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Abstract: On the orthodox interpretation of Russellian setica, Bertrand Russell is said to
have held that the meaning of ordinary proper namgien by associated definite descriptions.
In this article, | present a challenge to this iiptetation. | offer textual grounds for the
alternative view that Russell was actually quitebamlent on the issue. It will be seen that
Russell is most often quite willing to treat propmmes as directly referential devices, while
occasionally presenting the view that proper nafaastion as disguised definite descriptions.
This creates a tension in Russell’s published ngsti My contention in what follows is that we
can gain release from this tension as soon as alizeghat Russell’s thesis that proper names
abbreviate definite descriptions arises from hisstemological concerns and pertains to
privately associated propositionshose constituents satisfy the ‘fundamental epistogical
principle’ proposed in Russell's article “Knowleddsy Acquaintance and Knowledge by
Description”. | further argue that when it comesthe intersubjectively accessible public
semantics of sentences containing proper nameseRukoes in fact regard proper names as
simply standing for their bearers.

Key words. Russell; proper names; definite descriptions;edir reference; Russell’s
epistemological principle

Resumo: De acordo com a interpretacdo ortodoxa da seozéntisselliana, Bertrand Russell
teria sustentado a tese de que o significado des@ndprios comuns nos é dado por descricées
definidas a eles associadas. Neste artigo, apegsest um desafio a tal interpretacao.
Oferecemos fundamentos textuais para a interpeettgrnativa de que, na verdade, Russell foi
bastante ambivalente no que concerne a esta qu&&téemos que predomina em Russell a
tendéncia de tratar nomes proprios como mecanisdeogeferéncia direta, embora ele
ocasionalmente alegue que 0s nomes proprios opesaro descricdes definidas disfarcadas.
Isto cria uma tenséo nos textos publicados pordRuddinha proposta, no que se segue, é a de
que tal tensdo pode ser superada tdo logo nos deonts de que a tese russelliana de que
nomes préprios abreviam descri¢cBes definidas @ filet suas inquietacfes epistemoldgicas e
dizem respeito aproposi¢cdes privadas cujos constituintes satisfazem o ‘principio
epistemologico fundamental’ enunciado por Russell “Knowledge by Acquaintance and
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Knowledge by Description”. Além disso, argumentanip®, no que concerne a semantica
publica e intersubjetivamente acessivel de oracées nomes proprios, Russell, na verdade,
atribuia aos nomes proprios o papel de simplesnamsignar os objetos nomeados.

Palavras chave: Russell; nomes proprios; descricdes definidateré&acia direta; o principio
epistemoldgico de Russell.

RUSSELL ON ORDINARY PROPER NAMES

On the orthodox interpretation of his thought, Bertl Russell is said to have
held that ordinary proper names are disguised gers, by which he meant definite
descriptions, phrases of the form ‘the so-and-as,he would have put it. In fact, his
writings contain a few passages in which he appealave expressed that view quite
literally.

In the remainder of this essay, | shall argue thase passages ought not to be
taken at face value and that a number of qualioatare called for if we are to make
sense of what Russell had to say in this connection

As far as | know, Mark Sainsbury is the only impott commentator who
directly opposes the standard interpretation ofsellis views on proper names, though
Howard Wettstein appears not to feel entirely happgut it, either. As will become
apparent later, these two authors have had a @rabie influence on my thinking about
this matter. However, | believe that my own preagoh can be said to have a legitimate
claim to originality.

Before | can proceed any further, | believe th&ta preliminary comments are
in order. Following Neale (1990) and Lycan (2000&dopt the premise that Russell's
Theory of Descriptions, thought of as a theory ahktbe underlying logical form of
sentences containing definite descriptions, iselgrgndependent from the claim that
proper names abbreviate definite descriptions,Name Claim, as Lycan has it. One
might adduce logical grounds for accepting Russdlheory of Descriptions, without
thereby feeling compelled to subscribe to a deBeigp theory of proper names. In what
follows, | plan to address only Russell’s contamtibat “Common words, even proper
names, are usually really descriptions” (Russé@Ld), and not the merits of the Theory
of Descriptions as such. However, a brief reviewhef theory will help us set the stage
for an assessment of Russell’s views on ordinarggrrnames.

It is further necessary to note that Russell wdsgaly versatile philosopher,
whose thinking ranged widely across a number dedsht philosophical problems. In
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writing about names and descriptions, he was o deacerned with epistemology and

communication than he was with logic. This is a fabich appears to have often been
neglected. In particular, it would seem that somenmentators have presented an
oversimplified account of Russell’s views on ordynproper names, because they have
failed to do justice to Russell's epistemologmaticerns.

On a simpler level, | also believe that it is reely the case that not enough
attention has been paid to some of the textualeee which is found in Russell's
writings. The importance of some passages has sghnbeen overemphasized at the
expense of other passages which, to my mind, atessaelevant.

In considering Russell’s views on proper namedhallsadopt the following
strategy: | shall continually refer to the texterselves, never straying too far away
from them. It will be seen that in his treatment mames and descriptions Russell
presents us with some conflicting passages andrampeontradictions. | hope to show
that these apparent contradictions can be resasgesbon as we realize that Russell
very often addressed the same issues from diffestamtdpoints and that he did not
always bother to indicate precisely what perspedtiwas that he was arguing from.

The passages which | shall examine are drawn ftam Denoting (1905)
Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Desonip{l910), Descriptions
(1919) (Chapter 16 dhtroduction to Mathematical Philosophyand The Philosophy
of Logical Atomism (1918). The more heavily epistemologic&lnowledge by
Acquaintance and Knowledge by Descriptioifi  figure in a specially prominent way
in my account. This article brings together, in arenexplicit fashion than does any of
the others, all the various strands of Russelbaght on names and descriptions.

O oo

Taken together, the texts referred to above glesilow Russell's profound
dissatisfaction with the theories which, in his dpyoposed to address the subject of
denotation. In particular, the views of Meinong &frdge are singled out for penetrating
criticism.

It is not my intention here to go into too mudetail about the more general
reasons behind Russell’'s deep-rooted oppositidhetdheories of both Meinong and
Frege. For my present purposes, it will sufficentde that Russell regarded his own
Theory of Descriptions as capable of doing a fattds job of handling definite
descriptions, which he considered to be “by far thost interesting and difficult of
denoting phrases” (Russell, 1905, p 200).
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Among the merits which Russell claims for his ttyes its success in dealing
with some long-standing logical puzzles. For thkesaf convenience, | shall adopt
Lycan's way of labeling the four puzzles whichvexed Russéll(Lycan, 2000). We
can be said to have: (1) the problem of appareference to nonexistents, in
sentences like “The present King of France is bal@?) the problem of negative
existentials, in, for instance, “The greatest grinumber does not exist,” (3) Frege's
puzzle about identity, found in comparing sentences like “Scott is Scarid “Scott is
the author ofWaverley and the problem of substitutivity: how are weattcount for the
different truth-values of “George IV wished to knavhether Scott was the author of
Waverley and “George IV wished to know whether Scott &#&ett’?

Russell eventually came to think that the gramecaétiform of sentences
containing definite descriptions do not provideuaesguide to their underlying logical
form, or rather, to the logical form of the propgamis expressed by means of those
sentences. For Russell, the right way to analyseposition like “The present King of
France is bald” is to regard it as a complex sbgroposition involving quantifiers. In
fact, the proposition really expressed by “The Bisis given by the joint assertion of
the following three propositions: i) There is aadeone F, ii) There is at most one F and
iil) Whatever is F is G.

Whether or not we ultimately accept Russell’'s The Descriptions, with its
peculiar way of ‘rewriting’ sentences containindfidige descriptions, it is fair to say
that it does a rather elegant job of dealing wik above mentioned puzzles.

However, it is important to bear in mind that, asinped out by Lycan, the
puzzles “arise just as insistently for proper nameshey did for descriptions” (Lycan,
2000, p. 36). Russell's solution to the four puzzie the cases involving definite
descriptions would seem to apply to just one iastt class of referring expressions. It
is perhaps tempting and natural enough to inquite the possibility of generalizing
further.

’As noted by Lycan, there is a fifth puzzle involyithe ‘Problem of Excluded Middle’. | will neglettis
puzzle in what follows, as | consider Russell’susoh to it to follow naturally from his solutioro tthe
first puzzle presented above, along with considtamathaving to do with the notion of scope.

% | shall, however, present my grounds for thinkihgt Russell was unconcerned with Frege's puzzle in
its application to ordinary proper names. Thougkdell was no doubt concerned with identity statdmen
he does not appear to have attached too much iammeartto the difference in cognitive value between
identities such as ‘Hesperus is Hesperus’ and ‘Blespis Phosphorus.’
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Descriptivist theories of proper names, which tddleemeaning of a proper name
to be given by some description or cluster of dpions, do indeed offer some hope for
a solution to the puzzles we have just met (Thimat to say, of course, that such
theories do not run into other difficulties).

It is also tempting to think, given the surface Hoof some much quoted
passages, that Russell held his own version ofriggiscsm and that he hoped it could
be used to provide solutions to the four puzzlethéncases which involve proper names
rather than definite descriptions. This is Lycaposition and, as | believe, the position
taken by most commentators. As against Lycan aedoatithodox interpretation of
Russell's views on proper names, | shall maintaiwever, that Russell's reasons for
regarding ordinary proper names as disguised gemers have in most cases little, if
anything, to do with the need to come up with latsan for these puzzles in the case of
ordinary proper names.

Specifically, | hope to show that, as far as lagiconcerned, Russell would have
been quite willing — in most cases at least — garé names as simply standing for the
objects which they denote. It was primarily in lbEpacity as an epistemologist that
Russell was led to think that ordinary proper names disguised descriptions. In his
1990 articleFrege-Russell Semantic®ettstein seems to have hinted at the possibility
that something close to that may be right.

But now it's high time | let in the texts themsedve

* * *

In his early articleOn DenotingRussell is primarily concerned with denoting
phrases, laying special emphasis on definite dasans. Hardly anything at all is said
concerning the logical or epistemological statusmliinary proper names. But then one
finds a revealing passage, in which Russell pamt advantage of his theory:

The whole realm of non-entities, such as ‘the rosqdare’, ‘the even prime other
than two’, ‘Apollo’, ‘Hamlet’, etc. can now be ssfactorily dealt with. All these
are denoting phrases which do not denote anytingroposition about Apollo
means what we get by substituting what the claksdictionary tells us is meant by
Apollo, say ‘the sun-god’. All propositions in which Apollo oas are to be
interpreted by the above rules for denoting phr§ges205-206) [my emphasis].

This passage strongly suggests that Russell dibeserless names as disguised
descriptions. How else could sentences containie@rdrless names be meaningful?
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Since the bearers of those names do not exist,ddweyot be logical constituents of the
propositions of which they are a part. For Rusgbkiy only way to rescue sentences
containing bearerless names from meaninglessnes rsgard names of this sort as
standing for descriptions. But even here it shdaddeen that Russell is not saying that a
bearerless name ought to be equated with @my specific description. Russell's
reasoning in this connection is made a great dealer inThe Philosophy of Logical
Atomism Taking as an example ‘Romulus’, the name of dnéh@ legendary founders
of Rome, Russell says that it is “not really a ndyaea sort of truncated description. It
stands for a person who did such-and-such thinigs,kiled Remus, and founded Rome
and so on” and then adds:

If it were a name, the question of existence cowldarise, because a name has got
to name something or it is not a name, and if tli®mo such person as Romulus
there cannot be a name for that person who ishestt so that this single word
‘Romulus’ is really a sort of truncated or telesedmlescription, and if you think of

it as a name you will get intogical errors. (p. 243) [my emphasis].

It seems clear then that ‘the problem of apparef@rence to non-existents’ and
‘the problem of negative existentials’ do arisehe case of bearerless names and that,
as soon as we start thinking of such names asidesydescriptions, we might be on our
way to solving these problems.

But, then, what about the proper namesxa$tentsnames like ‘Marlon Brando’,
‘London’ and ‘Sputnik’? It might be argued thathuinames name, among other things,
persons, places and objects and that these argyfes of things whose existence can
be called into question, as opposed to the sertseafidRussell’s epistemology, which
may be brought into discourse by the so-calledidally proper nameshis andthat
Parity of form might, perhaps, lead one to thin&ttthe meanings of the proper names
of existents are likewise given by definite desioips. This latter contention is the one |
am anxious to qualify.

I do not think that Russell really held on to thégw, if what is meant by
meaningis a relatively stable, intersubjectively accessioperty of words which goes
into communication and, indeed, makes communicgiassible. | hope that my reasons
for thinking so will become clear as this essayolds.

At any rate, the name-as-disguised-description wewld seem to be at odds
with some passages where Russell is very keen animly attention to a number of
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ways in whichnamesdiffer from descriptions. The picture which emerges frihose

passages is one in which names and definite déscspare clearly set apart. Thus one
finds inDescriptions

We have, then, two things two compare: (Ipaame which is a simple symbol,
directly designating an individual which is its m@ay, and having this meaning in
its own right, independently of the meanings ofailier words; (2) @escription
which consists of several words, whose meaningslaegady fixed, and from which
results whatever is to be taken as the “meaningti®description. (p. 211)

It bears noting that the context clearly showd fRassell has ordinary proper
names in mind here. In addition to being simpldeatthan complex, names can be
assigned by stipulation, while descriptions norgnadnnot. The fact that Scott was the
author ofWaverley‘was a physical fact, the fact that he sat downwanate it with his
own hand, which does not have anything to do witfathe was called. It is in no way
arbitrary” (p. 245). Also, names and descriptioiffedat the level of understanding:

If you understand the English language, you wouldesstand the meaning
of the phrase ‘The author ofWaverley if you had never heard it before,
whereas you would not understand the meaning afttSi€ you had never
heard it before because to know the meaning ofnaena to know who it is
applied to. (p. 245)

I must now turn to the most important featurehed above mentioned passages.
As we have just seen, Russell says that a namésimple symbol, directly designating
an individual which is its meaning and having this meaning in its own right,
independently of the meanings of @lher word$ and that “to know the meaning of a
name is toknow whoit is applied to” (italics added). Now one would bhard put to
reconcile these statements with the claim, explicinade in Knowledge by
Acquaintance and Knowledge by Descriptidhat proper names are somehow to be
equated with descriptions. As a matter of fact, #illssounds a bit like a direct
referentialist in the passages just quoted (arelsre).

For all the apparent contradictions, | believet thae may find a reasonably
coherent pattern emerging from Russell’'s writings proper names and definite
descriptions: Russell’s views on the relation ioliig betweemames and descriptions
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is only given serious attention iKnowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by
Description an article where epistemological consideratiores & the forefront. But
wherever Russell is primarily concerned with logjiceatters — notably iescriptions
and The Philosophy of Logical Atomism he is usually quite willing to regard the
ordinary proper names of existents as simple sysbtanding for the objects which
they denote. In those texts, suggestions to trectethat proper names are not simple
after all — and that, strictly speaking, they ac# Bven names — are presented as
afterthoughts, and almost reluctantly, one feels.

The pattern | have just alluded to may be exemeplibby reference to some
specific passages. In the course of talking abdentity statements, Russell says in
Descriptionsthat “The identity in “Socrates is a man” is idéyntbetween an object
named &ccepting “Socrates” as a name, subject to quadificns explained latg¢rand
an object ambiguously described” (p. 210) (my ers@)aThe reader is left to wonder
what the “qualifications” might be. There followfaw paragraphs in which Russell
elaborates, among other things, on ttiéferent logical behavior of names and
descriptions. One comes then to another intereptisgage:

Suppose, for example, thatpx [a propositional function] is “always true”;
let it be, say, the “law of identity,”x = x. Then we may substitute forx™
any name we choose, and we shall obtain a trueopitign. Assuming for
the moment that “Socrates,” “Plato,” and “Aristagl’ are names (a very
rash assumption)yve can infer from the law of identity that Socraiss
Socrates, Plato is Plato, and Aristotle is ArigtoBut we shall commit a
fallacy if we attempt to infer, without further pnésses, that the author of
Waverleyis the author of Waverley] ... ] In fact, propositions of the form
“the so-and-so is the so-and-so” are not always: titus necessary that the
so-and-so shouldxist (p. 212) [my emphasis]

In what sense could “Socrates,” “Plato,” and “fgte” not be names?
Hopefully, Russell will soon go into some detail ander to make clear what the
“qualifications” are which he talked about earli®ut his readers will have to wait
almost until the very end.

It seems clear that the passage just quoted isrtant in another way, too. It
looks as if Russell will not countenance the palsikthat the bearers of names like
“Socrates,” “Plato” and “Aristotle” could turn outot to have existed. Seemingly, he
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finds no reason at all to doubt the historical rdc this connection. Neither will he

have any reason to think that, say, G. E. Mooreualwig Wittgenstein might not have

existed. This is all very natural. One could haraltyibute to Russell a skeptical position
as regards the existence of the external worldyghicg other people).

This being the case, the first two puzzles meetibhy Lycan, that of apparent
reference to nonexistents and that of negativetemdisls, would never arise for a very
large number of cases (indeed most) involving progenes. In view of this fact, two of
the logical problems which allegedly led Russelhtid that the meaning of a proper
name is given by a definite description were neatlyeproblems for him at all, if by
proper namesve mean the names of persons or things whose egéstee have no
reason to doubt.

Now, this is arguably the passageDascriptionswhere Russell's qualifications
on the status of ordinary proper names like “Ses'at‘Plato” and “Aristotle” are to be
found:

We may even go so far as to say that, in all skrebwledgeas can be

expressed in words, with the exception of “thist d&that” and a few other

words of which the meaning varies on different gsomas — no names in the
strict sense occur, but what seem like names afly idescriptions” (p. 213)

(italics added)

It seems clear that Russell’'s reservations atheutlaim of the proper names
mentioned to be regarded as genuine names revatuadithe sort of knowledge we
can be said to have concerning the propositionshvimg those proper names.

To anticipate a bit: my working hypothesis is tiiaissell would not see any
problem at all in regarding the name ‘Aristotle’faand in “Aristotle taught Alexander”
as simply standing for Aristotle. But “Aristotleught Alexander” is a proposition which
each individual language user does not really kmownderstand in the strict sense
envisaged by Russell. And this is so on accounhefuser's lack of acquaintance with
Aristotle. Since the individual language user cafy diave knowledge of propositions
with whose components he is acquainted, the naragsgaised-description view might
turn out to be necessitated by purely epistemosdgionsiderations. It may help us in
determining the sort gfrivately associategropositions which the individual language
user can be said to really know or understand,pp®sed to theublically accessible
proposition which goes into discourse, a propasitod which Aristotle himself is a
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constituent. This interpretation will be presentadre fully when | come to consider
some vital passages nowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Desonipt

But before moving on to the truly decisive passaigesid in Knowledge by
Acquaintance and Knowledge by Descriptidnmight be worthwhile to have a closer
look at Russell's views concerning proper namegresented iDescriptionsand The
Philosophy of Logical Atomism

As it turns out, the same argumentative strategyd inDescriptionsis also to
be seen inThe Philosophy of Logical Atomisrm the latter text, Russell is generally
willing to regard ordinary proper names as simpinding for their bearers. Suggestions
to the contrary are hinted at in passing, but néully developed. In addition to the
passage already quoted, one finds:

We will take ‘the author ofWaverley. That is a definite description, and it
is easy to see that it is not a name. A name isple symbol (i. e. a symbol
that does not have any parts that are symbalsgimple symbol used to
designate a certain particular or by extension anject which is not a

particular but is treated for the moment as if ére, or is falsely believed to
be a particular, such as a persqp. 244) (italics added)

and after a few more pages:

There are a great many sorts of incomplete symibolsgic, and they are
sources of a great deal of confusion and falsepbghy, because people get
misled by grammar. You think that the propositi&eott is mortal’ and the
proposition ‘The author o¥Waverleyis mortal’ are of the same form. You
think that they are both simple propositions atttihg a predicate to a
subject. That is an entire delusion: one of therfoisrather might bg and
one of them is not. These things, like ‘the authiowaverley which | call
incomplete symbols, are things that have absolutelyneaning in isolation
but merely acquire a meaning in a context. ‘Sciatken as a nameas a
meaning all by itselfit stands for a certain persomnd there it is. But ‘the
author of Waverley is not a name, and does not at all by itself mean
anything at all, because when it is rightly used propositions, those
propositions do not contain any constituent comegng to it (p. 253)
(italics added).
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It is interesting to note how self-contradictorydRell is liable to become. In the
paragraph right after the preceding one (a par&agmpwhich Russell says that the
meaning of ‘Scott’ is Scott), Russell asserts thatame like ‘Socrates’ is among the
things which do not have any meaning in themselves.

Interestingly, Russell’'s stance as a direct retekst is also illustrated in
connection with the problem of identity statememtgcan claims that Russell brought
the name-as-disguised-description view to beahersblution of the problem of identity
statements in the case involving proper names.efFr@ge might recall, was seriously
concerned with the difference in cognitive valuarfd in comparing such sentences as
“Hesperus is Hesperus” and “Hesperus is Phospliorus.

But Lycan’s claim will sound a great deal less plble if we pause to consider
Russell’'s own words ibescriptionsand The Philosophy of Logical Atomisrm fact,
Russell does not appear to have attached too mupbriance to the difference in
cognitive value found in sentences such as the se&s above.

In comparing the propositions expressed by “Swocott” and “Scott is Sir
Walter”, Russell says iBescriptions

When a name is used directly, merely to indicatatwlie are speaking
about, it is no part of thiact asserted, or of the falsehood if our description
happens to be false: it is merely part of the syimbyoby which we express
our thought. What we want to express is somethirigchv might (for
example) be translated into a foreign language; sSomething for which the
actual words are vehicle, but of which they arepad. On the other hand,
when we make a proposition about “the person cdlbedtt’,” the actual
name “Scott” enters into what we are asserting, aoid merely into the
language used in making the assertion. Our praposivill now be a
different one if we substitute “the person call&d Walter.” But so long as
we are using namess names, whether we say “Scott” or whether we say
“Sir Walter” is as irrelevant to what we are assgrtas whether we speak
English or FrenchThus so long as names are ussthames, “Scott is Sir
Walter” is the same trivial proposition as “Sco# Bcott.” (p. 212) (italics
added).
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It is, of course, true to say that Russell's chaicern in the passage just quoted
is to put aside a possible metalinguistic readihghe identities “Scott is Scott” and
“Scott is Sir Walter.” But, quite apart from thattter, one finds Russell sayingTime
Philosophy of Logical Atomisifin an attempt to show that ‘the authorWaverley is
not a name):

If you were to try to substitute for ‘the author @¥averley in that
proposition [Scott is the author dVaverley any name whatever, say ‘c’, so
that the proposition becomes ‘Scott is c¢’, theftifis a name for anybody
who is not Scott, that proposition would becomedalhile if, on the other
hand, ‘c’ is a name for Scott, then the propositigil become simply a
tautology. It is at once obvious that if ‘c’ wei®cott’ itself, ‘Scott is Scott’ is
just a tautology. But if you take any other namectvhs just a name for
Scott, then if the name is being ussé name and not as a description, the
proposition will still be a tautology. For the naritself is merely a means of
pointing to the thing and does not occur in what yoe asserting, so that if
one thing has two names, you make exactly the aasetion whichever of
the two names you use, provided they are reallyesafand not truncated
descriptions)p. 245) (italics added)

and even more explicitly:

The ordinary use of names is asneans of getting through to thingsd
when you are using names in that way the statef8eatt is Sir Walter’ is a
pure tautology, exactly on the same level as ‘Seo8cott’ (p. 246) (italics
added)

Of course, one might argue that Russell’'s posiifomendered untenable by
Frege's argument i®n Sense and Nominatuut | am not concerned at this point —
nor anywhere else in this essay — to hold that &lsgositions are correct. My sole
concern is with what Russell really meant to sayp@posed to what he is often believed
to have said.

It looks as if | have already had some successalling attention to those
passages which, for the most part, seem to giva psrtrait of Russell as a direct
reference theorist, who appears to have been plgrieiling to regard proper names as
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simply standing for their referents— despite somgervations which are never fully
presented in the articles | have examined thusNaw the time has come for a close
examination of Russell's position as it is formethin Knowledge by Acquaintance and
Knowledge by Descriptiorin what follows, | shall present my own interpréiat of
Russell’s views on the relation between names afiditg descriptions. If | am right,
this interpretation will enable us to really undamsl those passages in which Russell
appears to be suggesting that proper names atareldfinite descriptions.

* * *

Since inKnowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by DesonifiRussell is
primarily concerned with epistemology would seem that his apparent contention that
ordinary proper names can be equated with desmngpshould be considered against the
backdrop of his more general epistemological viehessee how this important strand of
Russell's thought is brought to bear on the subpédhe relation obtaining between
proper names and definite descriptions, we must Byafocusing on a principle which
he enunciates as follows:

The fundamental epistemological principle in thalgsis of propositions
containing descriptions is thiEvery proposition which we understand must
be composed wholly of constituents with which veeasquainted(p. 159)

| believe that this will provide us with the key &n understanding of the very
special sense in which Russell can really be saidatve held the ‘name-as-disguised-
description view.’ For it is clear that Russell bpp precisely the same principle in the
analysis of propositions containing ordinary propames.

The all-important epistemic question which arig@sRussell in connection with
ordinary proper names is this: to what extent, tifal, can we be said to have
acquaintance with the bearers of those names?ithportant to bear in mind that
Russell placed very stringent demands on what dhoolnt as having acquaintance
with an object of perception or thought. According Russell, we only have
acquaintance with the things of which we have unated presentations. These would
include sense-data and certain universal concaptsmaybe the Self.

So, in considering statements about Bismarck, mstance, Russell says that
contemporary readers of history cannot be saidale hacquaintance with Bismarck.
This would seem to be a more or less commonsengieal. More radically, Russell
maintains that not even Bismarck's friends werdyr@aquainted with him. Bismarck's
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friends were only acquainted with the sense-datectwthey rightly associated with
Bismarck's body — and, more indirectly, with hisnchi Only Bismarck himself — and
even here Russell expresses some doubts — casaic& have been acquainted with
Bismarck.

In assessing Russell's views on the relation betveeginary proper names and
definite descriptions, we should, as already sté@tstake heed of Russell's fundamental
epistemological principle. In fact, as | shall aijg to show, Russell's name-as-
disguised-description view, which | interpret invay other than the one which prevails
among commentators, stems largely from epistemcdbgionsiderations. But even in
Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Desoniptan article where those
considerations are at the forefront, Russell’ seeadre presented with certain passages
which give them a sense of an underlying conflon the one hand, Russell's
epistemology seemingly leads him to conclude tlaates are descriptional in character;
on the other hand, one finds a number of suggestionthe effect that names are
directly referential, after all. This was clearlgtad by Wettstein (1990):

If not for what we know about the epistemic corati for real naming, we
can imagine Russell musing, it would be temptingtreat all names,

ordinary ones included as directly referential. $&lis if | am not mistaken,

felt a conflict between the dictates of his sen@etr, according to which
names are directly referential, and his epistemoédgonscience.

| see in Russell's discussions of ordinary namfesy,ta tension between
two conflicting pictures of the semantics of ordynaames. (p. 11)

It is my intention to propose an interpretationieidmay offer some release from
this tension. In fact, |1 hope to show that the pictures referred to above are not really
opposed to one another. Rather, it would be more tap describe them as
complementary.

In support of this claim, | will now examine RulBseinitial formulation of the
name-as-disguised-description view. It occupieshalg paragraph, which | reproduce
below:

Common words, even proper names, are usually rdalgriptions. That is
to say, the thought in the mind of a person usipgoper name correctly can
generally only be expressed explicitly if we reglabe proper name by a
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description. Moreover, the description requiredeipress the thought will
vary for different people, or for the same persbditierent times. The only
thing constant (so long as the name is rightlylugethe object to which the
name applies. But so long as this remains condtamparticular description
involved usually makes no difference to the truth falsehood of the
proposition in which the name appears. (p. 156)

The first two sentences appear to be sufficieatigquivocal: it really does look
as though Russell is saying that the semantic iboiton of a proper name to the
propositions in which it occurs is given by a d#&ndescription. However, the rest of
the paragraph is clearly meant to qualify Russdtitgal claim. As | see it, the relevant
qualifications are nowhere more apparent than e dtucial “Bismarck” passage to
which | shall shortly draw attention.

As regards the paragraph reproduced above, a dewnents are in order. It is
obviously not the case that by ‘thought’ Russellantein this context anything like ‘a
stream-of-consciousness item’. Clearly enoughwbeds ‘teacher of Aristotle’ do not
have to pop up in my mind whenever | use the ndat&d’. So, it is perhaps natural
enough to interpret Russell as saying that the mgaof a proper name is given by a
definite description and that proper names are Bomesynonymous with descriptions.
Or, as Kripke would have put it, that descriptiagise their meaning or fix their
reference.

However, we have good reason to doubt that Russally meant to say that. For
our purposes, we may consider meaning to be a qubélatively constant,
intersubjectively accessible property of words dimary proper names included. Yet
Russell says in the passage just quoted that prapees are not invariably associated
with any one specific description in the minds ifedent people or even as used by the
same person. One interesting consequence of tthiati# | utter and you hear the words
“Aristotle was the greatest philosopher of antiglithe ‘thoughts’ in our minds need
not coincide. On the usual interpretation of theneas-disguised description view,
people could easily find themselves talking past another, as Lycan aptly notes.

Now, | do not think, as Lycan certainly does, tlfas possibility presents a
problem for Russell's alleged Name Claim, becdusee really was no Name Claim, in
Lycan's sense. It would be more correct to say Fhatsell’'s words show him to have
been well aware of the difficulties inherent in fhesition which takes the meaning of a
proper name to be given by a definite descriptiar.in the same paragraph, he goes on
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to say that “The only thing constant (so long asrthme is rightly used) is the object to
which the name applies. But so long as this remeamstant, the particular description
involved usually makes no difference to the truthfalsehood of the proposition in

which the name appears”

It would seem to be much more natural to interftassell as saying that the
competent use of proper names in communicationlviegomastery, on the part of
language users, of the name’s associated desogptithe ‘thoughts’ in the minds of
persons using the name.

Having said that, | would not hesitate to expresg agreement with Mark
Sainsbury’s unorthodox interpretation of Russétieory:

So, Russell's theory is that a name is associatddawariety of different
descriptions: the descriptions which are neededictkp to report the

thoughts of those who use names. This variabilihows that the
descriptions cannot, for Russell, give the publieamng of the name, for
meaning should be common through the linguistic rooimity. (Sainsbury,
1994, p. 8)

Like Sainsbury, | do not accept the orthodox iptetation of Russell's views on
ordinary proper names, according to which he mento say that the meaning of a
proper name is given by a description. As | seRuissell was perfectly willing, even in
Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Desconipto regard names as directly
referential. Now, it is true to say that in a caupf passages he appears to be saying that
namesare descriptional. My intention is to make sense ajsth passages. Russell's
epistemology will enable me to do just that.

Although | shall argue that Russell nowhere reshyd that the meaning of a
proper name is given by a definite description, fdoe remains that Russell certainly
saw names and descriptions as being related irestieg ways.

A recurrent theme in Russell's treatment of ondinaoper names, as noted by
Wettstein, is Russell's insistence that a persoesesof a proper name involviksowing
who the name applies to. Thus, Bismarck's friends kméw he was in the plainest
sense possible, because they met Bismarck in pefémse of us who have only read
about Bismarck in the history books can still biel $a know who Bismarck was, though
we are further removed from acquaintance with Brek#han his friends were. But in
either case there is a need for language useraue flentifying knowledge of the
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bearers of the proper names they employ. Defireszptions are precisely the sort of
linguistic device which can provide language useith such knowledge. Unlike
Wettstein, | have no intention to dwell on the dioes as to whether the identifying
descriptions Russell had in mind are bound to deitlyrather than purely qualitative,
though the former is far more likelfae that as it may, it seems beyond a doubt that
Russell did envisage such an identifying role fesaiptions

Even more importantly, the definite descriptiorssariated with the proper
names employed by language users give Russellsptgavhat he needs to ensure that
his fundamental epistemological principle is ndtimged.

To see why this is so, let us consider the papgraproduced below. | take it to
be crucially important for an understanding of Riliss position.

It would seem that, when we make a statement amuething only known
by description, we oftenntend to make the statement, not in the form
involving the description, but about the actuahthdescribed. That is to say,
when we say anything about Bismarck, we should likee could, to make
the judgment which Bismarck alone can make, namiblg, judgment in
which he himself is a constituent. In this we aeeeassarily defeated, since
the actual Bismarck is unknown to @it we know that there is an object B
called Bismarck and that B was an astute diplonate can thus describe
the proposition we should like to affirm, namely tvas an astute
diplomatist,” where B is the object which was BistkaWhat enables us to
communicate in spite of the varying descriptionsewmloy is that we know
that there is a true proposition concerning theuattBismarck, and that,
however we may vary the description (so long adl#seription is correct),
the proposition described is still the same. Thieppsition, which is
described and is known to be true, is what intesrest; but we are not
acquainted with the proposition itself, and do kobwit, though we know it
is true.(p. 158) (italics added).

This, of course, is a difficult and somewhat puxgliparagraph. And the
interpreter's task is made all the more difficudt @ consequence of Russell’s usual
terminological laxity. It is, at any rate, once mgapparent that Russell's views on the
relation obtaining between names and descriptiotesn sfrom epistemological
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considerations. If the name-as-disguised-descriptiew had been meant to deal with
the logical puzzles already mentioned, there sderhe no reason why Bismarck would
be any less compelled to use his own name as aiskstydescription — say, speaking
about himself in the third person as Julius Cadgh+ than anyone else would.

Now | would like to draw attention to the underlihpassages. It can be seen that
there is, according to Russell, a proposition, fgr® was an astute diplomatist’ —
where this very much object-evoking B stands sinfiphyBismarck — such that one may
know something important about it: one may knthat it is true. It is my intention to
show that it is the above proposition — having dbgact B, which was Bismarck, as a
constituent, quite apart from any of the name ®@ated descriptions — that actually
goes into discourse.

Russell says that what makes it possible for usctimmunicate in spite of the
varying descriptions we employ is that we know ¢hisr a true proposition concerning
the actual Bismarck, and that, however we may \theydescription (so long as the
description is correct), the proposition describgdstill the same.” How are we to
construe the variability of descriptions in thigitext?

If Russell had ever held that a proper name aldiiess/a single description, he
would not have to worry about the way in which geogpucceed in communicating
when they use proper names. And if, though a nurabegalid descriptions are in fact
normally available, one could magically ensurd tha description actually employed
by the parties t@ given communicativeventis one and the same description for the
duration of the event, for example, that, whenelvsay and you hear “Bismarck was an
astute diplomat,” we would , somehow, be bound #@vehthe same associated
description in our minds, then, in this case tberé¢ would be no reason for Russell to
be worried about how communication might occunc8iRussell is clearly concerned
with what makes communication possible in this egftit is immediately obvious that
Russell is well aware of the fact that the partees communicative event may indeed
associate any given name with different descrigtienen as the communicative event
unfolds. But, this being the case, one is left Witl question: how is communication at
all possible?

The question can have a simple answer once wezeettlat for Russell the
meaning of a proper name is quite simply the ohbjestands for. By theneaningof a
proper namel mean that property which actually goes into theppsitions expressed.
On my interpretation of Russell, the meaning ofama is not some private associated
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item, which may vary more or less arbitrarily frgmerson to person. Meaning goes
public.

To put it in another way: the semantic contributadra name to the proposition
of which it is a part is the object the name stafats rather than any associated
descriptions in people’s minds. This was beauyifeidpressed in Sainsbury's words:

For example, suppose | utter the words ‘Bismarck am@ astute diplomat’.

As | use the name ‘Bismarck’, the thought in my dnimay be best described
as thatthe first Chancellor of Germanig an astute diplomat. However, |
realize that you may associate the name with areifit description, perhaps
‘the most powerful man in Europe’. So when | uttey sentence, | am not
trying to get you to share my thought; rather [taymg to get you to have a
thought, concerning Bismarck (however you thinkhah), that he is an

astute diplomat. My intentions would be satisfiegau realized that | had

tried to say, of the most powerful man in Euroggtthe was an astute
diplomat. (p. 8)

Here Sainsbury makes a fine point about commupitabut we still have to
come to terms with Russell’s epistemology. Whait iso special about the definite
descriptions one associates with a proper name?

To begin with, the descriptions are such as twigeidentifying knowledge of
the name’s bearer, as was noted by Wettstein. Beltdve that this does not exhaust the
epistemic possibilities of descriptions. On my vielefinite descriptions are important
for Russell because they make it possible for ronreimain true to his fundamental
epistemological principle.

Let us go back, for the last time, to the ‘Bisnkangassage reproduced above.
Russell says something very interesting about ‘B wa astute diplomatist. He says:
“This proposition, which is described and is knoterbe true, is what interests us; but
we are not acquainted with the proposition itsatigd do not knowit, though we know it
IS true.”

What is Russell's point? In philosophical parlarmeople are often said to have
knowledgethat p, wherep stands for an arbitrary proposition. But what coRlassell
have meant bitnowing (ornotknowing) p as opposed tenowing (ornot knowing) that
p? What is it about a propositigncontaining a proper name which makes it possilie fo
one toknow that pbut impossible for one tknow 2

Perspectiva Filosdéfica — Vol. | — n° 27 — janeiragho/2007 31




Russell on Ordinary Proper Names

Let us consider the propositioiifisis red”, wherethis stands for some sense-
datum of which one is directly aware. It would ksural for Russell to say that this is
the sort of proposition with which one may be adaieal. He would have said that one
may be acquainted with ‘the-redness-of-this’. Werehanmediated presentations of
propositions having a sense-datum in subject posith much the same way as we have
unmediated presentations of the sense-data thessseln such cases, we are not
confined toknowledge that pHere we may actuallynow p in Russell’s sense.

Now, this is the sort of knowledge which languagers cannot have concerning
propositions involving proper names. According tasBell, language users do not have
unmediated presentations of ‘the-astuteness®mBick’, because they do not have
unmediated presentations of Bismarck himself, thotngy may know it for a fa¢hat
Bismarck was astute, where, as | have attemptstidw/, ‘Bismarck’ stands simply for
Bismarck.

The true significance of Russell's fundamentastepnological principle can now
be fully displayed: descriptions are needed bexahey can lay bare the sort of
privately associated propositions that individielduage users are, in fact, acquainted
with. As opposed to the proposition which goes iriscourse, these private
propositions never go public. They remain very magrivate matter.

Of course, a number of descriptions could do tlo&.tUltimately, however, all
that Russell really needs to bring peace to histepiological conscience is what | shall
term a ‘non-describing description’. In fact, onads suggestions to that effect in
Knowledge by Acquaintance and Knowledge by Desonipticcording to Russell, a
description like ‘the man whose name watius Caesdris as good as any other.

Though an individual language user may know thatulius Caesar was
assassinated”, this proposition cannot possiblgrbebject of acquaintance. After letting
the machinery of the Theory of Descriptions do jab, one can finally get at a
proposition which the individual user does undemdfdhat is to say, a proposition that
the individual language user is acquainted witme&‘@and only one man was called
Julius Caesarand that one was assassinated,” whauditis Caesaiis a noise or shape
with which we are acquainted” (p. 161).

If my interpretation is correct, one very impott@onsequence is that Russell's
views on proper names become at once immune t@bHKepke's sharpest criticisms.
Given that Russell did not really take the mearoh@ proper name to be given by an
associated description, there is no reason to thiaikhis theory is wrong on the grounds
that proper names are rigid designators, whilendtefidescriptions usually are not.
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| do not have the least intention to suggest thiatis all very simple and that
there are no problems left in the investigatiorRoksell's views on proper names. Far
from it. Russell's writings do not form an entirelgherent whole. They remain open to
a number of interpretive possibilities. But | dinththat my approach holds promise.
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