PHILOSOPHY OF LANGUAGE
RUSSELL’S THEORY OF DESCRIPTIONS: Semantic Analysis
Claim 1:  Definite descriptions do not contribute constituents to propositions.  That is, there is no part of the proposition that is denoted by the description.

Claim 2:  Sentences containing descriptions do not have the same form as sentences containing names.  In particular, they are not of subject-predicate form.

Claim 3:  Sentences containing descriptions are unlike sentences with proper names in that they do not attribute a property of the predicate to a subject picked out by the name.  

Instead such sentences are existential sentences.  That is, their logical form is the assertion that there exists an individual with certain properties.  

Indefinite

There exists at least one individual that possesses the Description
properties described in the subject and the predicate.
Definite

There exists exactly one individual that possesses the Description
properties described in the subject and the predicate.

Expression Type


Semantic Type




The article “the”
A propositional function that inputs two propositional functions and produces a proposition that is TRUE if and only if there is only 
ONE individual that outputs TRUE 
in each of the propositional 
functions in the sister nodes.

The description (cat)

A propositional function from

individuals to propositions that are true if and only if the individual is a cat.

The predicate (is on the mat)
A propositional function from 
individuals to propositions that is TRUE if and only if the individual is on the mat.
The meaning of “The cat is on the mat” is a proposition that is true if and only if it is true there is only one thing that is a cat and that thing is also on the mat, generated by inputs the proposition about there being exactly one cat and the proposition about whatever is a cat also being on the mat 
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