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Abstract


According to current theories, sentences with definite descriptions that fail to refer are either false or lack a truth value; but they cannot be true. However, I present examples where such sentences are, in fact, judged true. I propose that a definite description may be accommodated as a conditional, and that, in such cases, it is precisely the failure to refer that makes the sentence true.

Russell (1905) and Strawson (1950) have discussed sentences with definite descriptions that fail to refer, such as the well-known (1).

(1) The present King of France is bald.

Given that there is no King of France, (1) is false, according to Russell. According to Strawson, on the other hand, the sentence lacks a truth value, being a case of presupposition failure. What is common to both Russell’s and Strawson’s approaches is that, according to them, sentences with a definite description that fails to refer cannot be true. I will argue, however, that there are cases when such sentences are, in fact, true; moreover, it is precisely the lack of reference for the definite description that makes them true.

Of course, sometimes the definite description does not have a reference as far as the hearer knows, but, from the point of view of the speaker, it does refer. In such cases, rather than reject the sentence, the hearer tends to accommodate it (D. Lewis 1979). For example, suppose the speaker says:

(2) My car is in the garage.

If we do not know that the speaker owns a car, the definite description my car will fail to refer for us. The sentence, however, is not normally rejected; rather, we will easily accommodate the referent of the definite description, by adding to our knowledge the relevant existential statement, i.e., that there exists a car owned by the speaker. After doing this, we can accept the sentence as true.


However, there are cases when such accommodation is impossible, because it would lead to a contradiction. Consider the following sentence, for example:

(3) The first fish you catch will be a whale.

We do not know whether or not the hearer will catch a fish, so we do not know whether the definite description the first fish you catch refers. We do know, however, that if there were such a fish, (3) would be a contradiction. That is to say, even after accommodating the relevant existential statement (3) cannot be true. It appears, then, that there is no way ‎(3) could possibly be judged true. But is this really the case?

The philosopher C.I. Lewis describes a scenario where (3) is judged true. He considers an imaginary conversation with a friend:

[I]f our friend should say: ``The first fish I catch will be a big one’’ (a [definite] singular proposition), we might rejoin, ``The first fish you catch will be a whale,’’ meaning that this is true because there will not be any first fish. (C.I. Lewis 1956, p. 438; emphasis added)


According to C.I. Lewis, a speaker who utters (3) intends the hearer to accept it as true, rather than false or truth-valueless. Moreover, the hearer is expected to conclude from the truth of (3) that no fish will be caught.


Presumably, a hearer who accepts (3) is expected to follow the chain of reasoning below:

(4)  LISTNUM  The first fish you catch will be a whale (given, by the speaker’s utterance);

a. assume you catch a fish; let f be the first fish you catch;

b. by (a) and (b), f is a fish and a whale;

c. but (c) is a contradiction;

d. hence the assumption (b) is rejected, and we conclude:

e. you will not catch any fish.

Note that crucial to this reasoning is the claim that (3) is accepted as true; it is relied upon in the derivation of the contradiction.  So this is a case of a sentence that is judged true even though its subject fails to refer. 


Is C.I. Lewis’s account of the interpretation of (3) convincing? Some may claim that it is not. Perhaps, it could be claimed, the inference is pragmatic rather than semantic. Perhaps we conclude that the friend will not catch a fish not by the chain of reasoning described in (4), but in a pragmatic way, perhaps similar to Grice’s (1975) account of irony. In this way, we do not have to assume that speakers judge (3) to be true.


Others may even doubt whether the exchange described by C.I. Lewis is a realistic one. Perhaps uttering (3) in this context, with the intended meaning, is not very natural. In order to decide the matter, it would be nice if we could find a naturally occurring example of a sentence like (3). Ideally, we would like a text that contains such a sentence together with an explicit statement of the inferences it gives rise to. 

It so happens that such an ideal example does, in fact, exist. Moreover, it can be found in a source with which many linguists are familiar.


In a well-known passage, Chomsky discusses PRO, and claims that

it is subject to both the binding conditions (A) and (B). Then PRO is bound and free in its governing category, a contradiction if PRO has a governing category. Therefore PRO has no governing category. (Chomsky 1981, p. 191)

This is, of course, what is known as the PRO Theorem. Chomsky notes that his definition of the binding conditions, together with the properties of PRO, entail the following:

(5) PRO is bound and free in its governing category.

He then infers from (5) the nonexistence of a governing category for PRO. Note that (5), just like (3), contains a definite description that fails to refer: its governing category.

The chain of reasoning which leads to Chomsky’s conclusion appears to be similar to the one assumed by C.I. Lewis:

(6)  LISTNUM  PRO is bound and free in its governing category (given, by the rules of Binding Theory);

a. assume PRO has a governing category, GC;

b. by (a) and (b), PRO is bound and free in GC;

c. but (c) is a contradiction;

d. hence the assumption (b) is rejected, and we conclude:

e. PRO does not have a governing category.

This is, then, a case of a naturally occurring sentence with a definite description that fails to refer, and yet the sentence is judged true. Moreover, it is true precisely because the definite description fails to refer; if it did, the sentence would be a contradiction, hence false.


We can conclude, then, that there are cases when sentences with a definite description that fails to refer may be judged true. But how is it possible for sentences like (3) and (5) to be true? We cannot accommodate an existential statement, because then we would get a contradiction. So how is the truth of these sentences explained?


Note that the inference pattern in (4) and (6) is very similar to the classic pattern of Proof by Contradiction:

(7)  LISTNUM  If P then Q;

a. assume P;

b. by (a) and (b), Q;

c. but Q is, or leads to, a contradiction;

d. hence the assumption (b) is rejected, and we conclude:

e. (P.

The only difference is that (7a) is a conditional, whereas (4a) and (6a) are sentences containing a definite description. It is, therefore, reasonable to propose that sentences (3) and (5) are accommodated, but in a different way than sentences such as (2) are accommodated. Rather than accommodating an existential statement, the sentence itself is accommodated as a conditional. That is to say, (3) and (5) are reinterpreted as follows: 

(8)  LISTNUM  If you catch a fish, the first fish you catch will be a whale.

a. If PRO has a governing category, then PRO is bound and free in its governing category.

Replacing (8a) for (4a) gives us exactly the inference pattern of Proof by Contradiction; replacing (8b) for (6a) yields a similar result.


Whatever the meaning of a conditional is, it is clear that its truth does not, in general, require the truth of its antecedent. Hence, (8a) may be true even if the friend never catches a fish; similarly, (8b) may be true even if PRO does not have a governing category.


Reinterpreting definite descriptions as conditionals is only possible in contexts where it is clear that the existence of the referent of the definite description is in question. When the existence is treated as an established fact, no accommodation is possible. Contrast (3) and (5) with the following sentences:

(9)  LISTNUM  The first fish I caught was a whale.

a. It was discovered that in Latin PRO is bound and free in its governing category.

Unlike (3) and (5), the sentences in (9) cannot be accommodated, and hence cannot be judged true under any circumstances.


The behavior of definite descriptions described here is similar to that of universal statements. C.I. Lewis notes a contrast between (10a) and (10b).

(10)  LISTNUM  All trespassers on this property are minors. 

a. All trespassers on this property are liable to arrest.

If there are no actual trespassers, (10a) is, at the very least, odd; some would say it is false or lacks a truth value. In contrast, the truth of (10b) does not seem to depend on the existence of trespassers. Horn (1997) discusses similar examples, and proposes that there are two types of universal statement. Empirical universals, such as (10a), are subject-predicate in nature, range over actual individuals, and cannot be true if their restrictor is empty; lawlike universals, such as (10b), are conditional in nature, range over possible individuals, and are neutral with respect to whether there are any individuals satisfying their restrictor. The distinction between empirical and lawlike universals appears to be similar to the distinction between sentences like (9), which are, respectively, about an actual fish and an actual governing category, on the one hand, and (3) and (5), which are respectively about a hypothetical fish and a hypothetical governing category, on the other hand.


In conclusion: sentences with definite descriptions that fail to refer may be judged true if they can be accommodated as conditionals. In these cases, the lack of reference for the definite description, rather than making the sentence false or ruling it out, is actually the cause of its truth.
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