus is the 

morning star" the replacement of the expression " the morning star" by the 
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expression " the evening star" might result in the statement becoming false 

because it is quite possible that Smith knows that Venus is the morning star 

without knowing that Venus is also the evening star. However, if we replace 

the expression " the· morning star" in the above statement by another 

expression having the same customary sense, the statement could not possibly 

become false. It can be concluded therefore that the reference of words "the 

morning star" in the above statement is the customary sense (indirect 

reference). To quote Frege: 

We distinguish accordingly the customary from the indirect 
reference of a word; and its customary sense from its indirect 
sense. The indirect reference of a word is accordingly its cus
tomary sense. 9 

In making this distinction, Frege follows Leibnitz whose definition of 

substituitivity is Eaden sunt, quae sibi mutua substitui possunt, salva veritate which 

means --- things are identical which can be substituted for one another without 

change in the truth. Based upon this law is Frege' s argument that if two 

expressions. have the same reference, then one expression may replace the other 

in any statement in which it occurs, salva veritate. It seems that Frege has been 

bound to make this distinction between the customary and indirect senses and 

references of expressions by his adherence to Leibnitz' s law. It can be shown 

. with the help of examples that Leibnitz's law, on the other hand, is saved by 
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Frege' s distinction, and otherwise cannot be given the status of law for it has 

many exceptions. 

If we consider expressions containing verbs of prepositional attitude, that is, 

expressions occupying positions within clauses governed by such words as, 

"knows", "believes", "thinks" etc, we will see that they cannot be replaced in 

those positions by other expressions standing for the same customary reference 

salva veritate. The statement~ "Smith knows that Venus is the morning star", is 

an example of the case. After Frege pointed out that an expression. occupying 

these positions is not its customary reference, but only its customary sense, 

there remained no problem about Leibnitz's law. 

Frege holds that this distinction between sense and reference not only applies to 

proper names and definite descriptions, but also to whole declarative sentences 

containing those names and descriptions. When we utter a declarative sentence, 

it has both sense and reference. The customary reference of this declarative 

sentence is its truth-value, "the True" or "the False" and the sense of the 

sentence is the thought it expresses. By the 'thought' of a declarative sentence 

· Frege means the 'proposition' expressed by it. He carefully denies any 

psychological connotation to The thought. In passage no. 32 of the Grundgesetze, 

Frege says that the sense of a sentence is "the thought that its truth-conditions 
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are fulfilled." This formulation literally equates a thought or proposition with a 

truth-condition, a condition under which a sentence is true. 

In case of declarative sentences also, Frege' s support of Leibnitz' s law of 

substituitivity makes it imperative for him to distinguish between customary 

and indirect sense and reference. Frege has considered the truth-value of a 

declarative sentence to be its customary reference. But in that case the law 

permits counter-examples. Let us take for example a whole declarative 

sentence, "Copernicus believed that the planetary orbits are circles." Here the 

customary reference of the declarative sentence, i.e., its truth-value is false. But 

it would not be correct to replace this false statement with any false statement 

salva veritate, for that would mean to say Copernicus believed all false 

statements, which is absurd. 

Frege goes about this problem saying that the statement, "The planetary orbits 

are circles" does not stand for its customary reference when it occurs in a whole 

declarative sentence about Copernicus. The reference here is indirect and that 

means the 'thought' or the 'proposition' that "the planetary orbits are circles". 

Frege's distinction makes it clear that sentences, which arc part of whole 

declarative sentences, cannot be replaced by any other sentence having the 

same truth- value but by any other sentence expressing the $arne proposition. 

So, the paradoxes regarding substituitivity, is avoided by Frege. 
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Section - III 

Frege' s Problem & The Attempted Solution 

The distinction between sense and reference occupies an important position in 

Frege' s theory of reference. It is central to his theory of reference, which he 

devised in order to solve certain problems of reference--- the puzzle regarding 

identity in particular. In his article "On Denoting" (1905) Russell first pointed to 

a group of puzzles concerning reference to which he claimed to have provided 

solution. Russell had rejected the referential theories of Meinong and Frege in 

order to establish his own. In the previous chapter we have discussed 

Meinong's theory. Here we will turn to Frege's attempted solutions to the 

problems of reference. Meinong' s theory of objects made central the problem of 

singular reference and existence. Frege' s starting point is with a puzzle about 

singular terms and identity. 

Identity is a relation, which holds between an object and itself. The relation is 

confusing even at the most superficial level. Let us consider the expression '6 = 

3 + 3'. One may look at it and say truthfully that what is written on the right 

side (3 + 3) is definitely not equal to what is on the left (6). So, how can the 

· statement '6 = 3 + 3' be true? Yet we know that it is true, that what is written on 

the left is identical with that on the right. 
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The problem here actually lies in the confusion between use and mention of 

words. When we say '6 = 3 + 3', what is claimed to be identical are not the signs 

'3 + 3' and '6'. It is only asserted that '3 + 3' and '6' are different designations 

for the same number whereas, in the case of '6 = 6' identical designations are 

used. The difficulty arises only because of confusing the number '6' with the 

numeral '6' or VI. Frege was not troubled by this puzzle over identity at the 

superficial level, for he maintained the distinction between use and mention of 

expressions very carefully. 

However, the confusion does not end here. The more crucial problem over 

identity can be expressed as:" How then can an identity statement a= b tells us 

anything other than just a= a, if a= b is true?" Let us elaborate with the help of 

examples. What do we want to say in the proposition 'Venus is the morning 

star'? Initially, Frege's explanation was that though 'Venus' and 'morning star' 

are different, they refer to the same thing. But soon he disposed of this theory 

because this way of solving the puzzle would turn the proposition 'Venus is the 

morning star' into a statement about our use of words. The referent of words is 

decided by the language users conventionally. The dog is called a 'dog', as it 

has always been called so by English language users. So, it can be imagined 

then that in some language other than English the sounds 'the morning star' 

should refer to Mars. This analysis in turn would mean that 'Venus is the 

mDfning star' is true only because English language speakers use the 
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expressions 'Venus' and 'the morning star' to refer to the same celestial body. 

But this consequence has to be abandoned, for do we not know for sure that in 

fact Venus is the morning star? And this makes our proposition true and not 

. some arbitrary convention. 

There is of course another way of solving this puzzle, which is also not 

convincing. In the statement 'Venus is the morning star' what is said to be 

identical with the morning star is the planet Venus and not the designation 

'Venus'. The difficulty that arises here is that we know that no two things are 

identical. If that is so, are we asserting that a thing is identical with itself? In the 

example cited, are we saying that Venus is identical with Venus and thus 

stating an uninformative sentence for everyone knows that Venus is identical 

with Venus? But, in actuality we know that it was a great astronomical 

discovery that Venus is the morning star. 

So, the difficulty remains and it can be summarised in the form: 

Since everything is identical with itself and nothing is 
identical with anything else, how can an assertion of iden
tity ever be informative? Either what is referred lo on one 
side of identity sign is the same as what is referred to on the 
other, in which case one is just saying something uninform
ative such as 'xis x', or else what is referred to on each side 
is different, in which case what we are saying is false. But 
'Venus is the morning star' and host of other assertions of 
identity are neither false nor uninformative. 10 

Some philosophers have tried to solve this problem in yet another fashion. They 

hold that the 'is' used in the statement 'Venus is the morning star' is not meant 
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as a symbol of identity, but it is applied here as a sign of equality. So, Venus 

and morning star are not asserted to be 'identical in all respects', but 'equal' or 

'identical' in some respects.' The term 'identity' and 'equality' have then to be 

clearly distinguished. The problem lies in the fact that 'identical in some 

respect' implies that Venus and morning sta± differ in some respect, and that is 

certainly not true. 

Let us now see h(Jw Frege tried to solve by the application of this theory the 

puzzles regarding reference, viz. the problem of identity, the puzzle of negative 

existentials and puzzles concerning exclusive middle. The first puzzle we will 

discuss would be the puzzle of identity, which occupied the most important 

position in Frege' s works. The puzzle is : How can 'a = b' be both non

vacuously true and different from' a = a'? 

In order to solve this puzzle over identity, Frege takes refuge in his distinction 

between sense and reference. According to him statements of identity are true 

and also informative for what lie on either side of the sign of identity differs in 

. sense while their referent may be same. The puzzle is a result of our confusion 

between 'sense' and 'reference' of expressions. In the statement 'Venus = the 

morning star' both 'Venus' and 'morning star' refer to the same thing --- the · 

planet Venus, which makes the above statement true. However, the statement is 

informative because they differ in 'sense'. That constitutes the difference in 
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cognitive value of the statements 'Venus is the morning star' and 'Venus is 

Venus'. 

The sense and reference of a declarative sentence are the functions of the sense 

and reference of various signs occurring in that sentence. A point, which is to be 

kept in mind here, is that, the reference and (presumably) the sense of a sign 

change with sentential context in which it occurs. For, it is sometimes 

mistakenly assumed that the truth-value of a declarative sentence will remain 

unchanged if, in that sentence, we replace a sign by another sign having the 

same reference. This kind of assumption leads to the other puzzle of identity 

regarding George IV, Scott and the author of Waverley. 

Let us consider the statement that George IV wished to know whether Scott 

was the author of Waverley. Now since 'Scott is the author of Waverley' is true, 

one concludes that 'Scott' and 'the author of Waverley' always have the same 

reference. But this is incorrect. In the context· of the statement 'George IV 

. wished to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley' the reference of the 

signs are as different as their senses. Thus it is incorrect to conclude George IV 

wished to know whether Scott was Scott. It is a mistake to substitute 'Scott' for 

the 'author of Waverley' here. Since the reference of a declarative sentence is its 

truth value, we may substitute for, 'the author of Waverley' any other sign 

having the same reference as it has in the sentence 'George IV wished to know 
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whether Scott was the author of Waverley' without changing the truth value of 

this sentence. But, to substitute 'Scott' for 'the author of Waverley' in this case is 

a mistake. 

One of the two other problems is the puzzle of negative existential statements: 

How is it possible to deny the existence of Pegasus? If 'Pegasus' has a sense 

attached, then 'Pegasus does not exist' also can have a sense, that is, it can 

express a proposition although 'Pegasus' does not have a reference. F~ege held 

that sentences of fiction, myth, etc. did express thoughts or propositions even 

though they contained signs, which do not have any reference. 

Of course such sentences would not have a reference 
(truth-value) because since the reference of a sentence is 
a function of the references of the constituent names contain
ed in it, sentences containing names without references would 
be without reference themselves. 11 

But surely 'Pegasus does not exist' has a reference (truth value), which is true 

though it contains a fictitious character 'Pegasus' which does not itself have a 

reference. How can Frege explain this? In fact, according to Frege, in a well-

constructed language, there should not be any. existence of names "Yithout 

reference. In such a language the problem of negative existentials would 

therefore not arise and the problem of the law of excluded middle will also 

disappear. The problem arises in the case of propositions like, "The present 

King of France is bald", because 'The present King of France' has no reference. 
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Since there is no king of France, he is neither on the list of bald people nor on 

the list of non-bald people. In a 'well constructed' language, 'the King of France' 

would have to appear on one o£ the lists. 

According to Leonard Linsky, existence, for Frege, was a second level concept; a 

concept, vvhich contained at least and at most one thing only. Again, Frege was 

of the opjnion that sense of proper names and some definite descriptions were 

same. For example, the se1i.se of 'Homer' may be the same as the sense of' the 

author of Illiad and Odyssey'. If this is so, then 'Homer does not exist' would 

mean---- 'It is not the case that one and only one person authored the llliad and 

Odyssey'. Here also the problem of negative existentials cannot arise for there is 

not any reference less names. To quote Linsky : 

I have found no evidence that Frege ever took this problem, 
which loomed so large for Russell, seriously at all. The solution 
which I have just offered is never explicitly formulated by Frege 
as an answer to the problem of negative existentials, rather this 
solution is a by product of Frege's treatment of existence as a 

12 second level concept. 

Russell we know did not accept Frege's solution and thought that the difficulty 

.. 
over identity occurs as a resalt of confusion between proper names and definite 

descriptions. We will later make an evaluation of Russell's criticism of Frege's 

theory and also the tenability of his own theory. 
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CHAJPIER- 4 

Rlrnsselill\s Criltiiqlllle (())f Meiin(())ng and FJtllege 



CHAPTER- 4 

Russell's Critique of Meinong and Frege 

Section- I 

Overview 

· The main project of this dissertation has been to give a critical exposition of one 

of Russell's most celebrated theories, The Theory of Descriptions. Although 

the theory of Descriptions impinges on semantics, logic, metaphysics and 

theory of knowledge, it is essentially a technical device for exposing the logical 

. character of certain basic expressions in our language. 

This theory is perhaps the most praised and influential 
philosophical idea of Russell. F. P. Ramsey called it a 
'paradigm of philosophy'. G.E. Moore gave enthusiastic 
assent to this compliment. Wittgenstein acknowledged his 
debt to the theory of descriptions. Many hailed it as mark
ing the beginning of analytical philosophy. 1 

Russell devised the theory of descriptions in order to solve the problems of 

reference and certain puzzles arising out of it, i.e., the puzzles arising in the 

context of reference. These puzzles require to be solved in order to proceed in 

philosophical analysis. No honest philosopher can afford to remain indifferent 

to them. Russell said," A logical theory may be tested by its capacity for dealing 



with puzzles."2 There have been attempts on the part of philosophers, each in 

his own distinctive way, to solve these puzzles. But only two theories, other 

than Russell's own, have confronted the puzzles, and are considered by Russell 

as alternatives to his theory of descriptions; these are Meinong's theory of 

objects and Frege' s theory of sense and reference. In the previous chapters 

(chapters 2 and 3) we have discussed the three puzzles of reference and the 

aforesaid theories as put forward by their exponents. In this chapter, we will 

see why, according to Russell, these theories have not been fully able to come to 

grips with the puzzles; we will also discuss Russell's reason for criticising these 

theories in the light of the new theory he proposes - the theory of descriptions. 

Last we shall assess how far Russell was justified in his claim. 

In the 1905 volume of Mind was published an outstanding essay by Russell, 

namely, "On Denoting". Here he first brought to notice the errors committed by 

Meinong and Frege in their doctrines. Besides, it is an excellent refutation of 

Russell's own earlier theory of denotation stated first in The Principles of 

Mathematics and papers written around 1904. In this essay Russell very 

systematically proceeded by first breaking the theories of his predecessors and 

then explaining what he meant by "descriptions". He then went on to establish 

the tenability of his own theory, "I shall begin by stating the theory I intend to 

advocate; I shall then discuss the theories of Frege and Meinong, showing why 
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neither of them satisfies me; then I shall give the ground in favour of my 

theory."3 

Section -II 

Rejection of Meinong' s Theory 

Before we discuss what Russell has to say about Meinong's theory, it will be 

useful to recapitulate briefly the prime contentions of the theory of objects. The 

subject matter of Meinong's theory of objects is the 'totality of objects'. Totality 

of objects encompasses not only the totality of what exists, what has existed or 

what will exist, but something more than that. By an "object" Meinong means 

anything toward which a psychological act or attitude may be directed. 

Meinong's thesis about objects is divided into two parts. Firstly, there is the 

being of "ideal objects" and secondly he proposes the independence of Sosein 

from Sein. 

In his first theory Meinong introduces a new term, "Objectives" in connection 

with the 'objects, which may not exist'. Meinong's use of the term 'objective' is 

somewhat similar to the use of the term proposition. According to Meinong, the 

being of an object is itself an object which subsists rather than exists and is 

called an 'Objective'. The conception will be clear with the help of an example. 

Suppose someone judges that there are white crows. If the judgement is true 
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then it follows that there are white crows .. But the object which makes the 

judgement true is not itself a white crow; in fact, Meinong contends, it is the 

being of the white crows. This being of white crows is also an object ---

Meinong calls this an Objective. Similarly if the judgement had been false, the 

objective of non-being of white crows would have been responsible. Chisholm 

writes: 

Again if I judge that the round square does not exist, my judge
ment is true, not in virtue of the round square (for there is no 
round square), but in virtue of the non-being of the round square; 
this objective-- the non-being of the round square- also subsists.4 

Meinong says that the Objective is an object of higher order and has as its 

objects the acts of believing, assuming, knowing etc. We believe, assume, know 

that a certain Objective subsists or does not subsist. An Objective, for example, 

. 'the being of Golden mountain' has golden mountain as its constituent. The 

relation of an Objective to its constituents is different from that of whole to 

parts. If a whole has being, then its parts must also exist. Therefore, 'Golden 

mountain' as a constituent of the subsisting Objective must also have some sort 

of being. But Meinong rejects this principle and assumes that something can be 

constituent of a fact even if it has no being at all. Thus it follows that the non-

existing, non-subsisting golden mountain is a constituent of that subsisting 

objective which is the non-being of the golden mountain. 
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In the beginning Russell was convinced by Meinong's arguments q.nd his early 

. writings (Tiu Principles of Mathematics, 1903) reflected a support of the theory of 

objects. His article, "Meinong' s theory of Con~plexes and Assumptions" in Mind 

(1904), was also written in partial support of Meinong's theory. During this 

period Russell embraced the doctrine that every conceivable term had being in 

some sense. Russell's theory was that, numbers, Homeric gods, chimeras, round 

squares, all have being, for otherwise, we could not make any assertions about 

them. But later Russell rejected this view describing it as 'intolerable'. Russell's 

Meinong is one who abandoned his sense of reality when faced with 

difficulties. The generous ontology of Meinong became unacceptable to Russell. 

In his theory of descriptions, Russell finds a way out of Meinong' s problems. 

He thought that the main achievement of his own theory was 
that it provided an acceptable alternative to what he regarded 
as the excesses of Meinong. 5 

In opposition to Meinong' s view Russell claims that objects without being can 

never be part of objectives. The golden mountain is not a constituent of the fact 

that golden mountain does not exist. According to Russell entities without 

being are not present in the corresponding states of affairs. They contain only 

what certain definite descriptions represent. The definite description 'The 

Golden mountain' is actually ·a complex expression whose constituent 

expressions do not contain any golden mountain. The states of affairs only 

88 



represent the referents of these constituent expressions, e.g., the property of 

being golden, the property of being mountain, etc. 

Subsection- (i) 

How far is Russell Justified? 

Though Russell was a great admirer of Meinong, according to some 

philosophers, he (Russell) misunderstood him (Meinong). The doctrines, which 

he attributed to Meinong, were actually creations of his own misunderstanding. 

So, it remains to be seen, if the Russellean argument against Meinong is tenable. 

Apparently it is successful in avoiding Meinong' s conclusion. But as Reinhardt 

Grossman shows, if Meinong's theory is put forward in a different way, then 

the theory of descriptions fails to affect it in any way. Talking of false 

propositions or non-existent states of affairs, if the states of affairs are complex, 

the question arises : 

How a complex state of affair could possibly subsist, if one 
or more of its constituent states of affairs has no being at all? 
For example, consider the disjunction 'P or Q' and assume that 
while P subsists, Q does not. How can the whole 'P or Q' have 
a part without any mode of being ? 6 

Grossman claims that Russell's theory of descriptions does not provide an 

answer to the above question. It of course solves problems other than the states 

of affairs. Since there are such entities as, and, or etc., there are complex states 
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of affairs. Then the inevitable conclusion is that these complex states of affairs 

can exist, though some of their constituent parts do not. Therefore, we must 

reject the principle that a complex entity may have being only il all its parts 

have being . 

. Meinong also is not in agreement with Russell's analysis of the problems 

concerning objects like Golden Mountain and round square. Let us consider, for 

example, the true judgment, 'Ghosts do not exist'. Russellean analysis of this 

judgment yields the sentence: 'It is not the case that there are individual things 

which are ghosts'. Now, provided that the individual things are existent, the 

sentence may be expressed as : 'No existing individual thing is a ghost'. A 

similar analysis can be made of a statement like 'the golden mountain does not 

exist'. Meinong dis:rllisses this type of analysis saying that : 

If on one occasion someone thinks about ghosts and denies 
their existence and on another occasion thinks about some
thing actual, whether this be vaguely or precisely determined 
and recognizes that such an object is not a ghost, he in each 
case is thinking two totally different thoughts? 

The sentence, 'No existing individual is a ghost', actually means something like, 

some actual thing or thing is not a ghost, whereas the original sentence, 'Ghosts 

do not exist' expresses a different thought. 
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The above point becomes the issue between Meinong and Russell. Meinong 

commits a mistake in confusing the thought that no existing individual is a 

ghost with the thought 'about something actual' for which one recognizes that 

it is not a ghost. Let us say, for example, that someone thinks that the people in 

this room are not ghosts. Now this thought is not identical with the thought 

· that there are no ghosts. But it is never said here that the thought that there are 

no ghosts is different from the thought that no existing thing is a ghost. 

Meinong however wrongly thinks likewise. He equates· the thought that no 

existing thing is a ghost with the thought of something actual, which is vaguely 

determined. 

So, Russell's criticisms against Meinong' s theory of ideal objects may be 

defended on two grounds. In the first place, it has to be accepted that the 

Russellean analysis of the judgment, 'Ghosts do not exist is more clearly and 

justly expressed by the sentence, 'No existing thing is a ghost'. Secondly, we 

support the view that thinking of something actual and recognizing that it is 

not a ghost is not the same as thinking that no existing things are ghosts. 

We will now turn our attention to the other part of the theory of objects, which 

Meinong calls the theory of Aussersein or the independence of being from so-

being. We have seen that the theory of objects is widest in its range; it 

encompasses not only existents and subsistents, but also objects, which have no 
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being at all. It has as its subject matter absurd entities like round square. 

Meinong holds that though the round square does not exist, and it will be 

logically contradictory to say that round square exists, yet we can make true 

assertions about it. It can be said for example that I am thinking of round 

square. Again, there are objects, which have never been thought of. But even if 

no one had ever thought of round square, 'the round square does not exist' 

would still be true of round square. Meinong' s theory claims that knowledge 

about such contradictory entities is possible because of the principle of 

independence of so -being from being. "The pure object is ausserseiend standing, 

beyond being and non- being (jenseits von Sein und Nichtsein)." 8 

According to Meinong the pure object is ausserseiend, it is not affected by being 

or non-being. The Sosein or so-being of an object is the object's having certain 

characteristics, for example, the Sosein o£ a round square is the object's having 

roundness and squareness. What Meinong wants to say is that although there is 

no round square, the fact remains that it is both round and square. We can of 

course make true or false assertions about every object; that object may or may 

not exist, but the essence of that object, its so-being does not depend on its 

existence or non-existence. 

Some philosophers are not in agreement with Meinong's view that totality of 

objects is wider than totality of existents or real objects. But if Meinong' s theory 
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of Aussersein is false then there can be no truths about objects without being-

·either they are not truths at all or else they do not refer to non-existent objects. 

In some cases as 'Unicorns do not exist' or 'Round squares are both round and 

square', there does not arise any problem. The former may be said to assert of 

things that do exist that none has the property of being a unicorn; the latter says 

of those things that exist that if it were both round and square then it would be 

round and square. 

The usefulness of Meinong' s theory comes into view in case of propositions 

having singular subject terms, e.g., "The round square is round and square". 

Meinong' s position is also strong in case of propositions having intentional " 

objects, e.g., "The thing that Peter is thinking of is a golden mountain." The 

golden mountain is an intentional object of the mind. If it has no properties, as 

is popularly assumed, then there cannot be any informative truths about it. So, 

it would be better to go along with Meinong and agree that the golden 

mountain has properties which has no bearing upon the golden mountain's 

existence or non-existence and that is why we can have knowledge about it. 

Russell claims that his theory of denoting provides a way out of the above

mentioned problems. His theory reduces the propositions containing denoting 

phrases into those in which no such phrases occur.9 Now, why does Russell 
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· maintain such a theory and how is it better than Meinong's or Frege's theory, 

we will see subsequently. 

First of all, Russell says, Meinong's view is in itself a difficult view. According 

to Russell problems arise if the denoting phrases present in a statement are 

considered to be the genuine constituents of the corresponding proposition. In 

his own theory Russell shows that these denoting phrases are in fact 

descriptions and we shall come back to it later. Meinong's theory commits 

exactly this mistake by treating any grammatically correct denoting phrases as 

names of objects. And so, non-existing entities like the round square, the 

Golden Mountain etc. are given the status of object. Meinong' s theory claims 

that although such objects do not exist, they are real or pure objects and have 

some kind of being. This theory, which we have discussed earlier, has 

'intolerable' consequences for Russell. He puts forward various arguments to 

prove that descriptions are not names. We will state below these arguments and 

show that they fail to establish the requisite distinction. 

Sub-section- (ii) 

Distinction between Names and Descriptions 

i) Russell's first argument is that names are simple syrnbols, descriptions are 

not, and therefore, descriptions are not names. In support of his arguments 

Russell wrote : 

94 



If you understand the English language, you would understand 
the phrase, 'The author of Waverley' if you had never heard it 
before, whereas you would not understand the meaning of 'Scott' 
if you had never heard it before because to know the meaning of a 
name is to know who it is applied to.lO 

In other words, the meaning of 'the author of Waverley', which is a descriptive 

·phrase, can be brought out by analyzing its parts. So it is a complex expression. 

The word 'Scott' is used as an example of logically proper name here; if it is 

simple, it's meaning cannot be worked out by knowing the meanings of its 

parts. In the above passage Russell says that being simple means having the 

naming function, i.e., to know the reference of the name. But it would be wiser 

to point out that Russell's simple/ complex distinction does not turn into 

naming function/ describing function distinction because he also held that 

ordinary proper names, instead of functioning as names, function as 

descriptions. 

This argument also does not claim that if an expression has naming functions 

then it is simple for, pronouns like 'this' or complex demonstratives like 'that 

man' indeed have naming function. Peacockell has ~own that everi 

descriptions occasionally function as names. Therefore it cannot be held that 

complex expressions always have describing functions. So this argument only 

establishes that names being simple are different from descriptions. 
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ii) Russell contends that if a true identity statement has names on both sides 

then that statement must be tautologous, whereas if one of the terms of an 

identity statement is a description and if that statement is true then it would 

give us some knowledge. Hence, names and descriptions have different 

· meanings; therefore, they are different. But, this argument, though otherwise 

valid has an inherent problem. It is not true that names, which name the same, 

always mean the same and therefore are tautologous. ' A may believe that 

'Tully' names Tully without believing that 'Tully', names Cicero, for he may not. 

realize thatTully = Cicero.'12 

iii) Descriptions are not names because existence can only be predicated of 

descriptions; it is not a property of individuals. Statements like, '--- exists or ---

does not exist' become meaningless if they are filled in by names. But that is not 

the case with descriptions. 

The fact that you can discuss the proposition 'God exists' is a 
proof that 'God' as used in that proposition, is a description and 
not a name. If 'God' were a name, no question as to existence 
could arise· 13 

Russell arrived at this conclusion in the following way; any meaningful 

sentence is meaningful if it is either true or false. So, if' a exists' is taken to be 

meaningful (where' a' is a name) then it should be meaningful, even if it is false. 

96 



But that is not so for in that case 'a' would not find a bearer. So 'a exists' is 

meaningless, be it true or false. 

This argument also rests on a false premise. From the truth that any meaningful 

sentence has a meaningful negation, it cannot be inferred that any meaningful 

sentence is one, which would be meaningful even if it were false. For example, 

a meaningful sentence like 'some sentences are meaningful' would become 

meaningless if it were false. 

iv) Names are scope-insensitive, but descriptions are not, so the two should not 

be confused. But nothing much can be attained from this argument as it can 

only prove the scope sensitivity of some descriptions. Moreover, scope 

insensitivity is not an essential property of names. Some names could also be 

scope sensitive. 

v) The most important point of distinction between names and descriptions is 

that there are no empty names but descriptions can be empty. To say more 

elaborqte, one can understand the meaning of a description without knowing if 

it has any bearer or even if it has one, who it belongs to. But we cannot 

understand a name without knowing whom it applies to. Denotation-less 

descriptions are still meaningful, as the expression, 'the King of France is bald' 

shows. It has a meaning though it is false. But names without reference are 

meaningless. So, not only that empty descriptions are different from names but 
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also there is a 'contrast of semantic function between descriptions and names' .14 

Sometimes Russell tries to establish the meaningfulness of empty descriptions 

by its function, (this we have already discussed in the first argument). This is 

confusing because Russell himself holds that ordinary proper names can also be 

empty yet meaningful. Further there are also instances where denotation-less 

· descriptions are not meaningful. 

It will not be irrelevant here to talk briefly about one of Russell's views which 

he held in this connection that there must be a uniform account of both empty 

or other descriptions in accordance with their similarity in form; that is, 

expressions similar in form should be analyzed similarly. But this view IS 

dangerous as it may result from this that there are no genuine names. If 

ordinary proper names are abbreviated descriptions then by parity of form all 

simple singular terms are so. 

· Thus we observe that none of the above arguments conclusively establishes the 

distinction between names and descriptions. But Russell's theory of 

descriptions does not depend on the theory that descriptions are not names. 

However, we must accept that names function differently from descriptions 

and Russell holds that Meinong's theory commits the fallacy of confusing 

between the two. Hence, Russell's distinction cannot be used as an apparatus 

against Meinong's theory. 
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The chief objection against Meinong' s theory is that it violates the ·law of 

contradiction. Meinong contends that impossible objects like round square, 

though they do not exist, still have the properties like roundness and 

squareness. But how can a thing be both round and square? It is impossible to 

be both round and square. Such objects, Russell says, infringe the law of 

contradiction. This objection of violation of the law of contradiction was raised 

by Russell in the review essay of "Meinong' s Theory of Complexes and 

Assumptions" published in Mind as also in "On Denoting", also published in 

Mind for the first time. In the latter he says, 

... the round square etc. are supposed to be genuine objects .... 
But i:he chief objection is that such objects are apt to infringe the 
law of contradiction. It is contended, for example, that the 
existent present king of France exists, and also does not exist; 
that the round square is round and also not round etc. But this 
is intolerable; and if any theory can be found to avoid this result, 
it is surely to be preferred. 15 

Sub-section -(iii) 

Meinong Replies to Russell 

To Russell's first objection, Meinong replied that though Russell's argument is 

sound it does not hold good of his theory. Contradictory things in order to be 

contradictory must disobey the law of contradiction. It holds only of those 

objects, which are actual or possible and cannot be applied to the impossible 
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objects he was considering. To make the point clear, nothing that exists can be 

both round and square, and the law of contradiction can hardly be expected to 

hold of such non-existent things as round square. Everybody knows that the 

laws of logic ho~d only in reality and non-existent objects like the round square 

are unreal. 

Russell's second objection relates to Meinong' s contention that the existent 

rou:pd square exists. It is more troublesome for Meinong. Russell says that if the 

round square is really round anq square, then the existent round square must 

be round, square and existent which means to accept that there is a round 

square--- and this is absurd. Meinong tries to escape by saying that though the 

existent round square is existent it does not really exist. He goes on to 

distinguish between ordinary existence and the 'existential determination' to be 

existent. The existential determination of an object behaves like its other 

. ordinary properties. So, just as the golden mountain has the property of being 

golden, the existent goldeil. mountain has the existential determination of being 

existent. So it can be said that the existent golden mountain is existent, but it 

does not exist. Russell found this view hard to accept and in a letter to Meinong 

he wrote that he could not see how one can distinguish between 'to exist' and 

'to be existent'. 
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Meinong had also tried another way out of this. He said that "is existent" and 

"exists" are not predicates. Existence is not a property like roundness or 

squareness. Nothing is added to the Sosein of an object when we call it existent. 

So, "the round square" has the properties of roundness and squareness but "the 

existent round square" does not have the additional property of existence. In 

his review article on Meinong, cited above, Russell contended that he could see 

no difference between existing and being existent and concluded that he had 

nothing more to say beyond this. 

Meinong' s introduction of the concept of existential determination confuses the 

issue even more. So, why does Meinong believe in such a thing? Actually this 

view is a result. of Meinong' s acceptance of the so-called principle of unlimited 

freedom of assumption. According to this principle we cannot only think of a 

round square, but can also think of an existing round square. The two being 

different present two different intentional cases. Meinong has to bring up the 

concept of existence to distinguish one from the other. 

The question arises in our mind that in spite of so many difficulties why does 

Meinong believe that the golden mountain is golden? Meinong held that 

individual objects are complexes consisting of their properties. So the golden 

mountain must consist of, among other properties, the property of being 

golden. Since the complex has the property of being golden, it must be golden. 
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Meinong might have been misled by own theory, that every complex, though it 

inay not exist or subsist, must have the properties, which constitute it. 

Mei:hong' s theory has these obscurities and ambiguities, and yet there are many 

who have challenged the negative estimation of Meinong' s theory of objects as 

misconceived. J. N. Findlay says," It is strange ... that Meinong's object-theory 

should have been regarded by some as a bewildering and tangled 'j-ungle'; it 

resembles rather an old, forJ;Ual garden containing some beautiful and difficult 

mazes ... ".16 Further on, Findlay says, "Meinong's round square could be 

stitched, with complete seamlessness into the fabric of Carnap' s Meaning and 

Necessity ."17 Indeed philosophical problems in logic, developed in 

contemporary philosophical logic, revealed the 'frank recognition' of objects 

that do not exist. Some of these non-existent objects are possible, and some, 

among what are called virtual objects, rather clearly resemble Meinong' s 

impossible objects. I am curious to know what would have been Russell's 

reactions to such reconstruction of Meinong's doctrine of Aussersein. But such 

developments took place at a time when Russell had lost his interest in logic. 
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Section - III 

Crificism of Frege' s Theory 

We will now examine the other theory of reference, namely, Frege's theory of 

sense and reference, which we discussed. in the previous chapter. Russell 

criticized this view saying that it leads to 'art inextricable tangle' _IS 

But first we shall inspect Frege' s theory; whether Frege' s attempt to solve the 

logical puzzles can be justified. To do this would require us to look back into 

Frege' s theory. 

In short, Frege's theory was that there is a distinction between sense and 

reference of names. Frege was basically a mathematician and while dealing 

with the concept of identity he confronted some problems, which disturbed 

him. In order to solve these problems, Frege devised the above distinction. 

Identity is indeed a puzzling notion. The relation of identity holds between a 

thing and itself and not between two different things. But then are all identity 

statements tautologous and uninformative ? Frege showed us that, that is not 

always the case. In the opening passages of his "On Sense and Reference" Frege 

asks about identity : Is it a relation ? A relation between objects, or between 

names or signs of objects?19 
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Frege accepts the first alternative as true, i.e., identity is a relation between 

objects. The other alternative cannot be true because it would lead to arbitrary 

. use of names or signs. Then a = b would mean, name 'a' and name 'b' hame the 

same thing resulting into the arbitrary agreement that 'a' is a name for a and 'b' 

is also a name for a. So, identity must be a relation between objects. Then the 

statement a = b should mean, the same as a = a, if a = b is true; a = b is true 

means 'a' and 'b' are names for the same object and a = b cannot give us any 

more information than a = a. But this view is incorrect because though 

statements like a = a, are tautologies and uninformative, statements of the form 

a = b are sometimes highly informative. For example, everybody knows that 

morning star= morning star and evening star= evening star, but that morning 

. star= evening star was a great astronomical discovery. According to Frege the 

reference I of an expression is the object denoted by it and is distinct from the 

sense, which in other words is it's meaning or 'mode of presentation'. It is 

because of this difference in sense that identity statements are informative. 

While the sense of a sign expresses a 'thought' or proposition its reference is its 

truth-value. 

In Chapter 3 we saw that Frege had tried to solve the problems of identity, 

negative existentials and exclusive middle through his 'Sense and Reference' 

theory. What were the loopholes of this theory? 
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In the puzzle concerning George IV and the author of Waverley (Identity) the 

problem lies in the fact that the expression, 'the author of Waverley' is 

~stakenly substituted by 'Scott'. According to Frege the reference of a 

declarative sentence is its truth-value, which will remain unchanged if two 

signs having the same reference q.re replaced for each other. Since 'Scott' and 

'the author of Waverley' have the same denotation, 'Scott' is replaced for 'the 

author of Waverley' and one concludes that 'George IV wished to know whether 

Scott was Scott'. It is important to remember here that the reference and sense 

of signs change with the ref~rential context. In the sentence, 'George IV wished 

to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley', 'Scott' and 'the author of 

'waverley' do not have the same reference. So, they cannot be substituted for 

each other leading to the conclusion that 'George IV wished to know whether 

Scott was Scott.' Frege however says that 'the author of Waverley' can be 

substituted by any other sign having the same reference as it has in the 

sentence, ' George IV wished to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley' 

without changing the truth value of this sentence. 

Frege' s solution raises the question as to how can we know whether two names 

have the same reference in an oblique context or, when do two names have the 

same customary sense? Actually rnost of the intentional objects like properties, 

attributes, senses, etc. do not have clear identity conditions and therefore we do 

not have any clear conception about these objects. 
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Frege' s solution also has an undesirable consequence to the effect that a 

pronoun within the scope of a verb of prepositional attitude cannot pick up 

reference of an outlying antecedent outside that scope. Let us take for example 

'Scott was the author of Waverley, although George IV did not know that he was 

the author of Waverley'. Now if the pronoun 'he' is substituted for any word, its 

reference becomes oblique here, though its antecedent (Scott) has ordinary 

reference. This difficulty concerns the operations of bound variables whose 

antecedent quantifiers lie outside the scope of these verbs; that is, from 'Scott 

WCl.S the author of Waverley, although George IV did not know that Scott was the 

author of Waverley' it cannot be deduced that '(3x) (x was the author of Waverley 

although George IV did not know that x was the author of Waverley)'. The 

existential generalization cannot be applied here if Frege' s views about 

pronouns having different references within and without the scope of irregular 

verbs are true. The quantified form cannot be inferred, though it claims no 

more than 'Someone was the author of Waverley although George IV did not 

know who that p~rson was', which is in correspondence with historical facts. It 

seems ironical that though Frege invented both the semantics of sense and 

reference and quantification theory, he did not realize that there re:rr-ained a 

problem involving the two working together. 
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Frege too held that in a certain context, expressions, which have oblique 

reference - have an oblique sense. But he has neither specified nor illustrated 

with the help of examples this obliqueness of sense. The ordinary sense of an 

expression like 'the author of Waverley is its meaning. Is the oblique sense of 

this expression another meaning? These points are not clear from Frege' s 

theory. 

Frege tries to solve the problem of negative existentials by saying that sentences 

of fiction, myth etc. may have sense though not having any reference (truth 

value) because they contained fictitious characters like 'Odysseus' etc. which do 

not have denotation. But this is 11ot a satisfactory answer. Problems arise if we 

hold that the sentences of a novel do not have truth-values. To state the 

exampie given by Linsky, "When Homer says that the home of Ulysses is in 

Greece, what he says is neither true nor false. But when we say that it was in 

Italy, what we say is false."20 

Further, sentences like 'Pegasus does not exist' are surely true, i.e., contrary to 

Frege' s theory it has truth-value even while containing a reference less name 

':Pegasus'. To avoid this Frege says that in a well-constructed language 

referenceless names are not to be allowed. It has to be concluded then that 

Frege's theory is unable to solve thepuzzles satisfactorily. But there are reasons 

other than these for Russell to reject Frege' s theory. Frege had distinguished 
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between Sinn and Bedeutung, which are otherwise called 'sense' and 'reference' 

by most philosophers, but Russell had used the terms .'meaning' and 

'dert~tation' to ref~r to them. Russell admits that Frege avoids the breach of law 

of contradictio11 that is committed by Meinong. Frege' s theory was that 

meaping and denotation are properties of expressions. Explaining Frege' s 

theory, Russell cites the following example: 

The Centre of mass of solar system at the beginning of the 
twentieth century is highly complex in meaning, but its denota
tion is a certain point which is ·simple. The solar system, the 
twentieth century, etc. are constituents of meaning; but the deno
tation has no constituents at all.21 

S11b~ection- (iv) 

Is Frege's Theory Totally l.Jnacceptable? 

~ussell also admires Frege' s theory; he accepts its advantages, saying that the 

theory shows why the relation of identity is so important. The· difference in 

sense is the reason for statements of identity like 'Scott is the author of Waverley' 

being informative. But Russell's problem regarding Frege' s theory begins with 

the cases, which lack denotation. Following Frege' s theory, reference of a term 

is its truth-value; therefore if a sentence is denotation less, then it i~ 

inea:fti:rigless. $ut this conflicts with Russellean account of descriptive sentences, 
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which lack denotation, as Russell takes them to be false. Russell holds that 

when we say 'the King of England is bald' we are uttering a statement about the 

actq.al man denoted by the expression. By. parity of form, so must be the case 

with 'the King of France is bald'. But, though this phrase it has a meaning it 

lacks denotation. However, that does not make the statement nonsense, it is 

plainly false. 

We can understand Russell's position with the help of another example given 

by him: 'If u is a class which has only one member, then that one member is a 

member of u' or 'If u is a unit class the u is a u'. This proposition should always 

be true, since the conclusion is true, whenever the hypothesis is true. Now, if u 

~s not a unit class, then the proposition seems to be nonsense. But Russell says, 

these types of· propositions do not become meaningless because their 

hypotheses are false. He cites cases where statements containing denoting 

phrases, which have no denotation, yet they are true because the hypothesis is 

false. So Russell concludes that: 

We must either provide a denotation is cases in which it is at 
first sight absent or we niust abandon the view th'l-t the deno
tption is what is concer:n~d in propositions which contain 
denoting phrases.22 

Russell chooses the second alternative. The first one is followed by both 

Meinong and Frege. Meinong' s course is undesirable as it admits of things that 
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do not subsist and infringes the law of contradiction. Frege, on the other hand, 

takes a path, which though logically sound, is artificial. Frege provides purely 

COnV~J1tional denptation for otherwise denotationless term; for example 'the 

King of France' he says denotes the null class; thus if it is accepted that denoting 

.Phr~ses have meaning and denotation, we face difficulties where there is no 

denotation. 

However, according to Sainsbury, it is not on these grounds that Russell attacks 

Frege' s position. In fact Russell's objections agairist Frege, are discussed 

somewhat obscurely in "On Denoting": 

The relation of the meaping to the denotation involves certain 
rather curious difficulties, which seem in themselves sufficient 
to prove that the theory which leads to such difficulties must be 
wrong."23 

Russell outlined this problem in relation to a specific expression, namely, 'The 

first line of Gray's Elegy', and he suggested two ways of trying to identify its 

sepge. They are : 

(a) The sense of the first line of Gray's Elegy. 

(b) The sense of 'the first line of Gray's Elegy'. 

The fundamental point is that whichever alternative we avail of, it fails in 

making adequate reference to the required sense. 
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According to Russell, if we take the first option (a) to refer to the required sense 

by using the expression without quotation marks that would refer to the sense 

of the first line of Gray's Elegy, which is 'The curfew tolls the knell of the 

parting day'. So, what we actually get is the sense of 'The curfew tolls the knell 

of the parting day' and not the seJ15e of the expression, 'The first line of Gray's 

Elegy'. It is for this reason_ that (a) fails to identify the sense of the given 

expression and succeeds in identifying the_ sense of the referent of the given 

expression. 

' I 

If we take the second option, i.e., (b), putting the expression in quotes as in 'The 

first line of Gray's Elegy', we can avoid the difficulty that arose in the first case, 

but this manoeuvre also does not succeed. For (b) provides us with a sense, 

which is 'merely linguistic througp the phrase' and does not show any 'logical 

relation' between the reference and the required sense. Russell argued: 

... The difficulty which confronts us is that we cannot succeed 
in both preserving the connexion of meaning [Fregean Sinn] 
and denotation [Fregean Bedeutung] and preventing them from 
being one and the same ... 24 

The upshot of the objection is that for Russell, the occurrence of the expression 

iri. (a) gives us the reference, not the sense; and ·in (b) it gives us only an 

expression, which refers to a sense and so not the sense itself. The relation 

~etween sense and reference remains totally unintelligible. 
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However, some questions arise with regard to Russell's position. First, does 

Russell's argument depends on special features of the example chosen by him, 

or is quite general? Second, we would need to be satisfied whether Russell has 

given a fair account of Frege' s distinction. Third, whether Russell's own claim 

that 'there is no logical connection between sense and reference' is itself clear. 

As to the first, Searle observes that Russell's use of quotation marks which 

violptes the distinction between p.se and mention is unfair to Frege. Russell 

ass-qmed. that putting an expression within quotation marks, according to 

Frege, immediately identifies the sense of that expression. But, as Searle 

observes, there is no context at all, II in ordinary speech where enclosing in 

inverted commas is by itself sufficlent to indicate that the resultant expression is 

being used to refer to its customary sense". 25 

As to the second, Searle also clai:qls that Russell's account of Frege' s distinction 

is inaccurate. Russell attributed the view to Frege that it is the sense of some 

expressions that refer to the reference of the object. Frege' s view is formulated 

in a different way. For him, "A proper name (word, sign, sign combination, 

~xpression) expresses its sense, means or designates its meaning. By employing a 

sign, we express its sense and designate its meaning."26 
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Russell's objection that there is 'no. logical connection between sense and 

reference' is also not a fair one. They are related by the relation of 'mode of 

presentation'. Sense, says Frege, is the mode of presentation of the object, which 

is the reference of ¢e expression whose sense it is. If we speak of Aristotle, the 

Gre~~ ship-magnate and Aristotle, the author of Nicomachean Ethics, the relation 

between the serise and reference in the two sentences is quite arbitrary. But in 

the case of another pair of propositions, Aristotle was the teacher of Alexander 

the Great and Aristotle was the student of Plato, there is a logical relation 

between sense and reference of the two expressions, which enables us to 

understand what is being said about the reference. It is not clear what Russell 

means by the lack of logical connection between sense and reference. 

Russell's above criticisms arise out of confusion. Frege inqeed held that the 

meaning and denotation of an expression are distinct, but he never denied that 

a meaning could be a denotation. Frege had said that what is the denotation of 

an expression in a special circumstance, is its meaning in ordinary 

circumstance. Thus what Russell objects to does not hold. The Frege-Russell 

controversy is of considerable importance in the account of later philosophers 

like Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 

Peacocke, "Proper Names, Reference and Rigid Designation" inS. Blackburn 

(ed.), Meaning, Reference and Necessity (Cambridge University Press, 1975), S. 

Bl~ck anq A. Code, 'The Power of Russell's Criticism of Frege': "On D¢p.oting", 
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Anal'ysis, Vol. 38,1978, pp. 65-77, and Sainsbury, Russell, London: Routledge & 

K!=!gan Paul, 1979. This. reveals the interest the controversy has created and it 

can hardly be described as 'dying'. At least it has changed the character of 

analytic philosophy. 

The other side of this objection is that if meaning can only be denoted by 

denoting phrases then Frege' s theory involves an infinite regress. Let us take for 

exarriple a sentence like 'Scott is the author of Waverley.' 

i 

H!=!re the denoting phrase is 'the author of Waverley', and the meaning of this 

phrase does the denoting. If the meaning of the phrase be 'M', then the original 

sentence may be analyzed into 'Scott is the denotation of M'.But in that case we 

are not proceeding anywhere for we are merely explaining the proposition with 

the help of a similar form. But this argument is inconclusive because it is not 

clear what sort of explanation Rt.Issell aims at and why he calls the theory to 

hav!=! vicious circularity. Contrary to what Russell thinks, Frege helq that it is 

not the mecming, but expressions that qenote. . ' ' . 

pxamining Russell's objections to Frege's theory, Sainsbury comes to the 

conclusion that the true source of Russell's complain was in his supposition that 

the meaning of an expression could be relevant to the identity of the 

proposition expressed by a sentence only if the meaning is denoted. This 

assumption of Russell makes Frege' s theory fallacious. Writing on this topic 
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Waiting pointed out that there could be really three possibilities: (i) that 

denotation alone is relevant, (ii) that denotation arid meaning are both relevant 

cmd (iii) that meaning alone is relevant. The last alternative is put forward by 

Frege, wh~ch Russell tries to refute. Russell's theory, in which he brings in the 

existence of denotation less description, does not let the first two possibilities 

stand. But his argument against Frege's theory is not fully· tenable. 

Let us suppose 'c' to be a descriptive phrase and let us also suppose that *c* 

denotes the meaning of 'c'. Russell's argument is that the denotation of 'the 

meaning of c' is not *c* but the meaning (if any), of the denotation of 'c'. 

Denotation of '*c*' may be denoted by the expression 'the meaning of "c" '. 

This means that when 'c' occurs unquoted in a sentence, *c* does not occur in it, 

anO. ls thus irrelevant in determining the identity of the proposition expressed 

by the sentence, ahd also that when *c* does occur in a proposition and 

determines its identity, the sentence does not contain 'c', it contains only an 

expression whose denotation is *c*. So the meaning of 'c' is irrelevant to the 

proposition expressed by a sentence containing 'c' which was not intended.27 

' 

The argument is not sound because it leans on the presupposition that only a 

denotation is relevant to the identity of the proposition. This presupposition is 

opposed to Frege's view that only meaning is relevant to the identity of the 

proposition. But Frege's theory caimot be ruled out just because it stands in 

115 



opposition to Russell's view. Thus we have to conclude that Russell's criticism 

against Frege's theory do not fully disprove it. On the contrary, Russell's 

objections make the general and fair point that Frege' s sense theory does need 

more exposure and more explanation. In the next chapter we will discuss 

Russell's theory more elaborately. 

• •• 
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CHAPTER- 5 

Russell on Names and Descriptions 

Secti~)li - I 

Overview 

In his Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy, Russeil defined a proper name in 

the following manner, "A name is a simple symbol, directly designating an 

individual, which is its meaning, and having this meaning in its own right 

independently of the meanings of e1ll other words" .1 

Russell's theory of names is divid~d into two, based· on his differentiation 

b~tween two types of proper names - 'logically proper names' and 'ordinary 

proper names'. It is important for us to understand clearly the nature of proper · 

names, as because, not only it plays a major role in grasping fully the meaning 

of Russell's theory of descriptions, but also that several philosopher including 

prominent ones like Plato have piscussed it in their philosophical 

~nvestigations. The question that is puzzling them is: Do proper names like 

· 'New Delhi' or 'Mahatma Gandhi' have sense associated with them similar to 

~::omitlOn nouns, adjectives or defihite descriptions like "the blue book" or" the 

IDClll with the glasses"? 



In the 1ast chapter we discussed how Russell differentiated between names and 

descriptions. In this chapter we will discuss more about proper names and 

descriptions. We will see what exactly Russell meant by 'ordinary proper 

names' and 'logically proper names', parallely discussing Frege's views on the 

topic. We will also take up Russell's solutions to the problems of reference. 

Section- II 

Sense and No-sense Theories of Proper Names 

It is popularly held that proper names do not have sense or meaning; they 

simply stand for or denote certain objects. Views of this sort can be found even 

in Plato's Theaetetus. The view famously held by Mill was that proper names 

have denotation but no connotation. They are non-connotative singular terms. 

Mill gives the example of a "horse" which is a common noun, as having both 

connqtation and denotation. Its meaning comprises those qualities that together 

ma~e up the definition of the word "horse" and it refers to all horses. But a 

proper name like "Queen Elizabeth" only denotes its bearer but does not imply 

any property or attribute possessed by the bearer. Modern philosophers of 

language like Russell and Wittgenstein also conform to this no-sense theory of 

proper names. In Wittgenstein' s Tractatus-Logico-Philosophicus it ~s said that a 

proper name is simply the name of the object for which it stands. 
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:frege argued that proper names must have senses, else identity statements like 

q = b cannot be other than trivially analytic. If proper names are nothing but 

denqtations then these statements are trivial for they only convey that an object 

is idep.tical with itself. If that is not the case then we have to conclude that they 

are qrbitrary in the sense that any name can be assigned to any object. Frege in 

his classic paper 'Ober Sinn und Bedeutung' invoked the notion of sense 

motivated by the idea of the informative· claim involved in the notion of 

identity statements like a = b. He concluded that the identity claim asserts an 

identity of ref~rence, but presents the object in different modes. The suggestion 

, I 

is that informative identity statements rely on a difference in the mode of 

pre~entation of the object, and so new information can be obtained even if the 

two naines 'a' and 'b' stand for or refer to one and the same object. This is what 

stops the identity statement a= b from being trivial or arbitrary. He gave as an 

illustration that one and the same object, planet Venus, can be referred to by 

two different names, viz. 'the morning star' and 'the evening star'. This theory 

that all proper names have sense was a departure from the no-sense theory 

proposed by other philosophers, particularly Mill. The crucial differences 

between these two types of tl1eories may be specified as follows: 

i) The classical theory holds that names do not have any sense but essentially 

have reference; whereas Frege' s theory states that hames must have senses but 

Illa:Y or may not have reference. 
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ii) A-ccording to the Fregean sense theory, names refer only when some object is 

associated with its sense. According to philosophers like Plato and 

Wittgenstein, who support the no-sense theory, proper names are the 

connecting link between words and the world. 

iii) The ~ense theory holds that ordinary proper names are to be classed with 

Uefin.it~ descriptions; both have qescriptive content. Further, a proper name is a 

· shorthand description, whicp we are able to present in plac~ q£ the prop~r name 
I • • ' ' • • ' ' • ' ' 

for rneahlng-equivalence. But the no-sense theory maintains that descriptions 

are not the definitional equivalents of names. 

iv) The no-sense theorists hold that naming is prior to describing; Frege holds 

that ~escribing is prior to naming because a name only describes the object it 

names. 

,Sxpon~nts of both classical no-sense theory and Fregean sense theory put 

forward arg!lme11ts in their favour. The no-sense theory supports the view that 

proper nam~s (ordinary proper names) cannot be said to be equivalent to 

defiil.i.te descriptions because naming is not any kind of describing. And, how to 

proceed about giving a definition of a proper name is also not very dear. If, in 

order to define a proper name we give a complete description of it, then what 

happens is this: that any statement true or false made about that name becomes 

either analytic or self-contradictory. About descriptions we can say that it is 
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'true' or 'false' of its bearer, but this cannot be applied to proper names. The 

proper name of an object is only its name, nothing mote or less. 

Another problem, ~hich the no-sense theory faces, is that, it is unable to explain 

the occurrence of proper names in existential statements. Proper names in an 

existential statement cannot be said to denote, because existential statements 

are not ordinary subject predicate sort of statements. 'Existence' is not a 

predicate, but a second order concept. So, an affirmative existential statement 

cannot refer to an object and state that it exists. The problem then is that, proper 

names occurring 1n existential statements (if they cannot refer) must be ~aving 

some sort of descriptive content, which means that they have sense associated 

with them, thus turning the theory towards Frege's sense theory. 

I 

Yet another problem the classical theorists have to face is, if a proper name only 

denotes, what is the proof of the existence of its denotation? If we go along with 

Wittgenstein to accept his theory that the meaning of a proper name is literally 

its denotation, then it seems we have also to accept that the existence of these 

denoted object is necessary. For, there may be changes in the world in the way 

of destruction of some objects, but still, words and their meanings are not 

i 

· perishable. So, it seems imperative to accept the fact that the existence of the 

objeds nar:ned by proper names is necessary. "As :Plato remarked, we cannot 

say of an element that it exists or does not exist". (Theaetetus, 201 D- 202 A)2 
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In her An Introduction to Wittgenstein's Tractatus, G. E. Anscombe proposes a 

solution of this problem through a linguistic route. Wittgenstein himself has 

tried a metaphysical method to get out of this problem of the existence of the 

referent. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein comments, II objects form the s-q.bstance 

of the world" (2.021), which means that the existence of a substance is over and 

~bove assertion or deniaJ. Anscombe holds that there is a difference petween 

ordmary proper names and genuine proper names. Names, which have 

denotations, can only be called genuine proper names. So, in this manner we 

can go about the problem and say that whether an expression is a proper name 

or not depends on the fact that its referent exists or has existed or will exist. 

This does not compel us to agree to any class of objects, which necessarily exist, 

but on the other hand leads us into accepting as proper name only those objects 

whose denotations have existence. 

[nfluepced by Wittgenstein' s view and following it, Russell declared that what 

' ' 
are known as proper names in corrpnon language, ordinary proper names 

cahiibt be called genuine proper names because whether or not their bearers 

exist is a contingent fact and also does not follow from the status of the 

expression in language. In opposition to Frege he claimed that ordinary proper 

pames are not genuine subjects. But should this conclusion not be undesirable 

for no-sense theorists who try to accept the common sense view that there is no 

sense attached to ordinary proper names? 
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. Russell's ded~ratiori. however leads them to accept that ordinary proper names 

nevet gain the status of genuine or logical proper names. They have to accept 

t~e intoleraple conclus~on that ordinary proper names are in fact disguised 

4esctiptions. 

Tt10ugh Anscombe' s method is an attempt to avoid this implausible solution, 

there have been objections raised against it also. Anscombe' s view, in short is 

that, the essential condition for a proper name to have a bearer. The first 

objection against. this is that, an expression, which is a part of a particular 

syntax, gets excluded due to the contingent fact of denotation. Secondly, there 

qre spme ri.ames like "Cerberus" or "Zeus" which are obviously proper names, 

do riot count as logically proper names because their bearer do not exist. The 

last objection is that Anscombe' s view is an arbitrary view which is forced upon 

qs because originally it was intended as an explanation of Wittgenstein' s 

theory, but Wittgenstein himself later gave up his former view of proper names 

and put forth the theory that meaning and denotation of names should not be 

confused. He gives the following example to make his point: "When Mr. N. N. 

dies one says thai: the bearer of the name dies, not that meaJ.l.ing dies." 

I ' 

(flp.lpsophical Investigations, Para. 4:0) 

TP.tis, we see that the classical no-sense theory, which at first seemed to be 

agre-eable to our conup.on s~nse cannot explain the occurrence of proper names 
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irt i4entity or existential statements. Neither can it satisfactorily explain the 

t1ature of existence of referents of proper names. Frege' s sense theory, though it 

leads to the uncomfortable consequence of accepting ordinary proper names as 

truncated definite descriptions, can however account for the puzzles over 

identity and existential statements and therefore is more acceptable to us. 

Sec~~QP -Ill 

Frege and Russell on Proper Names and Existence 

We will now compare and contrast Russell's and Frege's views on the relation 

betWeen proper names and definite descriptions. Russell thought that both the 

propositions 'a exists' and 'a does not ·exist' are meaningless where 'a' is a 

proper name. This conclusion was implied by his theory of naming which 

suggests that the meaning of a proper name is its denotation. Thus, if 'a does 

not extst' is trpe, then the sentence is meaningless because it contains a 

tneahirigless subj~ct term. In this way Russell reached a paradoxical conclusion 

that this type of assertion can only be true if it is meaningless. 

Actually, it is fallacious to call a sentence meaningless because it contains a 

ineaningless term. Moreover, it is absurd to assume a term to be meaningless 

because it does not have a denotation. In Russell's reasoning, existentials like 

(::Jx) (x = a) and ~(3x) (x = a) are also not shown to be meaningless. In Principia 
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Matlzematica's own language, all negative existentials of this kind are false for 

they do not contq.in non-denoting (vacuous) proper names. Therefore Russell's 

argument to establish that 'a does not exist' is meaningless, if true, is not 

teriqple. But this does not nullify Russell's theory of naming. The question 

reril.clins however, that, are there arty logically proper names in ordinary 

lq.nguage? Russell's theory is that, all ordinary proper names, if analysed 

correctly are found to be disguised definite descriptions and therefore are not 

logically proper names though they may appear to be so. 

In saying of 'Romulus' that if it were really a name the question 
of existence "could not arise", Russell clearly intended the impli
cation that since "j:he question of existence" can arise, 'Romulus' 
is not really (logically) a name. But of course, 'Romulus' is a para
digm case of a name from the point of view of its surface grammar.3 

~tts~¢11 held th~t names are "disguised" or "truncated" descriptions. ·For 

Russell' a does not exist' is either false or meaningless if 'a' is a logically proper 

name. So, according to him true singular negative existentials are possible. 

Again; to take the example, 'God does not exist'; if this is a disguised 

description, we must first determine the description, as a replacement of which, 

the name is being used. 

Tnopgh Fr~ge never said anything explicit about negative existentials involving 

proper names; we can build up his opinion from a careful understanding of his 
I . 

other theories. In short, the fundamentals of Frege' s theory were as follows : 
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i) A complex expression, if one of its constituent narries does not have a 

denotation, also does not have a referent. 

ii) Denotations of complex expressions are their truth-values. 

:frege cites the following example in order to make himself clear : 

The sentence 'Odysseus was set ashore at Ithaca while sound 
asleep' obviously has sense. But since it is doubtful whether tJi.e 
name 'Odysseus',occtirring therein, has reference, it is also doubt
ful whether the whole sentence has one.4 

It seems that th~se principles impiy that all declarative sentences having non-

dehotthg expr~ssiorts, as constituei1ts S1J.ch as 'Pegasus does not exist' are truth-

v~lJ.leless. l3ut this point cannot be raised against Frege because Frege also puts 

forwarg the theory of customary sense and customary referent. We had 

discussed this issue in Chapter- 3 itself and so will spare the details. To put in 

briefly, following this theory, it can be said that names in oblique contexts have 

as their referents what is actually sense in ordinary context. Sentences like 

'Pegasus does not exist' are therefore not non-denoting. They have denotation 

in oblique context. 

As opposed to Russell, names are not short forms of description for Frege. 

"though according t6 Frege names sometimes denote their customary sense (as 

in the case of negative existentials) and also that some definite descriptions and 

proper names have the same sense, it would be a mistake to assume that Frege 
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heiq that sense of every proper name is the same as some definite qescriptions . 

. frege only i1olcJ.s the sense theory without accepting the description. theory. 

Philosophers iike Kripke however hold that sense theory implies the 

~~scription th¢ory. More about l(I·ipke's theory will be discussed in the 

concluding chapter. 

There are also some points of agreement between Frege and Russell. Both of 

them hold that the logical behaviour of proper name is identical to that of 

definite descriptions. Frege coined a special term to represent both proper 

names and definite descriptions- eigennarmne. But there is a difference in their 

approach. Accordirtg to Frege~ all singular terms, definite descriptions classed 

by Frege with proper names, have both sense and reference, whereas Russell 

says that th~te may be vacuous descriptions, though he does not make room for 

erripty nqriles. So, there is ho requirement for Frege to distinguish between 

ordinary proper names (which may not have denotation) and logically proper 

11ames (which always have denotation). As because Frege holds that all 

descriptions have denotation, they become· free to be substituted for proper 

pames and there remains no room for scope ambiguities in extensional contexts. 

01.1 the otHer haricl, as ~ecause, Russell allows vacuous descriptions, they cannot 

. I 

be freely substii1Ited for proper names and this induces ambiguities of scope for 

qescriptioris ~n the Principia. Russell, therefore, has to distinguish between 
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logici:lHY proper na,mes from ordinctry proper names, which behave in the same 

w~y tiS descriptions. We mvst keep in mind these points of difference in Frege 

a11d Rttssell' s views while we refer to their common theory that ordinary proper 

names are similar to descriptions and they do have meaning. We could say that 

Frege's view, namely, that defiriite d~scriptions classecl with proper names have 

both sense and reference, is the same as Mill's view of singular connotative 

terms, if we could sttaightway identify sense and. reference with connotation 

al1q 4enotatioh. J3ut this we carii1ot. We are not Sl!re whether the mode of 

presentation of the object is a property or set of properties of the object. For, we 

know that Ftege explicitly identifies a property with a concept, and a concept 

t)~longs to the realm of reference. A concept is, for Frege, the reference of a 

preqicate. But the denotation of a predicate, for Mill, is any object of which it is 

true. However, these differences are not, right now, extremely important for 

our purpose. Let us now move to the theory of descriptions itself. 

:\ . 

Sed!oii -IV 

The Theory of Descriptions 

I . . 

The rnost detailed discussion by Russell on the topic of 'Descriptions' is found 

in ppe of his lectures titled "Descriptions and Incomplete Symbols", which, 
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together with his other lectures came to be grouped under "The Philosophy of 

l~ogkai Atorn.isn1.". lh this essqy, Russell makes it clear froin the very beginning 

· whai pe wahts to discuss. fie wa11teci to speak on the subject of descriptions, 

'+ncomplete symbols' and the existence of described individuals: 

I am going to deal to day with an existence which is asserted 
to be singular, such as 'The man with the iron mask existed' or 
some phrase of that sort, where you have some object described by 
the phrase 'The so-and-so' in the singular, and I want to discuss 
the analysis of propositions in which phrases of that kind occur.5 

Now, what does Russell mean by 'incomplete symbols'? Though it is npt very 

clear from his writing, for Russell, an I incomplete symbol' is an expression, 

yV)lich I does not have any meaning in isolation'. Examples of this are the 

conneci:iv~s of the propositional calc~his. They have no meaning on their own, 

t}iotj~h they 1COhtribu.te to the meaning' of the sentences in which they occur. 

The$e symbols are given contextJ.Ial definition. Russell says that definite 

qe~cdptions qre incomplete symbols as opposed to proper names, which are 

ii.ot "This i~ the principie of the theory of denoting I wish to advocate: that 

denoqng phrases never have any meaning in themselves, but that every 

proposition in whose verbal expression they occur has a meaning" .6 

Russell later distinguished what appeared for the first time as "denoting 

~ht~ses" ih his 1dh benotipg', 1905, as "indefinite descriptions" and "definite 

c1esprippons'r. According to Russell there were indefinite or I ambiguous' 
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descriptions of the form I a so-and-sd. Examples of this type of descriptions that 

gusse1l cites are, a man, a dog, a pig, Cabinet Minister, etc. But Russell was not 

rnucp concerned with this type of descriptions. He only mentions and briefly 

dis~::-qsses them. The otli.er kind of descriptions, which he called definite 

descriptions were of prime interest to him. This type of descriptions are of the 

fonn I the so-and -so'. Russell cites the following expressions as examples of 

definite descriptions: 

The man wi l:h the iron mask I . , 

the number of inhabitants of London 
the sum of 43 and 34. 

To quote Russell, 1/There a±e two sorts of descriptions, what one may call 

'arhbigt..io-qs desc:ripHons', wl1ei1 we speak of 1 a so-and-so', and what one may 

cq.1i 1 definite desci"iplions/ when we speak of I the so-and-so' (in the singular)."7 

He also adds, 11 (It is not I).ecessary for a description that it should describe an 

individuai: it may describe a predicate or a relatioi). or anything else.)"s 

We notice that the problem of reference is mainly concerned with the singular 

terms, and hot so much with the general terms. General terms, as opposed to 

singular terms apply to more than one object of a class in the same sense. For 

exarriple, /dog' or /man' PLCI.Y denote any dog or any man. These terms do not 

pose any diffkiilty for philosophers dealing with the problem of reference for 

their scope is not restricte~. Singular terms, on the other hand, are supposed to 
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denote patticular individual things, which means that they are restricted in 

scope and thus they generate probiems of reference. Singular terms are of a few 

kinds which include proper names like, "Indira Gandhi", "New Delhi", "3.15 

pm" etc; definite descriptions like "the Cat is on the mqt'', "the king of Bhutan" 

etc; singular personal prmiouns ~ike "me", "he" etc. and demonstrative 

j:~roribuilS like "this", "that" and such others. 

Russ13il' s theory of descriptions was proposed in order to solve the ·same 

confusions that troubled Frege, but with a different approach. The root of the 

i'eferential puzzles lies within the theory of meaning underlying it. The 

referential theory of meaning which is very much plausible on the common 

sense level is this: We are able to understand meanings of words because, 

linguistic expressions 'stand for things' or, in other words, what they mea,n is 

what they staqd for. Though a very appealing view, the referential theory, 

when closely examined runs into serious errors. Even then, the general idea is 

rhat, though the referential theory does not hold good for all words, it is at least 

qppl~caple to s~ngular terms, for si11gular terms purport to designate individual 

opjects. Against this view Bertrand Russell argued forcefully saying that it is 

not acceptable at least for definite descriptions and also raised objection against 

this theory's being true of other singular terms such as proper names. He came 

to the conclusion that sentences containing def~hite descriptions are actually 

abridged form of three generalisations. 
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R-qsseU differentiated between "definite· descriptions" an~ /I proper names" 

tespe¢tively as expressions, which have no meaning in themselves and 

expressions, which have meaning on their own r~ght. Russell thinks that this 

. (~jstiiidioh is iinportcmt because confusion between these two leads to certain 

paradoxes. There is no problem when I say, /I Socrates was the teacher of Plato". 

Here ~ am assetHt1g SOPle facts about the persons, Socrates and Plato. However 

we pfteh come across propositions of the sort, 'I exist' or 'God exists' or 'Homer 

existe~', and problems arise in dealing with them. According to Russell 

tvhe:qever one says 'Romulus existed', most of us· assume that Romulus did not 

exist. l3ut if he did not exist then statements made about him would not be 

sighifi¢ant. If Romulus himself was actually present in the statements made 

a p01H h.iin that he existed or that he did not exist, then the statement would be 

: . I 

· insignificant jlnless he existed. Russell says that it is a mistake to assume that 

Rorntilu~ WCJS a coru;titi.Ient bf the proposition 'Rom-qlus did not exist'. In fact he 

qoes :hot enter into the proposition. 

Whei1 we tty to make out th~ meaning of a proposition, we generally try to put 

toget~et all information that we have gathered about if. We thus transform the 

i.nfonnation into a sort of propositional function like 'x has such and such 

properties'. If x did not exist then for this propositional function there will 

remain no value of x to make it hue. There is another type of non-existence, 
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which we will meiition here. Let us consider the proposition in which a definite 

desct'ipHon occurs. We cal!Ilot speak of "the inhabitant of London". In this case 

Hie 4escribed subject cal!Ilot be ~aid to exist because inhabiting London is a 

description, which applies to more than one person. There cannot be any 

unique lndividtuil referred to here, as there are so many inhabitants of London. 

So, Rorntilus is i).ot actq.ally a name, but is a truncated description since it 

· introduces a propositional fl!p.ction. 'Romulus' is oh.l.y shorthand for the person 
; . ~ 

I i ; ,, A ' ' • J I 

who did si~ch-qn<J,-silch 1:1Ungs, e.g:, killed Remus, founded Rome, etc. It is not a 

i1aiii.e ~ecause for a i1arile, the question of existence does not arise, or a name 

rnusl nq.rn.e sorrtethi.ng. So, Romulus is an abridged description. There cannot be 

any narne fot ~ non-existent person. To think of it as a name is a logical mistake. 

Arid if it is a description then any proposition about Romulus is actually a 

propositional fill)ction such as, 'x was called "Romulus". So, what happens 

when We say 'Rbmtiltis did not exist?' The answer is, this propositional 

function is not tr4e for ort~ value of x. 

)Jesc:HptiQns, we l1ave come to know, ate of two kinds- definite and indefinite. 

H is inipott@t to note here that whether a description is definite or not, 

depeqds upon ~ts form, not qn whether there is a definite individual or not. To 

take the exa:rpph~s we have mentioned earlier, 'The inhabitant of London' is not 
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an indefinite description because no definite individual is being referred to; in 

fact it is a definite description because of the form, 'the so-and-so'. 

Russell has written a lot on definite descriptions and it has been as~n.~rried that 

the meaning of the phrase 'definite description' is clear to us. In fact RUssell has 

. written very little as to what a definite description is. "Be says th~t 1t is an 

expression of the form 'the so-and-so'; tha;t it ~s an expression. of the form 

(7x)(Qx), and he says that this last is to be read 'the umq1.1e X that has the 

property Q.' "9 

Now, what do we mean when we say that a phrase is of the forrn 'the tm-and

so'? In answer it can be said that the form of a phrase is a matter of grammar. 

Peter Frederick Strawson, while talking about this form, says, " ... plu·ases 

beginning with the definite article followed by a noun, qualified or ungtialified 

in the singula:r."10 What Strawson means is that Russell's thepry of ctesctiptions 

is concerned with expressions of the form 'the so-and-so'. 

It can however be pointed out that there are mqpy phrases which fulfil 

Stmwson' s definition (i.e., they begin with the definite article and are followed 

by a singular noun which is 'qualified or unqualified'), yet are not definite 

descriptions. Let us take for example the following propositions. 

(a) 'The table is the most important article of furniture in a dining ropm.' 
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(b) 'The book is on the table.' 

·In the first case, the phrase 'th~ tq.ble' is not being tis~q to reJ£ir to some 

particular table. Hence, it is not a definite description. In the setortd proposition 

the phfase 'the table' does refer to some particular table in a particular context. 

If we grant that the phrase 'the table' in the second case is a definite description, 

then a problem arises. We then have to go against Russell's view that a phrase 

is a descriptive phrase in virtue of its grammatical form, because in both the 

cases mentioned above the phrase 'the table' has the same grammatical form. 

According to Leonard Linsky, the form that Russell speaks qf should b~ 

understood as the logical form and hot the grammatical forq1. Let us consider 

the proposition: "Tize Vicar of Wakefield is bel].ind the desk."11 If the wor4s, "The 

Vi~ar of Wakefield" is used to refer to the novel then they are used as a name, 

not description. But, if the words are being used to refer to the Vicar himself 

then they are a description, not name. But this distinction cannot be based on 

grammatical form for only a phrase is involved. We also know that any case of 

reference to a unique object is not a case of definite description, for example, 

proper names are not definite descriptions. 

So, it becomes clear that whether a phrase is a definite d~sdjptiof!. or not 

depends on how that proposition is being analysed. If it is correctly analysed 

then the true character of it can be understood. For example in the pro}Josition 
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"The Eternal City welcomed the new Pope" ,12 the phrase 'The Eterilal City' is 

not a definit~ description for it cannot be analysed into - that there exists one, 

and only one, city which is eternal. It can be concluded then that Russell's 

I ' 

analysis of definite descriptions is a correct ohe and philosophers like Sq:q.wson 

who say otherwise are mistaken. 

I 

Let us now proceed with Russell's theory of definite descriptions by going more 

deeply into it. According to Russell definite descriptions have meaning that are 

over and above their referents. In this theory 'the' has been contextually 

defined, that is, he does not define 'the' explicitly; on the other hand he 

paraphrases sentences containing 'the' In a way that brings out the defiilition of 

'the' indirectly and reveals the logical form of sentences. The mq.in protJlem is 

therefore to grasp the mea,ning of 'the'. Let us tp.ke for example ~ seri.tence of the 

form: 

"The F is G" 

Example 1 : 'The author of l(Vaverley was Scotch'. 

This seems to be a simple subject-predicate sentence, which refers to Sir Walter 

Scott and predicating something (Scottishness) of him. But in reality things are 

not so simple. The singular term "the author of Waverley" contains the 

problematic word 'the' and the meaJling of this expression is vej:y irrtp~rt:ant fot 

us in order to recognise the expression's denotation. The denotcHiqp of the 
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expression 'the author of Waverley' is some ohe who did write vVaverley. 

According to Russell, 'the' is an abbreviation of a complex construction that 

~ncludes quantifiers. Quantifiers are words that qualify general terms ("all 

lawyers" "some flowers", "no tables", "six players", etc.). Russell opines that 

sentence (1) above is actually an abridged version of a conjunction of three 

quantified general statements, none of which makes reference to Scott in 

particular : 

(a) At least one person autltored Waverley and 
(b) at most one person authored Waverley and 
(c) whoever authored Waverley w~s Scotch. 

Each of these abovesentep_ces is a part of (1) and is a :necessary truth. In other 

words, what the above sentences predict are these - (i) If the author of vVrmerley 

was Scotch, then there was such q.n author; (ii) if there were more than one 

author, the definite article 'the' wouldn't have been there, and if somebody did 

the authorizing of Waverley, he was Scotch. Propositions (a) - (c) taken together 

are the sufficient condition for the truth of (1). So we see that these sentences 

provide individually necessary and jointly sufficient condition for the h·uth of 

(1). In this way Russell makes a strong ground for his argument that: clescriptive 

phrases are in fact ~bbreviatecl form of three quantified general statements. 
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To symbolise Russell's argument: 

(a) (3x) Wx 
(b) (x) (Wx ~ (y) (Wy ~ y = x)) 
(c) (x) (Wx ~ Sx) 

Where "W" represents," ... authored Waverley" and "S" represents, " ... was 

Scotch". Propositions (a)- (c) when conjoined result in: 

(d) (3 x) ( Wx & ((y) (Wy ~ y = x) & Sx)) 

So, we can say that the above logical notation is the correct expression of the 

logical form of the sentence, "The author of WaverlerJ was Scotch". Russell made 

it clear that two sentences having the same grammatical form may qlffer in 

Ipgical form. Let us understand this with the help of an illusttation .. 

(i) "I saw nobody': 

(ii) "I saw Martha". 

Both the sentences appear to have the same form - subject + transitive verb + 

object. But in actuality they differ in logical properties. When one says "I saw 

Martha" one means that one has seen someone, while the statement "I saw 

nobody" implies just the opposite. Sentence (i) is equivalent ~!1 meaning to "It is 
' 

not the case that I ~aw anyone" or to "There is no one I saw." The facti~r, that 

introduces the difference between the two sentences, is that, Cl.Ctually "nobody", 

is not a singular term~ it is a quantifier. Symbolising (i) we get, 
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~ (3 x) Aix or (x) "' Aix 

.Where "A" represents the verb ' ... saw' and 'i' represents 'I'. The logical 

properties are explained by the irtferertce rules governing the notation. 

Russell therefore concluded that the apparent singular term of the set1t:f2'nce (1) 

above is not a singular term at all, but an abbreviation of a set of general 

qu!lntificational sentence as has bf2'erj. showed in (a)- (c), The C1PPC1fl2'ht singular 

term vanishes on correct analysis. According to Russell the puzzles of :reference 

arise because we do not realise this difference and tqk.e some expressions as 

singular term, which they in fact are not. In the next section we will see how. 

Section- V 

Russell's solutions to puzzles of ref!2rence 

Let us now take the puzzles one by one and apply Russel1's soh.ii:ioh to ea,ch. In 

a recent publication William G. Lycap13 has very p.icely ana1yseci thes~ ppzzles. 

He has presented four puzzles of reference with the he~p of illustrationsr which 

we will follow. The first two of the~e puzzles are related anq were previously 

r¢ferred to jointiy as the Problem of Negative Existentials. 
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Sub-se~tion - (i) 

Problem of Appq.rent Reference to Non-existents 

Let 4s take an exani.ple : 

Ex4I11ple 2 : The present King of Frartte is bald. 

It st:w~11s that (2) is a normal meani11gful subject predicate form of sentence. 

However, a meaf1.ingful sentence of the subject predicate form is meaningful 

oply if its subject term denotes so~ething and some property is ascribed to it. 

But in (2) the subject term does not denote anything existent. Therefore, either 

(2) is not meariingful at all or that its subject term denotes some non-existent 

thing. But the problem is that there is no such thing as a no11-existent thing. 

Now, let us apply Russell's method to (2) whi~h becomes, 

At least one person is presently King of France, and at most one person is 

presently Kii).g of france and whoever is present King France is bald. 

It is clear that (2) is false on Russellean analysis because the first of the three 

conjt.mcts me11tioned above is false as there is no monarchy in France at present. 

Earlier we saw that a meaningful subject predicate form of sentence is 

meaningful only in virtue of referring fo something and ascribing some 

property to it, or we have to deny that 'there is no such thing as a "non 

existent" thip_g'. At the ptne when :rp.onarchy was present in France it seemed 
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obvious that (2) is a meaningful subject predicate form of sentence. ~ut now, 

Russell rejects. (2) as a subject-predicate form of sentence b~cause "the present 

King of.France" is not really a singular terrq.. (2) is expressed intp & s~t of three 

general terms none of which mentions anyone as the allege(] King. Or, it can 

also be said that (2) ts a subject pred~cate sentence anq it is not the case tl1at a 

:meaningful sentence is meaningful only in virtue of its denoting something 

b~cause the denotation is in reality an abbreviation of three purely general 

statements. 

Sub-section - (ii) -

Problem of Negative Existe:ntials 

This puzzle is actually an exte11-ded case of the one deq.lt with above. Let us 

con~ider the following : 

Example 3 : The present King of France does not exist. 

It seems that (3) is a true sentence about the present King of France. But if it is 

so then the sentence cannot be about the present King of France for there is no 

monarchy in France at present. Agaiq, if (3) is about the presept King of France, 

then it has to be false for then, the King must exist. We have clisct~ss~d earlier 

how Frege and Meiliong tried to solve these two problems. Meinong had 
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appt·dttched th¢ problew with the help of So-sein (i.e., so being of objects) and 

Prege haci tried. his sense theory to solve the problems. Both the solutions have 

been rejected by Russell. Now, we will follow Russell's solution. 

There are two ways of paraphrasing (3) in Russellean analysis. After the first 

paraphrasing (3) appears to be very peculiar. When we assume "exist" to be an 

ordinary predicate like "is bald" or "was Scotch" and apply "not" to modify 

that predicate, (3) becomes: 

i. At l¢ast one pers,on is presently King qf France. 

ii. At rnost one person is presently King of France. 

iii. Whoever is presently :King of France qoes not exist. 

Here, the first conjunct asserts the existence of the present King of France and 

the last one rejects his existence. The second parc\.phrasing of (3) makes it mote 

sensible for us. Russell says that in actuality, "not" applies rtot only to the verb 

"exist" but to the whole sentence which is as follows: 

Not: (The present king of Frq.nce exists) 

Or, It is false th&t the present Kiiig of France exists 

And applying Russell's analysis to it, we get: 
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Not: (At least one person is presently King of France 

;~nd at most one person is presently King of France 

and whoever is presently King of France exists.) 

Symbolically, 

~ (3 x) (Kx & ((y) (Ky 7 y = x) & Ex)); where "E" symbolises "exists" ~nd "K" 

is the "King of France". 

The second paraphrasing js intuitively equivalent to "No one is uniquely King 

of France" or "No one uniquely kings France". In this analysis non-existence is 

never assprted of any individual, so the problem of negative existentials 

disappears. 

The preferred version of (3) is the second one where description occurs in a 

"secondary" position which means that all the other quantifiers used in it like 

"at least", "at 1nost" and "whoever" are gov\Oltrted by "not". In the first 

paraphrasing, description has a :ptimary position, that is, it is placed in logical 

ordei· with "not" inside and governed by it. This type of distinction is a scope 

distinction. Oi·, to express in a mote contemporary language, in a secondary 

reading quantifiers have a "narrow" scope, falling inside "not" and in a 

prirriaty readillg quantifiers are outside the scope of "not". 
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Sub-Section- (iii) 

· Puzzle of Identity 

Consider an identity statement: 

Ex~mple 4: Elizabeth Windsor= the present Queen of England. 

Both the singular terms here refer to the same person. So, the question that 

arises is : that, Is not the statement trivial, for it asserts nothing more than the 

fact that a person is identical with himself? Yet (4) seems informative, for 

someone might learn something 11ew about either Windsor or about who rules 

England. Again, (4) is not a tautology, it asserts a contingent fact which could 

have been otherwise. So, we have to accept that one of the singular terms in (4) 

must have some kihei of meaning other than its denotation. 

Frege said, it was 'sense' of the singular terms over and above their denotation, 

which made the two terms different from each other. That is how identity 

statements are informative; but it is not clear from Frege' s analysis how they are 

contingent. 

Let us now apply Russellean analysis to (4). The definite description is "the 

present Queen of England", so we will analyse only that phrase. 
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At least one person is presently Queen of England and, 

At most one person is presently Queen of England and, 

Whoever is pre~ently Queen of England is one and the same as Elizabeth 

Windsor. 

In Logical notation: 

(:3 x) (Qx & ((y)(Qy -7 y = x) & x =e)) 

It: becomes cleat now that (4) is non-trivial for we are learning something about 

bot~ plizabeth and present Queen of England. There cannot be any question 

about: the contingency of the statement because someone else might have been 

the Queen or there might not have been any Queen at all. Russell's theory then 

correctly explains the contingency of identity statements though Russell calls 

this kind of identity statements superficial. According to him it is a predicate, 

which attributes a complex relational property to Elizabeth. 

Sub-section- (iv) 

. Puzzle of Substit:uitivity 

The fourth puzzle is concerned with the problem of Substituitivity. We often 

assume that two singular terms, which have the same denotation, are 

semantically equivalent; i.e., we can substitute one for the other without 
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changing the truth-value of the sentence containing them. But this is not always 

the case. Take for exClffi_ple; a true sentence, 

· Example 5 : Ail:>ert believes that the author of Being and Nothingness is a 

profound thinker. 

Now, fmppose Albert is not aware of the fact that the same author also writes 

pornography. But the author of Being and Nothingness cannot be replaced. by the 

author of the Sizzling Veterinarians though they denote the same person, 

because that changes the truth- value of the sentence. Surely, Albert does not 

believe the author of pornography to be a profound thinker. According toW. 

V.O. Quine, the description in this sentence is referentially opaque h:ought in 

by th~ phrase "belteves that". 

While applying Russellean analys~s to it, this sentence may also be paraphrased 

in two ways as We have done in the case of (3). But we will stick to the 

secondary occurrence or narrow scope which is much more preferable than the 

primary occurrence for the reasons shown in case of the second puzzle : 

Albert believes that : (At least one person authored Being and Nothingness, find 

at most one person authored Beirzg and Nothingness, and whoever authored 

Being and Nothingrzess is a profound thinker.) 
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If we substitute "the author of Sizzling Veterinarians" for "the author of Being 

and Nothirtgness we get: 

Albert believes that: At least one person authored Sizzling Veterinarians, and at 

most one person authored Sizzling Veterinarians, and whoever authored Sizzling 

Veterinarians is a profound thinker. 

Now, it becomes clear why bne cannot be substituted for the other because the 

second analysis ~sa completely different belief of Albert from the first one and 

mciy be fake while the first one is true. Logically, however we have not 

substlh.Itecl anything because on q.nalysis the singular terms have disappeared. 

We know that there was a fifth puzzle as well called the problem of Excluded 

Middle. Here the problem is that according to the law of excluded middle either 

a sentence or its negation must be true. Yet both the following sentences, 

Russell says, are not true : 

Example 6 : The present King of France is bald. 
I ' 

6 : The present King of France is not bald. 

Since there is :hb iCing, he is neitp.er bald nor not bald. Russell also added that 

sittce it seeins that the King is neither bald nor not bald, philosophers following 

Hegel and his method of synthesis may want a way out by saying that probably 

the King wears a wig. Russell however meant to solve this puzzle in the same 
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way he solved tpe others. As Russell's method is clear from the solution of the 

foregoing puzz~es, I will not re:p~at it here. Hopefully it is clear qow, how 

RU&fl~H elirrtincj.t~s the descriptive phrases to solve the puzzles. 

Sub-section- (vi) 

Rus~ell' s Solution: A few Observations 

Russell's theory is designed essentially to find a way out of the puzzles created 

by sentences containing definite descriptions. This theory caij be applied to two 

kinds of statements. the statements of the form "the so-and-so exists" ate of the 

first type. These are anaiysed as the assertion of the conjunction of two 

propositions : 

"At least one thing has the property so-and-so" and "At most one thing has the 

property so-and-so". Or, in other words, "Exactly one thing has the property 

so-and-so". For example, "The present King of France exists" turns out to be 

"exactly one thing is a King of Frahce". 

The second type of statements from Which definite descriptions must be 

elirrtinated are of the form "The so-and-so is s4ch-and-such". This is analysed, 

as we have seed, as the conjunction of three general propositions. For example, 
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"The author of Waverley was a poet" is expressed as: "Someone wrote 

Waverley"; "Only one man wrote Waverley"; "Whoever wrote Waverley was a 

poet". Or, it can be said that "one and only one person wrote Waverley and he 

was a poet." The "the author of Waverley" disappears in the second statement. It 

follows from this analysis that every statement of the form "The so-and-so is 

such-and-such" is false when the so-ahd-so does not exist. This view was later 

criticized by Strawson, which will be our topic of discussion ih the next chapter. 

The underlying assumption of the theory of descriptions is that all reference is 

sipgular. It has been argued that not only is non-singular reference possible but 

there are various forms of it. It has been, held that: 

Russell's mistake lay in the supposition that there is no 
fference between having a descriptive content and di
having a descriptive function. Russell jumped to the con
clusion that it could not have a referring function, that it 
can never be used for the purpose of referring .... but 
there is no such obvious opposition between having a 
descriptive content and having a referring function.14 

Now, if we come to accept that all reference is not singular, the viability of the 

theoty of descriptions to provide solution to different puzzles of reference may 

be Beriously doubted. 

. ... 
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Section- I 

Overview 

CiJAPTER-6 

Strawson's Critique of Russell 

The main contention of this chapter is to examine the Russellean analysis of the 

puzzles of reference. As suggested by the title of this chapter, I will primarily 

follow, in this respect, the views of another doyen in the fielq of analytic 

philosophy, Rnssell's famous successor, P.F. Strawson. However, I have also 

evaluated here few discrepancies of Russell's theory noticed by thinkers other 

than Sh·awson, who were working on the same subject. One of the puzzles, 

viz, the problem of substituitivity will be discussed in particular because 

RusBell' s answer to this problelll seems to be inadequate. His theory fails to 

explain some questions satisfactorily when it faces the so-called "propositional 

attitudes" and "non-extensional" contexts. We will also follow how Russell's 

views chang_ed between the publications of "On Denoting" in 1905, where the 

theory of descrirtion was first advocated and that of the of the first edition of 

Principia Matheiiw!-ica. 



The inost seriot.:ts, famous and sustained criticism to which Russell's theory has 

peen subjected is to be found in Strawson's essay "On Referring". This article 

c~h be considered as the most chqllengihg document, which has been directed 

against Russell's theory of description. Its vast importance lies in the fact that it 

shook the fundamentals of a theory that had been accepted by philosophers 

without much criticism for almost fifty years. Strqwson has been universally 

acknowledged as the most vehement critic of Russell's theory. Strawson's 

attacks and RliSsell' s counterattacks will be closely followed in this chapter 

whi1e judging the merits and demerits of their arguments. Undotibtedly 

8traswon1s theory is valuable, but the fact that Russell's theory has it own 

standing in the history of analytic philosophy is undeniable. In this perspective 

let us have a look into Strawson's philosophical background. 

Section- II 

Strawson: Philosophical Background 

Peter Frederick Strawson is one of the best knowh Oxford philosoppe.rs of the 
' ' 

yoUnger gene.rcttion. Born in 1919, he was educated at Christ's college, finchley 

anp. St. jolms Col1ege, Oxford and is a Fellow of University College and British 

Academy. Strawson is one of the most discussed linguistic analysts. The kind of 

philosophy he followed is best known as ordinary language philosophy. He~ has 
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put forward that there is no real antithesis between linguistic analysjs and a 

certatn kind of metaphys~cs. tn this connection he distinguishes between two 

kinqs of metaphysics, descriptive metaphysics and revisionary metaphysics .. 

This icfea of Sh·awson is, in itself, a doctrine of great value and contemplation. 

Descriptive metaphysic:s is that which only attempts to describe the conceptual 

bo~qidaries of our language and revisionary metaphysics is one, which attempts 

to revise them. 

Not only was Strawson a metaphysician, his works on logical theory are also 

well known. In his fitst book Introduction to Logical Theory, (1952), St±awson 

tvtote about the relation b.~tween ordinary language and formal logic. shawson 

wrob::! this book with two complementary aims in his mind. First, he compared 

and conh·asted between the behaviour of ordinaty words and behaviour of 

logical symbols. This line of thinking was a novel idea in the field of logic and 

atmH;ed much controversy. Secondly, he wanted to make clear the nature of 

fotmallogic itself. He opined that logical connectives like 'v', ':::/ '=' etc. cannot 

fully and accurately express the meanings of the logical features of ordinary 

language like "or" "if" and "if ahd only if". He categorically mentions that 

'exists' is not a predicate and mahy misconceptions arise due to trus mistaken 

assulpption. While discussing predicate logic he also points out that !=ertain 

oi"thodbx critidstj:ls of the traditional Aristotelian syste11,1 are not tenable 
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bec~use they are based on existential presuppositions. Considering this 

extstential presupposition, therefore, traditional logic can be more consistently 

tfnderstood. Strawson also says that as there are mistakes underlying the 

conceptions of the relation between predicate calculus and ordinary language, 

in the same way there are mistakes underlying the theory of descriptions. 

In the last part of Logical Theon), Strawson discusses inductive logic. Here he 

tries ,to settle that there is no need to justify induction. There is in fact no way to 

assess inductive standards, for there is no higher standard to appeal to. He also 

hintB at the fact that whatever rational think.ing we do actually ate processes of 

induction. 

In the mid 1950's, Strawson' s interests shifted from ordinary language 

philosophy towards metaphysics, as a result of which his second book 

Jndividuals came out in 1959. This work on descriptive metaphysics was also 

highly acclaimed. In this book Strqwson expresses a view, which opposes 

Wittgenstein' s claim regarding metaphysics. Strawson said that certain general 

condusionB abo4t the world could be gained from an analysis of how we speak. 

156 



The first part of the book Individuqls is entitled "Particulars" and deals with the 

nature of and precontl.jtion for the identification of particular objects in speech. 

Strqwson raise$ two issues in this :part of the book. The first thesis is thqt : 

Material objects were the basic particu~ars which mean that 
muterial opjects can pe identified independently of the identi
fication of particulars in other categoties, but particulars in 
other categories cannot be identified witlwut reference to mate
rial objects.l 

The second issue is regarding the traditional mind-body problem. Strawson 

rejects both the Cartesian view that mental substances are distinct but 

intimately connected to bodies and the modern "no-ownership" theory 

according to which states of consciousness are npt ascribed to anything at all. 

Stmwson' s theory is that the concept of a person is a primitive concept. When 

we recogrtize this fact it becomes clear why states of consciousness are ascribed 

to any tiling at all .We are able to see due to this primitive concept that both 

stat1:~s of consciousness and physical properties are ascribed to one and the 

sarric thing - a person. 

Part two of the book "Logical Subjects" is about the relation between particulars 

and universal, between reference and predication and between subjects and 

predicates. Observing the different criteria of distinguishing subject and 

predicate terms, Strawson concludes: 
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The crucial distinction between the way 'l- subject expression 
irltmduces a particular into a proposition qnd the way a pre
di~ate expression introduces a universaJ into a proposition 
is that the identification of a particular involves the presen
tation of some empirical fact which is sufficient to identify 
ilie particular, but the introduction of the universal term by 
the predicate term does not in general involve any empirical 
fact. 2 

This thesis of Strawsmi enables us to ldok from a 11ew angle into F:rege's theory 

that objects are complete whereas concepts are incomplete. It also explains why 

Aristotle held that only universals and not particulars are predicable. 

S~ctlpn - Ill 

Denoting and Referrmg 

In a great deal of semantic literature, the terril 'denotation' and 'reference' have 

been used interchangeably. But this is not very sensible since it means that we 

have to ignore certain considerations, which were centta,l in the dispute 

between Russell's positidn in "On Denoting" and Strawson's replies in "On 

Refehirtg". Russell had made a distinction. between the two expressions by 

nrgujng that descriptions are not "referring" expressions but ratl1er are 

dett<.iting expressions. 
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G. E\rans (Vqrfeties of Reference, 1982) and S. Neale (DescHptions, 1990) have 

distussed this difference between ref~rring and denoting in the context of 

Rusl)ell' s theory of knowledge. ln this connection Russell had distinguished 

between knowledge by acquaintance and knowledge by description 

("Knowledge by Acquaintance ahd Knowledge by Description" in Mysticism 

and Logic, 1911). Russell held that to have knowledge of a certain object by 

qcquqintance, one must be directly acquainted with the object, whereas to have 

knowledge of a certain object by description, one need not be acquainted with 

the object but to know the pbjed as the uniqtte sq.tisfier of'!- cert&in description 

is siifficient. 

rlus same point was the basis of Russell's distinction between denoting and 

t~f~!i"ting exptessio:qs. wpen applied to the semantics of natural language the 

difference between sentences containing descriptions and sentences containing 

r~~f~rripg expressions can be understood. 

The question is whether there .is a semantic differ
ence between a sentence containing a description that 
uniquely determines some individual (e.g. 'the third 
planet from the sun') and a sentence containing a 
referring expression (e.g. 'the Earth'). For Russell, des
qiptio~ are never referring expressions in the sense 
jtlst outl:inecl. Rather, mdef:inite descriptions are sim
ply exi~tenti(ll quantifiers; definite descriptions are 
f:lOi::flewhat more complex.3 

159 



Sttawson differs in opinion from Russell on a number of points mainly 

regarding the uniqueness claim in Russell's analysis of -descriptions. Russell 

thought that the sentence 'The present King of France is bald' is perfectly 

sensible though there is in fact no present King of France, because it is not about 

~ny unique individuaL It is a general claim, which is false. Strawson argues that 

on th(l cor}trary this sentence hq.s no determinate truth-value. Not only it is 

heither true nor false, it fails to express even a determinate propo$ition. 

Atcording to Strawsoh the reason for this is that descriptions are referring 

ext>ressions and when they fail to refer the statement is a kind of incomplete 

prpposition. But before going into Strawson' s objections I want to discuss few 

other problems regarding Russell's method of solving the puzzles of reference. 

Section- IV 

Problems with Russ~U's Theory 

We have dtsctif'!sed in the previo1J_s chapter how Ru,ssell solves the problem of 

substituitivity. It see:j:ns that the solution does not hold true on close 

exat11inatipn. For our convenience we will recapitulate the puzzle briefly: 

(1) Scott is the author of Waverley. 

(2) George IV wished to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley. 

(3) Therefore, George IV wished to know whether Scott was Scott. 
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Russell had said that this puzzle was based on the principle of subst.Htiitivity, 

whioh runs th~s : 

If q is identical with b, whatever is true of the one is true of th~ 
d~i.er, and either may be substituted for the other in any propo~ 
sitfon without altering the truth or falsehood of that proposition.4 

Russ~ll accepts this principle but at the same time polds that the said puzzle is 

only apparently of the form given out by the prinCiple and that the c6nclusion 

does not follow from the premises. Linsky comments that, "the puzzle is caused 

by a logical mirage."s 

Russell tried to solve the puzzle too easily. In his theory of description the 

rew:dtten version of this ilrgmnent does not conta#i. the definite description. So, 

there temains iit:> expression to be replaced by Scott. 

The puzzle apout George IV's curiosity now seems to have 
a very simple solution. The proposition, "Scott was the 
author of Waverley" which was written c:iut in its unabbre
viated fotm in the preceding paragraph does not contain as 
any constituent "the author of Waverley" for which we could 
substitute "Scott".6 

First of all, Linsky says, there is a rrtistake here on Russell's part. The conclusion 

does not follow by Slipstitutlng "Scott'1 for "the author of waverley" in (1). The 

sub~Ututions shpt1ld be made in (2). Then only the aforesaid conclusion arrives. 
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However he ignores Russell's mistake and tries to proceed with the solt.Ition, as 

it should be. 

This solution, it has been objected, is unsatisfactory. It is true that after the 

Russellean ana1ysis the definite description betbtnes eliminated from the 

. prertiises. But tius amilysis does not in any way lead to the conclusion tpat the 

ptof!~)sjtioi1 (1), (2), an4 (3) do not constitute a valid argument. It is acceptable 

tluit sometimes proper. names can be substituted for descriptions in 

propbsitions cot1taining them. This kind of substitution has been previously 

established by a theorem of the Principia: 

14.15: {(7x) (Qx) = b} [ U (7x) (Qx) = U(b)] · 

RusElell must have derived ideas from this theorem for, after offering the above 

'solution' he corrp.-rients: 

This does not interfere with the f::rttth of inferences result:ibg 
from making what is verbally the substitution of "Scott'' for 
"the author of Waveri!::ly", so long as "the author of Waverley" had 
whQt I cqU primary occurrence in the proposition considered.7 

Now, let us coi1sider any argument such that its first premise is of the form of 

the antecedent of the theorem 14.15, its second premises of the form of the left 

hahd side of the consequent and the conclusion of the for:Q:t of the right hand 

side of the consequent. When analysed according to Russell's theory, this 
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argtupent contELiiis no pescription and it is valid. The theorem 14.15 jh;elf also 

con~ajns ri.O description When expanded in accordance Wlth the contextual 

def~nfHon, which have introduced the notion of descriptions in Principia. So, is 

the view that the argt+ihent (1), (2), (3) is sanctioned py 14.15 wrong? The logical 

ihirf~,se account i13 not tenable as a probable answer. If it is true that (1), (2), (3) 

When analysed contains no descriptions, the same is true of 14.15. 

According to Linsky, what is wrong with the view under consideration is that 

the d~scriptioh is required to have primqry occurrence in both of the 

propositions in which it appears in l4.15; but it hqs primary occurrence only in 

the htst premise of (l), (2), (3). In Russell's opiniph any proposition til which 

"th!:J qUtho:r of Wnveriey" has a ptimary occurrence may validly be replaced by 

"Scott" (assumption from 1). However it appears that Russell has abandoned 

the logical mirage theory, no sooner than he prese11ts it. This time we are told 

that the phrase "the author of Waverley" cannot be replaced by "Scott" 1n (2) on 

th¢ bq,sis of (1) hecaqse the description does not have a priinary occurrence in 

(2). 

There is another important objection to Russell's t~e?ry, which we must note. 

tile objection and Russell's artSWet to ~t are as follows : 
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Ih tho previous chapter where the puzzles were presented with the Russellean 

solptions, they were together called puzzles about 'singulars terms'. Eac.tt of the 

puzzles were explained by using examples of definite descriptions arid solved 

with the help of the theory of descriptio~. But ach..ially these puzzles (lre not 

qnly l'lpout desctipf:ions bu,t also about singular terrijs as a whole. 

th~ f:lrst puzzle of negative existentials can pose a problem for proper haines 

4h4 t)]~onouns ih the same way because we ~an use proper names of. even 

prppouns to make apparent reference to non-existents. For example, "P¢gasus" 

is used to refer to a particular mythological character. Sometimes "you" is used 

to refer to ghosts also. Frege' s puzzle of identity also arises fbr proper names as 

in the case of : 

,;Samuel Longhotne Clemens = Mark Twain" 

Ag~iti, the pttzzte of sqbstit4ttivity also holds tr11e of proper names fot :pames 

do not substitute in belief contexts, for example, A~bert may have belief~ about 

Mark Twain that he does not have about Clemens fi.nd vice versa. Same is the 

case with the problem of excludecl middie. Just as "the King of France" (which 

was a definite description), "Pegasus" (a proper name) is also neither bald nor 

non baid. Whence, it seems that the problems are the same as that aro$~ irt the 

case bf descriptions. 
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In this context an (:)llegation was made against Russell that he has simply 

missed the boat bec~ilse his theory of descriptiq~iB it seems, applies Olily to a 
. I 

special subclass of singular terms (defirtite descriptions) whereas,(:) solution to a 
+ ' • . 

problem ougJ.it to be adequate enough for genera,! appl~c(:)pon. 

Russell tried to solve the matter in a simple way, which led him to disttnguish 

p~tween surface appearance and underlying logical reality and to his claim that 

what we ordinarily call proper names are not really proper names at all, but 

rather they are abbreviations for definite descriptions. Russell wottl4 suggest 

(i) that the grammiHcal form of the proposition inisleads us as ttJ tin~ logical 

form and (ii) . that th~ proposjtion sJ.iould b~ fttrthet ~naly~ed. ·This claim of 

Russell's Was also severely criticised, but first of all let us see why Strawson 

objected to B-ussell's theory in the first place. 

~ectioh- V 

Strawson' s Criticisms 

Strawson had examined Russell's theory very thoroughly. Strawson's o\ltlook 

towards the study of langu~.ge led him to object to Russell's theofy CiB he did. 

There was a basic difference of opinion between 8trawson aJ1d Rp.si>eH. We may 

recall in this coJ;lilectiort that Russell's (:)rticle W(:)S typ~q1lly called "On 
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Denoting". Here dettoting meant a relation between an expression and the thing 

that was the expression's referent or denotation. R)lssell considered sent~nces in 

abstraction, as objeds in themselves and discussed their logical properties in 

particular. 

Strawson however 8timarily stressed on the use of expressiorts by J1umans. 
I 

Strawson' s position is that while meaning is a functiop. of the sentence or 

. - , I 

expres~ion, mentioning or referring m1-d tttith ot faJsity ate ftni.ctions of the use 

pf tqe sentence or expression. He gi:\.ve instances of concrete conversational 

situations and pointed out how the sentences were used and understood by 

human beings. Strawson purposefully named his article on this i~&ue "On 

Referring" because by 'referring' he did not mea11 any abstract relati-on between 

an expression and a thing btit as an act performed by~ person at q particular 

#rhe on a particular pccasion. Strawsdn's main co:p.tention W[!.s thai: ~x:pressions 

do not refer at all. it is people who use expressions to refer. 

This view of Sh·awson is somewl,.f:lt like the inotto of PS Natippal Rifle 

Association. Their slogan is, "Guns don't kill people, people kill _people". 

Strawson explained that suppose someone writes down a sentence, "This is a 

fine red one"; s here "This" does not refer to any thing unless and until that 

person does something to make it refer. So, it follows that no P.etermihate 
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statement is 111ade and an expression cloes not refer to anything ur)less i\: is used 

irt a suitable context, pointing out to a particular person pr thing. So, there is a 

distinct difference between an expression (in abstraction) and the use of an 

~xpression. When an expression is being used, a person uses it. Hence the use 

of an expression by a person is all that matters, not the expression itself. Taking 

this stand on the ref~rence of expressions led Straws on to object to Russell's 

way of solving the problems of reference. 

The basic contention of Strawson against Russ~ll is that Russell's theoty of 

descriptions embocH(3s a fundamentai mistake - his q.Ilegl~nce to a denotative 

theory of meaning, that meaning is reference. Meinong too had a theory of 

!eference for all expressions. Russell accepts the theory of reference for some 

~xpressions. To holq on to this theory that meaning is reference is a mistake 

according to Strawson. He says, "The source of Russell's mistake was that he 

thought that referring ... must be meaning. He confused meaning ... with 

rderring."9 Further, it is not a sentence (sentence-token) or an uiter~nce of a 

~entence, but the ~s~ of a sentence to make a staten~ent (to say soitiething 

serious, express a belief) that can be either true cit false. 

to prepare the ground for his criticisms of Russell's theoty, Strawson 

ihtrodtJ.ceq two parallel triplets of distinctions regarding sent~n~es and 
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expressions. These distinctions were novel in idea and became vety much 

renowned. By 'expression', Strawson meant an expression, which has a 

qniquely referring use, and by a 'sentence' he rrieant a sentence, which begins 

with such an expression. The distinctions were as follows: 

(A1) a sentence, 

(A2) a use of a sentence, 

(fu) an utterance of a sentence, 

And the second set of distinction, between: 
! " • l 

(B1) an expression, 

(Bz) a use of an expression, 

(B3) an utterance of an expression, 

In order to understqnd the 1st set of distinctions, let us reconsider t.he sentence 

containing the de£ii1ite description, 'The King of France is wise'. This sentence 

:may have been spoken on variotts occasions from seventee11th century 

onwards. Here the word 'sentence' is being ttsed in the sense of a sente:j:lce type, 

rather than sentence-token, S~nce We rave spoken of one and the Sqme B~ntence 

. being spoken on several occasions. Suppose ope man had uttered i:he said 

sentence in the reigil of Louis XIV artd another ni.an had uttered it in the reign 

of Louis XV, they would have been talking about different Kings. So, actually 

they had made different assertions, since it is possible that the first assertion 

Wqs true and the se~ond false. However, if two men h~d uttered thef)e words, 
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both in the t~ign of Lopis XIV, then 12ither both men ffiqde a true assertion or 

both r:nen made a false qssertion. This is what is meant by (A2). It can be said of 

the first two men thc:it they made different uses of the same sentence, and we 

could say of the second two men that they made the same use of the senteJ.1ce. 

Tl1e second set of qistinctions may be explained an~tlogotisly. Just as the 

s12ntence 'The King of France is wise' ~all- be Ul'!eq to make differen ~ assertions, 

or non~ at all, in the s~me way the expression 'Tl:i12 King of France; can be used 

to refer to different people on different pccasions pf use. Str~wson cqtnpl(!nts, 

Gener~Jly, as agC~-ipst Russ~~' I shal~ say this. M~Clhing (ill at least 
one important s~nse) is a fimction of the sentence or expression; 

' I 

menqonillg atH:l referrillg and truth or falsity, are functions of 
the use of the 

1

Sf2ntence or expression. To give the meanillg of 
an expression (in the sense ill whkh I am using the word) is to 
give general dired:ions for its use to refer to or mention particular 
objects or persons; to give the meaning of a sentence is to give 
general directions for its use ill making true or false asserti.ons.lO 

Strawson' s mam objection against Russell's theory may be surr~matlzed as 

fo1iows: 
' " 

Objection 1 

Russe~l had said that a, definitt:! description like "The present King of France is 

p~d" - (1) is false because there exists no such king. Strawson objects to this 
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verdict of Russell sq.yihg that the stq.te:jnertt is not false but abortive. Strawson 

points out that if someone utters the statement- "The present King pf FrCI.nCe is 

ppld" - his hearers will not r~act by sq.ying that, ;, that's false" or "I disagree". 

:Perhaps they will be puzzled and may say, "I am not following you; France 

does not hav~ q. King". Actually the speaker has failed to refer to anything at all. 

"Rather, Strawson nJaintains, the speaker has produced only an ostensibly 

referring expression that has rrtisfired."ll 

The sentence under discussion is not actually a complete statement. It is a 

defective statement put &till it is diffetent from other defective statements like 

'
1The present Queen bf EngiaTJ.d pas r.o children" - (2). (2) is a false statement, 

but (1) is neither true nor false because it is not a proper statement at all. 

Strawson' s way of solving the problem of apparent reference to non- existents 

is this: 

Be says that (1) is mepningfql in the sehse that it is grammaticCI.lly corred:. But it 

is unable to say any thing true or false for it does not refer to any thing. The 

p1eaning of an expression cannot be i4entified with the object it is used to refer 

to on C~. particular occasion. Russell, ac!:orqihg to Strawson, co~tted the error 

of cohlusing meanlr).g with referring; since the sentence has meaning, Russell 
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argued, it must be a~out something that is, and hence arose the problem, which 

he tried to solve by his theory of descriptions. The sentence "The present King 

of France is bald" is in any case meaningful; only its use by anyone now would 

be a spurious use whereas it could have been genuinely used by anyon~ living, 

1et us say, in the seventeenth century. 

In this connection Sqtnvson also makes another distin~:tion between a sentence 

and ? staterrwnt. Iri Russell's view !3- meaningful sentence is a sentence that 

expresses a proposition. A proposition is the logical form of a sentence by 

yvhich it is expressed. Propositions are sentences, which had to be either true or 

false. Strawson sets aside the talk of "propositions" and says that it is not the 

sentence, which can be true or false. Sentences become statements when they 

are uttered by someone and it is the statement, which can be true or faise at all. 

1t is to be noted here that not every act of utterance is successful in being !;rue or 

false because not every rneanin.gful sentence is u~~d to make a: statement. 

Strawson thinks thci.t by confq.sing statements with sentences and their uses, 

Russell made the m.istake of thinking that anyone now uttering the septence 

"The King of France is wise/( would be making either a true or a false assertion. 

According to Strawson there is a third possibility that Russell overlooked, viz, 

that someone now uttering these words would be saying something which is 
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rteither true nor false. Russell held his ground saying that he rejected this 

possibility because he thinks that what is neither trite nor false has to be a 

nonsense. Sttawson holds that this is a mistake ort Russell's partbecause he 

fqil& to notice the above-mentioned distinction. 

. Objection 2 

It is statements (or assertions) that are true or false, not 
sentences, and it is a sentence that is significant or meaning
less, not a statement. Thus the sentence Scan be significant 
though on a particular occasion of its use no statement (true 
or false) is made by the use of this sentence. This is Russell's 
principal error. He thinks that the only alternative to saying 
some tltii1g true ot false when we utter S is that S should not 
be significant at all. And he makes this mistake because he 
does not distinguish sentences from statements.12 

S1:rawson's second objection is an attack on a claim that he thinks Russell had 

made regarding the sentence "the present King of France is bald". According to 

Strawson, Russell had claimed that when a person is uttering the said sentence, 

part of what he would be asserting is this: there existed at present one and only 

one King of France. Strawson objects upon this saying that such a claim is 

unacceptable. The speaker when uttering" the present King of france is bald" is 

~::~rtainly not C!.Ssertiqg that there is one and only one King though he inay be 

presupposing it. There is a distinct difference between presupposition and 

assertion. 
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Lycan points out that in this case Strawson has actually misunderstood Russell. 

Russell had never ~nade any claim about the act of asserting. Strawson' s 

objection is based on a false principle. He mistakenly assumes (and attributes 

the assumption on Russell) that whatever is logically implied by a sentence is 

necessarily asserted by a speaker who utters that sentence. To quote Lycan: 

Objection 3 

If I say "Fat Tommy can't run or climb a tree", I do not assert 
that TofPID-y is fat even thotJ.gh my sentence iogically irr].pljes that 
he is; if~ say "Tommy is five feet seven inches tall", I do not assert 
that T otnmy is less than eighteen miles Q:t11.13 

Strawson criticizes Russell by saying that he (Russell) had not noticed that 

many descriptions are context bound. He takes the following sept~nce as 

instance: 

"The table is covered with books."14 The subject term here is a definite 

description ~sed in Q standard way. When analysed in a Russeliean rnah:ri.er it 

become~: "At least oite tl¥g is a table and anything that is a table js covered 

with books." From which it follows th~t there is at most one table in the whole 

universe. Russell, Strawson says, has failed to take notice of the context of 

utterance. 
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Russell can however evade the situaHon in h'lore than one way. First of all, 

when one says "the tf}ble", hee).rers ate not generally sure what it means because 

depending on the context it may be the only table in sight, or the only table in a 

room, or the one w~ have just been talking about. Russell may give an ellipsis 

hypothesis here sayihg that there is an ellipsis in the said context. The table is 

actually short fonn of a very detail~d and complicated description that is 

uniquely satisfied. 

The ellipsis view, qS it turns out, is not very satisfying and poses certain 

difficulties. Russell <:)Ssli:rp.es that sentences really do h;w~ logical form. If that is 

so, then the questioJ.1 arises in this case that if the table is a short form for certain 

other· des~riptions, what material is being ellipsized? The answer to this 

question differs depending upon the material chosen, for every time the 

sentence, "The tab~e is covered with books", will mean something different. 

Suppose if we say that "the table" means the table in this room, then we have a 

new concept here, namely, 'room' and the given sentence is to be int~rpreted as 

being literally abotlt a room, the predicate term 'room' is understood as being 

hidden in th~ logicei.l structure of the sentence. 

Another way of tac::kling the problem would be by appealing to restricted 

quantifications. By restricted quantification what is meant is that, which 
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logiciq.ns call the dp:plaiJl.s. In these cq.ses the ranpe of the universql quantifiers 

need not be universE\] but are ofte11 particular classes roughly pret.?ttpposed in 

the context. For example, when we say, "Everyone likes her", we do not mean 

that everyboq.y in the 1J-~ivetse likes the S(lid person ~~t everyone ih q certain 

contextually indicat~d social piq::le lil<es her. 

This principle may P.e applied to the Russellean analysis in order to evade the 

present problem. The Russellean analysis starts with a quantifier: "At least one 

thing is a table anci at rn_ost one Hung is a table ... " If We regatd these 

ql.lantifiers to be :testricteq in the ftppropriate way then they wi11 not be 

implying that there is at most one table in the universe. The sentence, "The table 

i~ covered with bool<:s", will J.l.OW only impiy the1t there is at most o:ti-e t&ble of 

the context:U,ally inq~~ci.ted sott. 

this way of appealip.g to restricted quantification is different from the ellipsis 

hypothesis. AccorcHhg to the ellipsis view the explicit conceptual material has 

to be secretly merttipned in the short form. While the quantifier restriction is 

like a silent demonslt£!-tive pronoun. At most one table of "that" sort an!i the 

reference of "that" is fixed by the context. 
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'fris seems to be an ?ipeqt1~t~ solution to objection np. 3, though some general 

.Ptobl~m in this matter remains. The questiort? arises: how do the qua,ntif1ers get 
I . 

restricted in context, or what factor qetermines the domains of the restricted 

quantifiers beca,use it is almost always too vague ;;md also how can it be ;:tlways 

possible for hearers to identify the right domains. But all. these probl~ms are 

general and they do not pose any serious threat to Russell's theory, 

It would not pe inqppropriate here tq falsify orie of Sttawson's notions that 

people rather th;:tn expressions refer. Actually there is at leq.st a secortdcj.:ry sense 
' I 

hi. w~ch expr¢ssion~ ~o refer. tet lW take the same ex~ple that was itsed 

before. The Nationt4 Rifle Associatiop.'s slogan is "Cuns don't kill people, 

people ~ill :people." In answer to this son:teone might justifiably say, "Yes, but 

tli.ey kill them much inore easily and efficiently using guns" .. Sometimes it 

happens that in a sense the gun does kill the victim. So, it is perfectly aU tight to 

say in a particular context that the expression "the table" refers to a specialkind 

-

of furniture. More ov~t, there· is also the notion of the "semantic referer1.t'' of a 

description. The seth~ntic referent of a description in a context i~ wp~tever 

object in fact l..lnique~y sq.nsfies th~ de~cfiptioh. 

It has to be noted that Russell also has an objection when talking about the 

tefererit of a description. Russell insisted that descriptions ate not really 
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referring expressions at all; q sentence containU1g a description ~El t~aily an 

abbreviation of a maf'!S of general quCintificationCl.l material atid does not refer to 

q.pyone in particulq_f. Lycan comtnents : 

Section- Vi 

But my notion of a semantic referent applies equally against 
Russelj on this poiift. There is at least that secondary sense in 
Which a description can have a referent. And it is perfectly harm-

. less for <1 Russellean to grant that definite descriptions do refer, so 
long as sjhe remembers that they do not do it directly, in the Way 
we may have thought proper names do.15 

Russell repiies to B~tawson 

Ru~sell formally tf3pHed to Sttawson' s criticisms ih an article titled "Mr. 

Strawson on Referring" whi<,::h was published in his book My Philosophical 

Development. Russell joins issue with Strawson in this paper where in the very 

. beginning he says : 

I may say, to being with, that I am totaUy unable to see ~ity 
validity. whatever in any of Mr. Strawson's argurnentsY> 

Russell first of all ~ccuses Strawson of identifying ~o proble~, whkh are 

actually quite distiqd- naql.ely, the problem of cfescriptions anq the probl~m 

p£ egocentrkfty. Thl~ iclentifipition (~ccording tq Russell) leads Strawson to 

177 



believe that Russelll1ad overlooked the problem of egocentricity, which in fact 

he had hot; only that he had dealt with the problems separately. 

While criticising Rtissell, Strawson, over and over used as an example, one of 

the two sentences Russell had initiated as instances during his presentation of 

the description theqry. The exapiple preferred by Straw-son is, 'the present King 

of France is bald. The other exaPlple, viz, 'Scott is th~ author qf Waverley'; he 

~imply chooses to ignore. Sqawson's inclination is for this .particular sentence, 

i.e., 'the present king of France is bald' as because his attack is mainly upon the 

e$ocentric wotd 'present'. Russell's view is that, Strawson has failed to notice 

that if for the worcl 'present', the words 'in 1905' are substituted, then his 

(Strawson's) argumetit does not stanP. at all. If perhaps we use asap. example, 

some sentence like: 'the square-root of minus one is half the squq.re - root of 

minus four' I from which egocentricity is totally absef).t, Strawson' s !:foctrine 

would not be appl~cable. In the le1.ter kind of sentences, Russe1i observes, 

egocentricity is (l~lsent bpt the problem of interpreting descriptive phrases 

remaips as ever. 

"F.usseli however agrees to what Mr. Strawson has to say about egocentric 

words, but points out that there is nothing new to it because he (Russell) 
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- ' 
iUrnself had discussed it1 considerable detail tpe same theory mucij previous to 

Strawson. This fact, F-ussell says, Strawson has conveniently overlooked .. 
I 

Strawson holds aboUt egocentric words that what they refer to depends upon 

when and where they are used. Russell had said almost the same thing jn his 

book Human Knowledge: Its Srop¢ and Limits : 

This' denotes wh~tever, at the moment when the word ls 
used, occupies J:he centre of attentior1 .. With words wiiid1 <lre 
not egocentric, what is constant is something about the object 
4-tdicated, bq.t 'this' denotes <l diff~teiit object on each oq:asion 
of its lise : what is cortstant is not the o~ject d!:!noted, but its 
relatiod to the partttular use of the word. Whenever the \vord is 
used, i11e person usmg H ts. attending to I something and the word 
indic<it~s this so:tnething. When a word is not egocentric, there is 
no neeq to distir)gutsh between different occasions when it is used, 
but we must make this distinction with egocentric words, since 
what ~WY indicqte is so:rnej:hing having· a given relation to the 
particul~:~-t use of the wordP 

Russell says that we should always try to reduce to a minimum the egocentric 

element in an assertioll, but tpjs is not always possible qecause the me~.nings of 

all empirical words depend upon ostensive definitions, which ii1 turn are 

dependent upon experience and experience is ego!=eritric. In psihg common 

.langtiq.ge, however, we ccm d'esctibe with the heip of egocentric words 

something, which !ir~ not ~gocentric. 
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Rqssell stresses that whatever is the problem of egocentriC words( it pas t:o be 

noted that it is not a theory, which Mt. Strawson has expounded or invented; in 

fqct the saiq theory was set forth by him prior to Strawson. Russ~Hleaves this 

argi.lm~nt on egoceni:tic~ty at this point saying - "I shall say no more apout ego-

centri~H:y since, for tl"w reason~ I ha;ve alreacly given, I thin!< Mr. Stra'Yson is 

!=Oinpletely mistaken. tn conne!=ti:tlg it with the problem of descriptions."l8 

After this Russell prqceeds to counter attack Strawson on the subject of names. 

Writing in this context Strawson has said - "There are no logically proper 

names and there are ii-P des~iiptions (in this sense)."19 

What actually does Btrawson lll-ean by the word~ he put in br;:icl<ets - I itt this 

se~e'? Perhc:!.ns what Strawson wartt13 to qeny is this: there· are words, which 

qre significf\nt only because they rn-ecm sometNng; if they are not meaningful 
' I 

then. they would be s4nply empty noises, nothing else. 

R~ssell say& that if li:iriguage is to have any relation to fact then there remains 

, , I 

the necessity for s\.ich worcls, which are significant only beca4se they mean 

something. Otherwise how can we ostensibly define sometl)ing? HqW do we ,... 

l<now what is meant by 'red' or 'blue'? We cannot krtow the iJlecir#ngs of these 

words unless we h~ve seen ted or blue. So if certain basic Words in an 
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tndividv.ai'& vocabu1ary haq t}iis kii19 of dirt=~c;;t relation to fad, lang;uage in 

genetal would have no such relation. So, Strawson' s point of view is not 

qcceptable to Russeit. 

Strawson had accused Russell of expounding a 'logically disastrous theory of 

names'. But he does not elabor11te as tp why he consk~ers this theory ql:llogically 

qisastrous. II} this connection Russell goes on to explain that while stt~h words 

as 'Red' are u,sually ~·egarqeq as a predicate anq 11s ciesign~ting a 11niversal, he 

wants to construct a ~atiguage where 'ted' is a subjej:t. This, Russell say~, would 

~ehefit the purpose of philosophical analysis. Rttssell opines that calling 'red' a 

p:riiversal is confus~hg and perhaps for this te(lson Strawson calls this theory 

"logically disastrous". 

This is the basis of a fundamental disagreement between two sects of analytic 

philosophers, One group of philosophers, of whom Russell is one pf the most 

prominent, thought that common language is vo~d of distinctness and clarity, 

so an Clftif~da~ lang4~ge neects tp be ponstructed in philo~ophy fot qcctiracy and 

precision jt1.st as in ~he case of physical sdences. "Irt philosophy it is syp.tax, 

ev~n more than voc~J:mlary, Hu:tt needs to be corrected."20 
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for technical purposes, tecimiccH lang11age, different from those of qaily life is 

indispensable. 

th~ other group, which includes Strqwson, known as the ordinary language 

philosophers, thought that common speech was good enough for philosophical 

analysis. A careful refinement of ordinary language would suffice to see 

philosophical probl~rns cleariy.zl 

Russell had said tpat the problem of egocentricity and the problem of 

descriptions were hvo distinct ones. Bavi1:1g answered Strawson' s accqsations 

reg~rc]Jng H1-e former, he now goes on to defend the latter. First of ali Russell 

makes it clei:!-r that Ns theory of descriptions was never int~nded af'! an (lttalysis 

of the state of min4 of those who utter sentences containing qescriptions. 

Strawson haq said of Russell that he had arrived at the analysis of the sentence 

'The King of France is wise' (S), with the presupposition that anyone who 

uttered the sentence S, was making a true assertion. 

~ussell denies this qccusation saying that Strawson has misinterpreted hitn. He 

(Russell) was actually only ttying to qo an accurate analysis of some !2onfused 
' . ' 

thougHts that people hC!.ve in their minds. 
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Russell in his theory had held that 'S' is false if there ts no King of france. 

Btrawson objects to this. According to Strawson <s' is significant aj1-tl. not true, 

l.ivt not is tt false. ~n Russell's opinJ_pn this i~ a mere questiot1 of verbal 

convenience. For Russell, the definition of the word 'fAlse' is sucp that every 

~i&niffcant sentence is either h-ue or false; wheteqB Strawson does hot think in 

this wqy. Neither does he state clea:tly what is the exact meaning of the word 

tC~-lse. Being an Ordir].ary langpage philosopher, Strawson does not tolerate the 

alternapon of the meanings of words however convenient it may be for the 

situation. Rqssell on the other hand says that it is preferable to use the 

alterations according to the purpose in view. As an instance Ru$sell tegards 

Universal Affirmative, i.e. sehtehces of the form' All A is B'. TradiUbrtaliy such 

s~nteJ1~es itnply tl1at there are A's; but ip tnfl.thetnaticf!.l logic it fs inore 

convenient to consicler that' AU A is~, is true if there qre no A's. This view is 

!lfc~ptable to RusselL 

Lastly, Rq$sell Sl.lffis up Sh·awsotfs arguments against the theory of 

descriptions and his reply to it in the last paragraph of his article, which I 

would like to quote if) as follows : 
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$e~tion - Vil 

There 'Fe two problems tltat of descriptions a.J.i.d tpat of egoc~n~ 
tricity.Nit. 5tr"'wson thir(ks they are one and the sa,me problem, 
but it is q"bviou.•; ftqrp his discussions that lj.e lias not coh.~idere4 
as many ~inds of 4escripttye phrase as are r~levartt to the argu
ment. Hitving co.ti.f4~ed the two problems, he a,sserts dogmaticaily 

· that it i~ only the egocertttic problem that needs to be solved, and. 
he offers a solution of this problem, which he seems to believe to 
be new, bp.t whic4 in fact was familiar before he wrote. He then 
thinks that he ha,s offered an adequate theory of descriptions and 
cinnot111ces his stipposeci achievement with astonishing dogmatic 
certainty. Perhaps I am doing him an injustice, but I am tt:nable to 
see in what respect this is the case.22 

Some Further Objet#ons 

I would like todiscu~s here briefly two oth~t criticisms against Russell's theory, 

Which have raised qtiestions in the mihds of many contemporary philosophers. 

t have placed them h1 the lcist section but they are not the least in importance. 

Though Strqwson' s criticism of Russell's theory is the most recognised one, 

tliese probl~ms do t1ot conc~rt1 him. The first one originates . rather with 

Wittgenstein' s theory on pro-per na:rpl$. I hq.d discus~ed Wittg~~tebf ~ theory 

W my thesis earlier and do not wish tq do so aga,i:n. However, it wq"Lfld suffice 

. to indicate. that in his th~oty Witt:genstein had distit1guished l.Jetween real 

:n11me~ and false names. Wittq-enf:!teiJl.'s famous ciictunt was, ''Don't confuse the 
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meaning of a name with the hearer of the name."23 If this dictum wete followed, 

then Russell's description theory has to be rejected. 

Russell had argued that if "tp.e q_uthor of Waverley" was a :rame, then it would 

name something c, and hehce "Scott is the q_tithor of Waverley" would mean, 

"Scott is c". But on q_ifalysis it becomes clear that this would be implied only if 

there was q_ presupposition that if "the author of Waverley" were a n;:~.me for c, 

then it would :Jnean the same thing as any other naine for c, say "c". 

It seems that :Russell had assl.trned thi$ because he did not differentiat~ between 

the me;:~.ning of a Iiarrte and the beq_ter of a name. lt follows then that, two 

n;:j.thes havif1g the S;:il"i1.e bear~r wou,Jcj_ have the same meaning, and F.t1ssell' S 

argument would be valid. 

Wittgenstein as well as Strawsoq has o~jections against this identificatiori of the 

:qieaning of q_ n;:~.me with its bear¢r. Strawson goes one step furth~r anq rejec.ts 

Wittgeii.stein's dictum too. According to Strawson, it seems that Wittgenstein in 

his turn assumes that althot1gh the bearer of a name is not it's meaning, 

Something else is. Sp:awson holds tlfC1t, in fact names do not in g~nerq_l have 

meanings at c;lll. Stp:J.wson ob,setves tl1at if one does hot know who George 
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Washington is, one does not ask what the name "George Washington" 

nieans.24 

Anaphora 

The second objection against ttte Theoty of Descriptions is that it carltlot explain 

the 'amipho:tic' uses of expre~sioqs. Ru,ssell, a,s 1'Ve have f1.0ted, dea1$ PrtlY with 

the central tts~ of "the", and ddes not feel n~cessary to explain pl4ral uses or 

gener~c uses.:f-lowcver, RusseH'1:1 theory ought to have explained an4p4oric uses 

pecause unlike plural or generic uses they are ostensibly singular referring 

expressions. 

By anaphoric expressions are meant those expressions, which iph~tit their 

rneaning from another expression uspally occurring ea,rlier in the se~1tence or in 

a previous sentence. fqr exa,mple: 

t;xa,mple: i) The g'rj who is petfonrting on stage is vety pt·etty. Sl}¢ is wearing 

a blue dress. 

Here, 'She' refers back to the ~irl performing ort sta,ge. Actually t}ie second 

~entence is ¢quivale:p.t to, "The girl who is performing on stage is ~earing a 

blue dress." 



G~a~h suggested that. 'She' is only abbreviating "1 rep~tition of the antecedent 

phrase qnd if this suggestion were accepted; theri ex<:j.mple 1. poses no problem 

for Russell because it could be analysed like other Russellean paraphrases. But 

Evans pointed out that problem arises when the antecedent is a quantifier 

phrase or an indefinite description. 

Example : 2) A girl lived with her mother neat the forest. She had a red hooded 

dress. 

I , 

This, of course is not equivalent to 

2') A girl had a red hooded dress, 

Because it misses the fact that 'She' referred tb the p101iticular girl who lived with 

her mother near the forest. 

Russell may defend himself saying that his theory was a theory of definite 

descriptions and example 2. does not contain definite description .. Hpwever, 

against this it can be spown that definite dest1~iptiorts can themselves be 

anaphoric. 

Example: 3) A girl lived with her mother near tl1e forest. The girl hq.d a red 

hooded dress. 

:Sxample: 4) Just one student came for the clq.ss toli~Y· The student looked as if 

she is ill. 
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H is unders~ood thr1.t "The student" in (4) is abbreviating "The student who 

~f!.ine for clctss today." -This Is in agreement with Russellean analysis. B4t the 

same does not hold h·ue for (3). If "Tl1e girl" abbreviates "The girl who lived 

with her mother ne~t the forest", then it could be paraphrased ii1to - at most 

ot1e girllivep with her mother near the forest. (3), however does not iqtply this. 

It is not logically inconsistent to say that more thaf1 o11e girl liv~c:i witn her 

iiwthet near the fores~. Ot co~rse, it should pe noted tnat someone uttering (3) 

sti~gests that there Is only one gjrl. But it wouict not be contradictoi·y to assume 

that there wqs more than one girL So, it Ct1-f\ be concluded that Rltsseli's theory 

cannot satisfq.ctorily explain tl1e anappora. 
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CHAPTER-7 

RusQetz' s Theory of Det:;criptions : Concluding Assessments 

Section- I 

Overview 

li1 this concluding chapter we dea~ with some contemporary tt·eqbi:1ent of 

Rti~sell and Frege' s views of proper names. There is a trend nqw*lays to 

qbliterate tlie distinction be~weeh Russell and Frege' s theory of proper name~) 

qhd to tteat them bo~h as sense theories. But actually R-ussell had two theories, 

qne for ordinai"y proper names, and another for logically proper palTies. 

According to Russell the former has sense but the latter does not. Yet again, 

what Russell really wants to say is this - ordinary proper names are not 

genuine proper names at aJl, they are abbreviated descriptions. What is most 

confusing is that he denies ordinary proper names the status of genubie names 

on the ground that they do not have sense. To be honest with Ru~s¢H we see 

that he rejects the Fregean tl)ebry of sense and so~ do not think it to be JtJstified 

tQ p-qt him together with Frege. Of course Russell does say that the orclinary 

proper pame hqs descriptive cqntent, and What he means by this is that, it can 

be expandeq into a description. Frege' s theory is now taken to be sirp_ilar to 
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Sqqyvson and Searie's theor~es of the sense of a proper !}arne. In this Chapter, I 

wish to discuss the works of some recent researchers on reference and names. I 
I , . ' 

have stated here Quine, Kripke cmd Donn~llan' s views regarding this fi111tter. I 
I 

have also tried to justify some of Russell and Strawson' s views artd S~r where 

eitHer of them yvas mistaken. Lastly, I Wish to say this that, giving full cted~t to 

Russell's theory, I Btfll feel inclined towards psing ordinary lqng\iftg;e as 

Shaw~on hq~ stiggeshxL 

S~ction- II 

the problem of indiscemihility of identicals : Quine's view 

The law of indiscernibility of id~nticals or the principle of substitutivit:y which 
I 

Wqs devised by Leib~tz ru~ th~~: 'Giv~n a true statement of identity, ort~ of its 

two terms may be substituted fpr the other in any true statement anq the result 

will be true' .l ~tnsky has ~ dtffe:n:n1t opinion about the tnatter; he says that the 

:ptif\ciple of substituHvity and th~ indiscernibility of idertticais are two di~t:}nct 

ptinciples. A failure to see this distinction -led to certain confusions between 

proper names and descriptive phrases specially when applying the princtple of 

subst:it:ut:ivHy to the th~ory of descriptions. The principle of the indiscetrUbility 

of identicals states that if x = y, then any property of xis a property of y, and 

conversely. On the oUter hand, the principle of the subst:itut:ivity of tclertticals 
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.Sfl-YS that if 4 al1d b qi·e names (or other designations) for the same ~hif).g tpen a 

~ah replace P in 1:1ny trhe proposition in which it occurs (ahd coiwerseiy b can 

teplac~ a) salv(l ~Jeritate.z 

Irt Russell's form~ilation of the principle of substitutivity, a confusion arises: 'If a 

is identical with b, whatever is true of the one is true of the other and either may 

~e substituted for the other in any proposition without altering the truth or 

falsehood of that proposition.' This means that if a is identical with lJ, whatever 

if! true of the 0~1e is trlle of the other, which in turn means that every property of 

t1 is a property of b and conversely and moreover either may be subfltihlted for 

the other in any pro1~osiHon, salvrz veritate. But the use-mention confusion in this 
I ' ' • 

formation was to be ~tere4 b~cCJ-t.lse what we substitute in a proposition is not a 

for b (or conversely) put rtqmes (or other designations) for a and b. So, after 

correction, we obtain the following principle: 

'tf a is identical with b, whatever is true of the one is true of the other ari-d na:p:1.es 

(or other designations) for a and b may be substituted for each other in any 

proposition salva ·veritnte'. 

qnsky states that this prindple fB alsd false, which can be evidenceq cj.s follows : 

~ott is tl).e ~pthor of Waverley ... (i) 

Geor&e IV wished to lcnow whether Scott was the a1+thor of Waverley ... .(2) 

Therefore, Geprge IV wished to knmy whether Scott was Scott ... (3) 
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Oue to a wrong assllinption it seems that we must accept this false principle. 

The false assumption is that any open sentence expresses a property. If this 

(lssumption wa:s a true one then the verified principle of substitutivity would 

have been entailed by the principle of indiscernibility of identicals. But that this 

assumption is dubious is quite clear. 

It therefore reihains a problem as to what is wrong with (1), (2) <j.l1d (3),. Some 

open sentences do express properties and some do not. There has no~ so far 

b~~n arty Hne of demarcation in this regard. So we cannot know which 

sentences expri=ss properties arid which do not. So, the problem has not yet 

been solved satisfactorily.3 

Quine, Frege and Russell are however determined to defend Leibnitz' s law -

the principle of substilutivity. As we have just seen, the 'law' seems to be false, 

for it is possible tlwt: Smith knows that Venus is the morning sta:r and yet does 

pot know that Ventis is the evening star, though, 'The morning stq.r is the 

eve:riing star' is a b·ue st(ltement qf identity. 

Or, to take ap.ot·her example, 

(1) Cicero is Tully, 
and 

(2). 'Cicero' is spelt with six letters. 
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From (1) and (2) it does not follow that 

(3) Tuiiy is spe~t wHh six letters.4 

LiMky gpes op. fo show tpat not only is it possible to proquce examples that are 

oppo$ed to Lei~nitz' s Law, bpt it is alsQ the case that no two terms equally 

follow it. 

H t and t' be two different terms q.nd if 

(4) Jones explicitly denied that t = t' be a true statement, surely it does not 
follow that 

(5) Jones explicitly ~lehied t = t 

So, if we have to defend Leibiutz' s Law then we also have to accept the peculiar 

cortseqq.ence tqat otLly trivial statements of the form t = t are true statements of 

!clep.tity and therefore q. true statement of identity can never be informative. 

Quine seeks to solve the problem in the following manner. He says that there 

are 'referentially opaque' positions in sentences. For these positiops the 

principle of substih1itivity is not a valid mode of inference. These pqsitiotiB are 

8t1th that expressions occupyi.rlg them do not succeed in referi"ing to any Hung, 

wl1ereas the sa.JTie expt·essiohs do refer to something in referentiapy open 

positions. To fnp.ke the point we will uf?e an example: 
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In the statement,' Smith knows that Venus is the morning star' the position of 

the subject and predicate expressions are opaque. Again in the statement, 

"'Cicero' is spelt with six letters", the portion between the quotation m(lrks is 

referentially opaqt:j.e. Accorqing to Quine, the cases of failure of subsHtuitivity 

do not implicate exceptions to Leibnitz's Law, but only to refereiitiai opacity 

(lctually. It might be objecteq that Quine has not been successf11l in showing 

th(lt Leibr)itz's law has qo exceptions. He has only been <!.ble to give 

charq.cterization of tl1e exceptions. Quine has to accept that they i:nvcilve 

substitution into teferehtially opaque positions and if Quine insists on 

defending Leibnitz' s law, he must reformulate it in the following way : 

Given a true statement of identity, one of its two terms 
may be substituteP. for the other at any referentially open 
positiori in a ht1e statement, salva veritate. 

This new version does not have exceptions even in the case of verbs of 

propositional attitude. B}lt, what is the status of substituting positions within 

clauses governed by the~e verbs - are they referentially open or opaque? What 

is the criterion of the referential opacity of a position? These que~rions remain 

to be answered. W~-iile we are contemplating on this topic, which h<!.s a vast 

range and includes issues like naming, denoting, descriptions, existence etc., let 

us also consider the views of some prominent philosophers who have made 

significant contributions in this field in contemporary philosophy. Am,ong them 
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pre John Searle, Suul Kripke, Keith Donmillan, Hilary Putnam, Donald 

Oavidson, ~- Evai1s, S. Neale to name only a few. However, in the present 

context I have only d!scussed theories of Kripke and Donnellan, though each 

one has something Important to say on the problem. 

Scctioit - Ill 

Donnellan's Distinction 

Among the recent philosophers Keith Donnellan, while criticizing both Russell 

and Strawson's accoUnt of definite descriptions brings forth an it1te1·esting 

objection to Russell's theory. In his article "Reference and Definite 

p~sctlptioils~' (1966), in Philosophical Review, he differentiates between tyvo uses 

of definite descrip~tons.- This brought out another· aspect of the description 

theory and came to b,e know as the fq.mous Donnellan's distinction : 

I will call ~1e two uses of definite descriptions I have in 
mind the attrjputive· use and the referential use. A speaker 
who uses a definite description attributively in an assertion 
states something .about whoever or whatever is the so-and-so. 
A speaker who uses a definite description referentially in an 
assertion, on the other hand, uses the description to enable 
his audience to pick O!Jt whom or what he is talking about and 
states something about that person or thing. In the first case 
the definite description might be said.to occur essentially; for 
the s-peaker wishes to assert so~ething about whatever or who
ever fits that description; but in the referential use the definite 
description Is p1erely one tool for doing a certain job - callirtg 
attenti:on to a person or thing - and in general any other devi~e 
for doft)g the s~ rrye job, another description or a name would do ~s 
well. ~n the tittributive use, the attribute of beipg the so-and-so is 
all-importart while tt is not so in the referential use.5 
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Donnellan haq noted that even if Russell is right about some uses of 

descriptions, l1e has rnissed out the "referential" use of descriptions. Russell 

writes as if all descriptions were used attributively. The most obvious type of 

referential use is when a description is written in capital letters and is Used as a 

title e.g. "The Holy Roman Empire." The description here -does not rnat:ch its 

attributes, i.e., its referent is neither lfoly, nor Roman, nor an empire. 

I . . , 

Russell might have pointed dp't thq.t this is not a description at q!I, put as the 

\=iiPita)letters show, H is used here as a title. We will use examples to inake the 

point clear. "The Swq.n" is the name of a piece of instrumental music by Saint-

Sa'~ns, and sentences contahiing this title are about music, not about a certain 

kind of.watet bjrd. 

However, Don-nellan has further shown that there are still cases in W~ich we 

use description solely to foc.us on a particular individual regarqles~ pf that 

person or tNng's ath"lbptes. We rnay use one of Rtisseil own exatnple~ to show 

Example 1 : Smith has beert murdered and after looking at his mutilated body 

we say, Smith's murderer is insane. 
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Here we m~an that i:he person, (let his name be Jones), who lws 111prdered 

Sqrith so brutally, nwst be out of his mind, and this is an attributive use. But 

supposing we have no direct knowledge about Smith's murder and somehow 

we are attending the trial where we see the person who is being charged with 

Smith's murder; watching }1is unnatural behaviour we say, "Smith's murderer 

is insane". J-Iere the use is referential because we are only referring to the 

person we are looking at regardless of what attributes he has. 

Donnellan accuses not only R~ssell, but also Strawson. As opposed to what 

I . . ~ . I . , 

PonneJian has said about Ryssell (tha;t he had overlooked the referential lise of 

d~scriptio11s), whi!e examining Strawson's theory Donnellan notices that 

Strawson did not see the attrib1Jtive us~; that he assumes all descriptive phrases 

to·be referenti&l and did not see that a definite description may be used non-

referentially. 

So, according to Donnellan, both Russell and Strawson were mistake!) in 

thinking that ~efinite descriptions always function in one way. He gives several 

thP.racterizations of both tne uses. About the new. referential use, he says: 

[W]e expect and intend our audience to realize whom we have 
in mind -and, qtost importantly, to know that it is this per son 
abo11t whom we are going to say something.6 

199 



He characterizes the attributive pse by saying:" the Bis y", "if nothing is B then 

nothing has been said to be y". The difference with the referential use is that, 

'~the fact that nothing is th~ B does not have this consequence."7 

But Donnellan's theory when closely examined reveals a ·few difficulties. 

William Lycan opines that sometimes the real referent differs from the semantic 

referent. Goirm back to the example (Ex- 1) we have cited, we suppose that in 

spite of all evidences, in actu(:llity Jones is innocent; that Smith co:punitted 
I , 

suicide; that fhete is no murderer. So, there is no semantic referent here. 

Donnellan defenqs himself saying that whether or not the real referent is the 

semantic referent, does not matter; his theory holds true. He says that 

regardless of whether he is the murderer or not, the statement will be true if 

Jones is insane. To make this clear Donnellan further gives the example of a 

party guest observing a disttrtguished looking person sipping from a glass; the 

guest asks, "Who is the man drinking a martini?" Actually the glass rolds orily 

water, not martini; (the gties~ mistakenly assumes wat~r to b~ nvirtini) but 
' 

ponnellan m.a~ntains that in fact the guest wants to knqw about that p<irticular 

rnan and not c:my other person in the party, drinking martini. Thus the choice of 

the definite description, i.e., the particular description which is chosen, rather 

than any other, is not essential for the reference to be consummated. 
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It is important for our inesent purpose to have total clarity on the irnpljcp.ti~n of 

bortnella11' s di~~inctkm. One ~f the things it does imply is that the attributive 

4~e too is referential in the basic sense, although 'anything which might be 

iqentified as reference here, it is reference in a very weak sense .... '8 It is also 

necessary to be clear· about whether the difference throws any light on the 

qpestion of the possibility of non-singular reference. One important coni:lusion 

that seems obvious is that an attributive use of a definite description tahnot 

result in a strictly singular reference. The reference, although it is made by a 

term, which is apparently singular is, in an important way, general. When the 

speaker says that Stnith's pu.~t4erer is insane, as far as the speaker's utterance 

~oes apy indlviqunJ might have committed it, and so arty individual could have 

b~en the referent of the definite description. This is the generality involved in 

the referenc~, which could be made by a definite description used attributively.9 

Another important point to notice is that Donnellan by his distinction.s between 

two uses of definite descriptions tries to bring about a synthesis of Russell and 

Strawson. They were both right and both wrong. The new theory incoi'poi'ates 

what is correct in both. 

tn 1979, Saull(ripke1° distinguished between what a linguistic expression itself 

means or refers to and wl1at a speaker means or refers to in using the 

expression. L~t us tal.<e for example : 
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Example 2 : Alpert's an elegant fellow. 

If we take this sentence literally it means that Albert is an elegant fellow. But a 

speaker might use it sarcastically to mean that Albert is actually a revolting 

slob. In contrast with semantic reference, in the speaker refer~nce, H1e t13ferent 

of q. description on ap occasion of its use is the object to which tiw ~peaker 

intends to dhtw attention. 
I 

.kripke thinks that Donnellan has failed to notice that a sentence containing a 

definite description can be true even if nothing (or something) is the 

descriptions' semantic referent. But I think that Donnellan's distinction cannot 

be fully rejected. It has certain value of its own. Donnellan's theory q:iises the 

question of specifying the circttmstances under which one succeeds ip referring, 

by using a description, to the person or thing one intends to refet· to. He has 

also shown that this does not always go by sep1antic referent. So kripke's 

obj~ction does hot do hm jtis-tfce to Dopnellan' s distinction. 

J\.gain, even if we agree with Kripke it remains to be seen whether, for the 

referential case, the q.ctual referent is a~ways the speaker-referent. This question 

presupposes a third notion, that of "actual" referent, which is distinct from the 

other two. 
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this means that the actual refe:rent is the ·object about which the speaker 

;;ictually succeeded ih mal<ing a statement. Of coutse, if the theory of 

descriptions is correct, either the actual referent is always the semantic referent 

or, since according to Russell definite descriptions do not really refer at all, 

there is no actual referent.11 

Another recent researcher on this topic A.F. Mackay12 argued that in sorpe cases 

at:tual referent might be the semantic referent rather than the speak~r r~fei"ent, 

even if one ~sspea ks. For ihsta~ice, let us suppose that there is a rock and a 

book on a taqie. I want the book but mistakenly I utter, "Bring me the rock on 

tl)e table." Using "the rocl<" referentially and speaker referring to the book, I 

have still asked you to bring me the rock. If you bring me the book instead it 

does not mean you .are complying. -What Mackay wants to point out is that a 

speaker's intention may be arbitrarily crazy. 

The q11estion arises here that whether this notion of ali "actual referent" can 

rightfully be accepted. I thipl< that though our concepts of semantic referent and 

speaker referent are clear, perhaps the idea of an "actual referent" is j11st the 

confusion of the two.· 
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Section -IV 

Saul Kripke's theory of Proper Names 

Kripke' s argument for the thesis that proper names do not have any serise is 

based :mainly on a distinction between what he calls rigid and non-rigid or 

ncr:identql de$ignators. A rigid designator is one which designates the same 

opject in all possible worlds; i.e., if it designates a certain object in the actual 

wprld then it designates the same object in all other possible worlds in which the 

object exists at all (it should be taken into consideration that there may be some 

possible world in which the object may not exist). A non-rigid designator, on 

the other hand is one, which does not designate the same object in all possible 

worlds; there may be some other world in which the designator clestgnates 

something different from what it designates in the actual world. For exqmple 

'the square root of 4' is a rigid designator for it refers to the same object namely, 

number 2 irt 1=111 possiple worlds. Whereas 'the President of the USA in 1970' is a 

non-rigid d~signator for it may designate different individuals in possible 

worlds other them ach,ial. to clarify the point, 'the President of the USA in 1970' 

-designates Ri~hard Nixon in the actual world. But, there is nothing inevitable 

about it. It is only due to the actual outcome of the relevant Presidential 

election; the result of the election might have been different and ip case, a 

204 



qifferent man hp.d bee11 electeq, 'the President of the USA in 1970', would have 

qesignated that other rnan. 

Kripke' s argument against the theory that proper names have sense as well as 

reference is· formula ted on the basis of this distinction between rigid qnd non-

rigid designators. Eminent philosopher Pranab Kumar Sen analyses l(tipke' s 

q.rgument in his book togic, Inductiqn and Ontologtj in the following way: 

it a proper nalne hns a sense, then the reference of the prclpet nam¢ is 

qetermi:ned py its sefit;e. The meaning of this is that every proper name J:tleans 

certain properti~s or conditions, which the object designated by it must fulfil or, 

we may say that we can call an object by a certain proper name if and only if 

that object satisfies certain conditions demanded by that proper name. If this 

theory be accepted then a proper name cannot be called a rigid designator 

because a certain object may satisfy the conditions of the proper hame it is 
. I 

associated wiJh in the acttiE!l world, but the same object rrtay not SE!-tisty the 

conditions ip all other possible worlds. It is probable that some other object 

satisfies the cqndition in so111e other world. So we have to concluq~ that 'if the 

reference of a proper harne is cl.etermined by its sense, it has to be a non-rigid 

4esignatbr behaving just like 'the President of the USA in 1970'. J3ut the fact is 
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that a proper name is a rigid designator; therefore, a proper name does not have 

a sense. 

l3ut, how can it be show11 thqt a proper name is a rigid designator? Kripke' s 

argument to prove the ppip.t goes lik~ this. He says that we are ~ble to make 

count~:Jrfactual statemehts with the help of proper names and unless proper 

~ames were :rigid qesignators we wquld not have successfully done so. For 

example, the man who was actually the President of the USA in 1970, by virtue 

of hq.ving won the relevant election might not have been so. Because it was a 

mere contingent fact that he won the election. To assert the case we cart just use 

the name of the person and say 'Nixon' might not have been the president of the 

USA in 1970. This tytJe of assertions could not be meaningfully stated unless 

proper names desigrated the same thing or individual m both actual and 

possible world. 

Now, does K:tipke's argument result in the rejection of the sense theory of 

proper na~es? Is the argpment accep~able? An argument, we know is 

considered to be valid if its premises are all true and the conclusion is not false. 

So, first of all let us ~ee if the premises of the said argument are all true. 

206 



The first premise of the argument is: if the proper name has a sense then tfl.ere is 

associated with every proper name a certam condition such that the proper 

name designates an object if and only if the object satisfies the condition. Sen 

thinks that this premise is true. To show this, Sen says, it is necessary for us to 

clearly distinguish two sigqificqhtly different ways in which one may maintain 

that a proper name is assoctateq with a condition. We can either maihtqin tl1at a 

. proper name is associated with a condition such that the condition oilly fixes 

the reference of the name. Or we may also maintain that a proper name is 

~ssocjated with a coi1~ition not ohly in that the condition fixes the reference of 

the name, but also in that the fulfilment of the condition by the object is strictly 

entailed by its being designated by the name, so that the fulfilment bf the 

condition is logically p.ecessary and sufficient for the object's being designated 

by the name. 

the following examp~e wqtdd help i:n understanding the distinction cle~t·iy : 

One inq.y mainl:<lin that !he condition involved in the description 
'the l~ngth of t:h\0' standarq metre bar in Paris' is associated with 
the d\'lsignator 'One 111etre', but only by way of determining its 
reference, and t:hat is why it is logically possible that the length 
designateq by 'one metre' would cease to satisfy the condition in 
the logically possibl~ event of the metre bar changing in its length, 
and w'ouid still contitme to be designated by the same designator.13 
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Now it becomes clear from the above example that followers of the sense theory 

must maintain that some condition or the other is associated with evet·y proper 

name not in the first put in the s~conq manner. To say precisely, there .qp.1st be a 

logical connection between a proper name anq the condition that fixes its 
I 

qle;;tning or sense. The relation shoulq be something more than just fixing the 

reference. 

We will turn now to the secbhd premise of Kripke's argument. It says th~t if the 

reference of a name is determined by its sense, if, that is, a name designates an 

object if and only if it satisfies a certain condition, then it cannot be a rigid 

designator. This premise is actually a little doubtful. As Kripke Nrtt.self has 

pointed out, some of the qesignators, which are of this kind Q.te tigid 

designators, e.g., the square root of 4 is 2 in all possible worlds. ~t tpay be 

argued at this point t:hat though the sense of 'the square root of 4' determines its 

f~~erence; it is still & . r\gid clesignator. This is because of the fact that the sense 

cor(sists of a property which is essential to the number it designates, but first of 

qll'the square root of 4' is not really a proper name, and secondly, 'the square 

root of 4' does not designate any normal thing like persons, things and places 

and moreover it is not confirmed whetJler they can be said to have any essential 

properties. Kripke himself has sought to establish that particular persons and 

things, typical bearers of ptdpet rtaq1es, do have essential properties. This 
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should be clear from the following two examples used by Kripke ---- the 

property of being born to the parents to whom he is in fact born is an essential 

property of Nixon, and the property of being made of the block of wood of 

which it is actually made is an essential property of a wooden table. 

In defence of Kripke, it might be said that what is important is not wh~t~1er. the 

tl1ihg designilted by proper names have essential properties, but the import~nce 

lies in the fact that vvhether these ess~nces play .any role in the d.esignation of 

objects by proper narnes. A little speculation over the matter shows that they do 

not. In the first place, looking back to Locke, we see that he had maintained that 

these essential properties of things are in general unknown and unknowable 

and so they cannot be used by proper names. Secondly, even if they are 

knowable, it is not necessqrily the case that these essences contribute towards 

H1e determinatipn of r~ference of proper names. The accidental chC).tq,ct~ristics 

' ' , I 

may well suffice in doing the job, (i.e., we should be able to understand which 

is the nam~ of which object.) To use the example agaiq., the descrfptiqp:, 'the 

President of the USA in 1970', which is -used for the purpose of fixing the 

reference of the proper na1ne Nixon is not necessarily satisfied by what the 

nqme designates. 
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The above argument in defence of Kripke, however, cannot save kripke' s 

second premise, namely, if ~he reference of a narp_e is determined by its sense 

then it cannot be a rigid d~signator because if it is not the essential property 

whkh detertn~nes t1·1e reference of the name for its users then it i~ not the 

essenj:ial property wl1i!=h constitv.tes its sense. 

Now let us consider the third premise of Kripke's argument, namely, a proper 

name is a rigid designator. Though this premise is unable to save Ktipke's 

argilment (due to the weakness of the second premise) it has an importance of 

its own. Kripke' s major conttibution to the theory of names is that he 

emphasizes on proper names' being rigid designators and also goes on to show 

its various implications. 

The root of Ktipl<e's third premise may, however, be traced back to Mill. Mill 

had said that a proper name is a name of the thing itself. This means that the 

proper nam~ designates the object and the designation is done irrespective of 

the properties it may or may not have; also whether or not it satisfies a 

description or condition. lf it is so then proper names are surely rigid 

designators. If we do not accept this we shall never be able to say significantly 

that this or that object sq.tisfies or faUs to satisfy, such and such \:Olf4Hions. 
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Kripke' s argument draws our attention to this fact that proper names are 

indeed such designators. 

Russell introduced another line of thinking regarding the nature of proper 

names. Russell claimed that a proper name refers to its referent directly, and 

not through any dwracteristics. David Kaplan developed this idea later in 

rhirmte detail in thp cmitcxt of demonstratives. According to Sen, sayinS that a 

designator stands fnr the object directly and saying that it stands for the object 

itself. are two ideas, which are logically equivalent to ecj.ch other. A designator 

stands for the object itself if and only if it refers to it directly. 

In view of the foregoing discussion, we can therefore reach the conchision that 

both sense and no-sense theories of proper names originate from the satne basic 

characteristic of proper nap-tes, that is a proper name stands for the object itself, 

o:r equivalently that: it: refers to th~ object directly. The two contradictory theses 

do not follow from each other. 

Thus the following statement about Ktipke' s argument may be implicated : 

What we have built up, as Kripke's argument against sense theory of proper 

names does not succeed in its purpose. However, there are certain novel ideas 

in his argument, which are very basic to the notion of proper names. Though 
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the roots of these ideas, as we have seen, can be found in Mill and Russell's 
' ' . . \ ' . I \ I • 

work. But Kripke' s rnost significant achievement is in showing us the far-

reaching consequences of the theory that a proper name is a rigid designator. 

Section- V 

Concluding Remarks· 

This dissertqtion, as the title, "Russell's Theory of Descriptions" - A Stat~ment 

and Evaluation, suggests, is a critical assessment of Russell's out$tahdhi8 thesis. ' 
. I 

In this paper I have also discussed the views of certain other ph.iJosophers 

before and C}fter Russeil, philosophers who have speculated on the problems 

regarding narhes and descriptions. As is now understood, th¢ pro~l~~ns of 

r12ference diq not emerge only after Russell first stated them in his pqper 'On 

Denoting' ahtwst 100 years ago. The success of Russell's theory, in my opinion 

is that, it has defied time. Russell was the first one to present the problems 

systematically and analyse them. With him started a new era in Philosophy and 

a new field, which is now called Analytic Philosophy. Though his predecessors 

had also tried to solve the puzzles of reference, Russell's h~cj.pner of 

approaching. the problem ahd his solution in the form of The 'f~wqry of 

Descriptions surpassed them ail. It was not subjected to any fprm of serious 

criticism for nearly fifty y(2ars q.fter it was first put forth. 
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Russell had devised the theory of descriptions because he was not satisfied with 

the attemptep solutiot1s of Meinong and Frege to the problems of refer~nce. He 

thought that his own theory hqp adequately solved the problems. But p~cepting 

Russell's views will 11.0t be poing proper justice to these two great phitosophers 

who were largely 1i-dsinterpreted q.nd misunderstood. The role of Meinong in 

111odern British phiiosophy hq.s been largely that of 'a philosophicai Au11ty Sally 
. ' ' 

who is honoured in being str1.1ck down'. The recognition is gradually dawning 

that Meinong made significant and substantial contribution to philqsophy. 

Philosophers now have started taking interest in Meinong' s theory, which is, no 

doubt, very difficu~t to grasp. In contrast, Frege' s work has been highly 

, I 

acclaimed and acknowledged. He is now considered to be the Great 

Grandfather of Analytic Philosophy. However, from these facts it qoes not 

follow that their theories were who~ly correct; I only want to sqb~rtit that 

Russell had rejectecl them tor wrong reasons. Particularly, regarqing frege, 

, . I 

Russell's argqments show thq.t the connection between s~nse and refetence is 

obscure but he seems not to resolve that obscurity. 

I also do not entertq.iri the idea that Russell's theory was inadequate. When we 

refer to Russell's dqctrine q.s 'The Theory of Descriptions', it i~ p gross 

understatement in itself for it involves Russell's logical thinking, some of his 

!3pistemologicai view~ af!.ci also his semantical and ontological theot~es. This 

213 



doctrine helps us to understand the importance of philosophical ~1\alysis for the 

exposure anc!. clarJflcaHon of philosophical prolJlems. 

In spite of all these Rqssell fails in his primary objective. On close inspection it 

is clear thiit he is upable to provide a satisfactory solution to one of the 

problems he d.ealt )NHh. t have in mind problems concerning 'propositional 

attitudes' and 'non-extensional contents'. To solve them, Russeil had to amend 
' , ' I ' I 

' • I I 

}lis original theory between 1905 and 1910. Further, as opposed to what Russell 

had claimed,· hjs theory h(ls not been found indispensable for sciJvirtg the 

puzzles. It js also C1t'guab1e as to how far the theory is in itself q~ceptable; 

because, the theory involv~s certain assumptiops, which are highly 

controversjc:H and or: co~rse ~here Rre alternative solutions to the same puzzles. 

First, Russel~ calls expressions of the form "the so-and-so" and "a so .. and-so" 

_ "descriptions", i.e., they have descriptive function. So, if these expressions 

are used for the purpose of desqibtng, surely they can be used flS pr¢qicates. 

Yet, Russell says that these expressions are neither names nor predicates. 

Secondly, Russell som,etimes :rptxes ll.p the two kinds of descriptions, which is 

very confusing .. II: Is true that a definite description is neither a ruirhe nor a 

j:>i'~dicate anp in SOITIC cases the indefinite description also behaves in this way. 

'$ut it is definHely wrong to assume that "a man" in "Socrates is a ma11" does 
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does not have a predicative fupction. There is a schematic difference between 

the two uses of the same phtase II a man" in "Socrates is a mar( and "I i:p.et a 

, 
man. 

' . I 
Thirdly, Russell has peen inconsistent in his assumptions. On the one hand he 

says that des<:riptltms (lre neither names nor predicates; on the otli.er IiariC:i he 

does assume that a description, eyen a definite description, H~s some 

predicative function and that is why in his analysis a proposition contairnng a 

definite description involves saying that certain things are possessed of certain 

properties in terllli! pf which the meaning of this description was to be 

explained. 

Fourthly, Russell ~o:hfuses descriptive content (meaning) with descl"iptive 

fqnction. He says ~:hat no proposition containing a definite descriptipn can be 

c(ltegorical or subject-predicate in form. Russell argues that an exptesston like 

"th~ author ot Waverley" has a descriptive content or meaning and as such it 

cannot be used to refer to anything, for referring cannot be done by descriptions. 

But actually if 'the author of Waverley' has a referring function, it cannot have a 

descriptive f~Ii.dion qJso; however, it may well have a descriptive cont~nt. 
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Lastly, Russell always tlwught that a statement must be e~ther true or fa~~e. But, 

f~llowing Stt11wson we can say tpat it may well be neither true nor false. Russell 

was working with a bogus trichotomy- true, false and meaningless. Strawson 
' ' 

scores a point over ~pssell here by distinguishing between true or false and 

meaningful or meariingless. According to Strawson, as we have e~rlier 

discussed in detail, 4 sentence could be meaningful or meaningless whereas 

what may be true or f11lse is only a statement. 

Hence, to sum up : 

' (i) StrawSOJ.1 polrtts out thilt Russell views sentences and their logical 

properties top abstracrly and igrtbres their standard conversational uses 

by reC).l people in rea~ life situa~ons. 

(ii) Rusf.!eil misses the fact that sentences containing non-denoting 

descriptions are not regarded as false but they are truth-valueless due to 

presuppositiorlal failure. He alsoignorescontext-bound descriptions. 

(iii) Donnellan distinguished between referential and attributive '1-lses of 

descriptions, which were tgnored by Russell and Strawson respe~tiyely. 

(iv) RusseU' s theo~-y cannot explain all the anaphoric uses of descriptions. 

Sqawson' s theory can be regarded as another paradigm in this fielcl because it 

triecl to chan~e the p~radigtn (Russell's theory) itself. The change was so great it 

can be called a revol4tlon inside philosophical circle but my conclusion is that it 
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iqrgely fails as an qtbick on Ru,ssell's theory. St:rawson criticizes F.U.ssell on 

inainly two points. 

(a) Russell unreasonably qsserts a relation of entailment to hoid between 

statements like "The present King of France is wise"- (S) and statements 

like "One and ¢Ply ope person is at present King of France" - (S'). 

(b) Russell siinilarly asserts that p;:~.rt of what one is saying when one makes 

a statement of the first kind is a statement of the second kirtd. 

According to Strawson both the mistakes on Russell's part are due to his failure 

to see the relation of presp.pposition (not entailment) that holds between Sand 

S'. 

tn my opinion Stn\wson is unclear in his criticism of Russell. Objecting to his 

first criticism it can ~1e ~rgued that there is not only no contradiction irtvoived in 

ptaintaining that stqt~~erts ifke S botq presuppose and entail statements l~e S' 

put also that on this ~ccount the relation of entailment is contained within the 

relation of presupposition. Further, Strawson' s arguments do not show that S 

does not enta~l S' on the standard account of entailment, which does not even 

make sense for truth vaiqeless objects. That Strawson supports the existence of 

truth valueless objec~s is established by the definition of presupposftion given 

by him in his book lritrocf.t-Lction to Logical Theon} : S is said to p:resp.ppose S' if 

~hd only if, a necessary cqpditibn for S having a truth value is that S' h~ true. 
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Since the statement presupposed (S') is false, it follows from this definition that 

Sis neither true nor fal~e.14 

This is the substantial point of difference between Strawson and Russell: Is a 

statement like 'the Kfng of Ftance is wise' either true or false (as F.tissell 

.:ontends) or ItJ it neitl1er true nor false (<:ls Strawson conte11ds)? I think Bt:p;~wson 

is right ~t leqst in th1s iss1..1e and if tp~t is so then we need a new acco~nt of 

logical conhe<:ti:ves ahq relation~ such as entailment. Strawson also attempt::; to 
' ' ' 

:provide such C\:ti. accmi:nt. )3tt.t even then what is important is that it 9-q..:-s not 

follow from ;;my of thifl thqt there is a mistake in Russell's analysis of the 

proposition - 'The present King of France is wise." 

Russell had held that philosophy should consist in criticizing and cla,rifying 

abstract notions. He was a char:n.pion of formalism. I reiterate that fitflt of all it 

would be a smpenc~OH$ task to consi:rtict a formal language for philo~ophy and 

q.lso that the degree of measurement and precision fouhd in physics or 

tpq.thematics fs neither possible nor necessary in philosophy. 1t is h·tie that 

ir).div~dual points oi· argdwents are often seen more clearly when spelt out 

formally. Bp.t whole positions of philosophic works would tend to become less 

and not more manageable if expressed in formal language. So, to go on using 

common speech carefully and refining it as we go along will be better . 

••• 
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