
 

 
 

Agreement in K’iche’ (Mayan): Reflections on Microvariation 
MARISA FRIED, PAULINA LYSKAWA, RODRIGO RANERO 

marisafried@gmail.com, lyskawa@umd.edu, rranero@umd.edu  

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND, COLLEGE PARK 

 
 

 

 
NOVEL DATA 
ELICITATION 

 
 

 

 
ANALYSIS 

 
 

 

 
THE PUZZLE 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 

A(bsolutive) 3PL inanimate objects agree optionally: 
 
 
(1) Oj  x-e-/ø-qa-q'aluj  e-keb'  che'. 
     1PL  CPL-A3PL-/Ø-E1PL-hug  PL-two  tree 
  ‘We hugged two trees.’ 
 
A3PL inanimates agree obligatorily in  
other constructions, e.g. positional  
predicates: 
  
 
(2)  E-/*ø-tzalan  keb'  ab'aj  cho  le  xan. 
  A3PL-/*Ø-lean  two  stone  against  the  wall 
 ‘Two stones lean against the wall.’ 
 
Positional predicates are a distinct class of unergative 
one-place predicates in Mayan that generally have 
stative-like meanings (Henderson 2019, Lyskawa & 
Ranero 2019). 
 
E(rgative) 3PL inanimate transitive subjects agree 
obligatorily: 
 
(3) Context: a windy storm passed by the night before, 
 causing two trees to fall through your door. 
 Le  keb' che' x-ø-ki-/*u-/*ø-wulij  le   uchija. 
 the two  tree CPL-A3PL-E3PL-/*E3SG-/*Ø-break the door 
 ‘The two trees broke the door.’ 
 
A3PL inanimate subjects agree optionally in  
unaccusative configurations: 
 
(4) Keb’  wa’is  x-e-/ø-tzaq  pa  le  ulew. 

two  pot  CPL-A3PL/Ø-fall  on  the  floor 
‘Two pots fell on the floor.’ 

 
Generalization: Base-generated specifiers agree 
obligatorily; base-generated complements agree 
optionally 
 
(5) 3PL inanimate agreement in K’iche; consultant A 
 

TRANSITIVE 
SUBJECT 

TRANSITIVE 
OBJECT 

POSITIONAL 
SUBJECT 

UNACCUSATIVE 
SUBJECT 

obligatory optional obligatory optional 
 
 
 

In K’iche’, 3PL inanimate subjects of transitive 
predicates are very infrequent (England 2011). 
 
Yet some speakers acquire a grammar displaying 
obligatory agreement in such data. 
 
How can we model the acquisition path that leads to 
this final grammar? 

PROPOSAL 
 

 

Acquirers start with the hypothesis that all 
arguments agree obligatorily. 
 
They will only modify this hypothesis if they 
encounter positive evidence of non-agreeing 
arguments. 

• Variable agreement with 3PL arguments  
has been reported for a number of Mayan  
languages (England 2011 for summary) 

  
 
• England (2011) concludes from corpus of  
narratives that K’iche’ agreement is animacy-based; 
animates obligatorily agree while inanimates never agree 
 
 

 
 

   (6) K’iche corpus data distribution 
 and pattern (England 2011: 402) 

 
 

 TRANSITIVE 
SUBJECT 

TRANSITIVE 
OBJECT 

INTRANSITIVE 
SUBJECT 

ANIMATE common & 
all agree 

rare & all 
agree 

common & all 
agree 

INANIMATE unattested common & 
none agree 

rare & do not 
agree 

 
              
 

 
• Targeted elicitation data refutes the animacy-based 

hypothesis 
 
• We propose that acquirers start with the 

hypothesis that all arguments agree 
 

® Acquirers modify this hypothesis if 
they encounter positive evidence of 
non-agreeing arguments 

 
® Acquirers maintain this hypothesis if 

they do not encounter positive 
evidence of non-agreeing arguments 

 
® If they encounter non-agreeing 

inanimates in either transitive object 
or unaccusative subject position, they 
hypothesize that optionality is 
allowed only for arguments base-
generated as complements (5) 

 
® If they encounter enough instances 

of non-agreeing inanimate transitive 
or positional subjects, they 
hypothesize that optionality holds for 
all constructions (7) 

 
• Targeted elicitation paints a more complete 
picture of the data 

 
• Microvariation leads us to hypothesize different 
acquisition trajectories 
 

• Our proposal predicts the kind of microvariation we 
observe across speakers of K’iche’: 
 
 

(7) 3PL inanimate agreement in K’iche’; consultant B 
 

TRANSITIVE 
SUBJECT 

TRANSITIVE 
OBJECT 

POSITIONAL 
SUBJECT 

UNACCUSATIVE 
SUBJECT 

optional optional optional optional 
 
 
 

 


