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1. Aims and research questions 

 

The aim of the thesis is to model the morphological organisation of the noun in Hungarian in a 

cognitive framework, that is to say, to establish a construction in which our morphological 

knowledge can be investigated effectively. Thus, the basic research question concerns the 

nature and apprehension of this knowledge. In the present study, morphological knowledge is 

understood as the knowledge concerning a lexical meaning’s formal elaboration. According to 

the initial hypothesis, our morphological knowledge cannot be sharply separated from other 

grammatical levels; at the same time it relates to other aspects of human cognition and non-

verbal knowledge, and in the course of its functioning we rely on domain-general cognitive 

abilities.  

On the other hand, as for the central issue of the thesis, it is unclear whether certain cognitive 

semantic factors are part of our morphological knowledge, and if they are, then to what extent, 

since conceptualisations are not always symbolic (bipolar), and they are not necessarily 

formally elaborated. This leads to the study’s specific research question: which 

conceptualisations can be treated as part of our morphological knowledge and to what extent? 

Thus, one of the main goals of the thesis is to clarify the role of operations described by 

cognitive semantics in our morphological knowledge. The model intends to answer these 

questions by elaborating on a markedness theory based on cognitive grammar.   

 

2. The structure of the thesis 

 

The introductory chapters (1.–3.) deal with the general research question I have just outlined 

(what is the nature of our morphological knowledge and how can it be captured?) and define 

the subject of the research. Following the clarification of the theoretical presuppositions 

concerning our general research question, namely the interdisciplinary and disciplinary 

embeddedness of the thesis, we define the morphological word in the social-cognitive model of 

linguistic activity (see TÁTRAI 2013), and we survey the semantic and typological 

characteristics of the noun as a lexical category (LANGACKER 1987; TALMY 2000; TOLCSVAI 

NAGY 2017). Following BYBEE (1985, 2010), the morphological word is approached as a 

network node in chapter 3, thus highlighting the characteristics of the linguistic network, 

namely its symbolic, exemplar-based, hierarchic, productive nature that originates in domain-

general cognitive processes such as cross-modal association, memory, chunking, and analogy. 



Along with defining key elements in morphology such as inflection, derivation, compounding, 

root and stem, we touch upon the whole and/or compositional mental elaboration and access of 

the morphological word. Assuming a schema-based model (LADÁNYI 2017), the focus is on the 

role of frequency, the strength of patterns, the types and the application field of schemas, and 

elaboration distance (distance between schema and instance).   

Following LANGACKER (1987, 2008), the morphological word is approached as a symbolic 

unit in chapter 4. The aim of the chapter is to lay the cognitive grammatical foundations of the 

research on formal elaboration and to establish a framework in which the general and specific 

research question can be answered. For this purpose, the notion of phonological, semantic, 

morphophonological and morphosemantic markedness and unmarkedness are introduced. It is 

crucial in markedness theory to distinguish between bipolar (directly contributing to symbolic 

relation) and unipolar (not directly contributing to symbolic relation) organisation in the 

phonological and semantic space, thus making a (non-dichotomic) distinction between a) the 

phonological pole and the phonetic potential; and b) the semantic pole and the conceptual 

potential, and adopting this notion in description. On the other hand, the aim of markedness 

theory is to systematically apprehend a given language’s relatively fixed phonological and 

semantic structures, as well as its variability and dynamism. Still in this chapter, presuppositions 

are formulated concerning the markedness of conceptualisations (conceptual frames, contents, 

and structures, image schemas, metonymy and metaphor, foreground-background organisation, 

profiling, and integration).    

In chapter 5, the phonological space of the noun in Hungarian is investigated, with particular 

reference to the fact that phonology and morphology complement one another by embodiment. 

Hereby we also intend to answer the general research question of the thesis. The starting point 

of the research is to determine phonologically marked sound and phoneme schemas exploited 

from the phonetic potential. The importance of the overlap or separation of sound and phoneme 

schemas in a morphological word is also highlighted. The phonological pole of the 

morphological word is not approached by segmentation, but by the elaboration of the given 

construction’s sound schema that is globally apprehensible (see SZILÁGYI N. 2013). Linking 

vowels that represent a cross between phonemes and bipolar phonological structures 

(morphemes) on the grammatical continuum play an important role in the realisation of the 

partly syllable-based, partly phoneme-based sound schema. Concerning the elaboration of 

bipolar structures with schematic meaning, we conduct a corpus-based research on vowel-

harmony, defined as the vocal profile-determinancy of the morphological word, and on the 

morphotactic, symbolic role of suffixes in the sound schema. As for the elaboration of bipolar 



structures with detailed meaning, the integration of type-based and exemplary entrenched 

nominal stems in the sound schema is investigated. Besides demonstrating competing schemas 

and describing partly connected sound schemas, it is also proved that the sound schema of the 

stems’ phonetically conditioned consonants (see MARKÓ 2017) explains the relatively peculiar 

formal elaboration of the accusative.    

Chapter 6 accounts for the noun’s semantic space in Hungarian, in other words, the semantic 

markedness of conceptualisations. In this chapter, the noun’s semantic space is investigated in 

the system of relations, consisting of the noun’s conceptual representations – the conceptual 

contents and structures (PARADIS 2004, 2005) – and their construals that can be thought of as 

entrenched symbolic structures in cognition. Following a qualitative research on the Hungarian 

nouns’ morfolexical categories based on derivational networks, hypotheses are formulation of 

hypotheses concerning the inflectional patterns of these categories. A corpus-based study aims 

to verify the hypothesis that conceptual contents (e.g. HUMAN, MATERIAL) are independent 

variables, while the inflectional forms of words (e.g. accusative) are dependent variables. The 

analysis of conceptual or knowledge structures is based on the formally differentiated profile 

of THING and RELATION, and concerns plurality, possessive structures, and spatial and force 

dynamic relations (TALMY 1988, 2000). The theoretical objective of the chapter is to understand 

the systematic relations of conceptual contents, conceptual structures and construals, to 

illustrate the processing of conceptual representations motivated by construals that are 

abstracted from conceptual representations (conceptual representation → construal → 

conceptual representation). 

Chapters 7 and 8 consist of case studies. Firstly, we demonstrate with the highly productive, 

in many regards inflectional-like deverbal -Ás suffix, how a cognitive morphological model 

contributes to the understanding of even very complex and polysemic networks of derivatives. 

In the second case study the traditionally eliminated phenomenon of Hungarian adjective-noun 

conversion is analyzed as a constructional meaning extension by separating metonymyzation 

in discourse and metonymy-based metaphorization (KÖVECSES 2013) in the lexicon, and by a 

corpus-based examination of the continuum between the two types. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

The methodological objective of the thesis is to combine empirical research and theory 

(TOLCSVAI NAGY 2013: 60). Due to the usage-based principle, most of the qualitative analyses 



are based on living language examples. Since the dissertation has no perspective on territorial 

or social linguistic variations, the corpus analyses cover the full data of the Hungarian National 

Corpus, without narrowing it to sub-corpora. The citation of the frequency indicators of the 

HNC is provided in some cases to prove or illustrate the theoretical thesis; generally it has an 

explanatory value for describing so-called competing schemas. One methodological 

characteristic also typical of the thesis is to formulate hypotheses on the subject of the research 

after qualitative research and to test it on a corpus. In one case, we also intend to develop a 

corpus-based method to handle gradual semantic separation. 

 

4. Summary of the results 

 

Regarding the general research question of the dissertation, it can be stated that morphological 

knowledge – defined as knowledge of the formal elaboration of lexical meaning – is symbolic 

in nature, and the elaboration of lexical meaning can be described within its phonological and 

semantic surroundings. Since a morpheme is a bipolar structure that emerges from phonological 

and semantic similarities (BYBEE 2010), that is, it can be derived from phonological and 

semantic structures, results of phonology and semantics contribute to the understanding of the 

morphological word that elaborates a schema and of the morphological construction, thought 

of as a word-sized form-meaning pairing.  

In the dissertation, the phonological space of the Hungarian noun was approached by taking 

into account its articulation, acoustic and perceptual foundations. The investigation focused on 

the semantic space from general cognitive processes, thus we considered the physiological 

foundations of linguistic knowledge. Accordingly, in the cognitive morphological model, 

sonority and morphotactic transparency had an explanatory value on accusative and linking 

vowels; the abstraction of sound schemas on originally excrescency /j/ and /v/ phonemes; the 

holistic elaboration on plural possessive suffixes; proximity and profiling on vowel harmony; 

cross-modal association on the bipolarisation of linking vowels; radial and prototype-based 

categorisation on lexical categories; chunking on exemplary entrenched morphononological 

schemas; and analogy on correlation of accusative, plural, and suppressive as well as between 

-Ó and -Ás morphemes. In the markedness theory of the model we have empirically proved that 

the non-language-specific knowledge basically organised through cognitive domains and their 

conceptual structure do influence the derivative network and the inflectional pattern of words. 

We have approached the formal elaboration of plurality, possession, spatial and force dynamics, 



i.e., different types of inflectional suffixes from the integration of the noun into the meaning of 

the sentence (IMRÉNYI 2017), and the elaboration of the verb’s figures. A certain type of 

inflectional construction elaborates the verb’s primary figure, while another type elaborates the 

verb’s secondary figure. Furthermore, we claimed that conceptual structures (multiplexity, 

boundedness, image schema, spatial and force dynamics) are exploited by language as 

construals and are also schematized as constructional meaning; moreover, conceptual 

operations as metonymy and metaphor (LAKOFF–JOHNSON 1980) contribute to the construal in 

adjective-noun conversion and to the extension of constructional schemas concerning -Ás 

morphemes. We have also stated that not only image schemas (JOHNSON 1987; KOTHENCZ 

2012) take part in our morphological knowledge, but also the metaphors associated with them. 
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