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Introduction

1.1 What is evidentiality?

~ Evidentiality, a pervasive linguistic phenomenon in almost all the languages,
has recently been arousing the interest of linguists and has become a hot research
topic in linguistics. However, so far there has been no consensus yet on what evi-
dentiality is and what kind of linguistic category it is. The disagreements mainly
occur in the following aspects: whether evidentiality is a grammatical category or a
semantic one; what the semantic scope of evidentiality is and its place in linguistic
study, i.e. its relationship with other linguistic categories, especially its close rela-
tionship with modality.

As to the first issue of whether evidentiality is a grammatical category or a
semantic one, researches have shown that it is language-specific. In about a quarter
of the world’s languages, every statement is required to specify the type of source
on which it is based—for example, whether the speaker sees it, hears it, infers it
from indirect evidence, or learns it from someone else. This linguistic category,
whose primary meaning is information source, is called ‘evidentiality’. In Boas’
(1938: 133) words, ‘while for us definiteness, number, and time are obligatory as-
pects, we find in another language location near the speaker or someone else, [and]
source of information—whether seen, heard, or inferred—as obligatory aspects.’

From Boas” words, we can see that in some languages, evidentiality is an ob-
ligatory category. As to the linguisitic expression of evidentiality, different lan-
guages present different evidential systems. For instance, Tariana, an Arawak lan-
guage spoken in the multilingual area of the Vaupes in northeast Amazonia, has a

quite complex evidential system. In this language, one can not simply say ‘Jose



aﬂidentiality in English linguistics research articles

played football’. Instead, speakers have to specify whether they see the event hap-
pen, hear it, or know about it because somebody else tells them, etc. This is
achieved through a set of evidential markers fused with tense. Omitting an eviden-
tial in Tariana will result in an ungrammatical and highly unnatural sentence. Look
at the following examples.
(1a) Juse ifida di-manika-ka.
‘Jose has played football (we saw it)’
(1b) Juse ifida di-manika-mahka.
‘Jose has played football (we heard it)’
(1c) Juse ifida di-manika-nihka.
‘Jose has played football (we infer it from visual evidence)’
(1d) juse ifida di-manika-sika.
‘Jose has played football (we assume this on the basis of what we already
know)’
(Adapted from Aikhenvald, 2004: 2)
The examples above show that evidentiality is obligatory in the language of
Tariana. To mark the information source, some markers are used, such as ka, mah-
ka, nihka and sika, and these markers are later termed as evidentials or evidential
markers in evidential studies. These instances also show that in Tariana evidential-
ity is a grammatical category and it is expressed through affixes or clitics.
However, the grammatical evidential system in Tariana is only one of the un-
derstandings of evidentiality and evidentials for if evidentiality is defined from the
formal perspective, it seems that evidentiality only occurs in some languages, but
not a universal concept. For example, in the languages of English, Chinese, German
and so on, there are no grammaticalised evidential systems and in these languages,
there are no affixes or clitics to express evidentiality. But this is not to say that in
these languages there is no evidentiality. In fact, concerning evidentiality, there has
been existing different research orientations. While some linguists still show great
enthusiasm for describing the grammatical evidential systems of some languages,
more researchers agree that evidentiality is not a grammatical form, but a semantic

category. Therefore, the semantics of evidential is universal and exist in almost all
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the languages in the world. The differences exist in whether it is obligatory or op-
tional and how the semantics is construed in grammatical, lexical or whatever
forms. For example, the language of Japanese presents a quite complex system of
evidential coding. It has both grammaticalised and non-grammaticalised eviden-
tials (Mushin, 2001). Unlike Tariana and Japanese, the evidential category in Eng-
lish is not grammaticalised (Lazard, 2001). Yet, English has a rich repertoire of evi-
dential devices (Chafe, 1986). It has a broad range of devices such as verbs, ad-
verbs, adjectives, nouns and so on. According to Chafe (1986: 261), the difference
between some Indian languages and English in evidentiality is not a matter of evi-
dential vs. no evidentials. It is partly a question of how evidentiality is expressed:
is it by suffixes, adverbs and what?

Studies have also shown that while some linguists still stick to the grammati-
calised evidentials and exclude other realization forms of evidentiality, more re-
searchers tend to take evidentiality as a semantic one and study various forms in
different languages. In English, if evidentiality is taken as a grammatical category,
just as in some Indian languages, it appears unnecessary to study evidentiality, for
there seems to be no grammaticalised evidentials. In fact, many researchers have
been studying evidentiality in English (e.g. Chafe, 1986; Palmer, 1990, 2001; Mush-
in, 2000, 2001; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Hu, 1994a, 1994b; Fang, 2005; Tang,
2007; Yang, 2010, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015), which shows that the notion of evidential-
ity as a semantic one has been broadly accepted. This book also takes evidentiality
as a semantic notion.

The second issue concerning evidentiality is the semantic scope of evidentiali-
ty. It is claimed (Aikhenvald, 2004) that evidentiality is an obligatory grammatical
category in the language of Tariana whose primary meaning is to indicate the
source of information. This view is considered as the narrower understanding of
evidentiality in evidential studies. Bussemann (1996: 157), one of the linguists who
hold the narrow view on evidentiality, defines evidentiality as “the structural di-
mension of grammar that codifies the source of information transmitted by a
speaker with the aid of various types of constructions”. Aikhenvald (2003: 19) also

overtly declares the narrow view of evidentiality. She defines the term ‘evidential-



