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Syntactic vs. semantic agrement in the Oslo Corpus of Bosnian Texts

Agreement in Slavic languages poses a serious problem for linguists seeking to establish a set of syntactic rules that would generate appropriate agreement forms in appropriate positions. It seems that the alternative forms, one strictly syntactic, another more semantic, allowed in certain agreement positions imply that this phenomenon is not governed strictly by syntactic rules. 

Most promising in dealing with these agreement alternations seem to be two hierarchies proposed by Corbett (1979, 1983). I will concentrate on agreement in Bosnian and show that the hierarchies as formulated by Corbett are indeed effective. The Oslo Corpus of Bosnian Texts (OCBT) will be used to examine alternative agreement forms. This corpus was recently created at the University of Oslo and it contains about 1.5 million words from Bosnian sources of the last decade (now available on the Web).
The Agreement Hierarchy (AH) was formulated with respect to agreement possibilities of four different types of targets: attributive modifiers, predicates, relative pronouns and personal pronouns. The hierarchy of positions according to the likelihood of semantic agreement with controllers that permit alternative agreement forms was established:

attributive position --> predicate position --> relative pronoun position --> personal pronoun p

The hierarchy correctly predicts that semantic agreement forms occur most frequently in the position of the personal pronoun, whereas the likelihood of semantic agreement in the attributive position is very low.

Three cases of agreement alternation predicted by this hierarchy may be distinguished: 

a. agreement alternation allowed only in one position (personal pronoun) with one set of lexical items as controllers of agreement. Alternative agreement forms are found in personal pronoun position with a neuter noun denoting a young female person: djevojce 'girl':

i. To 
       djevojce     koje 
          place je doslo 
    juce,         ali sam ga/          je vec zavoli

that-NEUT girl-NEUT who-NEUT cries came-NEUT yesterday but am it-NEUT/ her-FEM...

'That girl who is crying arrived yesterday, and yet I already like her.'

b. agreement alternation allowed in two positions (predicate and relative pronoun) with another set of nouns. Alternative agreement forms are found in these positions with controllers containing numerals dva '2', tri '3', cetiri '4', and oba 'both' with masculine nouns: 

ii. Ova cetiri 
zasebna 
  polozaja 

     koja/ 
      koji    postoje u recenici

these 
four 
discrete-DUAL position-DUAL MASC which-DUAL/ which-PL exist in sent.

su popunjena/ 
     popunjeni 
         imenickim modifikatorima. Oni/ 
*ona 
      se nalaze  

are filled-DUAL/ filled-PL MASC (with) noun modifiers
      they-PL/  they-DUAL are...

c. the alternative agreement forms may be found in three agreement positions (attributive, predicate and relative pronoun) with a restricted set of lexical items.

The AH claims that of two positions allowing choice of agreement forms, the relative pronoun will show semantic agreement more readily than the lexical item in the predicate. This claim will be tested by examining agreement with the numerals dva, tri, cetiri, and oba in the OCBT. Bosnian used to have three numbers in nominal declension (singular, plural and dual). In later development dual was lost as a separate category, but the special form of the noun after dva, tri, cetiri, and oba is a remnant of the old dual. In most cases it corresponds in form to the genitive singular. The following table shows occurrences of dual and plural forms in various positions in agreement with a controller containing one of these numerals:

attribute
predicate
relative pronoun
personal pronoun

dual
502 

149

23


0

plural
5

110

29


18

total
507

259

52


18

These figures show that the OCBT supports the AH. The likelihood of semantic agreement in attributive position is very low. The Corpus contains 502 examples of dual agreement forms in attributive position, and only 5 plural forms. On the opposite side of the scale, in the personal pronoun position, only plural forms are found (18), an example of semantic agreement. Of the remaining two positions, semantic agreement is more probable in the position of relative pronoun than in predicative position. We find more examples of semantic than syntactic agreement in the relative pronoun position: 29 plural forms vs. 23 dual forms. On the other hand, there are more examples of syntactic than semantic agreement in the predicative position: 149 dual forms vs. 110 plural forms.

On the basis of the likelihood of semantic agreement depending on the type of predicate the Predicate Hierarchy (PH) was established:

finite verb --> active participle --> predicate adjective --> noun

The OCBT contains 314 examples involving agreement in predicative position when a controller contains numerals dva, tri, cetiri, or oba. Only examples with participles or adjectives in the predicate are relevant for our purposes since they may appear either in dual or plural form, and 190 such examples were found. Predicates with present, aorist, or future tense verbs, and nominal elements in copula constructions are not relevant because they always appear in the plural form. The following table shows occurrences of dual and plural forms in the predicate in agreement with a controller containing numerals dva, tri, cetiri, oba:

predicate:
present

aorist

future

participle
adjective
noun

plural

100

16

5

24

15

2
dual

0

0

0

101

47

0
total

100

16

5

125

62

2

The PH predicts that semantic agreement is more probable when the predicate contains an adjective than with a participle. These figures show that the OCBT supports the PH proposed. We find more examples of syntactic than semantic agreement both with adjectives and participles in the predicate, but the percentage of semantic agreement is higher with adjectives (almost 25%) than with participles (less than 20%).
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