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PREFACE

Judging from the understanding and translation of natural
languages by computers, the predicate verb and adjective are
both the syntactic and semantic core of a sentence. Therefore,
if an electronic dictionary can make a detailed description of se-
mantic combinations (i.e. the case relations)"* existing be-
tween the predicate verb in a sentence and the nominal parts
surrounding it, the performance of natural language under-
standing systems and machine translation systems can be
greatly improved. In this sense, the compilation and publica-
tion of the Dictionary of Verbs in Contemporary Chinese (here-
alter, the Dictionary) has made an innovative contribution to
Chinese information processing.

Since the American linguist C. Fillmore published his pa-
per The Case for Case in 1968, more and more researchers
have accepted using the case frame for representing the sen-
tence meaning, and the idea has been widely applied in natural
language systems all over the world. This shows that the the-
ory of semantic combinations does not depend on a specific lan-
guage, but rather can be universally applied in all languages.
What is perplexing is that for all these years no efforts have
been made to work out a large-scale systematic description of
the semantic combination relations in any languages. * *In con-
trast, many researchers have kept themselves busy with argu-

ing how many cases on earth are needed and how to name
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them. This, in fact, has delayed the application of the theory
in large-scale natural language systems. For instance, some
well-known machine translation systems do adopt the case re-
lation as the medium for the conversion from the source lan-
guage to the target language and the designers define several
dozen of case roles; however, since the attached electronic dic-
tionaries do not provide the relative information concerning the
case frame for every verb entry, errors {requently prop up in
the analysis of the source language and the generation of the
target language.

I admire the academic insight and courage of the compilers
of the Dictionary in that they perserved in the vast and difficult
language project and spent more than four years working on a
detailed description of the sense entries of several thousand
frequently-used Chinese verbs. They have proved with their
conscientious work that they are heading in the right direction
and scholars both at home and abroad can learn a lot from
their work.

I attribute to the Dictionary at least the following three
characteristics ;

1. All systems are hierarchical and so is the case system,
The compilers arrange the case system of 22 cases in three lev-

els, the first one made up of “role” and “situation”. The
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‘role ” includes four elements; “subject”, object ”,
“company” and “link”; the “situation” includes three ele-
ments: “means”, “circumstance” and “reason”. The seven el-
ements together constitute the second layer of the case system

and they can, with the predicate verb as the core, express the
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integrate meaning of a sentence. The third layer includes 22
specific cases. each belonging to a certain element in the layer
next above. Such a hierarchical case system is much clearer
than an indiscriminate listing of several dozen of cases.

2. According to the case relation, the compilers divide
verbs into six subcategories: ta-verbs, zi-verbs, wai-verbs,
nei-verbs, possessive verbs, and linking verbs. They consider
a verb from two points of view. On the one hand, if a verb is
followed by an object, it is a transitive verb, and if it is not, it
is an intransitive verb. On the other hand, if the verb follows
an agent-subiect, it is an intentional verb, and if it is not, it is
an unintentional verb. The two ways of differentiating taken
together, an intentional transitive verb is a za-verb (e. g B
—kick, Wz chi—eat, BF%Y yanjia—study), an intentional in-
transitive verb is a zi-verb (e.g. Ml pdo—run, B din—squat,
& fei — fly ) , an unintentional transitive verb is a wai - verb
(e.g. WT W, tingjian—hear, 5§ I}, kanjian —see), and an unin-
tentional intransitive verb is a nei-verb (e. g. %% bing—fall ill
JE si —die), Meanwhile, the possessive relation and linking
relation between the verb and the subject enables the differen-
tiation of possessive verbs (e.g. B juyou — possess, & F
shity —belong) and linking verbs (e.g. £ shi—to be, &1
déngyt —equal) from other verbs. It is original to relate the
grammatical category of a verb to its case relations directly and
it will help promote the research on, and application of, the
theory of semantic combinations.

3. A fundamental principle of the case grammar is that
sentences with different surface expressions but including the
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same sense entry of a predicate verb with the same case rela-
tion should have only one case frame. Therefore, almost every
sense entry of a verb has one basic sentence pattern and sever-
al synonymous sentence patterns (or alternative patterns).
For instance, the basic sentence pattern for “#f si—tear” is;
“F#r T AREHE . Wo si le na feng xin. I tore the letter” and its
synonymous sentence patterns are : “FRIEIFE{EP T . Wb ba
na féng xin si le. ICauxiliary] the letter tore”, “FR IR & (= #F
T . Wo na feng xin si le. —I the letter tore”, “IREMSHRE T .
Na féng xin wo si le. —The letter I tore”, and “AFEHE H T
T . Na feng xin bei wo si le. —The letter was torn by me”.
Different sentence patterns reveal the different purposes of the
speaker but they have in common the case frame: agent (“I”)
+“Hf si tore”patient (“fF xin the letter”). In contrast, dif-
ferent subcategories of a verb not only have different basic sen-
tence patterns but also have different synonymous sentence
patterns; even if two sentences have verbs of the same subcat-
egory, their synonymous sentence patterns may also be differ-
ent with different verbs. The description in the Dictionary of
the basic sentence patterns and synonymous sentence patterns
can enrich the information on the usage of verbs, which is of
practical value both to language study and to language process-
ing by computers.

There is no denying that such a vast language project at
its initial stage can not be perfect. For one thing, the descrip-
tion of case frames of verbs in the Dictionary is limited only to
simple sentences in Chinese and further work will be needed

for the description of such language phenomena as compound
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sentences and running-on sentences. For the other, the de-
scription of case roles is now given only in the form of exam-
ples and it could be further improved by giving the semantic
code or semantic feature of each case role. What is encourag-
ing is that the compilers of the Dictionary are said to have

drawn up a plan to further their research in the above two re-

spects.
Panshan Qiyuan Prof. Huang Changning
28th July 1994 The Department of Computer
Science and Technology
Tsinghua University
Notes ;

* Since “case” in linguistics is divided into surface case (e. g. subject, object,
possessive) and deep case (e.g. agent, patient, instrument), to avoid ambiguity,
many scholars have agreed to define the semantic combination as thematic property
and the corresponding deep case as theta-role or 6-role.

* * According to what T am informed, only the Dictionary of the Usage for
Basic Verbs in Japanese compiled by KOIZUMI TAMOTSU (M 4R) et al. made a
similar description of 728 Japanese verbs.
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