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Verb agreement can basically be defined as a co-variance of features (e.g. gender, number or 

grammatical role) between a noun and its verbal head (cf. e.g. Steele 1978). An issue which is 

often discussed in the context of verb agreement is the dichotomy between grammatical 

and pronominal agreement, the basis of which is the co-occurrence restriction (Bickel and 

Nichols 2007). One speaks of grammatical agreement if two expressions referring to the 

same entity can co-occur, i.e. one expression is an argument realized as an NP, and the 

other one is an agreement marker, most often attached to the predicate. If the co-occurrence 

of the argument and an agreement marker is not possible, the marker on the verb itself is seen 

as an argument and one speaks of pronominal agreement. In many languages, the absence or 

presence of the verbal marker concerns specific conditions, such as, for example, the 

clause-internal/clause-external status of the argument, information structure, the type of 

noun phrase it co-occurs with, phrase structure, or polarity.  

In Bantu languages, the verb obligatorily agrees with the subject, and null subjects 

are permitted. Similarly, when the object is pronominalized, it is realized as a clitic on the 

verb. Although the languages of the family seem to behave fairly similar with regard to 

object agreement, the factors that license the co-occurrence of the object NP and the object 

clitic are very diverse (cf. e.g. Stucky 1983, Kawasha 2003, Buell 2008, Riedel 2009, van 

der Wal 2009, Downing 2011). In order to identify the central factors which 

condition the co-occurrence of the pronominal clitic and the object NP, we conduct a 

quantitative case study of the Bantu language Luruuli/Lunyara (JE.103) contributing to 

the description of variation within the Bantu language family. The phenomenon of 

optional agreement with objects in Luruuli/Lunyara is illustrated below. Example (1) shows 

agreement between the object clitic on the verb and the full object NP following it. In 

example (2) there is only the object clitic without the corresponding NP, whereas in 

example (3) the object is realized as a full NP without agreement on the verb. 

The relevant factors will be identified using a bottom-up analysis. We first annotate a 

language corpus (30000 words) for the various properties of object arguments, such as role, 

animacy, specificity, and modification in order to quantitatively investigate their respective 

impact on object agreement. These variables will be then used to train a probabilistic 

model which allows to predict the distribution of agreement marking. 

(1) Wabiwuurangaku ebintu ebyo?

o-a-bi-wuur-a-nga-ku   e-bintu  e-byo

2sgS-PST-8O-hear-FV-HAB-LOC  AUG-8.thing  AUG-8.this

‘Did you use to hear about these issues?’ [ll-N-BBALE-170220-FS-2, 45]

(2) Mbiwuura.

n-bi-wuur-a

1sgS-8O-hear-FV

‘I heard about them.’ [ll-N-BBALE-170220-FS-2, 46]

(3) okoba oKigozi Bbaale?

o-kob-a   o-Kigozi Bbaale 

2sgS-mean-FV  AUG-1.Kigozi Bbaale 

‘You mean Kigozi Bbaale?’ [ll-N-BBALE-170220-FS-2, 122] 
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