
A Solution to Karttunen’s Problem

I present a new solution to Karttunen’s Problem: the problem of giving an account of, and
explanation for, the difference in felicity conditions between the assertion of an epistemic necessity
claim versus the assertion of its prejacent alone.

The most prominent responses to Karttunen’s Problem share the assumption that epistemic
necessity claims are felicitous only when the speaker’s evidence for the claim’s prejacent is indirect.
I call this the indirectness constraint. This is motivated by contrasts like the following:

(1) [Seeing people come inside with wet umbrellas:] It must be raining out!

(2) [Seeing rain falling through a window:] #It must be raining out!

If this is the right characterization of the difference in felicity conditions between ⌜Must ϕ⌝ and
ϕ, it leaves us with a puzzle: what in the semantics or pragmatics of epistemic necessity modals
accounts for this constraint? It has proved difficult to find a satisfactory answer to this question;
there are a few candidates, though none seems altogether satisfying (see von Fintel and Gillies
(2010) for discussion).

However they answer this question, though, the main responses to Karttunen’s Problem agree
that the indirectness constraint is an adequate characterization of the difference in felicity
conditions between ⌜Must ϕ⌝ versus ϕ alone. But this is wrong. Consider this case, adapted from
Murray (2014):

(3) Sarah is going down a windowless corridor to Thomas’s windowless office. On her way, she
sees some colleagues enter the corridor with wet umbrellas. Sarah enters Thomas’s office.
Thomas hasn’t seen the wet people in the hallway. He asks, ‘What’s the weather like?’
Sarah says, ‘It must be raining.’ Thomas says, ‘Ok. Let’s talk the upcoming conference. . . ’

There is something odd about Sarah’s assertion of ‘It must be raining’ in this discourse, as compared
to the exchange in which she uses the prejacent alone:

(4) . . . ‘What’s the weather like?’ ‘It’s raining.’ ‘Ok. Let’s talk about the upcoming conference.’

Informants confirm the infelicity of (3) versus (4) across ten languages tested.

Note, however, that in both (3) and (4) the indirectness constraint is satisfied. So there
must be something else that accounts for the difference in felicity between (3) and (4). Following
Stone (1994), I argue that epistemic necessity claims like ⌜Must ϕ, ⌝ unlike ϕ alone, are felicitous
only if the speaker ensures that there is a salient argument for ϕ in the common ground by the
time ⌜Must ϕ⌝ is evaluated (accepted or rejected). I call this the support constraint.

I then argue that the support constraint provides a complete characterization of the dif-
ference in felicity conditions between ⌜Must ϕ⌝ and ϕ; we need not independently posit the indi-
rectness constraint. This is a departure from earlier work on Karttunen’s Problem, much of
which has argued that, one way or another, epistemic necessity modals carry an evidential meaning
captured by the indirectness constraint. I argue, rather, that what essentially distinguishes
⌜Must ϕ⌝ from ϕ is not an evidential constraint along those lines, but rather a constraint about the
kind of support that ⌜Must ϕ⌝ must have in the common ground when it is asserted.

The main challenge for this approach is to explain the contrast in felicity between examples like
(1) and (2). I argue that the contrast between these examples arises through general pragmatic
reasoning, which lets us derive something like the indirectness constraint directly from the
support constraint.

First, I argue that it is a general pragmatic maxim that if S proposes to update with ϕ and
gives an argument for ϕ, she should give the strongest argument that is available to her and that is
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shareable with her interlocutors. Second, I propose that there is another pragmatic maxim which
entails that, in general, the common ground should not entail ϕ in an obvious way at the time at
which the speakers are considering whether or not to accept ϕ (cf. e.g. Grice (1989), Stalnaker
(1974), Schlenker (2008)). Both are maxims, and thus both can be violated, but I propose that
both are plausible general conversational rules.

It follows from the first of these principles that if S asserts ⌜Must ϕ, ⌝, then, since the support
constraint entails that she has to give an argument for ϕ, she thus has to share the strongest
evidence available to her and shareable with her interlocutors. But if she provided evidence that
obviously entailed ⌜Must ϕ⌝, she would violate the second of these maxims. So she must share
evidence that provides support for ⌜Must ϕ⌝ but does not obviously entail it.

Finally, I argue that ϕ and ⌜Must ϕ⌝ are informationally equivalent in the sense that evidence
for one is always evidence for the other. It thus follows from the reasoning in the last paragraph that
the speaker must share evidence for ϕ that provides support for ϕ but does not obviously entail it.
And it further follows that this evidence must be the speaker’s strongest evidence for ϕ that she is
willing and able to share with her interlocutors. So from support it follows by pragmatic reasoning
that the speaker’s shareable evidence for ϕ must be indirect. This constraint differs subtly from
the indirectness constraint, and I argue that where it differs, it is empirically preferable.

If all this is right, then the felt evidentiality of epistemic necessity modals arises pragmatically
from the requirement that an argument in favor of the claim’s prejacent be made salient. This result
would merit a major shift in how we approach the question of the relationship between epistemic
modals and evidentials.

This leaves us with the question of what explains support. We could stipulate it lexically, as
Stone (1994) does, but this is unsatisfying for a number of reasons—it fails to explain the cross-
linguistic robustness of the constraint, as well as the fact that it disappears for other epistemic
modals. I propose instead that support arises pragmatically. I tentatively propose that it arises
due to the force with which ϕ is proposed when ⌜Must φ⌝ is uttered. To see this, start by comparing
a assertion of (a) ϕ versus an utterance of (b) ⌜Let’s agree that ϕ!⌝. Even though both assertions
have the same intended affect—that we agree that ϕ—they seem to have a different flavor; in
particular, like epistemic necessity claims, the latter seems to be felicitous only when the speaker
provides some reason to believe ϕ (beyond the fact that she’s made the proposal in question). I
propose that this is because only in asserting (a) does the speaker put assertoric force behind ϕ:
that is, in this case she is proposing that her interlocutors accept ϕ on the basis of her authority.
By contrast, in uttering (b), the speaker is not asserting ϕ, and thus is not putting her assertoric
authority behind ϕ; she thus must provide her interlocutors with independent reason to believe ϕ.
I propose that the situation is similar when it comes to epistemic necessity claims. A number of
authors have proposed theories of epistemic necessity modals on which they mean roughly what
(b) means (Yalcin (2007), Stalnaker (2014), plausibly Veltman (1996), Willer (2013), et al.). Thus
asserting ϕ and uttering ⌜Must ϕ⌝ differ in much the same way as (a) and (b) in terms of the
authority the speaker is putting behind ϕ. It follows that in uttering ⌜Must ϕ⌝, the speaker needs
to give her audience reason to believe ϕ (beyond the fact that she has made this utterance).
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