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How can linguistic meanings can be represented in a form which is
computationally tractable? We have developed a paradigm which allows both word
and sentence meanings to be captured using distributed patterns, that is,

vectors and matrices. These representations can be generated

automatically. Word meanings are produced from machine readable dictionaries by
a family of taxonomic traversal algorithms. Sentence meanings can then be
constructed from parse trees by using the distributed lexical representations
together with semantic case information.

In previous work we have reported on an initial algorithm for extracting
meaning vectors from the Princeton WordNet (Sutcliffe, O'Sullivan and
Meharg). The algorithm has also been applied to the Merriam Webster Compact
Electronic (Sutcliffe, 1993) and to the Irish-Irish An Foclo/ir Beag

(Sutcliffe, McElligott and O/Neill, 1993). The representations can be shown to
be in accordance with human data (Sutcliffe, O'Sullivan, Sharkey, Vossen,
Slator, McElligott and Bennis, 1994).

We have now built a full text information retrieval system called SIFT-1 which
works with a technical computer manual. It uses the semantic lexicon generated
using our MKII WordNet traversal in order to match the meaning of a query with
those of utterances in the text. In operation, the user enters a query like

"how do I install the wordprocessor". SIFT-1 responds by showing on the screen
a portion of the manual which describes how to install the software.

We will describe SIFT-1, outline how the lexicon was generated and report on
our findings so far.
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