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Is it a language?
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• No → End of  story 

• Yes → Continue
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What is a dictionary?

• Length 

✤ 50 words? 
✤ 1000 pages? 

• Content 

✤ complete list?
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Group Discussion

• in groups of  four 

• discuss (for 5 minutes) 

✤ What should be included in a Cantonese 
dictionary 
✤ length, what kinds of  words, what should 

be excluded 
✤ Write a sample entry for your dictionary 
✤ Use 1 minute to present your ideas
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Group Presentation
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Let's turn to English ...
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Which of  these words...

• do you expect in an English dictionary? 

✤ the 
✤ man 
✤ attention 
✤ bling 
✤ dim-sum 
✤ pragmatics 
✤ Justin Bieber

7

http://words.hk


words.hk  |  Cantonese Dictionary  |  Cantonese Corpus 
brought to you by Hong Kong Lexicography Limited

Found one...
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We have ...
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but not ...
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Cambridge Dictionary
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• Found 

✤ the (grammatical words) 
✤ man (basic words) 
✤ attention (harder words) 
✤ bling (slangs) 
✤ dim-sum (recent loanwords) 
✤ pragmatics (specialised words) 
✤ Jesus Christ (important proper names) 

• Not Found 

✤ Justin Bieber
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Look at another entry
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and what language is this?

What language is this?
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Expectation

• English dictionaries 

✤ Comprehensive 
✤ Written in English 

• Cantonese dictionaries 

✤ Same principles? 

• Question: What should a Cantonese 
dictionary look like?
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Existing Cantonese Dictionaries
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Monolingual dictionaries?

• Issues 

✤ not comprehensive, only contain: 
✦ words that do not overlap with "mainstream 

Chinese", i.e. Mandarin 
✦ or harder words 

✤ Descriptions written for Chinese / Mandarin 
users
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Online resources

• There is a nice one, don't waste your time! 

• Character-based, not word-based
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The Project

Goal 
Compilation 

The Role of  Social Networks

18

http://words.hk


words.hk  |  Cantonese Dictionary  |  Cantonese Corpus 
brought to you by Hong Kong Lexicography Limited

words.hk

• Build a true Cantonese dictionary 

✤ C1: Written in Cantonese ; 

✤ C2: Comprehensive, i.e. all common 
Cantonese words, spoken or written / unique 
to Cantonese or shared with Mandarin, 
should be included; and 

✤ C3: Words (rather than characters) will be the 
default unit
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Compilation
• NOT corpus-based compilation 

• Existing bilingual dictionaries 

✤ HKUDict (Luke et al., unpublished dictionary data) 

✤ A Dictionary of  Cantonese Slang (Hutton & Bolton, 2005) 

✤ Lexical Lists for Chinese Learning in Hong Kong 
(Education Bureau, 2007, 2009) 

• Existing word-lists 

✤現代標準漢語與�語對照資料庫 (CUHK, 2001) 

✤ Word lists from various Input Method Engines
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Compilation (con't)

• Imported entries are 

✤ used as reference only 

✤ rewritten or restructured manually by editors

21

http://words.hk


words.hk  |  Cantonese Dictionary  |  Cantonese Corpus 
brought to you by Hong Kong Lexicography Limited

The role of  social networks

• Facebook 

✤ Page (words.hk) 
✦ 10,000+ likes as of  today 

✤ Member recruitment 
✦ Almost all members are recruited on Facebook 

✤ A word a day 

• Wordathon meetings 

✤ Next:  18 Mar 2017 (Sat.) 3pm  @Mong Kok
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A word a day - 每日一字
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A word a day - 每日一字
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Sample Entries
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Status of  the project

• On-going project 

✤ Active discussion every day 

✤ Bi-weekly wordathon meetings 

• ~500 volunteers 

• 42000+ entries 

✤ 34000+ edited w/ Cantonese definitions
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Methodology

Agile vs. waterfall 
Core Principles 
Usage-over-etymology 

Decision Problem Avoidance
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Methodology

• Not executed by step-by-step plan 

• Agile vs. waterfall 

✤ Concept borrowed from software 
engineering and lean start-ups 

✤ Ensure maximum flexibility 

• Adhere to Core Principles
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Core Principles
• Usage-over-etymology 

✤ ignore etymology  

✤ have everything based on usage 

✤ explaining actual usage is preferred over existing 
dictionaries or etymologies 

• Decision Problem Avoidance 

✤ Decision problems: 
✦ something that requires a judgement 
✦ e.g. classification 

✤ Avoid these problems
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Usage-over-etymology

• e.g. Which is the correct character? 

✤ The case of  � di1 
✦ Possible characters 

❖ ��D are commonly used 

❖ � is the proposed character by amateur 
etymologists 

❖ 的 is used in older texts 

❖ 滴 is probably the true etymology, but no longer 

used / recognised by native speakers
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Usage-over-etymology (con't)
✦ ��D／� are listed, 

ordered by frequency 
❖ based on editors' 

subjective judgement 
❖ agrees with 

Cantonese character 
usage survey 
conducted by 港語學
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Decision Problem Avoidance
• Cantonese vs. Non-Cantonese 

✤ Major problem faced by previous Cantonese dictionaries 
✦ Three-way distinction (鄧思穎 2015, Ch. 3) 

❖ 通用詞 shared vocabulary 

❖ 社區詞 community vocabulary 

❖ 方言詞 topolectal vocabulary 

• Issues 

✤ implies a decision problem for every entry created 

✤ no easy test: prone to dispute 

• Solution 

✤ Only label items not used at all in spoken Cantonese

33

http://words.hk


words.hk  |  Cantonese Dictionary  |  Cantonese Corpus 
brought to you by Hong Kong Lexicography Limited

Decision Problem Avoidance  (con't)

• Other problems 

✤ word-class classification 
✦ noun or verb? verb or adjective? 

✤ headword problem 
✦ should variants, e.g. 擦膠 (caat3 gaau1, eraser),  膠擦 

(gaau1 caat3), 擦紙膠 (caat3 zi2 gaau1), listed separately? 

✦ should K (kei1, karaoke) listed separately? 

❖ or just under K房 (kei1 fong2, ~room),  
唱K (coeng3 kei1, to sing~),  
劈K (pek3 kei1, to get drunk at ~)? 
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Decision Problem Avoidance  (con't)

✤ proper nouns 
✦ 周公 zau1 gung1  

✦ 青山 cing1 saan1 

✤ jargons 
✦ e.g. jargons within political circles? 
❖ e.g. 左膠 zo2 gaau1  

• (Look it up on words.hk)
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Conclusion

Issues 
Future of  Cantonese Lexicography 

On Open Data
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Issues

• Lexicography 

✤ Over-emphasis on Etymology / Characters 

✤ Prescriptivism 

✤ Fail to catch up with latest language 
developments 

• Lack of  Available resources 

✤ Lock-ups 

✤ Paper-based
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Future of  Cantonese Lexicography?

• Word-based dictionaries 

• Use both word-list compilation and 
corpus-based approach 

• Crowd-sourcing to generate content 

• Let the users decide the preferred written 
form
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Open Data Policy

• words.hk License Agreement 

✤ http://beta.words.hk/base/hoifong/ 

✤ dictionary data are 
✦ freely accessible to the public 
✦ can be freely modified, adopted, and published 

for non-commercial and certain small-business 
purposes 

• avoid lock-ups
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Appeal to the community

• Locked-up resources 

✤ never been published, protected by copyright  

✤ unusable 

• Say goodbye to the old “proprietary” age!
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Finally

• Get the priorities right 

✤ w.r.t. Cantonese lexicography 

✤ it is language description 
✦ i.e. keep a record of: 

❖ usage 
❖ diversity 

✤ NOT decision problems 

✦ folk etymology (like where do the ? 

✦ existing本字考?
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