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Abstract I provide an objection to an argument targeting the claim that
epistemic modality concerns what is possible or necessary given what is known.
The argument centers around uses of epistemic modals that co-occur with
adjuncts of the form ‘according to X’ those in which the content of some
reported information is at issue. I argue that such contexts do not license us
to reach the sort of conclusion that the argument aims to reach.
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1 Introduction

The nature of epistemic modality, and its relation to evidentiality, is a matter
of controversy.1 Whereas evidentials are standardly thought to encode infor-
mation about the source of evidence for the asserted proposition, it is less
clear exactly what kind of information epistemic modals provide. A common
view emerging from the broader literature on modality—what I will call the
standard view—is that epistemic modals indicate whether a given proposition
is consistent with, entailed by, or somehow related to what is known.

To see why and how knowledge is thought to figure in the characterization
of epistemic modality, consider the following example from von Fintel and
Gillies (2010, p. 362). Chris has lost her ball, but she knows that it is either
in box A, box B, or box C. Eventually, she comes to know that it is not in A
and not in B. Upon learning this, she utters (1):

(1) It must be in C.
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1 See section 2 of (Faller, 2017) for a recent overview of the controversy.
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Now suppose that, instead of coming to know that the ball is not in A or B,
she merely gains some reason to think this. In this situation, her utterance of
(1) would be false.2 Indeed, she could truly utter something like (2) in this
situation.

(2) It might be in A or B, although it seems unlikely.

If it is true that the ball might be in A or B, then it is false that the ball must be
in C. The example suggests that knowledge eliminates epistemic possibilities.
What is epistemically possible or necessary, it seems, is what is consistent with
or entailed by some body of knowledge.3

Despite the initial plausibility of this characterization, Angelika Kratzer
(2012, pp. 34-5) argues that this is a mistake. Epistemic modals, she claims,
“do not have any necessary connection to knowledge” (50). Her argument
appeals to the behavior of epistemic modals under the scope of ‘according to’-
phrases.4 My goal in this paper is to show that the argument does not succeed.
I argue that the data Kratzer provides does not show what she claims it does.5

2 The Argument Sketched

Kratzer’s stated goal in the relevant passage is to distinguish between two dif-
ferent roles that a body of information can play. On the one hand, “realistic”
conversational backgrounds represent the evidence that we have about the
world. On the other, “informational” backgrounds represent the intentional

2 Although I stand by this judgment, see (Lassiter, 2014) for analogous examples in which
the negative judgment is disputed.

3 This is an oversimplification in several respects. For one thing, we might question
whether mere consistency or entailment with a body of knowledge is enough. Perhaps there
needs to be some positive evidence, or some non-zero probability, in favor of the prejacent
in order for it to count as a possibility. For another, we might question whose knowledge
is relevant. Do other conversational participants beside the speaker matter? Does all of the
speaker’s knowledge count, or only knowledge that is “shared”? For a recent discussion of
the first question, see (Hawthorne, 2012) and (Colgrove and Dougherty, 2016). A good deal
has been written about the second sort of question, especially in connection with data about
disagreement. See (Anderson, 2014) for a useful overview of this literature.

4 Kratzer does not formally state an argument in favor of the conclusion that epistemic
modals do not have any necessary connection to knowledge. She states the conclusion as
though it had been established earlier in the text, but it is not completely obvious which
considerations Kratzer has in mind. However, Lisa Matthewson (2015), in presenting the
argument that I focus on here, cites “Kratzer (2010)”, which is an unpublished manuscript
that was eventually revised into (Kratzer, 2012). Matthewson’s presentation of the argument,
which I follow below, concerns the data on pages 34-35 of (Kratzer, 2012), which involves the

German reportative sollen and the St’át’ imcets reportative ku7. The data I consider below,
which comes from (Matthewson, 2015), is in English, though this should not matter for the
point that I aim to make.

5 Although the focus of this paper is on the Kratzer-Matthewson argument, it is worth
noting that the argument’s conclusion—that epistemic modals should not be characterized
in terms of knowledge—is shared by semantic theories according to which epistemic modals
are interpreted relative to an information state (i.e., a body—any body—of information),
such as the theories in (Veltman, 1996), (Yalcin, 2007), and Willer (2013).
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content of some source of information. Kratzer argues that some epistemic
modals are interpreted relative to informational backgrounds. Since the propo-
sitions that make up informational backgrounds are not always known (indeed,
they are sometimes false), some epistemic modals do not involve consistency
with or entailment by known propositions. That, in outline, is the argument.6

More specifically, the argument turns on a difference between sentences
such as those in (3), in which an epistemic modal occurs within a the context
of an ‘according to’-phrase, and sentences such as those in (4), in which it does
not.7

(3) a. According to the newspaper reports, the thief must have entered
through the kitchen window.

b. According to the testimony we heard, the defendant must be suf-
fering from severe emotional distress.

(4) a. Given the newspaper reports, the thief must have entered through
the kitchen window.

b. Given the testimony we heard, the defendant must be suffering
from severe emotional distress.

To see the important difference between these sentences, imagine that you
know that the newspaper reports concerning the thief are false. In that case,
you can sincerely utter (3a), but not (4a). Unlike (4a), an utterance of (3a) can
be used to indicate the content of the reports without endorsing the content as
true.8 Matthewson claims that this fact has implications concerning the char-
acterization of epistemic modality in terms of a known body of information:

What is universal to all epistemic modals, I suggest, is that they all
make some evidential contribution. In that case, the term ‘epistemic’
should actually be retired, as argued by Kratzer (2010), who writes
that ‘the term “epistemic modal” is a misnomer’ because knowledge
is not involved. Kratzer argues that knowledge is not required for an
epistemic modal partly on the basis of cases like those in (3). These
can be felicitously asserted even if the speaker knows that the news-
paper reports or the testimony are false, and therefore knows that the
prejacent propositions are false. (Matthewson, 2015, p. 156)

6 In the interest of space, I presuppose familiarity with Kratzer’s modal semantic frame-
work. The key aspect of the framework for what follows is that a conversational background
is a set of propositions relative to which a given proposition is possible or necessary, where
possibility and necessity are treated in terms of consistency with and entailment by the
conversational background.

7 The sentences are used, with different numbers, by Matthewson (2015, p. 156) in pre-
senting the argument. In what follows, I limit the discussion to necessity modals, but the
considerations I advance hold mutatis mutandis for modals of any force.

8 This point is related to the fact that, unlike other evidentials, reportatives can be used
without endorsement of the prejacent, which was first reported in (Faller, 2002) using data
from Cuzco Quechua. See (Faller, 2017) and (AnderBois, 2014) for more on this phenomenon.
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In a footnote to the above passage, Matthewson continues: “Not all epistemic
modals allow the speaker to believe that the prejacent is false: Kratzer observes
that replacing according to with given in (3) removes this possibility.” As the
contrast between the sentences in (3) and those in (4) indicates, the ‘according
to’ phrase is playing a key role in the argument. The passage from (Kratzer,
2012, pp. 34-5) in which similar data is presented indicates that the significance
of the ‘according to’ phrase is that it specifies an informational conversational
background relative to which the modal within its scope is interpreted.

I believe that this argument is somewhat more complicated than it may
appear. By schematizing it into premise-conclusion form, we can make clear
exactly which premises one might disagree with. Before doing so, it will be
helpful to introduce a distinction up front between two different roles that the
‘according to’ phrase might be playing in the data above.

3 Background and Attribution

The point of the Krazter-Matthewson argument is to show that there can be
appropriate uses of epistemic modals whose conversational backgrounds are
not composed of propositions that are taken to be known. The sentences in
(3) are presented as examples. In order for the argument to work, the ‘accord-
ing to’ phrases in these sentences must function to specify the conversational
background of the modals that occur within the scope of the phrase.

To illustrate how exactly this is thought to work, consider the following
modification of the example from von Fintel and Gillies presented above. Chris
has lost her ball and is looking for it in a room in which I and some others
are present. She comes to learn that it is either in box A, B, or C. The ball
is actually in box B, and I know this because I put it there. However, Chris
does not know this. In fact, she wrongly takes herself to know that the ball is
not in box A or B, since she overheard somebody say this, somebody who was
lying in order to mislead her into checking box C.

Suppose that Chris utters (5) to all who are present, and I respond by
uttering (6):

(5) The ball is either in box A, B, or C. But it is not in A and it is not in
B.

(6) According to Chris, it must be in C.

The idea underlying the Kratzer-Matthewson argument is that the phrase
‘According to Chris’ in (6) functions to specify which propositions determine
the set of worlds over which the modal in (6) quantifies. The propositions are
the ones asserted by Chris, namely those in (5). What (6) roughly means, on
this account, is that in every possible world in which what Chris said is true,
the ball is in C. Since one of the propositions that Chris asserted—that the ball
is not in B—is false, it cannot be knowledge. So the conversational background
relative to which the epistemic modal is interpreted is not composed of known
propositions. That is the argument.
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It is not obvious that ‘according to’ phrases function in this way in the
above examples. For one thing, there are other uses of ‘according to’ phrases
in which they do not seem to function in this way. Suppose that Chris tells
me that it is raining in Seoul, and I report this by uttering (7).

(7) According to Chris, it is raining in Seoul.

There is no modal in the prejacent of (7), so there is no conversational back-
ground for the ‘according to’ phrase to specify. The ‘according to’ phrase
functions, so it seems, to attribute the prejacent to Chris. In other words, (7)
means roughly that Chris said that it is raining in Seoul. I will say that a use
of an ‘according to’ phrase is attributive if it works in this second way, and
backgrounding if it works as the Kratzer-Matthewson argument requires.9

What exactly is the difference between the two uses? Consider again my
utterance of (6). If the use of the ‘according to’ phrase is attributive, then what
I say is true just in case Chris said that the ball must be in C. In other words,
what is attributed to Chris is a modal statement. Since modal statements are
interpreted relative to contextually specified conversational backgrounds, then
(6) means, roughly, that Chris said that the prejacent is true in every world
consistent with the conversational background. If the use of the ‘according to’
phrase is backgrounding, then what is attributed to Chris are the propositions
that make up the conversational background, and it is the person who utters
(6) that says that the prejacent is true in every world consistent with that
conversational background.

Now, it is possible, for all that has been said here, that ‘according to’
phrases function differently in different contexts. Perhaps some uses function as
a sort of hybrid between backgrounding and attributive uses. The main point
in drawing the distinction is to illustrate exactly what it is that the Kratzer-
Matthewson argument requires. While I am skeptical about the existence of
backgrounding uses, I will not object to the Kratzer-Matthewson argument on
these grounds.10 I argue below that the argument fails for other reasons. So, in
what follows, I will assume for the sake of argument that the uses of ‘according
to’ that Kratzer and Matthewson appeal to are genuine backgrounding uses,
and I will set the attributive uses aside.

4 The Argument Schematized

With the distinction between backgrounding and attributive uses in place, we
can now give a schematization of the Kratzer-Matthewson argument. Here is

9 One might object that there is, or may be, a covert epistemic necessity modal operating
on the main clause inside the scope of the ‘according to’ phrase in (7). If so, then it might
turn out that all uses of ‘according to’ phrases are backgrounding. However, my objection
to the Kratzer-Matthewson argument does not depend on whether there are any attributive
uses of ‘according to’ phrases.
10 In the next section, I briefly consider additional data in support of this skepticism.
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how the schematization below works. The conclusion follows by Modus Tol-
lens from two premises, (v) and (vi), labeled as LEMMA and DATA respec-
tively. Premises (i) through (iv) logically entail LEMMA. The data provided
by Kratzer and Matthewson supports the truth of DATA.

(i) On the standard characterization of epistemic modals, a use of a
necessity modal with an epistemic flavor (that is, a sentence of the
form p�eφq) is true only if the prejacent, φ, is entailed by a body
of information—a conversational background—that is known to be
true.

(ii) For any source of informational content x and modal flavor y, a
backgrounding use of a sentence of the form pAccording to x, �yφq
is true only if the prejacent, φ, is entailed by the body of information
associated with x.

(iii) The flavor of the modal in sentences (3a) and (3b) is epistemic.
(iv) The intended uses of (3a) and (3b) are backgrounding uses of sen-

tences of the form pAccording to x, �φq.
(v) LEMMA: If the standard characterization of epistemic modals is

true, then for any true use of (3a) and (3b), the body of information
specified by the ‘according to’ phrase is known to be true.

(vi) DATA: There are true uses of (3a) and (3b) in which it is not the
case that the body of information specified by the ‘according to’
phrase is known to be true.
———–

(vii) The standard characterization of epistemic modals is false.

I accept the truth of DATA. The problem with the argument is that LEMMA
is false. Since it is entailed by premises (i) through (iv), at least one of these
premises must be false as well. I consider premise (i) to be a definition of the
“standard” characterization of epistemic modals, thus true by stipulation. As
I said above, I am not convinced that premise (iv) is true, but I will accept it
for the sake of argument. That leaves premises (ii) and (iii).

Martina Faller (2017) argues against premise (iii). Specifically, she argues
that there is a difference between epistemic modals and what she calls “in-
formational” modals. The latter indicate consistency with or entailment by
informational conversational backgrounds, while the former indicate the same
with respect to evidential backgrounds.

I think it is a mistake to deny premise (iii). To see the problem, compare
the use of must in (3a) with the use in (8).

(3a) According to the newspaper reports, the thief must have entered through
the kitchen window.

(8) According to the newspaper reports, the suspect must show up to court
on Monday.

The two uses of must seem, intuitively, to differ in their flavor. In (8), the
use of must seems to be deontic. What the newspaper reports say, according
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to (8), is that the course of action in which the suspect shows up to court
on Monday is necessary in light of the laws, or something to that effect. By
contrast, in (3a), the sense in which the prejacent is said to be necessary by
the newspaper reports is different. If the standard characterization of epistemic
modals is correct, then according to (3a), what the newspaper reports say is
that the thief entering through the kitchen window is necessary in light of what
is known. Even if the standard characterization is incorrect, what matters is
that there is some intuitive difference between the flavor of must in the two
sentences.

One conclusion we might draw from this data is that ‘according to’ phrases
do not play a backgrounding role with respect to modals that occur within
their scope. If the phrase functions attributively in (8), we need to be given a
good reason to think that it functions differently in (3a), but we haven’t been
given any such reason. In other words, we might take the data to suggest that
premise (iv) is false. While I think this is correct, I will set this worry aside.
My goal here is to argue that even if we are eventually given a good reason to
think that the ‘according to’ phrase does play a backgrounding role in (3a),
the Kratzer-Matthewson argument fails.

The point that the above data is meant to illustrate is that the failure of
the argument is not due to premise (iii), at least not for the sort of reason that
Faller presents. If the flavor of the modal in (3a) counts as “informational”
simply in virtue of appearing within the scope of the ‘according to’ phrase,
then the modal in (8) should be informational as well. This account fails to
explain the intuitive semantic difference between the two uses of must. In other
words, there is still good reason to believe that premise (iii) is true. In the next
section, I argue that the problem with the Kratzer-Matthewson argument is
premise (ii).

5 Adding Flavor

As example (8) illustrates, the flavor of the modal in the prejacent of an
‘according to’ phrase affects its interpretation. In short, the problem with
premise (ii) is that the ‘only if’ condition makes no reference to the modal
flavor. This is brought out in the schematization by the fact that the modal
flavor variable y makes no appearance within the scope of the ‘only if’. To
illustrate why this is a problem, and what the solution is, I begin by showing
that an analogous argument could be given using premise (ii) to conclude,
incorrectly, that deontic modals have “no necessary connection” to laws or
obligations.

Suppose that the suspect of a burglary is issued a summons to appear in
court on Tuesday. However, Chris gets the facts wrong and asserts (9), after
which I respond by uttering (10):

(9) The suspect was issued a summons to appear in court on Monday.

(10) According to Chris, the suspect must show up to court on Monday.
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The analogous argument runs roughly as follows. The conversational back-
ground relative to which the modal in (10) is interpreted includes the propo-
sition that the suspect was issued a summons to appear in court on Monday.
However, the suspect is not legally obligated to appear in court on Monday.
So, there is no necessary connection between deontic modals and obligations.

The proper response to this argument is to point out that there is a differ-
ence between what the legal obligations are and what, according to Chris, the
legal obligations are. It is the latter that is relevant for the interpretation of
the modal in (10). In other words, the conversational background is composed
of those propositions that, according to Chris, pertain to the legal obligations
of the suspect.

Similarly, there is a difference between what is known and what, according
to some source of informational content, is known. If the standard characteri-
zation of epistemic modals is correct, then it is the latter that is relevant for
the interpretation of an epistemic modal within the scope of a backgrounding
‘according to’ phrase. When Chris utters (5), my response of (6) is true be-
cause the proposition that the ball is in C is entailed by the information that,
according to Chris, is known.

Of relevance here is a more general point recently made by Seth Yalcin
(2016). Yalcin argues that there is no tight connection between ‘in view of’
phrases and conversational backgrounds. Among his examples is the following:

(11) In view of what we know, you can’t be parked here.

Despite the fact that the ‘in view of’ phrase references knowledge, the modal
can naturally receive a deontic interpretation. Among the propositions that we
know to be true, some of them concern the relevant laws. When we interpret
the modal, we construct the intended conversational background by extracting
the intended propositions from the set of propositions that we know, the set
specified by the ‘in view of’ phrase.

Similarly, when an ‘according to’ phrase is used to indicate a source of
intentional content, we do not simply take the indicated content on board in
its entirety in constructing conversational backgrounds. Rather, we extract
the relevant propositions from the indicated content. Which propositions are
relevant? It depends on the intended modal flavor. If the modal is interpreted
epistemically, then we extract those propositions that are, according to the
source, knowledge (if the standard characterization is correct). If it is a deontic
modal, then we extract those propositions that concern what are, according
to the source, legal obligations (or obligations of some other sort).

The upshot is that premise (ii) is false and should be replaced with (ii*):

(ii*) For any source of informational content x and modal flavor y, a
backgrounding use of a sentence of the form pAccording to x, �yφq
is true only if the prejacent, φ, is entailed by the body of information
that, according to x, pertains to flavor y.

If we replace (ii) with (ii*), then LEMMA must be replaced with LEMMA*:
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(v*) LEMMA*: If the standard characterization of epistemic modals is
true, then for any true use of (3a) and (3b), the body of information
specified by the ‘according to’ phrase is, according to the source of
that information, known to be true.

However, LEMMA* and DATA do not jointly entail the conclusion. Thus, the
argument fails.

6 Conclusion

To be clear, nothing that I have argued here is intended to provide additional
support in favor of the standard characterization of epistemic modals. All that
I have argued is that a particular line of reasoning against it fails. There might
be other reasons for thinking that the standard characterization in terms of
knowledge is false. By way of concluding, there are two reasons in particular
that deserve mention, one concerning evidence that one does not possess and
one concerning the relation between knowledge and evidence.

The first reason arises in connection with an example Kratzer discusses in
which one uses an epistemic modal relative to evidence that one does not have.

Suppose we are confronted with a locked cabinet we know to contain
the relevant factual evidence about the murder of Much-Girgl. We have
no clue about what that evidence is, but for the sheer fun of it, start
placing bets on who might have killed Girgl, given the evidence in
the cabinet. Used in such a context, the modals in (12) and (13) are
interpreted as being relativized to the evidence in the cabinet even if
that evidence is not known to the speaker or to any other discourse
participant. (Kratzer, 2012, p. 98)

(12) Kastenjakl must have done it.

(13) Gauzner-Michl might have done it.

If the conversational background of the epistemic modal in (12) is determined
by the evidence in the locked cabinet, then—since none of the conversational
participants have seen the evidence in the cabinet—the conversational back-
ground is not composed of propositions that are known.

Now, the mere fact that a person uses an epistemic modal relative to a con-
versational background that is composed of propositions that are not, in fact,
known does not show that there is no connection between epistemic modals
and knowledge. If a given proposition p is false, but somebody mistakenly
believes that they know that p, they might rely on p in making claims about
what might or must be the case. In order to undermine the standard picture,
what is needed is an example in which the propositions in the conversational
background are not treated as though they were known.

In evaluating Kratzer’s example, we need to ask whether the utterances in
question treat the evidence as though it were knowledge. I find the data to be
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unclear on this point. If the utterances are presented as responses to a salient
question of the form ‘According to the data, what are the possibilities?’ or
‘Given the data, what are the possibilities?’, then I can more easily hear them
as being appropriate. But this poses no problem for the standard picture. If
there is no implicit ‘according to the evidence’ clause governing the assertion—
that is, if the conversational participants are asserting the above sentences
outright—then the assertions strike me as false or inappropriate, in which
case they pose no problem for the standard picture.11

The second prominent reason for rejecting the standard picture concerns
the relation between knowledge and evidence. Both Matthewson and Kratzer
suggest that an epistemic conversational background is composed of evidence
rather than knowledge, and they suggest that this claim in and of itself is
at odds with the standard characterization of epistemic modality in terms of
knowledge. However, this is not obviously true. Among epistemologists, it is
controversial what the relation is between evidence and knowledge. According
to one prominent account, evidence just is knowledge. That is, one’s evidence
for a given proposition, on this view, is composed of what one knows.12

For example, consider what my evidence is for the fact that my neighbor is
at home right now. I know that the neighbor’s car is parked in the driveway, I
know that the lights are on in the neighbor’s house, and I know that nobody
else lives in the house. It need not follow that I know that my neighbor is
home. I merely have evidence in support of that fact. But the evidence that
I have is made up of what I do know to be the case. This is not to deny
that the concept of evidence is distinct from the concept of knowledge. For
one thing, the concept of evidence is relational in a way that the concept of
knowledge is not. One has evidence for a given proposition, but one does not
have knowledge for anything. Still, this is consistent with the claim that all
of one’s evidence for a given proposition is composed of what one knows.

If this account of evidence is correct, then it makes no difference to the
standard characterization of epistemic modals whether we appeal to knowledge
or evidence in constructing conversational backgrounds for epistemic modals,
since a body of evidence for the prejacent just is a body of knowledge, as the
standard characterization claims. However, Kratzer and Matthewson seem to
think of evidence as distinct from knowledge. That view might be correct, but
neither provides an argument in favor of it, and the data that is provided fails
to support one account of evidence over another. In other words, dialectically,
the appeal to evidence does not tilt the scale away from the standard char-
acterization of epistemic modals any more than the data involving ‘according
to’ phrases.13

11 Thanks to an anonymous referee for pointing out this example and its connection to my
arguments in this paper.
12 The recent popularity of the view, at least among philosophers, originates with its

defense in (Williamson, 2000).
13 Thanks to Elaine Chun for discussion. I am extremely grateful to five anonymous referees

for numerous thoughtful comments that significantly improved this paper.
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