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Introduction

The basic characteristics of Hungarian vowel harmony are well known - the data introduced
jn the pioneering work of Va go (1975,1976) has been subjected to a large number of ana.Iyses.
In this paper I will assume the reader to be familiar with this literature and with the basic
data concerning 'binary' suffixes such as the dative nak/nek. (For an overview, see v.d.HuIst
1985 or Siptar 1984).

In Section 1, I will exemplify a number of additional facts concerning the harmonic be-
havior of 'ternary' suffixes such as the allative hoz/hez/hoz and 'quaternary' suffixes such as
the accusative at/et/ot/ot. Quaternary suffixes, presented here for the first time, appear to
be problematic both for the standard accounts and for the more recent theory of under spec-
ification. Ternary suffixes, although discussed by Vago (1975), have largely been ignored
in the subsequent literature - here the familiar data concerning binary and ternary suffixes
will be reorganized along the lines dictated by the new facts.

Section 2 gives an autosegmental account of the harmonic patterns in Hungarian. The
use of a single diacritic feature, " 'fioating -U' will make it possible to treat the regular and
the exceptional patterns together. Negative feature values and core specification are used
only for the exceptional cases - the basic system uses only single-valued features that leave
no room for underspecification. The analysis brings into sharp relief a hitherto unnoticed
parallelism between high and mid vowels that extends even to the exceptional cases

Section 3 discusses the behavior of neutral vowels. The status of neutral vowels in hax-
mony systems is problematic for autosegmental theory in general, and the present treatment
is no exception. As we shall see, each vowel in Hungarian can show 'regular' or 'exceptional'
behavior, and the exceptional forms can be derived by the same rules as the regnlar forms
by adding a single diacritic to the underlying representation of exceptional stem vowels. In
neutral vowels we can observe a third kind of behavior, so we will have 1.0a.djust 1.heunder-
lying representations in an extraordinary fashion (namely, by core-specification) to account
for the two kinds of 'abstract' i and e.

In the presentation of the data, the emphasis will be shifted from va.cillating stems to
exceptional, but non-vacillating sterns. The reasons for this shift are methodological. The
exceptional 'Class I' and 'Class IV' s1.emsshow the same unambiguous behavior irrespective
of sentence stress, syntactic environment, regist.er, etc. for every speaker of standard Hun-
garian. In the phonological study of vacillation it would be necessary to control for all of
these factors, and perhaps for others as well. The existing literature, based largely on anec-
dotal evidence, is of little help here, as it makes no systematic distinction between dialect
mixture, vacillation in produc1.ion, and varying degrees of acceptance. In fact, empirical
work on vacillating stems is still in its infancy1, while the information on exceptionality is
readily available from standard dictionaries.

'I would like to thank Don Chunna, Sharon Inkelas, Laszlo Kalman, Paull<ipa<oky, Will Leben, Marcy
Macken, Adam Nadasdy, Livia Polanyi, and Peter Sipt for their comments and criticisms on various

versions of the manuscript. This work was in part supported by a grant from the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences.

'For the first steps this direction, see Kontra and Ringen 19S5,1986.
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1 The data

The vowel system of Hungarian is given in (1) below - for a description in phonetic terms
see e.g. Nadasdy (1985). In this paper, forms will be given in orthographic, rather tha~
phonetic, transcription.

(1) a [3]
a [a:]

e [0]
e [e:]

ii
ii [ii:]

u

U [u:]

0

0 [0:]i[i:]

0

0 [0:]

1.1 The feature system

In general, discussions of Hungarian vowel harmony have revolved around what I will call
the 'binary' suffixes, i.e. those that have two surface realizations. Ternary suffixes (i.e.
those having three alternants) are at best mentioned in passing, and quaternary suffixes
are usually completely ignored. . For the binary suffixes it is of course sufficient to deal
only with one autosegment (or one distinctive feature), and leave the larger issue of the
featural composition of Hungarian vowels untouched. But ternary and quaternary alter-
nations involve at least two autosegments, and the choice of feature analysis (which will
determine the rest of the analysis to a surprising extent) is far from trivial. For the reader's
convenience, let me tabulate here the two main proposals (Vago 1980, Becker-Makkai 1970):

(2)
Back

High
Low
Round

Long

I
I 0 ii 0 0a 6 u iiua

+ +
+

+
+

+ + +
+ +++

+ ++
+2 +

+
++ +

+
+ + +

+
+
++ + +

Diffuse
Flat
Tense
Grave +

+
+
+
+

+
+

+ + +
+

+
+

+
+
+

~3 +
+
+

++
+
+3

+ +
_4_4+ +

In this paper I will use a tridirectional feature system as proposed by Rennison (1984),
Kaye & 0.1(1985), and others. In essence, tridirectionaJ features amount. to an autosegmental
version of the Jakobsonian feature system given above.

'Derived from underlying .Round. Of Vago (1980) 1.1.1. Essent.ially the same feature matrix is given in
Szepe (1969, 399).

3 "Could be disputed on articulatory grounds" (Becker.Makkai 1970,639)
4 "The two blank spaces represent redundancies which do not need to be marked" (loc cit). Redundancy

rules would presumably add the value -.
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Long vowels will be treated as geminates, because their harmonic behavior is identical
that of the corresponding short vowels5
An important advantage of this system is that it predicts what kinds of binary alterna-

ons are possible in Hungarian. If an alternating pair is defined by the presence vs. absence
the feature I, (3) shows that a will be paired with e, " will be paired with (Jand u will be

ed with u - these are precisely the pairs attested in Hungarian, as can be seen from (4)
,w. Moreover, since i is paired with the empty vowel, which does not exist in Hungarian,
system predicts that it cannot take part in alternations. (For an exceptional case, see

ection 3.)

The major alternations

Suffixes will be subcategorized according to their arity, i.e. the number of harmonic alter-
lants they have. Unary suffixes, i.e. those that do not show harmonic alternation, will be
gnored. Some suffixes with higher arity are listed below;

(4)
BINARY
nak/ nek
nal/nel
t6lj tol
nok/nok

'DAT'
'ADE's

'ABL'

'professional characterized by'
e.g. sz" 'word', szonok 'orator'

ember 'man', emberu/ 'as a man'ul/iil
TERNARY

hoz/hez/hoz
on/ en/ on
QUATERNARY
at/et/ot/ot
ak/ek/<};'/ok
am/em/om/em
as/es/os/os

'as' e.g.

'ALL'
'SUE'

'ACC'
'PL'

'ISG P~S'

'having'

This list is representat.ive: there are no alternations involving other (sets of) vowels.
Thus, ternary snffixes will always show ole/ii, and qnaternary suffixes a/e/o/ii alternation. 7
Quaternary suffixes, though ignored in standard treatments, are in fact anything but mar-
ginal: the most frequently encountered suffixes, such as the accusative, the 1st and 2nd sg
possessive, and the plural are all of this form. Nor are they restricted to inflection; the last.
example, as/es/os/os 'having, having to do with' is a high-frequency derivationa.l suffix that
forms adjectives from nouns.

The harmonic taxOnOlTIY

Stems will be subcategorized according to the suffix-alternants they select. The taxonomy
developed here will be applicable not only to stems, but also to fully formed words that
can undergo further suffixation. The five classes presented below offer a theory. neutral
descriptive framework encompassing all the non-vacillating Hungarian data.

In the binary case, all stems can be divided into two classes, 'Back' and 'Front', according
to the quality of the altern ant they select. This taxonomy is based on the fundamental
observation that the binary alternants can be arranged in parallel series: if a stem takes

5 With the possible exception of neutral vowels in vacillating forms.
6The abbreviations for the less familiar case endings are as follow", ADE(ssive), ABL(ative), ALL(ative),

SU(per)E(6sive).
'In vowel.irutial sullixes, the vowel is dl"Opped regularly after stems ending in vowels, and occasion.

ally after consonant.liual stems - for the investigation of vowel harmony, this phenomenon can safely be

disregarded.

(3)
I U I U

i = \ u = / u = \ /
V V V

I U I U
\ / \ /

e = V 0 = V 0 = V a = V
I I I I
A A A A
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-nak in the dative, it willtake -ndl,rather than -nil in the adessive,-t61,rather than -to/ in
the ahlative, etc.s

With the introduction of quaternary suffixes, a four-way partitioning results, according
to the quality of the vowel in akjekjokjok. Such a partitioning is then justified by the
fact that other quaternary suffixes will take the altern ant with the same vowel. Indeed, no
stem can subcategorize for oak in the plural but -ot in the accusative, and in general the
distributions of the quaternary alternants, as far as it can be established,' are completely
parallel.

This classification predicts the harmonic behavior of binary suffixes: all stems that take
oak (Class I) or -ok (Class II) in the plural take 'Back' suffixes and the rest take 'Front'
suffixes. These classes also select for the o-alternant in ternary suffixes. In general, stems
that take -ek (Class III) take the e-alternant in ternary suffixes, and stems that take -ok take
the Q:.alternant in ternary suffixes (Class V). But, most strikingly, the four-way classification
established on the basis of quaternary suffixes does not fully predict the distribution of
ternary suffixes. There are a number of stems (Class IV), that take -.k in the plural but
take the o-alternant, rather than the e-alternant with ternary suffixes.

It should be emphasized that the behavior of Class IV stems is qualitatively different
from that of vacillation:forms like *holgyhez, *togyhez, *s.ii/tilez,and *tiizhezare unaccept-
able in every idiolect,and in ECH '0 the forms *holgyot, %togyot,11*siiltot, and *tiizot are
clearly unacceptable.

In order to characterize the range of possible stem vowels within each class, monosyllabic
examples were chosen. It will be apparent from (5) that the quality of the stem vowel
determines the harmonic behavior of the stem to a large extent. If the stem vowel is 0 or ii,
the stem must be in Class IV or Class V, and if it is a, 0 or n, the stem will belong in Class I
or Class II. As long as the last vowel of a polysyllabic stem (or word) is not i or e, the quality
of the last vowel will predict harmonic behavior the same way as with monosyllabic stems.
If the last vowel is neutral, the situation is more complex - the details will be discussed in
Section 3.

For +1 +U vowels the choice between Class IV and Class V is lexically determined, as
is the choice between Class I and Class I! (for -I vowels). However, only the selection of
Class I or Class IV has to be marked in the lexicon - the default case is Class II for stems in
a, n, and 0; and Class V for stems in ii and o. This is particularly clear for Class IV, which
contains roughly 20 monomorphemic sterns, as opposed to the thousands of monomorphemic
stems in Class V. That Class IV is the marked class can also be seen from the fact that all
recent loans in ii or 0 are in Class V. Although Class I is much larger (it contains more than
a thousand monomorphemic members), it is still considerably smaller than Class II. It is
0.]80closed: nonce-words and recent loans in a, n, and 0 always belong in Class II. For the
same reasons, the default is Class II! for monosyllabic stems in neutral vowels.

In (5) below the examples are all monomorphemic noun sterns, but every non-vacillating
Hungarian word falls int", one of these classes, irrespective of morphemic composition or
lexical category. The plural suffix is representative of the quaternary type: whenever the
initial vowel is present in the other quaternary suffixes, it is the same as in the plural. The
allative is representative of the ternary type, and the dative, adessive and formal suffixes
have been chosen to represent the three major alternating pairs ale, ojo, and n/ii. For the
treatment of non-standard (morphophonemic) alternation, see Section 3.

8This observation has been contested on several occasions, but I was unable to find non-vacillating
conterexalllpics that would take, .ay, -nok in the dative but -16/ in the ablative. At any rate, it is an
extremely robust generalization with no systematic counterexamples.

9The alternating vowel is lost after certain stem. for some of the quaternary suffixes, e.g. we have borok
'wine-PL' but bort 'wine-ACC'.

I°Educated Colloqu.ial Hungarian, the standard (Budapest) dialect. See Nadasdy (1985)
11This form has a decidedly videki 'rural' flavor for Budnpcst speakers, but is, perhaps, acceptable in some

dialects. Note that different dialects can have different vowel inventories.
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(5)
stem 4-ary 3-ary 2-ary a/ e 2-ary ojo 2-ary njii gloss

I
had hadak hadhoz hadnak hadt61 hadul 'army'
Mz hazak hazhoz haznak h1izt61 hazul 'house'

lyuk lyukak Iyukhoz lyuknak lyukt61 Iyukul 'hole'
kut kutak kuthoz kutnak kutt6] kutul 'welt'

hold boldak holdhoz holdnak holdtol holdul 'moon'
10 lovak lohoz lonak lotol loul 'horse'

in inak inhoz innak intol inul 'tendon'
hid hidak hidhoz hldnak hidtol hidul 'bridge'
hej hejak hejhoz hejnak hejt61 hejul 'crust'

II
bab babok babhoz babnak babt61 babul 'bean'

bab babok babhoz babnak babt61 babul 'puppet'
rum rumok rumhoz rumnak rumt6l rumul 'id.'

hur hurok hurhoz hurnak bUrt6l hurul 'chord'

bot botok bothoz botnak bott61 botul 'stick'

dr6t dr6tok dr6thoz dr6tnak dr6tt61 dr6tul 'wire'
zsir zsirok zsirhoz .zsirnak zsirt61 zsirul 'fat'

eel celok celhoz celnak celt61 celul 'goal'
III

hit hitek hithez hitnek hittol hitiil 'belief'
viz vizek vizhez viznek viztOl viziil 'water'

fej fejek fejhez fejnek fejtol fejiil 'head'

erv ervek ervhez ervnek ervtol erviil 'argument'
IV

holgy holgyek holgyhoz holgynek holgytol holgyiil 'lady'
togy tOgyek togyhoz togynek tOgytol tOgyiil 'udder'

siilt siiltek siilthoz siiltnek siilt to! siiltiil 'roast'
tiiz tiizek tUzhoz tiiznek tUztol tUziil 'fire'

V
t.ok tokok tokhoz toknek toktol tokiil 'pumpkin'
bor borok borhoz bornek borto1 boriil 'skin'

fiist fiistok fiisthoz fiistnek fiist tOl fiistii] 'smoke'
biin biinok biinhoz biinnek biintol biiniil 'sin'

1.4 The possessive paradigm

In the morphology of Hungarian, t.ernary and quaternary suffixes are fully integrated wit.h
the rest of the system: not only do the various kinds of suffixes appear in the same posi tion,
e.g. as case markers, regardless of arity, but they can also change arity as a result of
morphological processes. These facts are exemplified by the possessive paradigm given in
(6) below. Only one stem is given for each harmonic class: >ir 'mastel" (Class I); sagar
'brother-in-law' (Class II); ember 'man' (Class III); holgy 'lady' (Class IV); and or 'guard'
(Class V).

The 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person forms are given in the 1st, 2nd, and 3rd column respect.i vely.
With each stem, the first and third rows contain singular, and the second and fourth rows
contain plural possessor forms: the difference between the two is in the nnmber of t.he
possessed (the stem), which is singular in the first two rows and plural in the last two. The
reader is enconraged to analyze tl,e forms into component suffixes before looking at the
solution olfered in 2.3.




