
Categorial ambiguity in Indonesian crossed control  
 
1  Introduction1  
 
In this paper I discuss categorial ambiguity in a set of Indonesian predicates, and the effect of 
this ambiguity on the analysis of “crossed control” sentences. The phenomenon of crossed 
control is illustrated in (1) and (2) in Indonesian.2, 3 
 
(1)  Siti mau di-cium oleh ibu.  
 Siti want PASS-kiss by mother  
 a. ‘Siti wants to be kissed by Mother.’  Typical reading 
 b. ‘Mother wants to kiss Siti.’  ! Crossed reading  
(2)  Anggota  gang itu coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 member gang that try PASS-catch by police 
 a.  ‘The gang members tried to be caught by police.’ Typical reading 
 b.  ‘The police tried to catch gang members.’  ! Crossed reading  
 
In a crossed control (CC) sentence, a CC predicate such as mau ‘want’ or coba ‘try’ embeds a 
passive verb. These sentences have been reported to have two distinct interpretations. In the 
typical (a) readings, the preverbal subject is the raised Theme of the embedded passive verb, 
and the Experiencer of the CC predicate. In the “crossed” (b) readings, the oblique argument 
embedded in the PP is interpreted as both the Agent of the embedded passive and the 
Experiencer of the matrix CC predicate. For many CC sentences, the crossed reading is 
reported to be more salient, especially if the typical reading is pragmatically unlikely (as in 2a, 
since gang members do not typically try to be caught by police).  

The symbol ! indicates that the crossed reading is unexpected from the perspective of 
syntactic locality and semantic composition. Observe that the passive morphology (di-) occurs 
on the second predicate rather than the first, and the oblique argument in the PP is 
unambiguously the Agent of the embedded verb. How does a matrix predicate assign a 
thematic role (Experiencer) to a non-local argument (embedded PP Agent) instead of the 
grammatical subject? What syntactic or semantic mechanism enables the Agent of an 
embedded passive verb to control (i.e. backward control) the matrix CC predicate? 

Various authors have varied in their approach to these questions; previous work on 
crossed control is primarily in Indonesian and Malay (Kaswanti Purwo 1984; Sneddon 1996; 
Arka 2000; Musgrave 2001; Gil 2002; Fukuda 2007; Nomoto 2008, 2011; Potsdam and 
Polinsky 2008; Sato 2010; Nomoto and Wahab 2012; Sato and Kitada 2012; Akbar 2013; 
Davies et al. 2013; Arka 2014; Berger 2018). I will not cover the details of these analyses; the 
important point to note is that the literature on crossed control is based on the interpretations 

                                                
1 Acknowledgments and thanks…  
2 The consultants providing judgments for this paper are not linguistically trained; they speak 
both Standard Indonesian (a formal variety subject to prescriptive standards) as well as 
colloquial varieties of Indonesian spoken in Jakarta or East Java. Judgments for this paper 
were given for colloquial Indonesian.  
3 Abbreviations used in this paper: ABIL=abilitative; INVOL=involitive; other abbreviations 
adhere to Leipzig glossing conventions.  
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given in (1b) and (2b). That is, it is assumed that the crossed control sentence “has the same 
meaning” as the one rendered in the English glosses in (1b) and (2b).   

In this paper I re-examine the reliability of the crossed readings exemplified in (1b) 
and (2b). I demonstrate that in Indonesian, an ambiguity in the category of the CC predicate is 
a confound for previous analyses of crossed control: CC predicates can occur as category V 
(main verb), but they may also occur as modal or aspectual auxiliary. As modal/auxiliary, CC 
predicates occur in syntactic environments that disallow verbs but allow negation, temporal 
markers, aspectual morphemes and modals. The modal/auxiliary can also yield a different set 
of interpretations that are subtle, but distinct from its verbal meaning. I argue that the ability 
of the CC predicate to occur as modal/auxiliary straightforwardly accounts for the availability 
of more than one reading for CC sentences, while the crossed reading, as reported in the 
literature, is illusory. The conclusion is that the so-called crossed reading arises from an 
ordinary monoclausal passive construction, and that unusual mechanisms are not required to 
explain control or thematic role assignment in CC sentences.  

This paper also addresses methodological problems that may arise when obtaining 
semantic judgments from speakers. I show that direct questions about the meaning of CC 
sentences are subject to a number of potential confounds, whether fieldwork is conducted in 
the same language or through the medium of another language. I explore additional 
diagnostics to support the claim that the CC predicate can occur as both modal/auxiliary and 
main verb. This has implications for the analysis of constructions that are reported to have 
similar crossed readings in various other languages.  
 
2  A closer look at crossed readings  
 
In Indonesian crossed control, a CC predicate embeds a passive verb marked with the prefix 
di-. The passive Agent is embedded in an optional PP. While any transitive verb may occur as 
the embedded passive, the set of CC predicates is limited. For example, (3) and (4) resemble 
crossed control, but have only the typical reading for my consultants:  
 
(3)  Siti ingin/pengen di-cium oleh ibu.  
 Siti want  PASS-kiss by mother  
 a. ‘Siti wants to be kissed by Mother.’  Typical reading 
 b. ‘Mother wants to kiss Siti.’  (No Crossed reading) 
(4)  Anggota  gang itu men-coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 member gang that ACTV-try PASS-catch by police 
 a.  ‘The gang members tried to be caught by police.’ Typical reading 
 b.  ‘The police tried to catch gang members.’  (No Crossed reading) 
 
Whereas mau ‘want’ has two interpretations in (1), my consultants accept only the typical 
reading with the semantically similar verb ingin ‘want, wish’ and the informal, colloquial verb 
pengen ‘want’ (3). A similar contrast is shown with coba ‘try,’ which allows two readings in 
its unaffixed form (2), but not in its active form with the prefix men- (4). The set of CC 
predicates is taken to be those that allow more than one reading. Predicates that yield only the 
typical reading, such as the affixed form mencoba, will not be considered CC predicates. It is 
worth noting also that no CC predicates allow only the non-typical (crossed) reading.  
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2.1 Crossed readings are based on judgments about equivalent meaning 
 
The criteria for a crossed reading is not explicitly discussed in the CC literature. As a starting 
point, I take the crossed reading to depend on semantic equivalence: a crossed reading is 
available if the CC sentence “means the same as” another sentence in which the Agent occurs 
as grammatical subject with the same CC predicate and an embedded active verb. This is 
explicitly illustrated in (5-8), where the symbol ≈ indicates that speakers confirmed semantic 
equivalence with mau and coba, and the symbol ≠ indicates that speakers did not accept 
semantic equivalence with ingin/pengen and mencoba. 

 
(5)  Siti mau di-cium oleh ibu.  
 Siti want PASS-kiss by mother  
 ≈ Ibu mau men-cium  Siti.   
  mother want ACTV-kiss Siti 
 ≈ ‘Mother wants to kiss Siti.’  ! Crossed reading 
(6)  Siti ingin/pengen di-cium oleh ibu.  
 Siti want  PASS-kiss by mother  
 ≠  Ibu  ingin/pengen men-cium Siti.   
   mother want ACTV-kiss Siti 
 ≠ ‘Mother wants to kiss Siti.’  (No Crossed reading) 
(7)  Anggota  gang itu coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 member gang that try PASS-catch by police 
 ≈ Polisi  coba men-angkap anggota gang itu. 
  police try ACTV-catch member gang that 
 ≈ ‘The police tried to catch the gang members.’  ! Crossed reading 
(8)  Anggota  gang itu men-coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 member gang that ACTV-try PASS-catch by police 
 ≠ Polisi men-coba  men-angkap  anggota  gang itu. 
   police ACTV-try ACTV-catch  member gang that 
 ≠ ‘The police tried to catch the gang members.’  (No Crossed reading) 
 
For my consultants, semantic equivalence was judged in Indonesian, or both Indonesian and 
English for speakers also fluent in English. I assume that previous work on crossed control 
relied on similar judgments to determine if crossed readings are available. Based on “same 
meaning” judgments, I find that the pattern is systematic: CC sentences have two possible 
meanings corresponding to an embedded passive and an embedded active as shown in (5) and 
(7).   
 
2.2 Inter-variety and inter-speaker variability  
 
Among Indonesian speakers, there is some disagreement about which predicates can yield 
crossed readings. For example, my consultants accept the semantic equivalence of crossed 
readings with mau but not ingin/pengen. In contrast, previous authors have reported that both 
mau and ingin have crossed readings in Indonesian (Kaswanti Purwo 1984; Sneddon 1996; 
Potsdam and Polinsky 2008). Furthermore, only some of my consultants accept crossed 
readings for coba (in its unaffixed form). It is likely there is also variation between Indonesian 
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and the closely related variety Malay. Nomoto (2008:16-20) lists 20 Malay predicates that 
allow a crossed reading (while noting that the list is not exhaustive). These include the verbs 
mahu and cuba (equivalents of Indonesian mau and coba), adjectival predicates such as takut 
‘afraid,’ rela ‘willing’ and verbs with (non-active) prefixes such as berhasil ‘succeed,’ 
terpaksa ‘forced.’ For my Indonesian consultants, all of the predicates from this list can 
embed a passive verb, but for any particular speaker, only 3-5 verbs are CC predicates that 
yield two distinct readings.   
 I will assume then that the set of CC predicates displays variability, both among 
speakers of the same variety as well as among varieties of Indonesian and Malay. In the 
examples throughout this paper, I present the set of CC predicates accepted by almost all my 
Indonesian consultants: mau ‘want,’ coba ‘try,’ suka ‘like,’ berhasil ‘succeed,’ gagal ‘fail.’ 
Examples cited from other sources include ingin, which I assume is compatible with two 
readings for some subset of Indonesian speakers. Note that the availability of two distinct 
readings for any particular CC predicate is not claimed to be accepted by all speakers of 
Indonesian.   
 
3 Categorial ambiguity as the source of crossed readings in Indonesian  
 
3.1 Crossed control predicates are ambiguous between V and modal/auxiliary   
 
I propose a dual status for crossed control predicates in Indonesian: these uncontroversially 
occur as the main verb of a clause, but they may also occur as modal or aspectual auxiliary. 
This idea is not new; other authors have observed that CC predicates have properties shared 
by modals and auxiliaries (Fukuda 2007; Nomoto 2008; Potsdam and Polinsky 2008). I make 
the stronger claim that the typical reading arises when the CC predicate is a verb, and a 
second reading arises only when the CC predicate occurs as modal/auxiliary.  

Let us begin with mau as an exemplar for CC predicates. This predicate is glossed as 
‘want’ in the Indonesian CC literature. While mau can occur as the main verb of a clause 
(with a nominal complement, for example), it has been noted by various authors that mau also 
occurs as a temporal morpheme that denotes near-future orientation (Sneddon 1996, 
Musgrave 2001:147, Fortin 2012) and has modal semantics (Arka 2011:83).4 This yields two 
potential interpretations for mau in (9), which is ambiguous between ‘want’ and ‘about to’:  

(9) Aku mau pulang. 
 1SG want go.home 
 ‘I want to go home.’ / ‘I am about to go home.’ 
 
(10) Aku  butuh sandaran ketika aku mau ter-jatuh.   
 1SG  need support when 1SG want INVOL-fall  
 ‘I needed support when I was about to fall down.’  
 
In contrast, in (10) mau is unambiguously an aspectual morpheme, ‘about to,’ since it occurs 
with the involitive verb terjatuh ‘fall down.’ Volitive and future morphemes have been 

                                                
4 Indonesian also has a morpheme for general future orientation, akan, which is more common 
in formal speech; akan is not used as a main verb.  



 5 

reported to have modal semantics cross-linguistically; for my purposes here, I take mau to be 
ambiguous between category V and a temporal auxiliary.  

Now consider the typical reading of a CC sentence with mau in (11).  
 
(11)  Siti mau di-cium oleh ibu.  
 Siti want PASS-kiss by mother  
 a. ≈ ‘Siti wants to be kissed by Mother.’  Typical reading 
 a'. ≈ ‘Siti is about to be kissed by Mother.’   Modal/auxiliary reading 
 
As main verb, mau ‘want’ uncontroversially corresponds to the typical reading in (11a). 
However, the sentence can also have the meaning in (11a') when mau is a near-future 
morpheme. The distinction between (11a) and (11a') has been overlooked, so that only (11a) 
is reported in the typical reading of crossed control (cf. Polinsky and Potsdam’s (2008) 
analysis of mau and ingin, which does not make reference to the near-future use of mau).  

The distinction is not merely a difference in interpretation. If mau is an auxiliary rather 
than a verb, it does not assign a thematic role, nor does it require a controller. For the reading 
in (11a') the argument Siti is not required to be the Experiencer or ‘wanter’ because mau 
contributes aspectual semantics to the event denoted by the passive verb dicium.  
 Next consider the reported crossed reading with the CC predicate mau. As previously 
mentioned, the availability of the crossed reading is based on semantic equivalence with the 
following Indonesian sentence:   
 
(11)  ≈ Ibu  mau  men-cium Siti.  	  	  	    
 mother want ACTV-kiss Siti 
 b. ‘Mother wants to kiss Siti.’   (CC reading as reported in the literature)  
 b'. ‘Mother is about to kiss Siti.’    Modal/auxiliary reading  
 
The obvious problem is that it is not clear whether mau occurs as verb or auxiliary here.  
Speakers thus have two options (11b and 11b') when judging whether this sentence has the 
same meaning as the original CC sentence. Although (11b) is indeed a possible meaning for 
the sentence given as semantic equivalent (with embedded active verb), I suggest that it is not 
a possible interpretation for the original CC sentence, Siti mau dicium oleh ibu. Rather, the 
phenomenon of crossed control is possible because (11a') is judged semantically equivalent to 
(11b'); both of these correspond to a modal/auxiliary interpretation of the CC predicate. This 
is akin to semantic equivalence in the English sentences below:   
 
(12)  Siti will be kissed by Mother.  ≈  Mother will kiss Siti.  
(13) Siti is about to be kissed by Mother.  ≈  Mother is about to kiss Siti. 
 
Under this view, crossed control sentences indeed have two readings. The first reading 
corresponds to the CC predicate as verb, and yields a typical reading as in (11a). The second 
reading corresponds to the CC predicate as modal/auxiliary, which is rendered in (11a') ≈ 
(11b'). In short, the availability of (11a') ≈ (11b') has been mistaken as crossed control.  
 Before turning to other CC predicates, I address some methodological issues 
concerning the reported crossed readings. I have noted that the existence of a crossed 
interpretation is widely confirmed by Indonesian speakers, including some authors who are 
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native speakers of the language. I do not challenge the robustness of these judgments. Rather, 
my point is that the crossed readings are unreliable because of the categorial ambiguity 
between V and modal/auxiliary, and also due to the difficulty in articulating a difference 
between these categories with glosses (English or Indonesian). For example, consider the task 
of reporting who (which argument in the sentence) ‘wants’ or ‘tries’ to perform an action. I 
have already pointed out a confound in using the CC predicate itself when checking intuitions 
about meaning.5 Let us assume that a different (non-CC) predicate is used to ask, ‘Who is it 
that wants?’ or ‘Which person has a desire?’ or ‘Who has the feeling of wanting?’ It is worth 
noting that the question itself (in Indonesian or English) assigns a thematic role 
(Agent/Experiencer) to the question word who/siapa, which is misleading if the predicate 
occurs as a modal/auxiliary. Another problem is that Agents are, by definition, agentive. 
Consider the following English sentence (the reading in 11a' repeated as 14): 
 
(14)  Siti is about to be kissed by Mother.  
 
If an English speaker is given the task of responding to the question, Who wants (the kiss to 
happen)? Who has a feeling of wanting? Either Siti or Mother is a possible ‘wanter.’ 
However, it is the PP argument that is agentive, the ‘doer.’ This makes it likely that the PP 
argument is interpreted as the ‘wanter,’ especially if the subject of the sentence is 
pragmatically unlikely to be the ‘wanter’ or ‘tryer,’ as we have already seen in example (2).   

I have mentioned that some consultants can give judgments in both Indonesian and 
English, which at first appears to be a useful way to confirm interpretations and disambiguate 
between a verb and a modal/auxiliary, since these occur as different morphemes in English. 
However, several issues make this task unreliable as well. Even for consultants fluent in 
English, translations are, at best, approximations. It is difficult to know whether the English 
form want is assigned the same ambiguity as in Indonesian: speakers may assume want can 
occur both as verbal ‘want’ and as modal/auxiliary ‘about to.’ Furthermore, for the CC 
predicates I have investigated, the verbal and modal/auxiliary senses are closely related: mau 
‘want to’ and ‘about to’; coba ‘try to’ and ‘let’s see if’; suka ‘like to’ and ‘often (do)’; gagal 
‘failed to’ and incompletive aspect; berhasil ‘succeeded’ and completive aspect. I find that 
these semantic judgments are rather subtle, and it possible that even as a modal or auxiliary, a 
CC predicate retains its “full” verbal meaning. 

What about other CC predicates besides mau? I have proposed that the CC predicate 
must occur as a modal or auxiliary in order for a second (non-typical) reading to be available. 
The CC predicate coba ‘try’ has a range of meanings: it can be used adverbially (‘merely, 
just’), in hortatives (‘let’s try’) and in conditional clauses (‘if, supposing if’). One piece of 
evidence that coba is used as a modal/auxiliary is in (15), where the clause must be interpreted 
as an event currently unfolding, or as a future possibility, but it cannot be interpreted as past:  
 
(15) Ayah  coba  ku-obati.  

                                                
5 One of the earliest mentions of crossed control in the literature is Kaswanti Purwo 1984. 
Kaswanti Purwo describes the phenomenon by observing that either the subject, or the 
embedded Agent, can be identified as yang memiliki rasa ingin ‘the one who has a feeling of 
wanting’ (1984:84). The CC predicate ingin is used in both the example CC sentence, as well 
as the explanation of semantic equivalence.  
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 father try 1SG-treat  
 ‘I am trying to treat Father.’ / ‘I could treat Father.’ 
 (* ‘I tried to treat Father.’)  
 
Since tense is optionally marked in Indonesian, (15) should be compatible with past tense if 
coba occurs as a verb. Instead, coba has the property of a possibility modal that occurs with 
the main verb obati ‘treat.’  
 Suka is another common CC predicate. The verb suka means ‘like, enjoy,’ but it can 
also denote that an event is frequent or usual. In (16) the aspectual meaning of suka, ‘often,’ is 
more prominent than its verbal meaning (‘children like to cry’), which is pragmatically odd.   
 
(16) Anak-anak suka men-angis. 
 child~PL like ACTV-cry 

a. #‘Children like to cry.’ (verb) 
b. ‘Children often cry.’ (aspect) 

 
Coba and suka are therefore ambiguous between a verb and modal/auxiliary, similar to 

mau. CC sentences with coba and suka have the readings shown below (reported crossed 
readings are included in strikethrough font.)  
 
(17)  Pemain Arema suka di-tonton oleh supporter-nya.  
 player Arema like PASS-watch by supporter-POSS  
 a. ‘Arema players like to be watched by their supporters.’  Typical reading 
 a'.  ‘Arema players are often watched by their supporters.’  Modal/aux reading 
 b.  ‘Their supporters like to watch Arema players.’  (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘Their supporters often watch Arema players.’  Modal/aux reading 
(18)  Anggota  gang itu coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 member gang that try PASS-catch by police 
 a.  ‘The gang members tried to be caught by police.’ Typical reading 
 a'.  ‘The gang members could be caught by police.’  Modal/aux 
 b.  ‘The police tried to catch gang members.’  (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘The police could catch the gang members.’  Modal/aux 
 
I have argued that the crossed readings in (17b) and (18b) are not possible interpretations for a 
CC sentence. However, the reading with modal/auxiliary in (17b') and (18b') is possible. The 
availability of a second reading is possible because (17b') is judged to be semantically 
equivalent to (17a'); likewise (18b') and (18a').  
 In brief, what was argued to be a crossed reading is the consequence of the existence 
of the modal/auxiliary reading. The modal/auxiliary vs. verb distinction can result in  
differences in interpretation; I attempt to further draw out these distinctions with semantic 
continuations in Section 4.2. Crucially, since modals and auxiliaries are not category V, they 
do not require a controller, and do not assign thematic roles. This is a welcome result, as non-
local thematic relations or backward control no longer need to be accounted for.  
 
3.2  Other properties of crossed control 
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Several characteristics of crossed control fall out naturally from the proposal I have outlined. 
Crossed readings are ruled out when the CC predicate bears a voice prefix (active meN- or 
passive di-); see example (4) with mencoba. Indonesian modals and auxiliaries cannot take an 
active prefix, and cannot be passivized (Sneddon et al. 2012). It follows that a CC predicate 
with men-/di- must belong to category V, in which case the CC predicate yields only the 
typical reading.  

Some CC predicates (including mau, ingin, coba, suka) optionally occur with the 
complementizers supaya ‘in order that’ and untuk ‘for.’ The non-typical reading is only 
available without the complementizer (Kaswanti Purwo 1984:75; glosses and interpretations 
added): 

 
(19)  Si Yem ingin di-cium si Dul. 
 ART Yem want PASS-kiss ART Dul 
 a. ‘Yem wanted to be kissed by Dul.’  Typical reading  
 b. ‘Dul wanted to kiss Yem.’   (Reported CC reading) 
(20)  Si Yem ingin supaya di-cium si Dul. 

ART Yem want in.order.that PASS-kiss ART Dul 
 a. ‘Yem wanted to be kissed by Dul.’  Typical reading  
 b. ‘Dul wanted to kiss Yem.’  (Reported CC reading) 
 
Sentences with complementizers must have a bi-clausal structure, in which case ingin occurs 
as the sole verb in the matrix clause (since modals and auxiliaries do not take CP 
complements). It is not surprising, then, that the CC predicate only has a typical reading.  

When the subject of a crossed control sentence is semantically incompatible with a CC 
predicate, the crossed reading is said to be “forced” because the typical reading is 
pragmatically unlikely. For instance, the subject of the embedded relative clause in (21) is 
inanimate, which results in semantic incongruence in the typical reading:  
 
(21)  Junk food adalah makanan yang paling suka di-beli banyak orang.6    
 junk  food is food REL most like PASS-buy many people 
 a. #‘Junk food is food that most likes to be bought by many people.’   Typ. reading 
 a'.  ‘Junk food is food that is most often bought by many people.’  Mod/aux reading 
 b.  ‘Junk food is food that many people most like to buy.’  (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘Junk food is food that many people most often buy.’  Mod/aux reading 
 
An inanimate argument (‘food’) is not usually an Experiencer, i.e. the ‘liker’ in (21), while the 
oblique argument (‘many people’) is animate and can be the ‘liker.’ This has been taken to 
explain the salience of the reported crossed reading in (21b), an interpretation I have argued is 
not possible. Note however, that the modal/auxiliary reading is still possible in (21a') and 
(21b'), since ‘often’ is compatible with an inanimate subject.   
 The generalization that inanimate subjects force crossed readings is weakened by 
sentences in which the oblique argument is inanimate (22). The argument kamera keamanan 

                                                
6 In some CC sentences, no preposition occurs between the passive V and oblique argument. 
Indonesian allows null P immediately following a passive verb (Sneddon 1996; Jeoung and 
Biggs 2017).  
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‘security camera’ is a possible Agent for the verb rekam ‘record,’ but should be pragmatically 
ruled out as the Experiencer in a crossed control sentence because it is inanimate. The 
reported crossed control pattern (i.e. if 22a and 22b represent the two possible readings) 
predicts that only the typical reading should be available. However, the prediction is not borne 
out, since two readings are possible in (22).  
 
(22)  Pemain Arema suka di-rekam oleh kamera keamanan.  
 player Arema like PASS-record by camera security   
 a. ‘Arema players like to be recorded by security cameras.’  Typical reading 
 a'.  ‘Arema players are (often) recorded by security cameras.’  Modal/aux 
 b.  # ‘Security cameras like to record Arema players.’  (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘Security cameras (often) record Arema players.’  Modal/aux 
 
The availability of two readings falls out straightforwardly from the present analysis. The 
typical reading is unproblematic, and the second reading is possible with aspectual suka 
‘often,’ which is compatible with an inanimate argument (22a', 22b'). Even more striking is a 
CC sentence with two inanimate arguments. Two readings are available for (23):  
 
(23)  Dalam foto,  ter-lihat mobil yang  mau di-tabrak oleh kereta.  
 at photo ABIL-see car REL want PASS-crash by train  
 a. # ‘In the photo, there is a car that wants to be hit by a train.’  Typical reading 
 a'.  ‘In the photo, there is a car that is about to be hit by a train.’   Modal/aux 
 b.  # ‘In the photo, there is a car that a train wants to hit.’  (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘In the photo, there is a car that a train is about to hit.’  Modal/aux 
 
Previous accounts of crossed control predict that both readings (23a) and (23b) should be 
ruled out, since both are inanimate arguments and cannot be the ‘liker.’ However, under a 
modal interpretation of mau ‘about to,’ two readings still obtain (23a' and 23b').  
 
4 Diagnostics for modal/auxiliary status  
 
4.1 Syntactic distribution   
 
Crossed control predicates such as mau, suka and coba are not usually included in lists of 
standard modals or temporal morphemes in Indonesian (cf. Sneddon 1996; Arka 2011; 
Sneddon et al. 2012; Fortin 2012), perhaps because these more commonly occur as main 
verbs. To test whether CC predicates have the distribution of modals or auxiliaries in 
Indonesian, I look at syntactic environments that disallow verbs, but allow modals, aspectual 
morphemes and auxiliaries.  
 The first environment is an Object voice clause. The word order in Object voice is 
fixed: the Theme occurs as preverbal grammatical subject, and the Agent occurs immediately 
before the verb, in its thematic position (Chung 1976; Guilfoyle et al. 1992; Cole et al. 2008). 
Only negation, modals, temporal morphemes and aspectual markers may occur in the position 
between subject and Agent:  
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(24) Ayah  sudah/telah  ku-obati.7  
 Father already/PRF 1SG-treat  
 ‘I already/have treated Father.’ 
(25)  Promosi  akan/pernah/tidak ku-dapat. 
 promotion FUT/have.ever/NEG 1SG-get 
 ‘I will get a promotion./I have gotten a promotion./I did not get a promotion.’  
(26) jawaban  yang mesti/harus/bisa ku-dapat  
 answer REL should/must/can 1SG-get  
 ‘the reply that I should/must/am able to get.’  
 
In contrast, main verbs cannot occur between the subject and Agent in the same Object voice 
clauses:  
 
(27)  *Ayah  pulang ku-obati.  
 father  go.home 1SG-treat  
 (‘I went home to treat Father.’)  
(28)  *Promosi  percaya  ku-dapat.  
 promotion  believe 1SG-get  
 (‘I believe I will get a promotion.’)  
(29) *jawaban  yang harap ku-dapat.  
 answer REL expect  1SG-get 
 (‘the reply that I expect to get.’)  
 
It is possible for CC predicates to occur in this position, including gagal ‘fail’ and berhasil 
‘succeed’ in addition to coba, mau, suka:   
 
(30) Ayah  coba/mau/suka  ku-obati.  
 father  try/want/like 1SG-treat 
 ‘I am trying to/am about to/often treat Father.’  
(31)  Promosi  gagal  ku-dapat.  
 promotion fail  1SG-get 
 ‘I have not [incompletive] gotten a promotion.’  
(32) jawaban  yang berhasil ku-dapat  
 answer REL succeed 1SG-get 
 ‘the reply that I have [completive] gotten’  
 
In (31) and (32) gagal and berhasil appear to be semantically bleached of their verbal senses. 
Gagal marks incompletive aspect, and berhasil, completive aspect. To my knowledge, crossed 
control predicates have not previously been noted to occur in the modal/auxiliary position in 
Indonesian Object voice. This pattern expands the range of morphemes that occur in a 
structural position above main verbs, but below grammatical subjects; the set includes 
standard modals, temporal and aspect markers, in addition to the CC predicates under 
discussion.   

                                                
7 Object voice does not have an equivalent in English, as they are neither canonical actives nor 
passives; these clauses are glossed with active sentences for the purpose of illustration.  
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 Another environment that differentiates modals/auxiliaries from main verbs is fronting 
in polar questions. It is possible for modals, temporal markers and main verbs to be raised to 
sentence-initial position, where they occur with the focus question particle –kah:  
 
(33) Harus-kah/akan-kah  kamu datang ke pesta perkawinan Budi? 
 must-Q /will-Q 2SG come  to party wedding Budi 
 ‘Must you come to Budi’s wedding?’ / ‘Will you come to Budi’s wedding?’  
(34)  Datang-kah kamu ke pesta-ku?  
 come-Q 2SG to party-1SG 
 ‘Are you coming to my party?’ (Adapted from Fortin 2012:17) 
 
The modal or temporal marker may be fronted together with the verb, in which case –kah 
follows the verb:   
 
(35) Harus  datang-kah kamu ke pesta perkawinan Budi?  
 must come-Q 2SG to party wedding Budi 
 ‘Must you come to Budi’s wedding?’ 
(36) Akan  datang-kah kamu ke pesta perkawinan Budi? 
 will come-Q 2SG to party wedding Budi 
 ‘Will you come to Budi’s wedding?’  
 
By contrast, two verbs cannot be fronted with –kah: 
 
(37) *Men-coba belajar-kah  kamu? 
 ACTV-try learn-Q 2SG 
 (‘Are you trying to learn?’) 
(38)  *Ber-encana pergi-kah dia ke Jakarta? 
 INTR-plan go-Q 3SG to Jakarta 
 (‘Does he plan to go to Jakarta?’) 
 
Given this pattern, the CC predicates mau and suka behave as modal/auxiliary, and can be 
fronted together with a verb:  
 
(39) Mau datang-kah kamu ke rumah?  
 want  come-Q 2SG to house 
 ‘Will you come to my house?’ / ‘Do you want to come to my house?’  
(40)  Suka tidur-kah kalian? 
 like sleep-Q 2PL 
 ‘Do you often sleep?’ / ‘Do you like to sleep (a lot)?’ 
 
One interesting point to note in (39) and (40) is that even when the syntactic behavior of the 
CC predicate is that of a modal/auxiliary, the verbal meaning is not always ruled out in favor 
of a modal/auxiliary meaning. Even when their syntax is modal- or auxiliary-like, these CC 
predicates can retain some of their verbal flavor.  
 
4.2 Semantic diagnostics  
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Semantic diagnostics can also tease apart verbal and modal/auxiliary meanings for CC 
predicates. Consider the following CC sentence with inanimate subject. The typical reading in 
(41) is odd because TV is inanimate and cannot be the ‘liker,’ which makes the non-typical 
reading more prominent.  
 
(41) TV suka di-tonton  anak-anak.   
 TV like PASS-watch child~PL 
 a. # ‘TV likes to be watched by the children.’  Typical reading 
 a'.  ‘TV is often watched by the children.’  Modal/aux 
 b.  ‘The children like to watch TV.’   (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. ‘The children often watch TV.’  Modal/aux 
 
I have argued that the reported crossed reading is illusory; it is only the modal/auxiliary 
reading that is possible (41a', 41b'). This predicts that no contradiction will result from the 
continuation ‘…although they don’t enjoy it.’ This prediction is borne out, and the 
continuation is natural in (42).  
 
(42) TV suka di-tonton  anak-anak, walaupun mereka tidak me-nikmati. 
 TV like PASS-watch child~PL although 3PL NEG AV-enjoy 
 a. #‘TV likes to be watched by the children, although they don’t enjoy it.’  Typical 
 a'.  ‘TV is often watched by the children, although they don’t enjoy it.’  Mod/aux  
 b.  # ‘The children like to watch TV, even though they don’t enjoy it.’  (Reported CC)  
 b'. ‘The children often watch TV, although they don’t enjoy it.’  Mod/aux  
 
The typical reading is ruled out by the inanimate subject, so only the non-typical reading is 
possible with the continuation. No semantic contradiction results, because the continuation is 
compatible with the modal/auxiliary reading (42a', 42b'). More importantly, under the 
reported meaning of crossed control, a semantic contradiction should arise: ‘The children like 
to watch TV, even though they don’t enjoy it.’  
 Recall that when mau occurs as modal/auxiliary, it has a near-future orientation; this 
means mau is incompatible with past tense. Likewise, when coba occurs as modal/auxiliary, it 
must occur in the present or a possible future; it cannot occur with past events. The status of 
these CC predicates is tested in (43) and (44) with the temporal adverb kemarin ‘yesterday.’ 
The result is that only the typical reading is available, and the non-typical reading disappears 
in both cases:  
 
(43)  Kemarin Siti mau di-cium oleh ibu. 
 yesterday  Siti want PASS-kiss by mother   
 a. ‘Yesterday, Siti wanted to be kissed by mother.’  Typical reading 
 a'.  # ‘Yesterday, Siti is about to be kissed by mother.’  Modal/aux reading 
 b.  ‘Yesterday, Mother wanted to kiss Siti.’   (Reported CC reading)  
 b'. # ‘Yesterday, Mother is about to kiss Siti.’  Modal/aux reading 
(44)  Kemarin anggota  gang itu coba di-tangkap oleh polisi.  
 yesterday member gang that try PASS-catch by police 
 a.  ‘Yesterday, the gang members tried to be caught by police.’ Typical reading 
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 a'.  # ‘Yesterday, the gang members are trying to be caught by police.’ Modal/aux  
 b.  ‘Yesterday, the police tried to catch gang members.’  (Reported CC) 
 b'. # ‘Yesterday, the police are trying to catch gang members.’  Modal/aux 
 
The unavailability of a second reading is not predicted by the reported crossed control 
interpretation, since no semantic anomaly arises from ‘Yesterday Mother wanted to kiss Siti’ 
(43b) or ‘Yesterday, the police tried to catch gang members’ (44b). On the other hand, this 
falls out naturally from the modal/auxiliary analysis. Kemarin ‘yesterday’ is not compatible 
with the near-future use of mau (42a', 42b'); or the present/future semantics of coba (43a', 
43b'). The reported crossed readings in (42b) and (43b) are not possible. Therefore, the only 
reading that is possible is the typical reading with ‘want’ (42a, 43a).  
 
5 Implications  
 
This analysis has implications for a number of other languages that are reported to have 
constructions similar to crossed control. Most previous work on crossed control is in 
Indonesian and Malay (Kaswanti Purwo 1984; Sneddon 1996; Arka 2000; Musgrave 2001; 
Gil 2002; Fukuda 2007; Nomoto 2008, 2011; Potsdam and Polinsky 2008; Sato 2010; 
Nomoto and Wahab 2012; Sato and Kitada 2012; Akbar 2013; Davies et al. 2013; Arka 2014; 
Berger 2018). Closely related Indonesian languages also have similar constructions. For 
example, Davies (2014) discusses crossed control in Madurese, and crossed readings are 
noted by Kurniawan (2013) for Sundanese. In the Austronesian family of languages, Polinsky 
and Potsdam (2008) include data with ‘want’ verbs in Tagalog, Malagasy, Tukang Besi, 
Tongan and Samoan. Even more broadly, reported crossed readings are also possible in many 
languages with restructuring, long passives and related phenomena; cross-linguistically, these 
types of clauses require a set of special predicates with meanings similar to CC predicates (cf. 
Wurmbrand 2016 inter alia).  

I have remained neutral regarding an analysis for the typical reading of crossed control 
sentences, since my goal in this paper is to shed new light specifically on the crossed readings 
as reported in the literature. I have argued that these crossed readings are illusory. I have 
proposed that the source of the confusion is an ambiguity in CC predicates, which have a dual 
status as verb or modal/auxiliary. This ambiguity has the consequence that native speaker 
judgments about semantic equivalence are likewise rendered ambiguous. This does not affect 
typical readings, which result from the CC predicate occurring as category V. I do not assume 
that an analysis for the typical reading of Indonesian crossed control will extend to all 
languages that have similar constructions (with a typical reading).  

On the other hand, the problems that I have raised for crossed readings in Indonesian 
may apply to analyses of CC sentences in other languages. Independent diagnostics are 
needed to support semantic fieldwork on unusual constructions like crossed control; I have 
presented syntactic and semantic tests to confirm that CC predicates can occur as 
modals/auxiliaries in Indonesian. I expect these diagnostics can be used for Malay, given its 
similarity to Indonesian; I leave for future research whether CC predicates in Malay behave as 
their Indonesian counterparts do.  

Finally, previous analyses of crossed control should be re-evaluated in light of the 
categorial ambiguity in CC predicates. In particular, I have proposed that the modal/auxiliary 
reading should replace all crossed readings as previously reported. Non-local or backward 
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control, and non-local thematic role assignment, are not present in crossed control; rather, 
these sentences are canonical passives with a modal or auxiliary. This is welcome from a 
theoretical viewpoint, as the analysis handles an unusual phenomenon with standard syntactic 
and semantic mechanisms, obviating the need for innovation.  
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