
The pragmatics of the Hungarian tag question mi?, as characterized by dependent and 
independent commitments 

The talk presents the conditions on the discourse context for the felicitous use of the Hungarian 
utterance-final question tag mi?. This exploratory study is based on the results of an on-line 
questionnaire filled by 111 native speakers of Hungarian. Utterances with mi? are comparable to 
the utterance-final uses of ugye? because they both require that the Speaker and the Addressee be 
publically committed to a certain degree to the proposition conveyed by the anchor (see Molnár 
2016, 2017). 
 
1.  Finom, ugye?/mi?  ‘Tasty, isn’t it?/huh?’ 
 
The question that arises is whether ugye? and mi? are any different and in what ways. The 
research questions are the following:  
 
2. a. What kind of commitment to p should be present in the discourse context (regarding both  
 the Speaker and Addressee) in order to felicitously use mi? 
    b.  How do utteranace-final ugye? and mi? differ in terms of the conditions on the context?  
 
To explore the felicity of mi?, the online questionnaire used five different contexts varying along 
the type of evidence the Speaker had and what the Speaker believed the Addressee had. 
Following Gunlogson (2008), an interlocutor can have an independent (I) or a dependent (D) 
commitment to p, the proposition in question, depending on the source of the evidence they have, 
or they can have no commitment (N). This gives rise to 9 contexts (Speaker–Addressee 
commitment pairs), of which only the following five were testable by this method:  
 
3.  Context types: 
 II  Both the Speaker and Addressee have direct evidence for p. 
 ID  The Speaker is independently committed, but the Addressee does not have  
  direct evidence. The Addressee’s commitment depends on that of the Speaker.    
 DI  The Speaker does not have direct evidence to the fact that p , only a dependent  
  commitment. The Addressee is independently committed.  
 DD Both the Speaker and the Addressee have dependent commitments on p, which  
  is an independent commitment of a third interlocutor in the discourse. 
 NN Neither the Speaker nor the Addressee are committed to p to any degree. 

The questionnaire had 17 items including fillers. Each item presented a short description of a 
context with the same set of possible answers across the form, having the taste predicate finom 
‘tasty’, in order to be able to separate dependent and independent commitments (see Malamud & 
Stephenson 2015). There were five answer choices, each of which had the same sentence radical: 
i) assertion ii) utterance with ugye?, iii) utterance with mi?, iv) genuine polar question and v)  
assertion with the epistemic modal lehet (disregarded here). The five choices came in to flavors: 
ironic and non-ironic, resulting in 10 choices per question. 113 participants filled out the form.  



 
In canonical cases (i.e. when the utterance 
is not used ironically), assertions and 
questions prefer the expected contexts: the 
Speaker is fully committed (ID, II) when 
using assertions, and not committed (NN) 
or at most partially committed (DI, DD) 
when using genuine questions. Utterances 
with mi? and ugye? are favored by contexts 
where both the Speaker and the Addressee 
are fully committed (II). The difference in 
their distribution can be seen in DI contexts, 
when the Speaker is not fully committed but 
the Addressee is, in which ugye? has been 
chosen more readily than mi?.  

A conditional inference tree model that includes the Speaker’s evidence, the Addressee’s 
evidence and Irony as predictors shows that Speaker’s evidence is the most important factor in 
predicting whether the speaker chooses a genuine question, a bare assertion, an utterance with 
mi? or with ugye?. If the Speaker is independently committed, the second most important factor 
is Addressee’s evidence, followed by Irony. All three factors have a high level of significance (p 
< 0.001). Whether an utterance is followed by mi? or ugye? is predicted most importantly by 
Irony (p ≤ 0.005). A random forest model including the same predictors corroborates this ranking 
of variable importance; its goodness of fit is twice as high than what can be explained by chance 
alone (C = 0.51). 
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