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Caroline Kroon & Rodie Risselada: Polarity, Scalarity, Focality: The elusive Latin particle iam

 

One of the most frequent but also most elusive Latin particles is iam, which in English is commonly translated as ‘already’. In earlier accounts iam is described both as an evaluative particle expressing various, even opposite temporal perspectives (e.g. ‘already’, but also ‘not until’ or ‘still’), and as a full-blown temporal adverb with the meaning ‘now’, ‘right now’ or ‘soon’.

In our paper we will argue: a) that iam is an evaluative particle in all its occurrences; and b) that the ‘basic meaning’ of iam is composite, and must be analyzed in terms of three interrelated features which may, but need not all be relevant in every single occurrence of the word. The features involved are the semantic features of polarity and scalarity/phasality, and the pragmatic feature of (counterpresuppositional) focus, of which the last one appears to be the most pivotal.

We propose to discern between four different uses of iam, which can be distinguished from, as well as related to, one another by the specific configurations of these three features. This interplay of features will form the central part of our paper.

We hope to demonstrate that our assumption of a composite basic meaning solves the problem of the elusive variety of meanings of Latin iam.
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