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Reportative evidentiality and the development of a method to
measure commitments

We often report what other people have said and we do so for a va-
riety of different reasons. One is that we may want to hedge our
claims by indicating that we received this information from some-
one else. This talk is about the effect of so-called reportative eviden-
tials (like ‘I hear that Tom is a bachelor’ or ‘Tom is a bachelor, I
hear’) on speaker commitment (here, to Tom being a bachelor): do
such markers indeed reduce the perceived commitment of the
speaker, as is often claimed?

To address this question we need a way to measure commitments. I
present the proof-of-method study in which Harriet Yates, Peter de
Swart, Bob van Tiel and I have developed a new method to do so. It
makes use of fEMG, the recording of facial muscle activity. It looks
in particular at the activity of the corrugator supercilii, better
knowns as the frowning muscle, which is known to become active
in the case of indignation, as a reaction to a social norm violation.
Since commitments in communication are also social and norma-
tive, and acting against them is also seen as a social norm violation,
we expected this muscle likewise to become active when a partici-
pant of the experiment observes that a discourse participant acts
against their earlier commitments. This hypothesis was confirmed.
What's more, since we can infer the perceived speaker commit-
ments from the perceived norm violations, the proof-of-method
study shows that fEMG can be used to measure commitment as-
signment in communication.

After a successful proof-of-method study, the case of reportative
evidentiality is the first application of this method. Here, the high
sensitivity of the method is a conditio sine qua non since intuitions
are bound to be subtle. By measuring the corrugator activity, we



test how participants perceive the effect of including a reportative
evidential: do they perceive it as having no effect, as leading to a re-
duced commitment, or as a complete avoidance of any commit-
ment?

The talk concludes by discussing potential future applications of the
method.
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We often report what other people have said and we do so for a va­riety of different reasons. One is that we may want to hedge our claims by indicating that we received this information from some­one else. This talk is about the effect of so-called reportative eviden­tials (like ‘I hear that Tom is a bachelor’ or ‘Tom is a bachelor, I hear’) on speaker commitment (here, to Tom being a bachelor): do such markers indeed reduce the perceived commitment of the speaker, as is often claimed?

To address this question we need a way to measure commitments. I present the proof-of-method study in which Harriet Yates, Peter de Swart, Bob van Tiel and I have developed a new method to do so. It makes use of fEMG, the recording of facial muscle activity. It looks in particular at the activity of the corrugator supercilii, better knowns as the frowning muscle, which is known to become active in the case of indignation, as a reaction to a social norm violation. Since commitments in communication are also social and norma­tive, and acting against them is also seen as a social norm violation, we expected this muscle likewise to become active when a partici­pant of the experiment observes that a discourse participant acts against their earlier commitments. This hypothesis was confirmed. What's more, since we can infer the perceived speaker commit­ments from the perceived norm violations, the proof-of-method study shows that fEMG can be used to measure commitment as­signment in communication.

After a successful proof-of-method study, the case of reportative evi­dentiality is the first application of this method. Here, the high sensitivity of the method is a conditio sine qua non since intuitions are bound to be subtle. By measuring the corrugator activity, we test how participants perceive the effect of including a reportative evidential: do they perceive it as having no effect, as leading to a re­duced commitment, or as a complete avoidance of any commit­ment?

The talk concludes by discussing potential future applications of the method.
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