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Goals

• Describe the basic components of non-verbal predication
sentences (NVPs) in Mayan languages and issues they raise
about finiteness and clause structure
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• Situate NVPs within the typology of copular sentences,
focusing on predicational vs. specificational sentences in
Mayan languages



Non-verbal predication and copular elements

• In NVPs the main predicate is a non-verbal category (e.g.
noun or adjective phrase). Typologically, languages differ as
to whether the non-verbal predicate is linked to the subject
via a copular element or not (Stassen 2013)
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(1)     a. You are a teacher           English

c. Maystraj-ety  Ch’ol (Coon 2013: 66)
    teacher-B2SG

    ‘You are a teacher’

b. Mō   kóro mú         nda Vai (Welmers 1976: 116, cited in Stassen 2013)
    man  old   FOC/COP 1SG

    ‘I am an old man’



Basic components of NVPs
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• Subject NPs follow the predicate in canonical order

b. Tz’utujil (Dayley 1985: 62) 
    At     winaq     
    B2SG person
    ‘You are a person’

(2) a. Yucatec Maya (field notes)
     Taam-Ø      le   ch’e’en=o’    
     deep-B3SG DEF well=CL

     ‘The well is deep’

[ Predicate ]-SetB [ Subject ] 

SetB-[ Predicate ] [ Subject ] 

• Set B pronouns appear in either post or pre-predicate
position and index the person features of the subject



Lack of temporal morphology and TAM  

• NVPs do not have TAM markers or accompanying status
suffixes (Bohnemeyer 2002; Verhoeven 2007; Mateo Toledo 2011; Pye 2011;
Vapnarsky 2013; Coon 2014; Armstrong 2017)

a. *Max-yob’ hach   Q’anjob’al (Mateo Toledo 2011: 161)
       CP-bad     B2SG

       Intended: ‘You were bad’

b. *Úuch xooknáal-nak-en           Yucatec (Armstrong 2017: 170)
       REM   student-SS-B1SG 
       Intended: ‘I was a student long ago’

(3)
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• This is the fundamental characteristic that distinguishes
NVPs from sentences with verbal predicates



Temporal modifiers, negation and fronting
• NVPs permit a range of TAM-related modifiers (e.g. now,

before, perhaps), clausal negation and fronting of the
subject (Craig 1977; Mateo Toledo 2011; Pye 2011; Aissen 2017a; Armstrong
2017)
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a. Winik-at=ix   Tseltal (Polian 2013: 445)
     man-B2SG=now
     ‘You are now a man’

b. Le   oon=o’         ma’ tak’an-Ø=i’ Yucatec (Armstrong 2017: 186)
     DEF avocado=CL NEG ripe-B3SG=CL

     ‘The avocado, it’s not ripe’

(4)

c. Máax u       suku’un-Ø            Pil Yucatec (Armstrong 2017: 194)
    who   A3SG big.brother-B3SG Felipe
    ‘Who is Felipe’s big brother?’



Embedding
• NVPs can be subordinate clauses only in contexts where a

fully finite verbal subordinate clause is possible (Craig 1977;
Bohnemeyer 2002; Mateo Toledo 2011; Pye 2011; Aissen 2017a)
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a. Chi-Ø      w-oche-j        tol     ch-ach    way-i 
     ICP-B3SG A1SG-want-SS COMP ICP-b2sg sleep-SS
     ‘I want you to sleep (lit. I want that you sleep)’

(5) Q’anjob’al (Mateo Toledo 2011: 172)

b. *Max-Ø   h-aq’le-j     tol     max-ach way-i
       CP-B3SG A2SG-try-SS COMP CP-B2SG   sleep-SS
       Intended: ‘You tried to sleep’

c. Max-Ø   h-aq’le-j     ha-way-i
    CP-B3SG A2SG-try-SS A2SG-sleep-SS
    ‘You tried to sleep’

b. *Max-Ø   w-aq’le-j    (tol)  miman hin 
       CP-B3SG A1SG-try-SS COMP big        B1SG
       Intended: ‘I tried to be a big person’

a. Chi-Ø      w-oche-j         tol    watx’il anima  hex 
     ICP-B3SG A1SG-want-SS COMP good   people B2PL
     ‘I want you all to be good people’

(6) Q’anjob’al (Mateo Toledo 2011: 172)



Major areas of research and further reading
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• Agreement and position of set B pronouns in NVPs (Craig 1977;
Armstrong 2010, 2017; Pye 2011; Coon 2013; Coon, Mateo & Preminger 2014)

• Non-verbal categories, finiteness and argument structure (Mateo
Toledo 2011; Pye 2011; Coon 2014; Aissen 2017b)

• Existential, locative, possessive and stage vs. individual level
predicates (Freeze 1976, 1992; Craig 1977; Polian 2004; Coon 2006;
Verhoeven 2007; Vapnarsky 2013; Armstrong 2017)

• Predicative vs. non-predicative nominal expressions (Armstrong
2010; in prep; Pye 2011; Vapnarsky 2013)

• AM markers as NVPs (Bricker 1981; Bohnemeyer 2002; Verhoeven 2007;
Pye 2011; Coon 2013)



NVPs and the typology of copular sentences

• NVPs form part of a typology of copular sentences in which
two nominal expressions are related to one another in
different ways (Higgins 1979; Mikkelsen 2005, 2011; Den Dikken
2006, 2017)
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(7)      Predicational: Pred position ascribes property to Subj position

(8)      Specificational: Pred position (focus) specifies unknown referential value 
           of Subj position (ground)

[Subj Jürgen Klopp] is [Pred a football manager]

Says “what” Jürgen Klopp is  

[Ground The manager of Liverpool FC] is [Focus Jürgen Klopp]

Says “who” the manager of Liverpool FC is 



Specificational sentences
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• Specificational sentences have a canonical [Focus] –
[Ground] order in Mayan languages

[ Focus  ] - [ Ground ] 
(pred position)         (subj position)

(9)      a. Teen  le   ts’akyaj=o’  Yucatec (field notes)
                1SG    DEF doctor=CL

                ‘The doctor is me’

             b. Joñoñ jiñi aj-choñ-we’el Ch’ol (Coon & Martinovic, to appear)
                 1SG      DET AGT-sell-meat
                 ‘The butcher is me’ 
 
 



Specificational sentences
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• When topicalized, the ground appears before the focus

[ Ground  ] - [ Focus ] 
(top position)         (pred position)

(10)      a. Yucatec (field notes)
                  Le  jach kolnáal-o’ob=o’      to’on                 
                  DEF true corn.farmer-PL=CL 1PL

                  ‘The true corn farmers are us’

             b. Tseltal (Polian 2013: 452)
te   sak waj-mats’=e            ja’=me te    j-chinam-tik=e 

                  DET white tortilla-dough=DET FOC=CL  DET  A1-brain-PL.INCL=DET

 ‘As for white pozol, it is our brain’



1st and 2nd person focus
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• When the focus is a 1st or 2nd person pronoun, some
languages do not permit the presence of a set B pronoun in
the ground while others do

(11)      a. Joñoñ jiñi aj-choñ-we’el(*-oñ) Ch’ol (Coon & Martinović to appear)
                 1SG      DET AGT-sell-meat(-B1SG)
                 Intended: ‘The butcher is me’ 

             b. Jo’on  te   jumen-on=e  Tseltal (Polian 2013: 453)
                 1SG      DET vulture-B1SG=DET

                 ‘The vulture is me’

 



Definite NPs as foci in specificational sentences
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• In [ground]-[focus] order when the focus is a definite NP, a
copular element related to either a focus particle or 3rd person
pronoun surfaces in many Mayan languages
(12)     a. Yucatec (field notes): leti’ = 3sg pronoun

Le  ko’olel=o’    leti’       le   máaestra=o’ 
                  DEF woman=CL 3SG/COP DEF teacher=CL

                 ‘That woman is the teacher’
             b. Tseltal (Polian 2013: 452): ja’ = focus particle
                  te   sak waj-mats’=e             ja’=me         te   j-chinam-tik=e 
                   DET white tortilla-dough=DET FOC/COP=CL  DET A1-brain-PL.INCL=DET

 ‘As for white pozol, it is our brain’
              c. K’iche’ (Velleman 2014: 32): aree = focus particle (are’ = 3sg pronoun)
                  Le   nab’ee cofradia         aree le   Santa Cruz
                  DET first      congregation COP   DET Santa Cruz
                  ‘The first congregation was the Santa Cruz congregation’
 



Major areas of research and further reading
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• Cleft constructions and focus (Polian 2013, chapter 21; Vapnarsky 2013;
Velleman 2014; Verhoeven & Skopeteas 2015; Gutiérrez Bravo 2017; Aissen
2017b)

• Typologies of copular sentences (Polian 2013, chapter 21; Velleman
2014; Coon & Martinović to appear; Armstrong in prep)



This lecture is part of the series Glottothèque: Mayan languages. Berlin, Göttingen, Mexico City: 
online resource.

You may find related lectures and further 
information at the Glottothèque website at: 
https://spw.uni-goettingen.de/projects/lacim/

visit glottothèque at: 
https://spw.uni-goettingen.de/projects/maya/
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Abbreviations used
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1 = 1st person
2 = 2nd person
3 = 3rd person
A = set A bound pronoun
B = set B bound pronoun
AGT = agentive noun
CL = clitic
CLF = nominal classifier
COMP = complementizar
COP = copula
CP = completive
DEF = definite
DET = determiner
FOC = focus particle
INCL = inclusive
NEG = negation
PL = plural
REM = remote past
SG = singular
SS = status suffix
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