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Abstract

This paper investigates wh-extraction in Hungarian. It examines the
analysis of wh-extraction in Hungarian presented in a recent paper (Gavru-
seva, 2000) by making additional predictions for complex possessors. Due
to lack of data, we were not able to check these predictions directly, but
the data presented allows the further determination of the question.
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1 Introduction

The problem at hand is explaining extraction of posessors from the DP in which
they originate. This phenomenon occurs in Hungarian and a few other lan-
guages. The extraction can be observed in the following Hungarian example:

1a)
kinekk ismertétek [DP tk a vendégét]?
who-Dat know-past.2pl the guest-poss.3sg.Acc

“Whose guest did you know?”

In English, such a construction is impossible.

1



1b) *Whose did you know the guest?
*Whose did you know guest?
Whose guest did you know?

The data raise several questions. First, we would like to formulate a mech-
anism for the movement in Hungarian. Second, we would like to explain the
parametric difference between the languages that allow possessor extraction,
like Hungarian, and the languages that do not.

Before our analysis of Gavruseva’s paper, we will briefly survey what we
know about grammar.

1.1 Theory of Constraints

Under the minimalist framework, all movement must be motivated by feature-
checking and assignment of case and theta-roles. Of importance are movement
of a DP for case and theta-role assignment, and the movement of wh-words
into the CP layer. Movement is constrained by the minimal link condition. We
will use the following definition, slightly modified from Carnie, 2008, for DP
movement:

The minimal link condition: movement of a DP from position α to position
β is possible if and only if:

1. β c-commands α,

2. There is no position δ such that movement from α to δ is possible,

3. β is a case-checking position if the DP needs case, a θ-position if the
DP needs a theta-role, or a feature-checking position if the DP has a
corresponding feature.

1.2 DP Structure

We have traditionally modeled DP s with the possessor in specifier position and
the determiner (in English: ∅/“a”/“the”) on the D head. In more modern
treatment, suggested by Szabolcsi 1994, the posessor originates deeper in the
DP . For example, in English:
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DP

D’

D AgrP

Agr’

Agr[gen]
-’s

...

PossP

DP Poss’

Mary Poss NP

N’

N

son

Here, the possessor Mary originates moves to an agreement projection where it
is assigned genitive case, while the noun moves up the chain of heads, picking up
morphological affixes. The “...” denotes additional projections, such as number
and gender, that are beyond the context of this paper, do not carry minimal
link consequences for possessors, and will therefore be omitted.

2 Posessor Extraction in Hungarian

This section will outline the analysis in Gavruseva, 2000. The overall goal is to
more precisely explain possessor movement.

In Hungarian, there are two forms of possessive DPs.

2a)
(a) Mari-∅ vendége
(the) Mari-Nom guest-poss.3sg

“Mary’s guest”

2b)
Mari-nak a vendége
Mari-Dat the guest-poss.3sg
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“Mary’s guest”

This is direct evidence that the possessor actually moves out of the agreement
projection and into the specifier of DP . However, we see that in Hungarian,
this movement is optional. However, an interesting phenomenon occurs when
we replace the possessor with a wh-word.

3a)
* (a) ki-∅ vendége
(the) who-Nom guest-poss.3sg

“whose guest”

3b)
ki-nek a vendége
ki-Dat the guest-poss.3sg

“whose guest”

Thus wh-movement to [Spec, DP ] in Hungarian is obligatory. Gavruseva
explains this by assuming a [+Q] feature on the possessor that is checked by
the D head:

DP

D’

D[+Q]

a

AgrP

Agr’

Agr[dat] PossP

DP Poss’

ki Poss NP

N’

N

vendég

More insight into determiner phrases comes from comparing them to CP s.
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2.1 The DP=CP hypothesis

The DP=CP hypothesis is a statement about the similarity of structure of a
DP and a CP . Indeed, movement of the noun resembles the movement of
the verb, and movement of the possessor resembles the movement of an object.
By continuing this analogy, just like [Spec, CP] allows DP extraction, so does
[Spec, DP]. This is consistent with our definition of the minimal link condition,
provided that all features have been checked prior to moving to [Spec, DP].

Gavruseva then presents the following analysis: all languages have possessor
movement to Spec, DP. In Hungarian, this movement is overt, and possessor
extraction is possible. In English, however, this movement is overt. For example:

DP

D’

D AgrP

Agr’

Agr[gen]
-’se

...

PossP

DP Poss’

Who Poss NP

N’

N

guest

Thus the possessor cannot extract at PF, so we do not observe any extrac-
tion.
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3 Analysis - Nested Possessors

Gavruseva’s analysis does not address the possibility of nested possessors. Con-
sider the following example1:

4a)
Mari-nak a barat-ja-nak a vendég-e
Mari-Dat the friend-poss.3sg-Dat the guest-poss.3sg

“Mary’s friend’s guest”

Under Szabolcsi’s analysis, both possessors move to the specifiers of their
corresponding DP s. We could also have the following (not knowing better, we
assume all are possible):

4b)
Mari-∅ barat-ja-nak a vendég-e
Mari-Nom friend-poss.3sg-Dat the guest-poss.3sg

“Mary’s friend’s guest”

4c)
Mari-nak a barat-ja-∅ vendég-e
Mari-Dat friend-poss.3sg-Nom guest-poss.3sg

“Mary’s friend’s guest”

4d)
Mari-∅ barat-ja-∅ vendég-e
Mari-Nom friend-poss.3sg-Nom guest-poss.3sg

“Mary’s friend’s guest”

Now say we wish to ask: “Which friend’s guest?” Gavruseva’s analysis is
that the wh-word, “ki”, will move to the specifier of DP “which friend’s”. It
can then extract from the inner DP. This is not a problem if the inner DP

already moved to th specifier of the outer DP as in (4a). The DP itself can also
extract, but we aren’t concerned about that. The complex DP , after derivation
and before extraction, is shown below.

DP

DP D’

DP D’ D

a

AgrP

kinek D

a

AgrP t Agr’

t Agr’ Agr

vendége

PossP

...

Agr

baratjanak

PossP

...

1The following examples are hypothetical, I am not sure of grammaticality.
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But what if the inner DP did not move to the specifier of the outer DP ,
as in (4c)? To satisfy the minimal link condition, the possessor must also move
through the specifier of the outer DP . At that point, the wh-possessor is in a
position where it modifies both the inner and outer DP . If the interpretation
is “whose friend”, this is incorrect semantically and should not be alowed.

Semantics is not the only reason why we expect ungrammaticality of a wh-
word in (4c). The analysis by Szabolcsi, and later by Gavruseva, assumes that
movement to [Spec, DP] always occurs, sometimes covertly. Thus the wh-word
can never move to the specifier of the outer DP because the inner DP will move
there. Both covert movement and semantics predict the ungrammaticality of a
wh-word in (4c). This is shown in the tree below:

DP

D’

D AgrP

DP Agr’

DP D’ Agr

vendége

PossP

...

kinek D

a

AgrP

t Agr’

Agr

baratja

PossP

...

In sentences (4b) and (4d), the inner possessor stops in [Spec, AgrP], so a
wh-word cannot be substituted there, and consequently cannot extract. For
nested possessors, we expect the following grammaticality judgements:

5) Ki-nekk ismertétek [DP tk a barat-ja-nak a vendégét]?
*Ki-nekk ismertétek [DP tk a barat-ja-∅ vendégét]?
*Ki-∅k ismertétek [DP tk barat-ja-nak a vendégét]?
*Ki-∅k ismertétek [DP tk barat-ja-∅ vendégét]?
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4 Conclusion

The analysis in Gavruseva, 2000 allows additional predictions. We have tested
only one: the behaviour of possessors in nested DPs. The resulting grammati-
cality predictions can be judged by a native speaker of Hungarian.

The theory of possessor extraction is not limited to Hungarian, however.
Gavruseva applies it to two other languages: Tzotzil and Chamorro. However,
there are other languages exhibit similar behavior. For example, in (Hsu 2009)
it is applied to Chinese. In other languages, as well as Hungarian, possessor
extraction warrants further study.
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