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Language can be looked at from many perspectives. My
own approach to language focuses on meaning. What do
expressions of natural language mean? How does the way
we model meaning affect our understanding and analysis
of language?

My current research is looking at three types of
expressions and their interactions: names, modal terms
like may, might, possibly, must, necessarily and attitude
predicates like believe, know, think, doubt. Names give
rise to intriguing puzzles, one of the oldest of which is
the following. Part of what a name has to do is pick out
an individual. If the name “Bob” picks out an individual
b, then when we use the name “Bob” we say something
about b. The sentence “Bob is Bob”, for example, seems
to be saying that b = b. What about the name “Charles™?
Well, typically we will assume that it picks out a different
person, perhaps c. Then a sentence like “Bob is Charles”
will say that b = ¢, and if b and c are different people we
will know that this sentence is false. But what if “Charles”
is another name for b? Then the sentence “Bob is
Charles” seems to say that b =b. That makes the sentence
true, which is good, but it leaves us with a puzzle. It is
perfectly natural to question whether Bob is Charles, but
it is not at all natural to question whether Bob is Bob.

And yet if both names name the same individual, both
sentences seem to say the same thing, namely that b =b.

This puzzle extends to modals and attitude predicates.
Even if Bob is Charles, if I don’t know that fact I can
coherently claim that Bob might not be Charles. Am
I claiming that b might not equal b? And even if I do
know that Bob is Charles, I can claim that Mary thinks
Bob is not Charles. Do I thereby claim that Mary thinks
that b is not equal b? It seems obvious that the answer to
both questions is “no”, but that leaves us with the task of
explaining how a name can pick out an individual without
having these unwanted consequences. My current
approach to this problem is to take names to pick out
individuals relative to a model of the world, but to make
us of many different models in semantic interpretation.
In some models “Charles” names b, and in some c¢. In
this way, “Bob is Bob” will come out true in every model,
but “Bob is Charles” will not. The challenge that this
approach gives rise to is that of spelling out in explicit
detail how these different models get introduced, used,
and related in the semantics so that the obvious answers
to questions like those given above come out with obvious
explanations.
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