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AGREEMENT. [This entry includes the following sub-
entries:

Overview

Noun Classification]

Overview

Agreement is a widespread and varied phenomenon in
the world's languages. It has been investigated from
different viewpoints, yet it remains deeply puzzling.
Consider these Russian examples:

(1) Tanja sidel-a u okna

~anya sat-SG.FEMby window
'Tanya was sitting by the window'

(2) Djadja Vanja side! u okna

Uncle Vanya sat.SG.MASCby window

'Uncle Vanya was sitting by the window'

The fonn of the verb varies according to the subject noun
phrase. This matching is the essential element of agree-
ment. A working definition is provided by Steele: "The
tenn agreement commonly refers to some systematic
covariance between a semantic or fonnal property of one
element and a formal property of another" (1978:610).
In our examples, the fonn of the verb covaries systemat-
ically according to a semantic property, namely whether
the subject noun phrase denotes a female or a male. This
agreement in gender can equally apply to a fonnal prop-
erty:

(3) kniga leial-a na stole

book lay-sG.FEMon table

'the book was lying on the table'

(4) iumal leial na stole

magazine lay.sG.MAscon table
'the magazine was lying on the table'

In (3), kniga 'book' controls feminine agreement; it
belongs to the feminine gender because of its morphol-
ogy, not for any semantic reason. Conversely, in (4),
zumal 'magazine' is masculine. The surprising thing is
that we have infonnation about the noun phrase expressed
elsewhere-on the verb, in this case-and that this in-
fonnation is redundant.

Agreement is an area in which tenns require care. For
instance, some writers treat "agreement" and "concord"
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as synonymous; for others, the two are distinct (whether
"agreemenf' is treated as the superordinate term or the
subordinate term, or with some other distinction between
the two). "Concord" appears to be dropping out of use,
and since there is no distinction that is drawn consistently,
this loss is to be welcomed.

Connected to the problem of terms is that of the scope
of agreement. Suppose our first example continues with
a clause having the subject on-a 'she' (example [2] would
correspondingly continue with on 'he'). Would this sys-
tematic covariance count as agreement? For linguists
interested specifically in agreement, typically it would:
they say that personal pronouns agree as do verbs and
adjectives, for example. Others, however, treat agreement
as a type of local dependency, excluding covariance that
goes beyond the clause. Barlow 1992:134-152 discusses
this issue and concludes that there are no good grounds
for distinguishing between agreement and antecedent-
anaphor relations. Whatever one's view, it is important
to realize that "agreement" is a larger or smaller phenom-
enon for different linguists.

Within agreement, we call the element that determines
the agreement (say, the subject noun phrase) the control-
ler. The element whose form is determined by agreement
is the target. The syntactic environment in which agree-
ment occurs is the domain of agreement. When we
indicate in what respect there is agreement, we are
referring to agreement features. Thus, number is an
agreement feature, and it has the values singular, dual,
plural, and so on. This is diagrammedin Figure 1. -

Each of these elements shows a range of possibilities,
which will need elucidation before we achieve a full

typology. The controller is typically a noun phrase, but
there are various complications involving quantified ex-
pressions and conjoined noun phrases. We are used to
adjectives and verbs being potential targets, and pronouns
too; but we also find articles, demonstratives, numerals,
possessives, adverbs, and adpositions as targets (see Leh-
manu 1982:207-215 and Corbett 1991:106-112 for ex-

amples). Given a list of controllers and one of targets,
why would we also need the notion of domain? This is
needed because targets may behave differently in differ-
ent syntactic environments; for instance, German adjec-
tives agree when in attributive position but not when in
the predicate. Specifying the possible domains cross-
linguistically is a major task of current research. The
prototypical agreement features are gender, number, and
person, with honorificity as a rare possibility. The inter-
esting feature effects in conjoined constructions have
been investigated by Givon 1970 and Corbett 1991:261-

FIGURE 1. Framework of Terms

domain

controller ~
I the engine I_~

I - .
feature: number

value: singular

306. There is a fifth area of differentiation between

languages, that of conditions; a particular agreement may
be made possible or impossible by conditioning factors
that are not themselves agreement features in the lan-
guage in question. The conditions most often encountered
are airimacy, precedence, and definiteness.-

Although in many instances only one agreement form
is possible, there are also many cases in which agreement
choices may be made, as discussed by Comrie 1975 and
Corbett 2000:187-218. Investigation into the origin and
development of agreement systems was given a flying
start by Givon 1976, but that research has not been
followed up as fully as might have been hoped (see
Corbett 1995 for discussion).

The prospects for research into agreement include
careful description of some of the richer systems (for
instance, those of the languages of Daghestan, as in
Polinsky and Comrie 1999), a fuller account of the rise
of agreement systems, a more adequate general typology,
and collaborative work with psycholinguists. Interest in
the topic among psycholinguists has generally been lim-
ited so far to the more transparent kinds of agreement.

There is a considerable literature on agreement. For a
list of monographs and collections, see the introduction
to Corbett 1999. Important overviews include Moravcsik
1978 and Lehmann 1982. Formal approaches can be
found in Pollard and Sag 1994:60-99 and Bresnan 2001:
144-179.

[See also Adjectives; Case; Morphology; Syntactic
Features; Verbs; and Word Orders.]
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