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Abstract So-called weak necessity modals in English (e.g. should, ought to) exhibit
important semantic differences from strong necessity modals (e.g. must, have to,
got to). This paper lays out four contrasts, three previously attested and one new,
which a semantic theory of modality must account for: veridicality, ability to dispel
alternatives, sensitivity to additional conditions and cross-linguistic morphological
realization. I propose a compositional analysis of English weak necessity modals
as a strong necessity modal embedded under a counterfactual modal. In addition
to accounting for all of the contrasts, the analysis requires only minimal revision
to the standard Kratzerian framework for modality Kratzer (2012), in contrast to
other accounts which introduce a secondary ordering source von & Iatridou (2008),
treat counterfactual morphology (cf. would) as a presuppositional trigger lacking
semantic content Silk (2014) or reject the division of labor between modal base and
ordering source Copley (2006). The analysis is also extended to weak necessity
modals and the “journalistic” use of counterfactual morphology in French.
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1 Four observations of weak necessity

The goal of this paper is to offer a semantics for English weak necessity modals
(should, ought2) in the now standard Kratzerian Kratzer (1977, 1981, 1991, 2012)
theory of modality. I will begin by presenting, in relatively theory-neutral terms,
the four observations of weak necessity listed below. With the exception of the
intonational data in Observation 3, each of these properties has been previously
discussed in the literature. I am not aware of any analyses, however, which account
for all four observations at the same time.

i. Non-veridicality: Weak necessity modals, but not strong necessity modals,
are compatible with a prejacent that the speaker does not believe.

ii. Non-alternative Dispelling: Weak necessity modals, but not strong necessity
modals, are compatible with a rise-fall-rise accent (cf. L*+HL-H% in the
ToBI system).

iii. Additional condition: The use of weak necessity modals, but not strong
necessity modals, involves an additional piece of evidence, goal, norm, etc.
which is not made explicit.

iv. Cross-linguistic polymorphism: Many languages derive weak necessity from
the combination of a strong necessity modal and a morpheme which also
expresses counterfactuality.

The rest of this section is devoted to discussion of these observations. In Section 2, I
review previous Kratzerian accounts and their shortcomings. In Section 3, I present
my analysis and in Section 4 I consider some predictions and outstanding issues.

1.1 Non-veridicality

In the comic strip presented at the top of the paper, an academic is engaged in
several different activities—lying in bed, eating lunch, riding a bicycle—all the
while consumed with anxiety about what she is not doing—writing. And with
each activity, she utters the following: “I should be writing” (cf. 1). A weak
necessity modal, should, modifies a prejacent proposition I am writing which is not
consistent with the speaker’s beliefs. Replacing the weak necessity modal with a
strong necessity modal (1) is unacceptable in this context.

(1) (a) # I have to be writing. (Uttered while not writing.)

2 Following convention, I will treat should and ought as equivalent, which I believe they are for the
purposes of this paper.
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(b) I should be writing. (Uttered while not writing.)

In the comic example, the real-world context contradicts the prejacent p and we
assume it is similarly inconsistent with the speaker’s belief in p. A speaker’s non-
belief in a prejacent can also be made explicit by a subsequent denial. The pairs of
utterances (2), (3) and (4) illustrate the contrast in acceptability between strong and
weak necessity modals for deontic, epistemic and bouletic flavors, respectively. I
believe that handguns are not illegal where I live but I want to make a claim about
the morality of handguns not already being illegal (cf. 2). I believe that I am not
furious, but I want to make a claim about the evidence in support of having this
emotion (cf. 3). I believe that my daughter is not in bed, but I want to make a claim
about my desire for her to already be there (4).

(2) (a) #Handguns have to be illegal in the US, but (of course) they’re not.

(b) Handguns should be illegal in the US, but (of course) they’re not.

(3) (a) #I must be furious, but (strangely) I’m not.

(b) I should be furious, but (strangely) I’m not.

(4) (a) #You have to be in bed right now, but (of course) you’re not.

(b) You should be in bed right now, but (of course) you’re not.

The context and explicit denial in the above examples are designed to emphasize
that the speaker believes the prejacent to be false. The same contrast between strong
and weak necessity occurs when a speaker is simply ignorant as to the truth of the
prejacent (5-7). I don’t know whether the Brunelles are home now but I want to
make a claim about the evidence for their being home (cf.5). I don’t know if I will
end up helping you clean, but I want to make a claim about my obligation to help
you clean (cf. 6). I don’t know if you will finish your homework, but I want to make
a claim about my desire for you to do so (7).

(5) (a) The Brunelles must be home by now. ?But I don’t know if they are.

(b) The Brunelles should be home by now. But don’t know if they are.

(6) (a) I have to help you clean up. ?But I don’t know if I will.

(b) I should help you clean up. But I don’t know if I will.

(7) (a) You have to finish your homework before bed. ?But I don’t know if you
will.
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(b) You should finish your homework before bed. But I don’t know if you
will.

In other words, a prejacent modified by a strong necessity operator does not entail
the speaker’s epistemic commitment to the truth the prejacent. We will describe this
property as relative (non)veridicality, defined as in (1.1) following Giannakidou
(1998). Strong necessity modals are veridical, rather than merely factive, since
the truth of prejacent is entailed, rather than presupposed. More precisely, strong
necessity modals are relatively veridical, rather than absolutely veridal, since the
truth of the prejacent is entailed relative to the speaker’s knowledge. Weak necessity
modals, by contrast, are relatively non-veridical, rather than relatively veridical,
since the truth of the prejacent relative to the speaker’s knowledge is not entailed.

Let c =< cg(c),W (c),M,w0 . . . > be a context
i. A propositional operator Op is veridical iff it holds that:

[[Op p]]c = 1 �! [[p]] = 1
in some epistemic model M(x) 2 c;
otherwise Op is nonveridical

ii. A nonveridical operator Op is antiveridical iff it holds that:
[[Op p]]c = 1 �! [[p]] = 0
in some epistemic model M(x) 2 c

Note that neither variety of necessity modal is relatively anti-veridical, since the
falsity of prejacent relative to the speaker’s knowledge is not entailed. Both strong
necessity and weak necessity modals may be used with a prejacent that the speaker
believes (cf. 8-10).

(8) (a) The Brunelles must be home by now. And (in fact) they are.

(b) The Brunelles should be home by now. And (in fact) they are.

(9) (a) I have to help you clean up. And (in fact) I’m going to.

(b) I should help you clean up. And (in fact) I’m going to.

(10) (a) You have to finish your homework before bed. And (in fact) you will.

(b) You should finish your homework before bed. And (in fact) you will.
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In this respect, weak necessity modals pattern with the counterfactual modal would.
Counterfactual conditionals are often used when a prejacent is believed to be false.
However, as observed by Anderson (1951), would is not strictly counterfactual. A
speaker can use a counterfactual condition to reason about a prejacent that she is
already believes.

(11) If this patient had the measles (which we know he does), he would have to
seek treatment immediately.

The comparison with counterfactual conditionals is directly relevant to Observation
4, since some languages use the same morphology to signal both counterfactual
conditionals and weak necessity.

1.2 Non-alternative dispelling

Weak necessity modals, but not strong necessity modals, are compatible with a
particular intonational contour I’ll call rise-fall-rise (RFR), following Constant
(2012). In the ToBI annotation system Silverman et al. (1992) it is transcribed as
L*+H L– H%. I will use Constant’s convention of indicating the L*+H accent with
italics and low rise boundary tone with elipsis. The semantic focus is indicated with
underlining.3

4

In the following examples, RFR is acceptable on a weak necessity modal, but
unacceptable and a strong necessity modal.

(12) (a) # The Brunelles have to be home by now ...

(b) The Brunelles should be home by now ...

(13) (a) # I have to help you clean up ...

(b) I should help you clean up ...

(14) (a) # You have to finish your homework before bed ...

3 Impressionistically, one may describe the RFR as “scoopy”. It may also help the reader to access
the intended intonation by considering a preceding question like ”Are the Brunelles home now?”,
“Will you help me clean up?”, “Do you (really) think I’m going to finish my homework before bed?”.
For me, renditions of ( 12a, 13, 14) with a rise-fall, H* or L+H* are very natural, since this suggests
that the all alternatives have been dispelled: e.g. The Brunelles have to be home, so they are: end of
discussion. Uttered with the RFR, however, ( 12a, 13, 14) are all unacceptable.

4 A similar contour which has received much attention in the semantics literature (e.g. Büring (1997),
Wagner (2012)) is the contrastive topic (CT) contour. The CT contour is similar to the RFR contour,
but contains an additional rise-fall (ToBI H* L– L%) later in the utterance. The same contrast between
weak and strong necessity modals is observed for the CT contour.
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(b) You should finish your homework before bed ...

Constant (2012) analyzes RFR as a focus quantifier over post-assertable alternative
propositions. Similar to the quantifier only, RFR quantifies over a contextually-
determined set of alternatives propositions which are further constrained by focus.

In sentence (15), for example, the focus is on good and alternative propositions
must have the form The food was X. And once the proposition The food was good
has been asserted, alternatives of the form The food was X remain, including The
food was OK, The food was mediocre, The food was terrible, etc. Thus, good is not
an alternative-dispelling focus.

By contrast, a fully informative focus like perfect will in most contexts be alter-
native dispelling. The reasoning is the following. (15) entails several alternatives:
The food was good, The food was mediocre, The food was bad, etc. However,
these alternatives are dispelled, since they fail to be informative once (15) has been
asserted. RFR, like other quantifiers, cannot quantify over an empty domain; thus
the use of RFR on perfect is infelicitous. Perfect is an alternative-dispelling focus.

(15) (a) The food is good ...

(b) # The food is perfect ...

Strong necessity modals pattern with fully-informative foci like all, no one or and
in disallowing the RFR, while weak necessity modals pattern with less than fully
informative foci like most, John and and.

(16) (a) Most of my friends liked it ...

(b) # All of my friends like it ...

(17) (a) John liked it ...

(b) # No one liked it ...

(18) (a) John or Mary liked it ...

(b) # John and Mary liked it ...

These expressions are fully informative in a default or upward-entailing context. In
downward-entailing contexts–under negation, with inherently negative verbs, within
the downward-entailing argument of a quantifier or in the antecedent of a conditional,
they become compatible with RFR because they fail to resolve alternatives.

(19) (a) He’s not perfect ...

(b) I doubt he’s perfect ...
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(c) Few people are perfect ...

(d) If he’s perfect I’ll marry him ...

Again, strong necessity modals pattern with other fully-informative foci.

(20) (a) The beer doesn’t have to be cold ...

(b) I doubt the beer has to be cold ...

(c) Few beers have to be consumed cold ...

(d) If the beer has to be cold ...

Weak necessity modals, by contrast, are compatible with RFR in both upward- and
downward-entailing contexts.

(21) (a) The beer shouldn’t be cold ...

(b) I doubt the beer should be cold ...

(c) Few beers should be consumed cold ...

(d) If the beer should be cold ... that’s a different story.

Relating this behavior to the previous observations about anti-veridicality, we may
note that among the unresolved alternatives to The beer [should]F be cold are The
beer is cold and The beer isn’t cold. The corresponding sentence The beer [has to]F
be cold, however, resolves all alternatives including both The beer is cold and The
beer isn’t cold.

More formally, Constant proposes the following definitions of resolution and
assertability.

(22) A proposition p resolves a proposition q iff either p ! q or p ! ¬q

(23) A proposition p is assertable with respect to a common ground c iff both:

(a) c \ p 6= c "p is informative"
(b) c \ p not 6= /0 "p is consistent"

Appealing to definition ( 22), we can say that the proposition The beer has to be cold
resolves The beer is cold since the former entails the latter. Alternatively, appealing
to definition ( 23), we can say that an utterance of The beer has to be cold serves
to update the common ground with the proposition The beer is cold; therefore, The
beer is cold is uninformative and fails to be an assertable alternative.
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1.3 Additional Condition

The use of weak necessity modals, but not strong necessity modals, involves a
secondary evidence, goal, norm, etc. which is not made explicit. In support of this
observation, von & Iatridou (2008) offer the following examples with teleological
modal flavour. In (24a), the goal of reaching Ashfield is met only by using Route
2. In (24b), there are may be several ways of getting to Ashfield; however, Route
2 is the only option if we take into account some additional condition: a goal of
taking the shortest route, a goal of avoiding tolls, a goal of seeing as much scenery
as possible, etc.

(24) (a) To get to Ashfield, you have to use Route 2.

(b) To get to Ashfield, you should use Route 2.

In illustrating these examples, it is often helpful to name the additional condition
at issue. But in fact the speaker need not make the additional goals explicit. If I
pull into a gas station and ask for directions to Ashfield, someone may felicitously
respond with (24) and a specification of the additional condition intended is not
obligatory.

A weak necessity modal implicates an additional measure for other modal flavors
as well. In (25a), but not (25b), the speaker seems to ignore the various possible
worlds in which something has prevented the Brunelles from getting home in a
timely way: worlds in which they had car trouble, worlds in which may have stopped
by the store, etc. In (26a), but not (26b), I am ignoring other social imperatives that
might excuse me from helping you clean up: perhaps you do not trust me with your
china; perhaps I need to leave soon in order to pick up my Great Aunt Hilda from the
airport. In (27a), but not (27b), you ignore circumstances that prevent the addressee
from finishing homework before bed.

(25) (a) The Brunelles must be home by now.

(b) The Brunelles should be home by now.

(26) (a) I have to help you clean up.

(b) I should help you clean up.

(27) (a) You have to finish your homework before bed.

(b) You should finish your homework before bed.

In each pair of examples, the weak necessity sentence asserts necessity in a smaller
set of worlds relative to the strong necessity sentence. And we can paraphrase the
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should sentence as the corresponding have to sentence with additional conditions.
Informally, we’ll say that (25b) means approximately ‘The Brunelles must be home
now, provided p’, where p is some additional (set of) condition(s) like ‘The Brunelles
didn’t have car trouble’, ‘The Brunelles didn’t stop at the store’, etc. Similarly, (26b)
and (27b) mean approximately ‘I have to help you clean up, provided p’ and ‘You
have to finish your homework before bed, provided p’.

As a first pass, von Fintel & Iatridou propose that the kind of condition is
sensitive to the flavor of modality: goal-oriented should is sensitive to additional
goals; epistemic should is sensitive to additional knowledge about what is normally
the case; and deontic should is sensitive to additional rules and principles. I will
suggest, however, that the additional condition may not be so closely tied to modal
flavor. Staying with von Fintel & Iatridou’s Ashfield sentence, consider the following
scenarios. I assume that the (in order) to-adjunct signals goal-oriented modality and
the issue will be whether the additional measure qualifies as a goal.

First, suppose that there are exactly two ways to get to Ashfield: Route 2 and
Route 116. Route 2 is the official truck route and on most days this is the only
possibility for trucks. Today, however, Route 2 is closed for construction and Route
116 is available for all vehicles. In this scenario, ( 28b) is sensible advice, while
( 28a) is inconsistent. Of course, should is sensitive to a primary goal of getting to
Ashfield. It is not obvious, however, that what should is sensitive to is a secondary
goal; it seems equally plausible that should is sensitive to facts about what is usually
the case.

(28) (a) To get to Ashfield, you have to use Route 2. #But today it’s closed, so
you have to take Route 116.

(b) To get to Ashfield, you should use Route 2. But today it’s closed, so you
have to take Route 116.

Second, imagine that local firefighters are conducting a fundraising event on Route 2
and passing motorists are asked to make a donation. As a member of the community,
you have a moral obligation, or at least some social pressure, to take Route 2, rather
than going a different way to avoid the fundraising firefighters. In this scenario,
should is of course sensitive to the primary goal of getting to Ashfield, as signaled by
the to-clause. It is not obvious, however, that what should is additionally sensitive to
is a goal; it seems equally plausible that should is sensitive to a set of social norms.

(29) To get to Ashfield, you (really) should use Route 2. 0
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1.4 Cross-linguistic polymorphism

Many languages derive weak necessity from a combination of a strong necessity
modal and a morpheme which also expresses counterfactuality. This is a central
observation of von Fintel & Iatridou (2008), who cite Greek, French, Spanish,
Russian, Croatian, Dutch, Hungarian and Russian. In this paper, I will consider
examples of French. Like English, French has a modal auxiliary (infinitive form
devoir) which signals necessity, but is ambiguous with respect to modal flavor.

(30) Je
I

dois
must

le
it

rédiger
write

‘I have to write it’

The morphology used in French counterfactual conditionals is traditionally called
the conditionnel. This counterfactual morphology further composed of a future tense
morpheme and an aspectual morpheme. For the purposes of this paper, I will simply
gloss it as a single morpheme COND and leave a more fine-grained analysis for
future research (although see relevant work by von Fintel & Iatridou (2008) and
Iatridou (2000)). Depending on context, the combination of devoir and COND may
be translated as a English weak necessity modal (e.g. should) or as a combination of
counterfactual morphology and a strong necessity operator (would have to).

(31) Je
I

devrais
must-COND

le
it

rédiger
write

‘I should write it’ OR ‘I would have to write it’

Historically, English should was also polymorphemic: should was the exponent
of the modal shall plus preterite morphology (compare the present-preterit pairs
may/might and can/could). Today, the two auxiliaries are no longer as systematically
related in contemporary English–shall is virtually non-existent in the speech of
many North American speakers. For speakers who use shall, Huddleston (2002)
observes that should is used in backshifted and conditional contexts where one
expects preterite forms (cf.).

(32) (a) I shall easily finish before she returns.
(b) I knew I should/*shall easily finish before she returned.

(33) (a) If they offer me the job I shall certainly accept.
(b) If they offered me the job, I should/*shall certainly accept.

Of course, just because French derives weak necessity from strong necessity, it
doesn’t follow that English derives weak necessity from strong necessity. However,
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it is a reasonable hypothesis and one which I will argue is supported by the evidence.
Looking to the semantics of other languages in order to solve puzzles in the semantics
of English has been a growing and fruitful approach in the field (e.g. Bochnak &
Matthewson (2015)and references therein)

2 Weak Modality in a Kratzerian Framework

My goal in this paper is an analysis of weak necessity within Kratzer’s widely-
adopted semantics for modality Kratzer (1977, 1981, 1991, 2012). In this section,
I discuss previous attempts to model weak necessity in this framework. 5

The take-away from this section will be that weak necessity modals involve both
a narrowing and a widening of the domain of possible worlds. Typically, domain
restriction approaches attend to Observation 3, while approaches that expand the
modal base attend to Observation 1. My analysis in Section 3 resolves this tension
with minimal (and independently motivated) revision to the standard theory.

In the standard theory, modal expressions operate over possible worlds and serve
to pick out the set of worlds in which a prejacent holds. There are three parameters
responsible for this purpose: the quantificational force, a modal base and an ordering
source.

Quantificational force standardly comes in two forms: universal and existential,
corresponding to necessity and possibility, respectively. Quantification over individ-
uals allows degrees of force in between universal and existential (most apples, more
than three apples, few apples, etc.) and various authors have proposed intermediate
force in the modal domain as well (e.g. Klinedinst (2007), Rullmann et al. (2015)).

The modal base is the contextually-determined domain of possible worlds. In
the case of deontic modals, the modal base is the set of worlds consistent with the
circumstances in the base world w; and for epistemic modals, the modal base is the
set of worlds consistent with the evidence in w.

The ordering source is a contextually-determined set of propositions. In the case
of deontic modals, it is the set of propositions describing what is required in w; for
epistemic modals, it is the set of propositions describing the normal course of events
in w.

The subsections are organized around these Kratzerian parameters. The final
subsection considers a variant approach which appeals to presuppositions.

5 For an overview of non-Kratzerian approaches see Matthewson (In press); for a critique see Rubinstein
(2012).
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2.1 Force

Strong necessity modals are standardly analyzed as universal quantifiers and pos-
sibility modals as existential quantifiers. As the label indicates, philosophers and
linguists have perceived weak necessity modals to hold a quantificational force which
is less than universal and more than existential. Copley (2005) and von Fintel &
Iatridou (2008) consider and reject an approach based on quantification, inspired
by Horn (1978). Horn suggests that should is analogous to most, which occupies an
intermediate position between all and some. We arrive at the semantics of should by
replacing universal quantificational force in have to with most-quantification. On
this approach, should is roughly equivalent to probably Portner (2009).6

(34)

Circ(w) = set of worlds consistent with the circumstances in w
Norm(w) = set of propositions describing what is required in w
‘have to’ = f (Circ)(Norm)(P)(w)

= (8u 2 \Circ(w))(9v2\Circ(w))⇥
vNorm(w)u �! (8z 2 \Circ(w))

⇥
zNorm(w)v^P(z)

⇤⇤

where v X u iff {p|p 2 X ^ p(u)}✓ {p|p 2 X ^ p(v)}

(35)

‘should’ = f (Circ)(Norm)(P)(w)
= (MOSTu 2 \Circ(w))(9v2\Circ(w))⇥

vNorm(w)u �! (8z 2 \Circ(w))
⇥
zNorm(w)v^P(z)

⇤⇤

where v X u iff {p|p 2 X ^ p(u)}✓ {p|p 2 X ^ p(v)}

This approach captures the intuition that should is in some way weaker than
must, yet still stronger than may. However, it fails to account for the acceptability of
should with prejacents that the speaker does not believe (cf. 2, 3, 4) or prejacents
about which the speaker is ignorant (cf. 36). If a prejacent p holds in most of the
worlds consistent with the speaker’s knowledge (and ordered with respect to what
is usually the case), than it should follow that the speaker has at least some idea
whether or not p holds–and it should certainly not follow that the speaker believes
¬p.

6 See also Finlay (To appear).
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(36) (a) # The beer must be cold by now, but I have absolutely no idea whether it
is.

(b) The beer should be cold by now, but I have absolutely no idea whether it
is.
Copley (2005)

2.2 Modal Base & Ordering Source

According to von Fintel & Iatridou (2008), the counterfactual morphology present
in weak necessity modals introduces a secondary ordering source7. I am not aware
of any analysis according to which the counterfactual morphology introduces a
modification of the modal base, although we’ll see such an analysis will suffer the
same challenges.

Recall in the authors’ Ashfield examples (24-24), should takes into consideration
to an additional goal. In (24a), all of the possible worlds that come closest to you
meeting your goal of getting to Ashfield are worlds in which you use Route 2. In
(24b), we consider only a subset of those worlds: worlds in which you come closest
to meeting your goal of getting to Ashfield AND some additional goal(s) like taking
the most scenic route. The difference between the two appears to lie in a restriction
of the modal base: p holds in a narrower set of possible worlds in should p relative to
have to p. Since have to already makes use of an ordering source in order to restrict
possible worlds, von Fintel & Iatridou introduce a second ordering source to achieve
a further restriction.

We saw the same behavior with other flavors of modality. In (25a), all of the
stereotypically-closest epistemic possible worlds are worlds in which the Brunelles
are home. In (25b), the prejacent holds only a subset of those worlds: worlds which
are consistent with the speaker’s evidence AND in which nothing untoward occurred.
In (26a), all of the normatively-closest possible worlds which are consistent with the
circumstances are worlds in which I help you clean up. In (26b), the prejacent is true
only a subset of those worlds: worlds which are consistent with the circumstances
AND in which nothing prevents me from helping you.

The secondary ordering source analysis is tailored to Observation 3 that weak
necessity modals involve an additional condition (i.e. restriction). The problem for
the analysis is that, like the quantificational force-based analysis, it fails to predict
Observation 1, that weak necessity modals are compatible with a prejacent that
the speaker does not believe. As we can next observe most perspicuously with

7 Or alternatively, the secondary ordering source is always present as a parameter, but only counterfac-
tual morphology is sensitive to it
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counterfactual prejacents, should appears to affect a widening of the modal base
relative to the modal base of have to, rather than a restriction.

In an epistemic modal, the base contains a set of worlds consistent with the
evidence in w. (3a) is infelicitous because the prejacent ‘I am furious’ is not consistent
with the evidence; (3b) is no longer infelicitous because the modal base has been
widened to include certain counterfactual worlds consistent with the prejacent. In
a deontic or bouletic modal, the base contains a set of worlds consistent with the
circumstances in w. (2a) and (4a) are no longer infelicitous because the respective
prejacents ‘Handguns are illegal’ and ‘You are in bed right now’ are not consistent
with the evidence; (2b) and (4b) are felicitous because the respective modal bases
have been widened to include certain counterfactual worlds consistent with the
evidence.

In summary, then, the problem is that the derivation of should requires both a
narrowing and widening of the set of possible worlds being evaluated. We understand
observation 3 (‘Additional Condition’) as a narrowing of the set of possible worlds
and observation 1 (‘Non-veridicality’) as a widening of the set of possible worlds.
The available parameters of quantificational force and ordering source are means of
restricting worlds rather than widening them.

2.3 Presupposition

Silk (2012, 2014) presents a presupposition-based analysis which attends closely to
Observations 1 & 4 (‘Non-veridicality’ & ’Cross-linguistic Polymorphism’). Noting
that across many languages weak necessity is derived by the same morphology
used in counterfactual conditionals, Silk proposes that weak necessity should be
viewed as conditional necessity. For both conditionals and modals, counterfactual
morphology introduces a presupposition that the modal base is not a subset of the
“context set” Stalnaker (1975), the set of worlds consistent with what is mutually
presupposed in the conversation. Or, alternatively, counterfactual morphology
removes a presupposition that the modal base is a subset of the context set. This
achieves the desirable result that a French sentence with a strong necessity modal
combined with counterfactual morphology (cf. 31) will have the same semantics,
whether translated as weak necessity or as strong necessity embedded under a
counterfactual. An important challenge he then addresses is how to explain the
differences between English ’should’ and ’would have to’. My analysis shares this
challenge and I discuss in Section 3 below.

A bigger empirical problem for Silk, and other analyses based on presupposition
(cf. Swanson (2008) ), is that they fail to account for Observation 3 ‘Weak necessity
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modals involve an additional condition’.8 To take one example, the difference
between the have-to and should variants of von Fintel & Iatridou’s Ashfield sentence
is a narrowing of the modal base in the should sentence to worlds in which a
secondary goal is also achieved. Simply expanding the modal base to include worlds
outside the context set fails to account for this: worlds consistent with achieving
both goals are within the context set already.

From a theory-internal perspective, we also lose the Kratzerian analysis of would
as a distinct modal. On Silk’s approach, would is a syntagorematic counterfactual
marker, making or canceling a presupposition. On the familiar analysis due to
Kratzer, a counterfactual like English would is a modal operator with universal force,
an empty modal base and a totally realistic ordering source. Indeed, Kratzer’s theory
of modality developed from close examination of the semantics of conditionals and
the unification of the semantics for two phenomena is a central insight of that work.

3 A two-modal analysis of weak necessity

3.1 The proposal introduced

I have argued that we require an analysis of should in which the domain of possible
worlds is both narrowed and widened relative to the domain for have to. And we
need the domain of should to include possibly counterfactual worlds.

Taking the cue from French and other languages which express weak necessity
as a combination of a strong necessity modal and counterfactual morphology, I
propose that weak necessity is in fact a strong necessity modal embedded under a
counterfactual modal like would. This move achieves the effect of domain widening.

In Kratzer’s framework, would has universal force with an empty modal base
(i.e. including all possible worlds) and a totally realistic ordering source (i.e. ordered
according to their resemblance to the actual world). In case a strong necessity is
embedded under would, it will hold in a set of possibly counterfactual worlds.

For the examples we’ve discussed that contain a strictly counterfactual prejacent
(cf. 2-4), the strong necessity modal holds only in worlds which are not within the
context set (i.e. the set of worlds consistent with what is mutually presupposed in

8 Rubinstein (2012) also presents what may be described as a domain restriction account, with appeal to
pragmatic principles. A weak necessity modal narrows the modal base to a subset of worlds consistent
with a question under discussion. This move captures should’s sensitivity to an additional measure
(Observation 3), but does not adequately account for non-veridicality (Observation 1): we’ve seen
that it is often necessary not just to narrow the modal base, but to widen or shift it. The restriction is
also mediated by the concept of priorites and it is unclear what role priorities might play in epistemic
weak necessity modals, as Rubinstein’s account was developed for root (i.e. non-epistemic) modals.
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the conversation Stalnaker (1975, 2002)); otherwise, the strong necessity holds in
worlds both inside and outside of the context set.9

We achieve the effect of domain narrowing by manipulating the quantificational
force of the embedding counterfactual modal. It is here that we diverge from the
standard account. I analyze the counterfactual modal as a specific indefinite over
possible worlds. Rather than universally quantifying over the domain, it introduces a
specific subset of worlds.

A comparison with quantification over individuals is instructive. First, recall that
the domain of individuals is of course implicitly restricted by context Von Fintel
(1994), Stanley & Szabó (2000), Marti Martinez (2003). The expression all linguists
is not typically used to refer to the set of all linguists in the world.

(37) All linguists attended the talk.

(38) Some / certain linguists attended the talk.

Following Kratzer, the modal base of would is in principle empty; however in
conversation it is usually subject to implicit domain restriction, just like other
quantifiers. One example of this comes from the phenomenon known as modal
subordination Roberts (1989). In (39), would universally quantifies over an already
retricted set of worlds: the set of worlds introduced earlier in the discourse in which
a police officer walks in.

(39) (a) A police officer might walk in.

(b) And he would (have to) arrest us.

Second, while universal quantifiers quantify over individuals already introduced in
the discourse, existential quantifiers serve to introduce individuals into the discourse.
One cannot utter (37) out of the blue without some accommodation of the relevant
set of linguists. Existential quantifiers, on the other hand, can easily be used out of
the blue (cf. 38).

Similarly, should, but not would (have to), is felicitous in out-of-the blue contexts:
would requires a retrievable set of possibly counteractual worlds over which to
quantify (cf. 40).10

(40) (a) Good evening, sir. I should introduce myself.

(b) Good evening, sir. # I would have to introduce myself.

9 Although not the main focus of the paper,Heim (1992) makes a similar proposal for the contrast
between want and wish.

10 Silk (2014) also makes this observation.
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Third, when using a plural specific indefinite, the speaker does not need to make
explicit the identity of the specific set of individuals being introduced (e.g. 41). As
noted in the discussion of Observation 3 (Additional Condition), a speaker using a
weak necessity modal similarly does not need to make explicit which specific set of
worlds he/she has in mind. I can use (40a) out of the blue without explaining the
conditions which would and would not obligate me to introduce myself.

(41) Some students failed the test, but I’m not at liberty to say who.

My analysis of this contrast is inspired by Klinedinst (2007) and Rullmann et al.
(2015). Klinedinst draws an analogy between nonspecific distributive indefinite
DPs and English possibility modals. According to Klinedinst, possibility modals
existentially quantify over pluralities of possible worlds. Rullman et al take the
analogy further in order to account for modals in St‘át‘imcets (Lillooet Salish). In
this language, modal operators have variable quantificational force: examples like
(42) are glossed with both necessity and possibility modals in English. The authors
analyze ka and other St‘át‘imcets modals as distributive specific indefinites over
pluralities of possible worlds.

(42) lán-lhkacw
already-2SG.SUBJ

ka
DEON

áts‘x-en
see-DIR

ti
DET

kwtámts-sw-a
husband-2SG.POSS-DET

‘You must/can/may see your husband now.’

Rullman et al. formally implement the proposal using choice functions (e.g. Rein-
hart (1997), Winter (1997), Kratzer (1998), Matthewson (1998)). A modal choice
function is defined in (43).

(43) A function f of type < st,st >
is a modal choice function iff for any set of worlds W, f(W) ✓
W and f(W)6= /0
Rullmann et al. (2015)

Where the choice-function h selects a non-exhaustive set of worlds we get the
existential force interpretation (e.g. St‘át‘imcets ka translated as ‘can’ or ‘may’);
where the choice-function h selects an exhaustive set of worlds, we get the universal
force interpretation (e.g. ka translated as ‘must’).

(44) i. h⇢ ModalBase (non-exhaustive)
ii. h = ModalBase (exhaustive)

In French, the quantificational strength of the counterfactual modal is context-
dependent rather than lexically encoded in the same way that the quantificational

17



strength of all Lillooet modals is context-dependent. The same string is used whether
the choice-function picks out a subset of worlds (the ’should’ interpretation) or an
exhaustive set of worlds (the ’would have to’ interpretation). The example from
Section 1is repeated for convenience.

(45) Je
I

devrais
must-COND

le
it

rédiger
write

‘I should write it’ OR ‘I would have to write it’

In English, this difference is lexically encoded. When the choice function is ex-
haustive, the combination of morphemes (the necessity modal MODAL and the
counterfactual modal CF) is spelled out transparently as would have to; when the
choice function is non-exhaustive, the combination of morphemes is spelled out as
should.

(46) JMODAL + CF fK = JCF f 1,g1,h1,w1K(JMODAL f 2,g2,w2(f)K)
is defined iff
(i) modal base f is empty
(ii) ordering source g is “totally realistic”
(iii) h is a choice-function of type <st,st> such that h(g( f (w1)))✓ f (w1)
If defined, JCOND f 1,g1,h1,w1K(JMODAL f 2,g2,w2(f)K) = 1 iff
8w00 2 h1(g1( f 1(w0))) : JMODAL f 2,g2,h2,w0(f)K = 1

3.2 Observations revisited

The specific plural indefinite analysis accounts for the apparent widening (cf. Obser-
vation 1) and narrowing (cf. Observation 3) of the modal domain in weak necessity
modals relative to strong necessity modals. The domain of a weak necessity modal
may appear to be wider because the “starting point” is the entire set of worlds W
which, even subject to implicit domain restriction, may contain worlds outside of
the context set. The domain of a weak necessity modal may appear to be narrower
because the choice function selects a subset of possible worlds.

In the examples with strictly counterfactual prejacents (2-4), the choice-function
selects worlds which are entirely outside of the context set. I paraphrase the weak
necessity versions below. The specific worlds selected might, for instance, be worlds
in which US gun laws are the same as UK gun laws, worlds in which nothing has
mitigated my anger, and worlds in which the addressee always follows instructions,
respectively.
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(47) Handguns should be illegal in the US.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
the moral obligations in those worlds, handguns have to be illegal in the US.’

(48) I should be furious.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
the evidence in those worlds, I must be furious.’

(49) You have to be in bed right now.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
my desires in those worlds, you have to be in bed.’

In other examples (cf. 50-53), the choice-function selects worlds within and outside
of the context set: e.g. worlds in which the Brunelles didn’t stop at the store, worlds
in which I don’t leave early to pick up my aunt from the airport, worlds in which
the addressee is prevented from doing her homework because she was cleaning her
room or worlds in which you take the most scenic way, respectively.

(50) The Brunelles should be home by now.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
the evidence in those worlds, the Brunelles must by home by now.’

(51) I should help you clean up.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
my social obligations in those worlds, I have to help you clean up.’

(52) You should finish your homework before bed.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
my desires in those worlds, you have to finish your homework before bed.’

(53) You should take Route 2.
‘There are certain closest possibly counterfactual worlds which, in view of
your goals in those worlds, you have to take Route 2.’

Since the choice-function selects a set of worlds from an empty domain, it follows
that the additional condition (Observation 3) is not constrained by modal flavor.
On an secondary ordering source analysis (e.g. von Fintel & Iatridou (2008)),
the additional condition was further restriction of a modal base restricted by a
conversational background. I noted in Section 1.3 that the nature of the additional
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condition appeared to be independent of modal flavor. For instance, goal-oriented
should was sensitive to knowledge about what is normally the case, in (28), and to
social norms, in (29).11

The plural specific indefinite analysis also provides a nice account for of the non-
veridicality of weak necessity modals (Observation 1). When we utter a sentence
modified by should, we make an assertion about what holds in a set of possibly (or
strictly) counterfactual worlds. We do not make an assertion about what holds in the
actual world. For this reason, it is possible to coherently deny the prejacent. I can
assert that there are certain worlds in which it must be the case that the Brunelles are
home, I help you clean up, you finish your homework, etc. But it will not be entailed
that the Brunelles must be home, I have to help you clean up, you have to finish your
homework, etc. in the actual world.

Weak necessity modals are compatible with the RFR intonation (Observation 2)
for largely the same reason. When we utter a sentence modified by should, we are
not making an assertion about whether the prejacent holds in the actual world. So
the should-sentence fails to resolve the prejacent. The beer should be cold describes
what must be the case in a set of possibly counterfactual worlds and does not resolve
The beer is cold. As discussed in Section 1.2, The beer has to be cold does resolve
The beer is cold since the former entails the latter.

Lastly, the analysis provides a compositional account of weak necessity in
French, assigning the same semantic form to a string like (45) regardless of its
English gloss.

4 Discussion

I end a prediction that the analysis makes for counterfactual morphology in French
and a discussion of the choice function mechanism. Weak necessity in French is
transparently decompositional: it is an overt combination of a strong necessity modal
and a counterfactual morpheme (the so-called conditionnel). On my analysis, the
counterfactual morpheme is a modal operator introducing a choice function. And in
French, unlike English, the counterfactual morpheme has the same morphological
realization whether or not it has an exhaustive or non-exhaustive interpretation (cf.
44). This predicts, consequently, that we should both exhaustive and non-exhaustive
interpretations of the morpheme in the absence of any strong necessity modal.

As it turns out, the conditionnel does indeed vary according in the way expected
when it appears without another modal. Consider (54) which has not only a “would”
reading (a), but also a reading something like an evidential (b), which I have glossed
as ’apparently’.

11 Katz et al. (2013) propose a merging of separate deontic and epistemic ordering sources. Their
account however is not meant to cover the strictly counterfactual cases.
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(54) Le
the

président
president

arriverait
arrive-COND

aujourd’hui
today

a. ‘The president would arrive today.’
b. ‘Apparently the president will arrive today.’

I will refer to this second interpretation as the journalistic conditionnel (JC): although
it used in everyday speech, it is often associated with the language of journalism. The
most salient feature of the JC is non-veridicality: the speaker is not committed to the
truth of the prejacent. As Dendale (1993) shows, a continuation of non-commitment
is appropriate with the JC in (55a); however, it is rejected following the variants
with strong necessity modal devoir (on its epistemic reading) (55b), and with the
non-modal present (55c).

(55) (a) Journalistic Conditional
Les militaires de Buenos Aires seraient fort contrariés de la tournure
qu’a prise l’affaire.
‘Military personnel in Buenos Aires are apparently strongly against the
turn of events.’
Vraie ou fausse l’annonce de leur réaction est signicative de. . .
‘True or false, the announcement of their reaction shows that...’

(b) Strong Necessity
Les militaires de Buenos Aires doivent être fort contrariés de la
tournure qu’a prise l’affaire.
‘Military personnel in Buenos Aires must be strongly against the turn
of events.’
#Vraie ou fausse, l’annonce de leur réaction est significative de...
‘True or false, the announcement of their reaction shows that...’

(c) Plain indicative
Les militaires de Buenos Aires sont fort contrariés de la tournure qu’a
prise l’affaire.
‘Military personnel in Buenos Aires are strongly against the turn of
events.’
#Vraie ou fausse, l’annonce de leur réaction est significative de...
‘True or false, the announcement of their reaction shows that...’

Further, although the JC is often often discussed as an evidential, unlike most
evidentials, it is felicitious even when the prejacent is known to be false, as shown in
the attested examples (56) and (57) from Dendale (my glosses).
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(56) Ce matin la flotte britannique aurait quitté le port de Portsmouth. Le
gouverne-ment britannique a déclenché ainsi le compte à rebours pour la
guerre des Malouines.
‘This morning, the British fleet apparently left the port of Portsmouth. The
British government thus launched the countdown to the War of the
Falklands.’

(57) Je réfute fermement sa suggestion selon laquelle l’action gouvernementale
serait influencée par des considérations électorales.
‘I strongly reject his/her suggestion, according to which government action
is supposedly influenced by consideration of elections.’

In other words, the JC picks out a set of worlds which may or may not intersect
with the context set. And, in contrast to the “would” interpretation, the JC does not
require a set of recoverable worlds. The JC, but not the “would” interpretation, is
felicitous in out-of-the-blue contexts (cf. 58).

(58) Q: Qu’est-ce qui se passe? ‘What’s happening?’
A: Le président arriverait.
‘The president is apparently arriving.’
# ‘The president would arrive.’

Further, the speaker does not need to make explicit the particular set of report/belief
worlds she has in mind, only that there exists some specific set of worlds. However,
a speaker may choose to make this explicit with a selon or d’après ’according to’
phrase, as in (60).

(59) Il pleuvrait.
‘Apparently, it will rain.’

(60) D’après les prévisions météo, il pleuvrait.
‘According to the weather forecast, it will rain.’

For this use, we will say that the choice function h picks out a subset of worlds, e.g.
those worlds in which the source of the report is reliable, from the empty modal
base.

Here I want to address possible concerns about the context sensitivity of the
choice function. von & Iatridou (2008), for instance, introduce a secondary ordering
source: a set of propositions describing the normal course of events in w, what is
required in w, etc. We’ve seen that this move, although still allowing for considerable
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context-sensitivity, was too restrictive. The choice function, because it operates over
an empty (or at least wider) domain of worlds, is much less constrained, and I have
argue that this is necessary to capture the four observations we’ve reviewed. The
context-sensistivity is a design feature of this proposal. Nevertheless, it is reasonable
to ask whether the choice-function is subject to any constraints. Is it really the case
that the choice function may pick out any set of possible worlds?

Let me sketch one approach, based on relevence. Leech (2004) has noted that
weak necessity modals appear to express a “favorable attitude” towards the prejacent
61. This intuition of a favorable attitude is most likely related to von & Iatridou
(2008)’s intution (attributed to Sloman (1970)) that weak necessity modals pick out
a “favored” set of possible worlds .

(61) (a) Our candidate ought to win the election.

(b) # Our candidate ought to lose the election.

Rather than preference, I suggest that this contrast is based on relevance. Suppose
that in a modal discourse we are concerned with a question under discussion (QUD)
Roberts (1996) of the form Is it the case that p? where p is some proposition.
In Leech’s example, let’s say the question under discussion is Is it the case our
candidate wins the election? Compare the paraphrased versions of Leech’s two
sentences. (62a) contributes information about the kind of worlds in which it is
necessary that our candidate wins the election, while (62b) contributes information
about the kind of worlds in which it is necessary that our candidate loses the election.

(62) (a) There are certain closest possible worlds in which, given the evidence in
those worlds, our candidate has to win the election.

(b) There are certain closest possible worlds in which, given the evidence in
those worlds, our candidate has to lose the election.

Both utterances answer the question, but only (61b) answers the question directly.
Moreover, as Copley (2006) has observed, (61b) is perfectly acceptable if we change
the context (i.e. QUD). In (63, the QUD is now Is it the case that our candidate
loses the election?)12

(63) She raised less money than the other candidate, she had a lousy campaign
manager, and what’s more, she’s actually a convicted felon. Our candidate
(really) ought to lose the election. Of course, I hope that she doesn’t.
adapted from Copley (2006)

12 I disagree with Copley this example is only felicitous with a special intonation.
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I have presented a Kratzerian semantics for weak necessity modals in English and,
as it turns out, for French. I anticipate that the analysis will extend to some, but
not necessarily all, languages which distinguish strong and weak necessity. And
it remains to be seen whether weak necessity is a universal semantic notion. In
marshaling evidence for my account, I have catalogued four essential observations
of weak necessity in English which should together provide the empirical starting
point for future work on this topic.
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