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The legacy of Frege and Russell can be, and often is, taken to be the so-called ‘Analytical 

tradition’, of which they were the principal originators, and which is one of the main 

currents in the philosophy of the previous and present centuries.  Their heritage is very 

much alive and kicking, however, and thus something which it is difficult to subject to 

historical inquiry.  My way of dealing with this problem is to approach the matter from both 

a historical and a systematic perspective - approaching this recent piece of history as part of 

an ongoing philosophical enterprise. 

Now, so-called ‘Analytical Philosophy’ is most often contrasted with so-called ‘Continental 

Philosophy’, and it has furthermore quite often been thought of: 

 (1) as focussing on language and logic in a manner that is cut off from ‘reality’ and 

 divorced from deeper human concerns 

 (2) as endorsing, as the proper method in philosophy, the ‘analysis’ of the meanings 

 of words or concepts 

 (3) and, finally, as concerned with articulating truths of a kind that are too narrow to 

 be of general interest.   

If successful, this course will provide a corrective to this view.  However, I won’t be 

considering the – unhelpful and fuzzy – contrast between analytic and continental 

philosophy. Rather, I shall, at least initially, be at pains to emphasize the deep lines of 

continuity between the tradition that was borne of the work of Frege and Russell and the 

Western Philosophical tradition from Descartes to Kant.  

Like the tradition they saw themselves as continuing, Frege and Russell were fundamentally 

driven by a desire to understand the nature of human knowledge.  Their epistemic concerns 

drove them to reflect deeply on the nature of thought and its relation to the world.  And 

though they are perhaps best known for their contributions to the philosophy of language 

and logic, the study of language was – for them – never an end it itself.  Rather, they came to 

reflect on linguistic meaning because they saw it as a key to understanding human 

knowledge and thought. 

Once we have gotten a sense of some of the problems that Frege and Russell were grappling 

with, we will go on to look at later reactions to their thought, as well as attempts to solve 

problems that became clearer as a consequence of the advances that Frege and Russell had 

made.  And thus it is that we will be working with questions that are very much alive today. 

If there is a single thing that I’d most like to render plausible in the course of this seminar, 

it’s that some of the issues that Frege and Russell were concerned with are as profound, and 

have been as profoundly grappled with by people working in the tradtion that they founded, 

as anywhere else in Western Philosophy.   



 

 


