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Georgian presents a clear case of mismatch between syntactic argument structure and morphological agree-
ment. The mismatches include the relation between pronominal agreement and case marking, number 
agreement, and the number of slots in the syntactic and morphological frames. These mismatches are typo-
logically unusual yet very systematic in the language. They tend to weaken the status of grammatical rela-
tions, to the point where some scholars have proposed that the notions of subject and object are not relevant 
for Georgian at all. In this paper, I will explore the mismatches between morphosyntactic agreement and 
grammatical relations in Georgian. I will argue that morphosyntactic agreement and grammatical relations, 
while representing orthogonal sets of distinctions, must nevertheless be represented within the same frame-
works in order to account for language acquisition and use. I will propose such a representation within the 
framework of Construction Grammar [Kay and Fillmore 1999, Goldberg 1995]. 
 The biggest issue is that grammatical relations are expressed differently by case marking and pro-
nominal agreement. The Georgian verbs are traditionally divided into four conjugation types based on se-
mantic and syntactic criteria, as follows [Aronson 1990, Holisky 1981]. 
• Conjugation I – Transitive Verbs 
• Conjugation II – Intransitive verbs derived from Conj I verbs 
• Conjugation III – Intransitive active verbs (medial verbs) 
• Conjugation IV – Indirect verbs 
 

Each verb can be conjugated in several tenses, or screeves. The screeves can be grouped into three 
Series based on commonalities in case marking, agreement, and morphological formation patterns. There are 
three possible case marking patterns, as in  0.  
 

(0) Case-marking patterns 
 

Pattern Subject Direct Object Indirect Object 
A NOM DAT DAT 
B ERG NOM DAT 
C DAT NOM postposition phrase 

 
Pattern C has also been called the Inverted pattern. Tuite [1994] has argued that the DAT argument in the 
Inverted pattern is still the syntactic subject. 

The verbs of four conjugation types choose the following patterns in the three Series: 
 

(1) Case-marking patterns by conjugation type and Series 
 

 Conjugation I Conjugation II Conjugation III Conjugation IV 
Series I A A A C 
Series II B A B C 
Series III C A C C 

 
 The most obvious issue with these patterns is that the subject and object are not represented consis-
tently by the same case, and even different verb types can have different subject and object case marking. 
 Pronominal agreement on the verbs follows somewhat different principles. The verb marks agreement 
with the subject, object, and sometimes the indirect object. Subject and object agreement is expressed by a 
combination of prefixal and suffixal markers. Traditionally, two sets of agreement markers have been identi-
fied. The alternation indicated below is conditioned by phonology, screeve, and verb type. 
 
v-Set: 

 Singular Plural 
    m-Set: 

 Singular Plural 
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1 v- v-             -t 
2 - -               -t 
3        -s/-a/-o       -an/en/es/nen  

1 m- gv-              
2 g- g-                -t 
3 -/h/s -/h/s            -t  

 
Both sets can mark subject or object agreement in different circumstances. Indirect object agreement 

can be (optionally) marked by a pre-stem vowel, or not marked at all. The choice of agreement by Series and 
Screeves is as follows: 

 
 (3) Pronominal agreement patterns by conjugation type and Series 

 
 Conjugation I Conjugation II Conjugation III Conjugation IV 

Argument S O IO S O IO S O IO S O IO 
Series I v m yes v m no v m yes m v no 
Series II v m yes v m no v m yes m v no 
Series III m v no v m no m v no m v no 

 
 The first mismatch which can be seen by comparing tables  0 and  0 is that the choice of pronominal 
agreement set is not always correlated with the case of the nominal argument. Set v markers correspond to 
NOM in Series I but to ERG in Series II. Set m markers correspond to DAT in Series I but to NOM in Series 
II. The situation is even more complex in Series III. While in Series I and II, the marker sets were consis-
tently associated with subject and object, in Series III this relationship is flipped for several verb types: Set v 
markers correspond to subjects in Series I and II but to objects in Series III; and Set m markers correspond to 
objects in Series I and II but to subjects in Series III. This seems inconsistent: in Series I and II, there was not 
firm association between agreement marker set and nominal case, but in Series III the agreement markers 
invert when the cases do. 
 Another mismatch concerns the indirect object agreement. In the syntactic argument structure, the IO 
is not a core argument only in cases where case-marking pattern C is followed. In the morphology, IO 
agreement is impossible whenever the case-marking pattern is C, but also in other situations (marked by ‘no’ 
in the preceding table). 
 The next mismatch concerns the number of slots in agreement paradigms. Nouns always inflect for 
case and number, but plural agreement on the verbs is more complex. A non-inverted agreement paradigm 
(in Series I) is in  0 
 
 (4)  Non-inverted agreement paradigm, Series I 
 

OBJECT  
SUBJ 1SG 1PL 2SG 2PL 3 
1SG -- -- g______ g______t v______ 
1PL -- -- g______t g______t v______t 
2SG m______ gv______ -- -- ______ 
2PL m______t gv______t -- -- ______t 
3SG m______s gv______s g______s g______t ______s 
3PL m______en gv______en g______en g______en ______en 

 
Note that there is no explicit agreement with 3Pl objects. By contrast, an inverted paradigm is presented in  0. 
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(5) Inverted agreement paradigm: 
 

SUBJECT  
OBJ 1SG 1PL 2SG 2PL 3SG 3PL 
1SG -- -- g______ g______t v______ 
1PL -- -- g______t g______t v______t 
2SG m______ gv______ -- -- ______ 
2PL m______t gv______t -- -- ______t 

3 m______ gv______ g______ g______t ______ ______t 
 
The inverted paradigm looks almost identical to the non-inverted paradigm with subject and object reversed, 
except that it contains fewer cells: the inverted paradigm distinguishes plural subjects only when the object is 
3rd person. There is no parallel to this difference in inverted vs. non-inverted syntactic patterns. 
 Thus is seems that there are two types of parameters through which a sentence can express event par-
ticipants. One is through case marking on the nominal arguments, which is sensitive to verb type and 
screeve. Another is through verbal agreement, which is also sensitive to verb type and screeve, but subdi-
vides the space of possibilities in a different way.  
 One prominent generalization is that the verbal agreement markers preserve a permanent association 
with person/number qualities, in particular for 1st and 2nd person arguments. Thus, the marker m- always 
corresponds to a 1Sg argument, be it subject or object, and the marker gv- always corresponds to a 1Pl argu-
ment. 
 Traditionally, the case marking patterns in  0 are said to apply to arguments in all person/number com-
binations. However, 1st and 2nd person pronouns in Georgian do not inflect for case. Thus, case marking for 
those types of arguments is not helpful for deciphering subject / object relations, although verbal agreement 
is. So, in a sense, verbal agreement identifies conversation participants while nominal case marking identi-
fies formal grammatical relations. 
 In summary, the Georgian verbal morphology and syntactic argument structure are mismatched in 
important and regular ways. This has led some analysts to propose separate levels of syntactic and morpho-
logical structure [e.g. Anderson 1992]. The morphosyntactic properties are passed down from syntax to mor-
phology, and in morphology they undergo a series of fusion and fission rules in order to match the available 
agreement markers. Thus, there is an abstract level between syntax and morphology where the mismatches 
can be fixed. 
 However, even if argument structure and verbal agreement exist on separate levels, they still have to 
interact and be acquired by language learners. Recent studies in language acquisition have emphasized that 
learning proceeds as an item-based, very concrete process where learners extract generalizations based on 
specific words they know, and not on abstract level ordering [Tomasello 2003]. How can we represent the 
mismatched syntactic and morphological patterns in a way compatible with language acquisition? 
 I propose a representation within the framework of Construction Grammar [Kay and Fillmore 1999, 
Goldberg 1995] which argues for the existence of constructions as grammatical primitives. A construction is 
essentially a form-meaning pairing with constraints on both form and meaning. Aspects of meaning can be 
contributed by the construction as a whole, not just by its participants. Constructions can be very specific, 
single-word (lexical), or very general, e.g. argument-structure constructions. Thus constraints can be repre-
sented at a multitude of levels so there is no single monolithic syntactic level distinct from a monolithic mor-
phological level. A given utterance, or construct, can instantiate several different constructions at the same 
time; lexicalist-style unification is used to make sure that the properties of the different instantiated construc-
tions are not in conflict. That is, a given construct can exhibit more than one mismatched pattern at the same 
time, but no abstract layers are required to fix the mismatch. 
 For Georgian, constructions can represent generalizations both about verbal agreement and about va-
lence and nominal case marking. Verbal agreement is represented as word-level constructions specific to 
Series and conjugation types. Case assignment, on the other hand, is represented as phrase-level construc-
tions specific to Series and conjugation types. A given phrase (or construct) unifies the agreement properties 
expressed by the verb with those dictated by the phrase, without requiring them to be identical. 
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 A constructional approach to verbal agreement and phrase structure allows us to represent the mis-
matched patterns in a unified way. It treats possible mismatches as normal rather than exceptional, thus al-
lowing an account of the regularity and stability of the Georgian system. 
 A detailed examination of grammatical relation marking in Georgian will be very useful for crosslin-
guistic comparisons within the Caucasus and with neighboring areas. A Construction Grammar approach 
allows the patterns to be represented in a clear and consistent fashion, making such comparisons easier. 
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