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Evidential types 
• Direct evidence 

      我    剛才       看見      他    了。 

      wǒ   gāngcái   kànjiàn  tā     le 

      1SG  just.now  see        3SG  PERF 

     ‘I saw him just now.’ 

 

• Reportative/hearsay evidence 

      聽說       你    要     離開 香港。 

      tīngshuō  nǐ    yào   líkāi   xiānggǎng  

      hearsay   2SG  FUT  leave  HongKong 

      ‘(I) heard you’re leaving Hong Kong. ’ 

 

• Inferential evidence ---- epistemic modality 

     裡面     肯定       有     人。 

      lǐmiàn  kěndìng  yǒu   rén  

      inside    must      COP  people 

     ‘There must be someone inside. ’ 

(de Haan 2001; Willett 1988) 

2 



Evidentiality vs. Epistemic modality 

• “Evidentiality is a category in its own right, and not a subcategory 

of any modality” (Aikhenvald 2004:7)  

 

• “Evidential distinctions are part of the marking of epistemic 

modality”  (Willet 1988:52) 

 

• Epistemic modality, in the diachronic pathway, often developed 

extended uses of inferential functions. It is this inferential uses of 

epistemic modality that intersect with evidentiality.  

     

Ability     Root      

possi.  

Epistemic 

possi. 

        Evidentiality 

 

 

          …  

Inferential EV 

Direct EV Hearsay EV 
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What is Evidentiality? 

• Narrow definition:  obligatory markers that are 
used to encode a speaker’s source/type of 
information (e.g. Aikhenvald 2004; Faller 2002; 
Lazard 2001; de Haan 2001). 

 

• Broader definition: narrow definition+ the 
degree of the information’s reliability, 
probability or certainty, as well as speaker’s 
access to information (Tournadre & LaPolla 
forthcoming; Cornillie 2009; Rooryck 2001; 
Ifantidou 2001; Palmer 1986). 
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(1) Sources/types of information  

 (Aikhenvald 2004; Faller 2002; Lazard 2001; de Haan 2001) 

     

(2) Expressions of speaker’s attitude towards the information  

    (Chafe 1986, Givón 1982, Palmer 1986 ) 

     

(3) Socio-interactional meanings 

       (Kim 2011, 2005; Fox 2003, Kamio 1997; Hill &Irvine 1993) 

  

Previous research on evidentiality 
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Research questions 

• What types of evidential strategies are found in 
Mandarin conversations? 

 

• How do these evidential strategies interact 
with each other in Mandarin conversational 
discourse? 
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Data 

25 Mandarin audio and video taped 

conversational interviews  

(≈30 mins.*25=750 mins.) 
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鳥居Torii 
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Marks a high degree of the 

speaker’s commitment to 

the assertion. (Li & 

Thompson 1982; Li 2006) 

Direct evidential 
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Strong certainty 
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IE 

• Initial claim without evidential marking 

• SFP with strong commitment 

IR 

• Seek reasons  

• Affiliative 

IE 

• Overt evidential marking 

• Perceptual visual evidencial kan ‘see’ 

IR 

• Seek more information 

• Affiliative 

IE 

• Specification  

• High certainty 

reinforce the initial epistemic strength 
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Drainage 

system 
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Zero marking 
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Direct evidential 

Assertive particle 

inferential evidential   
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inferential evidentials   

 

Direct evidential 
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Mitigate the initial epistemic strength 

IE 
• Initial claim without evidential marking 

IR 

• Seek reasons 

• Neutral  

IE 

• Overt evidential 

• Direct evidential marking + common ground strategy   

IR 

• Challenge with interrogative 

• Disaffiliative 

IE 

• Negotiate with inferential evidentials 

• Retreat-defend   

IR 

• Challenge with Interrogative 

• Disaffiliative 

IE 

• Back down, provide another alternative 

• Recruit overt evidential (negate) as face-saving device 
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Hearsay evidential  

 

Indicate 

speaker’s 

reservation 
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Modify the initial epistemic strength 

IE 
• Initiate a claim 

IR 

• Seek reasons  

• Disaffiliative  

IE 

• Hearsay evidential  

• Distance oneself 

IR 

• Challenge with interrogative 

• Disaffiliative  

IE 

• Hearsay evidential 

• Distance oneself  
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Answers to RQs 

   Different evidential strategies in Mandarin 
conversations 

 

(1). Zero-evidential marking; 

(2). Direct evidentials such as (ni) kan ‘(as you can) see’; 

(3). Inferential evidentials such as haoxiang ‘seems/looks like’ 

and kending ‘must’; 

(4). Hearsay evidential (tamen)shuo ‘they say’ 
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Answers to RQs—contd.     

    How do these evidential strategies interact with each 
other in Mandarin conversational discourse? 

 

• To negotiate the source and reliability of the expressed 
information.  

 

• To modulate (reinforce & mitigate) interlocuter’s epistemic 
strength. 
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