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This talk will look at two known puzzles about epistemic modals. The first and oldest one is the 
Puzzle of Strength, a puzzle about the strength of epistemic must. Imagine I am looking out of 
the window and see the snow coming down in big wet flakes. It would be odd for me to report 
what I see with (2), rather than (1): 
 
(1) It’s snowing. 
(2) It must be snowing.  
 
According to Karttunen (1972), the reason for the oddness of (2) in the situation described is 
that (2) would make a weaker claim than (1). Opinions about the strength of epistemic must 
have since led to an ongoing debate, with von Fintel and Gillies (2010, forthcoming) and Lassiter 
(2016) among the main protagonists. Examples like (3) (from Lassiter) and (4) (from v. Fintel & 
Gillies) seem to pull opinions in different directions.  
 
(3) This is a very early, very correct Mustang that has been in a private collection for 

a long time. …The speedo[meter] shows 38,000 miles and it must be 138,000, 
but I don’t know for sure. 
Lassiter (2016, 123; example 11).  

 
(4)  # Suppose the results of Test A are that it is not certain that the patient has the disease 

but that she must have it. Should we approve Test B? 
 v. Fintel & Gillies (2018 manuscript, example 18).  
 
Our second puzzle is Yalcin’s Puzzle from Yalcin 2007. It is illustrated in 5(a) and (b): 
 
(5) a. It’s snowing, but it might not be. 
 b. Suppose it’s snowing, but it might not be.  
  
What 5(a) asserts and 5(b) asks you to assume feels like a contradiction. The puzzle is why that 
should be. That it’s snowing in the actual world in no way rules out merely possible worlds 
where it is not. (6) is not contradictory in familiar systems of modal logic, nor does (7) feel 
contradictory. 
 
(6) p & ◇ ¬ p 
(7) Suppose it’s snowing, but I don’t know whether it is snowing. 
 
Drawing on theoretical and experimental resources, we’ll propose solutions to both puzzles via 
(a) a new, unified, account of how modal domains are projected from chunks of reality and (b) 
how they are restricted by defeasible normality assumptions. 


