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Modal meaning has long been understood to occupy a position at the interface 

of semantic and pragmatics. As well as causing problems for philosophical definitions 

of knowledge and uncertainty, the interaction of semantics and pragmatics in modal 

meaning is complex, and concerns how pragmatic systems are understood to interact 

with the evaluation of modal meaning, (rather than simply providing values to pre-

ordained semantic slots in a logically determined formula). The role of contextual 

information in the interpretation of modal expressions is assumed in the “standard” 

semantic model of Kratzer, (Kratzer 1977, 1981), in which modals are necessary or 

possible given a contextually determined proposition set. Kratzer’s model is 

essentially contextualist, with the relevant proposition set being the value assigned to 

an invisible constituent, (that can nonetheless be made explicit via an “in view of” 

clause). For epistemic modality, context thus provides the relevant set of knowledge 

from which a given modal is inferred.  

The most straightforward picture for this account is solipsistic contextualism 

— namely that the relevant knowledge set is that of the speaker. However, pragmatic 

considerations of how modal statements work in discourse (specifically data 

concerning the refutation, agreement and retraction of modal claims) seem to require 

that the knowledge of other members of the “relevant community” is included in the 

evaluation of modal claims (DeRose, 1991). However, supposing that a modal would 

be assessed relative to some contextually salient group’s knowledge set, and that this 

semantic variable ought to be represented in some way as a structural element, is 

rendered problematic by third party and eavesdropping evaluations, as well as scope 

considerations (Egan et al, 2005; Von Fintel and Iatridou, 2003). 

This has lead to suggestions that the nature of the contextual contribution of 

modal expressions may be better understood as a form of relativism rather than 

contextualism (Egan, 2007, MacFarlane 2011, Stephenson 2007). These arguments 

propose that modality operates at the level of contextual parameter of interpretation, 

rather than context providing a semantic value for some unarticulated constituent 

(namely the epistemic agent/s.) Ambiguities can thus be understood in terms of 

context shift from speaker to assessor for the purposes of evaluation. However, such 

“CIA” perspectives are also found wanting (von Fintel and Gillies, 2008). 



Alternatively, some reject contextual relativity of modal meaning entirely and argue 

for types of invariantism instead (Bach, 2011; Braun, 2012).  

This paper argues that the unique semantics of uncertainty, (which epistemic 

modals express), is such that contextual relativity is unavoidable. Modals are not 

illocutionary-force markers (Halliday, 1970; Lyons, 1977; Palmer, 1986; Bybee et al, 

1994) and are part of propositional content (Papafragou, 2006; Hacquard and 

Wellwood, 2012). It is difficult to understand such expressions of uncertainty purely 

in terms of obeying or contravening the Gricean maxim of “speaking truly” (Grice, 

1975). Notions of relevance (Sperber & Wilson 1995, Wilson & Sperber 2002) and 

epistemic vigilance (Sperber et al 2010), might be more suitable in accounting for 

how conversational participants adjust their perspectives in response to epistemic 

modal claims.  

The nature of the contextual contribution to epistemic modal utterances is 

therefore uniquely tied up in how the common ground of updatable information is 

conceptualized, as well as how the truth-conditional content of modal expressions is 

understood.  Von Fintel and Gilles (2011) offer some insights into how a contextualist 

account might be maintained, where both the individual information state as well as 

shared knowledge of the common ground interact. This paper aims to suggest a way 

of building on these insights, to establish a simple analysis of context shift in terms of 

delineating context of utterance and context of evaluation, along with a fundamentally 

Stalnakerian/dynamic common ground (Stalnaker, 1978; 2002), that might be able to 

handle some of the more troubling pragmatic data. 
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