Philipson column for 10 June 2003 
One of the most important things about any body of knowledge is its taxonomy. How it is structured, and how its different components relate to each other.

One of the best known taxonomies is Linnaeus’s categorisation of the plant and animal worlds in the 18th century: class, order, genus, species. When we look at the world we naturally categorise things, so we can relate them to each other and so we can know how to handle new things when we come across them.
Computers also categorise things, differently to people. Computer file systems are based on a hierarchy of file names that very often do not have relationship with each other. We are all familiar with the problem of being unable to find some piece of data because we have saved it in a location that may have seemed logical at the time, but which bears no relationship with what we are doing at the moment.

A small industry has grown up to help computers categorise information in a way that makes it more accessible and intelligible to humans. There are a number of software companies around the world that have developed a range of tools to help us order and track the information we store on our computers. Taxonomy management systems are an important part of the new breed of content management systems now being used by many large web sites.

A key aspect of computerised taxonomic systems is the concept of metadata, which is data about data. Metadata tells us what information means. A good example is a book in a library – the book contains information, or data, and it is categorised with a number under the Dewey decimal system. The number might be 541.35, which means it is about photochemistry (500 is science, 540 is chemistry, 541 is physical chemistry). The Dewey number is metadata.

One of the leading companies in the field is Australian. It is called Intology (www.intology.com, and it is based in Canberra. Intology has developed an impressive range tools and technologies which it uses for its own consultancy business, mainly with the Federal Government, and which have been incorporated into many other products.
Intology’s core technology is Klarity, a combination of different methods for categorising free-form text. It scans text, and creates a taxonomy as it goes. It then “learns” the characteristics that documents need to possess to belong into those categories, dynamically creating and reordering the categories as it builds the taxonomy.
Klarity uses different algorithms to categorise documents a number of different ways, building a large amount of metadata, which can then be used to discover new relationships in a non-hierarchical way – the same way humans work. It can produce document summaries that are far better than the traditional method of just looking at the first few hundred words.

An impressive example of how Klarity has been incorporated into a product is Cluegle Summaries (www.clueglesummaries.com), an add-in to Microsoft Outlook which automatically summarises the contents of email. Cluegle (which is short for “the clue to Google”) also its own web-based search engine, www.cluegle.com, which acts like Google but gives much more meaningful summaries than does Google. Try it, it’s free.
Much of Intology’s consultancy work in Canberra has been in helping large government departments categorise their legacy text, and in helping them build more intelligent websites. It is also talking to Microsoft about converting Office’s smart tags into “intelligent prompts” that will automatically index and catalogue all Office documents. The technology is very impressive.

Intology’s Ralph Meyen believes we are still at the very early stages of the use of this sort of technology. “Most of what we have been doing at Intology is text recognition. There are also people around the world working on things like image recognition and pattern matching, and on voice recognition and language translation.

“Another large group of people are doing impressive things with data mining and the way information is stored in databases. These groups have all been separate, and things have moved slower than they could have. We are now seeing signs that all these areas are converging. We are all talking to each other more and more, and a lot of ideas are being shared.

“One thing driving this is the processing power of modern computers. Some of the things we are doing use a range of different algorithms all at the same time. Just a few years ago you would have needed a supercomputer to do even one of these things quickly, now you can do it all on a PC.”

I get the feeling that we have hardly scratched the surface with this stuff. We call what we do “information technology”, but the way we handle the information is still very primitive. Intology is helping us change that.
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