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Title: Advanced topics in philosophy of language: Semantics of Proper Names
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The first seminar is held on September 18, 2019.
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General aim of the course:

Prerequisites
– Students should be prepared to read and discuss materials in English. The language of instruction for the course is English.
– Basic background in philosophy of language. Students are expected to have taken at least one course in philosophy of language. This prerequisite is somewhat flexible: please contact the instructor if you haven't taken philosophy of language specifically but have completed a related course, such as logic or metaphysics. For interested students who haven’t taken a prior course in philosophy of language, the instructor’s permission is required to register for/audit the seminar. 

Requirements
– 30-60 pages of reading for each seminar
– at the beginning of (almost) every seminar, a short quiz (these count towards 10% of the final grade)
– posting 2 questions/comments at the course discussion forum for each class (10% of the final grade)
– class participation (worth 20%)
– writing 4 short (2-3-page-long) response papers during the semester (the best 3 of these go towards 30% of the final grade).
– Once during the semester, acting as MC (Master of Ceremonies) (this involves introducing the readings as well as students’ questions and comments, worth 30%)
– Because this is a seminar (so participation is key), your grade will be significantly affected by missed classes, even if you miss just one afternoon. In order to receive a grade, you are required to attend at least 8 of the seminars. 
Content of the course:

One of the central questions in philosophy of language and linguistic semantics in the 20th century was how we can account for the meaning and reference of proper names. One of the simple and enduringly popular answers to this question is the so-called Millian view, according to which the meaning of a proper name like ‘Michelle Obama’ is simply its referent; this is what the name contributes to the meaning of sentences featuring the name. The Millian view faces numerous challenges. How can it cover names without referents, like Athena or Harry Potter? This is a question that has for long been focal, prominently discussed in Frege’s seminal “On Sense and Reference” (1892). Another challenge didn’t receive extensive discussion until the last two decades: how can Millianism (and other views) cover the predicate-like behavior that proper names can exhibit, as in “3 Michelles are invited to the picnic”? So-called Predicativist views provide a straightforward answer to this question that is radically different from Millianism: the meaning of a proper name N quite generally (in predicate-like uses as well as others) is about bearing the name N. 

During the semester, we will explore the Millianism-Predicativism debate with a focus on the overarching background question: what exactly is the scope and purpose of a theory of meaning/semantics? Specifically, what sorts of assumptions, priorities gave rise to Millianism’s long-lasting popularity within philosophy of language? And upon further reflection, how solid are our reasons for upholding those assumptions, priorities? Once we shift away from some of these, how is the Millianism-Predicativism debate affected?



Bibliography: 
An overview article will serve as our starting point:
Kent Bach: The Predicate View of Proper Names. Philosophical Compass, 2015. http://userwww.sfsu.edu/kbach/Bach.PredViewProperNames.PhilComp.pdf" http://userwww.sfsu.edu/kbach/Bach.PredViewProperNames.PhilComp.pdf

Alongside excerpts from classic texts by Gottlob Frege, Saul Kripke and David Kaplan, our focus will be on debates from the last 15 years between Millians and Predicativists, some of them philosophers, some linguists: among others, Emar Maier, Delia Graff Fara, Ora Matushansky, Stefano Predelli, Hans Kamp.

Further reading


