LINGUISTIC DESCRIPTION IN DICTIONARIES: SEMANTICS

A semantic-pragmaticdescription

of someNorwegian control verbs.

A discussion

of the classificationof their English counterparts in WordNet

Alov RUNDE, Oslo, Norway

Abstract

The aim of this paperis twofold: to describefour Norwegian control verbs,andto discusshow their

Englishcounterpartareclassifiedn WordNet,anon-linelexical referencesystem.n sectionsl and2,

the terminologyandtheoreticalframenork is briefly outlined. Section3 givesthe analysisof the four

Norwegiancontrolverbsin questionthe objectcontrolverbstvinge (‘force’), paby(order, command’),
andbe (‘ask’), andthe subjectcontrol verb love (‘promise’). | amgue that the objectcontrol verbsand
the subjectcontrol verb have animportantfeaturein common,which | call their deonticaspect they

denotesituationsin which a particularaction— the actiondenotedby the infinitival complement- be-
comesobligatoryfor oneof thetwo participantsn the controlverb situation.In section4, | discusshe
classificationof the English counterpartof the Norwegian control verbsin WordNet, a classification
which doesnot capturethe modalaspecof theverbs.

1 Intr oduction

Broadly speakingtheterm“control” refersto a coreferenceelationbetweerthe unexpressed
subjectof a predicatve complemenbr adjunct,typically aninfinitival phrase andanotherel-
ementin the linguistic context of this subject.(1) givestwo examplesof control,in (1a) the
relation holds betweenthe infinitival subjectand the matrix subject,andin accordancevith
this terminology the matrix verb promiseis often called“subjectcontrolverb”. In (1b) there-
lation holdsbetweenthe infinitival subjectandthe matrix object,andthe verb order is called
“object controlverb”. The infinitival subjectis often called“controllee”, the matrix agument
“controller”.

(1) a. Mary promisedPeterto leave.
b. Mary orderedPeterto leave.

Perhapsthe most widely discussedjuestionin the control literatureis the so-called"con-
trol problem”[Postal1970]. Consideragainthe two sentencesn (1a) and (1b) above. They
are structurally identical, but differ in terms of controller This was the starting point in
[Runde1997, which givesa semantic-pragmatidescriptionof ten Norwegian control verbs.
In this paper | shalldiscussour of them,the objectcontrolverbstvinge (‘force’), paby(‘com-
mand,order’) andbe ('ask’), andthe subjectcontrolverblove (promise’). Theverbsareillus-
tratedin (2) below.
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(2) a. Destoreguttenetvanghamtil arayke.
"The big boys forcedhim to smole’

b. Mor pabyrbarnaa bruke sykkelhjelm.
'Mother commands/orderthe childrento wearbicycle helmets’

c. Solfrid bahamom & vasle gulvet.
'Solfrid asked him to washthefloor’

d. Politimanneriovte Pederata seg av salen.
"The policemanpromisedPedetto look into the case’

In my analysis,| will establisha connectionbetweenthe objectcontrol verbsandthe subject
control verb with referenceto the semanticnotion of deontic(or root) modality. | will first
briefly discussthe notion of modality, and then give a somavhat sketchy descriptionof the
four verbsin question.Finally, | will discusshow thesecontrol verbs— or rathertheir English
counterparts-areclassifiedn WordNet.Doesthe WordNetclassificatiorof the Englishcontrol
verbsreflectany of the aspectf the descriptiongiven here?If not, is therea betterway to
classifythem?

2 Modality

[von Wright 1951] distinguishedetweenfour differenttypesof modality — atelic, epistemic,
deonticandexistential.With respecto theverbsin questionthe mostimportanttype of modal-
ity is the deontic which dealswith notionslike 'obligation’, ’permission’ and’prohibition’.

In my analysishere,the notion’obligatory’ will be central.Within linguistics,emphasiss of-

ten laid on the subjectiveaspectof modality, seefor example[Lyons1977 Lyons1995 and
[Palmer1984.

Deonticmodality dealswith necessargndpossibleactionsandsituations,.e. with obligatory
and permittedactions.This kind of modality is thus rootedin different kinds of socialand
moralnorms.The notion’deontic’ mayin turn be definedin two differentways,dependingn
onesfocal point. Underanobjective interpretatiorof deonticmodality, focusis onthefactthat
the action or situationitself is obligatory or permitted.A subjectve interpretationof deontic
modality, on the otherhand,alsoincludesthe participantsnvolvedin — andtheir contrilbution
to — the deonticsituation.l understandhe notion of modality in the latter sensej.e. primarily
as a subjectve semanticcategory, a relation betweenthe spealer and his/herutterance.The
relationbetweerthetwo interpretationgnay beillustratedwith the sentences (3):

3 a. Thechildrenmustwearhelmetswhenthey areriding their bikes.

b. (i) it is obligatoryto wearbike helmets
(i) mothersaidso

Themodalcontenif thesentencén (3a)maybeinterpretedn two differentways.An objective
interpretatiorcanbe paraphrasetbughly(in everydayterms)asin (3b(i)), i.e. aninterpretation
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wherethefocusis onthedeonticsituationitself: helmetsareobligatoryduringbike riding. The
sentencamay also be interpretedsubjectvely, asin (3b(ii)), i.e. aninterpretationwhich also
includesthe participantwho is responsibldor the factthatthe actionis obligatory The modal
contentof anutterancanaythusbe saidto consistof two differentaspectsanobjective "core™
and a subjectie dimension.In orderto describethis subjectve dimensionof modality; it is
necessaryo revealtheillocutionaryforceof theutteranceandin orderto do that,we mustfind
theconditionsor badkgroundassumptionsvhich specifytherulesof how this utterancas 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,
Rundel99§. Thusthe subjectve aspecor dimensionof modality, includingthe spealer’s atti-
tudetowardsor intentionwith his utterancehasbeencentral. An importantpartof my descrip-
tion of the modalaspecthusincludesa specificationof the backgroundassumptionsof the
verbsin question.

3 The modal content of the control verbs

The control verbstvinge (‘force’), paby (order, command’),be (‘'ask’), andlove ('promise’)
denotespecificsituations andthe backgroundassumptionndicateswhatkind of situationwe
aredealingwith in eachcase.The backgroundassumptionganin turn tell us moreaboutthe
situationsdenotedoy the verbs— in whatrespectrethey similar, andhow do they differ? The
sentencem (4) illustratetheobjectcontrolverbstvinge (‘force’), paby('commandorder’) and
be ("ask’), and(5)-(7) specifiegherelevantbackgroundassumptionor theseverbs:

(4) a. Detvanghamtil argyke.
"They forcedhim to smole’

b. Mor pabyrbarnad bruke sykkelhjelm.
'Mother commands/ordeithe childrento wearbicycle helmets’

c. Solfrid bahamom &vasle gulvet.
'Solfrid askedhim to washthefloor’

(5) AforcesB to performX 2

a. A sayssomethingto B)3

b. A knowsthatB doesnotwantto performX

c. A hasanintentionwith hisutteranceto make B performX
d. B is capableof performingX

e. B mustnecessarilcomplywith A'sforce

(6) A orders/command8 to performX

a. A sayssomethingto B)
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b. A believesthatB doesnotwantto performX
c. A hasanintentionwith his utteranceto make B performX
d. B is capableof performingX

e. B is notfreeto sayyesor noto A’'s order but B canchoosenotto complywith A’'s
order

(7) AasksB to performX

(a) A sayssomethingto B)

(b) A believesthatB (perhapspoesnotwantto performX
(c) A hasanintentionwith hisutteranceto make B performX
(d) B is capableof performingX

(e) Bisfreeto sayyesor noto A'srequest

| cannotgo into detailsaboutthe similaritiesand differencesdetweenthesethreeobjectcon-
trol verbshere,sol’ll focuson the mostsignificantfeaturedor our purposesBriefly, whatthe
threeobjectcontrolverbshave in commoniis thatthey all denotea situationwhereparticipant
A intendsto make participantB performthe actiondenotedby the infinitival complementin

this senseparticipantA createsa kind of obligatory situation— a social obligation— for par

ticipantB. Theverbtvinge ('force’) hasa specialcausatre elementwhich the two otherverbs
lack, cf. (5e) above: ParticipantB mustnecessarilyperformthe action denotedby infinitival

complementWith paby (order, command’)thereis a similar type of obligationinvolved for

participantB, butin this caseB canchoosenotto performtheactiondenotedoy theinfinitival

complementcf. (6e).(7e)above reflectsthatthe obligationinvolvedwith theverbbe ('ask’) is

muchwealer thanwith the othertwo objectcontrolverbs.Thus,thethreeobjectcontrolverbs
aredifferentin mary respectshut they have somethingreryimportantin commonaswell. This
commonfeature which | call thedeonticaspecif theverbs,canbe describedasin (8):

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

By his utterancethe actor (participantA) createsa social obligation for the recipient
(participantB) —thesituationdenotedy theinfinitival complemenbecomes$obligatory”
(in greateror lessdegree)for therecipient.

The subjectcontrol verb love ('promise’) is illustratedin the sentencen (9), andthe relevant
backgroundassumptionaregivenin (10).

(9) Hilde lovte Jonakommepafesten
'Hilde promisedJonto cometo the party’

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

b. A believesthatB wantsA to performX, andthinksthatX is in B’sinterest
c. A hasanintentionwith his utteranceto performX

d. A is capableof performingX

As (10) reflects,the backgroundassumptiongor the subjectcontrol verblove ('promise’) are
very differentfrom the backgroundassumptiongor the objectcontrol verbsdiscussedbove.
But love ('promise’) hassomethingmportantin commonwith themaswell: it denotesa sit-
uationin which oneof the participantscommitshimselfto performthe actiondenotedby the
infinitival complementThe deonticaspecbf this verb maybe summarisedsin (11) below.

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

By his utterancetheactor(participantA) createsasocialobligationfor himself— the sit-
uationdenotedy theinfinitival complementbecomes$obligatory" for theactorhimself.

If we comparethe two generalisations (8) and(11), we canseethatthe four verbshave an
importantfeaturein common.All the verbsdenotesituationsin which a social obligation of
somekind is laid upononeof thetwo participantsn the controlverbsituation.

4 The classificationof control verbsin WordNet

WordNetis anon-linelexical referencesystemdevelopedby the Cognitive ScienceLaboratory
at PrincetonUniversity, whosedesignis inspiredby currentpsycholinguisticdheoriesof human
lexical memory Englishnouns,verbs,adjectvesandadwerbsareorganisednto synorym sets,
eachrepresentingpne underlyinglexical concept.Basic sematicrelations,suchashyporymy

and antorymy, link the synorym sets.WordNetis thus a semantic'dictionary", designedas
a relationalnetwork, with a deliberatelimitation to paradigmatiaelationsandwhole lexical

items, ratherthanatomic meaningunits. One of WordNet’s goalsis "[. ..] to characterizeghe
structureof the verblexicon andits representatioasa partof spealers’ linguistic knowledge"
[Fellbaum(ed.)1998 69]. Hence WordNetis primarily meantto bea modelof spealers’ psy-
chology notadictionaryin theusualsense.

In WordNet,verbsarefirst dividedinto two broadclassesyerbsdenotingactionsandeventson
the onehand,andverbsdenotingstateson the otherhand.Most verbsare of the formerkind,
sothesearesubdvidedinto 14 more specificsemanticdomains:verbsof motion, perception,
contact,communicationcompetition,changecognition,consumptiongcreation,emotion,per
ception,possessiorandbodily careandfunctions,andverbsreferringto socialbehaiour and
interactions.n addition,thereis a group consistingof static verbswhich are elaborationsof
the conceptbe’. Also includedin this groupareauxiliariesand control verbslik e want, fail,
preventandsucceedaswell asaspectuaverbslik e begin. Someof thesesemantiddomainscan
befurthersubdvided.Motion verbs,for example have two root nodes gxpressingwo distinct
concepts- movelexpressingranslationamovementandmove2expressingnovementwithout
displacemeniFellbaum(ed.) 1998 70ff]. TheWordNetclassificatiorof verbswasbasedartly
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ontheverbclassegliscussedn [Miller/Johnson-Lairdl97q andpartly on intuition. Fellbaum
doesnot, however, mentionary criteriausedin the actualprocessf deciding,in eachindivid-
ual case which semanticdomainthe verbin questionshouldbelongto. This, too, then,must
have beenbasedchiefly on theindividual lexicographers intuition. At the sametime, the clas-
sificationin termsof semanticdomainsdoesnot seento have beenof importanceo the overall
structure cf. Fellbaumsremark(p. 71):"[. ..] whatparticulargroupaverbbelongsto is of no
greatconsequencesincein WordNetthe meaningof a givenverbis expressegrimarily by its
relationsto otherverbsandsynsets".

The semanticrelation hypeonymyor superordinationexpressedn WordNetby the formula
"to V is onewayto...", givesusanindicationof the verb classor semanticdomainto which

the verbsin questionbelong.The English counterpartto the Norwegian control verbsto be
discussedh this sectionarethe objectcontrolverbsforce order, commandask,andthesubject
controlverbpromise respectiely. Forceis describedasin (12) belov®:

(12) Sensel

coercepressureforce— (to causeo do throughpressurer necessityby physical,moral
or intellectualmeans"Sheforcedhim to take ajob in thecity")

= compel,oblige,obligate— (force or compelsomebodyto do something;'We com-
pelall studentgo fill outthisform")

= induce,stimulate causehave, get,make — (causeto do; causeo actin aspec-
ified manner"The adsinducedmeto buy a VCR"; "My childrenfinally got meto buy a
computer”;"My wife mademebuy anew sofa")

Thearrows indicatethe relationbetweerthe verb sensen questionanda moregeneralsuper

ordinate.The root nodeis, if | have understoodhe WordNetstructurecorrectly supposedo

correspondo thegenerakoncepior semanticdomain,or atleastindicatethe semanticdomain
to which theverbsenseébelongs Force mustbelongto a classof causaties,cf. thegloss’cause
to do; causeo actin a specifiednanner’in theroot node.But unfortunatelythereis no further
specificationn termsof the 14 semanticdomainsmentionedabove.

As for the relevant sense®f the objectcontrol verbsorder, commangandask it sufficesto
repeaonly oneof them,namelycommangdsincethis sensecomprisegshemall, cf. (13) belov
(therelevantsense®f order andaskin boldface):

(13) Sense?
command require,compel- (make someonalo something)

= order, tell, enjoin, say— (tell somebodyto do something;"l saidto him to go
home";"Sheorderedhim to do theshopping")

= request- (ask(a person)to do something:'Sheaskedhim to be hereat noon";
"l requestedhatshetypetheentiremanuscript”)

= ask — (make a requestor demandfor somethingto somebody;'She asled
him for aloan™)
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= requestpbespeakeall for, quest— (expressthe needor desirefor; askfor;
"Sherequestecnextrabedin herroom")

= communicatepasson, pass put across- (let know; passinformation
on (to someone)); "Pleasecommunicatehis messagé¢o all employees”)

= corvey, transmit,communicate- (transferor deliver to anotheyas
of information;"cornvey the newsto everyone")

= transfer— (move from one placeto anothey asof information;
"transferthedata";"transmitthe news")

= move, displace- (causeto move; "Move thoseboxesinto the
corner please™)

Theroot nodein this hierarchyindicatesthatthe relevantsense®f the verboscommandorder

and ask belongto the semanticdomainof motion verbs.As mentionedabove, this semantic
field is furthersubdvidedinto two rootnodesexpressingwo distinctconceptsTheglossin the

root nodeof (13)—'move, displace’- indicatesthattheseverbsmustbelongto thefirst group,
verbsdenotingtranslationalmovement.This classificationof the control verbsis intuitively

not satisfctory It corveys the impressiorthatthereis physicalmotion involved— movement
from onelocationto another— which is semanticallyoddin connectiorwith theseverbs.The

displacementactor is somehav too strong,semantically Given that the motion aspectis a

salientsemantigropertyof theseverbs,it would perhapse moreappropriateo classifythem

asverbsexpressingnovementin amoregeneral- andhenceabstract- sensethusavoiding the

displacementactor It seemgo methatthe emphasisasbeenlaid on the'transfer’aspeciof

theseverbs— cf. the nodeprecedingheroot nodein (13) — andthatthe transferfactorentails
the displacementactorin the WordNetontology The questionis whetherthis transfer(and

hencedisplacementaspecf the verbsshouldweigh heavier thanotheraspect®f the verbs,
for instancetheir communicatre andsocialaspect.

Therelevantsenseof the subjectcontrolverb promiseis givenin (14) below:

(14) Sense
promise— (promiseto undertale or give; "l promiseyou my besteffort")
= declare- (stateclearly: "He statedhis name")

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

= expressutter, givetongueto — (articulateeitherverballyor with acry, shout,
or noise;"Sheexpressederanger”;"He uttereda curse")

This hierarchyindicatesthat promiseis a verb of utteranceor speechact verh But again,as
with force thereis no further classificationor specificationof the relevant semanticdomain
involvedhere.Do speechactverbsbelongto the classof verbsdenotingcommunication®r is
it perhapsmore naturalto group speechact verbsamongthe verbsdenotingsocialbehaiour
andinteraction?
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To summarisehe discussiorsofar: In WordNet, the objectcontrol verb force is classifiedas
a (kind of) causatre, but the semanticdomainis not specifiedary furtherin termsof the 15
groups.The otherobjectcontrol verbsdiscussedhere,order, commangdandask belongto the
semanticdomainof motion verbs,more preciselymotion verbswhich seemto involve some
kind of physicalmovementfrom onelocationto another To avoid the displacementactor it
would perhapde betterto classifythemasverbsdenotingmovementin amoregeneralsense.
Thesubjectcontrolverbpromiseis classifiedasa speeclactverb, but again,thereis no further
specificatiorof therelevantsemantiaomain.

As | have aguedin part 3 above, modality is an importantaspectof the Norwegian control
verbs,andl assumehatthis holdsalsofor therelevantsense®f the Englishcontrolverbs.As
WordNetlookstoday this aspecis notreflectedin arny way. If themodalaspecbf theverbsis
emphasizedi is alsopossibleto capturea connectiorbetweenthe objectcontrol verbsforce
commangorderandask andthe subjectcontrolverbpromise In WordNet,thereis no obvious
semanticconnectionbetweenforce and the other objectcontrol verbs,or betweenthe object
controlverbsandthe subjectcontrolverh How, then,canthis modalaspecbf these(andother)
controlverbspossiblybe capturedn WordNetasit lookstoday?Firstof all, it depend®n how
the concept'modality’ is defined.As mentionedin part 2 above, | understandhe notion of
modality primarily asa subjectve semanticcateyory, a relationthatholdsbetweerthe spealer
andhis/hersutterance[Lyons1977, 849] claimsthat"[. ..] modality, asit operatesn a good
deal of everydaylanguage-behaour, cannotbe understoodpr properly analysedptherwise
thanin termsof theindexical andinstrumentafunctionsof language.'Deonticmodalityseems
to beanimportanttool in the instrumentaluseof languagepeingusedto issuedirectives(i.e.
commandsand orders),grant permissionand make requests- amongotherthings. Modality
thusplaysanimportantrole in interpersonalinguisticcommunicationThe controlverbscould
possiblybe classifieddifferentlyif thiscommunicatre andsocialaspecivereemphasized.

Onepossiblesolution,then,would seemto be thatthe relevant sense®f the verbsdiscussed
hereshouldbe classifiedasverbsof communciatiorand/orverbsof socialbehaiour andinter-
actions,cf. the semanticdomainsmentionedabove. But this is perhapsot as straightforward
asit seemdn thefirst place.A verblike court, which prototypicallyexpressega specialkind
of) socialinteraction,is in fact classifiedasa verb expressingmovementin generalcf. (15).
Oneof theverbsense®f communicatés classifiedsimilarly, cf. (16):

(15) Sense3

court — (engagean socialactwities leadingto marriage;'We werecourtingfor over ten
years")

= act,move— (performanaction;"think beforeyou act"; "We mustmove quickly")

(16) Sense?

communicate intercommunicate (transmitthoughtsor feelings;"He communicatedhis
anxietiesto the psychiatrist")

= interact— (acttogetheror towardsothersor with others;"He shouldinteractmore
with his colleagues™)
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= act, move — (perform an action; "think before you act"; "We must move
quickly™)

Doesthis meanthat all verbsof communicatiorand of socialbehaiour andinteractionscan
be classifiedas motion verbs?Fellbaums remark,quotedabove, thatit is of no consequence
whatgroupaverbbelonggo, doesnt clarify theissueary further. Why operatewith aspecified
numberof semanticdomains,if you are not going to usethem, or if one or more of the do-
mainsaresubsumedindersomeothersemantiadomain?Thedivision of verbsinto thevarious
semanticdomainsmusthave sened a differentpurposefor the creatorsof WordNet.But seen
from the outside WordNetseemso lack a principledaccouniof thecriteriausedin theprocess
of decidingthe variousverbsensestootnodeor generakonceptlf publicly available,suchan
accountcould probablyhave providedanswergo someof the questiongaisedhere.

5 Summary and concluding remarks

In this paper | have first outlined an analysisof four Norwegian verbs, the object control
verbstvinge (‘force’), paby (‘order, command’),be ('ask’), andthe subjectcontrol verb love
(promise’). | have shown that the object control verbsand the subjectcontrol verb have an
importantfeaturein common,which | have calledtheir deonticaspect.This deonticaspectof
the verbshasmadeit possibleto establisha semanticconnectionbetweenthe heterogeneous
controlverbs.l have arguedthatthe WordNetclassificatiorof the Englishcounterpartef these
controlverbsis not satistctory chiefly becausét doesnot capturethe commonfeatureof the
discussedontrol verbs.Thereis no obvious semantiacconnectiorbetweerforce andthe other
objectcontrol verbs,or betweenthe objectcontrol verbsandthe subjectcontrol verh | have
also questionedhe WordNet classificationof command order, and ask as verbsexpressing
translationamovement.a classificationrwhich seemsemanticallyodd. The analysispresented
heresuggestgshat the relevant sensef the control verbsbelongto the semanticdomainof
communicatiorand/orsocialinteractions.

Notes
In Searles (1969)terminology thefelicity conditions.

2ParticipantA = the subjectreferent(the actor),participantB = the objectreferent(the recipient),X
= the situationdenoteddy theinfinitival complement.

3Theverbtvinge (‘force’) canof coursedenotesituationsin which participantA exertssomekind of
physicalpressuren participantB, but force canalsobe exertedverbally asis assumedhere.

4] assumehattherelevantsense®f the EnglishandNorwegiancontrolverbsaresemanticallyequi-
alent.Only theverbsensesomparabldo the Norwegian controlverb patternaregivenhere.
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