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The Significance of 

"On Denoting" 

No one doubts that "On Denoting" marks a significant change in Russell's phil
osophical views. 1 My main aim in this essay is to see exactly what the significance 
of the article is in the development of Russell's philosophy, and thus of twentieth
century analytic philosophy more generally. My interest is thus in the conse
quences of the view set forth in OD, not in Russell's reasons for coming to hold 
that view. The two issues, however, cannot be completely separated, partly be
cause the general issue of the significance of OD is confused by some of Russell's 
statements of his reasons for adopting the views of that article. One such state
ment is as follows: 

[Meinong] argued, if you say that the golden mountain does not exist, it is ob
vious that there is something that you are saying does not exist-namely the 
golden mountain; therefore the golden mountain must subsist in some shadowy 
Platonic world of being, for otherwise your statement that the golden mountain 
does not exist would have no meaning. I confess that, until I hit upon the theory 
of descriptions, this argument seemed to me convincing. 2 

This sort of statement suggests the following account of Russell's reasons for 
adopting the view of OD. According to Russell's views before OD, the meaning
fulness of a sentence such as "The golden mountain does not exist" or 'The present 
king of France is bald" demanded that there be a golden mountain or a present 
king of France. Russell's theory of meaning thus committed him to accepting the 
being (or the subsistence, as it is sometimes put) of nonexistent golden mountains, 
kings of France, and even worse ontological excesses involving round squares, 
even primes other than 2, and what not. The significance of OD, according to this 
account, is that it reformed Russell's theory of meaning in such a way that he 
could accept the meaningfulness of the sentence "The king of France is bald" with
out having to accept that there is, in any sense, a king of France; similarly, the 
existence of meaningful sentences that purport to be about golden mountains, 
round squares and so on is shown not to imply that these expressions correspond 
to objects that have being. 
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This account is misleading both in its implications about Russell's views before 
OD and, consequently, in its claim about Russell's reasons for abandoning those 
views in favor of the OD view. An understanding of exactly how the account is 
misleading will put us in a better position to assess the significance of OD. I shall, 
therefore, adopt the following strategy. In section I, I shall set out the relevant 
views of Russell from the period before OD. In section II I shall draw upon these 
views to argue that the preceding account of Russell's reasons for adopting the 
OD view is incorrect. This section will be largely negative in its immediate aim. 
I shall not attempt to give Russell's actual reasons for adopting the OD view, 
though I shall indicate the direction in which I think those reasons lie. In section 
III, finally, I shall discuss the significance of OD for Russell's philosophy. I shall 
argue, in particular, that a number of fundamental ideas of twentieth-century ana
lytic philosophy, ideas that we take for granted, can be seen as coming into Rus
sell's philosophy through that article. My claim will be that it is hard for us fully 
to assess the significance of that article precisely because we do take those ideas 
for granted. 

I 

Two general doctrines of Russell's from the period before OD are directly rele
vant. The first, to which I shall return in the last section, is that Russell's concern 
in this period is never with words and sentences, but with propositions and their 
constituents. 3 On one of the rare occasions when he talks explicitly about words 
he says: 

Words all have meaning, in the simple sense that they are symbols which stand 
for something other than themselves. But a proposition, unless it happens to 
be linguistic, does not itself contain words: it contains the entities indicated 
by words. Thus meaning in the sense in which words have meaning is irrele
vant to logic.4 

By a proposition's being "linguistic" Russell here means that it is about words, 
in which case it would (as we shall see in a moment) contain words. But in general 
a proposition is not made up of words, or of ideas; propositions are objective non
mental entities that are, as Russell puts it, "independen[t] of any knowing mind" 
(Principles, p. xvii). Although Russell does talk about meaning in the sense in 
which word have meaning, he does so only to dismiss this sense as philosophi
cally irrelevant: he is certainly not concerned to advance any theory of meaning 
in this sense. Thus his statement that words are all "symbols which stand for 
something other than themselves" is not to be taken as a philosophical theory of 
meaning, 5 and when Russell speaks of "the entities indicated by words" he is not 
using "indicate" as a technical term. 

The second general doctrine that will be relevant is one that we have already 
anticipated. This is that a proposition, in the standard case, contains the entities 
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that it is about (and thus the entities indicated by the words that express it). Thus 
the proposition expressed by the sentence "Socrates is mortal" contains Socrates, 
or Socrates is a constituent of the proposition (as is mortality and, it seems, a rela
tion between them-though this last point is problematic.) It may seem obscure 
and paradoxical to claim that anything so concrete as a human being could be a 
constituent of anything so abstract as a proposition, but this is Russell's claim.6 

Some of the air of paradox may be dispelled by remarking that the distinction be
tween abstract objects and concrete objects is not a fundamental one for Russell. 
Human beings and propositions, numbers and mountains, all are, or have being, 
in exactly the same sense. Human beings happen to have the additional property 
of existing at some moments of time and points of space (and not at others), but 
it is being, not existence, that is Russell's fundamental (and in a sense his only) 
ontological category. Thus for Russell human beings and propositions are not so 
heterogeneous as to make it absurd that a proposition should contain a human be
ing. It is Russell's view, then, that the constituents of a proposition in general in
clude the things which that proposition is about. This doctrine is clearly stated 
in his correspondence with Frege. Taking as an example perhaps the most con
crete object that he could think of, Frege had said "Mont Blanc with its snowfields 
is not itself a component part of the thought that Mont Blanc is more than 4,000 
meters high" (letter of November 13, 1904). Russell's reply, in a letter dated the 
December 12, 1904, is as follows: 

I believe that in spite of all its snowfields Mont Blanc itself is a component part 
of what is actually asserted in the Satz "Mont Blanc is more than 4,000 meters 
high." We do not assert the thought, for this is a private, psychological matter: 
we assert the object of the thought, and this is, to my mind, a certain complex 
(an objectiver Satz, one might say) in which Mont Blanc is itself a component 
part. 7 

(I leave the German Satz untranslated here. In its first use one might substitute 
"sentence" or "statement." In the second use, Russell seems to use objectiver Satz 
as German for "proposition." His claim is that the object of thought is objective, 
neither psychological nor made up of words, and can have things as concrete as 
mountains among its components.) 

I turn now to denoting, understood as a technical term of Russell's view in 
Principles. 8 The Russellian doctrine that the things that are the subject matter of 
the proposition are also, in the ordinary case, constituents of the proposition is 
crucial to an understanding of denoting. That notion is to be understood as a 
mechanism for bringing about exceptions to this general rule. The proposition ex
pressed by "Socrates is mortal" contains Socrates and is about Socrates. The 
proposition expressed by "The teacher of Plato is mortal," however, contains the 
denoting concept The teacher of Plato, but it is not about that denoting concept- it 
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is about Socrates. Denoting is Russell's explanation of-or at least his label for
this kind of (supposed) phenomenon. Thus he says: 

A concept denotes when, if it occurs in a proposition, the proposition is not 
about the concept, but about a term connected in a peculiar way with the con
cept. (Principles, 56) 

"Term" here is used simply to mean "thing" or "object," in the widest possible 
sense-everything, Russell says, is a term (see, e.g., Principles, 47). "Denoting" 
is Russell's name for the "peculiar way" in which a concept may be connected with 
a term or combination of terms; in the technical sense it is not a relation between 
words and things but a relation between things of a particular kind (denoting con
cepts) and things in general. It is in virtue of this relation that a proposition may 
be about things which it does not contain: if a proposition contains a denoting con
cept it is about the things which that concept denotes, and not about the denoting 
concept itself. Denoting is a relation between a denoting concept and the object 
(or objects) it denotes. It is in no sense a psychological or linguistic relation, as 
Russell makes quite clear: 

The notion of denoting, like most of the notions of logic, has been obscured 
hitherto by an undue admixture of psychology. There is a sense in which we 
denote, when we point to or describe, or employ words as symbols for con
cepts; this, however, is not the sense that I wish to discuss. But the fact that 
description is possible ... is due to a logical relation between some concepts 
and some terms, in virtue of which such concepts inherently and logically de
note such terms. It is this sense of denoting which is here in question. ( Princi
ples, 56) 

The presence of a denoting concept in a proposition is indicated by the fact 
that a denoting phrase occurs in sentences expressing the proposition. Denoting 
phrases are, typically, phrases formed with "a," "any," "all," "every," "some," or 
"the." (I shall call phrases formed with "the" definite descriptions, and phrases 
formed with one of the other words indefinite descriptions.) As an example of the 
use of the theory of denoting concepts, consider the proposition expressed by the 
sentence "I met a man." What constituent of this proposition corresponds to the 
words "a man"? One might be tempted to say that, if Jones is the man I met, then 
Jones is the corresponding constituent of the proposition. A moment's thought, 
however, shows that this sort of answer will not do. To begin with, it seems to 
have the consequence that the two sentences, "I met a man" and "I met Jones," 
express the same proposition in the case where it is in fact Jones whom I met. 
This is most implausible. Worse, the suggested answer seems to leave us with 
no account at all of the proposition expressed by "I met a man" if this sentence 
occurs in a hypothetical context or is negated or is simply false. If, in fact, I met 
no one then I can still say "I met a man" and express a proposition thereby, and 
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this proposition is presumably the same one I would have expressed by the same 
words if I had in fact met Jones. It is, after all, the same proposition that would 
be false in the one case and true in the other. Russell's answer to this sort of 
difficulty is to say that the proposition in question contains the denoting concept, 
a man. Similarly, we have also the denoting concepts some man, every man, any 
man, and all men. Each of these denoting concepts, Russell says, denotes a differ
ent combination of men. Thus he says that all men denotes all men taken together, 
whereas every man denotes all men taken severally rather than collectively; a man 
denotes the constant disjunction of men; and so on (see Principles, 59-61). Rus
sell devotes considerable subtlety to discussing the exact nature of each of these 
combinations of objects. 

It is important to realize that Russell's reasons for developing the theory of 
denoting concepts go right to the heart of his philosophy at this period. He does 
not hold the theory because it enables him to solve some puzzles that he just hap
pens to come across. On the contrary, the theory of denoting is directly connected 
with the attempt to reduce mathematics to logic that is the overarching aim of 
Principles. The most important link here is the variable. The propositions oflogic 
and mathematics, according to Russell, are wholly general in nature. They con
tain no constants except logical constants; all their other constituents are variable 
(Principles, 8). The variable, according to Russell, is "the characteristic notion 
of Mathematics" (Principles, 87), and an understanding of the nature of the vari
able, he says, is "absolutely essential to any theory of Mathematics" (ibid.). It is 
in terms of denoting that Russell attempts to give an explanation of the variable, 
and thus of generality. The denoting concept any term is closely connected with 
the variable; the variable is explained by means of this denoting concept, and thus 
also by means of the theory of denoting. Thus it is that Russell can say that "any 
is presupposed in mathematical formalism" (89). Because the theory of denoting 
concepts explains the nature of generality, it also explains how we can talk about 
the infinite: 

With regard to infinite classes, say the class of numbers, it is to be observed 
that the concept all numbers, though not itself infinitely complex, yet denotes 
an infinitely complex object. This is the inmost secret of our power to deal with 
infinity. An infinitely complex concept, though there may be such, certainly 
cannot be manipulated by the human intelligence; but infinite collections, ow
ing to the notion of denoting, can be manipulated without introducing any con
cepts of infinite complexity. (Principles, 72; emphasis added) 

Further indication of the importance to Russell of the problems that he attempted 
to solve by the theory of denoting comes in a passage of the preface of Principles. 
Russell is writing of the development of his intellectual concerns that Jed him to 
write the book: "I was led to a re-examination of the principles of Geometry, 
thence to the philosophy of continuity and infinity, and thence, with a view to dis-
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covering the meaning of any, to Symbolic Logic" (p. xvii). Russell introduces the 
theory of denoting primarily in the hope of explaining the variable, and thus the 
nature of generality, which he holds to be essential to logic and mathematics. 

The reasons that we have so far discussed for the introduction of denoting ap
ply to indefinite descriptions; rather different considerations apply to definite 
descriptions. Such phrases, according to Russell, indicate denoting concepts that 
in turn denote the individual uniquely described by the definite description (if 
such there be). Here again there is a connection with the reduction of mathematics 
to logic. The application of denoting to definite descriptions is crucial to Russell's 
account of the role of definition in mathematics: to define an object (or a class), 
we find a class or a class of classes) of which it is the sole member; we can then 
define it as the member of that class (cf. Principles, 31, 63). More generally, 
denoting explains how a statement of identity can ever be informative. If a propo
sition corresponding to such a statement simply contained the same object twice 
over, then it is hard to see how it could be other than trivial. But on Russell's ac
count an ordinary statement of identity (i.e., one that is not trivial) corresponds 
to a proposition that contains on the one hand an individual and, on the other hand, 
a denoting concept that, it is claimed, uniquely denotes the given individual; or 
it contains two distinct denoting concepts that it is claimed, uniquely denote the 
same individual. I shall quote Russell at some length on this point: 

But the question arises: Why is it ever worthwhile to affirm identity? This 
question is answered by the theory of denoting. If we say "Edward VII is the 
King," we assert an identity; the reason why this assertion is worth making is 
that, in the one case the actual term occurs, while in the other a denoting con
cept takes its place .... Often two denoting concepts occur, and the term itself 
is not mentioned, as in the proposition "the present Pope is the last survivor 
of his generation." When a term is given, the assertion of its identity with it
self, though true, is perfectly futile, and is never made outside the logic-books; 
but where denoting concepts are introduced, identity is at once seen to be signi
ficant. (Principles, 64) 

II 

The theory of denoting concepts is rejected in 0 D- later uses of the word 
"denotes" by Russell are not in the technical sense but as synonyms for "indicates" 
or "refers." We have now seen enough of the theory to discuss what changes in 
Russell's philosophical views are effected by this rejection. I shall, to begin with, 
argue that the theory of OD-the theory of nondenoting, if you like-is not re
quired to free Russell from a commitment to the being of the present king of 
France and his like. This is not to say that Russell in Principles does not accept 
the being of entities that seem to be no more respectable than the king of France. 
In a notorious passage he admits chimeras and Homeric gods as among the things 
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that are (427). What I do wish to claim is that the theory of denoting concepts 
gives Russell a way of avoiding such ontological commitments, so that it cannot 
be held that such avoidance is possible only after OD. The supposed ontological 
commitment arises from the old problem: unless something is, in some sense, 
how can we say anything about it? How can we even deny that it is? The influence 
of this problem on Russell is clear. The passage about Homeric gods continues: 
" ... if they were not entities of a kind, we could make no propositions about 
them" (Principles, 427). This argument is straightforward only so long as you 
hold it to be true, without exception, that the entities which a proposition is 
about-or purports to be about-must occur in the proposition. For then an entity 
must indeed be, in some sense, if there is to be a proposition that purports to be 
about it. But the theory of denoting concepts is, as I emphasized, a means of al
lowing exceptions to the general rule that the things a proposition is about must 
occur in the proposition. According to the theory of denoting concepts, the propo
sition expressed by the sentence "The present king of France is bald" does not con
tain the present king of France; it contains a denoting concept, the present king 
of France, and this is not an actual or possible human being of any kind, bald or 
not; it is a denoting concept. But then, given the theory of denoting concepts, it 
is far from obvious that the possibility of propositions that purport to be about 
the present king of France is enough to show that there is a present king of France. 
The question turns on whether there can be denoting concepts that do not denote 
anything. Russell's view, even in Principles, is that there can be such denotation
less denoting concepts. He says this explicitly in section 73: "It is necessary to 
realize, in the first place, that a concept may denote although it does not denote 
anything." This admission raises certain problems for Russell, some of which 
have to do with the null-class, which he changed his mind about in the course of 
writing Principles. But in spite of these problems his view is clear: there can be 
denoting concepts that do not in fact denote anything. 

Russell in Principles thus has resources at his disposal that would enable him 
to deny being to the present king of France. He can do this while still accepting 
that the sentence "The present king of France is bald" expresses a proposition. 
According to the theory of denoting concepts, this proposition does not contain 
the present king of France (as the corresponding proposition about Socrates 
would contain Socrates); it contains instead the denoting concept the present king 
of France. Given that a denoting concept may lack a denotation, nothing in Rus
sell's account of the proposition demands that there be a present king of France, 
in any sense of "be." If Russell did not explicitly draw this conclusion in Princi
ples it is perhaps because at that stage he saw no reason to deny being to the pres
ent king of France, but also because the sort of puzzles that are associated with 
the alleged king were simply not on his mind when he wrote the book. It was, 
I think, Russell's renewed study of Meinong betweeen 1903 and 1905 that led him 
to consider these issues seriously. 9 When he does consider them seriously, he 
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uses the theory of denoting in just the way that I suggested to deny being to the 
present king of France. He also treats at least some proper names in the same way 
that he treats definite descriptions. I quote from "The Existential Import of Propo
sitions," written before OD: 10 

"The present king of England" is a denoting concept denoting an individual; 
"The present king of France" is a similar complex concept denoting nothing. 
The phrase intends to point out an individual, but fails to do so: it does not 
point out an unreal individual, but no individual at all. The same explanation 
applies to mythical personages, Apollo, Priam, etc. These words have a mean
ing, which can be found by looking them up in a classical dictionary; but they 
have not a denotation; there is no individual, real or imaginary, which they 
point out. (Lackey, p. 100; Mind, 1905, p. 399) 

The theory of denoting concepts-the theory that is rejected in OD-thus al
lows Russell to claim that there need be no object corresponding to a definite 
description or a proper name, even though that description or that name has a use 
in sentences that express propositions. Before he wrote OD Russell had come to 
recognize this and to exploit the theory of denoting concepts to show that there 
need be no king of France, even though we can meaningfully say "The king of 
France is bald." Getting rid of the present king of France and his like cannot, 
therefore, have been the reason for rejecting the theory he held before OD. 

Russell's later statements about OD, as we have seen, stress the ontological 
economy which that article effected. One might therefore think that reasons for 
rejecting the pre-OD theory had to do with a desire to avoid the need for denoting 
concepts. The relevant ontological economy, on this view, would have to do not 
with the king of France but with the denoting concept the king of France. This 
view is perhaps encouraged by Russell's own insistence on the need for a "robust 
sense of reality" in logic. 11 Denoting concepts, mysterious and unexplained enti
ties, might seem to offend a robust sense of reality just as much as nonexistent 
kings of France; and for Russell to talk about the latter when he means the former 
is perhaps an understandable piece of carelessness. There thus seems to be some 
reason to think that Russell adopted the OD theory for the sake of the ontological 
economy that it effected by eliminating the need for denoting concepts. In fact, 
however, this view is also seriously misleading. The issues here are extremely 
complex, and I shall not discuss them in any detail. I shall instead simply make 
two rather dogmatic remarks. First, there is no sign that Russell in 1905 was 
much concerned with ontological economy for its own sake. The rejection of the 
theory of denoting concepts was based not on a desire to eliminate entities but 
on difficulties that arise within that theory when it is thought through. Some of 
these difficulties come to the surface in the notorious "Gray's Elegy" passage of 
OD (pp. 111-113); other difficulties are discussed by Russell in works that are 
still unpublished. 12 Second, OD did have crucial ontological consequences for 
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Russell's philosophy, but these consequences are quite different in kind from the 
elimination of denoting concepts (see pp. 100-101, below). One can thus explain 
the connection that Russell makes between OD and ontological economy without 
supposing that this economy consisted in the elimination either of the king of 
France or of the corresponding denoting concept. 

III 

I turn now to the issue of the general significance of OD for Russell's philoso
phy. Besides the ontological consequences of the article, this significance consists 
chiefly in the effects it has on Russell's view of the nature of propositions, of their 
relation to sentences, of philosophical analysis, and thus of the aim and nature 
of philosophy itself. These changes contribute to the development of a conception 
of logical form, and to the idea that words and sentences might themselves be of 
philosophical interest. In Principles, as we have seen, Russell's view is that 
propositions and their constituents are what is philosophically important, and that 
words and sentences are more or less irrelevant. Russell continues, after OD, to 
hold that words are not philosophically important for their own sake, but he is 
subject to pressures that force him to make them the subject of explicit attention. 

Let us now turn to the details of OD to see why it should have the consequences 
I have attributed to it. "The principle" of the new theory of OD, Russell says, is 
"that denoting phrases never have any meaning in themselves, but that every 
proposition in whose verbal expression they occur has a meaning" (OD, Lackey, 
p. 105). I shall explain this. Consider the sentence "All numbers are prime." This 
is a meaningful sentence; for Russell it is thus the verbal expression of a proposi
tion. The Principles theory of denoting took it for granted that this proposition 
would contain a constituent corresponding to the words "all numbers"; since this 
phrase is a denoting phrase, that constituent is not all the numbers but rather the 
denoting concept all numbers. Whether there actually is anything that this denot
ing concept denotes is, as we have seen, a further question. The words "all num
bers," according to the Principles view, thus indicate or stand for a constituent 
of the proposition that is expressed by the sentence in which those words occur. 
In the sense of "meaning" in which it is words that have meaning, those words 
have a meaning; their meaning is the denoting concept for which they stand. The 
new theory advanced in OD also has to account for the fact that a sentence such 
as "All numbers are prime" expresses a proposition. The new theory, however, 
does not presuppose that this proposition contains a constituent corresponding to 
or indicated by the words "all numbers." In fact, the theory claims that there is 
no such constituent: this is what Russell means in OD and later by saying that 
denoting phrases are "incomplete symbols" or have "no meaning in themselves" 
or "no meaning in isolation." The theory then goes on to explain how sentences 
containing denoting phrases can express propositions, even though denoting 
phrases have no meaning in themselves. 
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I shall put the point of the previous paragraph in a slightly different way. 
Meinong, according to Russell's account, seems to have been willing to argue as 
follows: 

1. "The king of France is bald" expresses a proposition. 

hence: 2. "The king of France" is a meaningful expression, which 
therefore corresponds to a constituent of the proposition. 

hence: 3. the king of France is, in some sense. 

The Principles theory of denoting concepts enables one to block this argument 
by denying the step from (2) to (3). "The king of France" corresponds to a constit
uent of the proposition, but this constituent is a denoting concept, not an actual 
or possible king. 13 The OD theory, by contrast, blocks the argument by denying 
the step from (1) to (2). The phrase "The king of France," according to that the
ory, corresponds to no constituent of the proposition that is expressed by a sen
tence containing those words; we are misled into thinking that there is such a con
stituent because we take the form of the sentence closely to resemble the form 
of the proposition that it expresses. The theory is then left with the task of explain
ing the true form of the propositions expressed by "The king of France is bald" 
or "All numbers are prime" in such a way as to make it clear that the propositions 
contain no constituents corresponding to the denoting phrases "the king of 
France" and "all numbers." The details of the way in which the theory accom
plishes this task are familiar enough to require only a very brief explanation. Rus
sell takes as fundamental and indefinable the variable and the notion of a proposi
tion containing a variable and the notion of a proposition containing a variable 
being "always true," or true for all values of the variable, as we might put it (OD, 
Lackey, p. 104). The proposition corresponding to "All numbers are prime" is 
then said to contain, beside these notions, the properties or propositional func
tions ... is a number and ... is prime. Spelled out, the proposition has this form: 

"If x is a number, then x is prime" is always true. 

Or, in quantificational notation: 

(x) (Nx :J Px). 

If this is the true form of the proposition, then it is clear that the proposition 
contains no constituent corresponding to "all numbers." "(x) (Nx" is patent non
sense, while "(x) (Nx)" is a sentence saying that all objects are numbers, and this 
is certainly not what "all numbers" stands for. Definite descriptions are treated 
in a way that is slightly more complicated, but with the same results. Denoting 
concepts disappear in favor of the variable, the notion of a proposition containing 
a variable being "always true," and propositional functions; with the denoting 
concept eliminated there is no constitutent of the proposition that could be held 
to correspond to, or to be indicated by, the definite description. 
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A general consequence of the new theory put forward in OD is that the gram
matical arrangement of words in a sentence will in most cases be a poor guide 
to the logical arrangement of constituents in the proposition that the sentence ex
presses. Grammatically, the sentence "The king of France is bald" is a subject
predicate sentence, as is "Socrates is bald." We have seen that the theory of denot
ing concepts gives a complex account of the corresponding proposition, but this 
account preserves the segmentation of the sentence. According to the theory of 
denoting concepts, the proposition contains one constituent corresponding to the 
subject-phrase ("the king of France") and one constituent corresponding to the 
predicate-phrase ("is bald"). That the constituent corresponding to the subject
phrase is a denoting concept does not alter the fact that the proposition is seg
mented into subject-constituent and predicate-constituent. For all its complexity, 
the theory of denoting concepts does not call this segmentation into question. The 
form of the proposition, and the way in which it divides into logical units, is taken 
to be identical with the superficial form of the sentence and the way in which it 
divides into grammatical units. (Similar remarks apply to sentences that contain 
indefinite descriptions, provided that one holds that such sentences also have a 
subject-predicate form-and it is the most superficial form that is in question 
here.) Now Russell in Principles had assumed that the superficial grammatical 
form of a sentence is in general a good guide to the form of the proposition it ex
presses: 

Although a grammatical distinction cannot be uncritically assumed to cor
respond to a genuine philosophical difference, yet the one is prima facie evi
dence of the other, and may often be most usefully employed as a source of 
discovery. Moreover, it must be admitted, I think, that every word occurring 
in a sentence must have some meaning; a perfectly meaningless sound could 
not be employed in the more or less fixed way in which language employs 
words. The correctness of our philosophical analysis of a proposition may 
therefore be usefully checked by the exercise of assigning the meaning of each 
word in the sentence expressing the proposition. (Principles, 46) 

OD does away with the idea of a congruence between sentences and propositions. 
There comes to be a sharp break between the grammatical form of the sentence 
and the form of the proposition it expresses-logical form, to anticipate a later 
terminology. This is perhaps clearest in the case of definite descriptions. The 
proposition expressed by "The king of France is bald" has a structure that is most 
accurately reflected by the sentence: 

(3x) (Fx & Gx & (y) (Fy :J y = x)) 

or, in prose (following Russell's example in OD): 

It is not always false of x that x is the king of France and that x is bald and 
that "if y is the king of France then y is identical with x" is always true of y. 
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There is a fundamental difference between the structure of the subject
predicate sentence that would normally be used to express the proposition and the 
sentence (whether in symbols or in prose) that is said to express the proposition 
in a way that accurately reflects its structure. There is no similarity of form be
tween them. The gap here is so marked that the form of the sentence cannot be 
taken as even an approximate guide to the form of the proposition it expresses. 

This contrast between grammatical form and logical form has crucial conse
quences for Russell's view of philosophical analysis and of philosophy itself. 14 

According to Principles, the process of philosophical analysis does not affect the 
way a proposition divides into units. This segmentation was assumed to be the 
same as that of the sentence; the form or structure of a proposition was not a pri
mary concern in analysis. Philosophical analysis was chiefly concerned with the 
entities making up the proposition, not with the form of the proposition. We have 
already seen that Russell's account, in Principles, of the proposition expressed 
by "All numbers are prime" would take it for granted that this proposition con
tained one constituent corresponding to "all numbers" and another corresponding 
to "is prime." The philosophical work, on this account, is to analyze these consti
tuents (or, in the case of simple constituents, to perceive them clearly). This is, 
in fact, what most of the philosophical analysis in Principles does. It analyzes par
ticular concepts, such as is prime, or is a number. This sort of philosophical anal
ysis takes the form of a proposition and its segmentation into units for granted, 
and is primarily concerned to analyze those units. 

The conception of philosophical analysis that comes to dominate Russell's 
work after OD is crucially different. Here the main work of analysis concerns the 
form of propositions, or logical forms; the chief problem is to find the logical 
form that is masked by the grammatical form of a given sentence or kind of sen
tence. The analysis of a particular expression comes to be, generally, a matter 
of analyzing the sentences in which the expression occurs to find the logical form 
of the propositions that such sentences express. Alongside these specific results 
about particular concepts there are also general results about all propositions of 
a given form, or about what logical forms a proposition can have. Russell comes 
to see philosophy as consisting largely, at least, of discovering, investigating, and 
cataloguing logical forms. The study of logical forms is, Russell claims, a part 
of logic, and it is this part of logic that he has in mind when he speaks of logic 
as the essence of philosophy 15 or when he says that "philosophy ... becomes in
distinguishable from logic."16 Contrasting philosophy with the synthetic method 
of the special sciences, Russell says: 

... in philosophy we follow the inverse direction: from the complex and rela
tively concrete we proceed towards the simple and abstract by means of analy
sis, seeking in the process, to eliminate the particularity of the original subject-
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matter, and to confine our attention entirely to the logical form of the facts con
cerned. (KEW, pp. 189-90; emphasis in the original) 

I turn now to what I take to be the ontological significance of the conception 
of philosophical analysis that is introduced in OD. This significance is that sen
tences that appear to be about entities of one kind are shown by the analysis to 
be really about entities of a different kind. As an example, consider the definition 
that forms the basis of Russell's mature theory of types. Russell assumes that there 
are propositional functions, i.e., intensional entities that yield propositions when 
applied to objects. I shall follow Russell in using expressions of the form "#" 
or "<f>!i" to refer to these entities. Where f is any property of propositional func
tions, we can introduce symbols of the form''.f{i(l/;z) }"by means of the following 
definition: 17 

f{i(l/;z)J = df(3cj>)[(x)(cj>!x = lf;x) &ft<f>!i)]. 

In virtue of this definition, the truth-value of ''.fl i(lf;z) J" depends only upon the 
extension of the propositional function l/;i. The symbol "i(l/;z)" thus operates (in 
the context ''.f{ i( lf;z)) ")as if it stood for an extensional entity- the class of objects 
of which the propositional function l/;i is true. But in fact the symbol "i(lf;z)" does 
not stand for any kind of entity: it is an incomplete symbol. The definition gives 
a sense to expressions of the form ''.fl i( l/;z) l ," and shows that some such expres
sions can be true, without implying that there is an entity for which "i(l/;z)" stands. 
Sentences that appear to be about classes are shown to be in fact about proposi
tional functions, so that the truth of such sentences is shown not to imply the exis
tence of classes. Analyzing sentences (which appear to be) about classes shows 
that the truth of these sentences does not require that there be classes. In such a 
case analysis is elimination. 

It is important to realize that the use made of the notion of an incomplete sym
bol in the theory of descriptions does not have the sort of ontological conse
quences I emphasized in the previous paragraph. What is crucial to those conse
quences is the idea that we can have a body of true sentences (which purport to 
be) about classes without supposing that there are classes. The analogue of this 
does not hold for definite descriptions. There is no body of truths (which purport 
to be) about the present king of France, and there could be no body of truths about 
the present queen of England if there were no such woman. 18 The theory of 
descriptions claims that propositions expressed by sentences that contain definite 
descriptions do not themselves contain entities for which the definite descriptions 
stand. But if such sentences are true then there must be such entities, even though 
they are not in the corresponding propositions. If it is true to say "The Fis G," 
then there must be a unique entity that is F. When we are dealing with a body 
of true sentences (of the ordinary kind), e.g., when we are analyzing a theory we 
hold to be true, the significance of the theory of definite descriptions is not onto-
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logical but, in the broad sense, epistemological. The theory changes the account 
of the entities that must be in the propositions corresponding to the sentences (and 
thus of the entities with which we must be acquainted in order to understand the 
sentences), but it does not change the account of the entities that there must be 
in the world in order for the sentences to be true. 

The notion of an incomplete symbol thus has an ontological significance that 
is not exploited in the theory of descriptions. This sort of ontological significance, 
unlike the elimination of the king of France, is something that could not readily 
be duplicated by the theory of denoting concepts. The idea that analysis is elimi
nation is not explicitly contained in OD, but it is a natural consequence of the con
ception of analysis that this article introduces. For Russell the paradigm of 
eliminative analysis was the definition I gave earlier as an example, i.e., the de
finition of statements that purport to be about classes in terms of propositional 
functions. In spite of its simplicity, this definition was of crucial importance to 
Russell. By showing that there need be no classes, the analysis seemed to enable 
him to find an escape from the class paradox. 19 This is why he frequently links 
the theory of descriptions with the paradox, although the connection is by no 
means obvious on the face of it. He says, for example: 

When the Principles of Mathematics was finished, I settled down to a resolute 
attempt to find a solution to the paradoxes .... Throughout 1903 and 1904, my 
work was almost wholly devoted to this matter, but without a vestige of suc
cess. My first success was the theory of descriptions .... This was, apparently, 
not connected with the contradictions, but in time an unsuspected connection 
emerged. (MPD, p. 79) 

Strictly speaking, the connection here is not directly with the theory of descrip
tions but rather with the notion of an incomplete symbol. But Russell introduced 
the notion of an incomplete symbol in the context of the theory of descriptions, 
and once introduced the notion rather obviously lends itself to the sort of ontologi
cal use that makes the elimination of classes possible. 

Although the analysis of sentences containing class expressions was, for Rus
sell, the paradigm of eliminative analysis, the idea of analysis as elimination came 
to be central to other parts of his philosophy. This can be clearly seen in two areas 
that were among his major concerns in the period (roughly) 1905-18. The first 
is his theory of judgment. The basis of this theory is that judgment is not a two
place relation, between a person and a proposition, but a many-place relation be
tween a person and the various entities that (according to the old view) are consti
tuents of the proposition. (This theory is usually known as the "multiple-relation 
theory," for this reason.) A corollary of this is that there are no propositions. 
Phrases that appear to refer to or express propositions are said to be incomplete 
symbols;20 such phrases can occur meaningfully in various contexts even though 
there are no propositions. 
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The second major concern of Russell's is his epistemology. This is both more 
complicated and more interesting from the present point of view, for it shows the 
contrast between the two uses of incomplete symbols that I have distinguished. 
Before 1913 or 1914 Russell only employs the nonontological use of incomplete 
symbols in his discussion of sentences that appear to refer to physical objects. He 
thus holds that if our ordinary and scientific beliefs are correct then there really 
are physical objects quite independent of sense-data. We cannot grasp proposi
tions containing physical objects, but our real interest is in the truth or falsity of 
these propositions. There is thus a problem about what principles of inference it 
is legitimate to use in deriving these propositions from propositions about sense
data. There is also a more subtle issue about how we understand such propositions 
at all. Russell's answer is that in a sense we do not. The propositions that we are 
really interested in are described by propositions that we do grasp (see "Knowl
edge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Description," Mysticism and Logic, p. 
158). 

This curious position results from the fact that Russell uses the theory of 
descriptions to eliminate physical objects from the propositions expressed by cer
tain sentences that might appear to be about physical objects, without taking the 
further step of eliminating physical objects from the world. So while physical ob
jects do not occur in any proposition that we can directly grasp, still there must 
be physical objects if those propositions are to be true. In 1913 or 1914 he takes 
the further step and analyzes sentences that appear to be about physical objects 
in such a way that the existence of physical objects is not required for the truth 
of those sentences. Such sentences now appear to express propositions that nei
ther contain nor describe physical objects; the sentences are true provided that 
sense-data occur in the right patterns. This is the view that physical objects are 
"logical constructions" or "logical fictions." With this view there are no longer un
graspable propositions that are merely described by the propositions we do grasp. 
The problem of inference to the unknown disappears and is replaced by the prob
lem of showing that it is possible to analyze or translate sentences about physical 
objects into sentences about sense-data. Russell was sufficiently impressed by this 
new technique to say, 'The supreme maxim in scientific philosophizing" is 
"Wherever possible, logical constructions are to be substituted for inferred enti
ties" ("The Relation of Sense-Data to Physics," Mysticism and Logic, p. 115). 21 

A further important feature of the new conception of analysis is that nothing 
in the process of analysis itself enables us to tell when analysis is complete. 22 

Analysis is complete when the true form of the proposition has been attained, but 
Russell has no clear criterion for when this has happened. When we have sub
stituted a definite or indefinite description for each denoting phrase, we may well 
find that our descriptions contain proper names that may in turn need to be ana
lyzed as definite descriptions. Russell's examples, "The king of France" and "The 
author of Waverley" make this clear, since both "France" and "Waverley" are 
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themselves names. It is also true that we cannot think of successive stages in the 
analysis as closer and closer approximations to the true form of the proposition. 
The reason for this is that carrying the analysis a stage further, analyzing some
thing previously left unanalyzed, may yield a sentence of completely different 
form. There is no reason to think that every stage of analysis yields a form that 
is closer to the true form of the proposition than are all previous stages, so the 
picture of closer and closer approximations to the real form of the proposition 
cannot be applied. What this suggests is that there is a need for external con
straints on the process of analysis that are not intrinsic to the process but are im
posed upon it. There is no explicit sign that Russell is aware of this need, but it 
may have affected him nevertheless. In particular, one of the reasons for the im
portance of the notion of acquaintance may be that it provides an external con
straint on the process of analysis. The notion of acquaintance is present in Rus
sell's philosophy from Principles onward, but its role becomes much more 
important in OD and after. One reason for this may be that the notion of acquain
tance tells you what the ultimate entities of analysis are: they are the entities with 
which you are acquainted. The process of analysis is complete-and the true form 
of the proposition discovered-when all entities with which you are not ac
quainted have been eliminated. The new conception of analysis thus demands that 
the notion of acquaintance should bear much more weight than it had done before 
OD. On the other hand, it is also true that this conception of analysis makes possi
ble a more realistic notion of acquaintance, i.e., one more closely tied to actual 
sensory experience. 23 Because analysis is indefinitely extendable, any putative 
object with which it is implausible to say that we are acquainted can be thought 
of as analyzable, and thus as not being an object of acquaintance. (Strictly one 
should say: expressions that might appear to refer to objects with which we are 
not acquainted can be thought of as analyzable.) 

The contrast between grammatical form and logical form, together with the 
conception of analysis that accompanies it, forces Russell to pay explicit attention 
to words and sentences. Language begins to become a subject of philosophical 
interest in its own right. In part this is something of which Russell is aware and 
explicitly accepts; in part it is a matter of pressures that force him in a direction 
his explicit doctrines do not acknowledge. The change in Russell's overt view is 
to be understood in terms of the break between grammatical form and logical 
form. The assumption of congruence between sentences and propositions had 
served, before OD, to make it easy for Russell to ignore words (see, for example, 
Principles 46, quoted earlier, p. 98). That assumption makes words and sentences 
a transparent medium through which propositions and their constituents may be 
grasped. The medium may be essential, but just because of its transparency noth
ing more need be said about it. Words themselves need never be the subject of 
explicit attention. This sort of attitude is in sharp contrast with Russell's later em
phasis on the dangers of being misled by grammar. His later attitude is that the 
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grammatical form of the sentence will usually be quite different from the logical 
form of the proposition, and that many philosophical mistakes arise precisely 
from the neglect of this distinction. Thus in Lecture One of "The Philosophy of 
Logical Atomism" he says: 

Some of the notions that have been thought absolutely fundamental in philoso
phy have arisen, I think, entirely through mistakes as to symbolism. 24 

Because Russell comes to believe that symbols are fundamentally misleading, 
he also comes to think that symbolism is of great philosophical importance - not 
because it is really the thing we mean to talk about in philosophy but because it 
will mislead us if we do not pay attention to it. This is quite explicit in a well
known passage, also from Lecture One of"The Philosophy of Logical Atomism": 

There is a good deal of importance to philosophy in the theory of symbolism 
a good deal more than at one time I thought. I think the importance is almost 
entirely negative, i.e. the importance lies in the fact that unless you are fairly 
self-conscious about symbols, unless you're fairly aware of the relation of the 
symbol to what it symbolizes, you will find yourself attributing to the thing 
properties which only belong to the symbol. That, of course, is especially 
likely in very abstract subjects such as philosophical logic, because the 
subject-matter that you are supposed to be thinking about is so exceedingly 
difficult and elusive that ... you do not think about it except perhaps once in 
six months for half a minute. (p. 185) 

Perhaps more important than this somewhat grudging overt admission of the 
importance of language is the pressure that Russell is under, contrary to his ex
plicit doctrines, to take language as the real subject with which he is dealing. One 
way in which this arises is from the fact, which we have already examined, that 
the new conception of analysis makes it hard to tell when an analysis is complete. 
The proposition itself, whose form is given by the final stage of analysis, becomes 
inaccessible, and our attention is focused on stages of analysis that may be short 
of the final stage. But all that we have at these stages are sentences. A single 
proposition, after all, is expressed equally by the unanalyzed sentence and by the 
fully analyzed sentence and by all the sentences that constitute the various stages 
of analysis between the two. So philosophical progress may consist in the transi
tion from one sentence to another. Russell may say that this is progress only be
cause the second sentence more nearly reflects the form of the proposition, but 
nothing in the process of analysis itself gives these words any force. Once the re
lation between sentences and the propositions that they express becomes 
problematic, the idea that one sentence can "reflect" the form of a proposition 
more accurately than another has to carry more weight than it can bear. As Rus
sell becomes more conscious of symbols-of words and sentences- it becomes 
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clear that analysis essentially concerns sentences; the references to propositions 
become proforma. 

I have argued that the significance of OD is not that it shows that there can 
be names or definite descriptions that occur in meaningful sentences without 
referring to anything. The significance of the article has to do rather, I have 
claimed, with the idea of analysis as elimination, and with the development of cer
tain conceptions of logical form and of philosophical analysis. Perhaps most im
portant, the article is a crucial step on the way to the idea that language is a pri
mary philosophical concern. These ideas are so fundamental to analytic 
philosophy as it has developed since 1905 that it is hard to put them in a historical 
perspective. Those who are, even in a remote sense, the heirs of Russell, tend 
to take absolutely for granted the notion of logical form, the corresponding view 
of philosophical analysis, and the idea of elimination by analysis. I do not mean 
that we all accept the philosophical views embodied in these ideas. I mean, rather, 
that we all take it for granted that there are such ideas, that the philosophical views 
that they embody are available options-even if we think that these views need 
to be revised in some way. Such an attitude makes it difficult to appreciate an arti
cle whose significance lies largely in its contribution to the development of these 
ideas. For this requires that we see those ideas as the product of a historical proc
ess, that we realize that they were not always philosophical commonplaces but 
came to be so over a particular period of time and for traceable reasons. In short, 
we have to cease taking those ideas for granted. This is even more clearly true 
of the view that language is an important subject of philosophical study. It is hard 
to detach oneself enough from this idea to ask where it came from, and why it 
came to have such a hold over so many philosophers. Yet if one takes this idea 
for granted, it is hard fully to appreciate not only the significance but also the sub
stance of OD. That article was written against the background of a view according 
to which the question, what are the constituents of the proposition expressed by 
a given sentence, is a real question with a right answer that is independent of how 
we choose to analyze the sentence-a fact of the matter that is independent of us. 
This assumption, I claimed, is one that OD itself helped to undermine, but OD 
cannot be fully. understood unless one realizes that this was Russell's as
sumption. 25 
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