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1. Introduction

Contemporary work on epistemic modals is dominated rivalry between two kinds of theory:
contextualism and relativism. A common featurehefse theories is that they are put in terms of
thetruth or falsityof epistemic modals: contextualism says, rougtigt the truth of an epistemic
modal depends on epistemic features of its comtextterance. Relativism says, roughly, that the
truth of an epistemic modal depends on epistenaitufes of its context afssessment
Contextualism quite clearly makes sense, but skesggith basic data concerning our use
epistemic modals. Relativism, at least superfigiabems to handle at least some of the data

better than contextualism, but doesn't obviouslkersense.

In this paper, | want to take a different approddie basic idea of this approach is that there are
(at least) two different ways an epistemic moddfgment can be good or bad, successful or
unsuccessful, right or wrong. Clearly distinguighthesedimensions of assessmeifiepistemic
modal claims should be a good strategy for invastig their meaning and use, and addressing
the puzzlement to which they give rise. When ddinig, we shall hold the basic notions of truth
and falsity at bay - at least, in connection wipisemic modals themselves - in the interest of
clarity, fashioning more specific notions in respeito the data. In these terms, we can give an
account of the basic norm of assertion governingtemic modals. That being done, we are free
to bring the basic notions of truth and falsity lbbatto the discussion, using the results of the

preceding investigation as a solid basis for car#ig where they might fit.

I will begin with some critical remarks on contealism and relativism in sections 2 and 3, in
order to provide some background and motivatiomfgmreferred approach. (I won't attempt to
conclusively refute these theories - especiallyrafattivism - but ultimately hope to make it seem

plausible that the dimensions of assessment appisatiperior.)

In section 4 | distinguish and characterize twoetisions of assessment: robustness and ultimate

correctness. In section 5 | give a minimal nornagdertion for epistemic modals in terms of
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robustness. In section 6 | discuss the applicatfdimue’, ‘false’, right’, '‘wrong' etc. in contien

with epistemic modals. In section 7 | show howdheensions of assessment approach handles
the salient data, and | conclude in section 8 aiftummary of the respective costs and benefits of
contextualism, relativism and the dimensions oésssent approach.

Two terminological preliminaries: (i) | will use>¢' as a schema for epistemic modal claims of
the forms 'lt might be that, ‘It could be thap', 'Posssiblyp', etc. (ii) | will use the revived
mediaeval term 'prejacent’ to refer to the propmsitvhich is operated on by a sentential
operator. So the prejacent of s p'.

2. Contextualism

Contextualism about epistemic modals says thatah&ent and truth of an epistemic modal
statement depends on its context of utterancanlte divided into two kinds. Following
MacFarlane's terminology, | will call these 'soigtie contextualism' and 'non-solipsistic

contextualism'.

2.1. Solipsistic contextualism

This simplest form of contextualism is the propdbkat an epistemic modal 'g>is true in a
context of utterance ifp" is not ruled out what is known by the uttereot'Xuled out' may be
cashed out further, and in various ways, but forpuposes we can abstract away from whether
or how that is done.

Solipsistic contextualism is able to explain ougraéng ability to assert epistemic modaisthe
basis of ignorancén some sense. However, it seems unable to malse &4 the fact that we
often retract epistemic modals, as in the followdogversation (from MacFarlane 2009, p. 5):

Sally: “Joe might be in Boston.”
George: “No, he can't be in Boston. | just saw kimhour ago in Berkeley.”

Sally: “Okay, then, scratch that. | was wrong.”

Relatedly, when we make third-person assessmemfsisttmic modals, we do not seem to be

assessing whether the prejacent is ruled out bytteeer's knowledge - rather we seem to be
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assessing the prejacent itself, by our best ligbtsee ifwe should not rule it out. Furthermore, it

seems we often disagree about epistemic modalsasahthcFarlane says:

It is crucial to such disputes that the particisamake themselves to be
contradicting each other when one says “It mightha p” and the other says
“No, it can't be thap.” Solipsistic Contextualism cannot make sensénisf. t~or
it holds that the first participant's claim is albowhat she knows, while the

second’s is about whaeknows. (MacFarlane 2009, p. 6)

MacFarlane presents these as three problems:ab&eprs of retraction, third-person assessments
and disputes. But they are pretty clearly all mesidtions of a single root problem: solipsistic
contextualism makes false predictions about thessssent of epistemic modals. The problem of
retraction is the first-personal manifestationtoétthe problem of dispute is the second-personal

manifestation, and that of third-person assessniettg third.

MacFarlane considers the defence that this datheaxplained by speakers' failure to
understand the context-sensitivity of epistemic at@dand makes the point that this is 'a lot of
error to impute to speakers', and that such esroot explained by solispsistic contextualism as it
stands. MacFarlane concludes that the defencedheybut on the backburner, ‘as a last resort
should no alternative view prove viable'. | wouldlfgrther, and suggest that we reject this
response out-of-hand, and solipsistic contextualigtim it. (Cognitive resources are scarce, after
all, and if solipsistic contextualisia false, the belief that it is false will be a vdlleconstraint

on our inquiry, more valuable than a merely pransil supposition that it is false.)

2.2. Non-solipsistic contextualism

Contextualisms relativize epistemic modal statesiemt knowledge-base. Non-solipsistic
contextualism differs from solispsistic contextaaiiin widening the knowledge-base to include
more than just the knowledge of the utterer. Tlageevarious ways of doing this - one can add
other people's actual knowledge to the knowledge-bar knowledge which would come to light

given investigation, or make both of these moves.

The attractive thing about non-solipsistic contaktm is that it is able to explain negative

assessments: retractions, disagreements, andonisdn rejections. Recall the conversation
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which caused problems for solipsistic contextualédve:

Sally: “Joe might be in Boston.”
George: “No, he can't be in Boston. | just saw kimhour ago in Berkeley.”

Sally: “Okay, then, scratch that. | was wrong.”

Consider the view that Sally's first statement tras iff 'Joe is in Boston' is not ruled out by
SallyandGeorge's - the conversants' - knowledge. This eigmveasily explain Sally's retraction:
she comes to know that George knows somethingubes out Joe's being in Boston, and
therefore that the truth-conditions of her statenaea not fulfilled. It also seems to make
reasonable sense of Sally's making her claim iffitksteplace: we can imagine that Sally had
reason to think that George would agree with hegestent - that she didn't say it purely on the

basis of her own ignorance.

(This may not be plausible for other examples, hawe which should worry the non-solipsistic
contextualist. We will not press this point nowt mstead go for a more general criticism. The
issue just identified, that we argualbly sometimes assert epistemic modals purely on the bas
of our own ignorance, will come out as a limitirgge of non-solipsistic contextualism's

problems with securing conversational warrant fouls-be asserters of epistemic modals.)

To begin to see the problem with this sort of vieansider the fact that Sally's corrector, it
seems, needn't have been George, but could hanesljthie conversation upon hearing Sally's
initial claim. For cleanness, let us imagine a calsere that the corrector is not known to Sally,
and not even in the same room listening sustairtedlye conversation: let us suppose Sally said
‘Bill Clinton might be in Boston' to George, midrm@rsation, on a busy city street, catching the
ear of a passer-by who impulsively turns to Safigt aays 'No, he can't be in Boston. | just saw
him an hour ago in Berkeley'. Supposing that Sallperhaps unusually) friendly and open to
strangers joining her conversations, there dosseelin to be any reason why she shouldn't retract
her claim, just as she did with George in the eadikample.

This suggests that non-solipsistic contextualisngrder to be plausible, has to allow for this sort
of completely unforeseen conversation-joining. Btite truth of Sally's claim required that the
prejacent not be ruled out by the knowledge of arywho might join the conversation, she

should have thought twice about uttering it in @aaded place like that. Since that seems wrong,
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we should, by modus tollens, be suspicious ofrilta{conditions in question.

The non-solipsistic contextualist could perhaps tie bullet on this consequence without their
view seemingotally ludicrous. But the problem cases get worse: theiv has an even worse
time - if this is possible! - with third-person assments than it does with retraction and

disagreement.

The question of who might join a conversation sekkesa bit of a red herring, in that bullet-
biting "fixes" which involve such considerationdiwiot generalize to problem-cases involving
remote third-person assessments. An eavesdropplel, @cseems, correctly judge that Sally's
initial claim is wrong, without being anywhere néwr, and without doing anything about it.
Imagine Sally is on a reality TV show, or beingespon, or imagine someone overhearing her
statement and later reporting it to someone whessss it years later on the other side of the
world. And what about forms of theism on which Gedlways listening? Should such theists
refrain from ever uttering nontrivial (i.e. unknovanejacent) epistemic modals? (And couldn't
such a God join the conversation, for that mattas?MacFarlane vividly puts it,

[T]here is no way to stop this machine The samd kiharguments that motivate
expanding the relevant group of knowers to incl@eorge (in our example
above) will motivate expanding the relevant grouip kaowers to include

anybody who will ever consider the claim. (MacFad&009, p. 9)

This is a serious problem for non-solipsistic cattalism, because if the relevant knowledge-
base is expanded to include ‘anybody who will @eaisider the claim', the majority of epistemic
modal assertions, including Susan's, would seenplately unwarranted. (The view that we go
around making such unwarranted claims all the tevanother one | would recommend we
dismiss out of hand for the sake of getting sonmgtiione.) Thus the 'widening-the-knowledge-
base' approach to saving contextualism seems ichpal@ dilemma: if it's set up to get warrant
right, it makes false predictions about retractjatisagreements and third-person rejections, and
if it's set up to get these things right, it maf@se predictions about warrant. (The avoidance of

this problem is the chief motivation for MacFarlanelativism, which we are about to consider.)

There are other, more sophisticated forms of congdism on the market, but we will not discuss

any here. The most distinctive one | know of isd¢lmidy contextualism of von Fintel and Gillies
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2008, criticized in a talk by MacFarlane entitlBglativism vs. Cloudy Contextualism' (available

online as of writing).

3. Relativism

Relativism is the claim that epistemic modals drdye truth-values relative to a context of
assessment. If that sounds like nonsense, don'y widrmay well be. The claim is modelled on
the claim that epistemic modals - or more generatiyne class of statements - only have truth-
values relative to a context of utterance. Statesnienolving indexicals, for example, are

plausibly characterized in this context-of-utterenelative way.

Rather than critically investigating the sense afciarlane's relativism straight away, let us try
to understand it a bit betteguaphenomenon, if nothing else - by looking at whatrhes to do
with it. Then, when we come to criticism, we wille more ammunition: we can critique the
senseas well agaising problems which MacFarlane's account seerable to "handle" - that is,
cases which for which a treatment parallel to Malar@'s ostensible handling of his favourite

cases looks bad.

According to MacFarlane, relativism handles Salgtsaction in conversation with George as
follows: when Sally first uttered her claim, it wiaige relative to her context of assessment. But
then George increased her knowledge, and so cajudge that claim as false, relative to her
new context of assessment. Third-person assessoanize handled in a similar way: when a
third-person assessor assigns a truth-value tpiatesic modal, it is assigned relativetheir

context of assessment.

According to MacFarlane, there is no problem oflaixjng how these claims are warranted, as
there is for non-solispsistic contextualism, sintgt matters for being warranted in asserting an
epistemic modal is that it is true relative to #sserter's context of assessment.

Disagreement is less straightforward, but MacFarlsas a paper where he tries to make sense of
disagreement about assessment-sensitive mattgesi@ral, which in his view include
judgements of taste as well as epistemic modaldv@€éFarlane 2007. This could well be a weak

spot, but we will not concentrate on that here.
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3.1. Over-generation of retractions and past-tensgilstemic modals

MacFarlane's account faces a kind of problem wisichised in different ways by Wright 2007
and von Fintel and Gillies 2008. Here is a caspiiad by Wright. S has a ticket in a lottery and
asserts: ‘It is possible for me to win'. S doesimit Still, it seems they could reasonably say: 'l
was right when | said it was possible for me to'vBut if we apply MacFarlane's theory, this

seems like an error.

Furthermore, it would be bizarre for S to say: '©hyrns out | was wrong: it's not possible that |
won', or for that matter 'Oh, it turns out | wasong: it wasn't possible for me to win'. The first
seems like a (reversed) non-sequitir, while thesdseems like a valid reversed argument, but
with a false premise. But it seems that MacFartatietory would predict just some such thing -
there seems to be no provision for anything elseght/reports that MacFarlane responds to this
sort of lottery case by challenging the assumptia the relevant modality is epistemic in this

case. Wright makes no attempt to respond to thissdys he thinks it's unconvincing.

von Fintel and Gillies provide the following additial problem-case, for which the 'not epistemic

modality' reply seems, if anything, less convincing

The first fact we want to draw attention to is thgiacethe CIA [MacFarlane's
relativism]—not allmights are retracted or rejected in the face of newendd.
Speakers can quite ofteesistthe invitation to retract even if they have become
better informed. Billy is looking for her keys. Adés trying to

help.

(10) a. Alex: The keys might be in the drawer.

b. Billy: (Looks in the drawer, agitatédThey’re not. Why
did you say that?

c. Alex: Look, I didn't say they were in the drawer

| said theymight bethere—and they might

have been. Sheesh.

These sorts of cases raise interesting and veligudifissues about the interaction of tense,
"mood" and modals. Hopefully, the account sketdheskction 4 will shedomelight on what is
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going on in the cases above, but many questiomsesilain. For present purposes, all that
matters is that MacFarlane's account gives no waymaining these cases - or at least, no
convincing way. (I do not know if MacFarlane wouichke the move of denying epistemicity
here.)

3.2. Coherence

As we said before, the claim that epistemic motaige their truth-values relative to a context of
assessment is modelled on the claim that they theietruth-values relative to a context of
utterance. But it is far from clear that this ipegpriate: many of the things we say about
utterance-relative truth are such that nothingesgronds to them, or they become nonsense,

when carried over to MacFarlane's notion of assestnelative truth.

To begin with: it is very natural to say that claimhich have their truth-values relative to a
context ofutterancealso have theicontentrelative to that context. When we assess context-o

utterance-relative assertions, we are assessisg ttamtents.

It seems MacFarlane doesn't want to say the anadatipng with respect to contexts of
assessment. If epistemic modals had their contdptrelative to a context of assessment, then
different contexts of assessment would mean diffezentents, and so we could never be able to
assess theameepistemic modal claims we made before, once outregbchanges - and then it
seems there would be no way to account for retmacthd the like.

Thus, things must be like this: epistemic modalhetahave their content, in some sense, relative
to their context ofitterance This content then has different truth-values wassessed in

different contexts. Here the problem of coheremmars particularly sharp.

In addition to complaining about coherence hersgeéms we can ask a cutting question of the
form 'Why can't we X?', namely: If these claimsally have their contents upon utterance, why
do wehave toassess them relative to our context? Why candls@assess them relative to the

context they were uttered in?

It seems like MacFarlane would have to admit theatan do this, by using the resources of his
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theory, and saying 'Such and such a claim is &laive to the context of assessment which is
identical to its context of utterance'? Don't wel that we sagffectivelythis quite often, and
much more easily? Isn't that what is going on efifoblem cases above, where asserters of
epistemic modals can defend - "converting" thera the past tense - when the prejacent turns
out false? MacFarlane's account, as it standsjgesyor no such possibility.

4. Dimensions of assessment

Let us begin with the observation that epistemidaijudgements seem to be able to fail, or turn
out wrong, in two different ways. Consider the daling two cases:

(1) A speaker says 'John might be a Taoist', anbetimmediately reminded of something they

already knew, causing them to retract their statdme

(2) A speaker says 'John might be a Taoist', lagranly much later, due to new developments,
that John is not - couldn't be - a Taoist.

It seems quite natural to say something like: lodtthese judgements ultimately fail, in a sense,

but the second one fails in a lesser sense.

There seems to be a difference in kind here, mbtijudegree. We can try to capture this with a
contrast between beingrong to think{or assert) something and beiwgong in thinkingt. In the
former case, it is natural to say that the spealsrwrong to think (and to assert) that John might
be a Taoist. In the latter case, it is naturakipthat the speaker was in a sense right to thidk a

assert that John might be a Taoist, but ultimatebng in thinking so.

We shall try to get clearer about this by dististpiig and characterizing two dimensions of
assessment of epistemic modatdustnesandultimate correctnessro anticipate: it will be
natural to say that the speaker's assertion iak{@ye fails of robustness as well as ultimate
correctness, whereas the speaker's assertionmi@Rj fail only with respect to ultimate

correctness.

4.1. Robustness
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Epistemic modal statements and questions may hghih@f as coming with a contextually
determined robustness parameter, indicating thet &l degree of inquiry through which the
statement, or answer to the question, is suppaske able to hold up. Often, context will make
this quite definite, for instance when a particdaurse of inquiry is under discussion. Other

times it may be very fuzzy.

We will say that an epistemic modal statemenp"f®lds upthrough a course of inquiry iff,

during that course of inquiry,p~does not come to be known.

Finally, we will say that an epistemic modal stagetrisrobustiff it holds up through alll
possible courses of inquiry of the contextuallyafed kind and degree. (Here we are, roughly
speaking, holding fixed everything except the cewkinquiry,especiallythe stuff being

inquired into.)

4.2. Ultimate correctness

Robustness is a matter of an epistemic modal hplginin a contextually given way, to a
contextually given degree. The idea of ultimateecness is that an ultimately correct epistemic
modal is one which never gets "falsified" (I usedder quotes because we are not officially
using the notions of truth and falsity in connectigith epistemic modals at this point). That said,
an ultimately correct epistemic modal meppearbe falsified, but if this is due to false beliefs,

fallacious reasoning or the like, it doesn't count.

A natural first thought is to define ultimate cartrgess of an epistemic modal in terms of the truth
of the prejacent proposition: 'g>is ultimately correct iffg' is true. But this definition will

arguably undergenerate with respect to the inwitilea of ultimate correctness indicated above:
there may be false propositiopswhich cannot be known to be true or false, amdHese '<p'

will always hold up, by definition, and thus shotbiel classed as ultimately correct.

Let us therefore consider this definition: p¢¥s ultimately correct iff p is true or it is untwable

whethem.

We can simplify this to:

10
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'<>p' is ultimately correct iff it is not knowable thap.

What does 'knowable' mean here? What is the relenadality? | am not sure exactly what to
say about this, but | don't mean anything like gitlde for a human to know using modes of
inquiry which we can imagine'. | suggest somettilkgs p' is knowable iff ' p" is known by

some knower' cannot be ruled aupriori. Or: iff ' "p" is known by some knower' is
metaphysically possible. | don't have anythingaeoftir either of these proposals over the other,

nor am | opposed in principle to a proposal invadva more restricted modality.

For those who suspect that the truth or falsitgwdryexpressible propositiop'is logically or
metaphysically possibly known, 'knowable' (as moWable that', not 'knowable whether’) will be
coextensive with 'true’, in which case the defimitivill still be alright, but might as well be: 'g>

is ultimately correct iffp' is true.

I will not try to develop this notion further heré am proposing an approach to epistemic
modals, rather than a worked-out theory - but lehepough has been said about it to convey the
basic idea, and to make it seem plausible thatrei@at without options for working it out in

greater detail. (The puzzling thing in my mindhiattthere areeveraloptions.)

5. The norm of assertion

What | want here is a minimal notion constrainisgexation to statements which it is reasonable
to believe are correct in some sense. Ordinarihgran playing this role can be given in terms of
truth: it is appropriate to assert a propositwmnhly if one has good reason to believe that it is
true. But recall that, at this stage, we are farigl's sake refraining from explicit employment of
the notion of truth in connection with epistemicdats. | accordingly propose the following

minimal norm of assertion:

It is appropriate to assert an epistemic modal drdpe has good reason to believe that it is
robust (where the relevant kind or degree of ingisirgiven contextually).

This will, in the next section, be seen to compath the simple truth-based norm, provided 'true'

is given the appropriate one of two possible regalin

11
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6. Two applications of 'true’, 'false’, 'right', ‘wong' etc.

We use terms like 'true’, 'false’, 'right', ‘wrorgprrect’, ‘incorrect’, 'so’, 'not so', etc.dpart our
assessments of claims. Since we have distingutsteedimensions of assessment of epistemic
modals, it is natural to take the step of suppottiaty with respect to epistemic modals, these
terms are used with two different applicationsote application, we use these terms to attribute
robustness and non-robustness to epistemic madafe other, we use them to attribute ultimate

correctness and incorrectness.

| speak of two applications rather than two measifi@r a start, we clearly don't have an out-
and-out case of ambiguity of the river-bank/monawbsort. The relationship between the two
applications is close: ultimate correctness amouatfitsr all, to robustness through all possible

inquiry.

What should be said about 'the notion of truttutttitself' etc. in light of this, | will not geinto
here on pain of opening an enormous can of wormseSnay prefer a quasi-realism-like
approach, on which applications of the truth-prattido epistemic modals (and, as a natural
accompaniment, indicative conditionals) are somesegondary, not part of the "downtown" of
language, etc. My own inclinations are more Witgjeimian: there are many kinds of
propositions, 'proposition’, 'language’, etc. gremstextured concepts. It is time to stop this

gesturing, however, for the can is opening.

(One further thing: with respect to the traditionahception of different theories of truth -
correspondence, coherence, pragmatism, deflationidgmave no idea what to say. | think that

whole conception is deeply problematic, but thisasthe place to go into it.)

7. Data explained

| have given a schematic account of epistemic nsodlalwhich they have two dimensions of
assessment: robustness and ultimate correctna$isefroore, on this account, evaluative terms
like 'true’, ‘false’, right', 'wrong' can be usedignal either of these things (or their oppa3ijte
and it is appropriate to assert an epistemic mouwlgl if one has good reason to believe it is
robust. Let us now see how this account handleddte of warrant and rejection, the Wright-

Fintel-Gillies 'could have'-data against relativiand finally, the fact that we sometimes answer

12
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'Yes' when asked an epistemic modal question sughd question of the form 'Could it be that

p?", other times 'l don't know'.

7.1. Warrant and rejection

As we saw in section 4, epistemic modal claimsfadrof robustness, or merely of ultimate
correctness. Thus, contradictions, retractionsthind-person negative assessments can be

thought of as coming in (at least) two correspogdimds.

Recall the case of Susan and George, and how itvosustrange for Susan to respond to
George's correction by standing by her assertissiia would be able to if solispsistic
contextualism were right). We can explain thisamis of robustness: clearly Susan's remark was
supposed to be robust enough not to be ruled outilrately by George. So when she retracts
her claim, saying 'l was wrong', this can be urtdexs as saying not merely that she was not

ultimately correct, but also that her claim wasoliust.

In other cases, however, we will let ourselvesdreected, without wanting to say we were
wrong in the robustness-sense. In that case, wiglmight say that the claim we did make
wrong (the present tense seems more natural hemehk past), it would also be natural for us to
stand by our assertion in a sense, saying tleauid have beethatp. (We will consider this sort

of case immediately below in 7.2.)

Neither sorts of negative assessment generatelenzjes, on this view, about how we could be
warranted in asserting epistemic modals: evenercise where my assertion fails of robustness,

I might still have had good reason to think it wbslicceed - these things happen sometimes.

7.2. Could- and might-haves

Recall the 'keys might be in the drawer' case fBolm When they immediately turn out not to be

in the drawer, we no longer think they might beéhie drawer. In that sense, we think that we said
has turned out to be false. Whereas we can sath&eyamight have beeimn the drawer, and

so in sense, what we said was true (the past sgesas much more natural here than the present).

The dimensions of assessment approach, on whieh, fialse' etc. have a dual application,

13
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captures this as follows: the first sense, in whittat we said has turned out to be false, arises
from 'false' being used to talk about ultimate ecmmess. The second sense, in which what we
said was true, arises from 'true’ being used koaabut robustness. (The claim that the keys

might be in the drawer was, we might suppose, rtdiouhie contextually understood degree: in

this case, roughly, the requirement is that it hgddhrough pre-drawer-opening inquiry.)

7.3.'Yes'vs. 'l don't know'

When someone asks us an epistemic modal quesBomwliether something might be the case,

we sometimes answer 'Yes', other times 'l don'twknaften before explaining our answers.
Solipsistic contextualism plainly cannot accoumttfds. Non-solipsistic contextualism can: if we
think the relevant context involves knowledge wea'tlhave, we might not know whether that
knowledge rules out the prejacent. It is not ctlat relativism can make sense of this: when
asked whether something could be the case, afesihd) asked to assess this question by myself?
Thus, isn't the context of assessment my own epistsituation? In that case, the only way we
could make sense of the 'l don't know' answer wbeltb suppose that the answerer is in effect
saying that they do not knowhether they knowvhether the prejacent is true or false - a breach
of the controversial KK principle. But there aresea where we give an 'l don't know' answer

which are plainly not of this kind - where Waowwe do not know.

The dimensions of assessment approach can makeafehdon't know' answers to epistemic
modal questions by means of the notion of robustnelsen asked an epistemic modal question,
context supplies the relevant robustness parant&beif someone asks '‘Could it be that and |
don't know whethep, two sorts of things (among others) may happén:riay believe the
questioner is asking for an answer which is mobaisbthan | can give, and therefore say 'l don't
know', or (ii) | may believe that my answer willldaip to the relevant extent or in the relevant
way, and therefore say 'yes'.

8. Conclusion - costs and benefits

We have now seen three views about epistemic modalbave looked critically at
contextualism and relativism, and proposed a thiitefnative, the dimensions of assessment
approach. This latter is still quite undevelopethpared to contextualism and relativism, but |

suggest that what we have seen makes the follotgimtgtive conclusion plausible:

14
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Contextualism is the most straightforward of the¢happroaches with respect to the basic ideas
involved, but it seems to handle the data worstlloRelativism is "idealogically" the most
problematic of the three. It arguably handles thidbetter than contextualism (many cases of
retraction and warrant can be made sense of, sttdaperficially), but not as well as the
dimensions of assessment approach (relativism seeprsdict inappropriate retractions). The
dimensions of assessment approach, then, is fasghtfoward than contextualism, considerably

more straightforward than relativism, and explairesdata best of all.
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