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3 Hearsay in Italian talk-in-interaction

Abstract: In this chapter we explore hearsay as a subcategory of information 
source in Italian, focusing on its semantic properties and its contribution to epis-
temic stance-taking in talk-in-interaction. The notion of evidential frame is used to 
describe components of the acquisition of knowledge through hearsay such as the 
current speaker and experiencer of hearsay S0, the cited speaker Si, the modality of 
the cited discourse (written vs. spoken) or the spatio-temporal circumstances. We 
ask which semantic components are explicitly encoded and how participants orient 
to them in interaction. The analysis is carried out on a collection of 126 hearsay con-
structions in dinner table conversations and on a subcollection of repair sequences, 
hypothesizing that reformulation in repair exposes semantic micro-contrasts that 
are particularly relevant to participants in the local context. In Italian, hearsay is 
primarily conveyed through verb-centered constructions, especially with dire (‘to 
say’), which specify frame components in varying degrees of detail. In the collec-
tions, we often encounter explicit reference not only to Si, but also to S0’s involve-
ment. In repair sequences, adding more details about Si’s expertise or S0’s direct 
access to the source discourse enhances the reliability of the hearsay source and 
supports claims of epistemic primacy, while persistent vagueness can be seen to 
reduce such claims. Our findings highlight the experiential nature of knowledge 
acquisition, including indirect sources such as hearsay, and challenge assumptions 
about the prevalently hedging function of this category, suggesting that hearsay 
tends to serve justificatory and boosting functions when expressed through seman-
tically specific lexical constructions. 

Keywords: evidentiality, information source, hearsay, Italian, repair, epistemic 
stance

3.1 �Introduction
Hearsay is an evidential category by which speakers present a piece of information 
as originating in a discourse they have heard (or read). In the present paper, we 
discuss this category with reference to the relevant literature and investigate it in a 
set of dinner and lunch table conversations in Italian. We adopt a collection-based 
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interactional approach to evidential meaning that focuses both on conceptual 
structure and on the contribution of evidential meaning to epistemic stance-taking, 
with special attention to its reformulation in repair sequences. Assuming that ref-
erences to hearsay sources in discourse vary along several lines (for example, the 
author and type of discourse referred to or the moment and manner in which the 
speaker has accessed that discourse), we explore which parameters are particu-
larly relevant in conversation and which pragmatic functions they fulfill. We will 
see that different modules of the investigation converge to suggest that the degree 
of specificity with which hearsay sources are encoded plays an important role in 
the strategic management of the co-participants’ epistemic positioning. 

More detailed reference to the author of the discourse and to the circumstances 
of the experience is associated with claims of epistemic primacy, while generic ref-
erences to hearsay achieve the opposite effect. As to the functions of single param-
eters, explicit reference to the speaker, as well as details about their uptake and 
memory of others’ discourse, are highly salient aspects of hearsay in the examined 
data. We will argue that this finding highlights the experiential nature of knowl-
edge acquisition and the speaker’s role in the hearsay frame.

In Italian, hearsay is mainly conveyed by constructions centered around verbs 
of saying, writing, thinking, perception, appearance, understanding, and reading. 
These constructions are sometimes combined with techniques of direct and indi-
rect reported speech that include deictic shifting or prosodic mimesis and may 
stretch over larger units of discourse, relying not only on morpho-syntax, but 
also on textual relations to connect the hearsay source with the information in its 
scope. Often these constructions are not grammaticalized, nor lexicalized, but are 
“trivial” (Wiemer 2010:62) under the aspect of compositionality, i.e. have fully com-
positional meaning (e.g. recita ‘it says’, si legge ‘you (can) read’ and sta scritto ‘it’s 
written’, cf. Miecznikowski 2009). Some verb-centered constructions are grammati-
calized to a certain degree, especially dice (che), lit. ‘says’ (Calaresu 2004:39–42, Pie-
trandrea 2007:58, 67, Giacalone and Topadze 2007:27, Wiemer 2010:103), Sicilian 
dicica (Cruschina and Remberger 2008), and a quanto pare ‘apparently’ (Squartini 
2008:932–33). The literature on Italian mentions one hearsay construction with 
a lexical core that is not a verb, i.e. secondo X ‘according to X’ (e.g. Pietrandrea 
2007:58), whereas no hearsay adverbs have been described. Towards the gram-
matical end of the cline between discourse, lexicon and grammar, we find certain 
uses of the conditional forms of the modal verbs dovere ‘must’ and potere ‘can’ 
(dovrebbe, potrebbe according to Pietrandrea 2005:87–88, see however Rocci 2012 
for a different analysis of dovrebbe) and, finally, extensions of moods and tenses, 
especially the conditional form per se (Squartini 2001, 2002; Wiemer 2010:78) and 
certain uses of the imperfect (Bazzanella 1990:450–452; Squartini 2001:308–314; 
Wiemer 2010:75–76). 
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The way we just presented the verbal resources to encode hearsay in Italian, 
including a vast array of formal means, is rooted in an understanding of this cate-
gory as a conceptual and functional one, at the intersection of information source 
and reported speech. In the present study, this approach is applied more generally 
to the superordinate category of information source, which we consider here as 
a conceptual and functional category that is prominent within the larger domain 
of epistemicity (Boye 2012). A function to form approach is indeed necessary to 
raise and investigate the issue of how meaning related to information source is 
encoded and becomes relevant in interaction. We develop this functional orien-
tation by making further theoretical assumptions. On the semantic level, drawing 
on the notion of evidential frame (Miecznikowski 2020), we will describe informa-
tion source as an experience of knowledge acquisition relevant to the speaker’s 
current utterance, which relates multiple components whose encoding is subject 
to variation in discourse. Note that in this paper, for convenience, we use the adjec-
tive evidential in a narrow sense with the meaning ‘related to information source’, 
while putting aside other potentially relevant meanings of this adjective and of the 
derived noun evidentiality.1 On the pragmatic level, referring to the broader frame-
work of interactional linguistics, we see information source as part of epistemic 
stance taking (Stivers, Mondada and Steensig 2011; Heritage 2012), an activity that 
depends on the sequential unfolding of talk. 

Raising the question of the interactional relevance of semantic distinctions in 
the domain of hearsay implies a perspective that pays attention to contextualized 
meaning and in situ interpretations by participants. In this perspective, as antici-
pated at the beginning of this introduction, we ask two interrelated questions. First, 
we ask which semantic properties of hearsay frames tend to be encoded explic-
itly and in some detail, thereby becoming prominent in discourse, as opposed to 
having implicit and/or vague meaning. Second, we focus on sequences in which 
hearsay sources are reformulated as part of a repair and ask which semantic prop-
erties are concerned and what participants achieve pragmatically by modifying 
their encoding.

In the following sections, we first give a conceptual and functional definition 
of information source as an evidential frame (3.2.1) and an overview of its main 
pragmatic functions (3.2.2). Then we narrow down the scope to hearsay: we discuss 
its relation to reported speech (3.3.1, 3.3.2), reflect on the pragmatic functions that 

1 We take the noun evidentiality to mainly refer to a grammatical category. We remain agnostic 
about the question whether information source is central to evidentiality. Information source has 
quite clear-cut conceptual boundaries and is, in our view, cross-linguistically an important catego-
ry at the pragmatic and interactional level, independently of its role in the grammaticalization of 
epistemic linguistic means.
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are actualized in this subcategory of information source (3.3.3) and come back to 
our research questions (3.3.4). A survey of the main properties of talk-in-interac-
tion in general and of repair sequences in particular is provided to ground our 
interactional approach (3.4). We move on to present the data and methodology of 
our empirical study on conversational Italian (3.5). The findings are discussed in 
two sections, addressing each of the research questions above. In a first step, we 
describe the formal and semantic properties of the hearsay strategies attested in the 
corpus (3.6). Subsequently, we present a collection of repair sequences and analyze 
several exemplary cases in depth, highlighting semantic contrasts and pragmatic 
effects related to epistemic stance-taking (3.7). Finally, we summarize and discuss 
the findings and sketch future perspectives (3.8). 

3.2 The category of information source
3.2.1 Conceptual, deictic and m-performative features

In this study, we define the category of information source by its conceptual core 
and its specific relation to the speaker’s on-going action. Following a proposal by 
Miecznikowski (2018, 2020), we define the category’s conceptual core as referring 
to (a) an experience (b) made in the present or the past (c) by the speaker or a set 
of people that includes him/her, (d) by which the experiencer acquires/acquired a 
piece of information (e) that information being a proposition p that can be said to 
be true or false (see Boye 2012:183–275, who underlines the importance of proposi-
tional scope as a criterion to define evidential operators). This relational structure 
can be conveniently described as a configuration (Miecznikowski 2018:80) or frame 
(Fillmore 2006; Bazzanella 2014:69–72; Miecznikowski 2020:45–47).2 We propose a 
visual representation in Figure 1. Further entities and features can be added to the 
basic evidential frame to specify the type of experience, deictic properties as well 
as possible constraints on the nature of p. We moreover posit that in order for such 
an experience to count as an information source, (f) the truth of the proposition p 
resulting from it must be at stake in the speaker’s action.

2 The concept of frame is typically used to describe processes with several participants and is situ-
ated at the interface between language-specific semantics and more general cognitive schematiza-
tions rooted in experience. It is therefore well-suited to model the category of information source 
intended as a process of knowledge acquisition.
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Figure 1: Evidential frame. The diagram pictures a speaker, a hearer, and a discourse with a 
propositional content p related to an information source i, analyzed in further detail in the upper part 
of the diagram.

Condition (f) is a somewhat broader formulation of Miecznikowski’s (2018:79–82, 
2020:46) criterion according to which the speaker must perform an assertive speech 
act and express some degree of commitment to p. It recalls Anderson’s (1986:274) 
criterion according to which “[e]videntials are not themselves the main predication 
of the clause, but are rather a specification added to a factual claim ABOUT SOME-
THING ELSE” (uppercase in the original), where “something else” corresponds to 
our proposition p. We however prefer not speaking of “factual claims” alone, but 
broaden the scope to a variety of acts in which the truth of p is at stake, including 
acts with very weak assertive force. The criterion excludes reports of perception, 
speech and thought that fulfill the conditions a-e, but in which the speaker’s asser-
tive commitment regards the entire report, i.e. the fact that such acts and expe-
riences occurred, rather than merely the truth of the content perceived, told or 
thought of. In languages such as Italian, or English, in which evidential construc-
tions include full verbs taking scope over syntactically embedded clauses, criterion 
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(f) requires the analyst to evaluate the pragmatic prominence of both the main and 
the embedded clause. In the following invented examples, according to this crite-
rion, the underlined expressions in (i) specify the speaker’s source of information 
for p, while their counterparts in (ii) do not: 

(1) 	 (i)	� [The surface is scratched]p, I’m afraid – I saw [it]p quite clearly when I took 
a close look.

	 (ii)	� It was her who first noticed [that the surface was scratched]p. At a closer 
look I saw [it]p, too, and got worried: had I done the damage?

(2)	 (i)	 [He’s a liar and a thief]p. Everybody says [that]p.
	 (ii)	� I often hear them fight. She says [that he’s a liar and a thief]p, he replies 

that their marriage has been a huge mistake, and so on and so forth.

In the (i) cases, the truth of p is at stake and could be challenged by an interlocu-
tor in an adjacent turn; the underlined expressions are interpreted in that context 
and, accordingly, acquire a particular pragmatic relevance. On the other hand, the 
reports in (ii) are part of narratives and the underlined expressions are prominent 
components of the propositional content, whereas the embedded p is, respectively, 
presupposed (1) or its truth is currently irrelevant (2). Therefore the underlined 
expressions, even if formally and semantically similar to those in the (i) examples, 
have a quite different pragmatic status.

Criterion (f) underlines that the category of information source is both deictic 
and performative (“a mental act of evaluation of a state of affairs” which is “per-
formed here and now”, Nuyts 2001:40), or rather m-performative (Faller 2002:211), 
a term whose m-prefix is reminiscent of Nuyts’ characterization of the act in ques-
tion as “mental”.3 In both works just cited, the notion of performative is opposed to 
descriptive and highlights the fact that epistemic and evidential markers contrib-
ute to the formation of the speaker’s on-going action. M-performativity is central 
in grammaticalized evidentiality and co-varies also with the form and meaning of 
constructions with a lexical core, suggesting its importance in processes of gram-
maticalization (Miecznikowski 2017:354–355). 

3 “In order to distinguish Nuyts’ notion of performative from the standard speech act theoretic 
notion, I will call it m-performative based on his characterization of it being a mental act of evalu-
ation.” (Faller 2002:211-212).
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3.2.2 Pragmatic and interactional functions

The way an expression of information source may contribute to action formation 
varies a great deal,4 but based on the existing literature it is possible to identify its 
most recurrent pragmatic functions: hedging or boosting illocutionary force, claim-
ing or disclaiming epistemic primacy, distancing. 

The set of functions that overall has been discussed most in linguistics and 
the neighbouring fields regards the assessment of the certainty of p based on an 
assessment of the source’s reliability, with effects of epistemic modalization and, as 
a consequence, either boosting or hedging of the act’s assertive force. This function 
motivates the use of the term evidence (cf. Willett’s 1988:57 well-known “types of 
evidence”) and of its derivations to refer to information sources, but also the term 
of epistemic justification introduced more recently (see Boye 2012). It is underlined 
by speech act theory, e.g. Searle and Vanderveken (1985) and Sbisà (2014:480), who 
consider sources of information necessary preparatory conditions warranting 
assertions, or Faller (2002:25), who maintains that they modulate an act’s sincerity 
conditions. It is also central to the much discussed issue of the relation between 
evidentiality and epistemic modality (see, again, Boye 2012 as well as the recent lit-
erature review by Robin 2024) and has recently been revisited in an argumentative 
perspective, reconstructing expressions of information source as arguments from 
a reliable procedure of knowledge acquisition (Miecznikowski 2018, 2020; Battaglia 
and Miecznikowski in press). 

A second set of functions has to do with the categorization of sources in social 
terms. Experiences of knowledge acquisition are embedded in social practices 
and participants’ references to them imply self- and other-categorizations that are 
linked to social and professional roles, rights and obligations (Stivers, Mondada and 
Steensig 2011; also see Geddo, in preparation, for a detailed discussion). As under-
scored by conversation analytical work, participants treat these aspects as pre-ex-
isting categories that become relevant in specific interactions (epistemic status, 
Heritage 2012, territories of information, Kamio 1997), but also negotiate and adapt 
them during interactions, paying special attention to the mutual positioning of dif-
ferent co-participants (epistemic stance). Taking an epistemic stance with regard to 
a specific information can be viewed as claiming or disclaiming epistemic primacy, 
i.e. “relative rights to know” (Stivers, Mondada and Steensig 2011:13) or as taking a 

4 We use the term action formation to refer to the way “the resources of the language, the body, the 
environment of the interaction, and position in the interaction [are] fashioned into conformations 
designed to be, and to be recognized by recipients as, particular actions – actions like requesting, 
inviting, granting, complaining, agreeing, telling, noticing,rejecting, and so on” (Schegloff 2007:xiv).
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position – and assigning one to the interlocutor – on a +/-K gradient of knowledge 
claims (Heritage 2012:7; Heritage and Raymond 2005; Sandman and Grzech 2022). 

A third set of pragmatic functions is related to the deictic aspects of informa-
tion source and regards the management of the speaker’s personal involvement. 
Referring to an information source entails evoking a state of affairs and cognizers 
that are different from the current speech event. That is why information source 
is conceptualized as a device of mediation in the French tradition (médiativité, see 
Guentchéva 2011; Dendale and Miecznikowski 2023) and evidential marking can 
have a distancing effect. Distancing, in turn, can be a means for speakers, to shield 
themselves from their own current verbal action and reduce their responsibility 
for it.5

Not only semantic aspects of information source, but also its various prag-
matic functions can be encoded explicitly by verbal means or be conveyed more 
implicitly by textual strategies, multimodal resources and pragmatic inferencing 
(see Michael 2012:344–348 for a discussion of the role of implicature with par-
ticular reference to reported speech). Languages differ as to which meanings and 
functions are encoded explicitly, especially by grammatical means. This raises 
descriptive challenges, as for example in the case of the French conditional form: 
Is the main encoded meaning the attribution of a discourse to Si, i.e. a referential, 
semantic property, which can have pragmatic overtones of uncertainty? Or, on the 
contrary, does the form primarily encode S0’s lack of commitment, i.e. a pragmatic 
function, with evidential overtones (for a discussion of the issue see Dendale 2018)? 
The high degree of variation in this regard also makes it notoriously difficult to 
define the functional core of evidentiality as a grammatical category cross-linguis-
tically: Mediated information (Guentchéva 2011), information source (Aikhenvald 
2004, 2021) or epistemic authority (Bergqvist and Grzech 2023)? In our approach, 
which proceeds from meaning and function to form, these issues are secondary, 
however: the starting point of our analysis remains the category of information 
source, irrespectively of the precise role information source plays in grammatical-
ized evidential systems cross-linguistically. Maintaining this functional approach, 
in Section 3.3 we will now focus on the category of hearsay, which we locate at the 
intersection of information source and reported speech.

5 According to Caffi (2007), shields are one of three strategies of mitigation alongside with bushes, 
which alter propositional content or make it vague, and hedges, which alter illocutionary force or 
make it vague.
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3.3 Hearsay at the intersection of reported 
speech and information source

3.3.1 �Reported speech

Inspired by Calaresu (2004),6 who elaborates on Ducrot (1984) and Mortara Garav-
elli (1985), we define reported speech as an operation by which the current speaker 
S0 represents a discourse authored by a different speaker Si≠0. In what follows, we 
will also refer to Goffman’s (1979) analysis of speaker roles, which will prove useful 
to reflect on the pragmatic functions of reported speech.

The term speaker is to be understood here as referring to the speaker-as-such, 
i.e. the instance S that produces the discourse (locuteur-en-tant-que-tel in Ducrot 
1984:204, locutore in Calaresu’s translation, cf. especially Calaresu 2004:84–91) and 
roughly corresponds to Goffman’s (1979:16–18) author (the instance responsible for 
the discourse’s wording). That instance theoretically differs from the speaker as an 
empirical producer of the discourse (roughly, Goffman’s animator) and as a person 
or entity-of-the-world, who can become a referent of discourse, for example when 
speaking about oneself in the past (locuteur-en-tant-qu’-être-du-monde in Ducrot 
1984:99). Accordingly, the same person speaking in different moments of their 
life, or in different imaginary worlds, will be considered a set of variously indexed 
instances S. Any instance S differs, moreover, from what Ducrot calls an enunci-
ator (énonciateur), i.e. an agent who is responsible for a point of view expressed 
(roughly corresponding to Goffman’s principal). Accordingly, there is a difference 
between reported speech, which involves various instances S, and certain types 
of polyphony (such as irony) that multiply enunciators and points of view, but not 
necessarily speakers-as-such (see Dendale 2006 for a discussion of various types of 
polyphony and a comparison of various approaches to the phenomenon).

Besides the multiplication of instances S, or ‘enunciative levels’ (piani enun-
ciativi, Calaresu 2004:112), the definition of reported speech requires that the 
discourse authored by Si be represented. The representation can take the form of 
direct reported speech (characterized by a shift of the origin of personal deixis, 
i.e. 1st person singular deictic markers refer to Si) or of various forms of indirect 
reported speech (1st person singular deictic markers refer to S0). In contrast, a mere 
summary description of speech acts and topics (e.g. She told him who had called, 
During the hearing the managers disclosed crucial information about the incident) 
does not allow one to infer the content of what was said and is therefore not to be 
considered an instance of reported speech (Calaresu 2004:118–120). 

6 For a brief review of the literature on reported speech in Romance cf. also Hassler (2002:2-14).
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Reported speech can be expressed by a variety of formal and semantic means, 
for example mimetic techniques that imitate the voice, style or linguistic variety of 
Si; constructions with verbs of saying, writing, hearing and reading that take scope 
over an embedded discourse; sentence adverbs, adverbials, parenthetical clauses, 
particles, quotes/air quotes or morphemes placed within the reported discourse or 
adjacent to it. 

3.3.2 The relation between reported speech and information 
source and the opposition between quotation 
and hearsay

Among the possible expressions of reported speech in Italian, Calaresu (2004:36–38)  
includes a set of grammatical and lexical markers of information source. She 
thereby acknowledges a functional overlap between the two categories. 

Inversely, instances of reported speech, independently of their formal expres-
sion, can be used to convey the speaker’s information source. Aikhenvald (2004:20) 
states that “reported speech can be viewed as a universal evidential strategy” 
because of important semantic and functional affinities between the two catego-
ries (cf. also Aikhenvald 2004:105, 132 ff.). It is important to specify that the eviden-
tial markers Aikhenvald considers as functionally equivalent to reported speech 
include quotatives on one side and evidentials that mark a piece of information as 
reported, or hearsay, on the other. According to Aikhenvald (2004:140), there tends 
to be a “division of labor” between them: Quotatives are typically used when a text 
is presented as corresponding verbatim to a discourse uttered by a specific Si

7 and 
S0 does not intend to take an epistemic stance towards the information. Hearsay 
markers, on the other hand, prefer contexts in which Si and the precise wording are 
left unspecified; moreover, they tend to acquire epistemic extensions. Within our 
approach, hearsay evidentials are considered genuine expressions of information 
source, whereas prototypical quotatives can be expected to not always correspond 
to all the defining criteria of information source.8 This entails that, for us, as far as 
the evidential markers and strategies examined by Aikhenvald are concerned, the 

7 Cf. also Wiemer (2010:100): “Literal reproduction of speech. This is what quotatives proper do.”
8 This view is compatible with Boye’s (2012:32): “Meanings that are quotative in Aikhenvald’s 
sense are considered non-evidential in the present study.” See also Michael’s (2012:344-348) discus-
sion, with regard to markers of others’ discourse, of the contrast between those that express “in-
formational source”, corresponding to the category of hearsay in our study, and those that express 
“illocutionary source”, i.e. quotation. 
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functional overlap between reported speech and information source is instantiated 
mainly by hearsay markers. 

Despite the division of labour observed by Aikhenvald with regard to gram-
matical quotative and hearsay markers, in a functional perspective the distinction 
between quotation and hearsay is often not quite straightforward. Many reported 
speech constructions are polyfunctional. A symptom of this polyfunctionality is the 
fact that grammaticalization processes which originate in expressions of reported 
speech can yield both quotatives and hearsay markers, as shown by particles such 
as American Spanish dizque (Travis 2006; Wiemer 2010:92) and corresponding par-
ticles in other languages that agglutinate a form of the verb ‘to say’ and a com-
plementizer (cf. the comprehensive study of such SayC particles in Romance con-
ducted by Cruschina and Remberger 2008). As far as Italian varieties are concerned, 
Cruschina and Remberger (2008) analyze the Sicilian marker dicica, to which they 
attribute mainly quotative functions, but also hearsay functions when Si is not spec-
ified.9 Another example is the grammaticalized use of dice (che) in Italian (cf. the 
literature referred to in Section 3.1). This marker originates in the third person 
singular present tense form of dire ‘to say’ but has lost the morphological categories 
of tense and number. Calaresu’s examples from a spoken corpus suggest a certain 
degree of polyfunctionality of dice: it mainly encodes quotation but is also compat-
ible with hearsay.

When analyzing tokens of reported speech, the decision whether a given token 
indicates quotation or hearsay depends on several factors. In our view, reported 
speech is an expression of hearsay whenever the reported discourse conforms to 
the defining conditions of information source a-f described in Section 3.2.1 – inde-
pendently of formal means and of the degree of precision with which S0 refers to 
Si or to the original wording. In example (2) cited earlier, both (i) and (ii) can be 
classified as reported speech, but we argued that only (i) indicates S0’s information 
source, whereas (ii) does not satisfy the m-performativity condition (f). Other cases 
where reported speech does not indicate information source are, for example, 

9 For Cruschina and Remberger (2008), more generally, the presence vs. absence of reference to 
a specific Si is a major functional contrast. According to the authors, it not only coincides with 
the contrast between quotation and hearsay (Cruschina and Remberger 1998:98, fn. 2), but also 
divides second-hand information from third-hand information in the sense of Willett (1988:57, 96), 
to whom they refer several times. We are inclined to doubt that this particular interpretation of 
Willett’s chapter is correct, since the author consistently stresses the status of Si as a direct witness 
as a criterion to distinguish second- vs. third-hand evidence, rather than the degree of specificity 
with which Si is referred to. This is coherent with the overall nature of Willett’s typology, in which 
the direct vs. indirect contrast plays a major role. These theoretical issues notwithstanding, the 
finding we underlined regarding multiple grammaticalization paths for SayC markers emerges 
clearly from Cruschina and Remberger’s (2008) discussion.
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imagined reported speech (My brother would probably say this is nonsense, condi-
tion b not satisfied), reports in which the speaker is not an experiencer (They told 
you I sold the house, didn’t they?, condition c not satisfied), self-quotations (I’ve told 
you a thousand times / I tell you this is nonsense, condition d not satisfied because 
the speaker has not acquired the proposition ‘this is nonsense’ by hearing their own 
discourse),10 or, finally, reports of discourses that do not contain propositions in 
the sense of entities that can be said to be true or false (cf. the reported greeting in 
She said “Hi everyone” and the reported promise in She promised she would come, 
condition e not satisfied).

3.3.3 Interactional functions of hearsay

It is challenging to gain an overview of the interactional functions of hearsay based 
on the literature. On the one hand, these are treated in several fields: in research on 
rhetoric and argumentation, where instances of hearsay are analyzed as arguments 
from authority (e.g. Walton 1997), on discourse modulation in relation with speaker 
subjectivity (e.g. Ducrot 1974; Goffman 1979; Authier-Revuz 1995; Caffi 2007), on 
reported speech in conversation (e.g. Calaresu 2004; Clift 2006), on epistemic stance 
taking (see Section 3.2.2 and Jacquin 2022) and on specific evidential markers and 
constructions (e.g. Mushin 2001:193–202; Michael 2012). On the other hand, often 
quotation and hearsay are examined jointly, making it difficult to discern the spe-
cific pragmatics of hearsay. 

Among the possible functions of information source in general (see Section 
3.2.2), a distancing effect is often attributed to hearsay, also formalized as /+other/ in 
some evidential typologies (cf. Frawley 1992; Squartini 2001, 2002). This effect tends 
to be viewed as a means to reduce speaker commitment compared to unmarked 
utterances, in the sense of Caffi’s (2007) shields. Also, in grammaticalized evidential 
systems, hearsay markers generally indicate a lower degree of source reliability 
than direct evidentials, assuming epistemic overtones of reduced certainty. These 
findings apparently conflict with evidence from argumentation studies, which 
show that arguments from authority can have considerable justificatory force, 
based on the expertise of Si, Si’s direct access to information as a witness (cf. also 

10 The quotation of S0’s discourse in the past and the performative, or metacommunicative, dupli-
cation of S0 instances in the present have a rich array of pragmatic functions (see Authier-Revuz 
1995; Michael 2012), among which, in our view, the acquisition of information plays only a very 
marginal role (e.g when speakers use their own texts as sources to bridge a gap of memory). For a 
different view see Robin (2024, e.g. p. 57, 77, 198 ff.), who includes self-quotation per se (discours 
rapporté authophonique) in the domain of information source. 
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Willett’s 1988 category of second-hand evidence) and, to a lesser degree, consen-
sus (‘everybody agrees that p’). Research on epistemic stance taking suggests that 
hearsay may both reduce and boost S0’s epistemic primacy, depending on whether 
citing Si, in context is interpretable as showing S0’s privileged access to the territory 
of information containing p.

3.3.4 The linguistic encoding of hearsay frame components 
and the question of their interactional relevance

We now return to the semantics of hearsay and formulate our research questions 
sketched in the introduction in more detail. Starting from the definition of infor-
mation source as an experience in the past or present that involves S0 acquiring 
a proposition the truth of which is relevant for S0’s current action (conditions a-f), 
hearsay can be described as a frame that inherits these defining elements and 
constrains the properties of the experience, requiring that the proposition be con-
tained in reported speech, as part of a discourse by Si≠0. This basic hearsay frame 
allows for considerable semantic variation, depending on
i. the degree of explicitness with which S0 refers to participants and circum-

stances of the experience;
ii. the degree of specificity and detail of the information available about these 

frame components, including the difference between Si that are individuals vs. 
more vaguely defined groups, or the difference between strategies that unam-
biguously indicate hearsay vs. indirectness strategies that neutralize that con-
trast and are disambiguated as hearsay in context;

iii. the properties attributed to the frame components, e.g. basic event-related 
properties such as temporal deixis, aspect and Aktionsart, which contribute 
to situate the hearsay experience in time and, in the case of past events, may 
indicate different degrees of current relevance; but also the written vs. spoken 
modality of Si’s discourse, subjective vs. intersubjective reference to S0, and 
more contingent attributes and circumstances that may become relevant in 
context. 

We believe that the various ways of encoding frame components expose different 
aspects of the experience of knowledge acquisition, which, in relation with their 
sequential position, may have a differentiated impact on S0’s epistemic stance. As 
outlined in the introduction, we therefore ask, first of all, which hearsay compo-
nents and attributes are most prominent in interaction in terms of their frequency 
and detail of explicit encoding. Secondly, we will look at contexts in which semantic 
contrasts can be observed during the sequential unfolding of talk, more specifically, 
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at sequences of repair. In such contexts, which frame components do participants 
orient to particularly and which pragmatic effects do their encoding, lack of encod-
ing, and reformulation have?

3.4 Talk-in-interaction with a focus on repair 
practices

To investigate the issues raised in 3.3.4, naturally occurring interaction is a highly 
informative context of observation. More generally, conversational data have a 
potential for renewing our understanding of evidentiality as a linguistic category, 
as has been highlighted recently by Bergqvist and Grzech (2023, cf. 3.2.2) and by 
Mushin (2013:628), who underlines that the study of information source and related 
categories in conversation lends “important support for a model of language as 
emergent and ultimately subject to the local needs of the interactive context”. In 
what follows, we recall some fundamental notions that need to be integrated into 
the theoretical and methodological toolkit to approach information source from 
that angle.

Talk-in-interaction is a specific mode of communication (the “speech mode”, 
Voghera 2017), characterized by a dialogic infrastructure based on turn-taking and 
action sequences (on sequentiality, see Schegloff 2007), the audio-visual channel, 
and the synchronous production and reception of talk. These situational con-
straints correspond to specific linguistic “correlates” in the textual, syntactic and 
semantic structure of talk (cf. also Bazzanella 2005:40). For instance, the co-pres-
ence of the speaker and the hearer in the same spatio-temporal context favors 
deictic devices, references to implicit shared knowledge and common ground, as 
well as practices to communicate the speaker’s stance towards their discourse and 
to maintain mutual understanding and affiliation with co-participants. Other traits, 
e.g. the online planning and volatility of spoken discourse and the impossibility of 
erasing previous formulations favor “light” constituents (Voghera 2017:189 ff.) in 
turns and sequences, which are characterized by modulations, corrections, repeti-
tions and other forms of redundancy. Within the framework of Interactional Lin-
guistics, grammar-in-interaction has been described as underlining its temporal 
unfolding (Hopper 2011, Mushin and Pekarek Doehler 2011): Participants renego-
tiate the syntactic makeup and the completion of units in their turns moment by 
moment, in order to adapt to continuously changing communicative needs (“local 
contingencies”, Haselow 2016:79).

The situational constraints of face-to-face interaction operate at the seman-
tic level as well. The construction of meaning is rarely linear, but rather dis-
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plays a “spiral” progression, as speakers move back and forth between vague, 
“low-resolution” formulations and more specific ones (Voghera 2017:163). The 
desired representation is approximated step-by-step, crucially relying on the 
cooperation and feedback by the co-participants. Recent research on the con-
struction of categories in interaction has built on this assumption, showing how 
reference to entities, groups and complex event frames is performed incremen-
tally and collaboratively through successive specifying reformulations, achiev-
ing a “zoom-in” effect (Mauri 2021). Along similar lines, the enterprise of inter-
actional semantics (Deppermann and De Stefani 2023) highlights the sequential 
grounding of practices to achieve “Bedeutungskonstitution” (Deppermann 2002, 
roughly, the establishment of meaning) – practices that centrally include specifi-
cations and (re)formulations (Deppermann 2023). 

Like other categories, information source and its subcategories can be viewed 
as resources that are shaped by the sequential and incremental construction of 
talk (cf. also Battaglia in preparation). In one module of our study, we observed 
this process through the lens of repair as a universal practice that operates at the 
intersection of sequential organization, the incremental construction of turns at 
talk, meaning units, and intersubjectivity (Dingemanse et al., 2015). 

Repair has been described as “a locally managed, interactionally organized, 
procedural architecture through which participants preserve intersubjective 
understanding” (Fox et al., 2013:1), resolving issues related to speaking, hearing, 
understanding, and reference, as well as agreement, acceptability, and expec-
tations halting the progressivity of talk. Since early work by Schegloff, Jefferson 
and Sacks (1977), conversation-analytic and interactional linguistic research has 
unpacked the main structural properties of repair (for an overview see Couper-Ku-
hlen and Selting 2018:112–210): (i) Repair proceeds in two phases: the initiation 
phase, where the trouble is identified, and the outcome phase, where the issue 
is addressed and resolved. (ii) Both phases of repair can be performed by either 
the speaker (self) or another participant (other), resulting in several possible con-
figurations. Self-initiated self-repair is the most frequent and preferred type. (iii) 
Repair tends to occur in specific, preferential positions or slots, such as within the 
same turn, the transition space after a potential turn completion, the next turn, or 
the third turn after a co-participant’s reaction (Schegloff 1992). 

We investigated how hearsay sources are (re)formulated in repair sequences, 
examining the emerging semantic contrasts and dynamics of specification in 
a double perspective: against the background of the frame semantic model out-
lined earlier, on the one hand, and looking at the pragmatic effects of reformu-
lation on the other hand, especially with regard to epistemic stance taking. This 
combined analysis gives insights into which frame components are foregrounded 
or backgrounded in precise sequential moments, in relation to a problem to be 
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repaired, and allowed us to explore the interactional relevance of specific semantic  
components of information source. In our analysis, we integrated insights from a 
few papers – the role of repair in epistemic stance taking has received little schol-
arly attention so far – which show that participants are sensitive to asymmetrical 
distributions of knowledge when initiating and performing repair (Bolden 2013, 
2018; Robinson 2013) and sometimes use this practice to “remediate infelicitous 
epistemic stances” (Bristol and Rossano 2022). 

3.5 Data and methods
This study draws on conversational data from the TIGR corpus of spoken Italian 
(Infinita, FNS grant no. 192771). The corpus was video-recorded in the Italian-speak-
ing regions of Switzerland (Ticino and Grisons) and transcribed according to the 
GAT 2 conventions (Selting et al. 2011). We employed the “fine transcript” level of 
granularity with minor adaptations.11 For this study, we selected a sub-corpus of 
four dinner and lunch table conversations (six hours in total, see Table 1). The con-
versations involve seventeen participants, all of whom share close relationships, 
such as friends, classmates, family members, or couples. As is typical for table con-
versations, turn-taking is free, and the choice of topics is quite unconstrained.

Table 1: Dinner and lunch table conversations contained in TIGR.

Event code Length Participants
EV2 01:05:06 3
EV4 01:25:15 3
EV5 01:07:34 3
EV6b 01:05:05 4
EV7 01:22:03 4
total 6:05:03 17

We adopted a broad conversation-analytic approach to examine the data. As a 
starting point, we inspected the transcripts and built a collection of 126 instances 
of hearsay based on the functional criteria defined in 3.2 and 3.4. Each identified 
case corresponds to a single hearsay construction applied to a content p and some 
surrounding co-text. In instances where multiple hearsay constructions had scope 

11 A tilde sign ~ has been added to the GAT 2 conventions to mark word truncation.
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over the same p, each instance was counted separately. The analysis proceeded in 
two phases.

In the first phase, we coded formal and semantic parameters. The coding 
parameters and a closed set of values were drawn from an annotation scheme 
developed within the InfinIta project, which is grounded in the theoretical frame-
work outlined in 3.2.1–3.3.3 and informed by repeated cycles of qualitative analysis 
using the TIGR corpus and other spoken Italian corpora. While a thorough justifi-
cation of this scheme is beyond the scope of this paper, its application to hearsay 
offers a preliminary overview of this evidential category in Italian, which is essen-
tial to our argument developed in Section 3.7. At the level of form, we distinguished 
several types of relations between the hearsay strategy and its propositional scope 
(morphological, syntactic, textual), and identified the constructions’ core lexemes 
(see the results in 3.6.1.) At the level of meaning, we described the components 
of hearsay frames as outlined in 3.3.4. We assessed whether these elements were 
explicitly verbalized in each strategy and distinguished possible values at varying 
levels of granularity (see the results in 3.6.2.).

In the second phase, we conducted an in-depth sequential and interactional 
analysis of repair practices involving hearsay strategies. The analysis was nar-
rowed down to a subset of 48 hearsay constructions, representing 38% of the initial 
dataset, which either contributed to or were affected by a repair involving the prop-
ositional content p. We delimited 32 sequences of repair of p in which a hearsay 
construction with scope over p was present either in the repairable segment or in 
the repairing segment or in both. We examined the repair structure (self- vs. oth-
er-initiated, self- vs. other-repair), the semantic operations performed (e.g., addi-
tion, specification, correction), the type of problem targeted by the repair, and the 
effects of reformulation on the participants’ epistemic positioning. In cases where 
several hearsay strategies were present, we traced the subsequent encodings of 
particular hearsay frame components.

3.6 Hearsay in the corpus
3.6.1 �Formal properties

The formal classification of hearsay strategies in the corpus yields the results in 
Table 2. 

The corpus contains only 3 instances of the imperfect and 1 instance of a modal 
verb in the conditional form, suggesting that the most grammaticalized strategies, 
which have been much discussed in the existing literature, are relatively marginal 
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in everyday conversation. Some lexicalized adverbials in the form of prepositional 
phrases, such as in teoria (‘supposedly’), a quanto pare (‘apparently’), and da quello 
che ho capito (‘as far as I understood’), together account for 18 instances in the 
dataset. The majority of constructions in our corpus, however, feature a lexical 
predicate that takes semantic (and possibly syntactic) scope over the propositional 
content p and whose argument structure allows for the specification of various 
components of the hearsay frame (cf. 3.6.2). These lexical predicates conform to 
a Zipfian distribution: the verb dire (‘say’) is overwhelmingly frequent, occurring 
70 times, while other verbs such as parlare (‘talk’), vedere (‘see’), leggere (‘read’), 
scrivere (‘write’), raccontare (‘tell’), sentire (‘hear’), and ascoltare (‘listen’) appear 
between 2 and 7 times.

Within this group, in most constructions (75 instances, 59%) the lexical pred-
icate embeds p as a complement through a syntactic relation. This set exhibits 
variation around the type [(Si) SAY p (to S0)], depending on whether arguments 
are explicitly encoded, on the temporal and aspectual properties of the verb, and 
on the presence or absence of the complementizer che (‘that’). Examples include 
PERSONNAME9 ha detto che p (‘PERSONNAME9 has said that p’), diceva (‘he/she 
used to say’), sta dicendo che p (‘he/she is saying that p’), mi hanno fatto notare 
(‘they pointed out to me’), mio fratello dice che p (‘my brother says that p’), and mia 
NONna: dice: (‘my grandma says’).

Lexical predicates referring to hearsay experiences can also operate over 
p through textual relations. These strategies account for 24% of the data ibeset. 
One possibility is through co-reference relations (17 instances), where the lexical 
predicate locally governs an element that refers back to p via anaphora. Examples 
include me l’ha detto (‘he/she told me that’), è famosissima questa cosa (‘this is well 
known’), lo vedevo, anche su will (‘I used to see that on Will’), and m’ha=m’ha rac-
contato ↑tutto. (‘he/she told me everything’).

Table 2: Hearsay constructions in the TIGR corpus.

Formal properties N= %

Imperfect 3 2%
Modal verb 1 1%
Adverbial 18 14%
Complement taking predicate 75 59%
Coreference relations 17  14%
Narrative coherence relations 12 10%
total 126 100%
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Another possibility involves coherence relations (12 instances) between an utter-
ance1, describing an event of discourse production or reception, and an utterance2, 
describing a propositional content p that is compatible with hearsay acquisition. 
Although utterance1 encodes a potential hearsay frame through a lexical predicate 
and its argument structure, the evidential relation between utterance1 and utter-
ance2 is implicit and must be inferred in virtue of its contextual salience (cf. 3.2.2.). 
This is the case when textual coherence prompts one to interpret the information p 
in utterance2 as acquired during the event described in utterance1. Examples include 
ci ha parlato:; un professore, di una=un ↑nuovo libro della Treccani (‘a professor told 
us about a new book edited by Treccani’, followed by information p about the book’s 
price), leggevo stamattina, le notizie (‘I was reading the news this morning’, followed 
by information p about Covid), avevano fatto dei servizi su Will (‘they did reports on 
Will’, followed by information about vegetarianism covered by the media service 
Will), and ho visto un v:ideo::; su: su Instagram (‘I saw a video on Instagram’, fol-
lowed by information p reported in the video). 

3.6.2 �Semantic properties

3.6.2.1 �Si

In our collection, the most frequent category (57%) are hearsay strategies that refer 
to a specific Si, often via a proper name (e.g., PERSONNAME9 ha detto che ‘PER-
SONNAME9 said that’) or the title of a written text (e.g., nella Bibbia si dice che ‘in 
the Bible it says that’). In the remaining cases, Si’s identity is left vague, sometimes 
allowing for an interpretation of the proposition as being an element of folklore 
(Kittilä 2020, Kotwica 2023). Speakers then refer to groups of people (e.g. lo dicono 
tutti ‘everybody says that’) or do not mention Si at all (e.g., questo l’avevo letto ‘I 
read that’). In about 11% of the cases, the construction per se is even compatible 
with inferential readings (e.g., a quanto pare ‘apparently’), the hearsay interpreta-
tion being just the most plausible one in context. Results are reported in Table 3.

Table 3: Specification of Si.

Si: Other speaker/document N= %

Unspecified hearsay/inferential 14 11%
Implicit Si 25 20%
Group 15 12%
Individual 72 57%
total 126 100%
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3.6.2.2 Modality (spoken vs. written)

Speakers have the possibility to indicate the modality of the cited discourse, 
spoken vs. written, a contrast that entails, on S0’s side, different ways of receiving 
the reported information. Some hearsay strategies are neutral in this regard (e.g., 
dicono che p ‘they say that p’ is compatible both with oral and written sources), 
but the speakers in our collection generally prefer communicating the discourse 
modality explicitly, as shown by results in Table 4. In almost 80% of the cases, 
hearsay strategies clarify through lexical means whether the speaker has heard the 
information (e.g., l’ho sentita da qualche parte ‘I’ve heard that somewhere’) or has 
read it (e.g., questo l’avevo letto ‘I read that’). 

The parameters Si and modality vary independently of one another: a greater 
degree of specification as to the modality can be paired with indeterminacy as to Si, 
as shown by the expressions just cited.

Table 4: Specification of the modality of access to the reported information. 

Modality N= %

Unspecified hearsay/inferential 14 11%
Hearsay, modality unspecified 13 10%
Hear – Oral discourse 84 67%
Read – Written discourse 15 12%
total 126 100%

3.6.2.3 �Experiencer

Table 5 shows that in 38% of the examined cases, the speaker is explicitly encoded 
as the recipient of the reported information and thus foregrounded as a direct par-
ticipant in the reported speech event (e.g., mi hai detto che ‘you told me that’). In a 
few cases, an exclusive we referring to S0’s in-group is profiled as a recipient (e.g., ci 
ha parlato un professore ‘a professor told us’). The information can also be accessed 
intersubjectively, either by the participants in the current interaction (e.g., hai visto 
che p ‘have you seen [= read] that p’),12 or by a wider community (e.g., questo è 
risaputo ‘this is well-known’). In little over a half of the cases, the hearsay strategy 
does not explicitly refer to any experiencer (e.g., lo diceva anche lui ‘he also said/
used to say that’) and S0’s access to the information is merely implied. 

12 See Miecznikowski, Battaglia and Geddo (2023) for an analysis of second person forms of vedere 
as conveying reference to an intersubjective experiencer.
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Table 5: Specification of the experiencer of the report.

Experiencer N= %

Unspecified 68 54%
Generic community 5 4%
Interaction participants 3 2%
In-group 2 2%
Speaker 48 38%
total 126 100%

3.6.2.4 �Spatio-temporal circumstances

As to the spatio-temporal circumstances of the report, most hearsay experiences 
are presented as having taken place in the past, usually once (e.g., mi hai detto che 
‘you told me that’, where the aspectual properties of the Italian Perfect forbid an 
iterative reading). In some cases, the coordinates of the event are even specified 
with a fair amount of detail (e.g., qualche settimana dopo che eravamo andati era 
uscito un articolo sul giornale, che. . . ‘a few weeks after we went there a newspaper 
article came out, which. . .’). These two categories account for half of all cases in the 
collection, as shown in Table 6.

In the other half of the cases, the temporal deixis and aspectual properties are 
less clear. We find strategies with verb forms that are compatible both with a single 
or a repeated hearsay experience in the past (e.g., lo diceva anche lui ‘he also said/
used to say that’, where the Imperfect tense does not impose either unique or iter-
ative reference). The most indeterminate strategies, with regard to temporal and 
aspectual properties, are expressions without verb forms, which we find in about 
10% of all cases (e.g., in teoria ‘supposedly’). Note that grammaticalized atemporal 
dice (che) (cf. 3.3.2.) is not attested in our data. 

There are a few examples, finally, where the hearsay experience takes place 
during the interaction (Si is a co-participant, e.g., sta dicendo che ‘he’s saying that’). 

Table 6: Specification of the spatio-temporal circumstances of the report.

Spatio-temporal circumstances N= %
Temporal deixis unspecified (past, in situ?) 13 10%
Undefined past (single event, repeated event?) 45 36%
Past (single event) 52 41%
Past (single event) + spatio-temporal details 13 10%
In situ 3 2%
total 126 100%
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3.7 Hearsay in repair sequences
3.7.1 Sequential properties and semantic operations: overview

Our collection of 32 repair sequences includes both self- and other-repair, with a 
preponderance of self-repair. More precisely, we found 26 instances of self-initiated 
self-repair, 3 instances of other-initiated self-repair and 3 instances of other-initi-
ated other-repair.

The first, most frequent, category is illustrated by example (3) taken from a 
dinner conversation among fellow students:

(3) TIGR_EV6B
1 (0.53)

2 REBECCA [è gia partita?]

[has she moved?]
3 ROBERTO [e son partiti?]

[and have they moved?]
4 FIONA allora (.) ↑PERSONPERSONNAME11 sì,

so             (.)    ↑PERSONPERSONNAME11 has,
5 (.) cè s~ allora; sono andati,  tutti e due;

(.)     I mean th~ so;     they left,              both;
((side sequence on a different topic, ca. 30s))

6 FIONA ((laughs)) (--) °hh ehm:; (.) °h no allora sono e~ [a]desso 

((laughs))      (–– )   °hh ehm:;     (.)     °h well                 they’re b~ [n]ow
7 REBECCA                                                       [eh]

                                                                                                                  [eh]
8 FIONA dovrebbero essere su entra~  cè allora; non mi ricordo 

they should both be there                  I mean well;    I don’t remember 
9 precisamente. 

exactly.
((Fiona adds details and finally produces a precise answer))

Just before this exchange, Fiona narrated a recent amusing encounter with a 
couple her co-participants are acquainted with as well. Rebecca and Roberto take 
the opportunity to inquire about these friends’ whereabouts (l. 2–3), knowing that 
they were to move to Berlin. Fiona starts responding, showing some hesitation (l. 
5), but the sequence is suspended because of a series of turns related to the inter-
actants’ current activity. The self-repair that is of interest here occurs at l. 6 and 
8, when Fiona returns to the previous topic to complete her answer. She changes 
the epistemic qualification of her statement by replacing an unmarked indicative 
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present tense sono (‘they are’) with the modal evidential dovrebbero (‘they should 
be’). The conditional form of dovere ‘must’ is a marker of indirect evidentiality that 
is compatible with hearsay and with inferential readings. This token allows for the 
interpretation that a well-informed person (a member of the couple or someone 
else) recently gave Fiona the exact information she is formulating, i.e. that both 
partners are in Berlin (hearsay); furthermore, it is compatible with a situation in 
which Fiona infers the current situation from an earlier announcement made by 
someone concerning the couple’s plans or from other statements or observations 
more indirectly linked to the current situation.

After this operation of self-repair, Fiona produces a further repair, introduced 
by the discourse markers cè allora (‘I mean’), disclaiming responsibility in remem-
bering exact details; this disclaimer preludes to a lengthy reasoning, not reported 
here, by which she will eventually complete her answer and have it accepted by the 
participants who requested the information.

Other-initiated self-repair is exemplified by (4):

(4) TIGR_EV6B
1 FIONA no pa~ è più comodo,     (.) e:: ci s~ rischi meno malattie.

no gi~(ving birth) is more comfortable, (.) a:nd there a~ you risk less 
diseases.

2 REBECCA in casa?

at home?
3 FIONA in teoria sì.

supposedly yes.

This short extract is part of a longer debate about the advantages and risks of giving 
birth at home. At l. 1, Fiona reacts to immediately preceding turns by Roberto and 
Rebecca: she confirms an advantage mentioned by Roberto (giving birth at home 
is more comfortable) and addresses a concern voiced by Rebecca, who observed 
that there are a lot of germs circulating, suggesting that there is a high risk of con-
tracting diseases. Fiona claims that, on the contrary, home birth is safer (than birth 
in a hospital) in this regard. The repair sequence that is relevant here is initiated 
at l. 3 by Rebecca, who does not ratify Fiona’s statement, but rather formulates a 
confirmation request (in casa? ‘at home?’). Considering Rebecca’s stance taken up 
to that moment, her initiation of repair, even if formally similar to a request for 
clarification, is likely to be interpreted as challenging Fiona’s opinion. Fiona con-
firms Rebecca’s candidate understanding (sì ‘yes’), thus restating the same content 
as in l. 1, and adds the evidential strategy in teoria (‘supposedly’, lit. ‘in theory’). In 
our view, in teoria is best described as quite a generic indirectness marker; it often 
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occurs with hearsay and certain types of inference.13 In the context of this example, 
a plausible interpretation is that the information is based on other people’s dis-
courses; we will return to the pragmatic function of this repairing segment later. 
As far as the sequential development is concerned, Fiona’s turn at l. 3 concludes 
the repair sequence at a micro-level (anyway without verbal uptake by Rebecca), 
whereas the basic question is far from settled; the participants continue debating 
it for quite some time.

Example (5) illustrates other-initiated other-repair during an interaction in the 
kitchen. The excerpt reproduces the last part of a longer sequence, where partici-
pants are discussing whether the ingredient Marianna is manipulating is an onion, 
or rather a type of sprout or seed. 

(5) TIGR_EV7
1 MARIANNA ah ma forse, non è cipolla; cipo:lla.

oh but maybe, that’s not onion;      onio:n. 
2  (0.41)

3 LUCIANO i germogli di cipolla, c’è [scritto.]

onion sprouts,                              it [says.]
4 MARIANNA                                                            [eh sì]

                                                           [that’s it]

At l. 3 Luciano reformulates a statement by Marianna made at l. 1. He replaces the 
negated nominal categorization non [. . .] cipolla cipolla (lit. ‘not onion onion’, where 
the repetition means ‘not onion proper’) by i germogli di cipolla (‘onion sprouts’) 
and adds the evidential strategy c’è scritto (‘it is written’). The video recording 
shows that the information source he refers to is the label of the food packet she is 
manipulating. The repair is accepted by Marianna at l. 4.

The sequences of the collection further differ as to the semantic and pragmatic 
relation between the target to be repaired and the repairing segment. The examples 
(3)–(5) discussed above all illustrate a configuration in which the repairable segment 
does not contain any hearsay strategy and the repair reformulates the proposition 

13 Beyond hearsay, in teoria seems to occur mainly with inferences of the Reasoning type (Willett 
1988:57, Plungian 2001:354), called Assumed by Aikhenvald (2004:391) and generic inference by 
Squartini (2001), whereas its compatibility both with perception per se and with perception-based 
inference (Results in Willett 1988:57; Inferred in Aikhenvald 2004:393, circumstantial inference in 
Squartini 2001) is doubtful. Preliminary explorations of the TIGR corpus suggest that the construc-
tion is quite frequently used with evidential meaning, besides its literal meaning, which suggests a 
contrast between what is predicted by a “theory” and what is encountered in “practice”. It has not 
been mentioned so far, let alone described, in the literature on lexical evidential means in Italian. 
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in question adding such a strategy, with the effect of clarifying the basic type of 
source for that proposition. This configuration is present in 13 of the 32 instances of 
repair in the collection and will be discussed in more detail in Section 3.7.2. Another 
frequent case (14 out of 32 repairs) is a configuration in which a hearsay strategy 
is present in the repairable segment and the repairing segment contains one or 
more further hearsay strategies that add more detail, targeting the accuracy and 
specificity of hearsay marking. The semantic contrasts that emerge from this kind 
of practice regard various frame components (Si, the experiencer, spatio-temporal 
circumstances) and will be discussed in Section 3.7.3. Finally, in 5 instances, the 
speaker first employs a hearsay marker and then, inversely to the previous case, 
produces a self-repair that takes the form of a disclaimer, suggesting that no further 
details can be provided (e.g., ‘but I don’t know precisely’, ‘I can’t remember exactly’, 
cf. example (3), l. 8–9). We will comment on this case in Section 3.7.4.

3.7.2 Adding a hearsay source to clarify the basic type 
of information source

Repair can be an opportunity, for speakers, to add a hearsay source to a repairable 
that is not qualified evidentially or contains only very generic reference to knowl-
edge (e.g., in our data, so ‘I know’ or ricordo ‘I remember’). When hearsay markers, 
or indirectness markers compatible with hearsay, are added as part of a repair, 
our data suggest that they allow speakers to acknowledge and manage referential 
problems while maintaining a K+ stance. 

In (3), the repair is placed in Fiona’s answer to a question, i.e. in a situation 
in which she is attributed epistemic primacy, and dovrebbero suggests access to 
relevant information given by people in a position to know, thus allowing her to 
maintain that primacy even if she is uncertain about some elements of her answer. 
In (4), in teoria might have mitigating functions after Rebecca’s potentially chal-
lenging other-initiation of repair, but is followed anyway by Fiona reasserting her 
standpoint rather than relinquishing her claim to have reliable knowledge about 
home birth. The hearsay source, which suggests a reference to expert discourse in 
this case, allows her to maintain epistemic primacy in a situation in which Rebecca, 
the challenger, merely based her concerns on personal inferences. The other-ini-
tiated other-repair by Luciano in (5) occurs in a situation of epistemic symmetry 
and shared perceptual access to the relevant source (the pasta packet Marianna 
holds in her hands). The reference to what is written on the packet allows Luciano 
to claim epistemic authority and Marianna accepts that, while underlining (via the 
discourse marker eh) that she has access independently.
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We will now comment on two examples of this semantic configuration in 
repair that contain more complex and specific expressions of hearsay. This will 
allow us to reflect on the way further hearsay details contribute to maintaining 
epistemic authority.

Excerpt (6) reproduces part of a sequence in which Roberto, who was asked 
about his upcoming exam of Hebrew literature, tells his friends about the contents 
of the course. The topic here is King Salomon:

(6) TIGR_EV6B
1 ROBERTO cè perché;(.) di fatto salomone, viene (-) poi rivi:sto;

well because; (.) in fact salomon, is (-) later reconsidered; 
2 nel medioevo e nel rinascimento;(--)°h <<p> come se mh cè> 

in the middle ages and the renaissance; (--)°h <<p> as if mh I mean>
3 avendo ascoltato una volta; (-) le cose,

having heard ; (-) these things once,
4 mh mh perché non è un coso così difficile,

mh mh because it’s not so complicated,              
5 (-)°h viene visto come una forma di:; 

(-)°h he is seen as a kind of:; 
6 mh: intellettuale,(--)°h universale. 

mh: (--) °h polymath.
7 FIONA hm_hm   ah sì. 

mh mh oh right.

Roberto formulates a statement, at l. 1–2, about king Salomon being reconsidered 
during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. After a first transition relevance place, 
in l. 2 Roberto starts to expand his turn by producing the beginning of a subordinate 
clause (come se ‘as if ’), but then aborts this syntactic project and, after the reformu-
lative discourse marker cè (‘I mean’), produces a self-repair that targets the entire 
rhematic part of the utterance. The repair slightly changes the verb (viene rivisto > 
viene visto) and, more importantly, adds a complement (intellettuale universale ‘pol-
ymath’) that specifies the idea about Salomon that prevailed in the Middle Ages and 
the Renaissance and is new, focused information. The repair comes to a conclusion 
at l. 6 right after this complement and is taken up by Fiona at l. 7. 

While the first version of the statement (l. 1–2) is not qualified evidentially, 
Roberto inserts a reference to a hearsay source in the self-repair right after the 
reformulative marker cè ‘I mean’. First of all, he states that he has ‘heard these 
things once’. The verb ascoltare (‘to listen, hear’) foregrounds S0 as an experiencer 
rather than Si and, besides temporal and aspectual properties (past, perfect aspect, 
una volta ‘once’), does not specify any circumstances; in context, the construction 
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refers to the course teacher as Si and indicates that Roberto has acquired the infor-
mation by listening to him in class. Moreover, Roberto adds an expansion about the 
simplicity of the content in question, which arguably targets the reliability of the 
experience as an information source; indeed, the reliability of ephemeral spoken 
discourse as a source depends on the receiver’s capacity to understand and memo-
rize it immediately, which in turn depends (among other factors) on the complexity 
of the discourse. 

Pragmatically, the addition of this hearsay source to Roberto’s self-repair has 
various effects. The most obvious effect is that it delays important focal information. 
This, in turn, is interpretable both as a rhetorical device to increase the interlocu-
tors’ attention towards that information and as a sign of dispreference, indicating 
something problematic about the categorization of Salomon as a polymath (e.g. that 
it could be somewhat imprecise, or inappropriate, or contrary to the interlocutors’ 
expectations). That the categorization is problematic is suggested also by various 
hesitations and “bushes” (according to Caffi 2007) that increase vagueness (the ‘as 
if ’ construction and una forma di ‘a kind of’). As to epistemic stance taking, in this 
context, and considering the frame components foregrounded by Roberto, we think 
it is safe to say that the main function of this hearsay strategy is to enhance Rober-
to’s epistemic authority regarding the propositional content. It is true that the strat-
egy resonates with hesitations and vagueness markers to signal dispreference and 
evokes a possible issue regarding the reliability of the source. But common hedging 
effects of hearsay are actually avoided: not only Roberto minimizes distancing by 
choosing a construction focused on S0, but Si is also clearly an expert with regard to 
the content at issue and therefore a priori reliable. Also Roberto, eventually, explic-
itly downplays the risk of misunderstanding the teacher’s discourse. Finally, Fiona’s 
immediate ratification by means of the change of state token ah and confirming sì 
treats Roberto’s statement – and especially the final categorization in focus – as a 
(new) fact and confirms Roberto’s K+ status.

Consider now example (7), in which Marica opens a sequence to inform her 
co-participants Carola and Marcella about an association in Ticino (Switzerland) 
that represents the interests of highly sensitive people:

(7) TIGR_EV4
1 MARICA °h ma, eh: in tiCIno, <<laughing> so che c’é>,  

°h but eh: in tiCIno, <<laughing> I know there is>,
2 (.) eh::: (.) ascoltavo la radio non l’ascolto mai,

(.) eh::: (.) I was listening to the radio station I never listen to it,
3 eh: però (.) quando ho cambiato l’auto;

eh: but (.) when I  changed my car;
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4 (-) n:=mh h° (.) non c’è praticamente, 

(-) n:=mh h° (.) basically there’s not;
5 no=non c’è neanche una chiavetta usb, 

no=there’s not even a usb drive,
6 per poter ascoltare un po’ di musica,  

 to listen to some music,
7 allora ascolto la radio. (--) °h e parlavano, 

 so I listen to the radio. (--) °h and they were talking
8 delle <<len> perso:ne:> a:d ↑alta sensibilità. 

about, highly sensitive peo:ple:.
9 e c’è proprio u:n’associazione, che, 

and actually there is a:n association, which, 
10 (.) mh::: chiaramente rappresenta,

(.) clearly, represents ((their interests)),

The topic is occasioned by a previous sequence in which Carola had told a 
not-too-serious anecdote to position herself as a highly sensitive person and the 
co-participants had joked about this personality trait of hers. The sequence takes 
place during a long interaction over dinner where the three friends manifest their 
intimacy by often doubting each other’s credibility in a humorous tone (see also 
example (9) in Section 3.7.3). Marica at l. 1 projects the proposition that will become 
the object of repair: she utters the initial part of a topicalizing structure composed 
of a spatial complement (in ticino) followed by a generic epistemic verb  + com-
plementizer (so che ‘I know that’) and the existential construction c’è (‘there is’). 
The projection is interrupted as Marina engages in a repair sequence to specify 
what her information source is. She narrates having listened to a radio show while 
driving her car, thereby setting up a hearsay frame relevant to the statement just 
suspended. The quite rich details she provides have similar effects of delay to those 
observed in the previous example, and, more importantly, underline the unique-
ness of the experience and Marica’s good memory of it, such as to boost the relia-
bility of the experience as a source. The repair is completed at l. 7–10 in two steps, 
first by narrativized others’ discourse to reintroduce the topic of highly sensitive 
people and then by resuming the suspended existential construction c’è (‘there is’) 
to complete the rhematic part of the proposition. Marica’s self-repair reduces the 
vagueness of so che, anticipates any possible doubts by the co-participants, and 
strengthens Marica’s epistemic stance. 

In the subset of repair sequences discussed in this section, speakers add a 
hearsay source to a proposition p that at first was not qualified evidentially. When 
an author or document Si is specified, we argued that Si can be considered to 
possess expertise or firsthand information about p examples (5)–(7). In some cases, 
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speakers moreover underline their personal involvement as a recipient and cog
nizer in examples (6) and (7) or display that involvement multimodally by display-
ing attention to a currently present written source example (5),14 a finding that con-
firms the relevance of the experiencer parameter, as suggested by the quantitative 
results presented in Section 3.6.2.3. A recurrent pragmatic function of indicating a 
hearsay source during repair is that it contributes to signal K+ stance. Concurrent 
indicators of K+ stance we encountered in our data were S’ turn being an answer to 
a question addressed to S example (3), S reasserting p even after a challenge exam-
ples (3) and (4), and the interlocutor acknowledging the formulated information 
by signaling shared access eh sì, example (5) or change-of-state ah sì, example (6).

3.7.3 Correcting and specifying components of hearsay frames

As anticipated in 3.7.1, in almost half of the repairs collected (14 out of 32), a hearsay 
construction is present both in the repairable segment and the repairing segment. 
In the majority of cases, speakers add more detail in the repairing segment; only 
few cases of correction are attested, which did not change the basic type of source 
(hearsay), but single frame components. Like in the subcollection discussed in 3.7.2, 
at the semantic level, repair is thus mainly used for evidential specification. At the 
pragmatic level of epistemic stance taking, the second subcollection confirms the 
tendency observed in 3.7.2, which shows that evidential specification occurs in con-
texts where speakers claim, or maintain, a K+ stance with regard to p. Communi-
cating a hearsay source more precisely seems to be a means for speakers to appear 
well-informed and entitled to assert the proposition, or rather, in relative terms, to 
appear better informed and more entitled than their interlocutors. 

A first example that illustrates these tendencies is excerpt (8), which follows 
a sequence in which four friends discussed the relocation abroad of some friends. 
Rebecca here claims that there are moving companies specializing in the interna-
tional transport of furniture. The formulation of this idea p, which includes several 
repairs, starts from an incomplete syntactic projection at l. 1 (per il ‘for the’), pro-
ceeds with a generic cataphoric announcement at l. 4 (esiste sta cosa ‘that thing 
exists’) and is eventually completed at l. 7–8. It is presented as hearsay information 
from the very start and several phases of repair, including a last other-initiated 
repair at l. 10, target various components of the hearsay frame. 

14 See Geddo (in preparation) for an in-depth analysis of multimodal practices by which partici-
pants refer to knowledge sources that are present in situ. 
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(8) TIGR_EV6B
1 REBECCA <<len>°h io non mi ricordo, chi mi ha detto che per il;>

I can’t remember, who told me that for
2 (.)↑ah no, forse la giulia.  

(.) oh no, giulia perhaps. 
3 FIONA ((laughs))mh s[ì?]

((laughs))    mh re[ally?] 
4 REBECCA               [no,](-) no=no però esiste sta cosa.

                               [no,] (-) no=no but this thing exists.
5 e forse, (.) n:on lo so, anche perché non è il suo caso che 

and maybe, (.) I do:n’t know, also because in her case she doesn’t need
6 debba spostare dei mobili,

to move furniture,
7 che praticamente, ci sono delle (---) ((tsk)) agenzie, servizi,

that basically, there are some (---) ((tsk)) agencies, services,
8 che fanno: apposta. (.) cè che (.) ti (.) ti (.) inVIano 

la roba,

that do: exactly that. (.) that is (.) they (.) send you the stuff.
9 FIONA sì va be’:,

sure whateve:er,
10 REBECCA o forse è uno di noi, che va in erasmus; forse che me l’ha 

detto. 

or perhaps it’s one of us, leaving for erasmus; maybe who told me that.

Our comment will focus on the way Rebecca progressively builds the hearsay frame. 
Initially (l. 1), Rebecca signals hearsay from an unspecified source. Her formulation 
with an embedded interrogative question, non mi ricordo, chi mi ha detto (‘I can’t 
remember who told me’), presupposes ‘someone told me’ and presents this hearsay 
experience and her personal involvement as factual; at the same time, in the focused 
part of the utterance she laments lack of memory about the identity of Si, suggesting 
a particular relevance of this part of the frame. A first reformulation of the source 
occurs in a self-initiated self-repair after a short pause and a high pitch change of 
state token ah + negation particle, displaying sudden remembering: at l. 2, she gives 
a tentative answer (forse ‘perhaps’) to her own indirect question, referring to her 
friend Giulia as possibly being Si. After a surprised reaction by Fiona at l. 3, Rebecca 
addresses two problems at once, i.e. maintaining her assertive commitment (l. 4) 
and trying to identify Si. To the latter aim, Rebecca makes an interesting argumenta-
tive move. She produces a counter-argument against her own hypothesis that Giulia 
is Si, specifying that Giulia has not moved furniture recently. This counter-argument 



3 Hearsay in Italian talk-in-interaction   99

implies that recent direct experience with the subject matter of p would be a deci-
sive criterion to cite someone as a Si, probably both in the sense of second-hand 
evidence for p – a source whose reliability is warranted by Si’s status as a direct 
witness – and because of some expertise that Si could have acquired from others’ 
discourses while preparing his or her own relocation. At l. 10, Rebecca makes a last 
attempt to identify Si after having completed p (l. 7–8) and having obtained a less 
than convinced reaction by Fiona (l. 9): she now attributes the report to an uniden-
tified classmate who is preparing for a student exchange, maintaining her cautious 
epistemic stance on the matter. This last hypothesis confirms the relevance of direct 
experience with moving abroad as a relevant criterion and warrant of reliability.

This example shows the pragmatic relevance of both the properties of Si and 
S0’s personal involvement when indicating a hearsay source. In a situation of per-
sistent uncertainty about who exactly said p (forse, l. 2, 5, 10, non ricordo, l. 1, non 
lo so, l. 5), Rebecca uses various means to underline that, anyway, some Si factually 
said p and Si has a specific kind of relevant experience. Her personal involvement 
regards both the hearsay experience per se (mi/me, l. 1, 10) and her general famil-
iarity with Si (a friend or classmate), which might be considered relevant to assess 
the entitlement of Si to give correct information about moving abroad. Let’s note, 
finally, that, despite uncertainty and Fiona’s skeptical reactions, the maintenance of 
a K+ stance is ultimately successful, since Fiona does not claim to have better access 
to the domain of knowledge in question than Rebecca. 

Example (9) shows similar dynamics of specification affecting hearsay frame 
components, which is however part of a more confrontational sequential develop-
ment of epistemic stance taking. The proposition p under scrutiny in this example 
is that one dose of Covid vaccine is sufficient for people who have had the disease 
previously. It is uttered by Marica at l. 1–2, who has been infected previously, has 
had a first dose of the vaccine and has displayed her reluctance to take a second 
shot of the vaccine earlier in the conversation. P is an argument in favor of Marica’s 
plan to not take a second dose and is qualified by a quite generic hearsay strategy: 
dicono che (‘they say that’). Subsequently, p is disputed by Marcella and the two 
friends engage in a lengthy sequence of repair that regards both p and its source.

(9) TIGR_EV4
1  MARICA mh tanto, ho fa=ho avuto il covid; ehm: dicono che chi ha 

avuto 

mh anyway, I di=had covid; ehm: they say that if you had
2 il covid ne basta uno so*lo, (.)tutte bal*+le? eh: (xxx xxx)+

covid just one shot’s enough, (.) is that bullshit? eh: (xxx xxx)
marcella                            �*shakes her head*  

+nods-------------+
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3 MARICA era ↑una leggenda metropo#litana; (.) eh; (.)#

that was ↑an urban legend; (.) right; (.)
marcella                             #nods---------------#

4 MARICA peccato.

too bad.
5 (0.16)

6 MARCELLA questa se l’è inventata proprio così;

she made it up entirely;
7 (0.33)

8 MARICA ((coughs)) ↑io. (-) ↑no:; ↑giu:ro; (.) l’ho sentita da 

qualche

((coughs)) ↑me. (-) ↑no:; I ↑swe:ar; (.) I heard that somewhere;
9 parte; qualcuno l’ha detto. me l’ha detto anche la: 

bianchi.

somebody said that.= also professor bianchi told me.
10 CAROLA ah sì?

oh really?
11 MARICA sì,

yes,
12 (0.98)

13 quando io mi son scu↑sata; le ho detto guardi io oggi

when I apo↑logized (to the professor for being sick in class); I told her 
look today

14 sono, come se non ci <<laughing> fossi,

I am as if <<laughing>>I were not here,>

As evidenced by the multimodal transcription in l. 2,15 Marcella initiates repair by 
shaking her head as a sign of disapproval. Marica then backs off to take a K- stance. 
She produces two candidate self-repairs, confirmed by Marcella’s nodding her head, 
which simultaneously deny the truth of p and the reliability of her hearsay expe-
rience, while maintaining the idea of having heard a discourse containing p: the 
labels balle (‘bullshit’, ‘lies’) and leggenda metropolitana (‘urban legend’) both refer 
to (untrue) discourses. This phase of the repair is concluded by an assessment by 
Marica at l. 4 that seems to signal reluctant acceptance. The sequence however had 
unfolded in a playful way (Marica producing vocal discourse and Marcella head 
gestures only) and Marica’s giving in completely appears to be somewhat exagger-
ated, suggesting a share of irony. This interpretation is consistent with Marcella’s 

15 The multimodal transcription uses Mondada’s (2018) conventions.
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next move at l. 6, which hyperbolically (and using a strong device of distancing, 
which is the use of the third person singular to refer to the interlocutor) accuses 
Marica of having no information sources at all – a rhetorical climax after the two 
preceding denials by Marica. 

This climax triggers a change of tone from l. 8 onwards, as Marica starts to 
contradict Marcella and defend her standpoint, confirming that she did not really 
mean to disclaim p. In this second phase of the repair, Marica specifies relevant 
components of the hearsay frame. She encodes three progressively more specific 
hearsay strategies: l’ho sentita da qualche parte (‘I heard that somewhere’: S0 has 
experienced a specific speech event in the past); qualcuno l’ha detto (‘somebody 
said that’: a specific Si was involved); me l’ha detto anche la bianchi (‘also Bianchi 
told me’: Si is professor Bianchi). These foreground Marica’s own experience of the 
hearsay and eventually reduce the indeterminacy of Si, who turns out to be a pro-
fessor of Marica’s and Carola’s classes and apparently is granted some basic trust 
as an academic authority. Failing to have p accepted (l. 10–11), Marica expands 
her telling of the circumstances in which the report was produced: she refers to a 
conversation she had with that professor the day after her first dose of the vaccine, 
when she was not feeling well enough to pay attention in class. Her narrative, 
which includes her own direct reported speech, underlines the social and affective 
relation of familiarity and trust between Marica and the professor, the factuality of 
the event and Marica’s detailed memory of it, defeating the accusation of having 
made things up (cf. Clift 2006, who analyzes direct reported speech in interaction 
as implying the speaker’s participation in an event). All aspects potentially contrib-
ute to presenting the interaction with Professor Bianchi as a reliable source. They 
add up to the repeated expressions of personal involvement and assertiveness in l. 
8 and 9 to stress Marica’s personal commitment to p against Marcella’s doubts, in 
strong contrast to the generic and impersonal initial formulation dicono che.

The excerpts discussed in this section further corroborate the observa-
tions made in 3.7.2, showing how details about different semantic parameters of 
hearsay boost the justificatory function of this type of information source and help 
strengthen the speaker’s K+ stance. The hearsay frame components that speakers 
add during repair regard, on the one hand, the identity of Si and properties of Si that 
enhance their authority to tell the truth about the matter p, e.g. as a direct witness 
or – more often, in our data – as an expert of some sort. On the other hand, speakers 
narrate in detail the event during which they learnt about p, in ways that suggest 
the factuality of the event, the experiencer’s correct and precise uptake of others’ 
discourse and the experiencer’s good memory of it. All mentioned frame compo-
nents contribute to presenting the experience as a reliable source. 
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3.7.4 Hearsay strategies followed by disclaimers

We conclude our analysis by illustrating a smaller subcollection of repairs in which 
hearsay is signaled in the repairable and is followed by an epistemic and evidential 
disclaimer in the repairing segment. This collection differs from the other two both 
semantically – these repairs do not increase the degree of specificity of the refer-
ence to a hearsay source – and pragmatically – S0 does not claim epistemic primacy.

Example (10) is part of a long sequence where two couples, Marianna and 
Luciano, and Adriana and Vittorio, try to achieve a common understanding of what 
a “jackfruit” is, a type of fruit that was introduced by Marianna as a topic. In the 
excerpt reproduced below, Vittorio produces a request for confirmation whether 
the jackfruit is the same as a mangosteen, and Marianna responds negatively. 
She then presents the information that the jackfruit’s texture is similar to meat’s 
through the rather generic hearsay evidential strategy dicono (‘they say’). 

(10) TIGR_EV7
1 VITTORIO non è il mango[steen, quello?]

isn’t that (the jackfruit) the same as a mangosteen?
2 ADRIANA 	          [eh]	             può esse[re.]

	                     well	                           maybe.
3 MARIANNA 	                                    [n]o. però, 

	                                                                              no it’s not. but, 
4 dicono che ha una consistenza simile alla carne; 

they say its texture (of the jackfruit) is like meat
5 DIcono; non lo so io [poi;]

they SAY; I don’t know [really;]
6 LUCIANO 			    [ma] lo mangi, (.) CRUdo?

	 		   [but] do you eat it, (.) raw?
7 MARIANNA no:; h° ovviamente, lo devi cuocere. 

no:; obviously, you have to cook it. 

This strategy does not specify Marianna’s involvement as an experiencer, nor 
who Si is, and is neutral with regard to the commitment Marianna is willing to 
undertake towards the information. However, earlier in the sequence Marianna 
introduced the jackfruit as a topic, gave descriptions and corrected her co-partic-
ipants regarding the jackfruit’s properties. Her role in the sequence suggests that 
she might have further knowledge and more precise sources, and is coherent with 
a claim to epistemic primacy over her co-participants. The fact that they ask her 
questions about the jackfruit, as Vittorio does in l. 1 for instance, points towards 
a shared assumption of her epistemic primacy and an acknowledgment of her 



3 Hearsay in Italian talk-in-interaction   103

role. The prosodically marked repetition dicono (‘they SAY’) and the addition of 
the comment clause non lo so io poi (‘I don’t know really’) repair and cancel these 
implications. Stressing the evidential strategy dicono highlights the indeterminacy 
of the source, and Marianna’s reluctance to specify it further. Any implicature that 
she might know something more about Si, or that she might have been directly 
involved in the speech event, is canceled. In so doing, Marianna refrains from pre-
senting herself as responsible for the information and disclaims epistemic primacy 
regarding this specific aspect of the fruit, before re-establishing a K+ stance in the 
following question-answer sequence (lines 6–7).

Against the background of the data discussed in the previous sections, dis-
claimers like the one just illustrated appear to serve an opposite goal compared to 
specifying repairs (3.7.3). While details about hearsay sources sustain a speaker’s 
knowledge claims, signaling a hearsay source without providing details reduces the 
certainty of p (compared to a formulation without any evidential qualification) and 
lowers the speaker’s position on the knowledge scale.

3.8 �Conclusions
In this paper, we presented a frame-based and interactional approach to the func-
tional category of information source and applied it to the study of hearsay in a 
corpus of dinner and lunch table conversations in Italian. 

We described information source as a cluster of multiple parameters (com-
ponents and their attributes) related to each other within a frame structure. 
When describing a language such as Italian, which lacks a paradigm of evidential 
markers, this theoretical choice allows for a fine-grained description of various pat-
terns of evidential encoding, which partition the semantic space of information 
source without obeying any constraints imposed by grammar. Our analysis of a set 
of 126 hearsay constructions showed how components of hearsay frames can be 
verbalized with precision, referred to rather vaguely, and also be left completely 
unspecified. Among the more specific evidential means, we mainly find construc-
tions with verbs, especially dire (‘say’). These are particularly frequent, have tem-
poral and aspectual properties, and their argument structure allows one to specify 
event participants (S0, Si). Therefore, they are suited to encode a hearsay frame with 
a fair amount of detail and to actualize various combinations of parameters. More 
grammaticalized or lexicalized strategies are less specific and less flexible. Simi-
larly to fully grammaticalized evidential morphemes, especially in languages with 
simple two-fold systems, they may even neutralize quite basic semantic distinctions 
such as the difference between hearsay and inference (‘indirect’ evidence). 
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The semantic variation attested in the corpus raises the question of its prag-
matic significance, which we investigated through the lens of repair practices. 
Participants use repair to repeat, correct and specify hearsay components as part 
of their epistemic stance-taking, exhibiting semantic and functional contrasts that 
are relevant to them and therefore constitute important data in a context-sensitive 
and participant-centered perspective on meaning. When repair targets previous 
formulations of p lacking evidential indications (3.7.2), the addition of a hearsay 
source usually has the effect of maintaining the epistemic primacy claimed by the 
speaker. Especially when details of the experience are specified, hearsay tends not 
to achieve an effect of distancing or downgrading. In sequences where hearsay is 
present both in the repairable and in the repairing segment (3.7.3), we compared 
the semantic structure of frames evoked by successive formulations. It emerged 
that speakers progressively fine-tune their references to frame components, an 
important function being to present the source as a reliable one and, again, main-
tain a K+ stance. Finally, we discussed the rarer case in which participants perform 
repair by disclaiming knowledge and remembering, with the effect of lowering 
their epistemic authority (3.7.4). The disclaimers seem to target and cancel the 
implicatures of speaker involvement, accuracy of reporting, precision of memory, 
and expertise of Si activated by previous references to a hearsay frame. 

Across the strands of our analysis, two features of hearsay frames have emerged 
as particularly relevant: the identity and properties of Si and the involvement of S0 

as an experiencer in the reported speech event. Participants clearly orient to these 
aspects, since they are frequently encoded explicitly and often become the object of 
repair. At a theoretical level, the prominence of the experiencer parameter is well 
accounted for by the frame-based conception of information source we adhered to 
in this paper, which models the category as an experience of knowledge acquisi-
tion. It also entails that in hearsay not only the ‘other’ (Si), but also the ‘self’ (S0) are 
important, a semantic affinity with inferential sources that might not have received 
sufficient attention in existing accounts of indirect knowledge.

Given the maintenance of a K+ stance that we observe generally in our collec-
tion of repairs, a probable pragmatic reason for speakers to foreground both the 
properties of Si and the involvement of S0 is that precise reference to Si and claiming 
S0’s direct access to Si’s discourse contribute to presenting the hearsay source as 
reliable. The details in question indeed allow participants to assess several criti-
cal aspects such as the position to know of Si as an expert or witness, but also S0’s 
good memory and understanding, which can be expected to influence the accuracy 
of the report. Inversely, markedly generic, or lacking, reference to Si and to S0’s 
involvement appears to diminish the speaker’s epistemic primacy. 

Our findings are compatible with an argumentative view on evidentiality, 
which foregrounds the justificatory function of evidential constructions (cf. Section 
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3.2.2). At first sight, they contradict existing research about grammaticalized evi-
dentiality that underlines the hedging function of hearsay markers. We can think 
of two possible explanations for this apparent divergence. First, grammaticalized 
hearsay evidentials merely provide generic information about the hearsay event, in 
line with the propensity of grammar to encode abstract and/or generic meaning. If 
there is a relation between the justificatory potential of an evidential construction 
and the construction’s degree of specificity, possibly grammaticalization processes 
drive hearsay markers in the direction of hedging; in contrast, lexical constructions 
like the ones we examined in our study, which have more specific content, could 
be more suitable to signal reliable sources for precisely that reason. A second pos-
sible explanation lies in the methodological differences between our study, which 
included sequential analysis, and classical corpus-linguistic investigations, which 
consider quite short windows of context, or even research based on decontextu-
alized invented examples. Evidential constructions regarding a given proposition 
may spread over several utterances (also see Battaglia in preparation) and indi-
cators of K+ stance emerge from the sequential unfolding of talk-in-interaction. A 
narrow focus risks missing information and may be blind to certain phenomena we 
showed in our analysis. 

In conclusion, we would like to emphasize that linguistic research on infor-
mation source and interactional research on the sequential and epistemic organi-
zation of talk benefit from engaging in mutual dialogue. It is by exploring conver-
sational data that the interplay between variation in formal encoding, semantic 
values, and pragmatic functions comes to light. Our findings also call for further 
empirical investigation. For example, our observations on hearsay sources could be 
developed to hypothesize more generally a critical role of evidential specificity to 
claim reliable sources and epistemic primacy, an idea that could have implications 
also regarding processes of grammaticalization. We believe this avenue of research 
is worth pursuing further, examining larger and more variegated datasets across 
languages.
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