
Hauptseminar: Modal Logic and its Applications in Philosophy 

Course Description

Modal logic is especially beloved by -- and useful for -- philosophers because it provides a simple 
and elegant formalism that can be reinterpreted and applied to a wide variety of domains, shedding 
light on such diverse problems as the interpretation of conditionals, the nature of rationality, the 
relationship between and implications of knowledge and belief, the nature of time, and many more. 
This course begins by introducing the basic ingredients of modal logic: two new operators 
representing possibility and necessity, a set of principles that might be thought to govern these 
operators, and the notion of possible worlds. After mastering the basic formal apparatus, the 
majority of the course will be spent on applications; we will learn how to use our tools in new 
settings and choose the governing principles appropriate for our purposes. By studying examples of 
existing applications of modal logic in philosophy, students will acquire a template that they can use
to analyze other applications of interest, or even to develop new ones. Rather than attempting to 
survey all of the important applications of modal logic, this course will look at a select set of 
applications in more depth. Specifically, we will focus on the use of modal logic to interpret 
conditionals, to explicate the concept of function in biology, to explore the nature of knowledge and
its relationship to belief (epistemic logic), and to understand the nature of obligations and 
permissions (deontic logic).  

There are no strict prerequisites for this course, but students should have already taken an 
introductory logic course or be prepared to review basic propositional logic on their own. We will 
use Graham Priest's An Introduction to Non-Classical Logic as a text, and the first chapter of this 
book provides an introduction to propositional logic that may be sufficient. Especially in the earlier 
part of the course, the focus will be on acquiring competence with the formal tools, and it will be 
important for students to complete exercises; more advanced concepts and proofs (such as 
soundness and completeness) will be optional, but recommended for students who plan to pursue 
logic further after this course. Once we transition to the applications portion of the course and start 
reading philosophy papers, proofs will become less important and students will be able to choose 
how much to focus on formal exercises vs. philosophical problems. 
 
Contact: 

• patricia.rich@uni-hamburg.de
• 040 42838 6551 (office)
• Room 03018 in Ueberseering 35
• Office hours: Mondays 13:00-14:00, Wednesdays 16:00-17:00 on main campus; please 

email in advance

Studienleistungen
• Regular attendance and participation.
• Assigned reading prior to class, including exercises, questions, etc. as assigned. You must 

hand these in for at least 8 meetings.

Pruefungsleistung
• Final paper of 6-8,000 words or equivalent project, problem set, etc.; We must discuss this in

advance.

Useful Information
• The hard copy of the Priest book is available in the Philosophy library on the 

Semesterapparat shelf; you can use it within the library or check it out during the weekend. 

mailto:patricia.rich@uni-hamburg.de


There is a second copy on the shelf as well as a German version of the first edition. If you 
check one of these out, please return it as soon as you are done so that others may use them. 

• The relevant book chapters and all articles will be posted online. 
• Please note that there will be no class on November 8th and 15th. We’ll schedule a make-up 

class later in the semester if it makes sense. 

Tentative Schedule 

Oct. 18th – Basic modal logic; possible worlds. Priest, Chapter 2
Oct. 25th – Axioms; choosing interpretations. Priest, Chapter 3, sections 3.1-3.6 (not a/b)
Nov. 1st – Conditionals. Priest, Chapter 4.6 – 4.9, Chapter 5
Nov. 8th – No class.
Nov. 15th – No class. 
Nov. 22nd  – Conditionals. Lewis, Counterfactuals and Comparative Possibility
Nov. 29th – Modal logic in philosophy of biology. Nanay, A Modal Theory of Function
Dec. 6th – “”, Leahy & Huber, Two Arguments for the Etiological Theory Over the Modal Theory ...
Dec. 13th – Deontic logic. Kolodny & Macfarlane, Ifs and Oughts
Dec. 20th – “” 
Jan. 10th – “” Broome, Normative Requirements
Jan. 17th – Epistemic logic, Muddy Children
Jan. 24th – “”, Lederman, Two Paradoxes of Common Knowledge 
Jan. 31st – Discussion day

Possible make-up class. Paper or project due. 


