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Tässä pro gradu –tutkielmassa tarkastellaan verbiä vow ja sen komplementaatiota sekä muutoksia 

sen komplementaatiossa. Tutkimusmateriaali on kerätty kahdesta korpustietokannasta, joista toinen, 

CLMETEV-korpus (The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts, Extended Version), sisältää 

historiallista materiaalia kolmessa osassa vuosilta 1710-1920 ja toinen, BNC-korpus (The British 

National Corpus), sisältää nykyenglannin materiaalia. BNC-korpuksesta kerätty materiaali edustaa 

tekstityyppiä Imaginative Prose, sillä se vastasi parhaiten CLMETEV-korpuksen sisältöä, joka 

myös keskittyy kaunokirjallisuuteen. 

 

Teoreettisena viitepohjana käytettiin OED-sanakirjaa (The Oxford English Dictionary Online), 

kahta muuta englannin kielen sanakirjaa, kielioppeja ja muita tieteellisiä julkaisuja. Tutkielman 

teoriaosuudessa käydään läpi erilaisia komplementaatioon vaikuttavia asioita, kuten erilaiset 

komplementit, yleiset muutokset verbien komplementaatiossa, objektit ja transitiivisuus, kontrolli, 

kompleksisuustekijät sekä semanttiset tekijät (vow kommunikatiivisena verbinä). OED-sanakirjasta 

löytyneiden vow:n komplementtien lisäksi uusia komplementtimalleja löytyi sekä muista teoksista 

että korpusmateriaalista, esimerkkinä OED-sanakirjasta puuttuneet to + NP -alkuiset väitelauseet. 

 

Tutkimuksen pääasiallisena tavoitteena oli selvittää verbin vow komplementaatiossa tapahtuneita 

muutoksia sekä syitä muutosten taustalla. Tutkimuksen pääpaino on syntaktisten muutosten 

selvittämisessä. Vow on muodollinen ja harvinainen verbi ja jo pelkästään näillä ominaisuuksilla on 

vaikutuksia komplementtien valintaan, esimerkiksi that-lauseet ovat yleistyneet verbin 

muodollisuudesta johtuen. Yksi selvimmistä vaikuttajajista verbin vow komplementaatiossa 

näyttäisi olevan kompleksisuustekijöiden läsnäolo, kuten esimerkiksi insertit ja negaatiot. 

 

Tutkimuksessa otettiin huomioon se, että verbillä vow on käytännössä kaksi etymologialtaan 

erilaista merkitystä. Näitä kutsutaan termeillä vow
1
 (‖luvata/ryhtyä jhk/vannoa‖) ja vow

2
 

(‖julistaa/vakuuttaa‖) ja niitä myös pyritään tutkimaan erillään toisistaan. Kummassakin 

merkityksessään vow on harvinaistunut tasaisesti ja melko jyrkästikin. Nykypäivänä vow
2
:n käyttö 

on lähes olematonta. Kummankin kohdalla oli tapahtunut muutosta komplementaatiossa. 

Nominaalilausekkeiden käyttö loppui vow
2
:n osalta jo vuoteen 1780 ja niiden käyttö on vähentynyt 

myös vow
1
:n kohdalla. Ainoastaan vow

1
 valitsee to-infiniittilauseita ja ne ovat yleistyneet selvästi 

nykyenglannissa loivan laskun jälkeen. 

 

Asiasanat: vow, komplementaatio, korpuslingvistiikka 
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1 Introduction 
 

The aim of this thesis is to do a diachronic corpus based study on the complementation of the verb 

vow, or more specifically, two etymologically and semantically different senses of vow, which are 

referred to as vow
1
 and vow

2
. However, when suitable, they will be referred to together as vow. The 

study will cover a time period from the beginning of the 18
th

 century to present day. This will help 

in finding whether there has been any change in the complementation patterns of vow. Change in 

complementation over time is an interesting area to study – Rohdenburg (2006, 143) states that 

English ―has experienced a massive restructuring of its system of sentential complementation‖ over 

the past few centuries. There is every reason to expect that change has happened with the 

complementation of vow as well and it should be possible to detect these changes in our data, which 

covers about 300 years. 

     In this thesis, I will primarily seek to find out 1) all possible complement patterns of vow 2) any 

changes in the complementation of vow, and 3) which syntactic (or semantic) aspects affect the 

complement selection of vow. I am especially interested in the effects that complexity factors 

(discussed in section 3.5) have on the sentential complementation of vow. 

     I will concentrate on the post-head complementation patterns of the verb vow, even though the 

subject, too, is considered a complement in some grammars. Tokens with vow/vows as nouns and 

tokens with vowed as an adjective are out of the scope of this study, since this thesis is only 

concerned with the complementation of vow as a verb. Vow also acts as a parenthetical (see section 

3.6.3) in some cases of reported speech – these are not counted as cases of complementation. Also, 

only complements are studied, not adjuncts. The difference between adjuncts and complements is 

discussed in section 3.1. 
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The verb vow takes several different complements, some of which can be seen in the following 

examples from the British National Corpus: 

(1)  He had called her a princess, and vowed that she was every bit as beautiful as her 

mother, ...
1
 (H0F 1657) 

(2)  "You must promise and vow to go straight to Rochester," (H0R 2313) 

(3)  Vowing undying love one moment, hurling accusations the next. (JY3 3424) 

(4)  ‗I vow,‘ Lexandro whispered. (CJJ 279) 

As can be seen from (1-4), vow takes both sentential (1-2) and non-sentential (3) complements. In 

its intransitive use, as in (4), vow may have a Ø-complement (‗a zero-complement‘).  

Ø-complements will be included in this thesis, since something is always vowed, even if it is not 

overtly expressed. In (1) there is a finite declarative sentence as a complement. Bare declaratives 

(declarative sentence without the complementizer that) are studied separately from that-declaratives 

in this thesis. In (2) there is a non-finite to-infinitive clause as a complement. A direct object (a 

Noun Phrase, NP) acts as a complement in (3), whereas in (4) vow has a Ø-complement. Even these 

few illustrations show that vow takes several different complements and they demonstrate some of 

the different senses of vow as well. 

     As mentioned in the beginning, what we need to bear in mind with vow is that it has two 

different etymologies and, consequently, two different entries in the Oxford English Dictionary, 

which is the primary dictionary used in this thesis. I will study vow
1
 and vow

2
 separately in hope of 

finding clear differences in their complementation, both initially and over time. Both of these 

―senses‖ of vow also have some sub-senses and they will be discussed in detail later (section 4.2). I 

will also look into three major English grammars in hope of finding useful information about vow 

and its complementation. 

     The data for this thesis was collected from two corpora: The Corpus of Late Modern English 

Texts – Extended Version (henceforth the CLMETEV) and The British National Corpus (henceforth 

the BNC). The CLMETEV has data from 1710 to 1920 and the texts in the Imaginative Prose 

                                                 
1
 Underlinings and italics mine in all of the examples. I will also start the numbering from (1) in each chapter. 
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section of the BNC begin from the 1960s (though most texts are selected from 1975 onwards). 

There is thus a gap of at least 40 years between them, which should be taken into account. To my 

knowledge, vow has not been studied using these corpora before. Overall, vow has not been studied 

as much as some of the more popular verbs with similar meaning (e.g. promise), which makes it an 

interesting verb to study. It is also a fairly infrequent verb, which makes it possible to use all the 

data found and not thin out the data. This, of course, should make the study more reliable. 

     Chapters 2-5 will deal with the theoretical background. Chapter 2 introduces the corpora used as 

well as some general information about corpus linguistics and the concept of normalized 

frequencies. Chapter 3 focuses on vow in the OED and two other dictionaries as well as in three 

major English grammars. Chapter 4 deals with complementation and factors related to 

complementation, including the differences between complements and adjuncts, transitivity, 

control, complexity factors and semantic factors, such as argument structure and theta roles. 

Chapters 5-8 will cover the analytical part of this thesis, beginning with methodology in chapter 5, 

continuing on to the earliest data in chapter 6 and ending with present day data in chapter 9. The 

results of the study are discussed in chapters 10-11. 
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2 Corpora 
 

This chapter has a short introduction to corpora in general, but focuses on the two corpora used in 

this study. Normalized frequencies will be introduced in this chapter as well. 

2.1 Corpus linguistics 

Today computers and the internet provide incredible tools for studying language and especially 

changes in language. Large, electronic corpora make it possible to study, for example, transitivity 

and complementation extensively, even as a non-native speaker and they even give us the 

possibility of studying variation between registers (Hunston 2002, 167). Mair (2002, 105) says that 

―with the advent of the computers, corpus studies got a new lease of life in linguistics in the 1960s 

and 1970s‖. Mair (ibid. 107) continues ―the digital age progress has been impressive in corpus 

linguistics, both in terms of quantity of material available for analysis and the sophistication of 

recording, storage, and retrieval techniques.‖ Before, the study of syntactic change relied on formal 

models rather than authentic utterances and thus short-term changes were very difficult to detect 

(Mair 2002, 108). One should not, however, ―degenerate into data-driven positivism with counting 

as ... its only methodology‖ (ibid. 109). It is important to be aware of the theoretical linguistic 

tradition. 

2.2 The corpora used in this study 

This section will introduce the two corpora used in this study. 

  2.2.1 The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts, Extended Version 

The CLMETEV was used to collect historical data for this thesis. The corpus is compiled by 

Hendrik De Smet. It covers the period from 1710 to 1920 and is divided into three parts: 1710–

1780, 1780–1850 and 1850–1920 (De Smet, 2005, 70). The CLMETEV has almost 15,000,000 

words
2
. For this thesis, all three parts of the CLMETEV were searched by using simple queries: 

Vow, vows, vowed and vowing. The total number of tokens was 504, but a large number of them had 

to be discarded. 

                                                 
2
 https://perswww.kuleuven.be/~u0044428/clmetev.htm 
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Some points worth knowing about the CLMETEV are that all the authors in the corpus are British 

native speakers of English, and the texts are mostly ―literary, formal texts, ... written by men‖ (De 

Smet, 2005, 71). De Smet has, however, tried to include variation in the corpus, for example by 

including texts written by women or from lower registers whenever it is possible (ibid. 71-72). The 

Extended Version of the corpus includes texts from Victorian Women Writers Project (in addition to 

the Project Gutenberg and the Oxford Text Archive), which shows an attempt to include more texts 

from female writers. 

     De Smet recognizes some weaknesses concerning his corpus. Despite his effort to ensure 

variation, the corpus is biased ―both sociolinguistically and in terms of genre and register‖ (ibid. 

78). Since this thesis focuses not on sociolinguistic analysis but on linguistic change over time, the 

disadvantage is minor. The results might even be more reliable than with a more assorted data. It is 

also easier to find corresponding corpus material. For example, I have chosen not to use the whole 

of the BNC for my thesis, but only the section Imaginative Prose, since it is closest to the 

CLMETEV, which focuses on literary texts. Unfortunately, change is usually slower within formal 

writing than, for example, spoken language or uneducated writing (De Smet, 2005, 79), so it would 

be very interesting to study vow in those domains and see if the changes are more noticeable (even 

though vow is a fairly formal verb that might not be used very much in speech or uneducated 

writing). 

  2.2.2 The British National Corpus 

The BNC
3
 is a 100 million word collection that has both written and spoken language from the later 

part of the 20
th

 century. The corpus is a project of the BNC Consortium, which is led by Oxford 

University Press (it has also provided the written material for the corpus). It is a monolingual 

(modern British English) corpus that includes many different styles of texts. 

     Most of the texts are informative, come from books and do not date back further than 1975. 

                                                 
3
 http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk/ 
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However, variety has been ensured by defining target proportions, e.g. 25 % should be imaginative 

texts, 25 % from newspapers and other periodicals, etc. Also, imaginative texts, which were used 

for this thesis, can date back to the 1960s ―because of their continued popularity and consequent 

effect on the language‖. In addition, texts are classified according to several other features, e.g. 

topic of the text and the author's age and gender. There are different criteria for the spoken texts. 

     I have only searched one part of the written domain for this thesis, Imaginative Prose (―texts 

which are fictional or which are generally perceived to be literary or creative‖). It can be seen as the 

closest equivalent for the CLMETEV and it is certainly extensive enough for the purposes of this 

thesis (over 16,000,000 words). 

     Though the corpus is wholly tagged and elaborate search strings could have been used, I decided 

to search the four forms of vow separately. Afterwards, I did a lemma search for comparison (with 

the search string vow*_V*) and it is certainly the faster way to do a search within a certain 

wordclass. However, there were a few mistagged tokens, as in (1), among the returned hits. Had I 

been searching for vow or vows as nouns, these tokens would not have been found with a lemma 

search. 

(1) But after university, despite our protestations of eternal friendship and vows to get 

together, the gaps between our meetings and our phone calls had got longer and longer. 

(CS4 568) 

 

2.3 Normalized frequencies 

It is important to have numbers that are comparable with each other when doing a study where two 

or more corpora are used. If the corpora differ in size, raw counts do not have much meaning. One 

text could have 1,800 words and the other one could have 2,200 words and both might have a 

frequency of 20 of a certain word or construction. One might quickly, and incorrectly, conclude that 

the word is just as common in the first text as in the second. Because the second text is longer, it has 

more opportunities for the word to occur and thus the word would actually be less common in the 

longer text (Biber et al. 1999, 263). The normalized frequencies would be 22.2 and 18.2 

respectively. The difference is not a great one, but there is still a difference, which should be noted.  
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The counts of the texts were normed as follows: 

 Shorter text  

 (20 instances / 1,800 words) x 1,000 = 11.1 instances per 1,000 words 

Longer text  

 (20 instances / 2,200 words) x 1,000 = 9.1 instances per 1,000 words 

I have normed the counts above to a basis of 1,000 words (since it is simply easier than counting to 

a basis of, say, 1,500 words, especially if decimals are not a concern) and the results suggest that the 

word in question is, or would be, a very frequent one, at least in these texts.  

     Since the two corpora that I have used in this thesis are vastly longer, I will count the normalized 

frequencies to a basis of 1,000,000 words. Also, since vow is not a very common verb in English, 

we can use the constant 1,000,000 quite confidently. For example, the verb vow occurs 67 times in 

the first part of CLMETEV (which is 3,037,607 words long). If we would norm it to a basis of 

1,000 words, we would get a frequency of 0.02 per 1,000 words. This indicates that the word vow is 

not a common word in the English language and we would get more reasonable numbers with a 

constant of 1,000,000. Thus, the frequency of vow in the first part of CLMETEV is 22.1 per 

1,000,000 words and we will not have to use the small decimals that we would get with the constant 

of 1,000 words. 
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3 Complementation 
 

In this chapter, I will discuss the basics of verb complementation. First, I will make a distinction 

between adjuncts and complements and second, different complement types are examined. Though 

nouns and adjectives can also take complements, they will not be discussed here. 

3.1 Complement or adjunct? 

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish a complement from an adjunct: ―The boundary between 

complements and adjuncts is not a sharp one‖ (Huddleston, 1984, 180). There are, however, clear 

differences between them. The basic difference is that complements are in a way more 'nuclear' than 

adjuncts – adjuncts are always omissible whereas complements may be obligatory, and unlike 

adjuncts, their use depends on the verb (ibid. 177-178). Consider the following examples: 

 (1)  a. I vow to do it.   

b. *I consider to do it. 

 (2)  a. I vow to do it tomorrow.  

b. I will consider doing it tomorrow. 

In (1) we can see that consider does not take a to-infinitive as a complement, even though vow does, 

but (2) shows that the adjunct tomorrow can be applied to both vow and consider. Its use is not 

dependent on the verb. This is further illustrated by the fact that dictionaries do not mention 

adjuncts in the syntactic information of verbs, but complement patterns are included (ibid.). As 

Huddleston (ibid. 179) puts it: 

 The selection of a given verb as ultimate head of the clause determines, … , what kind of 

 complements will occur, whereas the occurrence of adjuncts is in general not grammatically 

 determined – and while there will be a maximum of three or so complements in any clause, 

 there is no grammatical limit to the number of adjuncts that may appear: … 

 

For example, the verb vow selects to-infinitives as complements but it does not take -ing-clause 

complements: 

 (3)  a. I vow to do it.   

b. *I vow doing it. 

As pointed out by Huddleston (ibid.), the number of adjuncts is not limited: 

 

 (4)  I vow I will do it the right way in the evening with the right equipment. 
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Most of the adjuncts are adverbial phrases (He drives very carefully), prepositional phrases (I 

opened it with the master-key), finite subordinate clauses (They stayed in because it rained) or non-

finite subordinate clauses (He worked late to impress the boss) (Huddleston, 1984, 223). Dropping 

any one adjunct would not result in ungrammaticality and they can be moved around. Some 

complements, on the other hand, can be obligatory. Vow
1
 can appear intransitively without an 

object, but (5b) is not correct – the addressee, to + NP, can only be mentioned when there is a direct 

object present (see section 3.2.1). 

 (5)  a. I vow my undying love to you.   

b. *I vow to you. 

Of course, the verb vow can appear completely without a complement, as in I vow (however, what is 

vowed should become apparent from the context). The number of required complements is 

discussed later in sections 3.3 and 3.6.2. Here it suffice to say that some verbs need a complement 

to ―complete the predicate‖, as in Ed became ill (one cannot say *Ed became) (Huddleston, 1984, 

178). 

3.2 Complement types 

This section will introduce different complement types, starting with sentential complements and 

moving on to non-sentential complements. 

  3.2.1 Sentential complements 

Verbs can take subordinate clauses as complements – either finite or non-finite (Huddleston, 1984, 

207): 

FINITE: 

(6) a. She assumed that he was right. 

b. She asked who I was. 

 

NON-FINITE: 

(7)  a. He tried to sell it. 

b. Ed rememberd repairing it. 

 

In (6a) we see an example of a ‗that-clause‘ and in (6b) an ‗interrogative‘. The other finite 

subordinate clause types would be 'exclamative' (She remembered what a struggle it had been) and 
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'jussive' (She demanded that he be told) (Huddleston 1984, 208). The non-finite alternatives are the 

‗to-infinitive‘ in (7a) and the ‗-ing clause‘ in (7b), as well as the ‗bare infinitive‘ (Ed helped repair 

it) and the ‗past-participial‘ (It got repaired)
4
 (ibid. 210).  

     It should be mentioned that ―the conjunction in that-clauses which function as object may be 

zero‖ (Quirk et al. 1985, 1179). In this thesis, I will treat that-clause complements of vow as 'that-

declaratives' (with the complementizer that) and 'bare declaratives' (without the complementizer 

that). This can be justified by Bolinger‟s Principle, which states that ―a difference in syntactic form 

always spells a difference in meaning‖ (Bolinger 1968, 127). The principle has been devised for the 

sometimes interchangable use of to-infinitives and ing-clauses as complements – there is always a 

reason for choosing one alternative (ibid. 122). This is true of the complementizer that, too – it is 

used (or left out) for a reason, not arbitrarily. 

     Huddleston (1984, 209) says that finite clauses are similar to NP-objects. He bases the statement 

on that they can be passivised, usually with extraposition. Compare: 

(8)  a. Everyone accepted this explanation  NP-object 

  b. This explanation was accepted by everyone. NP-object, passive 

  c. Everyone accepted that it was a mistake.  That-clause-object 

  d. That it was a mistake was accepted by everyone. That-clause-object, passive 

  e. It was accepted by everyone that it was a mistake. That-clause-object, passive, 

         extraposed 

 

Since objects are always complements (see e.g. Huddleston and Pullum, 2002, 244) the NP-like 

quality of finite subordinate clauses makes it clearer that they, too, are usually complements. They 

are also replaceable by NP objects and may combine with an NP object, as in (9), or neutral PP 

complement, as in (10) (Huddleston, 208): 

(9)  The boss told them that it was genuine.  NP + that-clause 

(10)  The boss suggested to Bill that he might resign. PP-comp. + that-clause 

The verb vow does not select the pattern NP + that-clause, but does appear with the pattern to + NP 

+ that-clause (Biber et al. 1999, 663-665). It is a verb of communication so ―it is only natural that 

                                                 
4
 Huddleston uses the terms ‘base kind, + to‘ for the to-infitive, ‗base kind, –to‘ for the bare infitive, ‗-ing kind‘ for the  

-ing clause and ‗-en kind‘ for the past participle 
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the addressee of the communication may be expressed, in addition to the content‖ and usually it is 

expressed with a prepositional phrase (Rudanko 1989, 30). These can also be found in passive 

constructions (Huddleston 1984, 209): 

(11)  They were told (by the boss) that it was genuine. 

(12)  It was suggested to Bill by the boss that he might resign. 

The verb vow only takes one type of non-finite clause: the to-infinitive. According to Quirk et al. 

(1985, 1186) a subjectless infinitive clause, as in Jack hates to miss the train, is ―basically a 

nonfinite clause as direct object‖. This, again, confirms its status as a complement. For example, the 

non-finite clause can be replaced by it: Jack hates to miss the train. He hates it. The non-finite 

clause can also be made the focus of a pseudo-cleft sentence: What Jack hates (most) is to miss the 

train (ibid.). 

     One long-term development in the complementation of English verbs is that non-finite 

complement clauses are gaining ground at the expense of finite complement clauses (Leech et al. 

2009, 182). When there is a choice of reducing a finite clause to a non-finite clause, the non-finite 

clause is nowadays preferred (ibid.). However, the finite option is preferred in sentences where 

there are complexity factors present or the context is otherwise more cognitively complex (ibid.). 

     The to-infinitive can appear together with a prepositional phrase, as in this example from 

Rudanko (1989, 138): 

 (13)  John vowed to me to come back and win. 

We can see that the subject of the matrix clause, John, is also the controller of the covert subject of 

the subordinate clause and thus the prepositional phrase, to me, can easily be omitted (ibid.). Thus it 

differs significantly from a sentence such as Mary relies on John to dress himself, where on John 

cannot be omitted (ibid.). Subject control is discussed in more detail in section 3.4. 

     When semantics are taken into account, we see that there are limitations to the kinds of to-

infinitives that vow takes. Rudanko (ibid. 56) says that ―the element of communication implies 

agentivity on the part of NP1‖ and when it comes to NP2, ―cases other than the Agent are doubtful‖. 
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Rudanko (1989, 56) gives the following examples: 

(14)  John vowed ??to know the answer / *to receive a letter from a friend / ?to own two 

cars / ??to grow old / *to be tall when grown up. 

 

In addition to communication, vow expresses intention and decision, according to Rudanko (ibid.). 

One cannot decide to grow tall or to receive a letter, but it seems possible to decide to know the 

answer (especially if the question is known) and at least intend to grow old. They are questionable, 

sure, but I would accept them e.g. in the following contexts (examples by me): 

 (15)  I vow to grow old and revenge his death! 

 (16)  He vowed to know the answer by the end of the month. 

It is a common feature of catenatives (verbs that can be directly followed by a non-finite verb) to 

take only one kind of non-finite complement clause – for example hope only allows the to-infinitive 

and enjoy only allows the -ing clause (Huddleston 1984, 210). Catenatives with similar meanings 

typically select the same types of complements (I vow/promise to do it / *do it / *doing it / 

*repaired) (ibid.). 

     The reason why verbs like vow do not select the -ing clause could be that it is associated with 

factuality whereas the to-infinitive is associated with non-factuality (ibid. 210). 

(17)  a. He enjoyed reading the book. 

  b. He vowed/promised to read the book. 

In (17a) it is clear that the book was read, whereas in (17b) the book may or may not be read.  This 

is, however, only a tendency and there are many cases that break this ―rule‖ (ibid.). 

     Rohdenburg (2006, 143) mentions that ―[o]ver the past few centuries, English has experienced a 

massive restructuring of its system of sentential complementation‖. He refers to the Great 

Complement Shift, which states that 1) gerundial –ing complements are advancing at the expense of 

to-infinitive clauses, as well as that-clauses, 2) there is rivalry between marked and unmarked 

infinitives, 3) there are changes involving dependent interrogative clauses and 4) there is 

simplification of the control potential of infinitival complements (ibid. 142-145). It can be 

questioned whether the Great Complement Shift affects vow in any significant way. For example, 
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vow does not select -ing clauses, wh-complements or bare infinitives, and neither does it take a 

personal object, which is involved in the fourth statement. 

     There is also rivalry between finite and non-finite complements due to certain complexity factors 

(Rohdenburg 1996, 166). Finite complement clauses are in a way more ‗autonomous‘ than non-

finite complement clauses and thus their relationship is less immediate with the superordinate 

clause (ibid). Whenever any adverbial elements are inserted between the superordinate verb and the 

subordinate clause, finite complements are favoured (ibid. 167). Another complexity factor, though 

not relevant with vow, is the addition of a personal object, which also results in favouring the finite, 

more explicit, alternative (ibid.). 

  3.2.2 Non-sentential complements 

One aspect of complementation that divides scholars is whether to take the subject as a 

complement. Huddleston (1984, 180), for example, views the subject as ―a special case of 

complement‖. He says that the subject, prototypically an NP, is obligatory in kernel clauses and that 

it is the verbs that select the subject. There are good arguments for both views, but in this thesis I 

have decided not to count the subject as a complement. Studying subject complements could, 

however, be worthwile with other verbs than vow. In the case of the verb vow, the subject must be 

+animate or even +human (Rudanko 1989, 21), because the verb entails being able to think and 

speak. Thus is differs from verbs like annoy, which can take sentential subjects, e.g. Elliot‘s 

entering the room annoyed Floyd (Noonan, 1985, 42). 

     Non-sentential complements can be NPs or PPs and in rare cases adverbial phrases (Huddleston 

and Pullum 2002, 224). Most often, non-sentential complements are NPs, and the other way around 

(ibid.). One of the easiest ways to make sure an NP is a complement, and not an adjunct, is to form 

a question with what (ibid.). The examples are from Huddleston and Pullum and the OED 

respectively: 

(18)  a. They saw her this morning. 

  b. When / *What did they see her? 
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 (19)  a. The whole French soul vowed from that moment the capture of Constantina. 

  (1848 W. K. KELLY). 

  b. What did the whole French soul vow (from that moment)? 

 

In (18a) this morning is a time adjunct and in (19a) the capture of Constantina is an NP complement 

(and from that moment is another adjunct).  

     Prepositional phrases also act both as complements and adjuncts (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002, 

224). When the preposition is specified by the verb, depends on the verb, the PP is a complement: 

 (20) It consists of egg and milk. 

The preposition cannot be replaced by another preposition without loss of grammaticality or ―an 

unsystematic change in the meaning‖ (ibid. 220): 

 (21)  *It consists with egg and milk. 

Adverbial phrases are usually adjuncts, but with a few verbs they can act as complements and 

cannot be omitted (ibid. 224): 

 (22)   They treat us quite abominably. 

3.3 Transitivity 

In this chapter I will discuss objects and transitivity in general followed by a discussion of 

transitivity relating to vow. 

  3.3.1 Objects and transitivity 

Since objects of a verb are always also complements, it is useful to pay some special attention to 

them. Normally, an object is either an NP or a nominal clause that follows the subject and the verb 

(see e.g. Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 245; Quirk et al. 1985, 726). There are direct (O
d
) and 

indirect (O
i
) objects – if both are present, the indirect object usually comes before the direct object, 

as in the following example from Quirk et al. (1985, 726): 

 (23)  I'll send Charles [O
i
] another copy [O

d
]. 

A corresponding prepositional phrase can usually be used in place of the indirect object and it is 

usually placed after the direct object: 

 (24)  I'll send another copy [O
d
] to Charles. 
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Deleting the indirect object does not usually affect the semantic relations between the other 

elements (compare (25) with (26), where the indirect object is deleted and (27), where the direct 

object is deleted). If there is only one object present, it is usually a direct object (Quirk et al. 1985, 

727). 

 (25)  David saved me [O
i
] a seat [O

d
]. 

 (26)  David saved a seat [O
d
]. 

 (27)  David saved me [O
d
]. 

A specific object worth mentioning is the cognate object. It always refers to ―an event indicated by 

the verb‖ and it is usually morphologically related to the verb (ibid. 750): 

 (28)  Chris will sing a song for us. 

 

     An intransitive verb is one that does not take an object (it can, however, take complements) and a 

transitive verb takes at least one object. Some verbs are purely intransitive, for example arrive and 

matter (ibid. 1169). However, many verbs can occur both in intransitive and transitive clauses 

(Huddleston 1984, 191). These can be roughly divided into ―verbs which can also be transitive with 

the same meaning, and without a change in the subject-verb relationship‖, as in (29), and ―verbs 

which can also be transitive, but where the semantic connection between subject and verb is 

different in the two cases‖, as in (30-31) (Quirk et al. 1985, 1169): 

 (29)  a. He smokes (a pipe.)  b. I am reading (a book). 

 (30)  a. The car stopped.  b. He stopped the car. 

 (31)  a. The door opened slowly. b. Mary opened the door. 

     If a verb has a monotransitive use, it has a direct object, which can be an NP, a finite clause or a 

non-finite clause (ibid. 1176). A useful test, though not a perfect one, for recognizing objects is the 

passive test (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 246): ―if a core complement NP of an active clause can 

be converted into the subject of a related passive, then it is an object‖. The passive test used in (32) 

shows that the error in (32a) is an object: 

 (32)  a. Pat overlooked the error. b. The error was overlooked (by Pat). 

     Some verbs can take two objects (as already seen at the beginning of this section), thus called 
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ditransitive (e.g. Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 248). Usually this means there is an animate indirect 

object positioned first and and an inanimate direct object following it (Quirk et al. 1985, 1208). 

Some verbs can appear in a complex-transitive construction. Huddleston (1984, 196) gives the 

following two examples: 

(33)  Ed gave Liz the key   S–P–O
i
–O

d 

(34)  Ed considered Liz a great asset S–P–O–PC
o 

 

Both have the same complement pattern, NP + NP, but they are still very different: (33) shows a 

ditransitive construction and (34) shows a complex-transitive construction. A great asset is what 

Huddleston calls 'a predicative complement' (PC), whereas the key is a direct object. The best way 

to distinguish between them is the following test: 

(35)  a. Ed gave the key to Liz.  S–P–O
d
–PP 

  b. *Ed considered a great asset to/for Liz  

Huddleston (1984, 196) gives an interestingly ambiguous example of a verb (one of few) that can 

appear in both ditransitive and complex-transitive constructions. It is useful in showing the 

semantic contrast of the two: 

(36)  He called her a nurse. 

 

In its ditransitive use the sentence has the meaning of a man calling a nurse for a woman (e.g. 

because she is ill) and in its complex-transitive use the sentence means that a man calls a woman a 

nurse (e.g. because it is her profession). 

  3.3.2 Vow and transitivity 

The verb vow is an example of a verb that can be either intransitive or transitive. One can say 

simply I shall vow and it is understandable and grammatical. It still differs from, say, the verb 

disappear in that it always implies that something is vowed, though not expressed. It can be said to 

have an 'understood object' (Quirk et al. 1985, 1169). What is vowed can be ―recovered from the 

context in which the sentence is used or from the lexical-semantic properties of the verb‖ 

(Huddleston 1984, 192). In Quirk et al. (ibid.) vow is listed in the group of verbs ―which can also be 

transitive with the same meaning, and without a change in the subject-verb relationship‖. 
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Vow definitely has a monotransitive use, as the following examples from the OED show: 

 (37)  He speaks not of such as have vowed Chastity, .... (1753 CHALLONER) 

 (38)  Quoth I, ‗Before I sleep a wink, I vow I'll close it‘. (1785 BURNS) 

 

The verb vow (but only vow
2
; see section 4.2.2) can also have an NP + NP complement

 
(example 

from the OED): 

(39)  The knights ... had all vowed him the most gallant of warriors. (1865 KINGSLEY) 

 

It is quite clear that we have a complex-transitive construction above, but to be sure, let us try the 

aforementioned test: 

(40)  *The knights ... had all vowed the most gallant of warriors to/for him. 

 

The complex-transitivity of vow
2
 becomes even clearer when we use a sentence with a reflexive 

(the example from the OED is from the year 1592, but still useful in this matter) and compare it 

with the verb give: 

 (41) a. Giue me thy hand, I vowe myselfe thy friend. (1592 Soliman & Pers.) 

  b. *Giue me thy hand, I vowe thy friend to myselfe. 

 (42)  a. Ed gave himself the key. 

  b. Ed gave the key to himself. 

Thus we can quite confidently say that vow
2
 appears in a complex-transitive construction, but not in 

a ditransitive construction. 

3.4 Control 

Verbs that take non-finite clauses as complements are not all the same. In this chapter we will 

distinguish control verbs (also called equi verbs; cf. Rudanko 1989) from raising verbs (cf. 

Haegeman 1991). Furthermore, we will distinguish subject control verbs from object control verbs. 

  3.4.1 Control verbs vs raising verbs 

Raising means that ―the subject of the lower clause is raised out of the clause and moved into a 

higher clause‖ (Haegeman 1991, 285). In a way, raising verbs are like passive verbs (ibid. 284):  

 (43) a. Poirot was believed to have destroyed the evidence. 

  b. Poirot seems to have destroyed the evidence. 

Poirot is the subject of destroy in both cases, but in (43b) it is raised out of the lower clause to the 
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subject position of the higher clause (Haegeman 1991, 285). The moved element leaves a trace, 

indicated by t, in its base-position (ibid.). Following Haegeman‘s practice, co-indexation is used to 

show the link between the NP in the higher position and the null element: 

 (44) Poiroti seems [ti to have destroyed the evidence]. 

In control, on the other hand, nothing is moved. Instead, there is a non-overt subject represented as 

PRO in the infinitival complement clause (ibid. 244) and this PRO is controlled by the main clause 

subject (ibid. 245). 

     I will use Rudanko‘s examples (1989, 11) in order to help distinguish between control verbs and 

raising verbs. 

 (45) a. He desires to see you. 

  b. He seems to like you. 

 

Superficially, the verbs seem to act the same way, as they both take a to-infinitive complement.  

There are tests that can be used in determining whether a verb is a control verb or a raising verb. 

First, one can use the weather it test, which works with raising verbs only (ibid.): 

 (46) a. *It desires to be raining hard now. 

  b. It seems to be raining hard now. 

 

Second, only raising verbs are compatible with such NPs that only occur in idiom chunks, e.g. 

advantage in take advantage of (ibid.): 

 (47) a. *No advantage desires to be/to have been taken of their inexperience. 

  b. No advantage seems to be/to have been taken of their inexpreience. 

 

If we try these tests with vow, we can conclude that it is a control verb: 

 

 (48) a. *It vows to be raining hard now. 

  b. *No advantage vows to be/to have been taken of their inexperience. 

 

  3.4.2 Subject control vs object control 

Control verbs may seem, and only seem, to have the same kind of non-finite complementation. 

Consider the following sentences from Haegeman (1991, 256): 

(49)  a. John promised Mary to behave (himself). 

b. John told Mary to behave (herself). 
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A closer look at the sentences shows that in (49a) the subject of the matrix clause, John, is also the 

subject of the subordinate clause. In (49b) it is the NP-object of the main verb, Mary, which is the 

subject of the subordinate clause. Thus the first sentence is a case of subject control and the latter is 

a case of object control. 

     Where the subject of the infinitival clause is not overtly expressed, there is ―an understood 

external argument of the verb … which is represented syntactically as a non-overt NP‖ (Haegeman 

1991, 240). It is represented by the element PRO (ibid. 242). The need for PRO stems from the 

projection principle (all sentences must have subjects) (ibid. 241) and theta rules (ibid. 244), which 

are discussed in section 3.6.2. Basically, the verb of the subordinate clause needs its own subject in 

order not to violate the theta rules. I have again used co-indexation to show the referential 

dependency between the controller (John/Mary) and the controlled element (PRO): 

 (50)  a. Johni promised Maryj [PROi to behave himself]. 

b. Johni told Maryj [PROj to behave herself]. 

 

     Visser‟s Generalization states that ―‘subject-controlled‘ verbs cannot undergo passivization‖ (Sag 

and Pollard 1994, 304). Passivization is generally possible with object control, but not with subject 

control verbs, even if there is an NP complement (Rudanko 1989, 32) (examples from Haegeman 

1991, 261): 

 (51) a. Poirot ordered Miss Marple to go. 

  b. Miss Marple was ordered to go (by Poirot). 

 

(52) a. They promised Miss Marple to go. 

  b. *Miss Marple was promised to go (by them). 

We can use the passivization test with vow (example from the OED, simplified) in order to show 

that it is in fact a subject control verb: 

(53)  a. He vowed to defend her fame … (1797 MRS. RADCLIFFE) 

 b. *It was vowed to defend her fame (by him). 

Also, according to Bach‟s Generalization, in the case of object control, the NP complement, a direct 

object, cannot be left out (Sag and Pollard 1994, 298): 
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 (54) a. *Poirot ordered to go.  

b. Poirot promised to go. 

 

     Sag and Pollard (1994, 286) mention that ―in a clear, uniform, and consistent manner, verbs of a 

certain semantic type take ‗subject control‘, while those of a different semantic type take ‗object 

control‘‖. Thus, the assignment of control is nonarbitrary (ibid. 285). Vow is listed as a promise type 

subject control verb (as was already found out with the passivization test), along with e.g. promise, 

swear, pledge and threaten (ibid. 286). 

3.5 Complexity factors 

In this chapter I will discuss complexity factors and their effect on the complementation of verbs. 

  3.5.1 The Complexity Principle 

The Complexity Principle (Rohdenburg 2006, 147) states: 

In the case of more or less explicit constructional options the more explicit one(s) will tend 

to be preferred in cognitively more complex environments. 

 

This means that ―an increased processing load tends to favour greater structural explicitness‖ 

(Rohdenburg 1998, 101). For example, in finite complementation, the complementizer that is more 

frequently used when adverbials or other elements are present between the main verb and the 

subject of the subordinate verb (Rohdenburg 1998, 103). Even elements such as address, which 

cannot be mistaken for being part of the subordinate clause, trigger the use of that (Rohdenburg 

1996, 161).  

     Cognitive complexity does not apply only to structural discontinuity. Vow, being a fairly 

infrequent and formal verb, carries itself a greater processing burden and thus it should be more 

frequent with that-declaratives than with bare declaratives (Rohdenburg 1996, 160). Rohdenburg 

(ibid.) proposes that ―the increased use of that with more formal verbs could perhaps be attributed – 

in part at least – to the complexity principle‖. On the other hand, Hunston (2002, 168) mentions that 

that-clauses are used more in conversation than in academic prose, which might have an effect on 

our data. We might still expect, though, that the rarer the verb vow gets, the more it is 

complemented by that-declaratives. Passives also hold a greater processing burden than their active 
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counterparts and thus they choose that-declaratives over bare declaratives in a significant way 

(Rohdenburg 1996, 162). 

     One of the most interesting findings of Rohdenburg (1998, 104), regarding this thesis, is the 

―rivalry between non-interrogative finite and infinitival complement clauses‖ of commissive verbs 

such as vow, promise, pledge and threaten. These verbs, according to Rohdenburg (ibid. 105), are 

frequent with complement negation and structural discontinuity (e.g. insertions) and these 

complexity factors increase the use of ―the more explicit finite clause‖. Negative sentences are 

regarded as more complex than their non-negated counterparts and thus negated complements are 

used in as explicit sentential structures as possible (Rohdenburg 2006, 147). Insertions, intervening 

elements, are also used more often in finite clauses than in non-finite clauses (ibid. 148-9). If there 

are no complexity factors present, the finite clause is rarely used (Rohdenburg 1998, 105) (see also 

section 3.2.1). 

     Rohdenburg (1996, 163) points out that ―while noun phrases favor the retention of that, personal 

pronouns disfavor it‖. This is partly because pronouns ―explicitly indicate their subject status, thus 

signalling the beginning of a subordinate clause‖ (ibid.), but the length (number of words) of the 

subordinate clause also impacts the use of that-declaratives (ibid. 164). 

  3.5.2 Extractions 

Extractions are ―deviations from the canonical sentence structure‖ (Vosberg 2003a, 201). They 

produce so-called filler-gap dependencies which make them more difficult to process (Vosberg 

2003b, 307). Vosberg‘s (ibid. 308) Extraction Principle is a major contribution to the study of 

change in English complementation, but its contribution to this thesis is minimal, since vow does 

not take -ing clauses. However, it is important to be aware of it: 

In the case of infinitival or gerundial complement options, the infinitive will tend to be 

favoured in environments where a complement of the subordinate clause is extracted from 

its original position and crosses clause boundaries. 

 

In addition, finite complements are more difficult to extract out of than non-finite ones (Hawkins, 

1999, 263). 



22 

 

 

 

 

There are several different types of extraction, some of which are related to the verb vow. Four 

major types of extraction related to subject-controlled non-finite complementation are illustrated 

below with the verb remember (Vosberg 2003b, 307): 

TOPICALIZATION: … even her acquaintance with the Belfield‟si she remembered [not 

ever mentioning ti] 

 

Topicalization is a construction where a complement (an NP according to Soames and Perlmutter, 

1979, 229) that normally appears VP-internally, occurs in front position. Here the complement is in 

prenuclear position and its basic position is indicated by t, ‗trace‘. The sentence would not be 

grammatical without the NP in initial position (*She remembered not ever mentioning) and thus we 

can say there is a gap in the sentence (Soames and Perlmutter, 1979, 229). 

RELATIVE EXTRACTION …, it is the worthy Spenceri, whomi I‟m sure you remember [to 

have often heard [me mention ti in the relation of … ]] 

 

In this thesis, this type of extraction will be called ‗relativization‘ (used by Rohdenburg 2003a, 

201). The above example has a wh relative (the others are that relative and bare relative) 

(Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 1037). There is a link between whom and the antecedent Spencer, 

the basic position of which is indicated by t. 

COMPARATIVE EXTRACTION „Twas her Charming Face … that represented to him a 

thousand more Beautiesi,… than he remembered ever [to have seen ti in his … Faithless 

Mistress] … 

 

INTERROGATION Now, how manyi do you remember [to have heard named ti] 

 

Other extraction types are ‗clefting‘, ‗pseudo-clefting‘, ‗negative NP extraction‘ and ‗exclamatory 

extraction‘ (Vosberg 2003a, 201-2), but the above mentioned four types of extraction will suffice for 

this thesis. 

3.6 Regarding semantics 

In this chapter, I will discuss how the fact that vow is a verb of communication affects its 

complementation. 

  3.6.1 Vow as a verb of communication 

The verb vow belongs to a semantic group of SPEAKING type and furthermore to the REPORT 
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subtype. This becomes clear from what is written by Dixon (2005, 146-154), even though the verb 

vow is not actually mentioned. Huddleston and Pullum (2002, 1027) do not have vow in their list of 

reporting verbs either, but they only introduce a few reporting verbs and vow is not a very current 

and popular reporting verb. Rudanko (1989, 30) has vow in the group of verbs that express 

communication. 

     Dixon (2005, 146) shows that verbs can be divided quite well into groups according to their 

semantics as well as their syntactic properties – each semantic group is associated with certain 

semantic roles. Thus they are not connected only by meaning but also by syntactic similarity. 

SPEAKING type verbs are associated with four semantic roles: Speaker (NP), Addressee(s) (NP), 

Message (NP, complement clause or direct speech), and Medium (NP). Rudanko (1989, 21) further 

mentions that in the group of communication verbs the Speaker must be +animate or even +human. 

Communication also implies agentivity on the part of the Speaker (ibid.  56). He also states that 

with vow and some other verbs of communication the addressee can be expressed by a prepositional 

phrase introduced by to, as in He swore/vowed to me to come back and win (ibid.). 

     According to Rudanko (1989, 29), vow ―necessarily implies a verbal act‖. Communicating to 

oneself should then be thought of as an extension to communicating to others (ibid.), as in vow to 

oneself, which may be a process of thought. In fact, Dixon (2005, 146) mentions that thought is 

often considered internalised speech. 

     Dixon (ibid. 152) lists several subtypes of SPEAKING type. Both senses of vow belong to the 

REPORT subtype, but to different sets of verbs. The sets, eight of them, are constructed by 

grouping together REPORT type verbs that have the same ―manner of presenting a message‖. 

     It seems that vow
1
 belongs to the set (viii) with promise and threaten (which are both mentioned 

in the OED definition of vow
1
 and its subsenses), although they both have a ditransitive use and 

they are not mentioned in the group of REPORT verbs that can be used intransitively. However, 

none of the subtypes have completely consistent rules for all of their verbs and also, I would 
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disagree with Dixon on intransitivity, since one can certainly use promise intransitively, though it 

does, like vow, have a covert object that should be retrievable from the context. 

     Vow
2
, on the other hand, belongs to either set (i), with declare and assert, or set (ii), with state 

and affirm. Declare, assert and affirm are all used to define vow
2 

in the OED. According to Dixon 

neither set can be ditransitive or intransitive nor take to-infinitives, but both sets can take NPs and 

bare/that-declaratives as complements. Most verbs in set (ii) take the complement pattern NP + to-

infinitive. This is not typical of vow, and certainly not possible with vow
2
, so perhaps group (i) 

would be the more appropriate one for vow
2
. 

  3.6.2 Argument structure and theta roles 

It was mentioned in the previous section that communication implies agentivity on the part of the 

Speaker. AGENT is a theta role and theta roles relate to the arguments of a verb. I have decided not 

to discuss arguments in any great detail in this thesis, since they are very similar to the notions of 

transitive, intransitive, etc. Haegeman (1991, 36) says that ―this conceptually-defined argument 

structure can partly replace the classification of verbs in terms of either transitivity labels or 

subcategorization frames‖. The reason for choosing transitivity labels is that they focus on post-

head complements whereas argument structure also involves the subject (ibid. 37), which is not 

studied as a part of this thesis. However, I want to discuss theta roles briefly and thus I will also 

give an introduction to argument structure. 

     Every verb has an argument structure, which means that the number of minimally required 

arguments is specified for each verb. Arguments are the participants that are required to express the 

activity denoted by the verb – adjuncts are not included in arguments, since they are not obligatory 

(Haegeman 1991, 36-37). For example, kill takes two arguments, one of which is the subject. The 

other argument is thus a VP-internal complement (example from Haegeman 1991, 41): 

 (55)  Maigret  killed   Poirot 

  NP  verb  NP 

  1    2 
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There can be unexpressed or implicit arguments, too. 

 

 (56)  a. Hercule bought Jane a detective story. 

  b. Hercule bought a detective story. 

 

In (56a) buy clearly has three arguments, but in (56b) the recipient of the book is not explicitly 

mentioned. We understand that Hercule bought the book for himself even though it is not overtly 

expressed. Thus we can express the argument structure of for (56) as follows: 

 Buy: verb; 1 (2) 3 

   NP NP NP 

 

     Every argument is assigned a theta role. At present, theta theory is not complete, but there are 

several theta roles that are generally distinguished (Haegeman 1991, 41-42): 

 AGENT: the one who intentionally initiates the action expressed by the predicate. 

 PATIENT: the person or thing undergoing the action expressed by the predicate. 

 THEME: the person or thing moved by the action expressed by the predicate. 

EXPERIENCER: the entity that experiences some (psychological) state expressed by the 

predicate. 

 

 BENEFICIARY: the entity that benefits from the action expressed by the predicate. 

 GOAL: the entity towards which the activity expressed by the predicate is directed. 

SOURCE: the entity from which something is moved as a result of the activity expressed by 

the predicate 

 

 LOCATION: the place in which the action or state expressed by the predicate is situated. 

I will not attempt to specify all the argument structures and theta roles of the arguments of vow
1
 and 

vow
2
 here, but I will analyse a couple of sentences with vow (simplified tokens from the OED). 

(57) The children   vow   their gratitude. 

  NP   verb  NP 

 

The argument structure for (57) would be as follows: 

 

Vow
2
: verb; 1 2 (3) 

   NP NP PP 

 

Though (57) does not have an indirect to + NP object, gratitude is implicitly expressed to some 
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entity and could be explicitly expressed. It is not, however, obligatory. The theta roles in this case 

would be AGENT (The children), THEME (their gratitude) and BENEFACTIVE/GOAL (the 

possible to + NP).  

     The following is another example of the possible arguments of vow
2
: 

 (58) I   vowe   myselfe thy friend. 

  NP  verb  clause 

 

Here myselfe thy friend is treated as a ‗small clause‘ and ―the verb assigns a theta-role to the clause 

as a whole‖ (Sag and Pollard 1994, 101). However, the complement pattern of (58) is still NP + NP. 

The argument structure is as follows: 

Vow
2
: verb; 1 2 

   NP clause 

 

Arguments can also be realized by finite (59a) or non-finite (59b) clauses: 

(59) a. I  vow   I'll close it 

   NP verb  clause 

 

  b. He  vowed   PRO to defend her fame 

   NP verb  clause 

 

In (59b) the subject of the subordinate clause depends on the subject of the higher clause (whereas 

in (59a) it does not) and needs to be represented by PRO. 

     The most important rules concerning arguments and theta roles are that ―each argument is 

assigned one and only one theta role‖ and ―each theta role is assigned to one and only one 

argument‖ (Haegeman, 1991, 46). This explains why PRO is needed in (59b): The subject of the 

superordinate clause is already assigned a theta role by vow and it cannot be assigned another theta 

role by defend. 

     Theta roles are helpful in studying complementation, but this section has been provided only as 

background information and we will not be focusing on theta roles in the analysis part of this thesis. 
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  3.6.3 Reported speech 

All verbs in the REPORT subtype may introduce direct speech, though some verbs of SPEAKING 

type may not, such as speak and discuss (Dixon 2005, 146). Direct speech can always be 

constructed into indirect speech, for example by using a that-declarative complement (ibid. 233). 

However, sometimes vow appears in a reporting frame that acts as a parenthetical – reported speech, 

in this case, would not be a complement (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 1024). The following 

examples illustrate non-parenthetical and parenthetical constructions with indirect reported speech 

(examples from Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 896): 

(60)  I think it is quite safe. 

 (61)  It is quite safe, I think. 

In its parenthetical use, I think can also appear medially (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002, 896): 

(62)  It is, I think, quite safe. 

The complement clause it is quite safe has become the main clause in (61-62), and the reporting 

frame I think can be inserted almost anywhere: after the subject, after an auxiliary verb, after the 

main verb, after the entire sentence etc. (Dixon 2005, 233). Often there is a corresponding adverb 

(e.g. regret and regrettably) that can be substituted for the parenthetical. The reporting frame I think 

―has the status of a parenthetical, a kind of supplement. Note that it would not be valid to analyse 

the reported speech as a preposed complement‖ (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 1024). By contrast, 

in (60) it is quite safe is embedded in the matrix clause and functions as a complement (ibid.). The 

complementizer that could also be added to the complement (I think that it is quite safe). 

     In direct reported speech what is reported is not a complement clause or any kind of clause. It 

can, of course, have the form of a clause, as in the examples here, but more than that can be 

embedded – thus it involves ―the embedding of a text, not of clauses as such‖ (Huddleston and 

Pullum 2002, 1027). The following examples, from Huddleston and Pullum, illustrate the non-

parenthetical and parenthetical constructions with direct reported speech: 

(63)  She replied, 'I live alone.' 

(64)  'I live alone,' she replied. 
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As with indirect reported speech, in (63) the reporting verb is superordinate to the reported speech 

and in (64) she replied has a parenthetical status. The verb vow can be incorporated into any of the 

examples (60-64), which supports the assumption that vow is in fact a reporting verb. 

    The following rules concerning parentheticals are all from Dixon (2005, 235): Usually 

parentheticals are short and consist only of subject and verb (he instructed). Occasionally they have 

an object as well (he instructed John). Long parentheticals would disrupt the main clause too 

severely and make ―the listener lose track of what is happening‖. Parentheticals do not have to be in 

past tense (I suspect), they can be imperative (don't forget) and they rarely have a negative predicate 

(I didn't suspect). 
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4 The verb vow 
 

In this chapter, I will first give the etymologies of vow1 and vow
2
 (from the OED). Then the OED is 

used to introduce the different senses and complement patterns of vow. Two other dictionaries are 

consulted after that as well as three major grammars, in order to find out more about vow and its 

complementation. 

4.1 Etymology of vow in the OED 

Vow has two separate entries in the OED (these primary senses are referred to as vow
1
 and vow

2
) 

and examining their etymologies gives us a better understanding of why this distinction is made. 

Since they have different etymologies, there is no doubt that they are two separate verbs, though 

sometimes hard to distinguish from each other. 

     Vow1 is an adaptation from Old French word vouer or vower and it is formed on the noun vou or 

vow. In its sense ―To dedicate, consecrate, or devote to some person or service‖ vow1 is comparable 

with one sense of the obsolete verb avow, v
2
 (the verb avow also has two entries in the OED, 

marked v
1
 and v

2
): ―To devote, consecrate, dedicate by a vow (a person or thing to God, or to some 

solemn purpose)‖. This sense of ‗dedicating‘, in addition to the more obvious sense of ‗promising‘, 

helps separate vow1 from vow
2
. 

     Vow
2
, on the other hand, is aphetic from the verb avow, v

1
. ‗Aphetic‘ means there has been a loss 

of an initial, in this case the unstressed vowel a-. Disregarding the obsolete uses of avow, v
1
, its five 

different senses are as follow: 

1. trans. To own or acknowledge (a person) as one's own. 

2. trans. To declare (as a thing one can vouch for); to affirm, maintain (a thing which others 

might deny). Const. simple obj., subord. clause, absol. Obs. or arch., but surviving in some 

uses of vow. 

 

3. trans. To own, acknowledge, admit, or confess (facts, statements, or opinions, that one 

might himself conceal or deny). Const. as in 2. 

 

4. refl. and pass. To confess one's identity, declare oneself. 

 

5. Law. To justify or maintain (an act done, spec. a distress, for rent taken in one's own 

right). 
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Of these, 2 and 3 are interesting, since they are no longer used with avow, but survive with vow
2
. 

Used in the sense ―To affirm or assert solemnly; to asseverate, to declare‖ vow
2
 is comparable with 

the above sense 2 of avow. The senses of ‗declaring‘, ‗confessing‘ and ‗asserting‘ help separate vow2 

from vow
1
. 

     It is stated in the etymology of vow
2
 that in the sense of ―To affirm or assert solemnly; to 

asseverate, to declare‖ vow
2 
is ―sometimes not clearly distinguishable from vow1‖. This probably 

relates to direct objects, since infinitives are only used with vow1 and there are also ways to 

distinguish the right sense of vow when it is complemented by e.g. a subordinate clause (see 

sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2). 

4.2 Vow in the OED 

As noted in the previous section, vow has two separate entries in the OED and they both have a set 

of subsenses. Vow
1
 has the basic meaning of 'promising, making a vow, devoting'.  Vow

2
 on the 

other hand, has the meaning of 'affirming, asserting, declaring'. There is thus a clear semantic 

difference between the senses, but it is still sometimes difficult to identify the correct sense (and 

most often grammars and studies only concentrate on vow
1
 and especially on its to-infinitive 

complementation). 

  4.2.1 Vow
1 

The OED lists four subsenses for vow
1
. The first subsense, 'to promise or undertake', is divided into 

groups (a-d) according to the complements vow
1 

takes in this subsense. The complements are 

subordinate clauses (and similar), infinitive clauses, direct objects (usually NPs, but adverbs are 

also possible) and cognate objects (meaning that the verb vow is complemented by the nominal 

vow). Examples (1-4) are illustrations of all the mentioned complement types in order: 

(1) Aulus..vowed that he would raise a temple to Castor and to Pollux,..if they would aid him 

to win the battle. (1838 ARNOLD) 

 

 (2) He secretly vowed to defend her fame and protect her peace at the sacrifice of every 

 other consideration. (1797 MRS. RADCLIFFE) 
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(3) The whole French soul vowed from that moment the capture of Constantina.  

(1848 W. K. KELLY) 

 

 (4) For weal of those they love, To pray the prayer, and vow the vow. (1808 SCOTT) 

 

     Most declarative complements of vow
1 

have modals (will, would, should, etc.) in them and they 

are future-oriented. The semantics of vow
1 

require future morphology in its sentential complements 

(cf. Noonan 1985, 89), but as we will see, vow
2 

does not. 

     According to the OED, ―the subject of the subordinate clause may be different from that of the 

verb itself‖ – thus they do not always have a non-finite counterpart. Infinitive complements only 

appear with vow
1 

and in these the subject is not explicitly mentioned. The direct object complement 

is usually an NP, as in (3), but it can be an adverb as well: 

 (5) With solemn Curses and Imprecations upon themselves and Posterities, who should 

 detract any of the Tythes so vowed and granted. (1737 GENTL. MAG.) 

 

     The second subsense of vow
1
, 'to devote to', is divided into the groups (a-c), the last of which is 

obsolete. The group (a) is the umbrella group 'to devote to' and the group (b) is restricted to 

reflexive constructions. Both thus have the complement pattern NP + to + NP but in the group (b) 

the first NP is restricted to reflexive pronouns and sometimes the preposition into is used instead of 

to. It should be noticed that in this subsense the direct object is usually +animate and the indirect 

object (to + NP) is –animate. Group (a) is exemplified in (6) and group (b) in (7). 

 (6) He to heaven was vowed Through his industrious life. (1843 WORDSW.) 

 

(7) My safety, my lord,..I cast behind me as a regardless thing when I vowed myself to this 

enterprise. (1826 SCOTT) 

 

In this subsense of vow
1
 the complement pattern NP + to + NP often appears in a passive 

construction, as in (6). 

     The third subsense of vow
1
, 'to make a threat', is quite self-explanatory. It always has a direct NP 

object with a threatening meaning. The OED mentions the words injury, vengeange, hatred and 

revenge, but there could be other possibilities, too. The third subsense is illustrated in (8): 
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(8) In vain did he protest and vow vengeance upon his rebellious subjects.  

(1912 A. MCCORMICK) 

 

In (8) we need to notice that upon his rebellious subjects is dependent on the noun vengeance, not 

the verb vow. However, if there is a clear possibility that the act of vowing is actually being 

performed to someone, it will be analyzed as the pattern NP + to + NP. This pattern is in a way 

opposite to the superficially same pattern NP + to + NP above (see (6-7)) in that the direct object is 

usually –animate and the indirect object is +animate. In (9) we have an example from the OED that 

could perhaps be mistaken for the pattern NP + to + NP, especially because it is further complicated 

by relativization: 

 (9) In spite of the profound hatred which I had vowed to the pacha, I could not embrace the 

 cause of the French. (1839 tr. LAMARTINE'S TRAV. EAST) 

 

Though it is not overtly mentioned, it is very unlikely that the hatred is vowed directly to ‗the 

pacha‘, which the OED defines as 'A Turkish officer of high rank, as a military commander or 

provincial governor‘. Rather, hatred is vowed towards the pacha. Thus the complement in (9) would 

simply be a NP. 

     The fourth subsense, 'make a vow' is intransitive. Thus it cannot take an object, but can have a 

PP complement (though it can appear without any complements): 

(10) She answer'd,..‗I have not vow'd against the holy state‘. (1812 CRABBE) 

 

     Table I shows the whole definitions of the subsenses as well as examples from the OED of the 

different types of complements they take (excluding illustrations prior to the 18
th

 century). I have 

also listed the complement types in the rightmost column.  
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Subsenses Groups Examples from the OED Complements 

1. trans. To 

promise or 

undertake 

solemnly, spec. 

by a vow to a 

deity or saint; to 

swear. 

a. With 

subordinate 

clause (or 

equivalent). 

1) Quoth I, ‗Before I sleep a wink, I vow I'll 

close it‘. (1785 BURNS) 

 

2) I vow'd that could I gain her, our fair 

Queen..should make your Enid burst 

Sunlike from cloud. (1859 TENNYSON) 

- bare declarative 

 

 

- that-declarative 

b. With 

infinitive. 

3) He secretly vowed to defend her fame 

and protect her peace at the sacrifice of 

every other consideration.  

(1797 MRS. RADCLIFFE) 

- to-infinitive 

c. With direct 

object. 

4) With solemn Curses and Imprecations 

upon themselves and Posterities, who 

should detract any of the Tythes so vowed 

and granted. (1737 GENTL. MAG.) 

 

5) The whole French soul vowed from that 

moment the capture of Constantina.  

(1848 W. K. KELLY) 

 

6) Then, Peleus' son..two Winds in 

prayer..invoked.., to each Vowing large 

sacrifice. (1791 COWPER) 

- Adverb 

 

 

 

 

- NP 

 

 

 

- NP + to + NP  

d. With cognate 

object. 

7) For weal of those they love, To pray the 

prayer, and vow the vow. (1808 SCOTT) 

 

8) Whenever I voluntarily vow a vow to 

thee, give me grace to vow with all the due 

caution I can. (1711 KEN) 

- NP [a 

vow/vows] 

 

 

- NP [a 

vow/vows] +  

to + NP 

2. To dedicate, 

consecrate, or 

devote to some 

person or 

service. 

a. - 9) He to heaven was vowed Through his 

industrious life. (1843 WORDSW.) 

- NP + to + NP 

b. refl. Also 

const. into. 

10) My safety, my lord,..I cast behind me as 

a regardless thing when I vowed myself to 

this enterprise. (1826 SCOTT) 

- NP [refl.] + 

(in)to + NP 

 

3. To make a solemn resolve or 

threat to inflict (injury), exact 

(vengeance), harbour (hatred), 

etc. 

11) In vain did he protest and vow 

vengeance upon his rebellious subjects. 

(1912 A. MCCORMICK) 

 

- NP [revenge, 

vengeance, etc.] 

 

 

 

4. intr. To make a vow or solemn 

undertaking; to bind oneself by a 

vow. 

13) Because the hall was all in tumult some 

Vowing, and some protesting.  

(1867 TENNYSON) 

 

14) She answer'd,..‗I have not vow'd against 

the holy state‘. (1812 CRABBE) 

- Ø-complement 

 

 

 

- PREP. [for, 

against] + NP 

Table I: Subsenses, groups and complement types of vow
1 
in the OED 



34 

 

 

 

 

If we count bare declaratives and that-declaratives separately, and do not pay attention to the 

specific types of NPs, there are eight different complement patterns for vow
1
 found in the OED: 

1.Bare declarative 

2.That-declarative 

3.To-infinitive 

4.NP 

5.NP + to + NP 

6.PP [PREP. + NP] 

7.Adverb 

8.Ø-complement 

     Table II shows a modified and simplified set of complements of vow
1
. We can see that vow

1
 

selects sentential complements only in the first sense, ‗to promise or undertake‘. In addition to the 

eight complement patterns found in the OED, Rudanko has mentioned the pattern to + NP + to-

infinitive (see (13) in section 3.2.1), which would naturally occur in the first sense (the pattern is 

given in brackets in Table II since there were no examples of it in the OED), and Biber et al. 

mentioned the pattern to + NP + that-clause (entails both bare and that-declaratives) (see section 

3.2.1), which would also occur in the first sense, being a sentential complement. There were no 

relevant examples of sentential complements with the initial to + NP in the OED (thus the patterns 

are given in brackets in Table II), but they can be expected to be found in our data. 

Sense Complements 

1. To promise or undertake. 

 

- to-infinitive 

- (to + NP + to-infinitive) 

- bare declarative 

- (to + NP + bare declarative) 

- that-declarative 

- (to + NP + that-declarative) 

- NP 

- NP + to + NP 

- Adverb 

2. To devote to. - NP + (in)to + NP 

3. To make a threat. - NP 

4. To make a vow. - PP 

- Ø complement 

Table II: Simplified senses and complements of vow
1
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  4.2.2 Vow
2 

The OED lists two subsenses for vow
2
. The first one of these ('to acknowledge, admit') is obsolete 

(with the last illustration from 1560) and thus irrelevant for this study. The second subsense ('to 

affirm or assert solemnly; to asseverate, to declare') has been further divided to groups (a-c). I will 

refer to these groups as follows: 

 (a) 'to affirm/declare' 

 (b) 'I vow' 

 (c) 'assertion of a feeling' 

 

     In the group 'to affirm/declare' the sentential complements (only that-declaratives in the OED) 

are usually in the past tense or present/contemporaneous tense, and appear without modals. As with 

vow
1
, the tense possibilities of vow

2
 are restricted due to the semantics of the verb (cf. Noonan 

1985, 89): 

(11) She vowed that it was a delightful ball. (1848 THACKERAY) 

 

The other complement pattern in this group is NP + NP where the first NP (a direct object) can be 

either an objective personal pronoun, as in (12), or a reflexive pronoun, as in (13). 

(12) The knights of the neighbourhood ... had all vowed him the most gallant of warriors.  

(1865 KINGSLEY) 

 

 (13) Giue me thy hand, I vowe myselfe thy friend. (1592 SOLIMAN & PERS.) 

It should be noticed that (13) is from the year 1592. However, the pattern NP [refl.] + NP is not 

mentioned to be obsolete, so there is a possibility that the pattern is found in the data.  

     The group (b), 'I vow', is somewhat peculiar. Mainly it differs from the group 'to affirm/declare' 

by the use of the first person singular subject and the verb in the present tense. In this matter it acts 

very much like parentheticals (cf. Noonan 1985, 86). However, it is usually placed sentence 

initially, which allows the interpretation that it is not a reporting frame. In this thesis, I vow is 

analysed as a parenthetical only when it appears medially or at the end of a clause.  

     All declarative clause complements (from 18
th

 century onward) in the group 'I vow' are bare 

declaratives whereas in the group 'to affirm/declare' they were all that-declaratives. The reason for 
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the lack of that-declaratives could be the parenthetical-like use of I vow – parentheticals cannot 

appear with the complementizer that (Noonan 1985, 86). In this thesis, I will analyse all tokens with 

I vow as belonging to the group 'I vow', even if there is a that-declarative complement (unless, of 

course, it should exemplify vow
1
 (e.g. I vow (that) I will never do it)).  

'to affirm/declare':  

(14) My wife vowed that a handsome looking-glass was a necessary of life to her.  

(1833 H. MARTINEAU) 

 

'I vow':  

(15) I vow I was glad to take to my heels and split home. (1790 R. TYLER) 

There is a note about 'I vow' in the OED: ―In later use chiefly U.S.‖. Since I have used all-British 

corpora, there might be a decline of 'I vow' in the more recent data. 

     The last group, 'assertion of a feeling', has either an NP complement or the pattern NP + to + NP: 

(16) The children of despair and poverty..Do passionately vow their gratitude.  

(1816 J. WILSON) 

 

(17) To her again they vow their truth, and are again believed. (1742 GRAY) 

 

It might be difficult to distinguish clauses belonging to this group from the group ‗promise or 

undertake‘ of vow
1
 that also takes direct objects as complements, since they are sometimes not only 

syntactically but also semantically similar. Consider, for example, the following: 

(18) Vow
2
:  

The children of despair and poverty Do passionately vow their gratitude.  

(1816 J. WILSON) 

 

(19) Vow
1
:  

He speaks not of such as have vowed Chastity, but of other Christians.  

(1753 CHALLONER) 

 

Both of the above examples have an NP complement that denotes feeling or quality. Sentence (18) 

could easily be paraphrased without much change in meaning: The children ... do passionately vow 

“we are grateful”. Same could be done with (19), but with a change in meaning: He speaks not of 

such as have vowed “I am/We are chaste”, but of other Christians. It is syntactically correct, but it 

does not involve a promise of chastity but simply a declaration of being chaste. If it is paraphrased 
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...such as have vowed “I/We will be chaste”... it seems to convey the meaning of (19) better. We can 

see a promise in the reported speech and it has a modal, just like most of the declarative clause 

complements of vow
1
. Furthermore, (18) could not be paraphrased the same way without a change 

in meaning: The children ... do passionately vow “we will be grateful”.  

     Another way to test the correct sense is to simply replace vow with promise: if the formulated 

sentence ―makes sense‖ (as in (20a), the correct sense would be ‗promise or undertake‘ of vow
1
  

(20)  a. He speaks not of such as have promised Chastity, …  

b. ?The children of despair and poverty Do passionately promise their gratitude.  

These ―tests‖ will help in deciding on the correct sense, although they are not fool-proof and might 

still require the help of intuition, especially when vow is used to convey a threat rather than a 

promise. 

Subsenses Groups Examples from the OED Complements 

2. To affirm 

or assert 

solemnly; to 

asseverate, to 

declare. 

a. - 1) She vowed that it was a delightful 

ball. (1848 THACKERAY) 

 

2) The knights of the neighbourhood 

.. had all vowed him the most 

gallant of warriors. (1865 

KINGSLEY) 

 

3)Giue me thy hand, I vowe myselfe 

thy friend. (1592 SOLIMAN & 

PERS.) 

- that-declarative 

 

 

 

- NP + NP 

 

 

 

 

- NP [refl.] + NP 

b. I vow, used to 

strengthen an 

assertion. 

4) I vow I was glad to take to my 

heels and split home. (1790 R. 

TYLER) 

- bare declarative 

c. To make solemn 

assertion of (a 

feeling or quality). 

5) The children of despair and 

poverty..Do passionately vow their 

gratitude. (1816 J. WILSON) 

 

6) To her again they vow their truth, 

and are again believed. (1742 

GRAY) 

- NP [feeling/quality] 

 

 

 

- NP [feeling/quality] + to + 

NP 

Table III: Subsenses, groups and complement types of vow
2
 in the OED 

     Table III shows the whole definition of the one relevant subsense of vow
2
 and the three groups it 

is divided into. I have also listed the complement types found in the OED in the rightmost column. 
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Again, if we count bare declaratives and that-declaratives separately and ignore the specific NPs, 

we have five different complement patterns for vow
2
: 

1.Bare declarative 

2.That-declarative 

3.NP 

4.NP + NP 

5.NP + to + NP 

     Table IV shows a modified and simplified set of complements of vow
2
 (notice that 1-3 all have 

the basic sense of ‗affirming/declaring‘ but from now on the subsenses will be analysed as separate 

senses). In the first sense, ‗to affirm or declare‘, bare declaratives are given in brackets, since there 

were no relevant examples of bare declaratives given for this group in the OED, but it is likely that 

they do appear in this sense (there was one example of a bare declarative from the year 1656). 

     There were no relevant examples of declarative clause complements with the initial to + NP in 

the OED concerning vow
2
, but there is a possibility that we will find them in our data (the patterns 

were found in a couple of examples from the 17
th

 century in the OED). The patterns to + NP + bare 

declarative and to + NP + that-declarative are thus given in brackets in Table IV. 

Sense Complements 

1. To affirm or declare. - (bare declarative) 

- that-declarative 

- (to + NP + that-declarative) 

- NP + NP 

2. I vow - bare declarative 

- (to + NP + bare declarative) 

3. Assertion of a feeling. - NP 

- NP + to + NP 

Table IV: Simplified senses and complements of vow
2
 

4.3 Vow in other dictionaries 

I decided to consult two other dictionaries for this thesis in order to see if their definitions of vow 

differ from the OED in a significant way. The dictionaries were Collins Cobuild Advanced 

Learner's English Dictionary (henceforth Collins Cobuild) and Longman Dictionary of the English 

Language (henceforth Longman). It was interesting to notice that only Longman mentions, however 

briefly, the other sense of vow, that of 'affirming, asserting, declaring'. 
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     Collins Cobuild had the following definition of vow: ―If you vow to do something, you make a 

serious promise or decision that you will do it.‖ This definition corresponds with the first subsense 

of vow
1 

in the OED ('to promise or undertake'). No other senses or subsenses are defined, but four 

complement patterns are listed (similar to the complements listed for the first subsense of vow
1 

in 

the OED). The complement patterns mentioned were the to-infinitives, that-clauses and nouns, as 

well as ―with quote‖. The illustration of ―with quote‖ has a parenthetical so it is not actually a case 

of complementation: 

 (21) 'I'll kill him,' she vowed. 

The other illustrations were straightforward: 

 (22) While many models vow to go back to college, few do. 

 (23) I solemnly vowed that someday I would return. 

 (24) They have vowed a quick and decisive response. 

 

     In accordance with the OED, Longman has two entries for vow. Vow
1
 is said to be a transitive 

verb, but the intransitive use of vow
1
 is also mentioned. There are three subsenses of vow

1
 according 

to Longman (in addition to the intransitive): 

 1 to promise solemnly; swear    

 2 to dedicate or consecrate by a vow 

 3 to resolve to bring about <~revenge> 

All three subsenses are familiar from the OED. The definition of vow
2
 is simply ―to avow, declare‖. 

However, Longman obviously acknowledges the different etymologies of vow
1 

and vow
2
. No 

illustrations are given of either sense. 

     Collins Cobuild and Longman did not give any ―new‖ information on vow. They covertly 

suggest, however, that vow
1 

could be more common than vow
2
, especially in the sense of promising. 

4.4 Vow in grammars 

Three grammars were consulted for this essay: A Comprehensive Grammar of the English 

Language by Quirk et al. (1985), The Cambridge Grammar of the English Language by Huddleston 

and Pullum (2002) and Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written English by Biber et al (1999). 

     The grammars were consulted for learning more about the possible complement patterns for 



40 

 

 

 

 

vow. There was not a large amount of information on vow in the grammars, but they were still of 

help to this thesis. 

     Quirk et al. (1985, 1180) treat vow as ―a speech act verb introducing indirect statements‖. Other 

speech act verbs would be, for example, say, agree, and guarantee. ―Indirect statements‖ entail 

that-clause complements (both bare and that-declaratives). Quirk et al. (ibid. 1181) also state that 

the verb takes to-infinitive complements and that it is possible to have vow in direct speech, as in 

(25), which exemplifies the parenthetical use: 

(25) ―I will revenge her death‖, vowed John. 

Quirk et al. (ibid. 1187) mention that when there is a subjectless infinitive clause as a direct object, 

―the 'understood' subject of the infinitive clause is always the same as the subject of the 

superordinate clause‖. Vow takes this kind of complementation, but subjectless -ing clauses and to-

infinitive clauses with a subject do not appear with vow (ibid. 1188). 

     Biber et al. (1999, 663-665) list vow as a speech act verb, but mention that it is far less common 

[in the LSWE Corpus] than verbs such as say, ask, declare and promise. Possible complements 

mentioned for vow are that-clauses and the pattern to + NP + that-clause (but not the pattern NP + 

that-clause). It is noteworthy that the latter complement pattern has not been mentioned in previous 

sources (although it has already been mentioned in this thesis on in section 3.2.1). It is also 

mentioned in Biber et al. (1999, 693) that speech act verbs take infinitive clauses. Unrelated to 

complementation, vow is said to be frequent (in present perfect) in news reportage (ibid. 463). Thus, 

it might be fruitful to study vow in the informative domain of the BNC or some other corpus with 

texts from newspapers, even though it was not deemed necessary for this particular study. 

     Huddleston and Pullum (2002, 65) introduce the term 'catenative construction'. It means that 

catenative verbs link with other verbs and form ―a chain, or concatenation, of verbs followed by 

non-finite complements, as in She intends to try to persuade him to help her redecorate her flat.‖. 

Huddleston and Pullum view these as ―a distinct type of complement‖. It will be interesting to see if 
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catenative constructions are found in the corpus data, since vow
1
 belongs to the group of catenative 

verbs. 

     However, we might be even more interested in seeing whether catenative constructions are 

avoided, especially in the more recent data. This is due to the horror aequi principle (Rohdenburg 

2003, 236), which involves the ―tendency to avoid the use of formally (near-) identical and (near-) 

adjacent (non-coordinate) grammatical elements or structures‖. Rohdenburg (ibid.) says that the 

tendency to use to-infinitives as verbal links increases the production of ―undesirable sequence of 

marked infinitives‖. Usually, when there is a sequence of non-finite verb phrases, the to-infinitive is 

followed by an –ing clause or the other way around (Vosberg 2003b, 315). However, there are other 

ways of avoiding repetition, too. For example, the sequence to wait to see is nowadays replaced by 

to wait and see (ibid. 238). There could also be some added items between the infinitives, as in to 

wait a bit to see (ibid). Thus, the above mentioned monstrous catenative construction could be 

rephrased, for example, as She intends to try and persuade him to help her redecorate her flat 

(although, the construction try + and + verb stem is still avoided in formal written registers 

(Rohdenburg 2003, 240). It is possible to use NP objects instead of sentential complementation (e.g. 

translation instead of to translate), but it is rare (Vosberg 2003b, 320). The horror aequi principle is 

involved in the change of the grammar of English complementation, because it creates an 

environment in which new constructions may be established earlier (e.g. the and + verb stem) and 

where, on the other hand, some otherwise obsolete constructions can survive longer (Rohdenburg 

2003, 243). 

     In addition to the group of catenative verbs, vow
1
 belongs to the group where the verb can only 

appear in simple construction, takes a to-infinitival complement (as opposed to –ing clause) and has 

an ordinary subject (as opposed to a raised subject) (Huddleston and Pullum 2002, 1227). Below are 

examples of a simple construction in (26) (the complement immediately follows the verb) and a 

complex construction in (27) (there is an extra NP in the middle). The (a) sentences are from 
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Huddleston and Pullum (2002, 1229) and I have formulated the (b) sentences with vow: 

(26)  a. They chose not to answer.  b. They vowed not to answer. 

(27)  a. They chose Kim to lead the party. b. *They vowed Kim to lead the party. 

This, of course, corresponds with what Quirk et al. (1985, 1226) said: The to-infinitive does not 

appear with an explicit subject with vow. The subject is understood to be the same as in the matrix 

clause. The non-finite complement also has a finite alternant and with vow
1
, it contains the modal 

will. Nowadays the reduced non-finite alternant is used more often (Leech et al. 2009, 182) – thus 

(26b) would be preferred over (28). 

(28) They vowed that they would not answer. 

Unlike the to-infinitive complement, a that-declarative complement can have a different subject 

from the subject of the matrix clause: 

 (29) They vowed that she would not answer. 

Apart from the pattern to + NP + that-clause, the grammars did not introduce any new types of 

complements, unless we would decide to make a distinction between to-infinitive complements and 

catenative constructions. 
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5 Methodology 
 

In the following chapters, I will analyse the data that was collected from the corpora, starting from 

the oldest material and moving on to the present day data. Each chapter begins with an introduction 

to the set of data, including discarded items. After the introduction, I will analyse the 

complementation of vow, beginning with a table with all the found complements as well as an 

overall look on the division of complements between vow
1
 and vow

2
. The structure of the table is 

the same in each chapter: it shows all of the complement patterns found in the data in the leftmost 

column (with sentential complements on the top, followed by non-sentential complements and 

lastly Ø-complement on the bottom) and the raw numbers, the percentages and the normalized 

frequencies of each complement type found, with vow
1
 on the left and vow

2
 on the right.  

     I will then analyse the data in detail: first the tokens concerning vow
1
 and then vow

2
, in separate 

sections. These sections will follow the order of the complement types in the tables, so that 

sentential complements are analysed first and Ø-complements last. In the analysis, I will give 

examples from the data and concentrate on complexity factors (e.g. insertions and extractions). The 

findings are then summarized and discussed in chapter 10. 
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6 Vow in the CLMETEV: Part I (1710-1780)  
 

In this chapter, I will analyse the authentic historical data from the first part of the CLMETEV. After 

presenting the numbers of tokens and some of the discarded items, I will identify, examine and 

count the different complement types of vow. Then I will move onto identifying the senses of vow 

found in the data. 

     There were 3,037,607 words and a total of 117 tokens of vow and its inflected forms in the first 

part of the CLMETEV. Out of these, 64 were useful for this study and thus the normalized 

frequency of the verb vow was 21.07 per one million words. The discarded items were mostly 

nominal uses of vow – for example, out of 34 tokens of vows, only one had vows as a verb. Below 

are a couple of examples: 

(1) ... He had gone too far with her now to be able to draw back, therefore could not avoid 

repeating the vows he before had made, ... 

(Haywood, 1744, The Fortunate Foundlings) 

 

(2) ... Yet deeming this amour incongruous with the holy vow of arms by which he was 

bound, he determined to conceal their nuptials ... 

(Walpole, 1764, The Castle of Otranto) 

 

Three tokens exemplified the parenthetical use of vow, as in (3), and there was also one case of 

vowed acting as an adjective, shown in (4). 

(3) ... neither can I descern any engaging charm in his countenance, which, I vow to God, is, 

on the contrary, very hard-favoured and forbidding.' ...  

(Smollett, 1771, The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker) 

 

(4) ... to return his beloved William's vowed affection, and to claim his friendship on terms 

of equality." ... 

 (Reeve, 1777, The Old English Baron) 

 
There was one case of vow in the data where vow is actually a misspelling (on purpose, I suppose) 

of the French word vous ('formal you'). It shows that you never know what you might find when 

collecting data from a corpus: 

 (5) ... by a French freezer -- Parley vow Francey -- Vee madmansell -- I now carries my 

 head higher than arrow private gentlewoman of Vales. 

 (Smollett, 1771, The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker) 
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6.1 Complementation 

We need to look at the complementation of vow
1
 and vow

2
 separately. However, first I will present a 

table of the found complements (both verbs), with numbers (actual number, percentage and 

normalized frequency, NF). 

COMPLEMENT VOW
1 

(total) 

VOW
1 

(%) 

VOW
1 

(NF) 

VOW
2 

(total) 

VOW
2 

(%) 

VOW
2 

(NF) 

Bare declarative 10 15.6 3.29 11 17.2 3.62 

That-declarative 0 0.0 0.00 2 3.1 0.66 

to + NP + bare 

declarative 

0 0.0 0.00 6 9.4 1.98 

to + NP + that-

declarative 

3 4.7 0.99 0 0.0 0.00 

To-inf. 12 18.8 3.95 0 0.0 0.00 

to + NP + to-inf. 1 1.6 0.33 0 0.0 0.00 

NP 7 10.9 2.30 1 1.6 0.33 

NP + NP 0 0.0 0.00 1 1.6 0.33 

NP + to + NP 2 3.1 0.66 1 1.6 0.33 

to + NP + NP 2 3.1 0.66 0 0.0 0.00 

PP 1 1.6 0.33 0 0.0 0.00 

Ø complement 4 6.3 1.32 0 0.0 0.00 

TOTAL 42 66 13.83 22 34 7.24 

Table V: Complements of vow in 1710-1780 

Overall, in 1710-1780 the normalized frequency of the verb vow was 21.07 words per 1,000,000 

words. The division between vow
1
 and vow

2
 was 66 % (NF of 13.83) and 34 % (NF of 7.24), 

respectively. The to-infinitive of vow
1
 is the most frequent complement with 18.8 % (NF of 3.95). 

The bare declarative of vow
2
 is the second most frequent complement with 17.2 % (NF of 3.62). In 

general, bare declarative complements (with or without the initial to + NP) seem to be most 

common type of complement of vow, constituting 42.2 % of all the complements. A little over 70 % 

of all the complements are sentential (exact percentage 70.3 %). If we look at the verbs separately, 

the percentages are 61.9 % for vow
1
 and 86.4 % for vow

2
. 
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  6.1.1 Complementation of vow
1
 

A total of eleven different complement patterns were found for vow
1
 from the OED and other 

sources (see Table II in section 4.2.1).  Eight of them were found in the corpus data from 1710-1780 

(the complements not found were that-declaratives, adverbs and the pattern to + NP + bare 

declarative). There was also one new complement pattern found, to + NP + NP, with two tokens. 

     There were 42 tokens with vow
1
 found in the first part of the CLMETEV. Sentential 

complements, 26 of them, constitute 61.9 % of the complements of vow
1
. Bare declarative 

complements, as in (6), were fairly common with ten tokens (23.8 % of the complements vow
1
). 

(6) ... but he vowed he could not answer for himself if he saw the face of Mrs. Ellison. ... 

(Fielding, 1751, Amelia) 

 

All bare declarative complements, apart from one (see (7)), had a personal pronoun as the subject of 

the subordinate clause (henceforth the complement subject), which partly explains why the 

complementizer that was not used in these tokens. One token had an insertion and one had an 

extraction (relativization): 

(7) ... "That part of her denunciation of vengeance which concerned my lord's leaving the 

house she vowed should be executed immediately; ...  

(Fielding, 1751, Amelia) 

 

     Most declarative complements of vow
1
 have a modal verb (mostly will, would, could and should) 

following the complement subject. This can be helpful when deciding on the sense of vow in some 

problematic cases. Sometimes, however, one must take the context into consideration in order to 

decide on whether the complement is that of vow
1
 or vow

2
. 

(8) ... I said something mutteringly, and he vowed he would hear it. I begged excuse; but he 

insisted upon it. Why, then, said I, if your honour must know, I said, ... (Richardson, 1740, 

Pamela) 

 

For example, (8) does not demonstrate a clear case of vow
1
, but we can see from the context, from 

he insisted upon it and if your honour must know, that it is a case (though a very curious one) of 

vow
1
. Without context, it could have been interpreted as he vowed he was able to hear it, thus being 

a case of vow
2
. 
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     There were no tokens with that-declaratives, save from three tokens with the pattern to + NP + 

that-declarative. The complement subjects were all personal pronouns. Two of the tokens had an 

insertion, one before (address) and one after (conditional clause) the complementizer that: 

(9) ... He said, taking my hand, Now will I vow to you, my dear Pamela, that I will leave you 

the moment I see you better, and pacified. ...  

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

(10) ... She made her ladies vow to her, that if she should lie senseless, they would not sit 

down in the room before she was dead. ...  

(Walpole, 1735-48, Letters 1735-1748) 

 

     The most common type of complement was the to-infinitive with twelve tokens – they make up 

28.6 % of the complements vow
1
. Half of the tokens had no complexity factors, as in (11):  

(11) ... "The most bitter hatred took possession of my breast, and I vowed to revenge the 

supposed injury as soon as opportunity should offer. ...  

(Reeve, 1777, The Old English Baron) 

 

Three of the tokens had a negated complement (all with never), as in (12) and (14), and three had an 

adverbial insertion, as in (13). 

(12) ... he fell on his knees, vowing never to rise till his request was granted. ... 

(Cibber, 1753, The Lives of the Poets) 

 

(13) ... I never pleaded more strongly the merits and intercession of Him who I know is 

worthy--never vowed more sincerely to be the Lord's, and to accept of Christ, ...  

(Doddridge, 1750, The Life of Col. James Gardiner) 

 

Extraction (topicalization) was found in only one token: 

(14) ... But these you had vowed never to grant while your daughter was living, ... 

(Goldsmith, 1766, The Vicar of Wakefield) 

 

There was also one token with the pattern to + NP + to-infinitive: 

(15) ... Haunted by his guilt he vowed to St. Nicholas to found a church and two convents, if 

he lived to reach Otranto. ... (Walpole, 1764, The Castle of Otranto) 

 

     In twelve of the tokens (28.6 %) vow
1
 selected a non-sentential complement. Non-sentential 

complements are thus far less frequent than sentential complements. Even the simple NP 

complement, as in (16), was only found seven times. Even more so, five out of seven times this 

construction was found in the sense 'make a threat', as in (17). 
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(16) ... and if nobody will have thee, thou must vow penitence, and be as humble as I once 

thought thee. ... (Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

 (17) ... and rode full speed, vowing the utmost vengeance against poor Sophia, if he should 

 but overtake her. ... (Fielding, 1749, Tom Jones) 

 

Notice that in (17) the prepositional phrase against poor Sophia is dependent on the noun 

vengeance, not the verb vowing. It is thus analysed as an NP and not as NP + PP. There were, 

however, two tokens where the complement pattern was NP + to + NP, as in (18): 

(18) ... A parcel of warm hearts and inexperienced heads, heated by convivial mirth, and 

possibly a little too much wine, vow, and really mean at the time, eternal friendships to each 

other, and indiscreetly pour out their whole souls ... (Chesterfield, 1746-71, Letters to His 

Son on the Art) 

 

The analysis of (18) as vow
1
 is justified by its future orientation (denoted by eternal). Also, vow 

could be replaced by promise, which was found to be a useful test in deciding whether a direct 

object complement belongs to vow
1
 or vow

2
 (see section 4.2.2). The other token with the pattern NP 

+ to + NP is also worth mentioning, since it includes extraction (relativization) and, again, eternal is 

used to modify the direct object: 

(19) ... the occasion of his missing the happiest interview with Sophia, to whom he now 

vowed eternal constancy. ... (Fielding, 1749, Tom Jones) 

 

The other non-sentential complement patterns were to + NP + NP and PP.  

 

(20) ... O my dear obliging good girl, on my knees, as you on yours, I vow to you everlasting 

truth and fidelity! ... (Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

(21)... I have suffered a passion to enter my heart without her avowal -- but here I disclaim 

it; here I vow to heaven and her --" "My child! my child;" said Hippolita, "what words are 

these! ... (Walpole, 1764, The Castle of Otranto) 

 

The pattern to + NP + NP in (20) is perhaps used for stylistic reasons, since the length of the NP 

object surely does not explain the choice. The more typical pattern NP + to + NP (I vow everlasting 

truth and fidelity to you) could have been used here. In the case of (21), we do not know if the 

complement clause is supposed to continue (the pattern might actually be to + NP + NP/that-

clause/to-infinitive). Something is, of course, vowed, but in this case we need to analyse vow as 

intransitive, with a PP complement. 
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     Four more tokens had an intransitive use of vow and all of them had a Ø-complement, 

exemplified below: 

(22) ... Hush, said she, don't vow, I beg you for too well will you keep it, I know by 

experience, if you do. ... (Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

(23) ...  Edmund was so much affected that he could not answer but in broken sentences. 

"Oh my friend, my master! I vow, I promise, my heart promises!" ... (Reeve, 1777, The Old 

English Baron) 

 

In (23) it is brought to our attention that Edmund answers in broken sentences (what is vowed is left 

out) and thus the intransitive use of vow is well justified. 

  6.1.2 Complementation of vow
2
 

A total of seven different complement patterns were found for vow
2
 from the OED and other 

sources (see Table IV in section 4.2.2). Six of them were found in the corpus data from 1710-1780 

(the pattern not found was to + NP + that-declarative). 

     There were 22 tokens found with vow
2
 in the first part of the CLMETEV. Sentential 

complements, 19 of them, constitute 86.4 % of the complements. With 11 tokens (50.0 %), bare 

declaratives, as in (24), were the most common complements of vow
2
. 

(24) ...  I beseech you, quoth my uncle Toby, to tell me which is the blind gut; for, old as I 

am, I vow I do not know to this day where it lies. ...  

(Sterne, 1759-67, Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy) 

 

Insertions were found five times with bare declaratives. Four of the insertions expressed address, as 

in (25), and one, (26), had an adverbial insertion. 

(25) ...  I vow, Mr. Hardcastle, you're very particular. ...  

(Goldsmith, 1773, She Stoops to Conquer) 

 

All of the bare declarative complement clauses began with a personal pronoun, except one, (26), 

which began with an expletive pronoun. There were no extractions. 

(26) ... I vow, since inoculation began, there is no such thing to be seen as a plain woman; so 

one must dress a little particular, ...  

(Goldsmith, 1773, She Stoops to Conquer) 

 

     Bare declaratives with the initial to + NP, as in (27), were the next most common complements 

of vow
2
 with six tokens (27.3 %). 
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(27) ... My uncle's eyes gleamed, and his nether lip quivered, while he exclaimed, 'I vow to 

God, sir, your case is a reproach to the service ... (Smollett, 1771, The Expedition of 

Humphrey Clinker) 

 

Five of the six tokens with the pattern to + NP + bare declarative found in the first part of the 

CLMETEV had the construction I vow to God/Gad, as in (27). They were, however, from only two 

different authors. Thus it will be interesting to see whether vowing to God is frequent in the more 

recent data as well, and could possibly be seen as a special pattern that vow
2 

takes. A personal 

pronoun was the complement subject in five of the tokens with the pattern to + NP + bare 

declarative, as in (28). 

(28) ...  One hates a vulgar English poet: I vow t' ye, I should blush to show it To women de 

ma connoissance, Did not that agr`eable stance. ... (Walpole, 1735-48, Letters 1735-1748) 

 

Notice that in (28) I should blush to show is in a subjunctive mood that expresses opinion. Thus 

(28) is a case of vow
2 

and not vow
1 

despite the modal should. Insertions were found twice with the 

pattern to + NP + bare declarative, both expressing address (see (27)). There were no extractions. 

     Two tokens were found with a that-declarative complement and one of them had an insertion 

after the complementizer that: 

(29) ... I vow and protest, that of the two bad cassocks I am worth in the world, I would have 

given the better of them, ... 

(Sterne, 1759-67, Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy) 

 

Both that-declarative complements had a personal pronoun as the subject. One aspect worth 

mentioning is that vow is conjoined with the verb protest in (29). Consulting the OED (both senses 

of vow) reveals that vow can be conjoined, for example, with exclaim, declare and swear, in 

addition to protest, so conjoining vow with another verb seems to be a typical feature of vow. Quirk 

et al. (1985, 949) go as far as to suggest that two conjoined predicates could be treated as a single 

predicate or a single verb phrase, but I will treat them as two separate verbs. However, if certain 

pairs (such as vow and protest) seem to surface often in the data, they could perhaps be thought to 

form a single predicate. 
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     Non-sentential complements were found in only three tokens (13.6 %). The complement patterns 

found were NP, NP [refl.] + NP and NP + to + NP, all once. 

(30) ... how ill I had done to place my affections on so unworthy an object: I had vowed 

honour and love to your unworthiness, believing you a mirror of bashful modesty and 

unspotted innocence; ...  

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

Though the first non-sentential token, (30), could be analysed in a couple of ways (as vow
1
 or as an 

NP complement instead of the pattern NP + to + NP), I believe that the person in (30) is not vowing 

to honour and love someone, but has told someone (directly) that they honour and love them. The 

second non-sentential token (with an NP complement) shows relativization with that: 

(31) ...; and if you still retain the friendship for me that you have vowed from your infancy, 

you will detest a man who has been on the point of making me miserable for ever." ... 

(Walpole, 1764, The Castle of Otranto) 

 

Again, (31) could perhaps be analysed as vow
1
, but since the token refers to the past and it is more 

likely that someone has declared, rather than promised, to be someone‘s friend, it is analysed as 

vow
2 

here. The third non-sentential complement has the pattern NP + NP, where the first NP is a 

reflexive pronoun: 

(32) ... If he has Spanish gallantry in any proportion to his name, he will immediately come 

to England, and vow himself their knight. ... (Walpole, 1735-48, Letters 1735-1748) 

 

6.2 Senses 

There were 64 relevant tokens found in the first part of the CLMETEV. 66 % of the tokens were of 

the vow
1
-type and 34 % of the vow

2
-type. 

     There were 42 tokens of the vow
1
-type. A total of 32 tokens (76.2 % of vow

1
), belonged to the 

first sense of vow
1
 ('to promise or undertake'). None of the tokens belonged to the second sense ('to 

devote to'). There were five tokens in the third sense ('to make a threat') and five in the fourth sense 

(intransitive 'make a vow'). Table VI will show in more detail the division of the senses as well as 

examples of each sense from the first part of the CLMETEV. 
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SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to promise or 

undertake' 

Subordinate clause 1) ―he vowed he would take a writ 

out against him‖ (Fielding, 1751, 

Amelia) 

13 31.0 

Infinitive 2) ―he vowed on the earliest 

opportunity to get himself 

knighted‖ (Walpole, 1764, The 

Castle of Otranto) 

13 31.0 

Direct object 3) ―and if nobody will have thee, 

thou must vow penitence‖ 

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

6 14.3 

Cognate object - 0 0.0 

'to devote to' NP + to + NP - 0 0.0 

NP [refl.] + to + NP - 0 0.0 

'to make a threat' 4) ―and that night vowed revenge 

against Mr. Mountford‖ (Cibber, 

1753, The Lives of the Poets 3) 

5 11.9 

int. ‗make a vow‘ 5) ―I vow, I promise, my heart 

promises!‖ (Reeve, 1777, The 

Old English Baron) 

5 11.9 

TOTAL 42 100 

Table VI: The senses of vow
1
 in 1710-1780 

     There were 22 tokens of the vow
2
-type. Most of them, a total of 16 tokens (72.7 %), were of the 

type 'I vow'. Four tokens belonged to the umbrella group 'to affirm/declare' (which includes NP 

[refl.] + NP) and two tokens belonged to the group 'assertion of a feeling'. Table VII shows the 

division of the senses as well as examples of each sense from the first part of the CLMETEV. 

SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to affirm/declare' - 1) ―I vowed you was grown as 

strong as the Farnese Hercules‖ 

(Walpole 1735-48, Letters 1735-

1748) 

4 18.2 

'I vow' 2) ―I vow, Mr. Hastings, you are 

very entertaining‖ (Goldsmith, 

1773, She Stoops to Conquer) 

16 72.7 

'assertion of a 

feeling' 

3) ―I had vowed honour and love 

to your unworthiness‖ 

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

2 9.1 

TOTAL 22 100 

Table VII: The senses of vow
2
 in 1710-1780
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7 Vow in the CLMETEV: Part II (1780-1850) 

In this chapter I will analyse the authentic historical data from the second part of the CLMETEV. 

Again, the numbers of tokens and some of the discarded items are presented after which I will 

identify, examine and count the complement types and the senses of vow found in the data. 

     There were 5,723,988 words in the second part of the CLMETEV and 196 tokens of vow and its 

inflicted forms. Out of these, 89 tokens were relevant for this study. Again, most of the discarded 

items were nominal cases of vow. There were, however, five cases were vow was a parenthetical, 

thus unable to govern a complement. Below are a couple of examples, both direct reported speech 

(with the subject of the reporting frame postponed) and indirect reported speech (with the reporting 

frame inserted medially within the reported speech): 

(1) ... "I wish she would. I won't read the Washerwoman of Finchley Common," vowed 

Violet; and so saying, and avoiding a passage at the end ... 

(Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

(2) ... Her father shall see her, I vowed, and vowed again, if that devil be killed on his own 

door-stones in trying to prevent it!  ... 

(Brontë, 1847, Wuthering Heights) 

 

In addition to nouns and parentheticals, there was one case of vowed as an adjective, which was 

naturally discarded. 

7.1 Complementation 

A table of the found complements is presented in this section (Table VIII), after which the two 

senses of vow are studied separately. 

     In 1780-1850 the overall normalized frequency of the verb vow was 15.55 words per 1,000,000 

words. It has thus become 27.3 % less frequent than in 1710-1780 (or 5.85 words per million). The 

drop may not be substantial, but there is another change that cannot be overlooked: The two senses 

of vow have become even more noticeably different in frequency. Vow
1 

constitutes 73 % of the 

tokens and only 27 % of the tokens are of vow
2 

-type. This means there has been a 11 % rise in vow
1
 

and a 11 % decrease in vow
2 

compared to the numbers from 1710-1780. 
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COMPLEMENT VOW
1 

(total) 

VOW
1 

(%) 

VOW
1 

(NF) 

VOW
2 

(total) 

VOW
2 

(%) 

VOW
2 

(NF) 

Bare declarative 12 13.5 2.10 13 14.6 2.27 

That-declarative 9 10.1 1.57 9 10.1 1.57 

to + NP + bare 

declarative 

0 0.0 0.00 1 1.1 0.17 

to + NP + that-

declarative 

0 0.0 0.00 1 1.1 0.17 

To-inf. 14 15.7 2.45 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + to-inf. 1 1.1 0.17 0 0.0 0.00 

NP 17 19.1 2.97 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + to + NP 10 11.2 1.75 0 0.0 0.00 

to + NP + NP 1 1.1 0.17 0 0.0 0.00 

Ø complement 1 1.1 0.17 0 0.0 0.00 

TOTAL 65 73 11.36 24 27 4.19 

Table VIII: Complements of vow in 1780-1850 

     The most frequent complement, both senses taken into account, is the NP complement of vow
1
 

with 17 tokens (19.1 %). This is interesting, since in 1710-1780 only 10.9 % of the complements of 

vow
1
 were simple NP complements. At the same time, to-infinitive complements have stayed 

frequent with vow
1 

(15.7 %) as well as bare declarative complements (13.5 %). 

     The most frequent complement of vow
2 

is still the bare declarative with 13 tokens (14.6 %). Bare 

declaratives (with or without initial to + NP) continue to dominate the complementation of vow with 

29.2 %, but definitely not as clearly as in 1710-1780, when the percentage was 44.8 %. 

     Sentential complements are still much more common than non-sentential complements, with 67 

% and 32 % respectively (the remaining one percent are Ø-complements). The percentage of 

sentential complements for vow
1
 is 55.4 % and 100 % for vow

2
. It seems that non-sentential 

complements have become extremely rare (or even obsolete) with vow
2
 while at the same time 

increasing with vow
1
. 
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  7.1.1 Complementation of vow
1 

Of the eleven different complement patterns found for vow
1
 from the OED and other sources (see 

Table II in section 4.2.1), six were found in the corpus data from 1780-1850 (the patterns not found 

were to + NP + bare declarative, to + NP + that-declarative, to + NP + to-infinitive, Adverb and 

PP). In addition, one case of the pattern to + NP + NP was found as well as one unusual case of the 

pattern NP + to-infinitive. 

     There were 65 tokens with vow
1
 found in the second part of the CLMETEV. Sentential 

complements, 36 of them, constitute 55.4 % of the complements of vow
1
. Bare declarative 

complements, as in (3), were still fairly common (18.5 %). 

(3) ... She vowed she should always love him sincerely: she remembered him quite well on 

the Vauxhall night, as she told Amelia archly, ...  

(Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

All twelve bare declarative complements had a personal pronoun as the complement subject, except 

one token, the only token that included extraction (relativization): 

(4) ... and rioted in mirth at the expense of poor Irus, who they vowed should be forthwith 

embarked, and sent to king Echetus; ...  

(Lamb, 1808, Adventures of Ulysses) 

 

An adverbial insertion was found in one token with a bare declarative complement clause: 

(5) ... She vowed at first she would never trim me up a new bonnet, nor do any thing else for 

me again, so long as she lived; ...  

(Austen, 1811, Sense and Sensibility) 

 

     Unlike in the data from 1710-1780, a fair amount of that-declarative complements were found in 

the second part. There were nine tokens with that-declaratives (13.8 %), as in (7), but none with the 

initial to + NP. 

(6) ... All this while she kept up the farce of her romantic attachment to her old lover, vowed 

that she never could alter in that respect, ...  

(Hazlitt, 1823, Liber Amoris) 

 

Again, almost all clauses had the normal construction. None had extractions and only one token had 

an adverbial insertion: 
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(7) ... He vowed with a great oath that there was no woman in Europe who could talk a 

creditor over as she could. ... (Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

The complement subject was a personal pronoun in only three of the tokens with that-declaratives. 

Two tokens had an expletive subject (there) and the rest had an NP (other than personal pronoun or 

proper name) as the complement subject, as in (8). 

(8) ... Cecilia then left the rooms secretly vowing that no possible exigence should in future 

tempt her to apply for assistance to Mr Delvile, ...  

(Burney, 1782, Cecilia) 

 

Vow was conjoined twice with promise, as in (9), and once with swear. The verbs that vow is 

conjoined with can in some cases help in deciding whether vow should be analysed as vow
1
 or vow

2
 

(e.g. promise strongly points to vow
1 
whereas protest points to vow

2
). 

(9)... you shall acknowledge the truth of what I again promise and vow, that no other in word 

or deed, shall ever hold the place in my affections, ...  

(Byron, 1810-3, Letters 1810-1813) 

 

     The most frequent type of sentential complement was the to-infinitive with 14 tokens (21.5 %). 

Six of the clauses were negated (with never), as in (10), but only one had an insertion. Half of the 

tokens had no complexity factors, as in (11), and none had extractions. 

(10) ... when he left her undone and pregnant, vowing never to see or speak to her more. ... 

(Inchbald, 1796, Nature and Art) 

 

(11) ... He had vowed TO BE WITH ME ON MY WEDDING-NIGHT, yet he did not 

consider that threat as binding him to peace in the meantime, ...  

(Shelly, 1818, Frankenstein) 

 

     The most interesting single token in the data from 1780-1850 has the pattern NP + to-infinitive. 

According to grammars, this construction should not be possible with vow (e.g. Quirk et al. 1985, 

1188). It is also in the passive, but Visser‟s Generalization states that ―‘subject-controlled‘ verbs 

cannot undergo passivization‖ (Sag and Pollard 1994, 304). 

(12) ... Some of the friars are vowed to wear their clothes without changing for a year; and 

this is a comfort to them: ... 

 (Cottle, 1847, Reminiscences of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Robert Southey) 
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The subject of the to-infinitive complement clause should always be the same as the subject of the 

matrix clause, which is not the case in (12). It will be very interesting to see whether this 

construction appears in more recent data – otherwise we might disregard it as a mistake on the part 

of the author. 

     Non-sentential complements, 28 of them, make up 43.1 % of the complements of vow
1
. NP 

complements, as in (13) and (14), were not only the most common type of non-sentential 

complements, but also the most common type of complements of vow
1
 in general, with 17 tokens 

(26.2 %). This is very interesting since in the earlier data there were only a few tokens of vow
1
 with 

an NP complement (16.7 %). 

(13) ... upon hearing which he flew into a violent passion, and vowed vengeance. ...  

(Hunt, 1820, Memoirs of Henry Hunt) 

 

 (14) ... while his minion, Anne Boleyn, has vowed my destruction. ... 

 (Ainsworth, 1843, Windsor Castle) 

 

Seven of the NP complements had the construction vow vengeance and four tokens had vow 

revenge. They make up a majority (64.7 %) of all NP complements and come from a variety of 

texts, so it is quite safe to say they are very common constructions (in the data from 1710-1780 the 

two words appeared in five out of seven NP complements). One of the NP complements was a 

cognate object: 

 (15)    ... But I have vowed a vow, and in that there is hope. ... 

 (Hogg, 1824, Private Momoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner) 

There were eight cases where the NP complement was modified by a prepositional phrase. These 

cases were counted as NP complements, since the PP modifies the NP-object, not the verb: 

(16) ... They cried to be led on against the Papists, they vowed a dreadful vengeance on their 

heads, they roared like men possessed ...  

(Dickens, 1841, Barnaby Rudge) 

 

Ten cases, however, clearly had the complement pattern NP + to + NP. Out of these, four were in 

the passive and two had a reflexive pronoun. 
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 (17) ...The laurel is vowed to them, Leave the bay on its sacred stem! ... 

 (Bulwer-Lytton, 1834, The Last Days of Pompeii) 

 

(18) ... he cried, pointing to the Druid pile of stones; "there you shall vow yourself to me and 

I to you, before terrible witnesses. ...  

(Ainsworth, 1843, Windsor Castle) 

 

The remaining four tokens with the pattern NP + to + NP, as in (19), could be difficult to distinguish 

from a simple NP complement. 

(19) ... they would not have made their voyage, but would have vowed their valours and 

their lives to her, for she was at all parts faultless. ... 

 (Lamb, 1808, Adventures of Ulysses) 

 

In the above example, the vows would most likely be directly uttered to Penelope. The meaning 

does not change when the PP is placed directly after the verb: ―... but would have vowed to her their 

valours and their lives‖. Relativization, as in (20), was found in three out of ten tokens with the 

pattern NP + to + NP. 

(20) ... "No one knows I am here," replied the queen, "except two faithful attendants, who 

are vowed to secrecy; ... (Ainsworth, 1843, Windsor Castle) 

 

One token had an unusual pattern to + NP + NP – a pattern used perhaps for stylistic reasons 

(usually the prepositional phrase to + NP is placed after the direct object): 

(21) ... To-day Cadurcis may vow to you eternal devotion; but, if the world speak truth, 

Venetia, a month ago he was equally enamoured of another, ... (Disraeli, 1837, Venetia) 

 

     There was one clear case of Ø-complement: 

 

(22) ... and going to their church, and vowing, in a pagan fashion, before their altars, which 

are an abomination to the Lord; ... (Galt, 1821, Ayrshire Legatees) 

 

  7.1.2 Complementation of vow
2 

Of the seven different complement patterns found for vow
2
 from the OED and other sources (see 

Table IV in section 4.2.2), four were found in the corpus data from 1780-1850 (the complement 

patterns not found were NP, NP + NP and NP + to + NP). 

     There were 24 tokens found with vow
2
 in the second part of the CLMETEV. Sentential 

complements constitute 100.0 % of the complements – there were no non-sentential complements. 

The most common complement of vow
2
 is the bare declarative, as in (24), with 13 tokens (52.0 %). 
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Unlike in the first part of the CLMETEV, the pattern to + NP + bare declarative was not common at 

all, as there was only one token, (24), with the said pattern. However, it has the construction I vow 

to God, which was frequent with the pattern in the earlier data. 

(23) ... and I vow I have sometimes such difficulty to keep awake, that I am frightened to 

death lest I should be taken with a sudden ...  

(Burney, 1782, Cecilia 1-2) 

 

(24) ... that the new Juliet was the most elegant figure on the stage, and that Mr. Macready's 

Romeo was quite beautiful, I vow to God I knew nothing of it. (Hazlitt, 1821, Table Talk) 

 

There was one case of insertion. It has a parenthetical, cried sir Charles, inserted medially. 

(25) ... "I vow, cried sir Charles, I am acquainted with all the coteries in town, and never met 

with any thing like her." ...  

(Godwin, 1783-4, Four Early Pamphlets) 

 

Extraction (topicalization) was found in one token: 

 

(26) ... All that woman could do, she vowed and protested she had done. ... (Thackeray, 

1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

The complement subject was a personal pronoun in eleven tokens. One token had an expletive 

subject (there) and one had an NP subject (other than a personal pronoun or a proper noun). Vow 

was conjoined twice with declare and once with protest in (26). 

     That-declaratives, as in (27), are the second most common complementat patterns of vow
2
, with 

nine tokens (36.0 %). One token, (28), had the pattern to + NP + that-declarative. 

(27) ... She vowed that it was a delightful ball; that there was everybody that every one 

knew, and only a VERY few nobodies ... (Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

(28) ... for with many protestations he vowed to the servant that he had long foreseen the 

ruin of his master's affairs, ...  

(Lamb, 1807, Tales from Shakespeare) 

 

There were no extractions. Insertions, however, were found four times with that-declaratives. Two 

of the insertions appeared after the complementizer that, as in (30). One of the insertions expressed 

address, two were adverbial insertions, as in (29), and one of the insertions was a longer one and 

even included an inserted clause itself (see (30)). 
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(29) ... when that gallant coachmaker had vowed but the night before that Miss Varden held 

him bound in adamantine chains; ... (Dickens, 1841, Barnaby Rudge) 

 

(30) William, with discontent, sometimes with anger, upbraided her for her false 

professions, and vowed, "that while one tender proof, which he fervently besought, was 

wanting, she did but aggravate his misery by less end ... (Inchbald, 1796, Nature and Art) 

 

Five of the tokens had personal pronoun as the complement subject. Three tokens had an NP (other 

than a personal pronoun or a proper noun) and one had a proper noun as the complement subject. 

Vow was conjoined again with the verb protest and, seemingly, once with threaten. 

(31) ...  He vowed and protested that when Amelia walked in the Brompton Lanes flowers 

grew in profusion under her feet.  He called litt ... (Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

(32) ... you see a man with a long slip of paper presenting it to another, who shakes his fists, 

threatens and vows that it is monstrous. ... (Thackeray, 1847-8, Vanity Fair) 

 

In (32), the seeming conjoining with threaten suggests that the token should be categorized as vow
1
. 

However, we probably do not have a case of conjoined predicates in (34), but an intransitive use of 

threaten, separate from vows that it is monstrous. 

7.2 Senses 

There were 89 tokens with vow in the second part of the CLMETEV. 73 % of the tokens were of the 

vow
1
-type and 27 % of the vow

2
-type. 

     There were 65 tokens of the vow
1
-type. A total of 47 tokens (72.3 % of vow

1
), belonged to the 

first sense of vow
1
 ('to promise or undertake'). Six of the tokens belonged to the second sense ('to 

devote to'). There were eleven tokens in the third sense ('to make a threat') and one in the fourth 

sense (intransitive 'make a vow'). Table IX will show in more detail the division of the senses as 

well as examples of each sense from the second part of the CLMETEV. 

     There were 24 tokens of the vow
2
-type. A total of 17 tokens belonged to the ―umbrella group‖ 'to 

affirm/declare' (70.8 %). Seven tokens were of the type 'I vow'. None of the tokens belonged to the 

group 'assertion of a feeling'. Table X shows the division of the senses as well as examples of each 

sense from the second part of the CLMETEV. 
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SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to promise or 

undertake' 

Subordinate clause 1) ―and then I vowed I would 

plague myself no more about it‖ 

(Hazlitt, 1821-2, Table Talk) 

21 32.3 

Infinitive 2) ―taking the ring, he vowed 

never to part with it‖ (Lamb, 

1807, Tales from Shakespeare) 

15 23.1 

Direct object 3) ―But she vows eternal 

constancy to him!‖ (Ainsworth, 

1843, Windsor Castle) 

10 15.4 

Cognate object 4) ―But I have vowed a vow‖ 

(Hogg, 1824, Private Momoirs 

and Confessions of a Justified 

Sinner) 

1 1.5 

'to devote to' NP + to + NP 5) ―The laurel is vowed to them‖ 

(Bulwer-Lytton, 1834, The Last 

Days of Pompeii) 

4 6.2 

NP [refl.] + to + NP 6) ―provided he can accomplish 

the purpose to which he has 

vowed himself‖ (Godwin, 1831, 

Thoughts on Man) 

2 3.1 

'to make a threat' 7) ―which so nettled the old 

courtly lady, that she vowed 

revenge‖ (Galt, 1821, Annals of 

the Parish) 

11 16.9 

int. 'make a vow' 8) ―and going to their church, and 

vowing, in a pagan fashion, 

before their altars‖ (Galt, 1821, 

Ayrshire Legatees) 

1 1.5 

 

TOTAL 65 100 

Table IX: The senses of vow
1
 in 1780-1850. 

SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to affirm/declare' - 1) ―her brother-in-law vowed that 

"she was fit to be the wife of an 

Emperor‖ (Thackeray, 1847-8, -

Vanity Fair) 

17 70.8 

'I vow' 2) ―I vow to God I knew nothing 

of it‖ (Hazlitt, 1821-2, Table Talk) 

7 29.2 

'assertion of a 

feeling' 

- 0 0.0 

TOTAL 24 100 

Table X: The senses of vow
2
 in 1780-1850. 
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8 Vow in the CLMETEV: Part III (1850-1920)  
 

As with the two earlier parts of the CLMETEV, in this chapter I will first present numbers and 

discarded cases. Then I will move on to analyse complementation patterns and senses of vow found 

in the data from the third part of the CLMETEV. 

     The third part of the CLMETEV had 6,251,564 words. There were a total of 191 tokens of vow 

and its inflected forms in the third part of the CLMETEV. Out of these, 70 tokens were relevant for 

this study. All of the discarded items had vow or vows as a noun, except for one token that had a 

parenthetical. There was also one token where one migh incorrectly mistake vow as a parenthetical: 

(1) ... 'That such a thing has not been before, we know. That it shall not be again, you vow. 

Therefore think no more of such a foolish fancy.' There had fallen a great deal of rain, ... 

(Hardy, 1873, A Pair of Blue Eys) 

 

Here the content clause That it shall not be again precedes the matrix verb – that is used to signal 

the start of a subordinate clause (Huddleston & Pullum, 952). Without that, this would be a clear 

case of vow as a parenthetical. 

8.1 Complementation 

Table XI shows the different complements of both vow
1
 and vow

2
. 

COMPLEMENT VOW
1 

(total) 

VOW
1 

(%) 

VOW
1 

(NF) 

VOW
2 

(total) 

VOW
2 

(%) 

VOW
2 

(NF) 

Bare declarative 10 14.3 1.60 9 12.9 1.44 

That-declarative 11 15.7 1.76 10 14.3 1.60 

to + NP + bare 

declarative 

0 0.0 0.00 0 0.0 0.00 

to + NP + that-

declarative 

1 1.4 

 

0.16 0 0.0 0.00 

To-inf. 10 14.3 1.60 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + to-inf. 1 1.4 0.16 0 0.0 0.00 

NP 6 8.6 0.96 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + NP 1 1.4 0.16 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + to + NP 9 12.9 1.44 0 0.0 0.00 

Ø complement 2 2.9 0.32 0 0.0 0.00 

TOTAL 51 73 8.16 19 27 3.04 

Table XI: Complements of vow in 1850-1920 
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In 1850-1920 the overall normalized frequency of the verb vow was 11.20 words per 1,000,000 

words. The frequency has thus continued to slowly decline – another 28.0 % from the previous 

period (or 4.35 words per million). It means there is a 47.7 % drop from the first part of the 

CLMETEV (or 10.20 words per million). The clear division between the two senses of vow 

remains: 73 % for vow
1
 and 27 % for vow

2
. 

     The most frequent complements (both senses of vow taken into account) are the that-declaratives 

of vow
1
, with 11 tokens (15.7 %). The that-declarative complements of vow

2
 are almost as frequent, 

with 10 tokens (14.3 %), as well as the bare declaratives of both vow
1
 (10 tokens, 14.3 %) and vow

2
 

(9 tokens, 12.9 %). Both types of declarative complement clauses were already frequent in 1780-

1850. However, this is the first time that the that-declaratives are at the top. It should be 

remembered that in the data from 1710-1780 there were only two tokens with a that-declarative, 

both with vow
2
. It seems that that-declaratives are gaining ground as complements of vow. To-

infinitives are also frequent with vow
1
 (with 10 tokens and 14.3 %). 

     Though NP complements were very frequent in 1780-1850 with 18.9 %, the percentage has gone 

down again, to only 8.6 % which is even lower than in the first set of data (10.4 %). 

     The percentage of sentential complements has stayed close to 70 % the whole time, being now 

74.3 %. With vow
1
, the percentage of sentential complements is 64.7 % and, of course, 100 % with 

vow
2
. As in the previous set of data, non-sentential complements of vow

2
 are nonexistent in the third 

part of the CLMETEV. 

  8.1.1 Complementation of vow
1 

A total of nine different complement patterns were found for vow
1 

in the data from 1850-1920. Of 

these, seven were found in the OED and other sources (see Table II in section 4.2.1) and two were 

not (NP + to-infinitive and NP + NP). There were no cases of the patterns to + NP + to-infinitive, to 

+ NP + bare declarative, PP and Adverbial. 

     There were 51 tokens with vow
1
 found in the third part of the CLMETEV. Sentential 

complements, 33 of them, constitute 64.7 % of the complements of vow
1
. There was hardly any 
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change in the frequency of bare declarative complements, as in (2) – they were still common, with 

ten tokens and 19.6 %. 

(2) ... he should have brought his granddaughter also, instead of the troop of dragoons, 

without which he had vowed he would never come here again. ...  

(Blackmore, 1869, Lorna Doone) 

 

There were no extractions and only one insertion found in bare declarative complements. This is not 

unusual, since ―the zero that-clause is particularly common when the clause is brief and 

uncomplicated‖ (Quirk et al. 1985, 1050). The solitary token with a short adverbial insertion, (3), is 

a great example of vow being used to express internalised speech (see also (11)). Nothing is said out 

loud – a verbal act is not necessary – but something is still communicated to oneself. 

(3) ... Glory left early, vowing in her heart she would come no more. ...  

(Caine, 1897, The Christian) 

 

The complement subject was a personal pronoun in eight out of ten tokens. One of the remaining 

tokens has a long NP as the complement subject and could have been expected to have the 

complementizer that, in view of the complexity principle: 

(4) ... As I am in the prospective vein, I vow the end of this year will see the end of my diary. 

... (Grossmith, 1894, The Diary of a Nobody) 

 

The other remaining token has an expletive subject. It also shows vow being used in the sense of 

swearing or threatening rather than promising. 

(5) ... She pleaded that she preferred rest, but Mrs Caffyn vowed there should be no Norbury 

Park if Clara did not go, and the kind creature managed to persuade a pig-dealer to drive ... 

(Rutherford, 1896, Clara Hopgood) 

 

     The frequency of that-declaratives, especially compared to bare declaratives, is somewhat 

surprising. The number of that-declaratives was one higher than the number of bare declaratives 

(eleven tokens vs ten tokens) and in addition, there was one token, (7), with the pattern to + NP + 

that-declarative. In fact, that-declaratives are the most frequent complements of vow
1
 in the third 

part of the CLMETEV (21.6 %). A rise in that-declaratives is evident (there were none in the first 

part of the CLMETEV and 13.8 % in the second part). 
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(6) ... Ten minutes saw him in the street again, vowing that he would never approach Amy 

more. ... (Gissing, 1891, New Crub Street) 

 

(7)... At half-past eleven, the prisoner of his word entered under the Schloss partico, having 

vowed to himself on the way, that he would satisfy the formulas to gain release by a 

deferential bow to the great personages ... (Meredith, 1895, The Amazing Marriage) 

 

A noteworthy aspect in (7) is that instead of a catenative construction ―to satisfy the formulas to 

gain release‖, the horror aequi principle is followed. The reason for the higher percentage of that-

declaratives could be the high number of complexity factors, especially insertions, as in (8). Five of 

the tokens (45.5 %) had insertions (as well as the solitary token with the pattern to + NP + that-

declarative), one had topicalization (see (1) in the introduction of chapter 8) and one had an unusual 

structure of words (O–S–V), which would not work with a bare declarative complement clause (see 

(9)). Two of the tokens did not have a personal pronoun as the complement subject. 

(8) ...  Were it not better to vow at once, that so his cousin were spared he would return to his 

old purposes? ... (Yonge, 1870, The Caged Lion) 

 

(9) ...  finding it impossible to keep me for the day, and owning indeed that I was right in 

hastening to my mother, vowed that walk I should not, even though he lost his Saturday 

hides from Minehead and from Watchett. ... (Blackmore, 1869, Lorna Doone) 

 

     To-infinitives, as in (10), were found in 10 tokens (14.3 %) in the third part of the CLMETEV. 

Unlike finite complements, the to-infinitives have declined gradually since 1710-1780. 

(10) ... the remains of the race of Owen Tudor, attending her; vowed to extract a receipt from 

the earl her lord's responsible servitors for the safe delivery of their heroine's person ... 

(1895, Meredith, The Amazing Marriage) 

 

Seven out of ten tokens did not have any complexity factors. Three of the tokens had insertions and 

one of them, (11), was negated with never again in addition to having an adverbial insertion. None 

had extractions. Vow was conjoined with both swear and protest in one token. 

(11) ... and went down on the door with a curse, vowing inwardly never again to set foot in 

Furze's Folly, as he called it. ...  

(Rutherford, 1893, Catherine Furze) 

 

     One token had a strange complement pattern, NP + to-infinitive, familiar from the previous data 

(see (12) in section 7.1.1): 
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(12) ... the Evening Star is not to be called Venus, because of certain stories; and he was 

vowed to defend his lady from any allusion to them. ... (Meredith, 1895, The Amazing 

Marriage) 

 

The pattern NP + to-infinitive is in the passive, alike the one in the previous data (―Some of the 

friars are vowed to wear their clothes without changing for a year‖). There is a possibility that 

vowed acts as an adjective, alike sworn, but at least the OED did not have any examples of the 

pattern vowed
ADJ

 + to-infinitive. Quirk et al. (1985, 168) introduce the term ‗semi-passive‘ for a past 

participle that has both verbal and adjectival properties and denotes stative rather than dynamic 

activity, which could be used to explain the possible acceptability of (12). The pattern could be a 

mistake still, but more data is needed in order to say anything conclusive about the pattern. 

     Vow
1
 chose non-sentential complements in 16 tokens, which constitute 31.4 % of all the 

complements of vow
1 

in the third part of the CLMETEV. Six of the tokens were NP complements, 

as in (13), but even more frequent was the pattern NP + to + NP, with nine tokens. Three of them 

were in the question form, as in (14), and four had a reflexive pronoun, as in (15). 

(13) ... 'Sara, when you said you loved me, you uttered a lie! When you took your marriage 

oath, you vowed a lie! Every day since, that you have smiled in my face, you have looked a 

lie! ... (Craik, 1850, Olive 1-3) 

 

(14) ...  Are you not vowed to great destinies? ... (Ward, 1894, Marcella) 

 

(15) ... So I vowed myself to the Madonna's service if I got healed; and then I  sat straight up 

in my bed and cried, ... (Blind, 1885, Tarantella) 

 

Vow was complemented by a cognate object in one token. It also includes that-relativization: 

 

(16) ... causing him through love to break the vows that he had vowed. ... 

(Haggard, 1887, She) 

 

There was one token that had an unusual complement pattern, NP + NP.  

 

(17) ... All that my life can do to pour good measure, pressed down, running over, into 

yours, I vowed you then!" ... (Ward, 1894, Marcella) 

 

The sentence (17) is definitely strange. Normally, prepositional phrase to you would be used, but for 

some reason the author has given a ditransitive use for the verb vow, which is not permittable. This 

token (and complement) should be analysed as an anomaly, but it is still included in my data, just 
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like the NP + to-infinitives. 

     In addition, there were two cases of Ø-complement in one token, (18). It conjoins vow with 

promise as well as repeats the verbs – this is iterative use of coordination and conveys continuing 

process (Quirk et al., 1985, 949). In vain is analysed as an adjunct of manner here. 

(18) ... The drunkard promises and vows, but promises and vows in vain. ...  

(Booth, 1890, In Darkest England and the Way Out) 

 

  8.1.2 Complementation of vow
2 

Only two complement patterns (bare declaratives and that-declaratives) were found for vow
2
 in the 

data from 1850-1920, even though seven different patterns were found for vow
2
 in the OED and 

other sources (see Table IV in section 4.2.2). The variety of complement patterns has reduced 

significantly from 1710-1780 when six different patterns were found for vow
2
. 

     There were 19 relevant tokens found with vow
2
 in the third part of the CLMETEV. All of the 

complements were sentential. The use of vow
2
 with non-sentential complements has thus remained 

marginal, if not become obsolete. Bare declaratives were found in nine tokens (47.4 %). 

(19) ... "Pray tell some tale that will again bring the colour to Mistress Lanison's cheek, for I 

vow she blushes most divinely." ...  

(Brebner, 1910, The Brown Mask) 

 

One of the tokens had an insertion (address). Six of the tokens had a personal pronoun as the 

complement subject. Two complement clauses had an expletive subject it, as in (20). One of the 

tokens, (21), had an NP as the complement subject and could have been expected to have the 

complementizer that, especially since there are intervening elements in the complement clause. 

(20) ... And then Elspie vowed it was unworthy to be named the same day with beautiful 

Stirling. ... (Craik, 1850, Olive 1-3) 

 

(21) ... and he vowed the date of the fourteenth, in Lord Levellier's announcement of it, must 

be an error and might be a month in advance,  ... (Meredith, 1895, The Amazing Marriage) 

 

     That-declaratives, as in (22), were found ten times (52.6 %). Until now, that-declaratives have 

been less common with vow
2
 than bare declaratives, though increasing. 

(22) ... And then she kissed me, almost like Annie, and vowed that she thought very little of 

captains. ... (Blackmore, 1869, Lorna Doone) 
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Insertions, as in (23), were found four times (one of the insertions appeared after that). There were 

no extractions. Three of the tokens did not have a personal pronoun as the complement subject – 

instead they had an expletive, an NP, as in (24), or a proper noun as the subject. 

(23) ... However, there was no such thing as to find him; and the usher vowed (having orders 

I doubt) that he was gone to the sea for the good of his health, having sadly overworked 

himself; ... (Blackmore, 1869, Lorna Doone) 

 

(24) ...  Mademoiselle Chassediane vowed that her own dress was ravishing. ...  

(Meredith, 1870, The Adventures of Harry Richmond) 

 

Interestingly, vow was not conjoined with other verbs in the third part of CLMETEV.  

8.2 Senses 

There were 71 tokens with vow in the third part of the CLMETEV. 73 % of the tokens were of the 

vow
1
-type and 27 % of the vow

2
-type. 

     There were 51 tokens of the vow
1
-type. A total of 38 tokens (74.5 % of vow

1
), belonged to the 

first sense of vow
1
 ('to promise or undertake'). Eight of the tokens belonged to the second sense ('to 

devote to'). There were three tokens in the third sense ('to make a threat') and two in the fourth sense 

(intransitive 'make a vow'). Table XII will show in more detail the division of the senses as well as 

examples of each sense from the third part of the CLMETEV. 

     There were 19 tokens of the vow
2
-type. A total of 16 tokens belonged to the ―umbrella group‖ 'to 

affirm/declare' (87.0 %). Three tokens were of the type 'I vow'. None of the tokens belonged to the 

group 'assertion of a feeling'. Table XIII shows the division of the senses as well as examples of 

each sense from the third part of the CLMETEV. 
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SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to promise or 

undertake' 

Subordinate clause 1) ―one of them tied up his right 

hand, and vowed that no meaner 

person should ever touch it‖ 

(Yonge, 1873, Young Folk's 

History of England) 

22 43.1 

Infinitive 2) ―and vowed to sleep at my door 

all night‖ (Blackmore, 1869, 

Lorna Doone) 

11 21.6 

Direct object 3) ―We had vowed marriage to 

each other‖ (Rutherford, 1896, 

Clara Hopgood) 

4 7.8 

Cognate object 4) ―causing him through love to   

break the vows that he had 

vowed‖ (Haggard, 1887, She) 

1 2.0 

'to devote to' NP + to + NP 5) ―Are female teachers to be 

vowed to celibacy?‖ (Gissing, 

1893, The Odd Woman) 

4 7.8 

NP [refl.] + to + NP 6) ―So I vowed myself to the 

Madonna's service if I got healed‖ 

(Blind, 1885, Tarantella 1) 

4 7.8 

'to make a threat' 7) ―Flashman and Company 

retired, vowing vengeance in no 

mild terms‖ (Hughes, 1857, Tom 

Brown's School Days) 

3 5.9 

int. 'make a vow' 8) ―The drunkard promises and 

vows‖ (Booth, 1890, In Darkest 

England and the Way Out) 

2 3.9 

TOTAL  51 100 

Table XII: The senses of vow
1
 in 1850-1920. 

SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to affirm/declare' - 1) ―He vowed that he was being 

bewildered, bothered by us all‖ 

(Meredith, 1870, The Adventures 

of Harry Richmond) 

16 84.2 

'I vow' 2) ―I vow, Abbot, you're less 

lively than a ditch in a dry 

summer‖ (Brebner, 1910, The 

Brown Mask) 

3 15.8 

'assertion of a 

feeling' 

- 0 0.0 

TOTAL  19 100 

Table XIII: The senses of vow
2
 in 1850-1920. 
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9 Vow in the BNC: Contemporary English 
 

We will now move on to Contemporary English and study the data from the BNC in detail. This 

chapter will be carried out in the same way as chapters 6-8. Numbers, discarded items, complement 

patterns and senses are dealt with in order. 

     There were 16,496,408 words in the Imaginative Prose section of the BNC. There were 102 

relevant tokens within the total of 257 tokens of vow. A large amount of the discarded tokens was of 

the parenthetical type (30 tokens) – this can be at least partly explained by the domain Imaginative 

Prose, where dialogues are common. Out of the parentheticals, ten were cases of direct reported 

speech and the rest were indirect. They are exemplified in (1-4), two of each type: 

(1) ‗I will bless all our armour beforehand,‘ vowed Jaq. (CM4 2768) 

 

(2) ‗Darling, there's never been anyone to take your place in my heart,‘ he vowed, the 

unmistakable, deeply sincere note in his voice calming her fears. (JXX 2516) 

 

(3) Ill never be nice to anyone again, she vowed, like a child in a tearful rage. (GVT 2100) 

 

(4) Well, she vowed grimly, she was going to catch up with him, however long it took, and 

when she did … (HHA 1212) 

 

Other items which needed to be discarded for the purpose of this study were eight tokens from a 

play based on Samuel Richardson's novel Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded from 1740. It is used in the 

first part of the CLMETEV and counting these same items could result in some distortion in the 

thesis. Compare these tokens from the first part of the CLMETEV and from the BNC (tokens in 

brackets are not part of my data but here to clarify my point): 

(5) ... Says Lady Towers, Can the pretty image speak, Mrs. Jervis? I vow she has speaking 

eyes! O you little rogue, said she, and tapped me on the cheek, ... 

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 

 

(6) [L. DARNFORD: Can the pretty image speak? (FU4 491)] 

I vow she has speaking eyes! (FU4 492) 

[O you little rogue, you seem born to undo or to be undone! (FU4 493)] 

 

(7) ... Here's Nan knows, and will tell you, my concern for you. I vow to God, I have not 

offered any indecency to you: and, since I found Mrs. Jewkes so offensive to you, I have 

sent her  ... 

(Richardson, 1740, Pamela) 
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(8) [PAMELA: [coming round] O tell me, yet tell me not, what I have suffered in this 

distress. (FU4 863)] 

BELVILLE: I vow to God I have not offered any indecency to you. (FU4 864) 

[As soon as I saw you fainted away, I quitted the bed. (FU4 865)] 

 

Since the relevant clauses in the examples are identical (as well as in the rest six of them), I cannot 

use them again in the BNC data. Had the clauses been altered, they should have been taken into 

account. 

9.1 Complementation 

The two senses of vow are again dealt with separately and first a table of the found complements is 

presented. 

COMPLEMENT VOW
1 

(total) 

VOW
1 

(%) 

VOW
1 

(NF) 

VOW
2 

(total) 

VOW
2 

(%) 

VOW
2 

(NF) 

Bare declarative 20 19.6 1.21 1 1.0 0.06 

That-declarative 22 21.6 1.33 1 1.0 0.06 

to + NP + bare 

declarative 

1 1.0 0.06 1 1.0 0.06 

to + NP + that-

declarative 

2 2.0 0.12 0 0.0 0.00 

To-inf. 40 39.2 2.42 0 0.0 0.00 

to + NP + to-inf. 1 1.0 0.06 0 0.0 0.00 

NP 9 8.8 0.55 0 0.0 0.00 

NP + to + NP 2 2.0 0.12 0 0.0 0.00 

Adverb 1 1.0 0.06 0 0.0 0.00 

Ø complement 1 1.0 0.06 0 0.0 0.00 

TOTAL 99 97 6.00 3 3 0.18 

Table XIV: Complements of vow in Contemporary English 

In the Imaginative Prose domain in the BNC (henceforth simply the BNC) the overall normalized 

frequency of the verb vow was 6.18 words per 1,000,000 words. The normalized frequency has 

reduced by 71.1 % from the first part of the CLMETEV and the decline has been continuous and 

fairly steep. Also, the division between the two senses of vow has become far more noticeable: 97 % 

for vow
1
 and a mere 3 % for vow

2
. 

     The most frequent complements (both senses of vow taken into account) are the to-infinitives of 
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vow
1
, with 40 tokens (39.2 %). That-declaratives and bare declaratives are common as well. For the 

second time, that-declaratives are more common than bare declaratives with vow
1
. It is clear that 

that-declaratives are continuing to become more common with vow. There were only three tokens 

exemplifying vow
2
 in the BNC and they were all sentential, just like in the second and third part of 

the CLMETEV. 

     NP complements were quite rare in the BNC (8.8 %), as they were in the first part (10.4 %) and 

the third part (8.5 %) of the CLMETEV, which makes the high number of NP complements in the 

second part of the CLMETEV (18.9 %) still a mystery. 

     The percentage of sentential complements of vow in the BNC is 87.3 %. With vow
1
, the 

percentage is 86.9 % and, of course, 100 % with vow
2
. Sentential complements continue to gain 

ground. 

  9.1.1 Complementation of vow
1 

A total of ten different complement patterns were found for vow
1
 in the data from the BNC and all 

of the patterns are familiar from the OED and other sources (see Table II in section 4.2.1). Only PP 

complements were not found. 

     There were 99 tokens with vow
1
 found in the BNC. Sentential complements, 86 of them, 

constitute 86.9 % of the complements of vow
1
. There is thus an apparent drop in the non-sentential 

complementation of vow
1
 – from an average of 26 % in the three parts of the CLMETEV to less 

than 15 % in the BNC. 

     The amount of bare declaratives has not changed noticeably – there are 20 of them and they 

constitute 20.2 % of the complements of vow
1
: 

(9) At least Ferdinando's reaction was to be penitent and vow he would not visit the caffè 

again. (ADS 356) 

 

(10) I vow he'd love to tell it again.‘ (BMN 45) 

 

There was one adverbial insertion found, as well as one case of extraction (topicalization): 

(11) How could I say no?‘ he asked rhetorically, vowing next time he would do just that. 

(H8A 1359) 
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(12) They could only lead down a particularly humiliating blind alley she'd vowed she'd 

avoid at all costs … (JY3 1712) 

 

In 19 of the tokens, the complement subject was a personal pronoun and in the one remaining token 

the complement clause had an expletive subject. One token was found with the pattern to + NP + 

bare declarative: 

(13) For a moment she had lain stunned, then had vowed to herself she would be out and 

away by the next morning. (CK9 1873) 

 

     That-declaratives outnumber bare declaratives, just like they did in the third part of the 

CLMETEV. That-declaratives were found 22 times (22.2 %). 

(14) The brilliance of the morning caused her to vow that Doreen would be unable to spoil 

that particular part of the day, and suddenly the last vestige of her previous depression 

vanished. (HHB 2858) 

 

Ten of the that-declaratives had an insertion and each time the insertion appeared after the 

complementizer that, as in (15-16). 

(15) He vowed that when they returned in the summer he would take her for a holiday.  

(ADS 720) 

 

(16) Fred would listen patiently until he could stand no more and then depart to the small 

back yard, where he sat on an upturned tea-chest and vowed that one day he would forget 

how efficient his kitchen hand was and just do away with her. (EA5 1445) 

 

The choice of vow in (16) is quite interesting, since forgetting is something that one cannot decide 

to do. Of course, in this particular case, Fred is vowing to ignore the skills of his kitchen hand and 

dismiss her based on her personality or other traits. Here we can analyse forgetting as a euphemism 

for ignoring. There were no extractions, but in three of the tokens the verb and the subject have 

been inverted after never or some other negative element: 

(17) She vowed that never would she resort to such cheap tricks. (GUK 3735) 

 

(18) That was the way Adam wanted it and had in fact been vociferous on the subject, 

vowing that neither now nor in the future would he ever give in to those bourgeois values 

and customs. (CDB 1915) 

 

A personal pronoun was the complement subject in 13 tokens. The rest of the subordinate clauses 

had NP subjects (other than personal pronouns or proper nouns), as in (19). 
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(19) I washed, dressed, strapped on my sword belt and strutted out, quietly vowing that a 

group of cut-throats and alley-sneakers could not frighten this new Merchant Prince. 

(HH5 541) 

 

There were two tokens with the pattern to + NP + that-declarative. Both of the tokens had insertions 

– the other one before and the other one after that, as in (20). 

(20) She vowed to herself that tonight, strike or no strike, she would make him forget about 

Crystal Springs. (FRS 2196) 

 

     The most common type of complement of vow
1
, by far, was the to-infinitive, with 40 tokens 

(40.4 %): 

(21) … one vows never to grow old at all. (HNR 755) 

 

(22) Sam vowed silently to make sure they were fair shares. (AEB 3426) 

Rudanko (1989, 56) mentioned that vow expresses intention and decision and that a sentence such 

as John vowed to grow old would be questionable (see section 3.2.1). In (21) someone vows not to 

grow old, which is, of course, anyone‘s own decision in the end, but one cannot stop from growing 

older, in which sense (21) is comparable with someone vowing to grow old. Depending on the 

context, it is possible to vow things that are not for one to decide. It should also be noticed that in 

(21), NP2 (PRO) does not have the role of an Agent – instead it should be analysed as an 

Experiencer or a Patient (see theta roles in section 3.6.2). Of the tokens with to-infinitives, 22 had 

no complexity factors, as in (23), which also shows vow being conjoined with promise. Negation 

with never, as in (21), was found ten times and negation with not, as in (24), was found four times. 

Insertions, as in (25), were found three times. 

(23) "You must promise and vow to go straight to Rochester, " (H0R 2313) 

 

(24) He quietly vowed not to accept any food from the Tower buttery or kitchens. (K95 

3056) 

 

(25) I vowed there and then to give him his share of the money the day he set foot in 

England; I wanted to be rid of all those Trumpers and their distracting problems once and 

for all. (K8T 1626) 
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Extractions were found in three tokens. Two of them had relativization, as in (26), and one, (27), 

had topicalization. 

(26) He'd looked around that shabby dwelling and smelled the poverty which he had vowed 

to help alleviate in his dedicated youth, and to his shame he had thought only of escaping 

from the fleas he might have picked up from that terrible straw mattress. (BP1 1035) 

 

(27) Hidden in his catalogue of explicit delights was the one implicit one he had carefully 

avoided — the one alternative she had vowed never to consider again. (HA5 2211) 

 

Two tokens, (28) and (29), were found where the horror aequi principle is violated by using two to-

infinitives next to each other. On the other hand, in (26) a catenative construction is avoided by 

using a bare infinitive after help instead of a to-infinitive. 

 (28) And we vowed to try to rescue him.‘ (G1L 1829) 

 

(29) Athelstan, distracted, vowed to remember to place a cross there and as soon as possible 

sing a Mass for her soul and that of poor Hob. (H98 2392) 

 

     There was one token, (30), with the complement pattern to + NP + to-infinitive. It also has 

negation with not. This is only the second time the complement pattern to + NP + to-infinitive 

shows up in the data: 

(30) ‗I vowed to myself not to do this yet, but there's something about you that melts my 

sternest resolutions.‘ (HA5 2475) 

 

     There were 12 non-sentential complements and one Ø-complement. Non-sentential 

complements, as in (31-33), constitute 11.3 % of the complements of vow
1 

in the BNC. Extraction 

(topicalization) was found in two tokens with non-sentential complements, as in (32). 

(31) Vowing undying love one moment, hurling accustions the next. (JY3 3424) 

 

(32) [‗I'll never sell them,‘ cried Marama.] ‗That I vow.‘ (CHG 1872) 

 

(33) You vowed total obedience to your Führer and to those appointed to lead you.  

(HTW 1340) 

 

Usually tokens with to + NP after the direct object are categorized as NP + to + NP, but (33) is a 

case of an NP complement where the prepositional phrase to + NP modifies the noun and not the 

verb. This is only deductible from the context: It is very unlikely that someone would have been 
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able to vow obedience to the Führer himself. However, there were two tokens that had the pattern 

NP + to + NP, as in (34). 

 (34) But Sylvie had convinced her, vowed her to secrecy. (FNT 1886) 

 

One of the tokens had an adverbial complement (and an unusual order of words: O – V – S): 

(35) Thus vowed Yeremi's passion-hemisphere — not in so many words, but rather in the 

form of emotive emblems that lodged within his heart and guts, to flourish there like 

tumours. (CJJ 1795) 

 

Finally, one token had a Ø-complement: 

 

 (36) I vow,‘ Lexandro whispered. (CJJ 279) 

  9.1.2 Complementation of vow
2 

Three out of seven possible complements patterns for vow
2
 (see Table IV in section 4.2.2) were 

found in the BNC, all sentential (bare declarative, that-declarative and to + NP + bare declarative).  

     Overall, there were only three tokens found with vow
2
 in the BNC. Thus the complement 

patterns mentioned above were each found only once. The bare declarative had relativization and a 

NP as the complement subject: 

(37) Deceptively heavy eyelids gave her face an air of sleepy sensuality which boyfriends 

vowed was the most tantalising thing they'd ever seen, but which she always felt quite at 

odds with her true feelings. (GUE 212) 

 

One token had a to + NP + bare declarative complement. It has an insertion as well as extraction 

(relativization): 

(38) She has been trying to stake a claim which I vow to you on my honour she has never 

had a right to. (GUE 3403) 

 

One token was found with a that-declarative complement clause, which has a personal pronoun as 

its subject: 

(39) He had called her a princess, and vowed that she was every bit as beautiful as her 

mother, ... (H0F 1657) 

 

We can see that the use of vow
2
 has diminished in Contemporary English. It shows that it was 

important to analyse vow
2
 separate from vow

1
, which has not experienced as drastic of a decline. 
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9.2 Senses 

There were 102 relevant tokens with vow in the BNC. 97 % of the tokens were of the vow
1
-type and 

3 % of the vow
2
-type. 

     There were 99 tokens of the vow
1
-type. A total of 93 tokens (93.9 % of vow

1
), belonged to the 

first sense of vow
1
 ('to promise or undertake'). Two of the tokens belonged to the second sense ('to 

devote to'). There were three tokens in the third sense ('to make a threat') and one in the fourth sense 

(intransitive 'make a vow'). Table XV will show in more detail the division of the senses as well as 

examples of each sense from the BNC. 

SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to promise or 

undertake' 

Subordinate clause 1) ―then had vowed to herself she 

would be out and away by the 

next morning.‖ (CK9 1873) 

45 45.5 

Infinitive 2) ―they vowed to remember 

every blade of grass‖ (AEA 820) 

41 41.4 

Direct object 3) ―and already on their second 

meeting they had vowed a mutual, 

eternal love‖ (HWM 1549) 

7 7.1 

Cognate object - 0 0.0 

'to devote to' NP + to + NP 4) ―But Sylvie had convinced her, 

vowed her to secrecy‖ (FNT 

1886) 

2 2.0 

NP [refl.] + to + NP - 0 0.0 

'to make a threat'  5) ―In his heart the boy Jaq vowed 

vengeance against daemons‖ 

(CM4 1095) 

3 3.0 

int. 'make a vow'  6) ―‗I vow,‘ Lexandro whispered.‖ 

(CJJ 279) 

1 1.0 

TOTAL  99 100 

Table XV: The senses of vow
1
 in Contemporary English 

     There were three tokens of the vow
2
-type. One token was of the type 'I vow'. Two tokens 

belonged to the ―umbrella group‖ 'to affirm/declare'. None of the tokens belonged to the group 

'assertion of a feeling'. Table XVI shows the division of the senses as well as examples of each 

sense from the BNC. 
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SUBSENSE GROUP EXAMPLE TOTAL % 

'to affirm/declare' - 1) ―and vowed that she was every 

bit as beautiful as her mother‖ 

(H0F 1657) 

2 66.7 

'I vow' 2) ―which I vow to you on my 

honour she has never had a right 

to‖ (GUE 3403) 

1 33.3 

'assertion of a 

feeling' 

- 0 0.0 

TOTAL  3 100 

Table XVI: The senses of vow
2
 in Contemporary English. 
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10 Summary and Discussion 
 

In this chapter I will summarize and discuss further the findings of the analysis part (chapters 6-9). I 

will also provide figures that should efficiently show some of the changes in the complementation 

of vow. 

     First, I will go over some of the more major changes that surfaced in the analysis part. Perhaps 

the most noticeable are the changes concerning the frequencies of vow
1
 and vow

2
. In 1710-1780 the 

normalized frequency of vow was 21.07, but in Contemporary English the normalized frequency 

has dropped to a mere 6.17, which is 71.2 % less than in 1710-1780. Though both vow
1
 and vow

2
 

have decreased in frequency, it is vow
2
 that has suffered a greater decline, as can be seen in Figure I.  

 
Figure I: The Change in the Frequency of Vow 

Vow
1
 has had a drop of 55.4 % from 1710-1780 to Contemporary English while vow

2
 has dropped a 

massive 96.2 %. We can see from Figure I that the overall decline of vow has been constant and 

quite steep and that in Contemporary English the use of vow
2
 has diminished close to a zero. 

     Not only has vow
2
 become a very rare verb, also the selection of complements that it takes has 

become less varied. After 1710-1780 there were no examples of non-sentential complements of 

vow
2
. Also, though in 1710-1780 there were six tokens with the pattern to + NP + bare declarative, 

only two were found in the latter sets of data. 
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     The patterns vow
1
 takes have stayed versatile, between eight and ten, in each set of data. 

However, non-sentential complements have become rare with vow
1
, too, as can be seen in Figure II. 

The use of finite complements has increased steadily whereas non-finite complementation has 

experienced a steep rise from 1850-1920 to Contemporary English. 

 
Figure II: The Division of the Complements of Vow

1
 

     There are a few hypotheses concerning vow based on the grammars and other scholarly works 

discussed in this thesis that I want to bring to the reader‘s attention: 

1. That-declarative complements should become more frequent than bare declaratives over 

time. 

2. Finite complements should be favoured and the complementizer that used more often when 

there are insertions. 

3. The complementizer that should be left out when a personal pronoun is the complement 

subject. 

 

     The first hypothesis, ―that-declaratives should become more frequent than bare declaratives over 

time‖, is based on the fact that formal verbs are more frequent with that-declaratives than with bare 

declaratives. This is because formal verbs are cognitively more difficult to process than less formal 

verbs and thus they choose the more explicit complement (see section 3.5.1). Vow is a formal verb, 

increasingly so, and it has become rarer over time (see Figure I). If we look at how the finite 

sentential complements of vow
1
 have divided percentage wise between bare declaratives and that-

declaratives in Figure IIIa, we see that the use of that-declaratives has clearly increased, though not 
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at the expense of bare declaratives, it seems. However, if we look at Figure IIIb, which shows the 

normalized frequencies of the sentential complements, it becomes evident that the use of bare 

declaratives has decreased while that-declaratives have become more common (though 

experiencing a drop in the BNC, which could be explained by the rise of to-infinitives in 

Contemporary English, as seen in Figure II). 

 
Figure IIIa: The Division of Finite Sentential Complements of Vow

1
 

 
Figure IIIb: The Division of Finite Sentential Complements of Vow

1
 

     The second hypothesis, ―finite complements should be favoured and the complementizer that 

used more often when there are insertions‖, is based on the fact that insertions and other elements 
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between the main verb and the complement subject make the sentence more difficult to process and 

thus the more explicit that-declarative is used (see section 3.5.1). The second hypothesis is proved 

right by the evidence in Figure IV. In each set of data, insertions have been far more frequent with 

that-declaratives than with bare declaratives and to-infinitives. Also, to-infinitives have had the 

least amount of insertions in three out of four sets of data (in 1850-1920, Part III of the CLMETEV, 

insertions were unusually infrequent with bare declaratives), which supports the assumption that 

non-finite complements prefer uncomplicated environments. 

     Negation, on the other hand, does not seem to have as big of an impact on the selection of a 

finite vs a non-finite complement clause, even when the subordinate verb is negated with more than 

one word (e.g. never again), which could be seen as an insertion. Negation was found in 28 % of 

the to-infinitive complements, but just as many times, or a slightly bit more often, a finite 

alternative was used when the complement was negated (average of 30 %). 

 
Figure IV: Insertions in the Sentential Complements of Vow 

     The third hypothesis stated that ―the complementizer that should be left out when a personal 

pronoun is the complement subject‖. This is based on the fact that personal pronouns signal the 

beginning of a subordinate clause more clearly than NPs (see section 3.5.1). There seems to be 

some truth to this hypothesis, but it is not as major a factor as insertions, for example.  
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Table XVII shows the percentages of finite subordinate sentences with a personal pronoun as the 

subject, bare declaratives and that-declaratives separated. 

 PART I PART II PART III THE BNC 

Bare 

declarative 

95 % (20/21) 88 % (22/25) 74 % (14/19) 91 % (19/21) 

That-

declarative 

100 % (2/2) 44 % (8/18) 76 % (16/21) 64 % (14/22) 

Table XVII: Personal Pronouns as the Complement Subject 

Table XVII shows that in two sets of data (the CLMETEV Part II and the BNC) that-declaratives 

have been noticeably less common than bare declaratives when they have a personal pronoun as the 

subject. However, the other two sets suggest the opposite. It should be noticed, though, that the 

percentages in Part I may not be as reliable as in the other sets of data since there are only two 

tokens with a that-declarative. Had there been more tokens, the percentage could be smaller (or, of 

course, higher). Also, the percentages in the third part of the CLMETEV are very close to each 

other (difference of only two percent) and the percentages could be turned around with just a couple 

of additional tokens. We can say that personal pronouns as complement subjects do play a role in 

complementation of vow, but the role is not a major one. A larger set of data is needed in order to 

test the third hypothesis effectively. 

     Other findings in the analysis worthy of mention are the decreased use of I vow, extractions, 

occurrences of conjoined verbs and the construction vow to God.  

     It was mentioned in the OED that I vow with vow
2
 is nowadays mostly used in American English 

(see section 4.2.2). In the first part of the CLMETEV, the normalized frequency of I vow was 6.25. 

After that the normalized frequency drops significantly to 1.22 and then further to 0.48 and 0.18 in 

the last two sets of data. Of course, the normalized frequency of vow
2
 itself drops from 8.23 to 0.30. 

This, however, could be the result of the drop in the use of I vow and not necessarily the reason 

behind it. 

 



84 

 

 

 

 

     Extractions are a major complexity factor and some instances of extraction were found with vow. 

In general, extractions were rare, appearing only a few times in each set of data. It was mentioned 

that non-finite clauses are easier to extract out of than finite clauses (see section 3.5.2). Extractions 

with to-infinitives were only found in two sets of data and only in 8 % of both. It is still more than 

with declarative complements, though. Extractions were found a mere three times in finite 

complements and each time in a bare declarative clause. Thus extractions with vow follow the 

consensus that extractions are more acceptable in simpler environments that are easier to process 

(cf. Hawkins, 1999). Extractions were also found seven times with non-sentential complements. 

     Vow
1
 was conjoined four times with promise and twice with swear whereas vow

2
 was conjoined 

four times with protest and twice with declare. Though conjoined predicates were not numerous, 

they are readily used in contexts where vow is perhaps not a strong enough a verb to be used alone. 

Vowing to God seemed to be common in the two earliest sets of data, but it was not used once in 

either Part III of the CLMETEV or the BNC. A quick search on the BNC with the search string 

―swear to God‖, on the other hand, resulted in 34 hits, which suggests that the use of vow has 

diminished, not vowing to God. 

     There are also changes in the frequencies of different senses of vow. With vow
1
, the first sense 

(‗to promise or undertake‘) has dominated the whole time, with an average of 73 % in the 

CLMETEV and then over 90 % in the BNC. All the other senses have had a minor role and their 

percentages have varied noticeably over time, for example in the sense ‗to make a threat‘ the 

percentage has been 17 % at its highest and 3 % at its lowest. With vow
2
, there is, of course, only 

one possible sense, ‗to affirm/declare‘. However, within the sense, the major changes are the 

decrease of I vow and the lack of tokens denoting ‗assertion of a feeling‘. The use of vow
2
, overall, 

has diminished. Perhaps today it would be better to merge vow
1
 and vow

2
 into one verb, which 

would still recognize the two different etymologies of the verb. 
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11 Conclusion 
 

In this thesis, I have done a diachronic study (from 1710 to the present day) of the verb vow with 

the help of dictionaries, grammars, other scholarly works and last, but not least, 327 relevant tokens 

from two different corpora. In the beginning, I introduced three main research questions for this 

thesis. In this final chapter, I will review these questions. 

     First, I attempted to find all possible complement patterns of vow. Of course, language goes 

through changes all the time, and thus it would be impossible to give an absolute set of 

complements that vow chooses today and tomorrow. However, after analysing the data from the 

CLMETEV and the BNC, we can revise the sets of complements that were compiled based on the 

OED and other sources (see Table II in section 4.2.1 and Table IV in section 4.2.2). Tables XVIII 

and XVIV show the revised sets of complements. 

Senses Complements 

1. To promise or undertake. 

 

- to-infinitive 

- to + NP + to-infinitive 

- bare declarative 

- to + NP + bare declarative 

- that-declarative 

- to + NP + that-declarative 

- NP 

- to + NP + NP 

- NP [-animate] + to + NP [+animate] 

- Adverb 

2. To devote to. - NP [+animate] + (in)to + NP [-animate] 

3. To make a threat. - NP [vengeance, revenge or similar] 

4. To make a vow. - PP 

- Ø complement 

Table XVIII: Revised senses and complements of vow
1
 
 

Table XVIII has one new complement pattern: to + NP + NP. This pattern was found three times in 

our data and it is simply an alternative to the pattern NP + to + NP, used for stylistic reasons. Two 

other new patterns were found for vow
1
 in our data, but it is not possible to include them in Table 

XVIII as possible complements of vow
1
. Both of the patterns violate some of the fundamental 

features of vow
1
. First, the pattern NP + to-infinitive (see (12) in section 7.1.1 and (12) in section 

8.1.1) is not possible because vow
1
 is a subject control verb. Second, the pattern NP + NP (see (17) 
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in section 8.1.1) is not possible because vow
1
 does not have a ditransitive use. It is possible that 

vow
1
 is going through changes that would allow these complement patterns in the future. For 

example, the pattern NP + to-infinitive could be becoming acceptable in a semi-passive 

construction where vowed would have both adjectival and verbal features. For now, however, these 

patterns should be regarded as anomalies. 

Senses Complements 

1. To affirm or declare. - bare declarative 

- ?to + NP + bare declarative 

- that-declarative 

- to + NP + that-declarative 

- NP + NP 

2. I vow - bare declarative 

- to + NP + bare declarative 

- that-declarative [with insertion or similar] 

- ?to + NP + that-declarative 

3. Assertion of a feeling. - NP 

- NP + to + NP 

Table XVIV: Revised senses and complements of vow
2
 

     In the OED, all examples of bare declaratives (with vow
2
) were found with the sense ‗I vow‘ and 

all that-declaratives were found with the sense ‗to affirm or declare‘. After studying the corpus data, 

it seems that that-declaratives really are rare with I vow. One explanation for the lack of that-

declaratives was the parenthetical-like form of I vow (see section 4.2.2). The only examples of that-

declarative complements with I vow occurred in the data when there were either insertions or 

conjoined verbs involved and none with the initial to + NP. Also, though bare declaratives were 

found with the first sense, none were found with the initial to + NP. We can thus conclude that I vow 

strongly prefers bare declaratives over that-declaratives whereas in the sense ‗to affirm or declare‘ 

that-declaratives are preferred. 

     Table XVIV does not have any new complement patterns, but it concludes that vow
2
 can be 

complemented by declarative sentences with the initial to + NP. Though no instances of the pattern 

to + NP + bare declarative were found with the first sense, it does not rule out the use of the pattern 

in this sense – thus the pattern is shown as a complement of ‗to affirm or declare‘ with a question 
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mark. The pattern to + NP + that-declarative, on the other hand, was found with the first sense but 

not with ‗I vow‘. The pattern is included in the table with a question mark, although it is likely that 

it would only be used in sentences where other complexity factors are present (like with that-

declaratives) and it is even possible that the pattern is not acceptable with I vow at all. 

     Second, I attempted to find out how the complementation of vow has changed over time. As the 

verb has become rarer, so have the possible complement patterns, especially those of vow
2
. The use 

of vow with non-sentential complements has decreased, especially with vow
2
, which did not take 

any non-sentential complements after 1710-1780, but also with vow
1
. The use of that-declaratives 

has increased as well as the use of to-infinitives (with vow
1
). Bare declaratives have, however, 

stayed fairly frequent the whole time, though their normalized frequency has declined steadily. The 

use of I vow (with vow
2
) has decreased notably as well as the pattern vow to God (which seems to 

have been replaced by swear to God). 

     Third, I attempted to find out what syntactic (or semantic) aspects affect the complement 

selection of vow. Insertions seem to increase the use of that-declaratives (compared to bare 

declaratives and to-infinitives). Personal pronouns as the complement subject seem to increase the 

use of bare declaratives. Negations are slightly favoured in finite complement clauses as opposed to 

non-finite alternatives. 

     In addition to the main research topics, I want to pay some final attention to a few additional 

points that were made amidst the theory part of my thesis. First, the horror aequi principle is 

viewed as something that shapes, for example, the complementation of catenative verbs. We found a 

couple of tokens in the data where catenative structures were avoided, but also a couple of tokens 

where the principle was violated. Second, we found out that though the subject of vow (NP1) always 

has an agentive role, NP2 can have the role of an Experiencer, as well. It is possible to vow 

something that one has no real control over (e.g. to grow old), but it is rare and only happens in 

appropriate contexts. Third, though vow, a verb of communication, is a verb that implies a verbal 
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act, it is also used as a verb of thought and ―inner speech‖. Nothing needs to be said out loud. 

Fourth, it needs to be remembered that though vow can be used intransitively, something is always 

covertly vowed (what is vowed needs to be retrievable from the context). Vow has at least two 

arguments (an animate NP-subject and what is vowed, usually either an NP or a clause), but it often 

has three arguments, because vowing is also usually directed at someone (the third argument is 

normally to + NP). 

     The weaknesses of this thesis stem from the fact that vow is a rare verb. Though many of the 

findings can be reliably acquired from even a small amount of data, some of the detected changes 

and tendencies should be taken in with caution. When there are very few tokens, even a couple of 

additional tokens could turn the results upside down. However, I have been able to use all the 

material found in the CLMETEV and the Imaginative Prose section of the BNC and this makes the 

study quite reliable, even if the amount of tokens is small. 

     I hope that my thesis will be of help to those studying complementation (of catenative verbs). 

For anyone interested in researching the verb vow further (there is still much to investigate), I would 

suggest, for example, studying vow in American English, especially vow
2
 and the construction I 

vow. Other possibilities are studying vow in a different domain, especially in newspapers (it was 

mentioned that vow is frequent in news reportage), or in spoken language. Also, filling in the gap 

between 1920-1970 could be informative (there was, for example, a sudden steep rise of to-

infinitives from the third part of the CLMETEV to the BNC).
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