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Whether a proposition is epistemically possible is a relative matter: p may be epistemically possible
relative to some body of evidence and not others, owing to it being compatible with the first and not
the second. Yet the language used to express epistemic possibilities is not, on its face, relativized
in this way:

(1) The keys might be in the drawer.

Modal contextualism resolves this mismatch by holding that, contrary to first impressions, (1) ex-
presses a proposition that is about some salient body of evidence (Hacking (1967), Kratzer (1981,
1991), DeRose (1991), Stanley (2005), Dowell (2011)). As such, in different contexts, (1) may
express different propositions, depending on what body of evidence is salient in those contexts. By
contrast, according to modal relativism, (1) expresses a proposition (that it is epistemically possi-
ble that the keys are in the drawer) whose truth value is relative to a body of evidence (Egan et al.
(2005), Egan (2007), Stephenson (2007), MacFarlane (2011, 2014)). Modal relativism resolves

the above mismatch not by making modal propositions about particular bodies of evidence, but
rather by letting modal propositions be true or false relative to bodies of evidence.

In this paper, we offer new experimental evidence that challenges existing versions of both
modal contextualism and modal relativism. Unlike much of the existing work on epistemic modals,
our data does not rely on the truth value judgments of particular epistemic modal utterances.
Rather, our data concerns ordinary judgments about the incompatibility of two claims. In par-
ticular, we explore whether ordinary individuals think two modal claims (or assessments of modal
claims) are incompatible (at least one must be false) or compatible (maybe both are true).1

We discuss two types of cases, which we distinguish as Conflicting Utterances and Conflict-
ing Assessments. In the Conflicting Utterances case, speaker A has evidence which leaves open
the possibility of p and speaker B has evidence which rules out the possibility of p. In different
contexts, speaker A utters pmight pq and speaker B utters pcannot pq (both epistemic modals, one
the negation of the other). We then asked readers to rate how strongly they agreed or disagreed
with the following statement:

(*) At least one of the speakers’ claims must be false.

Agreement with (*) indicates that the reader thought that A and B’s claims were incompatible,
while disagreement with (*) indicates that the reader did not think that A and B’s claims were
incompatible. What do modal contextualism and relativism predict about the Conflicting Utter-
ances case? Modal contextualism allows for ambivalence regarding (*) – if readers judged A and
B to be talking about different evidence, contextualism predicts they should disagree with (*),
but if readers judged A and B to be talking about the same evidence, contextualism predicts they
should agree with (*). By contrast, modal relativism does not allow for ambivalence regarding (*)

1This approach allows us to evaluate contextualism and relativism while abstracting away from various possible
metasemantic theories they may be combined with, and as such, our evaluation is more general than many existing
critical discussions (cf. Dowell (2011), Yalcin (2011), Knobe & Yalcin (2014)).
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– relativism predicts readers should think the two claims incompatible (since relative to no context
of assessment can both be true), and hence should agree with (*).

In the Conflicting Assessments case, a single speaker, X, has evidence which leaves open the
possibility of p and then utters pmight pq. Speaker A and speaker B are watching X make this
assertion in separate context (they are each watching X on TV from their respective homes). As
before, speaker A has evidence which leaves open the possibility of p and speaker B has evidence
which rules out the possibility of p. Speaker A utters, “What X said is true,” and speaker B utters,
“What X said is false.” Just as with the Conflicting Utterances case, after reading the story,
readers were asked to rate how strongly they agreed or disagreed with (*) (the vignette made it
clear we were asking about speakers A and B, not X).

For the Conflicting Assessments case, neither theory allows for ambivalence regarding (*).
Modal contextualism predicts that speaker X asserts a single proposition, which is either true or
false, and hence conflicting truth value assessments are incompatible. And modal relativism pre-
dicts the same – even though the truth value of the proposition speaker X asserts varies by context,
relative to a single context two conflicting truth value assessments are incompatible (at most one is
correct).

Our study compared judgments about (*) across modal and non-modal versions of Conflicting
Utterances and Conflicting Assessments cases. We summarize the results here:

Conflicting Utterances Conflicting Assessments
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Figure 1: Participants’ mean level of agreement. Errors bars indicate +/− 1SE.

The crucial finding is that readers reported ambivalence towards (*) (as indicated by the cluster-
ing of agreement ratings around the midpoint, 4) in both the modal versions of the Conflicting
Utterances and Conflicting Assessments cases.2

This experimental result is not predicted by either contextualism or relativism. Remember,
contextualism predicts ambivalence toward (*) in Conflicting Utterances but not in Conflicting

2Crucially, the difference between means in modal and non-modal versions in both cases was significant. To
determine this, we analyzed participants’ compatibility ratings with a 2 (Claim: Modal vs. Non-modal) x 2 (Case:
Conflicting Utterances vs. Conflicting Assessments) ANOVA. Participants’ ratings were significantly affected by
whether or not the assertion involved an epistemic modal, F (1, 116) = 22.922, p < .001, η2p = .165, such that
they strongly agreed that one of the inspector’s claims must be false when they uttered/assessed the non-modal as-
sertion (M = 6.67, SD = 1.65), but much less agreed that one of the inspectors’ claims must be false when they
uttered/assessed the epistemic modal assertion (M = 4.04, SD = 2.05), t(118) = 4.82, p < .001, d = .882. We did
not observe a significant difference in between the Conflicting Utterances and Conflicting Assessment cases F < 1,
or an interaction effect between these two variables, F < 1.
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Assessments, and relativism predicts agreement with (*) in both cases. We take our finding to be
a challenge to both views, and to motivate an alternative theory which can predict it.

Our theory combines three ideas:

1. Situation semantics for epistemic modal claims.

2. Contextualism about the contents of epistemic modals.

3. Contextualism about truth/falsity-ascriptions.

Situation semantics allows for intra-world variance in the truth value of an epistemic modal sen-
tence, holding fixed the context in which the sentence is uttered. The idea is that the proposition
expressed by an epistemic modal sentence (at a context) is true or false relative to a situation,
where a situation is a part of a world. Contextualism about the contents of epistemic modals is the
view that epistemic modal claims are claims about some contextually salient body of evidence. We
distinguish Situation Variant from Knower Oriented domain functions:3

Situation Variant
For any situation s, f ∗(s) = {w : w is compatible with the evidence available in s}.
Knower Oriented
For some epistemic agent N , time t, and situation s: fNt(s) = {w : w is compatible with
what N knows at t at the world of s}.

Finally, contextualism about truth/falsity-ascriptions is the view that “is true”/“is false” in context
c expresses the property of being true/false relative to the salient situation in c.

Drawing on these pieces, here is (roughly) how our theory predicts our results. We predict
ambivalence towards (*) in Conflicting Utterances because there is an interpretation of each
speakers’ modal claim (the knower-oriented interpretation) in which they are talking about their
respective evidence. Since A may be correct that her evidence leaves open the possibility of p,
and B also be correct that her (B’s) evidence does not leave open the possibility of p, there is an
interpretation of A and B’s claims on which they are compatible. We also predict ambivalence
towards (*) in Conflicting Assessments. In that case, there is an interpretation of X’s utterance of
pmight pq (the situation-variant one) in which its truth value varies according to what situation it
is evaluated relative to. Given contextualism about truth/falsity-ascriptions, when speaker A says,
“What X said is true,” A may be ascribing the property true-at-sA to X’s claim, and when speaker
B says, “What X said is false,” A may be ascribing the property false-at-sB to X’s claim. Given
the situation-variant interpretation of X’s claim, this claim may be true at sA and false at sB, and
hence we predict the possibility that A and B’s assessments are compatible. However, since there
are other interpretations of X, A, and B’s claims, we also predict this is not the only possible an-
swer given the setup of the case – and hence, we predict ambivalence towards (*) in Conflicting
Assessments.

We emphasize that this is not the only theory that can predict our experimental results. In
the paper, we discuss in more detail the crucial structural features required for a theory to be in a

3A domain function is a function from a situation to a set of worlds, and it gives the domain over which the
epistemic modal quantifies. pmight pq is true relative to a domain function f and situation s iff ∃w ∈ f(s): p is true
at w.
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position to predict the results of our experiment. For us, the crucial point is to establish the new
data point for theories of epistemic modals to predict, and to explore the range of possible theories
which may predict it.
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