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THE BIG PICTURE
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ME



overtly causal language:  
e.g., the patient healed because they took this pill. 

causality’s shadow:   
studying how causality interacts with other parts of 
discourse (counterfactuals;  predictions, etc.)

CAUSALITY IN LANGUAGE



A PUZZLE ABOUT TEMPORAL 
ASYMMETRY (h/t Ninan)
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Dilip Ninan “Assertion, Evidence, and the Future”, forthcoming in The Philosophical Review



THE ASSERTION PUZZLE



THE ASSERTION PUZZLE



DIAGNOSING THE PUZZLE
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PRELIMINARY DIAGNOSIS/HUNCH

the asymmetry is due to legitimacy of different kinds of 
evidence in the different contexts. 

• future-oriented: indirect evidence is allowed. 
• past-oriented: indirect evidence is dispreferred.  

(Q1) How do we draw the direct/indirect distinction? 
(Q2) Why is the effect of directness temporally 
asymmetrical?



DIRECT/INDIRECT: SOME RELATED PUZZLES 

future/past is not the only case where indirectness 
matters.  

exhibit one: (i) it must be raining vs. (ii) it’s raining.  
• (i) sounds bad if you are directly staring at the rain. 
• von Fintel & Gillies 2011 (& others): must wants 

“indirect evidence”. 



DIRECT/INDIRECT: SOME RELATED PUZZLES 

future/past is not the only case where indirectness 
matters.  

exhibit two: that symphony is gorgeous.  
• this sounds bad if you have never listened to the 

symphony (see a.o. Ninan 2014).  
• predicates like gorgeous, tasty, disgusting, moving 

require an experiential basis—a special kind of direct 
evidence.  



BUT WHAT IS “DIRECT EVIDENCE”? 

• it cannot just be: what I have perceptually 
experienced.  

• why? recall our hypotheses that (i) indirect evidence 
is dispreferred for past-directed statements and (ii) 
direct  evidence is dispreferred for must statements.  

• problem one: there are past-directed statements in 
which testimonial evidence is just fine.  
• Caesar was stabbed by Brutus.  
• Barack Obama was born in Hawaii.  
• The kids ate their dinner. 



BUT WHAT IS “DIRECT EVIDENCE”? 

• problem two: there are must-statements in which 
testimonial evidence is bad (unless you are trying to 
cast doubt).  
• Caesar must have been stabbed by Brutus.  
• Barack Obama must have been born in Hawaii.  
• The kids must have eaten their dinner. 

• upshot: testimonial evidence behaves as direct 
evidence. 



BUT WHAT IS “DIRECT EVIDENCE”? 

• my (rough) proposal:  
my evidence for some proposition p is direct when 
there is a causal path from the events and states that p 
is about and my basis for asserting p.  

• application:  
my stating that Brutus stabbed Caesar is causally 
downstream from the original event. So it is based on 
direct evidence.  



REVISING THE DIAGNOSIS

the asymmetry is due to the availability of different 
kinds of evidence. 

• future-oriented: indirect (=no causal path) 
evidence is allowed. 

• past-oriented: indirect (=no causal path) evidence 
is dispreferred.  

(Q1) How do we draw the direct/indirect distinction? 
(Q2) Why is the effect of directness temporally 
asymmetrical? 



FULL DIAGNOSES
four



FIRST FULL DIAGNOSIS

1. principle: non-defective assertion requires your 
evidence to be of the best kind available. 

2. the asymmetry is due to the availability of different 
kinds of evidence. 

• future-oriented: only indirect evidence  
• past-oriented: both indirect and direct.  



A PROBLEMATIC VARIANT



SECOND FULL DIAGNOSIS

1. many linguistic items encode a demand for certain 
types of evidence as part of their meaning.  

2. linguists already know this; there is a category of 
expressions called evidentials whose role is precisely 
to signal the presence of a specific type of evidence. 

3. I argue that the category of evidentiality is much 
broader than linguists currently accept.  Every 
predicate effectively encodes a preference for certain 
type of evidence. The default preference is 
directness.



HOLD ON:

1. You are saying the kids liked the pasta is bad because 
the sentence prefers a direct path to the event.   

2. But how does that explain why the kids will like the 
pasta is good? 



HOLD ON:

1. You are saying the kids liked the pasta is bad because 
the sentence prefers a direct path to the event.   

2. But how does that explain why the kids will like the 
pasta is good?

ANSWER: not by itself but in combination with two ideas:  
(i) that certain expression modulate/defuse evidence-type 
constraints and 
(ii) the idea that will is one of these expressions.



WHAT MODALS DO:

1. The kids liked the pasta is ☹ in the context. 

2. The kids probably liked the pasta is 😇. 

3. The kids must have liked the pasta is 😇. 

4. It is certain that the kids must have liked the pasta 😇 

the underlined expressions are “modals” 

modals defuse these requirements on evidence type 



WHY BELIEVE THAT “WILL” IS A MODAL?





CONCLUSIONS!
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1. The impact of causality on language goes beyond the 
analysis of overtly causal discourse.  

2. It is well recognized by philosophers of language 
that declarative sentences carry content beyond the 
conditions for their truth. But it is less recognized 
that much of what we say carries evidence-type 
constraints.  

3. It is even less clearly recognized that these 
constraints are ultimately best understood as causal 
in nature. They require the right kind of causal link 
between linguistic acts and the events they are 
about.  



THANKS!
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