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The goal of this paper is to offer a semantics of the phenomenon of mirativity, the
phenomenon of linguistically marking unexpected information (DeLancey, 1997), as shown
in (1) (Rett and Murray, 2013: 3b), where mirativity is marked by the exclamation mark.
(1)

(Wow,) John arrived on time!

Mirativity has received much interest in the typological literature (e.g., Aikhenvald, 2012
and references therein) in relation to the question of its relation to evidentiality, the
expression of the source of evidence for the proposition (Aikhenvald, 2004): mirativity is
expressed by an evidential marker for indirect information, even though the surprising
event is often directly observed, as shown for Turkish, based on Slobin and Aksu (1982):
(2)

Kemal gel-miş
Kemal come-ind.evid.
Reading 1: ‘I have indirect evidence that Kemal came.’
Reading 2: ‘I am surprised that Kemal came.’ (can be said while seeing Kemal)

The question whether mirativity should be considered part of evidentiality or not has been
under debate in the typological literature since DeLancey (1997), but it is also relevant for
theorists, with recent proposals positing a formal relation between mirativity and evidentiality (Rett and Murray, 2013; Peterson, 2013).
The current paper contributes to this discussion by presenting novel data from Turkish
and Bulgarian, showing that the evidential morpheme is only optional in mirative contexts,
but obligatory in non-mirative indirect contexts. I argue that the morpheme serves not as
the marker of mirativity, but as an optional intensifier of the surprise, much like the optional
use of Wh-phrases in mirative sentences (‘What big eyes you have!’ vs. ‘You have big eyes!’).
I propose a semantics for mirativity that is independent from evidential morphology,
but based instead on intonational focus, which is shown to be always present in mirative
sentences. The focus-sensitive mirative operator proposed here acts as a comparative between
the various salient alternatives generated by focus. I propose that being surprised at the
true alternative is derived from the idea that some other, more favored (expected to a higher
degree) alternative, i.e. higher on a contextually determined scale of expectations, is false:
(3)

JMIRKcs = λf<s,t> .λw.[f (w) = 1 ∧ ∃g<s,t> s.t. Esc (g) > Esc (f ) ∧ g(w) = 0]

A related proposal is Zanuttini and Portner (2003) on exclamatives, which also involves
alternatives, but they are generated by a Wh-operator. The first argument of the current
paper regards evidential morphology and Wh-phrases as intensifiers and not as part of the
basic semantics of mirativity. This contrast between intensified and non-intensified mirative
cannot be achieved in a Wh-based account, but is captured in the focus-based proposal
presented here at no cost of extra machinery. The idea that mirativity is related to focus
has been suggested by Zeevat (2013) for particles like only, even in English. More generally,
the idea that expectations and focus are related is found in Beaver and Clark (2009).
This proposal could be extendable to other languages where evidential morphology is
1

optional in mirative sentences, and could help inform the syntax of mirativity (Varley, 2014).

References
Aikhenvald, Alexandra (2004). Evidentiality. Oxford University Press.
Aikhenvald, Alexandra (2012). The essence of mirativity. Linguistic Typology, 16:435–485.
Beaver, David and Clark, Brady (2009). Sense and sensitivity: How focus determines meaning. John Wiley & Sons.
DeLancey, Scott (1997). Mirativity: the grammatical marking of unexpected informat.
Linguistic typology, 1:33–52.
Peterson, Tyler (2013). Rethinking mirativity. Published on Semantics Archive.
Rett, Jessica and Murray, Sarah E. (2013). A semantic account of mirative evidentials. In
Snider, Todd, editor, Proceedings from (SALT) XXIII, pages 453–472, Ithaca, NY. CLC
Publications.
Slobin, Dan and Aksu, Ayhan (1982). Tense, aspect and modality in the use of the Turkish
evidential. In Hopper, Paul J., editor, Tense-aspect: Between Semantics & Pragmatics,
volume 1 of Typpological Studies in Language, pages 185–200. John Benjamins.
Varley, Nadia (2014). Evidentiality straddling T- and C-domains. In Leiss, Elisabeth and
Abraham, Werner, editors, Modes of Modality: Modality, typology, and universal grammar,
pages 43–86.
Zanuttini, Raffaella and Portner, Paul (2003). Exclamative clauses: At the syntax-semantics
interface. Language, 79(1):39–81.
Zeevat, Henk (2013). Expressing surprise by particles. In Gutzmann, Daniel and Gärtner,
Hans-Martin, editors, Beyond Expressives: Explorations in Use-Conditional Meaning, volume 28 of Current Research in the Semantics/Pragmatics Interface, pages 297–320. LEIDEN - BOSTON.

2

