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Abstract

Recent work in deontic modality has appealed to a distinctive “de-

liberative” use of ‘ought’, a use that has been contrasted with other

modal “flavors,” such as epistemic, deontic, and teleological uses of

‘ought’. I argue here that the kind of factor that makes a particular

use of a modal expression deliberative is different from the kind of fac-

tor that makes it deontic or teleological. Specifically, I argue that the

deliberativeness of a modal is a kind of aptness that the prejacent has

for answering a particular kind of question. Moreover, I argue that

there is a closely related kind of question that gives rise to a distinct

use of modals, one that has been largely ignored in the literature on

deontic modality.
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1 Introduction

It is uncontroversial that uses of modal expressions come in different varieties

or “flavors.” However, it is controversial exactly how to distinguish differ-

ent flavors. In the literature on modal semantics stemming from Angelika

Kratzer’s influential work, we find appeals to deontic, teleological, bouletic,

epistemic, circumstantial, and ability (or dynamic) flavors, among others.

For example, the following four uses of ‘ought’ are thought to be instances

of deontic, teleological, bouletic, and epistemic flavors respectively.

(1) Mary ought to return that overdue library book, since that is what

the library requires.

(2) Mary ought to return that overdue library book, in order to avoid

the fine.

(3) Mary ought to return that overdue library book, since she enjoys

interacting with the librarian.

(4) Mary ought to be in the library by now, since she left here twenty

minutes ago.

On Kratzer’s framework, the differences in flavors correspond to differences in

the sorts of propositions that are responsible for restricting and ordering the

possible worlds over which the modal quantifies. The sets of propositions—

or, conversational backgrounds—at issue in the above examples concern the

library’s rules, Mary’s goals, Mary’s wishes, and the speaker’s evidence re-
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spectively.1

Recent work in deontic modality, broadly construed, has appealed to a

way of grouping modal flavors that is, on its face, different from the above.

According to this work, there is a distinctive deliberative use of ‘ought’ that is

exhibited in cases of practical reasoning. The term has its origin in (Thoma-

son, 1981), but has been revived by Schroeder (2011) and Cariani, et.al.

(2013). Schroeder distinguishes the deliberative sense of ‘ought’ from the

epistemic and evaluative senses of ‘ought’.2 The deliberative sense of ‘ought’

is, according to Schroeder, “the central subject of moral inquiry about what

to do and why” (p. 2). Rather than provide a definition, Schroeder outlines

several of its characteristics (pp. 8-11):

1. Knowing what someone else ought to do, in the deliberative sense,

settles the question of what to advise them to do.

2. Knowing what one ought to do, in the deliberative sense, settles the

question of what to do.

3. When someone deliberatively ought to do something, he or she is ac-

countable if he or she does not do it.

4. If one deliberatively ought to do something, then it is within one’s

powers to do it (in other words, deliberative ‘ought’ implies ‘can’).

1The framework is presented in (Kratzer, 2012) and (Kratzer, 1991).
2By ‘evaluative’, Schroeder means to pick out any normative use of ‘ought’ that does

not relate agents to actions. His goal is to argue that, unlike these evaluative uses, the
deliberative ‘ought’ is not a propositional operator, but rather a relation between agents
and actions.
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5. The deliberative ‘ought’ is more closely connected to obligation than

the evaluative ‘ought’.

In short, the deliberative ‘ought’ is the one we use when we deliberate about

which course of action is best.

Cariani, Kaufman, and Kaufman seem to follow Schroeder in his usage,

but they oppose the deliberative use of ‘ought’ to its “objective” use, offering

the following sentence as an example of the deliberative flavor.

(5) We ought to read that article.

What they seem to have in mind is the fact that we deliberate as we do based

on the information that we happen to have, and not necessarily on what is

“objectively” the case.3 More importantly for our purposes, they view the

deliberative use as one more modal flavor, in addition to the deontic, bouletic,

teleological, epistemic, and dynamic flavors mentioned above. Here is what

they say:

In the following, we will call the particular modal flavor at play in

practical deliberations like (5) deliberative modality, and we

will assume that, together with at least deontic (in the narrow

sense, that is, related to rules and laws) and bouletic (related to

3See (Wedgwood, 2015) for a discussion of the relevant subjective/objective distinction.
See (Bronfman and Dowell, 2016) for discussion about whether there is a deliberative use
of ‘ought’ that is, in any interesting sense, non-objective. See also (Williamson, 2016) for
an account of “objective” modalities that are distinguished from epistemic, deontic, and
teleological modalities, among others.
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wishes) it belongs to the so-called prioritizing modal flavors (in

contrast to epistemic and dynamic ones, cf. (Portner, 2009)).

Despite what they say in this passage, it is not obvious that (5) differs in

flavor from any of (1), (2), or (3).

If we speak in a hand-waving manner about “flavors” or “senses” or “uses”

of modal expressions, without a clear idea of what these categories are picking

out, we are likely to end up confused. In this paper, I aim to bring a bit

of clarity. Specifically, I argue that, while there is a deliberative use of

modal expressions, it is a mistake to treat deliberativeness as a flavor in

the same sense in which there are deontic and teleological flavors. In other

words, Cariani, et. al. and Schroeder are correct in identifying a distinctive

deliberative class of uses. However, the kind of factor that makes a particular

use of a modal expression deliberative is different from the kind of factor that

makes it deontic or teleological.

In addition to gaining clarity about the kinds of factors at work in the

interpretation of modals, by pulling apart these distinct factors, I argue that

we can uncover a class of interpretations that have hitherto gone largely un-

recognized. I will contrast deliberative uses with what I call executive uses

of modals. Anticipating, I argue that while deliberative uses of modals con-

cern the choices about which an agent deliberates, executive uses concern

the execution of a particular choice. While many ordinary sentences exhibit

executive readings, some are especially difficult to account for if we do not

recognize the kind of factor responsible the readings, and how it differs from
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traditional modal flavors. Moreover, some of the hallmarks of deliberative

readings that Schroeder presents also hold of executive readings, and so get-

ting clearer about the executive readings will in turn lead to clarity about

the deliberative ones, or so I hope to show.

2 Modal Flavor and Inquisitive Structure

To make this goal a bit more precise, it will help to consider the following

iconic American dialogue that has played out in numerous classrooms across

America:

student: Can I go to the bathroom?

teacher: I don’t know. Can you?

[pause for laughter]

student: May I go to the bathroom?

teacher: You may.

The received wisdom is that the only difference between the two questions

that the student asks is the flavor with which the modal is interpreted. The

use of ‘can’ functions as an ability modal, while the use of ‘may’ is deontic.

I claim that there is a further difference. I will argue here that the first use

of the modal is executive, while the second is deliberative.

What is the deliberative/executive distinction and how does it relate to

modal flavors? To begin to answer this, it will help to say a bit more about
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modal flavors. Consider the sorts of factors that have an effect on the alter-

native moves one can make in a game of chess. At any stage of the game,

the rules determine which alternative moves are possible given the state of

the chess board. However, there are other factors that might affect which al-

ternative moves count as possibilities. For example, strategic considerations

might rule out certain moves, those which would not allow one to meet one’s

strategic goals. Less realistically, we might imagine that certain pieces are

extremely heavy to lift, or glued to the board. Or perhaps the game is played

on a large scale human-sized board, each piece played by a different person.

A stubborn bishop might refuse to cross to the other side of the board, thus

eliminating certain otherwise possible moves.

Some or all of these considerations will determine which moves count as

possible at a given stage of the game. Suppose the player were to utter (20).

(6) I can either move my knight over here or my queen over there.

There is no single type of modal factor that need be at work here. Deontic,

teleological, and physical ability considerations can all play a role. In other

words, we need not always be able to label a modal utterance as being either

deontic, teleological, or circumstantial.

Still, we often do mean to single out some one source of modal significance,

and to speak about what the possibilities are, or which possibility is best,

in light of that factor. Doing so is useful for reasoning. If I wish to acquire

a large sum of money in a short amount of time, then in virtue of my goals
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and my circumstances, I can rob a bank or play the lottery. But in virtue of

the law, robbing a bank is not a possibility. Certain ways of satisfying my

goals require me to violate the law, others do not. This is a useful thing to

know about in choosing a course of action.

I claim that whereas the modal flavor concerns the kind of factor that is

claimed to be responsible for generating, eliminating, or ordering possibili-

ties (for example, rules, desires, abilities, goals, strategies), the distinction

between deliberative and executive readings concerns the structure of the

possibilities that are generated, eliminated, or ordered.4 The relevant aspect

of the structure is related to the nature of the question that is at issue, to

which the possibilities are answers. I introduce the term inquisitive structure

for this property of modal claims. In what follows, I explain what inquisitive

structure is and make the case that it plays a role in modal interpretation.

4I will assume that, whereas the modal flavor of a use of pcan Φq or pmust Φq concerns
the most salient type of factor that generates or eliminates the possibilities, the modal
flavor of a use of pshould Φq or pought Φq concerns the most salient type of factor that
makes it the case that Φ is the best possibility. I will further assume that a sentence of the
form pshould Φq or pought Φq means, roughly, that Φ is the best possibility, and will refer
to these as “optimality” rather than “weak necessity” modals. See (Sloman, 1970) for a
classic articulation of this view, and see (Cariani, 2013b) for a defense of what he calls an
‘anti-boxing’ approach to ‘ought’, according to which it is not a kind of necessity. While
these issues are controversial, the precise meaning of should and ought is orthogonal to
the main issue here, namely the effect that the deliberative/executive distinction has on
modal interpretation.
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3 Choice and Execution

When I perform an action, I choose to do it and then I execute my plan. As

a psychological hypothesis, this is probably an oversimplification. But these

two ingredients—the choice and execution of a plan—play a role in how we

conceive of the performance of actions. After all, when there is a question

about the performance of a given action, sometimes it is the choice of plan

and sometimes its execution that is at issue. Reporting that the action was

performed will settle either question.

To see this, consider the following sentence that reports the performance

of an action.

(7) I ate a slice of pizza.

Now compare the following two utterance contexts.

Context 1: Mary has just returned from a new restaurant with

an interesting menu. Joseph, who has been to the restaurant be-

fore, asks what dish Mary tried. Mary replies by uttering (7).

Context 2: Mary absolutely detests pizza and has trouble eating

it, but has just returned from a meal at her in-laws’ new pizze-

ria. She had planned to try the pizza as a sign of filial piety.

Joseph, fully-informed about Mary’s pizza-hatred, asks whether

she succeeded. Mary replies by uttering (7).
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In the first context, the question at issue is which dish Mary chose. Mary’s

ability to follow through and execute any of the alternative plans—her ability

to eat what she ordered—is not in question. In the second context, the choice

of plan is not at issue. Mary had chosen to eat the pizza. The question is

whether she could execute the plan.

I will call a context of the plan-questioning type a deliberative context,

and a context of the execution-questioning type an executive context. To

be clear, I do not claim that (7) is ambiguous, taking on different meanings

in the two different contexts. Rather, I claim that the significance of the

utterance in a broader sense—the work that an utterance of (7) does—varies

based on the context. When (7) is uttered in a deliberative context, the work

that is accomplished could have been performed by uttering (8). When (7)

is uttered in an executive context, the work that is accomplished could have

been performed by uttering (9).

(8) I chose to eat a slice of pizza.

(9) I managed to eat a slice of pizza.

In other words, it is not that (7) literally means the same thing as (8) when

uttered in a deliberative context. What they have in common is the fact that

they both answer the same question in the same way.5

We can get a handle on which question is being addressed by looking at

5Notice that the ‘choose to’/‘manage to’ distinction carries over to the verb phrases of
(8) and (9). For example, if one has difficulty making choices, it might be noteworthy that
one managed to make a choice.
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the alternative answers that could be given. Roughly, when a sentence of

the form pm does φq is uttered in a deliberative context, the alternatives

are of the form pm does ψq for various courses of action ψ. In other words,

the alternatives are different options that could be chosen.6 When uttered

in an executive context, the alternatives are roughly of the form pm does

not φq. (Perhaps the alternatives include various degrees of failure or suc-

cess in executing the chosen plan. I will ignore such complications in what

follows.) In other words, the alternatives are different outcomes that follow

from attempting to execute the chosen plan.

The reason for the ‘roughly’ hedge is that there might be cases in which

the two options between which one is choosing are of the form φ and ∼φ. If

there is a slice of pizza on the table that will otherwise go to waste if I do not

eat it, I might deliberate about whether to eat or not to eat the slice of pizza.

The grammatical structure of the alternatives is not of primary importance.

What characterizes the two contexts is the nature of the question at issue.

In practice, it might be indeterminate whether one is in a deliberative or

an executive context. The novice skier who accidentally takes the ski lift to

the top of the mountain might face a choice of trails to ski down. At the same

time, it may be an open question whether any of the trails are completable.

If neither question is explicitly raised, there may be no fact of the matter

exactly which of these questions is at issue at a given point in a discourse.

6See (Maier, 2013) for an account of agential modalities that treats options as funda-
mental.

11



This indeterminacy will not matter if a bare action sentence is uttered, since

reporting that the skier skied down the entire double black diamond trail

answers both questions.

However, I claim that when an action sentence is embedded under a modal

operator, the interpretation requires fixing on some particular question. That

is, while the prejacent itself is not ambiguous, an ambiguity is created when

the prejacent is embedded under a modal operator. If the question is deliber-

ative, the prejacent is interpreted as having the inquisitive structure pm does

φq, where φ ranges over options. If the question is executive, the prejacent

is interpreted as having the inquisitive structure pm does φq, where φ ranges

over outcomes.

It is important not to conflate inquisitive structure—a kind of aptness

to answer a particular question—with a property of the alternatives to the

prejacent. In the case of true uses of necessity modals, there are no alter-

natives to the prejacent. If I am playing a game of chess and reach a point

where I have only one move available—say, moving my King one space to

the left—then I must move my King. There are no alternatives to moving

my King. Nevertheless, that I choose to move my King is an answer to the

question what move I choose to make next.7

7Thus, my account differs from the contrastivist account in (Finlay and Snedegar,
2014) in terms of alternatives to the prejacent. Nevertheless, our proposals are made
in a similar spirit. See (Snedegar, 2012) for a similar contrastivist proposal extended to
possibility and necessity modals. It is worth noting, however, that the aim of Finlay and
Snedegar’s paper is to undermine Schroeder’s syntactic claim that deliberative ‘ought’
is not a propositional operator, by arguing that a contrastive account can explain the
syntactic data that Schroeder presents. I am sympathetic with Schroeder’s syntactic
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One might wonder whether there is any ground-up reason to expect in-

quisitive structure to play a role in modal interpretation. I believe that there

is, although the reason stems from a broader, controversial picture of the na-

ture of modality, a picture whose elaboration and defense goes well beyond

the scope of this paper. However, a sketch of the underlying picture will help

to motivate the proposal that follows.

Central to our conception of the world, I claim, is a distinction between

questions or issues that are settled and those that are open. A question is

circumstantially open just in case the circumstances have not yet determined

an answer to it (this is, in other words, the sense in which the future is open).

A question is epistemically open just in case there is an answer to it, but it

is not known (by someone) what the answer is. We have certain concepts

that pertain to settled questions: what the facts are, what we know to be

the case. Modal concepts, I claim, pertain to open questions. To say that

something is possible is to characterize it as an answer to an open question.

To say that something is necessary is to characterize it as the only answer to

an open question (or, in other words, as entailed by every answer to an open

question). To say that something ought to be the case is to say that it is the

best answer to an open question.

This is a hasty sketch, and the details in fleshing out the picture become

somewhat more complicated. For one thing, openness is dynamic. Questions

claim. My aim is to motivate the existence of executive uses of modals and to clarify the
relation between modal flavors on the one hand and inquisitive structure on the other.
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that used to be open are no longer open. So, we can and often do invoke

modal language to talk about questions that were open, but are no longer.8

Complications aside, there is one key corollary of this picture that is impor-

tant for my purposes in this paper. The key corollary is that modal claims are

inherently question-relative. A modal claim is a claim about the structure

of answers to a given open question.9 If this is correct, then it follows that

when we change the sort of question at issue, we change the significance of

the claim that is being made. In other words, my claim about the question-

relativity of modality predicts that when an action sentence is embedded

under a modal operator, the interpretation of the whole sentence will depend

on whether it is uttered in a deliberative or an executive context.10

8See (Condoravdi, 2002) for an account of the interaction between tense and modality
in terms of opened and settled questions. Although she appeals to openness to explain the
relation between tense and modality, Condoravdi does not characterize modality in terms
of openness, as I do.

9There has been an increasing number of semantic proposals that treat epistemic
modals and conditionals as question-relative. See, for example, (Yalcin, 2011), (Willer,
2013), and (Khoo, 2015). Cariani (2013b) follows Yalcin in appealing to “resolutions,”
formally represented as partitions over the space of possible worlds, in giving an account
of ‘ought’. Similarly, the additional conversational background posited by ? functions
to partition the space of possibilities. I am not primarily concerned with formal imple-
mentation here, so much as I am concerned with determining what it is that needs to be
implemented. All of the papers cited in this footnote work within a possible worlds frame-
work, and all treat the semantics of questions in terms of partitions. I am skeptical about
both, for reasons having to do with the nature of modality and its relation to meaning.
For the record, I prefer the account of questions in (Ginzburg and Sag, 2001), where they
are treated as open propositions, a kind of one-place property. However, in the interest of
space, I will remain neutral about formal semantics here.

10To be clear, the deliberative/executive distinction is not exhaustive. There are other
possible inquisitive structures, corresponding to other sorts of questions we can ask about
a particular action sentence. However, it is this distinction that is especially relevant
to work in deontic modality, so I will limit my discussion to deliberative and executive
inquisitive structures.
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For example, the prediction is that in a deliberative context, (10), (11),

and (12) mean something like (10a), (11a), and (12a); in an executive context,

(10), (11), and (12) mean something like (10b), (11b), and (12b).

(10) I can eat a slice of pizza.

a. It is possible that I choose to eat a slice of pizza.

b. It is possible that I manage to eat a slice of pizza.

(11) I should eat a slice of pizza.

a. It is optimal that I choose to eat a slice of pizza.

b. It is optimal that I manage to eat a slice of pizza.

(12) I must eat a slice of pizza.

a. It is necessary that I choose to eat a slice of pizza.

b. It is necessary that I manage to eat a slice of pizza.

In what follows, I argue that this prediction is borne out by the data. I begin

by showing how, in the case of possibility modals, we can hold fixed a given

modal flavor and vary the interpretation by varying the inquisitive structure.

4 Possibility

The easiest way to show that an expression is ambiguous between two read-

ings is to show that there is a difference in implication between the two

readings. And the easiest way to do that is to show that there is a circum-

stance such that the two readings differ in their truth-values with respect
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to that circumstance. However, this is not always possible. For example,

there does not exist a circumstance in which ‘Bob is a triangle’ and ‘Bob

is a trilateral’ will differ in truth-value, but it does not follow that the two

sentences mean the same thing.

A similar difficulty arises for the task of showing, in a non-question-

begging way, that a deliberative/executive ambiguity exists for a possibility

modal with a fixed modal flavor. Nevertheless, I think it will be instructive

to try to tease apart the different readings in the difficult cases first, be-

fore moving on to the more compelling examples of optimality and necessity

modals, where there exists a material non-equivalence between the different

readings.

To that end, consider the following two sentences:

(13) Mary can make a phone call.

(14) Mary can swim across the lake.

I claim that (13) is standardly interpreted with a deontic flavor, while (14)

is standardly interpreted with an ability flavor. What I aim to show here

is that, even holding fixed the modal flavor, each of these sentences admits

of a further ambiguity. In addition to the deontic deliberative reading of

(13), there is also a deontic executive reading. And in addition to the ability

executive reading of (14), there is also an ability deliberative reading.

Beginning with (13), consider the following two utterance contexts.

Deontic, Deliberative: Mary was arrested after illegally swimming
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across a lake. She wants to call her lawyer and smoke a cigarette. The

officer in charge asks the prison warden what she is permitted to do.

The prison warden responds by uttering (13).

Deontic, Executive: Suppose that Mary is acting in a commercial

for a phone company. The director has kept the plot of the scene a

secret from her, in order to secure a realistic performance. All that she

is told is that she should attempt to make a phone call. They shoot

many takes of the scene. For the first fifteen takes, the crew is told

to interrupt Mary’s attempt in various random ways: a football player

crashes into her mid-dial, a gorilla steals the phone from her, the phone

catches on fire. After the first fifteen takes, the director instructs the

crew that, from that point on, they are no longer required to interrupt

the call. The director reiterates this point by uttering (13).

Both contexts are deontic insofar as the alternative possibilities are generated

by some set of laws or rules. The important difference between them concerns

the structure of the alternatives. In the deliberative context, the alternatives

are options, or courses of action, that Mary could choose. They are of the

form pMary does φq, where φ rangers over different choices Mary can make,

such as in ‘Mary makes a phone call’ and ‘Mary stays in her cell’. It is

this structural feature—that φ ranges over courses of action, or plans, that

Mary could choose—that makes each possibility an answer to the deliberative

question at issue.
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In the executive context, the alternatives are not choices that Mary makes.

Rather, they are the varying extents to which her choice is executed. In other

words, the alternatives are of the form pMary does φq, where φ rangers over

outcomes of Mary’s choice, such as in ‘Mary makes a phone call’, ‘Mary

almost makes a phone call,’ ‘Mary does not come close to making a phone

call’. Once again, it is the fact that φ rangers over what it does that makes

each possibility an answer to the executive question at issue.

The first context is much more natural than the second, and the reason

has to do with the modal significance of rules. The kinds of possibilities that

rules typically constrain are options. The rules of chess are like this. They

determine which moves a player can and cannot choose. The rules do not

constrain the extent to which a given choice is executed. In order to get a

rule that constrains such alternatives, we need a somewhat artificial context,

such as the deontic, executive context above.

Similarly, when we say that somebody can do something in virtue of their

abilities, we typically mean that they can succeed—that they can manage

to execute the task. This suggests that abilities go hand-in-hand with an

executive inquisitive structure. However, one’s abilities do constrain which

choices one could make. If one were unable to execute some task, that task

would typically not count as a genuine option, insofar as the options at issue

are those generated by one’s abilities. It is this close relationship between

abilities, options, and execution that makes it difficult to pull apart the de-

liberative and executive readings of possibility modals with an ability flavor.
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Nevertheless, I claim that there is a difference in reading when an ability

modal is used in the two sorts of contexts. To see this, consider the following

two contexts:

Ability, Executive: Mary stands on the shore of the lake for the

annual Attempt to Swim Across the Lake festival. Every year, only

a small handful of participants makes it across. Two spectators are

discussing the prospects of Mary’s attempt, and one utters (14).

Ability, Deliberative: Mary needs to get to the island across the

river. There are a number of ways one can get there, but most of those

are not live options for Mary. There is a helicopter, but Mary does not

know how to fly it. There is a canoe, but Mary is afraid of boats. A

group of spectators has gathered, unhelpfully, to see how she does it.

One of them utters (14), knowing that she occasionally goes swimming.

In the executive context, Mary’s choice is not at issue. What is at issue is

her ability to execute her plan. What the utterance reports is that, given her

abilities, successfully executing the plan is a possibility. In the deliberative

context, the point of the utterance is to indicate an option that Mary can,

in virtue of her abilities, choose. The point is not to suggest, of a given

course of action, that Mary has the ability to complete the task. What the

utterance reports is that, given her abilities, choosing to swim across the lake

is a possibility.
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The difference between deliberative and executive uses of possibility modals

is subtle. One involves a claim about which options are possible, given a par-

ticular factor. The other involves a claim about which outcomes are possible,

given a particular factor. Part of the reason for the subtlety is that options

and outcomes are not completely independent of each other. For example,

suppose that I am not a particularly good swimmer, such that my swim-

ming across a particular lake is not an outcome that is possible. That the

outcome is not possible, given my abilities, also affects whether swimming

across the lake is an option that I can choose, given my abilities. Similarly,

if a given factor precludes me from choosing a particular option, then that

factor precludes me from managing to execute that option. In other words,

if we hold fixed a particular factor, the two sorts of claims are not likely to

come apart in truth-value, despite the fact that different claims are being

made. However, in the case of optimality and necessity modals, where there

are implications about all of the possibilities rather than just one, it is easier

to pull the two sorts of claims apart.

5 Optimality

The connection between modal flavor and inquisitive structure is more pro-

nounced in the case of optimality and necessity modals. In other words, for

reasons that I hope will become clear, it is more difficult to come up with

natural examples of both deliberative and executive uses of optimality and
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necessity modals relative to the same flavor. My approach is to start by

presenting examples of what I claim are executive uses, working backward

to determine the modal flavor involved. I claim that only by recognizing

the role played by inquisitive structure can we adequately account for the

interpretation of these uses.

Consider a famous baseball error made by Bill Buckner, a first baseman of

the 1986 Boston Red Sox. In short, the Red Sox were playing a game against

the New York Mets which, had they won, would have made them World

Series Champions. The score was tied late in the game, and the Mets were

up at bat. A seemingly routine ground ball was hit to first base, the kind of

play that happens frequently in every game, and is typically an automatic

out for the batter. However, Bill Buckner failed to catch the ball. It rolled

between his legs, allowing the Mets to win the game and, eventually, the

championship.

When looking back on the play, and reflecting on its routine nature, it is

common for Red Sox fans to express something like (15).11

(15) Buckner should have caught that ball.

I claim, and will attempt to make the case, that the intended reading of (15)

is an executive use of should.

11A fictional example of this utterance can be found on page 250 of the novel From Here
to Reality, by Steven Schindler (2005). One of the characters is obsessed with the play,
examining different camera angles to see whether it was a trickier play than it seemed
to be. He concludes: “No matter which camera angle you look at, Buckner should have
caught that ball.”
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To begin with, it will help to see why the intended reading is not de-

liberative. A deliberative reading of (15) is one in which the possibilities

are options that Buckner could have chosen. To see how such a reading

might arise, we can suppose that it might make sense for strategic reasons

for Buckner to let the ball roll into the outfield. Perhaps doing so would

allow another player with a stronger arm to throw the ball to home plate. In

that case, we might question which option was the optimal one. In such a

deliberative context, an utterance of (15) would mean that catching the ball

was the optimal choice.

While this is a possible reading of the sentence, it is not the intended one.

The deliberative reading implies both that Buckner chose to let the ball roll

through his legs and that Buckner made the wrong choice. However, neither

of these implications follows from the intended reading of (15). It is clear to

all watching the game that Buckner chose to catch the ball, and that this was

the right choice to make. In other words, Buckner’s choice is not at issue.

What is at issue is Buckner’s execution of his plan to catch the ball. What

exactly is asserted by the utterance of (15)? The content of the utterance—

the claim that is being made—cannot merely be that his managing to catch

the ball is the best option with respect to the goal of winning the game. It

goes without saying that, from the perspective of a Red Sox fan, his catching

it is better than his not catching it as far as winning is concerned. In other

words, the flavor is not teleological.

What, then, is the modal flavor? I claim that the ordering source for
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the intended executive use of (15) is a norm concerning ability levels. Plays

that are difficult for a Little League player might be easy for a minor league

player. And what is challenging for a minor leaguer might be routine for

a major league player. As one moves up the professional ladder, there are

norms about the types of plays that are considered routine for that ability

level. The intended reading of (15) says, in effect, that managing to catch

the ball was the best outcome for remaining in accordance with the norms

for professional first basemen.

To get a better handle on how the ordering works, it will help to look

at the conditions under which the utterance would be judged false. Imagine

that, upon inspecting many different camera angles of the play in question,

one notices that the ball took a very unexpected hop that made it much

more difficult to catch than it appeared from the main camera angle. If this

were the case—if it were a difficult play to execute even for a professional—

then, as far as acting in accordance with the norms for professional players

is concerned, it would make no difference whether Buckner caught the ball

or not. In other words, the norm would not rank the outcome in which the

ball is caught higher than the outcome in which it is not. That is what the

denial of the intended reading of (15) amounts to.

The fact that the example is in the past tense is not important. We can

get the same reading in the present tense by imagining that (16) is uttered

immediately after the ball is hit to first base.

(16) Buckner should catch that ball.
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On the intended reading, at issue is which outcome will obtain. The ability

norm associated with professional first basemen ranks the outcome in which

the ball is caught ahead of the outcomes in which it is not. To remain in

accordance with the norm, it is best to catch the ball.

The sort of ability-level norm that is at work here is not limited to sports.

Consider the difficulty of an exam in logic. The level of difficulty appropriate

for an undergraduate introductory course in logic is different from the level

of difficulty appropriate for an advanced graduate course in logic. Just as it

is important not to expect too much of an undergraduate in an introductory

course, there are certain expectations to which we hold graduate students.

For example, there are certain basic logical mistakes that a graduate stu-

dent would be criticized for making. If a particular student were unable to

pass an introductory logic exam, one might utter (17) in order to express

dissatisfaction.

(17) As a graduate student in philosophy, you should pass this exam.

The inquisitive structure in (17) is executive. The graduate student is not

choosing to fail the exam. Failing the exam is a matter of failing to execute

a choice properly, in a way that puts the graduate student on the wrong side

of the norms, according to (17).

Note that the intended modal flavor is not epistemic. An utterance of

(17) is fully consistent with the speaker’s knowledge that the student will

not pass the exam. In other words, there is nothing contradictory about the
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following.

(18) As a graduate student in philosophy, you should pass this exam,

although I know that you will not.

The same point holds for examples (15) and (16). The intended reading of

these does not, I claim, involve an epistemic use of should.

However, it is worth noting that both executive and deliberative uses of

(15), (16), and (17) are available with an epistemic flavor. An epistemic use

arises from a question that is, or was, epistemically open. Such a question

is at issue in a case where we genuinely wonder whether Buckner will catch

the ball, or whether the grad student will pass the logic exam. To show

how epistemic readings arise for both executive and deliberative inquisitive

structures, we can construct two different contexts in which (19) is uttered.

(19) Mary should pass the exam.

Both of the following contexts involve an epistemic modal flavor. The factors

that generate, eliminate, and order the possibilities in question are epistemic:

what is known and what evidence best supports which conclusions.

Epistemic, Executive: Mary, a graduate student in philosophy, is not

spending any time studying for a logic exam, leading some members of

her department to worry about her chances of passing. However, her

logic instructor believes that she understands the material well, and on

that basis, utters (19) in order to ease worries.
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Epistemic, Deliberative: Mary, the smartest student at her uni-

versity, is being monitored by administrators who have discovered a

cheating ring in which she regularly takes exams for other students.

Fearing that they are onto her, she decides to start deliberately fail-

ing certain exams. The lead investigator realizes this, but manages

to figure out when she chooses to pass and when she chooses to fail.

They need to catch her passing one more exam, and they know that

she will be taking the upcoming logic exam for another student. Confi-

dent in the evidence about Mary’s pattern of choices and in her ability

to pass if she so chooses, the investigator utters (19) to prepare the

administrators.

Both readings tell us what the speaker expects to happen. Under what

conditions would each of these readings be false? The epistemic executive

reading would be false in case there is no good reason to expect that Mary

will manage to pass the exam. The epistemic deliberative reading would

be false in case there is no good reason to expect that Mary will choose to

pass the exam. The important point is that the epistemic executive reading

differs from the executive readings considered above, in which an ability-

level norm is responsible for the modal flavor. The ability-level reading of

(16) would be false in case managing to catch the ball is not a routine play for

a professional first baseman, regardless of what anyone has reason to expect

will in fact happen.

Ability-level norms typically go hand-in-hand with executive inquisitive
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structures. The reason is that ability-level norms are typically norms about

which plans are successfully executed. To get a deliberative reading of

‘should’ where the modal flavor comes from an ability-level norm, we would

need a situation in which different ability-levels correspond to different choices

that somebody makes. The game of chess arguably provides a somewhat nat-

ural example of this sort. That is, it is at least plausible to think that different

ability-levels in chess correspond to different choices that one would make at

a given stage of game. A move that is a good choice for a novice might

be a poor choice for a grandmaster. The ability to physically execute the

choice—by picking up the relevant piece and moving it along the board—is

normally not at issue.

We can test this idea by constructing two contexts in which the following

sentence is uttered.

(20) Mary should move her bishop.

Both of the following involve an ability-level norm as the modal flavor, but

one is deliberative and the other executive.

Ability-Level Norm, Deliberative: Mary is playing chess in a tour-

nament. This year, she has advanced out of the “novice” category and

is now playing among “intermediate” players. At the stage of the game

she is playing, there are three possible moves: moving a pawn, moving

a bishop, and moving the queen. Mary’s coach believes that a novice

would most likely fail to recognize that moving the bishop is strategi-
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cally better than moving the pawn. However, the coach also believes

that the best possible move is to move the queen, although only a very

advanced player would recognize this. The coach suspects that Mary

will move the pawn, and is dismayed that she is not quite playing at the

level she needs to in order to advance in the tournament. Before she

makes her move, the coach explains this to a reporter, uttering (20).

Ability-Level Norm, Executive: Mary is an intermediate player in

an extreme chess tournament, in which the pieces weigh anywhere from

one hundred to two hundred pounds. Mary has been lifting weights to

prepare for the game. Her weight-lifting coach believes that novices

typically have trouble moving the bishops (which weigh more than the

pawns), while intermediate players typically have trouble moving the

queen (which weighs more than the bishops). Mary states aloud that

she plans to try to move the bishop. Her coach utters (20) to explain

to a reporter that players at this level normally manage to do so.

There is a connection between ability-level norms and expectations, which

might make it seem as if these readings are really just epistemic modals.

When somebody occupies a role associated with a particular ability-level,

there are expectations to which we hold them. While this use of ‘expecta-

tion’ is not straightforwardly epistemic, one might think that it is indirectly

epistemic in the following sense. If one is held to an expectation to perform

some action in virtue of their role, that is because (one might think) we would
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normally expect, in the epistemic sense, that someone in that role will per-

form that action. Still, despite this connection, I claim that the ability-level

norm readings are not themselves epistemic, at least not in the same sense

in which the readings of (19) are epistemic. That there is a difference can be

seen more clearly, I think, when we turn to necessity modals.

6 Necessity

In addition to ordering outcomes, ability-level norms are also sometimes

taken to eliminate outcomes, namely those that are out of accordance with

the norm. When they are so taken, we can get executive uses of necessity

modals. Here is an example taken from an online college football column,

(DeConna, 2007):

(21) It is 6:00 p.m. in Memorial Stadium, and nightfall quickly settles in on

another California football practice. Senior safety Thomas DeCoud

has his sights set on an overthrown pass. He leaps up but is unable

to corral the spiraling ball. Within seconds, DeCoud is greeted with

some harsh criticism: “You gotta catch that ball, Thomas!!”

What the critic says, in effect, is that the norms associated with DeCoud’s

experience level and position eliminate all outcomes in which he fails to suc-

cessfully execute the catch. The eliminated outcomes do not count as possi-

bilities for acting in line with the norms. The only way to act in accordance
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with the norms is to manage to catch the ball.12

Note that the critic’s use of ‘gotta’ is neither deliberative nor epistemic.

If the inquisitive structure were deliberative, the utterance would imply that

DeCoud made the wrong choice, but he clearly chose to catch the ball. If

the modal flavor were epistemic, the utterance would be false if it were epis-

temically possible that he didn’t catch the ball. Now, the fact that DeCoud

did not catch the ball is enough to show that the utterance would have been

false, if the modal is interpreted epistemically. And this is a problem insofar

as the utterance is not that obviously false. The critic seems to be saying

something that at least the critic thinks is true, but the critic knows that

DeCoud did not catch the ball.

Moreover, if the modal were interpreted epistemically, there would not

be any immediate reason to see the utterance as a kind of criticism. The

fact that the utterance is a criticism stems from the fact that the possible

outcomes under consideration are those in accordance with the norms for

a college football wide receiver. Since the actual outcome is not included

among those that the critic claims are possible (namely, catching the ball),

the critic implies that DeCoud is not acting in accordance with the norms.

A similar explanation applies in the case of optimality modals.

12My intuitions suggest that the executive reading of a necessity modal with an ability-
level norm flavor is easier to get for necessity modals like ‘gotta’ and ‘have to’ than it
is for ‘must’, which seems to favor a deontic reading when substituted for ‘gotta’ in the
above sentence. There may be a socio-cultural explanation for this. I suspect that the
explanation primarily has to do with ‘must’ and the flavors it prefers, so to speak, than
with ‘gotta’ and ‘have to’.
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7 Conclusion

If the account presented here is correct, then it does make sense to speak of

deliberative uses of modals. Whether a particular use counts as deliberative

depends on the inquisitive structure of the possibilities, and not on the fac-

tors responsible for generating, eliminating, and ordering the possibilities—in

other words, not on those factors that are traditionally thought to determine

the modal flavor. I conclude by returning to Schroeder’s characterization of

deliberative modals to compare it to the account of deliberativeness in terms

of inquisitive structure.

Schroeder identified five hallmarks of what he calls deliberative ‘ought’,

repeated here.

1. Knowing what someone else ought to do, in the deliberative sense,

settles the question of what to advise them to do.

2. Knowing what one ought to do, in the deliberative sense, settles the

question of what to do.

3. When someone deliberatively ought to do something, he or she is ac-

countable if he or she does not do it.

4. If one deliberatively ought to do something, then it is within one’s

powers to do it (in other words, deliberative ‘ought’ implies ‘can’).

5. The deliberative ‘ought’ is more closely connected to obligation than

the evaluative ‘ought’.
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There are two points that are worth calling attention to. The first is that

Schroeder intends to distinguish deliberative uses, in his sense, from epistemic

uses. On my account, there are uses that have an epistemic flavor and a de-

liberative inquisitive structure. This issue is largely terminological. Recall

that on my account, there are two kinds of possibility—circumstantial and

epistemic—corresponding to two senses in which a question can be open. By

‘deliberative’, Schroeder seems to intend to pick out the uses that, according

to my account, have a circumstantial modal flavor (that is, any non-epistemic

flavor) and what I call a deliberative inquisitive structure. My use of ‘de-

liberative’ is thus broader than his. We could introduce a special term for

the narrower class, or we could change the term for the broader class. What

matters is that recognizing the inquisitive structure is necessary for carving

out the relevant uses.

The second point is not terminological. The executive uses of ‘ought’ meet

the third, fourth, and fifth criteria. A first baseman who ought to catch a

ball, but does not do so, will be held accountable for failing to do so. If the

first baseman ought to execute a routine play, it is within his or her powers to

do so. The executive ‘ought’ is closely connected to obligation, at least more

so than evaluative uses of ‘ought’. The first baseman who fails to execute

a routine play is not meeting his or her obligations. If that is right, then

a bit more care is required in delimiting which class of modals are relevant

to normative theorizing. Specifically, more care is needed in distinguishing
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between modal flavors and inquisitive structure.13
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