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                    Abstract
This paper is concerned with an intuitive contrast that arises when we consider sentences containing empty definite descriptions. A sentence like ‘The king of France is bald’ appears neither true nor false, while a sentence like ‘My friend was visited by the king of France’ appears false. Recently, Stephen Yablo has suggested an account of this intuitive contrast. Yablo’s account is particularly interesting, since it has important consequences for the ontological commitments of number sentences like ‘The number of planets is even’. However, the paper argues that Yablo’s account is not convincing and that it can thus not establish these consequences. Further, it develops a Strawsonian account of the intuitive contrast. The developed account allows us to draw important conclusions regarding the correct analysis of definite descriptions and of existence sentences containing definite descriptions.



                    
    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        This is a preview of subscription content, log in via an institution
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                     to check access.
                                

                            

                        

                        
                            
                                
                                    Access this article

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                
                                                    Log in via an institution
                                                    
                                                        
                                                    
                                                
                                            

                                        
                                    
                                    
                                        
 
 
  
   
    
     
     
      Buy article PDF USD 39.95
     

    

    Price excludes VAT (USA)

     Tax calculation will be finalised during checkout.

    Instant access to the full article PDF.

   

  

  
 

 
  
   
    Rent this article via DeepDyve
     
      
     

   

  

  
 


                                    

                                    
                                        Institutional subscriptions
                                            
                                                
                                            
                                        

                                    

                                

                            
                        

                        
                            
                        

                    

                    
                        
                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
        
            
                Similar content being viewed by others

                
                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Number sentences and specificational sentences
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         26 November 2015
                                    

                                

                                Robert Schwartzkopff

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Number word constructions, degree semantics and the metaphysics of degrees
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                        
                                         03 August 2017
                                    

                                

                                Brendan Balcerak Jackson & Doris Penka

                            
                        

                    
                        
                            
                                
                                    [image: ]

                                
                                
                                    
                                        Definite descriptions and negative existential quantifiers
                                        
                                    

                                    
                                        Article
                                         Open access
                                         27 May 2017
                                    

                                

                                Paul Elbourne

                            
                        

                    
                

            
        
            
        
    
                            
                        
                    

                    

                    

                    Notes
	I use \(e\) and \(t\) for the two basic types of semantic values: entity and truth-value (Heim and Kratzer 1998, p. 28). A semantic value of type \(<\!\!e,t\!\!>\) is a first-order function that maps entities to truth-values (in set-theoretic terms: a set of entities). A semantic value of type \(<\!<\!\!e,t\!\!>,t\!\!>\) (for short:\(<\!\!et,t\!\!>\)) is a second-order function that maps first-order functions to truth-values (in set-theoretic terms: a set of sets of entities).


	Apart from (4), the examples (or at least variations of them) can be found in Lasersohn (1993, p. 113), Strawson (1950, p. 230) and Strawson (1964, p. 114).


	Note that one can also formulate the quantificational analysis such that definite descriptions have semantic values only if there is a unique individual that corresponds to the relevant description (cp. Gamut 1991, p. 230f.).


	We obtain the same result when e.g. the king of Sweden is sitting in the chair. In this case the relevant falsity-maker for (7) is ‘The king of Sweden (and nobody else) is sitting in that chair’. This falsity-maker obtains in worlds where (3)’s presupposition is true and, thus, (3) has a false \(\pi \)-free entailment in this situation as well.


	Note that this commits Yablo to the controversial view that there are worlds at which numbers exist.


	This expression is due to von Fintel (2004, p. 340).


	Actually, one can be king of France without being France’s head of state, as one retains the title ‘king’ after retiring. To avoid this difficulty, take ‘The present king of France is bald’ instead of (15).


	Actually, in some contexts the fact that nobody is bald might influence our intuitions. Suppose, for instance, it is all over the news that there are no bald people left and someone watching the news utters (2). In this context the sentence might appear false. In section 5 an explanation for this observation is provided.


	The observation that the sentence ‘The king of France is bald’ appears false as an answer to questions like (19) is due to Strawson (1964, p. 114).


	The same kind of worry is raised in (Schoubye 2009, p. 592). However, he does not spell it out in detail.


	Cp., e.g., Elbourne (2013, p. 79f.), Jandrić (2014, p. 176), Lasersohn (1993, p. 114), Schoubye (2009, p. 529) and von Fintel (2004, p. 322ff.). An exception is Atlas (cp., e.g., Atlas (1988)). He adopts a similar thesis but neither presents an explanation for it nor defends it against significant objections. This is achieved in the following.


	Kadmon (2001, p. 406ff.) thinks that Strawson has in mind questions under discussion rather than the notion of topic. Cp. Schoubye (2009) for an elaboration of this interpretation.


	The first sentence is misleadingly formulated, as Ryle does not want to say that \(S\) is about an expression contained in \(S\) but about its denotation.


	In the following I mostly rely on the explication given by Reinhart (1981). Cp. for further discussions of the notion of topic e.g. Gundel (1974), Krifka (2007), and Lambrecht (1996). Note that Strawson (1964, p. 114) also uses the notion of topic. But since most of the linguistic research on this notion was done after 1964, he could not rely on a more precise understanding.


	In some specific cases one can use (23) as an answer to (26), namely if one points out a contrast, e.g.: ‘PAUL called the plumber and MARY called the landlord.’ (cp., e.g., Krifka (2007, Sect. 5.2) for further details).


	But, still, we cannot appropriately substitute this utterance of (2) with ‘As for who is bald, the king of France is bald’, since the question is about baldness and the sentence proposes baldness as a new topic.


	Actually, it would be more precise to say that a sentence purports to be about the king of France.


	As an anonymous referee pointed out to me, this thesis is rendered false by atypical uses of definite descriptions such as in the sentence ‘The whale is a mammal’, in which ‘the whale’ does not seem to have a semantic value of type \(e\), but is rather used generically (cp. Strawson (1950, p. 320) for related discussion). Thesis (M) should be understood to be restricted to typical uses of definite descriptions, although I do not have a neat explication of typical at hand and have to rely on the reader’s ability to recognize such uses.


	Note that every semantic presupposition induces a pragmatic presupposition (but not vice versa). For if a sentence is only true or false if \(\phi \) is true, then speakers who assert or deny \(S\) take \(\phi \) for granted (Stalnaker 1970, p. 279).
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