
Philosophy of Language: Modality

Phil 6710/Ling 6634
Spring 2012, Cornell University

Time: 4:30-6:30pm, Monday

Place: Goldwin Smith Hall 156

Website: Blackboard (Open enrollment)

Professor: William Starr (will.starr@cornell.edu)

Office: Goldwin Smith Hall, Office 237

Office Hours: Fridays, 2-3pm

Course Description:
A simple view of how language works is that sentences name facts and com-
munication works by exchanging names for those facts. Philosophers and
linguists have long puzzled about which facts could play this role for modal
sentences, e.g. Alice could be home, Bob may not murder innocents or The
lights would be on if Alice had been home. These puzzles have motivated
most to postulate modal facts (facts not just about how the world is, but
about ways it could be). Some have suggested a relativist conception of
some of these facts (they may be true of one person but not another). Oth-
ers have attempted to develop a more nuanced picture of how modals are
used to express ourselves (expressivism). This course will begin with clas-
sic approaches to modal semantics from modal logic, Lewis, Stalnaker and
Kratzer. The remainder of the course will be devoted to examining problems
for the classic accounts and more contemporary solutions to those problems.
We will consider an account of the modal facts behind counterfactuals that
builds on the causal models (Pearl, Hitchcock a.o.) used widely in AI and
philosophy of science. After surveying approaches to epistemic and deon-
tic modality, we will consider an expressivist account developed using the
tools of dynamic semantics. We will conclude by examining the semantics
of imperative sentences, e.g. Dance!, and motivating a similar approach.

This course will inevitably involve a lot of formal logic, but my aim is
to provide the necessary technical background, and balance intuitive and
mathematical descriptions of the material covered. It is my hope that this
will make it accessible to ethicists, epistemologists and metaphysicians, as
well as linguists who have not already worked on the semantics of modality.
Auditors are welcome to attend whichever sessions appeal to their interests.

Textbook:
All readings will be made available electronically on Blackboard.
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Grading:
All non-auditors must do the following work.

• Weekly Responses (26%) Almost every week you are required to write
up a short (400 words or less) response to the assigned reading. This
response should detail the questions, challenges or unclarities you found
most pressing in your reading that week. Your responses will be submitted
as Journals on Blackboard and will only be viewable by yourself and
the instructor. They are due at 10am on every Monday unless otherwise
indicated on the schedule below.

• Homework (30%) 1 multi-part homework question will be given each
week. Answers to these questions will be collected three times during the
semester, as indicated in the schedule below. These homework questions
will require you to understand how to apply the formal theories discussed
in the seminar to evaluate their application to natural language. Students
are encouraged to work together on homework.

◦ I will meet with the non-auditors once a week for a supplementary
discussion of the technical material covered in the course. We will
meet on Fridays from 1-2pm, beginning 02.10.12.

• Term Paper (44%) 3000-5500 word term paper. Topics will be offered,
but students are free to propose their own. Proposals must be made via
email by May 6th. An outline of the paper is due by May 11th. The paper
is due on May 18th, though I am happy to discuss extensions. Students
are encouraged to make an appointment to discuss their outline with me.

Schedule (unmarked: required, *: recommended, †: historical, o: advanced)

Date Notes Reading Topics

Week 1 Semantics Background, Overview

01.23 (No Response) [30: 1-17, 25-37]*

Week 2 Modal Logic and Natural Language

01.30 [26: Ch.2], [30: 133-58]*, Modal Logic and English

[19]†, [18]†, [2]o

Week 3 Kratzer

02.06 [17], [16]*, [26: §3.1]* Beyond Modal Logic
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Date Notes Reading Topics

Week 4 Lewis & Stalnaker

02.13 [32], [20: §§1, 2.6, 3, 4], Counterfactuals

[30: Ch.8]*, [36]o, [11]†

Week 5 Objections to Lewis & Stalnaker

02.20 [5], [39], [21]*,[41]o, [34: Ch.7]* What is similarity?

Week 6 Structural Equations

02.27 [23], [13]*, [24: Ch.7]o Pearl on Counterfactuals

Week 7 Conditionals

03.05 HW1 Due [33], [38]*, [10]o Uniform Theories

Week 8 Epistemic Modality I

03.12 [4], [7]*, [3]† Basics, Relativism

Week 9 Spring Break

03.19 (No Response) No Class

Week 10 Epistemic Modality II

03.26 [45], [44]*, [9]† Expressivism

Week 11 Epistemic Modality III

04.02 [6], [26: §3.2]*, [8]*, [40]o Dynamic Expressivism?

Week 12 Deontic Modality I

04.09 [22], [42]† Puzzles of Deontic Logic

Week 13 Deontic Modality II

04.16 [14], [31]*, [1]* Free Choice

Week 14 Imperatives

04.23 [25], [15: §2.3], [27]o, [28]† Property Theory, Modal Theory

Week 15 Imperatives

04.30 HW2 Due [37]*, [12]†, [43]† Dynamic Preference Semantics

Week 16 Exams/Study Week

05.11 Paper Outline Due

Week 17 Exams

05.18 Paper Due
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