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Abstract

While using invariant and equivariant maps, it is possible to apply deep learning to a
range of primitive data structures, a formalism for dealing with hierarchy is lacking.
This is a significant issue because many practical structures are hierarchies of
simple building blocks; some examples include sequences of sets, graphs of graphs,
or multiresolution images. Observing that the symmetry of a hierarchical structure
is the “wreath product” of symmetries of the building blocks, we express the
equivariant map for the hierarchy using an intuitive combination of the equivariant
linear layers of the building blocks. More generally, we show that any equivariant
map for the hierarchy has this form. To demonstrate the effectiveness of this
approach to model design, we consider its application in the semantic segmentation
of point-cloud data. By voxelizing the point cloud, we impose a hierarchy of
translation and permutation symmetries on the data and report state-of-the-art
on SEMANTIC3D, S3DIS, and VKITTI, that include some of the largest real-world
point-cloud benchmarks.

1 Introduction

In designing deep models for structured data, equivariance (invariance) of the model to transformation
groups has proven to be a powerful inductive bias, which enables sample efficient learning. A
widely used family of equivariant deep models constrain the feed-forward layer so that specific
transformations of the input lead to the corresponding transformations of the output. A canonical
example is the convolution layer, in which the constrained MLP is equivariant to translation operations.
Many recent works have extended this idea to design equivariant networks for more exotic structures
such as sets, exchangeable tensors and graphs, as well as relational and geometric structures.

This paper considers a nested hierarchy of such structures, or more generally, any hierarchical
composition of transformation symmetries. These hierarchies naturally appear in many settings: for
example, the interaction between nodes in a social graph may be a sequence or a set of events. Or in
diffusion tensor imaging of the brain, each subject may be modeled as a set of sequences, where each
sequence is a fibre bundle in the brain. The application we consider in this paper models point clouds
as 3D images, where each voxel is a set of points with coordinates relative to the center of that voxel.

To get an intuition for a hierarchy of symmetry transformations, consider the example of a sequence
of sequences – e.g., a text document can be viewed as a sequence of sentences, where each sentence
is itself a sequence of words. Here, each inner sequence as well as the outer sequence is assumed
to possess an “independent” translation symmetry. Contrast this with symmetries of an image (2D
translation), where all inner sequences (say row pixels) translate together, so we have a total of two
translations. This is the key difference between the wreath product of two translation groups (former)
and their direct product (latter). It is the wreath product that often appears in nested structures. As is
evident from this example, the wreath product results in a significantly larger set of transformations,
and as we elaborate later, it provides a stronger inductive bias.
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Figure 1: Wreath product can express the symmetries of hierarchical structures: wreath product of three
groupsU ˜ K ˜ H acting on the set of elementsP � Q � R, can be seen asindependent copiesof groups,
H , K andU at different level of hierarchy actingý on copies ofP; Q andR. Intuitively, a linear map
W U˜K ˜H � R P QR � R P QR equivariant toU ˜ K ˜ H , performs pooling over leaves under each inner node,
applies equivariant map for each inner structure (i.e., W U , W K andW H respectively), and broadcasting the
output back to the leaves. AU ˜K ˜H -equivariant map can be constructed as the sum of these three contributions,
from equivariant maps at each level of hierarchy.

We are interested in application of equivariant/invariant deep learning to this type of nested structure.
The building blocks of equivariant and invariant MLPs areequivariant linear mapsof the feedforward
layer. We show that any equivariant linear map for the hierarchical structure is built using equivariant
maps for the individual symmetry group at different levels of the hierarchy. Our construction only
uses additional pooling and broadcasting operations; see Fig. 1.

In the following, after discussing related works in Section 2, we give a short background on equivariant
MLPs in Section 3. Section 4 starts by giving the closed form of equivariant maps for direct product
of groups before moving to the more dif�cult case of wreath product in Section 4.2. Finally, Section 5
applies this idea to impose a hierarchical structure on 3D point clouds. We show that the equivariant
map for this hierarchical structure achieves state-of-the-art performance on the largest benchmark
datasets for 3D semantic segmentation.

2 Related Works

Group theory has a long history in signal processing [22], where in particular Fourier transformation
and group convolution for Abelian groups have found tremendous success over the past decades.
However, among non-commutative groups, wreath product constructions have been the subject of
few works. Rockmore[39] give ef�cient procedures for fast Fourier transforms for wreath products.
In a series of related works Foote et al.[15], Mirchandani et al.[34] investigate the wreath product
for multi-resolution signal processing. The focus of their work is on the wreath product of cyclic
groups for compression and �ltering of image data.

Group theory has also found many applications in machine learning [25], and in particular deep
learning. Design of invariant MLPs for general groups goes back to Shawe-Taylor[41]. More
recently, several works investigate the design of equivariant networks for general �nite [38] and
in�nite groups [7, 10, 26]. In particular, use of the wreath product for design of networks equivariant
to a hierarchy of symmetries is brie�y discussed in [38]. Equivariant networks have found many
applications in learning on various structures, from image and text [31], to sets [36, 50], exchangeable
matrices [21], graphs [1, 28, 32], and relational data [18], to signals on spheres [9, 27]. A large body
of works investigate equivariance to Euclidean isometries;e.g., [11, 44, 46].

When it comes to equivariant models for compositional structures, contributions have been sparse,
with most theoretical work focusing on semidirect product (or more generally using induced repre-
sentations from a subgroup) to model tensor-�elds on homogeneous spaces [8, 10]. Direct product of
symmetric groups have been used to model interactions across sets of entities [21] and in generaliza-
tions to relational data [18].

Relation to Maron et al. [33] Maron et al.[33] extensively study equivariant networks for direct
product of groups; in contrast we focus on wreath product. Since both of these symmetry trans-
formations operate on the Cartesian product ofG-sets (see Fig. 1), the corresponding permutation
groups are comparable. Indeed, direct product action is a sub-group of the imprimitive action of the
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wreath product. The implication is that if sub-structures in the hierarchy transform independently
(e.g., in sequence of sequences), then using the equivariant maps proposed in this paper gives a
strictly stronger inductive bias. However, if sub-structures move together (e.g., in an image), then
using a model equivariant to direct product of groups is preferable. One could also compare the
learning bias of these models by noting that when using wreath product, the number of independent
linear operators grows with the “sum” of independent operators for individual building blocks; in
contrast, this number grows with the “product” of independent operators on blocks when using direct
product. In the following we speci�cally contrast the use of direct product with wreath product for
compositional structures.

3 Preliminaries

3.1 Group Action

A groupG � ˜ g• is a set equipped with a binary operation, such that the set is closed under this
operation,gh >G, the operation is associative,gˆhk• � ˆgh•k, there exists identity elemente>G,
and a unique inverse for eachg >G satisfyinggg� 1 � e. The action ofG on a �nite setN is a function
� � G � N � N that transforms the elements ofN, for each choice ofg >G; for short we writeg � n
instead of� ˆg; n•. Group actions preserve the group structure, meaning that the transformation
associated with the identity element is identitye� n � n, and composition of two actions is equal to
the action of the composition of group elementsˆgh• � n � g � ˆh � n•. Such a set, with aG-action
de�ned on it is called aG-set. The group action onN naturally extends tox >RSNS, where it de�nes
a permutation of indicesg � ˆx1; : : : ; xN • � ˆxg�1; : : : ; xg�N •. We often use a permutation matrix
G ˆ g• >˜ 0; 1• N � N to represent this action – that isG ˆ g• x � g � x .

3.2 Equivariant Multilayer Perceptrons

A function � � RN � RM is equivariant to a given actions of groupG iff � ˆG ˆ g• x• � ~G ˆ g• � ˆx• for
anyx >RN andg >G. That is, a symmetry transformation of the input results in the corresponding
symmetry transformation of the output. Note that the action on the input and output may in general
be different. In particular, when~G ˆ g• � I M for all g – that is, the action on the output is trivial
– equivariance reduces to invariance. Here,I M is theM � M identity matrix. For simplicity and
motivated by practical design choices, we assume the same action on the input and output.

For a feedforward layer� � x ( � ˆWx •, where� is a point-wise non-linearity andW >RN � N , the
equivariance condition above simpli�es to commutativity conditionG ˆ g• W � WG ˆ g• ¦ g >G. This
imposes a symmetry onW in the form of parameter-sharing [38, 47]. While we can use computational
means to solve this equation for any �nite group, an ef�cient implementation requires a closed form
solution. Several recent works derive the closed form solutions for interesting groups and structures.
Note that in general the feedforward layer may have multiple input and output channels, with identical
G-action on each channel. This only require replicating the parameter-sharing pattern inW , for each
combination of input and output channel. An Equivariant MLP is a stack of equivariant feed-forward
layers, where the composition of equivariant layers is also equivariant. Therefore, our task in building
MLPs equivariant to �nite group actions is reduced to �nding equivariant linear maps in the form of
parameter-sharing matrices satisfyingG ˆ g• W � WG ˆ g• ¦ g >G; see Fig. 4(a.1,a.2) forW that are
equivariant toC4, the group of circular translations of 4 objects (a.1), and symmetric groupS4, the
group of all permutations of 4 objects (a.2).

4 Equivariant Map for Product Groups

In this section we formalize theimprimitive actionof the wreath product, which is used in describing
the symmetries of hierarchical structures. We then introduce the closed form of linear maps equivariant
to the wreath product of two groups. With hierarchies of more than two levels, one only needs to
iterate this construction. To put this approach in perspective and to make the distinction clear, �rst we
present the simpler case of direct product; see [33] for an extensive discussion of this setting.
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4.1 Equivariant Linear Maps for Direct Product of Groups

Figure 2:Direct product action.

The easiest way to combine two groups is through their direct
productG � H � K . Here, the underlying set is the Cartesian
product of the input sets and group operation isˆh; k•ˆ hœ; kœ• �
ˆhhœ; kkœ•. If P is anH -set andQ a K -set then the group
G � H � K naturally acts onN � P � Q usingˆh; k• � ˆp; q• �
ˆh � p;k � q•; see Fig. 2. This type of product is useful in
modeling the Cartesian product of structures. The following
claim characterises the equivariant map for direct product of
two groups using the equivariant map for building blocks.

Claim 1. Let G ˆ h• representH -action, and letW H >RP � P be an equivariant linear map for
this action. Similarly, letW K � RQ� Q be equivariant toK -action given byG ˆ k• for k >K . Then,
the product groupG � H � K naturally acts onRN � RP Q usingG ˆ g• � G ˆ h• a G ˆ k• , and the
Kronecker productW G � W H a W K , is aG-equivariant linear map.

Note that the claim is not restricted to permutation action.2 The proof follows from themixed-product
propertyof the Kronecker product3, and the equivariance ofW H andW K :

G ˆ g• W G � ˆG ˆ h• a G ˆ k• •ˆ W H a W K • � ˆG ˆ h• W H • a ˆG ˆ k• W K •

� ˆW H G ˆ h• • a ˆW K G ˆ k• • � ˆW H a W K •ˆ G ˆ h• a G ˆ k• • � W GG ˆ g• ¦ g >G:

An implication of the tensor product form ofW H � K is that the number of independent linear operators
of the product map (free parameters in the parameter-sharing) is the product of the independent
operators of the building blocks. Note that whenever dealing with product of inputs belonging toRP

andRQ , the result which belongs toRP Q and therefore it is vectorized.

Example 1(Convolution in Higher Dimensions). D-dimensional convolution is a Kronecker (tensor)
product of one-dimensional convolutions. The number of parameters grows with the product of kernel
width across all dimensions; Fig. 4(a.1) shows the parameter-sharing for circular 1D convolution
W C4 , and (b.1) shows the parameter-sharing for the direct productW C3 � C4 .

Example 2(Exchangeable Tensors). Hartford et al.[21] introduce a layer for modeling interactions
across multiple sets of entities,e.g., a user-movie rating matrix. Their model can be derived as the
Kronecker product of 2-parameter equivariant layer for sets [50]. The number of parameters is
therefore2D for a rankD exchangeable tensor. Fig. 4(b.1) shows the 2-parameter modelW §4

for
sets, and (c.1) shows the parameter-sharing for the direct productW S3 � S4 .

4.2 Wreath Product Action and Equivariance to a Hierarchy of Symmetries

Let us start with an informal de�nition. Suppose as beforeP andQ are respectively anH -set and a
K -set. We can attach one copy ofQ to each element ofP. Each of these inner sets or �bers have
their own copy ofK acting on them. Action ofH onP simply permutes these �bers. Therefore the
combination of allK actions on all inner sets combined withH -action on the outer set de�nes the
action of the wreath product onP � Q. Fig. 3 demonstrates how one pointˆp; q• moves under this
action. Next few paragraphs formalize this.

Semidirect Product. Formally, wreath product is de�ned usingsemidirectproduct which is a
generalization of direct product. In part due to its use in building networks equivariant to Euclidean
isometries, application of semidirect product in building equivariant networks is explored in several
recent works; see [10] and citations therein. In semidirect product, the underlying set (of group
members) is again the product set. However the group operation is more involved. The (external)
semi-direct productG � K #
 H , requires ahomomorphism
 � H � Aut ˆK • that for each choice of

2The tensor product of irreducible representation of two distinct �nite groups is an irreducible representation
for the product group. Therefore this construction of equivariant maps can be used with a decomposition into
irreducible representations for the general linear case.

3ˆA a B •ˆ C a D • � ˆAC • a ˆBD •
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(a.2) S4 (b.2) C3 ˜ C4 (c.2) S4 ˜ S3 (d.2) C3 ˜ S4 (e.2) S3 ˜ C4

Figure 4:Parameter-sharing patter in the equivariant linear maps for compositional structures. Equivariant
maps for sequence and set are given in the �rst column (a.1, a.2). The �rst row shows the maps equivariant to
variousproductsof sets and sequences, while the second row is the corresponding map fornested structure.
Product Structures: (b.1) product of sequences (as in image); (c.1) product of sets (exchangeable matrices);
(d.1) product of a set and a sequence; (e.1) product of a sequence and a set. In the notation, the outer structure
appears �rst inH � K . Hierarchical Structures: (b.2) sequence of sequences (e.g., multi-resolution sequence
model); (c.2) nested set of sets; (d.2) set of sequences; (e.2) sequences of sets (similar to the model used in the
application section.) In wreath product notation, the outer structure appearssecondin K ˜ H . Note how the
equivariant map for the hierarchy is a scaled version of the map for the outer structure with copies of the inner
structure maps appearing as diagonal blocks.

h >H , re-labels the elements ofK while preserving its group structure. Using
 , the binary operation
for the product groupG � K #
 H is de�ned asˆh; k•ˆ hœ; kœ• � ˆhhœ; k
 hˆkœ•• . A canonical
example is the semidirect product of translations (K ) and rotations (H ), which identi�es the group of
all rigid motions in the Euclidean space. Here, each rotation de�nes an automorphism of translations
(e.g., moving north becomes moving east after90X clockwise rotation).

Figure 3:Imprimitive action of wreath
product.

Now we are ready to de�ne the wreath product of two groups.
As before, letH andK denote two �nite groups, and letP be
anH -set. De�neB as the direct product ofP � SPScopies ofK ,
and index these copies byp >P: B � K 1 � : : : � K p � : : : � K P .
Each member of this group is a tupleb � ˆk1; : : : ; kp; : : : kP •.
SinceP is anH -set,H also naturally acts onB by permuting
the�bers K p. The semidirect productB # H de�ned using this
automorphism ofB is called the wreath product, and written
asK ˜ H . Each member of the product group can be identi�ed
by the pair̂ h; b•, whereb as a member of thebasegroup itself
is aP-tuple. This shows that the order of the wreath product
group isSK SP SH Swhich can be much larger than the direct product groupK � H , whose order is
SK SSH S.

4.2.1 Imprimitive Action of Wreath Product

If in addition toP being anH -set,K action onQ is also de�ned, the wreath product group acts on
P � Q (making it comparable to the direct product). Speci�cally,ˆh; k1; : : : ; kP • >K ˜ H acts on
ˆp; q• >P � Q as follows:

ˆh; k1; : : : ; kP • � ˆp; q• � ˆh � p;kh�p � q•:

Intuitively, H permutes the copies ofK acting on eachQ, and itself acts onP. We can think ofP as
the outer structure andQ as the inner structure; see Fig. 3.
Example 3(Sequence of Sequences). Consider our early example where bothH � CP andK � CQ
are cyclic groups with regular action onP � H , Q � K . Each member of the wreath productCQ ˜CP ,
acts by translating each inner sequence using somec > CQ , while cœ> CP translates the outer
sequence bycœ.
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Let theP � P permutation matrixG ˆ h• represent the action ofh > H , and theQ � Q matrices
G ˆ k1 • ; : : : ; G ˆ kP • represent the action ofkp onQ. Then the action ofg >K ˜ H on (the vectorized)
P � Q is the followingPQ � PQ permutation matrix:

G ˆ g• �

<@@@@@@>

G ˆ h•
1;1 G ˆ k1 • ; : : : ; G ˆ h•

1;P G ˆ k1 •

� � �
G ˆ h•

P;1G ˆ kP • ; : : : ; G ˆ h•
P;P G ˆ kP •

=AAAAAA?

�
P

Q
p� 1

1p;h�p a G ˆ kp • (1)

Figure 5:Permutation for the imprimitive wreath prod-
uct (G ˆ g• ) on the right, is built from permutations of
the outer structure usingG ˆ h• and independent permu-
tations of inner structuresG ˆ k1 • ; : : : ; G ˆ k4 • .

where 1p;h�p is a P � P matrix whose only
nonzero element is at rowp and columnh�p with
the value of 1; andG ˆ h•

p;p œis the element at rowp

and columnpœof the permutation matrixG ˆ h• .
In the summation formulation, the Kronecker
product1p;h�p a G ˆ kp • puts a copy of permu-
tation matrixG ˆ kp • as a block ofG ˆ g• . Note
that the resulting permutation matrix is differ-
ent from the Kronecker product; in this case we
haveP � 1 (permutation) matrices participating
in creatingG ˆ g• , compared with two matrices
in the vanilla Kronecker product; see Fig. 5.

4.2.2 Equivariant Map

Consider a hierarchical structure, potentially with more than two levels of hierarchy, such as a set
of sequences of images. Moreover, suppose that we have an equivariant map for each individual
structure. The question answered by the following theorem is: how to use the equivariant map for
each level to construct the equivariant map for the entire hierarchy? For now we only consider two
levels of hierarchy; extension to more levels follows naturally, and is discussed later. Note that one
instance of the hierarchy (e.g., a sequence of sets) belongs toRP Q , because each instance of the
structure is inRQ and the outer structure is of sizeP – that is vectorization of the input follows the
hierarchy.

Theorem 4.1. Let W K ˜H > RP Q � P Q be the matrix of some linear map equivariant to the
imprimitive action ofK ˜ H onP � Q. Any such map can be written as follows

W K ˜H � W H a ˆ1Q 1—
Q • � I P a W K ; where 1Q �

Q times
³¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹·¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹¹µ
� 1; : : : ; 1� —; (2)

I P is theP � P identity matrix,W H >RP � P is H -equivariant, andW K >RQ� Q is equivariant
to K -action.

Proof is in Appendix A. Pictorially, the �rst term of Eq. (2) scales up the matrixW H , while the
second term adds copies ofW K on the diagonal blocks of the scaled matrix. Assumingsetsof
independent equivariant linear operators˜ W K • and˜ W H • , from Eq. (2) it is evident that thenumber
of independent linear operatorsequivariant toK ˜ H grows with the sum of those of the building
blocks.4 These operators may be combined using any parameter to create a parameterized linear
map, which in turn can be expressed using parameter-sharing in a vanilla feed-forward layer. This in
contrast with direct product in which the number of free parameters has a product form.

Example 4 (Various Hierarchies of Sets and Sequences). Consider two of the most widely used
equivariant maps, translation equivariant convolutionW CP , andSQ-equivariant map which has
the formW SQ � w1I Q � w2 [50]. There are four combinations of these structures in a two level
hierarchical structure: 1) set of setsSQ ˜ SP ; 2) sequence of sequencesCQ ˜ CP ; 3) set of sequences
CQ ˜ SP ; 4) sequence of setsSQ ˜ CP . Fig. 4(b.2-e.2) show the parameter-sharing matrix for these
hierarchical structures, assuming a full kernel in 1D circular convolution.

4In the proof we show that the number of parameters is the sum of those of the building blocks minus one.
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