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The abstract of the PhD Thesis 

The subject of the present doctoral dissertation is the comparative study of the semantics of 

grammatical elements expressing spatial relations (local suffixes, postpositions, verbal 

particles, adverbs, etc.) in Hungarian and Finnish. 

The theoretical framework of my research is that of cognitive linguistics, a branch of 

linguistics that emerged in the 1980s, but its basic ideas may be found in 19th century studies 

(eg. Simonyi 1888, Kúnos–Munkácsi 1884). My present thesis is part of a series of studies 

performed by the school of cognitive linguistics of Cluj, proposing to offer, on the foundation 

of the this school, a Hungarian–Finnish comparative analysis outlining contrastively the 

spatial relational system of the two languages, and detecting the similarities and especially 

differences between them. Due to the broadness of this topic, I found it necessary to narrow 

down the subject of my research: following a theoretical introduction and a general 

comparative section of the Finnish and Hungarian language systems, I examine, within the 

frames of two separate case studies, the ÁT ‘THROUGH’ relation, as well as the use of the 

ablative in cases of reversal of directions. The Finnish part of my research is based mostly on 

the previous studies and results of the cognitive linguistics research group of the University of 

Turku. 

There are numerous studies on both Hungarian and Finnish side, that deal with the analysis of 

spatial grammatical elements from a cognitive linguistics perspective (Szilágyi N. 1997, 

Fazakas Emese 2007, 2012, Galaczi 1999, Páll 1999, Tolcsvai 2005, Huumo 1997, 2005a, 

2005b, 2006a, 2010, 2011, Ojutkangas 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, Sivonen 2005, Huumo–

Lehismets 2011, Fekete–Huumo–Lehismets in course of publication etc.). However, to the 

best of my knowledge, no contrastive studies embedded in a cognitive linguistics framework 

have been made, apart from Kósa Bíborka’s BA Thesis written in 2009. The advantage of 

broader systematic contrastive research is that it highlights those characteristics of a language 

which would not attract our attention without a comparative approach, which appear to be 

natural and unquestionable within the framework of a particular language system, in the 

mirror of another language system they may become interesting, less evident, and may pose a 
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challenge to researchers. My PhD Thesis proposes to point out these peculiarities in the two 

languages while trying to find the links among the results of previous studies in this field, and 

taking them further in a cognitive framework, using a contrastive approach. 

The structure of the PhD Thesis 

The present theses is divided into five chapters, the first chapter offering a theoretical 

introduction into the universal characteristics of spatial language from a cognitive linguistic 

perspective (embodiment, trajector-landmark organization, different frames of reference, 

topological relations and relations based on coordinate systems, fictive motion, 

forcedynamics, etc). The second chapter focuses on the language-specific characteristics of 

spatial language, that is, on the study of certain features that, apart from their universal 

characteristics, are specific for the Hungarian and Finnish language. The system of spatial 

language is very similar in Hungarian and Finnish: in both languages there can be 

distinguished between the lative, locative and separative cases (expression of directionality), 

as well as a set of internal and external local cases, further on postpositions, prepositions, 

verbal particles and adverbs are used to express spatial relations in both Finnish and 

Hungarian. Following the contrastive presentation of the two systems I enlarge upon the 

results of the research concentrating on the examination of spatial grammatical elements in a 

cognitive linguistics framework in the the case of both languages, separately. Then my thesis 

offers a brief introduction to the results and conclusions of previous contrastive works in this 

field, which have limited themselves primarily to the study of local suffixes from among 

spatial grams, and have applied a descriptive linguistic framework until now. The largest part 

of the chapter is devoted to the outlining of the differences between the ways of encoding 

spatial relations in Hungarian and Finnish. Special attention has been given to the different 

topology
1
 and dynamics of the two languages, to the cases when a particular situation is 

associated with dynamic spatial grams in one of the languages, while the other encodes it 

statically. Finnish language is the one that generally encodes actions more dynamically (eg. 

jäädä 'to remain' + ILL in Finnish vs. marad 'to remain' + INE in Hungarian), closer analysis 

reveals, however that through the use of prefixed verbs and by changing the angle/perspective 

dynamic encoding becomes possible in a number of cases also in Hungarian (eg. kinéz vmit 

vhonnan ‘single out sth from swh’ vs. néz valamit vhol ‘to look at sth swh’). The chapter 

                                                 
1
 By topology we mean here (primarily) the relations expressed by local suffixes: inclusion, contact, closeness. 

A difference between the topology of the two languages is, for instance, that close contact is expressed by 

interior local cases in Finnish, whereas in Hungarian we use external local cases (lappu on ovessa [paper 

is+PRS.I/3 door+INE] vs. a papír az ajtón van [paper door+ADE is+PRS.I/3] ’the paper is on the door’). 
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points out the differences between the linguistic world models of the two languages, between 

the ways in which individual relations are organized into structures in the studied languages, 

and what are the systematic differences (and concordances) to be perceived between these 

structures. 

The first two, more general chapters are followed by two case studies. In the third chapter I 

examine the ÁT ‘THROUGH’ relation in Hungarian and Finnish, indicating its specific and 

abstract meanings, as well as the structure in which it is organized. The first half of the 

chapter focuses on Hungarian verbs with the prefix át in the light of their Finnish translations, 

as well as of their descriptive explanations (eg. átcsoportosít ‘rearrange’ in Hungarian may be 

translated as ryhmitellä uudelleen ‘regroup, group once again’ into Finnish). This chapter 

proposes a new way of clustering that differs from previous attempts at grouping the 

meanings of ÁT ‘THROUGH’. According to this, its meanings form a continuum and connect 

with each other. This section deals separately with the relation between ÁT and KERESZTÜL 

(both meaning ‘THROUGH’ in Hungarian). The second half of the chapter examines the 

Finnish postposition läpi ‘through’, drawing particular attention to a hitherto less explored 

case in which the postposition in question is accompanied, instead of the traditional 

partitive/genitive adjunct, by an elative argument (eg. mennä tenti+n läpi vs. mennä tenti+stä 

läpi ’to pass the exam’). Closer study points out that the use of the elative case is not 

superfluous, unnecessary double coding (the elative and the postposition läpi may express 

passage through a barrier separately, too), but it adds extra semantic content to the expression. 

The motives for using the elative include the following: (1) verbs expressing strong 

forcedynamics (eg. break, crush, beat, etc.), (2) in case of landmarks encoding specific 

barriers (eg. walls, fences) they are difficult to overcome/break through, (3) in case of 

landmarks encoding an abstract obstacle (eg. an examination) one is in need of luck in orther 

to overcome it (therefore, the outcome does not depend so much on the abilities of the 

agonist, but rather on luck), (4) the representation of a situation in which something was not 

supposed to happen (the fact that the incident took place is the result of the agonist’s 

carelessness, or the malfunction of a device), (5) passage is understood in a figurative sense 

(generally in this case the genitive may not be used because it would mean concrete passage 

through something). The last part of the chapter deals also with certain cases where the 

construction elative+läpi does not encode passage and the middle part of the route at the same 

time, but the elative marks the starting point, the postposition läpi ’through’ indicates passage 
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itself (Häne+stä paista+a läpi, että… [he/she+ELA shine+PRS.I/3 through], ‘to ooze sth’, 

’lerí róla/látszik rajta, hogy…’ in Hungarian). 

The fourth chapter concentrates on the study of the phenomena of directionreversing and 

role exchange in syntagms like eltitkol valamit valakitől ‘to conceal something from 

someone’, megtisztítja a cipőt a sártól ‘to clean one’s shoes of the mud’ (literally ‘form’). 

Applying the methods of cognitive linguistics, I seek to point out those factors that could lead 

to (1) the inversion of the direction of an action or event, or to (2) the exchanging of roles 

between the components of a possessive relation. It emerges that in this case the semantics of 

the verb, the concepts of usefulness and danger, implicit denial, as well as the preperception 

and the forcedynamics of the situation play an important role. 

Chapter 2, 3 and 4 contains research based on different databases. Besides bilingual 

dictionaries (Papp1993, Papp–Jakab 1985) and a dictionary of verb arguments (Markus–

Pomozi 1994) I have used the material of the Magyar értelmező kéziszótár (Concise 

Hungarian Explanatory Dictionary) and of the Kielitoimiston sanakirja (New Dictionary of 

Modern Finnish), as well as of the Magyar szókincstár (Hungarian Lexical Thesaurus) 

published by the Tinta Publishing House. For collecting examples of living language I have 

used the Mazsola search interface built on top of the Hungarian National Corpus, and as 

regards Finnish examples my aid was the available corpus of the Kielipankki (Language Bank 

of Finland). 

The conclusions of the different chapters of my thesis, as well as the directions and 

perspectives of further research are summarized in the fifth chapter, the literature cited in the 

present work may be consulted in the bibliography section. 
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