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Paths and Processes of Semantic Change :
A Study Based on Evidentials in Chinese

Lily I-wen Su

1. Introduction

Evidentials are taken to constitute a linguistic category which applies to predications

that the speaker assumes to have a reasonable likelihood of being true, but which he

cannot vouch for out of direct observation or experience. The study of evidentials is

basically a study about human awareness that truth is relative, and particularly about the

ways in which such awareness is expressed in language. There are some things people

are sure of, either because they have reliable evidence for them, or because, probably

more often, they have unquestioning faith that they are true. There are other things

people are less sure of, and some things they think are only within the realm of

possibility. Languages typically provide a repertoire of devices for conveying t};ese ;
various attitudes toward knowledge.

The concept of evidentials as a category seems to have existed in Americanist circles
for several generations; it is but scantily attested in print, however, and the label
“evidential” itself is relatively recent. The concept of evidentials seems to be lacking
in the standard linguistics textbooks and surveys of grammatical categories, if there had
not been the collection of essays by Chafe and Nichols, entitled Evidentiality: The
Linguistic Coding of Epistemology (1986). This must be due in large part to the
absence of distinctive evidential forms in the better-known European and classical

languages.

One undercover evidential in English is the inferential value of polysemous must,
distinct from its obligational sense, though this has not traditionally been segretated as
inherently different from the meanings of other modals (Chafe 1970; Bolinger 1975).
In fact, the interest in evidentiality was much aroused by American Indian languages,
and especially f)y those of Northern California, where the marking of evidentiality
through verb suffixes is widespread.



Traugott’s theory (1982) states that semantic change in general tends to be from
the propositional to the textual to the expressive, or more broadly, words tend to move
towards more personal meanings. Other work by Traugott (1982, 1985), Sweetser
(1984), Fleischman (1982) strongly suggested that there are regular, often “one-way”
historical directions in semantic change. Specifically, Traugott (1987) argued that there
are three closely-related tendencies regarding semantic change, the first of which can
feed the second and either of which can feed the third:

Tendency I: Meanings based in the external described situation > meanings based in the
internal (evaluative/perceptual/cognitive) described situation.

Tendency II: Meanings based in the external or internal described situation > meanings
based in the textual and metalinguisti]c situation.

Tendency III: Meanings tend to become increasingly based in the speaker’s subjective
belief state/attitude toward the proposition.

Based on the data drawn from Chinese, we will investigate to see if epistemic meaning
tends to become increasingly situated in the speaker’s subjective belief state or attitude
toward the proposition. We hope to see if the process of change in Chinese
evidentials in terms of the linguistic categories marking modality is , as hypothesized by
Traugott (1989), strengthening of pragmatic inferences to relevance, or as assumed by -
Sweetser (1984), via metaphorical transfer.

2. Methodology and Findings

After analysis of spoken and written data in Corpra (see the appendix for a complete
listing and distribution of all the modals studied), we suggest that there are three stages
of grammaticalization of Mandarin modals and verbs. The three stages correspond to
three types of modality: dynamic, deontic and epistemic'. Qur definition of the

! Traditionally modality can be divided into three types: dynamic, deontic and
epistemic. The classification between epistemic and deontic modality is one of the
most fundamental issue in discussion of modality. Deontic modality is involved with
the necessity or possibility of acts performed by morally responsible agents, whereas
epistemic modality is concerned with matters of knowledge and belief (Lyons 1977).
Palmer (1990) d'istinguishes the three types of modality with the following definitions.
Dynamic modality is related with the ability your volition of the subject of the sentence.
Deontic modality has to do with influencing actions, states or events and expressing
what Searle calls ‘directives.” Epistemic modality is about how the speaker makes a



deontic modality conforms to Bybee’s (1994) claim that deontic modality expresses
speaker’s desire, will and hope. And what Bybee terms as “root possibility” is also
included in the second stage. It is because root possibility, i.e., the ability made
possible by physical condition, is very similar to the necessity relation of deontic
modality. We do not see any need to divide another stage to account for the minute
difference between deontic modality and root possibility. Like the studies in many
other languages, we do encounter difficulties in separating the two stages, deontic and
epistemic. We at last propose criteria for division of the two, which are presented in

the following table.
Stage 2 Stage 3
1. There is a causal relation between the | . There are no relations as listed on the
event before and after the modal left column between two events before

2. The depicted event after the modal is and after the modal
2. The event after the modal is based on

natural phenomenon )
author or speaker’s belief not from any

3. Two events are in a sequential relation

evidence
4. The modal reflects judgement of event|3 The modal is used to express the author
based on well-grounded fact or speaker’s attitude
5. The construction is a conditional 4 The modal is used to express the author
sentence or speaker’s evaluation

judgment about the truth of the proposition. Coates (1983) just makes a two-way
distinction. One is epistemic, which is concerned with speaker’s assumptions or
assessment of possibility and includes the necessary truth of propositions. Root
possibility covers both the deontic and dynamic categories of modal logic. Our study
has much do with Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca’s research (1991,1994). According to
their analysis, epistemic modality, which is our third stage, applies to assertions and
indicates the extent to which the speaker is committed to the truth of what he/she says.
The agent-oriented modality reports the existence of internal and external conditions on
an agent with respect to the completion of the action expressed in the main predicate.
This modality comprises the notions of necessity, obligation, permission, root,
possibility, desire, ability). Our second stage refers the relations and notions
expressed by this modality. The third type of modality is speaker-oriented. It signals
what the speaker wants to accomplish with the utterance.




There are relatively few studies about the modals and verbs for Mandarin.  The only
related study we found is Liu’s (2000) study of the semantic development of Hakka
modal 0i’. 'We do not agree with Liu's classification for the following reasons. First,
future cannot be the fourth stage in the development. Traugott (1989) deals with
temporals like will and shall in a separate section, distinct from deontic and epistemic.
She indicates relative tense develops earlier than the predictive future and
hypothetical/conditional future. Bybee (1994) also regards the future use as
ramification from the main path of development. Second, there is no solid ground to
claim the imperative mood is the final stage of development, especially when it is
involved with obligation. The notion of obligation is concerned with the deontic

modality.
3. Conclusion

A change in the function of a particular evidential marker can be usefully
conceptualized in terms of movement through evidential space. The grammaticalization
of Mandarin modals are similar to that of English modals. The three tendencies for
English modals pointed out by Traugott (1989) stand true for Mandarin. Meanings
based in the external described situation changes into meanings based in the internal
described situation, and then meanings based in the external or internal described
situation may change into meanings based in the textual and metalinguistic situation.
Finally, meanings tend to become increasingly based in the speaker's subjective belief
state/attitude toward the proposition. ’

When we say that semantic change tends to move from concrete to abstract, we
mean there is some mapping between concrete and abstract domains, which designates

? Liu (2000) distinguishes five stages of semantic development. The types and

meanings are presented in the following partially produced table:

Type Stage [Modality Meaning Number  [Frequency
lexical verb |1 to like 12 7%
deontic 2 deontic volition 95 59%
epistemic |3 epistemic prediction 23 14%
epistemic |4 epistemic future 9 6%
imperative |5 imperative mood |obligation 22 14%




correspondences between entities in the two domains. It must therefore be made clear
that taking the rise of epistemic meanings as a case of pragmatic strengthening is not to
deny the force of metaphor. The metaphorical process of mapping from some
semantic domain onto another is taken to characterize the speaker’s attempt to increase
the information content of an abstract notion, which concerns mainly representation of
cognitive categories. The process of coding pragmatic implicature is on the other
hand used in the speaker’s attempt to regulate communication with others, concerning
mainly the strategic negotiation of speaker-hearer interaction and in that connection,
expressing the speaker’s attitude. Semantic change presuppose a world not only of
objects and states of affairs, but of values and of linguistic relations that cannot exist
without language. In other words, the later meanings are licensed by the function of
language.

Different languages express speaker’s attitudes regarding truth, certainty,
reliability of information, probability, inference, etc. and attitudes toward knowledge in
sometimes similar, sometimes quite different ways. The term “evidential” has come to
be used for the linguistic device used to code such attitudes. The study of
evidentiality is thus important in the sense that it may serve as an important linguistic

evidence for the understanding of cross-cultural pragmatics.
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Evidentials and Mental Spaces -
A Study Based on Tsou Narratives

Lily I-wen Su
National Taiwan University

0. Introduction

1. Evidentiality

2. Evidential marking via case system

2.1. Distance in the physical sense

2.2. Distance in the metaphorical sense

3. Evidential marking via tense/aspectual system
3.1. Time in the absolute sense

3.2. Time in the relative sense

4. Evidentials and mental space

4.1. Involvement

4.2. Perception

1. Definition of Evidentiality

W Jakobson (1958:4): The term “evidential” is “a tentative label for a verbal
category which indicates the source of the information on which the speaker’s
statement is based.”

B Bybee (1985:184). Evidential markers are “linguistic markings that indicate
something about the source of the information of the proposition.”

® Mithun (1986:89-90): Evidentials express the kinds of evidence a person has for
making factual claims and evidential markers may qualify the reliability of
information communicated in four primary ways:
1) the source of evidence on which statements are based
(e.g., inference, appearance, hearsay);
2) their degree of precision (e.g., validation, hedging, non-committing),
3) their probability (e.g., hedging certainty), and
4) expectations concerning their probability.

B Anderson (1986:274-7):

a). evidentials show the kind of justification for a factual claim which is available to
the person making that claim

b). evidentials are not themselves the main predication of the clause,.byt are rather a
specification added to a factual claim about something else

c). evidentials have the indication of evidence as their primary meaning, not only as a
pragmatic inference

d). morphologically, evidentials are inflections, clitics, or other free syntactic elements

W Chafe’s diagram on evidentiality (1986)

source of mode of reliable  knowledge
knowledge  knowing matched against
. k

n
277 — belief = o . — verbal resources
evidence — induction — w  — expectations
language — hearsay - 1
hypothesis — deduction — e

d

g

e

unreliable

o
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l.ajco  knuyu tafo pasuya '
CM lie pasuya €).? to hia si  kaebU ho isi eaa o mo $100
“Pasuya’s lie” (Pasuya is/is not on the spot) CM how CM happy if 3s have CM AF $100

“How happy he is now that he has $100” (He actually has $100.)
b)na knuyu ta pasuya

CM lie CM Pasuya f). *na*no hia si kaebU ho isi eaa o mo $100
“Pasuya’s lie” (Pasuya on the spot) cM how happy if 3s have CM AF $100
¢).na knuyu to pasuya g). no/na tasi hia kaebU ho tasi eaa ‘o mo $100
CM lie CM Pasuya M AF-3s how happy if AF-3s have CM AF $100
“Pasuya’s lie” (Pasuya is not on the spot) “How happy he would be if he had $100” (He doesn't have $100 now)

d)’e knuyu to pasuya o’a te talUzva 4. a) mais’a mo amangzo maitan’e
CM  lie CM Pasuya NEG hear seem AF  weak today
“Don’t believe in Pasuya’s lie.” (Pasuya is not on the spot) , “He seems to be sick.”
2.a) mais’a o0 mo’o b) mais’a no (=eno) mita amangzo maitan’e
seem CM Mo’o seem AF-3s | weak today
“That seems to be Mo’0.” “Isn’t he sick today?”
b) mais’a na mo’o c) no mita amangzo maitan’e

seem CM Mo’o AF-3s weak today

“That seems to be Mo’0.” “He is, as expected, really sick today.” -
¢) mais’a ’e mo’o d)  *eno mita amangzo maitan’e

seem CM Mo’o AF-3s weak today

“That seems to be Mo’0.”
5.a) mais’a mo bibimi no ma’maica

d) *mais’a si/ta mo’o seem AF search CM  something
seem CM Mo’o “It seems that he’s searching for something.”
e) ci mais’a ‘o0 mo’o b) mais’a no miko bibimi no peisu
seem CM Mo'o seem CM AF-2s search CM money
“That seems to be Mo’o!” “Aren’t you looking for money?”
3.0 ’e hia ta kaebU ho ita eaa ‘e mo $100 €) *ma mais’a mo bibimi no ma’maica
CM how CM happy if 3s have CM AF $100 seem  AF search CM something
“How happy he is now that he has $100” (He actually has $100)
d)  *mamais’a no miko bibimi no peisu
b). si  hia si kaebU ho isi eaa si mo $100 seem CM AF-2s search CM  money
CM how CM happy if 3s have CM AF $100
“How happy he is now that he has $100” (He actuaily has $100) 6. 0o tposU to feango-si mio c¢'0 maica ho
pattems  CM body-3s just like (this) Con,j.
¢). ta hia si kaebU ho isi eaa ta mo $100
CM how CM happy if 3s have CM AF $100 tueu ‘o cuculili to  mo tposUsi.
“How happy he is now that he has $100" (He actually has $100) three angle CM AF pattems
d). ‘o hia si kaebU ho isi eaa ‘o mo $100 “The patterns on his body are like (this): in three angles.” [Snake #18-21}

CM how CM happy if 35 have CM AF $100
“How happy he is now that he has $100” (He actually has $100)
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’

c).’a mo n’a tuucocosU
AF ask
“He is now asking questions.”

16.a).’a  micu e’ohU
start off
“He is gone.”

b).’a mo e'ohU
AF  start off
“He’s gone (to work).”

¢).’'a moso e’ohU
AF start off
“He has left.”

d.’a moso cu eohU
AF start off
“He had already left.”

€).’a  moh cu e’ohU
AF start off
“He already left.”
17, tesi ‘so laaiti no noachipa ‘e eatatiskova
FUT-3s see CM god CM people
“God will look after all the people.”

18.3). te’o cu ahoi eahioa
FUT-1s start work
“I'am going to start working,”

b). te’o cu  tosUvo eahioa
FUT-1s stop  work
“I'am going to stop working.”

19. a).

b).

20.a).

b).

te’o cu tosUvo eaei ci te'o eahioa
FUT-1s stop talk FUT-Is  work
“I am going to stop talking ‘cause I’m going to work.”

te’o cu  tosUvo eaei ho eahioa
FUT-1s stop talk  Conj work
“I am going to stop talking and then work.”

teto cu ahoi bonU ta naveuy
FUT-1p start eat CM rice
“We are going to eat the rice.”

teto ahoi bonU ta paveu
FUT-1p  start eat CM rice
“We are going to start eating the rice (first)”

21.a).teto cu ahoi bonU Yo
FUT-1p start eat
“Let’s start to eat.”

b). teto ahoi bonU
FUT-1p  start eat
“We will start eating first.”

22.a).

B

b).’

>

a moso cu bonU ‘o pasuya

AF eat CM Pasuya
‘Pasuya has already eaten.” (event)
a  moso bonU o pasuya
AF eat CM Pasuya

“Pasuya has already eaten.”

23a)te  mia cu e’ohU
FUT start off
“We are leaving right away.”

b).te mia e’ohU
FUT start off
“We are going to leave.”
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