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A semantic-pragmaticdescription
of someNorwegiancontrol verbs.
A discussion
of the classificationof their English counterparts in WordNet
Ålov RUNDE, Oslo,Norway

Abstract
The aim of this paperis twofold: to describefour Norwegian control verbs,and to discusshow their
Englishcounterpartsareclassifiedin WordNet,anon-linelexical referencesystem.In sections1 and2,
the terminologyandtheoreticalframework is briefly outlined.Section3 givesthe analysisof the four
Norwegiancontrolverbsin question,theobjectcontrolverbstvinge (’force’), påby(’order, command’),
andbe (’ask’), andthe subjectcontrol verb love (’promise’). I arguethat the objectcontrol verbsand
the subjectcontrol verb have an importantfeaturein common,which I call their deonticaspect: they
denotesituationsin which a particularaction– the actiondenotedby the infinitival complement– be-
comesobligatoryfor oneof thetwo participantsin thecontrolverbsituation.In section4, I discussthe
classificationof the Englishcounterpartsof the Norwegian control verbsin WordNet,a classification
whichdoesnot capturethemodalaspectof theverbs.

1 Intr oduction

Broadlyspeaking,theterm“control” refersto a coreferencerelationbetweentheunexpressed
subjectof a predicative complementor adjunct,typically an infinitival phrase,andanotherel-
ementin the linguistic context of this subject.(1) givestwo examplesof control, in (1a) the
relationholdsbetweenthe infinitival subjectand the matrix subject,and in accordancewith
this terminology, thematrix verbpromiseis oftencalled“subjectcontrolverb”. In (1b) there-
lation holdsbetweenthe infinitival subjectandthe matrix object,andthe verborder is called
“object control verb”. The infinitival subjectis often called“controllee”, thematrix argument
“controller”.

(1) a. Mary promisedPeterto leave.

b. Mary orderedPeterto leave.

Perhapsthe most widely discussedquestionin the control literature is the so-called"con-
trol problem" [Postal1970]. Consideragainthe two sentencesin (1a) and (1b) above. They
are structurally identical, but differ in terms of controller. This was the starting point in
[Runde1997], which givesa semantic-pragmaticdescriptionof ten Norwegian control verbs.
In this paper, I shalldiscussfour of them,theobjectcontrolverbstvinge (’force’), påby(’com-
mand,order’) andbe(’ask’), andthesubjectcontrolverb love(’promise’).Theverbsareillus-
tratedin (2) below.
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(2) a. Destoreguttenetvanghamtil å røyke.

’The big boys forcedhim to smoke’

b. Mor påbyrbarnaå brukesykkelhjelm.

’Mother commands/ordersthechildrento wearbicyclehelmets’

c. Solfrid bahamomå vaskegulvet.

’Solfrid askedhim to washthefloor’

d. PolitimannenlovtePederå ta seg av saken.

’The policemanpromisedPederto look into thecase’

In my analysis,I will establisha connectionbetweenthe objectcontrol verbsandthe subject
control verb with referenceto the semanticnotion of deontic(or root) modality. I will first
briefly discussthe notion of modality, and then give a somewhat sketchy descriptionof the
four verbsin question.Finally, I will discusshow thesecontrolverbs– or rathertheir English
counterparts– areclassifiedin WordNet.DoestheWordNetclassificationof theEnglishcontrol
verbsreflectany of the aspectsof the descriptiongiven here?If not, is therea betterway to
classifythem?

2 Modality

[vonWright 1951] distinguishesbetweenfour different typesof modality – atelic,epistemic,
deonticandexistential.With respectto theverbsin question,themostimportanttypeof modal-
ity is the deontic, which dealswith notionslike ’obligation’, ’permission’and ’prohibition’.
In my analysishere,thenotion ’obligatory’ will becentral.Within linguistics,emphasisis of-
ten laid on the subjectiveaspectof modality, seefor example[Lyons1977, Lyons1995] and
[Palmer1986].

Deonticmodalitydealswith necessaryandpossibleactionsandsituations,i.e. with obligatory
and permittedactions.This kind of modality is thus rootedin different kinds of social and
moralnorms.Thenotion’deontic’mayin turn bedefinedin two differentways,dependingon
one’s focalpoint.Underanobjective interpretationof deonticmodality, focusis on thefactthat
the actionor situationitself is obligatoryor permitted.A subjective interpretationof deontic
modality, on theotherhand,alsoincludestheparticipantsinvolvedin – andtheir contribution
to – thedeonticsituation.I understandthenotionof modality in thelattersense,i.e. primarily
asa subjective semanticcategory, a relation betweenthe speaker andhis/herutterance.The
relationbetweenthetwo interpretationsmaybeillustratedwith thesentencesin (3):

3 a. Thechildrenmustwearhelmetswhenthey areriding their bikes.

b. (i) it is obligatoryto wearbikehelmets

(ii) mothersaidso

Themodalcontentof thesentencein (3a)maybeinterpretedin two differentways.An objective
interpretationcanbeparaphrasedroughly(in everydayterms)asin (3b(i)), i.e.aninterpretation
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wherethefocusis on thedeonticsituationitself: helmetsareobligatoryduringbike riding. The
sentencemay alsobe interpretedsubjectively, as in (3b(ii)), i.e. an interpretationwhich also
includestheparticipantwho is responsiblefor thefact that theactionis obligatory. Themodal
contentof anutterancemaythusbesaidto consistof two differentaspects,anobjective "core"
anda subjective dimension.In order to describethis subjective dimensionof modality, it is
necessaryto revealthe illocutionaryforceof theutterance,andin orderto do that,wemustfind
theconditionsor backgroundassumptionswhichspecifytherulesof how thisutteranceis used,
cf. [Searle1969],[Levinson1983].

The aim of my analysisof the control verbsabove hasprimarily beento describethe "roles"
of the participantsin what we informally may call the control verb situations[Runde1997,
Runde1998]. Thusthesubjectiveaspector dimensionof modality, includingthespeaker’satti-
tudetowardsor intentionwith hisutterance,hasbeencentral.An importantpartof my descrip-
tion of the modalaspectthusincludesa specificationof the backgroundassumptions1 of the
verbsin question.

3 The modal contentof the control verbs

The control verbstvinge (’force’), påby (’order, command’),be (’ask’), and love (’promise’)
denotespecificsituations,andthebackgroundassumptionsindicateswhatkind of situationwe
aredealingwith in eachcase.Thebackgroundassumptionscanin turn tell usmoreaboutthe
situationsdenotedby theverbs– in whatrespectarethey similar, andhow do they differ?The
sentencesin (4) illustratetheobjectcontrolverbstvinge (’force’), påby(’command,order’)and
be(’ask’), and(5)-(7)specifiestherelevantbackgroundassumptionsfor theseverbs:

(4) a. De tvanghamtil å røyke.

’They forcedhim to smoke’

b. Mor påbyrbarnaåbrukesykkelhjelm.

’Mother commands/ordersthechildrento wearbicyclehelmets’

c. Solfrid bahamom åvaskegulvet.

’Solfrid askedhim to washthefloor’

(5) A forcesB to performX 2

a. A sayssomething(to B)3

b. A knowsthatB doesnot wantto performX

c. A hasanintentionwith hisutterance:to makeB performX

d. B is capableof performingX

e. B mustnecessarilycomplywith A’s force

(6) A orders/commandsB to performX

a. A sayssomething(to B)
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b. A believesthatB doesnot wantto performX

c. A hasanintentionwith hisutterance:to makeB performX

d. B is capableof performingX

e. B is not freeto sayyesor no to A’s order, but B canchoosenot to complywith A’s
order

(7) A asksB to performX

(a) A sayssomething(to B)

(b) A believesthatB (perhaps)doesnotwantto performX

(c) A hasanintentionwith hisutterance:to makeB performX

(d) B is capableof performingX

(e) B is freeto sayyesor no to A’s request

I cannotgo into detailsaboutthe similaritiesanddifferencesbetweenthesethreeobjectcon-
trol verbshere,soI’ ll focuson themostsignificantfeaturesfor our purposes.Briefly, whatthe
threeobjectcontrolverbshave in common,is thatthey all denotea situationwhereparticipant
A intendsto make participantB performtheactiondenotedby the infinitival complement.In
this sense,participantA createsa kind of obligatorysituation– a social obligation – for par-
ticipantB. Theverb tvinge (’force’) hasa specialcausative elementwhich thetwo otherverbs
lack, cf. (5e) above: ParticipantB mustnecessarilyperformthe actiondenotedby infinitival
complement.With påby (’order, command’)thereis a similar type of obligationinvolved for
participantB, but in this case,B canchoosenot to performtheactiondenotedby theinfinitival
complement,cf. (6e).(7e)abovereflectsthattheobligationinvolvedwith theverbbe(’ask’) is
muchweaker thanwith theothertwo objectcontrolverbs.Thus,thethreeobjectcontrolverbs
aredifferentin many respects,but they havesomethingvery importantin commonaswell. This
commonfeature,which I call thedeonticaspectof theverbs,canbedescribedasin (8):

(8) THE DEONTIC ASPECT OF THE OBJECT CONTROL VERBS tvinge (’ FORCE’ ), påby
(’ ORDER, COMMAND’ ) AND be (’ ASK ’ ):

By his utterance,the actor (participantA) createsa social obligation for the recipient
(participantB) – thesituationdenotedby theinfinitivalcomplementbecomes"obligatory"
(in greateror lessdegree)for therecipient.

Thesubjectcontrol verb love (’promise’) is illustratedin thesentencein (9), andthe relevant
backgroundassumptionsaregivenin (10).

(9) Hilde lovteJonåkommepåfesten

’Hilde promisedJonto cometo theparty’

(10) A promisesB to performX
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a. A sayssomething(to B)

b. A believesthatB wantsA to performX, andthinksthatX is in B’s interest

c. A hasanintentionwith hisutterance:to performX

d. A is capableof performingX

As (10) reflects,thebackgroundassumptionsfor thesubjectcontrol verb love (’promise’) are
very differentfrom thebackgroundassumptionsfor theobjectcontrol verbsdiscussedabove.
But love (’promise’) hassomethingimportantin commonwith themaswell: it denotesa sit-
uationin which oneof theparticipantscommitshimself to performtheactiondenotedby the
infinitival complement.Thedeonticaspectof thisverbmaybesummarisedasin (11)below.

(11) THE DEONTIC ASPECT OF THE SUBJECT CONTROL VERB love(’ PROMISE’ ):

By hisutterance,theactor(participantA) createsasocialobligationfor himself– thesit-
uationdenotedby theinfinitival complement,becomes"obligatory" for theactorhimself.

If we comparethe two generalisationsin (8) and(11), we canseethat the four verbshave an
importantfeaturein common.All the verbsdenotesituationsin which a socialobligationof
somekind is laid upononeof thetwo participantsin thecontrolverbsituation.

4 The classificationof control verbs in WordNet

WordNetis anon-linelexical referencesystem,developedby theCognitiveScienceLaboratory
atPrincetonUniversity, whosedesignis inspiredby currentpsycholinguistictheoriesof human
lexical memory. Englishnouns,verbs,adjectivesandadverbsareorganisedinto synonym sets,
eachrepresentingoneunderlyinglexical concept.Basicsematicrelations,suchashyponymy
andantonymy, link the synonym sets.WordNet is thusa semantic"dictionary", designedas
a relationalnetwork, with a deliberatelimitation to paradigmaticrelationsandwhole lexical
items,ratherthanatomicmeaningunits.Oneof WordNet’s goalsis "[. . . ] to characterizethe
structureof theverblexicon andits representationasa partof speakers’ linguistic knowledge"
[Fellbaum(ed.)1998, 69]. Hence,WordNetis primarily meantto bea modelof speakers’ psy-
chology, not adictionaryin theusualsense.

In WordNet,verbsarefirst dividedinto two broadclasses,verbsdenotingactionsandeventson
theonehand,andverbsdenotingstateson theotherhand.Most verbsareof the formerkind,
so thesearesubdivided into 14 morespecificsemanticdomains:verbsof motion,perception,
contact,communication,competition,change,cognition,consumption,creation,emotion,per-
ception,possession,andbodily careandfunctions,andverbsreferringto socialbehaviour and
interactions.In addition,thereis a groupconsistingof staticverbswhich areelaborationsof
the concept’be’. Also includedin this groupareauxiliariesandcontrol verbslike want, fail,
preventandsucceed, aswell asaspectualverbslikebegin. Someof thesesemanticdomainscan
befurthersubdivided.Motion verbs,for example,have two root nodes,expressingtwo distinct
concepts– move1expressingtranslationalmovementandmove2expressingmovementwithout
displacement[Fellbaum(ed.)1998, 70ff]. TheWordNetclassificationof verbswasbasedpartly
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on theverbclassesdiscussedin [Miller/Johnson-Laird1976] andpartly on intuition. Fellbaum
doesnot,however, mentionany criteriausedin theactualprocessof deciding,in eachindivid-
ual case,which semanticdomainthe verb in questionshouldbelongto. This, too, then,must
have beenbasedchiefly on theindividual lexicographer’s intuition. At thesametime, theclas-
sificationin termsof semanticdomainsdoesnotseemto havebeenof importanceto theoverall
structure,cf. Fellbaum’s remark(p. 71): "[. . . ] whatparticulargroupa verbbelongsto is of no
greatconsequence,sincein WordNetthemeaningof a givenverbis expressedprimarily by its
relationsto otherverbsandsynsets".

The semanticrelationhyperonymyor superordination,expressedin WordNetby the formula
"to V is oneway to.. . ", givesusan indicationof theverbclassor semanticdomainto which
the verbsin questionbelong.The Englishcounterpartsto the Norwegian control verbsto be
discussedin thissectionaretheobjectcontrolverbsforce, order, command,ask,andthesubject
controlverbpromise, respectively. Force is describedasin (12)below4:

(12) Sense1

coerce,pressure,force– (to causeto dothroughpressureor necessity, by physical,moral
or intellectualmeans:"Sheforcedhim to takea job in thecity")

� compel,oblige,obligate– (forceor compelsomebodyto dosomething;"Wecom-
pelall studentsto fill out this form")

� induce,stimulate,cause,have,get,make – (causeto do; causeto act in a spec-
ified manner:"The adsinducedmeto buy a VCR"; "My childrenfinally got meto buy a
computer";"My wife mademebuy anew sofa")

Thearrows indicatetherelationbetweentheverbsensein questionanda moregeneralsuper-
ordinate.The root nodeis, if I have understoodthe WordNetstructurecorrectly, supposedto
correspondto thegeneralconceptor semanticdomain,or at leastindicatethesemanticdomain
to which theverbsensebelongs.Forcemustbelongto aclassof causatives,cf. thegloss’cause
to do;causeto actin aspecifiedmanner’in therootnode.But unfortunately, thereis no further
specificationin termsof the14 semanticdomainsmentionedabove.

As for the relevant sensesof the objectcontrol verbsorder, command, andask, it sufficesto
repeatonly oneof them,namelycommand, sincethis sensecomprisesthemall, cf. (13) below
(therelevantsensesof orderandaskin boldface):

(13) Sense2

command, require,compel– (makesomeonedosomething)
� order, tell, enjoin, say – (tell somebodyto do something;"I said to him to go

home";"Sheorderedhim to do theshopping")
� request– (ask(a person)to do something:"Sheaskedhim to behereat noon";

"I requestedthatshetypetheentiremanuscript")
� ask – (make a requestor demandfor somethingto somebody;"Sheasked

him for a loan")
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� request,bespeak,call for, quest– (expresstheneedor desirefor; askfor;
"Sherequestedanextra bedin herroom")

� communicate,passon, pass,put across– (let know; passinformation
on (to someone);); "Pleasecommunicatethis messageto all employees")

� convey, transmit,communicate– (transferor deliver to another, as
of information;"convey thenews to everyone")

� transfer– (move from oneplaceto another, asof information;
"transferthedata";"transmitthenews")

� move,displace– (causeto move; "Movethoseboxesinto the
corner, please")

Theroot nodein this hierarchyindicatesthat the relevantsensesof theverbscommand, order
andaskbelongto the semanticdomainof motion verbs.As mentionedabove, this semantic
field is furthersubdividedinto two rootnodesexpressingtwo distinctconcepts.Theglossin the
root nodeof (13) – ’move,displace’– indicatesthattheseverbsmustbelongto thefirst group,
verbsdenotingtranslationalmovement.This classificationof the control verbsis intuitively
not satisfactory. It conveys the impressionthat thereis physicalmotion involved– movement
from onelocationto another– which is semanticallyodd in connectionwith theseverbs.The
displacementfactor is somehow too strong,semantically. Given that the motion aspectis a
salientsemanticpropertyof theseverbs,it wouldperhapsbemoreappropriateto classifythem
asverbsexpressingmovementin amoregeneral– andhenceabstract– sense,thusavoiding the
displacementfactor. It seemsto methat theemphasishasbeenlaid on the ’transfer’aspectof
theseverbs– cf. thenodeprecedingtheroot nodein (13) – andthat the transferfactorentails
the displacementfactor in the WordNet ontology. The questionis whetherthis transfer(and
hencedisplacement)aspectof theverbsshouldweighheavier thanotheraspectsof theverbs,
for instancetheir communicativeandsocialaspect.

Therelevantsenseof thesubjectcontrolverbpromiseis givenin (14)below:

(14) Sense2

promise– (promiseto undertakeor give; "I promiseyoumy besteffort")
� declare– (stateclearly:"He statedhisname")

� state,say, tell – (expressanidea,etc.in words;"He saidthathewantedto marry
her"; "tell mewhatis botheringyou"; "stateyour opinion")

� express,utter, givetongueto – (articulate;eitherverballyor with acry, shout,
or noise;"Sheexpressedheranger";"He utteredacurse")

This hierarchyindicatesthat promiseis a verb of utteranceor speechact verb. But again,as
with force, thereis no further classificationor specificationof the relevant semanticdomain
involvedhere.Do speechactverbsbelongto theclassof verbsdenotingcommunication?Or is
it perhapsmorenaturalto groupspeechact verbsamongthe verbsdenotingsocialbehaviour
andinteraction?
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To summarisethe discussionso far: In WordNet,the objectcontrol verb force is classifiedas
a (kind of) causative, but the semanticdomainis not specifiedany further in termsof the 15
groups.Theotherobjectcontrolverbsdiscussedhere,order, command, andask, belongto the
semanticdomainof motion verbs,morepreciselymotion verbswhich seemto involve some
kind of physicalmovementfrom onelocationto another. To avoid the displacementfactor, it
would perhapsbebetterto classifythemasverbsdenotingmovementin a moregeneralsense.
Thesubjectcontrolverbpromiseis classifiedasaspeechactverb,but again,thereis no further
specificationof therelevantsemanticdomain.

As I have arguedin part 3 above, modality is an importantaspectof the Norwegian control
verbs,andI assumethatthis holdsalsofor therelevantsensesof theEnglishcontrolverbs.As
WordNetlookstoday, this aspectis not reflectedin any way. If themodalaspectof theverbsis
emphasized,it is alsopossibleto capturea connectionbetweentheobjectcontrolverbsforce,
command, orderandask, andthesubjectcontrolverbpromise. In WordNet,thereis noobvious
semanticconnectionbetweenforce andthe otherobjectcontrol verbs,or betweenthe object
controlverbsandthesubjectcontrolverb. How, then,canthismodalaspectof these(andother)
controlverbspossiblybecapturedin WordNetasit lookstoday?Firstof all, it dependsonhow
the concept’modality’ is defined.As mentionedin part 2 above, I understandthe notion of
modalityprimarily asa subjectivesemanticcategory, a relationthatholdsbetweenthespeaker
andhis/hersutterance.[Lyons1977, 849] claimsthat "[. . . ] modality, asit operatesin a good
dealof everydaylanguage-behaviour, cannotbe understood,or properlyanalysed,otherwise
thanin termsof theindexical andinstrumentalfunctionsof language."Deonticmodalityseems
to bean importanttool in the instrumentaluseof language,beingusedto issuedirectives(i.e.
commandsandorders),grantpermissionandmake requests– amongother things.Modality
thusplaysanimportantrole in interpersonallinguisticcommunication.Thecontrolverbscould
possiblybeclassifieddifferentlyif this communicativeandsocialaspectwereemphasized.

Onepossiblesolution,then,would seemto be that the relevantsensesof the verbsdiscussed
hereshouldbeclassifiedasverbsof communciationand/orverbsof socialbehaviour andinter-
actions,cf. thesemanticdomainsmentionedabove. But this is perhapsnot asstraightforward
asit seemsin thefirst place.A verb like court, which prototypicallyexpresses(a specialkind
of) social interaction,is in fact classifiedasa verb expressingmovementin general,cf. (15).
Oneof theverbsensesof communicateis classifiedsimilarly, cf. (16):

(15) Sense3

court – (engagein socialactivities leadingto marriage;"We werecourtingfor over ten
years")

� act,move– (performanaction;"think beforeyouact"; "Wemustmovequickly")

(16) Sense2

communicate, intercommunicate– (transmitthoughtsor feelings;"He communicatedhis
anxietiesto thepsychiatrist")

� interact– (act togetheror towardsothersor with others;"He shouldinteractmore
with hiscolleagues")
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� act, move – (perform an action; "think before you act"; "We must move
quickly")

Doesthis meanthat all verbsof communicationandof socialbehaviour andinteractionscan
be classifiedasmotion verbs?Fellbaum’s remark,quotedabove, that it is of no consequence
whatgroupaverbbelongsto, doesn’t clarify theissueany further. Why operatewith aspecified
numberof semanticdomains,if you arenot going to usethem,or if oneor moreof the do-
mainsaresubsumedundersomeothersemanticdomain?Thedivisionof verbsinto thevarious
semanticdomainsmusthave serveda differentpurposefor thecreatorsof WordNet.But seen
from theoutside,WordNetseemsto lackaprincipledaccountof thecriteriausedin theprocess
of decidingthevariousverbsenses’rootnodeor generalconcept.If publicly available,suchan
accountcouldprobablyhaveprovidedanswersto someof thequestionsraisedhere.

5 Summary and concluding remarks

In this paper, I have first outlined an analysisof four Norwegian verbs,the object control
verbstvinge (’force’), påby (’order, command’),be (’ask’), andthe subjectcontrol verb love
(’promise’). I have shown that the objectcontrol verbsand the subjectcontrol verb have an
importantfeaturein common,which I have calledtheir deonticaspect.This deonticaspectof
the verbshasmadeit possibleto establisha semanticconnectionbetweenthe heterogeneous
controlverbs.I havearguedthattheWordNetclassificationof theEnglishcounterpartsof these
controlverbsis not satisfactory, chiefly becauseit doesnot capturethecommonfeatureof the
discussedcontrolverbs.Thereis no obvioussemanticconnectionbetweenforceandtheother
objectcontrol verbs,or betweenthe objectcontrol verbsandthe subjectcontrol verb. I have
also questionedthe WordNet classificationof command, order, and ask as verbsexpressing
translationalmovement,a classificationwhich seemssemanticallyodd.Theanalysispresented
heresuggeststhat the relevant sensesof the control verbsbelongto the semanticdomainof
communicationand/orsocialinteractions.

Notes
1In Searle’s (1969)terminology, thefelicity conditions.

2ParticipantA = thesubjectreferent(theactor),participantB = theobjectreferent(therecipient),X
= thesituationdenotedby theinfinitival complement.

3Theverb tvinge (’force’) canof coursedenotesituationsin whichparticipantA exertssomekind of
physicalpressureon participantB, but forcecanalsobeexertedverbally, asis assumedhere.

4I assumethattherelevantsensesof theEnglishandNorwegiancontrolverbsaresemanticallyequiv-
alent.Only theverbsensescomparableto theNorwegiancontrolverbpatternaregivenhere.
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