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Early Life
• Bertrand Arthur William Russell, was born on the 18th of 

May 1872, at ‘Ravenscroft’ in Trelleck, Monmouthshire, 
United Kingdom. 

• The philosopher John Stuart Mill was asked to be his 
secular godfather. Mill dies the next year (8th May 1873).

• From a liberal and aristocratic family. Lord John Russell, a 
former prime minister, was Bertrand’s paternal 
grandfather.

• In June and July of 1874, his mother and sister die of 
diphtheria. 

• In January 1876, his father dies of bronchitis. His will 
states that Bertrand should be raised a free-thinker. 

• Bertrand’s paternal grandparents overturn this will, and 
gain custody of Bertrand and his elder brother, Frank.

• 1878: Bertrand’s grandfather dies. He is brought up by 
his grandmother, Lady Francis Russell.     

Bertrand in 1876
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Education
• Educated by private tutors. 

• 1883: 11 years old. Receives lessons in 
Euclidean geometry from his brother, Frank.

• 1890: Enters Trinity College, Cambridge on a 
scholarship to study for the Mathematical 
Tripos. 

• 1893: Awarded a first class B.A. in 
Mathematics. Studies philosophy for a year.

• 1894: Graduates from Cambridge in June. 
Marries Alys Pearsall Smith.

• 1896: Appointed lecturer at the London 
School of Economics, and also lectures in the 
United States. 

• 1899: Appointed lecturer at Trinity College, 
Cambridge. 

• 1901: Reappointed at Cambridge. Discovers 
Russell’s paradox. 
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Logicism
• A position that was also held by Frege. In fact, Russell ends up covering much 

of the same ground. 

• The truths of mathematics can be stated in terms of truths of logic.

• Mathematics is really a logic of numbers, a part of logic more generally. 

• Mathematical proof is really a species of logical proof. 

• “The fact that all Mathematics is Symbolic Logic is one of the greatest 
discoveries of our age; and when this fact has been established, the 
remainder of the principles of mathematics consists in the analysis of 
Symbolic Logic itself” (1903).

• The culmination of this project comes in 1910, 1912, 1913, when together 
with Whitehead, Principia Mathematica is published in three volumes.

• In this work they try to derive fundamental mathematical truths from logic.

• A second edition is published in the early 1920s. 

• However, in 1931 Kurt Gödel publishes his famous incompleteness theorems.
Which effectively show that the logicist project, as conceived by Frege and 
Russell, is doomed to failure.    
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Russell’s Paradox
• A problem for Cantor’s Naïve Set theory and for Frege’s Logic. 

• In these systems there is an axiom called ‘Comprehension’ that allows them to 
specify any set. 

• The Russell set: Let R = {x|x ∉ x}, then R ∈ R ↔ R ∉ R
In English: Let R be the set of all sets that are not members of themselves.
Then, this set R is a member of itself if and only if R is not a member of itself. 
Contradiction.

• A simplified version: 
Consider a list that lists all and only the lists that do not list themselves.
Is this list included on the same list itself or not? 
If the list lists itself, then it lists a list that lists itself. Contradiction.
If the list does not list itself, then it fails to list a list that does not list itself. 
Contradiction.

• This is a problem because if a formal system produces a contradiction, then the 
system is trivial, because all statements can be derived from a contradiction.

• Russell provides a solution called Type theory. That is, a theory that restricts the 
Comprehension rule, such that sets can only contain elements of a lower type 
than themselves. This avoids the paradox. 
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• 1902: In June, Russell rereads Frege’s work 
and realises that his paradox reveals a flaw 
in it. He communicates this to Frege. 

• 1903: Russell first publishes his solution to 
the paradox in The Principles of 
Mathematics. Although, he continues to 
consider refinements and other solutions to 
the problem for a number of years.

• 1905: Publishes his article ‘On Denoting’, in 
which he presents his Theory of 
Descriptions.

• 1907: Runs for Parliament but is defeated. 

• 1908: Elected Fellow of the Royal Society.

• 1910: Principia Mathematica published

• 1911: Wittgenstein begins to study with him. 
Russell separates from his wife Alys.

• 1916: Dismissed from Cambridge and fined 
due to anti-war writings. 

• 1918: Imprisoned for five months due to 
further anti-war writings. 

Russell in 1907
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Theory of Descriptions
• Using predicate logic we can distinguish between the uses of the verb ‘is’. 

1. The ‘is’ of predication: e.g., ‘Cicero is wise’; has the form ‘x is F’; ‘Fx’.

2. The ‘is’ of identity: e.g., ‘Cicero is Tully’; has the form ‘x is y’; ‘x = y’.

3. The ‘is’ existence: e.g., ‘Cicero is’; has the form ‘x is’; ‘∃x’.

• In a similar fashion, Russell believed that the new logic could also be used to 
analyse the ‘logical form’ of sentences in natural languages. 

• A definite description is of the form ‘The F’; as opposed to an indefinite 
description that has the form ‘An F’. 

• We can distinguish between these kinds of description using the predicate 
calculus to state their logical forms. 

• ‘An F is G’ : ‘There is an F’ and ‘Something that is F is G’

• ∃x(Fx & Gx)

• ‘The F is G’ : ‘There is an F’, ‘At most one thing is F’, and ‘Something that is F is G’

• ∃x(Fx & ∀y(Fy → x=y) & Gx)

• These are incomplete components and contribute to meaning without being 
fully meaningful themselves. 

• This kind of analysis helps to solve a number of problems.
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Negative Existentials
• We can form sentences that deny the existence of a thing. 

• P: “Pegasus does not exist”. 

• If we that assume that the sentence is about something that exists, i.e., the 
referent of ‘Pegasus’, then it is contradictory.

• However, if we assume that ‘Pegasus’ does not have a referent, then the 
sentence seems to lack meaning. 

• One solution is to posit that there are non-existent objects, which ‘subsist’; a 
view put forward by Meinong, which has strange consequences. 

• Russell’s solution avoids positing non-existent objects.

• Russell’s theory allows him to distinguish between proper names like ‘this’ and 
‘that’, and definite descriptions like ‘The F’.

• He treats ‘Pegasus’ as a disguised definite description ‘the winged horse of 
Greek mythology’, rather than a proper name.

• Russell then analyses P as: ‘It is not the case that there is a thing x, such that x is 
the winged horse of Greek mythology.’ 

• P is true (and is not self-contradictory).
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Excluded Middle
• The first of these is about the interaction between certain logical principles such 

as the principle of the excluded middle and definite descriptions. 

• The principle of the excluded middle: ‘P is true or not P is true.’

• P: ‘The present King of France is bald’ OR not P: ‘The present King of France is 
not bald’. 

• This implies that there is a present King of France, because both options 
presuppose that there is; but France is a Republic. 

• Russell instead analyses P as a conjunction of: 

1. ‘There is an x such that, x is the King of France’

2. ‘For any thing y, if y is the King of France then y=x’ (At most there is one King 
of France)

3. ‘x is bald’

• Thus, there is a way to deny or negate P without presupposing that there is a 
present King of France. That is, we can deny 1, and P will be false. 
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Identity
• Problem was addressed in a different way by Frege, who posits two kinds or 

components of meaning, reference and sense.

• Russell’s solution makes do merely with references (denotation).  

• “Is ‘Scott is the author of Waverley’ true?”; The answer to this is neither obvious 
nor necessary. 

• “Is ‘Scott is Scott’ true?”; The answer to this is obvious and necessary. 

• So, in this case, ‘Scott’ cannot be substituted for ‘the author of Waverley’.

• “If “the author of Waverley” meant anything other than “Scott”, “Scott is the 
author of Waverley” would be false, which it is not. If “the author of Waverley” 
meant “Scott”, “Scott is the author of Waverley” would be a tautology, which it is 
not. Therefore, “the author of Waverley” means neither “Scott” nor anything 
else – i.e. “the author of Waverley” means nothing, Q.E.D.” (My Philosophical 
Development, 1959).

• “Scott is the author of Waverley”. 

• ‘∃x[(Axw & ∀y(Ayw → y=x)) & x=s]’; a contingent proposition. 

• “Scott is Scott”.

• ‘s=s’; A tautology; a necessarily true proposition.
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• 1921: Divorces from Alys and marries Dora 
Black.

• 1922: Runs for parliament.

• 1923: Runs for parliament.

• 1924–29: Lectures in the United States. 

• 1931: His brother Frank dies, and Bertrand 
becomes the third Earl Russell.

• 1935: Divorces from Dora.

• 1936: Marries Patricia Helen Spence.

• 1938–41: Holds a number of professorships 
in America.

• 1944: Reappointed a Fellow of Trinity 
College.

• 1948: Involved in a plane crash on the way 
to Norway.

• 1949: Awarded the Order of Merit and 
elected a Lifetime Fellow at Trinity College.

• 1950: Awarded the Nobel Prize for 
Literature

Russell in 1936

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FGqDe2GDRSk
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• 1952: Divorces from Patricia and marries 
Edith Finch.

• 1955: Releases Russell-Einstein Manifesto.

• 1957: Elected President of the first 
Pugwash Conference.

• 1958: Founding President of the Campaign 
for Nuclear Disarmament.

• 1961: Imprisoned for one week for 
involvement in anti-nuclear protests.

• 1963: Establishes the Bertrand Russell 
Peace Foundation.

• 1967: Launches the International War 
Crimes Tribunal.

• 1970: Aged 97. Dies February 02 at 
Penrhyndeudraeth, Wales. His ashes were 
scattered in the Welsh mountains. 

https://youtu.be/feTE0tw-SuQ?t=15m1s
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Thank you for listening! 

Further reading:

The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy's entry on Russell. Online

Bertrand Russell’s Autobiography.


