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numeral classifiers in Yucatec Maya

(1) hun- p’éel(h) xanab

one- CL.UNIT shoe ‘one shoe’

(Briceño Chel 1992, Lucy 1992, Miram 1983, Lehmann 2010, 2023)

The following categories must be introduced:
• sortal classifiers
• mensural classifiers
• measure nouns

Numeral
Numeral 
classifier Noun



classifiers and measuring expressions



sortal classifiers

 type or class to which the counted individual belongs:

(2) jun-túul k’éek’en
one-CL.ANIM pig ‘one pig’ (ANIMATE)

(3) jun-kúul wayu’um
one-CL.PLANT huaya ‘one huayatree’ (PLANT)

(4) jun-ts’íit kib
one-CL.EXTENDED wax ‘one candle’ (LONG OBJECT)

Sortal classifiers are required for certain quantifiers (numbers of Mayan 
origin, interrogative quantifier), i.e., they fulfill a “cardinality function” if this
is not built into the numeral (see Lehmann 2010, Bale & Coon 2014, Bale et al. 
2019, Little et al. 2022)



mensural classifiers

 quantity or measure of an entity ('slice', 'chunk', etc.) or 
aggregates of wholes ('pair', 'stack ', etc.). 

(5) jun-wóol xa’ak’
one-CL.ROUND spice ‘one ball of spices’ (BALL)

(6) jun-lóoch’ ixi’im 
one-CL.BUNDLE maiz ‘one bundle of maiz’ (BUNDLE)

Unlike sortal classifiers, these elements do not classify the meaning of the 
noun, but denote a measure according to which the content of the noun is 
measured.



measure nouns

 nouns expressing measure that cannot be attached to the
numerals (in contrast to mensural classifiers). 

(7) p’is ten óox-*(p’éel) kiiloj bu’ul!
weigh[IMP] 1.SG three-CL.UNIT kilo bean

‘Weigh three kilos of beans for me!’ (Briceño Chel 1994: 147)



summary

sortal
classifiers

mensural 
classifiers

measure
nouns

attach to numerals + + –
express measure – + +



current phenomena



current phenomena

Basic observation:

classifier p‘éel ‚CL.UNIT‘ is generalized.



general classifier

 a special instance of sortal classifier that has the abstract 
meaning ‘UNIT’ and can be applied to any entity. 

(7) jun-p’éel wayu’um
one-CL.UNIT huaya ‘one huayatree’ 

cf. jun-kúul wayu’um
one-CL.PLANT huaya ‘one huayatree’ 

(8) jun-p’éel kib 
one-CL.EXTENDED wax ‘one candle’

cf. jun-ts’íit kib 
one-CL.EXTENDED wax ‘one candle’

.



current variation: phenomenon A

The general classifier 
replaces the sortal
classifiers:

jun-túul k’éeken
one-CL.ANIM pig
jun-p’éel k’éeken
one-CL.UNIT pig
‘one pig’

Atlas of Yucatec Maya Online, 
Q163

https://spw.uni-
goettingen.de/shiny/yuc/



current variation: phenomenon A

not a recent development: 
Diccionario de San Francisco 
(dating back to Pio Perez in 
1690): Hunppel u lak ‘one A.3 
friend’

p'éel during the Colonial Period 
was used for unclassified 
nouns (e.g., Spanish loans for 
coins, measures, domestic 
objects, etc.) and gradually 
assumed the role of an all-
purpose numeral classifier. 
(Bricker 2019: 240)



current variation: phenomenon B

The general classifier 
appears with mensural
classifiers:

jun-kúuch si’
one-CL.LOAD firewood

jun-p’éel kúuch si’
one-CL.UNIT CL.LOAD firewood

‘one load of firewood’

Atlas of Yucatec Maya Online, 
Q179

https://spw.uni-
goettingen.de/shiny/yuc/



current variation

Our question:

Does the use of p‘éel in measurement constructions go back to the 
the replacement of sortal classifiers by p‘éel?



hypotheses



hypotheses and predictions

hypotheses predictions
Change in the general classifier
UNIT classifier → general marker of 
the Cardinality Function.

‘Num-Unit’/‘Num-Sort’ (sortal) 
predictor for 
‘Num-Unit Measure’/ ‘Num-
Measure’

Change in the mensural 
classifiers
mensural classifiers →measure 
nouns.

different types of mensural classifiers 
may behave differently



predictions about the distribution in Space

• If phenomenon B depends on phenomenon A, B constructions
(Unit Measure) will occur in subset of the locations where A 
constructions (Unit instead of Sortal) occur.



results



results: between mensural classifiers

Different types of mensural classifiers behave differently!

Measure-Types Plot
% ‘Num-Unit Measure’ out of 
total occurrences (y-axis) and 
n of total occurrences (x-axis) 
of each mensural classifier; 
trendlines per measure type

Observation
The use of the general 
classifiers is more likely with 
less frequent mensural 
classifiers.



results: sortal classifiers in Space

The sortal 
classifiers are 
replaced by the 
general 
classifier in the 
Northwest and 
West.

Sortal Classifiers in SPACE: LEFT PANEL: % Num-Unit out of total
Num-Unit/Num-Sort; RIGHT PANEL: coefficients of space of the
GAM on the occurrence of ‘Num-Unit’



results: mensural classifiers in Space

The ‚unit Measure‘ construction 
is more likely in the Eastern part 
of the peninsula (all measure 
types)

Mensural Classifiers in SPACE: TOP LEFT: % ‘Num-Unit Measure’ out of total ‘Num-
Unit Measure’/‘Num-Measure’; TOP RIGHT: GAM-coefficients of space on the 
occurrence of ‘Num-Unit Measure’; BOTTOM LEFT: coefficients for Parts; BOTTOM 
MIDDLE: coefficients for Portions; BOTTOM RIGHT: coefficients for Sums



conclusions



conclusions

Our findings:

• The geographical distribution of our data shows that these
developments take place in different áreas.

• Variation between mensuratives with respect to the use of 
p'éel (such that the less frequent ones appear with p’éel more often).

 mensural classifiers > measure nouns.

Our question:

Does the use of p‘éel in measurement constructions go back to the 
the replacement of sortal classifiers by p‘éel?
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