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Robert J. Clack, Bertrand Russell's Philosophy of Language. Martinus
Nijhoff, The Hague, 1969, v+ 100 pp., Dfl. 14.40.
Although this book is not, and is not meant to be, a contribution to the
solution of any particular problem, it is useful and informative. It presents,

in outline, Russell's Theory of Descriptions and the motivations underlying
it. Heavy emphasis is laid on the fact (too often overlooked) that Russell, in
setting up his Theory of Descriptions, was guided by motivations which lay

beyond logic pure and proper: Russell was concerned with the central
philosophical question of the structure of reality, the 'basic furniture of the

world'. The Theory of Descriptions was meant to be an instrument to help
clarify our thoughts on this matter. Chapter I ('The Quest for Logical Form')

deals mainly with this philosophical purpose. In Chapter II ('The Uses of
Reconstructionism') some idea is given of the Theory of Descriptions and of
the ways in which Russell meant it to solve certain problems of ontology.
Chapter III is called: 'Critique of Russell's Philosophy of Language', but
consists mainly of a defence of Russell's views against objections raised by
other philosophers.

The last chapter is no doubt the weakest. Clack formulates only one
criticism of his own against Russell's theory, a criticism of method. It is
formulated on the last two pages of the book. In his interpretation, Russell
assumes that "the ultimate test of whether propositions are properly clarified

is whether they contain expressions other than those designating objects
known by acquaintance". This implies, he says, that Russell takes the basic
ontological categories as given in advance. To regard the Theory of Descrip
tion as a means of finding out what the structure of the world is, must
therefore be circular. He concludes that "our final evaluation of Russell's
ideal language program will be determined, to a great extent, by our estimate

of the soundness of his choice of basic ontological categories". I am not sure

that Clack does full justice to Russell here, nor that Clack is consistent.
Earlier in the book he points out, correctly, that Russell's programme of
reducing sentences to their ultimate logical form is taken to be relevant for

problems of ontology on the assumption that there must be complete iso
morphism between propositions and 'facts'. The reduction is guided by
Ockham's maxim that no more entities should be assumed than is necessary.
It seems more appropriate, therefore, to see the Theory of Descriptions as an

attempt at making explicit Ockham's notion of necessity, given the unprov
able assumption of referential isomorphism. In other words, as Clack himself

says (p. 92): "To what kinds of entities do our forms of speech commit us?"
is the question Russell wished to answer. Or, in other words again: what is
the cleanest possible ontology we can arrive at?
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