
Blackfoot ikak-: A Case Study in ‘Only’ and ‘Even’ 

Introduction In Blackfoot (Plains Algonquian: Southern Alberta), the preverbal particle ikak- 

is interpreted as ‘only’ outside the scope of negation and ‘even’ inside the scope of negation 

(Frantz & Russell 1989). This paper demonstrates how these two, seemingly inverse, 

interpretations can be derived from a single lexical item, and proposes that ikak- is truth-

conditionally vacuous but introduces a scalar presupposition that the prejacent is low on a scale 

consisting of a set of contextually-relevant alternative propositions. The data and analysis 

presented in this paper support the lexical theory of ‘even’ over the scope theory, as ikak- is 

interpreted as ‘even’ only in downward-entailing contexts. 

The Data An example of Blackfoot ikak- in an affirmative context is given in (1). 

(1) Anahk  Leo aikakáíkskimaa  áwaakaasii. 

 an-wa-hk  L  a-ikak-a-ikskimaa  awaakaasii 

 DEM-PROX-REL  L  PREV-only-IMPF hunt.AI  deer 

 ‘Leo only hunts deer.’  

In (1), ikak- appears to function like English ‘only.’ It introduces a set of contextually-relevant 

alternatives to the prejacent (that Leo hunts moose, that Leo hunts elk, etc.) and restricts the 

interpretation of the proposition, such that, of the alternatives, the prejacent is true to the 

exclusion of other alternatives. However, under negation, Blackfoot ikak- behaves differently: 

(2) Anahk  Leo  máátsikakasikskimááwaatsiks  áwaakaasii. 

 an-wa-hk  L  maat-ikak-a-ikskimaa-waatsiks  awaakaasii 

 DEM-PROX-REL  L  NEG-even-IMPF-hunt.AI-NONAFF  deer 

‘Leo doesn’t even hunt deer.’ 

In (2), ikak- seems to function like ‘even’ by introducing a set of alternatives, ordered in terms of 

a likeliness scale, along which the prejacent (that Leo doesn’t hunt deer) is relatively low. 

Notably, ikak- cannot be interpreted as ‘even’ in affirmative contexts or as ‘only’ under negation.  

The Semantics of ‘Only’ versus ‘Even’ Both ‘only’ and ‘even’ evoke alternatives, but they 

differ with respect to asserted versus presuppositional content.  In the standard view, ‘only’ 

presupposes its prejacent and asserts that, of the contextually relevant alternatives, the prejacent 

is exclusively true (Horn 1969; see also Atlas 1993, Ippolito 2006 and others, on whether ‘only’ 

introduces a presupposition or an implicature). Conversely, ‘even’ is standardly thought to assert 

the prejacent, and introduce a scalar presupposition that the prejacent is low on a scale of 

likeliness, relative to the alternative propositions (Karttunen and Peters 1979). Following van 

Rooy (2002), I assume that ‘only’ is also scalar, and that the apparent differences between scalar 

and non-scalar uses of ‘only’ are pragmatic rather than lexical. Under this view, the excluded 

alternatives are always those that are higher-ranked members of a contextually-determined scale, 

and full exclusion is only apparent, and depends on the vagueness of the scale. 

A Unified Analysis of Blackfoot ikak- I propose that the lexical entry for ikak- is 

underspecified, and draws on the shared properties of ‘only’ and ‘even.’ Specifically, ikak- 

introduces a set of alternatives, ordered along a contextually-determined scale, and situates the 

prejacent at the low end of the scale, excluding higher-ranked alternatives. Importantly, this takes 

the form of a scalar presupposition, rather than an assertion, distinguishing ikak- from English 

‘only.’ (The scalar presupposition may be alternatively analysed as a conventional implicature, 

as nothing in the analysis hinges on this distinction, but the former is adopted for sake of 

concreteness). With ikak-, the prejacent is asserted, similar to English ‘even.’ 

Accounting for the Data Assuming that presuppositions (but not assertions) project through 

negation, this proposal accounts for the paradigm in (1) and (2). In these examples, the prejacent 
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is negated, and the restriction on alternatives introduced by ikak- projects through negation. In 

contrast, with English ‘only,’ the prejacent projects through negation, and the exclusion of 

higher-ranked alternatives is negated, as in (3). 

(3) a. Leo only hunts deer. 

b. Leo doesn’t only hunt deer. 

In both (3a) and (3b), the prejacent (that Leo hunts deer) is true, suggesting that it is 

presupposed, not asserted. Compare this with (1) and (2), in which the truth conditions of the 

prejacent varies depending on polarity. Thus, the claim that ikak- is truth-conditionally vacuous 

but introduces a scalar presupposition accounts for the ‘only/even’ alternation seen in (1) and (2). 

Further Predictions If ikak- is truth-conditionally vacuous, and the exclusion of higher-

ranked alternatives is presupposed, then the prediction is that, if ikak- can scope over negation, 

then the prejacent should be negated, rather than the exclusive of alternatives. This prediction is 

borne out. In addition to the negative prefix maat- observed in (2), Blackfoot has a negative 

prefix sa- that is used in subordinate clauses in the conjunct order (Frantz 1991). The ikak- prefix 

can either precede or follow sa-, yielding ‘only’ and ‘even’ readings, respectively. 

(4) Ana Leo  oyitsi'taki  kaksáíkskimaahsi   áwaakaasii. 

an-wa  L  oyitsi’taki  ikak-sa-a-ikskimaa-hsi  awaakassii 

DEM-PROX  L  feel.sad.AI only-NEG-IMPF-hunt.AI-CONJ  deer 

‘Leo feels sad when he only doesn’t hunt deer.’ 

(5) Ana  Leo  oyitsi'taki  sawáikaksíkskimaahsi            áwaakaasii.  

an-wa  L  oyitsi'taki sa-a-ikak-ikskimaa-hsi  awaakassii 

DEM-PROX  L  feel.sad.AI NEG-IMPF-even-hunt.AI-CONJ  deer 

 ‘Leo feels sad when he doesn’t even hunt deer.’ 

The only possible interpretation of the subordinate clause in (4) is one in which ‘only’ takes wide 

scope over negation, and the negated proposition as a whole (that Leo doesn’t hunt deer) is 

treated as the prejacent that is asserted, excluding other contextually-relevant alternatives. An 

appropriate paraphrase could be rendered as “Leo feels sad when the only thing he does is not 

hunt deer,” but crucially not “... when the only thing he doesn’t do is hunt deer.” Notably, this 

differs from the English translation of (4), which is scopally ambiguous.  

Theoretical Implications The Blackfoot data provides support for the so-called “lexical 

theory” of ‘even,’ which posits two distinct lexical entries for ‘even’ in affirmative versus 

downward-entailing contexts (Rooth 1985, Rullmann 1997, amongst others). The opposing 

‘scope theory’ requires ‘even’ to scope over negation to derive the NPI reading (e.g. Guerzoni 

2003), a stipulation that is clearly not supported by the Blackfoot data, because the ‘even’ 

interpretation of ikak- is available only under the scope of negation. Furthermore, because ikak- 

is interpreted as ‘even’ only under negation, this suggests that regular and downward-entailing 

‘even’ can be realized as distinct lexical entries, despite that they are polysemous in English. 
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