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Epistemic modals (henceforth EM) are classically taken to be truth-conditional quantifiers over 
possible worlds (cf. Kratzer, 1981; Lewis, 1986). As such, they modify the propositional content of 
utterances. This paper argues that there is another aspect of EM, which modifies the expressive 
content of utterances, a separate dimension of meaning that exists cross-linguistically (Potts et al. 
2009) and interacts with the descriptive truth-conditional content in many ways. Expressive EM share 
properties with other expressives such as epithets (the bastard) attributive adjectives (damn) and 
honorifics. Following Potts (2007), these properties include independence, nondisplaceability, 
perspective-dependence, descriptive ineffability, immediacy and repeatability. The following 
examples show how (some of) these properties are manifested in expressive EM and other expressives 
as opposed to descriptive (i.e. truth-conditional) EM. Independence, in which expressives contribute to
a dimension of meaning separate from the regular descriptive content, is manifested in assents to 
assertions. Expressive EM, as well as other expressives, can be excluded from the assent, i.e. Sue can 
agree that Kresge is famous without thereby agreeing that he's a bastard and Dave can agree that John 
is lonely disregarding modality, but Mary's agreement doesn't seem to mean that it will be raining:  

(1) a. Dave: That bastard Kresge is famous. (Potts, 2007)
Sue: I agree (Kresge is famous).

b. Sue: John's girlfriend left him, he might be lonely.
Dave: I agree (John is lonely).

c. Sue: It's cloudy, it might be raining soon. 
Mary: I agree (#it will be raining).

Nondisplaceability, in which expressives are not easily embeddable (e.g. under conditionals):
(2) a. #If that bastard Kresge arrives on time, he should be fired for being so mean.(Potts, 2007)

b. #If Max might be lonely, his wife will be worried. (Papafragou, 2006)
c. If it might rain tomorrow, people should take their umbrellas. (Papafragou, 2006)

Perspective-dependence, in which expressives are bound to the perspective of the speaker:
(3) a. #That bastard Kresge is famous, but I personally think that he's a good guy.

b. #Max might be lonely, but I personally think that he isn't.
c. It might rain tomorrow, but I personally think that it won't.

Immediacy, in which expressives, like performatives, have immediate effect and are thus bound to the 
utterance situation: 

(4) a. #That bastard Kresge was late for work yesterday, but he’s no bastard today, because today 
he was on time. (Potts, 2007)
b. #John might have been lonely yesterday, but that's not true today, because today we found 
out that he was actually out on a date. 
c. There might have been ice cream in the freezer yesterday, but that's not true today, because 
today we found out that the freezer never worked. (a variation of von Fintel & Gillies, 2008)

Other evidence for the difference between the two types of EM comes from interactions with 
quantifiers: von Fintel & Iatridou (2003) claim that EM are obligated to take wide scope over various 
quantifiers (the Epistemic Containment Principle) rendering the following infelicitous: 

(5) a. #Every candidate might win.
           b. #Every student might be the tallest person in the department.
However, this obligation lifts when an objective stance is indicated:

(6) a. Objectively speaking, every candidate might win. (Tancredi, 2007)
b. As is widely known, every person in our fund-raising events might be the richest person in 
the country.

Further evidence comes from Dutch, in which EM are interpreted objectively by default, (are thus 
descriptive) and can have narrow scope (cf. Huitink, 2008):

(7) a. Slechts weinig studenten kunnen de langste van de klas zijn.  
   'Just a few students might be the tallest of the class'.



In order to formally capture the expressive-descriptive distinction I propose an assertion operator
which distinguishes between the propositional content of a speech act and the degree of strength (i.e. 
belief) by which it is performed (cf. Vanderveken, 1990-1):

(8) Ax[C,S]  'x asserts propositional content C with a degree of strength S'
Both types of EM convey degrees of belief which are graded modal notions and are thus well 
described using probability measures (cf. Yalcin, 2007; Lassiter, 2010). Expressive EM are 
represented by Bayesian probability which stands for the personal probability that an agent assigns to 
a proposition. Descriptive EM are represented by an objective probability which is a mixture of beliefs 
of many individuals. The language is based on Halpern's (1990) logic, in which a structure is a tuple 
<D,W,π,f>, where D is a domain, W is a set of possible worlds, π is a valuation function, and f is a 
discrete probability function on W. P(φ) is a distinguished propositional function which stands for the 
probability of φ, such that for any proposition φ, a set of worlds W, model M, world w and assignment 
function g: 

(9) [|P(φ)|]M,w,g = f ({ wW | (M,w,g) ╞ φ })
Assuming a standard norm of assertion, in which default assertions are performed with a high degree 
of belief (at least), when high stands for some numerical value:

(10) a. John: Alfred is unmarried.
b. AJohn [ Unmarried(Alfred), P(Unmarried(Alfred)) ≥ high]

Assertions in which EM are used expressively are performed with a lower (for possibility) or higher 
(for necessity) than default degree of belief, depending on the modal force:

(11) a. John: Alfred might be unmarried.
b. AJohn [ Unmarried(Alfred), P(Unmarried(Alfred)) > 0]

As can be seen, the expressive modal modifies the degree of belief and is therefore not part of the 
content. The speaker (i.e. John) asserts that Alfred is unmarried but this assertion is not a regular one 
since the belief by which the assertion is made is particularly low (i.e. non-zero). As opposed to 
expressive EM, the descriptive use is a run-of-the-mill assertion. It is performed with a default (high) 
degree of belief, just like a non-modalized assertion. As can be seen, the modal is part of the 
proposition in this case:

(12) a. John: Alfred might be unmarried.
b. AJohn [P(Unmarried(Alfred)) > 0, P(P(Unmarried (Alfred)) > 0) ≥ high]

Here, John asserts that there is some chance (i.e. non-zero) that Alfred is unmarried, with a default 
degree of belief, which makes it a regular modal assertion. Importantly, both types of EM contribute 
the same probability measure (greater than 0), therefore the ambiguity is not lexical but rather derived 
from different scopes. The subjective probability has wide scope, thus in (11) the expressive modal 
scopes over the proposition and in (12) the degree of belief scopes over the descriptive modal. 
Expressive EM thus modify the whole speech act while objective EM modify the content of the speech 
act and have narrow scope. As a result, the context-update effects of expressive and descriptive EM 
are completely different. Assertions made with expressive might are harder to accept since the speaker 
expresses uncertainty towards them, as opposed to descriptive might assertions which are made with a 
high certainty. However, if an expressive might assertion is accepted, it will update the context in a 
stronger manner – an update of (11) will be with the set of worlds in which Alfred is unmarried while 
an update of (12) will be with the set of worlds in which there is a greater than zero chance that Alfred 
is unmarried.
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