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Truth, Sense and Assertion*®

G.E.M. ANSCOMBE

Abstract

Protagoras and his pupil Euthalos argued against one another in paradoxical fashion
regarding the fulfilment of a contract. Protagoras was a Sophist, the first European
inventors of logical puzzles who also argued that there cannot be false thinking. A
paradox, however, does not say anything, and there is no solution to the question
as to who is right in the exchange between Protagoras and Euthalos. On the other
hand there is a real question as to how it is that a false proposition makes sense,
and the Sophists were right in as much as a false proposition, while it does say some-
thing does not, being believed, tell its believer anything. The exclusion of paradox-
ical propositions is not to be achieved, as Russell supposed, by applying some general
principle; rather matters need arguing through in particular cases as they arise.

The Greek philosopher Protagoras, who wrote a treatise on truth,
made a contract with a pupil [Euathlus] to whom he was teaching
the art of rhetoric for fighting legal cases. The contract was half the
fee straight away, and the other half of it if — but only if — the pupil
won his first case. The pupil engaged in no case. So after a while
Protagoras sued him for the remaining half fee. ‘If I win’, argued
the pupil, ‘then by the decision of the court I don’t have to pay; if 1
lose, then by our contract I don’t have to pay’. Protagoras argued in
parallel. How the court decided isn’t on record. I haven’t any
doubt the whole thing was fixed up between them in advance.’

*  Editorial note. The following is transcribed from the typescript of the
Lovejoy Lecture given at Johns Hopkins University in April 1987. Some of
the ideas are recapitualed in a highly compressed form in the first half (43—4)
of ‘Truth, Sense and Assertion, or: What Plato should have told the
Sophists’, in Ewa Zarnecka-Bialy (ed.), Logic Counts (Dordrecht: Kluwer,
1990). The present essay along with others on philosophy of language and
logic is to appear in Logic, Truth and Meaning: Writings by G.E.M.
Anscombe edited by Mary Geach and Luke Gormally (Exter:
ImprintAcademic, 2015). This is the fourth in a series of Anscombe’s writ-
ings and it includes a reprint of her Introduction to Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus.

V' Editorial note. The source of the story is the Noctes Atticae of Aulus
Gellius, Bk V, Ch. 10 ‘On the argument which by the Greeks are called
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Protagoras was one of the tribe called Sophists — the first European
inventors of logical puzzles. He didn’t believe there was any such
thing as false opinion — anything anyone thinks is true, it’s like percep-
tion, it’s how things appear to him. The Sophists invented an argument
that there can’t be false thinking: ‘He who thinks what is false thinks
what is not; but what is not isn’t anything; so he who thinks what is
false isn’t thinking anything, but if he isn’t thinking anything, he isn’t
thinking’. Plato tried to solve the problem by saying that one who
thinks what is not is thinking something different from what is, and
so, after all, is thinking. This doesn’t work unless, explaining ‘not so’
as ‘different from so’ I also insist that ‘different from so’ implies ‘not
so’. Otherwise, things might be both so and different from so.

The question — rather in the form ‘How is it that a false proposition
makes sense?’ — came to interest the Cambridge philosophers Russell,
Moore and Wittgenstein in the first quarter of the 20" century. But
other waters had rolled under the bridge in the interval.

II

St Augustine had produced an argument that truth must be eternal:
for if it had a beginning, then before that it was true that there was no

avTiotpé@ov, and in Latin may be termed “reciproca” [a convertible propos-
ition]’: ‘Protagoras began as follows: “Let me tell you, most foolish of
youths, that in either event you will have to pay what I am demanding,
whether judgment be pronounced for or against you. For if the case goes
against you, the money will be due me in accordance with the verdict,
because I have won; but if the decision be in your favour, the money will
be due me according to our contract, since you will have won a case.” To
this Euathlus replied: “I might have met this sophism of yours, tricky as it
is, by not pleading my own cause but employing another as my advocate.
But I take greater satisfaction in a victory in which I defeat you, not only in
the suit, but also in this argument of yours. So let me tell you in turn,
wisest of masters, that in either event I shall not have to pay what you
demand, whether judgment be pronounced for or against me. For if the
jurors decide in my favour, according to their verdict nothing will be due
you, because I have won; but if they give judgment against me, by the
terms of our contract I shall owe you nothing, because I have not won a case.”
Then the jurors, thinking that the plea on both sides was uncertain and
insoluble, for fear that their decision, for whichever side it was rendered,
might annul itself, left the matter undecided and postponed the case to a
distant day.” The Attic Nights of Aulus Gellius translated by John C. Rolfe
(Cambridge. Cambridge, MA., Harvard University Press, 1946) vol. 1.
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truth; and if it will have an end, then after that it will be true that there
is no truth.2 Both are absurd. You could construct a parallel argument
for the eternity of falsehood. So far as I know, St Augustine didn’t
consider the point.

The truth and falsehood of propositions of kinds that may be true
or false — that for such propositions truth and falsehood are twins —
was perceived in the 11" century by St Anselm. It comes in his De
Veritate,? a dialogue between a teacher and a pupil.* What is truth
in a true proposition, a true ‘enuntiation’?> Is it the thing enuntiated?
No, says the pupil, the thing it enuntiates is not its truth but the cause
of its truth. — Is it the utterance itself, its signification, or anything be-
longing to the definition of the proposition? No, says the pupil, for if
it were any of those things, the proposition would always be true; for
all those are the same whether what it enuntiates is the case or is not
the case. — Well, what is it? I can’t think of anything to say, says the
pupil, except that when it signifies the being so of what is so,
there’s truth in it and it’s true.

The teacher then asks him what affirmation is for — what it has been
created for — and he says it is for signifying the being so of what is so.
This, then, the teacher says, is what affirmation ought to be doing;
and when it is signifying what it ought, then it is signifying rightly.
We, the readers, should note that this rightness of an action of signi-
fying, performed by an action of affirming that something is so, is ex-
plained with the same words as those offered by the pupil as ‘all he

2 Editorial note. Anscombe might have in mind a brief argument in

Augustine’s Soliloquies, 2, 2, 2. There, however, it is only the imperishabil-
ity of truth that Augustine argues for via his internal interlocutor ‘Ratio’:

R. What if Truth itself should perish, would it not be true that Truth
had perished?

A. And who denies that?

R. But it cannot be true if Truth is not?

A. That I have conceded, a little way back.

R. Truth can, then, in no way perish?

See The Soliloquies of St. Augustine, translated by Rose E. Cleveland
(Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1910), 55.

3 De Veritate, c.2.
Editorial note. The translations in the text are Anscombe’s own. There
is a full English translation of De Veritate by Ralph Mclnerny in Anselm of
Canterbury: The Major Works edited by Brian Davies and Gillian Evans
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); the exchanges she quotes appear
there on pages 153-155.

° I intentionally keep to the Latinate spelling.
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can say’ when asked for his positive account of the truth of a propos-
ition. — The teacher briefly adds that the same holds when the prop-
osition signifies the not being so of what is not so.

Now the pupil, who is no stooge, asks: “‘What am I to reply, if
someone says that even when an utterance signifies as being so what
is not so, it signifies what it ought? For it’s been equally given it to
signify as being so both what is and what is not so. For if it hadn’t
been given it to signify as being so even what is not so, it wouldn’t
signify that being so. Then even when what it signifies is not so, it
is signifying what it ought. But then the utterance is right and true
even when it enuntiates, as being the case, what is not the case.’

This point the teacher does not deny. Itis indeed, he says, not usual
to call a proposition true when it signifies as being the case what is not
the case — all the same it does have rightness and truth, because it is
doing what it ought — i.e. signifying what’s been given it to signify.
But when it signifies the being so of what s so, there are fwo ways
in which it does what it ought: first, it does its job of signifying what
it does signify; and second it signifies what it was created for .... It
‘more ought to do what it was given its signification for than what
it was not given it for’. For why was it only given it to signify the
being so of something when it isn’t so or the not-being so when it
is so? Precisely because it couldn’t be given it to signify something’s
being the case solely when it is the case, or not being the case solely
when it isn’t the case. So there’s one kind of rightness which consists
in its signifying what it does — and that is a constant property — and
another kind which consists in its signifying what it was given its sig-
nification for. This rightness is variable and depends on one’s use of
it. If I say ‘It’s daylight’ so that it signifies what actually s the case, |
am using the signification of ‘it’s daylight’ rightly ... But when I use
the same utterance to signify its being so when it is not so, I am not
using it rightly: it was not made for that.

II1

Note that here we have two things: one, a teleology of the kind of prop-
osition in question, and here there is an argument — a proposition (if
it’s the kind to be true or false) is for being true because the other pos-
sibility for it is ancillary. The second is what affirmation was created
for —namely the right use of the proposition according to what it itself
is for.

St Anselm in this brief stretch of dialogue shows, first of all, that by
a proposition he understands a sentence, vocally uttered or written or

6

https://doi.org/10.1017/5003181911500039X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S003181911500039X

Truth, Sense and Assertion

signed with the fingers in deaf and dumb language, etc. He doesn’t
mean what we nowadays call an ‘abstract proposition’. He does
regard propositions as liable to have multiple occurrences. In conse-
quence he regards propositions that may be true or false as changing
from true to false or false to true as things change. In this he contrasts
with almost all modern logicians, who regard it as a different propos-
ition if it changes from being true to being false — the #zme at which it
is uttered is a perhaps unmentioned part of it, or of its sense. And so,
‘It’s daylight’ said at different times would be as many different
propositions.

Anselm speaks separately of affirmation and denial of, or in,
propositions. This was quite traditional, but from his saying
“The argument will work for denial too’ we can assume that he
would accept the blanket term ‘assertion’ — the denial of a prop-
osition being the assertion of its negation. Assertion presumably
has a personal subject, so we can see that Anselm says both that
the proposition signifies things’ being thus and so, and that the
person using the proposition does so. However, he seems not to
notice that a proposition can occur as a subordinate clause, an
if clause, for example, and then there is nothing wrong with its
being false. We might correct him, then, by saying that a propos-
ition, true or false, performs the task of signifying what it does,
and the person who asserts it also uses it to signify what it
does, but there is a further duty, on the part of one asserting,
of signifying as being the case only what is the case. He can
use the proposition so, because if it is the complete thing that
is said, that is properly what it is for. It is of course possible
that Anselm would only call something a proposition if it was a
complete one — i.e. one that is not part of another.

The most signal thing that he does in this stretch of dialogue is to
note a certain parity of truth and falsehood in connection with the sort
of proposition he is talking about. ‘It’s been given to the proposition
equally to signify something’s being so when it is so, and when it is
not so’ and ‘it couldn’t be given to it to signify something’s being
so only when it is so’.

v

With this observation we find ourselves in the company of Frege and
Wittgenstein. Frege thought that so long as a sentence was well-
formed and did not contain any proper names that did not stand for
anything, the sentence was itself a complex name either of truth or of
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falsehood. He did not restrict his consideration to propositions that
might be either true or false, but neither did he exclude such proposi-
tions from it. His conception of ‘the true’ and ‘the false’, or truth and
falsehood, as objects, is as wild as it seems, and has one noteworthy
objection to it: why should one aim at believing, judging, asserting,
only the true? As Michael Dummett has observed, this is rather like
describing a game in which there is winning and losing without
there being anything to show that the object of a player is to win.°
Frege misses the teleological points that are so important in Anselm.
Wittgenstein does not think that sentences are complex names at all
and explicitly accused Frege of error in this. But he is with Frege, and
with Anselm, in thinking that the sense of a proposition is independ-
ent of the facts. With this reference to ‘facts’ he shows that he is speak-
ing of propositions which logically may be true or may be false: the
sense, then, is independent of what Frege taught us to call the truth
value of a proposition, i.e. of whether the proposition is true or false.
Hardly anyone would deny that the sense of a proposition, one that
may be true or false, is independent of its truth value. Wittgenstein’s
observation in fact is: ‘If we don’t remember that the sense is inde-
pendent of the facts, it is easy for us to think of truth and falsehood
as equally justified relations between signs and what they signify’
[Tractatus. 4.061].7 So evidently he denies that truth and falsehood
are equally justified relations, and he warns against thinking that,
given a proposition p and its negation, ~p, p’, say, signifies in the
true way what ‘~p’ signifies in the false way. We are reminded of
Anselm saying: it couldn’t be given to a proposition to signify that
something is so, only when it s, i.e. without its being able to
signify that that thing is so, when it zsn’t. Why couldn’t it? Because

®  Editorial Note. Dummett writes: ‘Let us compare truth and falsity

with the winning and losing of a board game. ... It is part of the concept
of winning a game that a player plays to win, and this part of the concept
is not conveyed by a classification of the end positions [in which there are
no further permissible moves] into winning ones and losing ones. ... The
whole theory of chess could be formulated with reference only to the
formal description; but which theorems of this theory interested us would
depend upon whether we wished to play chess or [a] variant game.
Likewise, it is part of the concept of truth that we aim at making true state-
ments; and Frege’s theory of truth and falsity as the references of sentences
leaves this feature of the concept of truth quite out of account’. Michael
Dummett “Truth’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 59 (1959), 142 rep-
rinted in Dummett, Truth and Other Enigmas (LLondon: Duckworth, 1978).

Editorial note. Again the translations are Anscombe’s own; inserted in
the text are the numberings from the Tractatus.

8

https://doi.org/10.1017/5003181911500039X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S003181911500039X

Truth, Sense and Assertion

the thing it is to signify is the same in the two cases, both when it is so
and when it isn’t. So mightn’t one think that it signifies, through that
signifying of the same in the two cases, what actually is the case, but
sometimes in a peculiar way called ‘the false way’? Anselm makes no
such suggestion, and Wittgenstein warns against it. But Wittgenstein
goes on to imagine something further: Could we communicate with
false propositions, as hitherto with true ones —so long as it was under-
stood that they were ‘meant wrong’, i.e. meant as false? He replies
‘No! For if we use ‘p’ to say that not p and things are as we mean
they are, the ‘p’ in the new way of taking it will be true, not false’
[Tractatus. 4.062].

Here he has put his finger on two nerves in the matter. The first is,
that you could have a code in which every sentence was to be under-
stood as the negation of itself in non-code use. That this is possible is
very striking. It would not be possible for example to have a code in
which every adjective was to be interpreted as meaning ‘pink’. You’d
be severely restricted in what adjectives of the non-code language you
used. But the negation code is a possibility. It has even been used —
Joan of Arc used it in communicating with her generals, and signalled
that she was doing so by having a little cross put at the top of the page.
This brings us to the second nerve. Which of the two opposite senses,
that of a proposition and that of its contradictory, is actually being as-
serted is what fixes that aspect of the sense. And this would not be
possible if it were not for the parity between truth and the corre-
sponding (contradicting) falsehood which Anselm’s pupil maintains
and which Anselm accepts.

\Y%

The dialogue in fact emphasises and insists on the parity. It could not
be given to the proposition to say what it says is the case only when it
is the case. Anselm indeed does not seem to notice that this means you
could use the negation-code. (He is a very succinct writer who might
have noticed this without remarking on it.) At any rate if either he or
Wittgenstein had been witnesses at Joan of Arc’s trial, where she was
accused of blasphemously signalling lies with a cross, they could have
declared ‘These were not lies — or if they were, not for the reason you
think’.

Anselm, the teacher, explains the truth of propositions by a teleo-
logical account of — as I will now say — assertion. Assertion is for sig-
nifying as being so what is so; so asserting what is not so is a wrong use
of assertion, and truth is explained as rightness of assertion precisely
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as assertion. This could be the explanation of Wittgenstein’s warning
against regarding truth and falsehood as equally justified relations
between signs and what they signify. There is no doubt the
German says that, though English translators have funked so translat-
ing it.® On the other hand, it is notorious that Wittgenstein criticised
the ‘assertion sign’ used by both Frege and Russell. It is logically
meaningless, i.e. it lacks logical meaning, he says, it merely shows
that the authors believe the propositions they mark with it.

He also remarked that affirmation can’t give propositions their
sense — what is affirmed must already have a sense; and the same
holds of denial. So we are left wondering — is the falsehood of a prop-
osition something bad about it — as Anselm seems to think; for, using
his word for a proposition, he talks about the two different ways of
being true, one, having the sense that it has, and the other, doing
what it’s for. Also, we remember that the pupil said that the truth
of a true proposition couldn’t be the thing enuntiated: that must be
the cause of its truth. Well, is there a thing enuntiated when the prop-
osition is false? At one point the pupil seems to imply that there is:
‘But if it is right and true by signifying what it ought, as you have
shown, an utterance is true even when it enuntiates as being so
what isn’t so’. Protagoras might say: no enuntiatum, so no enuntiatio.

Well, we have seen that Wittgenstein in fact concedes to assertion a
role in determining sense. He does this in his reason for denying that
we could communicate with false propositions as hitherto with true
ones, so long as it’s understood that they’re meant to be false. We
couldn’t, because if we are using ‘p’ to say that not p, and what we
mean actually s the case, p’ is true, not false, in the new way of
taking it. So assertion, i.e. what you are asserting, does determine
which is which of the two opposite senses, those of ‘p’ and ‘~p’. p’
and ‘~p’, he goes on to say, have opposite senses, but there corre-
sponds to these one and the same reality. What reality? we want to
know. The answer must be, that being the case which one of them
says is the case. Which it is is not given us in their senses. And
8 The German runs: ‘Beachtet man nicht, dass der Satz einen von den
Tatsachen unabhingigen Sinn hat, so kann man leicht glauben, dass wahr
und falsch gleichberechtigte Beziehungen von Zeichen und Bezeichnetem
sind.” Ogden translates this as ‘If one does not observe that propositions
have a sense independent of the facts, one can easily believe that true and
false are two relations between signs and things signified with equal
rights.” Pears and McGuiness have ‘It must not be overlooked that a prop-
osition has a sense that is independent of the facts: otherwise one can
easily suppose that true and false are relations of equal status between
signs and what they signify.’
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which sense each has is a matter of what we mean to assert in using
them.

This account, however, still seems to leave open the possibility of
saying that one of them is related ‘in the true way’ to just what the
other is related to ‘in the false way’. Now if that is supposed to char-
acterise their senses, it can’t be right — precisely because their senses
are independent of the fact, that is: are independent of which either
of them is, true or false. If it is not supposed to characterise their
senses, it is a harmless way of speaking.

VI

I have remarked that Anselm is at variance with the majority of
modern logicians in treating the sort of proposition we are talking
about as variable in truth-value. Russell wrote in severe criticism of
a logician who took this line, giving as an example ‘Mrs Brown is
not at home’. ‘Here’, Russell says, ‘it is plain that what is variable pri-
marily is the meaning of the form of words. What is expressed by the
form of words at any given instant is not itself variable, but at another
instant something else, itself equally invariable, is expressed by the
same form of words.”® He makes a comparison with ‘He is a barrister’,
which expresses a truth in some contexts and a falsehood in others.
“Thus the variability involved is primarily in the meaning of a form
of words.” That ‘thus’ is very significant. What Russell says is all
right about ‘He is a barrister’ if the point is that the &e will likely
be a different person on different occasions of the use of that sentence.
In order to make ‘Mrs Brown is not at home’ analogous, Russell says
‘we know the time at which this is said, and therefore we know what is
meant’. Well, we might not ‘know the time’; and if one says ‘it means:
Mrs Brown is not at home now’, one has to say, if one wants to follow
Russell, that ‘now’ means a time, and a different time each different
time it is said. But ‘now’ is no more the name of a time than ‘today’
is a date. We can conclude that Russell’s explanations are not real,
and the real thought lies precisely in that “Thus’. A certain sentence
‘expresses a truth in some contexts and a falsehood in others. Thus the
variability involved is primarily in the meaning of the form of words.’
The whole reason lies in the sentence’s expressing a truth in some
contexts and a falsehood in others. But that is the very thing that
raises the question: must it be a different proposition really,

®  Editorial note. The quoted passage is from Russell’s review of Hugh

MacColl’s book Symbolic Logic and its Applications, Mind 15 (1906), 256.
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because of that? Is it like a proper name’s being a different name,
though equiform, if it names a different thing?

Anselm, together with Wittgenstein who has further elaborations
on the theme, seems satisfactory except for the unanswered question
I have mentioned: is there an ‘enuntiated thing’ when the proposition
is false? He made no objection when the pupil said that the ‘thing
enuntiated’ was the cause of the truth of the proposition. But
neither did he object to the expression ‘what it enuntiates’ used by
the pupil of a supposedly false proposition. Again, this may only be
an instance of Anselm’s undistractability when his eye is on a
target. The significance — the sense — of the proposition is the same
whether it is true or false. What about ‘what is enuntiated’? Will it
too be the same when the proposition is false as when it is true? Is
enuntiation the same as signification?

This question should elicit from us the last bit, the keystone of the
arch representing the relations of truth, sense and assertion. There is
no ‘thing enuntiated’ by a false proposition. A true proposition tells
one something if one believes it. A false proposition believed still
tells its believer nothing. A person may tell one a falsehood; but,
just as we say that a proposition as well as a person says such-and-
such, so we may also say that a proposition believed tells its believer
something. — But only if it is true. For then it reflects the being so
of what s so. But the analogue of this, for a false proposition,
would be that it reflects the being so of what is not so. And there is
no such thing as either. A paradox, on the other hand, does not say
anything. There is no solution to the question whom the court
should find right in Protagoras’ suit.

Where the Sophists were right is reached in my present formula-
tion: the false proposition, while it does say something, does not,
being believed, tell its believers anything. So: he who thinks what
is false thinks what is not; he thinks something which tells him
nothing; but that does not mean he thinks nothing, i.e. does not
think anything.

VII

I will end by speaking again of the paradoxes, and in particular of the
one that a librarian in Oxford gave to Russell.l? He knocked on his

19 Editorial note. The person in question was G.G. Berry then a part-

time member of the Bodleian Library staff. Russell gives different details
of the episode in separate reports but the common theme is that Berry
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door, handed him a piece of paper and went away. On the piece of
paper was written ‘What’s on the other side is true’; Russell turned
it over and found ‘What’s on the other side is false’. Let’s call the
first one (the one with ‘true’ in it) a, and the other b. If a is true b is
true — for that’s what a says. But if b is true a is false — for that’s
what b says. So if a is true a is false. But if a is false b is false, for a
says b is true. But if b is false a is true, for b says that a is false. So
each of them if true is false and if false is true. I conclude that
neither says anything. But, you may say, your argument was partly
from what they did say. True, it was; but I would now insert ‘if a
says anything’ after ‘that’s what a says’, and similarly for ‘that’s
what b says’. Note that if » had been something else, like 2 X2 =4,
there’d be no question, a would then say something. One has to
argue it out. Things can turn out not to say anything because of
certain extraneous facts. However, the paradoxical character is a
tip-off. I applaud Russell’s desire to exclude paradoxical proposi-
tions, but not his desire to have a general principle by which he
does it. The matter needs arguing in the particular case. Indeed, in
the case of that piece of paper, the paradoxical character, which of
course was what interested Russell, is in fact a distraction. Suppose
that ‘What’s on the other side is true’ had been written on both
sides. It would quickly be evident that nothing was said — one can’t
find out what is being said to be true. (Similarly for “What’s on the
other side is false’, written on both sides.) And that should be
enough to damn the paradoxical case of the same thing. But each
paradox (or kind of paradox) needs excluding ad hoc, on its merits.
Russell perhaps does this, but he has a sort of formula. He gives a
list of words: ‘truth’, ‘falsehood’, ‘function’, ‘property’, ‘class’, ‘rela-
tion’, ‘cardinal’, ‘ordinal’, ‘name’, ‘definition’, and says: ‘Any such
word, if its typical ambiguity is overlooked, will apparently generate

came to Russell’s house Bagley Wood and by way of introducing himself
presented Russell with a visiting card. According to one account on each
side of the card was written ‘the statement on the other side of this is
false’. Subsequently Philip Jourdain who was another source of paradoxes
for Russell published a short story entitled “T’he Philosopher’s Revenge’ re-
counting a similar episode though with the subsequent deletion of ‘false’ and
substitution of ‘true’ on one side of the paper. This appeared in the
Cambridge University magazine Granta in 1906 and he reproduced it in a
later article “Tales with Philosophical Morals’ Open Court 27 (1913)
310-15. Probably on account of these publications, in which the puzzling
juxtaposition is actually rendered inconsistent, the invitation card paradox
is now generally attributed to him as its author.
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a totality containing members defined in terms of itself and will thus
give rise to vicious circle paradoxes.’11

That sounds as if he meant that a totality containing members
defined in terms of itself was always illegitimate and a possible
source of paradoxes. But perhaps not so: for he says: “T’he appearance
of contradiction is always due to the presence of words embodying a
concealed typical ambiguity and the solution of the apparent contra-
diction lies in bringing the concealed ambiguity to light.’12

So it is not just the totality containing members defined in terms of
itself that is ‘illegitimate’, but the fact that the totality is generated by
means of a word ambiguous in logical type.

Russell is therefore not refuted by the perfect legitimacy of my
making a list of all the lists kept in my office, which will include
itself if it is kept in my office. Or even a list of all the lists kept in
my office which do not include themselves — so long as I don’t keep
it in my office. But what about a list of all the lists in the world that
don’t include themselves? That seems to generate a characteristic
Russellian paradox — but what is the ambiguity of logical type in-
volved in constructing this description?
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12 Op. cit., 65.
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