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Interrogative pronominals as complex constructions

 Interrogative pronominals (Idiatov 2007):
• non-selective, such as English who? and what? 
• selective, such as English which one?

 They are often constructions, sometimes complex ones (multimorphemic, multiword)
• English which one? 

Interrogative pronominals (IPs) 
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• San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil (Eastern Mayan, Quichean; Dayley 1985:151, 239)
naq chi k-e ‘which one?’ (lit.: ‘who/what among them?’)
IPN PREP 3PL.GEN-RN

 Constructional complexity is expected to be favourable to the diachronic instability
of IPs due to its natural interaction with the two diachronic tendencies particularly 
active with IPs:
• substance reducing frequency effects which are often irregular and rather radical 

• the tendency for substance accretion, largely related to their prominent information structural 
status and to the very strong tendency for continuity in the evolution of interrogative 
proforms

Instability 
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 One of the most extreme cases of such instability is found among the Eastern Mayan 
languages.

 Besides the constructional complexity of IPs, a major factor that seems to have been 
pushing the instability to the extreme in the Eastern Mayan case is that the reduction 
and accretion of substance tend to occur at the opposite sides of IPs.

Eastern Mayan languages (EM)
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Map 1. Mayan languages (wikipedia.org)

EASTERN

(via Law 2009:19)

Q UICHEAN

M AMEAN

 “Mayan languages are so similar that the propriety of grouping them as a language 
family is readily apparent” (Fox 1978:1) and this relationship “was also recognized 
early, long before formal linguistic procedures have been formulated” (Campbell 
& Poser 2008:118).

EM IPs: a deviant pattern

 The extreme diversity of IPs in EM strogly deviates from this general pattern
• different languages of the same branch, such as ‘who?’ in Mamean (Mayers 1966:275):

Mam ’alkyee
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Ixil ’ab’il
Awakatek na’j

• different dialects of a single language, such as ‘with what?, how?’ in K’iche’ (Par Sapón 
& Can Pixabaj 2000:94, 206):

Totonicapán jas
Santa Cruz de El Quiché su’
Cubulco wach

• within  one dialect, such as ‘who?’ in Cubulco K’iche’ (Par Sapón & Can Pixabaj 2000:95, 
203) : chinoq, china, na and pa

EM IPs: a deviant pattern

 The extreme diversity of IPs in EM is not reducible to regular sound changes

 IPs have not been convincingly reconstructed for Proto Mayan or the major branches 
of the family yet (cf. Kaufman 2003:1516-1517)

 An additional peculiarity of EM IPs is an important number of cases of IPs that do 
not differentiate between the meanings ‘who?’ and ‘what?’ (cf. Idiatov 2007:492-
511):
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Tz’utujil (Quichean)
Kaqchikel (Quichean)
Uspantek (Quichean)
Mam (Mamean)
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Explanation

 In their origin, EM IPs are complex clause-level constructions, more specifically 
main clauses within a cleft construction

 These clausal IPs have underwent cycles of truncation, contraction (as typical of 
frequently used items), and later accretion with the material of the new constructions 
built on their basis

 A major factor hat seems to have been pushing the instability to the extreme in 
the EM case is that the reduction and accretion of substance tend to occur at the 
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opposite sides of IPs.

IPs as clauses
 Mayan languages are generally predicate-initial and the IPs are also sentence-initial

 Often, the IPs contain initial elements (h)a-. Markers of the same form are also 
used to introduce clefts in many languages. The latter are reconstructed for Proto 
Mayan as the presentative *ha’ ‘here/there/it is’ (Kaufman 2003:1534-5)

 In some languages, a special dependent form of the verb need to be used after an IP 
just as after the main clause in a regular cleft construction
Cajolá Mam (Mamean)
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Cajolá Mam (Mamean)
(1)

IPs as clauses
 Some very transparent cases of IPs as clausal origin

• Belejú Poqomchi’
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:91-92)
haj haj wilik haj wach

it.is RN
‘where?’ ‘which one?’ ‘who?’

• San Cristóbal Verapaz Poqomchi’
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:92-94)

• San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil
(Quichean; Dayley 1985:237-239)
a. naq aa-wach?

IPN 2SG.GEN-RN
‘Who are you?’ (lit.: ‘Who/what is 
your face/surface/character/appea-
rance/being/type/kind?’)

b naq r wach?
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haj haj wilik han wach
‘where?’ ‘which one?’ ‘who?’

b. naq r-wach?
IPN 3SG.GEN-RN
‘Who/what is it?’

• San Marcos la Laguna Kaqchikel
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:92-94)
naqwäch  ~  naxwäch najwäch naq (chi)
‘what?’ ‘who?’ ‘who?, what?’

IPs as clauses
 Some very transparent cases of IPs as clausal origin

• Belejú Poqomchi’
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:91-92)
haj haj wilik haj wach

it.is RN
‘where?’ ‘which one?’ ‘who?’

• San Cristóbal Verapaz Poqomchi’
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:92-94)

• San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil
(Quichean; Dayley 1985:237-239)
a. naq aa-wach?

IPN 2SG.GEN-RN
‘Who are you?’ (lit.: ‘Who/what is 
your face/surface/character/appea-
rance/being/type/kind?’)

b naq r wach?
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• Chinautla Poqomam
(Quichean; Malchic et al. 2000:92-94)
an yo’ yo’
‘which one?, who?’ ‘this’

haj haj wilik han wach
‘where?’ ‘which one?’ ‘who?’

b. naq r-wach?
IPN 3SG.GEN-RN
‘Who/what is it?’

c. naq awa’?
IPN DEM
‘What is this?’

Truncation & Accretion

• K’iche’ ‘with what?, how?’ (Par Sapón & Can Pixabaj 2000:94, 206) :
Santa Cruz de El Quiché su’
Totonicapán jas
Cubulco wach

Totonicapán jas
San Antonio Ilotenango jas(o)
Rabinal sa(’)
Santa María Chiquimila jas, su’, sur
Santa Cruz de El Quiché su’ 

• Kaqchikel ‘what for?, why?’: achike (r-)uma  [IPN 3SG.GEN-causeRN] ~ aruma 
(García Matzar & Rodríguez Guaján 1997:212)
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Q
Santa Lucía Utatlán jasu’wach
Cantel jasuwuch
Cubulco wach

Proto K’iche’ *ja sa’

Truncation & Accretion

• Cubulco K’iche’ ‘who?’ chinoq, china, na, pa (Par Sapón & Can Pixabaj 2000:95, 203)
Totonicapán, Santa Clara la Laguna jachin(aq)
San Antonio Ilotenango, ... jachin
Samayac, Joyabaj (ja)chin
Santa María Chiquimila chin(oq)
Cunén naq
Santa Cruz de El Quiché, … chin
Zunil qachi(n)
A hi’ (M 1966 275) hi

Proto K’iche’ *ja ‘who?, what?’

*ja chi k-naq’ ‘which one?’
IPN PREP 3PL.GEN-RN (person or thing)

*naq’ ‘belly’ (?*nahq’ ‘grain, pip’)
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Achi’ (Mayers 1966:275) pachinoq

San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil (Quichean)
naq chi k-e 
IPN PREP 3PL.GEN-RN
‘which one?’ (lit.: ‘who/what among them?’)

naq   belly  (? nahq  grain, pip )
(cf. Kaufman 2003:308, 1055)
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Truncation & Accretion

• naq is “to question direct arguments in a proposition, that is, subjects of intransitive 
verbs and stative predicates, and agents and patients of transitive verbs” (1985:69), and 
occasionally, obliques (followed then by a relational noun)

 San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil (Dayley 1985) ‘who?, what?’: naq > naq choq > choq

a. b.

• (naq) choq is used “in conjunction with a following relational noun … to question the
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(naq) choq is used in conjunction with a following relational noun … to question the 
following oblique arguments: datives, instrumentals, benefactives, comitatives, and 
possessors” (1985:69) 

a. b.

 San Juan la Laguna Tz’utujil (Dayley 1985) ‘who?, what?’: naq > naq choq > choq

Truncation & Accretion

• naq < *...chi k-naq’ ‘… among them’ within a selective IP ‘which one?’
Proto K’iche’ ‘which one (person or thing)?’:
*ja chi k-naq’ 
IPN PREP 3PL.GEN-RN



Kaqchikel ‘who?, what? (as A, S, O)’ (Patal Majzul et al. 2000:73-6, 125-8, 180-9):
most dialects anchike and the like
a few dialects achinaq, naq
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• choq < *(... )naq cha q-e ‘… to us (1PL.GEN-RN)’
The default use of 1PL.GEN-RN within IPs is attested in southern and central varieties of Mam, 
such as Cajolá:  the meaning ‘by whom?’ (agent) or ‘with what?’ (instrument) is expressed by 
the combination [al IPN + q-u’n 1PL.GEN-RN] (cf. Pérez et al. 2000:108, 263-4)



In Tz’utujil, chi ‘at, to’ sometimes > cha /__q, as in cha-q-e ‘to us’ (Dayley 1985:155-6). In 
Sakapultek, unstressed i > (optionally) e ~ a / __q, q’ or q, q’__ (DuBois 1981:182)



In Kaqchikel ‘who?, what? (obliques)’ (Patal Majzul et al. 2000:73-6, 125-8, 180-9)
most dialects achoj
one dialect chaq



*a > o (/__C) attested elsewhere in Mayan, e.g. consistently in Tzotzil (Fox 1978:51-56). In 
Sakapultek, unstressed V > (sometimes) o / __j or j__ (DuBois 1981:182).



Truncation & Accretion

 The evolution of ‘with what?, by whom?’ and ‘what?’ IPs in Mam dialects (cf. Pérez 
et al. 2000, Dienhart 1997)

al.che(e)/al.kye(e)/al.qe(e) and the like mostly as 
‘who?’, in 1 dialect as ‘who?, what?’ (<*... chi 
k-e, etc. [=PREP GEN-RN] ‘which one?’)

al q-u’n ‘with what?, by whom?’
1PL.GEN-RN

*al t-e ‘what?, who? (obliques)’ 
3SG GEN-RN

*al t-u’n ‘what?, who? (obliques)’ 
3SG GEN-RN
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3SG.GEN-RN3SG.GEN-RN

tu’n t-qal ‘with what?, by whom?’
3SG.GEN-RN

te q-u’n ‘with what?, by whom?’

tu’n ti jiil ‘with what?’

tu’n t.i ‘with what?’

tijiil ‘what?’

ti(’) t-qal ‘with what?’

ti((i)’), titi, tiri’ ‘what?’

(t)qal ‘what?’

Truncation & Accretion

 The evolution of the JAL-like IPs in Mamean languages

• Mam dialects: al.che(e) ~ al.kye(e) ~ al.qe(e) ~ an.kyee and the like mostly as ‘who?’, in 1 
dialect as ‘who?, what?’ (<*... chi k-e, etc. [= PREP GEN-RN] ‘which one?’)

• Ixil dialects (Lengyel 1991; Dienhart 1997)
‘who?’: ja’l ~ (j)ab’il ~ jaal
‘which one? (person or thing)’: (j)ab’i.ste

• Awakatek (Lengyel 1991; Mayers 1966; Dienhart 1997)

• Teko (Dienhart 1997)
‘who?’: aab’(i)l
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• Awakatek (Lengyel 1991; Mayers 1966; Dienhart 1997)
‘what?’: jal ~ mb’i(i’) ‘who?’: na(’(j))

‘which one? (person or thing)’: na’.s.ky.eetz
‘where?’: na’ … e’t

• Proto Mamean
*ja ‘who?, what?’
*ha’ ja m-∅-b’ihi-l  ‘it is what it is called?’
it.is IPN INCOMPL-3SG.S-name-PASS

 Proto EM *ja ‘who?, what?’
*ha’ ja tyii’ ki-naq’ ‘which one? (it is who/what among them?)’
it.is IPN PREP 3PL.GEN-RN

*ha’ ja u-naq’ ‘where? (it is what in?)’
it.is IPN 3SG.GEN-RN

Proto EM IPs
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Truncation & Accretion

 Besides the constructional complexity of IPs, a major factor that seems to have been 
pushing the instability to the extreme in the Eastern Mayan case is that the reduction 
and accretion of substance tend to occur at the opposite sides of IPs.

 Some major sources of accretion of IPs:
• IPN + [PREP 3PL.GEN-RN] (with certain RNs): ‘… among them?’ → selective ‘which one?’ 
→ non-selective ‘who?’, ‘who?, what?’

• IPN + [(PREP) 3SG.GEN-RN] (with certain RNs; sometimes 1PL.GEN): oblique IPs → ‘how?’, 
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‘where?’, ‘why?’, etc., as well as ‘what?’
• IPN + [3SG.GEN-RN] (a few RNs, such as *Haty ‘face’): no significant semantic change

• IPN + [demonstratives], [emphasis particles, such as tzun, k’a, k’aari’]: no significant 
semantic change

• a few cases: [emphasis particles, such as qa(s)] + IPN: no significant semantic change

substance is mostly built up at the right edge of IPs 
it is reduced mostly to the left of where it is added
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Truncation & Stress

 The stress in EM languages is generally right-edge bound (cf. Fox 1978:37-41)

• Sometimes, especially in Mamean, it is also weight-sensitive with varying weight hierarchies 
(cf. Fox 1978:37-41), which may be further complicated by interaction between morphemes 
that are dominant or recessive with respect to vowel length.

 Since the process of substance reduction primarily affects unstressed segments, its 
outcomes should largely be conditioned by variation in accentuation patterns
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• An example of various stress-related phenomena in Sakapultek (DuBois 1981:124-6, 141-55):

There is a primary final stress and “a secondary stress often falls on alternating stem syllables 
counting back from the primary stress, and frequently on the first stem syllable... Note that 
pre-stem vowels remain unstressed”.



“A stressed short vowel becomes long in non-phrase-final position”.

“Long vowels are shortened in non-phrase-final syllables” (except when VV < *Vh/_C).

“A noninitial short unstressed vowel is optionally deleted, unless deletion would produce an 
unacceptable consonant cluster”.
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“unstressed words”: “Some classes of words do not ordinarily receive word stress. These are 
often monosyllables which do not follow the CVC canon (that is, they are CV or VC), and 
generally occur in non-final position in a phrase. They include articles, prepositions, and 
particles”.



In some CVC function words, the final C is deleted when they are unstressed.

Truncation

 The process of substance reduction primarily affects unstressed segments, and 
therefore, it is primarily conditioned by variation in accentuation patterns

 Another factor may be the relevance of a given segment for the construction as a 
whole, in terms of its semantics, syntactic function or its distinctiveness from other 
similar constructions

21
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(source: en.wikipedia.org) 

 
(via Law 2009:219) 
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