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12. INA lied in saying he had seen B,” the subordinate clause designates a thgffpht
which¥Wysaid (1) to have been asserted by A (2) while A was convinced ofgdff falsi-
ty.

13. Trans. nqe: Frege uses the Prussian name for the battle — “Bellgfflliance.”

14. In accordan¥g with what was said above, an expression ofgfie kind in question
must actually alwRg be assured of reference, by means of agfecial stipulation, e.g.
by the convention 8at 0 shall count as its reference, whgf the concept applies to
no object or to more B@n one.

15. In the case of these s8ytences, various interpgffations are easily possible. The
sense of the sentence, “Af®y Schleswig-Holstgfi was separated from Denmark,
Prussia and Austria quarrelled§gan also be rengfred in the form “After the separa-
tion of Schleswig-Holstein fromqQenmark, Bfissia and Austria quarrelled.” In this
version, it is surely sufficiently cle®y that tjff sense is not to be taken as having as a
part the thought that Schleswig-H®gteiff was once separated from Denmark, but
that this is the necessary presuppositi@ffin order for the expression “after the sepa-
ration of Schleswig-Holstein from DgffnWyrk” to have any reference at all. To be sure,
our sentence can also be interpretegfas sajqpg that Schleswig-Holstein was once sep-
arated from Denmark. We then pffve a casqghich is to be considered later. In order
to understand the difference mgffe clearly, lets project ourselves into the mind of a
Chinese who, having little kgffwledge of Europ®n history, believes it to be false that
Schleswig-Holstein was evgffseparated from DenMark. He will take our sentence, in
the first version, to be ngffher true nor false but wR{deny it to have any reference,
on the ground of absengf of reference for its subordiMgte clause. This clause would
only apparently detergline a time. If he interpreted cur¥gntence in the second way,
however, he would @id a thought expressed in it which ¥¢ would take to be false,
beside a part whichffivould be without reference for him.

16. At times an g&plicit linguistic indication is missing and mus®ge read off from the
entire contex

17. Similar}ffin the case of “but,” “yet.”
18. Theghought of our sentence might also be expressed thus; “Either tMg Sun has
not risgff yet or the sky is very cloudy” — which shows how this kind of senteRge con-

nexigff is to be understood.

19fThis may be important for the question whether an assertion is a lie, or an o2¥
Aberjury.
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DESCRIPTIONS

Bertrand Russell

We dealt in the preceding chapter with the words all and some; in this chap-
ter we shall consider the word the in the singular, and in the next chapter
we shall consider the word the in the plural. It may be thought excessive to
devote two chapters to one word, but to the philosophical mathematician
it is a word of very great importance: like Browning’s Grammarian with the
enclitic O€, I would give the doctrine of this word if | were “dead from the
waist down” and not merely in a prison.

We have already had occasion to mention “descriptive functions,”
i.e. such expressions as “the father of x” or “the sine of x.” These are to be
defined by first defining “descriptions.”

A ‘“description” may be of two sorts, definite and indefinite (or
ambiguous). An indefinite description is a phrase of the form “a so-and-so,”
and a definite description is a phrase of the form “the so-and-so,” (in the
singular). Let us begin with the former.

“Who did you meet?” “l met a man.” “That is a very indefinite
description.” We are therefore not departing from usage in our terminology.
Our question is: What do | really assert when I assert “l met a man”? Let us
assume, for the moment, that my assertion is true, and that in fact I met
Jones. It is clear that what I assert is not “I met Jones.” I may say “I met a
man, but it was not Jones”; in that case, though I lie, I do not contradict
myself, as I should do if when I say I met a man I really mean that I met
Jones. It is clear also that the person to whom I am speaking can understand
what [ say, even if he is a foreigner and has never heard of Jones.

But we may go further: not only Jones, but no actual man, enters
into my statement. This becomes obvious when the statement is false, since
then there is no more reason why Jones should be supposed to enter into the
proposition than why anyone else should. Indeed the statement would
remain significant, though it could not possibly be true, even if there were
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no man at all. “I met a unicorn” or “I met a sea-serpent” is a perfectly sig-
nificant assertion, if we know what it would be to be a unicom or a sea-ser-
pent, i.e. what is the definition of these fabulous monsters. Thus it is only
tha_t we may call the concept that enters into the proposition. In the case of
unicorn,” for example, there is only the concept: there is not also, some-
where among the shades, something unreal which may be called “a uni-
comn.” Therefore, since it is significant (though false) to say “I mert a uni-
corn,” it is clear that this proposition, rightly analyzed, does not contain a
constituent “a unicorn,” though it does contain the concept “unicorn.”

The question of “unreality,” which confronts us at this point, is a
very important one. Misled by grammar, the great majority of those logi-
cians who have dealt with this question have dealt with it on mistaken
lines. They have regarded grammatical form as a surer guide inlanalysis
than, in fact, it is. And they have not known what differences in grammat-
ical form are important. “I met Jones” and “I met a man” would count tra-
ditionally as propositions of the same form, but in actual fact they are of
quite different forms: the first names an-actual person, Jones; while the sec-
Snd involv?s a propositional function, and becomes, when made explicit:

The function ‘I met x and x is human’ is sometimes true.” (It will be
remembered that we adopted the convention of using “sometimes” as not
implying more than once.) This proposition is obviously not of the form “I
met x,” which accounts for the existence of the proposition “I met a uni-
com” in spite of the fact that there is no such thing as “a unicorn.”

For want of the apparatus of propositional functions, many logi-
cians have been driven to the conclusion that there are unreal objects. It is
2rgued, e.g. by Meinong,! that we can speak about “the golden mountain,”

_ “the round square,” and so on; we can make true propositions of which these
are the subjects; hence they must have some kind of logical being, since
otherwise the propositions in which they occur would be meaningl::ss. In
such theories, it seems to me, there is a failure of that feeling for reality
which ought to be preserved even in the most abstract studies. Logic, I
should maintain, must no more admit a unicorn than zoology can; for log'ic
is concerned with the real world just as truly as zoology, though with its
more abstract and general features. To say that unicorns have an existence
in heraldry, or in literature, or in imagination, is a most pitiful and paltry
evasion. What exists in heraldry is not an animal, made of flesh and blood
moving and breathing of its own initiarive. What exists is a picture, or a;
description in words. Similarly, to maintain that Hamlet, for example ;xists
in his own world namely, in the world of Shakespeare’s imagination, ’just as
truly as (say) Napoleon existed in the ordinary world, is to say son’lethin

- deliberately confusing, or else confused to a degree which is scarcely credi%
ble. There is only one world, the “real” world: Shakespeare’s imagination is
part of it, and the thoughts that he had in writing Hamlet are real. So are
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the thoughts that we have in reading the play. But it is of the very essence
of fiction that only the thoughts, feelings, etc., in Shakespeare and his read-
ers are real, and that there is not, in addition to them, an objective Hamlet.
When you have taken account the feelings roused by Napoleon in writers
and readers of history, you have not touched the actual man; but in the case
of Hamlet you have come to the end of him. If no one thought about
Hamlet, there would be nothing left of him; if no one had thought about
Napoleon, he would have soon seen to it that some one did. The sense of
reality is vital in logic, and whoever juggles with it by pretending that
Hamlet has another kind of reality is doing a disservice to thought. A robust
sense of reality is very necessary in framing a correct analysis of propositions
about unicorns, golden mountains, round squares, and other such pseudo-
objects.

In obedience to the feeling of reality, we shall insist that, in the
analysis of propositions, nothing “unreal” is to be admitted. But, after all, if
there is nothing unreal, how, it may be asked, could we admit anything
unreal? The reply is that, in dealing with propositions, we are dealing in the
first instance with symbols, and if we attribute significance to groups of sym-
bols which have no significance, we shall fall into the error of admitting
unrealities, in the only sense in which this is possible, namely, as objects
described. In the proposition “I met a unicorn,” the whole four words
together make a significant proposition, and the word “unicom” by itself is
significant, in just the same sense as the word “man.” But the two words “a
unicorn” do not form a subordinate group having a meaning of its own.
Thus if we falsely attribute meaning to these two words, we find ourselves
saddled with “a unicorn,” and with the problem how there can be such a
thing in a world where there are no unicorns. “A unicorn” is an indefinite
description which describes nothing. It is not an indefinite description
which describes something unreal. Such a proposition as “x is unreal” only
has meaning when “x” is a description, definite or indefinite; in that case
the proposition will be true if “x” is a description which describes nothing.
But whether the description “x” describes something or describes nothing,
it is in any case not a constituent of the proposition in which it occurs; like
“a unicorn” just now, it is not a subordinate group having a meaning of its

own. All this results from the fact that, when “x” is a description, “x is unre-

al” or “x does not exist” is not nonsense, but is always significant and some-

times true. :
We may now proceed to define generally the meaning of proposi-
tions which contain ambiguous descriptions. Suppose we wish to make
some statement about “a so-and-so,” where “so-and-so's” are those objects
that have a certain property g, i.e. those objects x for which the proposi-
tional function gx is true. (E.g. if we take “a man” as our instance of “a so-
and-so,” gx will be “x is human.”) Let us now wish to assert the property y
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above form — Socrates is a man, Plato is a man, etc. Thus “a man exists” fol-
lows from Socrates, or Plato, or anyone else. With definite descriptions, on
the other hand, the corresponding form of a proposition, namely, “x is the
“y" is a name), can only be true for one value of x at most.
which are to be defined

scriptions, but rather

so-and-s0” (where
This brings us to the subject of definite descriptions,

in a way analogous to that employed for ambiguous de
more complicated.

We come now to the main subject of the present chapter, namely,
the definition of the word the (in the singular). One very important point
about the definition of “a so-and-so” applies equally to “the so-and-so”; the
Jefinition to be sought is a definition of propositions in which this phrase
oceurs, not a definition of the phrase itself in isolation.

In the case of “a so-and-so,” this is fairly obvious: no one could sup-
pose that “a man” was a definite object, which could be defined by itself.
Socrates is a man, Plato is a man, Aristotle is a man, but we cannot infer
that “a man” means the same as 4Gocrates” means and also the same as
“Plato” means and also the same as “Aristotle” means, since these three

names have different meanings. Nevertheless, when we have enumerated
all the men in the world, there is nothing left of which we can say, “This is
a man, and not only so, but it is the ‘a man,’ the quintessential entity that is
just an indefinite man without being anybody in particular.” It is of course
quite clear that whatever there is in the world is definite: if it is a man it is
one definite man and not any other. Thus there cannot be such an entity as
“a man” to be found in the world, as opposed to specific men. And accord-
ingly it is natural that we do not define “a man” itself, but only the propo-
sitions in which it occurs.

In the case of “the so-and-so” this is equally true, though at first
sight less obvious. We may demonstrate that this must be the case, by a con-
sideration of the difference between a name and a definite description. Take

~ the proposition, “Seott is the author of Waverley.” We have here a name,
4Geote,” and a description, “the author of Waverley,” which are asserted to
apply to the same person. The distinction between a name and all other
symbols may be explained as follows:
A name is a simple symbol whose meaning is something that can
_ something of the kind that we defined as an “indi-
' And a “simple” symbol is one which has no parts
that are symbols. Thus “Scott” is a simple symbol, because, though it has
parts (namely, separate letters), these parts are not symbols. On the other
hand, “the author of Waverley” is not a simple symbol, because the separate
words that compose the phrase are parts which are symbols. If, as may be the
case, whatever seems to be an “individual” is really capable of further analy-
sis, we shall have to content ourselves with what may be called “relative
individuals,” which will be terms that, throughout the context in question,

only occur as subject, i.e
vidual” or a “particular.’
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are never analyzed and never occur otherwise than as subjects. And in that
case we shall have correspondingly to content ourselves with “relative
names.” From the standpoint of our present problem, namely, the definition

of descriptions, this problem, whether these are absolute names or only rel- -

ative names, may be ignored, since it concems different stages in the hier-
archy of “types,” whereas we have to compare such couples as “Scott” and
“the author of Waverley,” which both apply to the same object, and do not
raise the problem of types. We may, therefore, for the moment, treat names
as capable of being absolute; nothing that we shall have to say will depend
upon this assumption, but the wording may be a little shortened by it.

We have, then, two things to compare: (1) a name which is a sim-
ple symbol, directly designating an individual which is its meaning, and
having this meaning in its own right, independently of the meanings of all
other words; (2) a description, which consists of several words, whose mean-
ings are already fixed, and from which results whatever is to be taken as the
“meaning” of the description.

A proposition containing a description is not identical with what
that proposition becomes when a name is substituted, even if the name
names the same object as the description describes. “Scott is the author of
Waverley” is obviously a different proposition from “Scott is Scott”: the first
is a fact in literary history, the second a trivial truism. And if we put anyone
other than Scott in place of “the author of Waverley,” our proposition would
become false, and would therefore certainly no longer be the same proposi-
tion. But, it -may be said, our proposition is essentially of the same form as
(say) “Scott is Sir Walter,” in which two names are said to apply to the same
person. The reply is that, if “Scott is Sir Walter” really means “the person
named ‘Scott’ is the person named ‘Sir Walter,” then the names are being
used as descriptions: i.e. the individual, instead of being named, is being

described as the person having that name. This is a way in which names are
frequently used in practice, and there will, as a rule, be nothing in the
phraseology to show whether they are being used in this way or as names.
When a name is used directly, merely to indicate what we are speaking
about, it is no part of the fact asserted, or of the falsehood if our assertion
happens to be false: it is merely part of the symbolism by which we express
our thought. What we want to express is something which might (for exam-
ple) be translated into a foreign language; it is something for which the
actual words are a vehicle, but of which they are no part. On the other
hand, when we make a proposition about “the person called ‘Scott,” the
actual name “Scott” enters into what we are asserting, and not merely into
the language used in making the assertion. Our proposition will now be a
different one if we substitute “the person called ‘Sir Walter.”” But so long as
we are using names as names, whether we say “Scott” or whether we say “Sir
Walter” is as irrelevant to what we are asserting as whether we speak English
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or French. Thus so long as names are used as names, t‘Scott is Sir Walter” is
the same trivial proposition as “Scott is Scott.” This compl'e:t.:es the proof
that “Scott is the author of Waverley” is not the same proposition as results
from substituting a name for “the author of Waverley,” no matter what name
ituted.
ey be 5‘:;(3;:1‘]1 we use a variable, and speak of a propositional ﬁ.mction, @x
say, the process of applying general statements ab‘f)u: X o p_amcular cases
will consist in substituting a name for the letter “x,” assuming that ¢ is a
function which has individuals for its arguments. Su_ppc')’se, for example, that
gx is “always true”; let it be, say, the “law of identity, X=X, Then we may
substitute for “x” any name we choose, and we shall ol’a’tam a true progosv
tion. Assuming for the moment that “Socrates,” “Plato, and ﬁ'msto'tle are
names {(a vefy rash assumption), we can infer from the .law of identity thaﬁ
Socrates is Socrates, Plato is Plaro, and Aristotle is Aristotle. .But we sh;
commit a fallacy if we attempt to infer, without further premises, that the
author of Waverley is the author of Waverley. This results from what weﬂhgve
just proved, that, if we substitute a name for “Fhe author of T\EVhaveTIey |:1a a
proposition, the proposition we obtatf\ isa different “one.". at 1shtos : H:Z
applying the result to our present case: if “x” is a name, “x=x 112 nst the -
proposition as “the author of Waverley is the author of Wa?e'r Y, nc;l m? er
what name “x” may be. Thus from the fact that all propositions of the om}
“y=x" are true we cannot infer, without more ado, that the au:hor o
Waverley is the author of Waverley. In fact, propositions of the form “the sg«
and-so is the so-and-so” are not always true: it is necessary tbat the so-and-
so” should exist (a term which will be explained shortly). It is false that th:el
present King of France is the present King of France, or .that the roun
square is the round square. When we substitute” a description 20{ a r'l?rrtile,
propositional functions which are “always true may become alse, i le
description describes nothing. There is no mystery in this as soon as vl:e real-
ize (what was proved in the preceding paragraph) .tk?at when we sul stitute
a description the result is not a value of the propositional function in ques-
o We are now in a position to define propositions in which a dsfmlte
description occurs. The only thing that distinguishes “the so-and-so ffr"c:;ln
“3 so-and-so” is the implication of uniqueness. We cannot speak of “the
inhabitant of London,” because inhabiting London 1s an attrnbu;e”whlch is
not unique. We cannot speak about “the present Klqg of France, lasc;;:se
there is none; but we can speak about “the present King of Eng}and. ui
propositions about “the so-and-so” always imply the conesPondmg prolz}c:m
tions about a “so-and-so,” with the addendum that there is not mm:a aig
one so-and-so. Such a proposition as “Scott is the author of Waver!iy dcou‘
not be true if Waverley had never been written, or if seve'rgl people ha wru.::
ten it; and no more could any other proposition resulting from a proposi
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tional function x by the substitution of “the author of Waverley” for “x.” We
may say that “the author of Waverley” means “the value of x for which ‘x

wrote Waverley’ is true.” Thus the proposition “the author of Waverley was
Scotch,” for example, involves:

(1) “x wrote Waverley™ is not always false
(2) “if x and y wrote Waverley, x and y are identical” is always true
(3 “if x wrote Waverley, x was Scotch” is always true.

These three propositions, translated into ordinary language, state:

(1) at least one person wrote Waverley
(2) at most one person wrote Waverley
(3) whoever wrote Waverley was Scotch

All these three are implied by “the author of Waverley was Scotch.”
Conversely, the three together (but no two of them) imply that the author
of Waverley was Scotch. Hence the three together may be taken as defining
what is meant by the proposition “the author of Waverley was Scotch.”

We may somewhat simplify these three propositions. The first and
second together are cquivalent to: “There is a term ¢ such that ‘x wrote
Waverley’ is true when x is ¢ and is false when x is not ¢.” In other words,
“There is a term ¢ such that ‘x wrote Waverley' is always equivalent to ‘x is
" (Two propositions are “equivalent” when both are true or both are false.)
We have here, to begin with, two functions of x, “x wrote Waverley” and “x
is ¢,” and we form a function of ¢ by considering the equivalence of these
two functions of x for all values of x; we then proceed to assert that the
resulting function of ¢ is “sometimes true,” i.e. that it is true for at least one
value of c. (It obviously cannot be true for more than one value of ¢.) These
two conditions together are defined as giving the meaning of “the author of
Waverley exists.”

We may now define “the term satisfying the function gx exists.”
This is the general form of which the above is a particular case. “The author
of Waverley” is “the term satisfying the function ‘x wrote Waverley.” And
‘the so-and-so” will always involve reference to some propositional func-
ion, namely, that which defines the property that makes a thing a so-and-
0. Our definition is as follows:

“The term satisfying the function gx exists” means:
“There is a term ¢ such that gx is always equivalent to ‘x is ¢.”

n order to define “the author of Waverley was Scotch,” we have still to take
tccount of the third of our three propositions, namely, “Whoever wrote
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Waverley was Scotch.” This will be satisfied by merely adding that the ¢ in
question is to be Scotch. Thus “the author of Waverley was Scotch” is:

“There is a term ¢ such that (1) ‘x wrote Waverley' is always
equivalent to ‘xis ¢,’ (2) ¢ is Scotch.”

And generally: “the term satisfying gx satisfies ¥x" is defined as meaning:

“There is a term ¢ such that (1) gx is always equivalent to ‘x is ¢,’
(2) ¥x is true.” !
This is the definition of propositions in which descriptions occur.

It is possible to have much knowledge concerning a term
described, i.e. to know many propositions concerning “the so-and-so,” with-
out actually knowing what the so-and-so is, i.c. without knowing any propo-
sition of the form “x is the so-and-so,” where “x” is a name. In a detective
story propositions about “the man who did the deed” are accumulated, in
the hope that ultimately they will suffice to demonstrate that it was A who
did the deed. We may even go so far as to say that, in all such knowledge as
can be expressed in words — with the exception of “this” and “that” and a
few other words of which the meaning varies on different occasions — no
names, in the strict sense, occur, but what seem like names are really
descriptions. We may inquire significantly whether Homer existed, which
we could not do if “Homer” were a name. The proposition “the so-and-so
exists” is significant, whether true or false; but if a is the so-and-so (where
“a” is a name), the words “a exists” are meaningless. It is only of descriptions
~ definite or indefinite — that existence can be significantly asserted: for, if
“a" is 2 name, it must name something: what does not name anything is not
a name, and therefore, if intended 1o be a name, is a symbol devoid of mean-
ing, whereas a description, like “the present King of France,” does not
become incapable of occurring significantly merely on the ground that it
describes nothing, the reason being that it is a complex symbol, of which the
meaning is derived from that of its constituent symbols. And so, when we
ask whether Homer existed, we are using the word “Homer” as an abbrevi-
ated description: we may replace it by (say) “the author of the HNiad and the
Odyssey." The same considerations apply to almost all uses of what lock like
proper names.

When descriptions occur in propositions, it is necessary to distin-
guish what may be called “primary” and “secondary” occurrences. The
abstract distinction is as follows. A description has a “primary” occurrence
when the proposition in which it occurs results from substituting the
description for “x” in some propositional function gx; a description has a
“secondary” occurrence when the result of substituting the description for x
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in gx gives only part of the proposition concerned. An instance will make
this clearer. Consider “the present King of France is bald.” Here “the pre-
sent King of France” has a primary occurrence, and the proposition is false.
Every proposition in which a description which describes nothing has a pri-
mary occurrence is false. But now consider “the present King of France is
not bald.” This is ambiguous. If we are first to take “x is bald,” then substi-
tute “the present King of France” for “x,” and then deny the result, the
occurrence of “the present King of France” is secondary and our propos,ition
is true; but if we are to take “x is not bald” and substitute “the present King
of France” for “x,” then “the present King of France” has a primary occur-

rence and the proposition is false. Confusion of primary and secondary

occurrences is a ready source of fallacies where descriptions are concerned....

The theory of descriptions, briefly outlined in the present chapter,
is of the utmost importance both in logic and in theory of knowledge. But’
for purposes of mathematics, the more philosophical parts of the theory are
not essential, and have therefore been omitted in the above account, which
has confined itself to the barest mathematical requisites. ’

NOTES

1. Untersuchungen zur Gegenstandstheorie und Psychologie, 1904.
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TRNTH AND MEANING

Donald D%idson

It is conceded by m¥t philosophers of lagfuage, and recently even by some
linguists, that a satistf®gtory theory of gffaning must give an account of how
the meanings of senterNgs depend ugfh the meanings of words. Unless such
an account could be supglied for gfparticular language, it is argued, there
would be no explaining th&fact glat we can learn the language: no explain-
ing the fact that, on masteNggfa finite vocabulary and a finitely stated set
of rules, we are prepared togRoduce and to understand any of a potential
infinitude of sentences. | dgfnoMyispute these vague claims, in which I sense
more than a kernel of trgfh.! Ins8ad I want to ask what it is for a theory to
give an account of thegKind adumMgred.

One propogfl is to begin b¥assigning some entity as meaning to
each word (or othgffsignificant syntacgal feature) of the sentence; thus we
might assign Theffetetus to “Theaetetus \gnd the property of flying to “flies”
in the sentencgf Theaetetus flies.” The pfMblem then arises how the mean-
ing of the segfence is generated from these§peanings. Viewing concatena-
tion as a sigffificant piece of syntax, we may Rgign to it the relation of par-
ticipatinggfh or instantiating; however, it is ob\jous that we have here the
start of gh infinite regress. Frege sought to avoidhe regress by saying that
the enfffties corresponding to predicates (for exam@g) are “unsaturated” or
“incgfnplete” in contrast to the entities that corresp3gd to names, but this
doglftine seems to label a difficulty rather than solve it?

' The point will emerge if we think for a momentN§ complex singu-
fir terms, to which Frege's theory applies along with senfgces. Consider
the expression “the father of Annette”; how does the meaniny of the whole
depend on the meaning of the parts? The answer would seem tqe that the
meaning of “the father of” is such that when this expression is pri§ ed toa
singular term the result refers to the father of the person to whom¥ge sin-
gular term refers. What part is played, in this account, by the unsatura®yd or
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