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Compound is a program that accepts a noun compound of
arbitrary length and attempts to construct a meaning for it. A noun
compound is a scquence of two or more nouns usced to describe a
single referent. Compound was designed to function as a part of a
natural language understanding system. Some of the knowledge
(c.g., context) necessary to understand some compounds must come
from sources that a natural language understanding system could
provide. Compound produces meanings for compounds such as
"water meter cover adjustment screw”, “glass wine glass”, "golf
club”, and "computer maintenance”. The first example is fairly
straightforward and provides no difficulty for the program. In the
second cxample, the word “glass” has two meanings (i.c., one as a
container from which people drink liquids, and the other as a clear
material made from silicon dioxide). The context provided by the
compound itself is sufficient to disambiguate which meaning of
"glass” is meant in both cases. In the "golf club” example, the
word "club” has two meanings (i.¢., as an organization, and as a
stick used in games). ‘The compound "golf club” also has two
mceanings, onc as an organization that provides golfing facilitics, and
the other as the stick used in the game of golf. The context in
which the compound occurs can provide sufficient information to
disambiguate it. For cxample, consider the two scntences:

1. The golf club hit the ball
2. The golf club fired its manager.
The last compound, “computer maintcnance”, seems

straightforward, as most people assume it describes a "maintenance”
action in which a computer is maintained. However, the phrase
“computer maintcnance of a data basc” brings out a second
possible meaning.

Compound uses the secmantic network systen, NETL, developed
by FFahlman [l1] as its undecrlying knowledge representation system.
Knowledge about the meanings of words, as well as other real-word
knowledge is stored in the NETL network. Compound accesses this
network to find all the possible relationships between the nouns of
a compound that could be the basis of an interpretation. If no
interpretations are found, Compound reports this to the user. If
one interpretation is found, it checks with the user before adding it
to NETL’s data base. [If more than onc interpretation is found, it
invokes several  heuristics to  attempt to  select the best
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interpretations for the compound. The current heuristics include:

1. Context: the context in which a compound occurs often
disambiguates it.

2. Cognates: a meaning for the compound may already cxist
in NEIL's data base.

3. Instances of an Interpretation: instances of a proposed
mcaning of the compound may cxist in NETL's data basc.

4. Similar Compounds: there may exist in NETL's data base
mecanings of compounds that arc similar to an interpretation for the
compound under consideration. For example, the meanings of “car
maintenance” and "truck maintcnance” are similar to the meaning
of "computer maintenance” where a "computer” is the thing
maintained, since all are machines. This heuristic prefers this
mcaning, rather than the one where a “computer” does the
maintenance, as in “"computer maintenance of a data base”.

5. Occurrences: the number of times an interpretation has
occured gives a weak indication of how good an interpretation is.

Once Compound sclects and ranks the interpretations it
considers best, it asks the uscer to make a final selection of the
meaning to be added to NETL's data base. The interpretations
stored in NETL’s data base are used by the similar compounds
heuristic to help disambiguate subsequent compounds. Through
this mechanism, the program’s performance improyes over time, a
simple but effective form of learning.

Compound is written in MacLisp and runs on a DEC PDP 20
under TOPS-20. It takes a few seconds of CPU time to produce
meanings for most compounds. It may take more time, if
ambiguities exist
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