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Abstract Recent years have seen a lot of research on evidentiality within for-
mal semantics and pragmatics. The near-consensus in the literature is that
the type of evidence signalled by the evidential marker, which I will refer to
as the Evidential Requirement (ER), is not asserted and should be analyzed
as a conventional trigger of Not-At-Issue (NAI) content. By scrutinizing em-
pirical diagnostics previously used to support the ER-as-NAI view, the paper
aims at disentangling how different notions of (not-)at-issueness can be ap-
plied to evidentiality, and develops objections to the idea that evidentials
always conventionally encode NAI content.

Keywords: evidentiality, not-at-issue meaning, cross-linguistic semantics, semantic
theory, semantics/pragmatics division of labor

1 Introduction

Evidentials are expressions that signal the source of the semantically de-
termined information conveyed by an utterance, such as perception, infer-
ence, or hearsay (Aikhenvald 2004, 2018). Consider Georgian, a language that
grammatically marks indirect evidentiality (Boeder 2000):1
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(1) Georgian (South Caucasian: Georgia)

ucvimia
rain.ind.pst
‘It rained, I hear/infer.’

In (1), the verb form ucvimia signals that the speaker learned the scope propo-
sition ‘It rained’ via inference or hearsay.2 I will call this contribution of evi-
dentials the Evidential Requirement (ER) and use the theory-neutral conven-
tion of translating it with parentheticals.

Since the pioneering work in Izvorski 1997, the status of the ER has been
at the forefront of research in semantics and pragmatics. In many unrelated
languages (see the overview in Murray 2017: 12-25), the speaker is committed
to having evidence of the relevant type when uttering an evidential sentence.3

The ER is therefore not a classical implicature. For example, (1) cannot be fol-
lowed up by statements that explicitly cancel the indirect evidence require-
ment, such as Actually, I witnessed it.4 Izvorski (1997) models the ER in Bul-
garian as a presupposition, an analysis adopted for a variety of languages and
motivated by the following cross-linguistically robust similarities between
the ER and classical presuppositions. First, the ER survives under negation.
Second, just like presuppositions, the ER cannot be targeted by responses
such as That’s not true. Such a response to (1) yields a disagreement with
the scope proposition (No, it didn’t rain), but not with the speaker’s having
indirect evidence for it (No, you didn’t hear/infer that it rained).

Another strand of research takes evidentials to contribute Not-At-Issue
(NAI) content, much like various parenthetical constructions, and treats the
ER as new, non-presupposed peripheral information. I will refer to this type
of approach as the ER-as-NAI view, and will discuss two of its representatives:
the assertion-based proposal in Murray 2010, 2014, 2017 and the question-

infer inferential evidential; ind indirect evidential; f feminine; n neuter; neg negation; nom
nominative; pl plural; pres present; pst past; q question; refl reflexive; rep reportative ev-
idential; sg singlular.

2 Evidentiality in Georgian is part of the highly suppletive verbal complex (Harris 1981), so a
morpheme-by-morpheme breakdown will not be provided.

3 I talk about the speaker’s evidence for simplicity, as the paper only considers root declar-
atives. In attitudes and questions evidentials are subject to perspectival shift (Korotkova
2016b).

4 Some evidential restrictions have been argued to arise pragmatically (Bowler 2018, Mandelk-
ern 2019). Here I only consider those expressions that hard-wire the evidential signal.
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based proposal in Faller 2019.5 Note that presuppositional content is often
regarded as a type of NAI content (Simons et al. 2010, Tonhauser et al. 2013).
One of the main arguments against presuppositional approaches to eviden-
tiality, first brought up in Faller 2002 for Cuzco Quechua, is that the ER does
not behave as a precondition on the common ground. For example, eviden-
tials in Paraguayan Guaraní (Tonhauser 2013) and Bulgarian (Koev 2017) can
be used even if the speaker’s evidence for the scope proposition has not
been already established.6 Given that detailed comparisons between the ER
and presuppositions have been made elsewhere (Faller 2002, Murray 2010
a.o.), I will not discuss this issue further.

The goal of this paper is to closely examine the overall ER-as-NAI tradition
and its premises, drawing on novel data from Georgian as well as data from
the literature. I focus on three empirical diagnostics: (A) negation: the ER
escapes the scope of clause-mate negation, (B) non-challengeability (also
referred to as assent/dissent; Papafragou 2006): the ER resists direct denials
such as That’s not true, and (C) answerhood: the ER does not answer di-
rect questions. Properties A and B are shared by most, if not all, grammatical
evidentials across languages and evidence types (Korotkova 2016b, Murray
2017), and at first blush they seem to support the ER-as-NAI theories, given
that those same properties are typically associated with NAI content at large
(Tonhauser 2012). However, as I will show, the interaction of evidentials with
negation likely has to do with scope, while non-challengeability has to do
with constraints on propositional anaphora and may not be a good diagnos-
tic of at-issueness at all (Snider 2017). In general, NAI content is not a homo-
geneous category and there are in fact fundamentally different notions of
at-issueness (Koev 2018). The paper aims at disentagling how those notions
can be applied to evidential meaning and shows that not all approaches to
at-issueness derive the observed facts equally well. Thus, Property C, which
so far has not been tested as extensively as the the other two, falls out nat-
urally in QUD-approaches to evidentiality, such as Faller 2019, but is not as
straightforward in other approaches, such as Murray 2010, 2014, 2017. Fur-
thermore, as I show, this property may have pragmatic, rather than purely
semantic, underpinnings. Overall, the paper challenges the widespread view
according to which Properties A-C unanimously identify the ER as a specific

5 Even though it does not explicitly mention the NAI-AI distinction, the original proposal in
Faller 2002 can also be classified as belonging to the ER-as-NAI family (Faller 2019: 14).

6 To my knowledge, the analytical option that the ER is a special easy-to-accommodate pre-
supposition (see Schlenker 2021 on appositives) has not been pursued.
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type of NAI content and stresses that those properties need not be seen as
arising from a single underlying source. It also uncovers systematic empirical
gaps, the filling of which will lead to a more articulated theory of evidential
meaning.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 lays out the basics of two
NAI-as-ER proposals, Murray 2010, 2014, 2017 and Faller 2019. Section 3 scru-
tinizes the diagnostics that have been argued to support the ER-as-NAI view.
Section 4 concludes.

2 The ER as NAI content

Recent research on conversational dynamics argues for a distinction between
two types of content: At-Issue content (AI) and Not-At-Issue content (NAI). In-
tuitively, AI content is the main point of an utterance, while NAI content
constitutes peripheral, by-the-way information.7 NAI content includes pre-
suppositions, but it can also be discourse-new information. The literature on
evidentiality almost unanimously treats the ER as a vehicle for NAI content,
much like it has been done for clausal and nominal appositives (Potts 2005,
Anderbois, Brasoveanu & Henderson 2015), connectives (Scheffler 2013), ex-
pressives (McCready 2010, Gutzmann 2015), honorifics (Potts 2005), and slift-
ing parentheticals (Potts 2005, Simons 2007).

As discussed in detail in Koev 2018, there is no uniform notion of at-
issueness. As a result, an entailment that comes out as NAI according to one
definition may end up as AI according to another. One of the goals of this
paper is to call attention to this issue in the context of evidentiality. Apart
from the debate on the ER’s presuppositional vs. non-presuppositional na-
ture, varied ways to model the ER as a NAI contribution have been left prac-
tically unaddressed in the literature. Below I discuss two distinct represen-
tatives of the ER-as-NAI view, each situated within a different framework of
at-issueness: the assertion-based proposal in Murray 2010, 2014, 2017 and
the question-based proposal in Faller 2019.

At-issueness and assertion One prominent viewmaintains that at-issueness
is linked to assertion and updating the common ground (Potts 2005, Farkas &
Bruce 2010, Anderbois, Brasoveanu & Henderson 2015 a.o.). A framework of

7 The AI-NAI distinction can be construed as a continuum rather than a binary divide (Ton-
hauser, Beaver & Degen 2018).
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this type was first proposed for evidentiality in Murray 2010, 2014, 2017; see
also Lee 2011, Koev 2017.

Murray advocates a view that all sentences, with evidentials or without,
involve a series of updates that structure the context set and determine how
AI and NAI information is handled. It is argued that assertion, a typical con-
tribution of declaratives, is a proposal to update the common ground with
the at-issue proposition. This contribution amounts to two updates: (i) cre-
ation of a discourse referent for the at-issue proposition p, and (ii) a proposal
to update the context set with p-worlds. If the proposal is accepted, the new
context set will contain only p-worlds.

Murray’s framework is designed to capture the behavior of evidentials in
Cheyenne (Algonquian: Montana, US) as well as across languages. Evidentials
are placed in a larger context of natural language phenomena associated with
NAI content, and the ER is treated in the same way as the contribution of
nominal and clausal appositives, and slifting parentheticals.8 The ER (and
other NAI contributions) is modeled as a direct update, which amounts to
the automatic, non-negotiable reduction of the context set to the ER-worlds
(much like presupposition accommodation; von Fintel 2008). In (1) the scope
proposition ‘It rained’ is a proposal to update the common ground, which
may ormay not be accepted. Regardless of its acceptance, the new context set
will be reduced to the ER-worlds, in which the speaker has indirect evidence
for the scope proposition. A discourse referent is created only for the scope
proposition, but not for the ER.

At-issueness and the QUD Another prominent view (Simons et al. 2010,
Beaver et al. 2017) links at-issueness to general discourse principles and
characterizes it in terms of relevance to the current Question Under Discus-
sion (QUD) (Büring 2003, Ginzburg 2012, Roberts 2012). This approach to at-
issueness is adopted for evidentials in Faller 2019.

The crux of this view is as follows. A proposition is at-issue iff the speaker
intends to address the QUD with it, which can only be felicitous if the propo-
sition is relevant to the QUD and entails a complete or partial answer to
it. Faller proposes that in the case of evidentials at least in Cuzco Quechua

8 Special treatment is given to reportative evidentials and parentheticals with speech verbs
(I hear, they say) that, unlike other evidentials or parentheticals with first-person mental
attitude verbs (I think, I gather), allow lack of commitment on part of the speaker to the scope
proposition. The difference between the presence vs. absence of commitment is reflected
only in the modeling of the scope proposition, but not the NAI contribution.
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(Quechuan: Peru) and possibly across languages, only the scope proposition
is relevant to the QUD. The ER, on the other hand, is argued to be conven-
tionally marked as QUD-irrelevant.

The cornerstone of Faller’s proposal is the contrast between at-issue and
asserted content, formalized in the modified system of Farkas & Bruce 2010,
Northrup 2014. This distinction is essential in accounting for the behavior
of Cuzco Quehua =si and other reportative evidentials that do not require
the speaker’s commitment to the scope proposition. Faller shows that the
reported proposition, even though not asserted, is nonetheless at-issue, evi-
denced, for example, by its ability to resolve the QUD. In this framework, AI
content is put on the Table, a discourse component registering issues. Cru-
cially, propositions put on the Table need not be the ones the speaker is com-
mitted to and therefore proposes to add to the common ground, namely, to
assert. Putting something on the Table may result in an assertion on the ba-
sis of pragmatic defaults. However, as Faller argues, assertion is not the only
possible outcome and sometimes propositions are simply presented for dis-
cussion, as is the case with the scope proposition of reportative evidentials.
In this framework, the scope proposition ‘It rained’ in (1) is QUD-relevant
and is put on the Table, but not necessarily asserted. The proposition that
the speaker has indirect evidence is simply added to the common ground
without further ado. In general, the NAI status of the ER is only discussed
in passing, and there is no direct analogy between the ER and classical NAI
entailments.

Focusing on AI contributions, Faller is the first to emphasize that eviden-
tial at-issueness can be modeled in substantially different ways. The next
section zooms in on purported evidential not-at-issueness, examining the
predictions of Murray’s assertion-based proposal and of Faller’s question-
based proposal. As points of comparison, I will use appositives and slifting
parentheticals, as evidentials are explicitly paralleled to those constructions
in Murray’s framework.9 The main takeway is that it is not a given that the
ER should be classified as a conventional trigger of NAI content.

9 I will rely on English data, as there is little cross-linguistic work in this area (though see
Tonhauser 2013 on appositives in Guaraní and Korotkova 2016a on Turkish and Bulgarian).
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3 Tests for at-issueness

3.1 Negation

One of the primary arguments in favor of the ER-as-NAI view has been the
interaction of evidentials with negation. As discussed below, the negation
diagnostic is not convincing. The behavior of evidentials with clause-mate
negation can be easily explained by scope, and cross-linguistic data on exter-
nal negation are lacking.

Clause-mate negation Cross-linguistically, in sentences like (2) the eviden-
tial is not interpreted in the scope of clause-mate negation (de Haan 1997: 146-
170; Murray 2017: 28-31).

(2) Georgian

sup’-i
soup-nom

ar
neg

gauk’etebia
make.ind.pst

‘S/he didn’t make soup, I hear/infer.’

Escaping the scope of negation and other other entailment-canceling opera-
tors is known under the name of projection and is a hallmark of presupposi-
tions, more recently associated with NAI content at large (Simons et al. 2010,
Tonhauser et al. 2013). The appositive in (3) illustrates.10

(3) Orcutt, a spy, doesn’t smile.
LF: [ ¬ Ortcutt smiles ] ∧ [ Ortcutt is a spy ]

Capitalizing on the perceived similarity between evidentials and classical
NAI entailments, semantic literature often takes the interpretation in (2) as
an instance of projection and uses it to support the ER-as-NAI view (Izvorski
1997, Matthewson, Davis & Rullman 2007, Koev 2017 a.o.). (This test is not
used in Faller 2019, so I will not talk about that proposal here.) However, the
interpretation in (2) is distinct from projection, as Tonhauser (2013) points
out for Guaraní. To clarify, (4) provides logically possible interpretations for
evidential sentences with negation.

10 Slifting parentheticals usually resist embedding altogether (Ross 1973, Potts 2005) and are
not discussed here.
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(4) Surface syntax: [ ¬ [ Ev 𝑝 ] ]

(i) Narrow scope of the evidential
LF: [ ¬ [ Ev 𝑝 ] ]

(ii) Projection
LF: [ ¬ 𝑝 ] ∧ [ Ev 𝑝 ]

(iii) Wide scope of the evidential
LF: [ Ev [ ¬ 𝑝 ] ]

The interpretation of (2) corresponds to the one in (4iii), wide scope of the ev-
idential with respect to negation. The projective interpretation in (4ii) would
yield, in parallel to (3), a different meaning for (2): S/he didn’t make soup, and
I hear/infer s/he made soup. Such interpretation is in fact not attested for ev-
identials.11 The narrow scope interpretation in (4i) is not attested either.12

Murray (2010, 2014, 2017) argues that the projective profile of the ER is
simply different from that of presuppositions, hence the difference in inter-
pretation. The wide-scope interpretation in (4iii) is attributed to the fact that
NAI content in general, including the ER, is semantically exempt from the
scope of propositional operators.13 However, as noted in Murray 2017: 31-
34, the scopal behavior of evidentials with respect to other propositional
operators is subject to cross-linguistic variation. Thus, evidentials may take

11 von Fintel & Gillies (2010) formulate the evidential component of epistemic must such that
the speaker does not have direct evidence for 𝑝 nor ¬𝑝. It solves the projection problem,
but, as von Fintel and Gillies themselves admit, is a placeholder.

12 Aikhenvald (2004) cites two putative counter-examples to this generalization, Akha (Tibeto-
Burman) and Warlpiri (Pama-Nyungan). While I lack access to Akha, Warlpiri’s case is a mis-
interpretation.

(i) Warlpiri (Pama-Nyungan: Australia)

ngana-ngku
who-erg

mayi
q

nganta
rep

paka-rnu
hit-pst

Original translation: ‘I do not know who they reckon hit her.’
Suggested translation: ‘Someone (I don’t know who) hit her, they reckon.’

(adapted from Aikhenvald 2004: 97)
The sentence above does not contain negation or ‘know’. Instead, it features a wh-indefinite
ngana-ngku mayi (Bowler 2017), and indefinites across languages frequently give rise to
epistemic inferences as in someone (I don’t know who) (Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito
2013).

13 The effect is achieved by treating negation (and other propositional operators) as a rela-
tion between propositions that can selectively target constituents in its syntactic scope (cf.
Stone & Hardt 1999).
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narrow scope with tense (Gitksan, Rullman & Matthewson 2018) or modal-
ity (Tagalog, Kierstead 2015). If the ER, as a type of NAI content, is immune
to the effect of propositional operators across the aboard, the possibility of
narrow scope with respect to some, but not all, operators is not explained.

In line with de Haan’s (1997) original observation, I suggest that wide
scope has nothing to do with at-issueness. Evidentials behave like other oper-
ators that do not exhibit scope ambiguity with clause-mate negation. For ex-
ample, many languages (English, Finnish, German, Tamil) have deonticmodals
that take obligatory wide scope with respect to clause-mate negation (de
Haan 1997: 58-85). Iatridou & Zeijlstra (2013) provide a polarity-based expla-
nation of the pattern. In another empirical domain, Sharvit (2015) argues that
some readings of adjectival only are a result of movement to a higher posi-
tion rather than projection. To sum up, an analysis of obligatory wide scope
does not have to involve discourse status (cf. Schlenker 2021).

The behavior of evidentials lends itself to a syntactic explanation along
the lines of Cinque 1999, Speas 2010. Assuming that (i) negation is always
interpreted in its surface position (Horn 1989, Zeijlstra 2004) and that (ii) ev-
identials cross-linguistically are high in the clausal spine (Bhadra 2018, Ko-
rotkova 2021), one may argue that evidentials are higher than negation in the
syntax. The point is that the explanation of the pattern needn’t be grounded
in at-issueness.

External negation Given that the behavior of an element with clause-mate
negation can be obscured by scope-taking, it is instrumental to look at ex-
ternal negation (It is not the case that). Such negation can cancel presupposi-
tions (Horn 1989), but it does not affect appositives, which is one of Potts’s
(2005) empirical arguments for treating conventional implicatures as a sep-
arate class of meaning. Consider (5). Like its counterpart in (3), it entails that
Orctutt is a spy:14

(5) It is not that case that Orcutt, a spy, smiles.
LF: [ ¬ Ortcutt smiles ] ∧ [ Ortcutt is a spy ]

Data of this sort have not been collected systematically for evidentials,
and they might be impossible to obtain. For example, the Georgian evidential
past is ungrammatical with any kind of negation in the higher clause, includ-
ing under ‘doubt’ and ‘not think’. In Turkish, external negation takes nom-

14 Some speakers allow the narrow scope construal of the appositive, but even for them the
root level reading is always available (Potts 2005: 116-117).
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inalizations (Beste Kamali, p.c.), which ban evidentials (Korotkova 2021). In
Cheyenne, evidentials are banned from all subordinate clauses (Murray 2016),
which will likely make the Cheyenne equivalent of (6) ungrammatical, and
a number of languages ban evidentials in complement clauses (Korotkova
2021). But just the right type of example is provided for Japanese in Mc-
Cready & Ogata 2007. In (6), the negative copula janai obligatorily outscopes
the evidential.

(6) Japanese (isolate; Japan)

[
[
konya
tonight

ame-ga
rain-nom

furi-soo
fall.inf-infer

]
]
janai
cop.neg.pres

‘It is not the case that it looks like it will rain.’
LF: ¬ [ Ev 𝑝 ] (adapted from McCready & Ogata 2007: 170)

(7) Interpretations not attested for (6)

(ii) Projection
LF: [ ¬𝑝 ] ∧ [ Ev 𝑝 ]

(iii) Wide scope of the evidential
LF: [ Ev ¬𝑝 ]

Analyses that treat appositives and the ER on a par (Murray 2010, 2014, 2017,
Koev 2017) predict that the ER will be likewise unaffected by external nega-
tion. (6) is expected to have the interpretation in (7ii), in parallel to (5). Fur-
thermore, if the ER always takes the at-issue proposition as its argument and
is itself not affected by negation, we expect the interpretation in (7iii), in par-
allel to what is observed for clause-mate negation in (2). Those expectations
are not borne out, which makes the ER-as-NAI view not justified at least for
Japanese.15

Interaction with external negation may be subject to cross-linguistic vari-
ation, and there can be multiple ways to parameterize it, not necessarily in-
volving at-issueness. For example, evidentials that do not allow the narrow
scope reading can be analyzed as strong neg raising predicates, while those
that allow the narrow scope reading as weak ones (cf. Winans 2016 on in-

15 A reviewer notes that the narrow scope of the evidential in (6) can be taken as an argument
for analyzing evidentials as epistemic modals, given that modals generally embed semanti-
cally (cf. Hacquard & Wellwood 2012). As discussed in detail in Korotkova 2015, 2016b, 2020,
the narrow scope of evidentials in clausal complements is in principle allowed both in modal
and non-modal approaches to evidentiality, so this does not play a role here.
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ferential will). When such data become available for evidentials, they will
undoubtedly inform theories of evidential meaning. In its current form the
ER-as-NAI view relies on data from clause-mate negation, which can be ex-
plained by fixed scope, and the predictions of this view for external negation
have not been tested.

Before I proceed, a note on projection. According to the influential ac-
count in Simons et al. 2010, Beaver et al. 2017, Tonhauser, Beaver & De-
gen 2018, projection and not-at-issueness go hand in hand. However, there
is mounting evidence against this view. For example, appositives project
but can be classified as AI under some definitions. And unlike the situation
with negation, the behavior of evidentials with other entailment-canceling
operators varies cross-linguistically. Thus, in conditionals evidentials may
take wide scope (Bulgarian, Koev 2017), narrow scope (Japanese, McCready &
Ogata 2007), or both, in addition to projecting (Tagalog, Kierstead 2015). Mur-
ray (2017: 26-43) attributes this variation to constraints on evidentials in em-
bedded clauses. However, if evidentials and appositives belong to the same
NAI family, we expect a uniform behavior in conditionals and other embed-
ded environments at least in those languages that license the syntactic em-
bedding of evidentials. This expectation is not borne out.

3.2 Non-challengeability

Another diagnostic frequently used to support the ER-as-NAI view is non-
challengeability. Thus, both the ER in Georgian (8) and sentence-medial nom-
inal appositives in English (9) cannot be targeted by That’s not true:

(8) a. kalifornia-s
California-dat

k’anonieri
legal

gauxdia
make.ind.pst

marihuan-is
marijuana-gen

gamoq’eneba
usage.nom
‘California legalized marijuana, I hear/infer.’

b. ar
neg

aris
be.3sg.pres

martali
true

‘That’s not true.’
3scope proposition (=‘California didn’t legalize marijuana.’)
# ER (=‘You didn’t hear/infer that.’)
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(9) a. Ortcutt, a spy, smiles.
b. That’s not true.

3 main clause (=Orctutt doesn’t smile.)
# appositive (=Ortcutt isn’t a spy.)

Non-challengeability is often used in drawing the AI-NAI line (Amaral,
Roberts & Smith 2007; Diagnostic 1 in Tonhauser 2012). The idea is that one
can only agree or disagree with the main point of an utterance. Most, if not
all, evidentials studied within formal semantics exhibit the pattern in (8) (Ko-
rotkova 2016a,b, Murray 2017), and the ER has been argued to be NAI based
on this test. Below I discuss non-challengeability in a larger context of propo-
sitional anaphora and argue, following Snider 2017, that it does not correlate
with at-issueness in the frameworks that have been applied to evidentiality
so far.

Anaphoric potential and disagreement That’s not true tests two things:
that-anaphora, which needn’t be a disagreement (Jasinskaja 2016), and dis-
agreement, which needn’t include that (Korotkova 2016a). When the two come
apart, the ER may be targeted by that-anaphora.

Self-attributions of a mental state (I am in pain, I hope) ban disagree-
ment regardless of its linguistic shape, because normally the addressee is
not in a position to contest privileged information about the speaker (Bar-On
2004 a.o.). Korotkova 2016a,b, 2020 argues that evidentials across languages
are self-attributions, which would then explain their non-challengeability on
epistemological grounds.16 However, from the standpoint of propositional
anaphora, there should be no difference between disagreement and express-
ing, say, surprise, frustration or anything else (Jasinskaja 2016, Snider 2017).
If evidentials are allergic to disagreement rather than anaphora, it is expected
that the ER, just like, for example, I hope, can be targeted by non-denying
anaphora. The prediction is borne out for Bulgarian, as (10) demonstrates.

(10) Bulgarian (South Slavic: Bulgaria)

a. Ana
Ana

se
refl

ozheni-l-a.
marry-ind-f

‘Ana got married, I hear/infer.’

16 Self-attributions can be targeted by That’s not true if the speaker is suspected of insincerity
or incompetence. Korotkova argues that the ER, too, can be directly challenged in those
circumstances.
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b. Tova
that

e
be.3sg.pres

stranno.
weird.n

Tja
she

mi
me

kaza
say.pst

da
comp

go
it

pazja
keep

v
in

tajna.
secret
‘That’s surprising. She told me to keep it a secret.’

(adapted from Korotkova 2016a: 72)

In (10), the surprise is not about Ana’s gettingmarried but about the speaker’s
being told about it, and it is the ER that is targeted by the anaphor tova.17

If anaphoric potential is indicative of at-issueness, then the ER in (10) is AI.
The data as in (10) have not been systematically collected for evidentials, so it
would be premature to make any conclusions about the anaphoric avaiability
of the ER across the board. For one thing, some languages (Georgian, Turkish)
don’t have an exact counterpart of that-anaphora due to constraints on overt
pronouns. Importantly, such data, when available, will bear on the question
of the ER’s discourse status not under all definitions of at-issueness.

Anaphoric potential and at-issueness Snider (2017) and Koev (2018) demon-
strate that availability for anaphora, including direct disagreement by means
of That’s not true or response particles (treated as propositional anaphors;
Krifka 2013, Roelofsen & Farkas 2015),18 cannot be used as a blanket diag-
nostic of at-issueness. For example, slifting parentheticals, typically argued
to contribute NAI information, may be challenged (11). The same holds for

17 A reviewer brings up the question of grammatical evidentials (language-specific) vs. eviden-
tial norms of assertion (arguably universal), and points out that the discourse in (10) can be
reproduced in English:

(i) a. You guys, Ana got married.
b. That’s weird, she told me to keep it a secret.

This example, to the extent that it is felicitous (my consultants prefer It’s weird that you say
it), shows that evidential restrictions in English introduce a discourse referent, otherwise
that wouldn’t be able to target them (see discussion and references in Snider 2017). This, in
turn, supports the inclusion of evidential commitments into the general model of discourse
for any language, with or without grammatical evidentials (Northrup 2014, Faller 2019). The
relation between such commitments and norms of assertion is a separate issue, which I am
not going to address here, given that assertion norms have been postulated without taking
languages with evidentials into account (cf. Benton & von Elswyk 2020) and that the overall
status of such norms is controversial (Pagin 2016).

18 Though see Wiltschko 2018 on other functions of response particles.
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appositives (12) when they are sentence-final (Anderbois, Brasoveanu & Hen-
derson 2015, Syrett & Koev 2015).

(11) a. Ellen is a passionate cook, her fiancé claimed.
b. No, he didn’t. (Koev 2018: 11)

(12) a. He took care of his husband, who had prostate cancer.
b. No, he had lung cancer.

(Anderbois, Brasoveanu & Henderson 2015: 115)

If availability for anaphora is a diagnostic of at-issueness, then both slift-
ing parentheticals and appositives can be AI. However, Snider (2017) argues
that anaphoric potential is indicative of the (N)AI status only in salience-
based approaches to at-issueness (Hunter & Asher 2016, Jasinskaja 2016) and
that the two notions should be kept separate in other types of approaches.
This spells the following consequences for the two ER-as-NAI proposals I
discuss in this paper.

In Murray’s assertion-based account in its current form at-issueness is
formally linked to anaphoric potential. That and response particles can only
target AI contributions, including the scope proposition of evidentials, be-
cause those are the only propositions assigned a discourse referent. How-
ever, one can preserve the core of the system—AI content as a proposal
to update the common ground vs. NAI content as a direct update—without
mapping the AI-NAI distinction onto anaphoric availability (Snider 2017: 279).
Instead, discourse referents can be assigned to each type of contribution,
which would make the data in (10-12) fully compatible with the formalism
without treating the ER as an AI contribution.

In Faller’s question-based system, disagreement is argued to be about
the QUD resolution. Only those propositions that are relevant to the QUD,
such as the scope proposition of evidentials, are put on the Table and can
be agreed or disagreed with in the discourse. The ER, on the other hand, is
treated as QUD-irrelevant, therefore off the Table. However, there is noth-
ing in the formalism that relies on propositional anaphora. Furthermore, as
discussed in the next section, relevance to the QUD and anaphoric potential
do not correlate, therefore, the non-challengeability diagnostic should not be
relied on in question-based frameworks.

The bottom line for the ER is that its anaphoric potential needn’t be de-
rived from at-issueness in assertion-based or question-based frameworks.
Should the data like (10) become available for more languages, they will bear
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on the N(AI) status of the ER only insofar as one adopts a salience-based
view on evidentiality within the framework in Hunter & Asher 2016, Jasin-
skaja 2016, something that has not been done so far.

3.3 Answerhood

The final test for at-issueness that I discuss in this paper is answerhood, the
ability to address the QUD via answering explicit or implicit questions (Diag-
nostic 2 in Tonhauser 2012). According to this test, slifting parentheticals (13)
and appositives, both sentence-medial (14a) and sentence-final (14b), come
out as NAI:19

(13) What did she do next?
# Her husband was a real sweetheart, she announced. (Koev 2018: 11)

(14) Who is Margaret’s cousin?

a. #Pauline, who is Margaret’s cousin, was interviewed by Food Net-
work.

b. #Food Network interviewed Pauline, who is Margaret’s cousin.
(Snider 2017: 255)

The answerhood diagnostic has been used in the literature on evidential-
ity only occasionally. However, for those evidentials it has been applied to,
the ER comes out as NAI, as (15) illustrates for Georgian (see also Faller 2019
on Cuzco Quechua, Bary & Maier 2019 on Gitksan and Lee 2011 on Korean).

(15) Georgian
#Question 1: What makes you think there is a new metro line in LA?
3Question 2: Any news on public transportation in LA?

los-anZeles-Si
LA-in

metro-s
metro-gen

axal-i
new-nom

haz-i
line-nom

gauxvaniat
construct.3pl.ind.pst

‘They built a new metro line in Los Angeles, I hear/infer.’

The ER contributed by the Georgian evidential past cannot address the QUD
(Question 1), while the scope proposition can (Question 2), which makes the
ER a NAI contribution according to the answerhood diagnostic.

19 Appositives can answer why-questions (Syrett & Koev 2015), but, as Snider argues, this
does not truly indicate at-issueness. See also Esipova 2018 on coordinated questions and
responses.
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Answerhood is central to the QUD definition of at-issueness (Simons et
al. 2010, Beaver et al. 2017), and the data in (15) fall out naturally in the pro-
posal in Faller 2019, which explicitly appeals to the QUD structure. The scope
proposition is conventionallymarked as QUD-relevant while the ER ismarked
to be QUD-irrelevant, which explains the pattern. However, neither the data
in (15), nor the behavior of slifting parenetheticals and appositives in (13)-(14)
directly follow from Murray’s assertion-based proposal. Murray’s framework
construes the AI-NAI distinction as a difference between updates of the com-
mon ground and makes no formal reference to the QUD structure.20 As dis-
cussed in detail in Koev 2018, there is no straightforward way to reconcile the
proposal-centric and the question-centric notions of at-issueness. Therefore,
Faller’s question-based proposal is better suited to explain the inability of at
least some evidentials to answer questions. Below I provide another empiri-
cal argument for a question-based view on evidential not-at-issueness.

The QUD definition of at-issueness is ultimately pragmatic and does not
require that some content is always not-at-issue. For example, Simons et al.
(2017) argue that the veracity entailment of factive verbs, traditionally ana-
lyzed as a lexical presupposition, arises instead due to pragmatic reasoning
about the QUD and thus may disappear under the right conditions (though
see Anand & Hacquard 2014, Djärv 2019). If the ER at least in some languages
is QUD not-at-issue, as diagnosed by examples such as (15), we can expect
that sometimes the ER can also be at-issue. This expectation is borne out for
Dutch in (16).

(16) Dutch (Germanic; Netherlands)
Question: What makes you think it will rain?

a. #Het
this

schijnt
seem:rep.3sg.pres

te
inf

regenen.
rain

Intended: ‘It’s said that it will rain.’
b. 3Het

this
[schijnt]𝐹
seem:rep.3sg.pres

te
inf

regenen.
rain

‘It’s [said]𝐹 that it will rain.’

In (16a), the ER of the Dutch raising verb schijnen (≈‘to be said that’) does
not answer the question. Like its English translation, (16a) is judged uninfor-
mative. However, focus, realized as prosodic prominence, significantly im-

20 The answerhood diagnostic is mentioned in Murray 2017: 16, but the test is not applied to
evidentials and it is not discussed how to incorporate QUDs into the formal system.
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proves the acceptability of the sentence and its translation (16b). The data
in (16b) show that in Dutch the ER can be QUD at-issue when the eviden-
tial is prosodically focused. (16b) further shows that the infelicity of (15) and
(16a) may have pragmatic, rather than purely semantic, underpinnings. In
question-based approaches to information structure (see discussion in Velle-
man & Beaver 2016), focus marks question/answer congruence: content ad-
dressing the QUDmust be focused (but not all focused content addresses the
QUD; Esipova 2019). If, for some reason, evidentials are typically focally back-
grounded, then the QUD not-at-issueness of the ER in (15) and (16a) can be
related to this. And placing focus would override this default and make the
ER at-issue, similarly to the effect observed for co-speech gestures and some
presuppositions, but not appositives, which remain NAI regardless of focus
(Esipova 2019).21 The pattern in (16) can be easily explained in a question-
based approach to evidential not-at-issueness, such as Faller 2019, the only
difference from Faller’s actual proposal being that the ER need not be treated
as a conventional trigger of NAI content. The main idea is that at-issueness—
when understood in terms of QUDs—is related to information structure and
may change as the discourse changes.

Needless to say, there are many open questions. First, it is not clear why
the ER should be backgrounded by default. One possibility is that usually
something else in the sentence is focused and the information-structural
status of the ER is the givenness effect of focus (cf. Abrusán 2013 on quasi-
presuppositions), but this hypothesis needs extensive testing before any con-
clusions can be drawn. Second, the interaction of evidentiality and informa-
tion structure is uncharted territory. Focus marking varies greatly across lan-
guages, and in some cases data like (16) may be impossible to obtain because
evidentials cannot be focused. For example, evidentials in Cuzco Quechua
are themselves syntactic markers of focus (Faller 2002). And in some lan-
guages that realize focus prosodically, evidentials cannot be accented due
to independent constraints (Turkish, Kamali 2011; German inferential wohl,
Zimmerman 2008). However, the data in (16) present an argument, at least
for Dutch, against the strict ER-as-NAI view, according to which evidentials,
like appositives, are conventional triggers of NAI meaning. In contrast, in the-
ories where information structure reflects the architecture of discourse, the
ER may be construed as NAI or AI depending on its information-structural

21 I am not aware of any systematic work on focus in slifting parentheticals, andmy consultants
judge the slifting counterpart of (16b) as infelicitous.
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properties (see also Horn 2016 for related discussion on other types of trig-
gers).

4 Conclusions

Evidentials, much like appositives and slifting parentheticals, have been ar-
gued to be conventional triggers of NAI content. This prevalent ER-as-NAI
view rests on a series of empirical diagnostics for (not-)at-issueness that
are often viewed as a package: negation, non-challengeability, answerhood. I
have shown that each diagnostic should be evaluated on its own merits:

— Wide scope with clause-mate negation does not automatically indicate
the not-at-issueness of evidentials, and the existence of AI operators with
fixed wide scope is well-known. Systematic data on evidentials and exter-
nal negation, which would be more indicative, are lacking.

— Propositional anaphora, constraints on which often determine whether a
contribution is directly challengeable, only constitutes a good diagnos-
tic of the (N)AI status under the salience-based definition of at-issueness,
which has not been applied to evidentiality. Anaphoric potential is con-
ceptually independent of at-issueness otherwise (Snider 2017).

— The diagnostic of answerhood is the most reliable one, but it has received
little attention in the literature on evidentiality. For those languages where
it has been checked, the ER turns out to be NAI according to this test. How-
ever, those results directly follow only from the question-based proposal
in Faller 2019, but not from the assertion-based proposal in Murray 2010,
2014, 2017, which makes no reference to the QUD structure.

Once the ability of evidentials to answer questions and their interaction
with information structure are better studied across languages, we will be in
a better position to model the ER. One possible outcome is that evidentials
do not conventionally encode NAI meaning but often happen to be back-
grounded for pragmatic reasons. To this end, consider the following hypoth-
esis.

Discourse relations that introduce justification for previouslymade claims
do not push the discourse forward, which makes information introduced by
those relations pragmatically not-at-issue (Hunter & Asher 2016, Hunter &
Abrusán 2017). If so, it would not be surprising for grammatical evidentials,
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whose typical function is to provide grounds for claims, to become back-
grounded in the discourse by default. This view would make evidentials sim-
ilar to attitude reports that can function parenthetically in the discourse (Si-
mons 2007, Hunter 2016).

(17) 3Question 1: Where is Ana?
3Question 2: What does Miriam think?
Miriam thinks she moved to Massachusetts.

In (17), the attitude report has a variable AI status: it can be NAI, with
the complement constituting the main point (as evidenced by the sentence’s
ability to answer Question 1), but it may also be AI (as evidenced by its ability
to answer Question 2). Unlike the situation with slifting parentheticals, (17)
has no dedicated syntactic or prosodic marking of not-at-issueness, and what
counts as the main point depends solely on context. Evidentials have been
argued to not exhibit such at-issue variability (Murray 2017, Faller 2019), but
the Dutch data in (16) suggest otherwise. As (17) shows, attitude verbs can
be AI without focus, which suggests that there might be pragmatic defaults
that only affect evidentials but can be overriden by focus, as in (16b). The
hypothesis that evidentials are not conventional triggers of NAImeaningmay
significantly simplify semantic theories of evidentiality while offloading the
work to the pragmatics (see also Roberts 2019 on epistemic modals). More
data are needed in order to validate it, and I leave an articulated analysis of
evidentiality along those lines for future research.
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