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Agreement: Canonical Instances
and the Extent of the Phenomenon'

Greville Corbett

Surrey Morphology Group
University of Surrey

1. Introduction

We attempt to clarify some of the conceptual problems that characterize discussions
of agreement. We first establish 'canonical' instances of agreement, by which we
mean best, clearest, indisputable (according to the 'canon'); such cases need not be
common. Then we discuss weakenings of the criteria as a result of which some but

not all linguists would accept a particular phenomenon as agreement. In doing so,
we set in place some of the underpinnings for a typological database of agreement.!
We may start from Steele's definition:

The term agreement commonly refers to some systematic covariance between a semantic

or formal property of one element and a formal property of another. Steele (1978: 610)

We shall call the element which determines the agreement (say the subject noun
phrase) the controller.The element whose form is determined by agreement is the
target. The syntactic environment in which agreement occurs is the domain. And
when we indicate in what respect there is agreement, we are referring to agreement
features. Thus number is an agreement feature, it has the values: singular, dual,
plural and so on. If agreement is determined by factors which do not themselves
mark agreement, then these are agreement conditions.

As an instance of canonical agreement, consider agreement in gender in the Spanish
noun phrase (data from Max Wheeler personal communication):

. The support of the ESRC (UK) under grant ROO0238228 is gratefully acknowledged. I want to

thank all the following for helpful comments at various stages: Matthew Baerman, Kersti Borjars,
Joan Bresnan, Dunstan Brown, Bemard Comrie, Marina Cumakina, Francis Cornish, Nicholas Evans,

Elena Maslova, Marianne Mithun, Edith Moravcsik, Csaba Pleh, Maria Polinsky, Frank Seifart,
Andrew Spencer and Carole Tiberius. A version was given at the Third Mediterranean Meeting on

Morphology, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, 20-22.9.2001; I am very grateful to all present
for lively debate.

I Details can be found at bttp:/ / www.surrey.ac.uk/US/SMG/projects/ agreement/.
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2.1. Controllers

Several criteria relate to the controller. An important one is that canonical controllers
are present:

C-1: controller present> controller absent

Here> indicates 'more canonical than'. Compare these two similar examples:

(5) Russian (6) Serbian/ Croatian/Bosnian
ty citad ' citas
you read.2.SG read.2.SG
'you are reading' 'you are reading'

Put briefly, the canonical features of these examples are as follows:

. the controller (the noun in these examples): is present, has overt features, and is
consistent in the agreements it takes; the part of speech is not relevant (a vacuous
criterion in this particular instance);. the target (article or adjective): has bound expression of agreement, obligatory
marking, which doubles the marking of the controller, the marking is regular,
alliterative, productive; the target has a single controller; the part of speech is
not relevant;. the domain: agreement is asymmetrical (the gender of the adjective depends on
that of the noun), local, and the domain is one of multiple domains;. the features: lexical (in one instance), matching values, offering no choice in
values;. conditions: there are no conditions.

In such sentences in Russian the controller is typically present, while in Serbian/
Croatian/Bosnian it is typically absent (an instance of pro-drop). We treat as
canonical the type seen in (5), which is sometimes called 'grammatical agreement'
rather than 'anaphoric agreement' (Siewierska 1999; Bresnan & Mchombo 1989,
Bresnan 2001). An effect of this is that the canonical type is restricted to relatively
few languages, since pro-drop is common.

C-2: controller has overt features> controller has covert features

Compare these French examples:

(7) elle est content-e

she be.3.sG hapPy-sG.FEM
'she is happy'

je suis content / content-e

I be.1.sG happy-sG.MAsc / hapPy-sG.FEM
'I am happy (of a man/of a woman)'

(8)

In (7) the controller is overtly feminine: the pronoun die 'she' contrasts with il
'he'. In (8) there is no distinction in the controller for gender. We treat examples
like (7) as canonical in this respect, rather than those like (8).

Another way of stating this criterion is that a canonical controller marks at least as
many distinctions as the target. It does so in two respects: in terms of the number
of features, and in terms of their values. An example where the number of features
of the controller is lower than that of the target is found in Amele (Roberts1987:
162,201,203 and personal communication, Corbett 2000: 136-137), where a subject
noun phrase headed by a noun needs not mark number (there are optional ways of
doing so), but where the predicate verb does mark number (singular/dual/plural).

2. Canonical Agreement

The different canonical aspects of agreement converge so that agreement in gender
of the modifier with the noun in the noun phrase comes out as the canonical
instance. The criteria do not conflict. Phenomena which extend the instances

'outwards' are discussed in turn, grouped under the five components of our account
of agreement.2

2 A more formal approach to some of these issues can be found in Avgustinova & Uszkoreit
(forthcoming).
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(1) un cuadro herinos-o
INDEF-SG.MASC picture beautiful-sG.MAsc

'a beautiful picture'

(2) un-os cuadro-s hermos-os
INDEF-PL.MASC picture-PL beautiful-pL.MAsC

'beautiful pictures'

(3) un-a cortina hermos-a
INDEF-SG.FEM curtain beautiful-sG.FEM

'a beautiful curtain'

(4) un-as cortina-s hermos-as

INDEF-PL.FEM curtain-PL beautiful-pL.FEM

'beautiful curtains'


