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Abstract: Syntactic disambiguation frequently requires knowledge of the 
semantic categories of nouns, especially in languages with free word order. For 
example, in Spanish the phrases pintó un cuadro un pintor (lit. painted a pic-
ture a painter) and pintó un pintor un cuadro (lit. painted a painter a picture) 
mean the same: ‘a painter painted a picture’. The only way to tell the subject 
from the object is by knowing that pintor ‘painter’ is a causal agent and cuadro 
is a thing. We present a method for extracting semantic information of this kind 
from existing machine-readable human-oriented explanatory dictionaries. Ap-
plication of this procedure to two different human-oriented Spanish dictionaries 
gives additional information as compared with using solely Spanish Eu-
roWordNet. In addition, we show the results of an experiment conducted to 
evaluate the similarity of word classifications using this method. 

1   Introduction 

Determining the function of a noun phrase in a sentence cannot rely solely on word 
order, particularly for languages that have a rather free order of constituents, such as 
Spanish. For example consider the following sentences: (1) La señora llevó a la niña 
a la calle, lit. 'The woman took to the girl to the street' and (2) La señora llevó a la 
calle a la niña, lit. 'The woman took to the street to the girl'. Both sentences convey 
the same meaning: 'The woman took the girl to the street'. In Spanish, a noun pre-
ceded by the preposition a ‘to’ has the role of direct object if it is animate, or indirect 
object or circumstantial complement if it is not animate. Without semantic informa-
tion, a system is not able to determine the syntactic functions of a la niña and a la 
calle in a sentence. When information on the semantic categories of niña ‘girl’ 
(causal_agent) and calle ‘street’ (place) is considered, it is possible to determine auto-
matically that la señora ‘the woman’ is the subject, a la niña is the direct object and a 
la calle is a circumstantial complement of place. 
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