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Introduction
Verbal particles in Hungarian can occupy various positions in the sentence: they can be
preverbal, immediately preverbal (written together with the verb) or postverbal. The state and
syntax of verbal particles are discussed in a wide range of theoretical literature (e.g. Komlósy
1992, Kiefer – Ladányi 2000, É. Kiss 2004, Surányi 2009, among others). This paper presents
a corpus-driven approach, focusing on the distribution patterns of verbal particles in more
than 21.5 million sentences, which is a new method in this topic.
The aim of this paper is to answer the following questions: 1) How far can a particle be
placed from its verb in Hungarian? 2) Which factors determine whether a particle should stay
close to its verb or can be moved to a remote position? 3) Is it possible to specify the set of
verbal particles with the help of computational linguistics?
The main goal of this research is not to support or disprove any theoretical statements.
Instead, it aims to show the usefulness of corpus-driven methods and the importance of
relatively big and reliable data which could turn predictions into facts.
Methodology
The statements of this paper reflect the evidence provided by the HUNGARIAN GIGAWORD
CORPUS (HGC), version 2.0.4 (Oravecz–Váradi–Sass, 2014). The distribution of verbal
particles is measured by defining the finite verb as 0 position and calculating the other
positions compared to this. Preverbal particles are found in an interval less than zero and
postverbal ones in an interval greater than zero. See Kalivoda (2016) for technical details.
Short answers to the research questions raised
1) The data extracted from HGC show that the dominant position among preverbal particles
is the -1 position. This covers more than 99% of the preverbal cases. The left periphery of the
finite verb has a strict syntax, the verbal particle can not move far away. The maximal leftposition turned out to be -4, meaning that there were no more than three intervening words
between the particle and the verb. As for postverbal particles, the measurements showed that
they can be located in a wider scope compared to the preverbal ones, however, they can be
found in the +1/2 positions in 99.9% of the postverbal cases. It is also worth mentioning that
more than 35% of verbal particles are postverbal in Hungarian, meaning that sentences
containing focused elements are quite frequent.
2) In the present state of research, two factors seem to determine the possible distance of
postverbal particles:1 (1) the opposition of written and spoken – edited and unedited – text,
(2) phonological constraints. In the first case, I used the metadata of HGC in order to decide
whether a given sentence was originally said or written. At the +1 position, the proportion of
spoken sentences is 16.5%, however, it keeps growing as we look to more distant positions.
At the +7 position, 62% of the sentences come from spoken text. Regarding the phonological
constraints, relatively long verbal particles (consisting of two or more syllables) can stand in
1

I did not consider every possible factor, e.g. semantics, because it is very far from trivial how to measure
semantical features on large data, automatically.

remote positions, while short ones are not placed too far from the verb. I measured the length
of the first three words behind the finite verb in the postverbal corpus, and counted the
average of length values in these three positions, separately.2 The obtained data show a
tendency predicted by the Law of Increasing Terms, a cross-language principle presented by
Otto Behaghel (1932). According to this principle, the shorter constituent prefers to precede
the longer one, if there is no syntactic rule that could prevent it. This principle holds in the
case of the right periphery – phrases placed behind the finite verb – in Hungarian (É. Kiss
2007), and it was possible to quantify it.
3) The category of verbal particles is constantly disputed, it has no clear boundaries (see
Komlósy 1992: 495–497). Instead of trying to define this category in terms of necessary and
sufficient features, Forgács (2005) proposes a new approach. According to him, it would be
advisable to apply the centre-periphery model in the categorization of verbal particles. He
applies this model based on the origin and development of these words (e.g. meg is in the
centre as it is the oldest and most grammaticalized verbal particle in Hungarian.) Kerekes
(2011) follows this concept, using the term prototype theory. My findings provide a new
aspect to these theories: there is a group of verbal particles that prefer to stay close to the
finite verb (e.g. ki ‘out’, fel ‘up’), while other can stand in remote positions (e.g. oda ‘there
(as a direction)’, vissza ‘back’). The former ones could be specified as a prototypical set of
verbal particles, and the latter ones as a less prototypical set – as verbal particles basically
tend to stay close to the verb, according to the measurements on HGC.
To sum up, the corpus-driven research of Hungarian particle verbs has proven to be useful for
theoretical linguistics. There is evidence of postverbal particles moving away in spontaneous
speech more often than in edited texts. By examining the phonological effects, Behaghel’s
Law of Increasing Terms became quantifiable. Finally, a new aspect is introduced in the
prototype theory of verbal particles.
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Behagel’s law is about phrases, but HGC does not contain phrase-level annotation, meaning that the only
thing that could be measured confidently was the word length.

