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Chapter One INTRODUCTION

Chapter One INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview of Evidentiality

Evidentiality is a linguistic category. It began to attract linguists’
attention in the early part of the 20th century. Franz Boas (1911)
notes that in some inflectional American Indian languages some suf-
fixes are used to specify the sources and certainty of the information
carried by the speakers’ expressions. The study of evidentiality
has also been taken up by Boas’s student Edward Sapir (1921) and
Sapir’s student Morris Swadesh (1939). Dorothy D. Lee has also done
detailed research in this area by noticing the strong bond between
certain suffixes and sources of information in some North American
Indian languages (1938, 1944, 1950, 1959). Roman Jakobson (1957)
first adopts the term evidential for the linguistic category. Ever since
the 1980s, the research on evidentiality has been growing by leaps
and bounds, with works done by various scholars such as Chafe and
Nichols (1986), Saeed (1997), Mushin (2000, 2001), Palmer (2001),
Aikhenvald and Dixon (2003) and Aikhenvald (2004). Domestically,
the topic of evidentiality has been studied by researchers such as Hu
(1994a, 1994b, 1995), Zhang (1997), Yan (2000), Xu (2004), Niu
(2005), Fang (2005, 2006), and Zhu (2006). Domestic researches
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can be classified into four types: introduction, evidential analysis
in Chinese, application and reanalysis of the nature of evidentiality.
The introduction of the theory of evidentiality is mainly done by Hu
(1994b), Zhang (1997), Yan (2000), Niu (2005). With regard to the
evidential analysis in Chinese, Hu (1995) analyses the evidential
features of Chinese texts and Zhu (2006) concentrates his analysis on
the Chinese evidentials. Hu (1994a) and Xu (2004) adopt evidentia-
lity respectively to address different linguistic problems. The former
analyses the generic structural differences between news reports and
debating texts. The latter applies the theory to the analysis of English
[F conditional clauses. Fang (2005) reanalyzes the nature of evidentia-
lity from the perspective of systemic-functional linguistics.

Here in this study, the author will adopt a new model of evi-
dentiality based upon the works by Chafe (1986), Palmer (2001),
Mushin (2000, 2001) and Aikhenvald (2003, 2004). In this new
model, we maintain that evidentiality is closely associated with the
cognitive process of the speaker’s epistemological assessment and
classification, which takes into account the evidence quality and the
genre specification and, as its output, produces two results: adoption
of epistemological stance and knowledge reliability judgment. The
two outputs bear directly on the linguistic coding of evidentiality
in discourse. In the main, the new model will adopt the broad inter-
pretation of evidentiality proposed by Chafe (1986) and emphasize
the theoretical significance of evidence quality and epistemological

assessment of evidence.
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Chapter One INTRODUCTION

1.2 Need for Studying Discourse Features
of English Evidentiality

Discourse features of evidentiality have already attracted the
attention of linguistic experts and researchers. Chafe (1986: 261-272)
makes a comparison between conversational English and academic
English writing in terms of evidential use. Friedman (1986: 168-
187) finds that evidentials in some Balkans languages carry different
pragmatic forces in communication. Mushin (2000, 2001) probes the
pragmatics of evidentials in the genre of narrative retelling discourse.
Her finding is that there is no one-to-one correspondence between the
actual source of information and the evidential used in the discourse
and the bond between them can be flouted by some pragmatic factors
developed in the ongoing discourse. Precht (2003) focuses on the
comparison of the stance-marking functions of evidentiality in both
British and American conversations and finds that cultural differences
can affect the way communicators use evidentials to express their
stance moods. Aikhenvald (2003, 2004) mentions that in some
highly inflectional indigenous languages use of different evidentials
conveys different pragmatic meanings. Domestically, Hu (1994a) uses
the theory of evidentiality in analyzing the differences between news
reporting and debating discourse and finds that hearsay evidentials
occur more frequently in news reporting and belief, inferential
evidentials together with reliability qualifiers outnumber other
evidentials in debating discourse.

The need for studying discourse features of English evidentiality
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in news reports is based upon the following four grounds. First, in
the literature of evidentiality, the evidential systems of highly inflec-
tional languages are much better documented than those of English
and consequently the studies of discourse features in English are
outnumbered by those in the highly inflectional languages. Second,
the treatment of discourse features of evidentiality in the genre of
news reporting is far from exhaustive. Third, the treatment of dis-
course features of evidentiality in the past is anything but systematic.
It is based upon the pragmatics of evidentials in communication. In
other words, discourse features of evidentiality have not been treated
under a comprehensive theoretical framework. Last but not least, few
previous studies on discourse features of evidentiality concentrate on
the construction role of evidentials in discourse. Fang (2006) points
out that more studies on evidentiality should be devoted to the ana-
lysis of social, cultural, cognitive and ideological mechanisms behind
the use of evidentials. As far as the relationship between evidentiality
and ideology is concerned, more studies are needed. Discourse fea-
tures of evidentiality in a certain genre not only possess pragmatic
meanings, but also serve to code into text the ideologies embedded in
the genre. The ideologies involved are expressed by the genre’s so-
cial functions. The construction role of evidentials can be approached
from two perspectives: from the social perspective, we can study how
evidentials are used to realize the genre’s social functions; from the
psychological perspective, we can study how evidentials are used to
realize the speaker or writer’s communicative intentions.

Based upon the above-mentioned four grounds, English news

* 004 -



Chapter One INTRODUCTTON

reports are chosen as the language data for analysis and three main
research tasks can be pinned down in the book: first, to analyze dis-
course features of evidentiality in English under the framework of
systemic-functional linguistics and supplement with new findings the
existent studies on discourse features of evidentiality in the genre of
news reporting; second, to find out the relationship between discourse
features of evidentiality and coding of communicative intentions into
news reports, namely, how different evidentials help reporters realize
the ideology of the news genre socially and the communicative
intentions behind the news reports psychologically; and third, to
reveal the lexicogrammatical features of evidentiality in the genre of

news reporting.

1.3 Reasons for Choosing News Reports of
Epidemic Situation Update

In many famous world newspapers, medical news reports
occupy a very important position. People are interested in these news
reports because they are concerned with their health and care. Among
the subject matters reported, there is one especially devoted to epi-
demic situation update. This group of reports focuses on the epi-
demic situations such as the bird flu. It aims at bringing the public the
latest updates on epidemic situations. Reporters covering this news
have to be extremely cautious with regard to the reported contents,
since any exaggeration or under-reporting will lead to public panic or

negligence. Consequently, they will take great care in news writing
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when it comes to evidentials. They will pay attention to the informa-
tion sources and when and how they will express their commitment
to the factuality of the reported information. The subtlety of this type
of news reporting presupposes a great deal of covert subconscious
ideological negotiation and alignment between the reporter and the
reader. Beneath the familiar objective and routine fagade of daily
reporting, the reporter is constantly engaged in naturalizing the com-
municative intentions, which are embedded in the news report. Since
this study is aimed at probing how reporter deploys different evideni-
tals in order to naturalize communicative intentions in news reporting,
the research demands frequent occurrences of ideological alignment
between the reporter and the reader. So we are justified to say that
the news reports of epidemic situation update are a good specimen
for studying discourse features of evidentiality and the ideology-
naturalizing functions of evidentials. News reports of epidemic
situation update feature different epidemics. In this study we focus
on the bird flu. Over the past ten years few contagious diseases span
such a long time and take such a toll on many areas of society as the
avian influenza. The disease emerged in Hong Kong in 1997 and
re-emerged in 2003 and still poses threat until now. Given its serious-
ness and effects upon society, bird flu is regarded as a real epidemic
over the past decade. So news reports on bird flu can be treated as
typical examples of news reports of epidemic situation update and can
reflect major characteristics of news reports on this subject matter.
Considering all these, I choose bird flu as the reported subject of epi-

demic situation update news in this book.
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