
 

 

 

Two ways to nominalize in Kaqchikel 

 
 

  
 

 

1 Overview 

The paper examines deverbal nominalization patterns in the Patzún variety of Kaqchikel (PK; K = 

other dialects as documented in grammars; Mayan, Guatemala; ergative, VOS). Adopting Moulton’s 

(2014) analysis for nominalization in English in terms of existential closure that builds upon the 

Grimshaw (1990), we argue that, where in English the same morpheme can be used to create result and 

event nominals, Kaqchikel disambiguates between the two uses: the nominalizer –Vn/m existentially 

closes the event argument in result nominals and the nominalizer -Vy/j existentially closes the internal 

argument in event nominals. We further show that the two nominalizers can exceptionally be combined 

to create a nominal predicate that is used in the periphrastic perfective construction. The paper 

contributes to the discussion of nominalization in Mayan languages, continuing the line of research in 

Coon (2013), Imanishi (2020), Coon and Royer (2020), and Burukina (2021), i.a.   

2 Theoretical background 

Adhering to the Distributed Morphology framework and following Grimshaw’s (1990) classification 

for deverbal nominals, Moulton (2014) proposes that a nominalizer head (i) selects either a larger 

Aspect/Event phrase or just a root projection as its complement, and (ii) existentially closes either the 

internal argument or the event argument within it, which results in an event/result nominal, 

respectively. In English, the same nominalizer often performs both functions, cf. assignment of 

problems in an hour (event) vs. the assignment is on the table (result).  

3 Result vs. Event nominalization in Kaqchikel 

3.1 The patterns of derivation 

In Kaqchikel, one productive pattern of deverbal derivation is -Vn/m (PK/K) nominalization. -Vn/m 

nominalizer is used exclusively to create result nominals out of transitive verbs (1).  

(1) Result nominals used as arguments 

 x-Ø-qa-tz’ët ri (oxi’) ru-loq’-on ri Maria. 

 CMP-ABS3S-ERG1P-see DET three ERG3S-buy-NMZ DET Maria 
 ‘We saw the (three) thing(s) that Maria had bought.’ 

We argue that nouns such as –loq’on in (1) are derived when a root (-loq’) that has an internal 
argument (IntA) and an event argument is combined syntactically with a nominalizer -Vn/m. The main 

function of the nominalizer -Vn/m is to existentially close the event argument giving rise to the 
interpretation ‘x such as there was an event of (buy)ing it.’ This is schematized in (2); for the sake of 

simplicity we mark the root projection as VP.  

(2) Existential closure of an event argument (adapting Moulton 2014) 

 a. ⟦[𝑛 ∃]⟧ = λP<e<s,t>>.λx.∃e[P(x)(e)] 

 b.  

The argumental -Vn/m nominals normally appear with a determiner; we assume that the addition of a 

determiner renders the nominal type e. The nominalizer -Vy/j, in contrast, creates simple event nouns: 

-loq’ ’buy’  loq’oj ‘act of buying’ (3).  

(3) Event nominals used as arguments 

 n-Ø-qa-rayi-j ri loq’-oj pa ka’i’ ramaj. 
 ICMP-ABS3S-ERG1P-desire-DTV DET buy-NMZ in two time 

 ‘We want to buy something at two o’clock.’ 



 

 

Following Moulton (2014), we assume that the role of -Vy/j is to existentially close the IntA variable 

(4); cf. a similar analysis recently proposed for agentive nominals in Chuj by Coon and Royer (2020).  

(4) Existential closure of an internal argument (adapting Moulton 2014) 

 a. ⟦[𝑛 ∃]⟧ = λP<e<s,t>>.λe.∃x[P(x)(e)] 

 b.  

In the full version of the paper we will show the results for event vs. result diagnostics applied to -Vy/j 

vs. -Vn/m nominals.  

3.2 External arguments 

Assuming that external arguments (ExtA) are projected by a separate head, v, we further propose that 

in Kaqchikel, similarly to English, the same nominalizer can combine with structures of different 

sizes: VP or vP. There is, however, no case available within the verbal part: absolutive is uniformly 

assigned by Infl (Coon et al. 2014), while ergative is assigned by transitive Voice to an ExtA in 

Spec,vP or by Poss to a possessor in Spec,nP. Hence, the ExtA within a nominal cannot be a referential 

DP; thus, adding -Vn/m or -Vy/j on top of a vP leaves us with two variables. In this case, the ExtA 

variable (PRO) can be controlled by a possessor merged above the n head, as in nu-loq’oj ‘my act of 

buying’ (5); see Imanishi (2020) and Burukina (2021) discussing control approaches to nominalization 

in Kaqchikel. 

(5) Controlling the external argument inside nominals 

  

4 Deverbal nominals used predicatively 

-Vn/m nominals can also be used predicatively due to the presence of an internal argument variable; 

compare (6a) and (6b) to (6c), which involves a non-verbal adjectival predicate.  In this case, they 

must be determiner-less and the derived nP is directly predicated of the DP merged in Spec,PredP; the 
derivation is schematized in (7).  

(6) Result nominals used as predicates 

 a. (röj) e-qa-loq’-on  rije’. b. (rije’) e-loq’-on. 

   we ABS3P-ERG1P-buy-NMZ they   they ABS3P-buy-NMZ 
  ‘We have bought them.’  ‘They have been bought.’ 

  Literally: ‘They are the result of (our) buying.’ 

 c. (rije’) e-tz’uyül 
  they ABS3P-seated 

  ‘They are seated.’ 

(7) Non-verbal predication 
 [PredP rije’ [Pred’ Pred0 [nP n -Vn/m [VP loq’ ]]]] 

BACKGROUND ASSUMPTIONS behind (7): (i) Subjects of non-verbal predicates are projected as external 

arguments, in Spec,PredP (Levin et al. 2021); (ii) non-verbal predication is stative and incompatible 

with (in)completive aspect morphology (Coon and Preminger 2009); (iii) there is no overt copula in 
Kaqchikel (Patal Majtzul et al. 2000).  

 A -Vy/j nP can also be used predicatively in such periphrastic perfective constructions (8a); 

however, in these cases -Vy/j must be combined with the -Vn/m nominalizer. First, -Vy/j selects a vP, 
closing the IntA varible. Second, -Vn/m nominalizer is added to existentially close the event argument 

(8b). The result gets the reading ‘y such as there was an event of (buy)ing something by them’; this 

nominal is then predicated of a DP argument, in parallel to (7) . 

(8) Combining the two nominalizers 
 a. (röj) oj-loq’-oy-on. 

   we ABS1P-buy-NMZ-NMZ 

  ‘We have bought something.’ (Literally: ‘We are buyers of something.’) 



 

 

 b.  
 

Constructions such as (6/8) are literally translated as ‘they are [(our) result of (buy)ing]’ and ’we are 

[buyers of something]’, and are normally interpreted as perfective ’we have bought them/something’: 
they can be combined with already-type modifiers and cannot be continued with ‘… but we didn’t 

finish’ or ‘… and we are still doing that’. Analysing perfective forms as nominal further allows us to 

draw a parallel between perfective and progressive in Mayan languages; see Laka (2006), Coon 

(2013), and Imanishi (2020) on progressive in Mayan involving eventive nominal predicates. 
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