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ABSTRAOT 

In this thesis Russell's theory of descriptions 

is examined with a Tiew to ascertaining its historical 

background, the problems with which it is designed to 

deal, the source of these problems, and to what extent 

its critics' counterclaims are justified. 

Meinong had a referential theory of meaning with 

respect to singular terms which necessitated the hypo

statization of Bo-called "subsistent" entitles. Frega 

avoided this undesirable ontological commitment by dis

tinguishing between the sense and the reference of an 

expression but was forced to sacrifice the law of excluded 

middle. 

Russell was concerned to avoid undesirable onto

logical commitment with respect to statements containing 

singular terms an~ to preserve the law of excluded middle. 

It 1s often thought that Russell was concerned to avoid 

undesirable ontological commitment with respect to state

ments containing singular terms and to explain how such 

terms could nevertheless be meaningful. But if this were 

the problem with which the theory of descriptions is 

designed to deal, then there would be no need for analys

ing statements containing singular terms with a view to 



determining their logical, as opposed to their grammatical, 

form. Rather, a revised referential theory of meaning 

would be indicated. The source of undesirable ontological 

commitment Is the grammatical form of statements contain

ing singular terms and not a referential theory of mean

ing with respect to such terms. 

On Russell's view, a grammatically subject-pred

icate statement of the form "The S is P" is analyzed as 

a conjunction of three statements of the form "(I) There 

is at least one S, (2) There is at most one S, and (3) What

ever is an S is P." If the description "the S" is true of 

nothing, then the first conjunct "There is at least one S" 

is false and so the original statement is false. 

Straws on claims that Russell is mistaken in sup

posing that the existence of the relevant individual is 

asserted by such statements and contends that it is pre

supposed in the sense that its exis tence is a necessary 

condition for the statement in question to have a truth

value at all, and appeals to ordinary usage to establish 

his claim. The plausibility of Strawson's argument derives 

from his use of a particular example in which it is gener

ally known that the relevant individual does not exist. 

But this is not the standard use of statements containing 

singular terms and so it becomes eTident that Russell is 

more nearly right than Strawson. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Malcolm, Wittgenstein regarded Russell's 

widely accepted theory of descriptions as his "most import

ant production."l In this thesis Russell's theory and 

major criticisms of it are examined. Before turning to 

the theory, however, a brief look at its historical back

ground Is In order. 

Meinong, a late nineteenth century German philosopher, 

held a referential theory of meaning accordIng to which 

every meaningful expression which has the function of 

directly referring to something must have a referent; other

wise it would be meaningless. Meinong maintained that the 

meaning of such an expression Is identical with the relation 

between it and its referent; he also assumed that an express

ion occurring In a meaningful statement must itself be 

meaningful and that an expression has the function of 

directly referring to something provided that the statement 

1n which it occurs is "about" its referent. The applic

ation of Meinong's doctrine to singular terms, I.e., 

expressions which purport to refer to exactly one thing, 

INorman Malcolm, LYdwig Wittgenateip: A. Memoir, p.68. 
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occurring in subject-predicate statements, negative exist-

en~1al etaeements, and true identity 8tatement~ will b. 

considered. 

With respect to singular terms occurring in subject

predicate statements, then, Meinong argued in the following 

manner: G'onsider, for example, the statement "The present 

king of France is bald." This is a subject-predicate state

ment which has a8 its subject the singular term "the present 

king of France". This term is meaningful because the 

statement in which it occurs is meaningful and it has the 

function of directly referring to something because the 

obviously correct angwer to the question ~at is this 

statement 'about'?" is that it is "about" what the singular 

term "the present king of France" purports to fefer to. 2 

Consequently, Meinong argued, the singular term "the present 

king of' France" must have a referent and so the present 

king of France must exist. But France at present has no 

king. Meinong's famous reply to this objection runs as 

follows: Although the present king of France may not exist 

in the ordinary sense of that term, he must, nevertheleS8 t 

exist in some sense; the present king of France may be 

said to subsist. 

2~more precise formulation of this question would 
be: -what is the predicate of this statement true or ·false 
on" 



) 

At thi3 poInt, however, certain puzzles arise 

rrom consideration of the statement "The present king of 

France is bald" in the light of Meinong's views. Because 

France at present has no king, this statement is evidently 

false. But if it is false, then it seems to follow that 

the statement "The present king of France has a full head 

of hair" 1s true. However, this statement is evidently 

also false because France at present has no king. (Russell 

remarks that "Hegelians, who love a synthesis, will probably 

conclude that he wears a wig.")) Meinong attempted to 

solve this puzzle by pointing out that the referent of the 

singular term "the present king of France" 1s a subsistent 

entity and that we are, therefore, entitled to predicate 

anything we choose of it. 

A similar puzzle which arises on Meinong's view 

is the following: A consequence of the law of the excluded 

middle is that the disjunction of two contradictory state

ments is true. The statements "The present king of France 

is bald" and "The present king of France is not bald" are 

contradictory statements, and so, by the above consequence 

of the law of the excluded middle, their disjunction, 

"Either the present king of France is bald or he is not 

)Bertrand Russell, "On Denoting·, reprinted in 
Herbert Feigl and Wilfrid Sellars, .ds., H,.alB1a 1n 
Philosophic,l Anallaia, p.104. 
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bald", is true. Yet, because there is at present no king 

of France, each disjunct 1s evidently false and so the 

disjunction in question must be false. Consequently, the 

law of excluded middle must be false. Melnong, however, 

did not deny its truth but claimed, rather, that it did not 

apply to subject-predicate statements "about" a subsistent 

entity like the present king of France. Indeed, Meinong 

claimed, one may legitimately say of subsistent entities 

that they have and have not any property whatsoever. 4 

Another puzzle for Meinong and one which he attempted 

to solve by hypostatizing subsistent entities, arises with 

respect to singular terms occurring in negative existential 

statements. &bnsider, for example, the statement "The 

golden mountain does not exist." This is a negative 

existential statement 1n which occurs the singular term 

"the golden mountain". This term is meaningful because 

the statement in which it occurs is meaningful, and it has 

the function of directly referring to something because 

the obviously correct answer to the question "What is 

this statement 'about'?" is that it is "about" what the 

singular term "the golden mountain" purports to refer to. 5 

Cbnsequently, Meinong argued, the singular term "the 

p.229. 
4cf• John Passmore, A Hundred Years of PhilosophY, 

5A more precise formulation of this question would 
be: ~t does this statement deny the existence of?" 
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golden mountain" must have a referent and so the golden 

mountain must exiat. However, since the statement 1n 

question is evidently true, there must both be and not be 

a golden mountain. As indicated above, Meinong attempted 

to solve this puzzle by claiming that although the golden 

mountain does not exist, it nevertheless subsists. 

Another awkward puzzle for Melnong arises with 

respect to singular terms occurring in true identity 

statements. Cbnslder, for example, the statement "The 

morning star 1s identical with the evening star."! This is 

a true identity statement 1n which occur the singular 

terms "the morning star" and "the evening star". These 

terms are meaningful, Melnong would have argued, because 

the statement in which they occur is meaningful and they 

have the function of directly referring to something 

because the obviously correct answer to the question "What 

is this statement '.bout'?" is that it is "about" what the 

singular terms "the morning star" and "evening star" 

purport to refer to. 6 Consequently, Meinong would have 

argued, the singular terms "the morning star"l and "the 

evening star" must have the same referents. Since the 

identity statement in question is true, each of these 

singular terms must have the same referent. But, on 

6A more precise formulation of this question 
would be' -what does this statement assert the relation 
of identity to hold between?W 
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Meinongts view, if two meaningful expressions which have 

the function of directly referring to something have the 

same referent, then they must have the same meaning. This 

is the case because the meaning of a meaningful expression 

which has the function of directly referring to something 

is identical with the relation between it and its referent. 

Consequently, the true identity statement "The morning 

star i. identical with the evening star"must be trivially 

true. However, it is not. Meinong would probably haye 

claimed that the relations between the singular terms 

"the morning star" and "the evening star" to their refer

ent are different and, therefore, so are their meanings. 

Consequently, the true identity statement is not trivially 

true. This explanation is, to say the least, implausible. 

In addition to claiming that such things as the 

present king of France subsist, Meinong claimed that 

there are some things, such as the round square, which 

neither exist nor subsist but which lie "outside of being". 

The present king of France, the golden mountain, the 

morning and evening stars, and the round square are all 

objects, according to Meinong, and it is our "prejudice 

in favour of the actua1,"7 he suggested, which wrongly leads 

7Alexis Meinong, "Theory of Objects", translated 
in R.M. Chisholm, ed., Realism and ybe Background of 
Phenomenology, p.78. 
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us to suppose that objects must be actual. 

It was against Meinong'e viewe that Russell's 

"robust sense of real1ty n8 revolted. There must, he thought, 

be a way of eliminating Meinong's queer entitles like the 

present king of France, and of interpreting singular terms 

like "the present king of France" so that they refer to 

no entity whatsoever. This 1s what Russell sought 1n what 

he came to call "The theory of descriptions". 

Frege, another late nineteenth century German 

philosopher, attempted to find a way to eliminate the 

undesirable ontblogical commitment which emerged from 

Meinong's referential theory of meaning and although 

Russell found it unacceptable, it is worth examining 

briefly. 

With respect to singular terms, Frege distinguished 

two modes of meaning, sense and reference, in the follow

ing manner: 9 Consider the singular terms "the morning 

star" and "the evening star". Although both these sing

ular terms have the same reference, i.e., they both refer 

to the same object, it was nevertheless an important dis

covery that the morning star 1s identical with the even

ing star. To reconcile these facts, Frega argued, it must 

8Bertrand Russell, "Descriptions" reprinted in 
Robert R. Ammermann, ed., Classics of Anaiytic Philosophy, p.17. 

9Gottlob Ftege, "On Sense and Nominatum", translated 
in Herbert Feigl and Wilfrid Sellars, eds., Readings in 
Philosophical Analysis, pp. 85-102. 



be recognized that the two expressions in question differ 

in sense. Thus, the problem which arises with respect to 

singular terms occurring in a true identity statement on 

Meinong's referential theory of meaning is easily solved. 

The true identity statement "The morning star is identical 

with the evening star" is true because the singular terms 

"the morning star" and "the evening star" have the same 

reference and is not trivially true because they differ in 

sense. (Some singular terms may differ in reference in 

different contexts although their sense remains unchangedj 

the expressions "I" and "now" are examples of such singular 

terms.) Indeed, Frege argued, unless the distinction 

between sense and reference is drawn it would be impossible 

to explain how two expressions which differ in meaning can 

be used to refer to the same object. It should be noted 

that, for Frege, a meaningful singular term must have a 

sense but it need not have a reference. 

Similarly, Frege argued, it is necessary to dis

tinguish between the sense and reference of declarative 

sentences. A meaningful declarative sentenc'e must have 

a sense but need not have a reference. Frege made this 

distinction in the following manner: Consider, for example, 

the two declarative sentences "The morning star is a body 

illuminated by the sun" and "The evening star is a body 

illuminated by the sun." These sentences have a different 



sense, Frega argued, because presumably someone who did 

not know that the morning star 1s identical with the 

evening star could believe that the former sentence Is 

true and the latter sentence is false (or vice versa). 
, 

Yet the reference of the two sentences 1s obviously the 

9 

same. But what is the reference of a declarative sentence? 

If declarative sentences were used only 1n works of art, 

then their reference would be unimportant. For example, 

the sentence "Odysseus set ashore at Ithaca" obviously 

has a sense since it is meaningful but it does not matter 

whether or not its singular subject term "Odysseus" and 

hence the sentence in which it occurs has a reference. 

But if we were interested in the truth of falsity of this 

sentence, then in order for it to be true or false it 

would have to have a reference. An , important consequence 

of Frege's view is that if a singular term occurs in a 

meaningful declarative sentence, then the sentence in 

question has no reference and consequently it 1s neither 

true nor false, i.e., to use Frege's term, it has no 

truth-value. By the expression "truth-value of a sentence" 

Frege meant "the circumstance of its being true or false".IO 

Frege claimed that the reference or a declarative sentence, 

if it has one, is either "the true or the false".ll It 

10 
~., p.91. 

11 LoC, cit. 
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follows that all true declarative sentences have the same 

re~erenee and eo do .11 falee onee. 

We are now in a position to see how Frege would 

solve the puzzles generated by Meinong'. referential 

theory of meaning. As indicated above, Frega used his 

distinction between the sense and reference of a singular 

term to Bolve the problem involving singular terms occurring 

in a true identity statement; similarly, he would presumably 

use his distinction between the sense and reference of a 

declarative sentence to solve the puzzles involving sing

ular terms occurring in subject-predicate statements and 

negative existential statements. 

With respect to singular terms which occur in 

negative existential statements Frege should presumably 

argue in the following manner: Consider the negative 

existential statement "The golden mountain does not exist." 

Since this statement is meaningful it has a sense. But 

since it 1e evidently true it must also have a reference 

because, on Frega's view, if a Singular term occurring 

in a declarative sentence has no reference. then the 

sentence in which it occurs has no reference. It 

follows that if a statement in which occurs a singular 

term has a reference, then the singular term occurring in 

it must also haTe a reference. Consequently, the singular 

term "the golden aountain" must haTe a reference. But the 
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point of a negative existential statement In which occurs 

a e1ngu1a~ term 1s to deny that the singular term 1n 

question has a referent. Frege claimed, in effect, that 

negative existential statements are a special kind of 

declarative sentence which does just that. 

With respect to singular terms occurring in 

subject-predicate statements, Frege would have reasoned 

as follows: Consider the subject-predicate statement "The 

present king of France is bald." Since this statement is 

meaningful, it has a sense. But since France at present 

has no king, neither the singular term "the present king 

of France" nor the statement in which it occurs has a 

reference. Consequently, Frega claimed, there is no need 

to hypostatize a subsistent entity and so no undesirable 

ontological commitment emerges. However, on this view 

although all statements are declarative sentences, some 

declarative sentences are not statements. 

At this point other puzzles arise: The statement 

"The present king of France is bald" is apparently false 

because there is no present king of France. But if it is 

false, then it seems to follow that the statement "The 

present king of France has a full head of hair"is true. 

However, this statement is apparently also false because 

there is no present king of France. Frege would have 

claimed that because France at present has no king neither 



statement has a reference and so neither statement Is 

either true or false. The declarative sentence "The 

present king of France 1s bald" is, therefore, not a 

statement at all. 

A similar puzzle which arises is the following: 

12 

Given the truth of the law of the excluded middle, it 

seems to follow that the disjunction of the two contra

dictory statements "The present king of France Is bald" 

and "The present king of France is not bald- 1s true. 

However, on Frega's view, their disjunction "Either the 

present king of France is bald or he is not bald," is not 

true because neither of the disjuncts is true. Indeed, 

Frega would have claimed, neither disjunct is a state

ment and the law of the excluded middle does not apply 

to declarative sentences which are not statements. 

Russell J however, did not accept Frege' s . claim 

that some declarative sentences are not statements and 

objected that Frege's Tiew is "plainly artificial and does 

not give an exact analysis of the matter."12 

12Bertrand Russell, "On Denoting", "o""P ...... -,c ... io><t., p .108. 



CHAPTER II 

EXPOSITION 

As Moore has carefully pointed out,l Russell has 

used the phrase "theory of descriptions" in two different, 

technical ways. In his earlier writings on this topic he 

used it to refer to his theories of indefinite and definite 

descriptions; but he used it to refer only to his theory 

of definite descriptions in his later writings. Analog

ously, in his earlier writings he used the term "descript

ion" to refer to indefinite and definite des criptions; but 

he used it to refer only to definite descriptions in his 

later ones. The treatment of Russell's theory of des

criptions in this thesis is confined to his theory of 

definite descriptions. The phrase "theory of descriptions" 

is used to refer to it and the term "description" is used 

to refer to definite descriptions. 

Russell claims that his theory of descriptions 

"clears up two millennia of muddle-headedn~ssabout texist-

ence t ••• 0
2 and confesses that until he hit upon the theory 

IG. E. Moore, "Russell's 'Theory of Descriptions'", 
in P. A. Schi1pp, ed., The Philosophy of Bertrand Russell, 
p. 175f. 

~Bertr8nd Russell, History of Western Philosophy, p . 785. 
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of descriptions Meinong's views with respect to the nec

essity of hypostatizing subsistent entities seemed to him 

convincing.) Immediately prior to formulating his theory 

of descriptions he wrote: 

Whatever may be an object of thought or may occur 
in any true or false proposition, or can be counted 
as one, I call a term •.•• I shall use as synon
ymous with it the words unt t .t individual, entity. 
The first two emphasize the fact that every term 
is one, while the third is derived from the fact 
that every term has being, 1.e., 1s in some sense. 
A man, a moment, a number, a class, a relation, 
a chimaera, or anything e~se that can be mentioned 
is sure to be a term •••• 

The view expressed by Russell here, which is, of course, 

very similar to that of Meinong, has the unfortu~ate con

sequence that negative existential statements are self-

contradictory at least, so Russell thought. Consider, 

for example, the statement "The round square does not exist." 

This statement is obviously meaningful and true. But, 

Russell remarks, "we cannot regard it as denying the exist

ence of a certain object called 'the round square'. For 

if' there were such an object, it wou·ld exist: we cannot 

f'lrst assume that there 1s a certain object and then pro

ceed to deny that there is such an Object. n5 We have 

Russell's word for it that the theory of descriptions is 

JBertrand Russell, My Philosophical Development, p.84. 

4Bertrand Russell, The Principles of Mathematics, p.43 

5A• N. Whitehead and Bertrand Russell, Principia 
Mathematica, p.66. 



designed to meet this and related difficulties. 6 The 

problem, then, to which the theory of descriptions 1s sup

posed to provide a solution, is to find a way of analyzing 

statements containing singular terms so that it is clear 

that no undesirable ontological commitment emerges. 

In part, the theory of descriptions consists in 

claiming a sharp distinction between two kinds of singular 

terms or referring expressions -- names and descriptions 

-- the point being to show that Whereas a referential 

theory of meaning may hold for the former it need not 

hold for the latter.? A name, for RUBsell, 1s ha simple 

symbol, directly designating an individual which is its 

meaning, and having this meaning in its own right, indep

endently of the meanings of all other words."S For the 

time being, let us take the singular term or referring 

expression "Scott" as an example of a name . It is, accord

ing to Russell, a simple or unresolvable symbol which 

directly designates Scott, which has Scott as its meaning, 

and which has this meaning in isolation or in its own 

right or independently of the meanings of all other words. 

It is important to notice that Russell uses the word 

"meaning" in a similar way to Frege's use of the word 

7Cf• Morris Weitz, "The Unity of Russell's Phil
osophr", in P. A. Schilpp, ed., Op. cit., p.94. 

8Bertrand Russell, "Descriptions", in Robert R. 
Ammerman, ed., Op. cit., p.20. 



"reference"; meaning for Russell is denotation. A des 

cription, for Russell, is a phrase o~ the form "the 80-

and-so" "which con s i s ts of several words, whose meanings 

are already fixed, and from which results whatever is to 

be taken as the 'meaning' of the description."9 That is 

to say, a description is a complex or resolvable symbol 

which does not designate an individual directly the way 

16 

a name does, but rather may do so indirectly by "zeroing 

in", s o to speak on some one entity to which they purport 

to refer. For this reason, Russell calls descriptions 

"incomplete symbols", i.e., symbols which are not meaning

ful in their own right or symbols whi ch need not denote 

entities. Let us take "the author of Waverley" as an 

example of a description. It is a complex or resolvable 

symbol which does not directly designate the author of 

Waverley and which, so Russell claims, has no meaning 

in isolation in the sense e~lained above; descriptions are 

"incomplete symbols" because "their ~ are defined but 

they themselves are not assumed to mean [i.e., denote3 

anything at all";lO they possess a definable use in state-

menta but need not denote entities. On Russell's earlier 

view, both names and descriptions were what he called 

"terms"; but on his present view, whereas names may be 

9Loc • cit. 

lOA. N. Whitehead and Bertrand RUBsell, Opt cit., p.7l. 
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"termaU, descriptions are not. Russell's claim that 

descriptions do not have meaning in isolatton but only in 

a context with other symbols is at first sight very puzzl

ing. But what this claim simply means is that descriptions 

need not denote entities in order to be meaningful. They 

must not be regarded as simple symbols like names which 

must denote entities in order to be meaningful. 

The difficulties associated with Russell's view of 

names may be ignored here since they are not strictly 

relevant to the theory of descriptions. What is important 

to realise, according to Russell, is that whereas names 

are "clMlplete symbols", descriptions are "incomplete 

symbols": 

'The author of Waverley' does not stand simply for 
Scott, nor for anything else. If it stood for 
Scott, tScott is the author of Waverley' would be 
the same proposition as 'Scott is Scott' which it 
is not, since George IV wished to know the truth of 
the one and not the truth of the other. If 'The 
author of Waverley' stood for anything other than 
Scott, 'Scott is the author of Waverley1would be 
false, which it is not. Hence, you have to conclude 
that 'the author of Waverley' does not, in isolation, 
really stand for anything at all; and that is the 
characteristic of incomplete symbols. ll 

This argument, which purports to establish the necessity 

for distinguishing between names and descriptions is not 

very convincing: Presumably, Russell would argue that 

if "the author of Waverley" meant Scott, then "Scott is 

llBertrand Russell, "The Philosophy of Logical 
Atomism~ reprinted in Robert Charles Marsh, ed., Logic 
and Knowledge, p.253f. 
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the author of Waverley" would be a tautology asserting no 

more than "Scott 1s Scott." But since it 18 eV1d.ent.ly not 

a tautology, "the author of Waverley" does not mean (denote) 

Scott. At least it need not. But if "the author of 

Waverley" meant anything other than Scott, "Scott is the 

author of Waverley" would be false. But since it is evid

ently not false t Russell concludes that "the author of 

Waverley" means nothing. That 1s to say. "the author of 

Waverley", unlike the name "Scott" need not denote any

thing in order to be meaningful. The point of the argu

ment is, of course, simply to establish that descriptions 

are not names. Descriptions are "incomplete symbols" and 

the theory of descriptions may be regarded as the resol

ution of such symbols. 

Russell indicates the problem which his theory of 

descriptions is designed to deal with in the following 

way: 

Everyone agrees that nThe golden mountain does not 
exist" is a true proposition. But it has, appar
ently, a subject, "the golden mountain ll , and if 
this subject did not designate some object, the 
proposi tion would seem to be meaningless. l<1ein
ong inferred that there is a golden mountain, 
which is golden and a mountain, but does not exist. 
He even thought that the golden mountain is exist
ent but does not exist. This did not satisfy me 
and the desire to avoid Meinongts unduly populous 
realm of being led me to the theory of descriptions. 
What was of importance in this theory was the dis
covery that, in analysing a significant sentence, 
one must not assume that each separate word or 
phrase has significance on its own account. "The 
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golden mountain" can be part of a significant 12 
sentence, but it is not significant in isolation." 

Now it would appear from this passage that the problem 

with which Russell attempts to deal in his theory of 

descriptions 1s that of eliminating undesirable ontolog

ical commitment with respect to st~tements containing des

criptions, while at the same time showing how they can 

remain significant or meaningful. That is to say, it 

would seem that statements containing descriptions must 

be analyzed in such a way tha~ it would be evident that 

their meaning is not contingent on there being an entity 

answering to the description in question. But is this the 

problem with which the theory of descriptions is designed 

to deal? If so, the problem could be easily solved along 

the lines suggested by Frega. But Russell did not accept 

Frege's solution -- not because it did not eliminate un

desirable ontological commitment but because it necess-

ita ted truth-value gaps. The problem with which Russell 

attempts to deal in his theory of descriptions is that of 

eliminating undesirable ontological commitment with res

pect to statements containing descriptions while at the 

same time preserving their truth-value. On the assumption 

that a referential theory of meaning is true with respect 

to names,. the distinction between names and descriptions 

P. A. 
12 Bertrand Russell, WMy Mental Development" in 

Schilpp, ed., Op. cit., p.l)f. 
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is important with 8 view to eliminating undesirable onto

logical commitment with respect to etat~menta oonta i ning 

referring expressions (names and descriptions). Names 

must have a referent in order to be meaningful on Russell's 

view, but it 1s evident thq~ n~scrlptions do not. A mean

ingful name must have a referent because its meaning ~ 

its referent. (Whether the "is" is to be construed as 

"is identical ~thn or "1s identical with the relation 

between" need not concern us here; in either case a name 

must have a referent in order to be meaningful.) The 

source of one aspect of the problem with which Russell's 

theory of descriptions attempts to deal is that statements 

containing descriptions and statements containing names 

are of the grammatical form and so it is not immediately 

clear why statements containing descriptions have to be 

treated differently from statements containing names. 

If a referential theory of meaning is true of names why is 

it not true of descriptions? But it is clear that they 

cannot be treated in the same fashion primarily because 

undesirable ontologica l commitment emerges when they are. 

The theory of des criptions is, in part, Russell's attempt 

to deal with the question of how statements containing 

descriptions are to be handled in order to bring out 

clearly the fact that whereas names may require a refer

ent in order to be meaningful descriptions do not. His 

way of establishing this is, of course, to show that 
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whereas statements containing descriptions and statements 

containing names are of the same grammatical form they 

are not of the same logical form. Whereas a referential 

theory of meaning is true of some singular terms or refer-

ring expressions -- names 

descriptions. 

it i ~ n ~t true of others --

Initially, it seems plausible to assume that in 

the case of "The author of Waverley is Scotch" the pred

icate "is Scotch" is true or false of some entity -- in 

this case, the author of Waverley. But in the case of 

"The present king of France is bald" this sort of view 

obviously will not do, and Russell, when he came to realize 

this fact, saw that these two statements, which are of the 

same form -- they are both grammatically subject-predicate 

statements containing descriptions -- must admit of the 

same sort of explication. But what of the statement "Scott 

1s Scotch" which also seems to be of the same form -- a 

grammatically subject-predicate statement containing a 

name instead of a description. Russell maintained that 

whereas "The author of Waverley is Scotch" and "Scott is 

Scotch" are of the same grammatical form they are not of 

the same logical form. That is to say, they must be 

analyzed differently in order to remove the possibility 

of undesirable ontological commitment. Statements 

containing descriptions must be analyzed differently from 

statements containing names. The statements "The author 
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of Waverley 1s Scotch" and "The present king of France is 

bald" are of the same form both gra~atleally and logic

al~y. And the statement "Scott is Scotch" is grammatically 

and logically of subject-predicate form but the statements 

"The author' Qf Waverley is Scotch" and "The present king 

of France is bald" are not. But what is their logical 

form? The answer to this question reveals the core of 

the theory of descriptions. 

According to Russell, the logical form of state

ments containing descriptIons can best be ascertained by 

seeing what circumstances would render them false. l ) For 

example, "The author of Waverley is Scotch n would be a 

false statement if (1) Waverley had never been written, 

(2) several people had written Waverley, or (3) whoever 

wrote Waverley was not Scotch. To ascertain the logical 

from of "The author of Waverley 1s Scotch", then, these 

three conditions, each of which would render it false, are 

denied: (1) At least one person wrote Waverley, (2) at 

most one person wrote Waverley, and (J) whoever wrote 

Waverley is Scotch. Thus, "The author of Waverley 1s 

Scotch" is analyzed into a conjunction of three statements 

which is equivalent to it: "(1) At least one person wrote 

Waverley, (2) at most one person wrote Waverley, and 

(3) whoever wrote Waverley is Scotch. (If this procedure 

13Bertrand Russell, "Descriptions" in Robert R • 
. Ammerman, ed., Qp, c11; •• p.21. 
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is applied to the statement "Scott is Scotch" it is found 

that it ~8 taiBa just 1n the caee Scott 1e not Scotch, and 

so it must simply assert that Scott is Scotch; if Scott 

dId not exist, then, on Russell's view, "Scott is Scotch" 

would not be false but meaningless.) Similarly, the 

statement "The present king of France is bald" is analyzed 

into the conjunction of three statements which is equiv

alent to it: "(1) There is at least one present king of 

France, (2) there 1s at most one present king of France, 

and (3) whoever is a present king of France is bald." 

It should be noted that if anyone of the three conj~ncts 

in the explication of a grammatically subject-predicate 

statement containing a description is false, then the 

statement in question must also be false. For example, if 

two people had written Waverley "The author of Waverley 

is Scotch" would be false, or if France at present had 

no king, "The present king of France is bald" would be 

false. This, then, provides the pattern according to which 

statements containing descriptions are to be analyzed. The 

descriptions, which Russell called "incomplete symbols", 

i,e., symbols which can only 'be defined in context, do 

not appear in the explication and so there is no longer 

any reason to think they must have referents in order to 

be meaningful. 

We are now in a position to see how Russell's 

theory of descriptions purports to solie the problems 

, . 



which are often held to be generated by an inadequate 

referential theory of meaning such as that of Meinong. 
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It will be ~membered that Meinong assumed that the mean

ing of a singular term is identical with the relation 

between it and its referent; Russell maintains that where

as this doctrine, or one very similar to it, 1s true of 

names (with an important qualification to be noted below) 

it is not true of descriptions. Melnong also maintained 

that any singular term which has the function of referring 

to something (in virtue of the fact that the statement in 

which it occurs) must have a referent. Russell makes the 

counter-claim that a description, which is one kind of 

singular term need not have a referent (even though the 

statement in which it occurs appears to be "about II an 

entity answering to the description.) The application 

of Russell's doctrine with respect to grammatically subject

predicate statements containing descriptions, negative 

existential statements containing descriptions and true 

identity statements containing descriptions will now be 

considered. , 

Russell's view as regards descriptions occurring 

in grammatically subject-predicate statements has already 

been considered. The statement nThe present king of 

France is bald" becomes upon analysis, "(1) There is at 

least one present king of France, (2) there is at most 

one present king of France, and (3) whoever is a present 
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king of France is bald." Since the first conjunct is 

false there Is no need to hypostatize a subsistent entity, 

in order to explain how "The present king of France is 

bald" is meaningful even though there is no entity answer

ing to the description involved; nor Is there any reason 

to suppose that the statement "The present king of France 

has a full head of hair" is true in virtue of the fact 

that the statement "The present king of France is bald" 

is evidently false; it is also false because France at 

present at present has no king. Russell also claims, by 

implication, that Frega's view that the statement "The 

present king of France is bald" has no truth-value in 

virtue of the fact that there is no entity answering to 

the description "the present king of France" is also mis

taken. Nor, given Russell's view, is there any reason to 

suppose that the law of the excluded middle need ~ viol

ated. Both the statement "The present king of France is 

bald" and the statement "The present king of France is not 

bald" may be false on Russell's view but not because the 

law of the excluded middle has been violated but because, 

so Russell claims, the statement "The present king of 

France is not bald" is ambiguous. (Hence the phrase "may 

be false".) To explain: Russell claims that descriptions 

have either primary or secondary occurrences. When the 

statement which results from substituting a description for 

x 1n an open sentence +x, the description has a primary 
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occurrence in that statement. For example, the description 

"the present king of Frartoe" has a primary occurrence in 

the statement "The present king of France is bald" because 

the substitution of the description "the present king of 

France" for x in the open sentence "x is bald" produces 

that statement. Russell claims that all statements con

taining primary occurrences of descriptions which describe 

n~thlng or are true of no entity are false. But when the 

statement which results from substituting a description 

for x in an open sentence tx yields only part of the 

statement involved, the description has a secondary occur

rence. Statements containing secondary occurrences of 

descriptions which describe nothing may be true or false. 

For example, the description "the present king of France" 

has a secondary occurrence in the statement "It is not the 

case that the present king of France is bald" because the 

substitution of the description "the present king of France" 

for x in the open sentence "x is bald" yields only part 

of that statement -- in this case a true one. Now if the 

statement "The present king of France is not bald" is 

construed as containing a primary occurrence of the des

cription "the present king of France", then it would be 

analyzed as "(1) There is at least one king of France, 

(2) there is at most one present king of France, and 

whoever is a present king of France is not bald" in which 

the statement in question is false. But if it is construed 



as containing a secondary occurrence of the description 

in question it would be analyzed as "It is not the case 

that (1) there is at least one present king of France, 
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(2) there is at most one present king of France, and ()) who

ever 1s a present king of France is bald" in which case the 

statement in question is true. In either case, the law 

of the excluded middle is not violated. Aside from the 

fact that the statement "The present king of France is not 

bald" does not seem to be ambiguous in the way Russell 

claims it is, 1.e., it would most likely be interpreted as 

containing a primary occurrence of the description "the 

present king of France", and that Russell's criteria for 

differentiating primary and secondary occurrences of des

criptions are, to say the least, unsatisfactory, this sort 

of gambit does nbviate the necessity of denying, as Frege 

did, that statements containing descriptions which are true 

of nothing have no truth-value at all. Russell remarks 

that "confusion of primary and secondary occurrencee of 

descriptions is a ready source of fallacies where descript

ions are concerned. nl4 

With respect to descriptions occurring in negative 

existential statements, Russell argues as follows: Consider, 

for example the statement "The golden mountain does not 

exist". On Russell's view this is analyzed straight-

14 
~., p.2). 



forwardly as "It is not the case that (1) there is at 

least one golden mountain and (2) there is at most one 

golden mountain." It is clear that there 1s no need to 

hypostatize a golden mountain, as Meinong thought, nor a 

need to make negative existential statements a special 

case, as Frega thought. 

And with respect to true identity statements, 

Russell's analysis does not necessitate their being 

trivially true. Consider, for example, the statement 
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"The morning star is identical with the evening star." 

This statement is analyzed straightforwardly as "(1) There 

is at leatt one morning star, (2) there is at most one 

morning star, (3) there is at least one evening star, 

(4) there is at most one evening star, and (5) a morning 

star is identical with an evening star." It should be 

noted that a description which is true of or describes 

nothing occurring in an identity statement renders that 

statement false: "The present king of France 1s the pres

ent king of France" is false because France, at present, 

has no king. So much then for Russell's treatment of the 

puzzles which are usually regarded as being generated by 

an inadequate theory of reference. 

Now it is often claimed that an inadequate theory 

of reference as regards singular terms or referring expres

sions is responsible for the problems with which Russell's 

theory of descriptions attempts to deal. But is it? It 
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is no doubt true that Russell wanted to eliminate the 

undesirable ontological commitment which emerged from 

Meinong's doctrine; but why did he not simply point out 

that whereas Meinong~s referential theory of meaning may 

be true of names, it is not true of descriptions? It 

would seem that if a referential theory of meaning were 

solely responsible for the problems with which the theory 

of descriptions attempts to deal, these problems could be 

easily resolved by simply giving up such a theory or revis

ing it in an appropriate fashion. But would such a move 

solve the problem of undesirable ontological commitment? 

It seems that it will not, because, at least with respecll 

to grammatically subject-predicate statements, statements 

containing descriptions appear to take for granted the 

existence of an entity answering to the description in 

question. IS (Whether the phrase "take for granted" here 

is to be interpreted as "assert ll , as Russell claims, or 

as "presuppose", as his critics claim, will be discussed 

in detail in Chapter III.) It seems to be the form of 

statements containing descriptions rather than a refer

ential theory of meaning with respect to singular terms 

or referring expressions which is responsible for the 

problems with which the theory of descriptions is designed 

151 am indebted to my advisor, Mr. W. H. Nielsen, 
for this insight. 
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to deal and this is in no way compatible with the claim' that 

the theory of descriptions is also designed to deal with 

any undesirable ontological commitment generated by a 

referential theory of meaning. That is to saYt the theory 

of descriptions is designed to eliminate undesirable onto

logical commitment -- whatever its source. It is now 

clear why Russell , in formulating his theory of descriptions 

did not simply repudiate a referential theory of meaning 

like that of Meinong and why he felt it was necessary to 

reveal the logical form of statements containing descript

ions -- that is, to show how statements containing des

criptions have a misleading grammatical form. 

It may be objected that, given Russell's view of 

names, similar problems arise with respect to them: Is 

the statement "Homer wrote the Iliad" meaningless if 

Homer did not exist? Is the statement "Homer did not 

exis~self-contradictory? Is the statement "Cicero is 

identical with Tully' trivially true? Russell would 

answer in the negative to each of these questions. But 

could fie do so consistently? After all, names are supposed 

to have referents if they are meaningful because the mean

ing of a name, on Russell's view, is either identical with 

its referent or with the relation between it and its refer

entj 1n either case a name must have a bearer in order for 

it to be meaningful. Russell's reply is that a distinction 

must be drawn between grammatically proper names and 
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and logically proper names; he claims that his doctrine of 

names applies only to the latter and that the former are 

really abbreviated descriptions which admit of the same 

sort of treatment. To illustrate; the statement !IHomer 

wrote the IliadUmight become, upon analysis, "The person 

named "Homer" wrote the Iliad". The statements "Homer 

did not exist" and "Cicero is identical with Tully" might 

become, upon analysis, "The person named tHorner' did not 

exist" an"d "The person named 'Cicero' 1s identical with 

" the person named 'Tully' respectively. The introduction 

of special ad hoc predicates in order to effect the trans

lation of grammatically proper names into descriptions is 

a device employed by Quine, who argues that all singular 

terms, including logically proper names (in Russellts 

sense) can, in principle be eliminated. l6 Nevertheless, 

he admits that in practice there is little need to do so. 

In any event, Russell's view of names does not strictly 

figure in his theory of descriptions and so will not be 

considered in detail. 

Russell's theory of descriptions has been outlined 

here with a view to understanding what it is, what problems 

it is designed and purports to solve, what the source of 

these problems is, and what advantages it has over prior 

16willard Van Orman Quine, Methods of Logic, 
p.220ff'. 
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views in the same area. It 1s now time to examine the 

major criticisms which have been raised against the theory 

of descriptions with a view to evaluating it. This will 

be done in the following chapter. 



CHAPTER III 

CRITICISM 

The major critic of Russell's theory of descript

ions is P. F. Strawson; his objections to Russell's theory 

appeared in 19501 and will now be examined in detail. 

Straws on remarks that Rusae.ll's theory of descriptions 

"is still widely accepted among logicians as giving a 

corr.ect account of the use of such expressions in ordin-
2 

ary language." His intention is to show that this theory . 
embodies some "fundamental mistakes". 

Strawson agrees that one of the questions the 

theory of descriptions is designed to answer is the ques

tion of how a sentence such as "The present king of France 

is wisen can be meaningful when " there is no entity answer

ing to the description "the present king of France". 

Straws on also agrees that Russell wanted to avoid the 

postulation of "queer" entities like the present king of 

France. But he denies that the model translation of the 

statement liThe- present king of France is wise" provided by 

Russel_l "is a correct model for all (or for any) singular 

Flew, 
lp. F. Strawson, "On Referring", reprinted in Ant2ny 

ed., Essays in Conceptual Analysis. 

2Il2!!l., p. 22. 

., 
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sentences beginning with a phrase of the form 'the 50-

and_so l oo
nS Russell's analysis of the statement "The pres

ent king of France is wise"wQuld, of course, be "(1) There 

is at least one present king of Fr~nce, (2) there is at 

most one present king of France, and (3) 'whoever is a 

present king of France is wise." Straws on remarks that , 

"it does seem pretty clear, and I have no wish to dispute, 

that the sentences (1)-(3) above do describe circumstances 

which are at least necessary conditions for anyone making 

a true assertion by uttering 

· kin~ of France is wise" .,,4 

the sentence ••• "The present 

Nevertheless, he immediately 

denies that Russell has even "given an account which, 

though incomplete, is correct as far it goes. ,,5 Consequently-,' 

this penultimate remark should not be construed as a con

cession to Russell. But why? Simply because, on Strawson's 

view, whenever one utters the sentence "The present king 

of France is wise n he is never asserting that there is 

exactly one present king of France, but rather , at least in 

some cases, presupposing that there is exactly one present 

king o'f France. But this needs elaboration. 

The introduction of Strawson' s distinction betwe.en 

asserting and presupposing is facilitated by expounding 

two other sets of related distinctions: ·These distinctions 

3:il!i!!.., p.26. ~oc. cit. ., 

5Lo£. cit. 

., 
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are between a sentence, a use of a sentence,and an utter

.ance of a sentence and, correspondingly, between an 

expression, ~se of an exprepsion, and an utterance of an 

expression. To·illustrate: "The present king of France· 

is wise" and "the present king of France" are examples of 

a sentence and an expressioo·respectively. The sentence 

"The present king of France is wise" and the e~ression 

"the present king of France", when used either by diff'erent 
\ 

people or at dif'f'erent times, or both, are examples 'of 

utterances of' sentences and utterances of' expressions 

respectively. The sentence "The king of France is wise" 

may have dif'ferent uses: It.may be used to make a state

ment but it need not be so used. The exPression "the 

present king of France" may also have different uses: If 

it were uttered in 1666 it would likely be used to ref'er 

to LQuis XIV, and it it were uttered in 1766 it would 

likely be used to refer to Louis XV. Two different 

utterances of a sentence may" of course, have the same 

use. Now the point of these distinctions is this: "The 

question of whether a sentence or expression is significant 

or not has nothing to do with the qqestion of whether the 

sentence, uttered on a particular occasion, is, on that. 

occasion, being used to make a true-or-f'alse assertion or 

not, or of whether the expression is, on that occasion, . 



being used to refer to or mention anything at a11. u6 

Strawson then goes on to accuse Russell of thinking he 

was talking about sentences and expressions when he was, 
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in fact, talking about the uses of sentences and express

ions. Consequently, so Strawson claims, Russ,ell "con

fused expressions with their use in a particular context; 

and so confused meaning .•. with referring. n 7 Strawson f 5 

point is evidently to establish that the view that sentences 

containing descriptions whic~ describe nothing are either 

meaningless or not Bubject-predicate sentences; this is, 

of ~ourse, the view he attributes to Russell. But it 

1s by no means clear that Russell makes this claim; he 

is just as concerned with. explicating negative existential 

statements and true identity statements containing des

criptions as he is with explicating gnammatically subject

predicate statements containing descriptions which des-

cribe nothing and he offers the same sort of analysis 

for each kind of statement. ~fuat Russell is concerned to 

establish is that although a referential theory of meaning 

may be true of names it is not true o£ descriptions and 

that the truth-value of statemen~s containing descriptions 

may be preserved even in the case where a description 

describes nothing. He attempted to establish this claim 

6 Jili., p.31. ' . 

7Loc • cit. 
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by analyzing statements containing descriptions in a way 

which makes this clear. As it happens, of course, 

. grammatically subject-predicate statements containing 

descriptions turn out to be logically of a different form 

whether or not the description in question is true of 

or applies to anything. In any event, S~rawson's dis

tinctions between a sentence, a use of a sentence, and an 

utterance of a sentence on the one hand and between an 

expression, a use of an expression, and an utterance of an 

expression on the other are not sufficient to establish his 
. 

cla:i.m that the standard use of sentences · of the form liThe 

present king of France is wise" never asserts but rather 

presupposes the existence of the entity purportedly 

referred to. by the description in question . 

Now Strawson agrees with Russell that the sentence 

"The present king of France is wise n is meaningful and 

that nanyone now uttering it would be making a true assert

ion only if there in fact at present existed one and only 

one king of France, and if he "/ere wise. nS But he denies 

that anyone now uttering it would be making a true-or

false assertion and that part of what he would be assert

ing would be that there existed at present one and only 

one king of France. The major argumen.t Strawson employs 

g 
lM.!!., p.33. 



in support of his contention runs as follows: 
, ' 

Suppose someone were in fact to say to you with 
a prefectly serious air: 'The king of France is 
wise. f Would you s ay, f That t s untrue'? I think 
it is quite certain that you would not. But 
suppose he went on to ask you whether you thought 
what he had jus t said was true, or was false; 
whet her you agreed or disagreed with what he had 
just said. I think you would be inclined, with 
some hesitation, to say that you did not do either; 
that the question of whether his statement was 
true or false simply did not arise~ because there 
was no such person as the king of ~rance.9 

But since, if the sentence "The present king of France is 

wise" did assert that exactly one present king of France 

exists, then the sentence in question would be false; the 

sentence "The present king of France is wise" does not 

assert that the present king~ of France exists. Presumably. 

this argument is intended to establish the general claim 

that !!.Q. statement similar to the statement "The present 

king of France is wise" asserts that the entity allegedly 

referred to by the description in question exists. 

Strawson's thesis is that a statement made by the use of 

a sentence containing a description is neither true nor 

false tunless there exists something to which the speaker 

is referring and which answers to the description. lO 

(Strawson later qualifies this thesis in a way which will 

be noted below.) 

9Il2!Q.., p .J3f. 

lOCf. P. F. Strawson, "A Reply' 'to Mr. Sellars", 
Philosophical Review, vol. 63, p.224f. 

" 
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It should be noted that Strawson empl~ys two other 

arguments (to which Vorsteg draws attention)ll to support 

his claim although he seems to place little emphasis on 

them: The first such argument consists in the claim that 

when in responding to a serious utterance of the sentence 

"The present king of France is wisen we say "There is no 

king of France" we certainly would not say 

dieting the statement "The present king of 

we were contra-
. 12 

France 1s wise. tf 

Since the denial of the statement "There is a king of 

France" does not contradict t~e statement lithe present 

king of France is wise", the latter cannot legitimat"ely 

be said to assert the former. The second such argument , 
consists in the claim that lito refer is not to say you 

are referring •••• We should have no use for such phrases 

as 'The individual I referred to' unless there were some-

thing which counted as referring •••• So once more I 

draw the conclusion that referring to or mentioning a 

particular thing cannot be dissolved into any kind of 

assertion."13 That is, the statement nThe present king of 

France is wise n cannot be analyzed as any other kind of 

assertion and so cannot assert the statement "There is 

llRobert Vorsteg, "Definite Descriptions and 
Existential Entailment", The Monist, vol. 51, p.139f. 

12p. F. Strawson, "On Referring", Op. cit., p.34 • . 
13 Alli.!!., p.37f. 
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a present king of France." 

Strawson then goes on to argue that if someone 

seriously uttered the statement "The present king of France 

is wise"t then his uttering this statement would in some 

sense be evidence for the fact that he believed that there 

is at present a king of France . That is to s ay, his utter

ing this statement would presuppose that he believed that 

there is at present a king of France. Straws on defines 

the statement "The present king of France is wise" presupposes , 

the statement "There is at present a king of France" as 

lithe truth of the statement 'There is at present a king of 

France' is a necessary condition for the truth or falsity 

of the statement 'The present king of France is wise t •
n14 

It seems that Strawson introduces his notion of presupposition 

in order to explain the relation between these statements 

given that he rejects Russell's view of their relationship. 

He remarks that when someone uses an expression such as "the 

present king of France" in a sentence like "The present king 

of France is wise", he does not assert nor does what he says 
• 

entail the statement "There is at .present exactly one king of 

France." (This is, o~ course, an explicit denial of Russell's 

View, which preserves the truth-value of the original state

ment.) Rather, his use of such an expression in such a con

text shows, but does not state,-that he intends to refer to 

14 Cf. P.F. Strawso~, Introduction to Logical Theory,p.175. 
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the entity so described. But when the description in 

question describes nothing he has failed to refer to that 

entity and so his use of the sentence in question is, on 

that occasion, neither true nor false. Thus, Strawson's 

central thesis is that what appears to be an assertion 

made by the use of a sentence containing a description i~ . 

in fact neither true no~ false in those cases in which 

there 1s no entity to whieh the speaker refers in virtue 

of the fact that there is no entity of which the des

cription is true. 

Russell remarked that "a description of the form 

'The so-and-so' will only have application in the event of 

there being one so-and-so and no more. n15· Strawson, of 

course, rejects this view on the grounds that "it 1s quite 

obviously false that the phrase 'the table' in the sentence ., 

' The table is covered with books', used normally, will 

' only have application in the event of their being one 

table and no more',n16 Strawson claims that to use this 

sentence is not to assert , but rather to presuppose that 

there ' is only one thing of the kind specified which is 

being referred to by the speaker; he th~n goes on to 

remark that it is important to draw a distinction between 

l5A• N. Whitehead, and Bertrand Russell, Principia 
Mathematica, p.30. 

l6p• F. StrawBon, "On Referring", · Op. cit., p.37; 
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using an expression to make a unique reference and assert-

ing that there is exactly one entity which has certain 

characteristics and ~o accuse Russ~ell of assimilating , 
sentences containing an expression used to refer to a 

particular entity, to uniquely existential sentences. 

This, then, is the gist of Strawson's attack on Russell"s 

theory of descriptions. 

It is interesting to note that similar consider

ations have been urged by Ge'ach.17 He claims that Russell's 

view of the analysis of sentences containing descriptions 

is 4efective: On Russell's view "The king of France is 

bald" is a false statement, and Geach argues that such a . . 
view commits the fallacy of~many questions"; he illustrates 

the fallacy in the following manner: Consider the question 

"Have you been happier since your wife died?" This ques

tion involves three other questions ;;.;;. (1) "Have you ever 

had a wife?", (2) "Is she dead?", and (3) "Have you been 

happier since then?". Now the act of asking question (2) 

presupposes an affirmative answer to question (1); if the 

answer to question (1) is negative, question (2) does not 

arise. The act of asking question (3) presupposes an 

affirmative answer to question (2); if question (2) is 

negative or if question (2) does not arise, question (3) 

l~L 
.... 1" .. T .. Geach, "Russell's 

Analysis, vol. 10, pp.S4-SS • 
Theory ~£ Descriptions~, 

. , 
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does not arise. "When a question does not arise, the only 

proper way of answering it is to say so and explain the 
• 

reason; the 'plain' affirmative or negative answer, though 

grammatically possible, is out of place."lS Similarly, . 

Geach argues, the question "Is the present king of France 

bald?" involves two other questions -- (1) "Is anybody , 
at the moment a king of France?" and (2) "A~e there at 

the moment different people each of whom is a king of 

France?" The question nIs the present king of France 

bald?" does not arise unless the answer to (1) is affirm

atiye and the answer to (2) is negative. But if the answer 

to (1) is negative or if the answer to (2) is affirmative, 

then a "plain" affirmative or negative answer to the orig

inal question is out of place. Geach remarks that this 

view agrees with common sense in that the plain man, if 

asked this question, would likely reply, "Don't be silly; 

there isn't a king of France." It should be noted that 

Geach explicitly accepts Russell's analysis of negative 

existential statements containing descriptions and Russell's 

analysis of true identity statements containing descriptions. 

He summarizes his position in the following manner: 

It is important to distinguish my view that the 
existence of the present king of France is pre
supposed by the assertion "The king of France is 
bald" from Russell's view that his existence is 
implied by this assertion. If p implies q, and 

lSIbid., p.S5. 

. . 



q is false, p is of course false. But to say 
that p presupposes q is to say that p is an 
answer to a question that does not arise unless 
q is true. If q is false, or if q in turn is an 
answer to a question that does not ari~~, the 
assertion of p is simply out of place.~~ 

So much, then, for Geach at present. 

It is interesting to compare the different types 

of existential commitment which have emerged from the 

competing views co~sidered above. 20 With respect to 

grammatically subject-predicate statements containing 

descriptions three kinds of existential commitment are 

apparent. 

The first is what will be called "existential 
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meaning". This is Meinongts doctrine which was shared by 

Russell prior to his formulation of the theory of des

criptions. According to this view, if a grammatically ~

subject-predicate statement containing a description is 

meaningful, then the description involved must have a 

referent in virtue of the fact that the ·meaning of the 

description in question is either identical with its 

referent or identical with the relation between it and its 

referent. Meinong, of course, int~nded this doctrine to. 

apply to negative existential statements containi~g des

criptions and to true identity statements containing 

19Ibid ., p.86. 

20 A similar, but not identical, sc.heme was suggested 
to me by my advisor, Mr. W. H. Nielsen. 

'. 
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. 
. descriptions. 

The second is what will be called "existential 

assertion". This is the view of Russell and Quine. Accord-

ing to it, a grammatically subject-predicate statement 

containing a descriptl0.n asserts the eXiistence of the en

tity of which the description is true. 'If there is no 

entity answering to the description in question, the 

statement involved is false. Russell, of course, intends 

his doctrine to apply to negative existential statements 

containing descriptions, which simply assert that the 

description in question describes nothing, and to true 

identity statements containing descriptions. 

The third is what will be called "existential 

presupposition". This is the view of Frege, Strawson, and 

Geach. According to it, a grammatically subject-predicate 

statement ~9Ptaining a description is neither true nor 

false unless the description in question has a referent. 

Frege attempts to solve the puzzles which arise with res-

pect to negative existential statements by claiming that 

they are a special case, and attempts to solve the 

puzzles which arise with respect to true identity state-

ments by employing, his distinction between sense and 

reference. G~ach accepts Russell's view as regards these 

types of statements. But what does Strawson do? Strawson 
, 

could consistently accept- Russell's view with respect to . 

true identity statements containing descriptions and 



apparently does. 2l He also evidently accepts Russell's 

view with respect to negative existential statements 

containing descriptions by ~laiming that the expression 

"exists" is not a predicate and so his doctrine of 

"existential presupposition" does not apply to existential 

statements. The central issue, then, revolves around the 

question of which of the two doctrines of existential 
, 

commitment -- "existential assertion" and "existential 

presupposition" -- ±s more adequate w1th respect to 
. 

grammatically subject~predicate statements containing 

desqriptions. Russell's view has advantages over Strawson'S 

in that it applies to negative existential and true identity 

statements as well and also avoids truth-value gaps -- but 

it is more important that a theory be true than that it .be 

simple. 

It is worth noting that in the light of criticism 

advanced by sellars,22 Strawson qualifies his thesis in 

a rather interesting fashion. Sellars accuses Strawson of 

mistakenly inferring that because it would be a mistake 
, 

to say of a statement that it is obviously not true "that 

statement is false", the statement in question is neither 

true nor false. Sellars argues that an utterance of the 

sentence liThe table over here is large ~presupposes that 

Review, 

22 ' ., 
Wilfrid Sellars, nPresupposing", 

vol. 63, pp.197-2l5. 
Philosophical 
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there is one and only one table "over hereft in the sense 

that it is correct to make this utterance("which packs the 

information which could be conveyed by the joint use of 

'There is one and only one table over here' and 'It is 

large' into one condensed verbal package n )23 only if the 

person who utters this ~entence believes there to be one 

and only one table nover here" and that the listener 

shares this belief. To say that the statement in question 

is false also presupp.oses that the uniqueness condi ti0l?-

is satisfied; this indicates "that it is correct to say that 

the .statement in question is false only if one believes 

that the uniqueness condition is satisfied and that the 

original speaker shares this belief. Sellars goes on to 

claim that although both the original utterance and the 

reply presuppose that the un~queness condition is satis

fied; the statement in question is false if the uniqueness 

condition is not satisfied. nThe utterance ,if false if 

the upiqueness condition is not satisfied, even though it 

is not correct to say ·that it is false unless one believes 

. that the condition is satisfied. n24 

Strawson, in his reply to sellars,25 argues that 

23Ibid., p.208. 

24L °t oc. C1. • 

25p• F. Strawson, nA Reply to Mr. Sellarsn, 
Philosophical Review, vol.63, pp.2l6-23l. . . 



argues that a statement's being false is not the same as 

its being linguistically correct for anyone to say that it 

is false, but sees no special relevance to the case of , 

saying that it is false as opposed to anything else. 

Nevertheless, Strawson is now prepared .to admit that his 

original thesis to the efrect that statements containing 

·descriptions are neither true nor false unless there exists 

something to which the speaker is referring and of which 

the description is true stands in need of modification: 

"The main qualification that I want to make is to · admit 

th~t in certain cases and circumstances it may be quite 

natural and correct to assigp a truth-value to a state-
. 

ment of one of these kinds ••• even though the condition 

referred to is not satisfied.,,26 The sort of case Strawson 

has in mind here is that of someone1s using a sentence of 

the form "The so-and-so is such-and-such" with the de lib-

erate intention of deceiving his hearer. 

Suppose, for example~, that I am trying to sell 
something and say to a prospective purchaser, 
'The lodger next door has offered me twice that 
sum', when there is no lodger next door and I 
know this. It would seem perfectly correct for 
the prospective purchaser to reply, 'That's false', 
and to give as his reason the fact that there was 
no lodger next door ••• • The word 'falsel has to 
a pre-eminent degree the ring of an accusation 
of intended deception. The hearer applies it to 
the speaker1s ass2~tion. What the speaker says is 
false, is a lie.- "f 

• 
'. 

26 Ibid., p.225. 27Loc • cit. 
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Nevertheless, strawson claims, there is a "strong tend

ency" to withhold the words "true" and "false" from state

ments containing descriptions which do not apply to any

thing. Strawson's qualified view, then , seems to be that 

·there "is a primary use of the words "true" and "false" 

when these are applied to statements containing descriptions, 

and that there is a primary use of descriptions themselves 

in virtue of which statements made using descriptions in 

this way do not assert, but r.ather presuppose that the 

inQi vidual of which the description is true, i.e" the 

entity referred to by the description, exists. ~llien this 

individual does not exist, the statement containing the 

description in question is neither true nor false. There 

is also a secondary use of the words "true" and "falsen 

and of descriptions such that it is appropriate to assign 

truth~value statements containing descriptions even when 

there is· no entity answering to the description in question. 

The case of deliberate decep~ion is a case in point. It 

should be noted that Straws on does not make clear just . 

what this so-called "secondary" use ls. 

At this point it is in order to consider some 

objections which may be raised against Strawson 1 s view. 

Clark, for example, argues that Strawson. fails to deal 

adequately with the 'distinction between names and 



descriptions28 -- a distinction which Russell alleg~dly 
attempted to eliminate in his theory of descriptions. 

Clerk agrees that a good deal of the force of Strawson's 

position lies in its symmetry with respect to names and 

descriptions. To explain: (1) If sentences containing 

descriptions are to be construed as existential state-
-
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ments, why not those containing names? (2) Or if sentences 

containing names are to be construed as subject-predicate 

statements, why not those containing descriptions? In 

either case the asymmetry of Russell's account is no 

long er necessary. Clark claims that symmetry with res

pect to (1) is purchased at the price of "aogically 

soluble names" construed in accordance with Quine's re-

commendations, and that symmetry with respect to (2) is 

purchased at the price of admitting that names need not 

refer, or that descriptions must. The latter alternative 

is patently false on Russell's view and the former is 

incompatible with it. It whould be noted here that 

Russell is inclined to accept Quine's view and that, con

sequently, his view need not be asymmetrical. In any ease, 

the importance of Russell's distinction between names and .. 
descriptions lies in the fact that some referring expres

sions need not have referents and this is compatible with 

2SR• Cla.rk, npresuppositions, Names, and Des
criptions", Philosophical Quarterly, vol.6, pp.145-154. -• 
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· the possibility that no referring expressions need have 

referents. Russell's view of names is not part of his 

theory of descriptions. The thesis Clark attempts to 

establish is that whereas Russell's view can accomodate the 

distinction between referring ~ a name and referring 

via a description, Strawson'a view cannot. Clark correctly 

points out that the fact that names and descriptions can 

both be used as referring expressions does not establish 

either that they are or are not logically alike, but goes 
. 

on to argue that if i~ can be shown that what statements 

con~aining names presuppose is different from what state

ments cqntaining descriptions presuppose, then it would 

appear to follow that as referring devices names and des

criptions are basically different. Assuming for the moment 

that Strawson has adequately elucidated what statements 

containing descriptions presuppose, is whatever statements 

containing names presuppose similar? Strawson, of course, 

claims that it is: A statement containing a name presupposes· 

"the existence" of someone, 

conventionally referred to 

now being referred to, who is 
2g 

by that name .. " (Quine would 

claim, and Russell would no doubt agree, that a statement 

containing a grammatically proper name asserts the exist-

ence of someone, now being referred to, who is conventionally 

2g ., 
P. F. Strawson, ·On Referring", Op. cit, p.47. 
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referred to by that name.) Now Clark goes on to argue that 

"we must distinguish the presuppositions which act as 

linguistic prerequisites to meaningful expressions at all, 

from those which act as conditions which must be fulfilled 

. before the presupposing statement can be judged either 

true of false •••• If these are kept distinct, then we 

can recognize the essentially different character of these 

types of referring devices. n29 Clark's point is that 

statements containing names do not presuppose factual 

conditions whereas statements .containing descriptions do 

and . herein lies the essential difference between names and 

descriptions. Clark, of cqurse, denies that the dis-
, 

tinction between names and descriptions commits him to a 

view of names similar to that of Russell's, but unfortun

ately does not indicate what his view of names is. Never-

th.eless, he is prepared to admit that names , as referring 

expressions, must have a referent in order to be meaning

ful. (This is similar to Russell's view of logically 

proper names.) This questionable asserttion aside, does 

Clark : succeed in discrediting StraW'Bon's view? It seems 

that he does not, for the the following reasons. Clark 

asserts that whereas Russell.~ s view can accommodate the 

distinction between names and d~scriptions, Strawson l s 

view cannot. But Clark fails to realize, apparentlr, the 

29R• Clark, Op. Cit."p.51. 
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significance of Russell's distinction between grammatically 

proper names and logically proper names. Russell and 

Strawson would claim that with respect to statements con

taining grammatically proper names the same sort of 

analysis applies although the former would claim that the 

existence of the individual so named is asserted, and the 

latter would claim that the existence of the individual 

so named is presupposed. And herein lies the difference 

between their views -- not in the alleige fact that the 

presuppositions of statements containing names are different 

from statements containing descriptions. Strawson does 

not confUse what may be called "meaning-presupposition" , 
(or significance) and "existence-presupposition" (or suc

cessful reference) and explicit definition of the relation 

IIpresupposes" makes this quite clear. If Clark's criticisms 

apply to Strawson then they apply to Russell, and if they 

do not apply to Strawson, then they do not apply to 

Russell. Curiously, Clark mafl!tains that symmetry with · 

respect to treatment of names and descriptions is ·a good 

th~ng, yet goes on to claim that any symmetrical treat

ment is ipso ·facto unsatisfactory. Moreover, surely 

"meaning-presupposition" (or significanc.e) must apply both 

to statements containing names and to statements contain- · 

ing descriptions, because otherwise neither could ever 

have a truth-value. In any case, it c.annot serve to 

differentiate names and desCriptions. < It seems to be the 
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case that the source of Clark's confusion is a referential 

theory of the meaning of names -- a view which he falsely 

attributes to Russell (in that Russell only holds it with 

respect to logically proper names) and which he faults 

Strawson for not holding. It is apparent that Clark's 

criticism of Strawson is of no help ' in determining which 

of the views under consideration -- Russell's and Strawson's 

is more adequate as an account of statements containing 

descriptions. 

In a recent artlcle,30 Linsky claims that mistakes 

are .made in discussions of descriptions because of failure 

to draw a distinction between the ordinary and philosophi,c,al 

uses of the term "referring". "Of first importance here 

is the consideration that it is the users of the language 

who refer and make references, and not, except in a 

derivative serise, the expressions which they use in so 

doing.,,31 In referring to someone as, for example, nthe 

old man with grey hair", the speaker refers to that per

son -- not the expression he uses. And the phrase "the 

old man with grey hair" does not "signifyn an nidiosyn

cratic attributen, i.e., an attribute belonging to just 
" 

one person. The · question, "To whom does the phrase 'The 

so-and:"so 1 refer," is, ·Linsky claims, in general, an odd 

30Leonard Linsky, "Reference and Referents", printred 
in C. E. Caton, ed., Philosophy and 6rdinarx Language, pp.74-89. 

31 !!l!J!., p.74. 
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question although, of course, it is not always so. Fail

ure to recognize clearly this distinction leads to con-

fu~ions about unique ness of reference. One may refer to ' 

someone as "the old madman" even though he is not mad and 

more than one person is. It is usually argued that unique

ness of reference is secured by making the description 

more determinate, for example, by saying "The old man 

who lives next door." But Linsky finds this sort of man-

oeuvre otiose: What secures uniqueness is the user of the 

expression and the context in which it used together with 

the expression. This is no doubt true,but there is 
, 

apparently no reason, in principle, why a description can-

not be formulated carefully enough so as to be true of 

exactly one entity even though there is no need to do so 

in ordinary discourse. But Linsky objects that there is 

nothing to prevent one from referring to some university 

other than Harvard by the description "The oldest American 

university" by mistake or in jest. The point ...... Linsky 

wants to make is evidently that referring to something 

and referring to it correctly should not be confused; 

it is possible to refer to something incorrectly but still 

refer to it. This is no doubt true, but a description 

which is used to refer to something incorrectly is not 

true of the thing in question. And of course, a descript

ion which is used to refer t~ something correctly ~ 

true of the thing in question. 

,,-," " 



Linsky claims that the sense in which an expression 

as opposed to a speaker can be said to refer to things 

is derivative in that the qvestion "To what does the 

phrase 'the so-and-so ' refer?" means the same as the 

question "To what is that person referring with the phrase 

'the so-and-so'?"; where the question cannot be so re

phrased, it cannot be asked at all. Linsky's point seems 

to be that a statement of the form "The phrase 'the so-and

so' refers to such-and such" is always elliptical for a 

statement of the form "The person who used the phrase -

I the so-and-so I is referring to such and such by it .• n 

But since Linsky does evidently want to claim that where

as the question "To what does the phrase ' the so-and-so' 

refer?" cannot always be asked even though the "corres

pOl'~ding question uTo what is that speaker referring with 

the phrase 'the so-and-so'?U can, his view seems to be 

inconsistent in the light of his implicit contention that 

statements corresponding -to the first type of question 

are elliptical for statements corresponding to the latter 

type of question. It is difficult to see how the claim 

that users of language, but not the expressions they use, 

make references is of "first importance". It seems clear 

that users of language make references by means of the 

expressions they use; to say that an expression is a 

referring expression is tantamount to saying that its 

, . 

, 



user purports to refer to some thing or other by it. 

Linsky goes on to claim that if whenever in an 

assertion something is mentioned by name by a speaker, 
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he is referring to that thing, then paradoxical concl~sions 

can be deduced. For example, it would follow, so Linsky 

claims, that in saying "I am not referring to \V1ttgenstein", 

I am n2l referring to Wlttgenstein. However, it 1s cer

tainly not patently absurd that in saying "I am not re

ferring to Wittgenstein" I am referring to Wittgenstein. 

Consider a typical context in which I might say this: 

tiThe greatest contemporary philosopher was, at one point 

in his career, at Cambridge University -- and I am not 

referring to Wittgenstein." Part of what' is asserted by 

this statement is that Wittgenstein is not the greatest 

contemporary philosopher or at 
• 

least so I believe. But 

in asserting this, it is clear that I ~ referring to 

Wittgenstein and denying that the description "the great-

est contemporary philosopher" is true of him. It also 

seems cle&r that in sayimg "I am referring to Wittgensteinll 

I ~ referring to him in Borne oonneotion whioh 18 specified 

by the context in which I do say this. .Linskyl s so-called 

"paradox of reference" has no valid foundation. It is 

interesting to note that Linsky does, nevertheless think 

that descriptions do refer, or rather, as he would have 

it, the users of descriptions do refer, to the entity 



which the descriptions purport to be true of. 

Linsky then goes on to attempt to refute what he 

takes Strawson's thesis to b~J m·, that if the pre-. 
supposition of existence is not satisfied, the speaker has 

failed to refer. He argues that "said of a spinster that 
, 

'Her husband is kind to her' is neither true nor false. 

But a speaker might very well ~e referring to someone 

using these words, for he may think that someone is the 

husband of the lady (who is in fact a spinster). Still 

the statement is neither true nor false, for it presupposes 

that. the lady has a husband, which she has not.,,3 2 That 

is, here is a case in which the presupposition of existence 

is not satisfied although the speaker has not failed to 

refer,- albeit mistakenly, to someone. This sort of argu

ment does not refute Strawson's thesis in that reference-

failure, £or Strawson, is identical with the presupposition 

of existence not being satisfied and so Strawson's thesis, 

or rather what Linsky mistakenly takes to be Strawson's ., 
thesis is trivially true. Actually Strawson's thesis is 

that if the presupposition of existence is not satisfied, 

"i.e., the speaker fails to refer to. something in the sense 

that the expression he uses has no referent, then the 

statement in question is neither true nor false. Curiously 

Linsky seems to presuppose that Strawson's thesis is true 

32 
~ !lll.!!.., p. 80. 
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in that the statement he uses in his alleged counter

example is supposed to have no truth-value. In any case, 

it seems odd that Linsky is prepared to allow the "users 

of language" to use any expressions they want to refer to 

things. 

Linsky also objects to Russell's distinction 

between primary and secondary occurrences of descriptions: 

Presumably Russell would argue that if the description 

"the author of Waverley" has a primary occurrence in the 

statement "George IV wished to know whether S'cott was the 

author of Waverley", then this statement would be analyzed 

as "One and only one person wrote Waverley and George IV 

wished to know whether that individual was Scott." Linsky 

rejects this interpretation because he claims that it is 

implausible to suppose that the statement "George IV 

wished to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley" 

asserts that one and only one person wtote Waverley. But 

if the description "the author of Waverley" has a sec

ondary occurrence in the statement "George IV wished to 

know whether Scott was the author of Waverley", then 

this statement would be analyzed as "George IV wished to 

know whether one and only one person wrote Waverley and 

whether that individual was Scott." Linsky rejects this 

interpretation because presumably George IV kDew very 

well that one and only one person wrote Wayerley and 
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merely wished to know whether that individual was Scott. 

Now this 1s no doubt true, ' but if George IV knew that one 

and only one person wrote Waverley, and if this 1s asserted 

by the statement "George IV wished to know whether Scott 

was the author of Waverley", then it seems that this 

statement ~ assert that one and only one person wrote 

Waverley. Linsky, rejects the first interpretation because 

it is supposed to be implausible to claim that the first 

, interpretation asserts that one and only ODe person wrote 

Waverley and rejects the second interpretation because it 

is supposed to be implausible to claim that the second 

interpretation does not assert that one and only one person 

wrote Waverley. But it cannot both be plausible and im

plausible to claim that the statement "George IV wished 

to know whether Scott was the author of Waverley" asserts 

that one and only one person wrote Waverley. Nevertheless, 

this is the assumption Linsky apparently makes in rejecting 

both interpretations; consequently, his argument is un

convincing. That is, LinskY may be correct in rejecting 

Russell's distinction between primary and secondary 

occurrences of descriptions, but he does so for the wrong 

reasons. In any event, it is doubtful that statements 

·containing descriptions may be ambiguous in the way 

Russell thought they were, and so the distinction between 

primary and secondary occurrences of descriptions seems 



to have little point. Moreover, special problems arise 

with respect to the logic of intentional verbs like 

"knows" which fall outside the scope of this thesis. 

In another recent article,33 Ayer offers some 

penetrating remarks with respect to the issue separating 

Russell and StrawBon. Ayer points out that Strawson's 

ground for his thesis that when a sentence is used in 
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such a way that it purports to refer to something, it does 

not express a statement unless the object to which it 

ostensibly refers exists is that "in the case where the 

object in question does not exist, he does not1hink it 

proper to say that the sentence is being used to state 

anything which is either ttue or false. n34 Ayer claims 

that Strawson should sacrifice the law of the excluded 

middl~ rather than deny that sentences of this kind are 

used to make statements. (This, of course, is precisely 

what Russell wanted to avoid.Y It cannot plausibly be 

denied, Ayer argues, that a sentence of the form uS is pH, 

where US" ~s a name or a description, expresses the same 

statement whether uSn denotes anything or not. Strawson 

can, nevertheless, claim that only when US" does deonte 

something that the statement is either true oi false, and 

when "S," does not denote anything, the statement is neither 

33A• J. Ayer, "Names and Descriptions" in ~ 
Concept of a Person and Other Essays, pp.129-lb~. 

34 . 6 !!l!.!! •• p.13 • 
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true nor false. Ayer calls such statements "non-starters". 

"The sentence 'Robin Hood was an outlaw', when used 

historically, expresses a statement, and the same statement, 

whether or not Robin Hood really existed; the statement Is, 

however, a non-starter if Robin Hood did not exist. u35 

But Ayer doubts whether any advantages gained by 

this view outweigh its disadvantages. The chief argument 

which Strawson used in support of his view is that it 

accords more adequately with the way the words ~true" , 

and "false" are used by most people. Now even if it could 

be shown that this were the case, it would not be decisive. 
--

The theory might still have inconvenient cobsequences 

which more than offset this rather slight advantage. 

And Ayer thinks this is so. 

One such consequence to which Ayer draws attention 

is that a strain is placed on the relation between assert

ing a statement and asserting that it is true. It seems 

that the statement "8" and "It is true that 3" must 

have the same truth-value. But with the introduction of 

the category of "non-starters" it is apparent that differ

ent truth-values may result. In the case where 1t8" is a 

"non-starter" the truth-value of "8" is neither true nor 

false but the truth-value of nIt is true that Sn is 

evidently false. !iyer remarks that if the question of 

35!ll!!!., p.137. 
, , 



the truth value of "8" does not arise, then the question 

of the truth-value of "It is true that S:" does not arise 

either. But this has the awkward consequence that "It 

6) 

is true that S" will not be equivalent -- even in truth

value -- to "'S' has the truthwvalue true"; for if the 

former is a "non-starter", the latter must be false. 

However, Ayer claims, if the law of the excluded middle 

is retained. these difficulties can be avioded. Strawson, 

of course, could reply that what Ayer calls "non-starters" 

are not sta~ements anywayj but he still has to meet the 

charge that· is implausible to claim that a would-be 

referential statement ceases to be a statement at all if 

the reference fails. 

Another objection which Ayer raises to the admission 

of "non-starters" is that in many cases in which a sentence 

has its subject as a referring expression, the sentence in 

question can be reformulated so that its subject does 

have a referent. For example, the sentence "The present 

king of France is bald" may be transformed into the sentence 

"France has at present one and only one king and he is 

bald." Ayer claims that these two sentences are close 

enough in meaning to make the claim that whereas the 

former has no truth-value or does not express a statement, 

the latter has a truth-value or does express a statement, 

rather ~plau8ible. "If this has to be balanced against 



the slight affront to ordinary usage which might result 

'£rom agreeing with Russell that sentences like "The 

present king of France is bald" are to be construed as 

expressing false statements, I should have little hesit

ation in coming down on Russell's side."36 

Ayer also points out that although Russdl came 

to realize that ordinary names could have no referent but 

still be meaningful he did not give up the attempt to 

identify the meaning of a name with its bearer but rather 

drew the conclusion that they were not genuine namas. 

But Ayer goes on to claim that the main motive for deye~op

ing his theory of descriptions was that he thought it was 

necessary to explain how referring expressions, such as 

"the present king of France", which have no referent could 

still be meaningful. Russell was not concerned with 

preserving the significance of descriptions which describe 

nothing, but rather with preserving the truth-value of 

statements containing such expressions. Nevertheless, 

Ayer does correctly point out that though Russell's 

motive (or rather what Ayer takes Russell's motive to 

be) may be mistaken, this does not necessarily invalidate 

the theory of descriptions itself. 

Since Russell believed, correctly, that the analysis 
of definite descriptive . phrases like "the author 
of Waverley" or "the present king of France" must 

36 Ibid., p.139. 



be the same, whether they happened to succeed in 
their reference or not, he was led by his theory 
of meaning to conclude that the apparent reference 
of such descriptions, and consequently of the 
proper names which he thought were convertible into 37 
such descriptions could not be their real reference. 

This statement should be revised in the following way: 

Since Russell believed, correctly, that the analysis of 

statements containing descriptions like "the author of 

Waverley" or "the present king of France" must be the 

same, whether these descriptions happened to succeed in 

their reference or not, he was led by his desire to pre

serve the law of the excluded middle to conclude that 

grammatically subject-predicate statements containing 

descriptions which describe nothing are false and that 

such statements containing descriptions which are true of 

someth1ng may be true or false depend1ng on whether or not 

the predicate 1s true of the ent1ty in question. 

But let us turn back to the issue separating 

Russell and Strawson, i.e., whether statements containing 

descriptions assert or presuppose the existence of the 

entity to which the description in 9uestion purports to 

refer. Lt seems that the standard use of statements 

containing descriptions does assert the existence of the 

relevant individual and that this is not incompatible with 

their having a referring functi.on. But this has to be 

37 Ibid., p.l47. 
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argued for. 

In a very recent article J
J8 VOrsteg does precisely 

this; he argues that on the basis of his answer to the 

question concerning the truth-value of the assertion 

"The present king of France is wise" Strawson infers 

that the logical relation between any subject-predicate 

statement containing a description and the relevant 

existential statement is one of presupposition. Strawson's 

answer is, of course, that the question of truth and falsity 

does not arise and the reason for this is that there 1s 

no present king of France. But when this answer is gener

alized we are in a position to give this reason only when 

we know that the thing refered to does not exist. Vorsteg 
-

claims that nS~rawson's argument depends upon, and assumes 

a context of use in which the auditor knows or believes 

that the individual (purportedly) referred to does not 

exist. n39 But is this the ordinary or usual or standard 

context in which statements containing descriptions are 

used? It is evident that it is not, and Vorsteg claims 

that Strawson's argument acheives its plausibility not 

because he has identified a general £eature of statements 

containing descriptions, but rather because he used as his 

3SRobert Vorsteg, Op. cit. 

39 Ibid., p.l42. 
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model an example which 1s generally known to be a case 

Of reference-failure 1n his sense. Strawson's account 

is plausible because in this context and with respect ~ 

the assertion of "The present king of France is wise" we 

hesitate to say that the statement in question is false 

because the possibility of its truth does not arise. 
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But it is certainly not evident that it would be incorrect 

to say that it is false. But even if it were, Strawson's 

account does not deal adequately with the standard use 

of statements containing descriptions. 

The assertion "The present king of France is wise" 

1s not a standard of statements containing descriptions 

in that no one who entertains it takes it seriously. 

But in the ordinary use of statements containing descript

ions the context is such that the question of truth is a 

live question and one which we are prepared to consider. 

And in these ordinary contexts when it is learned that the 

individual to which the description purports to refer does 

not exist, we are prepared to s ay that the statement con

taining it 1s false. An example which is cited by Vorsteg 

is the assertion "The skull of a Piltdown man was discovered 

near SUKsex, England." He says that this is a statement 

which many people once believed to be true and that it is 

very odd to say that after the hoar was discovered the 

truth or faisity of this statement just did not arise. 



But it would be correct to say that it had been proven 

false. Another typical example cited by Vorsteg is the 

assertion "The first manned space-vehicle to the moon 

was launched this morning by the Russians." If it were 
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learned that no such vehicle had been launched, one would 

certainly be prepared to say that this statement is 

false -- and correctly so. These, then, are examples of 

the ordinary use of statements containing descriptions 

in cases involving reference-failure. And -they are quite 

clearly false. In these cases the auditor is not in a 

position to know that the mentioned individual or thing 

does not exist. (Even in his discussion of deliberate 

deception, Strawson uses an example in which the auditor 

is in a position to know that tpe individual referred to 

does not exist. But surely the usual case is otherwise). 

Moreover, Vorsteg argues, the fact that we are 

willing to allow reformulation of statements containing 

descriptions to existential statements provides evidence 

for the fact that statements containing descriptions do 

assert the existence of the relevant individual. His 

example runs as fo110\'ls: 

'Mr. President, some questions have been raised 
concerning the legitimacy of the Ky regime. Have 

\, you any comment?' . 
'The legitimate ruler in South Vietnam is Premier 
Ky. • 
'Sir, are you saying that there is a legitimate 
ruler in South Vietnam, . and that that ruler is 
Premier Kyo?' 
'That's what I said. ' " 
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vorsteg remarks that this sort of example indicates that 

in cases of the correct use of statements containing 

descriptions we would also accept as correct a restatement 

of the statement containing a description in which existence 

is explicitly asserted. Moreover, since it is never a 

necessary condition of understanding a statement contain

ing a description that one shar.e a presupposition of the 

speaker regarding the existence of the individual referred 

to by means of its description, statements containing 

descriptions serve to tell us that the individuals to 

which the descritpion~ refer do exist or can always so 

serve. 

Vorsteg sums up as follows: 

lStatements containing descriptions and existential 
statements) can, and do, function to assert exist
ence •••• [Statements containing description~ 
in addition to indicating the existence of the 
individual mentioned via the descriptive phrase, 
also function to refer to individuals already 
mentioned in the context of the occasion of utter
ance, or to individuals whose existence is already 
known to one's audience. The distinction between 
these dual functions does not appear to be incom
patible •••• The dual functions are complementary, 
in the sense that they go together to constitute 
the standard use, which cannot be adeguately 
elucidated unless both are mentioned.40 

It seems, then/ that as an explication of the standard use 

of statements containing descriptions the only use with 

which Russell was concerned -- Russell's account is more 

nearly correct than that of Strawson: 

40 !2!a., p.149f. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In this thesis Russell's theory of descriptions 

was examined with , a view to establishing to what ext'ent 

it may be regarded as an acceptable view. Essentially, 

the theory is an attempt to eliminate undesirable onto

logical commitment from statements containing descriptions. 

It first sight, this undesirable ontological commitment 
f. 

appeared to; -' be generated by an inadequate referential 

theory of meaning with respect to singular terms or refer

ring expressions or phrases which purport to refer to 

exactly one indijldual. On such a view, a term or expres

sion or phrase of this kind requires a referent in order 

for it to be significant or meaningful. This, of course, 

was the vi·ew of Meineng with whom Russell was sympathetic 

prior to formulating his theory of descriptions. It is 

because of this historical fact that Russell's theory of 

descriptions is usually regarded as an attempt to explain 

how singular terms or referring expressions can be 

meaningful when there is no entity to which they refer. 

But this problem could be easily solved by revising the 

referential theory of meaning which generates this problem 
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or by ~dopting a distinction between sense and reference 

as Frege did. But Russell found the introduction of truth

value gaps to be as unacceptable as the "overpopulated" 

universe of Meinong. Of course one could adopt a sense

reference distinction without thereby being committed to 

truth-value gaps, but Russell did not do so. And the 

reason he did not, do so is because the very form of state

ments containing singular terms or referring expressions 

takes for granted the existence of the relevant individual. 

This is why Russell thought it was essential to reveal 

-the logical form of statements containing singular terms 

or referring expressions and why he thought the grammatical 

form of such statements was misleading. Grammatically 

subject-predicate statements containing a description 

both assert that an entity answering to the description 

in question exists , and predicate something of that 

entity; such statements are true if, and only if, the 

entity to which the description purports to refer does 

exist and the predicate is true of it . Negative exist

ential statement. containing .descriptions simply deny that 

there is an entity answering to the description in ques

tion; such statements are true if, and only if, the 

entity -to which the description purports to refer does 

not exist. True identity statements containing descript

ions both assert that ent1ties answering to the descriptions 
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in question exist and that the relation of identity holds 

between these entities; such statements a~e true l~f 

and only if, the entities to which the descriptions 

purport to refer do exist and the relation of identity 

does hold between them. In each case, if the relevant 

truth conditions do not hold, the statement in question 

is false. With respect to grammatically sub~ect-predicate 

statements containing descriptions and true identity state-. 

ments containing descriptions, the existence of the entity 

answering ~? the description in question is taken for 
, 

granted in the sense that such statements assert the , 

existence oJf"'- the relevant indi, vidual; with respect to 
.ji", 

negative eXlstentlal statements containing descriptions, 

the non-existence of the entity answering to the descript

ion in question . is simply asserted, i.e., its existence 

is simply denied. For Russell all statements containing 

descriptions are either true ·or, if not true, false. It 

should be noted thatthe theory of descriptions is some-

times held to be implausible because it is associated . . 

with Russell's queSionable doctrine of logically proper 

names and that sometimes critics' arguments achieve their 

plausibility through this association. But, strictly, 

Russell's doctrine of logically proper names is intended 

to serve the function of indicating that some terms can 

only be defined ostensively and that this must be the 



case if language is to have any relation to fact; and as , 

such it is independent of his theory of descriptions. 

However, this may be, it is not relevant in connection 

with the theory of descriptions. 

Strawson, the major critic of Russell's theory 
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of descriptions evidently accepts the sort of explication 

offered by Russell of statements containing descriptions 

with one crucial exception: Grammatically subject

predicate statements containing descriptions do not assert 

the existence of the relevant individual, but rather 

presuppose the existence of the relevant individual in the 

sense that unless this individual exists the statement 

in question is not false but is neither true nor false. 

Indeed the question of its truth or falsity does not even 

arise. (Straws~n, of course modifies his thesis to ex

clude cases of deliberate deception in the light of 

Sellar's remarks.) Strawson accuses Russell of making 

two mistakes: Russell, he claims, mistakenly supposed 

that all sentences are used to make statements, i.e., he 

failed to draw a distinction between sentences and s tate-

ments , and that a sentence which is not used to make a 

true statement must be used to make a false s tatement. 

Russell. could, of course, easily reply that he was dealing 

with the standard use of sentences which is to make 

statements and that, indeed, all statements are either 
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true or, if not true, false. 

Straws on bases his claim that grammatically 

subject-predicate statements containing descriptions are 

neither true nor false on the fact that it would be un

likely that one would reply nThat's false" upon hearing 

the statement, or rather the sentence, "The present king 

of France is wise .• 11 But he fails to realize that one 

would not reply "That's false" because the auditor would 

realize that the sentence could not be used to make a true 

statement in virtue of the fact that he knows France at 

present has no king. The auditor would likely reply 

"But there is no present king of France" and this reply 

is certainly compatible with and perhaps even evidence 

for the claim that the assertion in question asserts, in 

part, that there is a present king of France. In any 

case, Strawson takes it that his example is paradigmatic 

of the standard or ordinary use of such assertions. But 

clearly it is not. The standard or ordinary use of such 

assertions is to convey the information that some pred

icate or other is true of the entity answering to the 

description in question and that the entity in question 

exists. 

, Strawson remarks that although ordinary language 

has no exact logic the sort of view he advocates mor~ 

nearly corresponds to ordinary language than does Russell's 
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view. But does it? Russell remarks that 

~~. Strawson objects to my saying that "The king 
of France is wisen is false if there is no king 
of France. He admits that the sentence is sign
ificant and not true, but not false. This is a 
mere question of verbal convenience. He considers 
that the word "false" has an unalterable meaning 
which it would be sinful to regard as adjustable, 
though he prudently avoids telling us what this 
meaning is. For my part I find it more convenient 
to define the word "!alse" so that every significaht 
sentence is either true or false. This is purely 
a verbal question; and although I have no wish to 
claim the support of ordinary usage, I do not 
think that he can claim it either. Suppose for 
example, that in some country there was a law that 
no person could hold public office if he considered 
it false that the Ruler of the Universe is wise. 
I think that an avowed atheist who took advantage 
of Mr. Strawson's doctrine to say that he did not 
hold this proposition false, would be regarded as 
a somewhat shifty character. l 

The point of Russell's remarks in this passage is evidently 

that although neither his account nor Strawson's account 

corresponds exactly to ordinary language, his account 

corresponds at least as well as Strawson's and has the 

advantag e of being more convenient. This is no doubt 

true. But Russell has understated his case. Russell's 

theory of descriptions does seem to provide a perfectly 

adequate elucidation of the standard or ordinary use of 

statements containing descript.ions even though he was 

not concerned precisely with this problem but rather with 

IBertrand Russell, "Mr. Strawson on Referring", 
in Robert R. Ammerman, ed., Classics of Analytic Philosophy, 
p.338f. 
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the problem of eliminating undesirable ontological commit

ment from statements containing descriptions. And his 

solution to this problem is eVidently quite acceptable. 

In a way, the dispute between Russell and Strawson 

is~ptomatic o£, and perhaps even central to, the dis

pute between "[amaI1l and ninformal" logicians; and on 

the basis of the outcome in this case at least, one seems 

to be justified in siding with the former rather than the 

latter. 

, 
\ 
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