
A diachronic typology of evidential contrasts (from a Himalayan perspective)1 
 
Evidentiality is traditionally defined “as a linguistic category whose primary meaning is source 
of information” (Aikhenvald 2004: 3). Comparative diachronic-functional accounts of 
grammaticalized evidential distinctions in the Greater Himalayan Region (GHR), however, 
convey a picture of the phenomenon which strikingly differs from that presented in Aikhenvald 
(2004, 2018). Most notably, while Aikhenvald and the linguistic mainstream along with her 
(following Willett 1988: 91) exclude agentive markers from the discussion, research on 
grammaticalized evidentiality in the GHR suggests that a descriptively adequate account must 
include such markers. In fact, most of the evidential contrasts we find in this region involve one 
verb form which mainly occurs when the speaker/addressee is the subject in a 
statement/question (which may be called ‘egophoric’, cf. Tournadre 1991; Floyd, Norcliffe & 
San Roque 2018) and another used mainly when s/he isn’t (‘allophoric’). However, nowhere 
do the contrasting verb forms keep to their ego- and allophoric domains in a strict fashion, and 
their overreaching uses allow us to distinguish many different types of evidential contrasts [6]. 

The evidential contrasts I have been able to identify in the Greater Himalayan Region all 
share the following characteristics: 
 

i. Contrasting verb forms are defined against each other, and hence, the contrasts 
are mostly binary. 

ii. While the verb forms have contrasting implications as to how one knows what is 
being profiled in a statement, one of them – what I propose to call the ‘insider 
evidential’ (roughly ‘egophoric’) – always implies longer and/or more immediate 
personal involvement than the other (the ‘outsider evidential’ ~ ‘allophoric’). 

iii. Contrasting verb forms have a shared tense-aspect (TA) value (their tertium 
comparationis, reflecting the context in which their contrasting evidential 
implications became conventionalized).  

iv. Insider and outsider evidentials reflect the perspective of the same origo, which 
corresponds to the speaker in statements, the addressee in questions, and the 
source in reported speech clauses [7]. 

 
In accordance with these characteristics, we may identify a diachronic mechanism [8] 

which sets evidential verb forms defined in contrasts apart from those defined in their own right 
(such as various existing types of inferential and reportative markers). The outcome of this 
mechanism, viz. the meaning (which combines a TA-value with an evidential implication) of 
an evidential verb form (X) contrasting with another verb form (Y), appears to be determined 
by the following parameters:  
 

a. the meaning of its own diachronic source (X); 
b. the meaning of the verb form (Y) with which X conventionally became contrasted; 
c. the context(s) in which X and Y became contrasted; 
d. the shared TA-value X and Y have (or had) in this/these context(s). 

 
This diachronic scenario may be viewed as an extension of Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca’s 

(1994) ‘source determination hypothesis’, and it appears not to have been considered in any of 
the cross-linguistic literature on evidentiality, such as Chafe & Nichols (1986), Willet (1988), 
Johanson & Utas (2000), and Aikhenvald (2004, 2018). 
 

 
1 This typology was developed in the course of the project ‘Evidentiality in Time and Space’ funded by the 
Swiss National Science Foundation (grant number 189281). 
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