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Preface
The day after 9/11 I attended a local Socialist Alliance committee meeting in
Sheffield, England, as a representative of the revolutionary socialist organisation,
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty. The Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP) comrades
present discussed the 9/11 attack as regrettable in terms of the loss of life but as
nonetheless understandable. They acknowledged the attack as tactically misguided,
yet refused (when pressed to do so) to condemn it. Later, in November 2001, at a
public meeting of the Sheffield Socialist Alliance, I shared a platform with a then
national committee member of the SWP to debate the US and UK war in
Afghanistan. Besides from agreeing on opposition to the imperialist war onslaught,
I was alone on the platform in raising opposition to the Islamist Taliban rule and in
arguing for labour movement solidarity with forces such as the Revolutionary
Association of Women of Afghanistan (RAWA), which resist both imperialism and
Islamism and demand a progressive, democratic secular alternative. The SWP
comrades present, both on the platform and from the floor, alleged a political error
on my part and those who argued along with me. Their rationale was that, to fully
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oppose the War on Terror, we had a duty to oppose the main enemy and greater
evil - US and UK imperialism - and this alone. Anything else, they argued, would
alienate the masses of disillusioned, angry British Muslim youth that socialists
needed to win over. The SWP’s dual camp of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ (a
socialistic inversion of imperialist war discourse of ‘the status quo versus
regression’) came to dominate England’s anti-war movement. They publicly
launched their initiative the Stop the War Coalition (StWC) ten days after 9/11,
with the aim of mobilising a broad political grouping against the War on Terror.
Since then the SWP vanguard of the StWC has, at critical moments, steered the
political course that England’s anti-war protests have taken.
Introduction: Neither inverted dual camps nor point zeros
During war time major imperialist powers typically impose a geopolitical
choice between the status quo and regression, or the civilised and the barbaric. The
consequence of this bourgeois dual camp is that its fetishism, including in its leftist
inversion, diverts from the indispensable task of organising a third independent
force, or camp, of politics by and for the collective interests of workers worldwide.
The War on Terror is pitched by its leading imperialist advocates as a battle of us
versus them, or good versus evil, while, in an inverted dual camp, 9/11 and later
Islamist acts of terrorism are conceptualised by sections of the Left as inevitable
products of a greater imperialist terrorism and a reflection of wider struggles
between David and Goliath. This in turn lends itself to the conclusion that such
products and struggles form part of an anti-imperialist resistance necessitating
(albeit qualified) alliance against the prime enemy. It is this conclusion - in relation
to the case of a revolutionary socialist vanguard of an anti-war movement in the
West - that this paper identifies as problematic. I do so not by orientating to postMarxist left analysis but by returning to the spirit of Marxism. In brief, this paper
draws upon the tradition of third camp revolutionary socialists during war time, in
order to critique the blind-alley inverted dual campism dominating leftist anti-war
resistance during the War on Terror. This tradition is to develop the independent
political agency of workers internationally, as a class capable of self-government in
their struggles against capitalism and its reactionary products, and to assess, by and
for this class’s advancement, the upshot of the actual politics flowing from these
struggles and products. In the simplest terms, the rudimentary foundation of the
third camp is “nothing but the camp of workers and oppressed peoples everywhere
who are sick to death of insecurity, exploitation, subjection and increasingly
abominable wars, who aspire to freedom, peace and equality” independent of their
ruling class and their ruling class’s reactionary enemies (Shachtman, 2006c [1950],
xi).
The absence of third camp politics is apparent in prominent leftist academic
and public intellectual commentary on 9/11 and the War on Terror. In the aftermath
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of 9/11 Watts (2005, 645), for instance, observes a “confusion mixed with
revulsion” within the ranks of the Left: “the reluctance to admit ‘they had it
coming’, the whispered moral equivalence of casualties (what of Rwanda or the
Palestinian intifada?) and a sort of deep schizophrenia” - “[w]as this not a strike in
the name of a modern anti-imperialism or was it grounds for a ‘just war’ […] Was
this not of a piece with the anti-globalisation movement”, yet who could endorse
Islamism? Chomsky (2001, 12), while denouncing 9/11, defines its uniqueness in
the fact that, unlike any other point in US foreign imperialist venture or European
colonial history, the victims struck back at the very heart of the imperialist power:
directing “the guns [...] the other way”. More to the point, 9/11 was a cumulative
result of US foreign policy and proved that industrial powers no longer had the
monopoly on violence (Chomsky, 2003, 2002). In an article for Le Monde just
under two months after 9/11, Baudrillard remarks that the event represented “the
purest type of defiance” and “could be forgiven”, since:
In dealing all the cards to itself, the system forced the Other to change
the rules of the game. And the new rules are ferocious, because the
game is ferocious. […] All those singularities (species, individuals,
cultures), which have paid with their deaths for the establishment of a
global system of commerce ruled by a single power, avenge themselves
by transferring the situation to terrorism (Baudrillard, 2001, in Afary
and Anderson, 2005, 170).
During the US invasion of Najaf in 2004, Klein (2004) tactically defends the Shiite
Islamist Muqtada al-Sadr and his Mahdi Army, despite recognising the politics of
the Mahdi Army that (if ever to come to power) would attempt an Iranian-type
theocracy. Her reasoning is that, for the moment the Mahdi Army represents
something in common with the Iraqi population - opposition to the imperialist
occupation of Iraq. In a plenary of an anti-war teach-in at Berkeley, Butler (2006)
comments:
Understanding Hamas, Hezbollah, as social movements that are
progressive, that are on the Left, that are part of a global Left, is
extremely important, that does not stop us from being critical of certain
dimensions of both movements […] it doesn’t stop those of us who are
interested in non-violent politics from raising the question of […]
whether there are other options besides violence, so again, a critical,
important engagement [...] should be entered into the conversation on
the Left.
The signatories to an anti-war statement released during the 2006 Israeli war in
Lebanon offer “solidarity and support to the victims of th[e] brutality [in Lebanon
and Palestine] and to those who mount a resistance against it” (see: Chomsky,

The Anti-Imperialism of Fools

116

2006), by implication then, political support to Hezbollah and Hamas. These
signatories include SWP members (Alex Callinicos, Lindsey German, Chris
Bambury and John Rees), and leftist academics and public intellectuals (Gilbert
Achcar, Tariq Ali, Frances Burgat, Judith Butler, Noam Chomsky, IIan Pappe,
Harold Pinter, Tanya Reinhart, Steven Rose, Hilary Rose, Arundhati Roy and
Howard Zinn, for example). While Achcar (2006a) cautions against the SWP’s
alliance with the Muslim Association of Britain in England’s anti-war movement
(an organisation with political links to Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood), he
nonetheless frames a struggle “between the Islamic fundamentalist David and the
US imperialist Goliath” (Achcar, 2006b, 72). Specifically, the “demon” of US
imperialism, which has produced and fed the “monster” of Islamic fundamentalism
for its own interests, now finds itself vulnerable, because “the demon […]
ultimately turned against the demiurge” and so (as on 9/11) the monster is hitting
back (Achcar, 2006b, 43). Achcar (2006b) concludes that in the battle between two
barbarisms the prime culpability lies with the greater, heavyweight barbarism.
Crucially, he fails to exhibit a politically independent, progressive democratic
alternative to both imperialism and its reactionary enemies. Indeed, this is a
symptomatic failure of all of the aforementioned commentary.
Closer to the disciplinary home, prominent Marxist and post-Marxist public
intellectual geographers fall short of mapping out an anti-imperialist resistance in
the spirit of the third camp. As Castree (2008, 168) remarks of Smith’s (2005a) The
endgame of globalization: “[i]f one thing is missing it’s a discussion of progressive
forms of opposition within and without the American state apparatus”. Harvey’s
(2005) The New Imperialism offers brief mention of the daunting challenges faced
by an anti-war and anti-imperialist movement in the United States, and notes of a
rising tide of global resistance to neo-liberalism, yet stops short of discussing a
third camp grounded in the struggles of labour movements worldwide. This stopgap is perhaps the result of what Smith (2008) highlights as Harvey’s break from
being an advocate of revolutionary theory to that of being “a subversive agent, a
fifth columnist inside of the system, with one foot firmly planted in some
alternative camp” (Harvey, 2000, 238). Ó Tuathail (2008, 342) questions whether
“the world of hard political choices” is avoided by Gregory (2004) in The Colonial
Present, with his abstraction from the issue of what an anti-colonial geopolitics
would and should actually look like. On the insurgency violence in Iraq,
Afghanistan and Palestine, Gallaher (2008, 349) queries of Gregory: are these
“forms of resistance” and, if so, “what are we to make of their political content?” A
demurring Gregory, she observes, evades the question of whether the Left should
support any of these resistances. Retort’s (2005) Afflicted powers, Castree (2007)
also notes, neglects to assess the Left’s prospects in opposing capitalism and
Islamism and falls short of detailing their call for a non-vanguardist leftinternational. In sum, he astutely cautions: “this sort of pessimism of the intellect
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and the will is as implausible as unalloyed optimism about the immediate future”
(Castree, 2007, 569).
As possible routes out of this impasse, Hyndman (2003, 10) proposes “a
third space” of feminist geopolitics that goes “beyond the binaries of either/or,
here/there, us/them”. Developing the work of critical geopolitics while avoiding,
she argues, its deconstructive tendencies that are “insufficient to generate change
for building alternative futures” (Hyndman, 2003, 4), Hyndman suggests such
futures can be mapped via a multi-scalar exploration and knowledge production of
the multiple identities, ways of seeing and interventions during the War on Terror.
But on the ultimate goal of dismantling and democratising geopolitics, the question
of what agency can deliver this remains unanswered. This is unsurprising, since
Hyndman’s (2003, 10) feminist geopolitics is “an ethnographic, rather than a
strategic, perspective”, which “does not promote an oppositional stance in relation
to particular political principles or acts”. The third space of neither/nor then is not
to be mistaken for the third camp. So, on the US and UK war in Afghanistan,
Hyndman remarks of the virtual invisibility of Afghan women until the Northern
Alliance ‘victory’ in which media images of unveiled women played to Western
notions of progress. What is missed, however, is reference to and political
engagement with RAWA, which (to date) holds a position that occupies but also
goes beyond a third space, by representing a third camp alternative:
The US “War on terrorism” removed the Taliban regime in October
2001, but it has not removed religious fundamentalism […] [B]y
reinstalling the warlords in power in Afghanistan, the US
administration is replacing one fundamentalist regime with another […]
RAWA believes that freedom and democracy can’t be donated; it is the
duty of the people of a country to fight and achieve these values. […]
Today RAWA's mission for women's rights is far from over and we
have to work hard for the establishment of an independent, free,
democratic and secular Afghanistan (RAWA, 2006).
Braun and Disch (2002) note of a near impossibility in mobilising for or against the
war in Afghanistan when the mission was framed by its rightist advocates in leftist
terms (as defending the rights of Afghan women against tyrannical patriarchy), and
by its leftist opponents as simply an imperialist war about oil. For them, the
binarism of either opposing the war or supporting it in these terms can only be
transcended by refusing the articulated discourses altogether, which predetermine
our understanding of political connections. The challenge, they state, lies in
“[b]ringing the networks out of hiding” (Braun and Disch, 2002, 510) that offer
less prescriptive, more promising resistance. Featherstone too (2006) develops a
networked approach to leftist anti-war resistance; specifically, the imaginative
internationalist politics of transnational networks, which provide a way out of the
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binarism that he ascribes in part to the 20th century Marxist Left. He, for instance,
contests the nation-centeredness of this Left throughout the Cold War,
demonstrative in its doctrine of ‘socialism in one country’ and its subsequent siding
with the USSR. In particular, his concern is that this Left bypassed the “more
rhizomorphic, routed and productive practices of solidarity” (Featherstone, 2006,
8) that were occurring during this time, which offered a less hierarchical, more
imaginative internationalism (such as E.P. Thompson’s involvement in the
European Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament during the 1980s that brought
together political dissidents on both sides of the Cold War). However, in discussing
the 20th century Marxist Left, he omits third camp revolutionary socialists who,
during the Cold War, agitated for an internationalist front of independent working
class politics as a progressive socialist alternative to capitalism and Stalinism (see
next section). On the War on Terror, Featherstone (2006) importantly cautions
against both the Left that sides with violent and anti-democratic forms of resistance
to imperialism, and the Left that sides with so-called humanitarian imperialist
intervention. Instead, he calls for a networked politics that transcends both. This
work forms part of a wider post-Marxist relational or networked analysis, which (at
its most critical end) is represented by enquiry into the geographies of solidarity
and autonomism: “spaces where people desire to constitute non-capitalist,
egalitarian and solidaristic forms of political, social, and economic organization
through a combination of resistance and creation” (Pickerill and Chatterton, 2006,
730; see also, for example: Routledge, 2008; Pickerill 2007; Featherstone, 2005).
From a third camp Marxist perspective, the strength of this analysis lies in its antiStalinism, its attention to everyday molecular (but connected) rebellions, which
occur within but beyond capitalism, and its internationalism. There is nonetheless a
critical departure from the politics of the third camp, rooted in the Italian
autonomist Marxists’ redefinition of the working class during the 1970s. That is, a
shift from the working class as the agency of revolutionary change due to the
specific relationship of wage-labour to capital, to that of ‘the socialised worker’ or
‘the multitude’, which signify immanent-revolutionary forces evident in new
figures of struggle and new subjectivities (Thomas, 2003; see: Hardt and Negri,
2004, 2000). In contradistinction, third camp Marxism politically centres its
international solidarity work on class-based struggles and demands, as the
foundation of a united revolutionary front for workers and oppressed peoples
everywhere.
What thus is the contribution of this paper to critical geographical debate?
This paper offers an indirect challenge to Amin and Thrift’s (2005) demarcation of
an old, and relegated, Marxist Left against a new, present and future, agonistic,
affective and networked Left. We have, they argue, arrived at a promising point
zero - a Left politics afresh that is free from dogmatic certainties and crude
binarisms. Yet at point zero, as Smith (2005b, 893; see also: Harvey, 2006) warns
us, it is not one hundred but ninety nine flowers that blossom since “Marxism […]
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is the one flower”, in Amin and Thrift’s schema, “that […] should instead be
choked in its bed”. This paper also propounds a third camp Marxism distinct from
Harvey’s ‘fifth column’, which reflects “the paradox of optimism amidst a resigned
denial of revolution” (Smith, 2008, 153), and from a wider trend, noted by Castree
(2007), of radical work infected with a pessimism of both the intellect and the
heart. Scattered throughout this paper are quotes from activists and organisations
beyond the West resisting an imperialist War on Terror and an Islamist-based
political substitute to this, while posing a democratic secular alternative. Their
words and struggles indicate an actual basis to the third camp. The Marxism
spirited in this paper recognises the basic duty of socialists everywhere to develop
labour movement based solidarity with such forces, where and when they exist, as
part of an international and sovereign revolutionary offensive.
In sum, this paper challenges both the point zero and the inverted dual
camp. Its premise, using the case of the SWP vanguard of the post-9/11 anti-war
movement in England, is that a rediscovery of, not a retreat from, the spirit of
Marxism offers a critical departure from the inversion of a bourgeois dual camp
that subsequently sides with the enemy, i.e., Islamism, of the ‘greater enemy’ of
imperialism. As such, whilst there is a binary straitjacket of leftist anti-war
resistance that post-Marxist critical accounts do well to shake off, this paper
indirectly challenges the monofication and refutation of Marxism and the
subsequent demarcation of a point zero. I seek instead to advance an alternative
current of Marxist interpretation - the third camp as opposed to an inverted dual
camp - in a modest attempt to rescue a political soul. The first section of this paper
illustrates the third camp tradition as laid out in key texts of Hal Draper and Max
Shachtman written during the Cold War. Thereafter, in the second section, the antiwar political resistance of the SWP is explored (as profiled in their paper Socialist
Worker, their magazine The Socialist Review, and their periodical International
Socialism Journal). Specifically, I examine their response to the terrorist attacks of
9/11 and 7/7, their support for the Islamist ‘resistance to imperialism’ in Iraq,
Lebanon and Palestine, and the tenets which bolster their inverted dual camp, that
is, their analysis of imperialism, anti-imperialism and Islamism. In the third and
final section, the broad united front and wider project of anti-imperialism pursued
by the SWP’s vanguard of England’s anti-war movement is unravelled as,
effectively, an evasion of politics in the spirit of the third camp. For this purpose,
arguments made by Leon Trotsky on the nature of politics and the products of
capitalism are drawn upon.
The third camp
Perhaps the major exemplar of third camp politics during the last century was
summed up in the slogan of the former US-based Workers’ Party (WP), later
renamed the Independent Socialist League (ISL), during the Cold War: “Neither
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Washington Nor Moscow, But International Socialism” (Matgamna, 1998). Key
writings of two of the founding members of the former revolutionary socialist
WP/ISL, Hal Draper and Max Shachtman, contain a definitive elucidation of the
third camp tradition. In an article written during the Korean War (1950-1953), and
originally printed in Socialist Leader, Shachtman (2006c [1950]) defends the ISL’s
opposition to both sides of the war against critics who argue that Stalinist
totalitarianism is a greater evil to the bourgeois democracy of the US (for example,
the former, unlike the latter, prohibits the existence of an independent labour
movement), and since there is no actual mass movement against the two, the ISL
ought to back the US. The problem with this position, Shachtman (2006c [1950])
reveals, is that it neglects to understand that Stalinism derives its social power by
providing an anti-capitalist (albeit reactionary) solution to the social problems of
capitalism, which elsewhere are insolvable on a capitalist basis and the official
labour movement fails to deal with on a socialist basis. To undermine the social
power of Stalinism then, it is essential that “the labour movement throws off all
responsibility for the politics of capitalism, its wars included, and leads the way out
of the present blind alley of society with an independent programme of socialist
reconstruction”, and while
[w]e never promised that we would be able to organise them into an
independent movement, packed, wrapped, sealed and delivered by a
specified date. We did say that unless they are organised into a
movement independent of capitalism and Stalinism, the decay and
disintegration of the world would continue, as it has. We did say that
the forces of the Third Camp of socialism and liberty are here, and it is
our sworn duty to help organise them into an independent movement
(Shachtman, 2006c [1950], xi).
Shachtman (2006c [1950]) rebukes both leftist Social-Democrats, for having
abandoned the third camp and struggle for socialism (thus offering critical support
for American imperialism), and the Fourth International, for failing to understand
the third camp by placing Stalinism as part of it. Whereas he points out, as a basis
on which to build, the millions of workers in India and Britain who defy both sides
of the Cold War. In a debate between Hal Draper and the once third campist
Ignazio Silone, originally printed in Labor Action during 1956, Silone defines the
position of the third camp as a ‘sophism of equidistance’, that is, a point of political
abstinence midway between two enemies falsely deemed equal in their political
dangers (Draper, forthcoming [1956]). Again, this, Silone purports, fails to
recognise and act upon the fact that Stalinism is the greater evil to Western
imperialism, which must be critically supported. Draper (forthcoming [1956], 17)
retorts by directly quoting Silone’s previous third campist position (from an
interview in 1939) on the question of the war waged by conservative bourgeois
democracies against fascism, in order to point out its analogy with Stalinism:
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When the socialists, with the best possible anti-fascist [read: antiStalinist] intensions, renounce their own programme, put their own
theories in mothballs and accept the negative positions of conservative
democracy, they think they are doing their bit in the struggle to crush
fascism [Stalinism]. Actually, they leave to fascism [Stalinism] the
distinction alone daring to bring forward in public certain problems,
thus driving into the fascists’ [Stalinists’] arms thousands of workers
who do not accept the status quo. (Brackets original)
It is the duty of socialists, Draper (forthcoming [1956]) insists, to resist the
enforced dilemma of choosing between the status quo and regression, or one’s
ruling class and one’s ruling class’s enemy. But this does not consequently mean
that socialists occupy a sophism of equidistance, or that socialists never chose one
side over another while maintaining their political independence (see later the
distinction between political and military support). Draper (forthcoming [1956])
and Shachtman (2006a [1953], 2006b [1951], 2006c [1950]) do not pretend that
both sides in any given conflict are the same but neither do they take individual
conflicts (like the 1950-1953 Korean War) in isolation. They maintain that the fight
against Stalinism can only be politically won by socialists mobilising the labour
movements within which they are active as part of an internationalist, independent
political alternative. For instance, Shachtman (2006b [1951], ix) asserts that while
a workers’ government in the US clearly “cannot come tomorrow morning”, it will
never be a possibility until American workers decisively break from the capitalist
class and “their imperialist course which poisons us with chauvinist ideas and
alienates us from the peoples of other lands and them from us”. Thus as a practical
basis for international workers’ solidarity, he asserts that the position of the
American labour movement must be for a democratic foreign policy pillared by the
unreserved right of all peoples and nations to self-determination (Shachtman,
2006a [1953]). (Ironically, by the 1960s Shachtman himself abandoned third camp
politics in favour of critical support for the Western imperialist war camp.)
Writing on the question of anti-imperialism and revolution (originally printed
as a discussion guide for the Independent Socialist Club of Berkeley in 1968),
Draper (2002 [1969]) observes that a defeat for American imperialism abroad can
have the objective effect of galvanising opposition to American capitalism
domestically, but this does not imply that socialists should, on this basis alone,
politically support any opposing side to an imperialist-waged war. Why? Because
one possible domestic outcome is not the only possible outcome, and while a
number of phenomena might aid revolutionary conditions domestically, such as
hyper-exploitation or recession, socialists plainly do not contend for these
conditions. Instead, the decision to support anti-imperialist resistance must be
based, consistently, on an assessment of what politics any given side in a war is a
continuation of. For this reason, Draper (2002 [1969]) spells out, during war
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socialists should not offer political solidarity to an organisation, movement or
government merely on the basis that it is an enemy of our enemy; or has
widespread support; or is in (or is likely to be in) power; or formally adopts a
political programme ostensibly unobjectionable; or is successful in winning over
more politically progressive elements than its leadership. The decision to offer
political solidarity must be on the basis of what is analysed as “the real political
character and real political programme of [its] formation” (Draper, 2002 [1969],
147). Using the case of the Spanish Civil War, Draper (2002 [1969]) also draws an
important distinction between political support and military support. He explains
that, while revolutionary socialists militarily organised alongside a section of the
bourgeois Loyalist government against the Franco-led fascists, they maintained
their political independence (which included lending no faith to the bourgeoisie as
a trustworthy ally or an effective, sincere force against fascism). Their existence as
politically independent, third camp forces in turn offered a political alternative to
both the fascists and bourgeois status quo. Whereas, he cautions, the political and
military collaboration that occurred between the Stalinist Communist Party and the
Loyalist government turned into joint violent suppression of these independent left
forces.
The UK-based Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP) was once not adverse to these
tenets. The former third camp slogan, “Neither Washington Nor Moscow, But
International Socialism”, was adopted in the late 1960s by the forerunner to the
SWP, the International Socialists (IS). It was during the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988)
that the IS/SWP first abandoned the third camp. From originally holding a stance
that was against both sides in the conflict - for the reason that for Iran and Iraq the
war was being waged for regional imperialist interests - this changed in 1987
(Thomas, 2002a; see: German and Massoumi, 2007; Stack, 2003). As a longstanding SWPer retrospectively comments, “I was back at college when the IranIraq war began. A plague on the houses of both reactionary regimes, I thought […]
My view, though, began to change […] [when] [i]t was becoming clear that the
west was backing Iraq” (Stack, 2003). The new standpoint was to politically
support Iran in view of the fact that the US was offering support to Iraq, not
because the politics of which the war was a continuation of, on the part of Iran, had
suddenly become progressive. Iran today continues to be positioned by the SWP as
a regional bulwark against US imperialist ambition.
The post-9/11anti-war ‘politics’ of the SWP
It is a mistake to think of the strategy of suicide bombing as […] an
irrationalism that derives from Islamic fundamentalism. There is a
rationale for the adoption of this strategy that stems from the problem
of defeating an enemy in conditions of extreme inequality of resources
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[…] what motivates them to action is rage at material conditions of
oppression and exploitation (Jenkins, SWP, 2006).
How can a political movement whose program is based on oppression,
injustice and discrimination possibly liberate people from oppression,
injustice and discrimination? Political Islam capitalizes on the
discontent of people in its struggle for power. Those who see terrorism
as the response of desperate, despairing people try to vindicate political
Islam and say they “understand” its terrorism. […] While they refer to
the injustices of the West and the necessity of struggle against it, they
do not find it necessary to struggle against political Islam […] there are
two poles of terrorism in today’s world which feed off each other. We
cannot defeat one pole without curbing the other (Hamid, Workercommunist Party of Iraq, 2005, 4).
The aim of the SWP-initiated StWC (2001) was and remains officially “very
simple: to stop the war currently declared by the United States and its allies against
‘terrorism’”. In 2003 the StWC co-organised, along with the Muslim Association
of Britain and the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, the largest ever
demonstration in Britain’s history, against the war in Iraq. Part-and-parcel of the
SWP vanguard of this anti-war movement is a geopolitical perspective and
representation of the barbarous heavy-weights of imperialism (and capitalism)
producing and struggling with the provoked reactions of the counter/under-weights
of anti-imperialism (and anti-capitalism). A statement by the SWP Central
Committee released the day after 9/11 asks:
Is it so surprising that some group, in rage and desperation at American
policies around the world, should have chosen to turn its own methods
against the US itself? […] Yesterday’s attacks were in fact a stark
revelation of the nature of global capitalism. Our rulers believed that
they could preside over a world heaving poverty, suffering, and
injustice and yet insulate their own metropolises from the
consequences. The folly of this belief was exposed as the southern tip
of Manhattan disappeared amid smoke and flames (SWP Central
Committee, 2001b, 1-2).
A similar statement released four days after 7/7 questions: how could “four
ordinary young men from Yorkshire be driven to blow themselves up in London?
For Blair and Bush they were barbarians at war with ‘our civilisation’” (SWP
Central Committee, 2005, 1). The answer? They had witnessed the real barbarity of
US, British and Israeli imperialism:
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So, like the rest of us, they will have raged. But they will also have
despaired. Then they succumbed, like other desperate young people on
every continent at different times over the last 150 years, to the
disastrous fantasy that they could rid the world of violence by hurling
back a portion of it in some act aimed at innocent people (SWP Central
Committee, 2005, 2).
Both statements evade condemnation of the attacks by posing them as tactically
misguided venting of otherwise explicable and legitimate anti-imperialist anger,
i.e., as simply products of imperialism and capitalism. Critically then, the SWP
circumvent any deeper examination of the politics that the attacks were a
continuation of, including the implications for progressive democratic, working
class forces.
During the War on Terror the SWP’s inverted dual camp of imperialist
Goliath versus anti-imperialist David has gone further than refusing to condemn
Islamist attacks in the West, by offering political support to Islamist ‘resistance to
imperialism’ in the Middle East - in particular, to the Iraqi insurgents (of which the
rival Sunni and Shia Islamists have formed the dominant political components (see:
Rosen, 2006; Parenti, 2005)), Lebanon’s Hezbollah and Palestine’s Hamas (see:
Sagall, 2007, 2003; Ashford, 2006; Harman, 2006; Birchall, 2004). Their rationale:
such resistance should be politically supported because it is an enemy to
imperialism, has a base of popular support, wields power, and has elements of a
political programme that are agreeable. So, the SWP advance, since socialists at
home must hold out an “uncompromising opposition to our ‘own’ imperialist
bourgeoisies” (Molyneux, 2004) we ought to be politically lenient on the resistance
(in whatever form) against our imperialist powers overseas. Accordingly:
Sometimes […] terrorist tactics do more or less merge with the mass
resistances of the people, and this certainly affects or should affect the
language and tone of our critique. We on the left should not, I suggest,
‘condemn’ Palestinian suicide bombers or attacks by the Iraqi
resistance.
Underpinning this is the calculation that, by upsetting the global imbalance of
forces one’s prime enemy will be destabilised and the Left at home fortified. In an
article aptly titled “Why Opposing Imperialism Means Supporting Resistance”,
Harman (2006) refers to how the momentum of Vietnamese struggle against US
imperialism in the 1960s infused the women’s and black movements in the United
States, in order to make the case that political support for the Iraqi insurgents can in
the long-term yield a destabilization of imperialism over there, and an advancement
of the anti-war and anti-capitalist movement over here. This calculation is
“despite”, he admits, “the attitude to women of some of the resistance groups and
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those whose religious bigotry leads them to direct their fire against other Iraqis as
much as against the occupying troops” (Harman, 2006, no page).
Leading SWP theoreticians (see: Rees, 2005, 2001; Harman, 2003;
Callinicos, 2002) interpret Lenin’s and Bukharin’s classical accounts of
imperialism as explaining the nature of imperialism today. This is understood as
the synthesis of geopolitical rivalry between states and economic competition
between capitals. Their analysis proceeds that leading the game in this classic-cumcontemporary inter-imperialist rivalry has been the grand strategy of the Bush
administration to uphold US geopolitical superiority and impose an AngloAmerican model of free market capitalism worldwide (Callinicos, 2002). It is the
economic vulnerability of the United States (brought about by ever-increasing
internationalisation of finance, investment, production and trade) that, in the
interests of its multinationals, has to be redressed by military might (Harman,
2003). And the “‘blowback’” of 9/11 has offered greater opportunity for the
world’s “rogue superpower” to unilaterally go “on the rampage” (Callinicos, 2002),
with the war in Iraq demonstrating the application of US military power to ward off
inter-imperialist rivalry and secure control of oil (Harman, 2003). On antiimperialism, Harman (2003) conceptually conflates present-day Islamist resistance
in the Middle East with past anti-colonial movements, thus positioning such
resistance as part of wider national liberation struggles against present-day
colonial-style imperialism. In doing so the critique of Islamism is limited to that of
a critique of bourgeois-democratic liberation movements more generally, which,
while spurring people “to confront local ruling classes that are tied to imperialism”
(giving “rise to near-revolutionary upsurges”), at worst “misdirect those involved
[…] in a reformist direction” (Harman, 2003, no page). Therefore, for example, the
SWP insists that socialist support for the “genuine national liberation movement”
resistance against imperialist occupation in Iraq should not be altered by either its
“lack of single organisation” or “the insurgency’s Islamist colouring” (Alexander
and Assaf, 2005). Further still, Rees (2001) argues that the decision on “whether or
not to oppose imperialism” cannot simply be based “on whether or not we find the
past or present behaviour of the [opposing] regime to be progressive”; instead, it is
“determined by the totality of relations in the system at any one point”. Oddly the
very fact that socialists oppose imperialism appears to be brought into question
here, but what he is actually suggesting is that, in the global imbalance of forces,
we need to side with the counter/under-weight against the heavy-weight and, in the
process, we need not concern ourselves with the politics flowing from the
counter/under-weight:
This does not matter much for those of us who are active in the West
building international activity against imperialism and war. We are on
the side of Third World movements against imperialism, however
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confused their ideas may be. But it is of fundamental importance for
Third World revolutionaries (Harman, 2003).
Over here, the SWP theoreticians conclude, we need to concentrate on the defeat of
our own imperialist governments, which means being firmly on the side of
movements against imperialism over there, and it is the problem of socialists over
there to contend with the more reactionary or reformist elements of movements that
we over here resolutely support. In brief, the duty of socialists to help build the
third camp during the War on Terror is thwarted by an evasion of actual political
content, and by a substitution of international workers’ solidarity for a commitment
to boost the resisting underdog afar and in turn the anti-war and anti-imperialist
movement back home.
Fatalist prostration and the evasion of politics
[S]upport for a movement for liberation should not depend on those
who lead it at a particular point in time (Harman, SWP, 2006).
[A]n anti-imperialism based on the repression of women, religious
minorities, small nationalities, trade unions, peasant organisations, and
political parties […] actually performs a function imperialism wants:
repression of the masses [...] The anti-imperialism of these religious
forces thus actually serves imperialism in the current global scenario. It
is the anti-imperialism of fools (Sulehria, Labor Party Pakistan, 2006).
Post 9/11, the SWP has set itself the task of radicalising the anti-capitalist milieu
into a particular kind of anti-war - and ultimately “anti-imperialist” - movement,
mobilising “politically diverse forces […] around a limited common objective” and
ensuring Party comrades are “as militant as possible” (Callinicos, 2002; see also:
Callinicos and Nineham, 2007). They conclude that the success of the StWC is due
to the execution of a broad united front (see: Callinicos and Nineham, 2007;
Ashman, 2003; Callinicos, 2002) reminiscent, in fact, of the Stalinist popular front
in which the Party poses as “the champion of unity at all costs and the arch-enemy
of ‘divisive’ debate” while siphoning recruits “by virtue of organisational weight
and prestige” (Thomas, 2001, 29). This broad united front is defined as
unity of the basis of opposition to […] war alone, without the addition
of other planks (for example, condemnation of terrorism) that may
exclude some important potential allies and that imply that the main
enemy is anyone but Western imperialism (SWP Central Committee,
2001a, 2-3).
This popular front enables the possibility to unite with virtually any self-declared
anti-imperialist force, sentiment or language because of a shared enemy. In other
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words, the politics of my enemy’s enemy is my friend. Take, for example, the SWP
Central Committee’s (2006, 1-2) instruction with regard Israel’s invasion of
Lebanon in the summer of 2006:
As socialists and internationalists we see our main responsibility as
rallying mass opposition in our own countries to this war […] The
internationalist and radical left must throw their weight into the balance
to help secure a defeat for imperialism that can weaken the global
tyranny of capital.
This, in practice, was spelt out in the prominent slogan on England’s anti-war
demonstrations at the time, “We are all Hizbollah, Boycott Israel”.
The SWP claim that, elsewhere in the world, anti-war mobilisations have
been hindered by a drive by some imprudent leftists to oppose imperialism and
Islamism (Callinicos and Nineham, 2007; Ashman, 2003; SWP Central Committee,
2001a). This is condemned as a political abstentionism rooted in confusion
(infecting both the anti-capitalist milieu and sections of the Left) over the question
of Islamism. So while public intellectuals such as Noam Chomsky and Howard
Zinn are acclaimed for having stood firm in opposition to war in Afghanistan and
Iraq, others on the Left are considered to have floundered. It is remarked, for
instance, that Attac’s Susan George was, for a period of time, confused over “the
question of Islam” (not Islamism?) and foolishly doubted her own opposition to the
bombing of Afghanistan (Ashman, 2003). During the Israeli war in Lebanon,
Harman (2006) defines those on the Left refusing to support the Islamist Hezbollah
as adopting “a ‘neither nor’ stance”. This resembles Silone’s mis-definition of the
third camp as a sophism of equidistance, or a point of political abstinence halfway
between two enemies falsely considered equal in their political dangers. A
convenient mis-definition perhaps, for on the part of the SWP the priority of
building the biggest counter-weight, anti-imperialist movement does not then need
to confront what is abandoned in the process. In other words, domestic political
support for Islamist ‘resistance to imperialism’ afar deserts the actual and potential
international basis of the third camp, including labour movement solidarity with
political forces, as exemplified by the following statements in relation to the US
and UK war in Iraq:
We are openly against the occupation but we are not part of the armed
resistance. We are distant from the Islamic political groups that control
the resistance. Their political programme is linked to the conservative
Iraqi tradition and they are not interested in the improvement of
people’s life conditions. We struggle directly – together with the other
movements (of workers, progressive women and students) – to defend
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our rights and to establish a civil, lay, secular society (Union of the
Unemployed in Iraq, in Longhi, 2004).
Is it the case that we have to struggle against political Islamic groups?
They have already declared their hostile policy and practices against
civil life and modernity, and in particular against women, by forcing
them to wear veils, and by openly propagating their intension to bring
back Sharia law […] Do we have to struggle against another
international reactionary force that has occupied Iraq? They have
installed the so-called Ruling Council against the will of the people
[…] The only way is to get organized, and to struggle against all the
reactionary forces and not allow them to rule us (Mahmoud,
Organisation of Women’s Freedom in Iraq, 2003).
The general ramification of the SWP’s post-9/11 anti-war ‘politics’ is that, treating
politically retrogressive acts as simply products of capitalism (or an imperialist
regime) effectively means substituting vigorous Marxist theory for a “[f]atalist
prostration” that evades politics (Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 24), which necessitates
identifying what products of capitalism to base ourselves on in their conflict with
what others (Thomas, 2002b). On this matter, Trotsky’s debate with the ideas
propagated in L’Humanite (the former daily newspaper of the French Communist
Party, Parti Communiste Français) on the question of workers’ defence against the
fascists is worth briefly revisiting. During 1934, L’Humanite challenged the use of
workers’ militias in defence against the fascists. One of the reasons given was that,
in responding to the gun shots of the fascists with our own gun shots “we lose sight
of the fact that Fascism is the product of the capitalist regime and that in fighting
against Fascism it is the entire system which we face” (in Trotsky, 1961 [1934],
23). Trotsky (1961 [1934], 23) astutely replies:
It is difficult to accumulate in a few lines greater confusion or more
errors. It is impossible to defend oneself against the Fascists because
they are… “a product of the capitalist regime.” That means we have to
renounce the whole struggle, for all contemporary social evils are
“products of the capitalist system”.
So, in a comparative twist with L’Humanite on fascism, when suicide bombers
wound and kill ordinary workers in New York, London or Iraq, one suspects the
SWP are close to alluding that we “are to sigh philosophically: ‘Alas! Murders […]
are products of the capitalist system,’ and go home with easy consciences”
(Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 23-24). What is more, Harman’s (1994) insistence that
socialists must not regard Islamists “as our prime enemies” because “[t]hey are not
responsible for the system of international capitalism” and are instead its products,
has, post-9/11, gone one stage further; with the SWP putting into effect his
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argument that, their “feeling of revolt” can “be tapped for progressive purposes” so
“[o]n some issues we will find ourselves on the same side […] against imperialism
and the state”. ‘Alas’ once more, a revolutionary socialist commitment to equality
is translated into a gamble to boost strategically weaker enemies to bring them on
par with strategically stronger ones (Thomas, 2002a).
What the SWP schema misses is that while the growth of Islamism is a
product of capitalism, “the increase in the misery and the revolt of the proletariat
are also products of capitalism” (Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 24). And socialists have a
duty to choose what products of capitalism to base ourselves on (most obviously,
the working class) and to politically develop these products (as part of a third
camp) in their/our struggle against other products of capitalism that are detrimental
to their/our ultimate emancipation. Perhaps the SWP will retort, echoing
L’Humanite, that it is the whole capitalist system we have to deal with. But
“[h]ow?”, echoing Trotsky, “[o]ver the heads of human beings?” (Trotsky, 1961
[1934], 24).
Conclusion
In times of war, the frontiers will be altered, military victories and
defeats will alternate with each other, political regimes will shift.
Workers will be able to profit to the full from this monstrous chaos
only if they occupy themselves not by acting as supervisors of the
historical process but by engaging in the class struggle. Only the
growth of their international offensive will put an end not alone to
episodic “dangers” but also to their main source: class society.
(Trotsky, 2006 [1939], iv)
The account offered by this paper is that of a revolutionary socialist organisation,
which heads an anti-war movement in the West during the proclaimed War on
Terror with a precarious, politically-compromised perspective of the inverted dual
camp: a flipping inside-outside of bourgeois promotions of worldwide conflicts as
between the status quo and regression, into socialistic representations of battles
between David and Goliath. In the process of prioritising one enemy to be defeated,
a systematic examination of what politics flow from David and Goliath, and
specifically the corollaries thereof for the development of an international
sovereign offensive of the working class, is bypassed. Instead, it is deduced that by
throwing one’s weight behind David the imbalance of forces can be turned against
the prime enemy of Goliath. Critical geographers should recognise the anti-war
‘politics’ of the UK-based SWP as part of a wider political malady infecting the
Left, including parts of critical academia. A symptom of this malady is a gut antiimperialism, which tempts leftists in the West, wishing the defeat of the usual
imperialist suspects abroad (aka the United States, Britain and Israel), to
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instinctively give political support to an opposing side. In its place a third camp
anti-war resistance needs to be advanced. This anti-war resistance can be
strengthened by labour movements in the West (including our own academic trade
unions) fully engaging in international political solidarity work with forces that
occupy the frontline (and third front) of workers’ and oppressed peoples’ struggles
against imperialism and its reactionary enemies, and for progressive, democratic
secular alternatives. Within and beyond Marxist, autonomist and post-Marxist
critical geography, this paper calls for a return to the very spirit or vital guiding
principles of Marxism. This requires reopenings of, and debates on, original
Marxist ideas and practices that have been prematurely assumed defunct.
In sum, the bourgeois dual camp and its leftist inversion reduce socialists to
geopolitical gamblers who hedge bets on a return that might generate the most antiimperialist conditions, and reduce workers to mere supervisors of history, bankrupt
of any agency to steer and change its course. Third camp Marxism stipulates
independent working class politics as a fundamental prerequisite for the survival of
humanity. While the international third front is not, at present, anywhere near to
being a fully-fledged force, its dialectical foundations are nevertheless in existence
everywhere and the political task of advancing these is, this paper suggests, one
worth fighting for.
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ABSTRACT

The semantic web is going to become an important tool for scientists who need to accurately share
data given context through structured relationships.
The structure that defines contextual
relationships on the semantic web is known as an ontology; which is a hierarchical organization of a
knowledge domain that contains entities and their relations. This paper seeks to answer whether
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essential for scientists and failure to address the possibility of ontologies as a possible constraint to
public data access could result in data fragmentation and lost scientific opportunities. The ability of
the semantic web to annotate and reuse data relies on the social structure of science supporting data
sharing as a norm and as an extension of this norm, open licensing of ontologies should be embraced.
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THE NEW ONTOLOGIES: THE EFFECT OF COPYRIGHT PROTECTION ON
PUBLIC SCIENTIFIC DATA SHARING USING SEMANTIC WEB ONTOLOGIES
ANDREW CLEARWATER*

INTRODUCTION

The current web is a web designed for finding documents.' The semantic web is
a web designed for finding data. 2
Data is best found through structured
relationships when accuracy and context are desired. 3 Data sharing in science is the
type of exercise where accuracy and context is required. 4 Scientific patterns of
information exchange require standards, and the semantic web can provide useful
tools for structuring data according to standard structured relationships. 5 The
structure that defines contextual relationships on the semantic web is known as an
ontology, which is a hierarchical organization of a knowledge domain that contains
entities and their relations. 6
Is a semantic web ontology protectable by copyright law? Semantic web
ontologies may be substantially similar to compilations and taxonomies which are
copyrightable subject matter.7 This paper seeks to answer whether semantic web

*Andrew Clearwater is a legal consultant to iCommons, Ltd., a graduate of Suffolk University
Law School's Global Law and Technology LLM, and a former Research Assistant at Harvard's
Berkman Center for Internet and Society. The author would like to thank Stephen McJohn, his
faculty advisor; Stephen Hicks, the Director of the Graduate Law Program in Global Technology;
and John Wilbanks, VP of Science at Creative Commons whose outstanding work is the foundation
of this article. This essay may be freely reused under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 United
States license, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/us/.
Attribution must include the
recommended citation and indicate that the Article was originally published in The John Marshall
Review of Intellectual Property Law.
1See Tim Berners-Lee, James Hendler, & Ora Lassila, The Semantic Web, SCI. AM., May 2001,
at 34, 36-37.

2 See id.; see also James Hendler, Tim Berners-Lee, & Eric Miller, IntegratingApplications on
the Semantic Web, 122 J. INST. ELEC. ENG'RS JAPAN 676 (2002) (describing how the semantic web
allows information to be more easily linked together).
3 See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 40.
4

RESEARCH INFO. NETWORK & THE BRITISH LIBRARY, PATTERNS OF INFORMATION USE AND
EXCHANGE: CASE STUDIES OF RESEARCHERS IN THE LIFE SCIENCES 7, 37 (2009) [hereinafter
PATTERNS
OF INFO.],
available at http://www.rin.ac.uk/system/files/attachments/Patterns

information-use-REPORTNovO9.pdf.
5 See id.

6See

WEBSTER'S THIRD NEW INTERNATIONAL DICTIONARY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 1577

(Philip Babcock Gove, ed., Merriam-Webster, Inc., 2002) (1961); WordNet Search 3.0,
PRINCETON.EDU., http://wordnetweb.princeton.edu/perl/webwn?s=ontology (last visited Sept. 30,
20 10).
7See 17 U.S.C. § 103(a) (2006) ("[T]he subject matter of copyright as specified by § 102 includes
compilations. . . . "); see also Am. Dental Ass'n v. Delta Dental Plans Ass'n, 126 F.3d 977, 980 (7th
Cir. 1997) (holding that the taxonomy is an original work of authorship and qualifies for copyright
protection); Oren Perez, Complexity, Information Overload, and Online Deliberation, 5 I/S J.L. &
POL'Y FOR INFO. SOC'Y 43, 67 (2008-09) (defining ontologies as taxonomies, thus falling within
potential copyright protection).
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ontologies are protectable by copyright and, regardless of the outcome, determine the
best practices for the scientific community.

I. DATA SHARING IN SCIENCE, AN UNREALIZED IDEAL

A. Social Norms and the Importance of Openness in Science
Sharing and information is essential for scientists. A recent study by the
Research Information Network and the British Library found that "[m]ost life science
researchers spend much of their time searching for and organising information." 8
Given the amount of time spent with data it would seem data access would be a
priority among scientists, yet a recent article in Nature was subtitled "Most
researchers agree that open access to data is the scientific ideal, so what is stopping
it happening?" 9 The failure often is the result of data fragmentation, or what James
Boyle calls "mutually incomprehensible scientific information."o10 The tools and
framework for sharing data have not been made available to scientists and research
funding agencies and have not made data preservation and access a priority." The
central role of data curation and sharing makes the tools for exchange all the more
important. 12 Thus, the ability of the semantic web to annotate and reuse data relies
on the social structure of science supporting data sharing as a norm. 1 3 John
Wilbanks, executive director of Science Commons, asserts that:
We need investment in annotation and curation, in capacity to store and
render data, and in shared visualization and analytics. We need open
standards for sharing and exposing data. We need the RFCs (Requests for
Comments) of the data layer. And, above all, we need to teach scientists
and scholars to work in this new layer of data. 14
Data management has an essential role in science. 15 According to Thomas
Kuhn, the most important advances in science come from the "continuing growth of
the assembled data that [the scientific community] can treat with precision and
detail" and the accumulation of which leads scientists to see the world in new ways

8 PATTERNS OF INFO.,

supra note 4, at 6.

9 Bryn Nelson, Empty Archives, 461 NATURE 160, 160 (2009).
10 Id. at 161.
11Nature Publishing Group Editorial, Data's Shameful Neglect: Research Cannot Flourish if
Data are not Preserved and Made Accessible, 461 NATURE 145, 145 (2009) [hereinafter Data's

Shameful Neglect].
12 Id.
13See PATTERNS OF INFO., supra note 4, at 5-7, 39 (discussing the balance between researchers
concerns of unfettered access and data sharing of intellectual capital).
14

John Wilbanks, I Have Seen the Paradigm Shift, and It is Us, in THE FOURTH PARADIGM:
SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY 213 (Tony Hey et al., eds., 2009), available at
http ://research.microsoft.com/en-us/collaboration/fourthparadigm/.
15Data's Shameful Neglect, supra note 15, at 145 ("[D]ata management should be woven into
DATA-INTENSIVE

every course in science.").
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that undermine current theories and cause a paradigm shift. 1 6 The role of the
semantic web, which can provide useful tools for structuring data, is put into a useful
context given the needs and values of the scientific community.

II. THE SEMANTIC WEB

A. What is the Semantic Web?
The current web can best be described as a web of documents and not a web of
data. When we search the Google search engine, the search results lead us to
locations on web sites where terms included or related to our search can be found. 17
For example, typing "color of the sky" into Google leads to a list of web pages that
includes "Blue Sky - Why is the Sky Blue?" located at www.sciencemadesimple.com/
skyblue.html. 18
The semantic web aims to connect data. A search of the web using Wolfram
Alpha, a semantic web search engine, gives a very different result. 19 When "color of
the sky "is queried by Wolfram Alpha, the result is:
Input interpretation:
What color is the sky?
Result:
sky blue (color)
Color swatch:

Representations:
fractions I red 0.53

| green 0.81 1 blue 0.92

24-bit RGB I red 135 | green 206
HSB I hue 197deg

I blue 235

I saturation 43% | brightness 92%

16T. S. KUHN, THE STRUCTURE OF SCIENTIFIC REVOLUTIONS, 169-70 (Univ. Chicago Press, 2d
ed. 1970).
17See generally SERGEY BRIN & LAWRENCE PAGE, STANFORD UNIV., THE ANATOMY OF A
LARGE-SCALE HYPERTEXTUAL WEB SEARCH ENGINE (1999), available at http://infolab.stanford.edu/
pub/papers/google.pdf (presenting Google as a "large-scale search engine" for the very first time).
18 "Color of the Sky" inquiry, GOOGLE, http://www.google.com.
19 "Color of the Sky" inquiry, WOLFRAM | Alpha, http//www.wolframalpha.com/input/?i= color+
of+the+sky.
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hexadecimal I #87CEEB. 20
The various representations of the blue color, as well as the single page that
displays an answer rather than a series of locations, shows some of the important
differences introduced by semantic web technologies.
The semantic web is "a general framework wherein syntax is designed to model
semantics more closely than conventional online markup languages like HTML
currently allow." 21 The semantic web framework has three basic elements: (1) a
language that allows descriptions of relationships between concepts; (2) an ontology
that describes the relationships and defines interactions within the defined area of
knowledge; and (3) a data storage format. 22 Operating together, these basic elements
are a powerful tool for data storage and recall.

1. Resource DescriptionFramework ("RDF")
The first element of the semantic web framework is a language that allows
statements of relationships between concepts and it is often satisfied by the use of
RDF. 2 3 RDF stands for Resource Description Framework and builds upon the web's
use of eXtensible Markup Language ("XML") to tag content. 24 An example of XML in
use can be seen by navigating the Creative Commons website. 25 Using the Firefox
web browser, right click the mouse to "view page source." The keywords associated
with the Creative Commons homepage page are tagged in XML and are now viewable
as: "<meta name='keywords' content='creative commons, commons, free culture,
open source, attribution, non-commercial, share-alike, no derivatives, lessig' />."26
These keywords are all terms that describe the Creative Commons but the
relationships among the terms are not shown in XML. "The goal of RDF is to enable
machines to identify relationships among data at a conceptual level by using XML
tags to create 'triples,' much like a subject, verb, object in a normal sentence." 27 As
an example, the "attribution" keyword from the Creative Commons page XML
described in RDF looks like:
<rdf:RDF>
<rdf:Description rdf:about="http://creativecommons.org/ns#Attribution">
<rdfs:comment xml:Iang="en-US">credit be given to copyright holder and/or
20 Id.

21 Johnathan Jenkins, What Can Information Technology Do for Law. 21 HARV. J. LAW &
TECH. 589, 603 (2008) citing Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 36-37 (discussing the semantic web
and mechanisms for representing knowledge); see also Perez, supra note 7.
22 See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 36 (discussing the three basic elements in the form of
a hypothetical); Perez, supra note 7, at 67; Jenkins, supra note 21, at 603.
23 Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 38; Michael W. Carroll, Creative Commons and the New
Intermediaries,2006 MICH. ST. L. REV. 45, 60 (2006) (explaining the role of RDF to enable machines
to identify data relationships).
24 See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 38; Carroll, supra note 23, at 59-60.
25 CREATIVE COMMONS, http://www.creativecommons.org (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
26 Id.
27 CrrTOll,

Supra note 23, at 60.
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author</rdfs:comment>
<rdfs:Iabel xml:Iang="en-US">Attribution</rdfs:Iabel>
<rdf:type rdf:resource="http://creativecommons.org/ns#Requirement"/>
</rdf: Description>
</rdf:RDF> 28

As the example shows, RDF puts information attributes in context. "RDF
extends the linking structure of the Web to use [Uniform Resource Identifiers] to
name the relationship between things as well as the two ends of the link." 29

2. Ontologies-UsingOntology Web Language ("O WL2")
The second element of the semantic web framework is an ontology that describes
relationships and defines interactions. 30 More formally, an ontology is defined as "a
formal, explicit specification of a shared conceptualization." 31 To use a metaphor,
keywords in XML are like suggested subjects that publishers print on the inside of
book covers. 32 They might give you an idea what you will find within the books
contents but you do not know how the book's contents relate to other subjects. When
RDF is paired with an ontology it is like finding that same book shelved under the
Dewey Decimal Classification. By seeing how the book fits among the surrounding
books, you know more about the book as it relates to other subject matter and this
allows you to better associate it with other resources available in the library.
Ontologies enable RDF to describe the relationships between data.
Tim
Berners-Lee describes semantic web ontologies as "[clollections of statements written
in a language such as RDF that define the relations between concepts and specify
logical rules for reasoning about them." 33 Not only can concepts be defined, but
equivalence relations can be established to allow more accurate search results. 34 For
example, the use of RDF to describe attribution on the Creative Commons web page
would allow an ontology to establish that attribution might also refer to credit or
acknowledgment but not when used in combination with copyright licensing.
Ontologies are described in a variety of computer languages but a common
family of knowledge representation languages endorsed by the World Wide Web
Consortium is the Web Ontology Language ("OWL2").35 OWL2 is compatible with

28Document Tree, CREATIVE COMMONS, http://creativecommons.org/schema.rdf

(last visited

Sept. 30, 2010).
29 Resource Description Framework (RDF), WORLD WIDE WEB CONSORTIUM (Feb. 10, 2004),
http://www.w3.org/RDF/.
30Perez, supra note 7, at 67.
31 Thomas F. McInerney, Implications of High PerformanceProduction and Work Practicesfor
Theory of the Firm and Corporate Governance, 2004 COLUM. BUS. L. REV. 135, 176 (2004).

32E.g., WAYNE C. BOOTH, GREGORY G. COLOMB, & JOSEPH M. WILLIAMS, THE CRAFT OF

RESEARCH (Univ. of Chicago Press, 2d ed. 2003).
33 Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 38.
34 CrrTOll, supra note 23, at 60.
35 OWL 2 Web Ontology Language Document Overview, WORLD WIDE WEB CONSORTIUM, 1
(Oct. 27, 2009), http//www.w3.org/2009/pdf/RE Cowl2-overview-20091027.pdf.
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RDF and acts as a vocabulary extension of RDF. 36 "Ontologies are critical for
applications that want to search across or merge information from diverse
communities" and OWL2 provides the ability to describe and represent an area of
knowledge with context. 37

3. Source Databases (data storage)
The third element of the semantic web framework is data storage. 38 The RDF
information needs to be stored and available for quick analysis via the OWL2. 39
There are many storage infrastructure systems in use including "Jena2, Sesame,
rdfDB, Redland, Kowari, and FORTH RDF Suite." 40 These systems are often
referred to as RDF stores, and they provide both data storage and access. 41 It is not
critical to understand data stores in order to understand the copyrightability of
semantic ontologies so only this brief introduction is needed.

B. Querying the Semantic Web Using SPARQL
One of the great benefits of Semantic Web technologies is the ability to query
data at "different levels of granularity and specificity" made possible by the
hierarchical representation of data. 42 For instance, Alan Ruttenberg suggests there
are three levels of representing scientific knowledge: record level (database records),
statement level (what researchers say), and domain level (the best understanding of
consensus).43 This is possible if data relationships in the ontology are described in
sufficient complexity to represent the range of relationships that represent scientific
knowledge.
The SPARQL Protocol and RDF Query Language ("SPARQL") enables RDF
searches of the collection of asserted statements and is supported by the World Wide
Web Consortium. 44 Tim Berners-Lee, the World Wide Web Consortium Director,
probably states the importance of SPARQL best when he said, "Trying to use the
Semantic Web without SPARQL is like trying to use a relational database without
36Id. at 8.
37 OWL Web Ontology Language Use Cases and Requirements, WORLD WIDE
CONSORTIUM, § 1.1 (Feb. 10. 2004), http://www.w3.org/TR/2004/REC-webont-req-20040210/.
38See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 36.

WEB

39Andrea Harth & Stefan Decker, Conference Paper at Proceedings of the Third Latin
American Web Congress: Optimized Index Structures for Querying RDF from the Web (2005),
available at http://sw.deri.org/2005/02/dexa/yars.pdf.
40 Id.

41See id. at 7, 9.

42See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 36-37 (illustrating examples of the different levels of
"granularity

and specificity");

Alan

Ruttenberg,

Introduction

to

Science

Commons

and the

Neurocommons: Building an Information Framework for Neuroscience 16 (Oct. 19, 2007) (on file
with The John Marshall Review of Intellectual Property Law).
43 Ruttenberg, supra note 42, at 17.
4'4See SPARQL Protocol for RDFE WORLD WIDE WEB CONSORTIUM, § 1 (Jan. 15, 2008),
http//www.w3.org/TR/rdf-sparq1-protocol/; SPARQL Query Language for RDFE WORLD WIDE WEB
CONSORTIUM, § 1 (Jan. 15, 2008), http//www.w3.org/TR/rdf-sparq1-query/.
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SQL."45 While SPARQL is recommended, it is a formal language which is important
for accuracy but can be detrimental to ease of use. 46 A spectrum of available query
languages ranges from easy natural language tools, to mid-complexity semistructured languages, to formal languages such as SPARQL. 47
Perhaps the best way to understand the formality of SPARQL is through an
example. The Science Commons Neurocommons Text Mining Pilot describes how to
use SPARQL to query neuroscience-related PubMed abstracts. 48
The Science
Commons example asks: "What are all the CNS-related PubMed abstracts that
mention that Entrez Gene 5999?"49 The example query is shown below:
prefix nc: <http://sw.neurocommons.org/2007/annotations#>
SELECT distinct ?pmid WHERE
{
?pubmed nc:has-id ?pmid.
?pubmed nc:has-abstract ?abstract.
?span nc:has-context ?abstract.
?phrase nc:has-context ?span.
?phrase nc:has-ncO.0-interpretation ?ggp.
?ggp nc:if-gene-described-by <http://sw.neurocommons.org/2007/entrez-gene/5999>.
}50

The trade off, when choosing query languages, is often between ease of use and
accuracy. 51 SPARQL is well suited to scientific inquiries because accuracy of the
results is critical for scientific data use.

III. COPYRIGHT PROTECTION AND THE SEMANTIC WEB

A. Cop yright Overview
Copyright is a statutory system of property protection the authority of which
originates in the United States Constitution under Article I, Section 8, Clause 8.52

45SPARQL is a Recommendation, WORLD WIDE WEB CONSORTIUM (Jan. 15, 2008),
http://www.w3.org/blog/SW/2008/01/15/sparqlis a recommendation;
see also Phil Spector,
Introduction to SQL (Mar. 19, 1999), available at http://www.stat.berkeley.edu/~spector/sql.pdf
(explaining that "SQL" is the abbreviation for Structured Query Language which is a standard
language for accessing or manipulating data in a relational database).
46Valentin Tablan et al., Conference Paper at Proceedings of the 5th European Semantic Web
Conference: A Natural Language Query Interface to Structured Info, at 2-3 (Mar. 12, 2008),
available at http://gate.ac.uk/sale/eswc08/clone-ql/clone-ql.pdf.
47 Id. at 1-2; Abraham Berstein, Making the Semantic Web Accessible to the Casual User,
YOUTUBE (June 26, 2008), http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ayym9jJFIgQ.
48See Neurocommons Text Mining Pilot, SCIENCECOMMONS, http://sciencecommons.org/
projects/data/nc technical overview/textmining/ (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
49 Id.
50 Id. (showing an example query using a GET of the SPARQL endpoint to return all the CNSrelated PubMed abstracts that mention that Entrez Gene 5999).
51See Tablan, supra note 46, at 3.
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Copyright law grants exclusive rights for authors of original works fixed in a tangible
medium of expression for limited times to promote the progress of science. 5 3
Essentially, copyright builds a property boundary where there is no natural barrier
because it applies to a non-rivalrous good that otherwise contains no power to
exclude. 54 The rationale for such a boundary is to act as an incentive to create
original works, to promote mass distribution of original works, and to allow authors
recuperation of costs.5 5 Additional rationales include personality or natural rights. 56
These additional rationales are primarily used outside the United States,5 7 yet they
are part of the philosophical underpinnings of copyright.5 8 It is important to note
that under copyright law expression is protected, while ideas are not. 59 This
important dichotomy helps to lessen the negative impacts copyright may have such
as second generation underproduction or the permission culture that develops to
accommodate the required exchange of rights. 60

B. Copyright of Ontologies
An ontology, in a philosophical context is "the metaphysical study of the nature
of being and existence" but in computer science it is "a rigorous and exhaustive
organization of some knowledge domain that is usually hierarchical and contains all
the relevant entities and their relations." 61 Ontologies are critical to the technology
of the semantic web and they allow for more accurate and flexible data retrieval even
in queries that request unexpected combinations of data. 62 Given the significance of
ontologies to the semantic web, it is important to know whether an ontology that
describes the relationships and defines data interactions on the semantic web is
protectable by copyright law.

52See U.S. CONST. art. I, § 8, cl. 8 (giving Congress the right to grant exclusive rights to the
author of a writing).
53 Id.; 17 U.S.C. § 102 (2006).
54Derek E. Bambauer, FaultyMath. The Economics ofLegalizingThe Grey Album, 59 ALA. L.
REV. 345, 357 (2008).
55Stanley M. Besen & Leo J. Raskind, An Introduction to the Law and Economics of
IntellectualProperty, 5 J. ECON. PERSP. 3, 4 (1991).
56E.g., Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works, art. 6 bis, Sept. 9,
1886, amended on Sept. 28, 1979, 828 U.N.T.S. 221.
57See Matt Jackson, Harmony or Discord? The Pressure Toward Conformity in International
Copyright, 43 IDEA 607, 608 (2003).
58See generally Jackson, supra note 57, at 613-16 (explaining the origins and development of
copyright internationally).
5 E.g., Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc. v. Nat'l Enters., 471 U.S. 539, 556-57 (1985) ("No
author may copyright his ideas or the facts he narrates. . . . [But] they may at least enjoy the right
to market the original expression contained therein as just compensation for their investment."); see
Baker v. Selden, 101 U.S. 99 (1879).
60 Thomas F. Cotter, Fair Use and Copyright Overenforcement, 93 IOWA L. REV. 1271, 1288,
1317 (2008).
61 WordNet Search 3.0, supranote 6; accord. WEBSTER'S, supranote 6, at 1577.
62See 2 WILLIAMV F. PATRY, PATRY ON COPYRIGHT § 4:51 (2010); Berners-Lee et al., supra note
1, at 43.
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C Copyrightable Subject Matter-Ideas/Expression
A threshold issue that must be determined is whether ontologies are
copyrightable subject matter. This argument can be broken down into five subarguments, the first of which addresses the idea/expression dichotomy recognized by
copyright law. The copyright statute states that "[i]n no case does copyright
protection for an original work of authorship extend to any idea, procedure, process,
system, method of operation, concept, principle, or discovery, regardless of the form
in which it is described, explained, illustrated, or embodied in such work." 63
The definitive case defining the idea/expression dichotomy is Baker v. Selden.64
This case involved a book authored by Selden titled, Selden's Condensed Ledger, or
Book-keeping Simplified, which described and taught a method of bookkeeping. 65
The court held that "a claim to the exclusive property in a peculiar system of bookkeeping cannot, under the law of copyright, be maintained by the author of a treatise
in which that system is exhibited and explained." 66 The system of book-keeping fell
outside of copyright protection because the system was an idea or process that is not
protected. 67 The public policy that supports this conclusion makes sense. If the
process is absolutely necessary, then providing copyright protection prohibits public
use, which is in the domain of patent law. 68 One significant review of the principles
espoused in Baker v. Selden was by Mazer v. Stein which essentially reaffirmed
Baker's holding. 69

A leading computer software case which may illuminate the applicability of the
idea/expression dichotomy to ontologies concerns a computer program that performed
7
accounting functions. 70 In Lotus Development v. Borland International,
the menu
command hierarchy used by the program was found not to be protectable under
copyright law. 72 The arrangement of the commands was a method of operation, and
therefore, was considered an unprotected idea rather than a protectable expression. 73
A semantic web ontology exhibits some of the qualities of a system or method of
operation. In a sense, the ontology is a system for finding data. 74 It is a structure
that serves the function of leading a user to other content. 75 Like an accounting
ledger and its associated system, the ontology is a functional writing which limits the
63 17 U.S.C. § 102(b) (2006).
64 101 U.S. 99 (1880).
65 Id. at 99-100.

66 Id. at 99.
67 Id. at 102.
68 Id. ("To give to the author of the book an exclusive property in the art described therein,
when no examination of its novelty has ever been officially made, would be a surprise and a fraud
upon the public. That is the province of letters-patent, not of copyright.").
69 Mazer v. Stein, 347 U.S. 201 (1954) (finding statuettes copyrightable "in so far as their form
but not their mechanical or utilitarian aspects are concerned"). But see Pamela Samuelson, Why
Copyright Law Excludes Systems and Processes from the Scope of Its Protection, 85 TEX. L. REV.
1921, 1923, 1956-58 (2007) (questioning the use of Baker and Mazer as the root of the ideaexpression dichotomy).
70 Lotus Dev. Corp. v. Borland Int'l, Inc., 49 F.3d 807, 809-10 (1st Cir. 1995).
71 Id.
72 Id. at 815.
73 Id.

74 See Hendler et al., supranote 2, at 676.
TS
See Berners-Lee et al., supra note 1, at 36-38.
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scope of possible copyright protection. On the other hand, a semantic web ontology is
unlike an accounting ledger and its associated system because it is both more specific
and more broad. The ontology is much more specific in that it covers in much greater
These concepts, unlike the
detail the many relationships between concepts.
accounting system, may be described differently by different people while still
remaining useful. 76 The ontology is much broader in that it is not restrained to a
single topical area, such as accounting, but may comprise any number of knowledge
domains. 77
The best modern analogy to semantic web ontologies may be found in XML
schemes through which the function is to "express shared vocabularies and allow
machines to carry out rules made by people."7 8 They are both creative and
systematic, but they are also untested by the courts. Given the current discussions
in law review articles, it appears that thin copyright protection may be possible. 79
The best support for this conclusion is that an XML schema is used within a system
but is not itself systematic. 80 "XML is a syntax that allows computer users to create
their own sets of markup tags, also known as 'schemas."' 81 These sets of tags, like
semantic ontologies which are, in a sense, contextual sets of markup tags, are a step
in the process of identifying data but they are a separate instrument with separate
creative expression.
The key confusion as to whether copyright applies to a semantic web ontology
lies in that the ontologies have mechanical or utilitarian aspects which allow
searches to be carried out but they also contain expressive aspects in that it takes
creativity to define a knowledge domain and its structure. It is possible that very
thin protection may be provided but current case law is insufficiently developed to be
conclusive on the applicability of the idea/expression dichotomy to a semantic
ontology.

D. Copyrightable Subject Matter-Titles,Headings, Short Phrases
Copyright protection requires only a minimal level of creativity. 82
This
requirement of originality is often a very low bar, but "[t]he Register of Copyright
76See Hendler et al., supra note 2, at 678.
77 Id.

78XML Schema, WORLD WIDE WEB CONSORTIUM, http://www.w3.org/XML/Schema (last visited
Sept. 30, 2010).
7 Compare, Douglas E. Phillips, XML Schemas and Computer Language Copyright. Fillingin
the Blanks in Blank Esperanto, 9 J. INTELL. PROP. L. AsS'N 63, 76-78, 83, 105-07 (2001) (arguing
that XML Schemas are systematic and therefore not copyrightable), with Trotter Hardy, The
Copyrightabihity of New Works of Authorship: "XML Schemas" as an Example, 38 HOuS. L. REV.
855, 911-18 (2001) (arguing that Baker does not apply and copyright protection for XML schemas is
possible).
80 Hardy, supra note 79, at 911-13.
81Phillips, supra note 79, at 67 (citing Brian E. Travis, XML and SOAP Programmingfor
BizTalk Servers xiii at 1, 40-42 (2000) (stating that SOAP is the Simple Object Access Protocol that
uses a standard set of XML tags)).
82Feist Publ'ns, Inc. v. Rural Tel. Serv. Co., 499 U.S. 340, 348 (1991) (stating that even factual
compilations can meet the requisite level of originality if they possess a "minimal degree of
creativity").
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refuses to register mere forms, titles, column headings, simple check lists, common
information (standard calendars, height and weight charts, event schedules) and the
like." 83 Additionally, the Code of Federal Regulations in Title 37, § 202.1(a) defines
material not subject to copyright and states that copyright does not protect names,
titles, slogans, or some types of short phrases. 84 Copyright is not a reward for labor,
originality and independent creation are required. 85
Case law has developed the minimal level of creativity requirement to allow
protection to include business telephone listings which, in one case, were arranged in
categories most useful to Chinese Americans. 86 Only the most mundane and
ordinary phone book categories have been denied protection because alphabetical
listing of information without creative section headings fell below the minimal level
of creativity.8 7 "[A] work may be original even though it closely resembles other
works so long as the similarity is fortuitous, not the result of copying."8 8 Semantic
ontologies require a description of a domain of knowledge which may presumably
contain several creative choices. 89 Ontology protection will likely be based on a fact
specific inquiry that looks at creative choices made in defining the scope of the
domain of knowledge. If the choice of scope is similar to choosing to create a list of
businesses that interest Chinese Americans, meaning that it does not simply rely on
political or geographic boundaries but instead serves a novel set of data, the ontology
is more likely to receive protection.90 In other words, the focus of copyright
protection as it relates to originality will look to whether creativity was used in
selecting the scope of the domain of knowledge.

E. Copyrightable Subject Matter-Compilations& Taxonomies
Compilations are copyrightable subject matter under 17 U.S.C. § 103.91 This
protection "extends only to the material contributed by the author of such work, as
distinguished from the preexisting material employed in the work." 92 Compilations
are defined by the copyright statute as "a work formed by the collection and
assembling of preexisting materials or of data that are selected, coordinated, or
arranged in such a way that the resulting work as a whole constitutes an original

83Elizabeth Carpentier & Henry Parr, Fixation and Subject Matter, in 20 S.C. JUR. INTELL.
PROPERTY § 14 (2010) (quoting a letter from the Copyright Office); accord.Feist, 499 U.S. at 348.
37 C.F.R. § 202.1(a) (2010).
Int'l News Serv. v. Associated Press, 248 U.S. 215, 250 (1918).
86 See Key Publ'ns, Inc. v. Chinatown Today Publ'g Enters., Inc., 945 F.2d 509, 514 (2d Cir.
1991).
87E.g., Feist, 499 U.S. at 348-49, 362.
88 Feist, 499 U.S. at 345.
89 See Evan D. Brown, Copyright on the Semantic Web. Divergence ofAuthor and Work, 19
WIDENER L.J. 829, 830-32, 840 (2010).
90See Key Pub]'ns, 945 F.2d at 513-14.
9117 U.S.C. § 103 (2006).
84

85 See

92 Id.
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work of authorship." 93 It is the arrangement or grouping of what might otherwise be
uncopyrightable subject matter that becomes copyrightable as a compilation.94
Within the broader theory of compilations, there is the more specific category of
taxonomies. "A taxonomy is a collection of Controlled Vocabulary terms organized
into a hierarchical structure." 95
Several cases have developed the copyright
protectability of taxonomies. In a Seventh Circuit case in 1997, a dental association's
taxonomy was found to be an original work of authorship entitled to copyright
protection, and its taxonomy was not an uncopyrightable "system." 96 The dental
association's taxonomy is protected as a relationship between the numbers and the
descriptions which means that copying the code is considered infringement, but
taking and using parts of the taxonomy is allowed. On the other hand, a Third
Circuit case in 2001 held that part numbers did not constitute a copyright protectable
taxonomy. 97 Unlike the dental association's taxonomy where "the number 04267 is
assigned to the short description 'guided tissue regeneration-nonresorbable barrier,
per site,' per tooth (includes membrane removal),"98 the part number system was
highly mechanical and there wasn't any choice about how a fastener should be
classified. 99 The degree of creativity and choice seems to be the controlling test for
taxonomy copyright protection. In fact, a 2009 case solidifies this understanding of
100
the test. In Want Ad Digest v. Display Advertising,o
a New York District Court
held that a classified advertisement publisher's arrangement of subheadings was
protectable by copyright because the arrangement of subheadings demonstrated a
minimal degree of creativity. 101
William F. Patry, in his treatise Patry on Copyright, mentioned the issue of
ontologies used by the semantic web in the context of taxonomies. 1 02 Interestingly,
Patry believes that though taxonomies, compilations, and ontologies appear to be
used as interchangeable terms, this is not truly the case. 1 03 Judge Easterbrook, in
American Dental Ass'n v. Delta Dental Plans Ass'n,104 stated that the American
Dental Association ("ADA") code "could be a compilation only if its elements existed
independently and the ADA merely put them in order."105 Describing and defining
the relationships in a body knowledge is referred to by Judge Easterbrook as a
"taxonomy," 106 but it is more accurately deemed an ontology as the term is defined in
computer science. 107 This ambiguity in meaning leaves copyrightable subject matter
93Id. § 101.

94Feist Publ'ns, Inc. v. Rural Tel. Serv. Co., 499 U.S. 340, 499 (1991); David E. Rigney, What
Constitutes a "Compilation"Subject to Copyright Protection, 88 AM. L. REP. FED. 151, § [2a] (2010).
95Ethnographic Thesaurus, AM. FOLKLORE SOC'Y, http://et.afsnet.org/glossary.html (last
visited Sept. 30, 2010).
96Am. Dental Ass'n v. Delta Dental Plans Ass'n, 126 F.3d 977, 980-81 (7th Cir. 1997).
97 Southco, Inc. v. Kanebridge Corp., 258 F.3d 148, 156 (3d Cir. 2001).
98Id. at 155 n.10 (quoting Am. Dental, 126 F.3d at 977).
9 Southco, 258 F.3d at 156.
100653 F. Supp. 2d 171 (N.D.N.Y. 2009).
101Id. at 179.
102

2 PATRY, supra note 62, § 4:51.

103See id.
104

Am. Dental Ass'n v. Delta Dental Plans Ass'n, 126 F.3d 977 (7th Cir. 1997).
at 980.

105 Id.
106 Id.
107

2 PATRY, supra note 62, § 4:51.
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for ontologies a confusing matter. Possibly the strongest argument for semantic web
ontology copyright protection can be found in American Dentalwhen the court states:
"Facts do not supply their own principles of organization. Classification is a creative
endeavor." 108 Where an ontology is created in a way that is not highly mechanical,
and allows for any choice of categories and relationships, it is likely that the ontology
will be protectable by copyright.

F. Copyrightable Subject Matter-Government Works
United States Government works, which are works "prepared by an officer or
employee of the United States Government as part of that person's official duties,"
are excluded from copyright protection under 17 U.S.C. § 105.109 The public policy
behind this is that as a country we do not want to restrict use or access to public
records. 110 Additionally, the incentive that copyright provides to produce the work is
not needed when a government employee is already being paid and directed to
produce the work.111 Much of the science funded by the United States government is
carried out by non-governmental entities, 1 1 2 but there are several government
labs. 1 1 3 There is a potential for the government to participate in or separately create
semantic ontologies to facilitate data sharing between the many projects that it
funds.
For these relatively rare situations, it is worth briefly considering the
protection of government works.
The case law illustrates situations in which government works will not fall
under copyright. Banks v. Manchester 14 involved a court reporter's claims to
copyright and the court excluded copyright protection for the syllabi, statements of
the cases, and opinions because these were created by the government and therefore
could not be works of authorship by the reporter. 115 While adopting the government's
work did not lead to copyright protection, government adoption of a private
expressive work, such as a standard in agency claim filling, will not lead to loss of
copyright protection. 11 6 In Practice Management Information Corp. v. AMA, 117
adoption of a private work as a government standard did not render the privately
held copyright invalid and the work, as a result, did not enter the public domain. 118
A final nuance in the relationship between government works and private works is
108American Dental, 126 F.3d at 979.
10917 U.S.C. §§ 101, 105 (2006).
110See H.R. REP. NO. 94-1477, at 56 (1976); see also 2 PATRY, supra note 62, § 4:58 (discussing

origins of demands for public access to printed laws).
111See H.R. REP. NO. 94-1477, at 56.
112See, e.g., About Funding, NAT'L SCI. FOUND., http://www.nsf.gov/funding/aboutfunding.jsp
(last visited Sept. 30, 2010) (listing types of organizations that compose the approximately 11,000
projects funded by the NSF).
113E.g., About Argonne, ARGONNE NAT'L LAB., http://www.anl.gov/Administration/index.html

(last visited Sept. 30, 2010) (stating that Argonne is "one of the ... oldest and largest national
laboratories").
114 128 U.S. 244 (1888).
115Id. at 247.
116H.R. REP. NO. 94- 1477, at 60.
117121 F.3d 516 (9th Cir. 1997).
118 Id. at 521.
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119
established in Veeck v. Southern Building Code Congress International.
In Veeck,
the court held that a private code enacted as law results in a loss of copyright
protection that the code previously enjoyed. 1 20 The court found that this loss of
copyright protection was true primarily under the merger doctrine, 1 21 but this is also
true under the government works exclusion. 122
A semantic web ontology may be created by an officer or employee of the United
States government as part of that person's official duties, in which case the resulting
ontology would not be protected by copyright law. 1 23 The more interesting question is
whether a semantic ontology that was privately developed then adopted by the
government would be treated more like an adopted standard as in Practice
Management Information Corp. or more like a private code as in Veeck. The
standard analogy seems to work best because the ontology is not a set of laws to be
followed but rather a way to make all data fit the same form as with the
standardization of claims in Practice Management Information Corp., therefore
adoption by the government would not result in a loss of copyright protection. 124

G. Copyrightable Subject Matter-The Merger Doctrine
The merger doctrine is a judicial creation that limits copyright protection of
creative expression when there is a limited number of ways in which an idea can be
expressed. 1 25 This can be a powerful doctrine because it removes all copyright
protection as it relates to the expression of the idea which, unlike fair use, allows
copying in any context as long as the use remains within the scope of the doctrine. 1 26
In the context of compilations and organizational systems the merger doctrine seems
to only apply when ideas and expression are not creative enough to receive protection
absent the application of the doctrine. 1 27 In other words, the merger doctrine is
unlikely to be a critical part of the semantic web ontology protection analysis but it is
important to provide some background information because the doctrine is often
raised in this context.
The merger doctrine often fails to limit copyright. In a 1995 case in Texas, the
court rejected the application of the merger doctrine as a reason to deny copyright
protection for a compilation of threshold values used to determine when a computer's
hard drive was about to fail. 1 28 The values were discretionary choices, not facts,
which lead the court to find copyright protection and sufficient freedom to express
the idea such that the merger doctrine need not apply. 1 29 A Second Circuit opinion in
119293 F.3d 791 (5th Cir. 2002).

120Id. at 800 ("'[Tlhe law,' whether it has its source in judicial opinions or statutes, ordinances,
or regulations, is not subject to federal copyright law.").
121See discussion infra Part III.G.
122See Veeck, 293 F.3d at 800-01.
123See 17 U.S.C. § 101 (2006).
124See Practice Mgmt. Info. Corp. v. AMA, 121 F.3d 516, 521 (9th Cir. 1997).
125Mason v. Montgomery Data, Inc., 967 F.2d 135, 138 (5th Cir. 1992).
126 Id.
127 See id. at 140 n.7.
128Compaq Computer Corp. v. Procom Tech., Inc., 908 F. Supp. 1409, 1419 (S.D. Tex. 1995).
129Id. But see id. at 1419 n. 13 ("Merger would be implicated if Compaq's threshold values
were solely predictions of when the hard drives would fail.").
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1994 resulted in a similar conclusion when it held that copyright protection for a
compilation of valuation information for used vehicles stored in a computer database
was not precluded by the merger doctrine because the expression of the idea was
separable from the idea. 1 30 The court rejected the concept that each entry in the
database was the idea of the value of the particular vehicle and that the idea could
only be communicated as the related dollar figure associated with it in the
database. 131
The merger doctrine has been recently applied to limit copyright protection but
the effect of the ruling is of limited consequence. In a 2005 case, the Sixth Circuit
found a lack of copyright protection under the merger doctrine for an automobile
transmission parts seller's classification scheme because the structure of the
numbering system was the only form of expression possible. 1 32 It is important to
note, however, that the numbering scheme was also not protectable by copyright
because the choice of the numbers used did not show any evidence of creativity so it
would not have been proper subject matter for copyright under 17 USC § 102(a).133
This lack of originality which excludes the numbering scheme from proper subject
matter is clearly stated by the court when it writes: "The mere fact that numbers are
attached to, or are a by-product of categories and descriptions that are copyrightable
does not render the numbers themselves copyrightable." 1 34 In many ways, the
merger doctrine is an extraordinary remedy and courts are much more comfortable
finding lack of protection on other grounds, such as lack of originality. 1 35
In determining the applicability of the merger doctrine to semantic web
ontologies it seems unlikely that the doctrine will have any limiting effect. The
creation of ontologies often involves discretionary choices and descriptions and both
of these attributes help to prevent it from being classified as merely a rigid
classification scheme with insufficient alternatives to express the idea. 1 36 Ontologies
are a reflection of the values of the organizer, some things must be included, some
things must be left out, and this discretion distances semantic ontologies from the
more rigid numbering schemes that fell to the merger doctrine.

H. Fixation
Fixation is the act of putting a work into a tangible form. 1 37 'Copies' are
material objects, other than phonorecords, in which a work is fixed by any method
130

CCC Info. Servs., Inc. v. Maclean Hunter Mkt. Reports, Inc., 44 F.3d 61, 72-73 (2d Cir.

1994).
131Id. at 67, 72.

132ATC Distrib. Grp., Inc. v. Whatever It Takes Transmissions & Parts, Inc., 402 F.3d 700, 707
(6th Cir. 2005).
133 Id. at 709; see also 17 U.S.C. § 102(a) (2006).
134 ATC Distrib., 402 F.3d at 708-09; see also Feist Publ'ns, Inc. v. Rural Tel. Serv. Co., 499
U.S. 340, 345 (1991) ("To qualify for copyright protection, a work must be original to the author.
Original, as the term is used in copyright, means only that the work was independently created by
the author. . . and that it possesses at least some minimal degree of creativity.") (citation omitted).
135 See, e.g., A TCDistrib., 402 F.3d at 707 (addressing the question of originality and disposing
of portions of the work before moving to merger).
136

Id.

137 17

U.S.C. § 101 (2006).
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now known or later developed, and from which the work can be perceived,
reproduced, or otherwise communicated, either directly or with the aid of a machine
or device." 1 38 For example, if a guest lecturer arrived at a law school class without
notes and gave a brilliant lecture that contained many new and interesting ideas, the
lecture would not be protected by copyright if there was no sound recording, video
recording, PowerPoint slides, or notes fixing the lecture in a tangible medium. 1 39 The
policy behind the fixation requirement is that fixation serves as both evidence and
notice of the scope of the work and what is being claimed by the author. 140
With digital copies, there are many complexities introduced that require a
somewhat sophisticated understanding of how computers or other digital devices
function. In MAI Systems Corp. v. Peak Computer, Inc., 1 41 an infringing copy was
made when software was transferred to a computer's Random Access Memory
("RAM") for use by Peak in diagnosing computer problems. 1 42 The copy in RAM was
considered sufficiently permanent or fixed. 143 Congress responded by exempting the
computer services industry, 1 44 but the technology specific approach still stands and
sufficient permanence is still the fixation test. 1 45
The application of fixation to a semantic web ontology should be investigated
under two scenarios: (1) when the system is at rest and (2) when the system
responds to a query. First, when the system is at rest the semantic web ontology is
stored in a standard format within a database which is stored in a computer's
permanent memory, most likely on a hard drive. 1 46 Unless the ontology has recently
been used by the system or the system is designed to fetch information when it is
started, the ontology or parts of the ontology are unlikely to have been loaded into
RAM by the computer. This situation is very similar to MAI Systems' protectable
fixation which protected both RAM and hard drive copies as fixed in a tangible
medium of expression. 1 47 Second, when the system responds to a query there are
new relationships created or defined by the query. 1 48 The question then becomes:
are these new relationships protectable and if so, by whom?
There are many different ways to build semantic systems and variations in
system design will have important implications as to how an ontology responds to
queries including whether those queries bring about new fixed copies. It is possible
to design a system where inferred results are cached for complex answers so that
intermediate answers are set in temporary tables which are active in RAM and the
final answer retrieval is then created by the union of the remaining query results and

Id.
139See id.
138

140 Douglas

Lichtman, Copyright as a Rule ofEvidence, 52 DUKE L.J. 683, 730 (2003).
991 F.2d 511 (9th Cir. 1993).
142
Id. at 518-19.
143Id. at 519.
144Digital Millenium Copyright Act, Pub. L. No. 105-304, § 202, 112 Stat. 2860, 2878 (1998)
(codified as amended at 17 U.S.C. § 512 (2006)).
145 17 U.S.C. § 101 ("A work is 'fixed' in a tangible medium of expression when it[] ... is
sufficiently permanent. .. )
146See discussion supra Part II.A.3.
147See A4ISystems, 991 F.2d at 518-19.
148See discussion supra Part IB.
141
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information pulled from temporary tables. 1 49 Are there any copyright implications
for this intermediate table? Probably not. When a system deduces a specific answer,
it does so according to the relationships and hierarchy of the stored ontology. 150
These temporary tables are partial copies, and if MAI Systems can be used as an
indicator, even these temporary tables are sufficiently fixed under § 102.151
Temporary intermediate tables created in response to queries in some ways
represent the structure of the ontology they are drawn from, but they are limited in
duration and only subsets of a much larger contextual set of relationships.

I. BriefRestatement of Copyright Conclusions

It is important to quickly recap what may be protectable before best practices
are discussed. Whether or not a semantic web ontology will qualify as copyrightable
cannot be predicted with a great degree of certainty given the lack of case law
applying to this technology. Despite this lack of certainty, it is important to know, if
copyright protection of an ontology is possible, what aspects of the ontology are most
likely to be protected. Overall, it appears that semantic ontologies will receive
limited (or thin) copyright protection. If copyright is denied, it will likely be under
the theories of idea/expression1 52 or insufficient creativity similar to a title, heading,
or short phrase. 1 53
Semantic web ontologies otherwise appear to meet the
qualifications of compilations and taxonomies, 1 54 they will not fall to the merger
doctrine, 155 and they are sufficiently fixed. 156
1. Idea/Expression:
Copyright protection for an original work of
authorship does not extend to any idea or system, 157 but the best argument
in favor of copyright protection for a semantic web ontology is that the
ontology is used within a system but is not itself systematic.s158
2. Titles, Headings, Short Phrases: Copyright protection is contingent
upon a showing of at least a minimal level of creativity and ontology
protection that will likely be based on a fact specific inquiry that looks at
the creativity involved in choosing the scope of the domain of knowledge. 1 59
3. Compilations & Taxonomies: Where an ontology is created in a way
that is not highly mechanical and allows for any choice of categories and
149 See, e.g., Jing Mei et al., Ontology Query Answering on Databases, 4273 LECTURE NOTES
COMPUTER SCI. 445 (2006) (explaining ontology query answering on databases by means of Datalog
programs such as a SPARQL query using an OWL ontology).
150 Id.
151 See 17 U.S.C. § 102 (2006); M1ISystems, 991 F.2d at 518-19.
152 See discussion supra Part III.C.
153 See discussion supra Part III.D.
154 See discussion supra Part III.E.
155 See discussion supra Part III.G.
156 See discussion supra Part III.H.
157 17 U.S.C. § 102(b) (2006).
158 See discussion supra Part III.C.
159 See discussion supra Part IID.
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4. Government Works: A semantic ontology privately developed then
adopted by the government will likely remain protectable by copyright to
the same extent it previously was as is evidence by other standards
adoption case law. 161
5. The Merger Doctrine: It seems unlikely that the doctrine will have
any limiting effect on semantic web ontologies because they are a reflection
of the values of the organizer and sufficient discretion is exercised in their
creation. 162
6. Fixation: Semantic ontologies will likely be considered sufficiently
fixed to qualify as protectable under § 102.163

IV. BEST PRACTICES

Scientists need to be aware of the copyrightable aspects of ontologies. If data
sharing is more accurately and easily accomplished on semantic web, then copyright
protected ontologies, which would require payment for queries, will be a possible
barrier to data access. Rights to these ontologies will give the rights holder the
ability to control copies. 164 Even if semantic web ontologies are not copyrightable, it
may be advisable, as a best practice, to affirmatively disclaim ownership when
publishing an ontology that is to be used in conjunction with the publication of public
scientific data.

A. The Panton Principles
When public money is used for science there is, at the very least, an obligation of
information access that should come with this enablement by the public. 165 This
almost self-evident statement has been much more elegantly and specifically stated
in the form of the "Panton Principles." 166 These principles state that public science
should come with no licenses, no innovation controls, and have the ability to be
globally reused. 167 The short form of these principles is as follows:

160

See discussion supra Part III.E.

161 See discussion supra Part III.F.

162 See discussion supra Part III.G.
163 See discussion supra Part III.H.
164 See 17 U.S.C. § 106 (2006) (granting exclusive rights in a copyrighted work to the holder of
its copyright). But see 17 U.S.C. §§ 107-22 (providing limitations on the exclusive rights of § 106).
165 See discussion supra Part III.F and accompanying notes.
166 Peter Murray-Rust et al., Princ>les for Open Data in Science, PANTON PRINCIPLES,
http://pantonprinciples.org/ (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
167 See id.
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1. "When publishing data make an explicit and robust statement of
your wishes." 1 68
2.

"Use a recognized waiver or license that is appropriate for data." 1 69

3. "If you want your data to be effectively used and added to by others
it should be open as defined by the Open Knowledge/Data Definition." 170
4. "Explicit dedication of data underlying published science into the
public domain via PDDL or CCZero is strongly recommended and ensures
compliance with both the Science Commons Protocol for Implementing
Open Access Data and the Open Knowledge/Data Definition." 171
Of course, these are data specific principles but the concept could easily be
opened up to include the ontology that describes the data.
The method of ontology creation is critical for defining how an ontology should
best be licensed. An ontology can be created in a distributed or centralized effort. Is
one method preferable? Should the ontology be created in a distributed fashion by
each public science data contributor and then licensed to the public under a
recognized waiver or license that disclaims copyright ownership? Should there be a
centralized effort, with the government as the author, which would cause all of the
work to enter the public domain and avoid the copyright problem altogether? The
Internet has shown us the power of distributed innovation and it would be foolish to
turn our backs on this lesson and centralize the development of a web technology. 1 72
The lack of formality of the Panton Principles has appeal, in that people may more
broadly accept the principles, but another more normative version of these ideas can
be seen in the Science Commons protocol for open access to data. 173

B. Science Commons: Protocolfor Implementing Open Access Data
The Science Commons' Protocol for Implementing Open Access Data directly
addresses the need for an "open access" structure for distributing data or databases
168

Jd

Id.
Id.
171 Id. "PDDL" is short for "Public Domain Dedication and License." Id. "CCZero" is short for
"Creative Commons Zero Waiver," which is Creative Commons' method of releasing material to the
public domain. Id.
172 See generally, e.g., About the Apache HTTP Server Project, APACHE SOFTWARE FOUND.,
http://httpd.apache.org/ABOUTAPACHE.html (last visited Sept. 30, 2010) ("The Apache HTTP
Server Project is a collaborative software development effort aimed at creating a robust, commercialgrade, featureful, and freely-available source code implementation of an HTTP (Web) server.")
Netcraft's September 2010 Web Server Survey lists Apache as the number one server with over fiftyseven percent of the market. September 2010 Web Server Survey, NETCRAFT (Sept. 17, 2010),
http://news.neteraft.com/archives/2010/09/17/september2010-web-server-survey.html.
173 John Wilbanks, Reaching Agreement on the Public Domain for Science, SCIENCEBLOGS
(Feb. 19, 2010 12:24 PM), http://scienceblogs.com/commonknowledge/2010/02/reaching agreement
on the publ.php.
169

170
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and it will be submitted to the World Wide Web Consortium for consideration as an
Internet standard. 1 74 With a focus on interoperability of scientific data, this more
formal protocol as compared to the Panton Principles is a good fit for adding
ontology-specific licensing terms for the sharing of public science. 175 The risk of not
taking such an approach is to leave things as they are where "[t]here are too many
databases under too many terms already, and it is unlikely that any one license or
suite of licenses will have the correct mix of terms to gain critical mass and allow
massive-scale machine integration of data." 176
Keeping things simple but exact is important. The protocol uses a data mark
and metadata for use with databases and data. 177 Ideally, the licensing information
would be machine-readable to assure automation of the integration of ontologies and
to maximize easy access to public scientific data that can be queried. The database
protocol should be expanded to apply to both the data and the ontologies. This way,
ontologies cannot act as barriers to data sharing in a system that is designed to share
data. 178 Arguably, Part 4.1 of the protocol already waives any ontology copyright
when the protocol requests that the licensor "waive all rights necessary for data
extraction and re-use;" 1 79 but in the interests of clarity and simplicity, copyright
protection in the ontology should be specifically waived.
Open ontology efforts already exist, and the best example may be the Open
Biological and Biomedical Ontology ("OBO") Foundry site hosted at the Berkeley
Bioinformatics Open Source Project. 180 This open community of ontology authors
shares the task of ontology development in its field and adheres to the OBO Foundry
Principles as defined on April 24, 2006.181 Interestingly, despite their sophisticated
effort to create controlled vocabularies for shared use and their clearly stated
principles, 1 82 copyright protection or licensing is not explicitly addressed by the
project. 183 This is true despite contributions to the National Center for Biomedical
Ontology which is one of the National Centers for Biomedical Computing supported
by the National Institutes of Health ("NIH"), a government agency. 1 84 Use of
ontologies on the BioPortal site is governed by The National Center for Biomedical
Ontology terms of use which states that the ontologies will be "freely available for

174Protocol for Implementing Open Access Data, SCI. COMMONS, http://sciencecommons.org/
projects/publishing/open-access-data-protocol/ (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
175See id.

Id.
Id.
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public use." 181 It is encouraging to see an open community of ontology creators but it
would be even better to see them using a standard legal license as a tool to make
clear their implicit intentions about their possible copyright in the ontology. Indeed,
given the complexity of copyright protection of ontologies, explicit and clear licensing
terms are needed.

C Embedded Licensing in Interinked Data Sets
Best practices for publishing and connecting structured data on the Web
recommend machine readable licenses. 186 Machine readable licenses are important
when dealing with semantic web ontologies and open data because a primary
function of structuring data for use with the semantic web is to connect external data
sets. 187 These re-combinations of data need to be done in a way that honors the
license for both the data and the ontology. 188 Machine readable licenses allow
interoperability while respecting the author's intentions. 1 89 To fully enable public
access to public scientific data it is best to automate a licensing preference for data
and ontologies where copyright has been waived. This helps to prevent restrictively
licensed ontologies from being used to limit access to scientific data that has been
released to the public.
A vocabulary and a set of instructions already exist for enabling discovery and
usage of linked datasets. One popular option is Vocabulary of Interlinked Datasets
("voiD") which is an RDF based schema to describe linked datasets. 190 This can be
used to indicate the OWL ontologies used by a dataset. 191 For example to express the
Science Commons ontology and public domain data license as a statement in voiD,
the void:vocabulary and dcterms:license properties can be used. 1 92 For example:
:ScienceCommons a void:Dataset;
void:vocabulary <http://sw.neurocommons.org/2007/kbsources/sciencecommons.owl>
dcterms:Iicense <http://creativecommons.org/Iicenses/publicdomain/>

The vocabulary statement defines the Science Commons ontology and its
location and the dcterms statement defines the license for the data. 1 93 An important
limitation of this method of license declaration in its current form is that
185Terms of Use, NAT'L CENTER FOR BIOMEDICAL ONTOLOGY, http://www.bioontology.org/terms
(last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
186See Glenn Otis Brown, Creative Commons Unveils Machine-Readable Copyright Licenses
(Dec. 16, 2002), http://creativecommons.org/press-releases/entry/3476; see also Christian Bizer et al.,
Linked Data-The Story So Far, 5 INT'L J. ON SEMANTIC WEB & INFO. SYS. 1, pt. 1-2. (2009).
187Bizer, supra note 186, pt. 1-2.
188 See id. pt. 7.
189See id.
190 Richard Cyganiak et al., voiD Guide-Usingthe Vocabulary oflnterinked Datasets 2 (Jan.
29, 2009), http://void-impl.googlecode.com/svn/trunk/guide/voiD-guide-v63.pdf ("[V]oiD aims to
provide a vocabulary to bridge data publishers and data users, so that users can find the right data
for their tasks more easily. .. )
191 Id.

at 9.

192Id. at 7, 9.
193 See id.
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"dcterms:1icense" refers to "the object container and serializers" which means that
the license refers only to the stored data and not to the ontology that describes the
data. 194 J propose that the best practice should be to create a new instruction that
allows a statement to be made in voiD which defines the ontology license. This will
make the licensing terms of the ontology clear and machine readable.

D. Example Semantic Ontology License
RadLex@ is a reference ontology for the domain of radiology which is licensed
under the RadLex® Ontology License. 1 95 BioPortal describes the ontology as "a
controlled terminology for radiology-a single unified source of radiology terms for
radiology practice, education, and research." 1 96 The RadLex® Ontology License
permits public access and: "clinical, research, educational and commercial activities
without charge." 1 97 Interestingly, RadLex® claims copyright ownership in the
ontology and grants a copyright license:
Subject to the terms and conditions of this License, [Radiological Society of
North America] and each Contributor hereby grants Licensee a perpetual,
worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, copyright license to
reproduce, publicly display, publicly perform, prepare Modifications, and
distribute the Work with or without Modifications, subject to the Limited
Use of Identifiers in Section Four (4) of this License. 1 98
This permissive license allows many freedoms to both end users or possible
system builders and it is a good example of a collaboratively written ontology that
has been built by scientist to be used by scientists for the publication of public
scientific data. 199 If this license is to be used as a guide for best practices the only
consideration for improvement might be a requirement to make sure the license is
machine readable. It might also be worthwhile to try to reduce the length and
formality of the license to make the license as accessible as possible to users of varied
legal sophistication.

194Class DCTerms, ADORE FEDERATION, http://african.lanl.gov/aDORe/projects/DIDLTools/
docs/modules/did-adore/javadoc/org/adore/didl/content/DCTerms.html (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
195 RadLex@ Ontology License, RADIOLOGICAL SOC'Y N. Am., 1, http://www.rsna.org/RadLex/
upload/radlex-publiclicense version_1-0-1.pdf (last visited Sept. 30, 2010).
196 RadLex Metadata, NCBA BIOPORTAL, http://bioportal.bioontology.org/ontologies/21275 (last
visited Sept. 30, 2010).
197 RadLex @ Ontology License, supra note 195.
198 Id.
199 Id. (stating that the ontology has been developed by the Radiological Society of North
America, the National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and Bioengineering, and the National
Institute of Health's cancer Biomedical Informatics Grid project).
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CONCLUSION

The semantic web is going to become an important tool for scientists who need to
accurately share data given context through structured relationships. Information
use and exchange requires standards and the semantic web is beginning to solidify
around technologies which will help to standardize these structured relationships.
Ontologies define contextual relationships on the semantic web and it is likely that a
semantic web ontology may only be thinly protected by copyright law. Given the
likelihood of copyright protection of semantic web ontologies, the best practices for
the scientific community should include adopting a machine readable license which
disclaims copyright protection for publication of public scientific data and assures
automation of the integration of ontologies which will maximize easy access to public
science materials that can be queried. Sharing information is essential for the
progress of science and failure to address the possibility that ontologies might pose a
constraint to public data access could result in data fragmentation and lost scientific
opportunities. The ability of the semantic web to annotate and reuse data relies on
the social structure of science supporting data sharing as a norm, and as an
extension of this norm, open licensing of ontologies should be widely embraced.
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Preface
The day after 9/11 I attended a local Socialist Alliance committee meeting in
Sheffield, England, as a representative of the revolutionary socialist organisation,
the Alliance for Workers’ Liberty. The Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP) comrades
present discussed the 9/11 attack as regrettable in terms of the loss of life but as
nonetheless understandable. They acknowledged the attack as tactically misguided,
yet refused (when pressed to do so) to condemn it. Later, in November 2001, at a
public meeting of the Sheffield Socialist Alliance, I shared a platform with a then
national committee member of the SWP to debate the US and UK war in
Afghanistan. Besides from agreeing on opposition to the imperialist war onslaught,
I was alone on the platform in raising opposition to the Islamist Taliban rule and in
arguing for labour movement solidarity with forces such as the Revolutionary
Association of Women of Afghanistan (RAWA), which resist both imperialism and
Islamism and demand a progressive, democratic secular alternative. The SWP
comrades present, both on the platform and from the floor, alleged a political error
on my part and those who argued along with me. Their rationale was that, to fully
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oppose the War on Terror, we had a duty to oppose the main enemy and greater
evil - US and UK imperialism - and this alone. Anything else, they argued, would
alienate the masses of disillusioned, angry British Muslim youth that socialists
needed to win over. The SWP’s dual camp of ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ (a
socialistic inversion of imperialist war discourse of ‘the status quo versus
regression’) came to dominate England’s anti-war movement. They publicly
launched their initiative the Stop the War Coalition (StWC) ten days after 9/11,
with the aim of mobilising a broad political grouping against the War on Terror.
Since then the SWP vanguard of the StWC has, at critical moments, steered the
political course that England’s anti-war protests have taken.
Introduction: Neither inverted dual camps nor point zeros
During war time major imperialist powers typically impose a geopolitical
choice between the status quo and regression, or the civilised and the barbaric. The
consequence of this bourgeois dual camp is that its fetishism, including in its leftist
inversion, diverts from the indispensable task of organising a third independent
force, or camp, of politics by and for the collective interests of workers worldwide.
The War on Terror is pitched by its leading imperialist advocates as a battle of us
versus them, or good versus evil, while, in an inverted dual camp, 9/11 and later
Islamist acts of terrorism are conceptualised by sections of the Left as inevitable
products of a greater imperialist terrorism and a reflection of wider struggles
between David and Goliath. This in turn lends itself to the conclusion that such
products and struggles form part of an anti-imperialist resistance necessitating
(albeit qualified) alliance against the prime enemy. It is this conclusion - in relation
to the case of a revolutionary socialist vanguard of an anti-war movement in the
West - that this paper identifies as problematic. I do so not by orientating to postMarxist left analysis but by returning to the spirit of Marxism. In brief, this paper
draws upon the tradition of third camp revolutionary socialists during war time, in
order to critique the blind-alley inverted dual campism dominating leftist anti-war
resistance during the War on Terror. This tradition is to develop the independent
political agency of workers internationally, as a class capable of self-government in
their struggles against capitalism and its reactionary products, and to assess, by and
for this class’s advancement, the upshot of the actual politics flowing from these
struggles and products. In the simplest terms, the rudimentary foundation of the
third camp is “nothing but the camp of workers and oppressed peoples everywhere
who are sick to death of insecurity, exploitation, subjection and increasingly
abominable wars, who aspire to freedom, peace and equality” independent of their
ruling class and their ruling class’s reactionary enemies (Shachtman, 2006c [1950],
xi).
The absence of third camp politics is apparent in prominent leftist academic
and public intellectual commentary on 9/11 and the War on Terror. In the aftermath
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of 9/11 Watts (2005, 645), for instance, observes a “confusion mixed with
revulsion” within the ranks of the Left: “the reluctance to admit ‘they had it
coming’, the whispered moral equivalence of casualties (what of Rwanda or the
Palestinian intifada?) and a sort of deep schizophrenia” - “[w]as this not a strike in
the name of a modern anti-imperialism or was it grounds for a ‘just war’ […] Was
this not of a piece with the anti-globalisation movement”, yet who could endorse
Islamism? Chomsky (2001, 12), while denouncing 9/11, defines its uniqueness in
the fact that, unlike any other point in US foreign imperialist venture or European
colonial history, the victims struck back at the very heart of the imperialist power:
directing “the guns [...] the other way”. More to the point, 9/11 was a cumulative
result of US foreign policy and proved that industrial powers no longer had the
monopoly on violence (Chomsky, 2003, 2002). In an article for Le Monde just
under two months after 9/11, Baudrillard remarks that the event represented “the
purest type of defiance” and “could be forgiven”, since:
In dealing all the cards to itself, the system forced the Other to change
the rules of the game. And the new rules are ferocious, because the
game is ferocious. […] All those singularities (species, individuals,
cultures), which have paid with their deaths for the establishment of a
global system of commerce ruled by a single power, avenge themselves
by transferring the situation to terrorism (Baudrillard, 2001, in Afary
and Anderson, 2005, 170).
During the US invasion of Najaf in 2004, Klein (2004) tactically defends the Shiite
Islamist Muqtada al-Sadr and his Mahdi Army, despite recognising the politics of
the Mahdi Army that (if ever to come to power) would attempt an Iranian-type
theocracy. Her reasoning is that, for the moment the Mahdi Army represents
something in common with the Iraqi population - opposition to the imperialist
occupation of Iraq. In a plenary of an anti-war teach-in at Berkeley, Butler (2006)
comments:
Understanding Hamas, Hezbollah, as social movements that are
progressive, that are on the Left, that are part of a global Left, is
extremely important, that does not stop us from being critical of certain
dimensions of both movements […] it doesn’t stop those of us who are
interested in non-violent politics from raising the question of […]
whether there are other options besides violence, so again, a critical,
important engagement [...] should be entered into the conversation on
the Left.
The signatories to an anti-war statement released during the 2006 Israeli war in
Lebanon offer “solidarity and support to the victims of th[e] brutality [in Lebanon
and Palestine] and to those who mount a resistance against it” (see: Chomsky,
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2006), by implication then, political support to Hezbollah and Hamas. These
signatories include SWP members (Alex Callinicos, Lindsey German, Chris
Bambury and John Rees), and leftist academics and public intellectuals (Gilbert
Achcar, Tariq Ali, Frances Burgat, Judith Butler, Noam Chomsky, IIan Pappe,
Harold Pinter, Tanya Reinhart, Steven Rose, Hilary Rose, Arundhati Roy and
Howard Zinn, for example). While Achcar (2006a) cautions against the SWP’s
alliance with the Muslim Association of Britain in England’s anti-war movement
(an organisation with political links to Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood), he
nonetheless frames a struggle “between the Islamic fundamentalist David and the
US imperialist Goliath” (Achcar, 2006b, 72). Specifically, the “demon” of US
imperialism, which has produced and fed the “monster” of Islamic fundamentalism
for its own interests, now finds itself vulnerable, because “the demon […]
ultimately turned against the demiurge” and so (as on 9/11) the monster is hitting
back (Achcar, 2006b, 43). Achcar (2006b) concludes that in the battle between two
barbarisms the prime culpability lies with the greater, heavyweight barbarism.
Crucially, he fails to exhibit a politically independent, progressive democratic
alternative to both imperialism and its reactionary enemies. Indeed, this is a
symptomatic failure of all of the aforementioned commentary.
Closer to the disciplinary home, prominent Marxist and post-Marxist public
intellectual geographers fall short of mapping out an anti-imperialist resistance in
the spirit of the third camp. As Castree (2008, 168) remarks of Smith’s (2005a) The
endgame of globalization: “[i]f one thing is missing it’s a discussion of progressive
forms of opposition within and without the American state apparatus”. Harvey’s
(2005) The New Imperialism offers brief mention of the daunting challenges faced
by an anti-war and anti-imperialist movement in the United States, and notes of a
rising tide of global resistance to neo-liberalism, yet stops short of discussing a
third camp grounded in the struggles of labour movements worldwide. This stopgap is perhaps the result of what Smith (2008) highlights as Harvey’s break from
being an advocate of revolutionary theory to that of being “a subversive agent, a
fifth columnist inside of the system, with one foot firmly planted in some
alternative camp” (Harvey, 2000, 238). Ó Tuathail (2008, 342) questions whether
“the world of hard political choices” is avoided by Gregory (2004) in The Colonial
Present, with his abstraction from the issue of what an anti-colonial geopolitics
would and should actually look like. On the insurgency violence in Iraq,
Afghanistan and Palestine, Gallaher (2008, 349) queries of Gregory: are these
“forms of resistance” and, if so, “what are we to make of their political content?” A
demurring Gregory, she observes, evades the question of whether the Left should
support any of these resistances. Retort’s (2005) Afflicted powers, Castree (2007)
also notes, neglects to assess the Left’s prospects in opposing capitalism and
Islamism and falls short of detailing their call for a non-vanguardist leftinternational. In sum, he astutely cautions: “this sort of pessimism of the intellect
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and the will is as implausible as unalloyed optimism about the immediate future”
(Castree, 2007, 569).
As possible routes out of this impasse, Hyndman (2003, 10) proposes “a
third space” of feminist geopolitics that goes “beyond the binaries of either/or,
here/there, us/them”. Developing the work of critical geopolitics while avoiding,
she argues, its deconstructive tendencies that are “insufficient to generate change
for building alternative futures” (Hyndman, 2003, 4), Hyndman suggests such
futures can be mapped via a multi-scalar exploration and knowledge production of
the multiple identities, ways of seeing and interventions during the War on Terror.
But on the ultimate goal of dismantling and democratising geopolitics, the question
of what agency can deliver this remains unanswered. This is unsurprising, since
Hyndman’s (2003, 10) feminist geopolitics is “an ethnographic, rather than a
strategic, perspective”, which “does not promote an oppositional stance in relation
to particular political principles or acts”. The third space of neither/nor then is not
to be mistaken for the third camp. So, on the US and UK war in Afghanistan,
Hyndman remarks of the virtual invisibility of Afghan women until the Northern
Alliance ‘victory’ in which media images of unveiled women played to Western
notions of progress. What is missed, however, is reference to and political
engagement with RAWA, which (to date) holds a position that occupies but also
goes beyond a third space, by representing a third camp alternative:
The US “War on terrorism” removed the Taliban regime in October
2001, but it has not removed religious fundamentalism […] [B]y
reinstalling the warlords in power in Afghanistan, the US
administration is replacing one fundamentalist regime with another […]
RAWA believes that freedom and democracy can’t be donated; it is the
duty of the people of a country to fight and achieve these values. […]
Today RAWA's mission for women's rights is far from over and we
have to work hard for the establishment of an independent, free,
democratic and secular Afghanistan (RAWA, 2006).
Braun and Disch (2002) note of a near impossibility in mobilising for or against the
war in Afghanistan when the mission was framed by its rightist advocates in leftist
terms (as defending the rights of Afghan women against tyrannical patriarchy), and
by its leftist opponents as simply an imperialist war about oil. For them, the
binarism of either opposing the war or supporting it in these terms can only be
transcended by refusing the articulated discourses altogether, which predetermine
our understanding of political connections. The challenge, they state, lies in
“[b]ringing the networks out of hiding” (Braun and Disch, 2002, 510) that offer
less prescriptive, more promising resistance. Featherstone too (2006) develops a
networked approach to leftist anti-war resistance; specifically, the imaginative
internationalist politics of transnational networks, which provide a way out of the
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binarism that he ascribes in part to the 20th century Marxist Left. He, for instance,
contests the nation-centeredness of this Left throughout the Cold War,
demonstrative in its doctrine of ‘socialism in one country’ and its subsequent siding
with the USSR. In particular, his concern is that this Left bypassed the “more
rhizomorphic, routed and productive practices of solidarity” (Featherstone, 2006,
8) that were occurring during this time, which offered a less hierarchical, more
imaginative internationalism (such as E.P. Thompson’s involvement in the
European Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament during the 1980s that brought
together political dissidents on both sides of the Cold War). However, in discussing
the 20th century Marxist Left, he omits third camp revolutionary socialists who,
during the Cold War, agitated for an internationalist front of independent working
class politics as a progressive socialist alternative to capitalism and Stalinism (see
next section). On the War on Terror, Featherstone (2006) importantly cautions
against both the Left that sides with violent and anti-democratic forms of resistance
to imperialism, and the Left that sides with so-called humanitarian imperialist
intervention. Instead, he calls for a networked politics that transcends both. This
work forms part of a wider post-Marxist relational or networked analysis, which (at
its most critical end) is represented by enquiry into the geographies of solidarity
and autonomism: “spaces where people desire to constitute non-capitalist,
egalitarian and solidaristic forms of political, social, and economic organization
through a combination of resistance and creation” (Pickerill and Chatterton, 2006,
730; see also, for example: Routledge, 2008; Pickerill 2007; Featherstone, 2005).
From a third camp Marxist perspective, the strength of this analysis lies in its antiStalinism, its attention to everyday molecular (but connected) rebellions, which
occur within but beyond capitalism, and its internationalism. There is nonetheless a
critical departure from the politics of the third camp, rooted in the Italian
autonomist Marxists’ redefinition of the working class during the 1970s. That is, a
shift from the working class as the agency of revolutionary change due to the
specific relationship of wage-labour to capital, to that of ‘the socialised worker’ or
‘the multitude’, which signify immanent-revolutionary forces evident in new
figures of struggle and new subjectivities (Thomas, 2003; see: Hardt and Negri,
2004, 2000). In contradistinction, third camp Marxism politically centres its
international solidarity work on class-based struggles and demands, as the
foundation of a united revolutionary front for workers and oppressed peoples
everywhere.
What thus is the contribution of this paper to critical geographical debate?
This paper offers an indirect challenge to Amin and Thrift’s (2005) demarcation of
an old, and relegated, Marxist Left against a new, present and future, agonistic,
affective and networked Left. We have, they argue, arrived at a promising point
zero - a Left politics afresh that is free from dogmatic certainties and crude
binarisms. Yet at point zero, as Smith (2005b, 893; see also: Harvey, 2006) warns
us, it is not one hundred but ninety nine flowers that blossom since “Marxism […]
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is the one flower”, in Amin and Thrift’s schema, “that […] should instead be
choked in its bed”. This paper also propounds a third camp Marxism distinct from
Harvey’s ‘fifth column’, which reflects “the paradox of optimism amidst a resigned
denial of revolution” (Smith, 2008, 153), and from a wider trend, noted by Castree
(2007), of radical work infected with a pessimism of both the intellect and the
heart. Scattered throughout this paper are quotes from activists and organisations
beyond the West resisting an imperialist War on Terror and an Islamist-based
political substitute to this, while posing a democratic secular alternative. Their
words and struggles indicate an actual basis to the third camp. The Marxism
spirited in this paper recognises the basic duty of socialists everywhere to develop
labour movement based solidarity with such forces, where and when they exist, as
part of an international and sovereign revolutionary offensive.
In sum, this paper challenges both the point zero and the inverted dual
camp. Its premise, using the case of the SWP vanguard of the post-9/11 anti-war
movement in England, is that a rediscovery of, not a retreat from, the spirit of
Marxism offers a critical departure from the inversion of a bourgeois dual camp
that subsequently sides with the enemy, i.e., Islamism, of the ‘greater enemy’ of
imperialism. As such, whilst there is a binary straitjacket of leftist anti-war
resistance that post-Marxist critical accounts do well to shake off, this paper
indirectly challenges the monofication and refutation of Marxism and the
subsequent demarcation of a point zero. I seek instead to advance an alternative
current of Marxist interpretation - the third camp as opposed to an inverted dual
camp - in a modest attempt to rescue a political soul. The first section of this paper
illustrates the third camp tradition as laid out in key texts of Hal Draper and Max
Shachtman written during the Cold War. Thereafter, in the second section, the antiwar political resistance of the SWP is explored (as profiled in their paper Socialist
Worker, their magazine The Socialist Review, and their periodical International
Socialism Journal). Specifically, I examine their response to the terrorist attacks of
9/11 and 7/7, their support for the Islamist ‘resistance to imperialism’ in Iraq,
Lebanon and Palestine, and the tenets which bolster their inverted dual camp, that
is, their analysis of imperialism, anti-imperialism and Islamism. In the third and
final section, the broad united front and wider project of anti-imperialism pursued
by the SWP’s vanguard of England’s anti-war movement is unravelled as,
effectively, an evasion of politics in the spirit of the third camp. For this purpose,
arguments made by Leon Trotsky on the nature of politics and the products of
capitalism are drawn upon.
The third camp
Perhaps the major exemplar of third camp politics during the last century was
summed up in the slogan of the former US-based Workers’ Party (WP), later
renamed the Independent Socialist League (ISL), during the Cold War: “Neither
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Washington Nor Moscow, But International Socialism” (Matgamna, 1998). Key
writings of two of the founding members of the former revolutionary socialist
WP/ISL, Hal Draper and Max Shachtman, contain a definitive elucidation of the
third camp tradition. In an article written during the Korean War (1950-1953), and
originally printed in Socialist Leader, Shachtman (2006c [1950]) defends the ISL’s
opposition to both sides of the war against critics who argue that Stalinist
totalitarianism is a greater evil to the bourgeois democracy of the US (for example,
the former, unlike the latter, prohibits the existence of an independent labour
movement), and since there is no actual mass movement against the two, the ISL
ought to back the US. The problem with this position, Shachtman (2006c [1950])
reveals, is that it neglects to understand that Stalinism derives its social power by
providing an anti-capitalist (albeit reactionary) solution to the social problems of
capitalism, which elsewhere are insolvable on a capitalist basis and the official
labour movement fails to deal with on a socialist basis. To undermine the social
power of Stalinism then, it is essential that “the labour movement throws off all
responsibility for the politics of capitalism, its wars included, and leads the way out
of the present blind alley of society with an independent programme of socialist
reconstruction”, and while
[w]e never promised that we would be able to organise them into an
independent movement, packed, wrapped, sealed and delivered by a
specified date. We did say that unless they are organised into a
movement independent of capitalism and Stalinism, the decay and
disintegration of the world would continue, as it has. We did say that
the forces of the Third Camp of socialism and liberty are here, and it is
our sworn duty to help organise them into an independent movement
(Shachtman, 2006c [1950], xi).
Shachtman (2006c [1950]) rebukes both leftist Social-Democrats, for having
abandoned the third camp and struggle for socialism (thus offering critical support
for American imperialism), and the Fourth International, for failing to understand
the third camp by placing Stalinism as part of it. Whereas he points out, as a basis
on which to build, the millions of workers in India and Britain who defy both sides
of the Cold War. In a debate between Hal Draper and the once third campist
Ignazio Silone, originally printed in Labor Action during 1956, Silone defines the
position of the third camp as a ‘sophism of equidistance’, that is, a point of political
abstinence midway between two enemies falsely deemed equal in their political
dangers (Draper, forthcoming [1956]). Again, this, Silone purports, fails to
recognise and act upon the fact that Stalinism is the greater evil to Western
imperialism, which must be critically supported. Draper (forthcoming [1956], 17)
retorts by directly quoting Silone’s previous third campist position (from an
interview in 1939) on the question of the war waged by conservative bourgeois
democracies against fascism, in order to point out its analogy with Stalinism:
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When the socialists, with the best possible anti-fascist [read: antiStalinist] intensions, renounce their own programme, put their own
theories in mothballs and accept the negative positions of conservative
democracy, they think they are doing their bit in the struggle to crush
fascism [Stalinism]. Actually, they leave to fascism [Stalinism] the
distinction alone daring to bring forward in public certain problems,
thus driving into the fascists’ [Stalinists’] arms thousands of workers
who do not accept the status quo. (Brackets original)
It is the duty of socialists, Draper (forthcoming [1956]) insists, to resist the
enforced dilemma of choosing between the status quo and regression, or one’s
ruling class and one’s ruling class’s enemy. But this does not consequently mean
that socialists occupy a sophism of equidistance, or that socialists never chose one
side over another while maintaining their political independence (see later the
distinction between political and military support). Draper (forthcoming [1956])
and Shachtman (2006a [1953], 2006b [1951], 2006c [1950]) do not pretend that
both sides in any given conflict are the same but neither do they take individual
conflicts (like the 1950-1953 Korean War) in isolation. They maintain that the fight
against Stalinism can only be politically won by socialists mobilising the labour
movements within which they are active as part of an internationalist, independent
political alternative. For instance, Shachtman (2006b [1951], ix) asserts that while
a workers’ government in the US clearly “cannot come tomorrow morning”, it will
never be a possibility until American workers decisively break from the capitalist
class and “their imperialist course which poisons us with chauvinist ideas and
alienates us from the peoples of other lands and them from us”. Thus as a practical
basis for international workers’ solidarity, he asserts that the position of the
American labour movement must be for a democratic foreign policy pillared by the
unreserved right of all peoples and nations to self-determination (Shachtman,
2006a [1953]). (Ironically, by the 1960s Shachtman himself abandoned third camp
politics in favour of critical support for the Western imperialist war camp.)
Writing on the question of anti-imperialism and revolution (originally printed
as a discussion guide for the Independent Socialist Club of Berkeley in 1968),
Draper (2002 [1969]) observes that a defeat for American imperialism abroad can
have the objective effect of galvanising opposition to American capitalism
domestically, but this does not imply that socialists should, on this basis alone,
politically support any opposing side to an imperialist-waged war. Why? Because
one possible domestic outcome is not the only possible outcome, and while a
number of phenomena might aid revolutionary conditions domestically, such as
hyper-exploitation or recession, socialists plainly do not contend for these
conditions. Instead, the decision to support anti-imperialist resistance must be
based, consistently, on an assessment of what politics any given side in a war is a
continuation of. For this reason, Draper (2002 [1969]) spells out, during war
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socialists should not offer political solidarity to an organisation, movement or
government merely on the basis that it is an enemy of our enemy; or has
widespread support; or is in (or is likely to be in) power; or formally adopts a
political programme ostensibly unobjectionable; or is successful in winning over
more politically progressive elements than its leadership. The decision to offer
political solidarity must be on the basis of what is analysed as “the real political
character and real political programme of [its] formation” (Draper, 2002 [1969],
147). Using the case of the Spanish Civil War, Draper (2002 [1969]) also draws an
important distinction between political support and military support. He explains
that, while revolutionary socialists militarily organised alongside a section of the
bourgeois Loyalist government against the Franco-led fascists, they maintained
their political independence (which included lending no faith to the bourgeoisie as
a trustworthy ally or an effective, sincere force against fascism). Their existence as
politically independent, third camp forces in turn offered a political alternative to
both the fascists and bourgeois status quo. Whereas, he cautions, the political and
military collaboration that occurred between the Stalinist Communist Party and the
Loyalist government turned into joint violent suppression of these independent left
forces.
The UK-based Socialist Workers’ Party (SWP) was once not adverse to these
tenets. The former third camp slogan, “Neither Washington Nor Moscow, But
International Socialism”, was adopted in the late 1960s by the forerunner to the
SWP, the International Socialists (IS). It was during the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988)
that the IS/SWP first abandoned the third camp. From originally holding a stance
that was against both sides in the conflict - for the reason that for Iran and Iraq the
war was being waged for regional imperialist interests - this changed in 1987
(Thomas, 2002a; see: German and Massoumi, 2007; Stack, 2003). As a longstanding SWPer retrospectively comments, “I was back at college when the IranIraq war began. A plague on the houses of both reactionary regimes, I thought […]
My view, though, began to change […] [when] [i]t was becoming clear that the
west was backing Iraq” (Stack, 2003). The new standpoint was to politically
support Iran in view of the fact that the US was offering support to Iraq, not
because the politics of which the war was a continuation of, on the part of Iran, had
suddenly become progressive. Iran today continues to be positioned by the SWP as
a regional bulwark against US imperialist ambition.
The post-9/11anti-war ‘politics’ of the SWP
It is a mistake to think of the strategy of suicide bombing as […] an
irrationalism that derives from Islamic fundamentalism. There is a
rationale for the adoption of this strategy that stems from the problem
of defeating an enemy in conditions of extreme inequality of resources
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[…] what motivates them to action is rage at material conditions of
oppression and exploitation (Jenkins, SWP, 2006).
How can a political movement whose program is based on oppression,
injustice and discrimination possibly liberate people from oppression,
injustice and discrimination? Political Islam capitalizes on the
discontent of people in its struggle for power. Those who see terrorism
as the response of desperate, despairing people try to vindicate political
Islam and say they “understand” its terrorism. […] While they refer to
the injustices of the West and the necessity of struggle against it, they
do not find it necessary to struggle against political Islam […] there are
two poles of terrorism in today’s world which feed off each other. We
cannot defeat one pole without curbing the other (Hamid, Workercommunist Party of Iraq, 2005, 4).
The aim of the SWP-initiated StWC (2001) was and remains officially “very
simple: to stop the war currently declared by the United States and its allies against
‘terrorism’”. In 2003 the StWC co-organised, along with the Muslim Association
of Britain and the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, the largest ever
demonstration in Britain’s history, against the war in Iraq. Part-and-parcel of the
SWP vanguard of this anti-war movement is a geopolitical perspective and
representation of the barbarous heavy-weights of imperialism (and capitalism)
producing and struggling with the provoked reactions of the counter/under-weights
of anti-imperialism (and anti-capitalism). A statement by the SWP Central
Committee released the day after 9/11 asks:
Is it so surprising that some group, in rage and desperation at American
policies around the world, should have chosen to turn its own methods
against the US itself? […] Yesterday’s attacks were in fact a stark
revelation of the nature of global capitalism. Our rulers believed that
they could preside over a world heaving poverty, suffering, and
injustice and yet insulate their own metropolises from the
consequences. The folly of this belief was exposed as the southern tip
of Manhattan disappeared amid smoke and flames (SWP Central
Committee, 2001b, 1-2).
A similar statement released four days after 7/7 questions: how could “four
ordinary young men from Yorkshire be driven to blow themselves up in London?
For Blair and Bush they were barbarians at war with ‘our civilisation’” (SWP
Central Committee, 2005, 1). The answer? They had witnessed the real barbarity of
US, British and Israeli imperialism:
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So, like the rest of us, they will have raged. But they will also have
despaired. Then they succumbed, like other desperate young people on
every continent at different times over the last 150 years, to the
disastrous fantasy that they could rid the world of violence by hurling
back a portion of it in some act aimed at innocent people (SWP Central
Committee, 2005, 2).
Both statements evade condemnation of the attacks by posing them as tactically
misguided venting of otherwise explicable and legitimate anti-imperialist anger,
i.e., as simply products of imperialism and capitalism. Critically then, the SWP
circumvent any deeper examination of the politics that the attacks were a
continuation of, including the implications for progressive democratic, working
class forces.
During the War on Terror the SWP’s inverted dual camp of imperialist
Goliath versus anti-imperialist David has gone further than refusing to condemn
Islamist attacks in the West, by offering political support to Islamist ‘resistance to
imperialism’ in the Middle East - in particular, to the Iraqi insurgents (of which the
rival Sunni and Shia Islamists have formed the dominant political components (see:
Rosen, 2006; Parenti, 2005)), Lebanon’s Hezbollah and Palestine’s Hamas (see:
Sagall, 2007, 2003; Ashford, 2006; Harman, 2006; Birchall, 2004). Their rationale:
such resistance should be politically supported because it is an enemy to
imperialism, has a base of popular support, wields power, and has elements of a
political programme that are agreeable. So, the SWP advance, since socialists at
home must hold out an “uncompromising opposition to our ‘own’ imperialist
bourgeoisies” (Molyneux, 2004) we ought to be politically lenient on the resistance
(in whatever form) against our imperialist powers overseas. Accordingly:
Sometimes […] terrorist tactics do more or less merge with the mass
resistances of the people, and this certainly affects or should affect the
language and tone of our critique. We on the left should not, I suggest,
‘condemn’ Palestinian suicide bombers or attacks by the Iraqi
resistance.
Underpinning this is the calculation that, by upsetting the global imbalance of
forces one’s prime enemy will be destabilised and the Left at home fortified. In an
article aptly titled “Why Opposing Imperialism Means Supporting Resistance”,
Harman (2006) refers to how the momentum of Vietnamese struggle against US
imperialism in the 1960s infused the women’s and black movements in the United
States, in order to make the case that political support for the Iraqi insurgents can in
the long-term yield a destabilization of imperialism over there, and an advancement
of the anti-war and anti-capitalist movement over here. This calculation is
“despite”, he admits, “the attitude to women of some of the resistance groups and
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those whose religious bigotry leads them to direct their fire against other Iraqis as
much as against the occupying troops” (Harman, 2006, no page).
Leading SWP theoreticians (see: Rees, 2005, 2001; Harman, 2003;
Callinicos, 2002) interpret Lenin’s and Bukharin’s classical accounts of
imperialism as explaining the nature of imperialism today. This is understood as
the synthesis of geopolitical rivalry between states and economic competition
between capitals. Their analysis proceeds that leading the game in this classic-cumcontemporary inter-imperialist rivalry has been the grand strategy of the Bush
administration to uphold US geopolitical superiority and impose an AngloAmerican model of free market capitalism worldwide (Callinicos, 2002). It is the
economic vulnerability of the United States (brought about by ever-increasing
internationalisation of finance, investment, production and trade) that, in the
interests of its multinationals, has to be redressed by military might (Harman,
2003). And the “‘blowback’” of 9/11 has offered greater opportunity for the
world’s “rogue superpower” to unilaterally go “on the rampage” (Callinicos, 2002),
with the war in Iraq demonstrating the application of US military power to ward off
inter-imperialist rivalry and secure control of oil (Harman, 2003). On antiimperialism, Harman (2003) conceptually conflates present-day Islamist resistance
in the Middle East with past anti-colonial movements, thus positioning such
resistance as part of wider national liberation struggles against present-day
colonial-style imperialism. In doing so the critique of Islamism is limited to that of
a critique of bourgeois-democratic liberation movements more generally, which,
while spurring people “to confront local ruling classes that are tied to imperialism”
(giving “rise to near-revolutionary upsurges”), at worst “misdirect those involved
[…] in a reformist direction” (Harman, 2003, no page). Therefore, for example, the
SWP insists that socialist support for the “genuine national liberation movement”
resistance against imperialist occupation in Iraq should not be altered by either its
“lack of single organisation” or “the insurgency’s Islamist colouring” (Alexander
and Assaf, 2005). Further still, Rees (2001) argues that the decision on “whether or
not to oppose imperialism” cannot simply be based “on whether or not we find the
past or present behaviour of the [opposing] regime to be progressive”; instead, it is
“determined by the totality of relations in the system at any one point”. Oddly the
very fact that socialists oppose imperialism appears to be brought into question
here, but what he is actually suggesting is that, in the global imbalance of forces,
we need to side with the counter/under-weight against the heavy-weight and, in the
process, we need not concern ourselves with the politics flowing from the
counter/under-weight:
This does not matter much for those of us who are active in the West
building international activity against imperialism and war. We are on
the side of Third World movements against imperialism, however
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confused their ideas may be. But it is of fundamental importance for
Third World revolutionaries (Harman, 2003).
Over here, the SWP theoreticians conclude, we need to concentrate on the defeat of
our own imperialist governments, which means being firmly on the side of
movements against imperialism over there, and it is the problem of socialists over
there to contend with the more reactionary or reformist elements of movements that
we over here resolutely support. In brief, the duty of socialists to help build the
third camp during the War on Terror is thwarted by an evasion of actual political
content, and by a substitution of international workers’ solidarity for a commitment
to boost the resisting underdog afar and in turn the anti-war and anti-imperialist
movement back home.
Fatalist prostration and the evasion of politics
[S]upport for a movement for liberation should not depend on those
who lead it at a particular point in time (Harman, SWP, 2006).
[A]n anti-imperialism based on the repression of women, religious
minorities, small nationalities, trade unions, peasant organisations, and
political parties […] actually performs a function imperialism wants:
repression of the masses [...] The anti-imperialism of these religious
forces thus actually serves imperialism in the current global scenario. It
is the anti-imperialism of fools (Sulehria, Labor Party Pakistan, 2006).
Post 9/11, the SWP has set itself the task of radicalising the anti-capitalist milieu
into a particular kind of anti-war - and ultimately “anti-imperialist” - movement,
mobilising “politically diverse forces […] around a limited common objective” and
ensuring Party comrades are “as militant as possible” (Callinicos, 2002; see also:
Callinicos and Nineham, 2007). They conclude that the success of the StWC is due
to the execution of a broad united front (see: Callinicos and Nineham, 2007;
Ashman, 2003; Callinicos, 2002) reminiscent, in fact, of the Stalinist popular front
in which the Party poses as “the champion of unity at all costs and the arch-enemy
of ‘divisive’ debate” while siphoning recruits “by virtue of organisational weight
and prestige” (Thomas, 2001, 29). This broad united front is defined as
unity of the basis of opposition to […] war alone, without the addition
of other planks (for example, condemnation of terrorism) that may
exclude some important potential allies and that imply that the main
enemy is anyone but Western imperialism (SWP Central Committee,
2001a, 2-3).
This popular front enables the possibility to unite with virtually any self-declared
anti-imperialist force, sentiment or language because of a shared enemy. In other
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words, the politics of my enemy’s enemy is my friend. Take, for example, the SWP
Central Committee’s (2006, 1-2) instruction with regard Israel’s invasion of
Lebanon in the summer of 2006:
As socialists and internationalists we see our main responsibility as
rallying mass opposition in our own countries to this war […] The
internationalist and radical left must throw their weight into the balance
to help secure a defeat for imperialism that can weaken the global
tyranny of capital.
This, in practice, was spelt out in the prominent slogan on England’s anti-war
demonstrations at the time, “We are all Hizbollah, Boycott Israel”.
The SWP claim that, elsewhere in the world, anti-war mobilisations have
been hindered by a drive by some imprudent leftists to oppose imperialism and
Islamism (Callinicos and Nineham, 2007; Ashman, 2003; SWP Central Committee,
2001a). This is condemned as a political abstentionism rooted in confusion
(infecting both the anti-capitalist milieu and sections of the Left) over the question
of Islamism. So while public intellectuals such as Noam Chomsky and Howard
Zinn are acclaimed for having stood firm in opposition to war in Afghanistan and
Iraq, others on the Left are considered to have floundered. It is remarked, for
instance, that Attac’s Susan George was, for a period of time, confused over “the
question of Islam” (not Islamism?) and foolishly doubted her own opposition to the
bombing of Afghanistan (Ashman, 2003). During the Israeli war in Lebanon,
Harman (2006) defines those on the Left refusing to support the Islamist Hezbollah
as adopting “a ‘neither nor’ stance”. This resembles Silone’s mis-definition of the
third camp as a sophism of equidistance, or a point of political abstinence halfway
between two enemies falsely considered equal in their political dangers. A
convenient mis-definition perhaps, for on the part of the SWP the priority of
building the biggest counter-weight, anti-imperialist movement does not then need
to confront what is abandoned in the process. In other words, domestic political
support for Islamist ‘resistance to imperialism’ afar deserts the actual and potential
international basis of the third camp, including labour movement solidarity with
political forces, as exemplified by the following statements in relation to the US
and UK war in Iraq:
We are openly against the occupation but we are not part of the armed
resistance. We are distant from the Islamic political groups that control
the resistance. Their political programme is linked to the conservative
Iraqi tradition and they are not interested in the improvement of
people’s life conditions. We struggle directly – together with the other
movements (of workers, progressive women and students) – to defend
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our rights and to establish a civil, lay, secular society (Union of the
Unemployed in Iraq, in Longhi, 2004).
Is it the case that we have to struggle against political Islamic groups?
They have already declared their hostile policy and practices against
civil life and modernity, and in particular against women, by forcing
them to wear veils, and by openly propagating their intension to bring
back Sharia law […] Do we have to struggle against another
international reactionary force that has occupied Iraq? They have
installed the so-called Ruling Council against the will of the people
[…] The only way is to get organized, and to struggle against all the
reactionary forces and not allow them to rule us (Mahmoud,
Organisation of Women’s Freedom in Iraq, 2003).
The general ramification of the SWP’s post-9/11 anti-war ‘politics’ is that, treating
politically retrogressive acts as simply products of capitalism (or an imperialist
regime) effectively means substituting vigorous Marxist theory for a “[f]atalist
prostration” that evades politics (Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 24), which necessitates
identifying what products of capitalism to base ourselves on in their conflict with
what others (Thomas, 2002b). On this matter, Trotsky’s debate with the ideas
propagated in L’Humanite (the former daily newspaper of the French Communist
Party, Parti Communiste Français) on the question of workers’ defence against the
fascists is worth briefly revisiting. During 1934, L’Humanite challenged the use of
workers’ militias in defence against the fascists. One of the reasons given was that,
in responding to the gun shots of the fascists with our own gun shots “we lose sight
of the fact that Fascism is the product of the capitalist regime and that in fighting
against Fascism it is the entire system which we face” (in Trotsky, 1961 [1934],
23). Trotsky (1961 [1934], 23) astutely replies:
It is difficult to accumulate in a few lines greater confusion or more
errors. It is impossible to defend oneself against the Fascists because
they are… “a product of the capitalist regime.” That means we have to
renounce the whole struggle, for all contemporary social evils are
“products of the capitalist system”.
So, in a comparative twist with L’Humanite on fascism, when suicide bombers
wound and kill ordinary workers in New York, London or Iraq, one suspects the
SWP are close to alluding that we “are to sigh philosophically: ‘Alas! Murders […]
are products of the capitalist system,’ and go home with easy consciences”
(Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 23-24). What is more, Harman’s (1994) insistence that
socialists must not regard Islamists “as our prime enemies” because “[t]hey are not
responsible for the system of international capitalism” and are instead its products,
has, post-9/11, gone one stage further; with the SWP putting into effect his

ACME: An International E-Journal for Critical Geographies, 2010, 9 (2): 113-137

129

argument that, their “feeling of revolt” can “be tapped for progressive purposes” so
“[o]n some issues we will find ourselves on the same side […] against imperialism
and the state”. ‘Alas’ once more, a revolutionary socialist commitment to equality
is translated into a gamble to boost strategically weaker enemies to bring them on
par with strategically stronger ones (Thomas, 2002a).
What the SWP schema misses is that while the growth of Islamism is a
product of capitalism, “the increase in the misery and the revolt of the proletariat
are also products of capitalism” (Trotsky, 1961 [1934], 24). And socialists have a
duty to choose what products of capitalism to base ourselves on (most obviously,
the working class) and to politically develop these products (as part of a third
camp) in their/our struggle against other products of capitalism that are detrimental
to their/our ultimate emancipation. Perhaps the SWP will retort, echoing
L’Humanite, that it is the whole capitalist system we have to deal with. But
“[h]ow?”, echoing Trotsky, “[o]ver the heads of human beings?” (Trotsky, 1961
[1934], 24).
Conclusion
In times of war, the frontiers will be altered, military victories and
defeats will alternate with each other, political regimes will shift.
Workers will be able to profit to the full from this monstrous chaos
only if they occupy themselves not by acting as supervisors of the
historical process but by engaging in the class struggle. Only the
growth of their international offensive will put an end not alone to
episodic “dangers” but also to their main source: class society.
(Trotsky, 2006 [1939], iv)
The account offered by this paper is that of a revolutionary socialist organisation,
which heads an anti-war movement in the West during the proclaimed War on
Terror with a precarious, politically-compromised perspective of the inverted dual
camp: a flipping inside-outside of bourgeois promotions of worldwide conflicts as
between the status quo and regression, into socialistic representations of battles
between David and Goliath. In the process of prioritising one enemy to be defeated,
a systematic examination of what politics flow from David and Goliath, and
specifically the corollaries thereof for the development of an international
sovereign offensive of the working class, is bypassed. Instead, it is deduced that by
throwing one’s weight behind David the imbalance of forces can be turned against
the prime enemy of Goliath. Critical geographers should recognise the anti-war
‘politics’ of the UK-based SWP as part of a wider political malady infecting the
Left, including parts of critical academia. A symptom of this malady is a gut antiimperialism, which tempts leftists in the West, wishing the defeat of the usual
imperialist suspects abroad (aka the United States, Britain and Israel), to
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instinctively give political support to an opposing side. In its place a third camp
anti-war resistance needs to be advanced. This anti-war resistance can be
strengthened by labour movements in the West (including our own academic trade
unions) fully engaging in international political solidarity work with forces that
occupy the frontline (and third front) of workers’ and oppressed peoples’ struggles
against imperialism and its reactionary enemies, and for progressive, democratic
secular alternatives. Within and beyond Marxist, autonomist and post-Marxist
critical geography, this paper calls for a return to the very spirit or vital guiding
principles of Marxism. This requires reopenings of, and debates on, original
Marxist ideas and practices that have been prematurely assumed defunct.
In sum, the bourgeois dual camp and its leftist inversion reduce socialists to
geopolitical gamblers who hedge bets on a return that might generate the most antiimperialist conditions, and reduce workers to mere supervisors of history, bankrupt
of any agency to steer and change its course. Third camp Marxism stipulates
independent working class politics as a fundamental prerequisite for the survival of
humanity. While the international third front is not, at present, anywhere near to
being a fully-fledged force, its dialectical foundations are nevertheless in existence
everywhere and the political task of advancing these is, this paper suggests, one
worth fighting for.
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Third camp
The third camp, also known as third camp socialism or third camp Trotskyism, is a branch of socialism
that aims to oppose both capitalism and Stalinism by supporting the organised working class as a "third camp".
The term arose early during World War II and refers to the idea of two "imperialist camps" competing to
dominate the world: one led by the United Kingdom and France and supported by the United States; and the
other led by Nazi Germany and supported by Fascist Italy.
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Origins of the term
From the 1930s and beyond, Leon Trotsky and his American acolyte James P. Cannon described the Soviet
Union as a "degenerated workers' state", the revolutionary gains of which should be defended against
imperialist aggression despite the emergence of a gangster-like ruling stratum, the party bureaucracy. While
defending the Russian revolution from outside aggression, Trotsky, Cannon and their followers at the same
time urged an anti-bureaucratic political revolution against Stalinism to be conducted by the Soviet working
class themselves.
Dissidents in the Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, witnessing the collaboration of Joseph Stalin and Adolf
Hitler in the invasion and partition of Poland and Soviet invasion of the Baltic states, argued that the Soviet
Union had actually emerged as a new social formation, neither capitalist nor socialist. Adherents of this view,
espoused most explicitly by Max Shachtman and closely following the writings of James Burnham and Bruno
Rizzi, argued that the Soviet bureaucratic collectivist regime had in fact entered one of two great imperialist
"camps" aiming to wage war to divide the world. The first of these imperialist camps, which Stalin and the
Soviet Union were said to have joined as a directly participating ally, was headed by Nazi Germany and
included most notably fascist Italy. In this original analysis, the "second imperialist camp" was headed by
England and France, actively supported by the United States.[1]
Shachtman and his co-thinkers argued for the establishment of a broad "third camp" to unite the workers and
colonial peoples of the world in revolutionary struggle against the imperialism of the German-Soviet-Italian
and Anglo-American-French blocs. Shachtman concluded that the Soviet Union's policy was one of
imperialism and that the best result for the international working class would be the defeat of the Soviet Union
in the course of its military incursions. Conversely, Trotsky argued that a defeat for the Soviet Union would
strengthen capitalism and reduce the possibilities for political revolution.[2]

With the demise of fascism in World War II and the emergence of Soviet-controlled governments in Central
and Eastern Europe, the "three camps" conception was modified. Now the leading imperialist camp was held
to be that of the chief capitalist powers—the United States, the United Kingdom and France—with the Soviet
Union consigned to a second imperialist camp.
Over time, Shachtman's aggressive calls for the defeat of official Communist nations' expansionism (the
second camp) drifted rightward into support for the capitalist nations (the first camp). This position has led
orthodox Trotskyist groups to declare the position reactionary. However, some supporters of the three camps
analysis split with Shachtman and continued to develop their analyses of the changing world situation.

Organizational support of the three camps theory
The Congress Socialist Party of India also adopted a Third Camp position, with the slogan "We want neither
the rule of London or Berlin; nor the rule of Paris or Rome; nor that of Tokyo or Moscow" (September
1939).[3]
A third camp position is held today by the Workers Liberty groups,[4] New Politics[5] and by some in the
multi-tendency Marxist organization Solidarity in the United States as well as some in the Democratic
Socialists of America and the Socialist Party USA.

Other uses of the term
More recently, a movement by the Worker-Communist Party of Iran and its leaders such as Hamid Taqvaee
and Maryam Namazie, together with groups including Left Worker-communist Party of Iraq, has emerged
calling for a third camp opposing American militarism and Islamic terrorism.[6] However, this is unrelated to
the Trotskyist third camp theory as neither organisation comes from a Trotskyist background.

See also
Anti-Stalinist left
Centrism
Council communism
Left communism
Neoconservatism
Non-Aligned Movement
Shachtmanism
Three Worlds Theory
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Preface

The first version of this textbook received encouraging feedback and made it into
print with the non-profit publisher College Publications. The print version is still
actual and relevant. This version 1.5 does have a few additions and corrections that
seemed to deserve more than a 0.1-point notch. The main additions consist of about
10% increased main content, consisting main of 10% more exercises in Chapters 29, a new preliminary Chapter 11 on ontology modularisation, and a new section on
challenges for multilingualism (§ 9.1.3). The appendix has increased with two new
tutorials—on OntoClean and on OBDA—and more answers to selected exercises.
Also, typos and related infelicities that have been found were corrected, and in
the grey area of copyright issues, I tweaked a few more figures a bit just to be on
the safe side. Altogether, this caused an increase of 36 pages. If the reader wants
access to v1 nonetheless: the pdf is still available as OEbookV1.pdf.
In addition the the book’s content in the pdf file, the website accompanying the
textbook now has has more materials, notably the slides (in pdf, LATEX source, and
ppt), new ontologies for the tutorials and exercises, and additional software for the
exercises. This material can be found at https://people.cs.uct.ac.za/~mkeet/
OEbook/. The website also contains a page with instructions for improved accessibility for the visually impaired, in particular for low-cost screen reader training to
handle the Description Logics symbols.
As with the previous v1, more can indeed be added, but there are certain time
constraints. For contributions to the additions, I would like to thank former and
current students Zubeida Khan, Zola Mahlaza, Frances Gillis-Webber, Michael
Harrison, Toky Raboanary, and Joan Byamugisha, as well as the grant from the
“Digital Open textbooks for Development” (DOT4D) Project that made some of
the additions possible. Also, I would like to thank the constructive feedback on the
ontologies by Ludger Jansen, which has led to improvements of the content.
Cape Town, South Africa
February, 2020

C. Maria Keet
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Preface to v1

This book is my attempt at providing the first textbook for an introduction in ontology engineering. Indeed, there are books about ontology engineering, but they
either promote one specific ontology or methodology only, are handbooks, or are
conference proceedings. There have been collaborative initiatives that aimed for a
generic introduction, yet they have not made it to the writing stage. Problems to
overcome with such an endeavour—aside from the difficult task of finding time to
write it—are, mainly, to answer the questions of 1) which topics should an introductory textbook on ontology engineering cover? and 2) how comprehensive should
an introduction be? The answer to the first question is different for the different
audiences, in particular with respect to emphases of one topic or another and the
order of things. The intended audience for this textbook are people at the level of
advanced undergraduate and early postgraduate studies in computer science. This
entails, for instance, that I assume the reader will know what UML class diagrams
and databases are. As computing degrees seem to have a tendency to have become less theoretical, a solid background in logic, reasoning, and computational
complexity is not expected, so a gentle introduction (or recap, as it may be) of the
core concepts is provided. There are no lengthy philosophical debates in any of the
chapters, but philosophical aspects are presented and discussed mainly only insofar as they are known to affect the engineering side. There still will be sections of
interest for philosophers and domain experts, but they may prefer to work through
the chapters in a different order (see ‘how to use the book’).
As to how comprehensive an introduction to ontology engineering should be,
there is no good answer. At least for this first version, the aim is for a semester-long
course, where each chapter can be covered in a week and does not require too much
reading of core material, with the core material being the contents of the chapter.
For an introductory course at undergraduate level, the citations in the text may
be ignored, but it serves to read 1-3 scientific papers per chapter for more detail,
especially if this book is used in a postgraduate course. This makes also sense in
the light that ontology engineering is still an active field of research—hence, some
basics may change still—and it allows for flexibility in a course programme so as
to emphasise one topic more than another, as the lecturer may prefer. The in-text
ix

references also may help students to start reading scientific papers when they are
working on their assignments, as a place to start the consultation of the literature.
I hope I have succeeded in striking a good balance on topics & depth in the first
two blocks of the textbook. Suggestions for improvement are welcome. (Knowing
that ontologists can be a quite critical group, perhaps I should add to that: antes
de criticarme, intenta superarme, i.e., before you criticise me, try to do a better
job at writing an ontology engineering textbook than me.)
The contents of the textbook was written by gradually improving, extending,
and further updating material that started with blog posts in 2009 for the European
Masters in Computational Logic’s Semantic Web Technologies course I taught at
the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, Italy, in 2009/2010, with the hope of generating and facilitating online discussions. That failed miserably, but the posts were
visited often. The blogposts were reworked into short syllabi for the Ontology Engineering courses at the University of Havana and University of Computer Science,
Cuba, in 2010 and at the Masters Ontology Winter School 2010 in South Africa,
which, in turn, were reworked into the COMP718/720 lecture notes at the University of KwaZulu-Natal and the Ontology Engineering honours course lecture notes
at the University of Cape Town, South Africa, of which the latest version was in
2015. All those chapters have been updated for this textbook, new material added,
and course-specific data has been removed. I had put a CC BY-NC-SA licence on
those 2015 lecture notes, so therefore this book has that Creative Commons licence
as well. If you think this sounds problematic: it probably is not; if in doubt, please
contact me.
Some contents of this book or associated exercises are adapted from slides or
tutorials made by other people, and I would like to thank them for having made
that material available for use and reuse. They are (in alphabetic order) Jos de
Bruijn, Diego Calvanese, Nicola Guarino, Matthew Horridge, Ian Horrocks, Markus
Krötzsch, Tommie Meyer, Mariano Rodrı́guez-Muro, František Simančı́k, Umberto
Straccia, and David Toman. I also would like to thank the students who were
enrolled in any of the aforementioned courses, who provided feedback on the blog
posts and lecture notes, and assisted me in fine-tuning where more or less explanations and exercises were deemed useful.
For the rest, it was a lot of hard work, with a few encouragements by some
academics who appreciated sections of the lecture notes (thank you!) and some
I-ignore-that-advice by others who told me it’s a waste of time because one cannot score brownie points with a textbook anyway. The most enjoyable of all the
sessions of updating the contents was the increment from the 2015 lecture notes to
the first full draft of the textbook, which was at Consuelo’s casa particular in La
Habana in June 2018 and interspersed with a few casino (salsa) lessons to stretch
the legs and get-togethers with acquaintances and colleagues.
Cape Town, South Africa
July, 2018

C. Maria Keet
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How to use the book

Aims and Synopsis
The principal aim of this textbook is to provide the student with a comprehensive
introductory overview of ontology engineering. A secondary aim is to provide
hands-on experience in ontology development that illustrate the theory, such as
language features, automated reasoning, and top-down and bottom-up ontology
development with methods and methodologies.
This textbook covers material such that, upon completion, the student:
(i) has a general understanding of the notion of what ontologies and knowledge
bases are, what they can be used for, how, and when not;
(ii) has obtained an understanding of the, currently, main ontology languages—
OWL and its underlying Description Logics languages—in order to represent
the knowledge in ontologies formally and to reason over them, and have a
basic understanding of what an automated reasoner does;
(iii) can confidently use an Ontology Development Environment;
(iv) can confidently use methods and methodologies to develop ontologies, including the top-down approach with foundational ontologies and bottom-up
using non-ontological resources such as relational databases, natural language
or thesauri; and
(v) has become acquainted with several major applications and application scenarios, such as the Semantic Web Technologies for ontologies, and has had a
taste of the research trends in the field.
Interwoven in the aims is skills development for a 4th year/honours project or
masters dissertation. The students will become familiar with reading scientific
literature and will gain experience in report writing and presenting their work to
their peers, in particular when carrying out the two suggested assignments.
xi
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How to use the book

Content at a glance
The chapters are structured such that one could cover one chapter per week for a
semester-long course with, depending on one’s interest, e.g., to spread Chapter 6
over two lectures or elaborate more on Chapter 5.
1. Chapter 1: Introduction. The introductory chapter addresses differences between databases and knowledge bases, conceptual data models and ontologies,
what an ontology is (and is not), and takes a sampling of application areas,
such as the Semantic Web and data integration.
2. Block 1: Logic foundations for ontologies
(a) Chapter 2: First order logic and automated reasoning. This chapter
provides a recap of the basics of first order predicate logic, including the
notion of model-theoretic semantics. The second part introduces the
principles of reasoning over a logical theory, and tableau reasoning in
particular.
(b) Chapter 3: Description Logics. This chapter is devoted to a gentle
introduction to the basics of Description Logics, which are a family of
languages that are decidable fragments of FOL and lie at the basis of
most ‘species’ of the World Wide Web consortium’s standardised Web
Ontology Language OWL. Tableau reasoning returns and is adapted to
the DL setting.
(c) Chapter 4: The web ontology language OWL and Automated Reasoning.
The chapter starts with a few historical notes to put the language(s)
into context, and proceeds with OWL 2 and its computationally better
behaved profiles. In addition, we take a look at the principal automated
reasoning services for (OWL) ontologies, such as satisfiability checking
and classification and how this works in the currently available software. It has a short recap on computational complexity to appreciate
the trade-offs between language features and scalable applications, and
closes with a note on the broader context of the Semantic Web on the
one hand, and more expressive logics on the other.
3. Block 2: Developing good ontologies
(a) Chapter 5: Methods and Methodologies. This chapter starts with a sampling of methodologies to structure the process of actually developing
an ontology. Drilling down into some detail, this also requires several
methods to improve an ontology’s quality, which, to some extent, use
the automated reasoner to the developer’s benefit as well as some philosophical notions.
(b) Chapter 6: Top-down Ontology Development. One step of ontology development is the use of foundational ontologies and their formalisations.

How to use the book

xiii

We shall have a look at some typical content of foundational ontologies and look at how they represent things differently from conceptual
modelling practice so as to foster interoperability. Several foundational
ontologies will pass the revue. As part-whole relations are deemed very
important in ontology development, both its foundations as well as some
practical guidance on its use as discussed.
(c) Chapter ??: Bottom-up Ontology Development. In addition to starting
from ‘above’ with a foundational ontology, one can reuse legacy material
to generate candidate classes and relations to speed up populating an
ontology. In particular, we will look at relational databases, thesauri
(including SKOS), spreadsheets, and natural language processing. It
also introduces ontology design patterns.
4. Block 3: Advanced Topics
This block contains a small selection of advanced topics, which assume that
the contents of Block I and Block II are understood.
(a) Chapter 8: Ontology-Based Data Access. Due to various usage scenarios,
there is a need to maintain the link between the data and the knowledge, such as in scientific workflows or in silico biology and enhanced
user and content management in e-learning applications. For scalability purposes, one connects a database to an ontology so that one can
query the database ‘intelligently’ through the ontology. The chapter
starts with a motivation and design choices and then proceeds to one
such instantiation with (roughly) OWL 2 QL, a mapping layer, and a
relational database.
(b) Chapter 9: Ontologies and natural language. This chapter considers two
principal interactions between ontologies and natural language: dealing
with the internationalisation and localisation of ontologies, and a natural
language interface to ontology by means of a controlled natural language
to render the axioms readable for domain experts.
(c) Chapter 10: Advanced modelling with additional language features. There
are various extensions to the ‘basic’ ontology languages and reasoning
services to cater for additional knowledge that needs to be represented,
such as vagueness, uncertainty, and temporal aspects of a subject domain. The chapter touches upon fuzzy and rough ontologies and considers briefly a temporal DL that, albeit impractical at present, does solve
a range of modelling issues.
(d) Chapter 11: Ontology modularisation. Production-level ontologies may
become very large, and an approach to deal with that is to modularise
the ontology into multiple smaller ones. This chapter will take a look
at the foundations of the landscape of ontology modules, such as the
purposes they are made for, their types, and characteristics, how to
determine what good modules are.
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How to use the book

While the textbook is aimed at advanced undergraduate/early postgraduate
level for people studying for a degree in, or with a background in, computer science, it can be used differently. For instance, one may be a logician and wonder
what those philosophers are going on about, or are unfamiliar with the ‘hands
in the mud’ of some bio-ontologies project and wants to gain an appreciation of
those efforts. In that case, it would be better to commence with Block II and just
consult Block I as/if the need arise. Conversely, if one has tried to develop an
ontology and ‘fights’ with the reasoner or cannot represent the things one would
like, then commence with Block I, which will provide some answers to solve such
issues. In any case, the material of both Block I and Block II are prerequisites for
the advanced topics in Block III. The three chapters in Block III can be done in
order of preference, or just a subset thereof, since they do not depend on each other.
Supporting materials are available online at the book’s webpage at https:
//people.cs.uct.ac.za/~mkeet/OEbook/, which consist mainly of:
– ontologies that are used in the exercises, to inspect, modify, and explore
sample answers;
– software to assist with various tasks of developing ontologies;
– supporting documentation, such as slides and instructions for how to read the
book—in particular the Description Logic axioms—when visually impaired.

Assessment
There are review questions at the end of each chapter, whose answers can be found
in the text of that chapter. Exercises are intended to obtain practical hands-on
experiences and sometimes challenge the student. A selection of the exercises’
answers is included in the appendix, which is indicated with an “*” at the end
of the question. Assignments require the student to integrate the material and,
especially for the mini-project, delve deeper into a specific sub-topic.
There can be several assessment modes for a final mark of a course. I have used
mainly the following format, but one can choose differently:
– A test (exam) at the end of the course [50%]
– A practical assignment due some time half-way the course duration [20%]
– Mini-project due at the end of the course [30%]
Students had to submit something for each component in order to have a chance
to pass the course.

CHAPTER

1

Introduction

This chapter introduces ontologies: what they are (roughly), what they are used for,
and describes a few success stories where they have been instrumental at solving
problems. Where and how an ontology can solve problems is not of the variety
“when you have only a hammer, everything looks like a nail”, but where the use
of an ontology was the solution to a particular problem, or at least an essential
ingredient of it. To place “ontologies” in its right context, the first two questions
one has to ask and answer are:
• What is an ontology?
• What is it good for? (or: what problems does it solve?)
A short, informal, and very concrete way to clarify what “an ontology” is in
computing—in analogy a the first mention of a relational database—is that it
is a text file containing structured knowledge about a particular subject domain.
Of course, a relational database with its management system is a lot more than
‘just a text file’, and likewise there’s more to “an ontology”, even from this practical engineering perspective. Such a file is used as a component of a so-called
‘intelligent’ information system. Fancy marketing talk may speak of some of those
ontology-driven information systems as “like a database, on steroids!” and
similar. Ontologies have been, and are being, used to solve data integration problems by providing the common, agreed-upon vocabulary and the constraints among
them, which is then used in a way so that the software understands that, say, an
entity Student of a relational database DB1 actually means the same thing as AdvancedLearners in some application software OO2 . Tools can then be developed
to link up those two applications and exchange information smoothly thanks to
the shared vocabulary. Over time, people figured out other ways to use ontologies
and contribute to solving entirely different problems. For instance, a questionanswering system that lets the scientist chat with a library chatterbot to more
easily find relevant literature (compared to string and keyword matching), automatically find a few theoretically feasible candidate rubber molecules out of very
1
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many (compared to painstaking trial-and-error work in the laboratory), and automated discovery of a new enzyme (outperforming the human experts!). Thus, the
text in that text file somehow has meaning and there are tools that can process
that, which therewith can improve in various ways the regular software you have
encountered and developed in your undergraduate studies.
In the next section (Section 1.1), we have a quick peek at what an ontology—
the artefact—looks like, and proceed to the more and less pedantic viewpoints of
defining what an ontology is with respect to the content (Section 1.2). We will then
look at the original motivations why ontologies were taken up in computing & IT
and look at a few examples of other uses and what may be considered as some of
the success stories (Section 1.3). Lots of new terms are introduced in this chapter
that are fleshed out in much more detail in subsequent chapters. Therefore, it is
probably useful to revisit this chapter later on—and don’t be put off if it is not all
clear immediately and raises many questions now! In fact, it should raise questions,
which hopefully will motivate you to want to have them answered, which indeed
will be in the subsequent chapters.

1.1

What does an ontology look like?

Most of you may only vaguely have heard of ‘ontologies’, or not at all. Instead
of delving into the theory straight away, we’ll have a quick look at the artefact,
to show that, practically in computing and intelligent software development, it is
an object one can play with and manipulate. The actual artefact can appear in
multiple formats that are tailored to the intended user, but at the heart of it,
there is a logic-based representation that the computer can process. Let us take
as example the African Wildlife Ontology (AWO), which is a so-called ‘tutorial
ontology’ that will return in the exercises. The AWO contains knowledge about
wildlife, such as that giraffes eat leaves and twigs, that they are herbivores, that
herbivores are animals, and so on. A mathematician may prefer to represent such
knowledge with first order predicate logic. For instance:
∀x(Lion(x) → ∀y(eats(x, y) → Herbivore(y)) ∧ ∃z(eats(x, z) ∧ Impala(z))) (1.1)
that states that “all lions eat herbivores, and they also eat some impalas”. This
axiom may be one of the axioms in the ontology. One can represent the same
knowledge also in logics other than plain vanilla first order logic. For instance, in
a Description Logic language, we have the same knowledge formally represented
as:
Lion v ∀eats.Herbivore u ∃eats.Impala
(1.2)
A domain expert, however, typically will prefer a more user-friendly rendering, such
as an automatically generated (pseudo-)natural language sentence, e.g.:
Each lion eats only herbivore and eats some Impala
where the first “∀” in equation 1.1 is verbalised as Each and the second one as only,
the “∧” as and, and the “∃” as some. Another option is to use a graphical language
that is more or less precise in showing the knowledge, as shown in Figure 1.1.

1.1. What does an ontology look like?
A. Graphical rendering in OntoGraf

3
B. Approximation in UML Class
Diagram notation
Lion
*

*

1..*

eats Impala
*

eats

Herbivore

Figure 1.1: Two graphical renderings of lions eating only herbivores and at least some
impala, with the OntoGraf plugin in the Protégé 4.x ontology development environment
(A) and in UML class diagram style notation (B).

Considering all those different renderings of the same knowledge, remember
that an ontology is an engineering artefact that has to have a machine-processable
format that faithfully adheres to the logic. None of these aforementioned representations are easily computer-processable, however. To this end, there are serialisations of the ontology into a text file that are easily computer-processable.
The most widely-used one is the Web Ontology Language OWL. The required
format is called the RDF/XML format, so then a machine-processable version of
the class lion in the RDF/XML format looks as follows:
<owl:Class rdf:about="&AWO;lion">
<rdfs:subClassOf rdf:resource="&AWO;animal"/>
<rdfs:subClassOf>
<owl:Restriction>
<owl:onProperty rdf:resource="&AWO;eats"/>
<owl:someValuesFrom rdf:resource="&AWO.owl;Impala"/>
</owl:Restriction>
</rdfs:subClassOf>
<rdfs:subClassOf>
<owl:Restriction>
<owl:onProperty rdf:resource="&AWO;eats"/>
<owl:allValuesFrom rdf:resource="&AWO;herbivore"/>
</owl:Restriction>
</rdfs:subClassOf>
<rdfs:comment>Lions are animals that eat only herbivores.</rdfs:comment>
</owl:Class>

where the “∀” from equation 1.1 is serialised as owl:allValuesFrom, the “∃” is
serialised as owl:someValuesFrom, and the subclassing (“→” and “v” in Eqs 1.1
and 1.2, respectively) as rdfs:subClassOf. You typically will not have to write
an ontology in this RDF/XML format. As a computer scientist, you may design
tools that will have to process or modify such machine-processable ontology files,
though even there, there are tool development toolkits and APIs that cover many
tasks.
For the authoring of an ontology, there are ontology development environments (ODEs) that render the ontology graphically, textually, or with a logic view.
A screenshot of one such tool, Protégé, is included in Figure 1.2.

4
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Figure 1.2: Screenshot of the lion eating only herbivores and at least some impala in
the Protégé ontology development environment.

1.2

What is an ontology?

Note: You may prefer to read this section again later on in the course, when we
are well into Block II. Try to read it now anyway, but if it’s not clear upon the first
read, then don’t worry, as it will become clearer as we go along.

1.2.1

The definition game

To arrive at some answer(s) as to what an ontology is, let us first compare it
with some artefacts you are already familiar with: relational databases and conceptual data models such as EER and UML. An important distinction between
conceptual data models and ontologies is that a conceptual data model provides
an application-specific implementation-independent representation of the data that
will be handled by the prospective application, whereas (domain) ontologies provide an application-independent representation of a specific subject domain, i.e., in
principle, regardless the particular application, or, phrased positively: (re)usable
by multiple applications. From this distinction follow further differences regarding
their contents—in theory at least—to which we shall return to in Block II. Looking
at actual ontologies and conceptual data models, the former is normally formalised
in a logic language, whereas conceptual modelling is more about drawing the boxes
and lines informally1 , and they are used differently and serve different purposes.
A comparison between relational databases and ontologies as knowledge bases
reveals that, unlike RDBMSs, ontologies (knowledge bases) include the representation of the knowledge explicitly, by having rules included, by using automated
1

though one surely can provide them with logic-based reconstructions (e.g., [ACK+ 07,
BCDG05, Kee13])
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reasoning (beyond plain queries) to infer implicit knowledge and detect inconsistencies of the knowledge base, and they usually operate under the Open World
Assumption2 .
This informal brief comparison gives a vague idea of what an ontology might
be, or at least what it is not, but it does not get us closer to a definition of what
an ontology is. An approach to the issue of definitions was taken in the 2007
Ontolog Communiqué3 , where its participants and authors made a collection of
things drawn into a diagram to express ‘things that have to do with an ontology’;
this is depicted in Figure 1.3. It is intended as a “Template for discourse” about
ontologies, which has a brief4 and longer5 explanation of the text in the labeled
ovals. The “semantic” side has to do with the meaning represented in the ontology
and the “pragmatic” side has to do with the practicalities of using ontologies.

Figure 1.3: The OntologySummit2007’s “Dimension map”.

Let us now look at attempts to put that into words into a definition. Intuitively
it is known by the ontologists what an ontology is, but putting that into words such
that it also can survive philosophers’ scrutiny is no trivial matter. The consequence
is that, at the time of writing, there is no unanimously agreed-upon definition
what an ontology is. The descriptions have been improving over the past 20 years,
though. We mention them here, as some are better than others, and you may
2

vs. Closed World Assumption in a relational database setting. We return to the OWA and
CWA in a later chapter.
3
http://ontolog.cim3.net/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?OntologySummit2007_Communique
4
http://ontolog.cim3.net/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?OntologySummit2007_
FrameworksForConsideration/DimensionsMap
5
http://ontolog.cim3.net/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?OntologySummit2007_Communique
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come across this in the scientific literature. The most quoted (but problematic!)
definition is the following one by Tom Gruber:
Definition 1.1 ([Gru93]). An ontology is a specification of a conceptualization.
You may see this quote especially in older scientific literature on ontologies, but it
has been superseded by other, more precise ones, for Gruber’s definition is unsatisfactory for several reasons: what is a “conceptualization” exactly, and what is a
“specification”? Using two nebulous terms to describe a third one does not clarify
matters. A proposed refinement to address these two questions is the following
one:
Definition 1.2 ([SBF98]). An ontology is a formal, explicit specification of a shared
conceptualization.
However, this still leaves us with the questions as to what a “conceptualization”
is and what a “formal, explicit specification” is, and why and how “shared”? Is
it shared enough when, say, you and I agree on the knowledge represented in the
ontology, or do we need a third one or a whole group to support it? A comprehensive
definition is given in Guarino’s landmark paper on ontologies [Gua98] (revisited in
[GOS09]):
Definition 1.3 ([Gua98]). An ontology is a logical theory accounting for the intended meaning of a formal vocabulary, i.e. its ontological commitment to a particular conceptualization of the world. The intended models of a logical language
using such a vocabulary are constrained by its ontological commitment. An ontology indirectly reflects this commitment (and the underlying conceptualization) by
approximating these intended models.
A broader scope is also described in [Gua09], and a more recent overview about
definitions of “an ontology” versus Ontology in philosophy can be found in [GOS09],
which refines in a step-wise and more precise fashion Definitions 1.2 and 1.3. It is
still not free of debate [Neu17], though, and it is a bit of a mouthful as definition. A
simpler definition is given by the developers of the World Wide Web Consortium’s
standardised ontology language OWL6 :
Definition 1.4 ([HPSvH03]). An ontology being equivalent to a Description Logic
knowledge base.
That last definition has a different issue, and is unduly restrictive, because 1) it
surely is possible to have an ontology that is represented in another logic language
(OBO format, Common Logic, etc.) and 2) then formalising a thesaurus as a
“Description Logic knowledge base” (or: in OWL) also ends up as a simple ‘lightweight ontology’ (e.g., the NCI thesaurus as cancer ‘ontology’) and a conceptual
data model in EER or UML that is translated into OWL becomes an ‘application
ontology’ or ‘operational ontology’ by virtue of it being formalised in OWL. But,
as we saw above, there are differences between the two.
6
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For better or worse, currently, and in the context of the most prominent application area of ontologies—the Semantic Web—the tendency is toward it being
equivalent to a logical theory, and a Description Logics knowledge base in particular (Definition 1.4). Ontologists at least frown when someone calls ‘a thesaurus
in OWL’ or ‘an ER diagram in OWL’ ontologies, but even aside from that: the
blurring of the distinctions between the different artefacts is problematic for various reasons (discussed in later chapters), and one should note the fact that just
because something is represented in OWL does not make it an ontology, just like
that something that is represented in a language other than OWL may well be an
ontology.

1.2.2

Some philosophical notes on ontologies

The previous section mentioned that the definition would have to survive the
philosophers’ scrutiny. But why so? The reason for that is that ‘ontologies’ in
computer science did not come out of nowhere. Philosophers are in the picture
because the term ‘ontology’ is taken from philosophy, where it has a millennia-old
history, and one uses insights emanating from philosophy when developing good
ontologies. When we refer to that philosophical notion, we use Ontology, with a
capital ‘O’, and it does not have a plural. Orthogonal to the definition game, there
are discussions about what is actually represented in an ontology, i.e., its contents,
from a philosophical perspective.
One debate is about ontology as a representation of a conceptualisation—
roughly: things you are thinking of—and as a representation of reality. Practically,
whether that is a relevant topic may depend on the subject domain for which you
would be developing an ontology. If you represent formally the knowledge about,
say, malaria infections, you would better represent the (best approximation of)
reality, being the current state of scientific knowledge, not some divergent political
or religious opinion about it, because the wrong representation can lead to wrong
inferences, and therewith wrong treatments that are either ineffective or even harmful. Conversely, there are subject domains where it does not really matter much
whether you represent reality or a conceptualisation thereof, or something independent of whether that exists in reality or not, or even certainly does not exist
in reality. Such discussions were commonplace in computing and applications of
ontologies some 10-15 years ago, but have quieted down in recent years. One such
debate can be found in writing in [Mer10a, Mer10b, SC10]. Merrill [Mer10a] provides several useful clarifications. First, there is an “Empiricist Doctrine” where
“the terms of science... are to be taken to refer to actually existing entities in the
real world”, such as Jacaranda tree, HIV infection and so forth, which are considered
mind-independent, because HIV infections occurred also without humans thinking
of it, knowing how it worked, and naming those events HIV infections. This is in
contrast with the “conceptualist view according to which such terms refer to concepts (which are taken to be psychological or abstract formal entities of one sort
or another)”, with concepts considered to be mind-dependent entities; prototypical examples of such mind-dependent entities are Phlogiston and Unicorn—there
are no objects in the world as we know it that are phlogiston or unicorns, only
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our outdated theories and fairy tale stories, respectively, about them. Second, the
“Universalist Doctrine”, which asserts “that the so-called “general terms” of science” (HIV infection etc.) “are to be understood as referring directly to universals”,
with universals being “a class of mind independent entities, usually contrasted with
individuals, postulated to ground and explain relations of qualitative identity and
resemblance among individuals. Individuals are said to be similar in virtue of sharing universals.” [MR05]. However, philosophers do not agree on the point whether
universals exist, and even if they exist, what kind of things they are. This brings
the inquiring person to metaphysics, which, perhaps, is not necessarily crucial in
building ontologies that are to serve information systems; e.g., it need not be relevant for developing an ontology about viruses whilst adhering to the empiricist
doctrine. The philosophically inclined reader may wish to go a step further and
read about interactions between Ontology and metaphysics by, e.g., [Var12].
There are other aspects of philosophy that can have an effect on what is represented in an ontology and how. For instance, it can help during the modelling
stage, like that there’s a difference between what you are vs. the role(s) you play
and between participating in an event vs. being part of an event, and help clarifying assumptions you may have about the world that may trickle into the ontology,
like whether you’re convinced that the vase and the clay it is made of are the same
thing or two different things. We will return to this topic in Chapter 6.

1.2.3

Good, not so good, and bad ontologies

Just like one can write good and bad code, one can have good and bad ontologies. Their goodness, or badness, is a bit more elaborate than with software code,
however. Bad software code can be unmaintainable spaghetti code or have bugs
or not even compile. For ontologies, the equivalent to ‘not compile’ is when there
is a violation of the syntax. We’ll get into the syntax in Block I. The equivalent
to ‘bugs’ is two-fold, as it is for software code: there can be errors in the sense
that, say, a class cannot have any instances due to conflicting constraints and there
can be semantic errors in that what has been represented is logically correct, but
entirely unintended. For instance, that a class, say, Student somehow turns up as
a subclass of Table, which it obviously should not.
There are further intricate issues that make one ontology better than another.
Some structuring choices are excluded because of ontological constraints. Let us
take the example of green apples. One could formalise it as that we have apples
that have the attribute green or say there are green objects that have an appleshape. Logic does not care about this distinction, but, at least intuitively, somehow,
objects having the colour green seems more reasonable than green objects having
an apple-shape. There are reasons for that: Apple carries an identity condition,
so one can identify the object (it is a ‘sortal’), whereas Green does not (it is a
value of the attribute hasColor that a thing has). Ontology helps explaining such
distinctions, as we shall see in Chapter 6.
Finally, with the interplay between the logic one uses to represent the knowledge
in an ontology and the meaning of the entities in the subject domain, we can
show schematically a notion of good and bad ontologies. Consider Figure 1.4. We
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have a good ontology when what we want to represent has been represented in the
ontology, yet what is actually represented is very close and only slightly more than
the intention; that is, we have a high precision and maximum coverage. We have
a less good ontology when the ontology represents quite a bit more than what it
should; that is, we have a low precision and maximum coverage. Things can go
wrong when we have a maximum precision, but only limited coverage, or: the
ontology does not contain all that it should, hence, would be a bad ontology when
it can’t do what it should in our ontology-driven information system. Things are
even worse if we have both a low precision and limited coverage: then it contains
stuff we don’t want in there and does not contain stuff that should be in there.
The interplay between precision and coverage have to do both with the language
one uses for the ontology and with good modelling. This will be addressed in Block
I and Block II, respectively.
Good

Less good

what you
want to represent
what you do/can represent with the language
Universe

Bad

Worse

Figure 1.4: Good, less good, bad, and even worse ontologies. The pink circle denotes
the subject domain (say, African Wildlife), the green circle denotes what’s in the ontology
(say, the AWO).

1.3

What is the usefulness of an ontology?

Now that we have some idea of ontologies, let us have a look at where they are
being used. Ontologies for information systems were first proposed to contribute
to solving the issues with data integration: an ontology provides the common
vocabulary for the applications that is at one level of abstraction higher up than
conceptual data models such as EER diagrams and UML Class Diagrams. Over
the years, it has been used also for other purposes. We start with two distinct
scenarios of data integration where ontologies play a central role, and subsequently
describe other scenarios where ontologies are an important part of the solution.
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1.3.1

Data and information system integration

Figure 1.5 sketches the idea of the ontology-driven schema-based data integration
and Figure 1.6 further below shows an example of data-based data integration that
we shall elaborate on in the next two subsections.
PD

ED

A

Q
qt

Ontology
provides the common vocabulary
and constraints that hold across
the applications

NAPO
Flower

ql

R
AR

PR

Colour

Pantone
ColourRegion

Colour

Conceptual model
shows what is stored
in that particular
application

Implementation
the actual information
system that stores and
manipulates the data

Flower

Height

Bloem
(ID)

Kleur
(datatype: real)

Flower
color:String
height:inch

Lengte

ID

Database

Database

C++
application

Figure 1.5: Sketch of an ontology-based application integration scenario. Bottom:
different implementations, such as relational databases and OO software; Centre: conceptual data models tailored to the application (a section of an EER, ORM, and UML
diagram, respectively); Top: an ontology that provides a shared common vocabulary for
interoperability among the applications. See text for explanation.

Integrating legacy systems
In the setting of ontology-driven schema-based (and conceptual data model-based)
data integration, a typical situation is as follows. You have several databases containing data on the same topic. For instance, two universities join forces into one:
each university had its own database with information about students, yet, as the
new mega-university, there has to be one single database to manage the data of
all students. This means that the two databases have to be integrated somehow.
A similar situation occurs oftentimes in industry, especially due to mergers and
acquisitions, in government due to the drive for e-Government services to the citizens of the country, or attempting to develop a software system for integrated
service delivery, as well as in healthcare due to a drive for electronic health records
that need to combine various systems, say, a laboratory database with the doctor’s
database, among other scenarios.
While the topic of data integration deserves its own textbook7 , we focus here
only on the ontology-driven aspect. Let us assume we have the relational databases
7

the ‘principles of...’ series may be a good start; e.g., [DHI12].
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and therewith at least their respective physical schemas, and possibly also the relational model and even the respective conceptual models, and also some objectoriented application software on top of the relational database. Their corresponding
conceptual data models are tailored to the RDBMS/OO application and may or
may not be modelled in the same conceptual data modelling language; e.g., one
could be in EER, another in ORM, in UML and so forth. The example in Figure 1.5
is a sketch of such a situation about information systems of flower shops, where at
the bottom of the figure we have two databases and one application that has been
coded in C++. In the layer above that, there is a section of their respective conceptual data models: we have one in EER with bubble-notation, one in ORM, and
one UML Class Diagram. Each conceptual data model has “Flower” and “Colour”
included in some way: in the UML Class diagram, the colour is an attribute of the
flower, i.e., Color 7→ Flower × String (that actually uses only the values of the Pantone System) and similarly in the EER diagram (but then without the data type),
and in the ORM diagram the colour is a value type (unary predicate) Kleur with
an additional relation to the associated datatype colour region in the spectrum
with as data type real. Clearly, the notion of the flower and its colour is the same
throughout, even though it is represented differently in the conceptual data models
and in the implementations. It is here that the ontology comes into play, for it is
the place to assert exactly that underlying, agreed-upon notion. It enables one to
assert that:
• EER’s and UML diagram’s Flower and ORM’s Bloem ‘means’ F lower in the
domain ontology8 , which is indicated with the red dashed arrows.
• EER’s Colour, ORM’s Kleur and UML’s Color denote the same kind of thing,
albeit at one time it is represented as a unary predicate (in ORM) and other
times it is a binary relation with a data type, i.e., an attribute. Their ‘mappings’ to the entity in the ontology (green dashed arrows), Colour, indicates
that agreement.
• There is no agreement among the conceptual models when it comes to the
data type used in the application, yet they may be mapped into their respective notion in an ontology (purple dashed arrows). For instance, the
ColourRegion for the values of the colour(s) in the colour spectrum is a
P hysicalRegion, and one might say that the P antoneSystem of colour encoding is an AbstractRegion.
The figure does not include names of relationships in the conceptual data model,
but they obviously can be named at will; e.g., heeftKleur (‘hasColour’) in the ORM
diagram. Either way, there is, from an ontological perspective, a specific type of
relation between the class and its attribute: one of dependency or inherence, i.e.,
that specific colour instance depends on the existence of the flower, for if that
particular flower does not exist, then that specific instance of colour does not exist
either. An ontology can provide those generic relations, too. In the sketch, this
happens to be the qt relationship between enduring objects (like flowers) and the
qualities they have (like their colour), and from the quality to the value regions
8

that in this case is linked to a foundational ontology, DOLCE, and there it is a subclass of a
Non-Agentive Physical Object; we return to this in Block II
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Web-based display of the KEGG database
entry with key K01834

QuickGO view of its equivalent
(GO:0004619) in the Gene
Ontology

Web-based display of Interpro database
entry with key IPR005995

12

Figure 1.6: Illustration of ontology-based data-level integration: two databases, the
KEGG and InterPro, with a web-based front-end, and each database has its data (each
tuple in the database, where possible) annotated with a term from the Gene Ontology.

1.3. What is the usefulness of an ontology?

13

(more precisely: qualia), the relation is called ql in Figure 1.5.
Although having established such links does not complete the data integration,
it is the crucial step—the rest has become, by now, largely an engineering exercise.
Data-level data integration
While in computer science the aforementioned approach to data integration was
under investigation, domain experts in molecular biology needed a quick and practical solution to the data integration problem, urgently. Having noticed the idea
of ontologies, they came up with another approach, being interoperability at the
instance-level, tuple-by-tuple, or even cell-by-cell, and that with multiple databases
over the Internet instead of the typical scenario of RDBMSs within an organisation. This can be achieved with lightweight ontologies, or structured controlled
vocabularies.
The basic idea is illustrated in Figure 1.6. There are multiple databases, which
in the figure are the KEGG and InterPro databases. In the KEGG database, there
is a tuple with as key K01834 and it has several attributes (columns in the table in
the relational database), such as the name (gpmA), and further down in the display
there is an attribute Other DBs, which has as entry GO:0004619; i.e., there is a
tuple in the table along the line of hK01834, ..., GO:0004619i. In the InterPro
database, we have a similar story but then for the entity with the key IPR005995,
where there is a section “GO Term Annotation” with an attribute function that
has GO:0004619; i.e., a tuple hIPR005995, ..., GO:0004619i. That is, they are
clearly distinct tuples—each with their separate identifier from a different identifier
scheme, with different attributes, one physically stored in a database in Japan and
the other in the USA—yet they actually talk about the same thing: GO:0004619,
which is the identifier for Phosphoglycerate Mutase Activity.
The “GO:0004619” is an identifier for a third artefact: a class in the Gene Ontology (GO) [Gen00]. The GO is a structured controlled vocabulary that contains
the concepts and their relationship that the domain experts agree upon to annotate
genes with; the GO contains over 40000 concepts by now. The curators of the two
databases each annotated their entity with a term from the GO, and thereby they
assert they have to do with that same thing, and therewith have created an entitylevel linking and interoperability through the GO. Practically, on top of that, these
fields are hyperlinked (in the soft copy: blue text in KEGG and green underlined
text in the screenshot of the InterPro entry), so that a vast network of data-level
interlinked databases has been created. Also, the GO term is hyperlinked to the
GO file online, and in this way, you can browse from database to database availing
of the terms in the ontology without actually realising they are wholly different
databases. Instead, they appear like one vast network of knowledge.
There are many more such ontologies, and several thousand databases that are
connected in this way, not only thanks to ontologies, but where the ontology serves
as the essential ingredient to the data integration. Some scientific journals require
the authors to use those terms from the ontologies when they write about their
discoveries, so that one more easily can find papers about the same entity9 .
9

It used to be a sport among geneticists to come up with cool names for the genes they
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Trying to prevent interoperability problems
A related topic in the data integration scenarios, is trying to prevent the integration
problems form happening in the first place. This may be done though generating
conceptual models for related new applications based on the knowledge represented
in the ontology [EGOMA06, JDM03, SS06]. This is a bit alike the Enterprise
Models you may have come across in information system design. In this way,
interoperability is guaranteed upfront because the elements in the new conceptual
data models are already shared thanks to the link with the same ontology. For
instance, some relation R between A and B, as is depicted in Figure 1.7 (e.g.,
an enrols relation between Student and Course), is reused across the conceptual
data models, yet each model may have its own additional constraints and data
types for attributes. For instance, in one university (hence, student information
management system), students may not register for more than six courses and have
to be registered for at least one to count as student, whereas at another university,
a student may well decide not to be registered for any course at a particular time
during the year and still count as a registered student. Whichever rules there may
be at each individual university, the systems do agree on the notions of Student,
Course, and enrols. Thus, the ontology provides the shared common vocabulary for
interoperability among the applications.
Ontology:
A

B
R

generate

UML Class Diagram 1:

A

UML Class Diagram 2:

A

1 1..*
R
* R *

A

1 R *

...
UML Class Diagram n:

B
BB
att1: String
att2: Integer
BB
att1: String
att2: Real

Figure 1.7: Basic illustration of taking information from an ontology and using it for
several conceptual data models (here: UML Class Diagrams), where the constraints may
be refined or attributes added, yet sharing the semantics of A, B, and R.

1.3.2

Ontologies as part of a solution to other problems

Over the years, ontologies have been shown to be useful in a myriad of other application scenarios; among others, negotiation between software services, mediation
between software agents, bringing more quality criteria into conceptual data modelling to develop a better model (hence, a better quality software system), orchestrating the components in semantic scientific workflows, e-learning, ontology-based
data access, information retrieval, management of digital libraries, improving the
accuracy of question answering systems, and annotation and analysis of electronic
health records, to name but a few. Four of them are briefly illustrated in this
section.
discovered (e.g., “Sonic hedgehog”); when a gene was independently recovered, each research
team typically had given the gene a different name, which can end up as a Tower of Babel of its
own that hampered progress in science. The GO and similar ontologies resolve that issue.

1.3. What is the usefulness of an ontology?

15

e-Learning
The ‘old-fashioned’ way of e-learning is a so-called content-push: the lecturer sends
out softcopies of the notes, slides, answers to the solutions, and perhaps the video
recordings of the lectures, and the student consumes it. This is a one-size-fits-all
approach regardless the student’s background with acquired knowledge and skills,
and learning preferences and habits, which cannot be assumed to be homogeneous
in an e-learning setting, or at least much less so than with respect to your fellow
students in the ontology engineering class. A more sophisticated way for e-learning
is adaptive e-learning, which tailors the contents to the student based on prior
knowledge and learning habits. To be able to automatically tailor the offering to
the student, one has to develop a ‘smart’ e-learning application that can figure
out what kind of student is enrolled. Put differently: students have certain properties (part-time/full-time student, age, undergraduate degree, etc.), the learning
objects have to be annotated (by skill level and topic), and user logs have to be
categorised according to type of learning pattern, and based on that the material
and presentation can be adjusted, like skipping the section on first order logic and
delve deeper into, or spend more time on, ontology engineering and modelling if
you have a mathematics background, whereas a philosopher may crave for more
content about foundational ontologies but skip reverse engineering of relational
databases, or offer a student more exercises on a topic s/he had difficulties with.
This requires knowledge representation—of the study material, questions, answers, students’ attributes, learning approaches—and automated reasoning to
classify usage pattern and student, and annotated content, i.e., using ontologies
and knowledge bases to make it work solidly and in a repeatable way. See, e.g.,
[HDN04] as a start for more details on this topic.
Deep question answering with Watson
Watson10 is a sophisticated question answering engine that finds answers to trivia/general knowledge questions for the Jeopardy! TV quiz that, in the end, did
consistently outperform the human experts of the game. For instance, a question
could be “who is the president of South Africa?”: we need algorithms to parse the
question, such as that ‘who’ indicates the answer has to be a person and a named
entity, it needs to be capable to detect that South Africa is a country and what a
country is, and so on, and then have some kind of a look-up service in knowledge
bases and/or natural language documents to somehow find the answer by relating
‘president’, ‘South Africa’ and ‘Cyril Ramaphosa’ and that he is the current president of the country. An ontology can then be used in the algorithms of both the
understanding of the question and finding the right answer11 and integrating data
sources and knowledge, alongside natural language processing, statistical analysis
and so on, comprising more than 100 different techniques12 . Thus, a key aspect of
10

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Watson_(computer)
On a much more modest scale, as well as easier accessible and shorter to read, Vila and
Ferrández describe this principle and demonstrated benefits for their Spanish language based
question-answering system in the agricultural domain [VF09].
12
ftp://public.dhe.ibm.com/common/ssi/ecm/en/pow03061usen/POW03061USEN.PDF
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the system’s development was that one cannot go in a linear fashion from natural language to knowledge management, but have to use an integration of various
technologies, including ontologies, to make a successful tool.
Digital humanities
Some historians and anthropologists in the humanities try to investigate what
happened in the Mediterranean basin some 2000 years ago, aiming to understand
food distribution systems. Food was stored in pots (more precisely: an amphora)
that had engravings on it with text about who, what, where etc. and a lot of that
has been investigated, documented, and stored in multiple resources, such as in
databases. None of the resources cover all data points, but to advance research and
understanding about it and food trading systems in general, it has to be combined
and made easily accessible to the domain experts. That is, essentially it is an
instance of a data access and integration problem. Also, humanities researchers
are not at all familiar with writing SQL queries, so that would need to be resolved
as well, and in a flexible way so that they would not have to be dependent on the
availability of a system administrator.
A recent approach, of which the technologies have been maturing, is OntologyBased Data Access (OBDA). The general idea of OBDA applied to the Roman
Empire Food system is shown in Figure 1.8. There are the data sources, which
are federated (one ‘middle layer’, though still at the implementation level). The
federated interface has mapping assertions to elements in the ontology. The user
then can use the terms of the ontology (classes and their relations and attributes) to
query the data, without having to know about how the data is stored and without
having to write page-long SQL queries. For instance, a query “Retrieve inscriptions
on amphorae found in the city of ‘Mainz’ containing the text ‘PNN’.” would use
just the terms in the ontology, say, Inscription, Amphora, City, found in, and inscribed
on, and any value constraint added (like the PNN), and the OBDA system takes
care of the rest to return the answer.
More high-level details of the system are described in [CLM+ 16] and we will
look at its technicalities in Chapter 8.
Semantic scientific workflows
Due to the increase in a variety of equipment, their speed, and decreasing price,
scientists are generating more data than ever, and are collaborating more. This
data has to be analysed and managed. In the early days, and, to some extent,
to this day, many one-off little tools were developed, or simply scripted together
with PERL, Ruby on Rails, or Python, used once or a few times and then left
for what it was. This greatly hampers repeatability of experiments, insight in the
provenance of the data, and does not quite follow a methodological approach for
so-called in silico biology research. Over the past 10 years, comprehensive software
and hardware infrastructures have been, and are being, built to fix these and related problems. Those IT ‘workbenches’ (as opposed to the physical ones in the
labs) are realised in semantic scientific workflow systems. An example of a virtual
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Figure 1.8: OBDA in the EPnet system (Source: based on [CLM+ 16])

bench is Taverna [GWG+ 07], which in the meantime has gone ‘mainstream’ as a
project within the Apache Software Foundation13 [WHF+ 13]. This, in turn can be
extended further; e.g., to incorporate data mining in the workflow to go with the
times of Big Data, as depicted in Figure 1.9. This contains ontologies of both the
subject domain where it is used as well as ontologies about data mining itself that
serve to find appropriate models, algorithms, datasets, and tools for the task at
hand, depicted in Figure 1.10. Thus, we have a large software system—the virtual
workbench—to facilitate scientists to do their work, and some of the components
are ontologies for integration and data analysis across the pipeline.
Now that we have seen some diverse examples, this does not mean that ontologies are the panacea for everything, and some ontologies are better suitable to
solve one or some of the problems, but not others. Put differently, it is prudent
to keep one’s approach to engineering: conduct a problem analysis first, collect
the requirements and goals, and then assess if an ontology indeed is part of the
solution or not. If it is part of the solution, then we enter in the area of ontology
engineering.

1.3.3

Success stories

To be able to talk about successes of ontologies, and its incarnation with Semantic
Web Technologies in particular, one first needs to establish when something can
be deemed a success, when it is a challenge, and when it is an outright failure.
Such measures can be devised in an absolute sense—compare technology x with an
ontology-mediated one: does it outperform on measure y?—and relative—to whom
is technology x deemed successful?
A major success story of the development and use of ontologies for data linking
and integration is the Gene Ontology [Gen00], its offspring, and subsequent coordi13

https://taverna.incubator.apache.org/
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Figure 1.9:
Overview of the architecture of
terdisciplinary Collaborative Data Mining (Source:
http://www.e-lico.eu/?q=node/17).

the e-Laboratory for Inoriginally retrieved from

nated evolution of ontologies [SAR+ 07]. These frontrunners from the Gene Ontology Consortium14 and their colleagues in bioinformatics were adopters of some of
the Semantic Web ideas even before Berners-Lee, Hendler, and Lassila wrote their
Scientific American paper in 2001 [BLHL01], even though they did not formulate
their needs and intentions in the same terminology: they did want to have shared,
controlled vocabularies with the same syntax to facilitate data integration—or at
least interoperability—across Web-accessible databases, have a common space for
identifiers, it needing to be a dynamic, changing system, to organize and query
incomplete biological knowledge, and, albeit not stated explicitly, it all still needed
to be highly scalable [Gen00]. The results exceeded anyone’s expectations in its
success for a range of reasons. Many tools for the Gene Ontology (GO) and its
common Knowledge Representation format, .obo, have been developed, and other
research groups adopted the approach to develop controlled vocabularies either by
extending the GO, e.g., rice traits, or adding their own subject domain, such as
zebrafish anatomy and mouse developmental stages. This proliferation, as well as
the OWL development and standardisation process that was going on at about
the same time, pushed the goal posts further: new expectations were put on the
GO and its siblings and on their tools, and the proliferation had become a bit too
wieldy to keep a good overview what was going on and how those ontologies would
be put together. Put differently, some people noticed the inferencing possibilities
that can be obtained from moving from a representation in obo to one in OWL and
others thought that some coordination among all those obo bio-ontologies would
be advantageous given that post-hoc integration of ontologies of related and over14

http://www.geneontology.org/
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Figure 1.10:
The data mining and application layers of the e-Laboratory
for Interdisciplinary Collaborative Data Mining (Source: originally retrieved from
http://www.e-lico.eu/?q=node/17).

lapping subject domains is not easy. Thus came into being the OBO Foundry to
solve such issues, proposing an approach for coordinated evolution of ontologies to
support biomedical data integration [SAR+ 07] within the OBO Foundry Project15 .
People in related disciplines, such as ecology, have taken on board experiences
of these very early adopters, and instead decided to jump on board after the OWL
standardization. They, however, were not only motivated by data(base) integration. Referring to Madin et al’s paper [MBSJ08], I highlight three points they
made:
– “terminological ambiguity slows scientific progress, leads to redundant research efforts, and ultimately impedes advances towards a unified foundation
for ecological science”, i.e., identification of some serious problems they have
in ecological research;
– “Formal ontologies provide a mechanism to address the drawbacks of terminological ambiguity in ecology”, i.e., what they expect that ontologies will
solve for them (disambiguation); and
– “fill an important gap in the management of ecological data by facilitating
powerful data discovery based on rigorously defined, scientifically meaningful
terms”, i.e., for what purpose they want to use ontologies and any associated
computation (discovery using automated reasoning).
That is, ontologies not as a—one of many possible—‘tool’ in the engineering infrastructure, but as a required part of a method in the scientific investigation that
aims to discover new information and knowledge about nature (i.e., in answering
the who, what, where, when, and how things are the way they are in nature). Suc15

http://www.obofoundry.org/
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cess in inferring novel biological knowledge has been achieved with classification of
protein phosphatases [WSH07], precisely thanks to the expressive ontology and its
automated reasoning services.
Good quality ontologies have to built and maintained, though, and there needs
to be working infrastructure for it. This textbook hopefully will help you with
that.

1.4

Outline and usage of the book

The preceding sections already indicated that several aspects would return ‘later
in the course’. The order that will be followed in this book, is to commence with
a recap (or brief introduction, as may be the case) of First Order Predicate Logic
regarding the formalisation with syntax, semantics (what it all ‘means’, formally),
and principles of automated reasoning. Full FOL is undecidable, but there are
less expressive languages, i.e., fragments of FOL, that are decidable for a set of
important problems in computing in the area of ontologies and knowledge bases.
One such family of languages is the Description Logics (DL) family of languages.
These two topics are covered in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, respectively. Several
DLs, in turn, form the basis of the W3C standardised Web Ontology Language
OWL (actually, a family of languages, too). OWL specifies a computer-processable
serialisation of the ontology and knowledge base, and interacts with the automated
reasoners for OWL. OWL and the so-called standard reasoning services are summarised in Chapter 4.
After these logic foundations in Block I, we shall look at how one can develop an
ontology. The first approach is a so-called ‘top-down’ approach, where we use foundational ontologies with the high-level categories and relationship to get us started
with the principal choices and the modelling so that a modeller does not have to
reinvent the wheel; this is covered in Chapter 6. However, designing an ontology
from scratch is rather cumbersome, and much information already has been represented in various ways—natural language, conceptual data models, etc.—so, one
can speed up ontology development also by somehow reusing those ‘legacy’ sources,
which is described in Chapter 7. Both approaches, however, are just that—not a
‘cookbook recipe’ for ontology development—and there exist interdependencies,
methods, tools, and methodologies that help structure and carry out the activities,
which is described in Chapter 5. One could go through Block II either in the order
of Chapters 6, 7, and 5, or first Chapter 5 and then 6 and 7.
Blocks I and II form the foundations of ontology engineering at an introductory level, and the topics that follow afterward deepen and extend that material.
Block III contains a few short chapters that introduce various subtopics, which is
far from exhaustive and the block is intended mainly to illustrate that there is a
range of themes within ontology engineering. In one direction, you may wish to
explore further some quite involved theory and technology to realise a practical
ontology-driven information system, being querying databases by means of an ontology, which is the topic of Chapter 8. Ontologies are used throughout the world,
and not all systems are in English, therefore we will look at the interaction of nat-
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ural language with ontologies in Chapter 9. There are extensions to the standard
ontology languages, because it is perceived to be needed to be more precise in representing the subject domain. Chapter 10 touches upon the temporal, uncertain,
and vague dimension.
Depending on one’s background, one can study Block I after Block II—unless
one’s knowledge of logic is a bit rusty or limited. In any case, both the material of
Block I and Block II are prerequisites for Block III, advanced topics. Within Block
III, the chapters can be done in order of preference, or just a subset thereof.
This is the first version of the textbook, but essentially the fourth version of
prior lecture notes, and due to time constraints, perhaps not everything that should
have been in the book made it into the book. Also, because it is of an introductory
nature and a reader may be interested more in one sub-topic than another, it is
liberally referenced, so you more easily can look up further details. There are many
references in the bibliography. You are not expected to read all of them; instead,
each chapter has a “Literature and reference material” section with a small selection of recommended reading. The large reference list may be useful especially
for the practical assignment (Appendix B.1) and the mini-project assignment (Appendix B.2): there are very many more references in computer science conference
proceedings and journals, but the ones listed, first, in the “literature and reference
material” and, second, in the bibliography, will give you a useful ‘entry point’ or
may even suffice, depending on the chosen topics.
Exercises are structured along the line of review questions and then either practical exercises or further analysis questions. Some exercises refer to particular ontologies, which can be found at the book’s webpage at https://people.cs.uct.
ac.za/~mkeet/OEbook/ or the URL provided. The answers to the review questions
can be found in the respective chapter. A selection of answers to the exercises is
included in Appendix E.

1.5

Exercises

Review question 1.1. There are several terms in the preceding sections that were
highlighted in bold in the text. Find them, and try to describe them in your own
words, in particular: ontology-driven information system, Ontology, ontology, and
ontology engineering.
Review question 1.2. List several uses of ontologies.
Review question 1.3. Describe the difference between schema vs. instance-level
data integration.
Exercise 1.1. You may like to get a practical ‘feel’ of ontologies and how they look
like in an ontology development environment. To this end, install an ODE, such as
Protégé, load the AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl from the book’s supplementary
material page at https://people.cs.uct.ac.za/~mkeet/OEbook/ in the tool and
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browse around. Download the AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl file (right-click,
save as) and open it in your text editor, such as notepad.
Exercise 1.2. Having inspected the AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl, is it a good,
less good, bad, or even worse ontology? Why?

1.6
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CHAPTER

2

First order logic and automated reasoning in a nutshell

Perhaps more foundations in modelling may be useful before delving into how to
represent what you want to represent, but at the same time, one also needs to
understand the language to model in. In this case, this means obtaining a basic
grasp of logic-based ontology languages, which will help understanding the ontologies and ontology engineering better, and how to formalise the things one wants to
represent. Therefore, we shall refresh the basics of first order logic in Section 2.1
(comprehensive introductions can be found elsewhere, e.g., [Hed04]), which is followed by a general idea of (automated) reasoning and two examples of tableau
reasoning in Section 2.2. If you have had a basic course in logic from a mathematics department, you may wish to just skim over Section 2.1; my experience is that
automated reasoning is typically not covered in such a mathematics or standard
basic course in logic and you should therefore still engage with Section 2.2.

2.1

First order logic syntax and semantics

Observe first that logic is not the study of truth, but of the relationship between
the truth of one statement and that of another. That is, in logic, we do not care
whether a statement like “If angels exist then necessarily all of them fit on the head
of a needle” (suitably formalised) is indeed true in reality1 , but if the if-part were
true (resp., false), then what does that say about the truth value of the then-part
of the statement? And likewise for a whole bunch of such sentences. Others do
care what is represented formally with such a logic language, but we will defer that
to Block II.
To be able to study those aspects of logic, we need a language that is unambiguous; natural language is not. You may have encountered propositional logic
already, and first order predicate logic (FOL) is an extension of that, which enables us to represent more knowledge in more detail. Here, I will give only a brief
1

or, for that matter, whether there is a reality and whether we have access to it
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glimpse of it. Eventually, you will need to be able to recognise, understand, and
be able to formalise at least a little bit in FOL. Of all the definitions that will
follow shortly, there are four important ideas to grasp: the syntax of a language,
the model-theoretic semantics of a language, what a theory means in the context of
logic, and the notion of deduction where we apply some rules to what has been represented explicitly so as to derive knowledge that was represented only implicitly.
We will address each in turn.
First, there are two principal components to consider for the language:
• Syntax has to do with what ‘things’ (symbols, notations) one is allowed to
use in the language and in what way; there is/are a(n):
– Alphabet
– Language constructs
– Sentences to assert knowledge
• Semantics
– Formal meaning, which has to do what those sentences with the alphabet
and constructs are supposed to mean.
Their details are presented in the remainder of this section.

2.1.1

Syntax

The lexicon of a first order language contains the following:
• Connectives and Parentheses: ¬, →, ↔, ∧, ∨, ( and );
• Quantifiers: ∀ (universal) and ∃ (existential);
• Variables: x, y, z, ... ranging over particulars (individual objects);
• Constants: a, b, c, ... representing a specific element;
• Functions: f, g, h, ..., with arguments listed as f (x1 , ...xn );
• Relations: R, S, ... with an associated arity.
There is an (countably infinite) supply of symbols (signature): variables, functions,
constants, and relations.
In other words: we can use these things to create ‘sentences’, like we have in
natural language, but then controlled and with a few extra figurines. Let us look
first at how we can formalise a natural language sentence into first order logic.
Example 2.1. From Natural Language to First order logic (or vv.). Consider the
following three sentences:
- “Each animal is an organism”
- “All animals are organisms”
- “If it is an animal then it is an organism”
This can be formalised as:
∀x(Animal(x) → Organism(x))

(2.1)

Observe the colour coding in the natural language sentences: ‘each’ and ‘all’ are
different ways to say “∀”, the ‘is a’ and ‘are’ in the first two sentences match the
“→”, and the combination of the “∀” and “→” in this particular construction can
be put into natural language as ‘if ... then’.
Instead of talking about all objects of a particular type, one also can assert
there are at least some of them; e.g.,
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- “Aliens exist”
could be formalised as
∃x Alien(x)

(2.2)

∃x(Book(x) ∧ heavy(x))

(2.3)

with the ‘exist’ matching the ∃, and
- “There are books that are heavy”
(well, at least one of them is) as:

where the ‘there are’ is another way to talk about “∃” and the ‘that’ hides (linguistically) the “∧”. A formulation like “There is at least one book, and it is heavy”
is a natural language rendering that is closer to the structure of the axiom.
A sentence—or, more precisely, its precise meaning—such as “Each student
must be registered for a degree programme” requires a bit more consideration.
There are at least two ways to say the same thing in the way the sentence is
formulated (we leave the arguments for and against each option for another time):
i) ∀x, y(registered f or(x, y) → Student(x) ∧ DegreeP rogramme(y))
“if there is a registered f or relation, then the first object is a student and
the second one a degree programme”
∀x(Student(x) → ∃y registered f or(x, y))
“Each student is registered for at least one y”, where the y is a degree programme (taken from the first axiom)
ii) ∀x(Student(x) → ∃y (registered f or(x, y) ∧ DegreeP rogramme(y)))
“Each student is registered for at least one degree programme”
But all this is still just syntax (it does not say what it really means), and it looks
like a ‘free for all’ on how we can use these symbols. This is, in fact, not the case,
and the remainder of the definitions will make this more precise, which will be
illustrated in Example 2.2 afterward. ♦
There is a systematic to the axioms in the examples, with the brackets, arrows,
etc. Let us put this more precisely now. We start from the basic elements and
gradually build it up to more complex things.
Definition 2.1. (Term) A term is inductively defined by two rules, being:
• Every variable and constant is a term.
• if f is a m-ary function and t1 , . . . tm are terms, then f (t1 , . . . , tm ) is also a
term.
Definition 2.2. (Atomic formula) An atomic formula is a formula that has the
form t1 = t2 or R(t1 , ..., tn ) where R is an n-ary relation and t1 , ..., tn are terms.
Definition 2.3. (Formula) A string of symbols is a formula of FOL if and only
if it is constructed from atomic formulas by repeated applications of rules R1, R2,
and R3.
R1. If φ is a formula then so is ¬φ.
R2. If φ and ψ are formulas then so is φ ∧ ψ.
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R3. If φ is a formula then so is ∃xφ for any variable x.
A free variable of a formula φ is that variable occurring in φ that is not quantified.
For instance, if φ = ∀x(Loves(x, y)), then y is the free variable, as it is not bound
to a quantifier. We now can introduce the definition of sentence.
Definition 2.4. (Sentence) A sentence of FOL is a formula having no free variables.
Check that there are no free variables in the axioms in Example 2.1, i.e., they
are all sentences.
Up to this point, we have seen only a few examples with going back-and-forth
between sentences in natural language and in FOL. This is by no means to only
option. One can also formalise diagrams and provide logic-based reconstructions of,
say, UML class diagrams in order to be precise. We can already do this with syntax
introduced so far. Let’s consider again the lion eating impalas and herbivores, as
was shown in Figure 1.1-B in Chapter 1. First, we ‘bump up’ the eats association
end to the name of the binary relation, eats. Second, noting that UML uses lookacross notation for its associations, the 1..* ‘at least one’ amounts to an existential
quantification for the impalas, and the * ‘zero or more’ to a universal quantification
for the herbivores. This brings us back to Eq. 1.1 from Chapter 1:
∀x(Lion(x) → ∀y(eats(x, y) → Herbivore(y)) ∧ ∃z(eats(x, z) ∧ Impala(z))) (2.4)
Another example with different constraints is shown in Figure 2.1, which could
be the start of a UML class diagram (but incomplete; notably because it has
no attributes and no methods) or an abuse of notation, in that an ontology is
shown diagrammatically in UML class diagram notation, as there is no official
graphical language to depict ontologies. Either way, syntactically, also here the
Animal

4

part

Limb

{disjoint, complete}
Omnivore

Carnivore

Herbivore

Figure 2.1: A UML model that can be formally represented in FOL; see text for details.

UML classes can be converted into unary predicates in FOL, the association is
translated into a binary relation, and the multiplicity constraint turns into an
existential quantification that is restricted to exactly 4 limbs2 . In the interest of
succinctness and convention, the latter is permitted to be abbreviated as ∃=4 . The
corresponding sentence in FOL is listed in Eq. 2.5. One can dwell on the composite
aggregation (the black diamond), and we will do so in a later chapter. Here, it is
2

There are animals that indeed do not have 4 limbs (e.g., the sirens and the Mexican mole
lizard have only two limbs and the millipede Illacme plenipes has 750 (the most), and there are
animals with specific numbers of limbs in between, but that is beside the point as it would not
change much the features used in the formalisation, just become more cluttered.
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left as an association with an ‘at most one’ constraint on the whole side (Eq. 2.6),
or: “if there’s a limb related to two animal instances through whole, then those
two instances must be the same object”.
∀x(Animal(x) → ∃=4 y(part(x, y) ∧ Limb(y)))

(2.5)

∀x, y, z(Limb(x) ∧ whole(x, y) ∧ whole(x, z) ∧ Animal(y) ∧ Animal(z) → y = z)
(2.6)
That is, indeed, literally talking of two references to one object.
The ‘new’ constraints that we have not translated before yet, are the subclassing, the disjointness, and the completeness. Subclassing is the same as in Eq. 2.1,
hence, we obtain Eqs. 2.7-2.9.
∀x(Omnivore(x) → Animal(x))

(2.7)

∀x(Herbivore(x) → Animal(x))

(2.8)

∀x(Carnivore(x) → Animal(x))

(2.9)

Disjoint means that the intersection is empty, so it has the pattern ∀x(A(x) ∧
B(x) → ⊥), where “⊥” is the bottom concept/unary predicate that is always false;
hence, Eq. 2.10 for the sample classes of Figure 2.1.
Completeness over the specialisation means that all the instances of the superclass must be an instance of either of the subclasses; hence Eq. 2.11.

∀x((Omnivore(x) ∧ Herbivore(x)) ∨ (Omnivore(x)∧
Carnivore(x)) ∨ (Carnivore(x) ∧ Herbivore(x)) → ⊥
∀x(Animal(x) → Omnivore(x) ∨ Herbivore(x) ∨ Carnivore(x))

(2.10)
(2.11)

These are all syntactic transformations, both by example and that informally
some translation rules and a general pattern (like for disjointness) have been noted.
From a software engineering viewpoint, this can be seen as a step toward a logicbased reconstruction of UML class diagrams. From a logic viewpoint, the diagram
can be seen as ‘syntactic sugar’ for the axioms, which is more accessible to domain
experts (non-logicians) than logic.
This playing with syntax, however, does not say what it all means. How do
these sentences in FOL map to the objects in, say, the Java application (if it were
a UML diagram intended as such) or to some domain of objects wherever that is
represented somehow (if it were a UML diagram depicting an ontology)? And can
the latter be specified a bit more precise? We shall see the theoretical answers to
such question in the next section.

2.1.2

Semantics

Whether a sentence is true or not depends on the underlying set and the interpretation of the function, constant, and relation symbols. To this end, we have
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structures: a structure consists of an underlying set together with an interpretation of functions, constants, and relations. Given a sentence φ and a structure M ,
M models φ means that the sentence φ is true with respect to M . More precisely,
through the following set of definitions (which will be illustrated afterward):
Definition 2.5. (Vocabulary) A vocabulary V is a set of function, relation, and
constant symbols.
Definition 2.6. (V-structure) A V-structure consists of a non-empty underlying
set ∆ along with an interpretation of V. An interpretation of V assigns an element
of ∆ to each constant in V, a function from ∆n to ∆ to each n-ary function in V,
and a subset of ∆n to each n-ary relation in V. We say M is a structure if it is a
V-structure of some vocabulary V.
Definition 2.7. (V-formula) Let V be a vocabulary. A V-formula is a formula in
which every function, relation, and constant is in V. A V-sentence is a V-formula
that is a sentence.
When we say that M models φ, denoted with M |= φ, this is with respect to
M being a V-structure and V-sentence φ is true in M .
Model theory is about the interplay between M and a set of first-order sentences
T (M ), which is called the theory of M , and its ‘inverse’ from a set of sentences Γ
to a class of structures.
Definition 2.8. (Theory of M ) For any V-structure M , the theory of M , denoted
with T (M ), is the set of all V-sentences φ such that M |= φ.
Definition 2.9. (Model) For any set of V-sentences, a model of Γ is a Vstructure that models each sentence in Γ. The class of all models of Γ is denoted
by M(Γ).
Now we can go to the interesting notions: theory in the context of logic:
Definition 2.10. (Complete V-theory) Let Γ be a set of V-sentences. Then Γ
is a complete V-theory if, for any V-sentence φ either φ or ¬φ is in Γ and it is
not the case that both φ and ¬φ are in Γ.
It can then be shown that for any V-structure M , T (M ) is a complete V-theory
(for proof, see, e.g., [Hed04], p90).
Definition 2.11. A set of sentences Γ is said to be consistent if no contradiction
can be derived from Γ.
Definition 2.12. (Theory) A theory is a consistent set of sentences.
The latter two definitions are particularly relevant later on when we look at the
typical reasoning services for ontologies.

2.1. First order logic syntax and semantics

31

Student is an entity type.
DegreeProgramme is an entity type.
Student attends DegreeProgramme.
Each Student attends exactly one DegreeProgramme.
It is possible that more than one Student attends the same DegreeProgramme.
OR, in the negative:
For each Student, it is impossible that that Student attends more than one
DegreeProgramme.
It is impossible that any Student attends no DegreeProgramme.

attends
Student

DegreeProgramme

Attends
Student
John
Mary
Fabio
Claudio
Markus
Inge

DegreeProgramme
Computer Science
Design
Design
Computer Science
Biology
Computer Science

Figure 2.2: A theory denoted in ORM notation, ORM verbalization, and some data in
the database. See Example 2.2 for details.

Example 2.2. How does all this work out in practice? Let us take something quasifamiliar: a conceptual data model in Object-Role Modeling notation, depicted in
the middle part of Figure 2.2, with the top-half its ‘verbalisation’ in a controlled
natural language, and in the bottom-part some sample objects and the relations
between them.
First, we consider it as a theory, creating a logical reconstruction of the icons
in the figure. There is one binary predicate, attends, and there are two unary
predicates, Student and DegreeProgramme. The binary predicate is typed, i.e., its
domain and range are defined to be those two entity types, hence:
∀x, y(attends(x, y) → Student(x) ∧ DegreeP rogramme(y))

(2.12)

Note that x and y quantify over the whole axiom (thanks to the brackets), hence,
there are no free variables, hence, it is a sentence. There are two constraints in
the figure: the blob and the line over part of the rectangle, and, textually, “Each
Student attends exactly one DegreeProgramme” and “It is possible that more than one
Student attends the same DegreeProgramme”. The first constraint can be formalised
(in short-hand notation):
∀x(Student(x) → ∃=1 y attends(x, y))

(2.13)

The second one is already covered with Eq. 2.12 (it does not introduce a new
constraint). So, our vocabulary is {attends, Student, DegreeP rogramme}, and
we have two sentences (Eq. 2.12 and Eq. 2.13). The sentences form the theory, as
they are not contradicting and admit a model.
Let us now consider the structure. We have a non-empty underlying set of objects:
∆ = {John, M ary, F abio, Claudia, M arkus, Inge, ComputerScience, Biology,
Design}. The interpretation then maps the instances in ∆ with the elements in our
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vocabulary; that is, we end up with {John, M ary, F abio, Claudio, M arkus, Inge}
as instances of Student, and similarly for DegreeP rogramme and the binary
attends. Observe that this structure does not contradict the constraints of our
sentences. ♦
Equivalences
With the syntax and semantics, several equivalencies between formulae can be
proven. We list them for easy reference, with a few ‘informal readings’ for illustration. φ, ψ, and χ are formulas.
• Commutativity:
φ∧ψ ≡ψ∧φ
φ∨ψ ≡ψ∨φ
φ↔ψ≡ψ↔φ
• Associativity:
(φ ∧ ψ) ∧ χ ≡ φ ∧ (ψ ∧ χ)
(φ ∨ ψ) ∨ χ ≡ φ ∨ (ψ ∨ χ)
• Idempotence:
φ∧φ≡φ
φ∨φ≡φ
//‘itself or itself is itself’
• Absorption:
φ ∧ (φ ∨ ψ) ≡ φ
φ ∨ (φ ∧ ψ) ≡ φ
• Distributivity:
(φ ∨ (ψ ∧ χ) ≡ (φ ∨ ψ) ∧ (φ ∨ χ)
(φ ∧ (ψ ∨ χ) ≡ (φ ∧ ψ) ∨ (φ ∧ χ)
• Double negation:
¬¬φ ≡ φ
• De Morgan:
¬(φ ∧ ψ) ≡ ¬φ ∨ ¬ψ
¬(φ ∨ ψ) ≡ ¬φ ∧ ¬ψ //‘negation of a disjunction implies the negation of each
of the disjuncts’
• Implication:
φ → ψ ≡ ¬φ ∨ ψ
• Tautology:
φ∨>≡>
• Unsatisfiability:
φ∧⊥≡⊥
• Negation:
φ ∧ ¬φ ≡ ⊥
//something cannot be both true and false
φ ∨ ¬φ ≡ >
• Neutrality:
φ∧>≡φ
φ∨⊥≡φ
• Quantifiers:
¬∀x.φ ≡ ∃x.¬φ
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¬∃x.φ ≡ ∀x.¬φ
//‘if there does not exist some, then there’s always none’
∀x.φ ∧ ∀x.ψ ≡ ∀x.(φ ∧ ψ)
∃x.φ ∨ ∃x.ψ ≡ ∃x.(φ ∨ ψ)
(∀x.φ) ∧ ψ ≡ ∀x.(φ ∧ ψ) if x is not free in ψ
(∀x.φ) ∨ ψ ≡ ∀x.(φ ∨ ψ) if x is not free in ψ
(∃x.φ) ∧ ψ ≡ ∃x.(φ ∧ ψ) if x is not free in ψ
(∃x.φ) ∨ ψ ≡ ∃x.(φ ∨ ψ) if x is not free in ψ
Note: The ones up to (but excluding) the quantifiers hold for both propositional
logic and first order predicate logic.

2.2

Reasoning

Having a logic language with a semantics is one thing, but it may be only a means to
an end rather than an end in itself. From the computational angle—especially from
a logician’s perspective—the really interesting aspect of having such a language
and (someone else) having put in the effort to formalise some subject domain, is to
reason over it to infer implicit knowledge. Here, we are not talking about making a
truth table, which is computationally way too costly when one has to analyse many
sentences, but deploying other techniques so that it can be scaled up compared
to the manual efforts. Automated reasoning, then, concerns computing systems
that automate the ability to make inferences by designing a formal language in
which a problem’s assumptions and conclusion can be written and providing correct
algorithms to solve the problem with a computer in an efficient way.
How does one find out whether a formula is valid or not? How do we find out
whether our knowledge base is satisfiable? The main proof technique for DL-based
ontologies is tableaux, although there are several others3 . The following subsections
first provide a general introduction (Section 2.2.1), the essential ingredients for
automated reasoning (Section 2.2.2), and then describes deduction, abduction, and
induction (Section 2.2.3).

2.2.1

Introduction

Characteristics
People employ reasoning informally by taking a set of premises and somehow arriving at a conclusion, i.e., it is entailed by the premises (deduction), arriving at
a hypothesis (abduction), or generalizing from facts to an assumption (induction).
Mathematicians and computer scientists developed ways to capture this formally
with logic languages to represent the knowledge and rules that may be applied to
the axioms so that one can construct a formal proof that the conclusion can be
derived from the premises. This can be done by hand [Sol05] for small theories,
but that does not scale up when one has, say, 80 or more axioms even though there
are much larger theories that require a formal analysis, such as checking that the
3

The remainder of Section 2.2 consists of amended versions of my “Reasoning, automated”
essay and related definitions that have been published in Springer’s Encyclopedia of Systems
Biology.
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theory can indeed have a model and thus does not contradict itself. To this end,
much work has gone into automating reasoning. The remainder of this section introduces briefly several of the many purposes and usages of automated reasoning,
its limitations, and types of automated reasoners.

Purposes
Automated reasoning, and deduction in particular, has found applications in ‘every
day life’. A notable example is hardware and (critical) software verification, which
gained prominence after Intel had shipped its Pentium processors with a floating
point unit error in 1994 that lost the company about $500 million. Since then,
chips are routinely automatically proven to function correctly according to specification before taken into production. A different scenario is scheduling problems
at schools to find an optimal combination of course, lecturer, and timing for the
class or degree program, which used to take a summer to do manually, but can
now be computed in a fraction of it using constraint programming. In addition
to such general application domains, it is also used for specific scenarios, such as
the demonstration of discovering (more precisely: deriving) novel knowledge about
protein phosphatases [WSH07]. They represented the knowledge about the subject
domain of protein phosphatases in humans in a formal bio-ontology and classified
the enzymes of both human and the fungus Aspergillus fumigatus using an automated reasoner, which showed that (i) the reasoner was as good as human expert
classification, (ii) it identified additional p-domains (an aspect of the phosphatases)
so that the human-originated classification could be refined, and (iii) it identified
a novel type of calcineurin phosphatase like in other pathogenic fungi. The fact
that one can use an automated reasoner (in this case: deduction, using a Description Logics knowledge base) as a viable method in science is an encouragement to
explore such avenues further.

Limitations
While many advances have been made in specific application areas, the main limitation of the implementations are due to the computational complexity of the chosen
representation language and the desired automated reasoning services. This is being addressed by implementations of optimisations of the algorithms or by limiting
the expressiveness of the language, or both. One family of logics that focus principally on ‘computationally well-behaved’ languages is Description Logics, which
are decidable fragments of first order logic [BCM+ 08]; that is, they are languages
such that the corresponding reasoning services are guaranteed to terminate with
an answer. Description Logics form the basis of most of the Web Ontology Languages OWL and OWL 2 and are gaining increasing importance in the Semantic
Web applications area. Giving up expressiveness, however, does lead to criticism
from the modellers’ community, as a computationally nice language may not have
the features deemed necessary to represent the subject domain adequately.
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Tools
There are many tools for automated reasoning, which differ in which language they
accept, the reasoning services they provide, and, with that, the purpose they aim
to serve.
There are, among others, generic first- and higher order logic theorem provers
(e.g., Prover9, MACE4, Vampire, HOL4), SAT solvers that compute if there is
a model for the formal theory (e.g., GRASP, Satz), Constraint Satisfaction Programming for solving, e.g., scheduling problems and reasoning with soft constraints
(e.g., Eclipse), DL reasoners that are used for reasoning over OWL ontologies using
deductive reasoning to compute satisfiability, consistency, and perform taxonomic
and instance classification (e.g., Fact++, RacerPro, Hermit, CEL, QuOnto), and
inductive logic programming tools (e.g., PROGOL and Aleph).

2.2.2

Basic idea

Essential to automated reasoning are:
1. The choice of the class of problems the software program has to solve, such as
checking the consistency of a theory (i.e., whether there are no contradictions)
or computing a classification hierarchy of concepts subsuming one another
based on the properties represented in the logical theory;
2. The formal language in which to represent the problems, which may have more
or less features to represent the subject domain knowledge, such as cardinality
constraints (e.g., that spiders have as part exactly eight legs), probabilities, or
temporal knowledge (e.g., that a butterfly is a transformation of a caterpillar);
3. The way how the program has to compute the solution, such as using natural
deduction or resolution; and
4. How to do this efficiently, be this achieved through constraining the language
into one of low complexity, or optimising the algorithms to compute the
solution, or both.
Concerning the first item, with a problem being, e.g., “is my theory is consistent?”, then the problem’s assumptions are the axioms in the logical theory and
the problem’s conclusion that is computed by the automated reasoner is a “yes” or
a “no” (provided the language in which the assumptions are represented is decidable and thus guaranteed to terminate with an answer). With respect to how this
is done (item iii), two properties are important for the calculus used: soundness
and completeness. To define them, note/recall that “`” means ‘derivable with a
set of inference rules’ and “|=” denotes ‘implies’, i.e., every truth assignment that
satisfies Γ also satisfies φ. The two properties are defined as follows:
• Completeness: if Γ |= φ then Γ ` φ
• Soundness: if Γ ` φ then Γ |= φ
If the algorithm it is incomplete, then there exist entailments that cannot be computed (hence, ‘missing’ some results), if it is unsound then false conclusions can be
derived from true premises, which is even more undesirable.
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An example is included in Section 2.2.4, once the other ingredients have been
introduced as well: proving the validity of a formula (the class of the problem) in
propositional logic (the formal language) using tableau reasoning (the way how to
compute the solution) with the Tree Proof Generator4 (the automated reasoner);
more detail, with reflection and other techniques, can be found in [Por10] among
others.

2.2.3

Deduction, abduction, and induction

There are three principle ways of making the inferences—deduction, abduction,
and induction—that are described now.
Deduction
Deduction is a way to ascertain if a theory T represented in a logic language entails an axiom α that is not explicitly asserted in T (written as T |= α), i.e.,
whether α can be derived from the premises through repeated application of deduction rules. For instance, a theory that states that “each Arachnid has as part
exactly 8 legs” and “each Tarantula is an Arachnid” then one can deduce—it is
entailed in the theory—that “Each Tarantula has as part 8 legs”. An example
is included further below (after having introduced a reasoning technique), which
formally demonstrates that a formula is entailed in a theory T using said rules.
Thus, strictly speaking, a deduction does not reveal novel knowledge, but only
that what was already represented implicitly in the theory. Nevertheless, with
large theories, it is often difficult to oversee all implications of the represented
knowledge and, hence, the deductions may be perceived as novel from a domain
expert perspective, such as with the example about the protein phosphatases. (This
is in contrast to Abduction and Induction, where the reasoner ‘guesses’ knowledge
that is not already entailed in the theory; see below).
There are various ways how to ascertain T |= α, be it manually or automatically.
One can construct a step-by-step proof ‘forward’ from the premises by applying the
deduction rules or prove it indirectly such that T ∪ {¬α} must lead to a contradiction. The former approach is called natural deduction, whereas the latter is based
on techniques such as resolution, matrix connection methods, and sequent deduction (which includes tableaux). How exactly that is done for tableau is described
in Section 2.2.4.
Abduction
One tries to infer a as an explanation of b. That is, we have a set of observations,
a theory of the domain of the observations, and a set of (possible, hypothesised)
explanations that one would hope to find. For each explanation, it should be the
case that the set of observations follows from the combination of the theory and
the set of explanations, noting that the combination of the theory and the set of
4

http://www.umsu.de/logik/trees/
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explanation has to be consistent. One can add additional machinery to these basics
to, e.g., find out which of the explanations are the most interesting.
Compared to deduction, there is less permeation of automated reasoning for
abduction. From a scientist’s perspective, automation of abduction may seem
appealing, because it would help one to generate a hypothesis based on the facts
put into the reasoner [Ali04]. Practically, it has been used for, for instance, fault
detection: given the knowledge about a system and the observed defective state,
find the likely fault in the system. To formally capture theory with assumptions
and facts and find the conclusion, several approaches have been proposed, each
with their specific application areas; for instance, sequent calculus, belief revision,
probabilistic abductive reasoning, and Bayesian networks.
Induction
With induction, one generalises toward a conclusion based on a set of individuals.
However, the conclusion is not a logical consequence of the premise. Thus, it allows
one to arrive at a conclusion that actually may be false even though the premises are
true. The premises provide a degree of support so as to infer a as an explanation of
b. Such a ‘degree’ can be based on probabilities (a statistical syllogism) or analogy.
For instance, we have a premise that “The proportion of bacteria that acquire genes
through horizontal gene transfer is 95%” and the fact that “Staphylococcus aureus
is a bacterium”, then we induce that the probability that S. aureus acquires genes
through horizontal gene transfer is 95%.
Induction by analogy is weaker version of reasoning, in particular in logicbased systems, and yields very different answers than deduction. For instance,
let us encode that some instance, Tibbles, is a cat and we know that all cats have
the properties of having a tail and four legs and that they are furry. When we
encode that another animal, Tib, who happens to have four legs and is also furry,
then by inductive reasoning by analogy, we conclude that Tib is also a cat, even
though in reality it may well be an instance of cheetah. On the other hand, by
deductive reasoning, Tib will not be classified as being an instance of cat (but may
be an instance of a superclass of cats (e.g., still within the suborder Feliformia),
provided that the superclass has declared that all instances have four legs and
are furry. Given that humans do perform such reasoning, there are attempts to
mimic this process in software applications, most notably in the area of machine
learning and inductive logic programming. The principal approach with inductive
logic programming is to take as input positive examples + negative examples +
background knowledge and then derive a hypothesised logic program that entails
all the positive and none of the negative examples.

2.2.4

Proofs with tableaux

Simply put, a proof is a convincing argument expressed in the language of mathematics. The steps in the process of the (automated) reasoning provide a proof.
Several outcomes are possible for a given formula:
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• A formula is valid if it holds under every assignment5 ; this is denoted as
“|= φ”. A valid formula is called a tautology.
• A formula is satisfiable if it holds under some assignment.
• A formula is unsatisfiable if it holds under no assignment. An unsatisfiable
formula is called a contradiction.
The questions that need to be answered to realise the next step are:
• How do we find out whether a formula is valid or not?
• How do we find out whether our theory is satisfiable?
A rather unpractical approach is truth tables, which may be fine in a paper-based
logic course, but won’t do for computing. While there are several tools with several
techniques, we will look at one that is, at the time of writing, the ‘winner’ in the
realm of ontologies: tableaux-based reasoning, which is also the principal approach
for DL reasoners and the OWL tools. A tableau provides a sound and complete
procedure that decides satisfiability by checking the existence of a model6 . It
exhaustively looks at all the possibilities, so that it can eventually prove that no
model could be found for unsatisfiable formulas. That is:
• φ |= ψ iff φ ∧ ¬ψ is NOT satisfiable—if it is satisfiable, we have found a
counterexample
It does this by decomposing the formula in top-down fashion. Tableaux calculus
works only if the formula has been translated into Negation Normal Form, however,
so the first step in the process is:
(1.) Push the negations inside to convert a sentence into Negation Normal Form,
if applicable.
We use the aforementioned equivalences for that, which were listed on page 32. For
instance, one of the De Morgan rules is ¬(φ ∧ ψ) ≡ ¬φ ∨ ¬ψ, where the ‘outer’
negation outside the brackets is pushed inside right in front of the formula, which
can be done likewise with the quantifiers, such as substituting ¬∀x.φ with ∃x.¬φ.
Now it is ready to enter the tableau. Use any or all of the following rules, as
applicable (in a ‘smart’ order):
(2a.) If a model satisfies a conjunction, then it also satisfies each of the conjuncts:
φ∧ψ
φ
ψ
(2b.) If a model satisfies a disjunction, then it also satisfies one of the disjuncts
(which is non-deterministic):
φ∨ψ
φ|ψ
5

typically, the assignments are ‘true’ and ‘false’, but there are also other logics that allow
more/other assignments
6
model in the sense of logic (recall Definition 2.9), not in the sense of ‘conceptual data model’
like a UML class diagram.
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(2c.) If a model satisfies a universally quantified formula (∀), then it also satisfies the formula where the quantified variable has been substituted with
some term (and the prescription is to use all the terms which appear in the
tableaux),
∀x.φ
φ{X/t}
∀x.φ
(2d.) For an existentially quantified formula, if a model satisfies it, then it also
satisfies the formula where the quantified variable has been substituted with
a new Skolem constant,
∃x.φ
φ{X/a}
To complete the proof:
(3.) Apply the completion rules 2a-d until either:
(a) an explicit contradiction is generated in each branch due to the presence
of two opposite literals in a node (called a clash), or
(b) there is a completed branch where no more rule is applicable.
(4.) Determine the outcome:
(a) If all branches result in clashes, i.e., there is no completed branch, then
φ ∧ ¬ψ is NOT satisfiable, which makes the original one, φ |= ψ, satisfiable.
(b) If there is a completed branch, then we have found a model for φ ∧ ¬ψ,
hence, have found a counterexample for some assignments of the original
φ |= ψ, hence φ 2 ψ.
This completes the procedure.
One can also do the above for individual formulas and not bother with the
negation at the start and then simply check if one can find a model for some
formula; i.e., ‘try to build a model’ (to see if everything can be instantiated) with
the completion rules cf. the ‘check there is no model (when negated)’ of the tableau
procedure above. In that case, the conclusions one should draw are the opposite,
i.e., then if there’s a completed branch it means that that formula is satisfiable
for it has found a model, and if there are only clashes, the tableau cannot find
a model so there’s some contradiction in the formula. For instance, the formula
∃x(p(x) ∧ ¬q(x)) ∧ ∀y(¬p(y) ∨ q(y)) is unsatisfiable.
Let’s have a look at how to apply all this, which is depicted in Figure 2.3 and
described in the example below.
Example 2.3. Let us take some arbitrary theory T that contains two axioms
stating that relation R is reflexive (i.e., ∀x(R(x, x)), a thing relates to itself) and
asymmetric (i.e., ∀x, y(R(x, y) → ¬R(y, x)), if a thing a relates to b through relation R, then b does not relate back to a). We then can deduce, among others, that
T ∪ {¬∀x, y(R(x, y))} is satisfiable. We do this by demonstrating that the negation
of the axiom is unsatisfiable.
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To enter the tableau, we first rewrite the asymmetry into a disjunction using equivalences, i.e., ∀x, y(R(x, y) → ¬R(y, x)) is equivalent to ∀x, y(¬R(x, y) ∨
R(y, x)), thanks to applying the implication rule from page 32. Then add a negation
to {¬∀x, y(R(x, y))}, which thus becomes ∀x, y(R(x, y)). So, to start the tableau,
we have three axioms (1, 2, 3), and subsequently the full tableau as in Figure 2.3.
♦

Figure 2.3: Tableau example (using notation with a “.” not the brackets).

This is a fairly simple example that uses rules 2d and 2b and only a few steps.
It can quickly get more elaborate even for simpler languages such as propositional
logic. If you have not seen propositional logic, you are free to skip the following
example; else you may want to read through it: all the 19 (!) steps use only rules
2a and 2b (as propositional logic does not have the variables and quantifiers).
Example 2.4. A sample computation to prove automatically whether the propositional formula ((p ∨ (q ∧ r)) → ((p ∨ q) ∧ (p ∨ r)) is valid or not is included in
Figure 2.4 and Figure 2.5, using tableau reasoning (see Deduction, Section 2.2.3).
The tableau method is a decision procedure that checks the existence of a model
(i.e., that it can be instantiated). It exhaustively looks at all the possibilities, so
that it can eventually prove that no model could be found for unsatisfiable formulas
(if it is satisfiable, we have found a counterexample). This is done by decomposing
the formula in top-down fashion after it has been translated into Negation Normal
Form (i.e., all the negations have been pushed inside), which can be achieved using
equivalences. Further, if a model satisfies a conjunction, then it also satisfies each
of the conjuncts (“∧”), and if a model satisfies a disjunction (“∨”), then it also
satisfies one of the disjuncts (this is a non-deterministic rule and it generates two
alternative branches). Last, one has to apply these completion rules until either
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(a) an explicit contradiction is obtained due to the presence of two opposite literals
in a node (a clash) is generated in each branch, or (b) there is a completed branch
where no more rule is applicable. ♦

Figure 2.4: Sample computation using semantic tableau proving that the propositional
formula is valid; see Figure 2.5 for an explanation.

2.3

Exercises

Review question 2.1. What is the difference between syntax and semantics for
a logic?
Review question 2.2. What is a theory?
Review question 2.3. Name the four core components for automated reasoning.
Review question 2.4. Describe the procedure for tableau reasoning in four shorts
sentences.
Exercise 2.1. Write in one natural language sentence what the following sentences
in First-Order Logic state. *
a. ∀x(Lion(x) → M ammal(x))
b. ∀x(P C(x) → ∃y, z(hasP art(x, y)∧connected(x, z)∧CP U (y)∧M onitor(z)))
c. ∀x, y(hasP roperP art(x, y) → ¬hasP roperP art(y, x))
Exercise 2.2. Formalise the following natural language sentence into First-Order
Logic. *
a. Each car is a vehicle.
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Figure 2.5: Explanation of the tableaux in Figure 2.4.

b. Every human parent has at least one human child.
c. Any person cannot be both a lecturer and a student editor of the same course.
Exercise 2.3. Consider the structures in Figure 2.6, which are graphs.
a. Figures 2.6-A and B are different depictions, but have the same descriptions
w.r.t. the vertices and edges. Check this.
b. C has a property that A and B do not have. Represent this in a first-order
sentence. *
c. Find a suitable first-order language for A (/B), and formulate at least two
properties of the graph using quantifiers. *
A

B

C

D
a
b

Figure 2.6: Graphs for Exercise 2.3 (figures A-C) and Exercise 2.4 (figure D).

Exercise 2.4. Consider the graph in Figure 2.6, and first-order language L = hRi,
with R being a binary relation symbol (edge).
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a. Formalise the following properties of the graph as L-sentences: (i) (a, a) and
(b, b) are edges of the graph; (ii) (a, b) is an edge of the graph; (iii) (b, a) is
not an edge of the graph. Let T stand for the resulting set of sentences. *
b. Prove that T ∪ {∀x∀yR(x, y)} is unsatisfiable using tableaux calculus. *
Exercise 2.5. Let us have a logical theory Θ with the following sentences:
• ∀xP izza(x), ∀xP izzaT (x), ∀xP izzaB(x), which are disjoint
• ∀x(P izza(x) → ¬P izzaT (x)),
• ∀x(P izza(x) → ¬P izzaB(x)),
• ∀x(P izzaT (x) → ¬P izzaB(x)),
• ∀x, y(hasT (x, y) → P izza(x) ∧ P izzaT (y)),
• ∀x, y(hasB(x, y) → P izza(x) ∧ P izzaB(y)),
• ∀x(IT P izza(x) → P izza(x)), and
• ∀x(IT P izza(x) → ¬∃y(hasT (x, y) ∧ F ruitT (y)), where
• ∀x(V egeT (x) → P izzaT (x)) and
• ∀x(F ruitT (x) → P izzaT (x)).
Task (read in full first before attempting it):
a. A Pizza margherita has the necessary and sufficient conditions that it has
mozzarella, tomato, basilicum and oil as toppings and has a pizza base. Add
this to Θ.
Annotate you commitments: what have you added to Θ and how?
Hint: fruits are not vegetables, categorise the toppings, and “necessary and
sufficient” is denoted with ↔.
b. We want to merge our new Θ with some other theory Γ that has knowledge
about fruits and vegetables. Γ contains, among other formulas, ∀x(T omato(x) →
F ruit(x)). What happens? Represent the scenario formally, and prove your
answer.
Actually, this is not easy to figure out manually, and there are ways to automate
this, which you will do later in Chapter 4.
Exercise 2.6. Try to formalise the following natural language sentences into FOL
now or in DL later in the next chapter, or both. (optional practice). *
1. All lions are animals
2. Each professor teaches at least course
3. All humans eat some fruit and cheese
4. Animals are either herbivores or carnivores
5. The sister of one’s mother is one’s aunt
6. Something can’t be both pap and pizza
7. If a person works for a company, then that person is an employee
8. Anything that manages something is a manager, and vice versa.
9. All flies have exactly two eyes as part
10. Anything has at most one life
11. The participation relation is defined by relating physical objects to processes
12. Having something as part is the inverse of being part of something
13. connection is symmetric (if one thing is connected to something else, that
other thing is also connected to the one thing)
14. A vehicle can be either motorised or not, but not both
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15. Several snails are slow
16. Each patient is registered at some hospital on a certain weekday
17. All students are at some time in their life not a student

2.4

Literature and reference material

The following literature is optional for the scope of ontology engineering, but you
may find of interest if you would like to design your own logic, for instance.
1. Hedman, S. A first course in logic—an introduction to model theory, proof theory, computability, and complexity. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 2004.
2. Solow, D. How to read and do proofs. 4th Ed. Wiley. 2005.

CHAPTER

3

Description Logics

A Description Logic (DL) is a structured fragment of FOL; more precisely: any
(basic) Description Logic language is a subset of L3 , i.e., the function-free FOL
using only at most three variable names. Its representation is at the predicate level:
no variables are present in the formalism. DLs provide a logical reconstruction and
(claimed to be a) unifying formalism for other knowledge representation languages,
such as frames-based systems, object-oriented modelling, Semantic data models,
etc. They provide the language to formulate theories and systems declaratively
expressing structured knowledge and for accessing it and reasoning with it, and they
are used for, among others, terminologies and ontologies, logic-based conceptual
data modelling, and information integration.
Figure 3.1 shows a basic overview of the principal components of a DL knowledge base, with the so-called TBox containing the knowledge at the class-level and
the ABox containing the data (individuals). Sometimes you will see added to the
figure an RBox, which is used to make explicit there are relationships and the
axioms that hold for them.

Description
language
(a logic)

TBox
(Terminology)
ABox
(Assertions)

Automated
reasoning
(over the TBox
and ABox)

Knowledge base

Interaction with
user applications

Interaction with other
technologies

Figure 3.1: A Description Logic knowledge base. Sometimes you will see a similar
picture extended with an “RBox”, which denotes the DL roles and their axioms.
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The remainder of this section contains, first, a general introduction to DL (Section 3.1), which are the first five sections of the DL Primer [KSH12], and is reproduced here with permission of its authors Markus Krötzsch, František Simančı́k,
and Ian Horrocks1 . (Slightly more detailed introductory notes with examples can
be found in the first 8 pages of [Tur10] and the first 10 pages of [Sat07]; a DL
textbook is in the pipeline). We then proceed to several important DLs out of the
very many DLs investigated, being ALC and SROIQ, in Section 3.2. We then
proceed to describing and illustrating the standard reasoning services for DLs in
Section 3.3, which essentially applies and extends the tableau reasoning of the previous chapter. Note that DLs and its reasoning services return in Chapter 4 about
OWL 2, building upon the theoretical foundations introduced in this chapter.

3.1

DL primer

Description logics (DLs) are a family of knowledge representation languages that
are widely used in ontology development. An important practical reason for this is
that they provide one of the main underpinnings for the Web Ontology Language
OWL as standardised by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C). However, DLs
have been used in knowledge representation long before the advent of ontologies in
the context of the Semantic Web, tracing back to first DL modelling languages in
the mid 1980s.
As their name suggests, DLs are logics (in fact they are decidable fragments
of first-order logic), and as such they are equipped with a formal semantics: a
precise specification of the meaning of DL ontologies. This formal semantics allows
humans and computer systems to exchange DL ontologies without ambiguity as
to their intended meaning, and also makes it possible to use logical deduction to
infer additional information from the facts stated explicitly in an ontology – an
important feature that distinguishes DLs from other modelling languages such as
UML.
The capability of inferring additional knowledge increases the modelling power
of DLs but it also requires some understanding on the side of the modeller and,
above all, good tool support for computing the conclusions. The computation of
inferences is called reasoning and an important goal of DL language design has been
to ensure that reasoning algorithms of good performance are available. This is one
of the reasons why there is not just a single description logic: the best balance
between expressivity of the language and complexity of reasoning depends on the
intended application.
We provide a self-contained first introduction to Description Logics. We start
by explaining the basic way in which knowledge is modelled in DLs in Section 3.1.1
and continue with an intuitive introduction to the most important DL modelling
features in Section 3.1.2. In Section 3.1.3, we explain the underlying ideas of
1

I harmonised the terminology so as to use the same terms throughout the book, cf. adding
synonyms at this stage, and added a few references to other sections in this book to integrate the
text better. Also, I moved their SROIQ section into Section 3.2 and inserted ALC there, and
made the family composition examples more inclusive.
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DL semantics. Then a common starting point of DLs is introduced, being ALC,
and subsequently the rather expressive DL called SROIQ (summarised in Section 3.2.2), which forms the basis of the OWL 2 DL language. Many DLs can
be obtained by omitting some features of SROIQ and in Section 3.2.3 we review
some of the most important DLs obtained in this way. In particular, this includes
various light-weight description logics that allow for particularly efficient reasoning
and are also standardised, as fragments of OWL.

3.1.1

Basic building blocks of DL ontologies

Description logics (DLs) provide means to model the relationships between entities
in a domain of interest. In DLs there are three kinds of entities: concepts, roles and
individual names. Concepts denote sets of individuals, roles denote sets of binary
relations between the individuals2 , and individual names denote single individuals
in the domain. Readers familiar with first-order logic will recognise these as unary
predicates, binary predicates and constants.
For example, an ontology representing the domain of people and their family
relationships might use concepts such Parent to denote the set of all parents and
Female to represent the set of all female individuals, roles such as parentOf to denote
the (binary) relationship between parents and their children, and individual names
such as julia and john to denote the individuals Julia and John.
Unlike a database, a DL ontology does not fully describe a particular situation
or “state of the world”; rather it consists of a set of statements, called axioms,
each of which must be true in the situation described. These axioms typically
capture only partial knowledge about the situation that the ontology is describing,
and there may be many different states of the world that are consistent with the
ontology. Although, from the point of view of logic, there is no principal difference
between different types of axioms, it is customary to separate them into three
groups: assertional (ABox) axioms, terminological (TBox) axioms and relational
(RBox) axioms.
Asserting Facts with ABox Axioms ABox axioms capture knowledge about
named individuals, i.e., the concepts to which they belong and how they are related
to each other. The most common ABox axioms are concept assertions such as
Mother(julia)

(3.1)

which asserts that Julia is a mother or, more precisely, that the individual named
julia is an instance of the concept Mother.
Role assertions describe relations between named individuals. The assertion
parentOf(julia, john)

(3.2)

for example, states that Julia is a parent of John or, more precisely, that the individual named julia is in the relation that is denoted by parentOf to the individual
2

There are a few DLs that permit n-aries, which are the DLR and CF D families of logics that
were inspired by conceptual data modelling and relational models.
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named john. The previous sentence shows that it can be rather cumbersome to
explicitly point out that the relationships expressed by an axiom are really relationships between the individuals, sets and relations that are denoted by the
respective individual names, concepts and roles. Assuming that this subtle distinction between syntactic identifiers and semantic entities is understood, we will thus
often adopt a more sloppy and readable formulation. Section 3.1.3 below explains
the underlying semantics with greater precision3 .
Although it is intuitively clear that Julia and John are different individuals, this
fact does not logically follow from what we have stated so far. DLs may or may
not make the unique name assumption, so different names might refer to the same
individual unless explicitly stated otherwise4 . The individual inequality assertion
julia 6≈ john

(3.3)

is used to assert that Julia and John are actually different individuals. On the
other hand, an individual equality assertion, such as
john ≈ johnny

(3.4)

states that two different names are known to refer to the same individual. Such situations can arise, for example, when combining knowledge about the same domain
from several different sources, a task that is known as ontology alignment.
Expressing Terminological Knowledge with TBox Axioms TBox axioms
describe relationships between concepts. For example, the fact that all mothers are
parents is expressed by the concept inclusion
Mother v Parent

(3.5)

in which case we say that the concept Mother is subsumed by the concept Parent.
Such knowledge can be used to infer further facts about individuals. For example,
(3.1) and (3.5) together imply that Julia is a parent.
Concept equivalence asserts that two concepts have the same instances, as in
Person ≡ Human

(3.6)

While synonyms may be perceived to be an obvious example of equivalent concepts,
in practice one uses concept equivalence to give a name to complex expressions as
introduced in Section 3.1.2 below and put real synonyms in the annotations or extra
labels in the ontology file. Furthermore, such additional concept expressions can
be combined with equivalence and inclusion to describe more complex situations
such as the disjointness of concepts, which asserts that two concepts do not share
any instances.
3

It is the same as the model-theoretic semantics we have seen in Section 2.1.2, but then restated
for DLs.
4
i.e., the unique name assumption (UNA) means that different names refer to different individuals, as is customary in the database world. There are consequences for UNA/no-UNA both
regarding computational complexity and automated reasoners: no-UNA is more costly and the
deductions are different when reasoning with UNA or not. We will see the effects of especially
the latter in the exercises of Chapter 4.
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Modelling Relationships between Roles with RBox Axioms RBox axioms
refer to properties of roles. As for concepts, DLs support role inclusion and role
equivalence axioms. For example, the inclusion
parentOf v ancestorOf

(3.7)

states that parentOf is a subrole of ancestorOf, i.e., every pair of individuals related
by parentOf is also related by ancestorOf. Thus (3.2) and (3.7) together imply that
Julia is an ancestor of John.
In role inclusion axioms, role composition can be used to describe roles such
as uncleOf. Intuitively, if Charles is a brother of Julia and Julia is a parent of
John, then Charles is an uncle of John. This kind of relationship between the roles
brotherOf, parentOf and uncleOf is captured by the complex role inclusion axiom
brotherOf ◦ parentOf v uncleOf

(3.8)

Note that role composition can only appear on the left-hand side of complex role inclusions. Furthermore, in order to retain decidability of reasoning (see Appendix D
for a recap on complexity and decidability), their use is restricted by additional
structural restrictions that specify whether or not a collection of such axioms can
be used together in one ontology.
Nobody can be both a parent and a child of the same individual, so the two roles
parentOf and childOf are disjoint. In DLs we can write disjoint roles as follows:
Disjoint(parentOf, childOf)

(3.9)

Further RBox axioms include role characteristics such as reflexivity, symmetry
and transitivity of roles. These are closely related to a number of other DL features
and we will discuss them again in more detail in Section 3.1.2.

3.1.2

Constructors for concepts and roles

The basic types of axioms introduced in Section 3.1.1 are rather limited for accurate
modelling. To describe more complex situations, DLs allow new concepts and roles
to be built using a variety of different constructors. We distinguish concept and
role constructors depending on whether concept or role expressions are constructed.
In the case of concepts, one can further separate basic Boolean constructors, role
restrictions and nominals/enumerations. At the end of this section, we revisit the
additional kinds of RBox axioms that have been omitted in Section 3.1.1.
Boolean Concept Constructors Boolean concept constructors provide basic
Boolean operations that are closely related to the familiar operations of intersection,
union and complement of sets, or to conjunction, disjunction and negation of logical
expressions.
For example, concept inclusions allow us to state that all mothers are female
and that all mothers are parents, but what we really mean is that mothers are
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exactly the female parents. DLs support such statements by allowing us to form
complex concepts such as the intersection (also called conjunction)
Female u Parent

(3.10)

which denotes the set of individuals that are both female and parents. A complex
concept can be used in axioms in exactly the same way as an atomic concept, e.g.,
in the equivalence Mother ≡ Female u Parent.
Union (also called disjunction) is the dual of intersection. For example, the
concept
Father t Mother
(3.11)
describes those individuals that are either (biological) fathers or mothers. Again,
it can be used in an axiom such as Parent ≡ Father t Mother, which states that
a parent is either a father or a mother (and vice versa). One can extend this
further, of course, by stating, e.g., that a parent is equivalent to father or mother
or guardian: Parent ≡ Father t Mother t Guardian.
Sometimes we are interested in individuals that do not belong to a certain
concept, e.g., in women who are not married. These could be described by the
complex concept
Female u ¬Married
(3.12)
where the complement (also called negation) ¬Married denotes the set of all individuals that are not married.
It is sometimes useful to be able to make a statement about every individual,
e.g., to say that everybody is either male or female. This can be accomplished by
the axiom
> v Male t Female
(3.13)
where the top concept > is a special concept with every individual as an instance;
it can be viewed as an abbreviation for C t ¬C for an arbitrary concept C. Note
that this modelling is rather coarse as it presupposes that every individual has a
gender, which may not be reasonable, especially for instances of a concept such as
Computer. We will see more useful applications for > later on.
To express that, for the purposes of our modelling, nobody can be both a parent
and childless at the same time, we can declare the set of parents and the set of
childless individuals to be disjoint. While ontology languages like OWL provide a
basic constructor for disjointness, it is naturally captured in DLs with the axiom
Parent u Childless v ⊥

(3.14)

where the bottom concept ⊥ is the dual of >, that is the special concept with
no individuals as instances; it can be seen as an abbreviation for C u ¬C for an
arbitrary concept C. The above axiom thus says that the intersection of the two
concepts is empty.
Role Restrictions So far we have seen how to use TBox and RBox axioms to
express relationships between concepts and roles, respectively. The most interesting
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feature of DLs, however, is their ability to form statements that link concepts and
roles together. For example, there is an obvious relationship between the concept
Parent and the role parentOf, namely, a parent is someone who is a parent of at
least one individual. In DLs, this relationship can be captured by the concept
equivalence
Parent ≡ ∃parentOf.>
(3.15)
where the existential restriction ∃parentOf.> is a complex concept that describes
the set of individuals that are parents of at least one individual (instance of >).
Similarly, the concept ∃parentOf.Female describes those individuals that are parents
of at least one female individual, i.e., those that have a daughter.
To denote the set of individuals all of whose children are female, we use the
universal restriction
∀parentOf.Female
(3.16)

It is a common error to forget that (3.16) also includes those that have no children
at all. More accurately (and less naturally), the axiom can be said to describe the
set of all individuals that have “no children other than female ones,” i.e., no “no
children that are not female.” Following this wording, the concept (3.16) could
indeed be equivalently expressed as ¬∃parentOf.¬Female (recall the equivalences
on page 32). If this meaning is not intended, one can describe the individuals who
have at least one child and with all their children being female by the concept
(∃parentOf.>) u (∀parentOf.Female). To state the difference between Eq. 3.16 and
the latter in another way: Eq. 3.16 says “if has children, then all female” and latter
“does have children, and all female”.
Existential and universal restrictions are useful in combination with the top
concept for expressing domain and range restrictions on roles; that is, restrictions
on the kinds of individual that can be in the domain and range of a given role. To
restrict the domain of sonOf to male individuals we can use the axiom
∃sonOf.> v Male

(3.17)

and to restrict its range to parents we can write
> v ∀sonOf.Parent

(3.18)

In combination with the assertion sonOf(john, julia), these axioms would then allow
us to deduce that John is male and Julia is a parent.
Number restrictions allow us to restrict the number of individuals that can be
reached via a given role. For example, we can form the at-least restriction
>2 childOf.Parent

(3.19)

to describe the set of individuals that are children of at least two parents, and the
at-most restriction
62 childOf.Parent
(3.20)
for those that are children of at most two parents. The axiom Person v >2 childOf.Parent
u 62 childOf.Parent then states that every person is a child of exactly two parents.
A shorthand notation is Person v = 2 childOf.Parent
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Finally, local reflexivity can be used to describe the set of individuals that are
related to themselves via a given role. For example, the set of individuals that are
talking to themselves is described by the concept
∃talksTo.Self

(3.21)

Nominals As well as defining concepts in terms of other concepts (and roles), it
may also be useful to define a concept by simply enumerating its instances. For
example, we might define the concept Beatle by enumerating its instances: john,
paul, george, and ringo. Enumerations are not supported natively in DLs, but
they can be simulated in DLs using nominals. A nominal is a concept that has
exactly one instance. For example, {john} is the concept whose only instance is (the
individual denoted by) john. Combining nominals with union, the enumeration in
our example could be expressed as
Beatle ≡ {john} t {paul} t {george} t {ringo}

(3.22)

It is interesting to note that, using nominals, a concept assertion Mother(julia)
can be turned into a concept inclusion {julia} v Mother and a role assertion
parentOf(julia, john) into a concept inclusion {julia} v ∃parentOf.{john}. This illustrates that the distinction between ABox and TBox does not have a deeper logical
meaning5 .
Role Constructors In contrast to the variety of concept constructors, DLs provide only few constructor for forming complex roles. In practice, inverse roles are
the most important such constructor. Intuitively, the relationship between the roles
parentOf and childOf is that, for example, if Julia is a parent of John, then John
is a child of Julia and vice versa. More formally, parenfOf is the inverse of childOf,
which in DLs can be expressed by the equivalence
parentOf ≡ childOf −

(3.23)

where the complex role childOf − denotes the inverse of childOf.
In analogy to the top concept, DLs also provide the universal role, denoted by
U , which always relates all pairs of individuals. It typically plays a minor role in
modelling,6 but it establishes symmetry between roles and concepts w.r.t. a top
element. Similarly, an empty role that corresponds to the bottom concept is also
available in OWL but has rarely been introduced as a constructor in DLs; however,
we can define any role R to be empty using the axiom > v ¬∃R.> (“all things
do not relate to anything through R”). Interestingly, the universal role cannot be
defined by TBox axioms using the constructors introduced above, and in particular
universal role restrictions cannot express that a role is universal.
5

It does so ontologically, to which we shall return in Block II.
Although there are a few interesting things that could be expressed with U , such as concept
products [RKH08a], tool support is rarely sufficient for using this feature in practice.
6

3.1. DL primer

53

More RBox Axioms: Role Characteristics In Section 3.1.1 we introduced
three forms of RBox axioms: role inclusions, role equivalences and role disjointness.
OWL provides a variety of others, namely role transitivity, symmetry, asymmetry,
reflexivity and irreflexivity. These are sometimes considered as basic axiom types in
DLs as well, using some suggestive notation such as Trans(ancestorOf) to express
that the role ancestorOf is transitive. However, such axioms are just syntactic
sugar; all role characteristics can be expressed using the features of DLs that we
have already introduced.
Transitivity is a special form of complex role inclusion. For example, transitivity
of ancestorOf can be captured by the axiom ancestorOf ◦ancestorOf v ancestorOf. A
role is symmetric if it is equivalent to its own inverse, e.g., marriedTo ≡ marriedTo− ,
and it is asymmetric if it is disjoint from its own inverse, as in
Disjoint(parentOf, parentOf − ). If desired, global reflexivity can be expressed by
imposing local reflexivity on the top concept as in > v ∃knows.Self . A role is
irreflexive if it is never locally reflexive, as in the case of > v ¬∃marriedTo.Self .

3.1.3

Description Logic semantics

The formal meaning of DL axioms is given by their semantics. In particular,
the semantics specifies what the logical consequences of an ontology are. The
formal semantics is therefore the main guideline for every tool that computes logical
consequences of DL ontologies, and a basic understanding of its working is vital
to make reasonable modelling choices and to comprehend the results given by
software applications. Luckily, the semantics of description logics is not difficult to
understand provided that some common misconceptions are avoided.
Intuitively speaking, an ontology describes a particular situation in a given domain of discourse. For example, the axioms in Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 describe a
particular situation in the “families and relationships” domain. However, ontologies usually cannot fully specify the situation that they describe. On the one hand,
there is no formal relationship between the symbols we use and the objects that
they represent: the individual name julia, for example, is just a syntactic identifier
with no intrinsic meaning. Indeed, the intended meaning of the identifiers in our
ontologies has no influence on their formal semantics: what we know about them
stems only from the axioms. On the other hand, the axioms in an ontology typically do not provide complete information. For example, Eqs. (3.3) and (3.4) in
Section 3.1.1 state that some individuals are equal and that others are unequal,
but in many other cases this information might be left unspecified.
Description logics have been designed to deal with such incomplete information.
Rather than making default assumptions in order to fully specify one particular
interpretation for each ontology, the DL semantics generally considers all the possible situations (i.e., states of the world) where the axioms of an ontology would
hold (we also say: where the axioms are satisfied ). This characteristic is called the
Open World Assumption since it keeps unspecified information open.7 A logical
7

A Closed World Assumption “closes” the interpretation by assuming that every fact not
explicitly stated to be true is actually false. Both terms are not formally specified and rather
outline the general flavour of a semantics than any particular definition.
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Table 3.1: Syntax and semantics of SROIQ constructors.

Syntax

Semantics

Individuals:
individual name
a
aI
Roles:
atomic role
R
RI
inverse role
R−
{hx, yi | hy, xi ∈ RI }
universal role
U
∆I × ∆I
Concepts:
atomic concept
A
AI
intersection
C uD
C I ∩ DI
union
C tD
C I ∪ DI
complement
¬C
∆I \ C I
top concept
>
∆I
bottom concept
⊥
∅
I
existential restriction ∃R.C
{x | some R -successor of x is in C I }
universal restriction
∀R.C
{x | all RI -successors of x are in C I }
at-least restriction
>n R.C {x | at least n RI -successors of x are in C I }
at-most restriction
6n R.C {x | at most n RI -successors of x are in C I }
local reflexivity
∃R.Self
{x | hx, xi ∈ RI }
nominal
{a}
{aI }
where a, b ∈ NI are individual names, A ∈ NC is a concept name, C, D ∈ C are
concepts, and R ∈ R is a role
consequence of an ontology is an axiom that holds in all interpretations that satisfy
the ontology, i.e., something that is true in all conceivable states of the world that
agree with what is said in the ontology. The more axioms an ontology contains, the
more specific are the constraints that it imposes on possible interpretations, and
the fewer interpretations exist that satisfy all of the axioms (recall Section 1.2.3
on good ontologies with high precision). Conversely, if fewer interpretations satisfy
an ontology, then more axioms hold in all of them, and more logical consequences
follow from the ontology. The previous two sentences imply that the semantics of
description logics is monotonic: additional axioms always lead to additional consequences, or, more informally, the more knowledge we feed into a DL system the
more results it returns.
An extreme case is when an ontology is not satisfied in any interpretation. The
ontology is then called unsatisfiable or inconsistent. In this case every axiom holds
vacuously in all of the (zero) interpretations that satisfy the ontology. Such an
ontology is clearly of no utility, and avoiding inconsistency (and checking for it in
the first place) is therefore an important task during ontology development.
We have outlined above the most important ideas of DL semantics. What remains to be done is to define what we really mean by an “interpretation” and which
conditions must hold for particular axioms to be satisfied by an interpretation. For
this, we closely follow the intuitive ideas established above: an interpretation I
consists of a set ∆I called the domain of I and an interpretation function ·I that
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Table 3.2: Syntax and semantics of SROIQ axioms.

ABox:
concept assertion
role assertion
individual equality
individual inequality
TBox:
concept inclusion
concept equivalence
RBox:
role inclusion
role equivalence
complex role inclusion
role disjointness

Syntax

Semantics

C(a)
R(a, b)
a≈b
a 6≈ b

aI ∈ C I
ha , bI i ∈ RI
a I = bI
aI 6= bI

CvD
C≡D

C I ⊆ DI
C I = DI

I

RvS
RI ⊆ S I
R≡S
RI = S I
R1 ◦ R2 v S
R1I ◦ R2I ⊆ S I
Disjoint(R, S) RI ∩ S I = ∅

maps each atomic concept A to a set AI ⊆ ∆I , each atomic role R to a binary
relation RI ⊆ ∆I × ∆I , and each individual name a to an element aI ∈ ∆I . The
interpretation of complex concepts and roles follows from the interpretation of the
basic entities. Table 3.1 shows how to obtain the semantics of each compound
expression from the semantics of its parts. By “RI -successor of x” we mean any
individual y such that hx, yi ∈ RI . The definition should confirm the intuitive
explanations given for each case in Section 3.1.2. For example, the semantics of
Female u Parent is indeed the intersection of the semantics of Female and Parent.
Since an interpretation I fixes the meaning of all entities, we can unambiguously
say for each axiom whether it holds in I or not. An axiom holds in I (we also
say I satisfies α and write I |= α) if the corresponding condition in Table 3.2 is
met. Again, these definitions fully agree with the intuitive explanations given in
Section 3.1.1. If all axioms in an ontology O hold in I (i.e., if I satisfies O, written
I |= O), then I is a model of O. Thus a model is an abstraction of a state of the
world that satisfies all axioms in the ontology. An ontology is consistent if it has
at least one model. An axiom α is a consequence of an ontology O (or O entails
α written O |= α) if α holds in every model of O. In particular, an inconsistent
ontology entails every axiom.
A noteworthy consequence of this semantics is the meaning of individual names
in DL ontologies. We already remarked that DLs do not usually make the Unique
Name Assumption, and indeed our formal definition allows two individual names to
be interpreted as the same individual (element of the domain). Possibly even more
important is the fact that the domain of an interpretation is allowed to contain
many individuals that are not denoted by any individual name. A common confusion in modelling arises from the implicit assumption that interpretations must
only contain individuals that are denoted by individual names (such individuals
are also called named individuals). For example, one could wrongly assume the
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ontology consisting of the axioms
parentOf(julia, john)

manyChildren(julia)

manyChildren v >3 parentOf.>

to be inconsistent since it requires Julia to have at least 3 children when only
one (John) is given. However, there are many conceivable models where Julia does
have three children, even though only one of them is explicitly named. A significant
number of modelling errors can be traced back to similar misconceptions that are
easy to prevent if the general open world assumption of DLs is kept in mind.
Another point to note is that the above specification of the semantics does not
provide any hint as to how to compute the relevant entailments in practical software tools. There are infinitely many possible interpretations, each of which may
have an infinite domain (in fact there are some ontologies that are satisfied only by
interpretations with infinite domains). Therefore it is impossible to test all interpretations to see if they model a given ontology, and impossible to test all models
of an ontology to see if they entail a given axiom. Rather, one has to devise concrete deduction procedures and prove their correctness with respect to the above
specification. The interplay of certain expressive features can make reasoning algorithms more complicated and in some cases it can even be shown that no correct
and terminating algorithm exists at all (i.e., that reasoning is undecidable). For
our purposes it suffices to know that entailment of axioms is decidable for SROIQ
(with the structural restrictions explained in Section 3.2.2, below) and that a number of free and commercial tools are available. Such tools are typically optimised
for more specific reasoning problems, such as consistency checking, the entailment
of concept subsumptions (subsumption checking) or of concept assertions (instance
checking). Many of these standard inferencing problems can be expressed in terms
of each other, so they can be handled by very similar reasoning algorithms.

3.2

Important DLs

There are very many DLs, of which some are used more often than others. In
this section, we will first look at ALC, for it is typically one of the languages used
in DL courses, a basis to add various language features to, and it is much easier
for showing how the principles of tableau work for DLs. Subsequently, we list
the more expressive SROIQ, and finally comment on leaner fragments that are
computationally better behaved.

3.2.1

A basic DL to start with: ALC

The DL language ALC—which stands for Attributive Language with Concept
negation—contains the following elements:
- Concepts denoting entity types/classes/unary predicates/universals, including top > and bottom ⊥;
- Roles denoting relationships/associations/binary predicates/properties;
- Constructors: and u, or t, and not ¬; quantifiers ∀ and ∃;
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- Complex concepts using constructors: Let C and D be concept names, R a
role name, then
– ¬C, C u D, and C t D are concepts, and
– ∀R.C and ∃R.C are concepts
- Individuals
Some examples that can be represented in ALC are, respectively:
- Concepts (primitive, atomic); e.g., Book, Course
- Roles; e.g., enrolled, reads
- Complex concepts; e.g.,
– Student v ∃enrolled.(Course t DegreeProgramme)
(this is a primitive concept)
– Mother v Woman u ∃ParentOf.Person
– Parent ≡ (Male t Female) u ∃ParentOf.Mammal u ∃caresFor.Mammal
(this is a defined concept)
- Individuals; e.g., Student(Andile), Mother(Katniss), ¬Student(Katniss),
enrolled(Andile, COMP101)
As usual, the meaning is defined by the semantics of ALC, and it follows the
same approach as we have seen for the other languages that have passed the revue
(recollect FOL and model-theoretic semantics from Section 2.1). First, there is a
domain of interpretation, and an interpretation, where:
– Domain ∆ is a non-empty set of objects
– Interpretation: ·I is the interpretation function, domain ∆I
– ·I maps every concept name A to a subset AI ⊆ ∆I
– ·I maps every role name R to a subset RI ⊆ ∆I × ∆I
– ·I maps every individual name a to elements of ∆I : aI ∈ ∆I
Note that >I = ∆I and ⊥I = ∅.
Using the typical notation where C and D are concepts, R a role, and a and b
are individuals, then they have the following meaning, with on the left-hand side
of the “=” the syntax of ALC under an interpretation and on the right-hand side
its semantics:
- (¬C)I = ∆I \C I
- (C u D)I = C I ∩ DI
- (C t D)I = C I ∪ DI
- (∀R.C)I = {x | ∀y.RI (x, y) → C I (y)}
- (∃R.C)I = {x | ∃y.RI (x, y) ∧ C I (y)}
Observe that this list is a subset of those listed in Table 3.1, as there are fewer
features in ALC cf. SROIQ.
One also can specify the notion of satisfaction:
- An interpretation I satisfies the statement C v D if C I ⊆ DI
- An interpretation I satisfies the statement C ≡ D if C I = DI
- C(a) is satisfied by I if aI ∈ C I
- R(a, b) is satisfied by I if (aI , bI ) ∈ RI
- An interpretation I = (∆I , ·I ) is a model of a knowledge base KB if every
axiom of KB is satisfied by I
- A knowledge base KB is said to be satisfiable if it admits a model
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Many DLs have be defined over the past 25 years and their complexity proved.
For instance, one could add Inverses to ALC, giving ALCI, or a Hierarchy of roles,
ALCH, or Qualified cardinality restrictions; the appendix of the DL Handbook
[BCM+ 08] has the full list of letters and the features they denote. You also may
like to have a look at the DL Complexity Navigator8 . In the next chapter about
OWL 2, we shall introduce a few more expressive languages, whereas ontologybased data access in Chapter 8 introduces DL-Lite that is less expressive than
ALC.

3.2.2

The DL SROIQ

In this section, we summarise the various features that have been introduced informally above to provide a comprehensive definition of DL syntax. Doing so yields
the description logic called SROIQ, which is one of the most expressive DLs commonly considered today. It also largely agrees in expressivity with the ontology
language OWL 2 DL, though there are still some differences as will be discussed in
Chapter 4.
Formally, every DL ontology is based on three finite sets of signature symbols:
a set NI of individual names, a set NC of concept names and a set NR of role names.
Usually these sets are assumed to be fixed for some application and are therefore
not mentioned explicitly. Now the set of SROIQ role expressions R (over this
signature) is defined by the following grammar:
R ::= U | NR | NR −
where U is the universal role (Section 3.1.2). Based on this, the set of SROIQ
concept expressions C is defined as:
C ::= NC | (CuC) | (CtC) | ¬C | > | ⊥ | ∃R.C | ∀R.C | >n R.C | 6n R.C | ∃R.Self | {NI }

where n is a non-negative integer. As usual, expressions like (C u C) represent any
expression of the form (C u D) with C, D ∈ C. It is common to omit parentheses if
this cannot lead to confusion with expressions of different semantics. For example,
parentheses do not matter for A t B t C whereas the expressions A u B t C and
∃R.A u B are ambiguous.
Using the above sets of individual names, roles and concepts, the axioms of
SROIQ can be defined to be of the following basic forms:
ABox:
TBox:
RBox:

C(NI )
CvC
RvR

R(NI , NI )
C≡C
R≡R

NI ≈ NI
R◦RvR

NI 6≈ NI
Disjoint(R, R)

with the intuitive meanings as explained in Section 3.1.1 and 3.1.2.
Roughly speaking, a SROIQ ontology (or knowledge base) is simply a set of
such axioms. To ensure the existence of reasoning algorithms that are correct
8

http://www.cs.man.ac.uk/ezolin/logic/complexity.html
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and terminating, however, additional syntactic restrictions must be imposed on
ontologies. These restrictions refer not to single axioms but to the structure of
the ontology as a whole, hence they are called structural restrictions. The two
such conditions relevant for SROIQ are based on the notions of simplicity and
regularity. Notably, both are automatically satisfied for ontologies that do not
contain complex role inclusion axioms.
A role R in an ontology O is called non-simple if some complex role inclusion
axiom (i.e., one that uses role composition ◦) in O implies instances of R; otherwise
it is called simple. A more precise definition of the non-simple role expressions of
the ontology O is given by the following rules:
• if O contains an axiom S ◦ T v R, then R is non-simple,
• if R is non-simple, then its inverse R− is also non-simple,9
• if R is non-simple and O contains any of the axioms R v S, S ≡ R or R ≡ S,
then S is also non-simple.
All other roles are called simple.10 Now for a SROIQ ontology it is required that
the following axioms and concepts contain simple roles only:
Restricted axioms:
Restricted concept expressions:

Disjoint(R, R)
∃R.Self
>n R.C

6n R.C.

The other structural restriction that is relevant for SROIQ is called regularity
and is concerned with RBox axioms only. Roughly speaking, the restriction ensures
that cyclic dependencies between complex role inclusion axioms occur only in a
limited form. For details, please see [HKS06]. For the introductory treatment in
this paper, it suffices to note that regularity, just like simplicity, is a property of
the ontology as a whole that cannot be checked for each axiom individually. An
important practical consequence is that the union of two regular ontologies may
no longer be regular. This must be taken into account when merging ontologies in
practice.
The semantics of SROIQ is shown in Tables 3.1 and 3.2.

3.2.3

Important fragments of SROIQ

Many different description logics have been introduced in the literature. Typically,
they can be characterised by the types of constructors and axioms that they allow,
which are often a subset of the constructors in SROIQ. For example, the description logic ALC is the fragment of SROIQ that allows no RBox axioms and only u,
t, ¬, ∃ and ∀ as its concept constructors. It is often considered the most basic DL.
The extension of ALC with transitive roles is traditionally denoted by the letter
If R = S − already is an inverse role, then R− should be read as S. We do not allow expressions
like S −− .
10
Whether the universal role U is simple or not is a matter of preference that does not affect
the computational properties of the logic [RKH08b]. However, the universal role in OWL 2 is
considered non-simple.
9
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S. Some other letters used in DL names hint at a particular constructor, such as
inverse roles I, nominals O, qualified number restrictions Q, and role hierarchies
(role inclusion axioms without composition) H. So, for example, the DL named
ALCHIQ extends ALC with role hierarchies, inverse roles and qualified number
restrictions. The letter R most commonly refers to the presence of role inclusions,
local reflexivity Self , and the universal role U , as well as the additional role characteristics of transitivity, symmetry, asymmetry, role disjointness, reflexivity, and
irreflexivity. This naming scheme explains the name SROIQ.
In recent years, fragments of DLs have been specifically developed in order to
obtain favourable computational properties. For this purpose, ALC is already too
large, since it only admits reasoning algorithms that run in worst-case exponential
time. More light-weight DLs can be obtained by further restricting expressivity,
while at the same time a number of additional SROIQ features can be added
without loosing the good computational properties. The three main approaches
for obtaining light-weight DLs are EL, DLP and DL-Lite, which also correspond
to language fragments OWL EL, OWL RL and OWL QL of the Web Ontology
Language.
The EL family of description logics is characterised by allowing unlimited use
of existential quantifiers and concept intersection. The original description logic
EL allows only those features and > but no unions, complements or universal
quantifiers, and no RBox axioms. Further extensions of this language are known
as EL+ and EL++ . The largest such extension allows the constructors u, >, ⊥, ∃,
Self , nominals and the universal role, and it supports all types of axioms other than
role symmetry, asymmetry and irreflexivity. Interestingly, all standard reasoning
tasks for this DL can still be solved in worst-case polynomial time. One can even
drop the structural restriction of regularity that is important for SROIQ. ELtype ontologies have been used to model large but light-weight ontologies that
consist mainly of terminological data, in particular in the life sciences. A number
of reasoners are specifically optimised for handling EL-type ontologies, the most
recent of which is the ELK reasoner11 for OWL 2 EL.
DLP is short for Description Logic Programs and comprises various DLs that
are syntactically restricted in such a way that axioms could also be read as rules in
first-order Horn logic without function symbols. Due to this, DLP-type logics can
be considered as kinds of rule languages (hence the name OWL 2 RL) contained in
DLs. To accomplish this, one has to allow different syntactic forms for subconcepts
and superconcepts in concept inclusion axioms. We do not provide the details here.
While DLs in general may require us to consider domain elements that are not
denoted by individual names, for DLP one can always restrict attention to models
in which all domain elements are denoted by individual names. This is why DLP
is often used to augment databases (interpreted as sets of ABox axioms), e.g., in
an implementation of OWL 2 RL in the Oracle 11g database management system.
DL-Lite is a family of DLs that is also used in combination with large data
collections and existing databases, in particular to augment the expressivity of a
query language that retrieves such data. This approach, known as Ontology Based
11

http://elk-reasoner.googlecode.com/
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Data Access, considers ontologies as a language for constructing views or mapping
rules on top of existing data. The core feature of DL-Lite is that data access can
be realised with standard query languages such as SQL that are not aware of the
DL semantics. Ontological information is merely used in a query preprocessing
step. Like DLP, DL-Lite requires different syntactic restrictions for subconcepts
and superconcepts. It is the basis for the OWL 2 QL species of OWL ontology
languages, and we will present its DL definition and its use in Chapter 8.

3.3

Reasoning services

The reasoning services for DLs can be divided into so-called ‘standard’ reasoning
services and ‘non-standard’ reasoning services. The former are more common and
provided by all extant DL reasoners, whereas for the latter, new problems had
been defined that needed specific algorithms, extensions, and interfaces to the
standard ones. In this section, only the standard ones are considered; an example
example of the latter is deferred to Section 7.5, because the ‘non-standard’ ones are
typically focussed on assisting modellers in the ontology authoring process, rather
than purely deriving knowledge only.

3.3.1

Standard reasoning services

Recalling the four essential components of (automated) reasoning listed in Section 2.2.2, the formal language in this case is a DL, and we take a closer look the
choice of class of problems the software has to solve. The standard reasoning services are as follows, i.e., generally, all DL-focussed automated reasoners offer these
services.
• Consistency of the knowledge base (KB 2 > v ⊥)
– Is the KB = (T , A) consistent (non-selfcontradictory), i.e., is there at
least one model for KB, i.e.: “can all concepts and roles be instantiated
without leading to a contradiction?”
• Concept (and role) satisfiability (KB 2 C v ⊥)
– is there a model of KB in which C (resp. R) has a nonempty extension, i.e., “can that concept (role) have instances without leading to
contradictions?”
• Concept (and role) subsumption (KB |= C v D)
– i.e., is the extension of C (resp. R) contained in the extension of D
(resp. S) in every model of T (the TBox), i.e., ‘are all instances of C
also instances of D?
• Instance checking (KB |= C(a) or KB |= R(a, b))
– is a (resp. (a, b)) a member of concept C (resp. R) in KB, i.e., is the
fact C(a) (resp. R(a, b)) satisfied by every interpretation of KB?
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• Instance retrieval ({a | KB |= C(a)})
– find all members of C in KB, i.e., compute all individuals a s.t. C(a) is
satisfied by every interpretation of KB

You have used the underlying idea of concept subsumption both with EER and
UML class diagrams, but then you did it all manually, like declaring that all cars are
vehicles. Now, instead of you having to model a hierarchy of entity types/classes,
we let the automated reasoner compute it for us thanks to the properties that have
been represented for the DL concepts.
The following two examples illustrate logical implication and concept subsumption.
Example 3.1. Logical implication Consider logical implication—i.e., KB |= φ
if every model of KB is a model of φ—with the following example:
• TBox: ∃teaches.Course v ¬Undergrad t Professor
“The objects that teaches a course are not undergrads or professors”
• ABox: teaches(Thembi, cs101), Course(cs101), Undergrad(Thembi)
This is depicted graphically in Figure 3.2. What does it entail, if anything? The
only possibility to keep this logical theory consistent and satisfiable is to infer that
Thembi is a professor, i.e., KB |= Professor(Thembi), because anything that teaches
a course must be either not an undergrad or a professor. Given that Thembi is an
undergrad, she cannot be not an undergrad, hence, she has to be a professor. ♦
~Undergrad v Professor

Undergrad

Thembi

teaches

teaches(Thembi, cs101)

Course

Course
cs101

Figure 3.2: Top: Depiction of the TBox according to the given axiom; bottom: depiction of the ABox. See Example 3.1 for details.

What will happen if we have the following knowledge base?
• TBox: ∃teaches.Course v Undergrad t Professor
• ABox: teaches(Thembi, cs101), Course(cs101), Undergrad(Thembi)
That is, do we obtain KB |= Professor(Thembi) again? No.
Perhaps the opposite, that KB |= ¬Professor(Thembi)? No. Can you explain why?
Example 3.2. Concept subsumption As an example of concept subsumption,
consider the knowledge base KB that contains the following axioms and is depicted
graphically in Figure 3.3 (for intuitive purpose only):
• HonsStudent ≡ Student u ∃enrolled.BScHonsDegree
• X ≡ Student u ∃enrolled.BScHonsDegree u ∃hasDuty.TeachingAssistantShip
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• Y ≡ Student u ∃enrolled.BScHonsDegree u ∃hasDuty.ProgrammingTask
• X(John),
BScHonsDegree(comp4),
TeachingAssistantShip(cs101),
enrolled(John, comp4), hasDuty(John, cs101), BScHonsDegree(maths4).
KB |= X v HonsStudent? That is, is the extension of X contained in the extension
of HonsStudent in every model of KB? Yes. Why? We know that both HonsStudent
and X are subclasses of Student and that both are enrolled in an BScHonsDegree
programme. In addition, every instance of X also has a duty performing a TeachingAssistantShip for an undergrad module, whereas, possibly, not all honours students
work as a teaching assistant. Thus, all X’s are always also an instance of HonsStudent in every possible model of KB, hence KB |= X v HonsStudent. And likewise
for KB |= Y v HonsStudent. This deduction is depicted in green in Figure 3.4.
Let us modify this a bit by adding the following two axioms to KB:
• Z ≡ Student u ∃enrolled.BScHonsDegree u
∃hasDuty.(ProgrammingTask u TeachingAssistantShip)
• TeachingAssistantShip v ¬ProgrammingTask
What happens now? The first step is to look at Z: it has the same properties
as HonsStudent, X, and Y, but now we see that each instance of Z has as duty
soothing that is both a ProgrammingTask and TeachingAssistantShip; hence, it must
be a subconcept of both X and Y, because it refines them both. So far, so good.
The second axiom tells us that the intersection of ProgrammingTask and TeachingAssistantShip is empty, or: they are disjoint, or: there is no object that is both a
teaching assistantship and a programming task. But each instance of Z has as duty
to carry out a duty that is both a teaching assistantship and a programming task!
This object cannot exist, hence, there cannot be a model where Z is instantiated,
hence, Z is an unsatisfiable concept. ♦
HonsStudent
enrolled

X
John

BScHonsDegree
enrolled

comp4
maths4

BScHonsDegree
comp4
maths4
Y
enrolled

TeachingAssistantShip
hasDuty

cs101

hasDuty

BScHonsDegree
comp4
maths4
ProgrammingTask

Figure 3.3: Graphical depiction of an approximation of KB before checking concept
subsumption (≡ not shown, nor are the subsumptions to Student, so as to avoid too
much clutter).

3.3.2

Techniques: a tableau for ALC

The description of the deductions illustrated in the previous paragraph is an informal, high-level way of describing what the automated reasoner does when computing the concept hierarchy and checking for satisfiability. Clearly, such an informal
way will not work as an algorithm to be implemented in a computer. There are
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HonsStudent
John
X
John

enrolled

BScHonsDegree
enrolled

comp4
maths4

BScHonsDegree
comp4
maths4
Y
enrolled

TeachingAssistantShip
hasDuty

cs101

hasDuty

BScHonsDegree
comp4
maths4
ProgrammingTask

Figure 3.4: Graphical depiction of K after checking concept subsumption; content in
green is deduced.

several proof techniques both in theory and in practice to realise the reasoning
service. The most widely used technique at the time of writing (within the scope
of DLs and the Semantic Web) is tableau reasoning, and is quite alike what we have
seen with tableau with full FOL. In short, it:
1. Unfold the TBox
2. Convert the result into negation normal form (NNF)
3. Apply the tableau rules to generate more ABoxes
4. Stop when none of the rules are applicable
Then:
• T ` C v D if all ABoxes contain clashes
• T 0 C v D if some ABox does not contain a clash
First, recall that one enters the tableau in Negation Normal Form (NNF), i.e., “¬”
only in front of concepts. For DLs and C and D are concepts, R a role, we use
equivalences to obtain NNF, just like with FOL:
- ¬¬C gives C
- ¬(C u D) gives ¬C t ¬D
- ¬(C t D) gives ¬C u ¬D
- ¬(∀R.C) gives ∃R.¬C
- ¬(∃R.C) gives ∀R.¬C
Second, there are the tableau rules. If there are more features, there will be more
rules. These are the ones for ALC:
u-rule: If (C1 u C2 )(a) ∈ S but S does not contain both C1 (a) and C2 (a), then
S = S ∪ {C1 (a), C2 (a)}
t-rule: If (C1 t C2 )(a) ∈ S but S contains neither C1 (a) nor C2 (a), then
S = S ∪ {C1 (a)}
S = S ∪ {C2 (a)}
∀-rule: If (∀R.C)(a) ∈ S and S contains R(a, b) but not C(b), then
S = S ∪ {C(b)}
∃-rule: If (∃R.C)(a) ∈ S and there is no b such that C(b) and R(a, b), then
S = S ∪ {C(b), R(a, b)}
With these ingredients, it is possible to construct a tableau to prove that the
aforementioned deductions hold. There will be an exercise about it, and we will
see more aspects of automated reasoning in the lectures and exercises about OWL.

3.4. Exercises

3.4
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Exercises

Review question 3.1. How are DLs typically different from full FOL?
Review question 3.2. What are the components of a DL knowledge base?
Review question 3.3. What are (in the context of DLs) the concept and role
constructors? You may list them for either ALC or SROIQ.
Review question 3.4. What distinguishes one DL from another? That is, e.g.,
ALC is different from SROIQ and from EL; what is the commonality of those
differences?
Review question 3.5. Explain in your own words what the following ALC reasoning tasks involve and why they are important for reasoning with ontologies:
a. Instance checking.
b. Subsumption checking.
c. Checking for concept satisfiability.
Exercise 3.1. Consider again the natural language sentences from Exercise 2.6.
Formalise them into a suitable DL, where possible. *
Exercise 3.2. Consider the following TBox T :
V egan ≡ P erson u ∀eats.P lant
V egetarian ≡ P erson u ∀eats.(P lant t Dairy)
We want to know if T ` V egan v V egetarian.
This we convert to a constraint system S = {(V egan u ¬V egetarian)(a)},
which is unfolded (here: complex concepts on the left-hand side are replaced with
their properties declared on the right-hand side) into:
S = {P erson u ∀eats.P lant u ¬(P erson u ∀eats.(P lant t Dairy))(a)}

(3.24)

Tasks:
a. Rewrite Eq. 3.24 into negation normal form
b. Enter the tableau by applying the rules until either you find a completion or
only clashes.
c. T ` V egan v V egetarian? *
Exercise 3.3. In anticipation of using ontologies in computing and information
systems, download and install Protégé 5.x, download the jar file of the “DL axiom
renderer” from the course book’s website, and place it in the ‘plugins’ folder. Open
Protégé and add it (click Window - Views - Class views - select DL axiom renderer
- place cursor in desired position and click). Load the AWO, click on Lion, and
inspect the DL axioms. It should look like the screenshot of Figure 3.5. Explore
other classes similarly.
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Figure 3.5: Giraffe’s axioms rendered in DL notation.

3.5
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This material is listed mainly for the curious who would like to delve deeper into
Description Logics. At the time of writing, a DL textbook is in the making.
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4

The Web Ontology Language OWL 2

In the previous two chapters we have seen first FOL and then a version of it that was
slightly changed with respect to notation and number of features in the language
(easier, and less, respectively), being the DL family of languages. They haven’t
gotten us anywhere close to implementations, however. This is set to change in
this chapter, where we will look at ‘implementation versions’ of DLs that have
rich tooling support. We will take a look at the computational use of DLs with
a so-called serialization to obtain computer-processable versions of an ontology
and automated reasoning over it. The language that we will use to serialise the
ontology is the most widely used ontology language for computational purposes,
being the Web Ontology Language OWL. OWL was standardised first in 2004 and
a newer version was standardised in 2009, which has fuelled tool development and
deployment of ontologies in ontology-driven information systems. OWL looks like
yet another a language and notation to learn, but the ones that we will consider (the
DL-based ones) have the same underlying principles. It does have a few engineering
extras, which also has as consequence that there are several ways to serialise the
ontology so as to cater for software developers’ preferences. Thus, theoretically,
there is not really anything substantially new in this chapter, but there will be
many more options and exercises to practically engage with the ontology languages,
automated reasoning, and toy ontologies to play with on the computer. Depending
on your interests, things start to get ‘messy’ (for a theoretician) or finally concrete
(for an engineer).
OWL actually constitutes a family of languages consisting of OWL “species”,
and we will focus on those species that are based on DLs, which are all fragments of
the most expressive one, OWL 2 DL. To understand how these species came about
in the way they are, with these features and not others, we will touch upon OWL
in Section 4.1 first, which will shed light on questions such as: What goes into
standardising a language? Why precisely these ones came out of the efforts, and
in this way? Why should an ontology engineer even consider the previous version
and not only the latest?
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Afterward, an overview of the DL-based OWL 2 languages is provided in Section 4.2. Yes, plural; that’s not a typo. As we shall see, there are good reasons for
it both from a computational viewpoint for scalable implementations and to please
the user-base. The computational aspect is summarised in Section 4.2.4. If you
have completed a course on theory of computation, this will be easy to follow. If
not, you would want to consult Appendix D, which provides an explanation why
one cannot have it all, i.e., both a gazillion of language features and good performance of an ontology-driven information system. Experience has seen that that
sort of trade-off can annoy a domain expert become disappointed with ontologies;
Section 4.2.4 (and the background in Appendix D) will help you explain to domain
experts it’s neither your fault nor the ontology’s fault. Finally, OWL does not exist
in isolation—if it were, then there would be no tools that can use OWL ontologies
in information systems. Section 4.3 therefore sets it in context of the Semantic
Web—heralded as a ‘next generation’ World Wide Web—and shows that, if one
really wants the extra expressiveness, it can fit in another logic framework and
system even up to second order logic with the Distributed Ontology, Model, and
Specification Language (DOL) and its software infrastructure.

4.1

Standardising an ontology language

This section and the next one are intentionally kept short, as listing language
features isn’t the most interesting of content, those lists exist also online in the
standard1 , and are not meant to be memorised but to be consulted as the need
arises. This section and the next one, instead, focus on the gist of it and provide
some contextual information.

4.1.1

Historical notes

Before OWL, there were a plethora of ontology languages, such as the obo format
(directed acyclic graphs) initiated by the Gene Ontology Consortium, KL-ONE,
and F-logic (frames, and older versions of the Protégé ODE). Unsurprisingly, this
caused ontology interoperation problems even at the syntactic level and hampered
development and use of ontology tools, hence, its uptake. To solve those issues,
researchers set out to standardise a logic language. At the time that people sat at
the standardisation table (first around 2001) of the World Wide Web Consortium
(W3C), there were several logics that had a considerable influence on the final
product, most notably the SHOE, DAML-ONT, OIL, and DAML+OIL languages,
and, more generally, the fruits of 20 years of research on languages and prototyping
of automated reasoners by the DL community.
Following good engineering practices, a document of requirements and objectives was devised to specify what such an ontology language for the Semantic
Web should meet. It is useful to list them here, so that you can decide yourself
how well OWL meets them, as well as any contender languages, or if you would
1

start with a general non-technical overview in the OWL primer http://www.w3.org/TR/
owl2-primer/.

4.1. Standardising an ontology language

69

want to design one of your own. It specified the following design goals: Shareable;
Change over time; Interoperability; Inconsistency detection; Balancing expressivity
and complexity; Ease of use; Compatible with existing standards; and Internationalisation. There were also requirements on the features of the language. They
were: Ontologies are objects on the Web; they have their own meta-data, versioning, etc.; Ontologies are extendable; They contain classes, properties, data-types,
range/domain, individuals; they must be able to express equality for classes and
for individuals; Classes as instances; Cardinality constraints; and XML syntax2 .
First, as standardisation is typically consensus-based, there was, on the one
hand, a language called OWL full with RDF-based semantics (graphs) and two
DL-based species, being OWL lite and OWL DL. But what makes OWL a Semantic
Web language compared to the regular DL languages that were introduced in the
previous chapter? This is the second step. There are the following main differences:
• OWL uses URI references as names; e.g., http://www.mysite.co.za/UniOnto.owl#Student is the URI of the class Student in the ontology with file
name UniOnto.owl file that is online at http://www.mysite.co.za;
• It gathers information into ontologies stored as documents written in RDF/XML including things like owl:imports to import one ontology into another; e.g. another ontology, HigherEd.owl can import the UniOnto.owl so
that the class http://www.mysite.co.za/UniOnto.owl#Student becomes,
in a way, part of HigherEd.owl (though it still exists independently as well);
• It adds RDF data types and XML schema data types for the ranges of data
properties (attributes), so one can use, e.g., string and integer in a similar
way as you are familiar with in UML class diagrams and databases.
• A different terminology: a DL concept is now called a class, a DL role is
called an object property, and data property is added for attributes (i.e., the
relation that relates a class to a data type).
With this information, we can start going from a paper-based representation
to its computational version. The first steps are illustrated in the next example,
which will be extended in later chapters.
Example 4.1. The African Wildlife Ontology (AWO) is a basic tutorial ontology
based on the examples in the “A Semantic Web Primer” book [AvH03]. The
fist step is to represent that in OWL, using your favourite ontology development
environment (ODE). An OWL version of it, AfricanWildlifeOntology0.owl, has
10 classes and 3 object properties concerning animals such as Lion, Giraffe, Plant,
and object properties eats and is-part-of, and has annotations that give an idea of
what should be modelled (else: see 4.3.1 pages 119-133 in [AvH03]). Upon running
the reasoner, it will classify, among others, that Carnivore is a subclass of Animal
(i.e, AW O |= Carnivore v Animal).
2

The “making of an ontology language” article [HPSvH03] gives a longer general historical
view and it also summarises OWL with its three species (OWL lite, OWL-DL, and OWL full).
The details of the standard are freely available at http://www.w3.org/TR/owl-ref/.
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This is not really exciting, and the tutorial ontology is not of a particularly
good quality. First, we extend it by having loaded the ontology and adding knowledge to it: among others, proper parthood, a few more plant parts and animals,
such as Impala, Warthog, and RockDassie. This version of the AWO is named
AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl. With this additional knowledge, warthogs are
classified as omnivores, lions as carnivores, giraffes as herbivores, and so on.
Another aspect is purely engineering practice: if the intention is to put the
ontology online, it should be named properly, i.e., the URI has to be set so that its
contents can be identified appropriately on the Semantic Web; that is, do not simply
use the default URI generated by the tool (e.g., http: // www. semanticweb. org/
ontologies/ 2018/ 0/ Ontology1357204526617. owl ), but specify an appropriate
one where the ontology will be published, like http: // www. meteck. org/ files/
ontologies/ myAWO. owl . ♦

4.1.2

The OWL 1 family of languages

Purely for legacy purposes, I include here the first three ‘species’ of OWL (version
1). This because 1) there are still plenty of ontologies around that are represented
in either of these languages and you may have to deal with them, and 2) OWL
DL seems to be a fairly good ‘sweet spot’ in the expressivity/complexity trade-off,
meaning: still being able to represent the domain fairly well, or at least sufficiently
to the extent that the increased expressiveness of OWL 2 DL doesn’t weigh up
against the increased slowness of completing the reasoning tasks. The key points
to remember are:
• OWL Lite and OWL DL are DL-based, with model-theoretic semantics.
• OWL DL is more expressive than OWL Lite, but one does not gain a lot
computationally, so OWL Lite was hardly used explicitly.
• OWL full never really took off either.
• There are multiple syntaxes for the serialisation: functional-style syntax (optional) and RDF/XML (required for tool interoperability).
OWL Lite has a classification hierarchy and (relative to OWL DL) simple constraints. While OWL Lite has strong syntactic restrictions, it has only limited
semantics restrictions compared to OWL DL3 . OWL Lite corresponds to the DL
SHIF(D). Putting the DL symbols to the names of the features, we have:
- Named classes (A)
- Named properties (P )
3

More specifically regarding the latter, if you really want to know: negation can be encoded
using disjointness and with negation and conjunction, you can encode disjunction. Take, for
instance:
Class(C complete unionOf(B C))
This is equivalent to
DisjointClasses(notB B)
DisjointClasses(notC C)
Class(notBandnotC complete notB notC)
DisjointClasses(notBandnotC BorC)
Class(C complete notBandnotC)
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- Individuals (C(o))
- Property values (P (o, a))
- Intersection (C u D)
- Union (C t D)
- Negation (¬C)
- Existential value restrictions (∃P.C)
- Universal value restrictions (∀P.C)
- Unqualified (0/1) number restrictions (≥ nP , ≤ nP , = nP ), 0 ≤ n ≤ 1
OWL DL had, at the time, ‘maximal’ expressiveness while maintaining tractability, and has, as the name suggestion, an underlying DL. It has all the features of
OWL-lite, and, in addition: Negation, Disjunction, (unqualified) Full cardinality,
Enumerated classes, and hasValue. OWL DL corresponds to the DL SHOIN (D).
It has the following features:
- All OWL Lite features
- Arbitrary number restrictions (≥ nP , ≤ nP , = nP ), with 0 ≤ n
- Property value (∃P.{o})
- Enumeration ({o1 , ..., on })
OWL Full, has a very high expressiveness (losing tractability) and all syntactic
freedom of RDF (self-modifying). OWL full has meta-classes and one can modify
the language. Note that OWL Full is not a Description Logic.
As mentioned earlier, OWL and DLs are tightly related, in particular OWL Lite
and OWL DL. They have, just like their base DLs, a model theoretic semantics.
Table 4.1 shows a few examples of some OWL syntax and its DL counterpart
notation. There is also the not-for-human-consumption RDF/XML serialisation.
Table 4.1: Some examples of OWL’s construct, the same in DL notation, and an
example.

OWL Construct
intersectionOf
unionOf
complementOf
oneOf
allValuesFrom
someValuesFrom
value
minCardinality
maxCardinality

4.2

DL notation
C1 u ... u Cn
C1 t ... t Cn
¬C
{o1 , ..., on }
∀P.C
∃P.C
∃P.{o}
≥ nP
≤ nP

Example
Human u Male
Doctor t Lawyer
¬Male
{giselle, juan}
∀hasChild.Doctor
∃hasChild.Lawyer
∃citizenOf.{RSA}
≥ 2 hasChild
≤ 6 enrolledIn

OWL 2

Over the past 16 years, OWL has been used across subject domains, but in the
early years mostly by the health care and life sciences disciplines. Experimentation
with the standard revealed expected as well as unexpected shortcomings in addition
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Table 4.2: Some examples of OWL’s axioms, the same in DL notation, and an example.

OWL Axiom
SubClassOf
EquivalentClasses
SubPropertyOf
EquivalentProperties
SameIndividual
DisjointClasses
DifferentIndividuals
inverseOf
transitiveProperty

DL
C1 v C2
C1 ≡ ... ≡ Cn
P 1 v P2
P1 ≡ ... ≡ Pn
o1 = ... = on
Ci v ¬Cj
oi 6= oj
P1 ≡ P2−
P+ v P

symmetricProperty
functionalProperty
inverseFunctionalProperty

P ≡ P−
> v≤ 1P
> v≤ 1P −

Example
Human v Animal u Biped
Man ≡ Human u Male
hasDaughter v hasChild
cost ≡ price
President Zuma = J Zuma
Male v ¬Female
Thabo 6= Andile
hasChild ≡ hasParent−
ancestor+ v ancestor,
denoted also as Trans(ancestor)
Sym(connectedTo)
> v≤ 1hasPresident
> v≤ 1hasIDNo−

to the ideas mentioned in the “Future extensions” section of [HPSvH03], so that
a successor to OWL was deemed to be of value. Work towards a standardisation
of an OWL 2 took shape after the OWL Experiences and Directions workshop in
2007 and a final draft was ready by late 2008. On October 27 2009 it became the
official OWL 2 W3C recommendation4 . What does OWL 2 consist of—new and
improved!—and what does it fix with respect to the OWL standard of 2004? Let’s
consider the answers to these questions in the remainder of this section.
Limitations of OWL—as experienced by the practitioners
OWL 2 aims to address the issues described in section 2 of [CGHM+ 08] to a greater
or lesser extent, which is neither a superset nor subset of [HPSvH03]’s ideas for
possible extensions. For instance, an OWL 1 possible future feature was catering
for the Unique Name Assumption, but that did not make it into OWL 2, despite
that it has quite an effect on the complexity of a language [ACKZ09]. We briefly
summarise the interesting issues; refer to [CGHM+ 08] for details.
Expressivity limitations. First, it is not possible to express qualified cardinality
restrictions in OWL. For instance, one can state Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.>
or Bicycle v ∃ hasComponent.Wheel, but not Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.Wheel.
This was deemed an important shortcoming in OWL DL by its modellers. Second, some relational properties were perceived to be missing, notably reflexivity
and irreflexivity, so one could not represent the class Narcissist (someone who loves
him/herself), and not state that proper parthood is irreflexive, yet an irreflexive
partOf relation is important in medicine and biology. Third, there were also limitations on data types; e.g., one cannot express restrictions to a subset of datatype
values (ranges) and relationships between values of data properties on one object.
Last, there were also some ‘housekeeping’ features missing, such as annotations,
4

http://www.w3.org/TR/2009/REC-owl2-overview-20091027/
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imports, versioning, and species validation (see p315 of [CGHM+ 08] for details).
Syntax problems. OWL has both a frame-based legacy (Abstract syntax) and
axioms (DL), which was deemed too confusing. For instance, take the following
axiom:
Class(A partial restriction(hasB someValuesFrom(C))
What type of ontology elements do we have? Is hasB is data property and C a
datatype, or is hasB an object property and C a class? OWL-DL has a strict
separation of the vocabulary, but the specification does not precisely specify how
to enforce this separation at the syntactic level. In addition, RDF’s triple notation
is difficult to read and process.
Problems with the semantics. We shall not cover this issue. (For the curious:
this has to do with RDF’s blank nodes, but unnamed individuals not directly
available in SHOIN (D), and frames and axioms).
Overview of OWL 2
Complex systems have a tendency to become more, rather than less, complex, and
so it is for OWL 2, mainly regarding new features and more new languages. First,
have a look at the ‘orchestration’ of the various aspects of OWL 2 in Figure 4.1.
The top section indicates several syntaxes that can be used to serialize the ontology,
where RDF/XML is required and the other four are optional. There are mappings
between an OWL ontology and RDF graph in the middle, and the lower half depicts
that there is both a direct semantics, for OWL 2 DL-based species, and an RDFbased one, for OWL 2 full. Note that while that “mapping” between “ontology
structure” and “RDF Graph” and that “correspondence theorem” between “Direct
semantics” and “RDF-based semantics” exist, this does not mean they’re all the
same thing. The DL-based OWL 2 species have a mapping into RDF for the
serialisation, but they do not have an RDF-based semantics.
Second, the OWL 2 DL species is based on the DL SROIQ(D) [HKS06]. It is
more expressive than the underlying DL of OWL DL (SHOIN (D)) and therewith
meeting some of the modellers’ requests, such as more properties of properties and
qualified number restrictions (see below). There is cleaner support for annotations,
debatable (from an ontological perspective, that is) punning for metamodelling, and
a ‘key’ that is not a key in the common sense of keys in conceptual data models
and databases. Also, it irons out some difficulties that tool implementers had with
the syntaxes of OWL and makes importing ontologies more transparent.
Third, there are three OWL 2 profiles, which are sub-languages of (syntactic
restrictions on) OWL 2 DL so as to cater for different purposes of ontology usage
in applications. At the time of standardisation, they already enjoyed a considerable user base. This choice has its consequences that very well can, but may not
necessarily, turn out to be a positive one in praxis; this will be explored further in
the block on ontology engineering. The three profiles are:
• OWL 2 EL, which is based on the EL++ language [BBL05], intended for
use with large relatively simple type-level ontologies;
• OWL 2 QL, which is based on the DL-LiteR language [CGL+ 07], intended
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Figure 4.1:
Orchestration of syntax and semantics of OWL 2.
http://www.w3.org/TR/2009/REC-owl2-overview-20091027/).

(Source:

for handling and querying large amounts of instances through the ontology;
• OWL 2 RL, which is inspired by Description Logic Programs and pD, intended for ontologies with rules and data in the form of RDF triples.
Like with OWL 2 DL, each of these languages has automated reasoners tailored
to the language so as to achieve the best performance for the application scenario.
Indirectly, the notion of the profiles and automated reasoners says you cannot have
both many modelling features together in one language and expect to have good
performance with the ontology and ontology-driven information system. Such is life
with the limitations of computers, but one can achieve quite impressive results with
the languages and its tools that are practically not really doable with paper-based
manual efforts.

4.2.1

New OWL 2 features

OWL 2 DL is based on SROIQ(D) [HKS06], which we have seen in Chapter 3,
which is 2NExpTime-complete in taxonomic complexity [Kaz08]; hence, it is a
more expressive language than OWL-DL (SHOIN , which is NExpTime-complete
[Tob01]). Compared to OWL DL, it has fancier metamodelling and annotations,
improved ontology publishing, imports and versioning control. In addition to all
the OWL-DL features (recall Section 4.1.2), one can use the following ones in OWL
2 DL as well, which are illustrated afterwards:
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• Qualified cardinality restrictions, ≥ nR.C and ≤ nR.C (the Q in SROIQ):

– (≥ nR.C)I = {x | ]{y | (x, y) ∈ RI ∩ y ∈ C I } ≥ n}
In OWL 2: ObjectMinCardinality(n OPE CE); an example in DL notation: ≥ 3 hasPart.Door
– (≤ nR.C)I = {x | ]{y | (x, y) ∈ RI ∩ y ∈ C I } ≤ n}
In OWL 2: ObjectMaxCardinality(n OPE CE), an example in DL notation: ≤ 2 enrolledIn.UGDegree
– The difference between the unqualified cardinality constraint (the N
in OWL DL’s SHOIN ) and qualified cardinality constraint (the Q in
OWL 2 DL’s SROIQ) is the difference between aforementioned Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.> and Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.Wheel,
respectively.

• Properties of roles (the R in SROIQ):
– Reflexive (globally): Ref(R), with semantics:
∀x : x ∈ ∆I implies (x, x) ∈ (R)I
Example: the connection relation (everything is connected to itself).
– Reflexive (locally): ∃R.Self, with semantics:
{x | (x, x) ∈ R}
In OWL 2: ObjectHasSelf (OPE); e.g., ∃knows.Self to state you know
yourself.
– Irreflexive: Irr(R), with semantics:
∀x : x ∈ ∆I implies (x, x) ∈
/ (R)I
For instance, proper parthood is irreflexive: something cannot be proper
part of itself.
– Asymmetric: Asym(R), with semantics:
∀x, y : (x, y) ∈ (R)I implies (y, x) ∈
/ (R)I
For instance, Asym(parentOf): if John is the parent of Divesh, then
Divesh cannot be the parent of John.
• Limited role chaining (also covered with the R in SROIQ): e.g., R ◦ S v
R, with semantics: ∀y1 , . . . , y4 : (y1 , y2 ) ∈ (R)I and (y3 , y4 ) ∈ (S)I imply
(y1 , y4 ) ∈ (R)I , and regularity restriction (strict linear order (“<”) on the
properties). For instance: childOf ◦ childOf v grandchildOf so that one can
deduce that the child of a child is that person’s grandchild, and the uncle
example in Chapter 3.
The tricky part especially in practical ontology development is that some object property features and axioms work only on simple object properties, ‘simple’
meaning that it has no direct or indirect subproperties that are either transitive
or are defined by means of property chains; see section 11.1 of the OWL Structural Specification and Functional-Style Syntax for the exact specification of this
limitation. Practically, this means that the following features can be used only
on simple object properties: ObjectMinCardinality, ObjectMaxCardinality,
ObjectExactCardinality,
ObjectHasSelf,
FunctionalObjectProperty,
InverseFunctionalObjectProperty,
IrreflexiveObjectProperty,
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AsymmetricObjectProperty, and DisjointObjectProperties. Two examples of
what this concretely means when you’re trying to develop an ontology are illustrated next.
Example 4.2. In the first example, the ontologist has to choose between transitivity or qualified number restrictions, but cannot have both. This gives a modeller
options within OWL 2 DL, using cake with its ingredients as example:
1) Cake has ingredient any number of Edible substances and one would be able to
infer that if Milk is an ingredient of Butter that is an ingredient of Cake, then
Milk is an ingredient of Cake; i.e., hasIngredient and its inverse, ingredientOf is
transitive; or
2) a (standard) Cake has ingredients at least four Edible substances, but it cannot be inferred that the Milk is an ingredient of the Cake; i.e., hasIngredient
participates in a qualified number restriction.
Another modelling trade-off is the following one. Alike the uncle example in Chapter 3, one can specify a role chain for aunts, e.g.: hasMother ◦ hasSister v hasAunt.
It certainly holds that hasMother is asymmetric (your mother cannot be your child),
i.e., Asym(hasMother). Each axiom can be represented in an OWL 2 DL ontology,
yet, one cannot assert both the property chain and antisymmetry in the same OWL
2 DL ontology. ♦
The ontology development environment probably will warn you about such
syntax violations, and will prevent you from running the reasoner. It may say
something cryptic like “internal reasoner error” and the log file will have an entry
returned by the OWL API with the offending axioms, along the line of:
An error occurred during reasoning: Non-simple property
’<ex#hasIngredient>’ or its inverse appears in the cardinality
restriction ’ObjectMaxCardinality(4 <ex#hasIngredient>
<ex#EdibleSubstance>)’.
where the ex is the ontology’s URI. If it happens, you will have to decide which
of the two axioms is the more important one to keep, or choose another, more
expressive, logic beyond OWL 2 DL. One ‘way out’ to this problem will pass the
revue in Section 4.3.2.

4.2.2

OWL 2 Profiles

The main rationale for the profiles are computational complexity considerations
and robustness of implementations with respect to scalable applications. Their features are summarised here. Note that you are not expected to learn the following
lists of features by heart (it can be used as a quick ‘cheat sheet’), but you do need
to know, at least, their intended purpose. The more you practice developing ontologies, the easier it becomes to remember them. To assist with grasping language
features actually used in a particular ontology—be it the three OWL 1 species or
the five OWL 2 species—the OWL Classifier can be used. It lists in which OWL
species one’s OWL ontology is and why it violates the other species (i.e., creates
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a justification of the reported expressivity)5 , and therewith provides features that
are not available in currently popular ontology editors such as Protégé.
OWL 2 EL
OWL 2 EL is intended for large ‘simple’ ontologies and focuses on type-level knowledge (TBox). It has a better computational behaviour than OWL 2 DL . It is based
on the DL language EL++ (PTime complete), and it is used for the large medical terminology SNOMED CT [SNO12], among others. The listing of OWL 2 EL
features is included in Appendix C.
OWL 2 QL
OWL 2 QL aims at scenarios for query answering over a large amount of data
with the same kind of performance as relational databases (Ontology-Based Data
Access; see Chapter 8). Its expressive features cover several used features of UML
Class diagrams and ER models. It is based on DL-LiteR (though more is possible
with the Unique Name Assumption and in some implementations).
The supported axioms in OWL 2 QL take into account what one can use on the
left-hand side of the inclusion operator (v, SubClassOf) and what can be asserted
on the right-hand side, which turns it into a fairly long list due to the intricate
exclusions. The listing of OWL 2 QL features is included in Appendix C.
OWL 2 RL
OWL 2 RL’s development was motivated by what fraction of OWL 2 DL can be
expressed by rules (with equality) and scalable reasoning in the context of RDF(S)
application. It uses rule-based technologies (forward chaining rule system, over
instances) and is inspired by Description Logic Programs and pD*. Reasoning in
PTime.
The list of features supported in OWL 2 RL is easily specified:
– More restrictions on class expressions (see table 2 of [MGH+ 09]; e.g., no
SomeValuesFrom on the right-hand side of a subclass axiom)
– All axioms in OWL 2 RL are constrained in a way that is compliant with the
restrictions in Table 2.
– Thus, OWL 2 RL supports all axioms of OWL 2 apart from disjoint unions
of classes and reflexive object property axioms.
A quick one-liner of the difference with OWL 2 DL is: No ∀ and ¬ on the left-hand
side, and ∃ and t on right-hand side of v.

4.2.3

OWL 2 syntaxes

There are more syntaxes for OWL 2 than for OWL, as we have seen in Figure 4.1.
Consider the DL axiom
5

Source code and tool:
https://github.com/muhummadPatel/OWL_Classifier;
for a brief explanation of its use, see https://keet.wordpress.com/2016/06/19/
an-exhaustive-owl-species-classifier/.
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FirstYearCourse v ∀isTaughtBy.Professor
Rendering this in RDF/XML yields:
<!−− http://www.semanticweb.org/ontologies/2017/6/exOKB17.owl#FirstYearCourse −−>
<owl:Class rdf:about=”&exOKB17;FirstYearCourse”>
<rdfs:subClassOf rdf:resource=”&owl;Thing”/>
<rdfs:subClassOf>
<owl:Restriction>
<owl:onProperty rdf:resource=”&exOKB17;isTaughtBy”/>
<owl:allValuesFrom rdf:resource=”&exOKB17;Professor”/>
</owl:Restriction>
</rdfs:subClassOf>
</owl:Class>

This RDF/XML fragment tells us that the ontology is called exOKB17 (abbreviated name for the full URI), FirstYearCourse is a subClassOf the root-class
Thing, and a subclass of the restriction on FirstYearCourse, being that the restriction is owl:onProperty object property isTaughtBy and the ‘filler’, i.e., to
which the restriction applies, is allValuesFrom (i.e., ∀) Professor.
In OWL/XML (also not intended for human consumption), we have the same
as follows:
<SubClassOf>
<Class IRI=”#FirstYearCourse”/>
<Class abbreviatedIRI=”owl:Thing”/>
</SubClassOf>
<SubClassOf>
<Class IRI=”#FirstYearCourse”/>
<ObjectAllValuesFrom>
<ObjectProperty IRI=”#isTaughtBy”/>
<Class IRI=”#Professor”/>
</ObjectAllValuesFrom>
</SubClassOf>

The functional syntax equivalent is as follows:
Declaration(Class(:FirstYearCourse))
SubClassOf(:FirstYearCourse owl:Thing)
SubClassOf(:FirstYearCourse ObjectAllValuesFrom(:isTaughtBy :Professor))

The Manchester syntax rendering is intended exceedingly for human reading, for
non-logicians, and for ease of communication in, say, emails that do not render
mathematical symbols well. On the one hand, there is a Protégé-generated Manchester syntax rendering:
Class: <http://www.semanticweb.org/ontologies/2017/6/exOKB17.owl#FirstYearCourse>
SubClassOf:
owl:Thing,
<http://www.semanticweb.org/ontologies/2017/6/exOKB17.owl#isTaughtBy> only
<http://www.semanticweb.org/ontologies/2017/6/exOKB17.owl#Professor>

But this usually gets abbreviated as follows:
Class: FirstYearCourse
SubClassOf:
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owl:Thing,
isTaughtBy only Professor

or, even shorter:
FirstYearCourse SubClassOf isTaughtBy only Professor

There are several really non-standard representations of OWL ontologies for various
reasons, such as interface design and making it easier for non-logicians to contribute
to ontology development. For instance, in pseudo-natural language (which is a topic
of Chapter 9), and graphical renderings, like with Ontograf and depicted in Figure 4.2, where the axiom shows when hovering over the coloured line representing
the object property. These informal variants are all ‘syntactic sugar’ renderings of
the ontology.

Figure 4.2: Screenshot of the FirstYearCourse v ∀isTaughtBy.Professor in the Ontograf
plugin for the Protégé ontology development environment; the axiom appears when hovering over the coloured dashed line representing the object property.

4.2.4

Complexity considerations for OWL

We have seen different ‘species’ of OWL, which have more or less language features,
and that this was motivated principally by scalability issues of the very expressive
languages. Different languages/problems have different complexity (NP-complete,
PSPACE, EXPTIME etc.). Appendix D contains a very brief recap on computational complexity, whereas here we jump straight to the specifics for OWL.
In this setting of ontologies, we are interested in the following reasoning problems: ontology consistency, class expression satisfiability, class expression subsumption, instance checking, and (Boolean) conjunctive query answering (recall
Section 3.3). When evaluating complexity, the following parameters are considered
(copied from section 5 of the OWL 2 Profiles standard [MGH+ 09]):
• Data Complexity: the complexity measured with respect to the total size
of the assertions in the ontology.
• Taxonomic Complexity: the complexity measured with respect to the
total size of the axioms in the ontology.
• Query Complexity: the complexity measured with respect to the total size
of the query.
• Combined Complexity: the complexity measured with respect to both the
size of the axioms, the size of the assertions, and, in the case of conjunctive
query answering, the size of the query as well.

2

2
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QL

OWL
RL
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2

Ontology Consistency, Class Expression Satisfiability, Class Expression
Subsumption, Instance Checking,
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Ontology Consistency, Class Expression Satisfiability, Class Expression
Subsumption, Instance Checking,
Conjunctive Query Answering

Ontology Consistency, Class Expression Satisfiability, Class Expression
Subsumption, Instance Checking,
Conjunctive Query Answering

Ontology Consistency, Class Expression Satisfiability, Class Expression
Subsumption, Instance Checking
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Table 4.3: Complexity of OWL species (Source: [MGH+ 09]).
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Table 4.3 summarises the known complexity results for OWL 2 under both RDF
and the direct semantics, OWL 2 EL, OWL 2 QL, OWL 2 RL, and OWL 1 DL. The
results refer to the worst-case complexity of these reasoning problems and, as such,
do not say that implemented algorithms necessarily run in this class on all input
problems, or what space/time they use on some/typical/certain kind of problems.
For X-complete problems, these results only say that a reasoning algorithm
cannot use less time/space than indicated by this class on all input problems,
where “X” is one of the complexity classes listed in the previous section.

4.3

OWL in context

OWL was designed for the World Wide Web, and has a place there, which is
outlined in the next subsection. A different notion of ‘positioning’ OWL is with
respect to the language features, or: options to link OWL to more expressive
languages, which is described afterward.

4.3.1

OWL and the Semantic Web

OWL does not exist in isolation, but is part of the Semantic Web stack—also called
the (in)famous ‘layer cake’—to make the Semantic Web work. This layer cake is
shown in Figure 4.3. Stepwise working our way up from the bottom layer, there
is XML, which is a surface syntax that has no semantics, and then XML Schema,
which describes structure of XML documents.
RDF is intended for describing data and facilitating data exchange; it is a data
model for “relations” between “things”, which also has a RDF Schema and an RDF
Vocabulary Definition Language. RDF data can be queried with the SPARQL
query language (one can draw an analogue with SQL for relational databases, but
then tailored to the Internet). At the time of writing, RDF with its Linked Data—
be it open or not—is quite popular. One of the central nodes in the Linked Data
cloud is DBpedia [BLK+ 09], an RDF-ised version of Wikipedia’s info boxes. Such
systems may be users of lightweight ontologies or structured controlled vocabularies. The reason for lightweight is because the RDF store tends to be large with a
lot of data stored in triples.
On top of that, we have the ontology language for the Web, OWL, to handle
the knowledge and reasoning, and rules (RIF). RIF does not seem to be used much.
There are many user interfaces for the whole range of Semantic Web applications. The details of the “trust” and “crypto”, on the other hand, are still sketchy.
Perhaps the “crypto” will receive more attention with the increasing popularity of
BlockChain. There are, at the time of writing, some preliminary explorations on
using RDF with BlockChain. Also, as there are several BlockChain systems, and
they will need to interoperate at some point, so perhaps there is a job for ontologies
there as well in the near future.
Finally, several directions for extensions to OWL proposed. These include the
‘leftover’ from OWL 1’s “Future extensions”, such as the unique name assumption, closed world assumption, making parthood a primitive object property alike
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Figure 4.3: The Semantic Web layer cake.

subsumption is, syntactic sugar for, e.g., ‘macros’ and ‘n-aries’, a better integration with rules (RIF, DL-safe rules, SBVR), some orthogonal dimensions such as
temporal, fuzzy, rough, and/or probabilistic, and better support for multilingual
ontologies. Most of these desires were known during the standardisation of OWL
2. At the time of writing, it does not seem likely that a version 2.5 or even 3 will
be started any time soon (but that does not mean there are no such extensions
or solutions proposed for them; in fact, we will see some of them pass the revue
later in the book). Perhaps this is a sign that realising the ‘Semantic Web’ may
not happen after all. Regardless, OWL itself has a life of its own, were OWL files
are integrated into a wide range of applications on and off the Web in standalone
‘intelligent’ applications anyway.

4.3.2

The Distributed ontology, model, and specification
language DOL

A few limitations of OWL 2 DL were illustrated in Example 4.2, showing that
entirely reasonable combinations of features, like asymmetry of hasMother and inferring who has whom as aunt, are not possible within that framework. There are
alternatives, but they do come at the cost of scalability. If one needs scalability
as well, one could choose to first develop the more precise ontology that has a
higher precision and coverage, check that all is consistent and satisfiable, and then
simplify it to the profile needed for the application.
One option is to use the Distributed ontology, model, and specification language
(DOL), which has been approved as a standard of the Object Management Group
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Relations between the logics

bRDF
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OBOOWL
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RDF
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(OWL 2 EL)
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(OWL 2 QL)
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model-expansive comorphisms
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(OWL 2 RL)

model-expansive comorphisms

RDFS

(OWL 2 DL)

Complexity classes of the logics
grey: no fixed expressivity
green: decidable ontology languages
yellow: semi-decidable
orange: some second-order constructs
red: full second-order logic

OBO 1.4

DDLOWL
OWL-Full

ECoOWL

FOL=

DFOL

ECoFOL

F-logic

-

CL

EER

CL

CASL

FOLms=
HOL

Figure 4.4: A sub-graph of logics currently supported by DOL/Ontohub, linked with
a variety of logic translations; the arrow shapes indicate some technical differences in
translation from one logic to another and the different colours of the boxes give a ballpark
figure of the expressivity/complexity of that language. (Source: based on [KK17b])

(OMG) in 20166 . DOL is not yet a new language for representing the axioms,
but provides a unified metalanguage where one can slot in one’s logic of choice—
including OWL—as one pleases (roughly), and put the axioms that violate the
OWL 2 DL restrictions in another ontology module that is then linked to the
OWL file. The system can treat them both as one larger ontology and reason over
it (that will take a bit more time to complete, if at all). It comes with a tool for
realising reasoning over the combination of ontologies (the Heterogeneous ToolSet7 )
and the OntoHub repository to store heterogeneous ontologies [CKK+ 17].
How this is achieved behind the scenes is not trivial; the general theoretical background of DOL is described in [KML10], with a detailed description in
[MCNK15]. It uses the notion of institutions (in the mathematical sense) to tie the
logics together, which were first introduced in [GB92]. Institutions capture commonalities across logics—like FOL and DLs both using a model-theoretic semantics, the overlap in constructors—and therewith provide a means of interoperability
across logics.
The orchestration of languages DOL supports currently is depicted in Figure 4.4,
which is organised along two dimensions: the quality of logic translation (the different shapes of the arrows) and expressivity of the logic (coloured boxes). The
expressivity ranges from the Semantic Web languages RDF and the OWL species
all the way up to (variants of) first- and second-order logic, so as to cater for a
wide range of requirements from the different communities that use models in one
way or another.
DOL has many more features that, at this stage in the book, may not make a
6
7

http://www.omg.org/spec/DOL/
http://hets.dfki.de
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lot of sense or seem not really needed, but they probably will be perceived useful
as one advances in ontology engineering and/or are facing a concrete ontology
development and maintenance project in government or industry. This for the
simple reason that ontologies ‘out there’ are definitely not as small and simple
as the African Wildlife Ontology. For instance, one could create a network of
ontologies rather than a monolithic one, which can be useful if several groups at
different locations contribute to the ontology, or create mappings between elements
in ontologies once one has imported one for reuse. We will see such scenarios in
Block II. In addition, or, perhaps: moreover, besides being able to represent the
aforementioned expressiveness example with the cake and the aunts (Example 4.2),
one can also do other things that are still in the ‘future extensions’ list for OWL,
such as playing with open vs. closed world semantics and declare n-ary relations
fully.

4.3.3

Common Logic

Ontology development does not need to occur with OWL. The main other logic
that has been serialised is Common Logic (CL) [CLs07], which has been standardised by the ISO. It is a family of first-order logics that share a common abstract
syntax, have a model-theoretic semantics, and it uses XML as well. It has three “dialects” (syntaxes): 1) the Common Logic Interchange Format CLIF (one textual
notation); 2) the Conceptual Graph Interchange Format (diagrams), CGIF; and
3) eXtended Common Logic Markup Language (XCL), based on XML (another
textual notation).
It had its own design goals, which wasn’t concerned with computability. More
specifically8 , and in comparison with the earlier listed design goals of OWL, they
were: 1) Common interlingua for variety of KR notations; 2) Syntactically as unconstrained as possible; 3) Semantically as simple and conventional as possible; 4)
Full first-order logic with equality, at least; 5) web-savvy, up-to-date; 6) Historical
origins in Knowledge Interchange Format (KIF).
Because CL is more expressive, the Semantic Web languages (including the
OWL species) all can map into CL. Further, since DOL, it need not be ‘self standing’, as the DOL framework as well as the tooling with Hets do provide support for
CL; see also the “CL− ” and “CL” boxes in the right-bottom corner in Figure 4.4.

4.4

Exercises

Review question 4.1. How does OWL/OWL 2 differ from a DL language?
Review question 4.2. Describe what were the motivations to develop OWL 2.
Review question 4.3. What are the new features in OWL 2 DL compared to
OWL-DL?
8

A clear brief overview can be found at https://www.w3.org/2004/12/rules-ws/slides/
pathayes.pdf
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Review question 4.4. Which is the required format one has to serialise an OWL
ontology in?
Review question 4.5. List all the species of OWL (both standards).
Review question 4.6. Which language features can be used on simple object
properties only?
Review question 4.7. What are OWL 2 QL, OWL 2 RL, and OWL 2 EL tailed
toward, respectively?
Review question 4.8. What is the major advantage of the OWL 2 Profiles over
OWL 2 DL and OWL 2 full?
Review question 4.9. Which four ‘parameters’ are considered for complexity of
an OWL species?
Review question 4.10. Describe in one sentence the purpose of DOL.
Exercise 4.1. Complete Table 4.4: Verify the question marks in the table (tentatively all “–”), fill in the dots, and any “±” should be qualified at to what the
restriction is. You may prefer to distribute this exercise among your classmates.
Exercise 4.2. Consider some medical ontology. You know that an injury (a cut,
a fracture) to a bone in your hand is also an injury to your hand. How can you
model this, and similar, information in an OWL 2 DL ontology such that it infers
this not only for injuries to hands, but for any injury to any anatomical body part
to an injury to its (direct/indirect) whole? Which OWL 2 DL feature do you need
for this? Try to formalise it. *
Exercise 4.3. Install your ODE of choice, if not already done so, and acquaint
yourself with the software. If you installed Protégé (5.x it is in 2018), you may want
to have a look at the Pizza Ontology Tutorial (can be downloaded from the Web),
but note that it was for a prior Protégé version, so there are slight differences in
the screenshots there and the current interface. Also note that the Pizza tutorial
was designed with the intention to acquaint the user the tool, not as a cookbook
for best practices in ontology development (which it certainly is not).
Exercise 4.4. Recall Exercise 3.3: if you have not added the DL axiom renderer
plug in yet, do so now. Load the AWO, or any other expressive ontology (i.e., one
that is more than a simple bare hierarchy) and inspect both the DL rendering and
the quasi natural language of the Protégé interface. Use this to familiarise yourself
with the Protégé notation. Also, it may be of use when carrying out the next two
exercises.
Exercise 4.5. Several axioms were listed in the chapter. You will now add them
to a new ‘test ontology’ and experiment a bit with it.
a. Create a new ontology, give it a new URI, and save it in RDF/XML.
b. Add either Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.> or Bicycle v ∃ hasComponent.Wheel.
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c. Take the OWL classifier (see footnote 5) and inspect the least expressive
OWL species and violations. *
d. Update the previous axiom with the following one: Bicycle v ≥ 2 hasComponent.Wheel.
e. Reload the ontology in the OWL classifier and inspect the OWL species and
violations. What is the main difference? *
f. Experiment in a similar way with one or more of the other axioms listed in
the chapter.

Exercise 4.6. Create a new ontology, add the vegan and vegetarian from Exercise 3.2, and check both O ` V egan v V egetarian and O ` V egetarian v V egan.
Describe the outcomes.
Exercise 4.7. Find another ontology development environment, be with a Web
interface or stand-alone tool.
a. Repeat the previous exercise.
b. Compare the tools by considering, among others: do they both support OWL
2 DL? Which one is easier to navigate? Which one has the most features to
help ontology development? Which one is easier for a collaborative ontology
development project?
If you cannot find a tool, then consider the documentation of, e.g., MoKi and
ACEWiki and compare them on their features.
Exercise 4.8. Load university.owl (note the OWL species) in your ODE, inspect the contents, and try to represent:
a. A Joint Honors Maths & Computer Science Student, who is one who takes
both Computer Science and Mathematics modules.
b. A Single Honours Maths Student (or [Computer Science, Economics]) is
one who takes only Maths [Computer Science, Economics] modules.
Is it possible? If yes, how, if not, why not? *
Exercise 4.9. Classify the ontology of the previous question, and describe what
happened and changed.
Exercise 4.10. The university has a regulation that each undergraduate student
must take exactly 2 modules. Add this restriction to the ontology of the previous
question.
a. Student 9 takes MT101, CS101, and CS102. Do you think your ontology is
consistent? Describe why. Check your answer by adding the student and his
courses, run the reasoner and examine the inferences. *
b. Student 10 takes MT101, CS101, and EC101. Do you think your ontology is
consistent? Describe why. Check your answer by adding the data, running
the reasoner, and examining the inferences. *
Exercise 4.11. Open the computerscience.owl file, find the principal errors in
the ontology, and distinguish them from the ‘knock-on’ errors that are merely a
consequence of the principal errors. What would you propose to a modeller how to
fix it, and why? Note that “fixing” is to be understood as obtaining a satisfiable
ontology other than just deleting the unsatisfiable classes. *
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Table 4.4: Partial comparison of some OWL features

Language ⇒
Feature ⇓
Role hierarchy
N-ary roles (where n ≥ 2)
Role chaining
Role acyclicity
Symmetry
Role values
Qualified number restrictions
One-of, enumerated classes
Functional dependency
Covering constraint over concepts
Complement of concepts
Complement of roles
Concept identification
Range typing
Reflexivity
Antisymmetry
Transitivity
Asymmetry
Irreflexivity
.

OWL 1
Lite DL
+
+
–
–
–
–
–
–
+
+
–
–
–
–
?
+
+
+
?
+
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+
–
–
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–
–
–
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+
?
?
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–
.
.

OWL 2
DL
+
–
+
–
+
–
+
+
+
+
+
+
–
+
+
–
+
+
+
.

OWL 2 Profiles
EL QL RL
.
+
.
.
?
.
.
–
.
.
–
.
.
+
.
.
–
.
.
–
.
.
–
.
.
?
.
.
–
.
.
+
.
.
+
.
.
–
.
.
+
.
.
–
.
.
–
.
.
–
.
–
+
+
.
–
.
.
.
.

Exercise 4.12. Consider again the content of the AWO. How would you represent
the following information, if it is possible at all without running into inconsistencies?
a. There is also bird wildlife, and birds fly. Then there are penguins—a type of
bird—not only on Antarctica, but also in South Africa, in the wild even, so
they also have to be added to the AWO. Penguins don’t fly, however. *
b. There are plenty of insects, too, which are also animals. Before we look
into human edible insects, let’s first try to represent the Lepidoptera family,
which literally means “having scaled wings”, i.e., insects like butterflies and
moths. The life of those insects goes through four stages where the entity
is morphologically rather distinct: egg, larva (e.g., the caterpillar), pupa (or
chrysalis), and adult (e.g., the butterfly). *
Note: you may wish to do this exercise together with a classmate to bounce of
ideas. The caterpillar/butterfly challenge will return in Chapter 5 from a different
viewpoint.
Exercise 4.13. From an educational perspective, you could do Practical Assignment 1 now (see Section B.1) or at the end of Block II. The advantage of doing
it now is that you will appreciate the contents of Block II more and can revisit
this assignment at the end of Block II, and it gives you a better understanding of
both the language features and the automated reasoner. The disadvantage is that

88

Chapter 4. The Web Ontology Language OWL 2

it might be harder to do now than at the end of Block II and the quality of the
ontology of your first attempt to create one is likely going to be low (which, on the
other hand, is a good learning opportunity).

4.5
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CHAPTER

5

Methods and Methodologies

In Block I we looked at languages for representing ontologies, and you obtained
experience in reading existing ontologies, adding and removing some axioms, and
using the automated reasoner. But how exactly did someone come up with the
whole ontology in the first place? What can, or should, you do when you have to
develop your own ontology? When is an ontology a good one? Just like in software
engineering, there are methods and methodologies to guide you through it so that
you will be able to answer these questions, or they at least will help out with one
or more of the steps in the development of an ontology.
There is not just one way of doing it or a single up-to-date comprehensive
methodology for ontology development that covers everything you possibly probably need, but there some useful steps and combinations. There are several proposals
along the line of generic ‘waterfall’ and ‘agile’ approaches that were inspired by software development methodologies. They are at the level of general guidelines and
more and less detailed stages, which we shall cover in this chapter in Section 5.1.
Diagrammatically, such (generalised!) methodologies have the tasks as shown in
Figure 5.1: this one may look like a ‘waterfall’, but practically, it can be an iterative one not only within the ontology development, but within the “maintenance”
that may involve substantial redesign or adding a new module that follows those
development steps again, and a further refinement are methodologies for ontology
authoring that permeate the whole development process. Particular aspects of such
methodologies can be assisted by one or more methods and guidelines of the many
ones available. A main reason for this state of affairs is that there is still much to
be done, there are many different use-case scenarios, and it is—scientifically—hard
to prove one methodology is better than another. This is easier to demonstrate for
particular methods.
More specifically, in this chapter we start with high-level methodologies reminiscent of those in software development—dubbed (process-oriented) ‘macro-level’
methodologies—and more detailed ones that focus on ontology authoring—called
‘micro-level’ development—in Section 5.1. We then proceed to a sampling of meth91
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Ontology management (scheduling, controlling, quality assurance)
Feasibility study (problems, opportunities, potential
solutions, economic feasibility)

Ontology development and support
Ontology reuse

Knowledge
acquisition

Evaluation

Documentation

Ontology use

Domain Analysis (motivating scenarios, competency
questions, existing solutions)
Conceptualisation (of the model, integration and
extension of existing solutions)
Implementation (ontology authoring in a logic-based
representation language)

Maintenance (adapting the ontology to new
requirements)
Use (ontology-based search, integration, negotiation)

Figure 5.1: Main tasks in ontology engineering (Source: based on [SMB10])

ods that can be used as a component within those methodologies (Section 5.2),
which are roughly divided into one of the four categories of methods: logic-based
only, purely based on philosophy, a combination of the two, and heuristics.

5.1

Methodologies for ontology development

Several specific methodologies for ontology development exist following the general idea depicted in Figure 5.1, notably the older Methontology and On-ToKnowledge, the more recent NeON and Melting Point methodologies, and the
authoring-focused recent ones OntoSpec, DiDOn, and TDDonto, and the older
“Ontology Development 101” (OD101)1 . They are not simply interchangeable in
that one could pick any one of them and it will work out well. Besides that some
are older or outdated by now, they can be distinguished in core approach, being
between:
• micro-level ontology authoring vs. a macro-level systems-view of ontology
development;
• isolated, single, stand-alone, ontology development vs. collaborative development of ontologies and ontology networks.
Micro-level methodologies focus on the viewpoint of the details emphasising formalisation aspects, which goes into ontology authoring, for it is about writing down
the actual axioms and design choices that may even be driven by the language.
Macro-level methodologies, on the other hand, emphasise the processes from an
1

details can be found in [FGPPP99, SSSS01, SFdCB+ 08, GOG+ 10, Kas05, Kee12b, KL16,
NM01], respectively.
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information systems and IT viewpoint, such as depicted in Figure 5.1. They may
merge into comprehensive methodologies in the near future.
Regarding the second difference, this reflects a division between ‘old’ and ‘new’
methodologies in the sense that the older ones assume a setting that was typical
of 20 years ago: the development of a single monolithic ontology by one or a few
people residing in one location, who were typically the knowledge engineers doing
the actual authoring after having extracted the domain knowledge from the domain
expert. The more recent ones take into account the changing landscape in ontology
development over the years, being towards collaboratively building ontology networks that cater for characteristics such as dynamics, context, collaborative, and
distributed development. For instance, domain experts and knowledge engineers
may author an ontology simultaneously, in collaboration, and residing in two different locations, or the ontology may have been split up into inter-related modules
so that each sub-group of the development team can work on their section, and
the automated reasoning may well be distributed over other locations or remotely
with more powerful machines.
The remainder of this section provides an overview of these two types of guidelines.

5.1.1

Macro-level development methodologies

Waterfalls
The macro-level methodologies all will get you started with domain ontology development in a structured fashion, albeit not all in the exact same way, and sometimes
that is even intended like that. For instance, one may commence with a feasibility
study and assessment of potential economic benefits of the ontology-driven approach to solving the problem(s) at hand, or assume that is sorted out already or
not necessary and commence with the actual development methodology by conducting a requirements analysis of the ontology itself and/or find and describe case
studies. A well-known instantiation of the generic notions of the development process depicted in Figure 5.1, is the comparatively comprehensive Methontology
methodology [GPFLC04], which has been applied to various subject domains since
its development in the late 1990s (e.g., the chemicals [FGPPP99] and legal domain [CMFL05]). This methodology is for single ontology development and while
several practicalities are superseded with more recent and even newer languages,
tools, and methodologies, the core procedure still holds. Like Figure 5.1, it has a
distinct flavour of a waterfall methodology. The five main steps are:
1) Specification: why, what are its intended uses, who are the prospective users
2) Conceptualization: with intermediate representations such as in text or diagrams
3) Formalization: transforms the domain-expert understandable ‘conceptual
model’ into a formal or semi-computable model
4) Implementation: represent it in an ontology language
5) Maintenance: corrections, updates, etc.
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Figure 5.2: Graphical depiction of several different steps in ontology development,
where each step has its methods and interactions with other steps (Source: [SFdCB+ 08])

In addition, there are various management activities, such as planning activities,
control, and quality assurance, and supporting tasks, such as documentation and
version control. Ontology management may vary somewhat across the methodologies, such as helping with development of a Gantt chart for several ontology
development scenarios. A refinement over the years is, among others, the better provision of ‘intermediate representations’; e.g., the MOdelling wiKI MoKi
[GKL+ 09] has a feature for automatic translation between formal and semi or informal specifications by the different experts, which is also reflected in the interface
so as to let domain experts, ontologists, and logicians work together on a single
project, which is further facilitated by chat-like features where discussions take
place during the modelling stage [DGR12].
Methontology is, practically, superseded by the NeON methodology. Instead of the straight-forward five steps, there are many possible routes composed
of multiple steps; see Figure 5.2. Various development scenarios are then specified by combining a subset of those steps and in some order, which results in a
different planning of the ontology activities. Each number in Figure 5.2 denotes
a scenario. For instance, Scenario 4 is that of “Building ontology networks by
reusing and reengineering ontological resources.” [SFdCB+ 08]. How to actually do
this Scenario 4, is another matter. For instance, one may/will have to
a) be able to find ontologies in the domain of interest, evaluate them on the
relevance and choose which would be the best fit—a research problem of its
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own (see, e.g., [KG17, KK12, McD17]);
b) extract only a module from an ontology, rather than reusing the whole ontology (see, e.g., [Daw17] for a recent overview, new methods, and tools);
c) convert the representation language of the ontology; e.g., from OWL 2 DL to
OWL 2 QL, or from OBO to OWL; and
d) align ontologies, which is even a sub-field within ontology engineering that is
large and active enough for a second edition of a handbook [ES07].
Each of these tasks has its own theoretical foundations, methods, and tools.
NeON also includes more details for the specification stage, especially with
respect to so-called Competency Questions (CQs). CQs, first introduced in [GF95],
specify the questions one’s ontology should be able to answer and therewith what
knowledge the ontology should contain. For instance, with the AWO, one may
want the ontology to be able to answer “Which animal eats which other animal?”
and “Which animals are endangered?”. The AWO you have inspected does contain
some information to answer the former (lions eat impalas), but not the latter, for
it does not contain information about endangered species.
NeOn also has a “Glossary of Activities”, identifying and defining 55 activities
when ontology networks are collaboratively built, such as ontology localisation (for
another natural language), alignment (linking to another ontology), and diagnosis
(of errors), which are divided into a matrix with “required” and “if applicable”
[SFdCB+ 08].
Not even the NeON methodology covers all options—i.e., all the steps and all
possible permutations at each step—that should be in an ontologist’s ‘tool box’,
though. For instance, some mention “non-ontological resource reuse” for bottomup ontology development (number 2 in Figure 5.2), and note NLP and reuse of
thesauri, but lack detail on how this is to be done—for that, one has to search the
literature and look up specific methods and tools and the other bottom-up routes
(the topic of Chapter 7) that can, or have to be, ‘plugged in’ the methodology
actually being applied. A glaring absence from the methodologies is that none
of them incorporates a ‘top-down’ step on foundational ontology use to enforce
precision and interoperability with other ontologies and reuse generic classes and
object properties to facilitate domain ontology development. We will look at this in
some detail in Chapter 6. For the older methodologies this may be understandable,
given that at the time they were hardly available, but it is a missed opportunity
for the more recent methodologies.
Lifecycles
A recent addition to the ontology development methodology landscape is the Ontology Summit 2013 Communiqué’s2 take on the matter with the ontology lifecycle
model; see Figure 5.3. Each stage has its own set of questions that ought to be
answered satisfactorily. To provide a flavour of those questions that need to be
answered in an ontology development project, I include here an arbitrary selection
of such questions at several stages, which also address evaluation of the results of
that stage (see the communiqué or [N+ 13] for more of such questions):
2

http://ontolog.cim3.net/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?OntologySummit2013_Communique
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• Requirements development phase
– Why is this ontology needed? (What is the rationale? What are the
expected benefits)?
– Are there existing ontologies or standards that need to be reused or
adopted?
– What are the competency questions? (what questions should the ontology itself be able to answer?)
• Ontological analysis phase
– Are all relevant terms from the use cases documented?
– Are all entities within the scope of the ontology captured?
• System design phase
– What operations will be performed, using the ontology, by other system
components? What components will perform those operations? How do
the business requirements identified in the requirements development
phase apply to those specific operations and components?
– How will the ontology be built, evaluated, and maintained? What tools
are needed to enable the development, evaluation, configuration management, and maintenance of the ontology?
At this point, you are not expected to be able to answer all questions already. Some
possible answers will pass the revue in the remainder of the book, and others you
may find when working on the practical assignment.

Figure
5.3:
Ontology
Summit
2013’s
lifecycle
model
(Source:
http://ontolog.cim3.net/cgi-bin/wiki.pl?OntologySummit2013 Communique)

Agile
Agile approaches to ontology development are being investigated at the time of
writing this book. That is, this is in flux, hence, perhaps, too early at this stage
to give a full account of it. For some preliminary results, one may wish to have a
look at, e.g., the Agile-inspired OntoMaven that has OntoMvnTest with ‘test cases’
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for the usual syntax checking, consistency, and entailment [PS15], simplified agile
[Per17], a sketch of a possible Test-Driven Development methodology is introduced
in [KL16], and eXtreme Design was added to NeON [PD+ 09].
It is beyond the current scope to provide a comparison of the methodologies
(see for an overview [GOG+ 10]). Either way, it is better to pick one of them to
structure your activities for developing a domain ontology than using none at all.
Using none at all amounts to re-inventing the wheel and stumbling upon the same
difficulties and making the same mistakes developers have made before, but a good
engineer has learned from previous mistakes. The methodologies aim to prevent
common mistakes and omissions, and let you to carry out the tasks better than
otherwise would have occurred without using one.

5.1.2

Micro-level development

OntoSpec, OD101, and DiDOn can be considered ‘micro-level’ methodologies: they
focus on guidelines to formalise the subject domain, i.e., providing guidance how
to go from an informal representation to a logic-based one. While this could be
perceived to be part of the macro-level approach, as it happens, such a ‘micro-level
view’ actually does affect some macro-level choices and steps. It encompasses not
only axiom choice, but also other aspects that affect that, such as the following
ones (explained further below):
1) Requirements analysis, with an emphasis on purpose, use cases regarding
expressiveness (temporal, fuzzy, n-aries etc.), types of queries, reasoning services needed;
2) Design of an ontology architecture (e.g., modular), distributed or not, which
(logic-based) framework to use;
3) Choose principal representation language and consider encoding peculiarities
(see below);
4) Consider and choose a foundational ontology and make modelling decisions
(e.g., on attributes and n-aries as relations or classes; Chapter 6);
5) Consider domain ontology, top-domain level ontology, and ontology design
pattern ontology reuse, if applicable, and any ontology matching technique
required for their alignment;
6) Consider semi-automated bottom-up approaches, tools, and language transformations, and remodel if needed to match the decisions in steps 3 and 4
(Chapter 7);
7) Formalization (optionally with intermediate representations), including:
a) examine and add the classes, object properties, constraints, rules taking
into account the imported ontologies;
b) use an automated reasoner for debugging and detecting anomalous deductions in the logical theory;
c) use ontological reasoning services for ontological quality checks (e.g.,
OntoClean and RBox Compatibility);
d) add annotations;
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8) Generate versions in other ontology languages, ‘lite’ versions, etc., if applicable;
9) Deployment, with maintenance, updates, etc.
Some of them are incorporated also in the macro-level methodologies, but do not
yet clearly feature in the detail required for authoring ontologies. There is much
to say about these steps, and even more yet to be investigated and developed
(and they will be revised and refined in due time); some and its application to
bio-ontologies can be found in [Kee12b].
For the remainder of this section, we shall consider briefly the language choice
and some modelling choices on formalising it, in order to demonstrate that the
‘micro’ is not a ‘single step’ as it initially might seem from the macro-level methodologies, and that the ‘micro’ level does not simply consist of small trivial choices
to make in the development process.
The representation language
Regarding formalisation, the first aspect is to choose a suitable logic-based language, which ought to be the optimal choice based on the required language features and automated reasoning requirements (if any), that, in turn, ought to follow
from the overall purpose of the ontology (due to computational limitations), if there
is a purpose at all [Kee10a]. Generalising slightly, they fall into two main group:
light-weight ontologies—hence, languages—to be deployed in systems for, among
others, annotation, natural language processing, and ontology-based data access,
and there are ‘scientific ontologies’ for representing the knowledge of a subject domain in science, such as human anatomy, biological pathways, and data mining
[D+ 10, HND+ 11, KLd+ 15, RMJ03]. More importantly for choosing the suitable
language, is that the first main group of ontologies require support for navigation,
simple queries to retrieve a class in the hierarchy, and scalability. Thus, a language
with low expressiveness suffices, such as the Open Biological and biomedical Ontologies’ obo-format, the W3C standardised Simple Knowledge Organisation System
(SKOS) language [MB09], and the OWL 2 EL or OWL 2 QL profile [MGH+ 09].
For a scientific ontology, on the other hand, we need a very expressive language to
capture fine-grained distinctions between the entities. This also means one needs
(and can use fruitfully) more reasoning services, such as satisfiability checking,
classification, and complex queries. One can choose any language, be it full first
order predicate logic with or without an extension (e.g., temporal, fuzzy), or one
of the very expressive OWL species to guarantee termination of the reasoning services and foster interoperability and reuse with other ontologies. The basic idea is
summarised in Figure 5.4, which is yet to be refined further with more ontology
languages, such as the OWL 2 RL profile or SWRL for rules and the DLR and
CF D families of DL languages that can handle n-ary relationships (with n ≥ 2)
properly.
The analysis of the language aspects can be pushed further, and one may wish
to consider the language in a more fine-grained way and prefer one semantics over
another and one ontological commitment over another. For instance, assessing
whether one needs access to the components of a relationship alike UML’s asso-
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Only data
annotation?

Text
annotation?

Use OBO
or OWL 2 EL

Use SKOS, OBO, or
OWL 2 EL

large ABox?

Use OWL 2 EL

Use OWL 2 QL

Decidability is
important?

Use any FOL, extension thereof, or higher order
logic, e.g. Common Logic, DLRus

Use OWL (2) DL

Figure 5.4: A preliminary decision diagram to choose a suitable ontology language for
one’s prospective ontology, with indications of current typical usage and suggestions for
use. (Source: extended from [Kee12b])

ciation ends, the need for n-aries, or whether asymmetry is essential, and, e.g.,
graph-based versus model-theoretic semantics. This is interesting from a logic and
philosophical perspective at a more advanced level of ontology engineering and research, which we will not cover in this introductory course to a practically usable
detail.
Encoding Peculiarities
This is tricky to grasp at the start: there may be a difference between what the
domain expert sees in the tool—what it is ‘understood to represent’—and what
you, as the computer scientist, know how it works regarding the computational
representation at the back-end that a domain expert need not know about. Ontologies need not be stored in an OWL file. For instance, it may be the case that
a modeller sees an ontology in the interface of a software application, but those
classes, relations, and constraints are actually stored in a database, or an n-ary
relationship is depicted in the diagrammatic rendering of the ontology, but this
is encoded as 3 binaries behind the scenes. The former plays a trick logically:
in that case, mathematically, classes are stored as instances in the system (not
classes-as-instances in the ontology!). For instance, Chair may be represented in
the OWL ontology as the class Chair, but one equally well can store Chair in a
database table, by which it mathematically has become an instance when it is a
tuple or a value when it is stored in a cell, yet it is ‘thought of’ and pretended
to be a universal, class, or concept in the graphical interface. This is primarily
relevant for SKOS and OBO ontologies. Take the Gene Ontology, among others,
which is downloadable in OBO or OWL format—i.e., its taxonomy consists of,
mathematically, classes—and is available in database format—i.e., mathematically
it is a taxonomy of instances. This does not have to be a concern of the subject
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domain experts, but it does affect how the ontology can be used in ontology-driven
information systems. A motivation for storing the ontology in a database, is that
databases are much better scalable, which is nice for querying large ontologies. The
downside is that data in databases are much less usable for automated reasoning.
As an ontology engineer, you will have to make a decision about such trade-offs.
There is no such choice for SKOS ‘ontologies’, because each SKOS concept is
always serialised as an OWL individual, as we shall see in Chapter 7. One has to
be aware of this distinction when converting between SKOS and OWL, and it can
be handled easily in the application layer in a similar way to GO.
One also could avail of “punning” as a way to handle second-order logic rules
in a first-order setting and use the standard reasoners instead of developing a new
one (that is, not in the sense of confusing class as instance, but for engineering
reasons), or ‘push down’ the layers. This can be done by converting the content of
the TBox into the ABox, encode the second-order or meta rules in the TBox, and
classify the classes-converted-into-individuals accordingly. We will come across one
such example with OntoClean in Section 5.2.2.
In short: one has to be careful with the distinction between the ‘intended
meaning’ and the actual encoding in an implemented system.
On formalising it
The ‘how to formalise it?’ question is not new, neither in IT and Computing [Hal01,
HP98] nor in logic [BE93], and perhaps more of those advances made elsewhere
should be incorporated in ontology development methodologies. For ontologies,
they seem to be emerging as so-called modelling styles that reflect formalisation
choices. These formalisation choices can have a myriad of motivations, but also
consequences for linking one’s ontology to another or how easy it is to use the
ontology in, say, an OBDA system. The typical choices one probably has come
across in conceptual modelling for database systems or object-oriented software
also appear here, as well as others. For instance:
– will you represent ‘marriage’ as a class Marriage or as an object property
isMarriedTo?
– will you represent ‘skill’ as a class Skill, as an object property hasSkill, or as
a data property (attribute) with values?
At this stage, it may look like an arbitrary choice of preference or convenience.
This is not exactly the case, as we shall see in Chapter 6. Others have to do with
a certain axiom type or carefulness:
– On can declare, say, hasPart and partOf and state they are inverses, i.e.,
adding two vocabulary elements to the ontology and the axiom hasPart ≡
partOf− . In OWL 2, one also could choose to add only one of the two and
represent the other through an inverse directly; e.g., with only hasPart, one
could state C v hasPart− .D “Each C is part of at least one D”, i.e., partOf
would not be a named object property in the ontology.
– The Pizza Ontology Tutorial cautions against declaring domain and range
axioms, mainly because the inferences can come as a surprise to novice ontology developers. Should one therefore avoid them? Ideally, no, for this results
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in a lower precision and actually may hide defects in the ontology.
– n-aries (n ≥ 3) cannot be represented fully, only approximated, in OWL and
there are different ways to manage that, be it through reification or choosing
another logic.
Whichever way you choose to represent a particular recurring pattern, do try to do
it consistently throughout. There are some methods and tools to assist with such
matters, which will be introduced gradually, starting with the next section.

5.2

Methods to improve an ontology’s quality

The methodologies we have seen in the previous section may include one or more
methods at a particular step in the process. These methods aim to assist the
ontologist in certain tasks of the ontology engineering process, such as to assist the
modelling itself and to integrate ontologies, which may have supporting software
tools. The methods can be divided roughly into: logic-based only, purely based on
philosophy, a combination of the two, and practical rules or guidelines. Each of
these categories has several methods with more or less tool support. In this section,
we take an illustrative sampling of each of them, respectively:
1. The ‘debugging’ of deductions that caused, e.g., one or more classes to have
become unsatisfiable, where we’ll see some detail as to what creates such
justifications;
2. OntoClean to ‘clean up’ a ‘dirty’ taxonomy;
3. The RBox compatibility service for coherent hierarchies and role chains of
object properties;
4. OOPS! with TIPS to catch common pitfalls and how to avoid them.

5.2.1

Logic-based methods: explanation and justification

People make errors with respect to what they intend to represent in the ontology,
or do it correctly, but are somewhat surprised by one or more deductions. The
automated reasoners can help explain that, or: ‘justify’ the deduction. The more
recent versions of ODEs may have this feature already implemented, and you may
have come across it during the exercises (e.g., by having clicked on the “?” on the
right of the yellow deduction in Protégé). Put differently: you have been using an
automated reasoner to ‘debug’ the ontology. Where do they come from, and what
is a good strategy to explain deductions to the modeller or domain expert?
As a first step to obtain the answers, researchers looked at what were the most
common logical mistakes that modellers made. Typical mistakes that cause a class
to be unsatisfiable, result in undesirable inferred subsumptions, or inconsistent
ontologies, are the following ones:
• The basic set of clashes for concepts (w.r.t. tableaux algorithms) resulting in
an incoherent ontology are:
– Atomic: Any individual of a class would belong to a class and its complement;
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– Cardinality: A class has a max cardinality restriction declared, but its
subclass has a higher min cardinality on that same object or data property;
– Datatype: A literal value violates the (global or local) range restrictions
on a data property (i.e., conflicting data types).
• The basic set of clashes for the ontology resulting in an inconsistent ontology
are:
– Inconsistency of assertions about individuals, e.g., an individual is asserted to belong to disjoint classes or has a cardinality restriction but
related to more individuals;
– Individuals related to unsatisfiable classes;
– Defects in class axioms involving nominals (owl:oneOf, if present in the
language).

The second step was to integrate this with what the reasoner computes along the
way to the final deduction: which axioms are involved that lead to the unsatisfiable
class or inconsistent ontology? Any such explanation feature thus uses at least the
standard reasoning services. It adds further and new reasoning services tailored to
pinpointing the errors and explaining the entailments to, e.g., try to find the least
number of axioms among the alternative explanation. Such ‘debugging’ goes under
terms like glass box reasoning, (root) justification, explanation, and pinpointing
errors. This may sound easy: just get a log from the reasoner. It is not that
simple, however. Consider the following example.
Example 5.1. The ontology O under consideration contains, among many other
axioms, the following two:
A v B u C u ¬C
A v ¬B
One deduces A v ⊥. Why? There are two routes that explain this deduction
purely based on the axioms, indicated in red:
1. A v B u C u ¬C
2. A v B u C u ¬C
A v ¬B
Which of the two ‘explanations’ should be shown to the user, or both? And the
whole axiom, or only the relevant part(s) of it, or like the colour highlighting?
Or, given a set of explanations, those axioms that appear in all explanations or,
vv., that are unique (i.e., appear only once across all explanations)? Or maybe to
not show a whole set of axioms, but instead only the essence in natural language,
alike “A is a subclass of both a class and its complement, which causes it to be
unsatisfiable” or perhaps a Venn diagram can be drawn? ♦

Both the theory and how to present it to the user have been investigated. If you
use Protégé, it is based on the work presented in [HPS08]. They use the notions
of laconic justifications, which are justifications—i.e., a set of relevant axioms—
whose axioms do not contain any superfluous parts (and all of whose parts are as
weak as possible3 ) and precise justifications, which are laconic justifications where
3

an axiom β is deemed weaker than another one, α if and only if α |= β and β 2 α
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each axiom is a minimal repair in the sense that changing something to any axiom
may result in fixing the undesirable deduction. While they are useful topics, we
will spend little time on it here, because it requires some more, and more indepth, knowledge of Description Logics and its reasoning algorithms (suitable for
a Description Logics course).
Proposing possible fixes automatically is yet a step further and research is still
under way to address that. This is in no small part because it is hard to secondguess the user. Taking the axioms in Example 5.1 as example, there are already
multiple options, such as removing A v ¬B, or deleting A v B, and likewise for C,
yet showing all possible ways to fix the undesirable deduction results in too much
clutter.

5.2.2

Philosophy-based methods: OntoClean to correct a
taxonomy

OntoClean [GW09] helps the ontologist to find errors in a taxonomy, and explains
why. One might ask oneself: who cares, after all we have the reasoner to classify
our taxonomy anyway, right? Indeed, but that works only if you have declared
many properties for the classes so that the reasoner can sort out the logical issues. However, it is not always the case that many property expressions have been
declared for the classes in the ontology and those reasoners do not detect certain
ontological issues.
OntoClean fills this gap for taxonomies. It uses several notions from philosophy,
such as rigidity, identity criteria, and unity (based on [GW00a, GW00b]) to provide
modelling guidelines. Let’s take rigidity as example, for it can be used elsewhere
as well. There are four different types of rigidity, but the useful ones are rigid and
anti-rigid, which are defined as follows:
Definition 5.1. (+R [GW09]) A rigid property φ is a property that is essential to
all its instances, i.e., ∀xφ(x) → φ(x).
Definition 5.2. (∼R [GW09]) An anti-rigid property φ is a property that is not
essential to all its instances, i.e., ∀xφ(x) → ¬φ(x).
OntoClean takes these sort of metaproperties to annotate each class in the
ontology. For instance, a modeller may want to assert that Apple is rigid (each
instance remains an apple during its entire existence) and being a Professor is antirigid (all individuals that are professors now were at some time not a professor).
Subsequently, we apply meta-rules to reclassify the classes. For our rigid and
anti-rigid meta-property, the applicable rule is as follows:
• Given two properties (classes), p and q, when q subsumes p the following
constraint hold:
1. If q is anti-rigid, then p must be anti-rigid
Or, in shorthand: +R 6⊂ ∼R, i.e., it cannot be the case that a class that is annotated as being rigid is subsumed by a class that is annotated as being anti-rigid.
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For instance, if we have, say, both Student and Person in our ontology, then the
former is subsumed by the latter, not vice versa, because Person is rigid and Student anti-rigid. If Person v Student were asserted, it would say that each person is
a student, which we know not to be the case: 1) it is not the case that all persons
come into existence as students and die as students, and 2) it is not the case that
if a student ceases to be a student (e.g., graduates), then that object also ceases to
be a person.
Besides manual analyses, currently, two approaches have been proposed for
incorporating the ideas of OntoClean in OWL ontologies. One is to develop a separate application to handle the annotations of the classes and the rules, another is
to leverage the capabilities of the standard reasoning services of the OWL reasoners, which is done by [GRV10, Wel06]. They differ in the details, but they have in
common the high-level approach:
1) develop the domain ontology (TBox);
2) push it into the ABox (i.e., convert everything from the TBox into ABox
assertions);
3) encode the OntoClean ‘meta rules’ in the TBox;
4) run the standard OWL reasoner and classify the ‘instances’;
5) transfer the reclassifications in the taxonomy back into the domain-ontologyin-TBox.
Finally, observe that this machinery of OntoClean also provides one with the theory
to solve the “green apple issue” we encountered in Section 1.2.3 on good and bad
ontologies: Apple is rigid (and a sortal), but its greenness is not. It is the rigid
entities that provide a backbone of an ontology, not the other ones (like Green,
Student) that depend on the existence of rigid entities.
An OntoClean tutorial can be found in Appendix A.1.

5.2.3

Combining logic and philosophy: role hierarchies

OntoClean does little to help solving so-called undesirable deductions, be they logically consistent or not, and the justifications computed may not always point to the
root problem from a modelling viewpoint. The RBox Compatibility service [KA08]
and its extension to SubProS and ProChainS [Kee12a] can assist with at least
some of that. They check for meaningful object property hierarchies and property
chains. This has as prerequisite to know when a property hierarchy is ‘good’ (e.g.:
guaranteed not lead to an undesirable deduction). Only afterward can one test for
violations of those principles, and finally have guidance on how a mistake can be
revised.
The hierarchy of object properties must be well-formed, which entails the principles as to what it means for one property to be a sub-property of another. In analogy to a class hierarchy, where the instances of a subclass necessarily are a subset of
the set of instances of the superclass, one can state that in every model, the tuples
(individual relations) of the sub-property are a subset of the tuples of its parent
property. This can be guaranteed in two distinct ways. The most-straightforward
case is that the domain and/or range of the sub-property must be a subclass of the
domain and/or range of its super-property. This is similar to UML’s ‘subsetting’
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for associations. The other has to do with implications of property characteristics;
e.g., asymmetry can be derived from antisymmetry and irreflexivity, hence, it is a
stronger constraint. This is presented informally in Figure 5.5.
B.
Relationship
characteristic

{disjoint, complete}
Transitivity

Antisymmetry

Irreflexivity

Asymmetry

Local
Reflexivity

Symmetry

Global
Reflexivity

Purelyreflexive

Intransitivity
Acyclicity
Strongly
intransitive

Figure 5.5: Constraining a property: A: an example, alike the so-called ‘subsetting’
idea in UML; B: hierarchy of property characteristics (structured based on information
in [Hal01, HC11]), where the dashed ones are not available in OWL 2 DL. (Source: based
on [Kee14])

To state the subsetting notion formally into the RBox Compatibility service
(a subset of SubProS), let’s introduce in the following definition the notation to
denote the user-defined domain and range of an object property.
Definition 5.3. (User-defined Domain and Range Concepts [KA08]). Let R be
a role and R v C1 × C2 its associated Domain & Range axiom. Then, with the
symbol DR we indicate the User-defined Domain of R—i.e., DR = C1 —while with
the symbol RR we indicate the User-defined Range of R—i.e., RR = C2 .
The RBox Compatibility can then be defined as follows, covering each permutation
of domain and range of the sub- and super property in the hierarchy in the RBox
R, with the domains and ranges from the TBox T :
Definition 5.4. (RBox Compatibility [KA08]) For each pair of roles, R, S, such
that hT , Ri |= R v S, check whether:
Test 1. hT , Ri |= DR v DS and hT , Ri |= RR v RS ;
Test 2. hT , Ri 6|= DS v DR ;
Test 3. hT , Ri 6|= RS v RR .
An RBox is said to be compatible iff Test 1 and ( 2 or 3) hold for all pairs of
role-subrole in the RBox.
An ontology that does not respect the RBox compatibility criterion can be considered as ontologically flawed, as it may not generate a logical inconsistency and
the criterion—or: semantics of object property subsumption—is at least an extralogical, if not ontological, criterion. This holds also for the extended version,
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SubProS, that has a longer list of tests to also cover the hierarchy of property
characteristics.
Checking for RBox compatibility—hence, for ontological RBox correctness—
can be implemented by availing of the standard DL/OWL automated subsumption
reasoning service. It may serve to have further tooling assistance in correcting any
flaws that may be detected.
On can extend this further to ‘safe’ property chains, as, essentially, they are also
inclusions, just with a chain on the left rather than a single property. Basically, the
domain and range class from left to right in the chain on the left-hand side of the
inclusion has to be equal or a superclass, and likewise for the outer domain (resp.
range) on the left-hand side and range of the object property on the right-hand
side of the inclusion; the complete test to check for a safe chain is described in
[Kee12a]. This is illustrated in the following example.
Example 5.2. Take the property chain hasMainTable ◦ hasFeature v hasFeature
in the Data Mining and OPtimisation (DMOP) ontology, which is depicted in
Figure 5.6. The two properties have the domain and range axioms as follows:
hasMainTable v DataSet × DataTable and hasFeature v DataTable × Feature. The
range of hasMainTable and domain of hasFeature match neatly, i.e., both are DataTable. However, the domain of hasMainTable is DataSet and the domain of hasFeature is DataTable, and DataSet and DataTable are non-disjoint sibling classes. The
reasoner infers DataSet v DataTable because of the property chain, which is undesirable, because a set is not a subclass of a table. The ProChainS tests helps
detecting such issues, and proposals how to revise such a flaw are also described in
[Kee12a]. Note that in this case, there was not a logical inconsistency according to
the language and the automated reasoning services, but instead it was a modelling
issue. ♦

Figure 5.6: The property chain hasMainTable ◦ hasFeature v hasFeature with the domain
and range axioms of the two object properties. (Source: based on [Kee12a])

There are further aspects to the semantics of relations (roles/object properties),
such as material vs formal relations and the ‘standard view’ vs ‘positionalist’ commitment as to what relations are [Fin00, GW08, Leo08, Loe15] that may influence
the formalisation as well as language design [FK15, Leo08, Loe15]. At present,
within the scope of ontology development, there is only one preliminary model
and corresponding Protégé plugin [KC16] that takes some of this into account and
therefore it will not be elaborated on further here.

5.2.4

Heuristics: OntOlogy Pitfall Scanner OOPS!

Besides the theoretical guidance, there are other ways to address glitches in ontology authoring. Early works aimed at identifying typical modelling mistakes in
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OWL are described in [RDH+ 04], which moved onward to the notion of “antipatterns” of the ‘don’t do this’ variety [RCVB09], and a growing catalogue of
pitfalls [PVSFGP12] of which 21 can be scanned automatically online with the
OntOlogy Pitfall Scanner! (OOPS!)4 . A selection of those pitfalls are: Creating synonyms as classes (P2); Creating the relationship “is” instead of using
rdfs:subClassOf, rdf:type or owl:sameAs (P3); Defining wrong inverse relationships (P5); Including cycles in the hierarchy (P6); Merging different concepts
in the same class (P7); Missing disjointness (P10); Missing domain or range in
properties (P11); Swapping intersection and union (P19); Using a miscellaneous
class (P21); Using different naming criteria in the ontology (P22); Defining a relationship inverse to itself (P25); Defining inverse relationships for a symmetric one
(P26); and Defining wrong transitive relationships (P29). Pitfall P19 is illustrated
in the following example.
Example 5.3. You have to represent “a pizza Hawaii has as topping ham and
pineapple”5 . A modeller may be inclined to take the natural language description
of the toppings quite literally, and add
∃hasTopping.(Ham u Pineapple)

(5.1)

However, this is not what the modeller really wants to say. The “u” means ‘and’,
i.e., an intersection, and thus the “(Ham u Pineapple)” is the OWL class with those
objects that are both ham and pineapple. However, nothing is both, for meat and
fruit are disjoint, so the pizza Hawaii in our ontology has a topping that is Nothing.
What we want to represent, is that from PizzaHawaii there are at least two outgoing
relations for the toppings, being one to Ham and one to Pineapple, i.e.,
∃hasTopping.Ham u ∃hasTopping.Pineapple

(5.2)

In addition, one may want to add a so-called ‘closure axiom’ to say that all pizzas
Hawaii “have as topping only ham and pineapple”,
∀hasTopping.(Ham t Pineapple)

(5.3)

Note also here that there is not a one-to-one mapping between the imprecise natural
language and the constructors: ham and pineapple, but using an ‘or’ t, which
becomes clearer when we rephrase it as “all toppings are either ham or pineapple”.
♦
An evaluation of the presence of those 21 pitfalls showed that it does not make
much difference whether the ontology is one developed by novices, an arbitrary
ontology, or is a well-known ontology [KSFPV13]. It may well be that the notion
of a good quality ontology is not tightly related to absence of pitfalls, or maybe the
modelling pitfalls are propagated from the well-known ones by novice modellers;
whichever be the case, it is fertile ground for research. Notwithstanding this, the
4

http://www.oeg-upm.net/oops
and we ignore the fact that, according to Italians, pizzas are not supposed to have any fruit
on a pizza—other than tomatoes—so the pizza Hawaii is not really an Italian pizza.
5
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ontology can be scanned quickly with OOPS! and the results provide pointers where
the ontology may be improved.
The error, anti-pattern, and pitfall efforts look at quality of an ontology from
the negative side—what are the mistakes?—whereas, e.g., OntoClean and the RBox
compatibility view it from the positive side, i.e., what does a good representation
look like? To this end, one also can turn around the pitfalls, into authoring guidelines, which is dubbed the Typical pItfall Prevention Scheme, TIPS [KSFPV15],
which describe the tips in the imperative so as to indicate what a developer should
be checking. The one that includes trying to avoid the problem illustrated in
Example 5.3 is the following:
T7: Intended formalization (includes P14, P15, P16, P19, C1, and
C4): A property’s domain (resp., range) may consist of more than one
class, which is usually a union of the classes (an or), not the intersection of them. Considering the property’s participation in axioms,
the AllValuesFrom/only/∀ can be used to ‘close’ the relation, i.e., that
no object can relate with that relation to the class other than the one
specified. If you want to say there is at least one such relation (more
common), then use SomeValuesFrom/some/∃ instead. To state there is
no such relation in which the class on the left-hand side participates,
put the negation before the quantifier (¬∀ or ¬∃), whereas stating that
there is a relation but just not with some particular class, then the
negation goes in front of the class on the right-hand side; e.g., a vegetarian pizza does not have meat as ingredient (¬∃hasIngredient.Meat),
not that it can have all kinds of ingredients—cucumber, marsh mellow,
etc.—as long as it is not meat (∃hasIngredient.¬Meat). To avoid the
latter (the unintended pizza ingredients), one ought not to introduce
a class with negation, like NotMeat, but use negation properly in the
axiom. Finally, when convinced all relevant properties for a class are
represented, consider making it a defined class, if not already done so.
[KSFPV15]
One that has nothing to do with logic foundations, but enters the picture for
ontology development is the aspect where it is still more of a craft and engineering,
is the following.
T1: Class naming and identification (includes P1, P2, P7, C2,
and C5): When identifying and naming classes in ontologies, avoid
synonymy and polysemy: distinguish the concept itself from the different names such a concept can have (the synonyms) and create just one
class for the concept and provide, if needed, different names for such
a class using rdfs:label annotations. Regarding polysemy, where the
same name has different meanings, try to disambiguate the term, use
extension mechanisms and/or axioms. Other important cases regarding class naming and identification are (a) creating a class whose name
refers to two or more different concepts by including “and” or “or”
in the name (e.g., StyleAndPeriod or ProductOrService) and (b) using
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modality (“can”, “may”, “should”) in the ontology element’s names.
In situation (a) consider dividing the class into different subclasses,
and in case (b) consider a more appropriate name avoiding the use of
modality or change to a logic language that can express it. Take care
about providing proper names for both the ontology file and the URI.
[KSFPV15]
The topic of pitfalls, anti-patterns, and modelling suggestions spills over into a
broader setting of ontology quality, which includes aspects such as accuracy, adaptability, clarity, completeness, computational efficiency, conciseness, consistency/coherence and organisational fitness, and domain and task-independent evaluation
methods that cover, among others, syntax, semantics, representation, and context
aspects. (see, e.g., [Vra09] for an early overview.)

5.2.5

Tools

There are many tools around that help you with one method or with a methodology.
Finding the right tool to solve the problem at hand (if it exists) is a skill of its own
and it is a necessary one to find a feasible solution to the problem at hand. From
a technologies viewpoint, the more you know about the goals, features, strengths,
and weaknesses of available tools (and have the creativity to develop new ones, if
needed), the higher the likelihood you bring a potential solution of a problem to
successful completion.
Honesty requires me to admit that not all Semantic Web tools are being maintained and there is typically little documentation. In particular, plugins may falter
when they have been developed for one ODE but not another, or for a prior version
but aren’t compatible with a later version of the ODE. This short section it merely
intended to give you an idea that there are tools for a range of activities, and if the
one listed does not work anymore, then there is likely some open source code or at
least a paper describing what it does and how, so that one could re-implement it,
if needed6 . The tools are grouped along five categories—to support methodologies,
ODEs, implementing methods, portals, and exports—and where to start when you
want to develop your own one.
Software-supported methodologies. They are few and far between. WebODE
provided software support for Methontology, the NeOn toolkit7 aims to support the NeON methodology for distributed development of ontologies.
Ontology Development Environments (ODEs). Clearly, the tools listed under
the ‘Software-supported methodologies’ are ODEs, but there are also ODEs that
are not tailored to a particular methodology. They mainly lack project management features, and/or the possibility to switch back and forth between informal,
intermediate, and formal representations, or do not have features for activities such
6

Inclusion in this section does not mean I have tested all of them and give a quality judgement
on it.
7
http://neon-toolkit.org/
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as project documentation. It may well be the case that such functionality is available in part or in whole as a set of plug-ins to the ODE. Some of those ODEs are
stand-alone tools, such as Protégé desktop and Racer, others have a web interface,
such as WebProtégé and the Modeling Wiki MOKI. The HOZO ontology editor is
the only editor that was specifically designed to explicitly accommodate for certain
ontological commitments, in particular regarding roles [MSKK07].
Most ODEs are packaged with one or more automated reasoners, but one also
can use another one, given that there is a plethora of ontology reasoners and editors8 . This includes tools that have a pseudo-natural language interface or a graphical interface to adding axioms to an ontology, which serves as ‘syntactic sugar’ to
the underlying logic.
Software-supported methods and other features. Additional features and implemented methods may exist as stand-alone tool or as plugin for an ODE, or, thanks
to the widespread uptake, may have been integrated in the ODEs already upon
installation. For instance, Racer has extensive features for sophisticated querying
and OWL ontology visualisation with Ontograf is already included in the standard
installation of Protégé For the axiom tests component of test-driven development,
there is a TDDonto2 plugin for Protégé [KL16], and plugins for very specific tasks,
such as the DroolsTab for visual authoring of complex spatial process simulation,
and the CompGuide Editor for obtaining Computer-Interpretable Guidelines for
Clinical Practice Guidelines. There are many more Protégé plug-ins9 , which are
sorted by topic (e.g., NLP, biomedical) and type (e.g., API, viewing), but do verify
the versioning of the plugins and the ODE before installation.
Some of the recent stand-alone tools focussed on improving the quality of the
ontology are the Possible World Explorer that helps with adding disjointness axioms [FR12, Fer16], the OntOlogy Pitfall Scanner (OOPS!) that implements an
automated check of the ontology with 21 common modelling pitfalls [PVSFGP12],
and OntoPartS to represent part-whole relations better [KFRMG12].
There are many more tools, such as for ontology alignment, converting one language into another, tools for language extensions, and so on.
Portals. Other tools that can make an ontology developer’s life easier, are
portals to more easily find ontologies and search them, and easily obtain some
additional information. For instance, BioPortal [WNS+ 11] also lists an ontology’s
use, OntoHub [CKK+ 17] analyses the characteristics of the ontology and which
features have been used, and ROMULUS [KK16] and COLORE [GHH+ 12] zoom
in on advanced aspects of foundational ontologies (the topic of the next chapter).
Exporting ontologies. There are tools for exporting the knowledge represented
in the ontology and rendering it in another format for documentation purposes.
These include, notably, a conversion from OWL to latex so as to obtain the—to
some, more readable—DL notation of the ontology (see “save as” in Protégé, select
8

https://www.w3.org/wiki/Ontology_editors and http://owl.cs.manchester.ac.uk/
tools/list-of-reasoners/
9
https://protegewiki.stanford.edu/wiki/Protege_Plugin_Library
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latex), and to automatically generate documentation alike software documentation,
like in LiveOWL, LODE, and its successor WIDOCO [Gar17].
Develop your own tool. There are many plugins and stand-alone tools. Still,
it may be that what you need doesn’t exist yet. To develop your own tool, be
it a standalone tool or as plugin, one does not have to start from scratch. For
applications that have to read in or write to OWL files: rather than declaring your
own regular expressions to find things in an OWL file and declaring methods to
write into an OWL file, use the OWL API10 , OWLink [LLNW11], or Apache Jena11
for Java-based applications and Owlready for Python-based applications [Lam17].

5.3

Exercises

Review question 5.1. List the main high-level tasks in a ‘waterfall’ ontology
development methodology.
Review question 5.2. Explain the difference between macro and micro level
development.
Review question 5.3. What is meant by ‘encoding peculiarities’ of an ontology?
Review question 5.4. Methods were grouped into four categories. Name them
and describe their differences.
Review question 5.5. Give two examples of types of modelling flaws, i.e., that
are possible causes of undesirable deductions.
Review question 5.6. Ontology development methodologies have evolved over
the past 20 years. Compare the older Methontology with the newer NeON
methodology.
Exercise 5.1. Consider the following CQs and evaluate the AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl against them. If these were the requirements for the content, is it
a ‘good’ ontology? *
1. Which animal eats which other animal?
2. Is a rockdassie a herbivore?
3. Which plant parts does a giraffe eat?
4. Does a lion eat plants or plant parts?
5. Is there an animal that does not drink water?
6. Which plants eat animals?
7. Which animals eat impalas?
8. Which animal(s) is(are) the predators of rockdassies?
9. Are there monkeys in South Africa?
10. Which country do I have to visit to see elephants?
11. Do giraffes and zebras live in the same habitat?
10
11

https://github.com/owlcs/owlapi
https://jena.apache.org/
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Exercise 5.2. Carry out at least subquestion a) and if you have started with, or
already completed, the practical assignment at the end of Block I, do also subquestion b).
a. Take the Pizza ontology pizza.owl, and submit it to the OOPS! portal.
Based on its output, what would you change in the ontology, if anything? *
b. Submit your ontology to OOPS! How does it fare? Do you agree with the
critical/non-critical categorisation by OOPS!? Would you change anything
based on the output, i.e.: does it assist you in the development of your
ontology toward a better quality ontology?
Exercise 5.3. There is some ontology O that contains the following expressions:
R v PD × PD,
S v PT × PT,
S v R,
Trans(R),

PD v PT,
ED v PT,
ED v ¬PD,

A v ED,
B v ED,
C v PD,
D v PD,

A v ∃R.B,
D v ∃S.C.

Answer the following questions:
a. Is A consistent? Verify this with the reasoner and explain why. *
b. What would the output be when applying the RBox Compatibility service?
Is the knowledge represented ontologically flawed?
Exercise 5.4. Apply the OntoClean rules to the flawed ontology depicted in Figure 5.7, i.e., try to arrive at a ‘cleaned up’ version of the taxonomy by using the
rules. *
Note: the other properties are, in short:
- Identity: being able to recognise individual entities in the world as being
the same (or different); Any property carrying an IC: +I (-I otherwise); Any
property supplying an IC: +O (-O otherwise) (“O” is a mnemonic for “own
identity”); +O implies +I and +R.
- Unity: being able to recognise all the parts that form an individual entity;
e.g., ocean carries unity (+U), legal agent carries no unity (-U), and amount
of water carries anti-unity (“not necessarily wholes”, ∼U)
- Identity criteria are the criteria we use to answer questions like, “is that my
dog?”
- Identity criteria are conditions used to determine equality (sufficient conditions) and that are entailed by equality (necessary conditions)
With the rules:
• Given two properties, p and q, when q subsumes p the following constraints
hold:
– If q is anti-rigid, then p must be anti-rigid
– If q carries an IC, then p must carry the same IC
– If q carries a UC, then p must carry the same UC
– If q has anti-unity, then p must also have anti-unity
• Incompatible IC’s are disjoint, and Incompatible UC’s are disjoint
• And, in shorthand:
– +R 6⊂∼ R

5.4. Literature and reference material
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−I 6⊂ +I
−U 6⊂ +U
+U 6⊂∼ U
−D 6⊂ +D

Figure 5.7: An ‘unclean’ taxonomy. (Source: OntoClean teaching material by Guarino)

Exercise 5.5. The manual OntoClean exercise is somewhat laborious. A softwaresupported OntoClean tutorial is included in Appendix A.1, where you will use OWL
files, an ODE (such as Protégé), and a DL reasoner.
Exercise 5.6. Pick a topic—such as pets, buildings, government—and step through
one of the methodologies to create an ontology. The point here is to try to apply a
methodology, not to develop an ontology, so even one or two CQs and one or two
axioms in the ontology will do.
Exercise 5.7. You may already know that impala is a type of antelope. Antelope
is not a species, however, but a so-called “wastebasket taxon”, i.e., a miscellaneous
group, which comprises 91 species that did not fit under the rest of the categorisation in the Bovidae family (that also comprises cows and sheep). In a way, it is
an ‘other’ group. What do modelling guidelines, such as the TIPS [KSFPV15] and
GoodOD [SSRG+ 12], say about that for ontology development? How would you
address it for the AWO?
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CHAPTER

6

Top-down Ontology Development

Having an ontology language is one thing, but what to represent, and how, is quite
another. In the previous chapter, we looked at answering “Where do you start?”
and “How to proceed” with methodologies, but we are still left with answering: How
can you avoid reinventing the wheel? What can guide you to make the process easier
to carry it out successfully? How can you make the best of ‘legacy’ material? There
are two principal approaches, being the so-called top-down and bottom-up ontology
development approaches with their own set of methods, tools, and artefacts. In
this chapter, we focus on the former and in the next chapter on the latter, where
each can be seen as a refinement of some aspects of an overall methodology like
introduced in Chapter 5.
We look at ‘avoiding to reinvent the wheel’ and ‘what can guide you to make the
process of adding those axioms easier’ by reusing some generic principles. Those
generic modelling aspects are typically represented in foundational ontologies, assisted by further details on specific sub-topics. We will cover each in sequence:
foundational ontologies, also called top-level or upper ontologies, are introduced
in Section 6.1 and subsequently parthood and part-whole relations, as one of the
sub-topics, are introduced in Section 6.2. (The notion of ontology design patterns
partially could fit here as well, but also partially as bottom-up or practice-oriented;
for the latter reason and chapter size considerations, it has been moved to the next
chapter.)

6.1

Foundational ontologies

The basic starting point for top-down ontology development is to consider several
core principles of Ontology for ontologies; or: some philosophical guidance for the
prospective engineering artefact1 . Although we will not delve into deep debates
1

As philosophy enters, a note about terminology may be in order, because some ideas are
borrowed and changed, and some terms that are the same do mean different things in different
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about philosophical theories in this course, it is useful to know it has something
to offer to the development of ontologies, and we will see several examples where
it has had influence. A few examples where results from philosophy can be useful
when deciding what is going to be represented in one’s ontology, and how, are the
following ones.
• One can commit to a 3-Dimensional view of the world with objects persisting
in time or take a(4-Dimensional (perdurantist) stance with space-time worms;
e.g., are you convinced that you after reading this sentence is a different
you than you before reading this sentence? If so, then you may well be a
perdurantist, if you consider yourself to be the very same entity before and
after, then you lean toward the 3D, endurantist, commitment (but before
proclaiming to be one or the other based on this single example, do read up
on the details and the implications).
• The distinction between (in OWL terminology) classes and individuals: the
former can have instances, but the latter cannot be instantiated further; e.g.,
a class Chair can have instances, such as the one you are sitting on now, but
that chair cannot be instantiated further (it is already an individual object).
Generally, philosophers tend to agree on such a distinction, but one has to
decide whether one’s ontology is for individuals or for classes, or both.
• In the previous chapters, we have used terms like class and concept as they are
used in that specific field. Philosophically, however, terms like class, concept,
universal, type, and category each have their very specific meaning and this
brings us back to comments in Section 1.2.2: concepts live in the mind/one’s
thoughts, whereas universals are out there in the world (if one is convinced
universals exist). OWL and its reasoners are entirely agnostic about this
distinction, but the people who are reading, developing, and evaluating the
ontologies typically are not.
• Descriptivist vs. prescriptivist: should the ontology try to describe as best
as possible the subject domain, i.e., give an account of it, or should that
what is represented in the ontology prescribe how the world is, i.e., that the
entities in the ontology and constraints represented necessarily must hold,
and shown to hold, in reality? Conversely, if something is not represented in
the ontology, then a descriptivist may say it was unintentionally incomplete
whereas a prescriptivist may say not only that, but also, pedantically, argue
that if it’s not in the ontology, then it does not exist in reality.
disciplines. In the literature, you will come across material ontology and formal ontology. The
former (roughly) concerns making an ‘inventory’ of the things in the universe (we have the vase,
the clay, the apple, etc.), whereas the latter concerns laying bare the formal structure of (and
relation between) entities, which are assumed to have general features and obey some general
laws that hold across subject domains, like identity, constitution, and parthood (the latter will
be introduced in Section 6.2). So, in ontology engineering the ‘formal’ may refer to logic-based
but also to the usage of ‘formal’ in philosophy, which concerns the topic of investigation and does
not imply there is a formalisation of it in a logic language. In most computer science and IT
literature, when ‘formal’ is written, it generally refers to logic-based.
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Then there more detailed decision to make, such as whether you are convinced
that there are entities that are not in space/time (i.e., that are abstract), whether
two entities can be co-located (the vase and the amount of clay it is made of), and
what it means that one entity is [dependent on/constituted by/part of/...] another.
There are more of such questions and decision to make. If you do not want to entertain yourself with these questions, you can take someone else’s design decisions
and use that in ontology development. Someone else’s design decisions on Ontology
for a set of such questions typically is available in a foundational ontology, and
the different answers to such questions end up as different foundational ontologies.
Even with the same answers they may be different2 . The intricacies of, and philosophical debates about, the more subtle details and differences are left to another
course, as here the focus is one why to use one, where, and how.
In the remainder of this section, we’ll first have a look at typical content of
a foundational ontology (Section 6.1.1) and that there are multiple foundational
ontologies (Section 6.1.2) to subsequently proceed to the why, where, and how to
use them (Section 6.1.3).

6.1.1

Typical content of a foundational ontology

Foundational ontologies provide a high-level categorisation about the kinds of
things that will be represented in the ontology, such as process and physical object, relations that are useful across subject domains, such as participation and
parthood, and (what are and) how to represent ‘attributes’ in a particular subject
domain, such as Colour and Height (recall Section 1.3), which can be done, e.g., as
quality or some kind of dependent continuant or trope. To make sense of this, let
us start with the two main ingredients: the ‘class’ taxonomy and the relationships.
Universals, categories, class hierarchy
Just like with other ontologies we have seen, also a foundational ontology represented in OWL has a hierarchy in the TBox. However, there are some differences
with a domain ontology or tutorial ontology such as the AWO and the Pizza ontology. The hierarchy in a foundational ontology does not contain subject domain
classes such as Boerewors and PizzaHawaii, but categories (or, loosely, ‘conceptual
containers’) of kinds of things. For instance, all instances of PizzaHawaii can be
considered to be physical objects, as are those sausages that are an instance of
Boerewors. If we assume there to be physical objects, then presumably, there can
also be entities that can be categorised as non-physical objects; e.g., the class (concept/universal/...) Organisation, with instances such as the United Nations, fall in
the category of social object, which are a type of non-physical object. Non-physical
objects typically ‘inhere in’ physical objects, or physical objects are the ‘bearer’ of
the non-physical ones; e.g., being an instance of Student is a role you play3 where
the physical object is you as an instance of Human.
2

see, e.g. beyond concepts [Smi04], the WonderWeb deliverable [MBG+ 03], and a synopsis of
the main design decisions for DOLCE [BM09]
3
not ‘role’ as in DLs or ORM, but role in the common sense meaning.
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Likewise, one can categorise kinds of processes. For instance, writing an exam
is something that unfolds in time and has various sub-activities, such as thinking,
writing, erasing pencil marks, and so on; taken together, writing an exam is an
accomplishment. Contrast this with, say, an instance of Sitting: for the whole
duration you sit, each part of it is still an instance of sitting, which thereby may
be categorised as a state. None of the things mentioned in slanted font type in this
paragraph actually are specific entity types that one would encounter in an ontology
about subject domain entities only, yet we would want to be able to categorise the
kinds of things we represent in our domain ontology in a systematic way. It is these
and other categories that are represented in a foundational ontology.
The categories introduced with the examples above actually are from the Descriptive Ontology for Linguistic and Cognitive Engineering (DOLCE) foundational
ontology, and a screenshot of its hierarchy is shown in Figure 6.1-B. Behind this
simple taxonomy in the picture, is a comprehensive formalisation in first order
predicate logic that was introduced in [MBG+ 03]. The taxonomy of the Basic Formal Ontology (BFO) v1 is shown in Figure 6.1-A, to illustrate that the DOLCE
categories and their hierarchical organisation are not the only way of structuring
such core entities. (How to deal with such variety will be addressed further below).
Being a pedantic ontologist, one could go as far as saying that if a category is not
in the foundational ontology, then its developers are of the opinion it does not exist
in reality. It is more likely that the ontology is incomplete in some way. There are
efforts ongoing to harmonise the foundational ontologies better, to create a ‘core’
foundational ontology, and to standardise such a core. At the time of writing, this
is under construction.
Relations in foundational ontologies
In analogy to the ‘subject domain classes’ in domain ontologies versus categories
in foundational ontologies, one can identify generic relations/relationships/object
properties that are different from those in domain ontologies. For instance, a domain ontology about universities may have a relation enrolled to relate Student to
Course, or in a sports ontology that a runner runs a marathon. These relations are
specific to the subject domain, but there are several that re-appear across domains,
or: they are subject domain-independent. Such subject domain-independent relations are represented in a foundational ontology. Notable core relations are parthood (which we shall look at in some detail in Section 6.2), participation of an
object in an event, constitution of an object (e.g., a vase) from an amount of matter (such as clay), and dependency when the existence of one entity depends on the
existence of another. The characterisation of such relations goes hand in hand with
the categories from a foundational ontology, so as to be precise rather than alluding
to ‘object’ or ‘event’ and assuming your and my intuition about what those things
really mean are the same. For instance, one thus could assert that, say, participates
in holds only between exactly a dolce:Endurant, which is an entity that is wholly
present at a time, and a dolce:Perdurant (an entity that unfolds in time).
It is a typical characteristic of foundational ontologies to have a set of relations
that are used heavily in axioms so as to constrain the possible models as much as
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B. DOLCE taxonomy

Figure 6.1: Screenshots of the OWLized BFO v1 and DOLCE taxonomies; for indicative
purpose: Perdurant ≈ Occurrent, Endurant ≈ IndependentContinuant.

one reasonably can.
Attributions
The third main component of representing knowledge the foundational ontology
way is attributions, as, just like in conceptual data modelling, ‘attributes’ have to
be represented somehow. There is a domain-specific component to it and there are
general, recurring, principles of attributions, and it is the latter that are captured
in a foundational ontology—to some extent at least. However, this is represented
quite differently from attributes you have modelled in UML or EER.
Let us first revisit the ‘attribute’ Colour that we have come across in Section 1.3.1 and Figure 1.5 when trying to integrate legacy systems. One could
decide to make it a data property in OWL, declare its domain to be Rose and
choose the data type String, i.e., hasColour 7→ Rose×String in ontology O1 , or,
in OWL functional syntax style notation:
DataPropertyDomain(ex:hasColour ex:Rose)
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Figure 6.2: DOLCE’s approach for qualities (‘attributes’) (Source: [MBG+ 03])

DataPropertyRange(ex:hasColour xsd:string)
That is, a binary relationship, which is the same approach as in UML class diagrams. Now, if another ontology developer decided to record the values in integers in O2 , then the hasColour properties in O1 and O2 are incompatible in the
representation. Or consider the scenario where O1 = AWO.owl that has a data
property hasWeight for any object, including elephants, and its XML data type
set to integer. One can declare, e.g., Elephant v =1 hasWeight.integer. Perhaps a hasWeightPrecise with as data type real may be needed elsewhere; e.g., in
ontology O2 that will be used for monitoring all the animals in the zoo’s in your
country in, say, Europe. Implicitly, it was assumed by the developers that the
weight would be measured in kg. Then someone from the USA wants to use the
ontology, but wants to record the weight in lbs instead, which then amounts to
adding, say, hasWeightImperial or the developer has to fork the ontology with such
a data property, and so on, all about weights. Now the WWF wants to link both
zoo management systems across the pond and compare it with African wildlife.
What should the WWF IT specialists do? What is happening here is a replication
of the very same issues encountered in database integration. But this was precisely
what ontologies were supposed to solve! Copying the problem from information
systems into the ontologies arena (perhaps because you’re more familiar with that
way of modelling things), is not going to solve the interoperability problem. It
is still the case that there’s a sameness of conceptualisation and/or reality—like
Colour, and the meaning of Weight is all the same throughout as well. Thus, we
need something else.
The first step toward resolving the issue is to realise that the choice of datatype
is an implementation decision, just like it is in database development from the
EER diagram to SQL schema. Even EER as conceptual data model already has
the underlying principle to be implementation-independent, so surely should the
ontology be, for it is typically expected to be even application-independent. In
short: if one indeed aims for the purposes of interoperability and reusability across
applications by means of an ontology, then don’t use data properties and data
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types.
The next step then is: how to solve that problem? That other way of handing
attributions is the one typical of foundational ontologies and their respective OWLized versions. The idea is to generalise (more precisely: reify) the attribute into a
class so that we can reuse the core notion that is the same throughout (Colour and
Weight in the examples), and this new entity is then related to the endurants and
perdurants on the one side and instead of datatypes, we use value regions on the
other side. Thus, an unfolding from one attribute/OWL data property into at least
two properties: there is one OWL object property from the endurant/perdurant
to the reified attribute—a quality property, represented as an OWL class—and a
second object property from quality to the value region. In this way, the shared
understanding can be shared, and any specifics on how one has to store the data
is relegated to the implementation, therewith solving the problem of the limited
reusability of attributes and preventing duplication of data properties. For instance,
Colour would be a subclass of Quality in DOLCE [MBG+ 03] and a Specifically
dependent continuant in BFO. An example of the approach taken in DOLCE is
depicted in Figure 6.2: rose1 is an instance of Rose, which is a subclass of NonAgentive Physical Object, and it is related by the qt relation to its colour property,
c1, which is an instance of the quality Colour that is a subclass of Physical Quality.
The actual value—the [measured] redness—of the colour of the rose at a given time
is a region red colour as instance of the Colour Region, which is a subclass of Physical
Region, and they are related by means of the qlt relation4 .
The remaining step one may have to take is the case when one really has to
represent some values in the ontology itself, which is something that the foundational ontologies are silent about. The least complicated and most reusable option
is to create a data property, say, hasDataValue with the Region class as domain
and XML data type anyType as range. This allows one to use the attributions
across ontologies and tools, yet leaves the flexibility to the implementer to choose
the actual data type.
This concludes the brief idea of what is in a foundation ontology. As you will
have observed, there are several foundational ontologies, which may be confusing
or look like overcomplicating things, so we spend a few words on that now.

6.1.2

Several foundational ontologies

In this section, a selection of the foundation ontologies are summarised with respect
to their ontological commitments.
DOLCE
As the name suggests, the Descriptive Ontology for Linguistic and Cognitive Engineering (DOLCE) has a strong cognitive/linguistic bias. It takes a descriptive
4

There are alternative theories in philosophy one can commit to whilst taking the unaries
approach to attributes, but this would be more suitable for an intermediate level of ontology
engineering.
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(as opposite to prescriptive) attitude and the categories mirror cognition, common
sense, and the lexical structure of natural language. The emphasis is on cognitive invariants and the categories are intended as ‘conceptual containers’ in the
sense that there are no deep metaphysical implications. Further, its documentation [MBG+ 03] focuses on design rationale so as to facilitate a comparison with
different ontological options. It is rigorous, systematic, and has a rich axiomatisation. Concerning the size, it may look ‘small’ from an OWL ontologies viewpoint,
having 37 basic categories, 7 basic relations, 80 axioms, 100 definitions, and 20
theorems, but it is a rather dense ontology nonetheless. Besides the paper-based
version in [MBG+ 03], there are also several versions in OWL (Dolce-lite, Dolce-lite
Plus, ultralight), where some concessions have been made to force the formalisation into a less expressive language. Some more information and downloads of the
various versions are available5 .

BFO and the RO
The Basic Formal Ontology (BFO)6 sees Ontology as reality representation. It
aims at reconciling the 3-dimensionalist and 4-dimensionalist views with a ‘Snap’
ontology of endurants, which is reproduced at each moment of time and is used
to characterise static views of the world, and a ‘Span’ ontology of happenings and
occurrents and, more generally, of entities which persist in time by perduring. It has
a limited granularity and is heavily influenced by parthood relations, boundaries,
and dependence.
Its version 1 is a bare taxonomy, i.e., there are no relations/object properties.
There is a separate Relation Ontology (RO) [SCK+ 05], which was developed to
assist ontology developers in avoiding errors in modelling and assist users in using the ontology for annotations, and such that several ontologies would use the
same set of agreed-upon defined relations to foster interoperability among the ontologies. Philosophically, it is still a debate what then the ‘essential’ relations are
to represent reality, and if those included are good enough, are too many, or too
few. Several extensions to the RO are under consideration and refinements have
been proposed, such as for RO’s transformation of [Kee09] that avails of theory
underlying OntoClean and derived from [Bro06].
Meanwhile, BFO v2.0 is richly annotated, the forked ROcore7 does use relevant
BFO classes for the domain and range of the incorporated RO relations, whereas
the forked draft release of BFO v2.1 (of 2014) takes yet another route where most
names of the relations suggest temporality and thus indicate a different intended
meaning, yet OWL is atemporal. There is also a BFO Core with mereological
theories8 .
5

http://www.loa.istc.cnr.it/old/DOLCE.html
http://basic-formal-ontology.org/
7
https://github.com/oborel/obo-relations/wiki/ROCore
8
http://www.acsu.buffalo.edu/~bittner3/Theories/BFO/
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GFO
The General Formal Ontology (GFO)9 [HH06] is a component of an integrated
system of foundational ontologies that has a three-layered meta-ontological architecture. The three layers are the abstract core level (ACO), the entities of the world
(ATO) that are exhaustively divided into categories and individuals, where individuals instantiate categories, and among individuals, there is a distinction between
objects and attributives, and the basic level ontology that contains all relevant toplevel distinctions and categories. It has (3D) objects and (4D) processes, admitting
universals, concepts, and symbol structures and their interrelations. There are also
modules for functions and for roles, and s slimmed version GFO-basic.
Other foundational ontologies
There are several other foundational ontologies that did not receive their separate
paragraph in this version of the textbook as the aim is to have about 20 pages per
chapter. They include, in alphabetical order:
• GIST minimalist upper ontology [McC10];
• GUM, the Generalized Upper Model, driven by natural language [BMF95];
• SUMO, the Standard Upper Merged Ontology [NP01], which was an early
FO and has relatively very many classes and relations;
• UFO, the Unified Foundational Ontology [Gui05];
• YAMATO, the Yet Another More Advanced Top-level Ontology, which focuses on qualities and processes and events [Miz10].
To the best of my knowledge, only GIST, UFO, and YAMATO are being maintained
or extended at the time of writing.
On multiple foundational ontologies
The documentation of the foundational ontologies contain further details about
their formalisation and the rationale for having modelled it in the way they did;
e.g., that DOLCE takes a multiplicative approach, GFO lets one represent both
universals and individuals in the same ontology, BFO claims a realist approach,
and so on. Their properties have been structured and are included in the ONSET
tool that assists an ontologist with selecting a suitable foundational ontology for
one’s own domain ontology based on the selected requirements [KK12]. It saves the
user reading the foundational ontology literature to large extent, and all of those
new terms that have been introduced (like “multiplicative”) have brief informal
explanations. There will be an exercise about it at the end of the chapter.
One can wonder whether such foundational ontologies just use different names
for the same kind of entities, but are essentially all the same anyway. Only very
few detailed comparisons have been made. If we ignore some intricate philosophical
aspects, such as whether universals and properties exist or not, then still only few
entity-by-entity alignments can be made, and even less mappings. An alignment
is a mapping only if asserting the alignment in the new ontology containing the
9

http://www.onto-med.de/ontologies/gfo/
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(foundational) ontologies does not lead to an inconsistency. Table 6.1 lists the common alignments among DOLCE, BFO, and GFO. More alignments and mappings
are described and discussed in [KK15a] and a searchable version is online in the
foundational ontology library ROMULUS [KK16].

Table 6.1: Common alignments between DOLCE-Lite, BFO and GFO; the ones numbered in bold can also be mapped. (Source: [KK13a])

DOLCE-Lite
1.

endurant

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

physical-object
perdurant
process
quality
space-region
temporal-region

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

proper-part
proper-part-of
participant
participant-in
generic-location
generic-location-of

BFORO
Class
Independent Continuant
Object
Occurrent
Process
Quality
SpatialRegion
Temporal-Region
Relational property
has proper part
proper part of
has participant
participates in
located in
location of

GFO
Presential
Material object
Occurrent
Process
Property
Spatial region
Temporal region
has proper part
proper part of
has participant
participates in
occupies
occupied by

In closing, observe that there are different versions of each foundational ontology, not only differentiating between a formalisation on paper versus what is
representable in OWL, but also more and less detailed versions of an ontology.
The other main aspect from an engineering perspective, is to choose the most
suitable foundational ontology for the task at hand.

6.1.3

Using a foundational ontology

Having some idea of what a foundational ontology is, is one thing, but how to use
them is a different story, and one that is not fully resolved yet. In this subsection,
we start first with answering why one would want to use one at all, and some
examples where it helps a modeller in making modelling decisions for the overall
(domain) ontology. We then turn to some practical aspects, such as their files,
language used, and how (where) to link one’s domain entities to those generic
categories in a foundational ontology.
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Why use a foundational ontology?
Foundational ontologies exist, but does that means one necessarily must use one?
Not everybody agrees on the answer. There are advantages and disadvantages to
it. The principal reasons for why it is beneficial are:
• one does not have to ‘reinvent the wheel’ with respect to the basic categories
and relations to represent the subject domain,
• it improves overall quality of the ontology by using principled design decisions,
and
• it facilitates interoperability among ontologies that are aligned to the same
foundational ontology.
From the viewpoint of Ontology, a foundational ontology serves to clarify philosophical details and be upfront about them, bring assumptions to the fore and
justify them, and, with that, it may become clear where there are any philosophical agreements and disagreements and what their underlying causes are.
A subset of domain ontology developers do not see a benefit:
• they consider them too abstract, too expressive and comprehensive for the
envisioned ontology-driven information system, and
• it takes excessive effort to understand them in sufficient detail such that it
would not weigh up to the benefits.
A controlled experiment has been carried out with 52 novice ontology developers, which showed that, on average, using a foundational ontology resulted in an
ontology with more new classes and class axioms, and significantly less new ad
hoc object properties than those who did not, there were no part-of vs. is-a mistakes, and, overall, “the ‘cost’ incurred spending time getting acquainted with a
foundational ontology compared to starting from scratch was more than made up
for in size, understandability, and interoperability already within the limited time
frame of the experiment” [Kee11b]. There is room for further experimentation, but
results thus far point clearly to a benefit.
Modelling guidance: examples of some principal choices
An immediate practical benefit is that Ontology and foundational ontologies help
preventing making novice ontology developer’s mistakes, such as confusing parthood with subsumption and class vs instance mix-ups. The former will become
clear in Section 6.2 (e.g., a province is part of a country, not a subclass). Regarding the latter, ontologically, instances/individuals/particulars are, roughly, those
things that cannot be instantiated, whereas classes (or universals or concepts) can.
For instance, the chair you are sitting on is an instance whereas the class Chair
can be instantiated (the one you are sitting on is one such instance). Likewise,
MacBookPro is a type of laptop, which in an OWL ontology would be added as a
subclass of Laptop, not as an instance of Laptop—the MacBook I have with serial
number ]123456 is an instance, and, likewise, GoldenDelicious is a subclass of Apple,
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not an instance (the actual instances grow on the tree and are on the shelves in
the supermarket).
An example on choosing how to represent relations is described next.
Example 6.1. A relation, i.e., an n-ary with n > 1, can be represented as an
unary entity (a class in OWL) or as a n-ary relation (object property in OWL if
it is a binary). It is certainly more intuitive to keep the n-aries as such, because it
indicates a close correspondence with natural language. For instance, in formalising
“Person runs marathon”, it is tempting to represent “runs” as an object property
runs and assert, say, Marathon v ∃runs− .Person.
The foundational ontologies take a different approach. Such perdurants, like
Running, and the verbs we use to label them, are included as an unary (OWL
class) suitably positioned as a subclass of processes, being Process in both DOLCE
and BFO. In DOLCE, it is then related with a new relation to ‘objects’, which
are suitably positioned subclasses of Endurant in such a way that an endurant
is a participant in a perdurant. For instance, still with the TBox-level knowledge that “Person runs marathon”, then Running (being a subclass of Process)
has participant some Person (i.e., Running v ∃has participant.Person) and another
binary to Marathon (e.g., Marathon v ∃involves.Running), but there is no 1-to-1
formalisation with an object property runs that has as domain and range Person and Marathon. BFO (with the RO) aim to resolve this with dispositions: a
person may have the disposition to run (be it a marathon or more generally),
but not actually run (a marathon) in their entire life. To resolve this in the
representation, we need not only Running v Process, but also the definition that
RunningDisposition ≡ Disposition u ∀hasRealization.Running) and assert that
Person v ∃bearerOf.RunningDisposition before we get to the marathon.
The option with runs results in a more compact representation, is intuitively
closer to the domain expert’s understanding, and makes it easier to verbalise the
ontology, and therefore is likely to be more useful in praxis. The Running option is
more generic, and thereby likely to increase reusability of the ontology. No scientific
experiments have been conducted to test which way would be better to represent
such knowledge, and current mapping tools do not deal with such differences of
representing roughly the same knowledge in syntactically very different ways. Theoretical foundations for mappings between such distinct modelling styles have been
proposed [FK17], and this may be resolved soon.
Whichever way one chooses to represent such information, adhering to that
choice throughout the ontology makes the ontology easier to process and easier to
understand by the human reader. ♦
A longer and practical example and exercises with the African Wildlife Ontology
is included in the next section.
Practical aspects on using a foundational ontology
It was already mentioned that there are OWL-ized versions of several foundational
ontologies, but there is more to it. Once the most appropriate foundational ontology
is selected, the right version needs to be imported either in full or a module thereof,
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and it has to be linked to the entities in your ontology. The latter means you will
have to find out which category each of your entity is and which object properties
to use.
Some 15 years ago researchers already realised it might not be feasible to have
one singe foundational ontology that pleases everybody; hence, the idea emerged
to create a library of foundational ontologies with appropriate mappings between
them so that each modeller can choose her pet ontology and the system will sort
out the rest regarding the interoperability of ontologies that use different foundational ontologies. The basis for this has been laid with the Wonderweb deliverable
D18, but an implementation was yet to be done and new foundational ontology
developments have taken place since 2003. A first step in the direction of such a
foundational ontology library has been laid recently with the Repository of Ontology for MULtiple USes, ROMULUS [KK13b]. ROMULUS focuses on OWL
ontologies in particular.
The leaner OWL versions of DOLCE and BFO have been made available and
are intended to be used for development of ontologies in one’s domain of interest.
These files can be found on their respective websites (see earlier footnotes), which
also lists domain ontologies that use them. Observe that DOLCE-Lite is encoded
in the DL language that is characterised by SHI, BFO is simpler (in ALC); that is,
neither one uses all OWL-DL capabilities of SHOIN (D), let alone all OWL 2 DL
features. Recall that another difference is that BFO-in-owl is only a bare taxonomy
(extensions with the RO do exist; see Section 6.1.2), whereas DOLCE-Lite makes
heavy use of object properties.
To make reuse easier, ‘clever modules’ of foundational ontologies may be useful,
such as light/basic and full versions according to the developers’ taste, a separate
major branch of the ontology (e.g., using only Endurants), and a computationally
better behaved fragment with the best semantic approximation of the full version
(i.e., not merely dropping the violating axioms), such as an OWL 2 EL compliant
fragment of DOLCE. Some of those are also available from the aforementioned
ROMULUS and, by extension, the OntoHub ontology libraries.
Once the foundational ontology is imported (not leaded and extended), the task
is to find the right classes to link one’s domain classes to, and likewise for the object
properties. The whole process is illustrated in the following example, starting with
a very basic African Wildlife Ontology, and gradually extending it and improving
its quality.
Example 6.2. Continuing with the African Wildlife Ontology from Example 4.1, a
first step to improve its quality may be to add knowledge to ensure a better coverage
of the subject domain. Adding classes and object properties to an ontology does
not necessarily make a better quality ontology. One aspect that does with respect
to the subject domain, is to refine the represented knowledge further and with more
constraints so as to limit the possible models; e.g.: 1) giraffes eat not only leaves
but also twigs, 2) they are disjoint from impalas, and 3) more object property
characteristics, e.g., that the is-part-of is not only transitive, but also reflexive, and
is-proper-part-of is transitive and irreflexive or asymmetric (recall that the latter
can be added thanks to the increased expressiveness of OWL 2 DL compared to
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OWL-DL, but not both irreflexivity and asymmetry).
Third, we can improve the ontology’s quality by using a foundational ontology, as mentioned in Section 6.1.3; e.g., one of DOLCE, BFO, GFO, SUMO, and
YAMATO that were introduced in Section 6.1.1 and all happen to have OWLized
version of them.
For the sake of example, let us take DOLCE to enrich the African Wildlife
Ontology. To do this, we need to import into the AWO an OWLized version of
DOLCE; in this case, this means importing DOLCE-lite.owl. Then, consider first
the taxonomic component of DOLCE in Figure 6.1-B (for details, see Wonderweb
deliverable D18 Fig 2 p14 and Table 1 p15 or explore the imported ontology with
its annotations).
1. Where does Plant fit in in the DOLCE categorisation?
2. Giraffes drink water: where should we put Water?
3. Impalas run (fast); where should we put Running?
4. Lions eat impalas, and in the process, the impalas die; where should we put
Death?
To answer such questions, we have to look at the principal distinctions made in
DOLCE among its categories. Let us take Plant: is Plant wholly presents during
its existence (enduring), or is it happening in time (perduring)? With a 3D versus
4D worldview, the former applies. Within endurants, we look at its subclasses,
which are Arbitrary Sum, Physical Endurant, and Non-Physical Endurant: a plant
is certainly not some arbitrary collection of things, like the set of this lecture
notes and your pencil are, and a plant takes up physical space, so one chooses
Physical Endurant. We repeat this for the subclasses of Physical Endurant, which
are Feature, Amount of Matter, and Physical Object. A feature (in DOLCE) is
something like a bump in the road or the hole in a swiss cheese, hence quite distinct
from Plant (but a plant can have such things). Amount of matter is in natural
language normally denoted with a mass noun, such as gold and water, and it can be
counted only in quantities (a litre of water); however, plants can be counted, so they
are physical objects and, hence, we can add AWO:Plant v dolce:PhysicalObject to
the ontology. One can find the alignments for the other ones in a similar step-wise
way, which may be assisted by the decision diagram in Figure 6.3. The answers
can be found in AfricanWildlifeOntology2a.owl.
DOLCE is more than a taxonomy, and we can also inspect in more detail its
object properties and reuse the properties already defined instead of re-inventing
them. First, the African Wildlife Ontology’s is-part-of is the same as DOLCE’s partof, and likewise for their respective inverses, so declare them equivalent. Concerning
the subject domain, here are a few modelling questions.
1. The Elephant’s Tusks (ivory) are made of Apatite (calcium phosphate, an
amount of matter); which DOLCE relation can be reused?
2. Giraffes eat leaves and twigs; how do Plant and Twig relate?
3. How would you represent the Size (Height, Weight, etc.) of an average adult
elephant; with DOLCE’s Quality or an OWL data property?
Answers to the first two questions are included in AfricanWildlifeOntology2a.owl.
Note first that AWO:Tusk v dolce:PhysicalObject and AWO:Apatite v dolce:AmountOfMatter, so we need to find an object property that has as domain a physical object
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For instance: Eating,
Water, Lion, Height

Height

Eating

Continue answering the questions until you arrive at a leaf in the decision tree

Lion

Water

Figure 6.3: The Decision Tree of D3 with a few examples; a single branch can be
selected at a time. (Source: based on [KKG13])

and as range an amount of matter; at present, the easiest way to find out, is to run
it through the OntoPartS tool [KFRMG12], which returns the constitution relation as the only one that fits these constraints. OntoPartS’s constitution is more
restrictive than DOLCE’s, so one can either 1) use dolce:generic-constituent that relates perdurants or endurants or 2) add AWO:constituted-of with domain and range
dolce:PhysicalObject and range dolce:AmountOfMatter and add AWO:constituted-of
v dolce:generic-constituent, and then assert Tusk v ∃constituted-of.Apatite in the
ontology. Option 1 has the benefit of direct reuse of a relation from DOLCE instead of inventing one’s own from scratch, whereas option 2 is more restrictive and
precise, thereby also improving the ontology’s quality.
How does it work out when we import the OWL version of BFO v2.0 into
AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl? Aside from minor differences—e.g., Death is
not a type of Achievement as in DOLCE, but a ProcessBoundary instead, and
animals and plants are subtypes of Object, see also Figure 6.1-A—there is a major difference with respect to the object properties (BFO has none). A possible
outcome of linking the same entities of the wildlife ontology to BFO is included in
AfricanWildlifeOntology3a.owl. To do these last two exercises with DOLCE
and BFO in a transparent and reusable way, a mapping between the two foundational ontologies is needed. Even more so: with a mapping, only one of the two
exercises would have sufficed and software would have taken care of the mappings
between the two. ROMULUS has both mapping and a solid method and tool to
‘swap’ a foundational ontology [KK14].
One could take the development a step further by adding types of part-whole
relations so as to be more precise than only a generic part-of relation: e.g., Root is
a structural part of some Plant and NatureReserve is located-in some Country, which
will be discussed in some detail in the next section. Another option is to consider
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a Content Ontology Design Pattern10 , such as being more finicky about names for
plants and animals with, perhaps, a Linnaean Taxonomy content pattern or adding
some information on Climatic Zones where the plants and animals live, and so on11 .
Such patterns are the topic of Section 7.6. ♦
You may like to inspect a real ontology that is linked to DOLCE as well. There
are multiple examples, such as BioTop [BSSH08] that is linked to both DOLCE
and BFO-RO, and the Data Mining Optimization Ontology we have come across
in Section 1.3.2 [KLd+ 15]. A selection of the links is depicted in Figure 6.4.
Methods and supporting tools are being developed that are informed by foundational ontologies or provide actual support using them, e.g., [HOD+ 10, KK12,
KKG13, KK16, Hep11], but more can be done to assist the modeller in the ontology
authoring process involving foundational ontologies.
dolce:particular

dolce:non-physical-endurant dolce:process

....

DM-Task

DM-Data
DM-Algorithm

dolce:quality

dolce:abstract

DataType
DataFormat
dolce:abstract-quality
dolce:region

DM-Operation
DM-Experiment

dolce:quale dolce:abstract-region
Characteristic Parameter

....
NeighborhoodRange
OpParameterSetting

Figure 6.4: Selection of DMOP classes linked to DOLCE.

6.2

Part-whole relations

A, if not the, essential relation in Ontology and ontologies is the part-whole relation, which is deemed as essential as subsumption by the most active adopters of
ontologies—i.e., bio- and medical scientists—while its full potential is yet to be discovered by, among others, manufacturing to manage components of devices. Let’s
start with a few modelling questions to get an idea of the direction we are heading
at:
– Is City a subclass of or a part of Province?
– Is a tunnel part of the mountain? If so, is it a ‘part’ in the same way as the
sand of your sandcastle on the beach?
– What is the difference, if any, between how Cell nucleus and Cell are related
and how Cell Receptor and Cell wall are related? Or between the circuit on
the ethernet card embedded on the motherboard and the motherboard in the
computer?
10

http://www.ontologydesignpatterns.org/
But note that regarding content, one also can take a bottom-up approach to ontology development with resources such as the Environment Ontology (http://www.environmentontology.
com/) or pick and choose from ‘semantified’ Biodiversity Information Standards (http://www.
tdwg.org/) etc. Bottom-up approaches are the topic of the next chapter.
11
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– Assuming boxers must have their own hands and boxers are humans, is Hand
part of Boxer in the same way as Brain is part of Human?
– Consider that “Hand is part of Musician” and “Musician part of Orchestra”.
Clearly, the musician’s hands are not part of the orchestra. Is part-of then
not transitive, or is there a problem with the example?
To shed light on part-whole relations in its broadest sense and sort out such modelling problems, we will look first at mereology, which is the Ontology take on
part-whole relations, and to a lesser extent meronymy, which is more popular in
linguistics. Subsequently, the different terms that are perceived to have something
to do with part-whole relations are structured into a taxonomy of part-whole relations, based on [KA08], which has been adopted elsewhere, such as in NLP.

6.2.1

Mereology

The most ‘simple’ mereological theory is commonly considered to be Ground Mereology. We take the one where parthood is primitive12 , i.e., part-of is not defined
but only characterised with some properties. In particular, the three characterising properties are that parthood is reflexive (everything is part of itself, Eq. 6.1),
antisymmetric (two distinct things cannot be part of each other, or: if they are,
then they are the same thing, Eq. 6.2), and transitive (if x is part of y and y is
part of z, then x is part of z, Eq. 6.3):
∀x(part of(x, x))

(6.1)

∀x, y((part of(x, y) ∧ part of(y, x)) → x = y)

(6.2)

∀x, y, z((part of(x, y) ∧ part of(y, z)) → part of(x, z))

(6.3)

With parthood, on can define proper parthood:
∀x, y(proper part of(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ ¬part of(y, x))

(6.4)

and its characteristics are that it is transitive (Eq. 6.5), asymmetric (if x is part of
y then y is not part of x, Eq. 6.6) and irreflexive (x is not part of itself, Eq. 6.7).
Irreflexivity follows from the definition of proper parthood and then, together with
antisymmetry, one can prove asymmetry of proper parthood (proofs omitted).
∀x, y, z((proper part of(x, y) ∧ proper part of(y, z)) → proper part of(x, z))

(6.5)

∀x, y(proper part of(x, y) → ¬proper part of(y, x))

(6.6)

∀x¬(proper part of(x, x))

(6.7)

These basic axioms already enable us to define several other common relations.
Notably, overlap (x and y share a piece z):
∀x, y(overlap(x, y) ≡ ∃z(part of(z, x) ∧ part of(z, y)))
12

(6.8)

one also can take proper parthood as primitive and define parthood in terms of it [Var04],
and one can argue about including other things (see below for some examples) or remove some
(see, e.g., [Cot10])
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and underlap (x and y are both part of some z):
∀x, y(underlap(x, y) ≡ ∃z(part of(x, z) ∧ part of(y, z)))

(6.9)

The respective definitions of proper overlap & proper underlap are similar.
But there are ‘gaps’ in Ground Mereology, some would say; put differently:
there’s more to parthood than this. For instance: what to do—if anything—with
the ‘remainder’ that makes up the whole? There are two options:
• Weak supplementation: every proper part must be supplemented by another,
disjoint, part, resulting in Minimal Mereology (MM).
• Strong supplementation: if an object fails to include another among its parts,
then there must be a remainder, resulting in Extensional Mereology (EM).
There is a problem with EM, however: non-atomic objects with the same proper
parts are identical (extensionality principle), but sameness of parts may not be
sufficient for identity. For instance, two objects can be distinct purely based on
arrangement of its parts, like there is a difference between statue and its marble and
between several flowers bound together and a bouquet of flowers. This is addressed
in General Extensional Mereology (GEM); see also Figure 6.5.
One can wonder about parts some more: does it go on infinitely down to even
smaller than the smallest, or must it stop at some point? If one is convinced it stops
with a smallest part, this means a ‘basic element’ exists, which is called Atom in
mereology. The alternative—going on infinitely down into parts of parts—is that
at the very basis there is so-called atomless ‘gunk’. These different commitments
generate additional mereological theories. If that is not enough for extensions:
one could, e.g., temporalise each mereological theory, so that one can assert that
something used to be part of something else; this solves the boxer, hand, and brain
example mentioned in the introduction (we’ll look at the solution in Section 10.2.2).
Another option is to also consider space or topology, which should solve the tunnel/mountain question, above; see also, e.g., [Var07]. These extensions do not yet
solve the cell and the musician questions. This will be addressed in the next section.

6.2.2

Modelling and reasoning in the context of ontologies

Mereology is not enough for ontology engineering. This is partially due to the ‘spillover’ from conceptual data modelling and cognitive science, where a whole range of
relations are sometimes referred to as a parthood relation, but which are not upon
closer inspection. In addition, if one has only part-of in one’s ontology with no
domain or range axiom, the reasoner will not complain when one adds, say, Handv
∃part-of.Musician and Musicianv ∃part-of.Performance, even though ontologically
this is not quite right. A philosopher might say “yeah, well, then don’t do this!”, but
it would be more useful for an ontology developer to have relations at one’s disposal
that are more precise, both for avoiding modelling mistakes and for increasing
precision to obtain a better quality ontology.
This issue has been investigated by relatively many researchers. We shall take
a closer look at a taxonomy of part-whole relations [KA08] that combines, extends,
and formalises them. The basic version of the informal graphical rendering is
depicted in Figure 6.6.
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General Extensional Mereology
GEM = GMM
General Mereology
GM
Closure Mereology
CM

Extensional Closure Mereology
CEM = CMM
Extensional Mereology
EM
Minimal Mereology
MM

Ground Mereology
M

Fig. 1: Hasse diagram of mereological theories; from
weaker to stronger, going uphill (after [44]).

Figure 6.5: Hasse diagram of mereological theories; from weaker to stronger, going
uphill We
(after
Atomicity
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each one.
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product
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constrained
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Given these basics, we can proceed to its mathematical analysis and some interesting
properties, which are described in the next section.

The relations have been formalised in [KA08]. It uses DOLCE in order to be
precise in the domain and range axioms; one could have taken another foundational
butset
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e.g. the introduction of [6] for arguments and §5.2 below). Since mereological theories
∀x, y(involved in(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ PD(x) ∧ PD(y))
(6.10)
are formulated in predicate logic (see above in §2.1), one can assess how they relate
to set theory from a mathematical perspective, comprehensively assessed by Pontow
• containment and location for object and its 2D or 3D region; e.g., containedand Schubert [30].

in(John’s address book, John’s bag) and located in(Tshwane, South Africa).
They are formalised as Eqs. 6.11 and 6.12, respectively, where has 2D and
has 3D are shorthand relations standing for DOLCE’s qualities and qualia:
∀x, y(contained in(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ R(x) ∧ R(y)∧
∃z, w(has 3D(z, x) ∧ has 3D(w, y) ∧ ED(z) ∧ ED(w)))

(6.11)

134

Chapter 6. Top-down Ontology Development
∀x, y(located in(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ R(x) ∧ R(y)∧
∃z, w(has 2D(z, x) ∧ has 2D(w, y) ∧ ED(z) ∧ ED(w)))

(6.12)

Observe that the domain and range is Region (R), which has an object occupying it, i.e., this does not imply that those objects are related also by
structural parthood. Also, the 2D vs 3D distinction is not strictly necessary,
but prior research showed that modellers like to make that difference explicit.
• structural parthood between endurants (ED) specifically:
∀x, y(s part of(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ ED(x) ∧ ED(y))

(6.13)

Practically, this is probably better constrained by PED, physical endurant,
such as a wall being a structural part of a house.
• stuff part or “quantity-mass”, e.g., Salt as a stuff part of SeaWater relating
different types of amounts of matter (M) or stuffs, which are typically indicated with mass nouns and cannot be counted other than in quantities. A
partial formalisation is as follows (there is a more elaborate one [Kee16]):
∀x, y(stuff part(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ M(x) ∧ M(y))

(6.14)

• portion, elsewhere also called “portion-object”, relating a smaller (or sub)
part of an amount of matter to the whole, where both are of the same type
of stuff; e.g., the wine in the glass of wine & wine in the bottle of wine. A
partial formalisation is as follows (there is a more elaborate one [Kee16]):
∀x, y(portion of(x, y) ≡ part of(x, y) ∧ M(x) ∧ M(y))

(6.15)

• membership for so-called “member-bunch”: collective nouns (e.g., Herd, Orchestra) with their members (Sheep, Musician, respectively), where the subscript “n” denotes non-transitive and POB physical object and SOB social
object:
∀x, y(member ofn (x, y) ≡ mpart of(x, y) ∧ (POB(x) ∨ SOB(x))
∧SOB(y))

(6.16)

That is, sometimes transitivity might hold in a chain of memberships, but as
soon as POB and SOB are mixed, that stops working, like with the hand in
the example at the start of the section, for it is a POB.
• participation where an entity participates in a process (also called “nounfeature/ activity”), like Enzyme that participates in CatalyticReaction or a
Musician participating in a Performance, where the subscript “it” denotes
intransitive:
∀x, y(participates init (x, y) ≡ mpart of(x, y) ∧ ED(x) ∧ PD(y))

(6.17)

From this definition, it becomes obvious why a ‘musician is part of a performance’ does not work: the domain and range are disjoint categories, so they
never can line up in a transitivity chain.
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• constitution or “material-object”, to relate that what something is made of
to the object, such as the Vase and the (amount of) Clay it is constituted of,
where the subscript “it” denotes intransitive:
∀x, y(constitutesit (x, y) ≡ constituted ofit (y, x) ≡ mpart of(x, y)∧
POB(y) ∧ M(x))

(6.18)

This can be put to use with manual or software-supported guidelines, such as
OntoPartS [KFRMG12], to choose the most appropriate part-whole relation for
the modelling problem at hand. Several OWL files with taxonomies of part-whole
relations, including aligned to other foundational ontologies are also available13 .
Note that the mereological theories from philosophy are, as of yet, not feasible to
implement in OWL: there is no DL that actually allows one to represent all of even
the most basic mereological theory (Ground Mereology), as shown in Table 6.2,
let alone add definitions for relations. This is possible within the DOL framework
(recall Section 4.3.2). More precisely with respect to the table’s languages beyond
OWL: DLRµ is a peculiar DL [CDGL99] and HOL stands for higher order logic
(like, second order, beyond first order). Acyclicity means that an object x does
not have a path to itself through one or more relations R on which acyclicity is
declared. The reason why acyclicity is included in the table is that one actually
can prove acyclicity with the axioms of proper parthood. It needs second order
logic, though; formally, acyclicity is ∀x(¬ϕ(x, x)) where ϕ ranges over one or more
relations (of proper parthood, in this case).
Table 6.2: Properties of parthood (.P ) and proper parthood (.P P ) in Ground Mereology
and their inclusion in the OWL family, FOL, DLRµ , and HOL.

Language ⇒
Feature ⇓
ReflexivityP
AntisymmetryP
TransitivityP,P P
AsymmetryP P
IrreflexivityP P
Acyclicity

DL

Lite 2DL 2QL 2RL 2EL DLRµ FOL HOL

–
–
+
–
–
–

–
–
+
–
–
–

+
–
+
+
+
–

+
–
–
+
+
–

–
–
+
+
+
–

+
–
+
–
–
–

+
–
+
+
+
+

+
+
+
+
+
–

+
+
+
+
+
+

Notwithstanding this, what sort of things can be derived with the part-whole
relations, and what use may it have? The following example provides a few of the
myriad of illustrations.
Example 6.3. Informally, e.g., when it is possible to deduce which part of the
device is broken, then only that part has to be replaced instead of the whole it is
part of (saving a company money), and one may want to deduce that when a soccer
player has injured her ankle, she has an injury in her limb, but not deduce that
13

http://www.meteck.org/swdsont.html
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if she has an amputation of her toe, she also has an amputation of her foot that
the toe is (well, was) part of. If a toddler swallowed a Lego brick, it is spatially
contained in his stomach, but one does not deduce it is structurally part of his
stomach (normally it will leave the body unchanged through the usual channel). A
consequence of asserting reflexivity of parthood in the ontology is that then for a
domain axiom like Twig v ∃s-part-of.Plant, one deduces that each Twig is a part-of
some Twig as well, which is an uninteresting deduction, and, in fact, points to a
defect: it should have been asserted to be a proper part—which is irreflexive—of
Plant. ♦
A separate issue that the solution proposed in [KA08] brought afore, is that it
requires one to declare the taxonomy of relations correctly. This can be done by
availing of the RBox Compatibility service that we have seen in Section 5.2.3. While
the part-whole taxonomy, the RBox Compatibility service, and the OntoPartS
tool’s functionalities do not solve all modelling problems of part-whole relations,
at least they provide an ontologist with a sound basis and some guidelines.
As noted before, various extensions to mereology are being investigated, such
as mereotopology and mereogeometry, the notion of essential parthood, and portions and stuffs. For mereotopology, the interested reader may want to consult,
among others, ontological foundations [Var07] and its applicability and modelling
aspects in the Semantic Web setting with OWL ontologies [KFRMG12] and DOL
[KK17b], the introduction of the RCC8 spatial relations [RCC92], and exploration
toward integrating RCC8 with OWL [GBM07, SS09]. Useful starting points for
portions and stuff parts from the viewpoint of ontology and formalisations are
[BD07, DB09, Kee16].
Other foundational ontology aspects, such as philosophy of language, modal
logic, change in time, properties, the ontology of relations, and dependence, will not
be addressed in this course. The free online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy14
contains comprehensive, entry-level readable, overviews of such foundational issues.

6.3

Exercises

Review question 6.1. Why would one want to at least consider using a foundational ontology in ontology development?
Review question 6.2. Name at least three fundamental ontological design decisions that affect how a foundational ontology will look like with respect to its
contents.
Review question 6.3. What are the major differences between DOLCE and BFO
in terms of philosophical approach? *
Review question 6.4. What is the major difference between DOLCE and BFO
in type of contents of the ontologies? *
14

http://plato.stanford.edu/

6.3. Exercises

137

Review question 6.5. Name at least 2 common relations—in terms of definition
or description and intention—in the OWLized DOLCE, GFO and RO. *
Review question 6.6. Why can one not represent Ground Mereology fully in
OWL 2 DL?
Review question 6.7. Which part-whole relation is appropriate to relate the
following entities?
1. Plant and Twig;
2. Tusk/Ivory and Apatite;
3. Musician and Performance;
4. Musician and Orchestra
Exercise 6.1. Content comparison:
a. Try to match the DOLCE classes Endurant, Process, Quality, Amount of
Matter, Accomplishment, Spatial Region, Agentive Physical Object, and Set
to a class in BFO. *
b. If you cannot find a (near) equivalence, perhaps as a subclass-of some BFO
class? And if not even that, why do you think that (those) class(es) is (are)
not mappable? *
Exercise 6.2. Assume you are asked to develop an ontology about
a. Sociological and organisational aspects of public administration
b. The physiology and chemistry of medicinal plants
c. A topic of your choice
Which (if any) foundational ontology would you choose for each one? Why? *
Exercise 6.3. Download ONSET from http://www.meteck.org/files/onset/
and re-do Exercise 6.2, but now use the ONSET tool to obtain an answer. Does it
make any difference? Were your reasons for choosing a foundational ontology the
same as ONSET’s?
Exercise 6.4. Consider the following scenario.
Both before and since the 2008 recession hit, banks have been merging
and buying up other banks, which have yet to integrate their IT systems within each of the consolidated banks, and meet new regulations
on transparency of business operations. To achieve that, you are tasked
with developing an ontology of banks that will facilitate the database
integration and transparency requirements. In such an ontology there
will be concrete entities e.g., Bank manager and ATM, and abstract entities e.g., Loans. For this to be possible, the ontological assumptions
that are made by the ontology must be based on human common-sense.
Processes, such as withdrawals and deposits must also be modelled. It
must be possible to capture dates and times for operations that occur
between entities and processes. Past and present transactions must be
allowed in the ontology. Entities of the ontology may have properties
and values associated with them e.g., an individual has a credit rating. It may be useful to refer to or possibly use components of an

138

Chapter 6. Top-down Ontology Development
ontology that implements a particular mereology theory such as classical extensional mereology (CEM) or any other. This ontology must be
represented in OWL 2 DL.

Which (if any) foundational ontology would you choose? Why? *
Exercise 6.5. Consider the D3 decision diagram and answer the first four questions
of Example 6.2.
Exercise 6.6. Download either AfricanWildlifeOntology2.owl (with DOLCE)
or AfricanWildlifeOntology3.owl (with BFO), open it in the ontology development environment of choice, and inspect its contents. Modify the African Wildlife
Ontology such that it contains, in some way, the following:
a. Add enough knowledge so that RockDassie will be classified automatically as
a subclass of Herbivore. *
b. Add information that captures that lions, impalas, and monkeys reside in
nature reserves that are located in a country (like Kenya, well-known for
safaris), and that monkeys can also be found on some university campuses in
residential areas. *
c. Rangers of nature reserves are Humans (or: it’s a role that a human can
perform). *
Was there anything of use from DOLCE/BFO to assist with that?
Exercise 6.7. Consider the dispositions and realisations included in BFO v2 and
the RunningDisposition in Example 6.1. How would this approach affect the AWO
regarding the eats object property (and, optionally: how should the Running class
of Example 6.2 be handled (as part of the ‘impalas that run fast’))? Discuss and
write the new axioms. *

6.4
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7

Bottom-up Ontology Development

Besides a top-down approach, another option to developing an ontology without
starting with a blank slate, is to reuse exsiting data, information, or knowledge. A
motivation to consider this are the results obtained by Simperl et al [SMB10]: they
surveyed 148 ontology development projects, which showed that “domain analysis
was shown to have the highest impact on the total effort” of ontology development,
“tool support for this activity was very poor”, and the “participants shared the
view that process guidelines tailored for [specialised domains or in projects relying
on end-user contributions] are essential for the success of ontology engineering
projects”. In other words: the knowledge acquisition bottleneck is still an issue.
Methods and tools have been, and are being, developed to make it less hard to
get the subject domain knowledge out of the experts and into the ontology, e.g.,
through natural language interfaces and diagrams, and to make it less taxing on
the domain experts by reusing the ‘legacy’ material they already may have to
manage their information and knowledge. It is the latter we are going to look at in
this chapter: bottom-up ontology development to get the subject domain knowledge
represented in the ontology. We approach it from the other end of the spectrum
compared to what we have seen in Chapter 6, being starting from more or less
reusable non-ontological sources and try to develop an ontology from that.
Techniques to carry out bottom-up ontology development range from manual
to (almost) fully automated. They differ according to their focus:
• Ontology learning to populate the TBox, where the strategies can be subdivided into:
– transforming information or knowledge represented in one logic language
into an OWL species;
– transforming somewhat structured information into an OWL species;
– starting at the base.
• Ontology learning to populate the ABox.
139
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The latter is carried out typically by either natural language processing (NLP) or
one or more data mining or machine learning techniques. In the remainder of this
chapter, however, we shall focus primarily on populating the TBox. Practically,
this means taking some ‘legacy’ material (i.e., not-Semantic Web and, mostly,
not-ontology) and convert it into an OWL file with some manual pre- and/or postprocessing. Input artefacts may be, but are not limited to:
1. Databases
2. Conceptual data models (ER, UML)
3. Frame-based systems
4. OBO format ontologies
5. Thesauri
6. Biological models
7. Excel sheets
8. Tagging, folksonomies
9. Output of text mining, machine learning, clustering
It is not equally easy (or difficult) to transform them into a domain ontology. Figure 7.1 gives an idea as to how far one has to ‘travel’ from the legacy representation
to a ‘Semantic Web compliant’ one. The further the starting point is to the left
of the figure, the more effort one has to put into realising the ontology learning
such that the result is actually usable without the need of a full redesign. Given
that this is an introductory textbook, not all variants will pass the revue. We shall
focus on using a database as source material to develop an ontology (Section 7.1),
spreadsheets (Section 7.2), thesauri (Section 7.3), and a little bit NLP (Section 7.4).
Lastly, we will introduce ontology design patterns in Section 7.6, which are a bit
in the middle of bottom-up and top-down.

Figure 7.1: Various types of less and more comprehensively formalised ‘legacy’ resource.

7.1

Relational databases and related ‘legacy’ KR

The starting position for leveraging the knowledge encoded in a relational database
to develop an ontology could be its conceptual data model. However, despite
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academics’ best efforts to teach good design and maintenance methodologies in
a degree programme, it is not uncommon in organisations that if there was a
conceptual model for the database at all, it is outdated by the time you would
want to use it for ontology development. New columns and tables may have been
added in the database, constraints removed, tables joined (further denormalised)
for better performance or vice versa for cleaner data, and so on, and no-one may
have bothered to go back to the original conceptual, or even relational, model and
update it with the changes made. Practically, there likely will be a database with
multiple tables that have many (15-50) columns. This is represented at the bottom
of Figure 7.2.
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Figure 7.2: Denormalised relational database (bottom), where each table is reverse
engineered into an entity in a ‘flat’ EER diagram (middle), and subsequently refined with
respect to the hidden entity types and annotations, such as the Environment ontology
(top), which then finally can be transformed/translated into an ontology.
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If one were to simply convert that SQL schema into an OWL ontology, the
outcome would be a bunch of classes with many data properties and an unnamed
object property between a subset of the classes based on the foreign key constraints.
This won’t do as an ontology. Let us have a look at the additional steps.
Reverse engineering the database
There are several reverse engineering tools for SQL schemas of relational databases,
where a first pass results in one of the possible logical models (i.e., the relational
model for an RDBMSs), and another iteration brings one up to the conceptual
data model (such as ER, ORM) [HCTJ93]. Such a first draft version of the EER
model is depicted in EER bubble notation in Figure 7.2, where each table (relation)
has become an entity type and each column an attribute. The main problematic
consequence for reverse engineering the conceptual data model to feed into an OWL
ontology is that the database structure has been ‘flattened out’, which, if simply
reverse engineered, ends up in the ‘ontology’ as a class with umpteen attributes
with which one can do minimal (if at all) automated reasoning (see the first diagram
above the table in Figure 7.2).
To avoid this, should one perform some normalization steps to try to get some
structure back into the conceptual view of the data alike in the diagram at the
top in Figure 7.2, and if so, how? Whether done manually or automatically, it can
be cleaned up, and original entity types (re-)introduced, relationships added, and
the attributes separated accordingly, thereby making some knowledge implicit in
the database schema explicit, which is depicted in the top-half of Figure 7.2. A
tried and tested strategy to do this semi-automatically is by discovering functional
dependencies in the data stored in the database tables. Such reverse engineering
opens up other opportunities, for one could use such a procedure to also establish
some mechanism to keep a ‘link’ between the terms in the ontology and the source
in the database so that the ontology can be used to enhance data analysis through
conceptual model or ontology-based querying. A particular algorithm up to obtaining a DL-formalised conceptual data model based on a fully normalised database
can be found in, e.g., [LT09]. Most of the reverse engineering achievements up to
conceptual models were obtained in the 1990s.
Figure 7.2 may give the impression that it is easy to do, but it is not. Difficulties have to do with the formal apparatus of the representation languages1 , and the
static linking between the layers and the procedures—conveniently depicted with
the three arrows—hide the real complexity of the algorithms. Reverse engineering
is not simply running the forward algorithm backwards, but has a heuristics component to second-guess what the developers’ design decisions may have been along
the stages toward implementation and may have a machine learning algorithm to
find constraints among instances. Most solutions to date set aside data duplication,
1

For conceptual data modelling languages, among others, the Object Management Group’s
Ontology definition metamodel (http://www.omg.org/spec/ODM/1.0/) is exploring interactions
between UML and OWL & RDF, and there are various results on mapping ER, EER, UML,
ORM and/or ORM2 into a suitable or convenient DL language. This ‘application of Ontology
and ontologies’ areas are deemed outside the book’s current scope.
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violations of integrity constraints, hacks, outdated imports from other databases
and assume to have a well-designed relational database in at least 3NF or BCNF,
and, thus, the results are imperfect.
In addition to this procedure, one has to analyse the data stored in the database
on its exact meaning. In particular, one may come across data in the database that
are actually assumed to be concepts/universals/classes, whereas others represent
real instances (typically, a tuple represents an instance). For instance, a Content
Management System, such as Joomla, requires the content provider to store a
document under a certain category that is considered a class by its user, which,
however, is stored in a cell of a row in the back-end database, hence, mathematically
an instance in the software. Somehow, we need to find that and extract it for use
in the ontology in a way that they will become classes. Another typical case is
where a structured controlled vocabulary, such as the Gene Ontology we have seen
in Section 1.3, has been used in the database for annotation. This is depicted
on the right-hand side with Env:444 and so on. Knowing this, one can reverse
engineer that section of the database into a taxonomy in the conceptual data model
(shown in Figure 7.2 in the top figure on the right-hand side). Finally, there is a
so-called ‘impedance mismatch’ between database values and ABox objects, but
this is relevant mainly for ontology-based data access (see Chapter 8). Thus, we
end up having to process the case that some, or all, data where the values are
actually concepts, should become OWL classes and values that should become
OWL individuals.
Enhancing and converting the conceptual model
Having completed all the reverse engineering and data analysis to obtain the conceptual data model, one can commence with the ontological analysis. For instance,
whilst improving the conceptual data model, one could add a section of another
ontology for use or interoperability, alike the GO, improve on the naming and
meaning of the relationships as perhaps some of them have the same meaning as
those in a foundational ontology, add constraints (notably: disjointness), and so
forth. Subsequently, it will have to be converted to a suitable logic.
There are several tools that convert a conceptual model, especially UML Class
Diagrams, into OWL, but they have only partial coverage and its algorithms are
unclear; for instance, on how one should transform ternaries and what to do with
the attributes (recall Section 6.1.1). In addition, they work only with a subset of
UML diagrams due to the differences in UML tool implementations (which is due
to ambiguity emanating from the OMG standard and differences across versions);
hence, a careful post-transformation analysis will have to be carried out.
One also could switch these steps by first converting a schema to OWL and
then perform the ontological analysis.
Other languages and OWL
Imperfect transformations from other languages, such as the common OBO format
[GH07, HOD+ 10] and a pure frames-based approach [ZBG06], are available, which
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also describe the challenges to create them.
OBO is a Directed Acyclic Graph mainly for classes and a few relationships
(mainly is a and part of), which relatively easily can be mapped into OWL, and the
extras (a.o., date, saved by, remark) could go in OWL’s annotations. There are a
few mismatches and ‘work-arounds’, such as the not-necessary and inverse-necessary,
and a non-mappable antisymmetry (cannot be represented in OWL). As a result,
there are several OBO-in-OWL mappings, of which some are more comprehensive
than others. The latest/official mapping available from http://oboformat.org
(superseding the earlier mapping by [GH07]), which is also implemented in the
OWL API. Most OBO ontologies now also have an OWL version (consult OBO
Foundry, BioPortal), but keep both, for each has their advantages (at present).
There is one salient difference between OWL and OBO ontologies—more precisely:
the approach to modelling—which also affects multilingual ontologies (Section 9.1),
and how an OBO ontology in Protégé is displayed. In OWL, you typically give
a class a human readable name, whereas in OBO, a class is assigned an identifier
and the name is associated to that with a label (OBO people who moved to OWL
maintain that practice, so numbers as class names do not imply it was natively
an OBO ontology). Newer versions of ontology editors let the user choose how to
render the ontology in the interface, by name or by label. If you find an ontology
online and the class names are something alike IAO12345, then it was likely an
OBO ontology converted into OWL, and you’ll have to change the view so that it
will show the labels instead of those meaningless numbers.
While OBO and the older frames-based Protégé do serve a user base, their overall impact on widespread bottom-up ontology development for the Semantic Web is
likely to be less than the potential that might possibly be unlocked with leveraging
knowledge of existing (relational) databases to start developing ontologies.

7.2

From spreadsheets to OWL

Spreadsheets are normally intended to store data. There are two ways to leverage the structure of spreadsheet content in the process of developing an ontology. The first option is based on the ‘standard’ way of using a spreadsheet. Normally, the first row contains column headings that are essentially the ‘attributes’
or classes of something, and the rest of the columns or rows are the data. This
can be likewise for the rows in the first column. This gives two opportunities for
bottom-up development: extract those column/row headings and take that vocabulary to insert in the TBox. For instance, a row 1 that contains in columns A-D
hFlowerType, Colour, Height, FloweringSeasoni gives a clear indication of what
one could put in the ontology. It is a bit less structured than databases and their
corresponding conceptual models, and there are no reverse engineering algorithms
to discover the constraints, so still an analysis has to be carried out as to how one
represents, say, Colour in the ontology. Subsequently, and having recorded how the
column headings have been represented in the ontology, one could load the data
into the ABox accordingly, if desired.
The second option of using a spreadsheet is that it can be seen as an easier
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interface to declare knowledge compared to adding axioms in an ODE such as
Protégé, especially for domain experts. The idea works as follows. We have seen
several axioms that adhere to a particular pattern, such as C v D and C v ∃R.D,
where the former could be called, say, “named class subsumption” and the latter
“all-some”. This can be converted into ‘logical macros’, i.e., a non-logician-friendly
interface where only the vocabulary is entered into specific fields, and some script
behind the scenes does the rest to insert it in the ontology. This is illustrated in
the following example.
Example 7.1. Consider Figure 7.3. On the left-hand side is a small spreadsheet,
with in column A some data that one would want to have converted into classes
in the TBox and to be asserted to be subclasses of those values-to-be-turned-intoclasses in column B. That is, it is a table representation of the axiom type C v D.
The script to do that may be, say, a JSON script to process the spreadsheet that,
in turn, uses the OWL API to write into the OWL file. Such a script is shown on
the right-hand side of the figure. Upon running it, it will add Lion v Animal etc.
to the ontology, if not already present.
The principle is similar for the data in columns D and E, but then for the “allsome” axiom type C v ∃R.D. The values in column D will be the class that will
have a property declared and in column E what the class in column D is doing
(eating, in this case). Looking at it differently: the table consisting of columns D
and E amounts to the eats relation and is intended to be converted into the two
axioms Lion v ∃eats.Impala and Giraffe v ∃eats.Twig. ♦
One such tool with which one can do this is cellfie2 that uses the M2 DSL for the
transformation [OHWM10]. It still requires one to declare what the axiom pattern
should be in the rule line, which could be seen as disadvantage but also as having
the advantage to be more flexible. For instance, a table could have three columns,
so that a domain expert can add arbitrary object properties in a row, like in row
2 hlion, eats, impalai and in row 3 hlion, drinks, wateri and then declare in the
rule that the second column has to become an object property in the ontology.
If there are many axioms to add, such an approach likely also will be faster when
knowledge has to be added in batch compared to clicking around in the ODE.

7.3

Thesauri

A thesaurus is a simple concept hierarchy where the concepts are related through
three core relations: BT broader term, NT narrower term, and RT related term
(and auxiliary ones UF/USE, use for/use). For instance, a small section of the
Educational Resources Information Center thesaurus looks like this:
reading ability
BT ability
RT reading
RT perception
2

https://github.com/protegeproject/cellfie-plugin
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Figure 7.3: Generating OWL axioms based on a ‘macro’ approach in spreadsheets.
left: a spreadsheet with in column A the subclass and in column B its superclass, and in
column D the subclass/class that will have a property declared and in column E what
the class in column D is eating. Right: the JSON script to convert columns A and B
into axioms of the type “A v B”.

and the AGROVOC thesaurus about agriculture of the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations has the following asserted, among others:
milk
NT cow milk
NT milk fat
How to go from this to an ontology? Three approaches exist (thus far):
• Automatically translate the ‘legacy’ representation of the ontology into an
OWL file and call it an ontology (by virtue of being represented in OWL,
regardless the content);
• Find some conversion rules that are informed by the subject domain and
foundational ontologies (e.g., introducing parthood, constitution, etc.);
• Give up on the idea of converting it into an ontology and settle for the W3Cstandardised Simple Knowledge Organisation System3 format to achieve compatibility with other Semantic Web Technologies.
We will look at the problems with the first option, and achievements with the
second and third option.

7.3.1

Converting a thesaurus into an ontology

Before looking at conversions, one first has to examine what a typical thesaurus
really looks like, in analogy to examining databases before trying to port them into
an ontology.
Problems
The main issues with thesauri, and for which thus a solution has to be found, are
that:
• Thesauri are generally a lexicalisation of a conceptualisation, or: writing
3

http://www.w3.org/2004/02/skos/
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out and describing concepts in the name of the concept, rather than adding
characterising properties;
• Thesauri have low ontological precision with respect to the categories and the
relations: there are typically no formal details defined for the concept names,
and BT/NT/RT are the only relations allowed in the concept hierarchy.
As thesauri were already in widespread use before ontologies came into the picture
for ontology-driven information systems, they lack basic categories alike those in
DOLCE and BFO. Hence, an alignment activity to such foundational ontology
categories will be necessary. Harder to figure out, however, are the relations. RT
can be anything, from parthood to transformation, to participation, or anything
else, and BT/NT turns out not to be the same as class subsumption; hence, the
relations are overloaded with (ambiguous) subject domain semantics. This has
as result that those relationships are used inconsistently—or at least not precise
enough for an ontology. For instance, in the aforementioned example, milk and
milk fat relate in a different way to each other than milk and cow milk, for milk
fat is a component of milk and cow milk indicates its origin (and, arguably, it is
part of the cow), yet both were NT-ed to milk.
A sample solution: rules as you go
Because of the relatively low precision of a thesaurus, it will take a bit more work
to convert it into an ontology cf. a database. Basically, the ontological analysis
that hasn’t been done when developing the thesaurus—in favour of low-hanging
fruit for system development—will have to be done now. For instance, a nebulous
term like “Communication (Thought Transfer)” in the ERIC thesaurus will have to
be clarified and distinguished from other types of communication like in computer
networks. They then could be aligned to a foundational ontology or a top-domain
ontology after some additional analysis of the concepts in the hierarchy and aided by
a decision diagram like D3. One also should settle on the relations that will replace
BT/NT/RT. An approach to this particular aspect of refinement is presented in
[KJLW12].
This is a lot of manual work, and there may be some ways to automate some
aspects of the whole process. Soergel and co-authors [SLL+ 04] took a ‘rules as you
go’ approach that can be applied after the aforementioned ontological analysis.
This means that as soon as some repetitiveness was encountered in the manual
activity, a rule was devised, the rest of the thesaurus assessed on the occurrence of
the pattern, and converted in one go. A few examples are included below.
Example 7.2. For instance, Soergel and co-authors observed that, e.g., cow NT
cow milk should become cow <hasComponent> cow milk. There are more animals with milk; hence, a pattern could be animal <hasComponent> milk, or,
more generally animal <hasComponent> body part. With that rule, one can find
automatically, e.g., goat NT goat milk and convert that automatically into goat
<hasComponent> goat milk. Other pattern examples were, e.g., plant <growsIn>
soil type and geographical entity <spatiallyIncludedIn> geographical entity. ♦
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Avoiding ontologies with SKOS

Thesauri tend to be very large, and it may well be too much effort to convert them
into a real ontology, yet one still would want to have some interoperation of thesauri
with other systems so as to avail of the large amounts of information they contain.
To this end, the W3C developed a standard called Simple Knowledge Organisation
System(s): SKOS4 [MB09]. More broadly, it is intended for converting thesauri,
classification schemes, taxonomies, subject headings etc. into one interoperable
syntax, thereby enabling concept-based search instead of text-based search, reuse
of each other’s concept definitions, facilitate the ability to search across institution
boundaries, and to use standard software. This is a step forward compared to the
isolated thesauri.
However, there are also some limitations to it: ‘unusual’ concept schemes do not
fit into SKOS because sometimes the original structure too complex, skos:Concept
is without clear properties like in OWL, there is still much subject domain semantics in the natural language text which makes it less amenable to advanced
computer processing, and the SKOS ‘semantic relations’ have little semantics, as
skos:narrower does not guarantee it is is a or part of, as it just is the standardised
version of NT.
Then there is a peculiarity in the encoding. Let us take the example where
Enzyme is a subtype of Protein, hence, we declare:
SKOSPaths:protein rdf:type skos:Concept
SKOSPaths:enzyme rdf:type skos:Concept
SKOSPaths:enzyme SKOSPaths:broaderGeneric SKOSPaths:protein
in the SKOSPaths SKOS file, which are, mathematically, statements about instances. This holds true also if we were to transform an OWL file to SKOS:
each OWL class becomes a SKOS instance due to the mapping of skos:Concept
to owl:Class [IS09]. This is a design decision of SKOS. From a purely technical
point of view, that can be dealt with easily, but one has to be aware of it when
developing applications.
As the scope of this book is ontology engineering, SKOS will not be elaborated
on further.

7.4

Text processing to extract content for ontologies

If all else fails, and there happens to be a good amount of text available in the subject domain of the (prospective) ontology, one can try Natural Language Processing
(NLP) to develop the ontology5 . Which approaches and tools suit best depends
on the goal (and background) of its developers and prospective users, ontological
commitment, and available resources.
4

http://www.w3.org/TR/swbp-skos-core-spec
of course, once the ontology is there, it can be used as a component in an ontology-driven
information system, and an NLP application can be enhanced with an ontology, but that is a
separate theme.
5
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There are two principal possibilities to use NLP for ontology development:
• Use NLP to populate the TBox of the ontology, i.e., obtaining candidate
terms from the text, which is also called ontology learning (from text).
• Use NLP to populate the ABox of the ontology, i.e., obtaining named entities,
which is also called ontology population (from text).
A review of NLP and (bio-)ontologies can be found in [LHC11] and some examples
in [CSG+ 10, AWP+ 08].
But why the “if all else fails...” at the start of the section? The reason is that
information in text is unstructured and natural language is inherently ambiguous.
The first step researchers attempted was to find candidate terms for OWL classes.
This requires a Part-of-Speech (POS) tagger so as to annotate each word in the text
with its category; e.g., ‘apple’ is a noun and so forth. Then one selects the nouns
only and counts how often it occurs, taking into account synonyms so as to group
those together and assesses which ones are homonyms and used in different ways
and therefore have to be split into different buckets. This process may be assisted
by, e.g., WordNet6 . Challenges arise with euphemisms, slang, and colloquialisms,
as well as with datedness of texts as terms may have undergone concept drift
(i.e., mean something else now) and new ones have been invented. The eventual
resulting candidate list is then assessed by humans on relevance, and subsequently
a selection will be added to the ontology.
The process for candidate relations is a bit more challenging. Although one
easily can find the verbs with a POS tagger, it is not always easy to determine the
scope of what denotes the subject and what denotes the object in the sentence,
and authors are ‘sloppy’ or at least imprecise. For instance, one could say (each)
‘human has a heart’, where ‘has’ actually refers to structural parthood, ‘human
has a house’ where ‘has’ probably means ownership, and ‘human has a job’ which
again has a different meaning. The taxonomy of part-whole relations we have
seen in Section 6.2 has been used to assist with this process (e.g., [THU+ 16]).
Consider that DOLCE and WordNet are linked and thus for a noun in the text
that is also in WordNet, then one can find the DOLCE category. Knowing the
DOLCE category, one can check which part-whole relation fits with that thanks
to the formal definitions of the relations. For instance, ‘human’ and ‘heart’ are
both physical endurants, which are endurants, which are particulars. One then can
use OntoPartS’s algorithm: return only those relations where the domain and
range are either of those three, but not any others. In this case, it can be (proper)
structural parthood or the more generic plain (proper) parthood, but not, say
involvement because ‘human’ and ‘heart’ are not perdurants. A further strategy
that could be used is, e.g., VerbNet7 that uses compatible roles of the relations
that the nouns play in the relation.
Intuitively, one may be led to think that simply taking the generic NLP tools
will do also for specialised domains, such as (bio-)medicine. Any application does
indeed use those techniques and tools, but, generally, they do not suffice to obtain
6
7

https://wordnet.princeton.edu/
https://verbs.colorado.edu/verbnet/
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‘acceptable’ results. Domain specific peculiarities are many and wide-ranging. For
instance, 1) to deal with the variations of terms (e.g., scientific name, variants,
abbreviations, and common misspellings) and the grounding step (linking a term
to an entity in a biological database) in the ontology-NLP preparation and instance
classification [WKB07]; 2) to characterise the question in a question answering
system correctly (e.g., [VF09]); and 3) to find ways to deal with the rather long
strings and noun phrases that denote a biological entity or concept or universal
[AWP+ 08]. Taking into account such peculiarities does generate better overall
results than generic or other domain-specific usages of NLP tools, but it requires
extra manual preparatory work and a basic understanding of the subject domain
and its applications to include also such rules. For instance, enzyme names always
end with ‘-ase’, so one can devise a rule with a regular expression to detect these
terms ending in ‘-ase’ and add them in the taxonomy as a subclass of Enzyme.
Ontology population in the sense of actually adding a lot of objects in the ABox
of the OWL file is not exciting, for it is not good in scalability of reasoning, partially
due to the complexity of OWL 2 and partially because the default setting of the
ODEs is that it will load the whole OWL file into main memory and by default
settings at least, the ODE will run out of memory. There are alternatives to that,
such as putting the instances in a database or annotating the instances named in
the text with the terms of the ontology and store those texts in a digital library,
which then can be queried. The process to realise it requires, among others, a
named entity tagger so that is can tag, say, the ‘Kruger park’ as a named entity.
It then has to find a way to figure out that that is an instance of Nature Reserve.
For geographic entities, a gazetteer can be used. As for nouns, also named entities
can have different strings yet refer to the same entity; e.g., the strings ‘Luis Fonsi’
and ‘L. Fonsi’ refer to the same singer-songwriter of the smash-hit Despacito. It
has further issues, such as referring expressions in the same as well as successive
sentences; e.g., in the sentence “he wrote the song during a sizzling Sunday sunset”,
“he” refers to Fonsi and “the song” to Despacito, which has to be understood and
represented formally as a triple, say, hFonsi, songwriter, Despacitoi and linked
to the classes in the ontology.
NLP for ontology learning and population is its own subfield in ontology learning. The brief summary and illustration of some aspects of it does not cover the
whole range, but may at least have given some idea of non-triviality of the task.
If you are interested in this topic: a more comprehensive overview is described in
[CMSV09] and there are several handbooks.

7.5

Other semi-automated approaches

Other (semi-)automated approaches to bottom-up ontology development include
machine learning techniques, deploying so-called ‘non-standard’ DL reasoning services, and converting diagrams fro biology into (candidate) ontology terms and
relations.
A short overview and relevant references of machine learning techniques for
ontology development can be found in [dFE10], who also outline where such induc-
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tive methods can be used, being: classifying instances, learning new relationships
among individuals, probabilistic ontologies, and probabilistic mapping for the ontology matching task, (semi)-automating the ontology population task, refining
ontologies, and reasoning on inconsistent or noisy knowledge bases. Several ‘hybrids’ exists, such as the linking of Bayesian networks with probabilistic ontologies
[dCL06] and improving data mining with an ontology [ZYS+ 05].
Other options are to resort to a hybrid of Formal Concept Analysis with OWL
[BGSS07], least common subsumer [BST07, Tur08, PT11], and similar techniques.
The notion of least common subsumer and most specific concept and motivations
where and how it may be useful are described in [PT11]. The least common subsumer and most specific concept use non-standard reasoning services that help
with ontology development, and they are defined in terms of DL knowledge bases
as follows.
Definition 7.1 (least common subsumer ([PT11])). Let L be a Description Logic
language, K = (T , A) be a knowledge base represented in DL L (an L-KB). The
least common subsumer (lcs) with respect to T of a collection of concepts C1 , . . . , Cn
is the L-concept description C such that:

1. Ci vT C for all 1 ≤ i ≤ n, and
2. for each L-concept description D holds: if Ci vT D for all 1 ≤ i ≤ n, then
C vT D.

Definition 7.2 (most specific concept ([PT11])). Let L be a Description Logic
language, K = (T , A) be a knowledge base represented in DL L (an L-KB). The
most specific concept (msc) with respect to K of an individual from A is the Lconcept description C such that:
1. K |= C(a), and
2. for each L-concept description D holds: K |= D(a) implies C vT D.
The least common subsumer computes the common superclass of a concept and
the most specific concept classifies an individual into a concept description.
One could exploit biological models to find candidate terms and relations when
those models have been created with software. This allows for semi-automated
approaches to formalise the graphical vocabulary in textbooks and drawing tools,
and subsequently use an algorithm to populate the TBox with the knowledge taken
from the drawings. This because such software has typical icons for categories of
things, like a red oval meaning Protein, a yellow rectangle meaning Cell Process, and
a pale green arrow with a grey hexagon in the middle meaning Protein Modification.
Each individual diagram can thus be analysed, and the named shapes at least
categorised as subclasses of such main classes and relations asserted for the arrows
between the shapes. This has been attempted for STELLA and PathwayStudio
models [Kee05, Kee12b]. Related are the efforts with converting models represented
in the Systems Biology Markup Language (SMBL) into OWL [HDG+ 11].
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Ontology Design Patterns

Ontology Design Patterns (ODPs) are a middle out way for developing ontologies.
They can be viewed as an extremely lightweight version of design principles alike
found in foundational ontologies, but then with less ‘clutter’. That is, they can be
cleverly modularised foundational ontology fragments that serve as design snippets
for good modelling practices. They also can be viewed as a way of bottom-up
pattern finding that is then reused across the ontology and offered to others as
a ‘best practices’ design solution for some modelling aspect. ODPs have been
proposed first a while ago [BS05, Gan05], and have gained some traction in research
in recent years with various ideas and proposals. There is, therefore, no clear
single, neat, core to extract from it and describe at present. A clear, informal
overview is described in [GP09], but terms, descriptions, and categorisations are
being reworked [FGGP13], and the sub-field better characterised with respect to
the issues for using ODPs and possible research directions [BHJ+ 15].
Let us first introduce some definitions for a pattern for a specific ontology and
their uses and then proceed to types of patterns. The definitions are geared to the
OWL language, but one can substitute that for another language of choice.
Definition 7.3 (Language of pattern instantiation [FK17]). OWL Ontology O
with language specification adhering to the W3C standard [MPSP09], which has
classes C ∈ VC , object properties OP ∈ VOP , data properties D ∈ VD , data types
DT ∈ VDT of the permitted XML schema types, axiom components (‘language
features’) X ∈ VX , and such that Ax ∈ VAx are the axioms.
The ‘axiom components’ include features such as, among others, subsumption,
transitivity, existential quantification, and cardinality, which can be used according
to the syntax of the language. A pattern itself is a meta-level specification, in
a similar fashion as stereotyping in UML. Just in case a pattern also includes
‘reserved’ entities from, say, a foundational ontology, they get their own entry in
the vocabulary to clearly distinguish them.
Definition 7.4 (Language for patterns: Vocabulary V [FK17]). The meta-level
(second order) elements (or stereotypes) for patterns are:
• class C ∈ VC as C in the pattern;
• object property OP ∈ VOP as R in the pattern;
• data property D ∈ VD as D in the pattern;
• data type DT ∈ VDT as DT in the pattern;
• reserved set of entities from a foundational ontology, as F in the pattern;
where added subscripts i with 1 ≤ i ≤ n may be different elements. Two elements
in the vocabulary are called homogeneous iff they belong to the same type, i.e., they
are both classes, or both object properties, and so on. Elements can be used in
axioms Ax ∈ VAx that consists of axiom components x ∈ VX in the pattern such
that the type of axioms are those supported in the ontology language in which the
instance of the pattern is represented.
With these ingredients in place, one can then define an ontology pattern P as
follows.

7.6. Ontology Design Patterns

153

Definition 7.5 (Ontology Pattern P [FK17]). An ontology pattern P consists of
more than one element from vocabulary V which relate through at least one axiom
component from VX . Its specification contains the:
• pattern name;
• pattern elements from V;
• pattern axiom component(s) from VX ;
• pattern’s full formalisation.
For instance, the basic all-some pattern that we have seen as ‘macro’ in Section 7.2
has as specification ([FK17]):
• pattern name: basic all-some
• pattern elements: C1 , C2 , R
• pattern axiom component(s): v, ∃
• pattern’s full formalisation: C1 v ∃R.C2
An instantiation of the basic all-some pattern in an ontology, say, the AWO, may
be, e.g., Giraffe v ∃drinks.Water.
As can be seen from the definition, they are referred to agnostically as patterns—
it may be a pattern realised in the ontology and some algorithm has to search for
(as was the scope in [FK17]) as well as one defined separately and applied during
the design phase and is therewith thus also in line with some newly proposed
terminology [FGGP13]. Ontology patterns tend to be more elaborate than the basic
all-some pattern. For instance, one could specify a pattern for how to represent
attributions with DOLCE’s Quality rather than an OWL data property, as was
discussed in Section 6.1.1, or how to systematically approximate representing an
n-ary into n binaries in OWL. Furthermore, there are broader options for ontology
patterns. A selection of them with a few examples is as follows.
• Architecture pattern. This specifies how the ontology is organised. For
instance, one could choose to have a modular architecture in the sense of
sub-domains. An example of a fairly elaborate architecture is illustrated in
Figure 7.4 for BioTop [BSSH08].
• Logical pattern. This deals with the absence of some features of a representation language and how to work with that. The issue with n-aries in OWL
is such an example.
• Content pattern. This pattern assists with representing similar knowledge in
the same way for that particular ontology. Recalling the rules-as-you-go from
thesauri bottom-up development, they can be specified as content patterns.
A larger example is shown in Figure 7.5.
• ‘Housekeeping’ patterns, including so-called lexico-syntactic patterns. They
refer to ensuring clean and consistent representations in the ontology. For
instance, to write names in CamelCase or with dashes, and using IDs with
labels throughout versus naming the classes throughout the ontology.
There are also practical engineering tasks in the process of using ODPs, such
as a workflow for using ODPs and the usual requirements of documentation and
metadata; recent first proposals include [FBR+ 16, KHH16].
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Figure 7.4:
BioTop’s Architecture, which links to both DOLCE and
BFO-RO and small ‘bridge’ ontologies to link the modules.
(Source:
http://www.imbi.uni-freiburg.de/ontology/biotop).

7.7

Exercises

Review question 7.1. Why can one not simply convert each database table into
an OWL class and assume the bottom-up process is completed?
Review question 7.2. Name two modelling considerations going from conceptual
data model to ontology.
Review question 7.3. Name the type of relations in a thesaurus.
Review question 7.4. What are some of the issues one has to deal with when
developing an ontology bottom-up using a thesaurus?
Review question 7.5. What are the two ways one can use NLP for ontology
development?
Review question 7.6. Machine learning was said to use inductive methods. Recall what that means and how it differs from deductive methods.
Review question 7.7. The least common subsumer and most specific concept use
non-standard reasoning services that helps with ontology development. Describe
in your own words what they do.
Exercise 7.1. Examine Figure 7.6 and answer the following questions.
a. Represent the depicted knowledge in an OWL ontology. *
b. Can you represent all knowledge? If not: what not? *
c. Are there any problems with the original conceptual data model? If so, which
one(s)? *
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Figure 7.5: Example of a content OP represented informally on the left in UML class
diagram style notion and formally on the right. There is a further extension to this OPD
described in [VKC+ 16] as well as several instantiations.

Figure 7.6:
A small conceptual model in ICom (from its website
http://www.inf.unibz.it/∼franconi/∼icom; see [FFT12] for further details
about the tool); blob: mandatory, open arrow: functional; square with star: disjoint
complete, square with cross: disjoint, closed arrow (grey triangle): subsumption.

Exercise 7.2. Figure 7.7 shows a very simple conceptual data model in roughly
UML class diagram notation: a partition [read: disjoint, complete] of employees
between clerks and managers, plus two more subclasses of employee, namely rich
employee and poor employee, that are disjoint from the clerk and the manager
classes, respectively (box with cross). All the subclasses have the salary attribute
restricted to a string of length 8, except for the clerk entity that has the salary
attribute restricted to be a string of length 5. Another conceptual data model,
in ORM2 notation (which is a so-called attribute-free language), is depicted in
Figure 7.8, which is roughly similar.
a. When you reason over the conceptual data model in Figure 7.7, you will
find it has an inconsistent class and one new subsumption relation. Which
class is inconsistent and what subsumes what (that is not already explicitly
declared)? Try to find out manually, and check your answer by representing
the diagram in an OWL ontology and run the reasoner to find out. *
b. Develop a proper ontology that can handle both conceptual data models.

156

Chapter 7. Bottom-up Ontology Development
Consider the issue of how to deal with attributes and add the information
that clerks work for at most 3 projects and managers manage at least one
project. *

Figure
7.7:
A
small
conceptual
http://www.inf.unibz.it/∼franconi/∼icom).

model

in

ICom

(Source:

Figure 7.8: A small conceptual model in ORM2, similar to that in Figure 7.7.

Exercise 7.3. Consider the small section of the Educational Resources Information
Center thesaurus, below.
a. In which W3C-standardised (Semantic Web) language would you represent
it, and why? *
b. Are all BT/NT assertions subsumption relations? *
c. There is an online tool that provides a semi-automatic approach to developing
a domain ontology in OWL starting from SKOS. Find it. Why is it semiautomatic and can that be made fully automatic (and if so, how)?
Popular Culture
BT Culture
NT n/a

7.7. Exercises

157
RT
RT
RT
RT
RT

Globalization
Literature
Mass Media
Media Literacy
Films
UF Mass Culture (2004)

Mass Media
BT n/a
NT Films
NT News Media
NT Radio
RT Advertising
RT Propaganda
RT Publications;
UF Multichannel Programing (1966 1980) (2004)
Propaganda
BT Communication (Thought Transfer)
BT Information Dissemination
NT n/a
RT Advertising
RT Deception
RT Mass Media
UF n/a

Exercise 7.4. In what way(s) may data mining be useful in bottom-up ontology
development? Your answer should include something about the following three
aspects:
a. populating the TBox (learning classes and hierarchies, relationships, constraints),
b. populating the ABox (assertions about instances), and
c. possible substitutes or additions to the standard automated reasoning service
(consistency checking, instance classification, etc.).
Exercise 7.5. Define a pattern for how to represent attributions with DOLCE’s
Quality rather than an OWL data property.
Exercise 7.6. OWL permits only binary object properties, though n-aries can be
approximated. Describe how they can be approximated, and how your OP would
look like such that, when given to a fellow student, s/he can repeat the modelling
of that n-ary exactly the way you did it and add other n-aries in the same way. *
Exercise 7.7. Inspect the Novel Abilities and Disabilities OntoLogy for ENhancing
Accessibility: adolena; Figure 7.9 provides a basic informal overview. Can (any
of) this be engineered into an ODP? If so, which type(s), how, what information
is needed to document an OP? *
Exercise 7.8. Figure 7.5 shows a content OP. How would you evaluate whether
this is a good ODP? In doing so, describe your reasoning why it is, or is not, a
good ODP. *
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Figure 7.9: Informal view of the adolena ontology.

Exercise 7.9. Discuss the feasibility of the following combinations of requirements
for an ontology-driven information system (and make an informed guess about the
unknowns):
a. Purpose: science; Language: OWL 2 DL, or an extension thereof; Reuse:
foundational; Bottom-up: form textbook models; Reasoning services: standard and non-standard.
b. Purpose: querying data through an ontology; Language: some OWL 2;
Reuse: reference; Bottom-up: physical database schemas and tagging; Reasoning services: ontological and querying.
c. Purpose: ontology-driven NLP; Language: OWL 2 EL; Reuse: unknown;
Bottom up: a thesaurus and tagging experiments; Reasoning services: mainly
just querying.
You may wish to consult [Kee10a] for a table about dependencies, or argue upfront
first.
Exercise 7.10. You are an ontology consultant and have to advise the clients on
ontology development for the following scenario. What would your advice be, assuming there are sufficient resources to realize it? Consider topics such as language,
reasoning services, bottom-up, top-down, methods/methodologies. *
A pharmaceutical company is in the process of developing a drug to
treat blood infections. There are about 100 candidate-chemicals in
stock, categorised according to the BigPharmaChemicalsThesaurus, and
they need to find out whether it meets their specification of the ‘ideal’
drug, codename DruTopiate, that has the required features to treat that
disease (they already know that DruTopiate must have as part a benzene
ring, must be water-soluble, smaller than 1 µm, etc). Instead of finding
out by trial-and-error and test all 100 chemicals in the lab in costly
experiments, they want to filter out candidate chemicals by automatic
classification according to those DruTopiate features, and then experiment only with the few that match the desired properties. This in silico
(on-the-computer) biomedical research is intended as a pilot study, and
it is hoped that the successes obtained in related works, such as that of
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the protein phosphatases and ideal rubber molecules, can be achieved
also in this case.

7.8

Literature and reference material

A small selection of sample articles are the following ones, noting that there are,
at the time of writing no ‘common reference papers’ on the topic:
1. L. Lubyte, S. Tessaris. Automatic Extraction of Ontologies Wrapping Relational Data Sources. In Proc. of the 20th International Conference on
Database and Expert Systems Applications (DEXA 2009).
2. Witte, R. Kappler, T. And Baker, C.J.O. Ontology design for biomedical
text mining. In: Semantic Web: revolutionizing knowledge discovery in the
life sciences, Baker, C.J.O., Cheung, H. (eds), Springer: New York, 2007, pp
281-313.
3. Dagobert Soergel, Boris Lauser, Anita Liang, Frehiwot Fisseha, Johannes
Keizer and Stephen Katz. Reengineering thesauri for new applications: the
AGROVOC example. Journal of Digital Information 4(4) (2004).
4. SKOS Core8 , SKOS Core guide9 , and the SKOS Core Vocabulary Specification10 .

8

http://www.w3.org/2004/02/skos/core
http://www.w3.org/TR/swbp-skos-core-guide
10
http://www.w3.org/TR/swbp-skos-core-spec
9
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Introduction
There are a myriad of advanced topics in ontology engineering, of which most require an understanding of both the logic foundations and of the modelling and
engineering, albeit that each subtopic may put more emphasis on one aspect than
another. A textbook at an introductory level cannot possibly cover all the specialised subtopics. Those included in this Block III aim to give an impression of
the many possible directions with very distinct flavours and interests. They could
have been other topics as well, and it was not easy to make a selection. For instance,
machine learning is currently popular, and it is being used in ontology engineering,
yet has not been included. Likewise, ontology mapping and alignment have a set
of theories, methods, and tools drawing from various disciplines and topics that is
of interest (graph matching, similarity measures, language technologies). Perhaps
readers are interested in learning more about the various applications of ontologies
in ontology-driven information systems to be motivated more thanks to demonstrations of some more concrete benefits of ontologies in IT and computing. I do
have reasons for including the ones that have been included, though.
Ontology-Based Data Access could be seen as an application scenario of ontologies, yet it is also intricately linked with ontology engineering due to the representation limitations to achieve scalability, the sort of automated reasoning one
does with it, handling the ABox, and querying ontologies, which can be done but
hasn’t been mentioned at all so far. That is, it adds new theory, methods, and
tools into an ontology engineer’s ‘knapsack’. It principally provides an answer to
the question:
• How can I have a very large ABox in my knowledge base and still have good
performance?
The second topic (in Chapter 9) is of an entirely different nature compared to
OBDA and brings afore two ontology development issues that have so far been
ignored as well:
• What to do if one would want, say, the AWO not in English, or have it in
several languages, like name the class Isilwane or Dier rather than Animal, and
manage it all with several natural languages?
• How can one interact with domain experts in natural language, so that they
can provide knowledge and verify that what has been represented in the
ontology is what they want to have in there, without them having to learn
logic?
That is, there is an interaction between ontologies and natural language, which
oftentimes cannot be ignored.
A different topic is the tension between the expressivity of the logic and what
one would like to—or need to—represent. Indeed, we have come across the DOL
framework (Section 4.3.2), but that does neither cover all possibilities (yet), nor
does it make immediately clear how to represent advanced features. For instance,
what if the knowledge is not ‘crisp’, i.e. either true or false, but may be true to a
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degree? Or if one has used machine learning and induced some x, then that will
be probabilistically true and it may be nicer to represent that uncertainty aspect in
the ontology as well. Also, one of the BFO 2.x versions squeezed notions of time in
the labels of the object properties (recall Section 6.1.2), but OWL is not temporal,
so, logically, those labels have no effect whatsoever. Language extensions to some
fragment of OWL and to DLs have been proposed, as there are requests for features
to represent such knowledge and reason over it. The main question this strand of
research tries to answer is:
• In what way(s) can ontology languages deal with, or be extended with, language features, such a time and vagueness, so that one also can use those
extensions in automated reasoning (cf. workarounds with labels)?
That is, this topic has a tight interaction between modelling something even more
precisely—obtaining a better quality ontology—and not just availability of language features and tinkering with workarounds, but actually getting them.
The final advanced topic looks at scaling up the TBox layer. So far, we have
dealt with (very) small ontologies only, but the real ones used in information systems are typically much larger than that: they run into the thousands if not hundreds of thousands of classes, which have many more axioms declared in the ontology. This brings afore questions regarding how to work in the best way with
large subject domains and large ontologies. Modularisation is a tried and tested
approach, and the main questions that the chapter’s contents contributes to answering are:
• What is the landscape of ontology modules, with their aims, types, and characteristics?
• What are good modules?
• How to take a good modular approach with large ontologies?
Chapter 11 takes a foundations and systems-oriented approach rather than logicbased, as it was not possible to cover both in a short chapter and one first needs
to know some foundations as to what is required before devising a logic and algorithms to support ontology modularisation. There is still a lot of work to be
done on ontology modularisation, and this chapter may assist both beginners to
find suggestions on how to approach modularisation and researchers to find ideas
to investigate.
As mentioned in the introduction of the book, one can read either chapter in
any order, as they do not depend on each other. They are short chapters and could
perhaps have been combined into one large chapter with several sections, but that
did not look nice aesthetically. Also, it is easier for lectures to cover a whole chapter
at once and cover one topic at a time (though noting that each topic easily can
cover more than one lecture).

CHAPTER

8

Ontology-Based Data Access

Blocks I and II were rather theoretical in the sense that we have not seen many
practical application infrastructures with ontologies. This is set to change in this
chapter. We shall look at both theoretical foundations of ontology-based data access
(OBDA) and one of its realisations, and you will set up an OBDA system yourself
as an exercise. Also, this chapter will provide some technical details of the EPNet
example of food in the Mediterranean [CLM+ 16] that was briefly described in
Section 1.3.2 as an example of ontologies for data integration in the humanities.
From an education perspective, there are several ‘starting points’ for introducing OBDA, for it depends on one’s background how one looks at it. The short
description is that it links an OWL file (the ‘ontology’ in the TBox) to lots of data
in a relational database (the ‘Abox’) by means of a newly introduced mapping
layer, which subsequently can be used for automated reasoner-enhanced ‘intelligent’
queries. The sneer quotes on ‘ontology’ have to do with the fact that, practically,
the ‘ontology’ is a logic-based simple conceptual data model formalised in ±OWL 2
QL. The sneer quotes on ‘intelligent’ refer to the fact that with the knowledge represented in the ontology/conceptual data model and an OBDA-enabled reasoner,
one can pose more advanced queries to the database in an easier way in some cases
than with just a plain relational database and SQL (although at the same time,
one cannot use all of SQL).
In any case, in this chapter we divert from the “we don’t really care about
expressivity and scalability” of Block II to a setting that is driven by the need for
scalability of ontology-driven information systems. We start with some motivations
why one should care (Section 8.1). There are many ways to address the issues of
query formulation and management, and several design choices are available even
within the OBDA approach alone; they are described in Section 8.2. Sections 8.3
and 8.4 describe one of the architectures and its principal components.
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Introduction: Motivations

To motivate the need for some version of an OBDA system, we start with two
perspectives: the (end-)user and the database administrator.

A database administrator’s perspective
Organisations normally have multiple databases to store and manage their data;
e.g., a PeopleSoft applications for student, course, degree, and grade management
at a university, a database with employee data, a course management system like
Moodle or Sakai for the university’s course content management, and so on. Or
take a city’s public administration that wants to develop integrated services delivery and the separate databases of the individual services have to be integrated
from separate electricity, sewerage, water, refuse collection, and cadastre databases.
Health information systems sometimes need to be kept separate for privacy reasons,
yet at the same time, some cross-database queries have to be executed. Hence, the
databases have to be connected in some way, and doing all that manually is a tedious, time-consuming task in any case. Moreover, as database administrator, you
will have to know how the data is stored in the database, write (very) large queries
that can span pages, and there is no management for recurring queries.
Instead of knowing the structure of the database(s) by heart to construct such
large queries, one can reduce the cognitive (over-)load by focusing only on what is in
the database, without having to care about if, say, the class Student has a separate
table or not, whether it uses the full name student or perhaps an abbreviation,
like stud or stdnt, or whether the data about students is split into more than one
table in more than one database. Provided the database was developed properly,
there is a conceptual data model that has exactly the representation of what kind
of data is stored in the database. Traditionally it is offline and shelved after the
first implementation. However, this need not be the case, and OBDA can fill this
gap.

The case from the viewpoint of the user
Did you ever not want to bother knowing how the data is stored in a database, but
simply want to know what kind of things are stored in the database at, say, the
conceptual layer? And did you ever not want to bother having to learn SQL in order
to write queries in SQL (or, in the context of the Semantic Web, SPARQL), but
have a graphical point-and-click interface with which you can compose a query using
that ‘what layer’ of knowledge or some natural language interface such that the
system will generate automatically the SQL query for you, in the correct syntax?
(And all that not with a downloaded desktop application but in a Web browser?)
Frustrated with rigid canned queries and pre-computed queries that limit your
freedom to analyse the data? You don’t want to keep on bothering the sysadmin
for application layer updates to meet your whims and be dependent on whether
she has time for your repeated requests?
Several domain experts in genetics, healthcare informatics, and oil processing,
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at least, wanted that and felt constrained in what they could do with their data,
including at least pondering about, if not full desperation with, the so-called “writeonly” databases. Especially in the biology and biomedical fields, there has been
much ontology development as well as generation of much data, in parallel, which
somehow has to be linked up again.
The notions of query by diagram or conceptual queries might fill this gap. These
ideas are not new [CS94, BH96, BH97, SGJR+ 17], but now the technologies exist
to realise it, even through a web interface and with reasoner-enabled querying. So,
now one can do a sophisticated analysis of one’s data and unlock new information
from the database by using the OBDA approach. In one experiment, this resulted in
the users—scientists conducting in silico experiments—coming up with new queries
not thought of asking before [CKN+ 10].

8.2

OBDA design choices

Regardless whether you needed the motivation, the commonality of both cases
described in the previous section is that it tries to ‘cut out’ several processes that
were hitherto done manually by automating them, which is one of the core aims
of computing. In essence, the aim is to link the knowledge layer to the data
layer that contains gigabytes or even terabytes of data, and in some way still
obtain inferences. From a knowledge engineering viewpoint, this is “logic-based
knowledge representation + lots of data” where the latter is relegated to secondary
storage rather than kept in the OWL file. From a database perspective, this is seen
as “databases + background knowledge” where the latter happens to have been
represented an OWL file. The following example illustrates how the knowledge can
make a difference.
Example 8.1. Consider we have the following:
Professor(Mkhize)
//explicit data represented and stored in a database
Professor v Employee
// knowledge represented in the ontology
Then what is the answer to the query “list all employees”? In a database-only
setting, it will tell you that there are no employees, i.e., return {}. In the ontologyonly setting, it wouldn’t know if there are none. With the ontology + database,
it will infer Employee(Mkhize) and return {Mkhize} as answer, which is what one
may have expected intuitively by reading the example. ♦
The question then becomes: how to combine the two? Data complexity for
OWL 2 DL is decidable but open, and for query complexity the decidability is
open (recall Table 4.2.4). Put differently: this is bad news. There are two ways we
can restrict things to get the eventual algorithms ‘well-behaved’ for scalability:
1. Restrict the TBox somehow, i.e., decrease the expressivity of the language (at
the cost of what one can model); within this option, there are two variants:
v1: Incorporate the relevant parts of the TBox into the query and evaluate
the query over a completed ABox;
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v2: Rewrite the query as needed, incorporate the TBox into the ABox, and
then evaluate the query.

2. Restrict the queries one can ask in such a way that they are only those whose
answer do not depend on the choice of model of the combination of the TBox
+ ABox.
First of all, when we’re considering limiting the TBox, we end up with some minimalist language like OWL 2 QL or one of the DL-Lite flavours underpinning OWL
2 QL. Then, what do v1 and v2 mean for our example above? This is illustrated
in the following example.
Example 8.2. Consider again the query “list all employees” with the following:
Professor(Mkhize)
//explicit data represented and stored in a database
Professor v Employee
// knowledge represented in the ontology
Option v1 will first notice Employee’s subclass, Professor. It will then rewrite the
query so as to ask for all instances of both Employee and Professor. It then returns
{Mkhize} as answer.
Option v2 first will notice Professor(Mkhize), and it sees Professor’s superclass
Employee. It will extend the database with a new assertion, Employee(Mkhize).
Then it will try to answer the original query. It now sees Employee(Mkhize) and
will return {Mkhize} as answer. ♦
Does this difference in process matter? Of course, it does. There are advantages
and disadvantages, as shown in Table 8.1: having to re-compute the whole extended
database can be time-consuming, as is using the knowledge of the TBox to rewrite
the query. Option 1 v1 is used more often, and we’ll see the technicalities of it in
the remainder of the chapter1 .
Option 2 tends to be more used in the database world for database’s physical
design, data structures, query optimisation, and materialised views [TW11].
Table 8.1: Comparing v1 and v2 of the ‘restrict your ontology language’ option.

Queries
Updates

8.3

v1 (query rewriting)
rewriting is exponential
in |Query|
applies to original data

v2 (data completion)
data only grows polynomially in |ABox|
needs to rematerialise
the data completion

An OBDA Architecture

Among the options described in the previous section, the architecture with its
components that we will look at here are an example of Option 1 v1 [CGL+ 07].
The intuitive idea for solving the sysadmin issues is depicted in Figure 8.1, tophalf (in blue): we add a “semantic layer” to a traditional database, or: we have a
1

More details about the options can be found in[CGL+ 07, KLT+ 10, LTW09]
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semantic layer and store information about all individuals in the knowledge base
not in the OWL ABox but in external storage (a relational database) and create a
new link between the OWL TBox and the data store.
There are different tools for each component that make up a realised OBDA
system. For instance, one can choose less or no reasoning, such as the Virtuoso
system2 , and an RDF triple store versus relational database technology to store
the data. We shall take a look at the OBDA system (and theory behind it) that
was developed at “La Sapienza” University in Rome and Free University of BozenBolzano, Italy, which is described in [CGL+ 09]3 .
Its principal ingredients are:
• Formal language: a language in the DL-Lite family, (roughly OWL 2 QL);
• OBDA-enabled reasoner: e.g., QuOnto [ACDG+ 05], Quest [RMC12];
• Data storage: an RDBMS, e.g., Oracle, PostgreSQL, DB2;
• Developer interface: OWL ontology development environment, such as Protégé
and an OBDA plugin [RMLC08], to manage the mappings and data access,
and a developer API facing toward the application to be developed;
• End-user interface: OBDA plugin for Protégé for SPARQL queries4 and
results [RMLC08], and, optionally, a system for graphical querying (e.g.,
[CKN+ 10, SKZ+ 18]).
This is shown schematically in Figure 8.1, bottom-half.

End user interface and
OBDA management

Figure 8.1: OBDA approach and some practical components (bottom-half): the relational database, mappings, an ontology, a reasoner, and a user interface both to hide the
technicalities from the end-user and a way for the OBDA administrator to manage the
ontology and mapping layer.

2

http://virtuoso.openlinksw.com/, used for, among others DBPedia
The latest version is Ontop [CCKE+ 17], which has more features, but introducing those
here as well would distract for the core principles. It also compares Ontop to other OBDA and
SPARQL query answering systems and lists where the system has been used in academia and
industry.
4
SPARQL is a query language, alike SQL but then for querying OWL and RDF. The W3C
specification of SPARQL can be found at http://www.w3.org/TR/rdf-sparql-query/.
3
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Principal components

The theoretical details are quite involved, and relevant papers span hundreds of
pages. In essence, there are two principal aspects to it:
1. Ontology-Based Data Access systems (static components):
• An ontology language, for representing the ontology
• A mapping language, for declaring the mappings between vocabulary in
the ontology and the data
• The data
2. Query answering in Ontology-Based Data Access systems:
•
•
•
•

Reasoning over the TBox
Query rewriting
Query unfolding
Relational database technology

The mapping language and the items under 2 are new notions compared Blocks
I and II and a regular database course, which will be described in the following
subsections.
The ontology language
For the language, we remain, roughly, within the Semantic Web setting, and take a
closer look at the OWL 2 QL profile and similar languages in the “DL-lite” family
that is at the basis of OWL 2 QL, and DL-LiteA in particular [CGL+ 07]. Most significantly, the trade-off between expressive power and computational complexity of
the reasoning services leans strongly towards the scalability of reasoning (including
query answering) over large amounts of data; or: one can’t say a lot with either
OWL 2 QL or DL-LiteA .
Syntax of DL-LiteA . As is common in DLs and OWL, we distinguish between
(abstract) objects and (data) values. A class expression denotes a set of objects,
a datatype denotes a set of values, an object property denotes a binary relationship
between objects, and a data property denotes a binary relation between objects and
values. We assume to have a set {T1 , . . . , Tn } of pairwise disjoint and unbounded
datatypes, each denoting a set val (Ti ) of values (integers, strings, etc.), and >d
denotes the set of all values. Class expressions, C, and object property expressions,
R, are formed according to the following syntax, where A denotes a class, P an
object property, and U a data property:
C −→ A | ∃R | δ(U ),

R −→ P | P − .

Observe that ∃R denotes an unqualified existential class expression, δ(U ) denotes
the domain of U , and P − denotes the inverse of P .
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A DL-LiteA ontology O = hT , Ai, consists of a TBox T and an ABox A, where
the TBox is constituted by a set of axioms of the form
C1 v C2 ,
ρ(U ) v Ti ,
R1 v R2 ,
U1 v U2 ,
(disj C1 C2 ),
(disj R1 R2 ), (disj U1 U2 ),
(funct R),
(funct U ).
The axioms in the first row denote inclusions, with ρ(U ) the range of U . The
axioms in the second row denote disjointness; note that distinct datatypes are
assumed to be disjoint. The axioms in the third row denote functionality (at
most one) of an object property expression and of a data property expression,
respectively. The ABox is constituted by a set of assertions of the form A(a),
P (a, a0 ), and U (a, `), where a, a0 are individuals denoting objects and ` is a literal
(denoting a value). To ensure that DL-LiteA maintains the computationally wellbehaved computational properties of the DL-Lite family [CGL+ 07], the form of
the TBox has to be restricted (as we have seen for OWL 2 QL in Chapter 3). In
particular, object and data properties occurring in functionality assertions cannot
be specialized, i.e., the cannot appear in the right hand side of an inclusion axiom.
Semantics of DL-LiteA . The semantics of DL-LiteA is based on first-order
interpretations I = (∆I , ·I ), where ∆I is a nonempty interpretation domain, which
is partitioned into a ∆IO of objects, and a ∆IV of values. The interpretation function
·I maps each individual a to aI ∈ ∆IO , each class A to AI ⊆ ∆IO , each object
property P to P I ⊆ ∆IO × ∆IO , and each data property U to U I ⊆ ∆IO × ∆IV ,
whereas each literal ` is interpreted as the value `I = val (`), each datatype Ti as
the set of values TiI = val (Ti ), and >Id = ∆IV . The semantics of expressions:
(∃R)I = {o | ∃o0 . (o, o0 ) ∈ RI },

(P − )I = {(o, o0 ) | (o0 , o) ∈ P I },

(δ(U ))I = {o | ∃v. (o, v) ∈ U I },

(ρ(U ))I = {v | ∃o. (o, v) ∈ U I }.

Contrary to OWL, DL-LiteA (and its implementation) adopts the unique name
assumption, meaning that for every interpretation I and distinct individuals or
values c1 , c2 , we have that cI1 6= cI2 (which is the norm in the database setting).
As for other DLs and OWL species, I satisfies α1 v α2 if α1I ⊆ α2I , it satisfies
(disj α1 α2 ) if α1I ∩ α2I = ∅, and it satisfies (funct S) if S I is a function (that is, if
(o, z1 ) ∈ S I and (o, z2 ) ∈ S I , then z1 = z2 )). I satisfies A(a) if aI ∈ AI , it satisfies
P (a, a0 ) if (aI , a0I ) ∈ P I , and it satisfies U (a, `) if (aI , val (`)) ∈ U I .
Mappings
Here, a few definitions and an example is included; the chapter literature contains
further technical details and more examples of mappings.
Definition 8.1 (Mapping assertion between a database and a TBox). A mapping
assertion between a database D and a TBox T has the form Φ
Ψ where
• Φ is an arbitrary SQL query of arity n > 0 over D;
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• Ψ is a conjunctive query over T of arity n0 > 0 without non-distinguished
variables, possibly involving variable terms.
Definition 8.2 (Mapping assertion in M in an OBDA system). A mapping assertion between a database D and a TBox T in M has the form Φ(~x)
Ψ(~t, ~y )
where
• Φ is an arbitrary SQL query of arity n > 0 over D;
• Ψ is a conjunctive query over T of arity n0 > 0 without non-distinguished
variables;
• ~x, ~y are variables with ~y ⊆ ~x;
• ~t are variable terms of the form f (~z), with f ∈ Λ and ~z ⊆ ~x.
Concerning the semantics of mappings, intuitively: I satisfies Φ
Ψ with
respect to D if all facts obtained by evaluating Φ over D and then propagating
answers to Ψ, hold in I.
Definition 8.3 (Satisfaction of a mapping assertion with respect to a database).
An interpretation I satisfies a mapping assertion Φ(~x)
Ψ(~t, ~y ) in M with respect
to a database D, if for each tuple of values ~v ∈ Eval(Φ, D), and for each ground
atom in Ψ[~x/~v ], we have that:
• If the ground atom is A(s), then sI ∈ AI ;
• If the ground atom is P (s1 , s2 ), then (sI1 , sI2 ) ∈ P I .
(Note: Eval(Φ, D) denotes the result of evaluating Φ over D, Ψ[~x/~v ] denotes
Ψ where each xi is substituted with vi )
An example is shown in Figure 8.2 with the OBDA plugin for Protégé. There
is an ontology that happens to have a class PromiscuousBacterium, among other
things, and a relational database (HGT) with several tables, such as organisme
and flexcount. Now we have to link the two with a mapping, which means (i)
constructing a database query such that it retrieves only the promiscuous bacteria,
and (ii) solving the ‘impedance mismatch’ (recollect Chapter 7) with a functor so
that the values returned by the database query become objects in the ontology,
which is what getPromBact does. Informally, the functor can be considered as a
URI building mechanism for individuals in the ontology taken from the database
(theoretically, they are skolem functions).
Query answering
Recall the outline of the adolena ontology from the exercise and Figure 7.9. A
query could be “retrieve the devices that ameliorate paraplegia”
q(x) :- Device(x), ameliorates(x,y), Paraplegia(y)
For this to work, we have to introduce three aspects. First, we need a computerprocessable serialization of the query, a notion of what kind of queries we can pose,
and a way how it will do the answering. The query language is SPARQL (see
footnote 4). The kind of queries is (unions of) conjunctive queries. A conjunctive
query (CQ) q over an ontology O is an expression of the form q(~x) ← ∃~y .conj (~x, ~y ),
where q(~x) the head, conj (~x, ~y ) the body, the variables in ~x are distinguished variables and ~y the non-distinguished variables, and where conj (~x, ~y ) is a conjunction
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OWL class in the ontology

SQL Query over the database

Figure 8.2: An example of a mapping; see text for explanation. (Source: based on
[Kee10c])

of atoms of the form D(z), S(z, z 0 ), z = z 0 , where D denotes a class or a datatype,
S an object property or data property in O, and z, z 0 are individuals or literals in
O or variables in ~x or ~y . Given an interpretation I = (∆I , ·I ), then q I is the set of
tuples of ∆I that, when assigned to the variables ~x, make the formula ∃~y .conj (~x, ~y )
true in I. The set cert(q, O)—certain answers to q over O—is the set of tuples ~a
of individuals or literals appearing in O such that ~aI ∈ q I , for every model I of O.
Regarding query answering, consider Figure 8.3, where q is our query, T the
TBox (ontology or formal conceptual data model), and A the ABox (our instances,
practically stored in the relational database). Somehow, this combines to produce
the answers, using all components. First, there is a “reformulation” (or: rewriting) step, which computes the perfect reformulation (rewriting), qpr , of the original
query q using the inclusion assertions of T so that we have a union of conjunctive
queries. That is, it uses the knowledge of the ontology to come up with the ‘real’
query. For instance, recollect Figure 7.9 about the ontology of abilities and disabilities, then a query “retrieve all Devices that assistWith UpperLimbMobility”, i.e.,
q(x) :- Device(x), assistsWith(x,y), UpperLimbMobility(y)
or, in SPARQL notation:
SELECT $device
WHERE {$device rdf:type :Device.
$device :assistsWith $y.
$y rdf:type :UpperLimbMobility}
will traverse the hierarchy of devices until it finds those devices that have an object
property declared with as range UpperLimbMobility. In this case, this is MotorisedWheelchair, hence, the ‘real’ query concerns only the retrieval of the motorised
wheelchairs, not first retrieving all devices and then making the selection.
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Second, the “unfolding” step computes a new query, qunf , by using the (split
version of) the mappings that link the terms of the ontology to queries over the
database.
Third, the “evaluation” step delegates the evaluation of qunf to the relational
DBMS managing the data, which subsequently returns the answer.

Figure 8.3: Intuition of the top-down approach to query answering. (Source: Slides of
D. Calvanese)

Examples: a learning curve
Early attempts to set up an OBDA system are described in [KAGC08] and [CKN+ 10],
which provided useful learning moments [CCKE+ 17]. The ontology in [KAGC08]
was developed separately from the existing database, which caused some mismatches on coverage. Put differently, the content in the ontology and database
really do have to be compatible. This was much better aligned in the experiment
described in [CKN+ 10]: the OWL file/ontology was a reverse engineered physical
(SQL) schema and dressed up with modelling improvements, having followed the
steps described in Section 7.1. A downside with the shape of the model in this particular scenario, was that there was a considerable hierarchy, so the system ended
up creating very big conjunctive queries, which slowed down the database side in
actually answering the SQL query (albeit still faster than the original database).
This has been optimised in the meantime, among other things [CCKE+ 17].
More recent examples from industry and with the ‘next generation’ OBDA, i.e.,
the extended Ontop setting, can be found in, e.g., [KHS+ 17], describing industry’s
motivations, mappings, a rather large SQL query, and streaming (i.e., temporal)
data, and there are several references in [CCKE+ 17] that describe applications
and usage of Ontop. It is, perhaps, also worth mentioning that OBDA has seen
many people involved since the early days in 2005, and by now has been shown
to be robust, albeit not a trivial matter to understand and set up from a system’s
development viewpoint. You can practice with this in the Chapter’s exercises, since
the software is open source.

8.5

Exercises

Review question 8.1. Describe in your own words what an OBDA system is.
Try to keep it short, such that you can explain it to someone in person in less than
30 seconds.
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Review question 8.2. What are the principal components of the OBDA system
described in some detail in this chapter?
Review question 8.3. How is querying in the OBDA setting different compared
to plain relational database?
Exercise 8.1. Inspect an ontology used for OBDA; e.g.,: the one of the EPnet5
or one from the Ontop examples6 . Consider again Section 1.2.1 regarding the
differences between ontologies and conceptual models and Chapter 6 on foundational ontologies. Why does the ‘ontology’ in an OBDA system look more like an
OWLized conceptual data model? *
Exercise 8.2. You will set up an OBDA system. For a generic topic, such as
movies, you can consult the wiki at https://github.com/ontop/ontop/wiki for
tutorials and sample data, and the software at https://github.com/ontop/ontop;
for an OBDA tutorial with South African wildlife—mainly research data about elephants in SA’s national parks—you can get a tutorial from the textbook’s homepage.

8.6
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9

Ontologies and natural languages

The interaction of ontologies with natural language processing and even more so
at the fundamental level—Ontology and language—can be good for many conversations and debates about long-standing controversies1 . In this chapter, we shall
focus on the former and take an engineering perspective to it. In this case we can
do that, because the points of disagreement are ‘outside’ the ontology as artefact,
in a similar way as an OWL file is indifferent as to whether a human who reads
the file assumes a particular OWL class to be a concept or a universal. Regardless whether you are convinced the reality is shaped, or even created, by language,
or not, there are concrete issues that have to be resolved anyhow. For instance,
the OWL standard had as one of the design goals “internationalisation” (recall
Section 4.1.1), which presumably means ontologies being able to handle multiple
languages. How is that supposed to work? Anyone who speaks more than one
language will know there are many words that do not have a simple 1:1 translation
of the vocabulary. What can, or should, one do with those non-1:1 cases when
translating an ontology in one’s own language or from one’s own language into,
say, English? Where exactly is a good place to record natural language information pertaining to the vocabulary elements? How to manage all those versions in
different languages? The area of multilingual ontologies aims to find answers to
such questions, which will be introduced in Section 9.1.
A quite different type of interaction between ontologies and languages is that of
ontologies and Controlled Natural Language (CNL), which may avail of multilingual
ontologies to a greater or lesser extent. One can verbalise—or: put into (pseudo)natural language sentences—the knowledge represented in the ontology. This can
be useful for, among others: interaction with domain expert during the knowledge
acquisition and verification phases, automatically generating documentation about
the ontology, and anywhere where the ontology is being used in an ontology-driven
information system (e.g., SNOMED CT with an electronic health records system).
1

Debates include the topic whether language shapes reality and therewith ontology or is used
to approximate describing the world.
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The general idea will be described in Section 9.2.
Besides these two interactions between ontology and natural language, and
the use of NLP for ontology learning that we have seen in Section 7.4, there are
also areas of research and working technologies where ontologies enhance NLP
applications2 . This version of the textbook does not include a separate section
on such ontology-driven information systems, however, for the scope is ontology
engineering. It is duly acknowledged that some of the solutions that came out of
the application areas can be useful for the aforementioned tasks, and the Semantic
Web as application area in particular. This because the Web is global, so it makes
sense to create a Multilingual Semantic Web (see the recently published handbook
[BC14]). It turned out there are some inherent problems of the original vision of
Berners-Leet et al. [BLHL01] to overcome [Hir14], and insights gained there assist
with solutions for ontologies in the general case, regardless whether that is within
the Semantic Web with OWL or another logic and technology stack.

9.1

Toward multilingual ontologies

Let us first have a look at just one natural language and an ontology (Section 9.1.1)
before complicating matters with multiple languages in Section 9.1.2.

9.1.1

Linking a lexicon to an ontology

Most, if not all, ontologies you will have inspected and all examples given in the
preceding chapters simply gave a human-readable name to the DL concept or OWL
class. Perhaps you have loaded an ontology in the ODE, and the class hierarchy
showed numbers, alike GO:00012345, and you had to check the class’s annotation
what was actually meant with that identifier. This is an example of a practical
difference between OBO and OWL (recall Section 7.1), but which is based on
different underlying modelling principles. DLs assume that a concept is identified by
the name given to it; that is, there is a 1:1 correspondence between what a concept,
say, being a vegetarian, means and the name we give to it. Natural language and
the knowledge, reality etc. are thus tightly connected and, perhaps, even conflated.
Not everybody agrees with that underlying assumption. An alternative viewpoint
is to assume that there are language-independent entities—i.e., they exist regardless
whether humans name them or not—that somehow have to be identified and then
one sticks one or more labels or names to it. Put differently: knowledge is one
thing and natural language another, and they should be kept as distinct kinds of
things.
The second view is prevailing at least within the ontology engineering arena.
To date, two engineering solutions have been proposed how to handle this in an
ontology. The first one is the OBO solution, which was used since its inception
2

E.g., it has been shown to enhance precision and recall of queries (including enhancing dialogue systems [VF09]), to sort results of an information retrieval query to the digital library
[DAA+ 08], (biomedical) text mining, and annotating textbooks for ease of navigation and automated question generation [CCO+ 13] as an example of adaptive e-learning.
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in 1998 by the Gene Ontology Consortium [Gen00]: each language-independent
entity gets an identifier and it must have at least one label that is human-readable.
This solution clearly allows also for easy recording of synonyms, variants, and
abbreviations, which were commonplace in genetics especially at the inception of
the GO.
The second option emerged within the Semantic Web field [BCHM09]. It also
acknowledges that distinction between the knowledge layer and the language layer,
yet it places the latter explicitly on top of the knowledge layer. This has as effect
that the solution does not ‘overload’ OWL’s annotation fields, but proposes to store
all the language and linguistic information in a separate file that interacts with the
OWL file. How that separate file should look like, what information should be
stored in it, and how it should interact with the OWL file is open to manifold
possible solutions. One such proposal will be described here to illustrate how
something like that may work, which is the Lemon model [MdCB+ 12, MAdCB+ 12],
of which a fragment has been accepted as a community standard by the W3C3 . It
also aims to cater for multilingual ontologies.
Consider the Lemon model as depicted in Figure 9.1, which depicts the kind of
things one can make annotations of, and how those elements relate to each other.
At the bottom-center of the figure, there is the ontology to which the language
information is linked. Each vocabulary element of the ontology will have an entry
in the Lemon file, with more or less lexical information, among others: in which
sense that word is meant, what the surface string is, the POS tag (noun, noun

Figure 9.1: The Lemon model for multilingual ontologies (Source: [MdCB+ 12])
3

https://www.w3.org/community/ontolex/wiki/Final_Model_Specification
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phrase, verb etc.), gender, case and related properties (if applicable).
A simple entry in the Lemon file could look like this, which lists, in sequence:
the location of the lexicon, the location of the ontology, the location of the Lemon
specification, the lexical entry (including stating in which language the entry is),
and then the link to the class in the OWL ontology:
@base <http://www.example.org/lexicon>
@prefix ontology: <http://www.example.org/AfricanWildlinfeOntology1#>
@prefix lemon: <http://www.monnetproject.eu/lemon#>
:myLexicon a lemon:Lexicon ;
lemon:language "en" ;
lemon:entry :animal .
:animal a lemon:LexicalEntry ;
lemon:form [ lemon:writtenRep "animal"@en ] ;
lemon:sense [ lemon:reference AfricanWildlinfeOntology1:animal ] .

One can also specify rules in the Lemon file, such as how to generate the plural
from a singular. However, because the approach is principally a declarative specification, it is not as well equipped at handling rules compared to the well-established
grammar systems for NLP. Also, while Lemon covers a fairly wide range of language
features, it may not cover all that is needed; e.g., the noun class system emblematic
for the indigenous language spoken in a large part of sub-Saharan Africa does not
quite fit [CK14]. Nonetheless, Lemon, and other proposals with a similar idea of
separation of concerns, are a distinct step forward for ontology engineering where
interaction with languages is a requirement. Such a separation of concerns is even
more important when the scope is broadened to a multilingual setting, which is the
topic of the next section.

9.1.2

Multiple natural languages

Although this textbook is written in one language, English, for it is currently the
dominant language in science, the vast majority of people in the world speak another language and they both have information systems in their own language as
well as that they may develop an ontology in their own language, or else localise an
ontology into their own language. One could just develop the ontology in one’s own
language in the same way as the examples were given in English in the previous
chapters and be done with it. But what if, say, SNOMED CT should be translated
in one’s own language for electronic health records, like with OpenMRS [Ope], or
the ontology has to import an existing ontology that happens to be not represented
in the target language and compatibility with the original ontology has to be maintained? What if some named class is not translatable into one single term? For
instance, in French, there are two words for the English ‘river’: one for a river that
ends in the sea and another word for a river that doesn’t (fleuve and rivière), and
isiZulu has two words and corresponding meanings for the participation relation:
one as we have seen in Section 6.2 and another for participation of collectives in a
process (-hlanganyela).
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Several approaches have been proposed for the multilingual setting, for both
localisation and internationalisation of the ontology with links to the original ontology and multiple languages at the same time in the same system. The simplest
approach is known as semantic tagging. This means that the ontology is developed
‘in English’, i.e., naming the vocabulary elements in one language and for other languages, labels are added, such as Fakultät and Fakulteit for the US-English School.
This may be politically undesirable and anyhow it does not solve the issue of non1:1 mappings of vocabulary elements. It might be a quick ‘smart’ solution if you’re
lucky (i.e., there happen to be only 1:1 mappings for the vocabulary elements in
your ontology), but a solid reusable solution it certainly is not. OBO’s approach
of IDs and labels avoids the language politics: one ID with multiple labels for each
language, so that it at least treats all the natural languages as equals.
However, both falter as soon as there is no neat 1:1 translation of a term into
another single term in a different language—which is quite often the case except
for very similar languages—though within the scientific realm, this is much less of
an issue, where handling synonyms may be more relevant.
One step forward is a mildly “lexicalised ontology” [BCHM09], of which an example is depicted in Figure 9.2. Although it still conflates the entity and its name
and promotes one language as the primary, at least the handling of other languages
is much more extensive and, at least in theory, will be able to cope with multilingual ontologies to a greater extent. This is thanks to its relatively comprehensive
information about the lexical aspects in its own linguistic ontology, with the WordForm etc., which is positioned orthogonally to the domain ontology. In Figure 9.2,
the English OralMucosa has its equivalent in German as Mundschleimhaut, which
is composed here of two sub-words that are nouns themselves, Mund ‘mouth’ and
Schleimhaut ‘mucosa’. It is this idea that has been made more precise and comprehensive in its successor, the Lemon model, that is tailored to the Semantic
Web setting [MdCB+ 12]. Indeed, the same Lemon from the previous section. The
Lemon entries can become quite large for multiple languages and, as it uses RDF
for the serialisation, it is not easily readable. An example for the class Cat in
English, French, and German is shown diagrammatically in Figure 9.3, and two
annotated short entries of the Friend Of A Friend (FOAF)4 structured vocabulary
in Chichewa (a language spoken in Malawi) are shown in Figure 9.4.
There are only few tools that can cope with ontologies and multiple languages.
It would be better if at least some version of language management were to be
integrated in ODEs. At present, to the best of my knowledge, only MoKI provided such a service partially for a few languages, inclusive of a localised interface
[BDFG14].
The following example illustrates some actual (unsuccessful) ‘struggling’ trying
to handle a more complex case than ‘dog = chien = inja’ when there is not even
a name for the entity in the other language; a more extensive list of the type of
issues can be found in [LAF14].
Example 9.1 ([AFK12]). South Africa has a project on indigenous knowledge
management systems, but the example can easily be generalised to cultural his4

http://xmlns.com/foaf/spec/
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Figure 9.2: Illustration of the idea of semantic tagging with lexicalised ontologies. (Source: http://www.deri.ie/fileadmin/documents/teaching/tutorials/DERITutorial-NLP.final.pdf)

toric museum curation in any country (AI for cultural heritage). Take ingcula (in
isiZulu), which is a ‘small bladed hunting spear’, that has no equivalent term in
English. Trying to represent that description, i.e., adding it not as a single class but
as a set of axioms, then one could introduce a class Spear that has two properties,
e.g., Spear v ∃hasShape.Bladed u ∃participatesIn.Hunting. To represent the ‘small’,
one could resort to fuzzy concepts; e.g., following [BS11]’s fuzzy OWL notation5 ,
then, e.g.,
MesoscopicSmall : Natural → [0, 1] is a fuzzy datatype,
MesoscopicSmall(x) = trz(x, 1, 5, 13, 20), with trz the trapezoidal function,
so that a small spear can be defined as
SmallSpear ≡ Spear u ∃size.MesoscopicSmall
Then one can create a class in English and declare something alike
SmallBladedHuntingSpear ≡ SmallSpear u ∃hasShape.Bladed u
∃participatesIn.Hunting
This is just one of the possibilities of a formalised transliteration of an English
natural language description, not a definition of ingcula as it may appear in an
ontology about indigenous knowledge of hunting.
Let’s assume for now the developer does want to go in this direction, then it
requires more advanced capabilities than even lexicalised ontologies to keep the
two ontologies in sync: lexicalised ontologies only link dictionaries and related
annotations to the ontologies, but here one now would need to map sets of axioms
between ontologies. ♦
That is, what was intended as a translation exercise ended up as a different
5

Plain OWL cannot deal with this, though, for it deals with crisp knowledge only. Refer to
Section 10.1.1 for some notes on fuzzy ontologies
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Figure 9.3: Illustration of the Lemon model for multilingual ontologies to represent the
class Dog (Source: adapted from [MdCB+ 12])

ontology file at least and, arguably, possibly also a different conceptualisation.
It gets even more interesting in multilingual organisations and societies, such as
the European Union with over 20 languages and South Africa with its 11 official
languages, for that requires some way of managing all those versions.
As a final note: those non-1:1 mappings of the form of having one class in ontology O1 and one or more axioms in O2 , sets of axioms in both, like in Example 9.1
with the hunting spear, as well as non-1:1 property alignments, are feasible by now
with the (mostly) theoretical results presented in [FK17, Kee17b], so this ingcula
example could be solved in theory at least. Its details are not pursued here, because
it intersects with the topic of ontology alignment. Further, one may counter that
an alternative might be to SKOSify it, for it would avoid the complex mapping
between a named class to a set of axioms. However, then the differences would be
hidden in the label of the concepts rather than solving the modelling problem.

9.1.3

Infrastructure for multilingual, localised, or internationalised ontologies

After reading the previous section, you may be interested in either developing an
ontology in/for multiple languages, or perhaps localise an existing ontology, or
make your local ontology accessible to a wider audience. What is the best way
to develop a lexicalised ontology? How to orchestrate and maintain an ontology
in multiple languages? Which tools to use for the development and maintenance
of multilingual ontologies? At the time of writing, there are no widely-established
practices, guidelines, or tools. Research is being carried out to find good answers
and proof-of concept tools and case studies are available that document experiences,
in the hope that it will feed into some systematic solution.
For instance, one can develop multilingual structured vocabularies with VocBench,
which incorporates lemon, the Food and Agriculture Organisation’s AGROVOC is
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“Theme” in Chichewa as lexical entry
singular and plural declarations
for the noun
Noun class; governs other
language aspects, such as prefix
Connection to the term in FOAF

POS tag

“@ny” for the language
(Chichewa/Nyanga)

Figure 9.4: Annotated small section of part of the FOAF in Chichewa. (Source:
http://www.meteck.org/files/ontologies/foaf.ttl, discussed in [CK14].

available in multiple languages, and there are ‘chimaera’ ontologies that, for lack of
a better solution, mix ontologies in different languages6 . Also, Protégé can recognise the language tag used for the labels so that if one has the operating system
set to that language, it will render that label, if declared. For instance, you could
check out the Core Organisation Ontology from the W3C, set your system on, say,
French, and when you then load the ontology, then the GUI renders the elements
with the labels tagged with @fr, showing, e.g., Organisation Formelle rather than
the default Formal Organization.
That last example of Protégé touches upon another aspect more generally: localisation of the ODE’s interface in one’s language so as to facilitate full immersion
rather than code switching during the ontology authoring stage. Depending on the
ODE, there may be any or all of the following components to consider as input for
translation:
• OWL 2 keywords, such as Class, ObjectProperty, SomeValuesFrom that may
be used in the interface or for reading Turtle notation;
• Manchester OWL Syntax;
• The regular and ontology-specific technical terms used in the GUI, such as
Refactoring, Reasoner, and Inferred Hierarchy.
One could avoid translations of the symbols by using DL notation (recall Exercise 3.3), but let’s assume you want to see text rather than symbols. Either way,
6

e.g., the GeoLinked data mixes English and Spanish, taking ontologies from different sources.
The ontology can be inspected at: http://dgarijo.github.io/Vocabularies/geolinkeddata/
doc/geolinkeddata.owl (last accessed: 15-11-2019).
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it still would require resolving the third item listed above. Here, we’ll explore the
first two items and highlight some interesting curiosities and hurdles, to eventually end up with a judgement on the “internationalisation” goal of OWL (recall
Section 4.1.1).
Let us first consider the ‘easy’ case of disjunctive languages, i.e., where different
parts of speech are written as separate words, cf. the agglutinating languages that
string things together. For illustrative purpose we take Spanish and Afrikaans: the
former is a widely-spoken language globally and the latter is a language spoken
widely in the province where this author lives when writing this section.
The OWL 2 keywords were easy to translate for the class axioms in both cases;
e.g., SubClass Of translates as Subclase de and Subklas van, respectively. For
the object properties, the only real deliberation was regarding the translation of
‘property’ in Afrikaans, since the literal translation is eienskap, which is of an entity
itself, but not really relational as OWL’s object property is used. Eventually, a
semantic translation was decided upon (verwantskap).
The Manchester OWL Syntax (MOS) translations showed to be more interesting
already for the class constructors. They are listed in Table 9.1. There are three
observations on differences, and consequences for tool development:
• MOS’s keywords in English are all single words, whereas this is not the case
for Spanish and Afrikaans.
• Spanish uses diacritics; e.g., sólo.
• Afrikaans has double negation that wraps around an expression, which is
either disjointness of classes (e.g., ’n dier is nie ’n plant nie. ‘an animal is
not a plant’) or in the context of object properties (as in Elke CE1 (is CE2
en nie OP1 nie))
UTF encodings and tools have improved over the years so that the diacritics are
processed with ease. The multi-words and disconnected-strings features, on the
other hand, are obviously an issue for parsing MOS files if it were really to be
‘Spanish MOS’, ‘Afrikaans MOS’ etc. To avoid that, the only option is to render
MOS in Spanish/Afrikaans in the interface only and not also in the serialisation.
This is exactly what the Protégé plugin for Spanish and Afrikaans does7 . However,
if the localisation is only achieved through the rendering in a GUI, then one might
as well omit MOS and render straight from the RDF/XML required syntax, rather
than through an optional syntax. Protégé specifically does use MOS in its interface,
however; hence, the translations. This improves the rendering of axioms of an
ontology in Spanish from, e.g.,
jirafa come only (oja or ramita)
into a full pseudo-natural Spanish, alike:
jirafa come sólo (oja o ramita)
On the flip side, the Spanish for ‘or’, o, is the same as the ‘o’ used in declaring
property chains. This should be clear from the context of use, but a novice will
have to be made aware of the different semantics of those o’s.
7

the plugins are downloadable from https://github.com/mkeet/ODElocalisation
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Table 9.1: Manchester OWL Syntax (MOS) and two sets of translations.

MOS
some
only
min
max
exactly
and
or
not
SubClassOf
EquivalentTo
DisjointWith

MOS in Spanish
al menos uno
sólo
al mı́nimo
al máximo
exactamente
y
o
no
SubclaseDe
EquivalenteA
DisjuntoCon

MOS in Afrikaans
sommige
slegs
ten minste
by die meeste
precies
en
of
nie <expression> nie
SubklasVan
DieselfdeAs
DisjunkteVan

The ‘MOS approach’ becomes more challenging with agglutinating languages
and those that have many genders or noun classes that determine surrounding
words. For instance, there are seven variants for ‘at least one’ in isiZulu (the Zulu
language), depending on the noun class of the noun that is quantifies over; e.g., it
is elilodwa in the case of ‘at least one’ apple and esisodwa in the context of ‘at least
one’ twig. This is still processable with a more comprehensive plugin that avails
of additional annotations and rules and that operate on the ‘syntactic sugar’ layer
only as well, not for generating a serialisation in isiZulu as that would challenge
the parser even more.
Overall, one could thus already argue that it is not going well for OWL with
respect to meeting the internationalisation goal. There are other complications,
which have to do with the object properties. For an ‘English ontology’, it is common
practice to name an object property with a verb in the 3rd person singular and
include any prepositions in the name of the object property. This makes sense
for English, but not in various other languages. Lithuanian puts the preposition
with the noun at the end and isiZulu puts it at the start of the noun, rather than
with the verb. That is, the element’s labels are not fixed, but context-dependent.
To complicate matters further, there may be gender/noun class-based inflections
(which there are for isiZulu and similar languages), which also contributes to not
having a fixed string for name. The worst case we have encountered so far, is that
for ‘contained in’, there is no string for the object property at all: a prefix and a
suffix is added to the noun that plays the container role to indicate it is the object
containing the subject. Yet, by default—baked into the assumptions in the OWL
standard—an object property must have a name. Indeed, one can use identifiers
as names for entities, but this then always will require additional label processing.
This, in turn, may result in either two-tier tools—those that do have that extra
functionality with label processing, and those that do not—or one dominant one for
English and many disconnected attempts for all the other languages. The current
state at the time of writing is (still) the latter.
In closing, the development of multilingual ontologies with suitable tooling is
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still a challenge.

9.2

Ontology verbalisation

The second topic of ontologies & natural language—ontology verbalisation—can
build upon the previous, but need not if you happen to be interested in a grammatically ‘simple’ language, such as English. The core notion is to generate (pseudo-)
natural language sentences from the axioms in the ontology. The introduction to
Block III already noted that ontology verbalisation may be useful for, mainly:
• Ameliorating the knowledge acquisition bottleneck; it:
– helps the domain experts understand what exactly has been represented
in the ontology, and thereby provides a means to validate that what has
been represented is what was intended;
– can be used to write axioms in pseudo-natural language, rather than the
logic itself, to develop the ontology.
• Some ontology-driven information system purposes; e.g., e-learning (question
generation, textbook search), readable medical information from medical terminologies in electronic health record systems.
The term ‘ontology verbalisation’ is rather specific and restricted, and it falls within
the scope of Controlled Natural Language (CNL) and Natural Language Generation fields of research (NLG). While most papers on ontology verbalisation will
not elaborate on the methodological approach specifically, there are clear parallels
with the activities of the traditional NLG pipeline alike proposed in [RD97]. The
pipeline is summarised in Figure 9.5, top section, and the corresponding answers
for ontology verbalisation are described in the bottom section of the figure.

9.2.1

Template-based approach

There are three principal approaches to generate the sentences: canned text, templates, and a grammar engine. There are also hybrids, such as templates with a few
grammar rules, and either can be created by hand entirely or has use some partial
automation by being based on some corpus to aid determining preferred sentences
structures and terminology. The most commonly used approach for ontology verbalisation is templates that optionally have a few grammar rules, since it generally
takes less effort to start with, there are only a relatively small number of constraints
to verbalise, and there are only domain corpora, if any, rather than some ‘corpus
for OWL ontologies’. Let’s look at two examples (analysed afterward):
(S1) Giraffe v Animal
Each Giraffe is an Animal
(S2) Herb v Plant
Each Herb is a Plant
The underlined text ‘Each’ is the natural language rendering of the silent “∀” at
the start of the axioms, and ‘is a(n)’ for “v”, which remain the same, and the
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Figure 9.5: The common NLG ‘pipeline’ and how that links to ontology verbalisation

vocabulary from the axiom is inserted on-the-fly by reading it in from the ontology
file. One can construct a template for an axiom type with those pieces of text that
remain the same for each construct, interspersed with variables that will take the
appropriate entity from the ontology. For instance, for this named class subsumption axiom type C v D, one could declare the following template:
Each class1 is a(n) class2
and for the basic all-some axiom type C v ∃R.D, either one of the following ones
may be selected:
Each class1 op at least one class2
Each class1 op some class2
All class1pl opinf at least one class2
All class1pl opinf some class2
The subscript “pl ” indicates that the first noun has to be pluralised and “inf ” denotes that the object property has to be rendered in the infinitive. The algorithms
tend to be based on the assumption that the ontology adheres to conventions of
naming classes with nouns in the singular and object properties in 3rd person singular. It is an implementation detail whether a plural or the infinitive is generated
on-the-fly from grammar rules or fetched from a Lemon file or another annotation
or precomputed lexicon. A relatively straight-forward template for the C v ∃R.D
axiom pattern at the implementation level is illustrated in Figure 9.6 for English
and Arabic, which are based on the templates of the multilingual verbaliser by
[JKD06].
One could declare templates of each axiom type, but because it is ‘arbitrary’
within the syntax constraints of the logic, a modular approach makes sense. Essentially, each symbol in the language has one or more ways of putting it in natural
language, and based on that, one can create a controlled natural language that
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Figure 9.6: Two example templates for the axiom pattern C v ∃R.D, which is specified
in a particular XML specification (adapted from the templates by [JKD06]). The indexing
goes from left to right in the axiom, so C is at Class index=‘‘0’’ and so forth.

can generate only those sentences following the specified template or a combination of template fragments. For instance, a template for C u D, i.e., “class1 and
class2 ” can be fetched as needed when it appears in a class expression such as
E v ∃R.(C u D). In this way, then a whole ontology can be verbalised and presented as (pseudo-)natural language sentences that hide the logic. Of course, it
takes for granted one already has an ontology in one’s preferred language.
Two recent review papers describe the current state of the art with respect to
NLG and the Semantic Web [BACW14] and CNLs [SD17]. Both focus principally
on English, largely because there are only a few efforts for other languages. Some
13 years ago we tried to create a verbaliser for multiple languages, which worked
to some extent only [JKD06]. The main lessons learned then, and which hold just
as much now, were: 1) it is easier to generate a new set of templates in a language
based on an existing set of templates for a similar language, and 2) the templatebased approach is infeasible for grammatically richer languages. Regarding the
second aspect, it may be that a few additional rules suffice, which could be added
to the same template file, even, or one may be able to tweak SimpleNLG [GR09],
which has been adapted from English to French, Spanish, and Portuguese already.
For a language such as isiZulu, however, there are, thus far, no known templates,
but only ‘patterns’; that is, for the patterns designed for verbalising ontologies
(roughly within ALC), there is no single canned word in the ‘template’ as each
word in the sentence requires some processing with language tags and grammar
rules [KK17a]. The nature of ‘hybrid’ systems that combine templates with some
grammar rules is being investigated [MK19], principally to support rule reuse across
tools that process languages that are grammatically more demanding than English.
The book’s website has a list of verbalisers, which are categorised by languages and
by engineering approach.

9.2.2

Reusing the results for related activities

Ontology verbalisation can also be used for, e.g., automatically generating documentation of one’s ontology, in a similar fashion as automated code documentation
generation. A step toward interesting applications is, e.g., the ontology-enhanced
museum guide (in Greek) [ALG13], question generation for textbooks in biology
that were annotated with an ontology [CCO+ 13], ontology-driven multiple-choice
question generation, and language learning exercises that reuses the verbalisation
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patterns without the ontology [GK18].
One might take another step further: use machine translation in the verbalisation process. Such a system has been developed by [GB11]: it uses ACE for
ontology verbalisation in English and Grammatical Framework for translations between English and Latvian. Which option is the better one is not clear: a) make
templates in one’s language and translate the ontology vocabulary (overcoming the
challenges described in Section 9.1), or b) skip the template specification by reusing
an existing English one, develop a resource grammar for Grammatical Framework,
and translate the generated English into the target language or use, e.g., Neural
Machine Translation (NMT) for that. This depends on one’s aims and availability of resources. In theory, the Grammatical Framework should work better as a
reusable solid solution but with (very) high start-up costs for grammar specification (as does NMT because it needs large parallel corpora in the domain of the
ontology), whereas templates are easier to specify but the knowledge that goes
into it is not easily reused elsewhere. Of course, the latter may not be useful if the
ontology has its vocabulary elements already in the target language.
Having the route from axiom to (pseudo-)natural language sentence, one could
wonder about the process in the reverse, i.e., using the CNL to generate the axioms. The most successful results for ontologies to date have been obtained with
Attempto Controlled English (ACE) [FKK10] for OWL DL. A related line of work
within the scope of from-text-to-axiom, is natural language-based query formulation (e.g., [FGT10]), which uses a CNL for sentence fragments to iteratively
construct a query. In this scenario, however, partial completions of an iteratively
constructed sentence to query the ontology are based on the step-wise selected
vocabulary and the (partial) axioms in which it appears.

9.3

Exercises

Review question 9.1. Name some of the problems with naming the classes in an
OWL file, when considering multiple languages.
Review question 9.2. Describe in your own words the theoretical solution that
Lemon exhibits, both in the context of a single natural language and in the multilingual setting.
Review question 9.3. Name some of the challenges for localising an ontology
into a language that is not English.
Review question 9.4. What can ontology verbalisation be used for?
Review question 9.5. Describe how the template-based approach works for ontology verbalisation.
Exercise 9.1. The AWO has been translated into Spanish, Afrikaans, isiZulu, and
Dutch. That has been done in different ways, as follows:
- IsiZulu: translated terms, changed IRI;
- Afrikaans: translated terms, still has some IRI issues to resolve;
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- Dutch: translated terms, changed IRI;
- Spanish: translated terms, same IRI but different file name.
Inspect them, and then try to answer the following questions:
a. What are the IRI issues with the Afrikaans OWL file? *
b. For the other three: which one, if any, is the best way to handle the IRI, and
why/if neither: why not? *
c. In what way, if any, is the link to the original AWO v1 maintained? *
Note: it may be easier to answer the questions by looking at the OWL file in a
text editor cf an ODE, since it gives a more easily accessible view on the IRIs.
Exercise 9.2. Create a Lemon file for the ontology of your choice, in the language
of your choice.
Exercise 9.3. Devise templates in English for the following axiom types:
1. C u D v ⊥
2. ∃R.C v D
3. C v ∀R.D
You may want to do this for a language of choice, but this may turn out a hard
exercise then, depending on the chosen language. *
Exercise 9.4. Devise a software architecture that would solve the multilingualism
with respect to maintenance. Lists its pros and cons. Compare your solution to
your classmates’ solutions. *
Exercise 9.5. If there were to be an ‘OWL 3’ standardisation effort, what would
you propose to change to the current OWL 2 standard so that it will meet better
the original “internationalisation” goal, and why? If nothing, why?
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10

Advanced Modelling with Additional Language Features

When the representation of the subject domain in an ontology requires features not
available in OWL, the default response is typically ‘tough luck’. This is not exactly
true. Common Logic (CL) and the Distributed Ontology, model and specification
Language (DOL) were mentioned as an alternative way out in Section 4.3.2. It
is not immediately clear, however, how exactly CL and DOL can assist with, say,
probabilistic or temporal information. Also, for some ‘minor’ addition, one perhaps
may not want to immediately leave behind all the Semantic Web tooling infrastructure. To some extent, such requirements have been met for especially uncertainty
and vagueness, and extensions to OWL do exist, as we shall see. Temporal extensions have shown to be somewhat difficult, or: if one wants to remain within a
decidable fragment of FOL, then there is not much temporal knowledge one would
be able to represent. We will look at each in turn.
The main aim of this chapter is to provide several pointers to more advanced
language features that allow the modeller to represent more than can be done with
the DL-based OWL species only. We shall see some solutions to earlier-mentioned
modelling question, among others: with which extension that “small” of the ‘small
bladed hunting spear’ can be represented and how the essential and immutable
behaviour of the parthood relation with the boxer and his hands vs. brain and
human is resolved.

10.1

Uncertainty and vagueness

This advanced ontology engineering topic concerns how to cope with uncertainty
and vagueness in ontology languages and their reasoners and what we can gain from
all the extra effort. At the time of writing, this elective topic is mainly focused on
theory and research, and a few proof-of-concept tools exist. Let’s first clarify these
two terms upfront:
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• Uncertainty: statements are true or false, but due to lack of knowledge we
can only estimate to which probability / possibility / necessity degree they
are true or false;
• Vagueness: statements involve concepts for which there is no exact definition (such as tall, small, close, far, cheap, expensive), which are then true to
some degree, taken from a truth space.

Consider, e.g., information retrieval: to which degree is a web site, a page, a paragraph, an image, or a video segment relevant to the information need and an
acceptable answer to what the user was searching for? In the context of ontology alignment, one would want to know (automatically) to which degree the focal
concepts of two or more ontologies represent the same thing, or are ‘sufficiently’
overlapping. In an electronic health record system, one may want to classify patients based on their symptoms, such as throwing up often, having a high blood
pressure, and yellow-ish eye colour. Or compute the probability that a person is
HIV positive is 23% and has been exposed to TB is 85%, or the probability that
birds fly. How can ontology-driven software agents do the negotiation for your holiday travel plans that are specified imprecisely, alike “I am looking for a package
holiday of preferably less than R15000, but really no more than R20000 , for about
12 days in a cold country that has snow”? One may want to classify, say, ripe
apples, find the set of all individuals that mostly buy low calorie food, and patients
that are possibly septic when having the properties of “infection and [temperature
> 39C OR temperature < 36C, respiratory rate > 20 breaths/minute OR PaCO2
< 32 mmHg]”. Of course, one can combine the two notions as well, e.g.: “It is
probable to degree 0.915 that it will be hot in June in the Northern hemisphere”.
The main problem to solve, then, is what and how to incorporate such vague or
uncertain knowledge in OWL and its reasoners (or another logic, as one desires).
The two principal approaches regarding uncertainty probabilistic and possibilistic
languages, ontologies, and reasoning services, where the former way of dealing with
uncertainty receives a lot more attention than the latter1 . The two principal approaches regarding vagueness and the semantic web are fuzzy and rough extensions,
where fuzzy used to receive more attention compared to the rough approach, but
theories for the latter are catching up.

10.1.1

Fuzzy ontologies

In fuzzy logic2 , statements are true to some degree which is taken from a truth space,
which is usually [0, 1]. This sounds easier than it is, especially the deductions that
follow from them. Consider first the following example.
1

We will not cover probabilistic ontologies in this chapter; a recent introductory overview is
described in [Luk17]. Some pointers to reasoners are: Pronto, which is an extension to the Pellet
reasoner (http://pellet.owldl.com/pronto/), PR-OWL (http://www.pr-owl.org/ and others, such as a Probabilistic Ontology Mapping Tool (OMEN), and combinations with Bayesian
networks (BayesOWL, OntoBayes).
2
In this section, I assume the reader recalls something of fuzzy logic or fuzzy sets, and that
the occasional examples suffice as refresher.
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Example 10.1. Take the statement that Hotel EnjoyYourStay is close to the train
station to degree 0.83. A query on a hotel booking site may be “Find me the top-k
cheapest hotels close to the train station”, more formally:
q(h) ← hasLocation(h, hl) ∧ hasLocation(train, cl) ∧ close(hl, cl) ∧ cheap(h)

Then what is the meaning—and logically: interpretation—of the query when filled
in with the values alike close(EnjoyYourStay, train) ∧ cheap(200)? That is, how does
that work out in the model (in the context of model-theoretic semantics)? We
have to change the interpretation function a little to accommodate for the fuzzy
concepts. The interpretation is a function I that maps atoms into a value between
0 and 1 inclusive, i.e., I(A) ∈ [0, 1]. Given that, then if the knowledge base states
I(close(EnjoyYourStay, train)) = 0.83 and I(cheap(200)) = 0.2, then what is the result
of 0.83 ∧ 0.2? More generally, what is the result of n ∧ m, for n, m ∈ [0, 1]? ♦
Many-valued formulae in fuzzy logic have the form φ ≥ l or φ ≤ u where
l, u ∈ [0, 1], meaning that the degree of truth is at least l and at most u, respectively. Figure 10.1 visualises the intuition of the graded degrees of truth. The
top-left chart shows the membership function of expensive: a value of 25 is definitely not expensive, i.e., it would evaluate to 0, then it slowly starts climbing
toward expensive, where at 187.5, expensive(someObject) = 0.5, and climbing further up to 400, when, whatever it is, it is definitely expensive (evaluating to 1); this
function has a so-called right shoulder. One can do the same with two opposite concepts, like hot and cold. There are no values, as what is perceived to be hot (cold)
weather in Iceland is different from Ireland, that’s again different from Italy and
yet again from the Ivory Coast. An example of a fuzzy function passed the revue
in Example 9.1 for ‘mesoscopic small’ for the hunting spear. More fuzzy functions
exist, such as the trapezoidal function with both a left and a right shoulder, also
depicted in Figure 10.1, which, perhaps, could refer to the optimal temperature of
a cup of coffee—not too cold and not too hot.

Figure 10.1: Some examples of fuzzy functions; see text for explanation.

Returning to Example 10.1, it noted that the interpretation has to be modified
cf. the ‘standard’ way we have seen in Block I in order to take care of a truth value
between 0 and 1 inclusive, rather than either 0 or 1. It is a mapping I : Atoms →
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[0, 1], which are extended to formulae as follows (the principal list is shown):
I(¬φ) = I(φ) → 0
I(∃xφ) = supc∈∆I Ixc (φ)
I(∀xφ) = infc∈∆I Ixc (φ)
I(φ ∧ ψ) = I(φ) ⊗ I(ψ)
I(φ ∨ ψ) = I(φ) ⊕ I(ψ)
I(φ → ψ) = I(φ) ⇒ I(ψ)
I(¬φ) = I(φ)

(10.1)
(10.2)
(10.3)
(10.4)
(10.5)
(10.6)
(10.7)

where Ixc is as I except that var x is mapped to individual c, the ⊗, ⊕, ⇒,
and
are combination functions: triangular norms (or t-norms), triangular conorms (or s-norms), implication functions, and negation functions, respectively.
Also, they extend the classical Boolean conjunction, disjunction, implication, and
negation, respectively, to the many-valued case. In addition, it poses the notion
of degree of subsumption between two fuzzy sets A and B, which is defined as
infx∈X A(x) ⇒ B(x) and such that if A(x) ≤ B(x) for all x ∈ [0, 1] then A v B
evaluates to 1. Finally, I |= φ ≥ l (resp. I |= φ ≤ u) iff I(φ) ≥ l (respectively,
I(φ) ≤ u).
For notations of specific fuzzy DLs and fuzzy OWL extension, basically, the
language specifications are the usual DL/OWL notation, with the above-mentioned
modifications and additions. For details and examples, you are suggested to start
with [Str08], which provides a good introductory overview and has a very long list
of references to start delving into the topics, and a more technical take on it is
provided in [LS08]. An alternative approach is taken in [BS11] (that also describes
many examples), where all the fuzzy knowledge is put in the annotations of an
OWL 2 file through a Protégé plugin3 and then it is either ignored by a standard
reasoner or parsed and handled by the fuzzyDL4 or DeLorean5 reasoner.
Fuzzy DLs can be classified according to the DL or OWL language that they extend, the allowed fuzzy constructs and the underlying fuzzy logics (notably, Gödel,
Lukasiewicz, Zadeh), and their reasoning services. Regarding the latter, because
we have those special new fuzzy features in the language, we get new reasoning
services with it. They are:
• Consistency, Subsumption, Equivalence
• Graded instantiation: Check if individual a is an instance of class C to degree
at least n, i.e., KB |= ha : C, ni
• Best Truth Value Bound problem: determine tightest bound n ∈ [0, 1] of an
axiom α, i.e. glb(KB, α) = sup{n, | KB |= hα ≥ ni} (likewise for lub, lowest
upper bound)
3

available at http://www.umbertostraccia.it/cs/software/FuzzyOWL/ in July 2018, not
the URL listed in the paper.
4
http://www.umbertostraccia.it/cs/software/fuzzyDL/fuzzyDL.html
5
http://webdiis.unizar.es/~fbobillo/delorean.php
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• Best Satisfiability Bound problem: glb(KB, C) determined by the max value
of x s.t. (R, T , A ∪ {a : C ≥ x}) (among all models, determine the max
degree of truth that concept C may have over all individuals x ∈ ∆I )
• glb(KB, C v D) is the minimal value of x such that KB = (R, T , A ∪ {a :
C u ¬D ≥ 1 − x}) is satisfiable, where a is a new individual; Therefore, the
greatest lower bound problem can be reduced to the minimal satisfiability
problem of a fuzzy knowledge base
There are several fuzzy reasoners, such as the aforementioned FuzzyDL for fuzzy
SHIF(D) the DeLorean reasoners.
How does this work out practically? Given some fuzzy SHIF(D), SHOIN (D),
SROIQ(D) that is serialised in OWL syntax, then one can declare the fuzzy concepts with either modifiers (e.g., very) or ‘concrete’ fuzzy concepts (e.g., Young)
using data properties, where both additions have explicit membership functions.
Jumping over the technicalities here, it enables one to specify fuzzy concepts as
follows, using ‘minor’ and ‘young’ as examples. Just by numbers, ≤18 (x) over N,
evaluates to true if x ≤ 18, false otherwise (i.e., cr(0, 18)). Let’s define ‘minor’ as
Minor ≡ Person u ∃Age.≤18 . Being a minor and being young is not exactly the same
thing, so let’s add something new for the latter: Young : Natural → [0, 1] is declared
as a fuzzy datatype predicate denoting the degree of youngness, which then allows
one to define ‘young’ as, say, Young(x) = ls(x, 10, 30), where ls is the left shoulder
function (like the cold line in Figure 10.1). Then a young person may be defined
as YoungPerson ≡ Person u ∃Age.Young. What does the ontology entail with these
axioms asserted? It entails, e.g.:
O |= Minor v YoungPerson ≥ 0.6,
O |= YoungPerson v Minor ≥ 0.4
The values of 0.6 and 0.4 follow from the fuzzy functions, were ‘minor’ covered the
age range of 0 to 18 and the young covered 0-30 age range that was going downhill
with being ‘young’ from the age of 10.
Example 9.1 describes the specification of a ‘small bladed hunting spear’ in a
fuzzy way.

10.1.2

Rough ontologies

Rough ontologies are not an endpoint of themselves, but a means to an end—if
one is lucky. If a concept turns out to be a rough concept, i.e., there are some
individuals of which we don’t know whether they are instances of that concept,
it means that the concept is underspecified at least with respect to the properties
one has represented in the ontology. More precision is good, from an ontological
viewpoint at least, and rough ontologies can assist the modeller by providing an
iterative way to add more properties so as to reduce the amount of uncertainty
in an observable way. That is, adding more properties to the concept should lead
to fewer individuals of which we don’t know whether they are instances of that
concept. If adding or removing a property does not make a difference, then that
property is less important than others for that specific concept. Thus is, it can
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Figure 10.2: A rough set and associated notions (Source: based on [PS07]).

assist in making one’s ontology more precise, be this regarding the representation
only, or to press the domain expert for more subject domain details.
Rough DLs were first introduced in [Kee10b]. As ‘roughness’ is not commonly
included in undergraduate education, a brief summary (based on [Kee10b]) is provided first, before porting it to DLs and demonstrating where it solves some representation and reasoning problems.
Rough sets
We consider here the typical rough set model of Pawlak, which is illustrated diagrammatically in Figure 10.2. Formally, I = (U, A) is an information system,
where U is a non-empty finite set of objects and A a finite non-empty set of attributes such that for every a ∈ A, we have the function a : U 7→ Va where va is
the set of values that attribute a can have. For any subset of attributes P ⊆ A,
the equivalence relation ind(P ) is then defined as follows:
ind(P ) = {(x, y) ∈ U × U | ∀a ∈ P, a(x) = a(y)}

(10.8)

which generates a partition of U , denoted with U/ind(P ), or U/P for short. If
(x, y) ∈ ind(P ), then x and y are indistinguishable with respect to the attributes
in P , which is referred to as p-indistinguishable.
From those objects in U , the aim is to represent set X such that X ⊆ U , using
P (with P ⊆ A). That set X may not be crisp, i.e., it may include or exclude
objects which are indistinguishable on the basis of the attributes in P , i.e., we do
not know given the attributes under consideration. This can be approximated by
using a lower and an upper approximation, which are defined as:
P X = {x | [x]P ⊆ X}
P X = {x | [x]P ∩ X 6= ∅}

(10.9)
(10.10)

where [x]P denotes the equivalence classes of the p-indistinguishability relation.
The lower approximation (10.9) is the set of objects that are positively members
of set X (more precisely: it is the union of all equivalence classes in [x]P ). The
upper approximation is the set of objects that are possibly in X and its complement,
U − P X, is the negative region that is the union of all equivalence classes of sets
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of objects that are definitely not in X (i.e., ¬X). Then, “with every rough set
we associate two crisp sets, called lower and upper approximation” [PS07], which
is denoted as a tuple X = hX, Xi. Finally, the difference between the lower and
upper approximation, BP X = P X − P X, is called the boundary region: this region
contains the objects that neither can be classified as member of X nor that they
are not in X. It follows that if BP X = ∅ then X is a crisp set with respect to P
and when BP X 6= ∅ then X is rough w.r.t. P , i.e., then there are indistinguishable
objects.
Given the boundary region, one can compute the accuracy of approximation,
αP X, which indicates how well a rough set approximates the target set. There are
|P X|
P X|
(this is a separate
several ways to compute it, e.g., αP X = |P
or αP X = 1− |B|U
|
X|
topic not further discussed here). Note that P X ⊆ X ⊆ P X. There are further
notions that we do not need in this summary, but are ontologically interesting: the
reduct and core, which are the set of sufficient conditions (attributes) and the set
of necessary conditions, respectively (still with respect to P ).

Transferring rough sets into ontologies
In most ontology languages, there are more constructors than just attributes and
‘attributes’ may be, at least, represented with a role (object property) R ∈ R or
value attributions (data property) D ∈ D, which has to be accounted for: rough
set’s P is thus to be taken from R∪D where those attributes have the rough concept
declared as domain. In addition, it requires an appropriate model-theoretic semantics for C and C as well as a ‘rough concept’, denoted here with “oC” to simplify
notation. The semantics of the approximations can be transferred in a straightforward manner, where E denotes indistinguishability (equivalence) relation (which
is reflexive, symmetric, and transitive):
C = {x | ∀y : (x, y) ∈ E → y ∈ C}
C = {x | ∃y : (x, y) ∈ E ∧ y ∈ C}

(10.11)
(10.12)

Then there is rough sets’ tuple notation, X = hX, Xi to transfer into DL, but a
oC = hC, Ci is a rather unusual notation. Instead, one can use also two new binary
relationships, dubbed lapr and uapr, to relate any rough concept and its associated
approximations, which are typed as follows:
∀φ, ψ.lapr(φ, ψ) → o C(φ) ∧ C(ψ)
∀φ, ψ.uapr(φ, ψ) → o C(φ) ∧ C(ψ)

(10.13)
(10.14)

Note that they quantify over sets, not objects that are member of the respective
sets, therewith making explicit the knowledge about the three sets and how they
relate. Finally, we make explicit that oC is identified by the combination of its
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lower and upper approximation, which the flowing axioms ensure:
∀φ. o C(φ) → ∃ψ.lapr(φ, ψ),
∀φ. o C(φ) → ∃ψ.uapr(φ, ψ),
∀φ, ψ, ϕ.lapr(φ, ψ) ∧ lapr(φ, ϕ) → ψ = ϕ,
∀φ, ψ, ϕ.uapr(φ, ψ) ∧ uapr(φ, ϕ) → ψ = ϕ,
∀φ1 , φ2 , ψ1 , ψ2 .lapr(φ1 , ψ1 ) ∧ uapr(φ1 , ψ2 )∧
lapr(φ2 , ψ1 ) ∧ uapr(φ2 , ψ2 ) → φ1 = φ2 .

(10.15)

They say that: 1) there must be exactly one lower and one upper approximation
for each rough concept, and 2) there is one rough concept for each combination of
lower and upper approximation (i.e., if an approximation differs, it is a different
rough concept).
Practically within an OWL-only setting, the C and C is reduced to, in OWL 2
DL functional syntax:
EquivalentClasses(C ObjectSomeValuesFrom(a:Ind a:C))
EquivalentClasses(C ObjectAllValuesFrom(a:Ind a:C))

where Ind denotes the indistinguishability relation. Then Eq. 10.15 is approximated by adding object properties uapr, lapr that have oC as domain, and an
exactly 1 cardinality constraint:
ObjectPropertyDomain(a:upar a:oC)
ObjectPropertyDomain(a:lapr a:oC)
ObjectExactCardinality(1 a:uapr a:C)
ObjectExactCardinality(1 a:lapr a:C)

One has to add this for each rough concept and its approximations. For instance,
the promiscuous bacteria of [Kee10c]:
PromiscuousBacterium ≡ Organism u ∃ Percentage.real>10 u
PromiscuousBacterium v

PromiscuousBacterium v

PromBactLapr ≡

PromBactUapr ≡

≥ 6 hasHGTCluster.FlexibleHGTGeneCluster
= 1 lapr.PromBactLapr
= 1 uapr.PromBactUapr
∀ Ind.PromBact
∃ Ind.PromBact

(10.16)

Each such concept will have to be tested against the instances in the ABox: is the
PromiscuousBacterium indeed a rough concept? This was experimented with in two
ways: ‘natively’ in OWL files as well as in the OBDA setting (Figure 8.2 was taken
from that experiment). Practically, at the time at least, putting the instances in the
OWL file was a ‘bad’ idea, mainly because the reasoners are not optimised to deal
efficiently with data properties, value restrictions, and instances (or: computing the
rough concepts took quite some time even with just 17 individuals). The OBDA
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setting did work, but was at the time cumbersome to set up; this has improved in
the meantime (see also Chapter 8).
One can add rough subsumption to rough concepts [Kee11a] as well, which is
beyond the current introductory scope.

10.2

Time and Temporal Ontologies

There are multiple requests for including a temporal dimension in OWL. Some
of those requirements are described in the ontology’s annotation fields (see the
OWL files of BFO and DOLCE), or the labels of the object properties in the BFO
v2.1 draft, where they mention temporality that cannot be represented formally
in OWL: e.g., DOLCE has a temporally indexed parthood in the paper-based
version but this could not be transferred into the OWL file. This is, perhaps, even
more an issue for domain ontologies. For instance, SNOMED CT [SNO12] has
concepts like “Biopsy, planned”, i.e., an event is expected to happen in the future,
and “Concussion with loss of consciousness for less than one hour”, i.e., a specific
interval and where the loss of consciousness can be before or after the concussion,
the symptom HairLoss during the treatment Chemotherapy, and Butterfly is a
transformation of Caterpillar. Other examples are a business rule alike ‘RentalCar
must be returned before Deposit is reimbursed’. Adding an object property before
in one’s OWL ontology is not going to ensure that in all possible models, some
return event happened before a reimbursement event, however, because it does not
know when what happened.
There is no single computational solution to solve these examples all at once
in another way beyond OWL. Thus far, it is a bit of a patchwork of various theories and some technologies, with, among many aspects, the Allen’s interval algebra
[All83] with the core qualitative temporal relations (such as before and during),
Linear Temporal Logics (LTL) and Computational Tree Logics (CTL, with branching time). There is also a Time Ontology6 that was recently standardised by the
W3C (more explanation in [HP04]), but it is an ontology for annotations only—i.e.,
no temporal reasoning intended—and suffers from the class-as-instance modelling
confusion7 .
In the remainder of this section, we will look at some motivations for temporal
ontologies first, proceed to a very expressive temporal DL, DLRU S , and finally
look at several modelling issues it helps solving. Although computationally, things
do not look rosy at all, it is possible to squeeze out a bit here and there, which we
shall touch upon at the end.
6

http://www.w3.org/TR/owl-time/
e.g., DayOfWeek(Friday) and, in the one for the Gregorian calendar, MonthOfYear(January):
Friday does have instances, such as Friday 6 July 2018 and Friday 13 July 2018, etc., and
likewise for the other days and for the month instances.
7
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Why temporal ontologies?

There are two principal parts to answering this question: because of what we want
to represent and what inferencing we want to do with it.
The things to represent
Quite common time aspects in conceptual data modelling for information systems
are the requirements to record actual dates and intervals and calendar calculations.
This is not particularly relevant for a domain ontology, but it would be useful to
have an ontology about such things so that the applications use the same notions
and, hence, will be interoperable in that regard.
In Chapter 6 we have seen BFO and the RO, where it was the intention by
its developers to add a precedes and an immediately precedes relation to the OBO
Foundry ontologies, which could not be done other than for annotation purposes.
There are more such established qualitative temporal relations, also known as the
‘Allen relations’ or ‘Allen’s interval algebra’, after the author who gave a first
systematic and formal account of them [All83], which comprise relations such as
before, after, during, while, and meet. Some might say they are all the temporal
relations one will ever need, but one may wish to be more specific in specialised
subject domains, such as a transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly, not just
that a butterfly was a caterpillar ‘before’, and one thing developed from another
thing in developmental biology. Also, the latter two are persistent changes cf.
permitting to go back to what it was before.
Modellers want to do even more than that: temporalising classes and relations.
The former is well-known in databases as ‘object migration’; e.g., an active project
evolves to a completed project, and each divorcee in the census database must have
been married before. Relation migration follows the idea of temporal classes, but
applies to n-ary tuples (with n ≥ 2); e.g. ‘during x’s lifetime, it always has y
as part’ and ‘every passenger that boards the plane must have checked in before
departure of that flight’.
More comprehensive and real examples, can be found in, among others, [AGK08,
Kee09, KA10, SSBS09]. This is not to say that all ontologies have, or ought to have,
a temporal component to represent the subject domain as accurately as possible.
It depends on the use case scenarios and CQs devised for the ontology.
Temporal reasoning services
As with a-temporal ontologies, one would want to have the same ones for temporal
ontologies, such as satisfiability checking, subsumption reasoning, and classification. Logical implications are a bit more involved; e.g., given B v A, then it must
be the case that objects ‘active’ (alive) in B must be active in A and, e.g., to come
up for promotion to become a company’s manager (B), one must first exist as an
employee (A) of that company. Also, an ontology should permit either a statement
that ‘X must happen before Y’ or that ‘Y must happen before X’, but not both.
That is, there are temporal constraints that are not permitted to be contradicted,
and algorithms are needed to check for that.
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One also would want to be able to query temporal information. For instance,
to retrieve the answer to “Who was the South African president after Nelson Mandela?” and “Which library books have not been borrowed in the past five years?”.
This also suggests that the ‘plain’ OBDA may be extended to a temporal OBDA
system; see [AKK+ 17] for a recent survey. There is a range of other examples
that involve time in some way in information systems, and which have been solved
and implemented already, such as querying with a calendar hierarchy and across
calendars and finding a solution satisfying a set of constraints for scheduling the
lecture hours of a study programme; there uses are outside the scope.
Open issues
There are many problems that are being investigated in temporal information and
knowledge processing. On the one hand, there are the modelling issues in ontology
development and figuring out what temporal features modellers actually require
in a temporal logic cf. the logicians deciding which temporal features a modeller
gets (typically only the computational well-behaved ones), the interaction between
temporal logic and temporal databases (temporal OBDA), and further investigation into the interaction between temporal DLs with temporal conceptual data
modelling. This, in turn, requires one to look into the computational properties of
various fragments of expressive temporal logics. More fundamental issues have to
do with making choices regarding linear time vs. branching time (LTL vs CTL),
endurantism vs. perdurantism (‘4D-fluents’) as was noted in Chapter 6 as a choice
for foundational ontologies, and dense time vs points in time.

10.2.2

Temporal DLs

If one assumes that recent advances in temporal DLs may have the highest chance
of making it into a temporal OWL, then the following is ‘on offer’.
• A very expressive (undecidable) DL language is DLRU S (with the Until and
Since operators), which already has been used for temporal conceptual data
modelling [APS07] and for representing essential and immutable parts and
wholes [AGK08], which also solves the Boxer example of Section 6.2. It uses
linear time and mostly qualitative temporal constraints.
• An inexpressive language is TDL-Lite [AKL+ 07], which is a member of the
DL-Lite family of DL languages (of which one is the basis for OWL 2 QL). It
also uses linear time and mostly qualitative temporal constraints, but fewer
of them (e.g., one can’t have temporal relations).
• Metric temporal logic, which zooms in on quantitative temporal constraints;
e.g. [BBK+ 17].
• 4-D fluents/n-ary approach in OWL with SWRL rules [BPTA17], rather than
a new language.
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It is already known that EL++ (the basis for OWL 2 EL) does not keep the nice
computational properties when extended with LTL, and results with EL++ with
CTL are not out yet. If you are really interested in the topic, you may want to have
a look at a survey [LWZ08] or take a broader scope with any of the four chapters
from the KR handbook [vHLP08] that cover temporal knowledge representation
and reasoning, situation calculus, event calculus, and temporal action logics, or
the Handbook of temporal reasoning in artificial intelligence [EM05]. To give a
flavour of how temporal logics may look like and what one can do with it, we shall
focus on DLRU S , which has been extended with temporal relations and attributes
and is also used for temporal conceptual modelling (including a graphical notation
in the new TREND notation [KB17]).
The DLRU S temporal DL
DLRU S [AFWZ02] combines the propositional temporal logic with Since and Until
operators with the a-temporal DL DLR [CDG03] and can be regarded as an expressive fragment of the first-order temporal logic L{since, until} [CT98, HWZ99,
GKWZ03].
As with other DLRs, the basic syntactical types of DLRU S are classes and
n-ary relations (n ≥ 2). Starting from a set of atomic classes (denoted by CN ),
a set of atomic relations (denoted by RN ), and a set of role symbols (denoted
by U ), we can define complex class and relationship expressions (see upper part of
Figure 10.3), where the restriction that binary constructors (u, t, U, S) are applied
to relations of the same arity, i, j, k, n are natural numbers, i ≤ n, j does not
exceed the arity of R. All the Boolean constructors are available for both class and
relation expressions. The selection expression Ui /n : C denotes an n-ary relation
whose i-th argument (i ≤ n), named Ui , is of type C. (If it is clear from the
context, we omit n and write (Ui : C).) The projection expression ∃≶k [Uj ]R is a
generalisation with cardinalities of the projection operator over argument Uj of
relation R; the classical projection is ∃≥1 [Uj ]R.
The model-theoretic semantics of DLRU S assumes a flow of time T = hTp , <i,
where Tp is a set of time points and < a binary precedence relation on Tp , assumed
to be isomorphic to hZ, <i. The language of DLRU S is interpreted in temporal
.
models over T , which are triples of the form I = hT , ∆I , ·I(t) i, where ∆I is nonempty set of objects (the domain of I) and ·I(t) an interpretation function. Since
the domain, ∆I , is time independent, we assume here the so called constant domain
assumption with rigid designator —i.e., an instance is always present in the interpretation domain and it identifies the same instance at different points in time. The
interpretation function is such that, for every t ∈ T (a shortcut for t ∈ Tp ), every
class C, and every n-ary relation R, we have C I(t) ⊆ ∆I and RI(t) ⊆ (∆I )n . The
semantics of class and relation expressions is defined in the lower part of Fig. 10.3,
where (u, v) = {w ∈ T | u < w < v}. For classes, the temporal operators ♦+
(some time in the future), ⊕ (at the next moment), and their past counterparts
can be defined via U and S: ♦+ C ≡ > U C, ⊕ C ≡ ⊥ U C, etc. The operators +
(always in the future) and − (always in the past) are the duals of ♦+ (some time
in the future) and ♦− (some time in the past), respectively, i.e., + C ≡ ¬♦+ ¬C
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> | ⊥ | CN | ¬C | C1 u C2 | C1 t C2 | ∃≶k [Uj ]R |

⊕C|

C | C1 U C2 | C1 S C2

⊕R|

R | R1 U R2 | R1 S R2

♦+ C | ♦− C | + C | − C |
→

R

>n | RN | ¬R | R1 u R2 | R1 t R2 | Ui /n : C |
♦+ R | ♦− R | + R | − R |

>I(t) = ∆I ;
⊥I(t) = ∅;
CN I(t) ⊆ >I(t) ;
(¬C)I(t) = >I(t) \ C I(t) ;
I(t)

(C1 u C2 )I(t) = C1
(C1 t C2

)I(t)

=

I(t)
C1

(∃≶k [Uj ]R)I(t) = { d ∈
(C1 U C2

)I(t)

(C1 S C2

)I(t)

(>n

)I(t)

I(t)

∩ C2

= {d∈

>I(t)

= {d∈

>I(t)

⊆

;

I(t)
∪ C2 ;
>I(t) | ]{hd

1 , . . . , dn i

| ∃v > t.(d ∈
| ∃v < t.(d ∈

∈ RI(t) | dj = d} ≶ k};

I(v)
C2
I(v)
C2

I(w)

∧ ∀w ∈ (t, v).d ∈ C1
∧ ∀w ∈ (v, t).d ∈

)};

I(w)
)};
C1

(∆I )n ;

RN I(t) ⊆ (>n )I(t) ;
(¬R)I(t) = (>n )I(t) \ RI(t) ;
I(t)

(R1 u R2 )I(t) = R1
(R1 t R2

)I(t)

=

I(t)
R1

I(t)

∩ R2
∪

;

I(t)
R2 ;

(Ui /n : C)I(t) = {hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | di ∈ C I(t) };
I(v)

(R1 U R2 )I(t) = {hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | ∃v > t.(hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ R2
(R1 S R2 )I(t) =
(♦+ R)I(t)
(

=

I(w)

∧ ∀w ∈ (t, v). hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ R1

I(v)
{ hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | ∃v < t.(hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ R2
∧
I(t)
I(v)
{hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )
| ∃v > t. hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ R
};

)};

I(w)

∀w ∈ (v, t). hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ R1

)};

⊕ R)I(t) = {hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ RI(t+1) };

(♦− R)I(t) = {hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | ∃v < t. hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ RI(v) };
(

R)I(t) = {hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ (>n )I(t) | hd1 , . . . , dn i ∈ RI(t−1) }.

Figure 10.3: Syntax and semantics of DLRU S .

and − C ≡ ¬♦− ¬C, for both classes and relations. The operators ♦∗ (at some
moment) and its dual ∗ (at all moments) can be defined for both classes and
relations as ♦∗ C ≡ C t ♦+ C t ♦− C and ∗ C ≡ C u + C u − C, respectively.
A DLRU S knowledge base is a finite set Σ of DLRU S axioms of the form C1 v C2
and R1 v R2 , with R1 and R2 being relations of the same arity. An interpretation
I satisfies C1 v C2 (R1 v R2 ) if and only if the interpretation of C1 (R1 ) is included
I(t)
I(t)
I(t)
I(t)
in the interpretation of C2 (R2 ) at all time, i.e., C1 ⊆ C2 (R1 ⊆ R2 ), for
all t ∈ T . Thus, DLRU S axioms have a global reading. To see examples on how a
DLRU S knowledge base looks like we refer to the following sections where examples
are provided.
Modelling
Let us look at some examples, both in shorthand DLRU S notation and in their
semantics. The second line provides a verbalisation of the axiom, using the CNL
approach described in Section 9.2, but then tailored to verbalising the temporal
features.
– MScStudent v ♦∗ ¬MScStudent
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Each MSc Student is not a(n) MSc Student for some time.

– marriedTo v ♦∗ ¬marriedTo
The objects participating in a fact in Person married to Person do not relate
through married-to at some time; or: people who are married now aren’t
married at another time.
– o ∈ AcademicI(t) ∧ o ∈
/ P hDStudentI(t) ∧ o ∈ P hDStudentI(t−1) ∧ o ∈
/
AcademicI(t−1)
A(n) Academic may have been a(n) PhD Student before, but is not a(n) PhD
Student now.
I(t0 )

– o ∈ F rog I(t) → ∃t0 < t.o ∈ DevT adpole,F rog
Each Frog was a(n) Tadpole before, but is not a(n) Tadpole now.
The aforementioned ‘planned’ biopsy can now also be represented as something
that will hold in the future ♦+ Biopsy and the returning (of the car) before the
reimbursement (of the deposit) as, e.g., reimbursement v ♦− return, i.e., “if reimbursement, then sometime in the past there was a return”.
With this machinery, one can also solve the “Assuming boxers must have their
own hands and boxers are humans, is Hand part of Boxer in the same way as
Brain is part of Human?” that we have encountered in Section 6.2. Recasting this
problem into the temporal dimension, we can encode it in DLRU S and prove the
correctness of the intended behaviour [AGK08]. The hand being part of the boxer
is an immutable parthood, whereas the brain being part of the human is an essential
parthood. That is: the ‘essential’ parthood relation means, informally, that ‘that
specific object must be part of the whole for entire lifetime of the whole object’,
whereas ‘immutable’ means, informally, ‘for the time the objects are instance of that
specific class (which is typically a role they play for some duration that is less that
the lifetime of the object), it is essential’. The formal apparatus is quite lengthy,
including recasting OntoClean’s rigidity (recall Section 5.2.2) into the temporal
modality, and is described in detail in [AGK08]. The short version showing the
main axioms that represent that difference is as follows. First, for illustrative
purpose, let’s introduce a part-whole relation to relate brain to human:
HumanBrainPW v PartWhole
HumanBrainPW v part : Brain u whole : Human
Subsequently, we add the ‘essential’ to it, which means it holds at all times, i.e.,
∗ , for both human (once a human always a human for the whole lifetime of the
object—it is a rigid property) and the essential parthood (once a part, always a
part):
Human v ∗ Human
Human v ∃[whole]∗ HumanBrainPW
Then, the boxer’s hands. Also here, for illustrative purpose, we introduce the
part-whole relation HumanHandPW to relate the hand to human:
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HumanHandPW v PartWhole
HumanHandPW v part : Hand u whole : Human
To state that a boxer is at some time not (♦∗ ¬) a boxer (an anti-rigid property),
and is a human, the following axioms suffice:
Boxer v ♦∗ ¬Boxer
Boxer v Human
The next step is the cardinality constraint that a boxer must have exactly two
hands, if temporarily something is wrong with the boxer (e.g., the boxer has an
injured hand for some time) he isn’t a boxer either (‘suspended’), and finally, that if
that part-whole relation does not hold anymore (‘disabled’), then the boxer ceases
to be a boxer:
Boxer v ∃=2 [whole]HumanHandPW
Suspended-HumanHandPW v whole : Suspended-Boxer
Disabled-HumanHandPW v whole : Disabled-Boxer
Note that ‘suspended’ and ‘disabled’ are names for so-called status relations that
are defined formally in [AGK08] and do not exactly have their colloquial meaning.
If the boxer has to be continuously active by some rule from, say, the boxing
association, then the ‘suspended’ axiom has to replaced by the following one, i.e.,
the relation is not allowed to be ‘suspended’:
Suspended-HumanHandPW v ⊥
Obviously, this can be defined for any essential or immutable relation, regardless
whether it is a part-whole relation or not. The upside is that now we know how
to represent it; the downside is that it uses both DL role hierarchies and temporal relations, which are computationally costly. What to do with this insight is
something that a modeller has to decide.

10.3

Exercises

Review question 10.1. What is the difference between uncertainty and vagueness?
Review question 10.2. Name some examples of fuzzy concepts.
Review question 10.3. Rough ontologies contain rough concepts. Describe how
they are approximated in an OWL ontology.
Review question 10.4. Name two conceptually distinct ways how time can be
dealt with in/with ontologies.
Review question 10.5. The introductory paragraph of Section 10.1 lists a series
of examples. State for each whether it refers to uncertainty or vagueness.
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Exercise 10.1. Devise an example similar to the ‘minor’ and ‘young’, but then
for ‘senior citizen’, ‘old’ and ‘old person’. Compare this with another student.
How well do you think fuzzy ontologies will fare with respect to 1) ontologies in
information systems and 2) the original aim of ontologies for information systems?
*
Exercise 10.2. There are a few temporal reasoners for DLs and OWL. Find them
(online) and assess what technology they use. As to the temporal things one can
model, you may want to try to find out as follows: define a small example and see
whether it can be represented and the deductions obtained in each of the tools. *
Exercise 10.3. The Time Ontology was standardised recently. Inspect it. Can
this be a viable alternative to DLRU S ? *
Exercise 10.4. BFO draft v2.1 has all those indications of time in the names
of the object properties. Compare this to the Time Ontology and something like
DLRU S or TDL-Lite. What would your advice to its developers be, if any?

10.4

Literature and reference material

Suggested readings for fuzzy and rough ontologies:
1. Thomas Lukasiewicz and Umberto Straccia. 2008. Managing Uncertainty
and Vagueness in Description Logics for the Semantic Web. Journal of Web
Semantics, 6:291-308. NOTE: only the section on fuzzy ontologies
2. Umberto Straccia and Giulio Visco. DLMedia: an Ontology Mediated Multimedia Information Retrieval System. In: Proceedings of the International
Workshop on Uncertainty Reasoning for the Semantic Web (URSW-08), 2008.
this is an example of an application that uses fuzzy DL
3. Keet, C.M. On the feasibility of Description Logic knowledge bases with rough
concepts and vague instances. 23rd International Workshop on Description
Logics (DL’10), 4-7 May 2010, Waterloo, Canada.
Suggested readings for temporal ontologies:
1. Alessandro Artale, Christine Parent, and Stefano Spaccapietra. Evolving objects in temporal information systems. Annals of Mathematics and Artificial
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2. J. R. Hobbs and F. Pan. An ontology of time for the semantic web. ACM
Transactions on Asian Language Processing (TALIP): Special issue on Temporal Information Processing, 3(1):6685, 2004.
Optional readings with more technical details (in descending order of being optional):
1. Artale, A., Guarino, N., and Keet, C.M. Formalising temporal constraints on
part-whole relations. 11th International Conference on Principles of Knowledge Representation and Reasoning (KR’08). Gerhard Brewka, Jerome Lang
(Eds.) AAAI Press, pp 673-683. Sydney, Australia, September 16-19, 2008.
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Ontology modularisation

Ontology development is a laborious task. To assist with this, modularisation
is a principle that has been proposed and increasingly been used for ontology
development. Modularisation refers to the division of an ontology to aid with the
simplification of large ontologies. It is required when one needs to hide or remove
knowledge that is not required for the application at hand, or divided so that
modules can be worked on separately. It does the former by enabling developers
and users to hide or remove entities and axioms that are not relevant for the
application. There are a number of benefits for the modularisation of ontologies
such as ontology reuse, collaboration, and scalability for data processing.
There are multiple angles from which to present ontology modularisation, which
cannot all be covered in the 10-15 pages that a chapter typically is in Block III.
Here, we take the angle of foundations for ontology development, rather than a
logic-based angle to the issues, which is partially so that we then also can touch
upon the notion of evaluation metrics. The other reason is that the content is
based on parts of the PhD thesis of Zubeida Khan, who is the main author of this
chapter (and who was supervised by the main author of this textbook).
We will start with a motivating example and a definition of a module. Subsequently, we look at the various ‘dimensions’ of modules, i.e., aspects to features
that help describe modules, and close with a framework for modularisation.

11.1

Defining modularisation

Let us start with a use case example, which illustrates the need for modularisation,
which is followed by several questions that will have to be answered.
Example 11.1. Consider a case where an ontology engineer wishes to develop
an enterprise web application for an exciting book store. In order to compete
with existing exciting interactive web utilities such as Pottermore which engages
211
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and challenges Harry Potter fans1 , a simple website is not enough. The developer
needs to create an interactive experience aimed at book fandoms2 . Furthermore,
the book store application must be machine readable in order to realise the vision of
the Semantic Web. Rather than unnecessarily starting from scratch, the ontology
developer decides to reuse existing resources from the web.
She has found the following existing resources: a general book ontology containing metadata about books such as authors, edition, etc., a Japanese anime
ontology, containing a large amount of data about anime such as genre, protagonists, mangaka, etc., a toy ontology which contains toy product details, and a
gazetteer ontology describing different places of geographical interest.
For the Japanese anime ontology, she wishes only to use parts of the ontology
that contains information about anime that have originated from manga and novels.
The taxonomy of the anime ontology is large, complicated, and too difficult for the
developer to manually traverse through the entire ontology and understand it. For
the toy ontology, there are two main branches, a Toy entity with subclasses such as
Book-toy, Game-toy, Movie-toy etc. , and a Toy-property entity containing knowledge
about the properties of a toy, e.g., height, weight, colour, etc. The developer wishes
to extract only the specific Book-toy entity and the generalised Toy-property entity.
She wishes to use the gazetteer ontology to describe both fictional and real places
that appear in books. The gazetteer ontology has a high level of detail and contains
knowledge about the population of each city, neighbouring countries, the size of
the country, etc. However, the developer does not require the high level of detail
of the ontology, but rather a simplified version.
The developer decides that the manga and novel aspects of the anime ontology
could be imported into the general book ontology. The toy ontology, however,
should be separate from the book ontology, to allow toy specialists to update it
separately. The gazetteer ontology should also be a separate module. By creating
separate modules, the developer hopes to promote collaborative ontology development within a team and ease the validity and maintenance of the system. While
the toy and gazetteer ontology are separate modules, they are also related to the
book ontology, i.e., there should be axioms that link the modules. For instance,
for the toy ontology, it could be that a scaled figure of Katniss Everdeen is based
on the character, Katniss Everdeen, from the Hunger Games trilogy book series.
For the geographical ontology, it could be that Alicante is the city that exists in
the Mortal Instruments book series.
This example opens up a number of questions for the developer. How should
the developer extract reading material aspects from the anime ontology without
traversing through the entire ontology? How should the developer isolate the Booktoy and Toy-property entities from the toy ontology? How should the developer
simplify the geographical ontology? It is true that there are existing ontology
modularity techniques. However, which technique, if any, will be able to perform
the aforementioned tasks. It is clear that the processes of extracting reading ma1

https://www.pottermore.com/ last accessed: 20 September 2019.
A fandom is a term used to describe fans who share a common interest such as the Harry
Potter community, the Pokémon community, the Doctor Who community, and so on.
2
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terial aspects, isolating branches of interest, and taxonomy simplification are all
different. Once the developer creates these modules, how should she measure the
quality of these modules, considering that these modules have different properties?
Before we start answering these questions, we need a definition of modules
first, to indicate when is really meant with it here. There are several definitions of
modularisation and modules in the literature. We use the most recent one that is
exhaustive and does not enforce restrictions, such as that a module must exist in
a set that composes a whole, or that it must contain a source ontology, or that it
captures the knowledge of a given signature. The definition for a module we use is
as follows:
Definition 11.1. (Module ([KK15b])) A Module M is a subset of a source ontology
O, M ⊂ O, or M is an ontology existing in a set such that, when combined, make
up a larger ontology. M is created for some use-case u ∈ U , number of u ≥ 1,
and is of a particular type t ∈ T , number of t = 1. t is classified by a set of
distinguishing properties {p1 , ..., pk } ∈ P , number of p ≥ 1, and is created by using
a specific modularisation technique mt ∈ M T , number of mt = 1, and has a set of
corresponding evaluation metrics {em1 , ..., emk } ∈ EM , number of em ≥ 1, which
is used to assess the quality of M .
This definition introduces dimensions for modularisation: use-cases, techniques,
properties, and evaluation criteria. The inclusion of these dimensions in the definition contributes to an exhaustive, generic, broad definition for modules. In the
following section we introduce the dimensions for modularisation.

11.2

Module dimensions

Module dimensions are aspects or features that help describe modules. Five dimensions have been identified for modules: use-cases, techniques, types, properties,
and evaluation criteria. They will be described in the following five subsections,
since each dimension has one or more ‘types’ or values. Afterward, we will tie the
components together in a framework, which systematises dependencies between
dimensions.

11.2.1

Use-cases

In the substantial amount of literature on modularisation, use-cases have commonly
been referred to as purposes, goals, benefits or rationale for modularity. A use-case
states the underlying reason why the module will is, is, or has been created. We
discuss all known existing use-cases for modularisation in this section.
Maintenance An important step in the ontology development process is the
maintenance of an ontology. Maintenance deals with preserving the quality of an
ontology to foster and ensure usage. Modules are constantly evolving and need to
be maintained on a regular basis. Maintenance is easier to perform when there are
separate modules because not all modules might need to be updated, and different
people could maintain different modules.
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Automated reasoning Since ontology reasoners do not scale well when reasoning over large ontologies, reasoning is the next use-case for modularisation. Reasoner performance improves when ontologies are smaller with less knowledge, and
one could try to optimise it by reasoning only over the module that has changed
rather than the whole ontology. The Data Mining OPtimisation ontology (DMOP),
which we have come across in Chapter 1 (Figure 1.10), takes about 10 minutes to
classify [KdKL14]. It will be worthwhile to investigate whether modularisation
could result in reduced reasoning time.
Validation Validation deals with checking an ontology for correctness. This is
performed by checking for errors and redundancy, and checking if an ontology meets
all requirements. This is a difficult process for a human when an ontology is large,
hence the need for modularisation.
Processing Processing tools such as ontology alignment, computing of metrics,
and editing tools prohibitively slow down when working with large ontologies; they
could take several minutes to perform simple tasks such as loading and traversal.
Smaller modules take a shorter time to open, load, and use with tools, and hence
could possibly improve the performance of the processing tools.
Comprehension There is a cognitive overload for humans to use and understand
large ontologies, therefore to ease comprehension, it is required that some data be
hidden or removed. This can be achieved with modularisation.
Collaborative efforts This is when several people need to work together for the
ontology development task. Modularisation promotes dividing the development
task among several people, and helps to achieve consistency such that there is no
conflict whereby the same ontology is altered by different people.
Reuse At times, ontology users or developers require a subset of an ontology
pertaining to a specific topic, and not the entire ontology. Modular ontologies
are created such that ontology modules can be easily extracted and reused for the
application at hand.

11.2.2

Types

Ontology modules can be classified into different types, based on the nature of
the module. There are four main types pertaining to their function, structure,
abstraction, and expressiveness, which is exhaustive at the time of writing. They
each have several subtypes, which we summarise here.
Functional These are modules whereby a large domain is split into modules to
represent various subject domains or functions. Currently, there are five types of
modules with a specific function:
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- Ontology design patterns: An ontology is modularised by identifying a portion that can be easily reused to solve recurring ontology issues, i.e., an
ontology design pattern (recall Section 7.6) is created.
- Subject domain modules: There are various sub-domains in an ontology,
hence the ontology is modularised or split up into modules for each subdomain; e.g., to create a separate module for the habitats of animals that
then can be imported into the AWO.
- Isolation branch modules: A subset of entities from an ontology is extracted
given an input entity as a starting point; e.g., extracting all endurants from
DOLCE but not the rest. Entities with weak dependencies to the input
entities are excluded from the extracted module.
- Locality modules: A subset of entities from an ontology is extracted given
an input entity as a starting point. All entities, including those with weak
dependencies to the input entity, are included in the extracted module.
- Privacy modules: Some sensitive information is removed from an ontology in
order to preserve the privacy of information for a particular application, or
from certain users.
Structural These modules are generated motivated by the syntax, or structure
of the ontology. This includes modules for domain coverage, ontology matching,
and to optimise reasoning. For the first, domain coverage modules: an ontology
covers a domain, so it is modularised structurally by placement of entities in the
taxonomy such that similar size modules could be generated and such that the
set of generated modules collectively cover the domain. For instance, the Foundational Model of Anatomy [RMJ03] contains over 100 000 entities describing human
anatomy exhaustively. This could be modularised structurally for ease of use.
Ontology matching modules concern the case where an ontology is modularised
specifically for the ontology matching process. The ontology should be modularised
into disjoint partitions so there is no repetition of entities, so as to promote ontology matching. For instance, the Common Anatomy Reference Ontology (CARO)
[HNOS+ 08] aims to align existing anatomy ontologies. To assist with aligning it
to domain ontologies, CARO could be partitioned into smaller modules. Finally,
the optimal reasoning modules may be created form a larger ontology to promote
efficient reasoning.
Abstraction These are modules that are simpler or lighter than an original ontology due to hiding or deleting some detail. This hiding or deleting can be done
systematically in different ways. We describe four options. First, one could create
an abstraction module by targeting certain axioms; e.g., axioms that relate classes
using object properties are removed. This results in a module with a decreased
horizontal structure. Alternatively, one can create vocabulary abstraction modules, resulting from removing a certain type of entity from an ontology; e.g., the
removal of individuals from an ontology. A computationally easier way of creating
abstraction modules are high-level abstraction modules: entities that exist at a
lower level in the hierarchy of the ontology, i.e., the more specific entities, are to
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be removed. This results in a module with the higher-level entities of the ontology. Conversely, a more refined and elaborate way is to create weighted modules,
where some entities are deemed more important than others in an ontology. The
importance may be specified by the developer’s preference in preserving entities.
Expressiveness There are modules that are created by altering a module’s language expressive power. This then has an effect on what is represented in the ontology. There are two types: sub-language and feature modules. For sub-language
modules, a module is created based on only prioritising the features of a sublanguage e.g., only preserving the axioms of an ontology that are OWL 2 EL. An
example is OpenGalen [RRZvdH03], which is a module of GALEN in OWL 2 EL for
the purpose of testing the lightweight ELK [KKS12] reasoner for ontologies within
OWL 2 EL expressiveness. With feature modules, a module is created by limiting
the language features but not based on a specific sub-language. For instance, the
removal of cardinality constraints for simplification purposes.

11.2.3

Properties

Different motivations, or aims, for modules and different types give rise to a range
of properties that modules may have and that can be measured or identified qualitatively. Such properties that are associated with them gives the user more information about the modules. This may be of the module itself or of a set of
modules.
Properties of a module These are properties that a module exhibits by itself.
There are at least seven such properties:
- Seed signature: For this module, a user has provided an input entity to base
the module on.
- Information removal: Some information from an ontology is to be removed,
resulting in a module with less detail than the original ontology. This relates
back to the types of module already: abstraction. An example is the NCS
ontology with information noun classes of the about Niger-Congo B languages
[CK15]: it reuses only part of the GOLD ontology, because it has no need for
language features such as phonetic properties of a word. On the one hand, one
can have a so-called breadth abstraction, where the property of hiding some
of the relational properties of the ontology is used to decrease the ‘breadth’
of the module and, on the other hand, there is depth abstraction, referring
to the property of hiding some of the lower level classes of the ontology to
decrease the ‘depth’ of the module.
- Refinement: New axioms are added to an ontology. Modules are typically
not created with new knowledge hence this occurs in cases such as the creation of inter-module links, as a result of ontology processing tools, or when
computationally-expensive ontology language features are altered. A concrete
example that reduced reasoning time was by removing the InverseObjectProperties axioms and replacing it with the OWL ObjectInverseOf in the DMOP
ontology [KdKL14].
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- Stand-alone: This describes a module that can exist on its own and does
not have dependencies to other ontologies or modules. For instance, the
BioTopLite module [SB13] was extracted from the source, which is the topdomain level ontology for the life sciences BioTop (recall its architecture from
Figure 7.4). BioTopLite is self-standing in the sense that it does not have
inter-module relations to other ontologies and it does not contain import
statements either.
- Source ontology: This is the original ontology that the user selects to modularise.
- Proper subset: This describes a module that is smaller than its source ontology, as it contains a subset of the entities of the source ontology.
- Imports: This is a module that contains knowledge from other ontologies by
using the import function of the OWL language.
Not all modules will have all these properties; e.g, a module can not be both
the source an a proper subset of itself. One may encounter complex combinations
to manage, such as where there is an import and subsequent abstraction over the
merged ontology.
Properties of a set of modules These are properties that exist in a set of
related modules.
– Overlapping: This occurs when the same entity/ies extend over more than
one modules in a set of modules.
– Mutual exclusion: This occurs when an entity/ies does not extend over more
than one module in a set of modules. The modules share no common entities.
– Union equivalence: The union, or the set of all entities of the modules is
semantically equivalent to the original ontology.
– Partitioning: This describes the structural division of a large ontology into
modules.
– Inter-module interaction: When there are links to other modules in the set
of modules to preserve the knowledge of the original ontology.
– Pre-assigned number of modules: This occurs when the number of modules
to be created is known at the onset of the module generation.
The modules can be annotated with such properties and some may be computed.
For instance, annotating a module with the source ontology it was extracted from
and computing overlap between two modules by using the axioms and vocabulary
(provided that the URI is still the same).

11.2.4

Techniques

A range of techniques have been proposed to actually create or generate modules
from ontologies. We zoom in on three categories of algorithms: graph-based ones,
statistical approaches, and, for the lack of a better term, ‘semantic’ approaches.
Graph theory approaches This set of techniques are based on graph theory
whereby the classes in the ontology are represented by vertices and the OWL object
properties are represented by edges. Then one can pick a graph-based algorithm to
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compute the desired outcome. For instance, in graph partitioning, a large ontology
is divided structurally such that vertices (entities) are not shared among partitions
(modules). Modularity maximisation uses some modularity function to measure
the axiomatic relations of entities resulting in modules, such as optimising the
connection between nodes in graphs. Also, one could use clique detection to find
sections of an ontology that may be safely removed.
Statistical approaches This includes Hierarchical clustering, which is a method
of grouping together data (entities) by building a hierarchy of clusters.
Semantic approaches These techniques are based more on the meaning of the
ontology, which can be both logic-based using the axioms as input or a user provides
subject domain semantics input to guide the modularisation process. For instance,
there is so-called locality modularity, which is a method to create modules based
on an input entity/ies with the condition that ‘conservation extension’ holds for
the given module, i.e., the meaning of every axiom from the original ontology is
preserved, and is thus a logic-based approach. A combination of that and user input
is query-bases modularity, where the ontology developer creates a query using a
query language such as SPARQL to base a module on. Even more user input is
expected in semantic-based abstractions. Here, the subject domain semantics of an
ontology is analysed and rules are used to prioritise certain entities in an ontology
to be included in a resultant module.
Further down the road of more user input is the A priori modularity: the
modular structure of the domain is decided upfront so that the modules are created
initially without a need for an original ontology. This one can do also manual
from a source ontology, called manual modularity, where the ontology developer
analyses an existing ontology to manually select which entities and axioms should
be removed from it to create a specific module.
Finally, there is language simplification, where some axioms based on language
features are removed from an ontology resulting in a simplified module with limited
language expressivity. One may argue that it is a semantics-based approach or
syntax-based, depending on how it is carried out. One could forcefully implement
it though syntactic analysis without remodelling or try to add approximations for
the axioms slated for removal. For instance, if C v = 2 R.D (qualified cardinality)
is disallowed, as it is in OWL DL, then a rough technique could just delete that
axioms, whereas an approximator might replace it with the C v ∃R.D or C v =
2 R.>. Such an approximations strategy will not help with reducing the size of the
ontology, however, and thus not lead to the desired effect of a smaller ontology.
This brings us to the next topic: how to evaluate the module created or generate
is any good?

11.2.5

Evaluation metrics

With multiple techniques and use cases for devising modules, the outcome of some
modularisation is unlikely to be the same sort of module, and for the same use case,
there may be different techniques to accomplish it with varying levels of success.
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This requires a notion of being able to specify what a ‘good’ module is. When
one tries to modularise an ontology, and one module has 95% of the content of the
source ontology and the other module has the other the remaining 5%, then clearly
that doesn’t help much. But should it be 50-50 in all cases? Probably not, and
it may not be relevant to some type of modules anyway (e.g., when one wants to
end up with a bare taxonomy). More broadly, this relates to some extent also to
metrics for ontologies, not just their modules.
In order to get to the stage of determining whether a module is good or not, we
first need a set of criteria. Ideally, one would be able to compute automatically the
values of those criteria, and then some way to deter mine which values are ‘good’
values for which type of module. In order to arrive at that stage, we present a (nonexhaustive) list of metrics with a short definition of each metric, together with its
corresponding equation. The metrics are grouped into five categories: structural
criteria, logical, relational with respect to other ontologies, information hiding, and
richness. A summary table is included at the end of this section. We refer to the
DOLCE ontology and its related modules in the text for examples demonstrating
the calculations for the metrics.
Structural criteria The first metric is size, which is a common metric used to
measure the number of entities in a module and for any ontology:
Size(M ) = |M | = |C| + |OP | + |DP | + |I|.

(11.1)

where C are classes, OP object properties, DP data properties, and I instances.
One then can also compute the relative size, which is defined as the size of a module
in comparison to the original ontology:
Relative size =

|M |
|O|

(11.2)

where |M | is again the size of the module, as described in Eq. 11.1, and |O| is the
size of the ontology.
Example 11.2. The size from the DOLCE-perdurants module of DOLCE is calculated as follows: it has 27 classes, 0 individuals, 70 object properties, and 0 data
properties. For its source ontology, DOLCE, there are 37 classes, 0 individuals, 70
27+70
object properties, and 0 data properties. Hence the relative size is 37+70
= 0.91%.
The appropriateness of module size is defined as a mapping the size of an ontology module to some appropriateness function, based on software design principles:
1 1
π
− cos(x.
)
2 2
250
where x is the number of axioms in the module.
Appropriate(x) =

(11.3)

Example 11.3. The Temporal Relations module of the DOLCE ExtendedDnS
(Descriptions & Situations) ontology has 435 axioms. Therefore, its appropriate
π
size value is 21 − 12 cos(435. 250
) = 0.16. The appropriate size value of the Temporal
Relations module is rather low, due to the fact that the module has many more
axioms than the optimal of 250 as defined by Schlicht and Stuckenschmidt.
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Intra-module distance is the distance between entities in a module, which is
measured by counting the number of relations in the shortest path from one entity
to the other, for every entity in the module.
Intra-module distance(M) =

n
X

Farness(i)

(11.4)

i

where n is the number of nodes in the module, and Freeman’s Farness value ?? is
defined as follows:
n
X
Farness(i) =
distanceij
(11.5)
j

where i and j are two entities in the module.
One then also can define and compute a relative intra-module distance, which is
based on the intra-module distance. It checks whether the overall distance between
the entities in the module has been reduced. It is measured as the difference between the intra-module distance of a source ontology and the intra module distance
of a module:

Relative intra-module distance(M) =

Intra-module distance(O)
Intra-module distance(M)

(11.6)

Last, the cohesion metric measures the extent which entities are related to each
other in a module. It is measured by calculating the sum of the strength of relations
as a fraction over the number of all possible relations in a module:

Cohesion(M ) =

 P


P

Ci ∈M Cj ∈M

1

SR(ci ,cj )
|M |(|M |−1)

if —M— ¿ 1
(11.7)
otherwise

where |M | is the number of entities in the module as described in Eq. 11.1. The
product of |M |(|M |−1) represents the number of possible relations between entities
in M . The strength of the relation for each entity is calculated based on the farness
centrality measure for graph theory proposed by Freeman ?? from Eq. 11.5.
(
SR(ci , cj ) =

1
f arness(i)

0

if relations exist between i and cj
otherwise

(11.8)

Logical Criteria The logical criteria included here are correctness and completeness. Correctness states that no new axioms should be added to a module, i.e.,
every axiom that exists in the module should also exist in its original ontology.
(
Correctness(M ) =

true if Axioms(M) ⊆ Axioms(O)
f alse otherwise

(11.9)
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whereas the completeness metric checks whether the meaning of every entity is
preserved in a module as in the source ontology:

Completeness(M ) =


 true

if

n
P
i

Axioms(Entityi (M )) |= Axioms(Entityi (O))

 f alse otherwise
(11.10)
Example 11.4. In the source ontology, DOLCE the endurant entity is defined with
the following set of properties (listed separately for ease of reading):
– endurant v ∀ part.endurant
– endurant v spatio-temporal-particular
– endurant v ∃ participant-in.perdurant
– endurant v ∀ specific-constant-constituent.endurant
– endurant v ¬ quality
– endurant v ¬ perdurant
– endurant v ¬ abstract
If DOLCE were to be modularised to create a branch module, containing only
the branch of Endurant entities, DOLCE-endurants, the endurant entity will end
up being defined as follows:
– endurant v ∀ part.endurant
– endurant v spatio-temporal-particular
– endurant v ∃ participant-in.perdurant
The meaning of the endurant entity was thus not fully preserved in the module
since the axiom endurant v ∀ specific-constant-constituent.endurant existed in the
original ontology but not in the module. Therefore the DOLCE-endurants module
has a false value for the completeness metric.

Relational Criteria The relational criteria all concern how modules relate to
other modules, assuming there is more than one module (be it generated from a
source ontology, or from manually having divided up the subject domain). There
are three metrics. First inter-module distance refers to that, for a set of modules,
one checks the number of modules that have to be considered to relate two entities:

Inter-module distance =




P
Ci ,Cj ∈(Mi ,...,Mn )

1

N M (Ci ,Cj )
|(Mi ,..,Mn )|(|(Mi ,..,Mn )|−1)

|(Mi , .., Mn )| > 1
otherwise

(11.11)
where N M (Ci , Cj ) is the number of modules to consider to relate entities i and j.
The product of |(Mi , .., Mn )|(|(Mi , .., Mn )| − 1) represents the number of possible
relations between entities in a set of modules Mi , ., Mn .
Second, there is coupling, which checks whether modules have relations to entities in other modules, i.e., it is a way to compute the degree of interdependence
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of a module:

Coupling(Mi ) =

P
n P
n



i=0 j=0
i6=j


N ELMi ,Mj

N ELMi ,Mj > 0

|Mi ||Mj |

(11.12)

0

otherwise

where |Mi | is the number of entities in the current module and |Mj | is the number
of entities in a related module in the set of n modules.
Third, redundancy checks if the same axioms exist in various modules within a
set of module, i.e., whether modules overlap due to the duplication of axioms:
(
Redundancy =

k
P
i=1

ni ) − n

k
P

(11.13)

ni

i=1

Information hiding Ontology modules sometimes are designed with the intention to hide aspects of the source ontology from the module for privacy and simplification reasons. Information hiding within modules assesses whether the module
encapsulates all the information in the module such that the privacy is preserved
for each module. To this end, two criteria to measure information hiding properties
of an ontology module are formulated. The first one is encapsulation, which aims
to describe how well a module’s knowledge is ‘protected’, i.e., whether it can be
easily exchanged for another module or be modified without affecting the rest or
the application that uses it. It is defined as follows:
n−1
P

Encapsulation(M i) = 1 −

j=1

|Axij |
|Axi |

n

(11.14)

The related metric Independence checks if a module is self-contained, i.e., if it
could be altered on its own without affecting other modules. If so, then ontology
modules can evolve independently and, hence, the semantics of the ontology as a
whole could change without the need for all the modules to be changed.
(
true Encapsulation(Mi ) = 1 and Coupling(Mi ) = 0
Ind(M i) =
(11.15)
f alse otherwise
where |Mi | is the number of entities in the current module and |Mj | is the number
of entities in a related module in the set of n modules.
Richness Criteria This category of metrics has to do with the type of axioms
that are being used in the module. Two are defined here to indicate the idea.
Attribute richness checks the average number of attributes per class in an ontology,
as:
|att|
AR(M ) =
(11.16)
|C|
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Table 11.1: A summary of the set of evaluation metrics with their expected value range
and values that are considered good.

Evaluation metric
Relative size
Appropriateness
Cohesion
Correctness
Completness
Coupling
Redundancy
Encapsulation
Independence

Value range
1≥i≥0
1≥i≥0
1≥i≥0
true or false
true or false
i≥0
1≥i≥0
1≥i≥0
true or false

Value type
decimal
decimal
decimal
boolean
boolean
decimal
decimal
decimal
boolean

Good value
small to medium
large
small
true
true
small
small to medium
large
true

where att is measured by the number of data properties in the module and |C| is
the number of classes in the module.
Another one is inheritance richness, which checks the average number of subclasses per class, as follows:
P
|H C (C1 , Ci )|
Ci ∈C
IRS (M ) =
(11.17)
|C|
where |H C (C1 , Ci )| is the number of subclasses per class and |C| is the total number of classes in the ontology.
A summary of some of the evaluation metrics, where the values could be labelled
as ‘good’ using a 4-point scale of small (0-0.25), medium (0.25-0.5), moderate (0.510.75), and large (0.75-1), and true/false values is shown in Table 11.1.

11.3

Modularisation framework

With the dimensions identified and a set of metrics defined, we can now look at
the next step: devise some sort of framework that puts it all together and ideally
evaluated with actual modules, so that the goalposts can be moved even further,
being toward methods for modularisation and guidance for modellers.
Experimentation was performed with those dimensions and a set of modules,
where the modules were classified according to the dimensions listed in Section 11.2
[KK15b]. The resulting high-level view of the framework is shown in Figure 11.1.
The framework states that: A module’s use-case results in modules of a specific
type. A module of a specific type is generated by a modularisation technique. A
module of a specific type is assessed by a set of evaluation metrics. Modularisation
techniques are the cause for modules to be annotated with certain properties.
Let’s drill down into the details of each arrow in Figure 11.1. For the first
relation in the framework, between the module use-case and type, we have the
relations as shown in Figure 11.2. The dependencies in Figure 11.2 should be read
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as follows: If an ontology developer wishes to create a module for a use-case of
Validation, it would result in a module of type Structural: Domain Coverage. The
full set of dependencies is shown in Figure 11.2.
For the relation between the module type and technique, we have the relations
as shown in Figure 11.3. The dependencies in Figure 11.3 should be read as follows,
illustrated with an example: A module of type Structural: Domain Coverage can
be created using a Graph partitioning technique. The full set of dependencies is
shown in Figure 11.3. Perhaps of note is that for all abstraction and expressiveness
modules, only manual methods are used, and for all structural module, there is
some automated technique available.
For the dependencies between technique and properties in the framework, we
have the relations as shown Figure 11.4. The dependencies in Figure 11.4 should
be read as follows: e.g., a module created by an a priori technique has the following properties: Imports, Stand-alone, Overlapping, and Pre-assigned number of
modules.
Finally, for the relation between type and evaluation metrics, we have the relations as shown Figure 11.5. For each type, it lists the relevant metrics together
with desirable values for that metric. The dependencies in Figure 11.5 should be
read as follows, e.g.: a module of type Locality is a good quality module if its
evaluation metric values are as follows: Relative size: medium, cohesion: small,
correctness: true. There are two important conclusions that can be drawn from
this. First, not all metrics are relevant for each type of module. Second, in some
cases the values of the metrics are different for different types of modules; e.g., for
ODPs, the relative size should be small, wheres for privacy modules it should be
medium.
The framework for modularity can be used to guide ontology developers along
the modularisation process. For instance, say that the user looks at an existing
restaurant ontology to reuse, with the intent of only creating a module for a coffee
shop. The ontology developer can start the modularisation process by identifying
the use-case, which is re-use. From there on, the type, technique, property, and
evaluation metrics can be formulated. The user will be clear on the type of ontology module that has to be created, and the method or technique that should
be employed to create such a module. The technique is used to determine the
properties of the module. The properties are useful in annotating a module with
additional information (metadata) which could promote ontology usage and reuse.
Lastly, the developer can assess the quality of a module that has been developed

Use-case

Type

Technique

Property

Evaluation
metric

Figure 11.1: A high-level view of the framework for modularity (source: based on
[KK15b]).
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Functional:
Locality

Functional:
ODPs

Reuse

Functional:
Isolation branch

Functional:
Privacy

Functional:
Subject domain

Maintenance

Collaboration
Structural: Domain
coverage

Validation

Expressiveness:
Sublanguage
expressiveness
Expressiveness: Feature
expressiveness

Structural: Ontology
matching

Abstraction: Axiom
abstraction

Processing

Abstraction: Vocabulary
abstraction
Abstraction: High-level
abstraction

Reasoning

Structural: Optimal
reasoning

Abstraction: Weighted
abstraction

Comprehension

Figure 11.2: The dependencies between use-case and type. For instance, for a use-case
of maintenance, the resultant modules are subject-domain modules or domain coverage
modules, i.e. maintenance results in a functional or structural module.

by comparing its evaluation metrics to what is expected for that module from the
framework.

11.4

Exercises

Review question 11.1. What are some of the dimensions specified for modules?
Review question 11.2. Name three techniques for modularising a large ontology.
Review question 11.3. There are many criteria one can let loose on an otology
to evaluate it. Name five criteria that concern the structure of the ontology and
three that have to do with how one module relates to the other modules that were
made from one large ontology.
Review question 11.4. Describe in your own words the framework for modularity
introduced in this chapter, and how you would be able to use that to modularise,
e.g., SNOMED CT, the FMA, or DOLCE.
Exercise 11.1. Recall that we have imported DOLCE and BFO into the AWO. In
terms of all the definitions introduced in this chapter, what sort of modularisation
do we have there?

Chapter 11. Ontology modularisation

Graph
partitioning

Subject
Domain

A priori

Ontology
Matching

Locality
Localitybased

Optimal
Reasoning

Sub-language
Expressiveness
Feature
Expressiveness

ODP
Isolation
Branch

Axiom Abs.
Voc Abs.
High-level Abs.

Functional

Domain
Coverage

Abstraction

Expressiveness

Structural
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Privacy
Manual

Weighted Abs.

Figure 11.3: The dependencies between type and technique. For instance, for an
ontology design pattern module, both manual and a priori methods are used.

Exercise 11.2. The Quantities, Units, Dimensions and Data Types (QUDT) ontologies are a set of ontology modules. These modules describe terminology used in
science and engineering for the representation of physical quantities, units of measure, and their dimensions [3]. A table of evaluation criteria for the QUDT modules
is shown in Table 11.2. Study the evaluation metrics to determine whether the set
of QUDT modules are a good set of modules. Explain your findings.
Exercise 11.3. Return to the motivating Example 11.1, specifically, “The developer wishes to extract only the specific Book-toy entity and the generalised Toyproperty entity”. Determine the use-case for modularisation for this, and thereafter
determine the type of module to be created, technique to be used, the properties
it would exhibit, and which evaluation criteria could be used to measure it.

Table 11.2: The metrics for the QUDT ontology modules; approp = appropriateness,
encap. = encapsulation, redund. = redundancy, avg. = average, med. = median.

Structural criteria
Size
Avg.

Avg.

Atomic
size

595.38 5.71
Richness
criteria
AR
IR
1.69
1.89

No. of
axioms

Approp.

3112.00 0.91
Information
hiding criteria
Encap. Coupling
0.99
0

Intra
module
distance
8577.25

Cohesion
0.008

Relational criteria
Independence
25% true

Redund.
0.50
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A priori

Imports
Stand-alone
Overlapping
Pre-assigned
no. of modules
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Locality-based

Graph partitioning

Information removal

Information removal

Seed signature

Stand-alone
Source ontology
Proper subset
Overlapping
Mutual exclusion
Partitioning
Inter-module
interaction

Information retrieval

Overlapping
Stand-alone
Proper subset
Seed signature
Source ontology

Manual

Source ontology
Proper subset
Stand-alone
Imports
Abstraction
Breadth abs.
Depth abs.
Reﬁnement

Figure 11.4: The dependencies between technique and property. For instance, when
graph partitioning techniques are used, the following properties may be relevant for the
modules, among others: information removal, standalone, source ontology, and proper
subset.
Isolation branch

Locality

Privacy
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Optimal reasoning
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Vocabulary
abstraction

High level
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Correctness: true
Encapsulation:
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Encapsulation:
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Relative size: small
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Encapsulation:
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Relative size:
medium
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Correctness:
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Correctness:
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Cohesion:
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Ontology design
pattern

Subject domain

Relative size: small
Cohesion: small
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Figure 11.5: The dependencies between type and evaluation property.
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Oscar Corcho and Angel López-Cima Mariano Fernández-López, Asunción GómezPérez. Building legal ontologies with methontology and webode. In Law and the
Semantic Web 2005, volume 3369 of LNAI, pages 142–157. Springer LNAI, 2005.

[CMSV09]
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APPENDIX

A

Tutorials

This appendix includes two tutorials from, one could say, two ‘extremes’ on the
spectrum on ontology engineering. The first one is heavily influenced by notions
from philosophy to inform modelling, whereas the second one is driven by practical
considerations to build a scalable system.

A.1

OntoClean in OWL with a DL reasoner

This tutorial is written by Zola Mahlaza and C. Maria Keet and is based
on a mini-project by Todii Mashoko, Siseko Neti, and Banele Matsebula.
The aim of this tutorial is to illustrate how the OntoClean methodology can be
used in Protégé with OWL and its reasoner, based on the OntOWLClean approach
proposed in [Wel06]. In particular, it focuses on the following tasks:
• Punning an ontology in preparation for OntoClean.
• Assigning meta-properties to classes in OWL.
• Discovering inconsistencies in a taxonomy, and hints for fixing the hierarchy.
The rest of the document is structured such that Section A.1 presents an
overview of OntoClean and Section A.1 presents our example ontology, the manner
in which OntoClean can be followed within Protégé, and a limited number of errors
that should be discovered from the provided ontology.

OntoClean
OntoClean is a philosophy-based methodology for validating the correctness and
consistency of an ontology’s taxonomy. It is based on general notions that are
drawn from philosophy, which are Rigidity, Identity, Unity, and Dependence. The
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methodology is made up of two phases. The first phase involves annotating all the
classes within an ontology with labels of the meta-properties referring to the four
philosophical notions. The second phase deals with the checking of subsumption
relationships of the ontology based on the predefined OntoClean constraints, which
in this document are also referred to as rules.
In the remainder of this section, we provide a brief recap to the four philosophical concepts, the OntoClean meta-property annotation symbols, and the constraints for each of them. A larger summary is described in Section 5.2.2, an
overview of OntoClean is described in the handbook on ontologies [GW09], which
build upon foundations presented in [GW00a, GW00b].
Rigidity refers to an entity’s property that are essential to that entity (i.e. it
must be true of it in every possible situation). For instance, the property of having
walls is essential to a house. Every house must have walls in every possible situation.
In the event that they are demolished then you no longer have a house. Identity
refers to the capability to identify individual entities in the world as being the
same or different. Unity refers to the ability to describe the parts and boundaries
of objects, and thus to know which parts constitute an object, which parts do not,
and under what circumstances is the object a whole. Dependence is the relationship
between entities whereby one will exist solely on the existence of the other.
All the entities within an ontology must be assigned with meta-properties and
labelled with the letter denoting the meta-property; more precisely: (I) for Identity,
(U) for unity, (D) for dependence and (R) for Rigidity. Each of these labels
preceded with a +, −, or ∼ symbol, where (+) means the entity is what the letter
denotes, (−) means the entity is not what the letter denotes, and (∼) means ‘anti’
(may or may not be) to what the letter denotes.
Recall from Exercise 5.4 that the assignment of meta-properties is useful because
there are constraints that the taxonomy must not violate, and the rules that apply.
For instance, when we have two properties x and z, where z subsumes x then we
know that if z is anti-rigid (∼R) then x must be anti-rigid (Rigidity constraint), if
z carries an identity criterion (+I) then x must carry the same criterion (Identity
constraint1 ), if z carries a unity criterion (+U) then x must carry the same criterion
and if z has anti-unity, then x must also have anti-unity (Unity constraints), and
if z is dependent (+D) on a certain property y then x is dependent on property y
(Dependence constraint).

OntoClean in Protégé
In this section we will specify where to download the required software, describe the
ontology we will use to illustrate OntoClean, introduce how to pun the ontology in
Protégé in preparation for OntoClean, and present an exercise on assigning metaproperties in the tutorial ontology.
What to download
You will need the following material for this tutorial:
1

This is not true in the case of the “own” identity criteria

A.1. OntoClean in OWL with a DL reasoner
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Figure A.1: Tutorial ontology with ontological inconsistencies.

• Protégé 5.x, which can be downloaded from https://protege.stanford.
edu/.
• OntoClean and AmountOfMatter tutorial ontologies:
– ontoclean-dl.owl (OntoClean ontology)2
– OntocleanTutorialOntology.owl (AmountOfMatter ontology, which
is the domain ontology that is to be ‘cleaned up’)
– OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunned.owl (Punned AmountOfMatter ontology)
– OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunnedMetaProperties.owl
AmountOfMatter ontology with assigned meta-properties)

(Punned

which can be downloaded from the textbook’s resources page at https://
people.cs.uct.ac.za/~mkeet/OEbook/ontologies/
Please note that another version of Protégé can be used, however, the interface
may use different terms and have a different layout and look-and-feel.
AmountOfMatter taxonomy
The AmountOfMatter tutorial ontology (see file OntocleanTutorialOntology.owl)
that will be used to illustrate how to follow OntoClean is shown in Figure A.1. The
tutorial ontology has deliberate taxonomic issues that need to be resolved using
OntoClean. In the ontology, AmountOfMatter can be considered as any entity and
may be a Non-Living or Living object. An example of Non-Living object, according to the ontology, is a Ball. Familiarise yourself with the ontology in Protégé by
doing Task 1.
2

The OWL-DL ontology developed by [Wel06] is no longer available through the OntoClean
website at http://www.ontoclean.org/, therefore we provide a cached version.
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Task 1
Open the tutorial ontology OntocleanTutorialOntology.owl in Protégé, import the OntoClean OWL-DL ontology ontoclean-dl.owl, and explore.

Punning the tutorial ontology
The first task is to push the ontology’s Tbox into the ABox [Wel06]. In particular, you must create an Individual with the same name as the class (bears
the same IRI), for each of the classes on the tutorial ontology. These Individuals
must be of type ontoclean:Class. An example is shown in Figure A.2 where
there are 21 Individuals of type ontoclean:Class. For each individual, you must
then specify its “subclasses” through ontoclean:hasSubClass relation. For instance, AmountOfMatter has the subclasses Non-Living and Living as shown in
Figure A.2. Familiarise yourself with how to do this by conduction Task 2. You
can verify whether you’ve done this task correctly by cross-checking with the provided OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunned.owl file.
Task 2
1. Continue from Task 1.
2. For each class in the ontology, create its corresponding Individual with the same name
as the class.
3. Make each newly created individual an instance of ontoclean:Class.
4. Specify the “subclasses” for each Individual, using the ontoclean:hasSubClass object
property.

Assigning the meta-properties
Once the ontology has been punned, you can assign meta-properties to each individual. This requires you to first decide on the meta-properties for each class/OWLfileindividual. Once that is decided, you can use Protégé to assign meta-properties to
each individual by setting its type to the appropriate subclasses of ontoclean:Class.
For instance, you could deem that Paper is dependent (+D) by assigning it the
Dependent meta-property, which practically amounts to adding the assertion that
Paper is an instance of ontoclean:DependentClass as shown in Figure A.3. Carry
out Task 3.
We provide a sample of meta-property assignments for all terms in this tutorial
as shown in Figure A.4. The file OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunnedMetaProperties.owl
contains all the assignments per individual. You are encouraged to also make your
own separate assignment to the ontology by completing Task 3. Note that your
meta-property assignments may be different because the “same [terms from an
ontology represent] different concepts to different people” [Wel06]. If your metaproperty assignments are different from Figure A.4, you are encouraged to create
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Figure A.2: Individuals of type ontoclean:Class and AmountOfMatter’s two subclasses asserted in the ABox with ontoclean:hasSubClass.

Task 3
1. List all the classes in the ontology on a sheet of paper and assign your own meta-properties.
2. Compare your assignments with the ones provided in Figure A.4.
3. Now add the metaproperty assignments to the OWL file, be it either your own assignments
or the ones provided in Figure A.4: for each Individual, declare it an instance of the respective
metaproperty class. For instance, the instance version of Paper has to become an instance of
ontoclean:DependentClass.

your own version of the OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunnedMetaProperties.owl
file. The next section will show you how to detect inconsistencies in the provided
(or your own) punned file with assigned meta-properties.
Detecting inconsistencies in the hierarchy
Once meta-properties have been assigned and added to the OWL file, inconsistencies can be discovered by starting a reasoner3 . For instance, when HermiT 1.3.8 is
started on the provided OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunnedMetaProperties.owl
file, you should encounter something that looks like the screenshot in Figure A.5.
Contrary to intended use of reasoners for ontology development, this is supposed
to happen. Upon clicking the explain button then a pop-up with a list of inconsistencies will be shown (see Figure A.6). Carry out Task 5.
A number of errors should be detected, be it either form your own assignments
or the one provided. In the remainder of this section, we describe some of those
errors and their causes.
3

https://protegewiki.stanford.edu/wiki/Using_Reasoners
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Figure A.3: Paper individual meta-property assignment.

Figure A.4: Tutorial ontology with possible meta-properties assigned.

AmountOfMatter and Living AmountOfMatter and Living have an inconsistency and violate the unity rule that says an entity with a unity tag may not be a
subclass of an anti-unity entity. In this case AmountOfMatter has an anti-unity tag
as amount of matter may be any object but may not be considered as a whole (for
instance, water) hence there can be no one unifying criterion. The Living entity
has a unifying criterion, that is, any instance of it should be living though it may
be any living object hence it may not be a subclass of AmountOfMatter.
AmountOfMatter and Amphibian Amphibian and AmountOfMatter are also
inconsistent as they violate the unity rule that states that entities that possess positive unity tags may not be subclasses of entities with anti-unity tags. Though not
a direct subclass of AmountOfMatter, Amphibian is however indirectly a subclass
through the relation to the Living entity which is a subclass of AmountOfMatter
and automatically makes it a subclass of AmountOfMatter too.
Sphere and Ball Sphere and Ball also have an inconsistency as they violate the
identity constraint that says that an entity with an identity criterion may not be
a super class to a non-identity class. A ball has an identifying criterion in that a
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Figure A.5: Reasoner notification for inFigure A.6: Section of detected inconsisconsistencies.
tencies.

Task 5
1. Ensure to have open either the provided OWL file that has the meta-properties assigned
(OntocleanTutorialOntologyPunnedMetaProperties.owl) or your own one where the
meta-properties have been assigned.
2. Start the reasoner.
3. Click the “Explain” button. You can either let it compute as many explanations as it
will, or stop after a few. We assume you stop after a few.
4. Examine the first explanation for the inconsistency. What is the cause of it? That is:
which OntoClean rule did it violate?
5. Once you are convinced which rules it violated, correct the taxonomy in the TBox (i.e.,
among the classes) and their corresponding individuals in the ABox. Resolution can be
either to change the meta-property assignment or to change the position of the classes in
the taxonomy.
6. Carry out steps 2-5 until there are no reported inconsistencies.

ball may easily be recognised as a ball, whereas a sphere may be any object that
has a sphere shape.
Father and Male Father and Male entity relationship violates the dependence
constraints which states that a non-dependent entity may not be a subclass of a
dependent class. Thus, for someone to be a male they do not need to be father, in
other words Male does not depend on Father. Rather, conventionally for you to be
a father then you must be a male.
Door and Wood The Door and Wood relationship is incorrect: it violates the
rigidity rule. Door cannot be a super class of wood since it is anti-rigid and Wood
is rigid. A door is considered anti-rigid in the sense that a door may cease to be
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a door say, when it breaks and get replaced. Whereas wood will always be wood
whether it is used to make some furniture or just stored for future use.
Teacher and Professor The relationship between Teacher and Professor violates the rigidity rule. The professor is a rigid concept as a person once granted the
title they will always be a professor as long as they live. A teacher however may
cease to be a teacher at any moment or stage in their life, hence it is anti-rigid.
AmountOfMatter and Mammal The relationship between AmountOfMatter
and Mammal via Living is inconsistent as it violates the unity constraint that states
that an anti-union class may not be a super class of a unity class. Mammals have
unifying characteristics that may include giving birth to live babies and that they
are all vertebrates but amount of water may not be unified as other matter may
not be quantifiable as a whole for example water.
AmountOfMatter and Human The relationship between AmountOfMatter
and Human violates the unity rule since AmountOfMatter is anti-rigid and Human
is rigid. It is not a direct violation but since Human’s superclass has an ancestor
(AmountOfMatter) that is anti-unity. AmountOfMatter is not a whole for all its
instances so they cannot unified but Human has a unifying criteria that may include
being warm-blooded and giving birth to live offspring.
Human and Teacher The relationship between Human and Teacher violates
the unity rule; a non-unity class may not be a subclass of an anti-unity class.
Fixing the hierarchy
Following on from Task 5, you should have resolved each inconsistency so that the
reasoner does not return you any more errors like in Figure A.5. These errors can
be fixed by either re-arranging the position of the classes in the taxonomy, or, upon
closer inspection, one may have decided to change the meta-property assignment.
An example of the former is that your revised hierarchy surely should not have
AmountOfMatter at the top. An example of the latter is that a +R on Professor
would generally be considered to be incorrect4 , but is ∼R instead.

A.2

An OBDA system for elephants

This tutorial turned out to take up more space than intended and it is therefore
moved to an online-only document, which can be accessed from the book’s website
at https://people.cs.uct.ac.za/~mkeet/OEbook/. The tutorial takes a modified version of the AWO v4 and links it up to a database with real data about
elephants in the Kruger National Park.
4

being a professor is a role that a human plays, so it would be an anti-rigid property, and then
not violating the rigidity rule anymore.
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Assignments

Besides the exercises to engage with the material, there are two assignments. They
have a strong integrative flavour to it and will take up more time than an exercise.
You are expected to applying as much as you have learned, and look up more
information online, be they tools, methods, other ontologies, or scientific papers.
The assignments in this appendix are described in such as way that they may
serve as a draft description of the actual assignment. For instance, I include hard
deadlines for hand-in, notwithstanding that I know the material will be better
with more work put into it (ontologies are never really ‘finished’). I consider both
assignments to be group assignments, even though they could be done individually,
and I assign people to groups and topics if they didn’t make groups themselves by
a given date. If the practical assignment is scheduled for the end of Block I rather
than for hand in at the end of Block II, then remove the requirements on Block II
topics form the description below.
Regarding the project assignment: most topics can be reused across years, and
some of them can be done by more than one group as it invariable ends up in
different results. Some of the previously listed projects that were carried out in
earlier instalments have some material available online, which gives an indication of
success (i.e., examples of projects that received top marks). One such mini-project
from the OE course at the University of Havana (2010) resulted in OntoPartS—
a tool and creative extension to the part-whole taxonomy of [KA08]—that was
subsequently formalised, written up, and published [KFRMG12]. Another one is
the OWL Classifier1 , which was developed as part of one of the mini-projects of
the 2016 OE course at the University of Cape Town, and subsequently used toward
conflict resolution in [KK17b]. These topics are not listed below anymore, for the
obvious reasons.
1

https://github.com/muhummadPatel/OWL_Classifier
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Practical Assignment: Develop a Domain Ontology

The aim of this practical assignment is for you to demonstrate what you have
learned about the ontology languages, top-down and bottom-up ontology development, and methods and methodologies, and experiment with how these pieces fit
together.
You can do this assignment in groups of two or three students. It should be
mentioned in the material you will hand in who did what.
Tasks
1. Choose a subject domain of interest for which you will develop a domain
ontology. For instance, computers, tourism, furniture, some hobby you may
be familiar with (e.g., diving, dancing), or some other subject domain you
happen to be knowledgable about (or know someone who is).
2. Develop the domain ontology in the best possible way. You are allowed to
use any resource you think is useful, be it other ontologies, non-ontological
resources, tools, domain experts, etc.. If you do so (and you are encouraged
to do so), then make sure to reference them in the write-up.
3. Write about 2-3 pages (excluding figures or screenshots) summarising your
work. This can include—but is not limited to—topics such as an outline of
the ontology, why (or why not) you have used a foundational ontology (if
so, which, why), if you could reuse a top-domain or other subject domain
ontology, which non-ontological resources you have used (if any, and if so,
how), if you encountered subject domain knowledge that should have been
in the ontology but could not be represented due to the limitations of OWL,
or perhaps a (real or imagined) purpose of the ontology and therefore a
motivation for some OWL fragment, any particular reasoning services that
was useful (and how and why, which deductions did you have or experimented
with), any additional tools used.
Material to hand in
Send in/upload to the course’s CMS the following items:
1. The OWL file of your ontology;
2. Imported OWL ontologies, if any;
3. The write up in pdf.
Assessment
1. Concerning the ontology: quality is more important than quantity. An ontology with more advanced constraints and appropriate reuse of foundational
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or general ontologies is a better illustration of what you have learned than a
large bare taxonomy.
2. Concerning the ontology: it will be checked on modelling errors in the general
sense (errors such as is-a vs. part-of, class vs. instance, unsatisfiable classes).
Regarding the subject domain itself, it will be checked only insofar as it
indicates (mis)understanding of the ontology language or reasoning services.
3. Concerning the write up: a synthesis is expected, not a diary. For instance,
“We explored a, b, and c, and b was deemed to be most effective because
blabla” would be fine, but not “We tried a, but that didn’t work out, then
we had a go at b, which went well, then we came across c, tried it out of
curiosity, but that was a dead end, so we went back to b.”. In short: try to
go beyond the ‘knowledge telling’ and work towards the so-called knowledge
transformation.
4. Concerning the write up: while a brief description of the contents is useful,
it is more important to include something about the process and motivations
how you got there, covering topics such as, but not limited to, those mentioned under Tasks, item 3 (and recollect the aim of the assignment—the
more you demonstrate it, the better).
Notes
In random order:
1. The assignment looks easy. It isn’t. If you start with the development of
the ontology only the day or so before the deadline, there is an extremely
high probability that you will fail this assignment. Your assignment will be
of a higher quality if you start thinking about it some 2 weeks before the
deadline, and the actual development at most one week before the deadline,
and spread out the time you are working on it.
2. If you use non-English terms for the classes and properties, you should either
add the English in the annotations (preferred), else lend me a dictionary if it
is in a language I do not speak.
3. Use proper referencing when you use something from someone else, be it
an ontology, other reused online resources (including uncommon software),
textbooks, articles etc. Not doing so amounts to plagiarism.
4. Spell checkers tend to be rather useful tools.
5. Some of the mini-project topics can benefit from an experimental ontology
that you know in detail, which you may want to take into consideration when
choosing a subject domain or purpose so that your ontology might be reused
later on.
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Project Assignment

The project assignment aims to let you explore in more detail a specific subtopic
within ontology engineering. There is enough variation in the list of topics below to
choose either a software development project, literature review, experimentation,
and occasionally a bit of research. The two subsections below could be used as is
or function as a template for one’s own specification of constraints and more or less
project topics.

Suggested set-up of the assignment
The aim of this assignment is to work in a small group (2-4 students) and to
investigate a specific theme of ontology engineering. The topics are such that
either you can demonstrate the integration of various aspects of ontologies and
knowledge bases or going into quite some detail on a single topic, and it can be
either theory-based, implementation-focussed, or a bit of both.
Possible topics to choose from will be communicated in week x, and has to be
chosen and communicated to me (topic + group members) no later than in week
x+1, else you will be assigned a topic and a group.
Tasks
1. Form a group of 2-4 people and choose a topic, or vv.: choose a topic and
find other people to work with. It should be mentioned in the material you
will hand in who did what.
2. Carry out the project.
3. Write about 4-6 pages (excluding figures or screenshots) summarising your
work. The page limit is flexible, but it surely has to be < 15 pages in total.
4. Give a presentation of your work during the last lecture (10 minutes presentation, ±5 minutes discussion). Everyone must attend this lecture.
Material to hand in
You have to upload/email the following items:
1. The write up.
2. Additional material: this depends on the chosen topic. If it is not purely
paper-based, then the additional files have to be uploaded on the system
(e.g., software, test data).
3. Slides of the presentation, if any.
Note that the deadline is after the last lecture so that you have the option to
update your material for the mini-project with any feedback received during the
presentation and discussion in class.
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Assessment
1. Concerning the write up: a synthesis is expected, not a diary. For instance,
“We explored a, b, and c, and b was deemed to be most effective because
blabla” would be fine, but not “We tried a, but that didn’t work out, then
we had a go at b, which went well, then we came across c, tried it out of
curiosity, but that was a dead end, so we went back to b.”. In short: try to
go beyond the ‘knowledge telling’ and work towards the so-called knowledge
transformation.
2. Concerning the write up: use proper referencing when you use something
from someone else, be it an ontology, other reused online resources (including uncommon software), textbooks, articles etc. Not doing so amounts to
plagiarism, which has a minimum penalty of obtaining a grade of 0 (zero)
for the assignment (for all group members, or, if thanks to the declaration
of contribution the individual can be identified, then only that individual),
and you will be recorded on the departmental plagiarism list, if you are not
already on it, and further steps may be taken.
3. The presentation: respect the time limit, coherence of the presentation, capability to answer questions.
4. Concerning any additional material (if applicable): if the software works as
intended with the given input, presentability of the code.
5. Marks will be deducted if the presentation or the write-up is too long.
Notes
Things you may want to take into consideration (listed in random order):
1. LATEX is a useful typesetting system (including beamer for presentation slides),
has a range of standard layouts as well as bibliography style files to save you
the trouble of wasting time on making the write up presentable, and generates a pdf file that is portable2 . This is much less so with MS Word; if you
use MS Word nevertheless, please also include a pdf version of the document.
2. Regarding the bibliography: have complete entries. Examples of referencing
material (for conference proceedings, books and book chapters, and journal
articles) can be found in the scientific papers included in the lecture notes’
bibliography, scientific literature you consult, or LATEX documentation.
3. Spell checkers tend to be rather useful tools.
4. One or more of the domain ontologies developed in the previous assignment
may be suitable for reuse in your chosen topic.
5. Some of the mini-projects lend themselves well for extension into an Honours/Masters project, hence, could give you a head-start.
2

in case you are not convinced: check http://openwetware.org/wiki/Word_vs._LaTeX or
http://ricardo.ecn.wfu.edu/~cottrell/wp.html
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Topics
You can select one of the following topics, or propose one of your own. If the
latter, you first will have to obtain approval from you lecturer (if you are doing
this assignment as part of a course).
The topics are listed in random order, have different flavours or emphases; e.g.,
more of a literature review project, or programming, or theory, or experimentation.
The notes contain pointers to some more information, as does the corresponding
section in the book.
Some descriptions may seem vague in that it still offers several possibilities
with more or less work and/or more or less challenging activities; this is done on
purpose. You should narrow it down as you see fit—bearing in mind the aims of
the mini-project and the number of people in your group—and be able to justify
why if asked to do so. If you choose a topic that involves processing OWL files,
then try to use either the OWL API (for Java-based applications) or Owlready
(Python), the Jena Toolkit (or similar), or OWLink, rather than spending time
reinventing the wheel.
You probably will find out it’s not as easy as it looked like initially, which may
make it tempting wishing to change, but that also holds for the other topics, and
by changing topic you very likely have lost too much time to bring the other one
to passable completion.
Some topics can be done by more than one group simultaneously, after which
it can be interesting to compare what came out of it. Based on my experience of
previous years, these include topic numbers 5, 7, 14, 16, and 19.
1. Consider the Lemon model for monolingual and multilingual ontologies
[MdCB+ 12, MAdCB+ 12]. Apply it to an ontology you developed for the
practical assignment. You can choose any natural language, as long as it is
a different one from the one the ontology is developed in or requires some
redesign to bring it in line with best practices on the ontology-language interface.
2. There are some 15 working automated reasoners for various Description Logics (e.g., HermiT, FaCT++, TrOWL, Pellet, Racer, ELK, MoRE, Quonto,
Quest). Conduct a comparison with a sensible subset, including their performance on a set of ontologies you select or create artificially, and possibly
also along the direction of examining the effect of the use of different features
in the ontology. Some ideas may be gleaned from the “short report” in the
proceedings of the Ontology Reasoner Evaluation workshop3 .
3. Write a literature review about ontology-driven NLP or ontology-enhanced
digital libraries (minimum amount of references to consider depends on group
size and whether this is an undergraduate or postgraduate course).
4. Set up an OBDA system (that is not one of the samples of the Ontop website).
You are advised to either reuse your ontology from the practical assignment
3

http://ceur-ws.org/Vol-1015/, and there have been subsequent editions of the ORE workshops.
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or take an existing one. Regarding data, you may want to have a look at
the GitHub list of publicly available data sets4 , or you can create a mock
database.
5. There are various ways to verbalize an ontology (e.g., ∀ as ‘each...’ or ‘for all
...’, using the opposite, etc.). Write a web-based or stand-alone application
that verbalises an ontology in a natural language of choice, where users will
be able to choose their verbalization. Some of the examples you may want
to check out are the Attempto project5 , the discussion in [SKC+ 08], results
with isiZulu [KK17a] or Afrikaans [STK16] in case you’re in South Africa, or
either of the review articles [BACW14, SD17].
6. Create a decision diagram for BFO or GFO, alike the D3 of FORZA, and
validate it (e.g., by checking whether extant ontologies linked to BFO or
GFO were linked correctly).
7. There are many works on criteria to evaluate the quality of an ontology or an
ontology module (e.g., [McD17, PVSFGP12, Vra09]). Provide an overview
and apply it to several of your classmates’ ontologies developed in the practical assignment and/or ontologies taken from online repositories. In a larger
group, this may also include evaluating the evaluation strategies themselves.
8. Take a thesaurus represented in SKOS6 and convert that into a real ontology
(i.e., not simply only converting into OWL). There are manual and semiautomated approaches.
9. Compare and contrast tools for ontology visualization (i.e., their graphical
renderings in, e.g., Ontograf, OWLGrEd, SOVA, and so on).
10. OWL (and DL) is claimed to provide a ‘unifying paradigm’ for several knowledge representation languages. Evaluate this claim, taking into consideration
Common Logic as alternative ontology language that makes the same claim.
11. Conduct a literature review on, and, where possible, test, several so-called
‘non-standard reasoning’ reasoners. Among others, you could consult one of
the least-common subsumer papers [PT11], and/or reasoner-mediated ontology authoring tools [FR12, Fer16], among others.
12. Write a plugin for Semantic MediaWiki such that an ontology can be used
during the page editing stage; e.g., to have the hierarchy with terms (classes,
object/data properties) on the left-hand side of the screen, and easily pick
one of them, adding the annotation to the text automatically. Another idea
for a semwiki plugin you may have may be considered (but check out first
which ones are already there).
4

https://github.com/caesar0301/awesome-public-datasets
http://attempto.ifi.uzh.ch/site/tools/
6
see, e.g., the list at http://code.google.com/p/lucene-skos/wiki/SKOSThesauri, but
there are others you may wish to consider
5
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13. Compare and contrast the two OntoClean implementations [GRV10, Wel06],
including experimental assessment.
14. Translational Research and the Semantic Web. Students should study and
analyse the ‘old’ paper “Advancing translational research with the Semantic
Web” [RCB+ 07]. For the report, you can envision yourself as a consultant
to the authors (from W3C’s HCLS IG7 ) and suggest them improvements to
what they did, given that a lot of new material has been developed over the
past 12 years.
15. Consider bottom-up ontology development starting from a conceptual data
model (e.g., UML class diagrams, EER). Find a way to generate an OWL
file from it such that it provides candidate classes, object properties, and
constraints for an actual ontology. You may want to take one of the freely
available conceptual modelling tools (e.g., ArgoUML) and use that serialisation for the transformations. There are a few tools around that try this
already, but they have incomplete coverage (at best).
16. Compare and contrast ontology editors in a meaningful way; e.g., the Protégé
stand-alone tool, WebProtégé, MoKI, NeON toolkit, etc.
17. Implement the RBox reasoning service and demonstrate correctness of implementation in the software.
18. OWL does not consider time and temporal aspects. To address this shortcoming, several ‘workarounds’ as well as temporal description logics have been
proposed. Compare and contrast them on language features and modelling
problems and reasoning.
19. Develop a Protégé plugin that will show in the interface not the Manchester
syntax with “some” and “not” etc, but the DL axiom components (e.g., alike
it was in its v3.x), or with the corresponding keywords in a natural language
other than English.
20. Provide a state of the art on research into competency questions.
21. Represent DOLCE—or another ontology that has indicated to be needing
more than OWL expressiveness—in DOL on OntoHub; e.g., by adding those
axioms in a module and link them to the OWL file into a network of ontologies.

7

http://www.w3.org/blog/hcls
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OWL 2 Profiles features list

OWL 2 EL
Supported class restrictions:
– existential quantification to a class expression or a data range
– existential quantification to an individual or a literal
– self-restriction
– enumerations involving a single individual or a single literal
– intersection of classes and data ranges
Supported axioms, restricted to allowed set of class expressions:
– class inclusion, equivalence, disjointness
– object property inclusion (w. or w.o. property chains), and data property
inclusion
– property equivalence
– transitive object properties
– reflexive object properties
– domain and range restrictions
– assertions
– functional data properties
– keys
NOT supported in OWL 2 EL (with respect to OWL 2 DL):
– universal quantification to a class expression or a data range
– cardinality restrictions
– disjunction
– class negation
– enumerations involving more than one individual
– disjoint properties
– irreflexive, symmetric, and asymmetric object properties
– inverse object properties, functional and inverse-functional object properties
265

266

Appendix C. OWL 2 Profiles features list

OWL 2 QL
The supported axioms in OWL 2 QL take into account what one can use on the
left-hand side of the inclusion operator (v, SubClassOf) and what can be asserted
on the right-hand side:
• Subclass expressions restrictions:
– a class
– existential quantification (ObjectSomeValuesFrom) where the class is
limited to owl:Thing
– existential quantification to a data range (DataSomeValuesFrom)
• Super expressions restrictions:
– a class
– intersection (ObjectIntersectionOf)
– negation (ObjectComplementOf)
– existential quantification to a class (ObjectSomeValuesFrom)
– existential quantification to a data range (DataSomeValuesFrom)
Supported Axioms in OWL 2 QL:
– Restrictions on class expressions, object and data properties occurring in
functionality assertions cannot be specialized
– subclass axioms
– class expression equivalence (involving subClassExpression), disjointness
– inverse object properties
– property inclusion (not involving property chains and SubDataPropertyOf)
– property equivalence
– property domain and range
– disjoint properties
– symmetric, reflexive, irreflexive, asymmetric properties
– assertions other than individual equality assertions and negative property assertions (DifferentIndividuals, ClassAssertion, ObjectPropertyAssertion, and
DataPropertyAssertion)
NOT supported in OWL 2 QL (with respect to OWL 2 DL):
– existential quantification to a class expression or a data range in the subclass
position
– self-restriction
– existential quantification to an individual or a literal
– enumeration of individuals and literals
– universal quantification to a class expression or a data range
– cardinality restrictions
– disjunction
– property inclusions involving property chains
– functional and inverse-functional properties
– transitive properties
– keys
– individual equality assertions and negative property assertions
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OWL 2 RL
Supported in OWL 2 RL:
– More restrictions on class expressions (see table 2 of [MGH+ 09]; e.g., no
SomeValuesFrom on the right-hand side of a subclass axiom)
– All axioms in OWL 2 RL are constrained in a way that is compliant with the
restrictions in Table 2.
– Thus, OWL 2 RL supports all axioms of OWL 2 apart from disjoint unions
of classes and reflexive object property axioms.
A quick one-liner of the difference is: No ∀ and ¬ on the left-hand side, and ∃ and
t on right-hand side of v.
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Complexity recap

This appendix is expected to be relevant only to those who have no idea of, or too
little recollection of, computational complexity, or who have come across it many
years ago and may like a brief refresher.
Theory of computation concerns itself with, among other things, languages and
its dual, problems. A problem is the question of deciding whether a given string
is a member of some particular language; more precisely: if Σ is an alphabet,
L is a language over Σ, then the problem L is “given a string w ∈ Σ∗ , decide
whether or not w is in L”. The usage of ‘problem’ and ‘language’ is interchangeable.
When we focus on strings for their own sake (e.g., in the set {on 1n | n ≥ 1}),
then we tend to think of the set of strings as a language. When we focus on the
‘thing’ that is encoded as a string (e.g., a particular graph, a logical expression,
satisfiability of a class), we tend to think of the set of strings as a problem. Within
the context of ontologies, we typically talk of the representation languages and
reasoning problems.
There are several classes of languages; see Figure D.1. The regular free languages have their counterpart with finite automata; the context-free languages
with push-down automata; the recursive languages is the class of languages accepted by a Turing machine (TM) that always halts; the recursively enumerable
languages is the class of languages defined by a TM; the non-recursively enumerable
languages is the class of languages for which there is no TM (e.g., the diagonalization language). The recursive languages, and, to a lesser extent, the recursively
enumerable languages, are by far the most interesting ones for ontologies.
Turing machines are used as a convenient abstraction of actual computers for the
notion of computation. A TM that always halts = algorithm, i.e., the TM halts on
all inputs in finite time, either accepting or rejecting; hence, the recursive languages
are decidable problems/languages. Problems/languages that are not recursive are
called undecidable, and they do not have an algorithm; if they are in the class of
recursively enumerable languages (but not recursive), then they have a procedure
that runs on an arbitrary TM that may give you an answer but may very well never
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regular free
languages

context-free
languages

recursive
languages

recursively
enumerable
languages
non-recursively
enumerable languages

Figure D.1: Graphical depiction of the main categories of languages.

halt; see also Figure D.2. First order predicate logic in its full glory is undecidable.
Description logics are decidable fragments of first order predicate logic1 , i.e., they
are recursive languages and (can) have algorithms for the usual problems (standard
reasoning services).
Algorithm (Recursive)

input w

Procedure (Recursively
Enumerable)

input w

non-Recursively
Enumerable

input w

yes (w in L)
A

no (w not in L)
yes (w in L)

P

???

Figure D.2: Graphical depiction of the main categories of languages; the rectangle
denotes a Turing Machine; w is a string and L is a language.

Not all algorithms are alike, however, and some take up more time (by the
CPU) or space (in the form of memory size) to compute the answer than others.
So, we want to know for a given problem, the answer to “how much time [/space]
does it take to compute the answer, as a function of the size of the input?”. If the
computation takes many years with the top-of-the-range hardware, then it is still
not particularly interesting to implement (from a computer science viewpoint, that
is). To structure these matters, we use the notion of a complexity class. There are
very many of them, but we only refer to a few in the context of ontologies. For instance, it may take a polynomial amount of time to compute class subsumption for
an OWL 2 EL-formalised ontology and exponential time to compute satisfiability
of an EER diagram (represented in the DL DLRifd ) and the bigger the diagram
(more precisely: the logical theory), correspondingly the longer it takes. The intuition is depicted in Figure D.3: for small ontologies, there is but a minor difference
in performance, but one really starts to notice it with larger logical theories.
Looking ahead at the complexity classes relevant for OWL, we list here a description of the meaning of them (copied from the OWL 2 Profiles Standard page
[MGH+ 09]):
- Decidability open means that it is not known whether this reasoning problem is decidable at all.
1

More precisely: there is at least one that turned out to be undecidable (DLRU S ), but this is
an exception to the rule.
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Figure D.3: General idea of time complexity of an algorithm, as function of the size
of the input. e.g.: All basic arithmetic operations can be computed in polynomial time;
evaluating a position in generalised chess and checkers on an n×n board costs exponential
time.

- Decidable, but complexity open means that decidability of this reasoning
problem is known, but not its exact computational complexity. If available,
known lower bounds are given in parenthesis; for example, (NP-Hard) means
that this problem is at least as hard as any other problem in NP.
- X-complete for X one of the complexity classes explained below indicates
that tight complexity bounds are known—that is, the problem is known to
be both in the complexity class X (i.e., an algorithm is known that only uses
time/space in X) and hard for X (i.e., it is at least as hard as any other
problem in X). The following is a brief sketch of the classes used in Table 4.3,
from the most complex one down to the simplest ones.
- 2NEXPTIME is the class of problems solvable by a nondeterministic
algorithm in time that is at most double exponential in the size of the
n
input (i.e., roughly 22 , for n the size of the input).
- NEXPTIME is the class of problems solvable by a nondeterministic
algorithm in time that is at most exponential in the size of the input
(i.e., roughly 2n , for n the size of the input).
- PSPACE is the class of problems solvable by a deterministic algorithm
using space that is at most polynomial in the size of the input (i.e.,
roughly nc , for n the size of the input and c a constant).
- NP is the class of problems solvable by a nondeterministic algorithm
using time that is at most polynomial in the size of the input (i.e.,
roughly nc , for n the size of the input and c a constant).
- PTIME is the class of problems solvable by a deterministic algorithm
using time that is at most polynomial in the size of the input (i.e.,
roughly nc , for n the size of the input and c a constant). PTIME is
often referred to as tractable, whereas the problems in the classes above
are often referred to as intractable.
- LOGSPACE is the class of problems solvable by a deterministic algorithm using space that is at most logarithmic in the size of the in-
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put (i.e., roughly log(n), for n the size of the input and c a constant).
NLOGSPACE is the nondeterministic version of this class.
- AC0 is a proper subclass of LOGSPACE and defined not via Turing
Machines, but via circuits: AC0 is the class of problems definable using
a family of circuits of constant depth and polynomial size, which can
be generated by a deterministic Turing machine in logarithmic time (in
the size of the input). Intuitively, AC0 allows us to use polynomially
many processors but the run-time must be constant. A typical example
of an AC0 problem is the evaluation of first-order queries over databases
(or model checking of first-order sentences over finite models), where
only the database (first-order model) is regarded as the input and the
query (first-order sentence) is assumed to be fixed. The undirected graph
reachability problem is known to be in LogSpace, but not in AC0 .
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Answers of selected exercises

Answers Chapter 2
Answer Exercise 2.1. Indicative descriptions:
(a) All lions are mammals.
(b) Each PC has as part at least one CPU and at least one Monitor connected
(c) Proper part is asymmetric.
Answer Exercise 2.2.
(a) ∀x(Car(x) → V ehicle(x))
(b) ∀x(HumanP arent(x) → ∃y(haschild(x, y) ∧ Human(y)))
(c) ∀x, y(P erson(x) ∧ Course(y) → ¬(lecturerOf (x, y) ∧ studentOf (x, y)))
Answer Exercise 2.3.
(b) There exists a node that does not participate in an instance of R, or: it does not
relate to anything else: ∃x∀y.¬R(x, y).
(c) L = hRi as the binary relation between the vertices. Optionally, on can add the
vertices as well. Properties:
R is symmetric: ∀xy.R(x, y) → R(y, x).
R is irreflexive: ∀x.¬R(x, x).
If you take into account the vertices explicitly, one could say that each note participates in at least two instances of R to different nodes.
Answer Exercise 2.4.
(a) R is reflexive (a thing relates to itself): ∀x.R(x, x).
R is asymmetric (if a relates to b through relation R, then b does not relate back
to a through R): ∀xy.R(x, y) → ¬R(y, x).
(b) See the example on p21 of the lecture notes.
Answer Exercise 2.6. Note: there may be more than one solution; only one is given.
Also note that a problem of natural language is that it can be imprecise.
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1. ∀x(Lion(x) → Animal(x))
2. ∀x(P rof essor(x) → ∃y(teaches(x, y) ∧ Course(y)))
3. ∀x(Human(x) → ∃y, z(eat(x, y) ∧ F ruit(y) ∧ eat(x, z) ∧ Cheese(z))) (note: twice
the ‘eat’, with y and z, not “f ruit(y) ∧ cheese(y)”, for that refers to the objects
that are both, which don’t exist)
4. ∀x(Animal(x) → Herbivore(x) ∨ Carnivore(x))
5. ∀x, y, z(hasmother(x, y) ∧ hassister(y, z) → hasaunt(x, z)) (or with ↔ and/or
with the composition operator ◦)
6. ∀x(P ap(x) → ¬P izza(x))
7. ∀x∃y((P erson(x) ∧ worksf or(x, y) ∧ Company(y) → Employee(x)))
8. ∀x, y(manages(x, y) ↔ M anager(x))
9. ∀x(F ly(x) → ∃=2 y(haspart(x, y) ∧ Eye(y))) (note: this is shorthand notation...)
10. ∀x, y, z(lif e(x, y) ∧ lif e(x, z) → y = z)
11. ∀x, y(participation(x, y) → P hysicalObject(x) ∧ P rocess(y))
12. ∀x, y(hasP art(x, y) → partOf − (x, y))
13. ∀x, y(connection(x, y) → connection(y, x))
14. Vehicles: combine the pattern for the ‘or’ from 4 with the disjoints of 6, for the
vehicles.
15. ∃x(Snail(x)∧slow(x)) but not this is suboptimal (recall the apple & green; similar
story here)
16. ∀x(P atient(x) → ∃y, z(registration(x, y, z) ∧ Hospital(y) ∧ W eekday(z)))
17. Note: this requires either a temporal ‘extension’ or necessity (beyond the current
scope). Let’s take temporal, for which we introduce a notions of time, t, that quantifies over time points only (for simplicity, and linear time): ∀x, t(Student(x, t) →
∃t0 6= t(¬Student(x, t0 )))

Answers Chapter 3
Answer Exercise 3.1. Note: there may be more than one solution; only one if given.
Also note that these axioms are agnostic about particular fragments, and we don’t consider datatypes.
1. Lion v Animal
2. Professor v ∃teaches.Course
3. Human v ∃eat.Fruit u ∃eat.Cheese
4. Animal v Herbivore t Carnivore
5. hasMother ◦ hasSister v aunt (or with ≡, i.e., that the notion of ‘aunt’ is defined by
it)
6. Pap v ¬Pizza (or with ‘bottom’: Pap u Pizza v ⊥)
7. Person u ∃worksFor.Company v Employee
8. ∀manages.> ≡ Manager
9. Fly v = 2 hasPart.Eye
10. lazy option: Func(life), less lazy, as part of another axiom, ≤ 1 life or ≤ 1 life.>
11. lazy option: Participation v PhysicalObject × Process, and in full: ∃participation v PhysicalObject
and ∃participation− v Process
12. hasPart v partOf −
13. lazy option (in SROIQ): Sym(connection)
14. Vehicles: combine the ‘or’ from 4 with the disjoints of 6.
15. Not easily represented in DLs (rework it with some subtype of snails for which it
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always holds)
16. This can be represented in the DLR family of Description Logics, but not in most
DLs and not in OWL either (which has only binaries—we’ll return to this in the
second part of the module)
17. This can be represented in several temporal description logics, using temporal
operators, alike Student v ∗ ¬Student with the diamond-shape the temporal counterpart of ∃ and with ∗, this reads as ‘sometime’. More about this can be found in
the ‘advanced topics’.
Answer Exercise 3.2.
(a) Rewrite (Eq. 3.24) into negation normal form:
P erson u ∀eats.P lant u (¬P erson t ¬∀eats.(P lant t Dairy))
P erson u ∀eats.P lant u (¬P erson t ∃¬eats.(P lant t Dairy))
P erson u ∀eats.P lant u (¬P erson t ∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy))
So our initial ABox is:
S = {(P erson u ∀eats.P lant u (¬P erson t ∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy)))(a)}
(b) Enter the tableau by applying the rules until either you find a completion or only
clashes.
(u-rule): {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P erson t ∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy))(a)}
(t-rule): (i.e., it generates two branches)
(1) {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P erson t ∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy))(a),
¬P erson(a)} ¡clash!
(2) {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P erson t ∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy))(a),
∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy)(a)}
(∃-rule): {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P ersont∃eats.(¬P lantu¬Dairy))(a),
∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy)(a), eats(a, b), (¬P lant u ¬Dairy)(b)}
(u-rule): {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P ersont∃eats.(¬P lantu¬Dairy))(a),
∃eats.(¬P lantu¬Dairy)(a), eats(a, b), (¬P lantu¬Dairy)(b), ¬P lant(b),
¬Dairy(b)}
(∀-rule): {P erson(a), ∀eats.P lant(a), (¬P ersont∃eats.(¬P lantu¬Dairy))(a),
∃eats.(¬P lant u ¬Dairy)(a), eats(a, b), (¬P lant u ¬Dairy)(b),
¬P lant(b), ¬Dairy(b), P lant(b)} ¡clash!
(c) T ` V egan v V egetarian? yes

Answers Chapter 4
Answer Exercise 4.2. Use a property chain.
Answer Exercise 4.5.
(c) Expressivity: ALN , in OWL DL. Not in OWL Lite and OWL 2 EL, QL, RL
because of the minCardinality.
(e) Expressivity: ALQ, in OWL 2 DL. Not in OWL DL anymore because of the qualified number restriction.
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Answer Exercise 4.8. As historical note: the original exercise came from SSSW 20051 ,
which was at the time of OWL 1. The answers here and the next ones have been updated
taking into account OWL 2.
(a) The description is sufficiently vague that it may be either of
JointHonsMathsComp ≡ ∃takes.MathsModule u ∃takes.ComputerScienceModule
JointHonsMathsComp ≡ Student u ∃takes.MathsModule u
∃takes.ComputerScienceModule
In any case, observe it is not “takes.(MathsModule u ComputerScienceModule)”; see
Example 5.3 for further explanation.
(b) SingleHonsMaths ≡ Student u ∃takes.MathsModule u ∀takes.ComputerScienceModule.
This is also called ‘closing’ the axiom.
So: yes, this is possible. A possible solution is shown in university1.owl

Answer Exercise 4.9. Deductions: they are undergrad students, and students 2,
4, and 7 are JointHonsMathsComp. Student7 is one, because it is an instance of
∃takes.MathsModule and has a property assertion that s/he takes CS101.
No student is a SingleHonsMaths, despite that, e.g., Student3 has declared taking
two math modules. This is due to the Open World Assumption: student3 may well take
other courses that we don’t know of as of yet, so it is not guaranteed in all possible worlds
that student3 takes only those two math courses.

Answer Exercise 4.10. This can now be done with OWL 2, for it permits qualified
number restrictions; see university2.owl
(a) This poses no problem, because of the no unique name assumption: it will infer
that CS101 and CS102 must be the same object, so then student 9 still takes 2
courses and all is well; see university2.owl.
(b) This does pose a problem, because each of the three courses mentioned are member
of their respective classes that are disjoint, so they must be distinct individuals,
and thus we obtain a violation in cardinality restrictions (=2 vs =3), and therewith
the ontology has become inconsistent.

Answer Exercise 4.11. Let us first have a look randomly at a deduction and its
explanation (click on the “?” right from the deduction in Protégé) as a first step toward
figuring out why so many classes are unsatisfiable (i.e., equivalent to Nothing, or ⊥).
Take the explanation for CS StudentTakingCourses:

1

http://owl.man.ac.uk/2005/07/sssw/university.html
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This CS StudentTakingCourses has a long explanation of why it is unsatisfiable, and
we see that some of the axioms that it uses to explain the unsatisfiability also have
unsatisfiable classes. Hence, it is a good idea to set this aside for a while, as it is a
knock-on effect of the others that are unsatisfiable.
Let us have a look at the unsatisfiability regarding departments.

So, the AI Dept is unsatisfiable because its superclass CS Department is, i.e., it is a
knock-on effect from CS Department. Does this give sufficient information as to say why
CS Department is inconsistent? In fact, it does. See the next screenshot, which is the
same as lines 3-7, above.
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CS Department is unsatisfiable, because it is affiliatedWith some CS Library that, in
turn (by transitivity), is affiliatedWith some EE Library that belongs to the
EE Department, which is disjoint from CS Department. Two ‘easy’ options to get rid of
this problem are to remove the transitivity or to remove the disjointness. Alternatively,
we could revisit the domain knowledge; e.g., CS library may not be affiliatedWith EE
library, but is, adjacentTo or disjoint with the EE library.
Let us now consider why CS course is unsatisfiable:

We have again that the real problem is CS Department; fix that one, and CS course is
satisfiable, too.
There is a different issue with AIStudent. From the explanation in the next screenshot, we can see immediately it has something to do with the inconsistency of HCIStudent.
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But looking at HCIStudent for a clue does not help us further in isolating the problem:

Considering the axioms in the explanation only, one can argue that the root of the
problem is the disjointness between AIStudent and HCIStudent, and remove that axiom
to fix it. However, does it really make sense to have the union ProfessorInHCIorAI?
Not really, and therefore it would be a better fix to change that one into two separate
classes, ProfessorInHCI and ProfessorInAI and have them participating in
ProfessorInHCI v ∀advisorOf.HCIStudent and
ProfessorInAI v ∀advisorOf.AIStudent,
respectively.
Last, we have a problem of conflicting cardinalities with LecturerTaking4Courses:
it is a subclass of TeachingFaculty, which is restricted to taking at most 3 courses,
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which is in conflict with the “exactly 4” of LecturerTaking4Courses. This can be fixed
by changing the cardinality of either one, or perhaps a lecturer taking 4 courses is not a
sub- but a sister-class of TeachingFaculty.

Answer Exercise 4.12. The general issue is that so-called ‘ideal’ solutions are not
possible within OWL 2 DL.
(a) The crux is that Penguin is an exception to the general case (that birds fly). There
are two principal options: either use some non-monotonic logic, which has an operator alike ‘generally’ and ‘deviant case’, or use some approximation with classes like
a NonFlyingBird and a FlyingBird. An example of the latter approach is described
in the GoodOD guide [SSRG+ 12] (its section 6.2.1 in v1).
(b) The key issue here is how to deal with the phases and also here there are several
options. One is the OntoClean way (which we will see in Chapter 5). Another
option may be a temporal extension to be able to assert logically that there are
successive stages in that way and no other (see Chapter 10), or a workaround
approximating the knowledge in some way within OWL expressiveness, for which
there are manifold options.

Answers Chapter 5
Answer Exercise 5.1. No, in that case, it is definitely not a good ontology. First, there
are several CQs for which the ontology does not have an answer, such as not having any
knowledge of monkeys represented. Second, it does contain knowledge that is not mentioned in any of the CQs, such as the carnivorous plant.
Answer Exercise 5.2. Note: Double-checking this answer, it turns out there are various
versions of the pizza ontology. The answer given here is based on the output from the
version I submitted in 2015; the output is available as “OOPS! - OntOlogy Pitfall Scanner!
- Results pizza.pdf” in the PizzaOOPS.zip file from the book’s website. The other two are:
“OOPS! - OntOlogy Pitfall Scanner! - ResultsPizzaLocal.pdf” based on pizza.owl from
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Oct 2005 that was distributed with an old Protégé version and “OOPS! - OntOlogy Pitfall
Scanner! - ResultsPizzaProtegeSite.pdf”, who’s output is based on having given OOPS!
the URI https://protege.stanford.edu/ontologies/pizza/pizza.owl in July 2018.
There are 39 pitfalls detected and categorised as ‘minor’, and 4 as ‘important’. (explore the other pitfalls to see which ones are minor, important, and critical).
The three “unconnected ontology elements” are used as a way to group things, so are
not really unconnected, so that can stay.
ThinAndCripsyBase is detected as a “Merging different concepts in the same class”
pitfall. Aside from the typo, one has to inspect the ontology to determine whether it
can do with an improvement: what are its sibling, parent and child classes, what is its
annotation? It is disjoint with DeepPanBase, but there is no other knowledge. It could
just as well have been named ThinBase, but the original class was likely not intended as
a real merging of classes, at least not like a class called, say, UndergradsAndPostgrads.
Then there are 31 missing annotations. Descriptions can be added to say what a
DeepPanBase is, but for the toppings this seems less obvious to add.
The four object properties missing domain and range axioms was a choice by the
modellers (see the tutorial) to not ‘overcomplicate’ the tutorial for novice modellers as
they can have ‘surprising’ deductions, but it would be better to add them where possible.
Last, OOPS detected that the same four properties are missing inverses. This certainly can be added for isIngredientOf and hasIngredient. That said, in OWL 2, one also
can use hasIngredient− to stand in for the notion of “isIngredientOf”, so missing inverses is
not necessarily a problem. (Ontologically, one easily could argue for ’non-directionality’,
but that is a separate line of debate; see e.g., [Fin00, KC16]).
Answer Exercise 5.3. No, A is unsatisfiable. Reason: A v ED (EnDurant), it has a
property R (to B), which has declared as domain PD (PerDurant), but ED v ¬PD (endurant and perdurant are disjoint), hence, A cannot have any instances.
Answer Exercise 5.4. There are several slides with the same ‘cleaning procedure’ and
one of them is uploaded on the book’s webpage, which was from the Doctorate course
on Formal Ontology for Knowledge Representation and Natural Language Processing
2004-2005, slide deck “Lesson3-OntoClean”. Meanwhile, there is also a related paper
that describes the steps in more detail, which appeared in the Handbook on Ontologies
[GW09].

Answers Chapter 6
Answer Review question 6.3. Some of the differences are: descriptive, possibilism,
and multiplicative for DOLCE versus prescriptive and realist, actualism, and reductionist
for BFO. You can find more differences in Table 1 of [KK12] and online in the “comparison tables” tab at http://www.thezfiles.co.za/ROMULUS/.
Answer Review question 6.4. There are several differences. The major differences
are that DOLCE also has relationships and axioms among the categories using those
relationships (i.e., richly formalised), whereas BFO v1 and v1.1 is a ‘bare’ taxonomy of
universals (some work exist on merging it with the RO, but not yet officially). Others are
the Abstract branch and the treatment of ‘attributes’/quality properties in DOLCE that
do not have an equivalent in BFO. The BFO-core has a more comprehensive inclusion of
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parthood and boundaries than DOLCE.
Answer Review question 6.5. The most often recurring relationships are parthood,
participation, constitution, and inherence or dependence.
Answer Exercise 6.1. Informal alignments:
(a) dolce:Endurant maps roughly to bfo:Continuant (though actually, more precisely to
bfo:IndependentContinuant), dolce:Process as a sub-class of bfo:Process, and
dolce:quality to bfo:quality.
(b) Amount of Matter, Accomplishment, Agentive Physical Object, and Set do not
have a mapping. An example of the possible reasons: Set is abstract, but not
existing in nature (hence, by philosophical choice, not in BFO).
A more detailed comparison—or: the results of trying to align DOLCE, BFO, and GFO—
is available at http://www.thezfiles.co.za/ROMULUS/.
Answer Exercise 6.2. Options may vary:
(a) DOLCE or GFO
(b) BFO or GFO
(c) Depends on you chosen topic
Answer Exercise 6.4. The main ‘trick’ with such questions is to be able to detect
key words and phrases, such as the description stating that there will be “concrete entities ... and ... abstract entities”: this data provide answers to one of the questions
in ONSET, and will affect the choice of the foundational ontology (BFO does have abstract entities, but GFO and DOLCE do), and likewise the sentence on mereology and
the text mentioning OWL 2 DL. Three use case with sample answers can be found at
http://www.meteck.org/files/onset/UseCasesExperiment.pdf.
Answer Exercise 6.6. I use the version with DOLCE in the following answers
(a) To have RockDassie classified as a subclass of Herbivore (still both animals, and
physical objects, and physical endurants, and endurants), it needs to have more, or
more constrained properties than Herbivore. In Protégé notation, each Herbivore
is equivalent to:
(eats only plant) or (eats only (is-part-of some plant)).
Rockdassies eat grasses and broad-leafed plants. The easiest way to modify the
ontology is to add that grasses are plants (already present), that broad-leafed plants
are kinds of plants, and that rockdassies eat only grass or broad-leafed plant. This
is not to say this is the best thing to do: there are probably also other animals that
eat grasses and broad-leafed plants, which now unintentionally will be classified as
rockdassies. This does not really need any of the foundational ontology content.
One could align the parthood relations.
(b) The ontology does not contain any knowledge on ‘residing in’ and ‘nature reserves’,
let alone sloppy word use of ‘found on’ (or, more precisely: in an area where a
university campus is located). Nature reserves are administrative entities, but also
can be considered only by their region-of-space aspect; for the sake of example,
let’s add NatureReserve v space-region. Trickier is the living, or living in: one
could add it as an OWL object property livesIn or as a subclass of Process and add
participation relations between that, the nature reserve, and the lions, impalas, and
monkeys. The former is less cumbersome, the latter more precise and interoperable.
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(c) Ranger is a role that a human plays for some time, with Human being a physical
object, Ranger an agentive social object, and that the latter inheres in the former.
Answer Exercise 6.7. From the BFO viewpoint, the problem lies with the axioms that
have eats existentially quantified: e.g., Warthog v ∃eats.FruitingBody: some individual
warthog abc123 may never get around to actually eating any fruit, although the axiom
asserts that each warthog will have at least one instance of eating a fruit. Thus, that
axiom may not hold in all possible worlds after all and therefore ought not be in the
ontology, for it would not represent reality fully correctly, according to the realist dogma.
To resolve that, we first need to state that warthogs have a disposition to eat:
Eating v Process
EatingDisposition ≡ Disposition u ∀hasRealization.Eating
Warthog v ∃bearerOf.EatingDisposition
Then we need to find a way to relate it to FruitingBody, like berries and apples. The
Eating process may have as participant the fruiting body, but one cannot simply state
either of
Eating v ∃hasParticipant.FruitingBody
Eating v ∀hasParticipant.FruitingBody
because not all eating instances involve fruiting bodies and other food can be eaten as
well. So, we need another approach. The first step is to constrain the participants in
the eating process to only those eating processes where warthogs are involved and where
fruiting bodies are involved:
Warthog v ∃bearerOf.(EatingDisposition u
∀hasRealization.(Eating u ∀hasParticipant.FruitingBody)
or, more precisely: in place of the FruitingBody, to put all the things they’re eating
according to AWO v1: fruiting body, grass, root, or animal. They may not be all part
of the same eating event, but we will gloss over that detail for the moment. Obviously,
we’ll need to change the definitions for Omnivore and the other animals that were eating
something as well, for else we’ll lose the inference that Warthog v Omnivore. That covers
it with respect to refining the semantics for eats. There is also an eaten-by object property
that tasty-plant participates in:
tasty-plant v ∃eaten-by.carnivore u ∃eaten-by.herbivore
It is left as an exercise to the reader to update this axiom2 .
Now, what to do if you want to assert that Warthog(j123) is eating Apple(apple1)?
In AWO v1, it is simply added with eats(j123,apple1), but we can’t do that anymore
now. First, we need to add ‘intermediate’ individuals: EatingDisposition(ed1) and Eating(e1) and then add assertions bearerOf(j123,ed1), hasRealization(ed1,e1), and hasParticipant(e1,apple1). Yet, upon running the reasoner, we still won’t observe that j123 is
eating apple1. In order to get some of the ‘cognitive simplicity’—our eats shortcut—
back, one could add a role chain:
bearerOf ◦ hasRealization ◦ hasParticipant v eats
It will then derive eats(j123,apple1) and show that in the inferences.
This resultant ontology is available as AfricanWildlifeOntology3b.owl.

2

also: intuitively, this axiom ought to result in an inconsistent ontology when one adds
tasty-plant(p1). Why does that not happen? Hint: examine the definition of carnivore.
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Appendix E. Answers of selected exercises

Answers Chapter 7
Answer Exercise 7.1. Phone points conceptual data model to ontology:
(a) A sample formalisation is available at the book’s resources page as phonepoints.owl.
(b) Yes, all of it it can be represented.
(c) Yes, there are problems. See Figure E.1 for a graphical rendering that MobileCall
and Cell are unsatisfiable; verify this with your version of the ontology. Observe
that it also deduced that PhonePoint ≡ LandLine.

Figure E.1: Answer to Exercise 7.1-c: red: inconsistent class, green: ‘positive’ deduction
Answer Exercise 7.2. Integration issues:
(a) See Figure E.2
(b) Multiple answers are possible due to various design decisions. E.g.,:
• Did you represent Salary as a class and invented a new object property to
relate it to the employees, or used it as a name for an OWL data property
(preferably the former)? And when a data property, did you use different
data types (preferably not)?
• Did you add RichEmployee, or, better, Employee that has some property of
being rich?
• Did you use a foundational ontology, or at least make a distinction between
the role and its bearer (Employee and Person, respectively)?

Figure E.2: Answer to Exercise 7.2-a.
Answer Exercise 7.3. Thesauri:
(a) Language: SKOS or OWL 2 EL. Why:
• SKOS: was the purpose of it, to have a simple, but formal, language for
‘smooth transition’ and tagging along with the SW
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• OWL 2 EL: intended for large, simple, type-level ontologies, and then still
some reasoning possible
(b) Regarding mass media, films and news media: not necessarily, but to be certain,
check yourself what the definition of Mass Media is, when something can be called
News Media, and then assess the differences in their properties.
Propaganda has as broader term Information Dissemination, but a characteristic of propaganda is dissemination of misinformation.
Answer Exercise 7.6. The description of the n-ary ODP can be found in the NeON
deliverable D2.5.1 on pp67-68. Also, you may wish to inspect the draft ODPs that have
been submitted to the ODP portal (at http://www.ontologydesignpatterns.org).
Answer Exercise 7.7. One could make a Content ODP out of it: for each AssistiveDevice that is added to the ontology, one also has to record the Disability it ameliorates, it
requires some Ability to use/operate the device, and performs a certain Function. With
that combination, one even can create some sort of an ‘input form’ for domain experts
and administrators, which can then hide all the logic entirely, yet as long as they follow
the pattern, the information gets represented as intended.
Another one that may be useful is the Architectural OP: adolena.owl now contains
some bits and pieces of both DOLCE (endurant, perdurant, and some of their subclasses)
and some terms from BFO (realizable), neither of the two ontologies were imported. The
architectural ODP can help cleaning this us and structuring it.
Answer Exercise 7.8. One could check the design against a foundational ontology and
check whether the instantiations makes sense. There may be more options to evaluate
it, as there has not been done much work on ODP quality.
Answer Exercise 7.10. Principally:
- expressive foundational ontology, such as DOLCE or GFO for improved ontology
quality and interoperability
- bottom-up onto development from the thesaurus to OWL
- integration/import of existing bio-ontologies
- Domain ontology in OWL taking the classification of the chemicals, define domain
& range and, ideally, defined concepts
- Add the instance data (the representation of the chemicals in stock) in the OWL
ABox (there are only 100, so no real performance issues), and add a dummy class
disjoint from DruTopiate destined for the ‘wrong’ chemicals
- Take some suitable reasoner for OWL 2 DL (either the ‘standard’ reasoners or
names like Fact++)
- Then classify the instances availing of the available reasoning services (run Fact++
etc.): those chemical classified as instances of the ‘ideal chemical’ are the candidate
for the lab experiments for the drug to treat blood infections.
- Alternatively: add DruTopiate as class, add the other chemicals as classes, and any
classes subsumed by DruTopiate are the more likely chemicals, it’s parents the less
likely chemicals.
- Methods and methodologies that can be used: single, controlled ontology development, so something like METHONTOLOGY will do, and for the micro-level
development something like OD101, ontospec, or DiDON.
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Answers Chapter 8
Answer Exercise 8.1. Two of the reasons are:
• The ontology is specific to the application, hater than being application-independent.
If it wouldn’t be, then there will be mismatches (either too much/irrelevant content
in the ontology, or data that should be queried but can’t if there’s no corresponding
knowledge in the ontology)
• The ontology contains implementation decisions, such as data properties, which
will hamper any reuse, be that for another application or as a module of another
ontology.

Answers Chapter 9
Answer Exercise 9.1. There are no clear rules on IRI usage, but...
(a) The IRIs in AfricanWildlifeOntologyAF.owl are a mess. It was translated
from an old AWO version that was once worked on in an old Protégé version
(v4.1) that automatically put the path to where the local copy was stored (file:
/Applications/Protege_4.1_beta/AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl), and this
IRI was not updated in the file. The ontology IRI was updated, to http://www.
meteck.org/teaching/ontologies/AfricanWildlifeOntology1.owl, but this was
not propagated through to the IRIs of the classes and properties already declared
in the ontology. In addition, that IRI is the location of the AWO v1 with element
names in English, whereas this file has the element names in Afrikaans. New entities were added afterward, such as Witwortel (parsnip), which somehow got an
xml:base, which is also incorrect.
(b) Recall that a full IRI is the official address of the element (class or property).
While all 1:1 translated elements are semantically the same thing, the strings of
the full IRIs are not, yet no equivalence is asserted either. There are several possible
solutions to this, which relate to the architecture for maintenance (Exercise 9.4).
Arguably, neither option is a good option.
(c) There is no explicit link to the original AWO other than same IRI for the Spanish
one, and an annotation at best. What would be a way to make it clear(er) that
they are all related to AWO v1?
Answer Exercise 9.3. Possible templates are as follows, noting that one can choose
other words as well, and choose between being as close to the structure of the axiom, or
decide on a more ‘colloquial’ rendering
(a) “< C > and < D > are disjoint”
(b) “If there exists an outgoing arc from < R > to < C >, then it originates in
< D >”, or, easier to read: “< D > is the domain of < R > (when < R > relates
to < C >)”
(c) “Each < C > < R > only < D >”
Answer Exercise 9.4. There are clearly many possibilities. Some essential ingredients,
however, are: some place where language annotations can be stored, where some rules
for the sentence can be stored and used, templates or patterns to generate a sentence for
the axioms and/or parts thereof, and possibly algorithms to finalise the sentence, and
the ontology.
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Answers Chapter 10
Answer Exercise 10.1. They do not fare well in case 2 (for ISs), at least not in theory. First, because of the reliance on concrete domains. Second, the numbers you and
your classmate had chosen for ‘old’ was likely not the same—it certainly wasn’t for the
students in one of my classes and the cut-off point I had in mind!—which then raises the
general question as to what to do with something like such a number difference when
faced with choosing to reuse an ontology and when aligning ontologies or integrating
system. Conversely, it thus may work well for a particular application scenario (case 1,
in ISs), assuming all its users agree on the fuzzy membership functions.
Answer Exercise 10.2. Chronos and PROTON are relatively easy to find. Chronos
uses constraint satisfaction for the temporal component, PROTON is based on Prolog.
Chronos uses the 4d-fluents approach (i.e.: perdudantist [recall Chapter 6]) and implements a reasoner for the Allen relations. PROTON uses intervals and extends the
situation calculus.
Answer Exercise 10.3. No. (this is basically the same as the previous review question). Consider also the scope, as state in the W3C standard, with emphasis added:
“OWL-Time is an OWL-2 DL ontology of temporal concepts, for describing the temporal properties of resources in the world or described in Web pages. The ontology provides
a vocabulary for expressing facts about topological (ordering) relations among instants
and intervals, together with information about durations, and about temporal position
including date-time information. Time positions and durations may be expressed using
either the conventional (Gregorian) calendar and clock, or using another temporal reference system such as Unix-time, geologic time, or different calendars.”. That is: for
annotations, but not for reasoning with it.
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ABSTRACT

According to the FAIR guiding principles, one of the central attributes for maximizing the added value of
information artifacts is interoperability. In this paper, I discuss the importance, and propose a characterization
of the notion of Semantic Interoperability. Moreover, I show that a direct consequence of this view is that
Semantic Interoperability cannot be achieved without the support of, on one hand, (i) ontologies, as meaning
contracts capturing the conceptualizations represented in information artifacts and, on the other hand, of (ii)
Ontology, as a discipline proposing formal meth- ods and theories for clarifying these conceptualizations
and articulating their representations. In particular, I discuss the fundamental role of formal ontological
theories (in the latter sense) to properly ground the construction of representation languages, as well as
methodological and computational tools for supporting the engineering of ontologies (in the former sense)
in the context of FAIR.

1. INTRODUCTION

In their seminal paper, Wilkinson et al. [1] propose the so-called FAIR guiding principles as the cornerstone
for maximizing the added value of information artifacts. The principles are organized around the four
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general notions of Findability, Accessibility, Interoperability and Reusability (hence the acronym). Here,
I focus on Interoperability. Firstly, we should be reminded that interoperability is not about finding ways to
connect data artifacts but ultimately about affording the interoperation of humans mediated by these
artifacts. Information artifacts are instruments used by humans to harmonize their conceptualizations and,
hence, interoperability approaches succeed to the extent that they can safely connect these conceptualizations.
Secondly, in the description of the FAIR principles, interoperability is described in a recursive manner
stipulating that, in order for an information artifact to be interoperable, it should be described using
semantic resources that follow FAIR principles. In other words, these artifacts can only be interoperable if
they are grounded on artifacts that are themselves interoperable. In this article, I discuss the role of Formal
Ontology, as a discipline, and of representation languages based on formal ontological principles, for
grounding this entire enterprise.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, I discuss the importance of information
integration and information systems interoperation, and the challenges of our current scenario in which the
information is needed for addressing fundamental questions exists but is dispersed in multiple silos. In
Section 3, I propose a theoretical characterization of the notion of semantic interoperability, as a relation
between worldviews, or more technically, a relation between Conceptualizations. Finally, in Section 4,
I defend a view of ontologies as kinds of “meaning contracts”, i.e., as artifacts that precisely characterize
a given domain conceptualization. Moreover, I discuss the essential role of Formal Ontology and of
ontology-driven representation languages for addressing this semantic interoperability challenge.

2. THE DATAVERSE IS A WORLD OF SILOS

Information is the foundation of all rational decision-making. Without the proper information, individuals,
organizations, communities and governments can neither systematically take optimal decisions nor
understand the full effect of their actions. In the past decades, information technology has played a
fundamental role in automating an increasing number of information spaces. Simultaneously, there has
been a substantial improvement in information access, motivated not only by advances in communication
technology, but also by more recent demands on transparency and public access to information.
Despite these advances, most of these automated spaces remained as independent components in large
and increasingly complex silo-based architectures. The problem is that, nowadays, several of the critical
questions in large corporations, governments and scientific communities can only be answered by precisely
connecting pieces of information distributed over these silos.




In the FAIR literature, authors commonly speak of semantic interoperability involving interoperation between humans,
between humans and machines, and between machines. In the spirit of the semiotic engineering literature [2], I defend here
that, with the possible exception of a scenario in which by “machine” we mean strong artificial intelligence (AI), semantic
interoperability is always about interoperation with meaning preservation between humans, even in the cases in which these
are mediated by machines and information structures. In Section 3, I elaborate on the notion of semantic interoperability
defended in this paper.
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An example illustrating this point is put forth by Wilkinson et al. [1]:
“Suppose a researcher has generated a dataset of differentially-selected polyadenylation sites in a nonmodel pathogenic organism grown under a variety of environmental conditions that stimulate its pathogenic
state. The researcher is interested in comparing the alternatively—45 polyadenylated genes in this local
dataset, to other examples of alternative-polyadenylation, and the expression levels of these genes—both
in this organism and related model organisms—during the infection process. Given that there is no specialpurpose archive for differential polyadenylation data, and no model organism database for this pathogen,
where does the researcher begin?”

Now, suppose that the information required to answer this question exists “in the ether” but also that (as
it is usually the case) it only exists in dispersed forms in a number of autonomous information silos. As a
consequence, despite the increasing amount of information produced, as well as the improvements in
information access, answering such critical questions is still extremely hard. In practice, they are still
answered in a case-by-case fashion and still require a significant amount of human effort, which is slow,
costly and error-prone. The problem of combining independently conceived information spaces and
providing unified analytics over them is termed the problem of Interoperability [3].
Wilkinson et al. approach this thought experiment by considering (in the case the appropriate data sets
exists) the multiple aspects of data set discovery, of operational and authorship rights over them, of
formatting, and of integration. In this paper, I focus on the latter. Having access to data sets as well
formatting issues are indeed aspects connected to interoperabiltity. The former is connected to physical or
communication interoperability, i.e., to how we can connect networked systems to allow for distributed
access to information in heterogeneous computational platform. The latter is connected to syntactical
interoperability, i.e., to how we can agree on standard syntactical structures for symbol processing that can
be shared among parties. We have managed to make substantial advances in both aspects in the past
decades and having heterogeneous networked systems that exchange information in standardized formats
(e.g., XML) is state of the practice. A much more difficult problem that we are far from solving in a larger
scale is that of Semantic Interoperability [3].

3. INFORMATION STRUCTURES AND SEMANTIC INTEROPERABILITY

I subscribe here to the so-called representation view of information systems [4]. Following this view, an
information system is a representation of a certain conceptualization of reality. To be more precise, an
information system contains information structures that represent abstractions over certain portions of
reality, capturing aspects that are relevant for a class of problems at hand. There are three direct consequences
of this view.
Firstly, it is that all information systems make ontological commitments. This has been discussed by
several authors [3, 5], but it was even clear in the first paper to mention the term “ontology” in computer
science, namely, the classical Another Look at Data by George Mealy [6]. In that paper, Mealy defends
that “data are fragments of a theory of the real world (my emphasis), and data processing juggles
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representations of these fragments of theory […] The issue is ontology, or the question of what exists”. For
an information structure to represent a conceptualization, it must commit to the existence of the entities
constituting that conceptualization. For example, an information system that records information about
organ transplants commits to a theory about the existence of certain entities such as persons, surgeons,
transplants, donors, donees (organ recipients), etc. This is illustrated in Figure 1. Let us postpone questions
of notation for now. The important point here is that this commitment to a particular ontology of transplants
is what defines the real-world semantics [3, 7] of that information structure and this is inevitable, even if
the designers of those information systems are not aware of this commitment. Paraphrasing Collier [8],
I defend that the opposite of ontology is not non-ontology, but just bad ontology.

Figure 1. An information system and its inevitable Ontological Commitment.

Secondly, a direct consequence of this view is that the quality of an information system directly depends
on how truthful its information structures are to the aspects of reality it purports to represent. These structures
must represent all the relevant aspects of the underlying conceptualization in an unambiguous way and
constrain the possible states of that information system to the states that represent intended state of affairs
according to that conceptualization [9, 10]. For example, they should proscribe the existence of data
populations in that transplant system that reflect state of affairs in which the donor, the donee and the
surgeon involved in a transplant are the same person! This is a fundamental issue for semantic interoperability
(as we will see soon) because, if these information structures are under-constrained [3, 10], we can have
two information system agreeing on their possible data populations without having them agreeing on their



Assuming that this is indeed an unintended state of affairs in this domain.
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intended populations. This is the so-called False Agreement problem [5]. To put it loosely, it is not a problem
if two systems disagree but it can be a significant problem if they falsely believe they agree.
Thirdly, in order to connect two information systems A and B, we first need to understand the precise
relation between the abstractions of entities in reality represented in A and B. Take for example the situation
depicted in Figure 2. These two systems commit to different theories (ontologies) of transplants. Can we
assume that just because the same term (e.g., Person of Transplant) is used in both structures that they mean
the same thing? Of course, not! The only way to precisely characterize the relation between, for example,
the type Person in system A and the homonymous type in system B is to find out the relation between their
respective referents in their respective underlying conceptualizations. If that relation happens to be one of
identity, then we can code the meta-properties of that relation (i.e., reflexivity, symmetry, transitivity and
Leibniz’s Law [11]) in the representation of that relation in the corresponding system. If that relation,
however, turns out to be a different one (e.g., specialization, historical dependence, existential dependence,
parthood [11]), we can also code its representation accordingly.
Semantic interoperability can, thus, be characterized in the following way: two systems A and B
semantically interoperate if the coded relations connecting the information structures of A and B: (i) preserve
the semantics of the referents represented in those structures; (ii) reflect the real-world meta-properties of
the represented relations; and (iii) yield a resulting information structure that constraints the possible states
of the resulting system to the intended ones, i.e., to those that represent intended state of affairs according
to the conceptualizations underlying A and B.

Figure 2. Problem of semantic interoperability.
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As this example illustrates, in order to safely interoperate systems A and B, we need to safely integrate
the information structures of A and B. In order to do that, we need a set of conceptual tools that help use
to: (i) produce ontologically consistent information structures; (ii) uncover the worldview embedded in
existing information structure; (iii) clarify the nature of the notions constituting that worldview; and (iv)
calculate the relations between notions constituting different worldviews. These tasks of domain analysis,
conceptual clarification and meaning negotiation are the very business of the discipline of Formal Ontology.

4. NO ONTOLOGY WITHOUT ONTOLOGY

As explained in [1], one of the essential FAIR principles is interoperability, which means to guarantee
that:
1).	
I1. (meta)data use a formal, accessible, shared, and broadly applicable language for knowledge
representation;
2). I2. (meta)data use vocabularies that follow FAIR principles;
3). I3. (meta)data include qualified references to other (meta)data.
Item I2 refers to vocabularies. However, given the semantic interoperability characterized in the previous
section, these cannot only be vocabularies. Vocabularies are terminological resources and the only way to
safely make references to other (meta)data artifacts (i.e., the only way to satisfy item I3) is by precisely
clarifying and characterizing the nature of the relations between the referents represented by these artifacts.
For this reason, at the bare minimum, we need more than merely terminological resources, but formal,
shared and explicit representations of conceptualizations, or, what the area of knowledge representation
has conventionally called ontologies. This desiderata is reflected in item I1, which also requires the use of
broadly applicable knowledge representation languages for that. The immediate question that comes to
mind is then: what are the criteria that a representation language must have in order to satisfy requirements
I2 and I3? Those attributes described in I1 are, perhaps, necessary but they are clearly not sufficient! For
example, First-Order Logics (FOL) is, historically, the most used language for Knowledge Representation.
It is also, obviously, formal, accessible, shared and broadly applicable. However, as explained in depth
in [12, 13], it is not a suitable language for systematically addressing requirements I2 and I3.
The reason follows directly from the definition of semantic interoperability I previously defended. In
order to address these three interoperability requirements, we need a language that support us in: (a)
systematically making ontologically consistent representation choices; (b) making explicit the ontological
nature of the elements represented, i.e., the ontological commitment that is being made; and (c) identifying
and characterizing the nature of the relations between real-world entities represented in these different data
artifacts. In order words, we need a language that is truly ontological in nature, i.e., a language that
explicitly commits to a foundational ontology [14].
As previously discussed, providing formal theories for addressing these challenges is the very business
of Formal Ontology. This discipline aims at developing formal theories dealing with general aspects of reality

186
Downloaded from http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/pdf/10.1162/dint_a_00040 by guest on 23 March 2021

Data Intelligence

Ontology, Ontologies and the “I” of FAIR

such as identity, dependence, parthood, truthmaking, causality, etc. These domain-independent theories
can then be used to investigate and articulate representations of conceptualizations across all domains.
A foundational ontology is a particular consistent system of such ontological theories.
FOL is not a true ontological language in this sense. In fact, it is exactly its ontological neutrality that
allows it to be attractive as a formalism that can be employed to a large variety of cases, ranging from the
foundation of mathematics to representing particular domains. However, also because of its ontological
neutrality, users have no support when choosing how to better represent elements constituting a domain
conceptualization (a point beautifully demonstrated in [15]); there is also no support for making explicit
the ontological commitments that the user thinks he or she is making. To put it boldly, FOL allows one to
represent almost everything, including the things one should not represent! As discussed by [16] almost
three decades ago:
“Formal semantics of current knowledge representation languages usually account for a set of models which
is much larger than the models we are interested in, i.e., real-world models. As a consequence, the possibility
to state something which is reasonable for the system but not reasonable in the real world is very high.
What we need, instead, is a semantics which is not neutral with respect to some basic ontological
assumptions.”

Another alleged candidate for addressing I1 is the Ontology Web Language (OWL). However, as explained
in [12, 13], the acronym actually hides a misnomer: there is no Ontology in OWL. OWL is a logical
language that can be used to produce logical specifications. As such it inherits all the problems of FOL
with the additional non-trivial aspect of having a much lower expressivity than FOL. As a result, as
demonstrated in [17, 18], there are many critical interoperability problems that can go undetected when
integrating information structures represented in languages such as OWL.
An example of a language that is truly ontological in this sense is OntoUML [11, 14]. OntoUML has
been designed to conform to the Unified Foundational Ontology (UFO) such that the modeling primitives
of this language reflect the ontological distinctions put forth by UFO. Moreover, the grammar of this
language includes formal constraints that reflect the axiomatization of UFO, i.e., the grammatically valid
models of OntoUML are those that respect the axiomatization of the ontological theories comprising UFO.
Over the years, OntoUML has been successfully employed in academic, industrial and governmental
settings to create conceptual models in a number of different domains, ranging from Geology and Biodiversity
Management, to Telecommunications and Bioinformatics, among many others [14]. In fact, research shows
that it is among the most used ontology-driven conceptual modeling languages in the literature [19].
Moreover, empirical evidence shows that it significantly contributes to improving the quality of domain
representations without requiring an additional effort to produce them [20]. Moreover, as shown by [19],
UFO is the second-most used foundational ontology in conceptual modeling and the one with the fastest
adoption rate.
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By building on ontological semantics of this language, the OntoUML community has developed several
methodological and computational tools. Regarding the former, I can cite a pattern grammar for the
language comprising a library of ontological design patterns and their relations [21, 22], as well as a library
of ontological anti-patterns [10]. Regarding the latter, we can mention computational support for patternbased ontology construction [22, 23], formal ontology verification, ontology verbalization, proactive antipattern detection and rectification [10], and ontology validation by visual simulation. In particular, regarding
this last point, as shown in [9], this computational support allows the user to exactly check if the states
admitted by a particular information structure (a conceptual model, an ontology) are the ones representing
the state of affairs intended by its underlying conceptualization. Finally, as discussed in [14], there are many
proposals for model transformation mapping OntoUML models to a variety of languages, including OWL
[24]. The idea, also strongly defended here, is that a truly ontological language must be used to address
the requirements of domain and comprehensibility appropriateness [11], and semantic interoperability.
However, from these models, one can generate several operational (or codification) ontologies addressing
non-functional requirements (e.g., efficient computational reasoning, executability) for different classes of
applications.
In Figure 3, I present the models of Figure 2 now in OntoUML. In the model on the left, the language
makes a clear distinction between the kinds of objects that exist in this domain, namely, people and organs.
Kinds are types that necessarily classify their instances, being responsible for their principle of identity,
individuation and persistence [25]. The kind Organ is specialized in the subkinds Heart and Brain. Subkinds
are also types that necessarily classify their instances: all hearts (brains) are necessarily hearts (brains).
Instances of Person can contingently instantiate the type Living Person and the type Deceased Person. These
types are mutually disjoint and they exhaust the extension of the type Person. Instances of Person can also
contingently instantiate the types Surgeon, Donor and Donee. However, people move from Living Person
to Decease Person due to a change in their intrinsic properties, they move in an out of the extension of
Surgeon, Donor and Donee due to a change in relational properties. In this case, by being associated to
the relational context of a Transplant, the former contingent types are called Phases and the latter are called
Roles. Entities such as Transplants are existentially dependent on a multitude of individuals, and thus,
connecting them. These are called Relators [26]. Finally, the model can establish the distinction between
a mandatory part (here, every person must have as a part an individual of the type Heart, which can change
from situation to situation) and an essential part (here, every person must have as a part a specific instance
of Brain, which remains the same from situation to situation) [27]. Now, in the model of the right, we have
examples of these different types of ontological categories as well, with the addition of a classification type
[28, 29]. A classification type is a higher-order type in OntoUML, i.e., it is a type whose instances are types.
In this case, its instances are different types of Transplants.
By using a language that makes explicit the ontological categories to which each of these types and
relations belong, we can clearly analyze the connection between the categories in these two models. For
example, Person in system A (Person-A) cannot be identical to Person in system B (Person-B) because the


For a full presentation and formal characterization of the OntoUML constructs, one should refer to [9,10,11].
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former is a kind of entity and the latter is a phase of Human Beings (for example, suppose that legally
speaking Human Beings that loose their cognitive capacities are no longer instances of Person). In fact,
Person-A is identical to Human Being in system B and, hence, the relation between Person-A and Person-B
is not one of identity but one of generalization. Analogously, the relation between Transplant-A and
Transplant-B is not one of identity. The instances of Transplant-A are individual transplants that occur in
particular time and space; the instances of Transplant-B are types of transplant. So the relation between
them is one of instantiation, i.e., the instances of Transplant-A are instances of instances of Transplant in
the sense of system B (Transplant-B)!

Figure 3. Ontology-Supported Semantic Interoperability.

In summary, the “I” (interoperability) of FAIR is only possible with the support of information structures
that are ontologically consistent and that make explicit the ontological commitments that they inevitably
make. We need more than vocabularies. We need good domain ontologies. To construct these ontologies,
however, we need engineering support based on Ontology, as a discipline with its numerous and mature
theories and methods. Or, as beautifully put by the philosopher Achille Varzi: “No ontology without
Ontology”! [30]
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An ontology in information science refers to an explicit organization of knowledge. An
ontology can be organized into a graph as a set of concepts and the relations between
those concepts. By constructing an ontology over a specific domain, a user is formalizing
information of that domain in a way that can be shared with others. Models can have
annotations added to them that express how they are used with respect to an ontology.
Ontology-based annotations are a form of model documentation. Like type signatures,
they can express the intended use of a model, but with respect to the domain of the ontology rather than to the type system.
A static analysis of a program or model is a check that can be run at compile time.
Ptolemy II’s type checker (see Chapter 14) is one example of a static analysis. It infers
the data types used throughout a model and checks for consistency. In fact, the Ptolemy II
type system is an ontology. It is an organization of knowledge about the data that a model
operates on. The ontology checker described in this chapter also performs inference based
on the annotations, and then checks consistency. But it is not constrained to checking data
types. Instead, ontologies can be used to express static analyses from a variety of userdefined domains, including, for example:
• units checking: determining whether the units of data are consistent;
• constant analysis: determining what data in a model is constant, and what data varies
in time;
• taint analysis: determining whether values in a data stream are influenced by an untrusted source; and
• semantics checking: determining whether the meaning of data produced by one component is consistent with the meaning assumed by another component that uses the
data.
Such analyses can expose a variety of modeling errors.

Example 15.1: A portion of a model of a multi-tank fuel system in an aircraft
(Moir and Seabridge, 2008) is shown in Figure 15.1. This model has three actors,
where the ports are labeled with names that suggest the intended meaning and units
of the data that are exchanged between actors. The model has three types of errors.
It has units errors, where for example one component gives the level of a tank in
gallons to a component that assumes that the level is being given in kilograms.
(The latter is often a better choice, since amount of fuel in gallons varies with
temperature, whereas the amount in kilograms does not.) It also has semantics
534

Ptolemaeus, System Design

15. ONTOLOGIES

Figure 15.1: An illustration of some of the sorts of errors that can be caught by
an ontology system.

errors, where a component gives the level of mid tank to a component that assumes
it is seeing the level of the aft tank. And it has a transposition error, where a level
and a flow are exchanged.

Such modeling errors are extremely easy to make and can have devastating consequences.
This chapter gives an overview of how to construct ontologies and use them to prevent
such errors.

15.1

Creating and Using Ontologies

The ontologies package provides an analysis that can be run on top of an existing model,
so the first step is to create a Ptolemy II model on which we can run our analysis. In
this section, we use a rather trivial model and a rather trivial ontology to illustrate the
mechanics of construction of an ontology and the use of a solver. We will then illustrate
a less trivial ontology that is practical and useful for catching certain kinds of modeling
errors.
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Example 15.2: Figure 15.2, shows a simple model with both constant and nonconstant actors. The constant actors produce a sequence of output values that are
all the same. For this model, we will show how to create a simple analysis that
checks which signals in the model are constant. To do this, we will first define an
ontology that distinguishes the concept of “constant” from “non constant.” We will
then define constraints for actors used by the model, and finally, we will invoke the
solver.

Sidebar: Background on the Ontology Framework
The approach to ontologies described in this chapter was first given by Leung et al.
(2009). They build on the theory of Hindley-Milner type systems (Milner, 1978), the
efficient inference algorithm of Rehof and Mogensen Rehof and Mogensen (1996), the
implementation of this algorithm in Ptolemy II (Xiong, 2002), and the application of
similar mathematical foundations to formal concept analysis (Ganter and Wille, 1998).
An interesting extension of this basic mechanism, devised by Feng (2009), uses ontologies to guide model-based model transformation, where a Ptolemy II model modifies the structure of another Ptolemy II model. For example, the constant analysis described in Section 15.1 can guide a model optimization that replaces all constant subsystems with a Const actor. Also, Lickly et al. (2011) show how an infinite lattice can
be used to not just infer that a signal is constant, but also to infer its value. Lickly et al.
(2011) also show various other ways to use infinite lattices, including unit systems. They
also show how ontologies work with structured types such as records.
The Web Ontology Language (OWL) is a widely-used family of languages endorsed
by the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) for specifying ontologies. OWL ontologies,
like ours, form a partial order with a top and bottom element, but unlike ours, they
are not constrained to be a lattice. Hence, the efficient inference algorithm of Rehof
and Mogensen cannot always be applied. Nevertheless, a very useful extension of the
mechanisms described in this chapter would be to export and import OWL ontologies.
The Eclipse Modeling Framework (EMF) also specifies ontologies through the notion
of classes and subclasses. Many Eclipse-based tools have been developed supporting it,
so again it would be useful to build bridges.
536
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Figure 15.2: A simple Ptolemy model made of constant and non-constant actors
and containing an ontology solver that can determine which signals are constant.

15.1.1

Creating an Ontology

In order to create the analysis, the first step will be to add the solver that will perform our
analysis. In this case, we will drag in the LatticeOntologySolver actor to our model, as
shown in Figure 15.3. This is where we will add all of the details of how our analysis
works. These include the lattice that represents the concepts that we are interested in, and
the constraints that actors impose on those concepts. In our case, the lattice will specify
whether a signal is constant or not, and the constraints will provide information about
which actors produce constant or non-constant signals.
As shown in Figure 15.3, if you open the LatticeOntologySolver, you get an editor with a
customized library for building analyses. At a minimum, an analysis requires an ontology.
Figure 15.4 illustrates the steps in constructing one. First, drag into the blank editor an
Ontology. Open the ontology and drag Concepts into it from the library provided by the
ontology editor.
First, we should assign meaningful names to our concepts. In Figure 15.5, we have renamed Top to NonConstant, Bottom to Unused, and Concept to Constant. We have also
edited the parameters to the NonConstant concept to change its color to a light red, and to
check the isAcceptable parameter, which visually removes the bold outline. These conPtolemaeus, System Design
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Figure 15.3: A model with a blank ontology solver.
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Figure 15.4: Steps in the construction of an ontology.
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Figure 15.5: The lattice used for constant analysis.

cepts will be associated with ports in our model, and when isAcceptable is unchecked (the
outline on the concept is bold), then it is an error in the model for any port to be associated
with the concept. In our case, it is not an error for a port to be NonConstant, so we make
the value of this parameter true.
Here, we include not only the concepts of Const and NonConst, but also explicitly include a notion of Unused. This concept will be associated with ports that are simply not
participating in the analysis. We will use the NonConstant concept to represent any signal that may or may not be constant, so a better name might be PotentiallyNonConst or
NotNecessarilyConst.
The last step in building an ontology is to establish relationships between the concepts.
Do this by holding the control key (command key on a Mac) and dragging from the lower
concept to the higher one. In this case, the relation between Constant and NonConstant is
a generalization relation. The relations define an order relation between concepts (see
sidebar on page 513), where if the arrow goes from concept a to concept b, then a ≤ b. In
this case, Constant ≤ NonConstant, and Unused ≤ Constant.
The meanings of these relations can vary with ontologies, but it is common for them to
represent subclassing, a subset relation, or as an “is a” relation. In the subset interpretation, a concept represents a set, and concept A is less than another B if everything in A is
also in B. The “is a” relation interpretation is similar, but doesn’t require a formal notion
of a set. E.g., if the concept A represents “dog” and the concept B represents “mammal,”
then it is reasonable to establish on ontology where A ≤ B under the “is a” interpretation.
A dog is a mammal.
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Example 15.3: In Figure 15.5, NonConstant represents anything that may or may
not be constant. Hence, something that is actually constant “is a” NonConstant.

The interpretation of the bottom element, Unused in the example, is a bit trickier. Presumably, anything that makes no assertion about whether it is constant or not “is a” NonConstant. Indeed, since the order relation is transitive, this statement is implied by Figure
15.5. But why make a distinction between Unused and NonConstant? We could build
an ontology that makes no such distinction, but in such an ontology, the inference engine
would infer Constant for any port that imposes no constraints at all. This is probably an
error. The bottom element, therefore, is used to indicate that the inference engine has no
usable information at all. If a port resolves to Unused, then it is not playing the game. If
we wish to force all ports to play the game, then we should set the isAcceptable parameter
of Unused to false.
The Ptolemy II type system is an ontology, as shown in Figure 14.4. Here, the order
relations represent subtyping, which in the case of Ptolemy II is based on the principle of
lossless type conversion.
With the concepts as nodes and the relations as edges, the ontology forms a mathematical
graph. The structure of this graph is required to conform with that a mathematical lattice
(see sidebar on page 513). Specifically, the structure is a lattice if given any two concepts
in the ontology, these two concepts have a least upper bound and a greatest lower bound.
In this case, conformance is trivial. For example, the least upper bound of Constant and
NonConstant is NonConstant. The greatest lower bound is Constant. But it is easy to
construct an ontology that is not a lattice.

Example 15.4: Figure 15.6 shows an ontology that is not a lattice. Consider the
two concepts, Dog and Cat. There are three concepts that are upper bounds for
these two concepts, namely Pet, Mammal, and Animal. But of those three, there is
no least upper bound. A least upper bound must be less than all other upper bounds.

If you build an ontology that is not a lattice, then upon invoking the solver, you will get
an error message.
Ptolemaeus, System Design
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Figure 15.6: An ontology that is not a lattice.

15.1.2

Creating Constraints

Now that we have an ontology, to use it, we need to create constraints on the association
between objects in the model and the concepts in the ontology. The most straightforward
way to do this is with manual annotations in the model. With large models, however,
this technique does not scale well. A more scalable technique is to define constraints that
apply broadly to all actors of a class, and to specify default constraints that apply when
no other constraints are specified. We begin with the manual annotations, because they
are conceptually simplest.
Manual Annotations
The simplest way to relate objects in a model to concepts in the ontology is through manual annotations. Manual annotations take the form of inequality constraints. To create
such constraints, find the Constraint annotation in the MoreLibraries→Ontologies
library, and drag it into the model. Then specify an inequality constraint of the form
object >= concept or concept >= object, where object is an object in the model
(a port or parameter) and concept is a concept in the ontology.

Example 15.5: Figure 15.7 elaborates the model of Figure 15.3 by adding four
annotations. Each of these has the form
port >= concept.
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Specifically, the output ports of each Const actor are constrained to be greater than
or equal to Constant, whereas the output port of the Ramp actor is constrained to be
greater than or equal to NonConstant. The latter constraint, in effect, forces the port
to NonConstant, since there is nothing greater than NonConstant in the ontology.
The former constraints could be elaborated to force the ports to resolve to Constant
by adding the complementary inequality, like
Constant >= Const.output.

However, this additional constraint is unnecessary. The solver will find the least
solution that satisfies all the constraints, so in this case, since there are no other
constraints on the output ports of the Const actors, they will resolve to Constant
anyway.

Figure 15.7: A model with manual constraints, using the ontology in Figure 15.5.
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Once we have created all the constraints needed in our model, the next step is to run
the analysis. The analysis can be run by right-clicking on the LatticeOntologySolver
and selecting Resolve Concepts, as shown in Figure 15.8. Because this is a common
operation, double-clicking on the LatticeOntologySolver will also run the analysis.

Example 15.6: Figure 15.8 includes the results of running the analysis. Notice that
each port is annotated with the concept that it is now associated with. In addition,
the port is highlighted with the same color specified for the concept in the ontology
of Figure 15.5. The output ports of the Const actors, as expected, have resolved
to Constant, and the the output of the Ramp has resolved to NonConstant. But
more interestingly, downstream ports have also resolved in a reasonable way. The
output of the MultiplyDivide is Constant (because both its inputs are Constant),
and the the output of MultiplyDivide2 is NonConstant (because one of its inputs is
NonConstant). These results are due to default constraints associated with actors,
which as explained below, can be customized in an ontology.

Figure 15.8: Running an analysis. [online]
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Figure 15.9: Adding actor constraints to an ontology.

Actor-level Constraints
The manual annotations in Figure 15.7 could become very tedious to enter in a large
model. Fortunately, there is a convenient shortcut. As part of defining an ontology, we
can specify constraints that will be associated with all instances of a particular actor class.
Figure 15.9 shows how to do this. Inside the LatticeOntologySolver, we add one instance
of ActorConstraints for each actor for which we want to specify default constraints.
Setting the actorClassName parameter of the ActorConstraints to the fully qualified class
name of the actors to be constrained causes both the name and the icon of the instance of
ActorConstraints to change to match the class of actors that it will constrain.
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Example 15.7: Figure 15.9 shows two instances of ActorConstraints that have
been dragged into the LatticeConstraintsSolver. The top one has the actorClassName parameter set to ptolemy.actor.lib.Ramp, the class name of the Ramp
actor. (To see the class name of an actor, linger over it in Vergil.)

Once the class name has been set, upon re-opening the parameter dialog, a new set of
parameters will have appeared, one for each port belonging to instances of the actor class,
and one for each parameter of the actor.

Example 15.8: Figure 15.9 shows these parameters for the Ramp actor. Here
we can see that constraints have been set that will force the output port to be
greater than or equal to NonConstant, and that all other constraints have been set
to IGNORE ELEMENT. Once a similar constraint has been added to the ConstActorConstraints component, constraining the output ports of instances of Const to be
>= Constant, then the four constraints at the bottom of Figure 15.7 are no longer
necessary. They could be removed, and the results of the analysis will be the same
as in Figure 15.8.

The constraints associated with a port or parameter can take any one of the following
forms:
•
•
•
•
•

NO CONSTRAINTS (the default)
IGNORE ELEMENT
>= concept
<= concept
== concept

By default, the ActorConstraints actor will set NO CONSTRAINTS as the constraint of
each port and parameter. This means that instances of the actor allow their ports and
parameters to be associated with any concept. In this ontology, the association will always
result in Unused, so we could equally well have left all the constraints at the default
NO CONSTRAINTS, except those for the output ports.
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Default Constraints
Notice in Figure 15.8 that not only have the outputs of the Const and Ramp actors resolved to the appropriate concepts, but so have those of downstream actors, including
MultiplyDivide and AddSubtract. How did this come about?
With respect to this analysis, both the MultiplyDivide actor and the AddSubtract actors
behave the same way. Given only constant inputs, they produce a constant output, but
given any non-constant input, they produce a (potentially) non-constant output. In terms
of the ontology lattice (Figure 15.5), the output concept will always be greater than or
equal to all of the input concepts. In other words, the output should be constrained to be
greater than or equal to the least upper bound of all the inputs. It turns out that this type of
inference behavior is a very common one. For this reason it is the default constraint for all
actors. Actors that do not have explicit constraints will inherit this default constraint. This
means that we can omit specifying any more ActorConstraints, since the global default
constraint is sufficient for all of our remaining actors.

15.1.3

Abstract Interpretation

Identifying signals as either constant or non-constant is a particularly simple form of
abstract interpretation (Cousot and Cousot, 1977). In abstract interpretation, instead
of actually computing the values of variables, we classify the variables in more abstract
terms, such as whether their values vary over time. Ontologies can be used to systematically apply more sophisticated abstractions, determining for example whether variables
are always positive, negative, or zero. This can be used to expose errors in designs, and
also to optimize design by removing unnecessary computations.

Example 15.9: The model in Figure 15.10 produces a constant stream of zeros.
Were we to apply the same Constant-NonConstant analysis as before to this model,
we would be able to determine that the output is constant. But it would not tell us
that the output is a constant stream of zeros.

To address this problem, we can use the more elaborate ontology shown in Figure 15.11.
This ontology is used to abstract numeric variables as positive, negative, or zero-valued
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Figure 15.10: A model that produces only zeros.

Figure 15.11: An ontology that tracks the sign of numeric variables and the value
of boolean variables.
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Figure 15.12: Result of applying an analysis based on the ontology in Figure
15.11 to the model in Figure 15.10. [online]

numbers, in addition to whether they are constant or non constant. For boolean-valued
variables, if the variable is constant, then it also tracks whether the constant is true or
false. With appropriate actor constraints, this ontology can be used to produce the result
shown in Figure 15.12, which determines that the output is a constant stream of zeros.

15.2

Finding and Minimizing Errors

In this section, we discuss how to use an analysis to identify errors, and discuss tools
available to help in correcting the errors. For this discussion, let us consider the ontology
in Figure 15.13. This ontology models physical dimensions. Specifically, it distinguishes
the concepts of time, position, velocity, and acceleration. We will show that with appropriate actor constraints, it can use properties of these dimensions in inference.

Example 15.10: Figure 15.14 shows a piece of a larger model that shows interesting inference of dimensions. This is a model of a car with a cruise control, where
the input is a desired speed, and the outputs are acceleration, speed, and position.
In this model, when velocity is divided by time, the result is acceleration. When
Ptolemaeus, System Design
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acceleration is integrated over time, the result is velocity. When velocity is integrated over time, the result is position. This analysis relies on actor constraints for
arithmetic operations and integrators.

The ontology in Figure 15.13 explicitly includes the concepts Unknown and Conflict.
The difference between Unknown and Conflict is subtle and deserves mention. Conflict

Figure 15.13: An ontology for analyzing physical dimensions.

Figure 15.14: A piece of a larger model that shows interesting inference of dimensions. [online]
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Figure 15.15: A model analyzing physical dimensions with too few annotations.
Running the analysis reveals where additional annotations are needed. [online]

represents a situation where the analysis has detected that a given signal cannot have any
of the dimensions; thus, the analysis has found an error in the model due to conflicting use
of dimensions. For this reason, in this ontology, the isAcceptable parameter of Conflict is
set to false, resulting in a bold outline in Figure 15.13. In addition, if any port resolves to
Conflict, then running the analysis will report an error.
In the ontology in Figure 15.13, Unknown represents a case where the analysis cannot say
conclusively anything about the given signal; this means that the property being analyzed
cannot be proved with the given assumptions. Unknown in this case plays a similar role
as Unused in Figure 15.5. When a port resolves to Unknown, this can point to there not
being enough constraints in the model. This may or may not be an error, so isAcceptable
is left at its default value of true.

Example 15.11: An example of an underconstrained model is shown in Figure 15.15. Here, the model divides a velocity by a time to get an acceleration, but
the constraint specifying the dimension of the time value produced by the Const
actor has been omitted. When running the analysis, we get results shown the figure. The lack of information propagates throughout the model. This can be fixed,
of course, by adding a manual annotation to the model as shown in Figure 15.16.
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Figure 15.16: Adding an additional constraint allows for a complete analysis. [online]

Figure 15.17: An example model with conflicting dimensions due to an error in
the model. Running the analysis on this model shows that the whole model is in
conflict. [online]
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In general, overconstrained models can be more difficult to deal with.

Example 15.12: An example of an overconstrained model is shown in Figure 15.17. Here, the model builder has incorrectly divided a time by a position, where presumably the reverse operation was intended. The result is conflicts
throughout the model.

The conflict in the previous example arises because of the ActorConstraints that are defined for the MultiplyDivide actor as part of the ontology (see Figure 15.9). Specifically,
the ontology gives for the outputPortTerm the following expression:
>=
(multiply == Unknown || divide == Unknown) ? Unknown :
(multiply == Position && divide == Time) ? Velocity :
(multiply == Velocity && divide == Time) ? Acceleration :
(multiply == Position && divide == Velocity) ? Time :
(multiply == Velocity && divide == Acceleration) ? Time :
(divide == Dimensionless) ? multiply :
Conflict

This constrains the output concept as a function of the input concepts. If the multiply
input is Position and the divide input is Time, for example, this expression evaluates to
Velocity. If divide input is Dimensionless, then it evaluates to whatever multiply is. If
multiply is Time and divide is Position, it evaluates to Conflict.
In the example of Figure 15.17, notice that conflicts propagate upstream as well as downstream. In this example, we have set the solverStrategy of the LatticeOntologySolver to
bidirectional.∗ The default value of this parameter is forward, which means that
when there is a connection from an output port to an input port, then the concept associated with the input port is constrained to be greater than or equal to the concept associated
with the output port. When the parameter value is set to bidirectional, then the two
concepts are required to be equal. With the bidirectional setting, constraints propagate upstream in a model just as easily as downstream. So although this is reasonable to
∗

Since double clicking on the LatticeOntologySolver runs the analysis, double clicking cannot be used to
access the parameters. Instead, hold the alt key while you click to access the parameters.
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do for dimension analysis, it makes it difficult to see which part of the model is causing
the error.
By default, the solver finds the least solution that satisfies all the constraints.† Hence,
the way that our analysis deals with conflicting information is to promote signals to the
least upper bound of the conflicting concepts (or greatest lower bound when computing
greatest fixed points).
The analysis is able to correctly detect the error, as shown in Figure 15.17, but there is a
problem. Unlike the underconstrained case in which the error was relatively contained, in
this case Conflict propagates throughout the model, making it very difficult to see where
the source of the error is. In this simple example it is not too difficult to find the error, but
as models grow, so does the difficulty in tracking down the source of an error of this type.
In order to address this problem, we have introduced an error minimization algorithm.
This algorithm is implemented in the DeltaConstraintSolver actor, which is a subclass
of LatticeOntologySolver. It can be found in the same MoreLibraries→Ontologies
library. The DeltaConstraintSolver offers a Resolve Conflicts item in the context
menu in addition to the Resolve Concepts that we used before.
Given a model in which at least one signal resolves to an unacceptable solution, the algorithm realized by Resolve Conflicts finds a subset of those constraints with the property that removing any additional constraint does not produce any error. Highlighting the
result of running the analysis with these constraints will highlight only a subsection of the
model that contains an error. In practice, this means in contrast to the full analysis, where
the highlighted result shows many errors throughout the model as shown in Figure 15.17,
the modified algorithm highlights only a single path through the model that contains an
error, as shown in Figure 15.18. In this example, only the Duration, DistanceCovered,
and MultiplyDivide actors (each of which is an instance of Const) are highlighted, since
they are sufficient to cause the error. The unhighlighted actors (in this case the Const,
MultiplyDivide2, and Display) are not necessary to cause the error, so the model builder
can ignore them in trying to find the cause of the error.
In this case, the port that was highlighted with the erroneous concept (Conflict) was the
location of the error, but in general, this need not be the case. The only guarantee that
is made is that there is an error somewhere in the path of all highlighted signals. This
†

This can be changed by changing the solvingFixedPoint parameter of the LatticeOntologySolver from
the default least to greatest. In that case, the solver will find the highest solution in the lattice that
satisfies all the constraints.
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Figure 15.18: With our error minimization algorithm, finding errors is easier. [online]

means that in general, all of the signals that are highlighted may need to be checked in
order to find the source of the error. The gain of this technique comes from the many
unhighlighted actors in the model that can be completely ignored.

15.3

Creating a Unit System

In the previous section, we saw an analysis that checked that the dimensions of a system
were being used in a consistent way, to avoid errors such as integrating a velocity and
expecting to get an acceleration value out. A similar but more insidious type of error is
when two signals have the same dimensions, but different units, such as feet vs. meters,
or pounds vs. kilograms. Since this is a more subtle problem – results can deviate by
only a small scaling factor – it is even more desirable to check these types of properties
automatically. Section 13.7 describes a built-in unit system provided in Ptolemy II. But a
units system is just another ontology, and the ontology framework can be used to create
specialized units systems.
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Figure 15.19: A unit system for physical units.

15.3.1

What are Units?

In order to discuss what units are, we first need to discuss how units differ from one another. There are two ways that units can differ. They can be different measures of the
same quantity, like feet and meters, or they can be measures of fundamentally different
quantities, like feet and seconds. Differences of the second type are exactly what is captured in the dimension ontology, so our approach to units will be similar, but extended to
deal with different units within a single dimension.
Ptolemy II supports creating a units system ontology with the same freedom as other
ontologies. Users can choose the units and dimensions that are appropriate to analyze
the model at hand, and thus make the ontology only as complicated as it needs to be
to perform the desired analysis. Since we have already discussed a physical dimension
ontology that had concepts for Position, Velocity, Acceleration, etc., we will continue
to use an example unit ontology where the units are drawn from the same dimensions,
as shown in Figure 15.19. However, instead of building our ontology using only simple
instances of Concept, we use instances of DerivedDimension and Dimensionless. These
are concepts specialized to support units, and are selected from the Dimension/Unit
System Concepts sublibrary provided by the ontology editor (see Figure 15.4).
As shown in Figure 15.19, DerivedDimension has a slightly different icon, a double oval,
suggestive that it is in fact a representative concept, a single object that stands in for a
family of concepts. DerivedDimension has some parameters that we set and parameters
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that we must add to build a unit system. We outline what this looks like here, but to build
a unit system from scratch, you will need to refer to the documentation.

15.3.2

Base and Derived Dimensions

The dimensions from which units are drawn are split into two types, base dimensions,
and derived dimensions. Base dimensions are dimensions that cannot be broken down
into any smaller components, such as Time, whereas derived dimensions can be expressed
in terms of other dimensions. For example, Acceleration can be expressed in terms of
Position and Time. Note that there is no restriction on which dimensions can be base
dimensions or derived dimensions. There is no technical reason that a model builder
could not define Acceleration to be a base dimension and derive Position, although it is
not the natural choice in this situation. When defining a base dimension, the user only
needs to specify the units within that dimension. This is done by adding parameters to the
DerivedDimension concept.

Example 15.13: Figure 15.20 shows parameters that have been added to the Time
dimension of Figure 15.19. Here, the user specifies the scaling factor of all units

Figure 15.20: An example of the specification of the Time base dimension.

Ptolemaeus, System Design

557

15.3. CREATING A UNIT SYSTEM

within that dimension with respect to one another, using named constants as needed
to make the calculations clearer.

The Time dimension is a base dimension. The definition of a derived dimension is slightly
more involved, since a derived dimension must explicitly state which dimensions it is
derived from. Derived dimensions must specify both how the derived dimension is derived
from other dimensions, and how each of its individual units are derived from units of those
other dimensions.

Example 15.14: Figure 15.21 shows an example of the specification of the Acceleration dimension of Figure 15.19. Here, the first lines show that an Acceleration
is built from the Time and Position base dimensions, and that an acceleration has
units of position/time2 . The rest of the specification shows how individual units
of acceleration are related to units of position and time.

The main benefit of specifying units this way is that we can infer the constraints for
multiplication, division, and integration, which are used in many actors.

Figure 15.21: An example of the specification of the Acceleration derived dimension.
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15.3.3

Converting Between Dimensions

In the case that units are used inconsistently, there is a error in the model. Not all units
errors are the same, however. Units errors that result from interchanging signals with
different dimensions point to a model whose connections must be changed, but unit errors
from interchanging signals with different units of the same dimensions can be fixed by
simply converting the units from one form to another. While it is technically possible to
perform this type of conversion automatically, Ptolemy does not do this. Unit errors are
an error in modeling, and model errors should never be concealed from model builders.
In keeping with this philosophy, a UnitsConverter actor‡ must be explicitly added to a
model in order to perform conversion between two units of the same dimension. This
conversion happens both during the analysis, when the actor creates constraints on the
units of its input and output ports, and during runtime, when the actor performs the linear
transform from one unit to the other. Since the ontology knows the conversion factors between components, model builders need only specify the units to convert between, rather
than the logic for conversion that would need to be specified in order to do conversion
completely manually.
The parameters of the UnitsConverter actor, shown in Figure 15.22, include the unitSystemOntologySolver, which refers to the name of the LatticeOntologySolver of the units
system analysis. (The name in this case is DimensionAnalysis.) Since it is only possible
‡

which can be found in MoreLibraries→Ontologies

Figure 15.22: Using the UnitsConverter requires setting the name of the associated solver, as well as the input and output units.
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to convert between units of the same dimension, the dimension is only specified once,
in the dimensionConcept parameter, and the individual units of the input and output are
specified in the inputUnitConcept and outputUnitConcept parameters respectively.

Example 15.15: Assume that we have a model that makes the unit error shown in
Figure 15.23, where a velocity is provided in meters per second rather than miles
per hour. By adding in a UnitsConverter as shown in Figure 15.24, and setting the
parameters to convert from Velocity mph to Velocity m per sec as shown in Figure 15.22, we can create a model that both passes our units analysis and performs
the conversion at runtime. Since the ontology analysis is not required to pass before
running a model, the version of the model in Figure 15.23 without the UnitsConverter actor can still run. It produces an incorrect output value, however, since it
treats the velocity value in Const as expressed in miles per hour as one in meters
per second.

15.4

Summary

One of the key challenges in building large, heterogeneous models is ensuring correct
composition of components. The components are often designed by different people, and
their assumptions are not always obvious. Customized, domain-specific ontologies offer
a powerful way to make assumptions clearer. Applying such ontologies in practice, however, can be very tedious, because they typically require the model builders to extensively
annotate the model, decorating every element of the model with ontology information.
The infrastructure described in this chapter leverages a very efficient inference algorithm
that can significantly reduce the effort required to apply an ontology to a model. Far fewer
annotations are required than is typical because most ontology associations are inferred.
Domain-specific ontologies and the associated constraints, however, can get quite sophisticated. The vision here is that libraries of ontologies, constraints, and analyses will be
built up and re-used. This is certainly possible with the unit systems and dimension systems, but it also seems possible to construct libraries of analyses that are industry- or
application-specific. Since these analyses are simply model components, they are easy to
share among models within an enterprise.
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Figure 15.23: An example that adds a quantity in miles per hour to one in meters per second without conversion, resulting in conflicts throughout the model.
[online]

Figure 15.24: A model that uses the UnitsConverter actor to convert from meters
per second to miles per hour. [online]

Ptolemaeus, System Design

561

15.4. SUMMARY
More interestingly, simple ontologies can be systematically combined to create more sophisticated ontologies, including ones where there are constraints that reference more than
one ontology. For example, the ontology in Figure 15.11 could be factored into two simpler ontologies, once that refers to scalars and one that refers to booleans, and a product
ontology could be defined in terms of these two simpler ontologies. The interested reader
is referred to the Combining Ontologies chapter of Lickly (2012).
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NEW MATERIALISM: AN ONTOLOGY FOR THE
ANTHROPOCENE
I.

INTRODUCTION

The Anthropocene is here. What this actually means is the subject of some
debate.1 Environmental writer Andrew Revkin observes that the term
“Anthropocene” seems to demonstrate Rorschach-like plasticity—simply
reinforcing the beliefs of those who employ it. 2 At its core, the term “Anthropocene”
is an acknowledgment that human action has become an important driver—arguably
the most important driver—of change on Earth.3 The actual, geological
determination of whether the earth has entered a new epoch called “Anthropocene”
has been discussed elsewhere.4 Among legal scholars and others, the
“[A]nthropocene has become the closest thing there is to common shorthand for this
turbulent, momentous, unpredictable, hopeless, hopeful time—duration and scope
still unknown.”5
* Melinda Harm Benson is Dean, professor and a Wyoming Excellence Chair at the Haub School of
Environment and Natural Resources at the University of Wyoming. Her research and scholarship focus
on emerging environmental governance paradigms. At the time of this writing, she is transitioning back
to faculty at the University of New Mexico and can be reached at mhbenson@unm.edu.
1. See Paul Robbins & Sarah A. Moore, Ecological Anxiety Disorder: Diagnosing the Politics of
the Anthropocene, 20 CULTURAL GEOGRAPHIES 3, 5-7 (2012); see also contra LESLEY HEAD, HOPE AND
GRIEF IN THE ANTHROPOCENE: RE-CONCEPTUALISING HUMAN–NATURE RELATIONS 4 (2016).
2. Andrew C. Revkin, Opinion, An Anthropocene Journey, N.Y. TIMES (Nov. 8, 2016),
http://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/11/08/an-anthropocene-journey/?_r=0; c.f. DONNA J. HARAWAY,
STAYING WITH THE TROUBLE: MAKING KIN IN THE CHTHULUCENE 100 (2016) (Haraway prefers the term
Chthulucene, which she defines as where refugees from environmental disaster, both human and nonhuman, will come together. She writes, “[the Anthropocene is] a boundary event more than an epoch. . . .
between the Cretaceous and the Paleogene. The Anthropocene marks severe discontinuities; what comes
after will not be like what came before. I think our job is to make the Anthropocene as short/thin as
possible and to cultivate with each other in every way imaginable epochs that come that can replenish
refuge.”). Id.
3. The most authoritative definitions of Anthropocene come from the International Union of
Geological Sciences, the international scientific organization that is in charge of officially designating and
naming geological time periods, and the International Commission on Stratigraphy (ICS), which evaluates
the scientific evidence in support of new geological period designations. On August 29, 2016, the ICS’s
Working Group on the Anthropocene recommended that the current interval be recognized as a new
epoch, the Anthropocene. See generally Paul J Crutzen & Eugene F Stoermer, The “Anthropocene,” 41
GLOBAL CHANGE NEWSL. (Int’l Council for Sci., Stockholm, Swed.), May 2011, at 17-18; see also Paul
J. Crutzen, The Effects of Industrial and Agricultural Practices on Atmospheric Chemistry and Climate
during the Anthropocene, 37 J. ENVTL. SCI. & HEALTH 423, 423 (2002).
4. See, e.g., Simon L. Lewis & Mark A. Maslin, Defining the Anthropocene, 519 NATURE 171, 171
(2015).
5. Shalanda H. Baker, Adaptive Law in the Anthropocene, 90 CHI.-KENT L. REV. 563, 567 (2015);
see also Revkin, supra note 2; see, e.g., Louis J Kotzé, Rethinking Global Environmental Law and
Governance in the Anthropocene, 32 J. ENERGY & NAT. RESOURCES L. 121, 137-39 (2014).
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This article argues that the Anthropocene is not simply a new geologic
epoch; it is an opportunity to embrace a new ontology. In it, we can reconfigure our
orientation to the material world. The current, dominant ontology casts humans as
villains responsible for mass extinctions,6 polluted oceans,7 and climate change.8
This ontology reinforces a familiar binary—one in which humans are separate from
and doing things to nature. Humans are ruining the planet, causing it to
fundamentally change in ways that are not “natural” precisely because humans are
the agent of change. This view is perhaps best described by environmentalist Bill
McKibben in his book The End of Nature in which he argues that “nature” is no
longer anywhere because humans (via climate change) are now everywhere.9
This belief—that humans are separate from and doing things to nature—is
an ontological stance that is embedded within the environmental and natural resource
laws of the United States.10 Unfortunately, this perception is not only inaccurate, it
is also largely responsible for the situation in which we now find ourselves. Our
oceans are polluted, rates of biodiversity loss are so high many experts believe we
are living through the sixth major mass extinction,11 and the climate is changing.12
The point of this article is not to defend the human actions that created the
Anthropocene but instead to identify the core conditions that created it and
investigate how our natural resource and environmental laws entrench these
conditions rather than address them.
The perception that humans are separate from and doing things to nature
reflects a particular, historically situated view of the material world. It is a legacy of
the Enlightenment, the very same era during which many elements of our current
legal system were established.13 As a result, most natural resource and environmental
law is based upon two critical ontological assumptions common to Enlightenmentbased thought.14 One involves the notion of agency—what it is and who has it.
Agency, defined here as the capacity to act, is, generally speaking, a capacity

6. See Gerardo Ceballos et al., Accelerated Modern Human–Induced Species Losses: Entering the
Sixth Mass Extinction, SCI. ADVANCES, June 19, 2015, at 1, http://advances.sciencemag.org
/lens/advances/1/5/e1400253.
7. See generally John E. Elliott & Kyle H. Elliott, Tracking Marine Pollution, 340 SCIENCE 556,
556 (2013).
8. See generally INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE [IPCC], CLIMATE CHANGE
2007: SYNTHESIS REPORT, 5 (2008), https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc29351
/m2/1/high_res_d/climate%20change%20synthesis.pdf [hereinafter 2007 IPCC SYNTHESIS REPORT].
9. See also, e.g., Howard Wolinsky, Will We Wake up to Biodiversity?, 12 EMBO REP. 1226, 122628 (2011), https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3245706/; Osvaldo E. Sala et al., Global
Biodiversity Scenarios for the Year 2100, 287 SCIENCE 1770, 1770 (2000).
10. See Melinda Harm Benson, Reconceptualizing Environmental Challenges—Is Resilience the New
Narrative?, 21 J. ENVTL. & SUSTAINABILITY L. 99, 109 (2015).
11. See Ceballos et al., supra note 6, at 3-4 (detailing estimates revealing an exceptionally rapid loss
of biodiversity over the last few centuries, indicating that a sixth mass extinction is already underway).
12. See 2007 IPCC SYNTHESIS REPORT, supra note 8, at v.
13. See NICOLE GRAHAM, LAWSCAPE: PROPERTY, ENVIRONMENT, LAW xiii (2011).
14. See Kay Anderson, Mind Over Matter? On Decentring the Human in Human Geography, 21
CULTURAL GEOGRAPHIES 3, 13 (2014) (providing a detailed contextualization of Cartesian
epistemology).
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presumed to belong only to human beings.15 The second assumption is human
exceptionalism and, relatedly, the unfortunately narrow and anthropocentric ways in
which we conceptualize environmental challenges. Both assumptions have had
cascading affects, creating and operationalizing legal processes that have deeply
reinforced an unfortunate and erroneous perception of the material world. These
beliefs are ontological because they cause us to experience reality in ways that, upon
reflection, are hard to justify.16
This article examines these beliefs, employing an emerging field of
scholarship across the humanities and social sciences called new materialism.17
Research and scholarship in this field have many names—post-humanism, agential
realism, and new or vital materialism are a few examples. Collectively, they
represent a move away from the centrality of the human and toward a more complex
and relational perspective of art, literature, politics and other elements of lived
experience. This work offers nothing less than an ontological reconceptualization of
the material world, i.e., a new materialism. A new materialist approach begins with
a different set of assumptions. Rather than seeing wildfire, flooding, and other events
as problems to be solved, there would be first a recognition of these events as actors
within a complex and dynamic system. Similarly, humans are actors within the
system, but not necessarily at the center.
Insights from new materialist scholarship are many, yet their implications
for law have, to date, been relatively unexamined.18 The core argument of this article
is that the Anthropocene is an opportunity to embrace alternative environmental
governance approaches using ideas emerging from new materialist scholarship. After
a brief introduction to this research and scholarship, this article uses the ontology
offered by new materialism to discuss what a new approach to environmental and
natural resource law might look like. Finally, it provides an example, examining
existing environmental governance approaches to drought, climate change, and
wildfire in the American Southwest.19 The headwaters of the Rio Grande and the
downstream communities of Albuquerque and Santa Fe provide an example of a
watershed experiencing enormous challenges, as increased temperatures push forest
systems across an ecological threshold.20 Existing governance strategies have a
limited capacity to effectively engage the environmental challenges in the watershed,
in large part because they employ a human-centered, Enlightenment-based view of
the world.
15. Angga Dwiartama & Christopher Rosin, Exploring Agency Beyond Humans: The Compatibility
of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Resilience Thinking, 19 ECOLOGY & SOC’Y 1, 2 (2014).
16. Adeline Johns-Putra, Environmental Care Ethics: Notes Toward a New Materialist Critique, 21
SYMPLOKĒ 125, 125 (2013) (noting the general “lack of ontological scrutiny” in conversations involving
environmental ethics).
17. See generally RICHARD GRUSIN, THE NONHUMAN TURN vii-viii (2015).
18. See Laura A. Foster, The Making and Unmaking of Patent Ownership: Technicalities,
Materialities, and Subjectivities, 39 POLAR, 127, 129 (2016) (providing the one account of engagement
with new materialism the author was able find in her research).
19. This case study was highlighted in a book I co-authored with Robin Craig on environmental
governance in the Anthropocene. See generally MELINDA HARM BENSON & ROBIN KUNDIS CRAIG, THE
END OF SUSTAINABILITY: RESILIENCE AND THE FUTURE OF ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE IN THE
ANTHROPOCENE 82 (Kimberly K. Smith ed., 2017).
20. Id. at 81.
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Comparing current human-centered and nonhuman approaches
demonstrates that our current approach to climate change in the American Southwest
mirrors our collective beliefs about nature and relationships with natural processes.
By contrast, a new materialist approach to law would reexamine these relationships
and create legal forms and processes that more accurately reflect our lived experience
of the material world. It would take a more nuanced perspective regarding the nature
of agency, dispel the myth of human exceptionalism, and, more accurately, capture
the dynamism and complexity of the future we face.
II.

NEW MATERIALISM AND THE NONHUMAN TURN

The emerging field of new materialism has many intellectual crosscurrents;
it is a genuinely transdisciplinary area of scholarship. Collectively, it shares an
interest in critically examining the legacy of Enlightenment thinking using a variety
of intellectual and theoretical approaches.21 In The NonHuman Turn, Richard Grusin
identifies several strands of literature challenging the centrality of the human,22
including actor-network theory23 from science-technology studies24 and the work of
Bruno Latour;25 affect theory and its emphasis on the non-rational, often unconscious
forces driving both human and nonhuman relations;26 animal studies and its study of

21. See generally GRUSIN, supra note 17 (an edited volume providing engagement of new
materialism and related scholarship from a variety of perspectives). Id. at ix; see also Sarah Whatmore,
Earthly Powers and Affective Environments: An Ontological Politics of Flood Risk, 30 THEORY, CULTURE
& SOC’Y 30, 34 (2013). Whatmore identifies two main genres: “The first is fueled by the promiscuous
inventiveness of the life sciences and its implications for repopulating the body politic in mundane and
monstrous ways. The second is the latest in a line of contrapuntal intellectual energies associated with the
prefix ‘post’ that ostensibly work against the philosophical legacy of the Enlightenment, but which surpass
and sustain in the same breath whatever went ‘before.’” Id. (citations omitted).
22. GRUSIN, supra note 17, at viii.
23. BRUNO LATOUR, REASSEMBLING THE SOCIAL: AN INTRODUCTION TO ACTOR-NETWORK
THEORY 9 (2005) (noting that “‘actor-network-theory,’ a name that is so awkward, so confusing, so
meaningless that it deserves to be kept”); see also Edwin Sayes, Actor–Network Theory Methodology:
Just What Does it Mean to Say that Nonhumans Have Agency?, 44 SOC. STUD. SCI. 134, 134 (2014)
(interrogating the multiple layers of this declaration to understand what it means to assert with Actor–
Network Theory that nonhumans exercise agency).
24. Broadly speaking, Science Technology Society [hereinafter STS] is an interdisciplinary approach
that investigates both the ways in which social, political, and cultural values science and technology and,
in turn, how scientific research and technological innovation influence society, politics, and culture. This
reflexive relationship recognizes the role of culturally embedded practices and epistemologies involved
in the production of seemingly “objective” knowledge production and “neutral” employment of
technology. See THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF TECHNOLOGICAL SYSTEMS 11 (Wiebe Bijker et al. eds.,
1989); DAVID J. HESS, SCIENCE STUDIES: AN ADVANCED INTRODUCTION 1-5 (1997).
25. See LATOUR, supra note 23, at 23-24. Latour is considered the leading voice of ANT. For a more
complete genealogy: see John Law, Actor Network Theory and Material Semiotics, in THE NEW
BLACKWELL COMPANION TO SOCIAL THEORY 141, 141 (Bryan S. Turner ed., 2009); see also BRUNO
LATOUR, SCIENCE IN ACTION: HOW TO FOLLOW SCIENTISTS AND ENGINEERS THROUGH SOCIETY 15-17
(1987).
26. See generally THE AFFECT THEORY READER 1 (Melissa Gregg & Gregory J. Seigworth eds.,
2010). Affect theory challenges the primacy of language and reason, emphasizing nonlinguistic ways of
knowing, including emotions and sensory experiences.
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human and other-than-human relations;27 assemblage theory as developed by Manuel
DeLanda;28 and reflecting Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s dynamical theory;29
new brain sciences and insights from research into neuro-plasticity and cognitive
processes;30 new materialism31 (also referred to as vital materialism32) which is
squarely concerned with the ontological implications of more inclusive and dynamic
theories of mind and materiality;33 new media theory and its investigation of the
complex and rapidly changing socio-cultural dynamics of digital realities;34
speculative realism,35 a category of philosophy concerned mainly with a metaphysics
that explicitly rejects the centrality of Kantian correlationism;36 object-oriented

27. See DONNA HARAWAY, WHEN SPECIES MEET 5, 9 (2008); see also COLLEEN GLENNEY BOGGS,
ANIMALIA AMERICANA: ANIMAL REPRESENTATIONS AND BIOPOLITICAL SUBJECTIVITY 3 (2013).
28. See MANUEL DELANDA, A NEW PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIETY: ASSEMBLAGE THEORY AND SOCIAL
COMPLEXITY 3 (2006) (DeLanda unpacks Deleuze’s notion of assemblages—an ontological framework
for conceptualizing social complexity by emphasizing fluidity, exchangeability, and multiple
functionalities); see also GILLES DELEUZE AND FELIX GUATTARI, A THOUSAND PLATEAUS: CAPITALISM
AND SCHIZOPHRENIA 2 (2006).
29. See generally DELEUZE & GUATTARI, supra note 28, at 104, 221, 237, 271 (working with broader
concepts from systems theory, which, at the time was principally mathematical, to conceive dynamical
systems theory of social processes and events, including linguistics, philosophy, etc., in which rejects
placement of categories into binaries (subject-object); the system should stay open so as to allow free flow
of process and interactions).
30. See generally Eberhard Fuchs & Gabriele Flügge, Adult Neuroplasticity: More Than 40 Years of
Research, 2014 NEURAL PLASTICITY 1 (2014), http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2014/541870; see also DANIEL
J. SIEGEL, POCKET GUIDE TO INTERPERSONAL NEUROBIOLOGY: AN INTEGRATIVE HANDBOOK OF THE
MIND 40-44 (2012) (a 560-page “pocket guide” taking insights from neuroscience and other fields to
provide an interpersonal neurobiology approach to understanding the human experience).
31. See generally NEW MATERIALISMS: ONTOLOGY, AGENCY, AND POLITICS 1 (Diana Coole &
Samantha Frost eds., 2010).
32. See JANE BENNETT, VIBRANT MATTER: A POLITICAL ECOLOGY OF THINGS 3, 109 (2010)
(arguing that political theory needs to do a better job of recognizing the active participation of nonhuman
forces in events and theorizing a “vital materiality” that runs through and across bodies, both human and
nonhuman, and exploring how political analyses of public events might change were we to acknowledge
that agency always emerges as the effect of ad hoc configurations of human and nonhuman forces).
33. See generally JAY DAVID BOLTER & RICHARD GRUSIN, REMEDIATION UNDERSTANDING NEW
MEDIA (1998); NICK COULDRY, MEDIA, SOCIETY, WORLD: SOCIAL THEORY AND DIGITAL MEDIA
PRACTICE (2012).
34. See generally LEVI BRYANT, ONTO-CARTOGRAPHY: AN ONTOLOGY OF MACHINES AND MEDIA
(2014).
35. See generally Steven Shaviro, The Actual Volcano: Whitehead, Harman, and the Problem of
Relations, in THE SPECULATIVE TURN: CONTINENTAL MATERIALISM AND REALISM 279 (Levi Bryant et
al., eds., 2011).
36. Correlationism relies on human perception to interpret reality—being is experienced through
thinking. See QUENTIN MEILLASSOUX, AFTER FINITUDE: AN ESSAY ON THE NECESSITY OF CONTINGENCY
5 (2010) (defining correlationism as “the idea according to which we only ever have access to the
correlation between thinking and being, and never to either term considered apart from the other.”).
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ontology;37 and panpsychism.38 Grusin also notes the nonhuman elements of systems
theory.39 To this list, I add non-representational theory, and its emphasis on
performativity,40 and, finally quantum physics41 and Karen Barad’s related new
materialist approach she refers to as agential realism.42 While helpful in some ways,
these categories create artificial intellectual boundaries. Scholarship and research in
this area tends to intersect and overlap, collectively sharing a desire to “rethink the
political, political agency and subjectivity beyond anthropocentrism.”43
New materialism is particularly helpful in the context of natural resources
and environmental law because it reveals ontological assumptions about the material
world, i.e., what is “natural” and what is not. Systems theory and its capacity to
embrace the complex and dynamic nature of reality is particularly relevant and, to
some extent, currently employed in the environmental governance context with the
relatively recent embrace of resilience as a management paradigm.44

37. Object-oriented ontology rejects the privileging of human existence over the existence of
everything else. See Graham Harman, On the Undermining of Objects: Grant, Bruno and Radical
Philosophy, in THE SPECULATIVE TURN: CONTINENTAL MATERIALISM AND REALISM 26 (Levi Bryant et
al., eds., 2011) (“The world is not the world as manifest to humans; to think a reality beyond our thinking
is not nonsense, but obligatory.”).
38. Steven Shaviro, Consequences of Panpsychism, in THE NONHUMAN TURN, 19 (2015).
Panpsychism extends the capacity for thought. “From the pre-Socratics, on through Baruch Spinoza and
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and down to William James and Alfred North Whitehead, panpsychism is a
recurring underground motif in the history of Western thought.” Id. at 20.
39. See GRUSIN, supra note 17, at ix. System theory is a transdisciplinary field that takes a complex
and holistic approach to understanding phenomena and their interrelated parts.
40. Initially proposed by Nigel Thrift, non-representational theory comes primarily from the field of
human geography and seeks to move cultural geography beyond fixed identities and forms (much like the
closed categories rejected by DELEUZE AND GUATTARI, supra note 28) and toward an emphasis on the
practice, embodiment and performativity within lived geographies. See Nigel Thrift, The Still Point:
Resistance, Expressive Embodiment and Dance, in GEOGRAPHIES OF RESISTANCE 132-133 (Steve Pile &
Michael Keith eds., 1997); see generally NIGEL THRIFT, NON-REPRESENTATIONAL THEORY: SPACE,
POLITICS, AFFECT 24 (2008); Ben Anderson & Paul Harrison, The Promise of Non-Representational
Theories, in TAKING-PLACE: NON-REPRESENTATIONAL THEORIES AND GEOGRAPHY 2 (Ben Anderson &
Paul Harrison eds., 2010); SARAH WHATMORE, HYBRID GEOGRAPHIES: NATURES, CULTURES,
SPACES 4-5 (2002).
41. See ALEXANDER WENDT, QUANTUM MIND AND SOCIAL SCIENCE: UNIFYING PHYSICAL AND
SOCIAL ONTOLOGY 137 (2015) (extending insights from quantum physics to understand human
consciousness as a macroscopic quantum process); see also Karen Barad, Transmaterialities:
Trans/Matter/Realities and Queer Political Imaginings, 21 GLQ: J. LESBIAN & GAY STUD. 387, 387
(Barad explains this as “an experimental article about matter’s experimental nature — its propensity to
test out every un/imaginable path, every im/possibility. Matter is promiscuous and inventive in its agential
wanderings: one might even dare say, imaginative.”).
42. See KAREN BARAD, MEETING THE UNIVERSE HALFWAY: QUANTUM PHYSICS AND THE
ENTANGLEMENT OF MATTER AND MEANING 66 (2007). Barad coins the term agential realism, which is
“an epistemological-ontological-ethical framework that provides an understanding of the role of human
and nonhuman, material and discursive, and natural and cultural factors in scientific and other socialmaterial practices, thereby moving such considerations beyond the well-worn debates that pit
constructivism against realism, agency against structure, and idealism against materialism.” Id. at 26.
43. Jessica Schmidt, The Empirical Falsity of the Human Subject: New Materialism, Climate Change
and the Shared Critique of Artifice, 1 RESILIENCE 174, 179 (2013).
44. See Melinda Harm Benson et al., Water Governance Challenges in New Mexico’s Middle Rio
Grande Valley: A Resilience Assessment, 51 IDAHO L. REV., 195, 197-99 (2014).
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As will be discussed in the section on the implications of new materialism
for environmental governance, systems theory is now embraced by ecology and other
natural sciences, and efforts are being made to integrate systems thinking into natural
resource and environmental law. Unfortunately, as currently employed, use of
systems-based approaches is not living up to systems theory’s potential to collapse
the nature/society binary.
A. New versus old materialism
Any examination of the new materialism must first acknowledge the old
materialism that currently dominates Western thought. The old materialism
prescribes to the deterministic, mechanistic view of matter created during the
Enlightenment. It is grounded in Newtonian physics and Cartesian epistemology.45
Matter is seen as passive, “behaving according to fixed, universal, timeless laws, or
as the product of accidental interactions with other matter also behaving in
accordance with these laws.”46 In the absence of sentience, matter is seen as inert. 47
Rachel Tillman observes that technological mastery of matter is an intended and
logical consequence of the mechanistic view: “Matter’s openness to being shaped at
our will, its lack of agency, implies that we can safely consider its desire, will, or
volition not to be an impediment to accomplishing what we will, if only because
matter has neither desire, will, nor volition.”48 This facilitates the nature/society
binary, allowing nature to become property.49
New materialism challenges a mechanistic view of reality. The NewtonianCartesian paradigm reflects a belief that the world and its operation are knowable,
predictable and controllable. By contrast, new materialists argue that matter is
neither inert nor mechanistic; it is dynamic and relational. 50 The predictability found

45. See Anderson & Harrison, supra note 40, at 17.
46. Rachel Tillman, Toward a New Materialism: Matter as Dynamic, 8 MINDING NATURE 30, 30
(2015).
47. See Karen Barad, Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes
to Matter, 28 SIGNS: J. WOMEN CULTURE & SOC’Y 801, 813 (2003):
Physicist Niels Bohr won the Nobel Prize for his quantum model of the atom, which marks the
beginning of his seminal contributions to the development of the quantum theory. Bohr’s
philosophy-physics (the two were inseparable for him) poses a radical challenge not only to
Newtonian physics but also to Cartesian epistemology and its representationalist triadic structure
of words, knowers, and things. Crucially, in a stunning reversal of his intellectual forefather’s
schema, Bohr rejects the atomistic metaphysics that takes “things” as ontologically basic entities.
For Bohr, things do not have inherently determinate boundaries or properties, and words do not
have inherently determinate meanings. Bohr also calls into question the related Cartesian belief in
the inherent distinction between subject and object, and knower and known.
Id. at 813.
48. Tillman, supra note 46, at 31.
49. See GRAHAM, supra note 13, at 4-5.
50. BARAD, supra note 42, at 93.
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in Newtonian (classical) physics is not the result of a deterministic world.51 Rather,
it reflects the reflection-correspondence perception of reality.52
According to the old materialism, knowledge is the product of investigation
(usually by deductive reasoning or the scientific method) of reality.53 By contrast,
knowledge is seen by new materialism as a dynamic reflection of the particular
arrangements of matter.54 When the other (the observer) influences where something
actually goes (the observed), the idea that matter is inert or pre-determined goes out
the window.55 Ontology (what is) and epistemology (how we know what is) are not
two separate things.56 The implications of this collapse of ontology and epistemology
are profound. There are no binaries; there are ongoing, dynamic relations. “It is
through specific agential intra-actions that the boundaries and properties of the
‘components’ of phenomena become determinate and that particular embodied
concepts become meaningful.”57 Reality is relational.58
This dynamic view of materiality brings forward a related insight from new
materialist scholarship regarding the nature of agency. Agency—defined in the most
basic sense as the capacity to act—configures both more broadly and more

51. WENDT, supra note 41, at 29 (stating that “since the quantum revolution we have known that subatomic level matter in the classical materialist sense breaks down in to wave functions. Indeed, it is not
just that which breaks down, but the whole classical worldview, which is also atomist, determinist,
mechanist and objectivist”).
52. See Tillman, supra note 46, at 33 (exploring interactionist ontology).
53. See generally WENDT, supra note 41, at 58-62.
54. See Tillman, supra note 46, at 30.
55. Instead of fixed outcomes, there are fluid tendencies. The natural world behaves probabilistically
when seen at the quantum scale. In his book, QUANTUM MIND AND SOCIAL SCIENCE: UNIFYING PHYSICAL
AND SOCIAL ONTOLOGY, Alexander Wendt explains the implications:
The probabilistic behavior of quantum systems poses a . . . serious threat to determinism . . . . Early
in the quantum revolution this led to much hand wringing, especially by convinced determinists
like Einstein, who concluded that quantum mechanics could not be a fundamental theory. The
problem is rooted in the collapse of wave function. Before measurement the wave function evolves
deterministically, just like a classical system; the Schrodinger equation yields precise values that
enable us to predict its motion over time. However, as soon as we perform a measurement it
collapses instantaneously into a particle whose location cannot be predicted in advance; all we can
know is the probability that it will be in once place or another.
WENDT, supra note 41, at 62. Known as the “observer effect,” this finding from quantum physics reveals
that “[t]here is no unambiguous way to differentiate between the “object” and the ‘agencies of
observation.’” BARAD, supra note 42, at 196. The observer influences what is observed, and there is no
ability to separate the two.
56. See Tillman, supra note 46, at 33 (“Recent feminist work on the dynamism of matter begins by
locating and challenging two key presuppositions of the mechanistic view of matter: that matter is
“passive,” and that matter is “separable.”).
57. Barad, supra note 47, at 815.
58. One of the more startling elements of quantum theory is called quantum entanglement, a
phenomenon in which the quantum states of two or more objects must be described with reference to each
other, even though the individual objects may be spatially separated. This leads to correlations between
observable physical properties of the systems. Quantum entanglement is a phenomenon that Einstein
himself theorized yet found difficult to believe—he called it “spooky action at a distance.” Decades after
Einstein’s postulation, physicists proved the existence of quantum entanglement in various experiments,
including those where the objects in question were separated by extreme distances. WENDT, supra note
41, at 51-54.
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relationally than generally assumed in western thought.59 The old materialist
understanding of agency ascribes it as something that belongs only to humans.
Human exceptionalism—the idea that humans are a priori different from other
things–is centered on a narrow definition of agency. Specifically, human
exceptionalism is based on the assumption that humans are somehow unique in terms
of our capacity to act. This is again a product of a Cartesian worldview, i.e., that it is
our capacity for rational thought that creates the basis for privileged ontological
status.60
Professor Ana Tsing sees human exceptionalism at the root of our limited
perception of the material world, “Human exceptionalism blinds us. Science has
inherited stories about human mastery from the great monotheistic religions. These
stories fuel assumptions about human autonomy, and they direct questions to the
human control of nature, on the one hand, or human impact on nature, on the other,
rather than to species interdependence.”61 Tsing argues that one of the many
limitations of this heritage is a belief that humans are a constant across culture and
history:
The idea of human nature has been given over to social
conservatives and sociobiologists, who use assumptions of human
constancy and autonomy to endorse the most autocratic and
militaristic ideologies. What if we imagined a human nature that
shifted historically together with varied webs of interspecies
dependence? Human nature is an interspecies relationship. Far
from challenging genetics, an interspecies frame for our species
opens possibilities for biological as well as cultural research
trajectories. We might understand more, for example, about the
various webs of domestication in which we humans have
entangled ourselves.62
From a new materialist perspective, any sense that humans are separate or
exceptional is simply false. Decentering the human, new materialism broadens the
conception of agency—both what it is and who has it. New materialists extend
agency to not only other sentient beings but to everything that influences and
interacts,63 as well as the processes by which interaction occurs.64 In this sense,
within this concept of agency there are no “individuals” per se. There are networks
and assemblages. The omission of separate, autonomous individuals obviates the
59. See, e.g., Dwiartama & Rosin, supra note 15 (exploring the notion of agency within the context
of resilience theory and concluding agency comprises something more complex than pure intentionality).
60. See, e.g., Eckhart Tolle explains “The philosopher Descartes believed he had found the most
fundamental truth when he made his famous statement: ‘I think, therefore I am.’ He had, in fact, given
expression to the most basic error: to equate thinking with Being and identity with thinking.” ECKHART
TOLLE, THE POWER OF NOW 15 (1997).
61. Anna L. Tsing, Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion Species, 1 ENVTL. HUMANITIES 141,
144 (2012); see generally ANNA L. TSING, THE MUSHROOM AT THE END OF THE WORLD: ON THE
POSSIBILITY OF LIFE IN CAPITALIST RUINS 144 (2015) (providing a book length account of the argument).
62. Tsing, supra note 61, at 144.
63. See Bruno Latour, Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene, 45 NEW LITERARY HIST. 1, 10, 1315 (2014) (exploring what sort of agency the earth is granted in the Anthropocene).
64. See BENNETT, supra note 32, at 11.
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need for stable boundaries and binaries. In fact, from this perspective, humans are
not even human, as such. They are (as with all materiality) temporal expressions of
ongoing entanglements.65
In Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement
of Matter and Meaning, Karen Barad proposed the term “agential realism,” to
describe this ontological inseparability.66 Agential realism recognizes that “Matter is
neither fixed and given nor the mere end result of different processes. Matter is
produced and productive, generated and generative. Matter is agentive, not a fixed
essence or property of things.”67
What does new materialism tell us about the Anthropocene? It means that,
despite a new label, we have always profoundly influenced (and been influenced by)
the earth system, simply by being a part of it. It is true that over the past fifty years,
humans have “changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively than in any
comparable period of time in human history.”68 But those actions cannot be isolated
from a myriad of other human and nonhuman actions. We have been, and continue
to be, since our creation, part of an interconnected, complex and dynamic web of
materiality. Our perception of the material world as solid and unchanging is just
that—a perception. A richer account of the material acknowledges the limits of
human perception, including perceptions that are shaped and informed by cultural
norms and historically contingent ontological accounts.
Hints of this richer account of the material exist at the edges of what is
usually acknowledged by the dominant culture. Research by new materialists—into
everything from forests69 to rice,70 omega-3 fatty acids71 to ships72—challenges what
it means to be an actor within ongoing and dynamic interactions and assemblages.
We know that our own senses share with us only part of what is experienced as
materiality. Yet, the old materialism remains dominant and is embedded in all sorts
of human action—including law-making.
65. Anyone who has succumbed to the current probiotic craze is familiar with the fact that the human
body is comprised of mostly nonhuman organisms. Our relationships (i.e., entanglements) with these
bacteria are a complex and dynamic assemblage. See generally Michael Greshko, How Many Cells Are in
the Human Body—And How Many Microbes?, NAT’L GEOGRAPHIC, Jan. 13, 2016 (noting that the average
human male is made of 30 trillion cells and contains about 40 trillion bacteria, most of which reside in his
digestive tract).
66. BARAD, supra note 42, at 137.
67. Id. (using the work of Nobel Prize winning physicist Neils Bohr, Barad explores the ontological
implications of agential realism).
68. Id. at 4; see also WALTER REID ET AL., MILLENNIUM ECOSYSTEM ASSESSMENT, ECOSYSTEMS
AND HUMAN WELL-BEING: SYNTHESIS 1 (2005) (stating that this change occurred “largely to meet rapidly
growing demands for food, fresh water, timber, fiber, and fuel.”).
69. See generally EDUARDO KOHN, HOW FORESTS THINK: TOWARD AN ANTHROPOLOGY BEYOND
THE HUMAN 7, 29 (2013) (exploring an anthropology that investigates “something about how we can
move beyond understanding the human in terms of the ‘complex wholes’ that make us who we are. In
sum, appreciating what it might mean ‘to live’ . . . in worlds that are open to that which extends beyond
the human might just allow us to become a little more ‘worldly.’”).
70. See generally Dwiartama & Rosin, supra note 15, at 1.
71. See BENNETT, supra note 32, at 41-42.
72. See John Law, On the Methods of Long-Distance Control: Vessels, Navigation and the
Portuguese Route to India, in POWER, ACTION, AND BELIEF: A NEW SOCIOLOGY OF KNOWLEDGE? 25758 (John Law ed., 1986).
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IMPLICATIONS OF NEW MATERIALISM FOR
ENVIRONMENTAL GOVERNANCE

Insights from new materialism have implications for law that go well
beyond natural resource and environmental management. Perhaps the most obvious
and daunting realization is that, while law is all about assigning duties and
responsibility, the relational, complex, and dynamic nature of the material world
makes this task difficult if not impossible. Law is predicated upon the idea that
causality can be located and assigned to individuals, entities, etc. Yet causality is
often difficult to locate in the old materialism, let alone a new material one, where
causality is widely distributed among a variety of actors and interactions among
them. In the strictest sense, it is difficult to even draw an indelible boundary around
something and call it “an actor.” There is no actor outside relationship.73 In short,
new materialism provides an alternative (richer) account of reality with ramifications
for virtually all areas of law beyond what can be explored here. Examining the subset
of environmental and natural resources law, the immediate and profound implication
is that the material world does not behave mechanistically, nor does it operate
according to some “balance of nature.”
Happily, the “equilibrium” view of nature has already been debunked
within biology, ecology and other fields that are increasingly embracing the notion
of dynamic and complex systems. Complex systems theory emphasizes interactions
between the agents within a system, and emergent properties that arise from such
dynamics at various scales.74 It supplants linear conceptions of cause and effect,
instead describing relationships among elements that are always interacting with and
adapting to each other, leading to descriptions of a world that is always moving and
changing, rather than remaining static.75
The phrase social-ecological systems (SES) is now commonly invoked
regarding environmental challenges, and the concept of system resilience is now
often referred to when identifying environmental and natural resource management
goals.76 Legal scholars have considered the implications of this work for law.77
73. See Dwiartama & Rosin, supra note 15, at 2 (examining the concept of agency, which in social
sciences is used to distinguish the capacity for humans to actively control its own well-being).
74. See M. MITCHELL WALDROP, COMPLEXITY: THE EMERGING SCIENCE AT THE EDGE OF ORDER
AND CHAOS 11 (1993) (Waldrop explains: “Organisms constantly adapt to each other through evolution,
thereby organizing themselves into an exquisitely tuned ecosystem. Atoms search for a minimum energy
state by forming chemical bonds with each other, thereby organizing themselves into structures known as
molecules. In every case, groups of agents seeking mutual accommodation and self-consistency somehow
manage to transcend themselves, acquiring collective properties such as life, thought, and purpose that
they might have never possessed individually.”).
75. See id. at 11-13.
76. Elinor Ostrom, A General Framework for Analyzing Sustainability of Social-Ecological Systems,
325 SCIENCE 419, 419 (2009) (“All humanly used resources are embedded in complex, social-ecological
systems (SESs). SESs are composed of multiple subsystems and internal variables within these
subsystems at multiple levels analogous to organisms composed of organs, organs of tissues, tissues of
cells, cells of proteins, etc.”); see also Carl Folke, Resilience: The Emergence of a Perspective for Social–
Ecological Systems Analyses, 16 GLOBAL ENVTL. CHANGE 253, 253 (2006) (providing the origin of the
resilience perspective and provides an overview of its development).
77. See, e.g., J.B. Ruhl, General Design Principles for Resilience and Adaptive Capacity in Legal
Systems: Applications to Climate Change Adaptation, 89 N.C. L. REV. 1373, 1373 (2011); Olivia Green
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C.S. “Buzz” Holling’s ecological resilience theory is one subset of systems
theory.78 Brian Walker and David Salt characterize resilience as “the capacity of a
system to absorb a spectrum of disturbance and reorganize so as to retain essentially
the same function, structure, and feedbacks—to have the same identity.”79
Resilience-based management involves 1) evaluating the current trajectory of the
system state, and 2) fostering the capacity of the system to resist perturbations.80 A
combination of the social and ecological aspects of a system determine its ability to
influence these factors. High adaptive capacity enables systems to “reconfigure
themselves while maintaining crucial functions such as primary productivity,
hydrological cycles, social relations, and economic prosperity.”81
Resilience theory acknowledges unpredictability, and the nonlinear
qualities of SESs.82 A critical component of a resilience orientation is the recognition
that regime shifts can occur. As a result, a resilience-based approach to management
is more realistic than traditional approaches because it acknowledges nonlinear
change and provides a way of thinking about how to foster the SES components and
dynamics we value and want to protect. The emphasis of resilience-based
management is on building adaptive capacity rather than maintaining stationarity.83
Unfortunately, most of the scholarship exploring resilience and SES
dynamics is anthropocentrically focused on SES functions needed to support human
well-being. Like the old materialism, much of SES theory is born of the humanist,
Enlightenment paradigm that informs the natural sciences more generally, despite
the reality that many of its ideas undermine that paradigm’s legitimacy. Systems
theory acknowledges the complexities and dynamics of systems that necessarily
vitiate overly simplistic notions of agency. It has the potential to radically
reconfigure our notion of the material world.84 Theorists have noted the resonance
between new materialism and SES approaches, noting that actor-network theory
(ANT) in particular shares.
ANT focuses on the relationships in which agents participate and
how these are used to influence the shape of a network of related
relationships. This focus corresponds well with that on process in
a social-ecological system (SES) and is more sensitive to emergent
properties within systems. ANT is also distinguished by its
attribution of agency to nonhumans, including animals, materials,
ideas, and concepts, acknowledging the ability of any entity (or
actant) to make itself indispensable to its relationships with others
and, by extension, to the continuation of the network.85

et al., Barriers and Bridges to the Integration of Social-Ecological Resilience and Law, 13 FRONTIERS
ECOLOGY & ENV’T 332, 333 (2015).
78. Benson et al., supra note 44, at 197-98.
79. Id. at 198.
80. Id.
81. Id.
82. Id.
83. Id.
84. Bruce Braun, New Materialisms and Neoliberal Natures, 47 ANTIPODE 1, 2 (2015).
85. Dwiartama & Rosin, supra note 15 (citations omitted).
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The reality of agency is contingent upon the dynamics inherent in
relationship.86
Geographer Bruce Braun, while noting the potential synergies between SES
and ANT school of thought, notes that most work engaging SES theory fails to
problematize its humanist, Enlightenment origins and that “by failing to reflect on
the history of its own ideas risk[s] failing to distinguish between the original critical
impulses of complex systems theory and its notions of non-deterministic nature, and
modes of neoliberal governance in which these ideas are absorbed and redeployed.”87
The “modes of neoliberal governance” Braun refers to include payments for
ecosystem services projects, the privatization of land and water, and other related
management approaches that increasingly dominate environmental governance in
the Anthropocene. Nature is seen as “capital” and ecosystems as a source of capital
providing “services” for humanity.88
Unfortunately, the laws and policies governing human engagement with the
natural world in the United States still reflect both an antiquated, equilibrium based
view of nature89 and an anthropocentric view of nature as either source to exploit or
a threat to control. In the following case study, both of these beliefs are at work.
Recognition and identification of these belief systems and the ways in which they
are reflected in law and policy is nothing new. What is new is both the grounding of
these ideas in the ontology of the old materialism and the introduction of an
alternative approach grounded in the new one.
IV: CASE STUDY: NEW MEXICO’S RIO GRANDE FOREST SYSTEM
When most people conjure images of the American Southwest, they see
deserts. And while desert ecosystems dominate much of this landscape, upland
forests play a critical role.90 Precipitation in the form of snow at higher elevations
during the winter months feeds creeks and streams over the course of the spring and
summer.91 In turn, they provide habitat for fish and other aquatic species. Associated
wetlands and riparian areas are also critical to biological diversity.92 In New Mexico,
rivers, wetlands, and riparian areas compose a very small part of the landscape—
only about 1 percent.93 Yet these places play an essential role sustaining the web of

86. Id. at 3 (“Actor-network theory asserts that agency is manifest only in the relation of actors to
each other. Within this framing, material objects exert agency in a similar manner to humans.”).
87. Braun, supra note 84, at 12. Other scholars have also noted possible synergies. “Rather than being
juxtaposed, and contrary to new materialism’s self-understanding, problematisations at play in climate
change as an increasingly dominant [resilience] framing of international policy concerns and the radically
new political ontology proposed by new materialists share central outlooks and concerns.” Jessica
Schmidt, The Empirical Falsity of the Human Subject: New Materialism, Climate Change and the Shared
Critique of Artifice, 1 RESILIENCE 174, 174 (2013).
88. Braun, supra note 84, at 12.
89. The failure of environmental and natural resource law to keep up insights from the natural
sciences has been well explored. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 22.
90. See id. at 88-89.
91. See id. at 81.
92. See id.
93. See id. at 85.
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life.94 Eighty percent of all sensitive vertebrate species in New Mexico use riparian
or aquatic habitats at some time during their life cycle.95
Temperatures in the American Southwest are increasing at twice the global
average.96 The resulting changes in the ecological characteristics in New Mexico’s
forest headwaters have cascading implications for both the supply and quality of
water flowing downstream. The headwaters of the Rio Grande Basin in northern New
Mexico are a key source of water supply and storage for the downstream cities of
Santa Fe and Albuquerque.
This section first provides a basic overview of the changes these forests are
facing. It then outlines the approaches of the current governance strategies in this
system to land, water, wildfire, and flooding—all of which are approached both
narrowly and separately. They are also deeply anthropocentric. Finally, this section
proposes strategies of governance that emerge from a new materialism, examining
what a more dynamic and relational approach to governance might look like.
A.

Forests in the process of change.

Regime change in New Mexico’s forest systems has three interrelated
ecological drivers. “The first is temperature.”97 Increased annual temperatures
impact the system by creating longer growing seasons, resulting in greater demands
from both agricultural users and city residents whose crops and landscapes need
water both earlier and later in the season.98 Higher temperatures dry the soil,
increasing the threat of erosion, and requiring more water to meet existing needs.99
Rising annual temperatures also stress the forest system with trees that require more
water for longer growing seasons, and higher erosion rates.100 These higher
temperatures also result in a phenomenon called Vapor Pressure Deficit.101 The
difference between the actual moisture in the air and the amount the air can hold
before becoming saturated is the Vapor Pressure Deficit (VPD). Once saturated,
water vapor condenses and forms clouds. Warmer air holds more water, and the more
water in the air, the greater the vapor pressure. This higher capacity for holding water
creates a corresponding pressure “deficit.” In this situation, the air is so dry that it
sucks the moisture out of the soil and trees. Anyone who has attempted to ripen
peaches and other fruits or vegetables during a dry summer has experienced VPD.102
High summer temperatures make the air so dry that peaches or tomatoes left to ripen

94. See id.
95. See id.
96. DAGMAR LLEWELLYN ET AL., CITY OF ALBUQUERQUE BUREAU OF RECLAMATION, UPPER RIO
GRANDE IMPACTS ASSESSMENT: AN ACTIVITY OF THE WEST WIDE CLIMATE RISK ASSESSMENT S-iii
(2013).
97. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 85.
98. See id.
99. See id.
100. See id.
101. A. Park Williams et al., Temperature as a Potent Driver of Regional Forest Drought Stress and
Tree Mortality, 3 NATURE CLIMATE CHANGE 292, 293 (2012).
102. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 86.
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will often get wrinkled and pruned instead. The dry air pulls moisture from the fruit
to address its VPD.103
Higher temperatures and associated VPD are placing an incredible stress on
trees in the forests of northern New Mexico. Tree ring data and climate models lead
researchers to estimate that by the 2050s, even the average drought stress will match
that of the very driest years of the worst mega-droughts of the past 1000 years.104
They note that these results foreshadow twenty-first-century changes in forest
structures and compositions: “Given the reproductive and dispersal limitations of
dominant native tree species, climate-driven amplification of forest drought-stress
and associated disturbance processes can be expected to force many landscapes in
the [Southwest United States] and probably elsewhere towards vegetation-type
conversions, with species distributions quite different from those familiar to modern
civilization.”105
Bark beetle infestation and catastrophic wildfire are two of these
“associated disturbances.” As a natural part of many forest systems, bark beetles
inhabit many forests in the American Southwest.106 Due to climate change, however,
bark beetles are playing a new role. With higher average temperatures, “springs come
earlier and summers last longer.”107 This extra time gives bark beetles a longer season
to feed on trees already weakened by drought stress. More than 162,000 acres of
pinyon pine, ponderosa pine, and Douglas fir forest experienced mortality due to one
or more species of bark beetle in 2012 alone.108
The combination of VPD and bark beetle infestation amplify the
vulnerability of forest systems to the third ecological driver—wildfire. Susceptibility
to wildland fire is increased when beetle outbreaks create large-scale forest dieback
and leave behind massive amounts of biofuel,109 with the greatest wildfire risk
occurring shortly after the infestation and dropping off thereafter.110 When combined
with the drought conditions currently gripping the American Southwest, feedback
loops are created between bark beetle outbreaks, forest stress and die off from VPD,
and forest fires, leading to greater areas of forest mortality.111 This feedback loop has
resulted in a dramatic increase in fire frequency, severity, and size over the past
decade,112 and the threat of fires is expected to increase due to climate shifts in the

103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.

See id.
See Williams et al., supra note 101, at 295.
Id. at 296.
See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 86.
See id.
See U.S. DEP’T OF AGRIC., PR-R3-16-8, FOREST INSECT AND DISEASE CONDITIONS IN THE
SOUTHWESTERN REGION 3 (2012), http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb54064
41.pdf.
109. See Craig D. Allen, Interactions Across Spatial Scales Among Forest Dieback, Fire, and Erosion
in Northern New Mexico Landscapes, 10 ECOSYSTEMS 797, 798, 801 (2007).
110. See Jeffrey A. Hicke et al., Effects of Bark Beetle-Caused Tree Mortality on Wildfire, 271 FOREST
ECOLOGY & MGMT. 81, 84 (2012).
111. See Allen, supra note 109, at 801.
112. Tania Schoennagel et al., The Interaction of Fire, Fuels, and Climate Across Rocky Mountain
Forests, 54 BIOSCIENCE 661, 666 (2004).
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future.113 Warmer temperatures also mean that this feedback loop takes place for a
longer period of time; the fire season in New Mexico is now 2 months longer than it
was 30 years ago.114
Fire has always been a significant actor in New Mexico’s forests, but it is
now also playing a new role.115 Tree ring data tells us that, before the late 1800s, low
intensity ground fires moved through the landscape every 5-15 years, effectively
reducing overall fuel loads.116 The 1890s brought the arrival of the railroad in
northern New Mexico, and with it came unintentional fire suppression through
intensified livestock grazing.117 Once ranchers had a means to transport their product
to market, they embarked on cattle and sheep grazing on an unprecedented scale.118
By 1910, livestock inadvertently prevented natural fire migration patterns by
denuding the landscape of vegetation.119 While livestock numbers eventually
declined, soon thereafter the Forest Service began its fire suppression efforts in
earnest.120 This approach allowed new trees to replace meadows and grasslands,
producing unprecedented tree density, and creating “ladder fuels”—trees that can
carry fire up to the crowns of mature trees. By 1990, New Mexico forests achieved
a maximum density of biomass.121
Prior to human-induced fire suppression, low intensity fire was a frequent
actor in the ecosystem. Fires seldom burned an entire landscape but instead created
a mosaic pattern with patches of conifer forest complemented by aspen groves, scrub
oak, and open meadows. Extremely dry conditions caused by sustained drought and
the current high fuel loads are resulting in fires often called “mega fires.” These high
severity burns leave nothing living in their wake, including the microbial soils and
other elements of the ecosystem required for regeneration of new plant and tree
species.122
The 2011 Las Conchas fire provides an example of the combined results of
all these factors. 123 The fire started during a prolonged drought when a tree fell on a
power line.124 Driven by strong and unpredictable winds, the fire burned 43,000 acres
the first day—a rate of about an acre per second.125 It was the largest fire ever
recorded in the Rio Grande watershed, eventually burning over 156,000 acres.126 The
nearby community of Los Alamos and Los Alamos National Laboratory were under
mandatory evacuation, and the fire impacted several other local communities,

113. Max A. Moritz et al., Climate Change and Disruptions to Global Fire Activity, 3 ECOSPHERE 1,
18 (2012).
114. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 87.
115. Id.
116. Id.
117. Id.
118. Id.
119. Id.
120. Id.
121. Id.
122. Id.
123. Id.
124. Id.
125. Id.
126. Id.
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including the native Santa Clara Pueblo.127 Mega fires result in a highly degraded
landscape subject to subsequent flooding events and erosion.128 Extreme flooding
events and severe water quality problems resulted from the Las Conchas fire,
impacting both local and downstream communities.129 The Albuquerque water
utility, which takes water directly from the Rio Grande downstream, had to shut
down its drinking water supply plant for several weeks when ash from the Las
Conchas fire in the upper watershed overwhelmed the system’s filtration capacity.130
Monsoon rains from July through September follow the May through July wildfire
season in the Rio Grande headwater watershed. 131 The timing of these seasons can
cause extreme flash flooding resulting in debris slides and severely degraded water
quality, with associated negative impacts on the natural and human systems that
depend on the river and its tributaries.132 After the Las Conchas fire, monsoon-fed
peak flows in the Rio Grande have been shown to be ten- to one hundred-fold higher
than baseline conditions.133
The dynamics and feedback loops associated with drought, bark-beetle
infestation, and fire, are profoundly impacting New Mexico’s forests. The Rio
Grande watershed’s upland forest system is already undergoing a regime change.134
When the existing trees are gone, the forest will not regenerate with the same
vegetation types.135 The current mixed conifer forests may be replaced by the more
temperature and drought tolerant pinyon and juniper forests typically associated with
lower elevations.136 Pinyon/juniper forests may no longer be forests at all, likely
regenerating with oak scrub, sagebrush, and grasses.137 Many factors will affect the
mix of succession species in the uplands, including precipitation trends and the
nature and extent of human influence on the system through reseeding and other
forest restoration efforts.138
These challenges facing New Mexico’s forests are a dramatic example of
what is happening in the region more generally. The Union of Concerned Scientists
reported in 2014 that tens of millions of trees died in the Rocky Mountains over 15
years, noting that climate change will significantly increase the impacts from higher
temperatures, drought, and tree-killing insects in the years ahead.139 They predict that
127. Id. at 87-88.
128. Id. at 88.
129. Id.
130. Sandra Postel, Wildfires in the Western U.S. Are on the Rise, Posing Threats to Drinking Water,
NAT’L GEOGRAPHIC NEWSWATCH, Apr. 29, 2014.
131. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 88.
132. See generally Schoennagel et al., supra note 112.
133. Audiotape: Daniel G. Neary, 2nd International Wildland Fire Ecology and Fire Management
Congress:
Post-Wildfire
Watershed
Flood
Responses
(Nov.
17,
2003),
https://ams.confex.com/ams/FIRE2003/techprogram/paper_65982.htm.
134. BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 88.
135. Id.
136. Id.
137. Id.
138. Id.
139. See generally JASON FUNK ET AL., UNION OF CONCERNED SCIENTISTS & THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN
CLIMATE ORGANIZATION, ROCKY MOUNTAIN FORESTS AT RISK: CONFRONTING CLIMATE-DRIVEN
IMPACTS FROM INSECTS, WILDFIRES, HEAT, AND DROUGHT 11, 26 (2014).
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these stressors will dramatically reduce the ranges of iconic tree species and
fundamentally alter Rocky Mountain forests. Mega fires will follow.140
Due to these changes in the upstream watershed, New Mexico communities
are facing unprecedented water quality and quantity challenges.141 Climate change
impact projections indicate that the resilience of the region’s water resources is in
jeopardy, and the transformation of these headwater stream systems has already
begun.142 While other climate change scenarios are necessarily vague, observations
and projections concerning increased temperatures are clear.143 With increased
temperatures, precipitation is more likely to be in the form of rain than snow, and
snowmelt will occur earlier in the spring.144 Warming temperatures influence both
when and where snows fall, and how and when snowmelt finds its way—or
doesn’t—into springs, streams, rivers, and water storage reservoirs downstream.145
These factors make it more difficult to predict how much water will be available
through the spring and summer—when water demands are greatest.146
B.

Governance strategies of the old materialism

Current management of the system described above reflects the old
materialism. Humans are presumed to be the primary actors on the landscape, and
management is focused on increasing control and reducing uncertainty. With humans
at the center, natural processes become either an opportunity to exploit or a problem
to be solved. The result is a fragmented approach that tends to focus on one aspect
of the system at a time. It also leaves a lot of gaps.
Land, water, and wildlife are all managed separately, and there is no
coordinated strategy for governing the upland forests and its associated water
supply.147 Land is managed differently according to ownership. Upstream, the U.S.
Forest Service and National Park Service manage much of the land.148 There are also
native communities in the watershed, including the Santa Clara Pueblo and Jicarilla
Apache tribe. Wildfire issues are generally regarded as the responsibility of
landowners, with the federal government taking a leading role in situations where,
as in this case study, multiple landowners co-exist in the same watershed.

140. Id. (citing the U.S. Geological Survey conclusions from a new analysis of the Western United
States’ landscapes, predicting that, as fires become more frequent and less controllable, they will impair
the West’s ability to absorb carbon and slow climate change); see also Tiffany Stecker, Fires,
Urbanization to Redraw Carbon Map of West, ENV’T & ENERGY NEWS (Dec. 7, 2012),
https://www.eenews.net/stories/1059973492 (explaining that the West’s forests currently sequester more
than 90 million metric tons of carbon dioxide per year, about 5 percent of total U.S. carbon emissions.
The potential expansion of fires could increase carbon emissions by up to 56 percent by 2050, given future
climate conditions, and threatens these forests’ ability to sequester CO2 over the next 25 years).
141. BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 89.
142. LLEWELLYN ET AL. supra note 96, at vi.
143. BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 89.
144. Id.
145. Id.
146. Id. at 89-90.
147. Id. at 90.
148. Id.
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The U.S. Forest Service, for example, manages the Santa Fe, Carson, and
Cibola National Forests in northern New Mexico as authorized by the National
Forest Management Act and Multiple Use Sustained Yield Act.149 Both set forth
“sustained yield” mandates on activities including timber harvest, grazing, mining
and recreation.150
The planning process of the National Forest Management Act has become
the primary basis for agency decision making.151 The Forest Service put in place a
new planning rule in 2015152 which makes the planning process inherently
cumbersome. Plans typically take several years to develop and are revised every
fifteen years, 153 leaving many current forest plans sorely outdated.154 The Santa Fe
National Forest’s current plan was written in 1987, has been amended several times,
and as of this writing, is still under revision.155 The Forest Service has several
projects in development to address the increasing fire risks in the interim, even with
its outdated management plan.156 Planning requirements and regulatory processes,
combined with lack of adequate funding, unquestionably hamper the Forest
Service’s ability to act quickly and decisively to address the ecological challenges
ahead.157
1.

Water

Water management is split into two categories: quality and quantity. Water
quantity (allocation and supply) are under New Mexico’s jurisdiction, and water
quality issues are generally the responsibility of the Environmental Protection
Agency.158 With regard to water supply, most of the human water use in the system
occurs downstream in the watershed. Water is used primarily by agriculture (84
percent). Within the agricultural sector, the main commodities are milk (49.15
percent), cattle (29.8 percent), and alfalfa (5.65 percent).159 Municipalities, including
Albuquerque and Santa Fe, compose a relatively small portion of water use in the
state (8 percent).160

149. Id.
150. National Forest Management Act of 1976, 16 U.S.C §§ 1600-1687 (2012); Multiple-Use,
Sustained-Yield Act of 1960, 16 U.S.C. §§ 528-531 (2012).
151. BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 91.
152. Id.
153. FS Directive FSH 1909.12, LAND MANAGEMENT PLANNING HANDBOOK 12 (U.S.D.A. 2013),
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5409939.pdf.
154. BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 91.
155. Id.
156. Id.
157. Id.
158. See Reed D. Benson, Pollution Without Solution: Flow Impairment Problems Under Clean Water
Act Section 303, 24 STAN. ENVTL. L. SOC’Y 199, 200-215 (2005) (examining the relationship between
water quantity and water quality and the Clean Water Act).
159. LONGINO BUSTILLOS & STEVE HOEL, U.S. DEP’T AGRIC., NEW MEXICO AGRICULTURAL
STATISTICS 2014 ANNUAL BULLETIN 12 (2014), https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/
New_Mexico/Publications/Annual_Statistical_Bulletin/2014/2014_NM_Pub.pdf.
160. JOHN W. LONGWORTH ET AL., NEW MEXICO WATER USE BY CATEGORIES 2010, NEW MEXICO
STATE ENGINEER OFFICE, TECHNICAL REPORT 54, OCTOBER 2013 13, 17 (2013), http://
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Like most western states, water allocation in New Mexico is governed by
the prior appropriation doctrine.161 Prior appropriation is a historically based
allocation system that anticipates scarcity.162 The doctrine of prior appropriation
mandates that when shortages occur, the right to use water is determined by the
chronological order in which the water was put to beneficial use with “senior” users
being served first.163 “Junior” users may receive a reduced amount or no water in a
water-short year, depending on the supply.164 Water rights are usufructuary,165 and
water rights must be applied to a beneficial use, broadly defined to include
agriculture, municipalities, industry, and fish and wildlife.166
When New Mexico formally established the prior appropriation doctrine in
1891, there was no recognition of the values associated with leaving water in-stream
for wildlife and other uses.167 Until recently, leaving water in-stream for fish and
wildlife was not recognized as a beneficial use.168 Instream flow rights remain
relatively limited and, to date, have been held only on a temporary leasing basis.169
In addition, water rights are subject to forfeiture and can be lost if not
continually used.170 The fear of losing a water right as a result of nonuse creates a
general disincentive for conservation strategies.171 A traditional system of gravityfed flood irrigation serves most crop agricultural today.172 The largest agricultural
group is the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, which provides irrigation
water for about 53,000 acres of crops, primarily alfalfa, and also supports a sizable
local dairy industry.173 Agriculture within the district is mainly small-scale or
associated with the six native pueblo communities that are members of the irrigation
district.174
Like much of the American West, this part of New Mexico has seen a steady
increase in population growth, and, with that growth, an increasing municipal and
www.ose.state.nm.us/Pub/TechnicalReports/TechReport%2054NM%20Water%20Use%20by%20Categ
ories%20.pdf.
161. N.M. CONST. art. XVI, § 2 (stating: “The unappropriated water of every natural stream, perennial
or torrential, within the state of New Mexico, is hereby declared to belong to the public and to be subject
to appropriation for beneficial use, in accordance with the laws of the state. Priority of appropriation shall
give the better right.”).
162. See UTTON TRANSBOUNDARY RES. CTR., BASIC WATER LAW CONCEPTS, IN WATER MATTERS!
1-1, 1-3, 1-4 (9th ed. 2015), http://uttoncenter.unm.edu/pdfs/water-matters-2015/2015-water-matters.pdf.
163. Id. at 1-3.
164. Id.
165. An usufructory right is a right of use as opposed to ownership of the water itself. See id. at 1-4.
166. Id.
167. See id. at 1-3.
168. See id. at 17-1, 17-4.
169. See id. at 17-3 to 17-4.
170. Id. at 1-4.
171. See id. at 2-4.
172. See generally S. S. PAPADOPULOS & ASSOCS., INC., EVALUATION OF MIDDLE RIO GRANDE
CONSERVANCY DISTRICT IRRIGATION SYSTEM AND MEASUREMENT PROGRAM VOLUME 1 ES-2 (2002),
http://www.ose.state.nm.us/Pub?MRGCD/volume-1-rpt.pdf.
173. Douglas W. Strech & Tracy Scharp Matthews, Middle Rio Grande Vegetation Classification
Summer 2000 (2001) (on file with author; this was a joint project between the Middle Rio Grande
Conservancy District and the New Mexico Office of the State Engineer / Interstate Stream Commission).
174. See S. S. PAPADOPULOS & ASSOCS., INC., supra note 173, at 51.
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industrial water demand.175 Several municipalities in the area purchase water rights
from farmers to meet their growing needs.176 As a result, there has been a shift in
many water rights from their original agricultural use to municipal use.177 The
impacts of municipal groundwater pumping on the river are often offset with
purchases of senior surface water rights.178 Between 1982 and 2011, 21,000 acre-feet
of water rights were transferred,179 most of which were transfers of agricultural rights
to cities such as Belen, Rio Rancho, Albuquerque, and Santa Fe.180 The competing
demands for a limited water supply in this area were highlighted in the US Bureau
of Reclamation’s 2011 report which focused on areas of the western United States
where existing water supplies are, or will be, inadequate to meet the water demands
of people, cities, farms, and the environment even under normal water supply
conditions.181
The third main social driver in the watershed involves the complex system
of built infrastructure in the form of dams and reservoirs that control the flow of
water from the upper watershed to the communities downstream.182 This
infrastructure is necessary for both the agricultural and municipal use of the
watershed’s historic floodplain. Both water delivery and flood control are dependent
on a network of ditches, levees, and dams. Virtually all of the water storage for the
system takes the form of on-channel surface reservoirs.183
Interstate compact agreements often determine how much water can be
stored and where.184 For example, the Rio Grande Compact between New Mexico
and Texas requires New Mexico to deliver water to the more downstream Elephant
Butte Reservoir, from which evaporation rates are extremely high.185 Depending on
their location, the evaporative losses over the course of a given year from all New
Mexico reservoirs can be significant. Additionally, there are constraints on how the
reservoirs are managed.186 Many of the water projects are federally authorized for
either temporary water storage or flood control, limiting management possibilities.187
The total amount of water stored at any given time has legal limits which do not take

175. See Sarah Bates, Bridging the Governance Gap: Emerging Strategies to Integrate Water and
Land Use Planning, 52 NAT. RES. J. 61, 61-62 (2012).
176. See Benson et al., supra note 44, at 209.
177. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 93.
178. Id.
179. See UTTON TRANSBOUNDARY RES. CTR., BASIC WATER LAW CONCEPTS, IN WATER MATTERS!
1-1, 1-3, 1-4 (9th ed. 2015), http://uttoncenter.unm.edu/pdfs/water-matters-2015/2015-water-matters.pdf.
“Acre-feet” is the volume of one acre of surface area to a depth of one foot.
180. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 80, 81.
181. See generally U.S. BUREAU RECLAMATION, SECURE WATER ACT § 9503(C), RECLAMATION:
CLIMATE CHANGE AND WATER (2011), https://www.usbr.gov/climate/secure/docs/SECUREWater
Report.pdf; see also Reed D. Benson, New Adventures of the Old Bureau: Modern-Day Reclamation
Statutes and Congress’ Unfinished Environmental Business, 48 HARV. J. ON LEGIS. 137, 169–72 (2011).
182. See Benson et al., supra note 44, at 206.
183. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 93.
184. See Benson et al., supra note 44, at 201-202.
185. See id. at 220.
186. See generally id.
187. Id. at 197.
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into account the reservoir’s actual capacity.188 Releases of water are often restricted
because of the designated safe channel capacity of the river downstream of the
dams.189
In sum, the social elements involved in New Mexico’s water management
are primarily based on inherited legal and institutional strategies and associated built
infrastructure from decades long past. Land and water are managed separately. Landuse planning and water allocation are inextricably linked in reality but are only
loosely associated in terms of actual governance. Prior appropriation, the main
approach to water allocation, dates back to when New Mexico became a territory in
the late 1800s and is based on historic uses rather than contemporary needs.190
Conservation strategies by cities and towns are succeeding at reducing municipal
demand, but agricultural uses, which compose the vast majority of water use in New
Mexico, include no incentive to conserve.191 Indeed, the incentives for agriculture
are quite the opposite: fear of “forfeiting” water rights encourages users to take their
full allocation of water each year, even if it is not needed.192
The law and policy governing land management in the headwaters is also
outdated. The Forest Service is working with a management plan dating from the
1980s that is authorized by a statute from the 1970s. Fire suppression, the official
policy approach to natural and human-caused wildfires alike for decades, is now part
of the problem.
2.

Floods

Issues related to flooding are managed by a variety of actors—the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers has jurisdiction over the operation of dams and levees,193
and flooding events are handled by the Federal Emergency Management Agency194
as well as private insurance agencies.195 Following the Las Conchas fire, state and
federal disaster declarations occurred as a result of flooding events moving tons of
soil debris from the forest headwaters.196 The Santa Clara Pueblo’s experience is a
startling example of what might become the future for the system as a whole. This

188. See id. at 218-219.
189. See id. at 219.
190. See id. at 208-209.
191. See id. at 209.
192. See id.
193. Ryan B. Stoa, Droughts, Floods, and Wildfires: Paleo Perspectives on Disaster Law in the
Anthropocene, 27 GEO. INT’L ENVTL. L. REV. 393, 423 (2015); See also Dan Tarlock, United States Flood
Control Policy: The Incomplete Transition from the Illusion of Total Protection to Risk Management, 23
DUKE ENVTL. L. & POL’Y F. 151, 159 (2012).
194. See Stoa, supra note 194, at 423 (“The Flood Control Act of 1928 assigned flood control to the
Army Corps of Engineers, which remains the agency responsible for building infrastructure to protect
floodplain communities and investments.”).
195. Id. at 437 (“Flood law in the United States rests on three pillars: federal management of large
infrastructural projects to control floods, an insurance program that spreads the cost of high-risk
development across society, and disaster relief.”).
196. Margaret Wright, Santa Clara Strives to Build Resilience to Fires, Floods, SANTA FE NEW
MEXICAN (July 28, 2015), http://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/local_news/as-climate-changessanta-clara-strives-to-become-resilient-to/article_d0bcb54c-fdca-557d-ba2b-cada3a56d7e3.html (debris
removal constituted part of the extensive recovery efforts).
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Native American community has lived in the Rio Grande watershed for hundreds of
years. The Las Conchas fire burned approximately eighty percent of the
community’s watershed in 2011.197 As a result, the community (numbering fewer
than 1,000 full time residents) is now extremely vulnerable to flooding events.198 For
this reason, the pueblo was listed among the top 30 historic sites in the United States
most at risk from climate change in a study by the Union of Concerned Scientists
last year.199
The pueblo is located on a floodplain near the Rio Grande and water coming
down in a nearby canyon can quickly flood the community with a torrent of debris,
sediment and downed trees.200 “We can’t stop the floods, but we can put in different
projects to slow it down,” said Michael Chavarria, the governor of Santa Clara
Pueblo, in an interview with the Santa Fe New Mexican.201 The Pueblo is now
working with the Army Corps of Engineers on a series of flood-control structures in
an effort to build adaptive capacity within the system. The projects include putting
immediate flood protection in place, dredging sediment, and installing stream bank
protections.202 The Pueblo is also addressing damaged bridges with the Federal
Highway Administration and establishing an early warning system for impending
floodwaters with the U.S. Geological Survey.203
Efforts to decrease the risk of future wildfires are being undertaken by the
Pueblo and adjoining federal landowners such as the Santa Fe National Forest, Valles
Caldera National Preserve, and Bandelier National Monument. Meaningful
watershed-scale work will require collaborative multi-jurisdictional partnerships
between multiple agencies and stakeholders. Multiple funding sources from the state
and federal governments, downstream water utilities, and other users will be
necessary for work on this scale.204 Broadly speaking, flood control efforts that lack
meaningful coordination with the land use policies exacerbate the problem. As
Professor Stoa notes:
An interesting aspect of flood policy in the United States is that
while the federal government foots the bill for large flood control
projects, insurance schemes, and disaster relief, decisions
pertaining to city planning and management and therefore
significant flood mitigation potential are left to local mayors,
zoning boards, county commissions, and planning departments.
For that reason, flood management approaches and vulnerabilities
vary from one locality to another, creating a piecemeal web of
local regulations and federal infrastructure projects.205

197.
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199.
200.
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Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Id.
Stoa, supra note 194, at 420-21.
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The Santa Clara Pueblo represents an extreme scenario for the
Anthropocene. Unlike their pre-puebloan ancestors, they cannot take the most
obvious step and move to a new geographic location.206
3.

Wildfire

Wildfire management comes in two main forms. The first, already
discussed, involves suppression. For decades, this was the preferred management
approach, and it came at the cost of fuel loading and mega fires.207 In recent decades,
even with a more ecologically sensitive policy that acknowledges the role of fire in
the natural system, fire suppression has expanded from 13 percent to more than 40
percent of Forest Service’s total budget.208 As a result, the agency has run out of
wildfire suppression funds repeatedly over the last decade.209 This lack of funds
further results in the “raiding” of other accounts within the Forest Service to make
up the shortfall.210 Stoa argues that this reflects gamesmanship the Forest Service is
forced to play because of the strong societal preference for fire suppression over
prescribed burns and other forms of prevention:
Congressional preference for firefighting is so strong that agencies
have a strong incentive to pursue wildfire suppression policies
because they know their budget will be left alone or even
increased: often funds budgeted for other programs, including fire
prevention, are re-appropriated when fire suppression budgets run
dry, and Congress later makes up the difference. The Forest
Service’s fiscal year 2015 proposed budget, for example, requests

206. See generally FRED M. PHILLIP ET AL., REINING IN THE RIO GRANDE: PEOPLE, LAND AND WATER
198 (2011). The first known human inhabitants of the Rio Grande Valley were likely climate refuges,
fleeing drought in other parts of the Southwest. Id. at 24–33. The Chaco ancestors of the modern Pueblo
people of the Middle Rio Grande (MRG), underwent several significant migrations, as they were plagued
by prolonged droughts that decimated their subsistence corn-based agricultural system. Their style of
habitation, in tight, protected communities in some areas and spread across the landscape in others, is a
response to the need for access to water, as well as to inflows of other climate refugees. They brought
with them sophisticated irrigation practices and adapted these strategies to take advantage of the MRG’s
monsoonal rain patterns and annual spring flooding events for subsistence agriculture within the
floodplain. Today, the MRG is still home to several indigenous Pueblo communities. Id.
207. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 87.
208. STATEMENT OF TOM TIDWELL, CHIEF OF THE USDA FOREST SERVICE, BEFORE THE SENATE
COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND NATURAL RESOURCES CONCERNING PRESIDENT’S FISCAL YEAR 2016
PROPOSED BUDGET FOR THE USDA FOREST SERVICE FEBRUARY 26, 2015 (Feb. 26, 2015),
https://www.fs.fed.us/sites/default/files/legacy_files/media/types/testimony/tidwell-FY16-02-24-15fsbudget-testimony.pdf (“Increasingly severe fire seasons are one of the greatest challenges facing the
Nation’s forests,” Tidwell said in a prepared statement. “The cost of fire suppression has soared in the
past 20 years.”); see also U.S. FS, THE U.S. FOREST SERVICE – AN OVERVIEW 23,
https://www.fs.fed.us/sites/default/files/media/types/publication/field_pdf/USFS-overview0106MJS.pdf.
209. STATEMENT OF TOM TIDWELL, supra note 209, at 5.
210. U.S. FS, 2013 FIRE TRANSFER ACTIVITY; DEFERRING OTHER FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS 25
(2013), https://www.fs.fed.us/sites/default/files/media/types/publication/field_pdf/USFS-overview-0106
MJS.pdf.
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$708 million for fire suppression efforts when annual costs from
2011 to 2013 averaged closer to $1.7 billion.211
Strong incentives to suppress fire also come from the increase in human
occupation of the wildland interface.212 In 2014 forty-four million homes were
located in fire-prone areas and it is estimated the number of homes in the wildland
interface will increase to sixty million by 2030.213 As with flooding, home ownership
in wildfire prone areas is subsidized by federal insurance.214
The second management approach is mitigation, i.e., attempts to make the
landscape more resilient to mega fires through forest thinning, watershed restoration
and other methods.215 The types of actions necessary for watershed restoration are
exemplified by The City of Santa Fe’s work with the Bureau of Reclamation’s Basin
Study Program.216 This federal initiative works with local and state governments,
combining scientific information and resource management to develop climate
adaptation strategies in a specific landscape.217 In 2013, the City of Santa Fe
developed a twenty-year Santa Fe Municipal Watershed Management Plan,
establishing a protocol for water quality and quantity monitoring, authorizing forest
thinning within the watershed, and recommending the establishment of a rate payer
financed funding source for ongoing watershed protection.218 The city initiated a
municipal water user fee to collect funds for watershed protection that has resulted
in $7 million in forest treatments.219
Recent wildfires in the basin have shown these investments to be well
worthwhile.220 “It is estimated that fire suppression and rehabilitation costs
associated with a 10,000 to 40,000 acre wildfire impacting some portion of the
Municipal Watershed could be between $11.9M and $48M.”221 In addition, “the cost
to dredge, haul and dispose of 2,000 acre-feet of sediment and ash from the City’s
[water storage] reservoirs would likely be between $80M and $240M.”222 The city
emphasizes that these costs do not include increased water treatment costs, impacts
211.
212.
213.
214.
215.
216.

Stoa, supra note 194, at 428.
Id.
Id.
Id.
See BENSON & ROBIN CRAIG, supra note 19, at 99.
See id. at 98; See also U.S. BUREAU RECLAMATION, SANTA FE BASIN STUDY: ADAPTATIONS TO
PROJECTED CHANGES IN WATER SUPPLY AND DEMAND ES-16 (2015) https://www.usbr.gov
/watersmart/bsp/docs/finalreport/SantaFe/Santa-Fe-Basin-Final.pdf.
217. The Landscape Conservation Cooperatives are collaborative, intergovernmental programs
coordinated by the Fish and Wildlife Service, with assistance from other agencies, including Reclamation
in the Desert and Southern Rockies. See U.S. FISH & WILDLIFE SERV., LANDSCAPE CONSERVATION
COOPERATIVES: FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (Feb. 2012), http://www.fws.gov/landscapeconservation/pdf/LCC_FAQs_2012.pdf (last visited Jan. 17, 2015).
218. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 98.
219. See Ellis Q. Margolis & Jeff Balmat, Fire History and Fire Climate Relationships Along a Fire
Regime Gradient in the Santa Fe Municipal Watershed, NM, 258 FOREST ECOLOGY AND MGMT. 2416,
2417 (2009); see generally CITY OF SANTA FE, MUNICIPAL WATERSHED PLAN, NM, USA,
http://www.santafenm.gov/municipal_watershed_plan (last visited Jan. 17, 2015).
220. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 98.
221. See id. (citations omitted).
222. See id.
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to the local economy from loss of tourism income, etc.223 It concludes that, “in
comparison to these avoided costs, the cost to treat and maintain forests within the
Municipal Watershed is expected to be $5.1 million over 20 years, an average of
$258,000 per year.”224
As Stoa summarizes, “that the basic framework of drought, flood, and
wildfire laws has remained the same for the past several decades speaks to the
disconnect between humans and the environment. Efforts to control nature
necessarily rely on a belief that control is possible. But diminishing water supplies,
deteriorating and failing infrastructure, and the rise of high-intensity fires reveal that
belief to be premature at best.”225 Our policy infrastructure fails to appreciate the
inevitability of large, natural events and the interconnected nature of these events.
C. A New Materialist Approach
Actual employment of new materialist concepts in environmental
governance is no easy task. This is in large part due to the challenges associated with
moving beyond the deeply ingrained nature/culture binaries in (Western, Eurocentric) thought. Yet it is a challenge worth taking on: “If the ideas of the ‘nonhuman’ and the ‘post-human’ are to avoid becoming mere clichés of contemporary
social scientific discourse, the task remains to persist in refiguring our most
classically humanist problems in other than human terms.”226
A new materialist approach to the challenges facing forests in New Mexico
and elsewhere (including its associated human and nonhuman elements) offers an
innovative and potentially more efficacious approach to impending regime change.
It begins with a different set of assumptions than those usually invoked. Rather than
seeing wildfire, flooding and other events as problems to be solved or situations to
be controlled, there is instead increased emphasis on the recognition of the roles they
play.
223. See id.
224. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 98; see also Scott Streater, Rio Grande: Conservation
Group Backs N.M. Forest Thinning to Curb Wildfires, GREENWIRE (Jul. 29, 2014),
http://www.eenews.net/greenwire/stories/1060003703. Another promising effort in this regard is the Rio
Grande Water Fund (RGWF). The RGWF is a multi-stakeholder, interagency, and trans-jurisdictional
consortium that formed in 2012. Led by The Nature Conservancy, the consortium is working to raise the
funds necessary for a twenty-year plan to restore roughly 1.7 million acres of overgrown forests around
the Rio Grande and its tributaries that remain susceptible to wildfires and the kind of water-quality damage
seen in the weeks after the Las Conchas fire. The RGWF’s goal is to protect storage, delivery, and quality
of Rio Grande water through landscape-scale forest restoration treatments in forested headwater
watersheds. Funding would support stream restoration, forest-thinning projects, and post-fire
rehabilitation covering as much as 600,000 acres in northern New Mexico over the next two decades. At
the time of this writing, the RGWF is still seeking the necessary funding. Laura McCarthy, The Nature
Conservancy’s project leader explains, “We know thinning our forests makes them safer and healthier,
but the 3,000 to 5,000 acres we treat each year, on average, is not enough to make a difference.” The
projected cost of the overall project is $15 million per year over twenty years. Despite the upfront cost,
project backers say it makes sense to spend significant amounts of money on these kinds of wildfire
prevention measures, noting that thinning an acre of dense forest costs around $700, whereas the economic
impact of one acre of scorched land runs as high as $2,125. Id.
225. Stoa, supra note 194, at 432.
226. Maria Hynes, Indifferent by Nature: A Post-Humanist Reframing of the Problem of Indifference,
48 ENV’T AND PLAN. 24, 24 (2015).
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Other actors within the system, in this case an assemblage that includes bark
beetles, trees, temperature, and fire, are recognized as having agency—a capacity to
act—that can be understood as part of a complex and dynamic force “distributed
across multiple, overlapping bodies, disseminated in degrees—rather than the
capacity of a unitary subject of consciousness.”227
A truly workable new materialist vision . . . would recognize that
what we think of as the world about which we care is a collection
of intra-active units—or what Latour would call actants. . . . These
all have agency and identity as they come together or, more
accurately, they have agency and identity in their coming together.
However, as Barad reminds us, those units are not just the familiar
human or nonhuman actors but the discursive units and material
units that make up our understanding of the world—her
phenomena are made up of material-discursive practices through
which boundaries are constituted.228
The familiar “multiple-use, sustained-yield” paradigms embodied in our
current public land management policies are examples of the types of materialdiscursive practices that have constituted our pre-Anthropocene reality. They have
literally framed our reality around use and production.229
A new materialist ontology does not require the devaluation of human
needs. Recognition of bark beetles as agents within the system, for example, does
not elevate their importance, nor does it anthropomorphize them. It does, however,
challenge management assumptions that go immediately to mitigation and control.
Instead, management begins with efforts to conceptualize the system or assemblage,
understands the roles played by the various actors, and then determines courses of
action that work within the context of the system.230
In the case of the Rio Grande watershed, working within the context of the
system requires acknowledgment that the trees, soils and other aspects of the forest
system will no longer play the role they once did. Once acting as a natural reservoir,
the forest system will allow water to move more quickly downstream and flow earlier
in the spring. If humans want to continue to use this water, communities will need to
rethink options for water storage.231
Before making efforts at control, there is first an attempt to understand the
system—looking for patterns and processes that enable managers to build models
that allow them to understand and respond to change accordingly over time. Wildfire,
floods, and other events often cannot be predicted at any given time or place, but
their inevitability must be acknowledged.
227. See Jane Bennett, Edible Matter, 45 NEW LEFT REV. 134, 134 (2007).
228. Jones-Putra, supra note 16, at 132 (citation omitted).
229. See Andrew Martin, Agents in Inter-Action: Bruno Latour and Agency, 12 J. ARCHAEOLOGICAL
METHOD AND THEORY 283, 284 (2005) (“objects are really the end result of a long process of negotiation
between the material world, historical associations and people—who give things names and
relationships”).
230. See, e.g., TSING, supra note 61 (exploring wild mushroom harvest on federal lands in Oregon).
231. Innovations in underground water storage are already underway. The City of Albuquerque’s
water utility, for example, recently completed the Bear Canyon Storage Project, its first large-scale effort
in aquifer storage and recovery. See BENSON & CRAIG, supra note 19, at 97.
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New materialist management involves a recognition of humans as part—
but not at the center or top—of an SES. For example, a legal regime that decenters
the human would abandon “multiple-use, sustained yield” management goals. This
type of management would not require us to ignore the needs of human communities,
but it would change the expectation that human needs are central. Instead of
management goals with human needs as the focus, a more relational approach would
emphasize overall system function.232 Human engagement within the system would
focus on participation as opposed to control.
This approach also involves a rejection of natural events as “disasters.” The
fact that droughts, floods, and wildfires are perceived as “disasters” demonstrates
how our current approaches are simply out of touch with environmental processes.233
Drought law, flood law, wildfire law all reflect attempts “to neutralize the threat by
developing and unleashing technological advancements. . . . When that fails or
proves counter-productive, governments provide disaster relief payments to offset
damage costs and emergency funding to escalate wildfire suppression efforts.”234
Unpredictable natural disasters are a convenient scapegoat for the
damage caused to people and the U.S. economy, but a more
rigorous examination reveals a policy infrastructure that fails to
appreciate the inevitability of large-scale natural events. Instead,
laws designed to address droughts, floods, and wildfires
conceptualize them as unpredictable or unlikely natural disasters,
prioritizing insurance schemes and emergency assistance funds
instead of integrated disaster planning mechanisms that prepare
communities for the inevitable.235
Rather than reacting to the next “emergency,” a new materialist approach
would invest in building the adaptive capacity of the SESs involved. Large scale
structural dynamics that render SESs vulnerable are not addressed by fire
suppression networks, interstate water transfers, and other infrastructure projects
designed to protect human populations from wildfire, floods, and droughts.236 When
those measures fail to address large-scale natural events, reactive measures such as
disaster relief funds are employed, but both approaches fail to build adaptive capacity
and resilience.237
New materialist management approaches would also reject our current,
siloed approach that segments the natural world. For example, water and land should
not be managed separately. They are inextricably linked, representing many
assemblages and processes that change over time. The current, fragmented approach
232. For example, traditional approaches to flood “control” involves built infrastructure in the form of
dams and levees, in almost all cases to protect property. Dams and levees. See, e.g., Edward Richards,
The Hurricane Katrina Levee Breach Litigation: Getting the First Geoengineering Liability Case Right,
160 U. PENN. L. REV. 267, 268 (2011). (“Levees create false security and prevent rational adaptations,
worsening catastrophes when they fail. Exclusively relying on levees in the future will cause untold fiscal
and environmental damage, while providing little long-term safety.”).
233. See Stoa, supra note 194, at 72.
234. Id. at 427.
235. See id. at 395, 396.
236. Id.
237. Id.
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reflects the failures of the anthropocentric view. By focusing almost exclusively on
how we use aspects of the system, the laws and policies we create fail to embrace
the interconnected nature of SES processes.
In the Anthropocene, climate change, biodiversity loss, and other planetary
shifts will bring increased unpredictability to SESs as they unravel and create new
assemblages. Whether or not climate change is anthropocentric is not—from a new
materialist perspective—a problem. Such questions deepen the groove of the
nature/society binary. An enormous amount of time and energy has focused on the
“anthropocentric nature” of climate change—time and energy that could have been
spent on mitigation strategies and adaptation. The general preoccupation with the
extent to which “anthropocentric” contributions are responsible for climate change
reinforces a belief that humans are an outside force, separate from nature.
V. CONCLUSION
The Anthropocene is not simply a new geologic epoch. It is a conceptual
opportunity. In it, we can reconfigure our orientation to the material world. New
materialism offers an ontology that destabilizes many of our currently limiting
beliefs about humans and our place in the world. These beliefs include the idea that
humans are somehow separate from nature, and somehow exceptional in terms of
our capacity to act. These beliefs are the core conditions that created the
Anthropocene. Combined, they result in an approach to environmental governance
that tends to focus on human needs rather than system function. Only by addressing
the ontological assumption of human exceptionalism will governance in the
Anthropocene meaningfully address the challenges to come.
New materialism is not a normative attempt placing humans on par with
other beings. It is an ontological stance. To the extent to which normative
implications (and management recommendations) can be derived from this ontology,
scholars emphasize embracing human involvement in this complex, dynamic, and
material world while also avoiding human-centered thinking. This is perhaps what
Donna Haraway means when she encourages us to “stay with the trouble.”238
In the case of New Mexico’s forest system, a new materialist approach
requires recognition of the limits of human control. It also recommends the
integration of management of land, water, flood control, and other strategies.
Acknowledging the interconnectedness of wildfire events to land management,
riparian function, and other human actions allows for more functional and adaptive
approaches to the environmental challenges ahead, but will require a paradigmatic
shift in our approach to environmental governance.
A new materialist approach to law would reexamine these relationships and
create legal forms and processes that more accurately reflect the dynamics and
capture the complexity of the future we face. New approaches are needed that reflect
our capacity to build conceptual models of SESs, integrate management strategies,
and adapt to continual change. Embracing the new materialism is both intuitive and
daunting. It is intuitive in the sense that fire, temperature, water, beetles, and other
238. See HARAWAY, supra note 2, at 35 (“How can we think in times of urgencies without selfindulgent and self-fulfilling myths of the apocalypse, when every fiber of our being is interlaced, even
complicit, in the webs of processes that must somehow be engaged and repatterned?”).
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elements are of course interconnected. Yet proposals for integrating water allocation
and land management with flood control policy are considered radical and are not
currently even under consideration.239
More broadly, scholarship from new materialism has much to offer. It
moves beyond Enlightenment-based, Cartesian approaches to materiality. It
recognizes that reality is relational and causality is therefore much more complex
and reflexive than generally acknowledged. Entities (including humans) do not exist
in and of themselves—they define, assemble and relate.
Within the context of natural resource and environmental law, the old
materialism still reigns. Virtually all of our approaches view the natural environment
as something apart, things to be managed, exploited or even protected. With few
exceptions,240 the focus is on how the environment can be maintained or manipulated
for human benefit. Even system-based approaches such as resilience thinking center
on how system processes can meet human needs.
As a result, current approaches tend to lack the nuance and complexity we
now need in the Anthropocene. While human needs are not to be ignored,
anthropocentric approaches unnecessarily narrow our perception and distort our
decision making toward short-lived and limited responses. A more inclusive,
relational approach to environmental governance in the Anthropocene would
acknowledge the powerful role humans play as a species but would also bring a
willingness to place human actions within a larger world of which we are one part.

239. Robin Kundis Craig & J.B. Ruhl, Designing Administrative Law for Adaptive Management, 67
VAND. L. REV. 1, 1-2 (2014).
240. See J. Baird Callicott, Explicit and Implicit Values, in THE ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT AT
THIRTY: VOL. 2: CONSERVING BIODIVERSITY IN HUMAN DOMINATED LANDSCAPES 36 (J. Michael Scott,
Dale D. Goble & Frank W. Davis eds., 2006).
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Intellectual commons are the great other of intellectual property‒enabled markets. They
constitute

noncommercial

spheres

of

intellectual

production,

distribution,

and

consumption, which are reproduced outside the circulation of intangible commodities
and money. They provide the core common infrastructures of intellectual production,
such as language, nonaggregated data and information, prior knowledge, and culture.
This article formulates a processual ontology of the intellectual commons by examining
the substance, elements, tendencies, and manifestations of their being. The first part of
the article introduces the various definitions of the concept. The second part focuses on
the elements, which constitute the totalities of the intellectual commons. The third part
emphasizes their structural tendencies. Finally, the fourth and last part of the article
deals with the various manifestations of the intellectual commons in the domains of
culture, science, and technology.
Keywords: intellectual commons, commons-based peer production, ontology, definition

Today, the epicenter of wealth creation in our societies has rapidly shifted from tangible to
intangible assets. Intellectual production is more than ever considered to be the engine of social progress.
As a result, the focus of business, policy making, and civil society has accordingly shifted to the regulation
of intellectual production, distribution, and consumption. Moreover, rapid technosocial developments have
led to the convergence of media and communications in a single network of networks based on packetswitching technologies, making the Internet the archetypal communication medium of our times. It is
exactly at this cutting edge of technological progress and wealth creation that people have started to
constitute intellectual commons free for access to all, by devising collaborative peer-to-peer modes of
production and management of intellectual resources.
New intellectual commons—such as spectrum commons, open hardware, open standards, free
software, wikis, open scientific publishing, openly accessible user-generated content, online content
licensed under Creative Commons licenses, collaborative media, voluntary crowdsourcing, political
mobilization through electronic networks and hacktivism, Internet cultures, and memes—have reinforced
cultural and technoscientific commons that constitute the building blocks of our civilization, such as
language, collective history, ideas, beliefs, customs, traditions, folk art, games, shared symbols, social
systems of care, knowledge in the public domain, and all our past scientific and technological
advancements (Merges, 2004). This kaleidoscope of sharing, collective creativity, and collaborative
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innovation constitutes our digitized environments not as private enclosures, but as shared public space, a
social sphere divergent from the one reproduced by the market and the state.
Along these lines, a grounded ontology of the intellectual commons is essential for our capacity to
understand and analyze the phenomenon. This article formulates a processual ontology of the intellectual
commons by examining the substance, elements, tendencies, and manifestations of their being. It
constructs an ontological perspective of the intellectual commons as social practices of both pooling
intangible resources in common and reproducing the communal relations developed around such
practices. The first part of the article introduces the various definitions of the concept. The second part
focuses on the elements, which constitute the totalities of the intellectual commons. The third part
emphasizes their structural tendencies. Finally, the fourth and last part of the article deals with the
various manifestations of the intellectual commons in the domains of culture, science, and technology.
Definitions
The concept of commons is today most commonly defined in connection to resources of a specific
nature. In her seminal work, Ostrom (1990) conceives of the commons as types of resources—or better
resource systems—which feature certain attributes that make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude
potential beneficiaries from appropriating them. Hess and Ostrom thus broadly describe a commons as a
resource shared by a group of people, which is vulnerable to social dilemmas (Hess, 2008; Hess &
Ostrom, 2007b). Following the same line of thought in relation to intangible resources, the same authors
stress the importance of avoiding the confusion between the nature of the commons as goods and the
property regimes related to them (Hess & Ostrom, 2003). According to this approach, information and
knowledge are socially managed as common-pool resources due to their inherent properties of
nonsubtractability and relative nonexcludability. These two attributes of common-pool resources make
them “conducive to the use of communal proprietorship or ownership” (Ostrom & Hess, 2000, p. 332). Yet
resource-based approaches run the danger of reifying the commons and downgrading their social
dimension.
In contrast, property-based definitions equate the social phenomenon of the commons with
collective property in contradistinction with private and public property regimes (Boyle, 2008; Lessig,
2002a; Mueller, 2012). In the intellectual realm, James Boyle labels the commons of the mind as
“property’s outside” or “property’s antonym” (Boyle, 2003, p. 66). Along the same lines, Jessica Litman
considers that the intellectual commons coincide with the legal concept of the public domain, which she
juxtaposes to intellectual property (Litman, 1990). Their equation with collective property restricts the
ontological examination of the intellectual commons to rules of ownership and ignores the fact that the
latter are actually systems of wider social relations, which also include modes of production and
governance.
Alternatively, relational/institutional approaches define the commons as sets of wider instituted
social relationships between communities and resources (Dardot & Laval, 2015). As Helfrich

and Haas

(2009) state, “Commons are not the resources themselves but the set of relationships that are forged
among individuals and a resource and individuals with each other” (p. 5). Linebaugh (2008) adds that
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Commons are not given, they are produced. Though we often say that commons are all
around us—the air we breathe and the languages we use being key examples of shared
wealth—it is truly only through cooperation in the production of our life that we can
create them. This is because commons are not essentially material things but are social
relations, constitutive social practices. (pp. 50‒51)
Hence, according to relational/institutional approaches, the commons can be defined as “a social regime
for managing shared resources and forging a community of shared values and purpose” (Clippinger &
Bollier, 2005, p. 263) or even an “institutional arrangement for governing the access to, use and
disposition of resources,” in which “no single person has exclusive control over the use and disposition of
any particular resource” (Benkler, 2006, pp. 60‒61). In conclusion, relational/institutional approaches
pinpoint that commons refer neither to communities nor to resources, but instead to the social relations
and structures that develop between the two (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Locating the commons.
At an even higher level of complexity, processual definitions pinpoint the dynamic element of the
commons. According to processual approaches, commons are defined as fluid systems of social
relationships and sets of social practices for governing the (re)production of, access to, and use of
resources. In contrast to resource-based or property-based definitions, the commons are not equated with
given resources or to the legal status emanating from their natural attributes, but rather to social relations
that are constantly reproduced. Furthermore, in contrast to relational/institutional approaches, the
commons do not coincide with, but are rather co-constituted by their institutional elements. According to
the processual approach, the commons are a process, a state of becoming, not a state of being.
Therefore, Peter Linebaugh (2008) has invented a neologism to reimagine commons as a verb—that is,
the process of “commoning” (pp. 50‒51). Hence, in contrast to analytical definitions, processual
approaches refer to the ontology of the commons not as a common pool resource, but as the very process
of pooling common resources (Bollier & Helfrich, 2015).
Nonetheless, social practices taking place within the commons are not only restricted to the
(re)production of the resource. On the contrary, throughout these practices, the community itself is
constantly reproduced, adapting its governance mechanisms and communal relationships in the changing
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environment within and outside the commons. According to such an “integrated” approach, the commons
should be viewed in its totality as a process that produces forms of life in common, a distinct mode of
social coproduction (Agamben, 2000).
Elements and Characteristics
Intellectual commons are related to terrains of mainly intellectual, as demarcated from those of
chiefly manual, human activity. In other words, they refer to social structures related primarily to
intellectual work in terms of the production, distribution, and consumption of information, communication,
knowledge, and culture, which are subject to dynamic change. Taking into account that the commons in
general is not a singular concept, the commons of the mind exhibit multiple layers of (re)production and
may involve the commonification of both tangible and intangible resources.
Most theorists consider any commons as consisting of three main elements, which more or less
refer to the social practice of pooling a resource, the social cooperation of productive activity among
peers, and, finally, a community with a collective process governing the (re)production and management
of the resource (Bollier & Helfrich, 2015; Caffentzis, 2008; De Angelis, 2009; Hess & Ostrom, 2007b). In
dialectical terms, the elements of the intellectual commons can be restated according to the dialectic of
subject and object. According to this dialectical scheme, a producing subject interrelates with its external
objective environment. The interaction of subject and object takes the form of subject/object, an entity
that preserves certain elements of subject and object, eliminates others, and sublates the status of such
an entity through the emergence of novel properties that did not exist in its generating entities (Figure 2).

Figure 2. The elements of the intellectual commons.
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In this light, the intellectual commons are produced by the interrelation between their subjective
and objective elements, as described in Table 1. The subjective element is twofold, consisting, on the one
hand, of the collective actors and, on the other hand, of the communal structures of the intellectual
commons. The objective element consists of the intangible resources that are used as input for commonsbased peer production. The products of the sublation between the objective and subjective elements of
the intellectual commons are again twofold. Obviously, practices within the intellectual commons yield
more information, communication, knowledge, and culture. Hence, intangible resources are both object of
the dialectical process and outcome of the sublation. This characteristic distinguishes the intellectual
commons from other types of commons. Yet the dialectical process constantly reproduces and evolves
itself, its social bonds being both medium and outcome of the process. Rather than being analyzed as
separate from one another, the objective and subjective elements of the commons should be viewed as
forming an inseparable and integrated whole (Bollier & Helfrich, 2015).
Table 1. Characteristics of the Intellectual Commons.
Elements

Characteristics

Object

Subject/agency

Subject/structure

(resource)

(productive activity)

(community/institution)

Nonexcludability

Nonmonetary

Rules of self-governance

incentives
Nonrivalry

Voluntary participation

Communal ownership rules

Zero marginal costs of

Self-allocation of

Access rules

sharing

productive
activity/consensusbased coordination

Cumulative capacity

Self-management

Communal values

As far as their objective element is concerned, intellectual commons are primarily related to the
(re)production of intangible resources, in the form of data, information, communication, knowledge, and
culture (Benkler, 2006; Frischmann, Madison, & Strandburg, 2014). Practices within the commons in
relation to tangible resources are characterized by resource attributes of relative nonexcludability and of
rivalrousness (Ostrom & Ostrom, 1977). In particular, the exclusion of individuals from the use of
common-pool resources through physical or legal barriers is relatively costly, whereas any resource units
subtracted by one individual are deprived from others (Ostrom, 1990). As a corollary, such resources are
susceptible to problems of congestion and overuse and can even be open to the risk of destruction—
matters that have to be dealt with by commoners through sophisticated and adaptable governance
technics, if commons upon them are to last and thrive. In contrast, intangible resources have the status of
pure public goods in the strict economic sense (Samuelson, 1954). First of all, intangible goods share the
attribute of nonexcludability with common-pool resources, except in the case of the former, such
nonexcludability is absolute rather than relative (Hess & Ostrom, 2007b). Furthermore, they are
nonrivalrous in the sense that their consumption does not reduce the amount of the good available to
others (Benkler, 2006). In addition, information, communication, knowledge, and culture have been
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known to bear a cumulative capacity (Foray, 2004; Hess & Ostrom, 2007b). Finally, intangible resources
enjoy near zero marginal costs of sharing among peers in the sense that the cost of their reproduction
tends to be negligible (Arrow, 1962; Benkler, 2006). The partly intransitive attributes mentioned above—
that is, nonexcludability, nonrivalry, zero marginal costs of sharing, and cumulative capacity, which
characterize the objective element of the intellectual commons—are not found in types of commons based
on tangible resources.
Regarding their subjective agency element, intellectual commons are reproduced according to a
commons-based peer mode of intellectual production, distribution, and consumption, which significantly
differentiates itself from the dominant mode, based on capital and commodity markets (De Angelis,
2007). In the context of the intellectual commons, the subjective productive force of the social intellect
interrelates with communal relations of reproduction. The social intellect can be defined as the collective
intellectual worker, producing prior and existing information, communication, knowledge, and culture
through cooperative work and an aggregation of the work of many humans. Communal relations between
peers are characterized by voluntary participation, the self-allocation of tasks, and autonomous
contribution to the productive process (Soderberg & O’Neil, 2014). Participation in the productive process
is motivated less by material incentives and more through bonds of community, trust, and reputation
(Benkler, 2004; De Angelis, 2007). Coordination is ensured “by the utilization of flexible, overlapping,
indeterminate systems of negotiating difference and permitting parallel inconsistencies to co-exist until a
settlement behavior or outcome emerges” (Benkler, 2016, pp. 111‒112). Eventually, such relations tend
to be based on sharing and collaboration between commoners, who join their productive capacities
together as equipotent peers in networked forms of organization (Bauwens, 2005). Even though the
degree and extent of control may vary, the productive process, available infrastructure, and means of
production tend to be controlled by the community of commoners (Fuster Morell, 2014). Taking into
account that intellectual production has always had a very close relation with communication and
collaboration, today’s information and communication technologies have contributed to the process by
compressing time and space and by facilitating peer-to-peer collaboration (Benkler, 2006). As a result,
technology has significantly decreased the transaction costs to forge communal relationships and has
made it more attractive for creators to establish efficient communities of production.
In relation to their subjective structural element, the intellectual commons arise whenever a
community acquires constituent power by engaging in the (re)production and management of an
intangible resource, with special regard for equitable access and use (Bollier, 2008). In this sense, there
can be no commons without a self-governing community. Rules of self-governance include both rules for
the management of the productive process and rules of political decision making. On the one hand, selfmanagement rules determine the general characteristics of the mode of production, distribution, and
consumption of the resource, the choices over the design of the resource and the planning of the
productive process, the criteria for the allocation of tasks and the division of labor. On the other hand,
political decision making determines the collective mission or goal of the process, the membership and the
boundaries of the community, the constitutional choices over the mode of self-governance, the
participation of

individual commoners

in the

decision-making

process, the

interaction between

commoners, the adjudication of disputes, and the imposition of sanctions for rule violation. In addition,
the intellectual commons are regulated by ownership and access rules. Ownership rules determine the
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property status of both the means of production and the resources produced. Access rules regulate the
appropriation and use of resource units (Ostrom, 1990). Access can be open to all or managed and limited
to certain individuals or usages (Mueller, 2012). Property rights are bundles of access, contribution,
extraction, removal, management/participation, exclusion, and alienation rights, thus conferring different
types of control over resources vis-à-vis persons and entities other than their right-holder (Hess &
Ostrom, 2007a). Ownership of communally managed and communally produced resources bestows the
rights to regulate access and use. Access rules generally aim to sustain and guarantee the communal
mode of resource management and to avert exhaustion through commodification. They constitute the
constructed boundaries between the realm of the intellectual commons and the sphere of commodity
markets. Hence, ownership and access in the intellectual commons are inextricably linked. Furthermore,
the intellectual commons are established as communities of shared values, oriented toward communal
stabilization and reproduction through time (Clippinger & Bollier, 2005). Values, such as reciprocity, trust,
and mutuality among peers, are not confined to one-to-one relations. Rather, they develop and are set in
circulation both within and among commoners’ communities. Communal values are very important for the
well-being of the intellectual commons, since their circulation and accumulation contribute to the
construction of group identities and the consolidation of reciprocal patterns of pooling resources in
common. Yet communal values within the spheres of the intellectual commons also function in
contradistinction and as alternatives to circuits of dominant monetary values. There is an underlying
confrontation between alternative and dominant value systems, which is connected with patterns of
pooling resources in common and processes of commodification (De Angelis, 2007). Intellectual commons
communities reveal a wide diversity of institutional practices, which evolve through time in correspondence
to the vulnerabilities to enclosure or underproduction of the relevant resource and the social dilemmas faced
by the community during the course of sustaining each specific commons (Hess, 2008).
As any other type of social institution, intellectual commons control and, at the same time,
empower the activity of their participants. Nevertheless, they significantly differ from state or market
regulation of people and resources, since they constitute social systems, in which institutions are
immanent in, rather than separate from, the reproduction of the community.
Tendencies
According to Vincent Mosco (2009), commodification is “the process of transforming things
valued for their use into marketable produces that are valued for what they can bring in exchange” (p. 2).
Today, the commodification of intellectual produces is confronted by the contending force of the expansion
of the intellectual commons. Fifteen years after the then Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer compared Linux
with cancer, contaminating all other software with the General Public License (Greene, 2001), free and
open source software projects have grown exponentially and have become the technological base for large
parts of the software development industry (Knorr, 2015), proportionally displacing closed intellectual
property business regimes of software development. Intellectual commons develop in the form of virtuous
circles and ecosystems. Sharing is a practice at the core of the intellectual commons. The more they are
shared, the more information, communication, knowledge, and culture enhance their social utility (Bollier,
2008; Frischmann, 2012; Hardt, 2010; Rose, 1986). Hence, sharing literally fuels innovation. It is through
the practices within the intellectual commons that this sharing potential of intangible resources for social

1514 Antonios Broumas

International Journal of Communication 11(2017)

utility is taken advantage in full. When productive communities possess institutions that guarantee that
the output of their production remains within the virtuous circle of commons-based peer production, then
practices of pooling resources in common acquire network effects. This gives rise to an expansion of both
the quantity/quality of intellectual production and the size of productive communities, which has been
characterized as the “cornucopia of the commons” (Bollier, 2007, p. 34). This phenomenon of expanding
the pooling of resources in common can be termed commonification. Contrary to the opposite
transformations of commodification, commonification transforms social relations, which generate
marketable commodities valued for what they can bring in exchange, into social relations, which generate
resources produced by multiple creators in communal collaboration, openly accessible to communities or
the wider society and valued for their use.
In informational capitalism, exchange value is not the sole form of social value in circulation, and
intellectual property–enabled commodity markets are not the only value systems monopolizing the
production, distribution, and consumption of information, communication, knowledge, and culture. The
intellectual reservoir of the public domain, the intangible resources pooled in common, and the patterns of
sharing and collaboration within and among intellectual commons communities interconnected through
peer-to-peer networked structures mutually compose and reproduce openly accessible intellectual
ecosystems of culture, science, and technology. Hence, in contrast to the circulation of exchange values
within intellectual property–enabled commodity markets, use and other social values circulate within and
among the intellectual commons, forming alternative spheres of value circulation/accumulation. Examples
of such spheres include the open source software community, alternative public spheres formed by
bloggers and alternative media, Internet cultures in social media, and online meeting points like 4chan.
Even though they are fundamentally characterized by their orientation toward self-governance
and open access to their productive output, in societies dominated by capital, the commons of the mind
unfold themselves neither as wholly open nor as entirely self-governed. Instead, openness and selfgovernance are tendencies, which emerge from the essential properties encountered in the social relations
of the intellectual commons. As in any other productive process, intellectual commons are determined only
to a certain extent by the properties of the resources involved, being after that point greatly dependent on
the sociohistorical context in which they evolve (Kaul & Mendoza, 2003). In particular, the degree of
openness and self-governance in each community of commoners is determined by the specific outcomes
of the dialectics between the intellectual commons and dominant forces/relations in their social context. In
this view, institutions within the intellectual commons are the result of the interaction between the
intellectual commons and the objective conditions of their environment. Such a perspective also leaves
ground for counterinfluencing agency/structure dialectics between the resulting institutions within the
intellectual commons, their generative elements, and their social context.
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Figure 3. The dialectics of the intellectual commons.
Hence, as shown in Figure 3, in capitalism, structures of pooling resources in common are
inherently contested and contradictory terrains of social activity, which are constantly reproduced in a
nonlinear manner on the basis of the dialectics mentioned above but also counterinfluence their
environment.

Outcomes

of

the

interrelation

between

the

intellectual

commons

and

dominant

forces/relations in the social context can be classified in two distinct spheres of reproduction: contested
spheres of commonification/commodification and co-opted spheres of commonification/commodification.
The dialectics within the reproduction of the intellectual commons exhibit certain tendencies and
countertendencies (see Table 2), which emanate from their essential characteristics and the essential
characteristics of the wider social context. In particular, due to the attribute of nonexcludability,
intellectual commons are less vulnerable to “crowding effects” and “overuse” problems and relatively
immune to risks of depletion (Lessig, 2002b, p. 21). Therefore, practices of pooling resources in common
in relation to intangible resources have the potential to be structured as open access commons on their
demand side—that is, “involving no limits on who is authorized to use a resource” (Ostrom & Hess, 2000,
pp. 335‒336). Examples of open access intellectual commons include our common cultural heritage and
the public domain. Yet intellectual commons are also subject to opposing forces in the social context,
manifested in legal institutions and technological infrastructures of enclosure, which tend to socially
construct information, communication, knowledge, and culture as artificially scarce; to monetize access;
and, eventually, to commodify them (Hess & Ostrom, 2007b). Accordingly, the characteristics of
nonrivalry and zero marginal costs of sharing observed in relation to intangible resources tend to
encourage patterns of sharing among creators, which may result in the pooling of common resources, on
the condition that forces of commonification are also set in motion. Conversely, institutions and
technologies in the social context enable the fixation of intellectual works in the form of commodities and,
thus, make them susceptible to market allocation and private accumulation (Cohen, 2007). Sharing is a
fundamental characteristic that distinguishes commons from commodity markets or other systems of
private resource accumulation (Madison, Frischmann, & Strandburg, 2010). Therefore, the degree of
sharing tolerated by the sublation of the opposing tendencies mentioned above gives evidence about the
degree of their relative independence or co-optation by market logic.
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Table 2. Tendencies and Countertendencies Within the Intellectual Commons.
Characteristics of
pooling resources in

Characteristics of

common

Tendencies

Interrelation

Countertendencies

commodification

(commons-based

(forces of

(subject/object

(forces of

(capitalist mode

peer production)

commonification)

dialectics)

commodification)

of production)

Open access

Commonification
↔

Monetized access

Enclosure

Market allocation

Fixity

Nonexcludability

commodification
Nonrivalry/zero

Sharing

Pooling of

marginal costs

common

of sharing

resources ↔
private
accumulation of
resources

Cumulative

Collaboration

Commons-

capacity,

oriented relations

nonmonetary

of production ↔

incentives,

market

voluntary

competition and

participation

oligopolies

Self-allocation of

Self- and

Self-management

productive

collective

of the productive

activity and

actualization

process ↔

consensus-

hierarchical

based

management of

coordination

the productive

Antagonism

Monetary
incentives

Alienation

Command

process

Communal value

Circular

Work in

Labor as

Market value

system

reciprocity

collaboration or

commodity or

system

waged labor

exploitation

Communal

Self-

Consensus-

ownership

governance

based decision
making ↔
hierarchical
decision
making

Domination

Private/state
ownership
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The dialectics, which give birth to the sphere of the intellectual commons, are framed by
additional characteristics and tendencies, the social determination of which is even more extensive than
the partly intransitive attributes of intangible resources. In this context, several researchers have
pinpointed that individuals are motivated to engage in intellectual commons communities by diverse and
heterogeneous incentives, which are primarily nonmonetary, such as communal reciprocity and skills
building (Ghosh, Glott, Krieger, & Robles, 2002), social status gains and reputation among peers and
beyond the community (Lakhani & Von Hippel, 2002), and the use value of produced resources and the
hedonic pleasure of creativity (Lerner & Tirole, 2002). The important role of nonmonetary incentives
within intellectual commons communities certainly does not imply that commoners are free from extrinsic
monetary pressures arising from the immersion of such communities in the dominant value flows of
commodity markets. Hence, other researchers have recorded that the exploitation of reputation within the
intellectual commons as a means to leverage employment opportunities also plays a motivational role
among commoners (Von Krogh, Haefliger, Spaeth, & Wallin, 2012). Nonmonetary incentives and the
participation of commoners on a voluntary basis combined with the partly intransitive characteristic of the
cumulative capacity of intangible resources weave relations within the productive process, which generate
collaborative tendencies among peers. Contrariwise, the dominance of monetary incentives in the wider
social context reproduces antagonistic relations. The countervailing tendencies mentioned above impact
both the patterns of pooling resources within intellectual commons communities and the relations among
them, pushing toward either commons-oriented peer relations of production or market competition,
accumulation of market power and oligopolies.
Furthermore, the characteristics of self-allocating tasks and consensus-based coordination in the
productive practices of pooling resources in common promote the self- and collective actualization of
commoners. On the contrary, hierarchical command of labor in the productive processes, which dominate the
social context, generates alienation of creative individual workers. The synthesis between the two
juxtaposing spheres shifts the productive practices of the intellectual commons either toward selfmanagement or toward hierarchical management. Intellectual commons should also be examined as
alternative communal value systems reproduced at the margins of dominant market value systems. Whereas
markets circulate social power in the form of monetary values and labor in the form of commodity through
decentralized bilateral transactions, intellectual commons communities are based on circuits of circular
reciprocity among peers. Interrelations between the two value systems generate relations of production
within the intellectual commons, which may widely range between the two extremes of collaborative work
among peers and exploited waged labor. Finally, the communal or private/state ownership of the
infrastructure and means of pooling resources is critical for the degree of self-governance and domination
encountered in each intellectual commons community and eventually determines its mechanisms of
political decision making—that is, whether such mechanisms shall be consensus-based or hierarchical. In
conclusion, intellectual commons generally share the characteristics mentioned in the previous section.
Nonetheless, the extent and quality of those characteristics in each case of commons is ultimately
determined by the dialectics between forces and relations of commonification/commodification. Hence, the
more an intellectual commons community dynamically transforms its practices and orients itself from the
sphere of commonification toward the contested sphere of commonification/commodification to the coopted sphere of commonification/commodification, the less extensive and qualitative its characteristics of
open access, self-management, and self-governance will be and vice versa.
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In corollary, the intellectual commons have the potential to be noncommodifiable, yet are not
insulated from phenomena of commodification. The establishment of either intellectual commons
contesting commodification on the basis of sharing and collaboration or intellectual commons being coopted by commodity circulation and subject to value capture by capital are ultimately socially constructed
outcomes. These outcomes are determined by the dialectics constituting the spheres of the intellectual
commons vis-à-vis the value system of commodity markets. They are related to tendencies and
countertendencies, which may be realized or remain unrealized. The intellectual commons embody the
potential to unleash in full the creative and innovative powers of the social intellect, yet their future
remains open, subject to struggles for social change within their spheres and in the wider social context.
Manifestations
Intellectual commons ascribe to practices of social reproduction in relation to primarily intellectual
human activity. Intellectual work manifests itself in the reproduction of data, knowledge, and
communication. Correspondingly, intellectual commons are related to the reproduction of information,
communication, knowledge, and culture. The commons of the mind cannot be separated from practices of
pooling resources in common in other spheres of human activity, but rather operate in combination and,
thus, have the potential to commonify social reproduction in its totality. The same circuits of the commons
may manifest themselves in productive activities involving information, communication, knowledge,
culture, manufacturing, sociality, and so on.2 In addition, they do not refer to a supposed “immaterial”
realm, but rather to the movement of matter through cognitive, communicative, and cooperative practices
and to the reproduction of social relations (Williams, 1989).3
Information refers to collections of data meaningfully assembled “according to the rules (syntax)
that govern the chosen system, code or language being used” (Floridi, 2010, p. 20). It is a combination of
data and intellectual work, which embodies human interpretation. Therefore, to be accessible and
comprehensible, any assemblage and transformation of data into information must comply with a socially
constructed and shared system of semantics. Furthermore, the process of assembling information by the
pooling together of data is in itself based on patterns of sharing and collaboration. Since the accumulation
of factual data and its collaborative assimilation into information constitute the foundation for knowledge
production, robust commons of information are a precondition for all modes of intellectual production,
distribution, and consumption. The information commons includes the vast realm of nonaggregated data
2

For example, open hardware commons have the potential to manifest themselves in the commonification

of all their terrains of social reproduction, such as in relation to designs, communications media,
manufacturing spaces, material infrastructure, and products—or at least in some of them. Hence, fablab
networks mainly commonify hardware designs—that is, they are mainly manifested as knowledge
commons. Yet practices of pooling resources in common in hardware design have the potential to colonize
the production of material goods through artisanal networks and, thus, acquire a deeper layer of
commonification within social reproduction.
3

For instance, spectrum commons may combine practices of pooling resources in common in relation to

natural (radio spectrum), social (means of communication), and intellectual (wireless communication
technologies) resources, all of which are reflected in matter and the movement of matter.
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and information, which has been collected, processed, accumulated, and stored across history by
humanity as a result of sharing and collaboration among many individuals. It also includes aggregated
data and information about nature, human history, and contemporary society, which has not been
enclosed either directly or indirectly by virtue of patent, copyright, and database laws or by technological
means and, therefore, lies in the public domain.4 Reliance of intellectual production on sharing and
collaboration is acknowledged by our systems of intellectual property law, which, therefore, purposefully
include limitations to exclusivity and common use provisions of information resources. Such an equilibrium
between enclosure and the commons embedded in law has led certain scholars to maintain that the
system of intellectual property rights is “a mixed system of private property and commons” (Cunningham,
2014, p. 65).
Knowledge is the assimilation of information into shared structures of common understanding
(Machlup, 1983). It is a social product generated on the basis of objects of a transitive dimension (i.e.,
prior knowledge produced by society) and objects of an intransitive dimension (i.e., structures or
mechanisms of nature that exist and act quite independently of humans; Bhaskar, 2008). By the term
social reference is given to the fact that the production of knowledge is essentially a process of
cooperation among several individuals (Marx & Engels, 1844/1998), which is structured in dynamic
subprocesses

of

cognition,

communication,

and

cooperation

(Fuchs

&

Hofkirchner,

2005).

The

accumulated knowledge of humankind constitutes the intellectual basis of social life. The building blocks of
human knowledge are produced and managed as commons, according to socially constructed rules, which
prohibit any kind of exclusionary conduct.5 Hence, discoveries about physical phenomena and laws of
4

As a general rule, data and information do not per se fall under the scope of copyright or patentable

subject matter or, instead, do not per se fulfill other criteria of copyright protection or patentability.
Nonetheless, the commodification of information flows and the subsequent investment of time, money,
and effort for the compilation of databases have pushed for the introduction of statutory private
monopolies over information, the most prominent of which is the 1996 European Union directive on the
legal protection of databases. By virtue of the latter, an exclusive sui generis right for producers of
nonoriginal databases has been established throughout the European Economic Area, which, instead of
protecting units of data per se, grants its holders the right to exclude others from the extraction and/or
reutilization of the whole or of a substantial part of the contents of the databases under protection.
5

According to the Articles 1 and 2 of the 1886 Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic

Works, copyright applies only to expressions of ideas that have been fixed in a tangible medium and not
to ideas themselves. Articles 9 and 2 of the 1994 Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual
Property Rights (TRIPS) further clarifies the scope of copyright: “Copyright protection shall extend to
expressions and not to ideas, procedures, methods of operation or mathematical concepts as such.” Along
the same lines, U.S. copyright law explicitly excludes ideas from its protective scope by providing that: “In
no case does copyright protection for an original work of authorship extend to any idea, procedure,
process, system, method of operation, concept, principle, or discovery, regardless of the form in which it
is described, explained, illustrated, or embodied in such work” (17 U.S.C., Sec. 102(b), 1982). In relation
to patentability, Articles 27 and 1 of the TRIPS agreement includes in the scope of patentable subject
matter only inventions, whether products or processes of technology, which “are new, involve an inventive
step and are capable of industrial application.” In a more detailed manner, Articles 52 and 2 of the 1973
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nature, abstract ideas, principles and theories, mathematical symbols, methods and formulas are
managed as open access commons pooled together by the cooperative activity of the scientific
community, past and present. All in all, the core of scientific knowledge is generally managed as a
commons, advanced through sharing and collaboration among peers in community.6 The knowledge
commons also consists of technological inventions that fall short of patentability because they do not fulfill
the criteria of novelty, nonobviousness/involvement of an inventive step, social utility/susceptibility of
industrial application. Broadly speaking, this includes the accumulated technological advancements of the
greatest part of human history—namely, inventions (1) that were conceived before the existence of patent
laws; (2) that have been communicated to the public, but have not been filed for patent protection by
their inventors; (3) that had their patent rights expire; or (4) that have been invalidated by litigation.
Furthermore, technologies in use, whether protected by private monopolies or not, lead to further
innovation and invention through practices of maintenance, repair, and modification shared among the
communities of their users (Edgerton, 1999; Von Hippel, 2005). In addition, the knowledge commons
includes all types of “traditional knowledge.” The latter refers among others to the know-how, practices,
skills, and innovations developed within and among communities through patterns of sharing and
collaboration in a wide variety of contexts, such as governance, agriculture, science, technology,
architecture, arts and crafts, ecology, medicine, and biodiversity (World Intellectual Property Organization,
2012). Finally, the development of packet-based electronic communication systems and advanced
information technologies in the form of the Internet and the World Wide Web have greatly facilitated the
sharing of knowledge between peers along with commons-based peer modes of production based on
collaboration.
Communication refers to a socialized process of symbolic interaction between human subjects
through which meaning is exchanged. Therefore, being

more than the transmission of data,

communication is in essence the social production of meaning that constitutes social relationships (Mosco,
2009). Furthermore, exercising free speech through communication between citizens essentially involves
drawing from the vast pool of intellectual resources held in common. Hence, the wider the scope of the
intellectual commons, the more the fundamental freedom of speech is empowered (Netanel, 2008).
Cultures are unities of symbolic systems reproduced by means of interpersonal human communication
(Cuche, 2010). Culture includes the fundamental elements of socialization, which are necessary for life in
common—that is, the a priori of human society. It is essentially a socialized process based on sharing and
collaboration and a collective project in constant flux. To begin with, any culture is reproduced upon a
common language, which is also in itself a system of symbols. Furthermore, a cultural system includes the
European Patent Convention excludes from the scope of patentable subject matter (a) discoveries,
scientific theories, and mathematical methods; (b) aesthetic creations; (c) schemes, rules, and methods
for performing mental acts, playing games, or doing business, and programs for computers; and (d)
presentations of information.
6

Due to the fact that patentability criteria apply only to technological applications of scientific knowledge,

scientific advancements cannot in themselves be patented, except in their embodiment as useful/industrial
applications. It is, after all, to this end that the publication of the knowledge underlying an invention as
freely accessible is a prerequisite for the granting of private monopoly rights over technological
applications in most patent systems.
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reproduction and evolution of shared ethical, moral, religious, and other value systems, which determine
anything from body techniques and patterns of behavior to ways of life and orderly social function within
social groups (Elias, 1969; Mauss, 1973; Sahlins, 2013; Williams, 1983). Culture also exhibits common
traditions, habits and customs, religious or secular belief systems, and interacting worldviews and shared
conceptions about social life in general. In addition, culture consists of common aesthetic systems and
styles, artistic and cultural techniques, practices, skills, and innovations along with artistic and cultural
expressions of folklore, such as folk art, arts and crafts, architectural forms, dance, performances,
ceremonies, handicrafts, games, myths, memes, folktales, signs, and symbols. Last but not least, when
we talk about culture, we refer not only to its contemporary form but also to cultural heritage and
collective historical narratives handed down from one generation to the next (Burke, 2008). In conclusion,
cultures are commons, reproduced and evolving through practices of collective sharing and collaboration
between peers and social groups within and among cultural communities. They constitute the cultural
bases that render human creativity and social life possible. Yet the cultural commons also includes the
public domain. The public domain is a legal artifact in flux, each time carving the line between private
property and the intellectual commons (Goldstein, 2003). Intellectual works in the public domain—that is,
not protected by copyright or unbundled from exclusionary private rights—include works created before
the existence of copyright, those of insufficient originality for copyright protection, works the copyright of
which has expired or is otherwise inapplicable due to invalidation by litigation along with government
works, works dedicated by their authors to the public domain, and works that are licensed by their authors
under conditions that are orientated toward open access. In addition, the cultural commons includes the
fair use limitations engraved in copyright law (Samuelson, 2006). De facto cultural commons, which
develop beyond the boundaries of law, have also been facilitated by contemporary information and
communication technologies through the unauthorized sharing or mixing of copyright-protected works in
digitized environments.
Conclusion
Intellectual commons are the great other of intellectual property–enabled commodity markets.
They constitute noncommercial spheres of intellectual production, distribution, and consumption, which
are reproduced outside the circulation of intangible commodities and money (Caffentzis, 2013). Yet
intellectual commons are not just an alternative to the dominant capitalist mode of intellectual production.
On the contrary, they provide the core common infrastructures of intellectual production, such as
language, nonaggregated data and information, prior knowledge and culture (Mitchell, 2005). In addition,
they constantly reproduce a vast amount of information, communication, knowledge, and cultural artifacts
as common-pool resources. It is the compilation of these intellectual infrastructures and resources with
the productive force of the social intellect, subjected to the rule of capital, which constitute the foundation
of the capitalist mode of intellectual production. As De Angelis (2007) pinpoints, “every mode of doing
needs commons” (p. 243). Capitalist modes of producing intellectual goods are inescapably dependent on
the commons. Nonetheless, such dependence is not mutual. Forces of commonification can materialize
their potential to unleash socialized creativity and inventiveness without the restraints of capital.
The engagement with theoretical ventures over the intellectual commons needs to be attentive to
the fact that wider radical transformations required for the expansion of commons-based peer intellectual
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production, distribution, and consumption cannot be pushed forward purely by theorizing. Instead, they
presuppose tectonic shifts in co-relations of power between incumbent economic forces and the emerging
commoners movements. Therefore, our transition to commons-based societies may only come as a result
of social and political action. Because the commons cannot be separated in their tangible/intangible
expressions, in this project no division of labor between its intellectual and sociopolitical aspects is
possible. Participants can only be commoners of the mind as much as of the soul and body.
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Introduction: Defining Flat Ontology
and Democratic Materialism
In his book Absolute Recoil: Towards A New Foundation Of Dialectical Materialism, Slavoj Žižek (2015) writes that the current battles in
philosophy are not between idealism and materialism, but between
two versions of materialism: democratic and dialectical. While democratic materialism includes a “vulgar” version of materialism “from
scientist naturalism to the post-Deleuzian assertion of spiritualized
‘vibrant’ matter,” dialectical materialism is:
…a materialism without matter, without the metaphysical notion
of matter as a full substantial entity — in dialectical materialism, matter “disappears” in a set of purely formal relations. Second, despite being materialism without matter, it is not idealism without an idea — it
is a materialism with an Idea, an assertion of the eternal Idea outside
the space of idealism. In contrast to idealism, whose problem is how
to explain temporal finite reality if our starting point is the eternal
order of Ideas, materialism’s problem is how to explain the rise of an
eternal Idea out of the activity of people caught in a finite historical
situation. (Žižek 2015: 72–73)

This crucial theoretical distinction is very important when we
are speaking about contemporary materialism. But what is exactly
meant under the broad concept of “democratic materialism” and
why exactly is it “democratic”?
Recent decades in social sciences have been marked by intense
debates followed by the development of a bunch of concepts identified in different terms, purposes, and fields. Although this intellectual movement does not have a singular indisputable designation, it
identifies an important change in social sciences. Different theoretical frameworks within this intellectual movement have identified
themselves as “actor-network theory,” “speculative realism,” “transcendental materialism,” “object-oriented ontology,” and so on. This
broad metatheory is exactly what Žižek identified as “democratic
materialism.” The term was adopted from Alain Badiou, who described democratic materialism as a dual structure including a postmodern materialist belief that there are “only bodies and languages”
and a broad democratic recognition of the endless multitudes of
“communities and cultures, colours and pigments, religions and religious orders, traditions and customs, disparate sexualities, public
intimacies and the publicity of the intimate,” which should be recognized and legally protected (Badiou 2005: 20–21). Although Badiou
14
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mostly refers his critique to the postmodern liberal political concept
of a “democracy of bodies,” the latter has a direct connection with
democratic materialism in philosophy promising ultimate equality
of all objects.
In this paper I want to develop an understanding of a substructure
of democratic materialism rooted in the modern version of materialism that describes a democratic egalitarian relation between
subjects and objects in terms of ontology. This specific version of
a philosophy of reality interests me not because its democratic allegations are paralleled in politics, but because this doctrine secretly indoctrinates the justification of global capitalism’s ruthless
practices. It presents asymmetries and inequalities as a democratic
platitude that coopts multitudes and objects in an endless dance of
interactions and interrelations. I will call this doctrine “flat ontology” and examine its implications using three key figures: Bruno
Latour, Graham Harman, and Manuel DeLanda.

Ideology of Flat Ontology
The general direction of flat ontology’s development could be
rooted in the so-called turn to things — an attempt to end the postmodernist linguistic turn in sociology and revert the attention of
social sciences from symbols to objects — and in the early 2000s
developed into an “objective-oriented ontology” — a philosophical
concept reestablishing the research field of philosophy. This revolution particularly affected the notion of nature: many philosophers and sociologists identified with the theory were calling for
its redefinition and to transform the understanding of nature and
matter in the social sciences. However, what interests me most is
the ambition to create a new type of ontology.
The ontological turn is mainly based on the work of famous
British mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead’s
Science and the Modern World (1925), who criticized standard essentialist “scientific cosmology” attributing identities and qualities
to objects. Instead, he argued, matter itself is fluid and constantly
changing. Bruno Latour developed this intellectual movement in
the early 1990s with his book, We Have Never Been Modern (1993),
proving that the Nature/Society (and thus subject/object) opposition that is always treated like an unquestioned methodological
opposition in the social sciences is actually false. This led Latour to
the establishment of a new approach in sociology — actor-network
theory (ANT), which was later developed by Michel Callon and John
Law. Initially ANT was set as an alternative to standard sociological
15
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descriptions of reality mediated by semiotics. Although symbols
are usually included in ANT, the pragmatic aspect of the theory
referred to a more materialistic understanding of social reality. ANT
argues with the traditional sociological division between subjects
and objects in social reality and instead proposes to view social
reality as an endless network of human and non-human actors that
constantly constitute and reconstitute it. Social reality is in actions
and connections, not in the essence of some kind of active subject
and passive object. This was referred to by Latour as “flat ontology,”
because this flexible structure led him to deny the prevalence of any
particular actor or human subject. Later Latour introduced a concept
of a “parliament of things,” proposing that the society needs to hear
not only voices of humans but non-humans as well. These ideas
built a solid theoretical foundation for the further development of
democratic materialism.
Graham Harman is part of a fuzzy intellectual movement sometimes called “speculative realism.” In the 2000s, the ideas of Whitehead and Latour were reinvented in philosophy in the works of
Quentin Meillassoux, Graham Harman, Iain Hamilton Grant, and
Raymond Brassier. Although there are major disagreements among
these philosophers, they have a common enemy — a philosophical
discourse that Meillassoux called correlationism. Correlationism,
according to Meillassoux, is “the idea according to which we only
ever have access to the correlation between thinking and being, and
never to either term considered apart from the other” (2008: 5). This
is the direct opposition to the Kantian rejection of the knowability of a “thing-in-itself.” For Harman, this opposition is crucial for
building his anti-idealist concept of reality.
To evoke Latour’s sociological theory to make this philosophical point work in social theory, Harman launched the project of
object-oriented ontology (OOO), which is, in some sense, is also
flat. In his book Immaterialism: Objects and Social Theory, Graham
Harman (2016) considers any complex social system as an assemblage in which the most important thing is object-object relations.
As an example, Graham uses the Dutch East India Company. He
formulates fifteen rules on how the OOO should describe reality.
The most important of Harman’s divergences with Latour is his
replacement of the Latourian “actor” with the “object.” For him
the most important thing is the existence of the object, not its
activity or agency. OOO is flat in a sense that it denounces human
exceptionalism and praise the realist approach according to which
the only access we have is a direct access to reality in the form of
objects. Objects for Harman are equally valuable and interrelated,
16
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while hierarchies and taxonomies are artificial and obscure the
true realist vision.
Manuel DeLanda made a move in different direction in his Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy (2002), although his concept
could also be described in terms of flat ontology. He was highly
influenced by Gilles Deleuze, especially his work with Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1983 [1972]). The
Deleuzian project included a new conceptual framework with its
own system mostly concentrated around a new form of materialism
perceived as a constant production and differentiation in flows of
matter. DeLanda uses this systematic framework to work it through
flat ontology optics. The specifics of the Delandian view on social
reality is determined by his concept of the “individual,” which plays
in his theory the same role as the “actor” in Latour’s or “object” in
Harman’s theories. According to DeLanda the general mistake of
social theory was its descendant methodology, where the totality is
described as a real existing entity and then analyzed and separated
into smaller entities, up to the individual. He thinks that a better
approach would include ascending from individuals to institutions,
although he claims that the individuals are the only truly existing
entities, while collective entities could only partially influence individuals (DeLanda 2017). DeLanda criticizes the essentialist approach to social reality with its distinction of broad organizations
or institutions such as “market” or “state.” Instead he proposes to
consider each social process as a flow of particular processes on the
lowest (let me say even, the “flattest”) level of interaction. In other
words, a Delandian research project assumes a certain level of methodological individualization and deconstruction. DeLanda stands by
a “flat ontology, one made exclusively of unique singular individuals, differing in spatio-temporal scale but not in ontological status”
(2002: 47). Proving this, DeLanda does not hesitate to borrow his
argumentation and examples from the natural sciences.
The reception of a Deleuzian ontology is highly visible in DeLanda’s denial of hierarchies driven by ideas stigmatized as manifestations of idealism. In one of his interviews with Guattari from 1995,
Deleuze highlighted that
ideology has no importance whatsoever: what matters is not ideology, not even the ‘economic-ideological’ distinction or opposition, but
the *organization of power*. Because organization of power — that is,
the manner in which desire is already in the economic, in which libido
invests the economic — haunts the economic and nourishes political
forms of repression. (Deleuze and Guattari 1995: 2)
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What Deleuze renounces here, in light of his ontology, is that
ideas organize and drive social structure. The social structure itself
is organized in a particular way through libidinal desire. Thus, the
Deleuzian project rejects what is called “arborescent” thinking and
proposes to transform it into a sort of “rhizomatic” perspective. It
means that philosophy should reject the notion of totalities and
replace it with assemblages. DeLanda adopts this view further, proposing a “new philosophy of society” (2006: 1), probably the most
detailed theory of how flat ontology should be implemented in our
understanding of society. Delandian theory is based on the same
rejection of ideas producing structures, he refuses to recognize totalities. For DeLanda, society is merely a collection of assemblages,
manifesting itself in spatially particular interactions and through
specific forms of coding that holds these assemblages together with
a “stable identity.” This is indeed the philosophic version of Margaret Thatcher’s infamous statement — the pearl in the crown of
neoliberal wisdom: “there is no such thing as society.”
Although Latour, Harman, and DeLanda are very different, they
are united, and what unites their systems of thought is precisely
a flat ontology. Their interpretations of flat ontology are very different, but I think there are some core principles that could identify a common ground behind the flat-ontological discourse and its
connection to democratic materialism.
First, their anti-idealism. The main target of critique here is any
form of idealism, a belief in the essence of objects, “things-in-themselves.” This includes rejection of any forms of ideas driving social
reality. For example, DeLanda denies the Hegelian (and Marxian)
notion of totality. As a result, he denies the importance of what
in critical tradition is called ideology, a system of ideas organized
around social structures. And, as idealism leads to a certain hierarchical taxonomy of objects and subjects based on their relation
to idea, flat ontologists replace structure with some kind of interrelated network or assemblage. Flat ontology proposes a vision in
which every object is equal because there is no ideal organization
of social reality (to which we have direct access) and thus ideas and
ideology are irrelevant to it. Social reality is only produced by what
is in reality (the actor for Latour; the object for Harman; individuals
for DeLanda).
Second, this logic leads flat ontology to anti-anthropocentrism
or non-humanism, the opposition to anthropocentrism — the central
place given to the human subject in social sciences. The crucial point
here is to give an opportunity for non-human actors or objects in
order to recognize their role in producing reality. Latour (2004: 4)
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calls this an “object-oriented democracy,” which is what is meant
exactly by democratic materialism, as I have stated above.
When applied to social sciences, these principles would mean
that: We don’t need broad concepts and totalities to understand
reality. On the contrary, they prevent us from understanding it establishing erroneous vertical relations where there is only flat connections; we need to resist illusions of idealism because they catch
us into a false sense that we don’t have direct access to social reality
but rather constantly try to interpret it based on the universe of
the symbolic; we should repel the hubris of anthropocentrism and
change our perspective in order to see how humans and non-humans
are equal in producing reality.
According to classical social theory, we cannot make any judgment on the true nature of objects but we could thoroughly describe
its representation in a purely symbolic field (the postmodernist approach) or add to this description its social archeology or diagram
(the Foucauldian approach). According to flat ontology, there are no
things-in-themselves but also there are no “we” that can perceive it
in the subject-object relation. Let me start with the first principle
(and then we will logically come to the second one) in order to clarify
problems in flat ontology’s relation to idealism.
Being essentially anti-idealist and thus anti-hierarchical, flat ontology disavows vertical connections and structures. “Flat” means
exactly what it is: the power dimension is excluded altogether with
ideas driving social reality. It seems like flat ontology uses Deleuzian
materialism but at the same time purifies it from its critical potential.
Democratic materialism itself recognizes the problematic character of this rejection of ideas in flat ontology. Latour (2014) explains this in his article about materialism and technology: what we
used to call “materialism” is in fact “idealistic materialism” because
while we think we are materialists, in order to act in reality we use
idealistic concept of real things. Latour explains how technology
is used in a double sense: as an idea (plan or geometrical abstract
scheme — écorché) and as a material object. Latour criticizes this
idealistic materialism, although he confesses that social theory has
not yet invented a “materialistic materialism” that could function
as a viable alternative to the one described above.
This problem is crucial for flat ontology. In spite of its severe
critique of idealism, flat ontology barely developed a strong materialist version of (social) reality that could overtake the conventional
philosophical perspective. Let me put it clearly: many alternative
versions of social reality have been developed under democratic
materialism, but none of it explained thoroughly how this reality
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would function without the thing-in-itself. Rather, most developed
versions of social reality are a good explanation of how reality does
not work as an assemblage or network of dissociated objects. In
other words, using flat ontology we cannot explain or make function what Latour (2014: 268) calls écorché: the schematic, idealistic
model of constant chaos and entropy. With DeLanda’s version of flat
ontology the problem is the same. Although, as I mentioned above,
when he rewrote the Deleuzian version of materialistic ontology, he
excluded from it a totality of “social machinery of Capital,” assuming
that there is no axiomatic order behind the endless chaotic flow of
individual actions.
This controversy might be explained through Žižek’s concept of
ideology (1989). According to Žižek, modern ideology is an illusion
within reality, which helps reality to function effectively. Žižek compares this to the Freudian idea of the Unconscious. According to
Žižek, a popular belief in ideology includes a trope about an ideological illusionary dream, which mystifies reality. When a subject is
awakening, this dream disappears and he sees revealed reality, per
se. Žižek argues with this belief, providing an alternative explanation: the true uncovered reality is so traumatic that the subject has
to fall asleep in an ideological dream. The Žižekian concept of ideology is thus different from conventional understanding — it is not
the distortion of reality that conceals the truth, but the reality itself
is distorted in order to hide its traumatic nature: “The ideological is
not the false consciousness of a (social) being but this being itself
in so far as it is supported the false consciousness” (Žižek 1989:
16). In this case, ideological illusion is a part of reality itself which
helps it to function. Otherwise, our social world would have fallen
apart because we will no longer be able to act in a social space. The
exact reason why flat ontology denies any ideological order behind
a reality is because it is ideologically driven.
What if the Latourian idealistic materialism is the perfect example of a functioning of ideology unrecognized by democratic materialists themselves? And what if flat ontology’s call for opposing
idealism and revealing the “truth” in the form of claiming that reality being nothing more than multitudes of interacting objects with
their independence from human agencies is the ultimate ideological
demand for hiding the traces of ideology?
Žižek gives an elaborate critique of this problem using Graham
Harman’s OOO as an example in his chapter of the book Reading
Marx (Žižek, Ruda, and Hamza 2018). For him, the decentralized
assemblage of objects cannot function without proper idealistic illusion (“Spiritual Substance” for Hegel or the “Big Other” for Lacan).
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Only in going through alienation in relation to the illusionary Idea,
individuals make the “inexistent virtual order” real and thus make
society function. We imagine that we live in a completely materialist
world yet the illusion of the representation of objects is inscribed in
the very social fabric of how we act. Could we at all act if something
called “act,” as in democratic materialism, is now under suspicion as
something that has no recognition for the multitude of non-human
objects and actors?
This directs us to the second principle of flat ontology — anti-anthropocentrism. This is an essential part of flat ontology and its
most important practical consequence — a non-humanist version
of social reality. Flat ontology argues that the human is only one
of the multitude of actors and phenomena that used to be treated
as passive objects that also have agency and could become actors.
This inhuman ethics require social theory to be sensitive to these
non-humans and to include its agency into actual politics.
Latour (2011) developed this in his concept of “mononaturalism.”
Latour thinks that the classic humanitarian opposition between
“culture” and “nature” ended up, from the one side, in recognition
of multiple views on culture (“multiculturalism”), from the other
side, in the usurping by scientists the right to produce truth about
nature (“mononaturalism”) and thus produce Nature itself. Yet his
proposition is to introduce some kind of “multinaturalism” although
it is not quite clear how this will function. But what is clear in Latour’s position — his demand for multiple natures to be constantly
produced and created by different humans and non-humans in some
form of materialistic democracy.
The most problematic thing here is the act of empowering
the object itself. Is it not essentially ideological to proclaim that
non-humans also have rights and their voices needed to be heard?
Put differently, using the words of Žižek from which I started this
paper, is flat ontology itself not illustrative of demonstrating how
“the rise of an eternal Idea out of the activity of people caught in
a finite historical situation”? Flat ontology as a theory is organized
as a Latourian idealistic materialist structure, while the far-reaching
political conclusions from it are already the embodiments of the
Idea behind it — democratic materialism.
The best illustration of this thesis could be provided by recognizing flat ontology as an already functioning Idea in reality. And
the best example comes from an unexpected field of knowledge
that has for decades already been demonstrating its adherence to
principles of flat ontology without actually formulating them. Let
us have a closer look at mainstream economics.
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Flat Economics: Unknown Knowns of
Mainstream Economic Theory
As the intellectual storm went through the humanitarian sciences, mainstream economics seemed to be untouched by these debates.
This could be very easily explained by the kind of self-isolation from
social sciences that was preached by economists claiming that economics is not only closer to natural science than to social science
(Nelson 2005: 261) but also by economics’ sense of superiority over
any other social science. This position also reflects the ambitions of
economics to become the social science, embracing into its research
field every social problem.
Many economists not only truly believe this but also perceive
most of the debates in sociology and philosophy as irrelevant to
economics’ research fields. For many years, mainstream economists
raised and solved its own problems without any concerns about its
own philosophic fundamentals. Moreover, since the rise of neoliberalism, so-called economics imperialism (Stigler 1984: 311) claimed
that all the problems of social sciences could be solved by economics’
methods and models.
I believe this happened because of the lack of self-reflexivity of
economics itself. This could be explained using categories proposed
in Philip Mirowski’s chapter devoted to defining neoliberalism in The
Road from Mont Pelerin: The Making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective (2009). According to Mirowski, there are two types of knowledge as perceived by modern economic theory. First, about-society
knowledge explains how capitalism and social reality work, while
the second, in-society knowledge teaches individuals how to succeed and make money. About-society knowledge is appropriated by
mainstream economics and normalized into common sense — and
any theory that does not fit into this common sense is immediately
stigmatized as useless or abstract or purely theoretical. In-society
knowledge is supposed to be the only domain of useful scientific
knowledge taught and considered in recognized economic establishments.
Using Žižek’s terms, this about-society knowledge of mainstream
economics could be identified as “unknown knowns.” In 2004 the US
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld gave a speech about possible
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq and addressed three types of
danger: “there are known knowns; there are things we know we
know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we
know there are some things we do not know. But there are also
unknown unknowns — the ones we don’t know we don’t know”(U. S.
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Department of Defense 2002). Žižek, while analyzing this speech,
added a fourth category — unknown knowns. He defined it as follows: “‘unknown knowns’ — the disavowed beliefs, suppositions and
obscene practices we pretend not to know about, even though they
form the background of our public values” (Žižek 2004).
So, what is so crucial in about-society knowledge or, let us say, the
unknown knowns of mainstream economic theory? Pierre Rosanvallon (2008 [1979]) very convincingly formulates this as three fundamental beliefs of the “economic ideology”: every form of exchange
is equal to market exchange; exchange is an archetype of any social
relation; the economy is the practical realization of philosophy and
politics. Consequently, the possibility of exchange is rooted in the
very fabric of social reality, which is attributed with the concept of
value. We only can exercise exchange if we can compare; we only
can compare if we can evaluate using the same measure. Students
of economics usually learn this in the form of the “myth of barter”
(Humphrey 1985), which implies that some prehistoric primitive
people exchanged one thing for the other and then invented money in order to make it easier. Although many anthropologists argue
that we have no evidence of this economic model in history, the
myth itself reflects more an economics mentality than any particular historic reality. The idea of value is presented as the one that is
deeply inscribed into social reality and thus very natural. The same
goes for the process of evaluation and for exchange.
This is the very core of the unknown knowns of economics. And
this is deeply connected with flat ontology’s first principle — the
rejection of idealism. Do economics’ unknown knowns not reflect
the Latourian idealistic materialism concept? Being ultimately materialist, mainstream economics does not recognize its own idealist
materialism based on presupposed axioms about reality — that is,
economics’ ideological stance. In the case of the unknown knowns
of economics, we have the direct interpretation of reality hidden as
common sense, something that was not properly questioned and was
doubted for a long time by mainstream economics itself.
The common sense of economic theory — economics’ theory of
social reality — is itself a version of flat ontology where actors/objects/individuals are those of the free market that interact in the
constant process of market exchange and evaluation. Moreover, just
like flat ontology in philosophy, this particular version of flat ontology in economics has the same problem, which was outlined above
using the definition by Latour — it has the same idealistic materialistic structure as the plan of the car in Latour’s example. The
idea functioning here is different — it is the ideal type of exchange
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that lie at the very core of each human interaction (the market).
According to this common belief, the market is perfect (strong libertarian version), almost perfect (neoclassical) or the best possible
(moderate Keynesian or behavioral economics’) model for social
interaction. The aim of economic theory and practice is to bring
existing social interaction in correspondence with this ideal type.
What is important here are the theories of value, which give the
direct drive for a whole architecture of the conceptualization of reality made by economics. Theory of value is traditionally the most
philosophical part of economics and the approach to the question of
value identifies the deep ideological stances of any particular economic school. Two traditional explanations of how objects become
valuable are traditionally rooted in different logics of explaining how
objects become valuable. Labor Theory of Value (LTV) is one of the
oldest concepts primarily proposed by Adam Smith and then developed by David Ricardo and Karl Marx. Italian economist Piero Sraffa developed the modern neo-Ricardian version in 1960 in his book
Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities (Sraffa 1960).
LTV claims that the value-creation process is rooted in the production. An object’s value could be defined a certain amount of
effort and other expenses put into it. When an object in the form
of a product is sold on the market, its price is connected with these
efforts and expenses. Sometimes it is the labor being acknowledged
as the only source of the product value (the traditional orthodox
Marxist version), sometimes economists consider some other factors
of production to also be a source of value. This is the very important
premise of LTV — it is concerned with the “natural value” of objects,
of their “true” value. Unless we find this “true” value, we will never
solve the problem of fair distribution of the results of production
among workers and owners of capital. According to LTV, we could
find out where the value is created and pay most of our attention
to this target of increasing the well-being of society and rewarding
those who work for it.
This was the original project of political economy and, at first
glance, it was purely materialist. At least we could say it was materialist in how it was interpreted and transformed the leading economies at the beginning of the twentieth century. In practice, although
mostly indirectly, LTV led to a Taylorist organization of production.
If value is created through production, it is very important to measure it in order to control the whole economic cycle. The early Soviet
project of the “scientific organization of labor” tried to do the same
in the planned economy. At some point both projects, faced with an
inability to find the true value behind new forms of labor, appeared
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in the second half of the twentieth century. This is what Paolo Virno
(2004: 22) called a problem of virtuosity: the irreducibility of some
creative forms of labor to socially necessary labor time.
However, the ontological perspective here is not purely materialistic and its failure in finding the true value of labor demonstrated it.
Marx is traditionally misread in this context by the Marxist orthodoxy.
Marx’s original idea is a dual characteristic of value as an essence
and a value as a form. This is absolutely clear from the very beginning of the first volume of Capital: Marx writes that commodities
have a double form (Doppelform): a form that is natural or material
(Naturalform) and a value-form (Wertform) (Marx 1890: 45). Thus,
originally, value is divided into exchange-value and use-value. While
the former is exactly true value (in material form, of course), the latter
is the illusion of value created during economic exchange. The gap
between exchange-value and use-value is the ontological reason for
capitalism to emerge, because capital is built on the appropriation
of the value (Wertform) emerging dialectically through this gap. The
value (Wertform) arises from a natural form, but it is irreducible to it
being social, immaterial and relational but at the same time objective.
What the main problem of the LTV orthodoxy is supposing is
that the use-value is a thing-in-itself that should be found in an
attempt to solve the mystery of value. The truth is that by doing so
they inverted Marx. Žižek argues that for many years Marxists and
other supporters of LTV tried to find the essence (true value) behind
the form while the true task was always to find the “enigmatic form
itself” (Žižek 1989: 11): the problem was not to find the true value
of Naturalform, but to disclose the work of social Wertform.
As the LTV fell into the heresy of idealist materialism and sank
into meaningless attempts at finding the true value in the Naturalform, it developed a very familiar picture: the idealist materialism
version of reality with its endless search for Idea (true value). This is
exactly why at some point LTV was rejected and replaced by a theory,
which, at first glance, was (again) purely materialistic.
The marginal utility theory (MUT) of value was developed in order
to oppose LTV and create a different perspective on the process of
value generation. MUT by contrast to LTV claims that the value is
created in the consumption rather than in the production. Customers
willing to pay a certain amount of money on the market create demand for a particular good. The price is a reflection of the (marginal
utility) value of this particular good to the customer. Marx would have
called this type of value “exchange-value,” but MUT rejects the dual
character of value itself and thus repels the existence of “use-value”
(or value in-itself ). The value is created in constant interactions and
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exchanges on the free market, driven by demand, and thus there is
no “true” value besides the one that is created by market. It means
that there are no “fair” wages or “fair” price for goods.
I dare to say that MUT is a version of postmodernism in economic
theory. Just like postmodernism, it says that everything is relative,
everything is identified through interrelation, symbols (money) and
value is a kind of simulacra. MUT effectively shows its performative
power on the markets where there are no clear definition of labor
inputs and outputs, such as art, creative industry, and so on. For
example, the painting of any particular modern artist is worth as
much as rich purchasers are willing to give. The classic explanation
in MUT is called the water-diamond paradox: in everyday life a diamond is much more precious for you than a glass of water, but if you
get lost in desert, the longer you wander the more you value water
over diamonds. In other words, there is no true value in the essence
of objects; it is always subjective and always identified by the market.
Although there were several attempts to revive LTV and oppose
MUT, MUT has remained the dominant theory of value in mainstream economics. And most importantly for me, it is also used in
education and business in order to explain a process through which
the economic value is gained.
For a naïve observer, MUT at least partly matches flat ontology’s
conceptual apparatus. Supposedly, MUT is ultimately flat. Unlike
LTV, which always had in mind an idea of value, MUT deals only with
the value that is a result of interactions and interrelations — a price
(what is called exchange-value in LTV). According to MUT, the desires and actions of humans represented in the market create demand that results in price. In addition, this price is a result of exchange, always understood, as we saw from Rosanvallon, as a form
of market exchange between equal entities. This leads us to the
following conclusion: in order to please customers, the value chain
creates the product, which will be apprehened by them.
In MUT, the price seem to be a result of the networking of a multitude of equal actors (let me in this case use the Latourian term),
human (capitalists, workers, managers, customers) and non-human
(nature, machines), which exchange what they had for what the other side desires. However, MUT is mostly referring to the formation
of price — the external reflection of value. Usually MUT denies any
internal (essential) dimension of value, but in this case the question
of flatness inside the value-creation process is left unanswered. To
explain this, MUT resorts to the help of the neoclassical theory of
factors of production. Although factors of production are also used
in Marxism and LTV, for MUT this theory substitutes LTV’s teaching
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about labor primacy in creating value. Popular microeconomics’
version of the theory of factors of production explains that the
input of capital and labor is proportional and thus they receive
proportional reward for this input. According to this theory, this
happens correspondingly to the principles of the flat economy because these relations perceived in input-output terms as if all the
system of production is ultimately flat and involves no asymmetries
in power and influence.
Economics flatten social reality by equalizing everything, transforming every object and subject into exchange value, attributing
price to everything. The understanding of the value-creation process
is always peaceful and nonantagonistic: take, for example, the “triple bottom line” concept (Elkington 2018), a theoretical framework
developed to identify the influence on “people, planet and profit”;
or concept of “creating shared value” that defends a consistency of
creating an economic and social value in business at the same time
(Porter and Kramer 2006). All these theories are “flat” to the same
extent as flat ontology. They always see social reality and interaction
as an equally flat reasonable exchange.
Even if sometimes this exchange is to take place, in reality we always deal with the constant antagonism of different actors involved
in value creation. Value creation reveals contradictions that we face
in order to produce value, and most of this contradiction implies
a zero-sum game. The beautiful fairytale of socially and ecologically
responsible capital is mostly a lie.
What is missing in MUT and following a flat economy is a dimension that you cannot see from the flat perspective. This is a dimension of power, or, as it is in modern global capitalism — a dimension
of capital. In order to substantiate my statement, I want to look at
what is called in economics a value chain. The value chain covers
the whole process of adding value to a product from extracting resources from nature to selling a particular good to customer. In some
sense, even the most choicely flat ontologist would agree that the
complex value chain of modern interconnected capitalism is perfect
assemblage or network, just like the Dutch East India Company from
Harman’s analysis.

Power of the Value and Value of the Power:
The iPhone Value Chain
In our global digital age, one almost perfect example of a value
chain including many countries, entities, and firms in its complex
network is the production of the iPhone. Although the full global
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supply chain map is probably available only to the top management
of Apple, Inc., there are some traces of how wide it has spread around
a globe. What is particularly interesting is the fact that without
the dimension of Capital (flat view); the iPhone value chain could
be characterized by the postmodern notion of rhizome — a network
without any identifiable center. In order to see the difference between an imaginary flat economy of equal actors and a social reality
involving unequal actors subsequent to the logic of Capital, we
should involve a critical unflat view.
One of the recently discovered traces lead us to the Democratic
Republic of Congo (DRC), a failed state in Sub-Saharan Africa. Here,
in the hand-dug mines, workers, many of whom are children, extract
cobalt, which is a crucial component in the lithium-ion batteries used
in many electronic devices. Sometimes they sell it to the middlemen,
sometimes companies claim they go to buy it directly from miners,
which principally does not change the way cobalt is extracted. Mainly, as a 2016 report by Amnesty International revealed, the cobalt
is bought by Congo Dongfang Mining, a wholly owned subsidiary
of Chinese mineral giant Zhejiang Huayou Cobalt, Ltd. Already on
this level we see the unflat nature of what appears to be a network
of market actors.
Amnesty International reported that 20 percent of the cobalt
supply in the DRC comes from 110–150 thousand artisanal miners,
who “mine by hand using the most basic tools to dig out rocks from
tunnels deep underground” (Ibid). Many of the DRC’s families work
in the artisanal cobalt industry having no other chance to make a living. During Mobutu’s totalitarian political regime, the state-owned
company La Générale des Carrières et des Mines (Gécamines) was in
charge of mining the copper and cobalt. After the EU multinational
force and UN peacekeepers invaded the country in 2003 to stop the
ongoing war, a transitional government was set up and the process
of privatization started. Up to 2010, Gécamines was privatized and
international companies got access to cobalt mining (The Carter
Center 2017). Today, cobalt is extracted by big companies as well
as by artisanal miners. The socioeconomic system built around cobalt mining in the DRC is enormous and involves a lot of people,
organizations and entities, legal and illegal, national and global
(Tsurukawa, Prakash, and Manhart 2011: 20).
It is important to remember that cobalt extraction and the batteries assembled from them is only one of the dozens of particles
used in modern electronics. The iPhone value chain involves many
countries and many types of recourse, each of which is extracted and processed in complicated multinational production chains.
28

Terra, Natura, Materia

After all these components are produced, the next stage is assembling. About half of all iPhones are produced in China, at the
Foxconn factories. This is the final assembly stage, because many of
the components are already semi-assembled. Foxconn is infamous
for several cases of its workers’ death by suicide linked with low
wages, overtime, and poor working conditions.
After the iPhone is assembled in one of these factories, it is
transported to one of the many countries where the iPhone is distributed. In order to reduce taxes, Apple uses a strategy that includes
purchasing a completed product from Foxconn and then reselling
it to distributors. According to the New York Times, “[t]he process,
most of which takes place electronically, allows Apple to assign
a portion of its profits to an affiliate in Ireland, a tax-advantageous
locale” (Barboza 2016). As for the iPhones produced for the internal market, they are still considered to be an import because the
intellectual rights belong to Apple, although these phones are produced inside China, and, paradoxically, an iPhone could cost more
in China then in the USA. In other countries, Apple use different
strategies: sometimes there are official stores; sometimes it has
contracts with official distributors.
What can the flat economy tell us about this value chain, the only
one among many other value chains producing billions of products
from trillions of different components? From the legal point of view
and from the point of view of mainstream economics, there are multiple equal agents involved in this process. The artisanal cobalt miners
hold the same position of free-market actor as Apple, Inc., and at each
stage there are direct and indirect exchanges between many such
actors. Some are exchanging sources, some — their machinery, the
others — their labor (human resources), while Apple “sells” the right
to use their intellectual rights on design, hardware, and software.
The truth is that this value chain, just like any other, is marked
by very complicated relations between political power, capital, nature, law, workers, investors, international politicians, and so on.
Only a naïve spectator could think that this chain of interaction
from a mine through the intermediary buying raw cobalt, through
the production and assembly to the distribution as a flat network
of actors with equal potential. The visible flatness of this structure
is already organized to bring the raw cobalt to life from its deep
sleep in the ground with the force of Capital and then transform
it to the electronic device in order to increase the flow of Capital
itself. This unflat value chain is already a hierarchically fabricated
desiring machine, which designates and controls a flow of resources, people, and money. The problem is that this machine of Capital
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presents itself, again, as the illusion of a network of equal actors
making equal exchanges. But could we truly compare two mythical
barter hunters possessing equal rights, and, for example, the CEO
of Apple and a child miner in the DRC? The answer is no, although
economically and legally they are, and this is one of the greatest
hypocrisies of modern economics.
The key element ignored here by flat ontology is their ontic/ontological difference. Flat ontology simplifies reality to one dimension,
leaving unaddressed the dimension of Capital. However, how could
we be so sure about this unflatness? We should use critical theory in
order to reconstruct what this extra dimension of power would look
like. For this purpose, we should become for a while idealist materialist — not only in the Latourian sense, but also in the Žižekian: we
should not blindly renounce the ideas in order to find “materialist
materialism,” but rather see how ideology shapes the coordinates of
reality. We need, as Frank Ruda (quoting Badiou) put it, “an idealism
without idealism” (Ruda 2015: 87).
In order to look closely at the exemplary value chain I follow in
this paper, I want to use Jonathan Nitzan and Shimshon Bichler’s
concept of capital-power. In their book Capital as Power: A Study of
Order and Creorder, they write: “Capital, we claim, is neither a material object nor a social relationship embedded in material entities. It
is not ‘augmented’ by power. It is, in itself, a symbolic representation
of power” (Nitzan and Bichler 2009: 7). This power is measured,
according to the authors, by capitalization, an ability to redefine
everything (human beings, risks, nature, etc.) into future earnings.
Using this power, capital becomes a mega-machine, assembled on
an ideal and material level at the same time to reshape reality in
all its levels. Capital constitutes a universal symbolic order based
on capitalization; creates cohesion in form of a unifying belief in
the normal rate of return; expands as an “ever increasing scale”,
devouring social reality; intensifies, deepening the capitalist order
into society; absorbs all the social relations in different spheres,
rewriting it in its own terms of capitalization (Nitzan and Bichler
2009: 270–71). The Capital mega-machine presents itself in terms
of flat economy as a set of equal agents, while truly it is unflat because each of these agents has different powers to shape reality. And
the design of capitalism determines that the “drive to accumulate
is a drive for more power” (Nitzan, Bichler, and Dutkiewicz 2013).
Let us look at the power-capital of Apple in the value chain of
the iPhone. The clearest identification of power-capital is an ability
to create a profit margin. In 2018 the profit margin of the iPhone
XS Max was estimated as 200 percent (the price of the iPhone was
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$1249 USD and the costs only $443 USD); the iPhone X profit margin was estimated at 64 percent and the iPhone 8–59 percent. Flat
economics would use MUT to say that this could be explained by the
high demand of the iPhones by customers and the theory of factors
of production to conclude that the profit margin is equal to the
value added to iPhones by Apple’s fair and just intellectual input.
Only an unflat ontology would help us see the power that iPhone’s
profit margin represents: the power to control markets manifested
in persuading customers that the iPhone is worth this price; the
power to dictate its rules to suppliers such as Foxconn; the power to
structure the whole value chain in order to make profit. For example,
in 2015 Apple ended a contract with Imagination Technologies, the
supplier of graphics processors. Imagination Technologies’ stock
prices immediately dropped 70 percent.
The value appropriated, the value created, the value controlled is
the measurement of the power of each agent in its unflat position
in an economy. This power might be characterized by what Michel
Feher (2015) called an ability to create credit: sustain and raise
a certain value for shareholders.
This type of value is quite different from the ones that are analyzed in LTV and MUT. It is not related to the product as it is connected with the market value of shares of the company and thus with the
attractiveness of the company for investors. Each company in terms
of its shares’ value has a different ability to attract investments
and this ability is not only dependent on the current value of these
shares. Through the process of capitalization, investors evaluate future possibilities of increasing value and, while investing, they hope
for this increase to happen. This means that investors give credit
for the future increase in value rather than evaluating the actual
price of assets. Mainstream economics stands by an Effective Market
Hypothesis (EMH), which claims that share prices reflect all current
information. Nitzan and Bichler (2009: 192–96) showed that this is
not entirely true, and the price of shares are highly dependent on
the opinion of experts, market analysts, and strategists. It means
that the value of a company is the credit given to this company by
the collective consensus. And an ability to influence this consensus
in order to increase or decrease the amount of credit given in a form
of evaluation of its future price of shares is the power of Capital.
If we, as Latour wants, are to get rid of idealistic materialism in
order to fully pledge our loyalty to flat ontology, we miss this unflat
structure behind the illusion of flatness. We will think of economic
agents in terms of economics textbooks and will go to the extreme
of treating the CEO of a huge corporation and cobalt miner as if
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they were equal prehistoric hunters. We may think of flat economics, the moppet of flat ontology, as of mere form behind which we
should find the true idea of capitalism — unflatness, concentration
of power-capital. But, as Žižek puts it, “the form is never a ‘mere’
form, but involves a dynamic of its own which leaves traces in the
materiality of social life” (Žižek 2007).
Democratic materialism proposes a picture of reality where all
objects and subjects are equal, where there is even no difference
between object and subject. This flat picture is usually presented
as something new and revolutionary in social science. But we have
seen that the same flat vision has already been proposed by economics, which equalized everything using a mainstream theory of
value — without a highly intellectual doctrine, of course, but rather
in practice, presenting value chains as networks. In both cases, flat
theories ignore the dimension of power-capital and thus show us
a unilateral picture of social reality. By using a critique and adding
the dimension of power-capital, we also add an antagonism because
unflatness presumes constant change and redistribution of asymmetries and balances in reality. And this is how dialectical materialism
today should respond to democratic materialism: by pointing at
unflatness in a presumably flat reality and identifying antagonisms
driven by the idea inscribed in the “enigmatic form” itself.

References
Amnesty International (2016). “This is What I Die For: Human Rights Abuses in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo.” Amnesty International. https://www.amnestyusa.org/files/this_what_we_die_for_-_report.pdf.
Badiou, Alain (2005). “Democratic Materialism and the Materialist Dialectic.” Radical Philosophy (March/April): 20–24. https://www.radicalphilosophy.com/article/
democratic-materialism-and-the-materialist-dialectic.
Barboza, David (2016). “An iPhone’s Journey, From the Factory Floor to the Retail
Store.” New York Times, 29 Dec 2016. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/29/technology/iphone-china-apple-stores.html
Bichler, Shimshon, Jonathan Nitzan, and Piotr Dutkiewicz (2013). “Capitalism as
a Mode of Power: Piotr Dutkiewicz in Conversation with Shimshon Bichler and
Jonathan Nitzan.” In 22 Ideas to Fix the World: Conversations with the World’s
Foremost Thinkers, eds. Piotr Dutkiewicz and Richard Sakwa, 326–54. New York:
New York University Press and the Social Science Research Council.
DeLanda, Manuel (2002). Intensive Science and Virtual Philosophy. London: Continuum.
DeLanda, Manuel (2006). New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social
Complexity. London: Continuum.
Delanda, Manuel (2017). “Novaja ontologija dlja social’nyh nauk” [New ontology for
social sciences]. Logos 27.3: 35–56.
Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari (1983). Anti-Oedipus [1972]. Trans. Robert Hurley,
Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari (1995). “Capitalism: A Very Special Delirium.”
32

Terra, Natura, Materia
Generation-online. http://www.generation-online.org/p/fpdeleuze7.htm.
Elkington, John (2018). “25 Years Ago I Coined the Phrase ‘Triple Bottom Line.’
Here’s Why It’s Time to Rethink It.” Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.
org/2018/06/25‑years-ago-i-coined-the-phrase-t riple-bottom-line-heres-whyim-giving-up-on-it.
Feher, Michel (2015). “The Age of Appreciation: Lectures on the Neoliberal Condition.” Annual Lecture Series on the Political Practices of Ideas. Goldsmiths University
of London. https://www.gold.ac.uk/architecture/projects/michel-feher/.
Harman, Graham (2016). Immaterialism: Objects and Social Theory. Cambridge: Polity
Press.
Humphrey, Caroline (1985). “Barter and Economic Disintegration.” Man, New Series
20.1: 48–72.
Latour, Bruno (1993). We Have Never Been Modern. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Latour, Bruno (2004). “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik or How to Make Things Public”
In Atmospheres of Democracy, 4–31. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Latour, Bruno (2011). “From Multiculturalism to Multinaturalism: What Rules of
Method of the New Socio-scientific Experiments?” Nature and Culture 6.1: 1–17.
Latour, Bruno (2014). “Can We Get Our Materialism Back, Please?” Logos 4: 265–74.
Marx, Karl (1890). Capital, Vol. I, Fourth Edition. Trans. Hans G. Ehrbar. http://content.
csbs.utah.edu/ ehrbar/cap1.pdf
Meillassoux, Quentin (2008). After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency.
London: Bloomsbury Academic.
Mirowski, Philip (2009). “Postface: Defining Neoliberalism.” In The Road from Mont
Pelerin: The Making of the Neoliberal Thought Collective, ed. Philip Mirowski and
Dieter Plehwe, 417–56. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Nelson, Julie (2005). “Is Economics A Natural Science?” Cosmos and History: The
Journal of Natural and Social Philosophy 1.2: 261–69.
Nitzan, Jonathan, and Shimshon Bichler (2009). Capital as Power: A Study on Order
and Creorder. London: Routledge.
Porter, Michael, and Mark Kramer (2006). “Strategy & Society: The Link Between
Competitive Advantage and Corporate Social Responsibility.” Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2006/12/strategy-and-society-the-link-between-
competitive-advantage-and-corporate-social-responsibility.
Rosanvallon, Pierre (2008). Utopicheskiy Capitalism: Istoria idei rynka [Utopian capitalism: History of the idea of the market] [1979]. Trans. A. Zaytseva. Moscow:
Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie.
Ruda, Frank (2013). “Remembering the Impossible: For a Meta-Critical Anamnesis of
Communism.” In The Idea of Communism, 137–65. New York: Verso.
Ruda, Frank (2015). For Badiou: Idealism without Idealism. Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press.
Sraffa, Piero (1960). Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities: Prelude to
a Critique of Economic Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Stigler, George (1985) “Economics — The Imperial Science?” Scandinavian Journal of
Economics 86: 301–13.
The Carter Center (2017). “A State Affair: Privatizing Congo’s Copper Sector.” The
Carter Center. https://www.cartercenter.org/resources/pdfs/news/peace_publications/democracy/congo-report-carter-center-nov‑2017.pdf.
Tsurukawa, Nicolas, Siddharth Prakash, and Andreas Manhart (2011). “Social Impacts
of Artisanal Cobalt Mining in Katanga, Democratic Republic of Congo.” Öko-
Institut e.V. https://www.oeko.de/oekodoc/1294/2011–419‑en.pdf
U. S. Department of Defense (2002). “DoD News Briefing — Secretary Rumsfeld and
Gen. Myers”. https://archive.defense.gov/Transcripts/Transcript.aspx? TranscriptID=2636.
33

Vadim Kvachev
Virno, Paolo (2004). A Grammar of the Multitude: For an Analysis of Contemporary
Forms of Life. Los Angeles: Semiotext(e).
Whitehead, Alfred North (1925). Science and the Modern World: Lowell Lectures. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Žižek, Slavoj (1989). The Sublime Object of Ideology. London: Verso.
Žižek, Slavoj (2004). “What Donald Rumsfeld Doesn’t Know that he Knows about Abu
Ghraib.” Lacan.com. https://www.lacan.com/zizekrumsfeld.htm
Zizek, Slavoj (2007). “How to Read Lacan.” Lacan.com. https://www.lacan.com/essays/?page_id=454
Žižek, Slavoj (2015). Absolute Recoil: Towards A New Foundation Of Dialectical Materialism. New York: Verso.
Žižek, Slavoj, Frank Ruda, and Agon Hamza (2018). Reading Marx. Cambridge: Polity
Press.

34

ontic
Contents
English
Etymology
Adjective
Derived terms
Related terms
Translations
Anagrams

English
Etymology
From Ancient Greek ὄν (ón, “being, existing, essence”) (stem ὄντ- (ónt-)) + -ic.

Adjective
ontic (comparative more ontic, superlative most ontic)
1. Ontological.
2. Pertaining to being generally, as opposed to some theory of it (which would be ontology).
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English
Etymology
ontology + -ical

Adjective
ontological (not comparable)
1. Of, or relating to, ontology.
1948, W.v.O. Quine, On What There Is:
A curious thing about the ontological problem is its simplicity. It can be put in three
Anglo-Saxon monosyllables: ‘What is there?’ It can be answered, moreover, in a word
—‘Everything’—and everyone will accept this answer as true.
2. Of or pertaining to the nature of being or existence.
1902, William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, Lecture 3:
Such is the human ontological imagination, and such is the convincingness of what it
brings to birth. Unpicturable beings are realized, and realized with an intensity almost
like that of an hallucination.
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ontological argument
ontological shock

preontological
Related terms
ontic
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of, or relating to, ontology
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存在论的 (Cúnzàilùnde)
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Dutch: ontologisch (nl), met betrekking tot het
zijnde
French: ontologique (fr)
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Swedish: ontologisk (sv)
Yiddish: ( אָנטאָלאָגישontologish)
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Ontology
Ontology is the branch of philosophy that studies concepts such as
existence, being, becoming, and reality. It includes the questions of how
entities are grouped into basic categories and which of these entities exist
on the most fundamental level. Ontology is sometimes referred to as the
science of being and belongs to the major branch of philosophy known
as metaphysics.
Ontologists often try to determine what the categories or highest kinds
are and how they form a system of categories that provides an
encompassing classification of all entities. Commonly proposed
categories include substances, properties, relations, states of affairs and
events. These categories are characterized by fundamental ontological
concepts, like particularity and universality, abstractness and
concreteness or possibility and necessity. Of special interest is the concept
of ontological dependence, which determines whether the entities of a
category exist on the most fundamental level. Disagreements within
ontology are often about whether entities belonging to a certain category
exist and, if so, how they are related to other entities.[1]

Parmenides was among the first
to propose an ontological
characterization of the
fundamental nature of reality.

When used as a countable noun, the terms "ontology" and "ontologies"
refer not to the science of being but to theories within the science of
being. Ontological theories can be divided into various types according to their theoretical commitments.
Monocategorical ontologies hold that there is only one basic category, which is rejected by polycategorical
ontologies. Hierarchical ontologies assert that some entities exist on a more fundamental level and that other
entities depend on them. Flat ontologies, on the other hand, deny such a privileged status to any entity.
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Etymology
The compound word ontology ('study of being') combines
onto- (Greek: ὄν, on;[note 1] GEN. ὄντος, ontos, 'being' or 'that which is') and
-logia (-λογία, 'logical discourse').[2][3]

While the etymology is Greek, the oldest extant records of the word itself, the New Latin form ontologia
appeared
in 1606 in the Ogdoas Scholastica by Jacob Lorhard (Lorhardus), and
in 1613 in the Lexicon philosophicum by Rudolf Göckel (Goclenius).
The first occurrence in English of ontology, as recorded by the Oxford English Dictionary,[4] came in 1664
through Archelogia philosophica nova... by Gideon Harvey[5] The word was first used, in its Latin form, by
philosophers, and based on the Latin roots (and in turn on the Greek ones).
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz is the only one of the great philosophers of that century to have used the term
ontology.[6]

Overview
Ontology is closely associated with Aristotle's question of 'being qua being': the question of what all entities in
the widest sense have in common.[7][8] The Eleatic principle is one answer to this question: it states that being
is inextricably tied to causation, that "Power is the mark of Being".[7] One problem with this answer is that it
excludes abstract objects. Another explicit but little accepted answer can be found in Berkeley's slogan that "to
be is to be perceived".[9] Intimately related but not identical to the question of 'being qua being' is the problem
of categories.[7] Categories are usually seen as the highest kinds or genera.[10] A system of categories provides
a classification of entities that is exclusive and exhaustive: every entity belongs to exactly one category.
Various such classifications have been proposed, they often include categories for substances, properties,
relations, states of affairs or events.[7][8] At the core of the differentiation between categories are various
fundamental ontological concepts and distinctions, for example, the concepts of particularity and universality,
of abstractness and concreteness, of ontological dependence, of identity and of modality.[7][8] These concepts
are sometimes treated as categories themselves, are used to explain the difference between categories or play
other central roles for characterizing different ontological theories. Within ontology, there is a lack of general
consensus concerning how the different categories are to be defined.[10] Different ontologists often disagree on
whether a certain category has any members at all or whether a given category is fundamental.[8]

Reality of things
The word 'real' is derived from the Latin word res, which is often translated as 'thing'. The word 'thing' is often
used in ontological discourse as if it had a presupposed meaning, not needing an explicit philosophical
definition because it belongs to ordinary language. Nevertheless, what is a thing and what is real are concerns
of ontology.[11][12] Different views are held about this. Plato proposed that underlying, and constituting the
real basis of, the concretely experienced world are 'forms' or 'ideas', which today are generally regarded as
high abstractions. In earlier days, philosophers used the term 'realism' to refer to Plato's belief that his 'forms'
are 'real'; nowadays, the term 'realism' often has an almost opposite meaning, so that Plato's belief is sometimes
called 'idealism'.[13] Philosophers debate whether entities such as tables and chairs, lions and tigers,
philosophical doctrines, numbers, truth, and beauty, are to be regarded as 'things', or as something or nothing
'real'.

Particulars and universals
Particulars or individuals are usually contrasted with universals.[14][15] Universals concern features that can be
exemplified by various different particulars.[16] For example, a tomato and a strawberry are two particulars that
exemplify the universal redness. Universals can be present at various distinct locations in space at the same
time while particulars are restricted to one location at a time. Furthermore, universals can be fully present at

different times, which is why they are sometimes referred to as repeatables in contrast to non-repeatable
particulars.[8] The so-called problem of universals is the problem to explain how different things can agree in
their features, e.g. how a tomato and a strawberry can both be red.[7][16] Realists about universals believe that
there are universals. They can solve the problem of universals by explaining the commonality through a
universal shared by both entities.[8] Realists are divided among themselves as to whether universals can exist
independently of being exemplified by something ("ante res") or not ("in rebus").[17] Nominalists, on the other
hand, deny that there are universals. They have to resort to other notions to explain how a feature can be
common to several entities, for example, by positing either fundamental resemblance-relations between the
entities (resemblance nominalism) or a shared membership to a common natural class (class nominalism).[8]

Abstract and concrete
Many philosophers agree that there is an exclusive and exhaustive distinction between concrete objects and
abstract objects.[8] Some philosophers consider this to be the most general division of being.[18] Examples of
concrete objects include plants, human beings and planets while things like numbers, sets and propositions are
abstract objects.[19] But despite the general agreement concerning the paradigm cases, there is less consensus
as to what the characteristic marks of concreteness and abstractness are. Popular suggestions include defining
the distinction in terms of the difference between (1) existence inside or outside space-time, (2) having causes
and effects or not and (3) having contingent or necessary existence.[20][21]

Ontological dependence
An entity ontologically depends on another entity if the first entity cannot exist without the second entity.
Ontologically independent entities, on the other hand, can exist all by themselves.[22] For example, the surface
of an apple cannot exist without the apple and so depends on it ontologically.[23] Entities often characterized as
ontologically dependent include properties, which depend on their bearers, and boundaries, which depend on
the entity they demarcate from its surroundings.[24] As these examples suggest, ontological dependence is to
be distinguished from causal dependence, in which an effect depends for its existence on a cause. It is often
important to draw a distinction between two types of ontological dependence: rigid and generic.[24][8] Rigid
dependence concerns the dependence on one specific entity, as the surface of an apple depends on its specific
apple.[25] Generic dependence, on the other hand, involves a weaker form of dependence, on merely a certain
type of entity. For example, electricity generically depends on there being charged particles, but it does not
depend on any specific charged particle.[24] Dependence-relations are relevant to ontology since it is often
held that ontologically dependent entities have a less robust form of being. This way a hierarchy is introduced
into the world that brings with it the distinction between more and less fundamental entities.[24]

Identity
Identity is a basic ontological concept that is often expressed by the word "same".[8][26] It is important to
distinguish between qualitative identity and numerical identity. For example, consider two children with
identical bicycles engaged in a race while their mother is watching. The two children have the same bicycle in
one sense (qualitative identity) and the same mother in another sense (numerical identity).[8] Two qualitatively
identical things are often said to be indiscernible. The two senses of sameness are linked by two principles: the
principle of indiscernibility of identicals and the principle of identity of indiscernibles. The principle of
indiscernibility of identicals is uncontroversial and states that if two entities are numerically identical with each
other then they exactly resemble each other.[26] The principle of identity of indiscernibles, on the other hand, is
more controversial in making the converse claim that if two entities exactly resemble each other then they must
be numerically identical.[26] This entails that "no two distinct things exactly resemble each other".[27] A well-

known counterexample comes from Max Black, who describes a symmetrical universe consisting of only two
spheres with the same features.[28] Black argues that the two spheres are indiscernible but not identical,
thereby constituting a violation of the principle of identity of indiscernibles.[29]
The problem of identity over time concerns the question of persistence: whether or in what sense two objects
at different times can be numerically identical. This is usually referred to as diachronic identity in contrast to
synchronic identity.[26][30] The statement that "[t]he table in the next room is identical with the one you
purchased last year" asserts diachronic identity between the table now and the table then.[30] A famous
example of a denial of diachronic identity comes from Heraclitus, who argues that it is impossible to step into
the same river twice because of the changes that occurred in-between.[26][31] The traditional position on the
problem of persistence is endurantism, the thesis that diachronic identity in a strict sense is possible. One
problem with this position is that it seems to violate the principle of indiscernibility of identicals: the object may
have undergone changes in the meantime resulting in it being discernible from itself.[8] Perdurantism or fourdimensionalism is an alternative approach holding that diachronic identity is possible only in a loose sense:
while the two objects differ from each other strictly speaking, they are both temporal parts that belong to the
same temporally extended whole.[8][32] Perdurantism avoids many philosophical problems plaguing
endurantism, but endurantism seems to be more in touch with how we ordinarily conceive diachronic
identity.[30][31]

Modality
Modality concerns the concepts of possibility, actuality and necessity. In contemporary discourse, these
concepts are often defined in terms of possible worlds.[8] A possible world is a complete way how things
could have been.[33] The actual world is one possible world among others: things could have been different
than they actually are. A proposition is possibly true if there is at least one possible world in which it is true; it
is necessarily true if it is true in all possible worlds.[34] Actualists and possibilists disagree on the ontological
status of possible worlds.[8] Actualists hold that reality is at its core actual and that possible worlds should be
understood in terms of actual entities, for example, as fictions or as sets of sentences.[35] Possibilists, on the
other hand, assign to possible worlds the same fundamental ontological status as to the actual world. This is a
form of modal realism, holding that reality has irreducibly modal features.[35] Another important issue in this
field concerns the distinction between contingent and necessary beings.[8] Contingent beings are beings whose
existence is possible but not necessary. Necessary beings, on the other hand, could not have failed to
exist.[36][37] It has been suggested that this distinction is the highest division of being.[8][38]

Substances
The category of substances has played a central role in many ontological theories throughout the history of
philosophy.[39][40] "Substance" is a technical term within philosophy not to be confused with the more
common usage in the sense of chemical substances like gold or sulfur. Various definitions have been given but
among the most common features ascribed to substances in the philosophical sense is that they are particulars
that are ontologically independent: they are able to exist all by themselves.[39][7] Being ontologically
independent, substances can play the role of fundamental entities in the ontological hierarchy.[24][40] If
'ontological independence' is defined as including causal independence then only self-caused entities, like
Spinoza's God, can be substances. With a specifically ontological definition of 'independence', many everyday
objects like books or cats may qualify as substances.[7][39] Another defining feature often attributed to
substances is their ability to undergo changes. Changes involve something existing before, during and after the
change. They can be described in terms of a persisting substance gaining or losing properties, or of matter
changing its form.[39] From this perspective, the ripening of a tomato may be described as a change in which

the tomato loses its greenness and gains its redness. It is sometimes held that a substance can have a property in
two ways: essentially and accidentally. A substances can survive a change of accidental properties but it
cannot lose its essential properties, which constitute its nature.[40][41]

Properties and relations
The category of properties consists of entities that can be exemplified by other entities, e.g. by substances.[42]
Properties characterize their bearers, they express what their bearer is like.[7] For example, the red color and
the round shape of an apple are properties of this apple. Various ways have been suggested concerning how to
conceive properties themselves and their relation to substances.[8] The traditionally dominant view is that
properties are universals that inhere in their bearers.[7] As universals, they can be shared by different
substances. Nominalists, on the other hand, deny that universals exist.[16] Some nominalists try to account for
properties in terms of resemblance relations or class membership.[8] Another alternative for nominalists is to
conceptualize properties as simple particulars, so-called tropes.[7] This position entails that both the apple and
its redness are particulars. Different apples may still exactly resemble each other concerning their color, but
they do not share the same particular property on this view: the two color-tropes are numerically distinct.[16]
Another important question for any theory of properties is how to conceive the relation between a bearer and
its properties.[8] Substratum theorists hold that there is some kind of substance, substratum or bare particular
that acts as bearer.[43] Bundle theory is an alternative view that does away with a substratum altogether:
objects are taken to be just a bundle of properties.[40][44] They are held together not by a substratum but by the
so-called compresence-relation responsible for the bundling. Both substratum theory and bundle theory can be
combined with conceptualizing properties as universals or as particulars.[43]
An important distinction among properties is between categorical and dispositional properties.[7][45]
Categorical properties concern what something is like, e.g. what qualities it has. Dispositional properties, on
the other hand, involve what powers something has, what it is able to do, even if it is not actually doing it.[7]
For example, the shape of a sugar cube is a categorical property while its tendency to dissolve in water is a
dispositional property. For many properties there is a lack of consensus as to how they should be classified, for
example, whether colors are categorical or dispositional properties.[46][47] Categoricalism is the thesis that on a
fundamental level there are only categorical properties, that dispositional properties are either non-existent or
dependent on categorical properties. Dispositionalism is the opposite theory, giving ontological primacy to
dispositional properties.[46][45] Between these two extremes, there are dualists who allow both categorical and
dispositional properties in their ontology.[42]
Relations are ways in which things, the relata, stand to each other.[7][48] Relations are in many ways similar to
properties in that both characterize the things they apply to. Properties are sometimes treated as a special case
of relations involving only one relatum.[42] Central for ontology is the distinction between internal and
external relations.[49] A relation is internal if it is fully determined by the features of its relata.[50] For example,
an apple and a tomato stand in the internal relation of similarity to each other because they are both red.[51]
Some philosophers have inferred from this that internal relations do not have a proper ontological status since
they can be reduced to intrinsic properties.[49][52] External relations, on the other hand, are not fixed by the
features of their relata. For example, a book stands in an external relation to a table by lying on top of it. But
this is not determined by the book's or the table's features like their color, their shape, etc.[49]

States of affairs and events
States of affairs are complex entities, in contrast to substances and properties, which are usually conceived as
simple.[7][53] Complex entities are built up from or constituted by other entities. Atomic states of affairs are
constituted by one particular and one property exemplified by this particular.[8][54] For example, the state of
affairs that Socrates is wise is constituted by the particular "Socrates" and the property "wise". Relational states

of affairs involve several particulars and a relation connecting them. States of affairs that obtain are also
referred to as facts.[54] It is controversial which ontological status should be ascribed to states of affairs that do
not obtain.[8] States of affairs have been prominent in 20th-century ontology as various theories were proposed
to describe the world as composed of states of affairs.[7][55][56] It is often held that states of affairs play the role
of truthmakers: judgments or assertions are true because the corresponding state of affairs obtains.[54][57]
Events take place in time, they are sometimes thought of as involving a change in the form of acquiring or
losing a property, like the lawn's becoming dry.[58] But on a liberal view, the retaining of a property without
any change may also count as an event, e.g. the lawn's staying wet.[58][59] Some philosophers see events as
universals that can repeat at different times, but the more dominant view is that events are particulars and
therefore non-repeatable.[59] Some events are complex in that they are composed of a sequence of events,
often referred to as a process.[60] But even simple events can be conceived as complex entities involving an
object, a time and the property exemplified by the object at this time.[61][62] So-called process philosophy or
process ontology ascribes ontological primacy to changes and processes as opposed to the emphasis on static
being in the traditionally dominant substance metaphysics.[63][64]

Types
Ontological theories can be divided into various types according to their theoretical commitments. Particular
ontological theories or types of theories are often referred to as "ontologies" (singular or plural). This usage
contrasts with the meaning of "ontology" (only singular) as a branch of philosophy: the science of being in
general.[65][66]

Flat vs polycategorical vs hierarchical
One way to divide ontologies is by the number of basic categories they use. Monocategorical or one category
ontologies hold that there is only one basic category while polycategorical ontologies imply that there are
several distinct basic categories.[67][68][69] Another way to divide ontologies is through the notion of
ontological hierarchy. Hierarchical ontologies assert that some entities exist on a more fundamental level and
that other entities depend on them. Flat ontologies, on the other hand, deny such a privileged status to any
entities.[70][71] Jonathan Schaffer provides an overview of these positions by distinguishing between flat
ontologies (non-hierarchical), sorted ontologies (polycategorical non-hierarchical) and ordered ontologies
(polycategorical hierarchical).[72]
Flat ontologies are only interested in the difference between existence and non-existence. They are flat
because each flat ontology can be represented by a simple set containing all the entities to which this ontology
is committed. An influential exposition[73] of this approach comes from Willard Van Orman Quine which is
why it has been referred to as the Quinean approach to meta-ontology.[72][74] This outlook does not deny that
the existing entities can be further subdivided and may stand in various relations to each other. These issues are
questions for the more specific sciences, but they do not belong to ontology in the Quinean sense.
Polycategorical ontologies are concerned with the categories of being. Each polycategorical ontology posits a
number of categories. These categories are exclusive and exhaustive: every existing entity belongs to exactly
one category.[72] A recent example of a polycategorical ontology is E.J. Lowe's four-category-ontology.[75]
The four categories are object, kind, mode and attribute. The fourfold structure is based on two distinctions.
The first distinction is between substantial entities (objects and kinds) and non-substantial entities (modes and
attributes). The second distinction is between particular entities (objects and modes) and universal entities
(kinds and attributes). Reality is built up through the interplay of entities belonging to different categories:
particular entities instantiate universal entities, and non-substantial entities characterize substantial
entities.[75][76]

Hierarchical ontologies are interested in the degree of fundamentality of the entities they posit. Their main
goal is to figure out which entities are fundamental and how the non-fundamental entities depend on them. The
concept of fundamentality is usually defined in terms of metaphysical grounding.[77] Fundamental entities are
different from non-fundamental entities because they are not grounded in other entities.[72][78] For example, it
is sometimes held that elementary particles are more fundamental than the macroscopic objects (like chairs and
tables) they compose. This is a claim about the grounding-relation between microscopic and macroscopic
objects. Schaffer's priority monism is a recent form of a hierarchical ontology. He holds that on the most
fundamental level there exists only one thing: the world as a whole. This thesis does not deny our commonsense intuition that the distinct objects we encounter in our everyday affairs like cars or other people exist. It
only denies that these objects have the most fundamental form of existence.[79] An example of a hierarchical
ontology in continental philosophy comes from Nicolai Hartmann. He asserts that reality is made up of four
levels: the inanimate, the biological, the psychological and the spiritual.[80] These levels form a hierarchy in
the sense that the higher levels depend on the lower levels while the lower levels are indifferent to the higher
levels.[81]

Thing ontologies vs fact ontologies
Thing ontologies and fact ontologies are one-category-ontologies: they both hold that all fundamental entities
belong to the same category. They disagree on whether this category is the category of things or of
facts.[82][83][84] A slogan for fact ontologies comes from Ludwig Wittgenstein: "The world is the totality of
facts, not of things".[85]
One difficulty in characterizing this dispute is to elucidate what things and facts are, and how they differ from
each other. Things are commonly contrasted with the properties and relations they instantiate.[86] Facts, on the
other hand, are often characterized as having these things and the properties/relations as their constituents.[87]
This is reflected in a rough linguistic characterization of this difference where the subjects and objects of an
assertion refer to things while the assertion as a whole refers to a fact.[88]
Reism in continental philosophy is one form of thing ontology. Franz Brentano developed a version of reism in
his later philosophy. He held that only concrete particular things exist. Things can exist in two forms: either as
spatio-temporal bodies or as temporal souls. Brentano was aware of the fact that many common-sense
expressions seem to refer to entities that do not have a place in his ontology, like properties or intentional
objects. This is why he developed a method to paraphrase these expressions in order to avoid these ontological
commitments.[89]
D. M. Armstrong is a well-known defender of fact ontology. He and his followers refer to facts as states of
affairs.[87] States of affairs are the basic building blocks of his ontology: they have particulars and universals as
their constituents but they are primary in relation to particulars and universals. States of affairs have
ontologically independent existence while "[u]npropertied particulars and uninstantiated universals are false
abstractions".[87]

Constituent ontologies vs blob theories
Constituent ontologies and blob theories, sometimes referred to as relational ontologies, are concerned with
the internal structure of objects. Constituent ontologies hold that objects have an internal structure made up of
constituents. This is denied by blob theories: they contend that objects are structureless "blobs".[86][90][67][91]
Bundle theories are examples of constituent ontologies. Bundle theorists assert that an object is nothing but the
properties it "has". On this account, a regular apple could be characterized as a bundle of redness, roundness,
sweetness, etc. Defenders of bundle theory disagree on the nature of the bundled properties. Some affirm that
these properties are universals while others contend that they are particulars, so-called "tropes".[86][92]

Class nominalism, on the other hand, is a form of blob theory. Class nominalists hold that properties are classes
of things. To instantiate a property is merely to be a member of the corresponding class. So properties are not
constituents of the objects that have them.[86][93]

Information science
In information science ontologies are classified in various ways, using criteria such as the degree of abstraction
and field of application:[94]
1. Upper ontology: concepts supporting development of an ontology, meta-ontology.
2. Domain ontology: concepts relevant to a particular topic, domain of discourse, or area of
interest, for example, to information technology or to computer. languages, or to particular
branches of science.
3. Interface ontology: concepts relevant to the juncture of two disciplines.
4. Process ontology: inputs, outputs, constraints, sequencing information, involved in business
or engineering processes.

History
Hindu philosophy
Ontology features in the Samkhya school of Hindu philosophy from the first millennium BCE.[95] Samkhya
philosophy regards the universe as consisting of two independent realities: puruṣa (pure, contentless
consciousness) and prakṛti (matter). The substance dualism between puruṣa and prakṛti is similar but not
identical to the substance dualism between mind and body that, following the works of Descartes, has been
central to many disputes in the Western philosophical tradition.[96]:845[97] Samkhya sees the mind as being the
subtle part of prakṛti. It is made up of three faculties: the sense mind (manas), the intellect (buddhi), and the
ego (ahaṁkāra). These faculties perform various functions but are by themselves unable to produce
consciousness, which belongs to a distinct ontological category and for which puruṣa alone is
responsible.[98][96] The Yoga school agrees with Samkhya philosophy on the fundamental dualism between
puruṣa and prakṛti but it differs from Samkhya's atheistic position by incorporating the concept of a "personal,
yet essentially inactive, deity" or "personal god" (Ishvara).[99][100][101][102] These two schools stand in
contrast to Advaita Vedanta, which is committed to a strict form of monism by holding that the apparent
plurality of things is an illusion (Maya) hiding the true oneness of reality at its most fundamental level
(Brahman).[103][104]

Ancient Greek
In the Greek philosophical tradition, Parmenides was among the first to propose an ontological characterization
of the fundamental nature of existence. In the prologue (or proem) to On Nature, he describes two views of
existence. Initially, nothing comes from nothing, thus existence is eternal. This posits that existence is what
may be conceived of by thought, created, or possessed. Hence, there may be neither void nor vacuum; and
true reality neither may come into being nor vanish from existence. Rather, the entirety of creation is eternal,
uniform, and immutable, though not infinite (Parmenides characterized its shape as that of a perfect sphere).
Parmenides thus posits that change, as perceived in everyday experience, is illusory.

Opposite to the Eleatic monism of Parmenides is the pluralistic conception of being. In the 5th century BC,
Anaxagoras and Leucippus replaced[105] the reality of being (unique and unchanging) with that of becoming,
therefore by a more fundamental and elementary ontic plurality. This thesis originated in the Hellenic world,
stated in two different ways by Anaxagoras and by Leucippus. The first theory dealt with "seeds" (which
Aristotle referred to as "homeomeries") of the various substances. The second was the atomistic theory,[106]
which dealt with reality as based on the vacuum, the atoms and their intrinsic movement in it.
The materialist atomism proposed by Leucippus was indeterminist, but Democritus (c. 460 – c. 370 BC)
subsequently developed it in a deterministic way. Later (4th century BC), Epicurus took the original atomism
again as indeterministic. He saw reality as composed of an infinity of indivisible, unchangeable corpuscles or
atoms (from the Greek atomon, lit. 'uncuttable'), but he gives weight to characterize atoms whereas for
Leucippus they are characterized by a "figure", an "order" and a "position" in the cosmos.[107] Atoms are,
besides, creating the whole with the intrinsic movement in the vacuum, producing the diverse flux of being.
Their movement is influenced by the parenklisis (Lucretius names it clinamen) and that is determined by
chance. These ideas foreshadowed the understanding of traditional physics until the advent of 20th-century
theories on the nature of atoms.[108]
Plato
Plato developed the distinction between true reality and illusion, in arguing that what is real are eternal and
unchanging forms or ideas (a precursor to universals), of which things experienced in sensation are at best
merely copies, and real only in so far as they copy ("partake of") such forms. In general, Plato presumes that
all nouns (e.g., "beauty") refer to real entities, whether sensible bodies or insensible forms. Hence, in The
Sophist, Plato argues that being is a form in which all existent things participate and which they have in
common (though it is unclear whether "Being" is intended in the sense of existence, copula, or identity); and
argues, against Parmenides, that forms must exist not only of being, but also of Negation and of non-being (or
Difference).
Aristotle
In his Categories, Aristotle (384–322 BCE) identifies ten possible kinds of things that may be the subject or
the predicate of a proposition. For Aristotle there are four different ontological dimensions:[109]
1. according to the various categories or ways of addressing a being as such
2. according to its truth or falsity (e.g. fake gold, counterfeit money)
3. whether it exists in and of itself or simply 'comes along' by accident
4. according to its potency, movement (energy) or finished presence (Metaphysics Book Theta).

Medieval
Medieval ontology was strongly influenced by Aristotle's teachings. The thinkers of this period often relied on
Aristotelian categories like substance, act and potency or matter and form to formulate their own theories.
Important ontologists in this epoch include Avicenna, Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus and William of
Ockham.[110][111][112]
Avicenna aka Ibn Sina

According to Avicenna (also known as Ibn Sina) (c. 980 – 1037), and in an interpretation of Greek
Aristotelian and Platonist ontological doctrines in medieval metaphysics, being is either necessary, contingent
qua possible, or impossible. Necessary being is that which cannot but be, since its non-being would entail a
contradiction. Contingent qua possible being is neither necessary nor impossible for it to be or not to be. It is
ontologically neutral, and is brought from potential existing into actual existence by way of a cause that is
external to its essence. Its being is borrowed – unlike the necessary existent, which is self-subsisting and
impossible not to be. As for the impossible, it necessarily does not exist, and the affirmation of its being would
involve a contradiction.[113]
Aquinas
Fundamental to Thomas Aquinas's ontology is his distinction between essence and existence: all entities are
conceived as composites of essence and existence.[114][115][116] The essence of a thing is what this thing is
like, it signifies the definition of this thing.[117] God has a special status since He is the only entity whose
essence is identical to its existence. But for all other, finite entities there is a real distinction between essence
and existence.[118] This distinction shows itself, for example, in our ability to understand the essence of
something without knowing about its existence.[119] Aquinas conceives of existence as an act of being that
actualizes the potency given by the essence. Different things have different essences, which impose different
limits on the corresponding act of being.[114] The paradigm examples of essence-existence-composites are
material substances like cats or trees. Aquinas incorporates Aristotle's distinction between matter and form by
holding that the essence of material things, as opposed to the essence of immaterial things like angels, is the
composition of their matter and form.[114][120] So, for example, the essence of a marble statue would be the
composition of the marble (its matter) and the shape it has (its form). Form is universal since substances made
of different matter can have the same form. The forms of a substance may be divided into substantial and
accidental forms. A substance can survive a change of an accidental form but ceases to exist upon a change of
a substantial form.[114]

Modern
Ontology is increasingly seen as a separate domain of philosophy in the modern period.[112][121] Many
ontological theories of this period were rationalistic in the sense that they saw ontology largely as a deductive
discipline that starts from a small set of first principles or axioms, a position best exemplified by Baruch
Spinoza and Christian Wolff. This rationalism in metaphysics and ontology was strongly opposed by
Immanuel Kant, who insisted that many claims arrived at this way are to be dismissed since they go beyond
any possible experience that could justify them.[122][123]
Descartes
René Descartes' ontological distinction between mind and body has been one of the most influential parts of
his philosophy.[124][123] On his view, minds are thinking things while bodies are extended things. Thought
and extension are two attributes that each come in various modes of being. Modes of thinking include
judgments, doubts, volitions, sensations and emotions while the shapes of material things are modes of
extension.[125] Modes come with a lower degree of reality since they depend for their existence on a
substance.[126] Substances, on the other hand, can exist on their own.[125] Descartes' substance dualism asserts
that every finite substance is either a thinking substance or an extended substance.[127][128] This position does
not entail that minds and bodies actually are separated from each other, which would defy the intuition that we
both have a body and a mind. Instead, it implies that minds and bodies can, at least in principle, be separated,
since they are distinct substances and therefore are capable of independent existence.[124][129] A longstanding

problem for substance dualism since its inception has been to explain how minds and bodies can causally
interact with each other, as they apparently do, when a volition causes an arm to move or when light falling on
the retina causes a visual impression.[124]
Spinoza
Baruch Spinoza is well-known for his substance monism: the thesis that only one substance exists.[130][123]
He refers to this substance as "God or Nature", emphasizing both his pantheism and his naturalism.[131] This
substance has an infinite amount of attributes, which he defines as "what the intellect perceives of substance as
constituting its essence".[132] Of these attributes, only two are accessible to the human mind: thought and
extension. Modes are properties of a substance that follow from its attributes and therefore have only a
dependent form of existence.[133] Spinoza sees everyday-things like rocks, cats or ourselves as mere modes
and thereby opposes the traditional Aristotelian and Cartesian conception of categorizing them as
substances.[134] Modes compose deterministic systems in which the different modes are linked to each other as
cause and effect.[130] Each deterministic system corresponds to one attribute: one for extended things, one for
thinking things, etc. Causal relations only happen within a system while the different systems run in parallel
without causally interacting with each other.[134] Spinoza calls the system of modes Natura naturata ("nature
natured") and opposes it to Natura naturans ("nature naturing"), the attributes responsible for the modes.[135]
Everything in Spinoza's system is necessary: there are no contingent entities. This is so since the attributes are
themselves necessary and since the system of modes follows from them.[130]
Wolff
Christian Wolff defines ontology as the science of being in general. He sees it as a part of metaphysics besides
cosmology, psychology and natural theology.[136][137][138] According to Wolff, it is a deductive science,
knowable a priori and based on two fundamental principles: the principle of non-contradiction ("it cannot
happen that the same thing is and is not") and the principle of sufficient reason ("nothing exists without a
sufficient reason for why it exists rather than does not exist").[136][123] Beings are defined by their
determinations or predicates, which cannot involve a contradiction. Determinates come in 3 types: essentialia,
attributes, and modes.[136] Essentialia define the nature of a being and are therefore necessary properties of
this being. Attributes are determinations that follow from essentialia and are equally necessary, in contrast to
modes, which are merely contingent. Wolff conceives existence as just one determination among others, which
a being may lack.[137] Ontology is interested in being at large, not just in actual being. But all beings, whether
actually existing or not, have a sufficient reason.[122] The sufficient reason for things without actual existence
consists in all the determinations that make up the essential nature of this thing. Wolff refers to this as a "reason
of being" and contrasts it with a "reason of becoming", which explains why some things have actual
existence.[137]
Schopenhauer
Arthur Schopenhauer was a proponent of metaphysical voluntarism:[139] he regards will as the underlying and
ultimate reality.[140] Reality as a whole consists only of one will, which is equated with the Kantian thing-initself. Like the Kantian thing-in-itself, the will exists outside space and time. But, unlike the Kantian thing-initself, the will has an experiential component to it: it comes in the form of striving, desiring, feeling,
etc.[141][142] The manifold of things we encounter in our everyday experiences, like trees or cars, are mere
appearances that lack existence independent of the observer. Schopenhauer describes them as objectivations of
the will. These objectivations happen in different "steps", which correspond to the platonic forms.[143] All
objectivations are grounded in the will. This grounding is governed by the principium individuationis, which
enables a manifold of individual things spread out in space and time to be grounded in the one will.[144]

20th century
Dominant approaches to ontology in the 20th century were phenomenology, linguistic analysis and
naturalism. Phenomenological ontology, as exemplified by Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, relies for
its method on the description of experience. Linguistic analysis assigns to language a central role for ontology,
as seen, for example, in Rudolf Carnap's thesis that the truth value of existence-claims depends on the
linguistic framework in which they are made. Naturalism gives a prominent position to the natural sciences for
the purpose of finding and evaluating ontological claims. This position is exemplified by Quine's method of
ontology, which involves analyzing the ontological commitments of scientific theories.[123][112]
Husserl
Edmund Husserl sees ontology as a science of essences.[112] Sciences of essences are contrasted with factual
sciences: the former are knowable a priori and provide the foundation for the later, which are knowable a
posteriori.[123][145] Ontology as a science of essences is not interested in actual facts, but in the essences
themselves, whether they have instances or not.[146] Husserl distinguishes between formal ontology, which
investigates the essence of objectivity in general,[147] and regional ontologies, which study regional essences
that are shared by all entities belonging to the region.[112] Regions correspond to the highest genera of
concrete entities: material nature, personal consciousness and interpersonal spirit.[148][149] Husserl's method
for studying ontology and sciences of essence in general is called eidetic variation.[145] It involves imagining
an object of the kind under investigation and varying its features.[150] The changed feature is inessential to this
kind if the object can survive its change, otherwise it belongs to the kind's essence. For example, a triangle
remains a triangle if one of its sides is extended but it ceases to be a triangle if a fourth side is added. Regional
ontology involves applying this method to the essences corresponding to the highest genera.[151]
Heidegger
Central to Martin Heidegger's philosophy is the notion of ontological difference: the difference between being
as such and specific entities.[152][153] He accuses the philosophical tradition of being forgetful of this
distinction, which has led to the mistake of understanding being as such as a kind of ultimate entity, for
example as "idea, energeia, substance, monad or will to power".[152][112][154] Heidegger tries to rectify this
mistake in his own "fundamental ontology" by focusing on the meaning of being instead, a project which is
akin to contemporary meta-ontology.[155][156] One method to achieve this is by studying the human being, or
Dasein, in Heidegger's terminology.[123] The reason for this is that we already have a pre-ontological
understanding of being that shapes how we experience the world. Phenomenology can be used to make this
implicit understanding explicit, but it has to be accompanied by hermeneutics in order to avoid the distortions
due to the forgetfulness of being.[152] In his later philosophy, Heidegger attempted to reconstruct the "history
of being" in order to show how the different epochs in the history of philosophy were dominated by different
conceptions of being.[157] His goal is to retrieve the original experience of being present in the early Greek
thought that was covered up by later philosophers.[154]
Hartmann
Nicolai Hartmann is a 20th-century philosopher within the continental tradition of philosophy. He interprets
ontology as Aristotle's science of being qua being: the science of the most general characteristics of entities,
usually referred to as categories, and the relations between them.[158][159][160] According to Hartmann, the
most general categories are moments of being (existence and essence), modes of being (reality and ideality)
and modalities of being (possibility, actuality and necessity). Every entity has both existence and essence.[161]
Reality and ideality, by contrast, are two disjunctive categories: every entity is either real or ideal. Ideal entities

are universal, returnable and always existing while real entities are individual, unique and destructible.[162]
Among the ideal entities are mathematical objects and values.[163] The modalities of being are divided into the
absolute modalities (actuality and non-actuality) and the relative modalities (possibility, impossibility and
necessity). The relative modalities are relative in the sense that they depend on the absolute modalities:
something is possible, impossible or necessary because something else is actual. Hartmann asserts that reality is
made up of four levels (inanimate, biological, psychological and spiritual) that form a hierarchy.[80][81]
Carnap
Rudolf Carnap proposed that the truth value of ontological statements about the existence of entities depends
on the linguistic framework in which these statements are made: they are internal to the framework.[1][112] As
such, they are often trivial in that it just depends on the rules and definitions within this framework. For
example, it follows analytically from the rules and definitions within the mathematical framework that numbers
exist.[164] The problem Carnap saw with traditional ontologists is that they try to make frameworkindependent or external statements about what really is the case.[123][165] Such statements are at best
pragmatic considerations about which framework to choose and at worst outright meaningless, according to
Carnap.[166] For example, there is no matter of fact as to whether realism or idealism is true, their truth
depends on the adopted framework.[167] The job of philosophers is not to discover which things exist by
themselves but "conceptual engineering": to create interesting frameworks and to explore the consequences of
adopting them.[164][1] The choice of framework is guided by practical considerations like expedience or
fruitfulness since there is no framework-independent notion of truth.[168]
Quine
The notion of ontological commitment plays a central role in Willard Van Orman Quine's contributions to
ontology.[169][170] A theory is ontologically committed to an entity if that entity must exist in order for the
theory to be true.[171] Quine proposed that the best way to determine this is by translating the theory in
question into first-order predicate logic. Of special interest in this translation are the logical constants known as
existential quantifiers, whose meaning corresponds to expressions like "there exists..." or "for some...". They
are used to bind the variables in the expression following the quantifier.[172] The ontological commitments of
the theory then correspond to the variables bound by existential quantifiers.[173] This approach is summed up
by Quine's famous dictum that "[t]o be is to be the value of a variable".[174] This method by itself is not
sufficient for ontology since it depends on a theory in order to result in ontological commitments. Quine
proposed that we should base our ontology on our best scientific theory.[171] Various followers of Quine's
method chose to apply it to different fields, for example to "everyday conceptions expressed in natural
language".[175][176]

Other ontological topics
Ontological formations
The concept of ontological formations refers to formations of social relations understood as dominant ways of
living. Temporal, spatial, corporeal, epistemological, and performative relations are taken to be central to
understanding a dominant formation. That is, a particular ontological formation is based on how ontological
categories of time, space, embodiment, knowing and performing are lived—objectively and subjectively.
Different ontological formations include the customary (including the tribal), the traditional, the modern, and
the postmodern. The concept was first introduced by Paul James in 2006, together with a series of writers
including Damian Grenfell and Manfred Steger.[177]

In the engaged theory approach, ontological formations are seen as layered and intersecting rather than
singular formations. They are 'formations of being'. This approach avoids the usual problems of a Great Divide
being posited between the modern and the pre-modern. From a philosophical distinction concerning different
formations of being, the concept then provides a way of translating into practical understandings concerning
how humans might design cities and communities that live creatively across different ontological formations,
for example cities that are not completely dominated by modern valences of spatial configuration. Here the
work of Tony Fry is important.[178]

Ontology of fictional characters
According to Edward N. Zalta, the ontology of fiction analyses such sentences as:[179]
'Nero worshipped (the god) Mars;'
'Mars, the god, does not exist;' and
'Eliza Doolittle, in George Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion, is a flower girl.'
According to Amie L. Thomasson, fictional discourse can be of four sorts:
Uttered within works of fiction;
Philosophical exercises such as 'Captain Marvel does not exist';
Treating fictional characters as if they were 'real', such as 'Superman can leap tall buildings;'
and
Discourse about works of fiction, such as 'Professor Higgins was created by George Bernard
Shaw'.[180]
Jeremy Bentham distinguished three kinds of entities:[181]
the real: those that can be perceived, or can be inferred from perception.
the fictitious: abstractions that referred to perceptible things.
the fabulous: those that can be found only in the imagination, where the word 'exist' applies to
such only in the sense that they do not really exist.
Francis Herbert Bradley thought that real things exist respectively at particular times and places. He recognised
several kinds of entity:[182]
the genuinely historical;
the fictional;
the real;
the merely imagined;
the existent; and
the non-existent.
Alexius Meinong would put fictional entities into the category which he called subsistence.[183] This category
contains objects that neither exist spatially or non-spatially. However, they do have properties. The properties
are given to these objects in the way they are said to be described. For example, we can talk about the tall
unicorn even though the tall unicorn does not exist. We can say the unicorn is in fact tall because this follows
from the properties in which the object is characterized.[183]

Ontological and epistemological certainty

René Descartes, with cogito, ergo sum (je pense donc je suis, "I think, therefore I am"), argued that a person's
thinking agency, his res cogitans, as distinct from his material body, his res extensa, is something that we can
know exists with epistemological certainty. Descartes argued further that this knowledge could lead to a proof
of the certainty of the existence of God, using the ontological argument that had been formulated first by
Anselm of Canterbury.[184]

Body and environment, questioning the meaning of being
Schools of subjectivism, objectivism and relativism existed at various times in the 20th century, and the
postmodernists and body philosophers tried to reframe all these questions in terms of bodies taking some
specific action in an environment. This relied to a great degree on insights derived from scientific research into
animals taking instinctive action in natural and artificial settings—as studied by biology, ecology,[185] and
cognitive science.
The processes by which bodies related to environments became of great concern, and the idea of being itself
became difficult to really define. What did people mean when they said "A is B", "A must be B", "A was
B"...? Some linguists advocated dropping the verb "to be" from the English language, leaving "E Prime",
supposedly less prone to bad abstractions. Others, mostly philosophers, tried to dig into the word and its usage.
Martin Heidegger distinguished human being as existence from the being of things in the world. Heidegger
proposes that our way of being human and the way the world is for us are cast historically through a
fundamental ontological questioning. These fundamental ontological categories provide the basis for
communication in an age: a horizon of unspoken and seemingly unquestionable background meanings, such
as human beings understood unquestioningly as subjects and other entities understood unquestioningly as
objects. Because these basic ontological meanings both generate and are regenerated in everyday interactions,
the locus of our way of being in a historical epoch is the communicative event of language in use.[186] For
Heidegger, however, communication in the first place is not among human beings, but language itself shapes
up in response to questioning (the inexhaustible meaning of) being.[187] Even the focus of traditional ontology
on the 'whatness' or quidditas of beings in their substantial, standing presence can be shifted to pose the
question of the 'whoness' of human being itself.[188]

Ontology and language
Some philosophers suggest that the question of "What is?" is (at least in part) an issue of usage rather than a
question about facts.[189] This perspective is conveyed by an analogy made by Donald Davidson: Suppose a
person refers to a 'cup' as a 'chair' and makes some comments pertinent to a cup, but uses the word 'chair'
consistently throughout instead of 'cup'. One might readily catch on that this person simply calls a 'cup' a 'chair'
and the oddity is explained.[190] Analogously, if we find people asserting 'there are' such-and-such, and we do
not ourselves think that 'such-and-such' exist, we might conclude that these people are not nuts (Davidson calls
this assumption 'charity'), they simply use 'there are' differently than we do. The question of What is? is at least
partially a topic in the philosophy of language, and is not entirely about ontology itself.[191] This viewpoint
has been expressed by Eli Hirsch.[192][193]
Hirsch interprets Hilary Putnam as asserting that different concepts of "the existence of something" can be
correct.[193] This position does not contradict the view that some things do exist, but points out that different
'languages' will have different rules about assigning this property.[193][194] How to determine the 'fitness' of a
'language' to the world then becomes a subject for investigation.
Common to all Indo-European copula languages is the double use of the verb "to be" in both stating that entity
X exists ("X is.") as well as stating that X has a property ("X is P"). It is sometimes argued that a third use is
also distinct, stating that X is a member of a class ("X is a C"). In other language families these roles may have

completely different verbs and are less likely to be confused with one another. For example they might say
something like "the car has redness" rather than "the car is red." Hence any discussion of "being" in IndoEuropean language philosophy may need to make distinctions between these senses.

Ontology and human geography
In human geography there are two types of ontology: small "o" which accounts for the practical orientation,
describing functions of being a part of the group, thought to oversimplify and ignore key activities. The other
"o", or big "O", systematically, logically, and rationally describes the essential characteristics and universal
traits. This concept relates closely to Plato's view that the human mind can only perceive a bigger world if they
continue to live within the confines of their "caves". However, in spite of the differences, ontology relies on
the symbolic agreements among members. That said, ontology is crucial for the axiomatic language
frameworks.[195]

Reality and actuality
According to Alfred N. Whitehead, for ontology, it is useful to distinguish the terms 'reality' and 'actuality'. In
this view, an 'actual entity' has a philosophical status of fundamental ontological priority, while a 'real entity' is
one which may be actual, or may derive its reality from its logical relation to some actual entity or entities. For
example, an occasion in the life of Socrates is an actual entity. But Socrates' being a man does not make 'man'
an actual entity, because it refers indeterminately to many actual entities, such as several occasions in the life of
Socrates, and also to several occasions in the lives of Alcibiades, and of others. But the notion of man is real; it
derives its reality from its reference to those many actual occasions, each of which is an actual entity. An actual
occasion is a concrete entity, while terms such as 'man' are abstractions from many concrete relevant entities.
According to Whitehead, an actual entity must earn its philosophical status of fundamental ontological priority
by satisfying several philosophical criteria, as follows:
There is no going behind an actual entity, to find something more fundamental in fact or in
efficacy. This criterion is to be regarded as expressing an axiom, or postulated distinguished
doctrine.
An actual entity must be completely determinate in the sense that there may be no confusion
about its identity that would allow it to be confounded with another actual entity. In this sense an
actual entity is completely concrete, with no potential to be something other than itself. It is what
it is. It is a source of potentiality for the creation of other actual entities, of which it may be said
to be a part cause. Likewise it is the concretion or realization of potentialities of other actual
entities which are its partial causes.
Causation between actual entities is essential to their actuality. Consequently, for Whitehead,
each actual entity has its distinct and definite extension in physical Minkowski space, and so is
uniquely identifiable. A description in Minkowski space supports descriptions in time and space
for particular observers.
It is part of the aim of the philosophy of such an ontology as Whitehead's that the actual entities
should be all alike, qua actual entities; they should all satisfy a single definite set of well stated
ontological criteria of actuality.
Whitehead proposed that his notion of an occasion of experience satisfies the criteria for its status as the
philosophically preferred definition of an actual entity. From a purely logical point of view, each occasion of
experience has in full measure the characters of both objective and subjective reality. Subjectivity and
objectivity refer to different aspects of an occasion of experience, and in no way do they exclude each
other.[196]

Examples of other philosophical proposals or candidates as actual entities, in this view, are Aristotle's
'substances', Leibniz' monads, and Descartes' res verae, and the more modern 'states of affairs'. Aristotle's
substances, such as Socrates, have behind them as more fundamental the 'primary substances', and in this sense
do not satisfy Whitehead's criteria. Whitehead is not happy with Leibniz' monads as actual entities because
they are "windowless" and do not cause each other. 'States of affairs' are often not closely defined, often
without specific mention of extension in physical Minkowski space; they are therefore not necessarily
processes of becoming, but may be as their name suggests, simply static states in some sense. States of affairs
are contingent on particulars, and therefore have something behind them.[197] One summary of the
Whiteheadian actual entity is that it is a process of becoming. Another summary, referring to its causal linkage
to other actual entities, is that it is "all window", in contrast with Leibniz' windowless monads.
This view allows philosophical entities other than actual entities to really exist, but not as fundamentally and
primarily factual or causally efficacious; they have existence as abstractions, with reality only derived from
their reference to actual entities. A Whiteheadian actual entity has a unique and completely definite place and
time. Whiteheadian abstractions are not so tightly defined in time and place, and in the extreme, some are
timeless and placeless, or 'eternal' entities. All abstractions have logical or conceptual rather than efficacious
existence; their lack of definite time does not make them unreal if they refer to actual entities. Whitehead calls
this 'the ontological principle'.

Microcosmic ontology
There is an established and long philosophical history of the concept of atoms as microscopic physical objects.
They are far too small to be visible to the naked eye. It was as recent as the nineteenth century that precise
estimates of the sizes of putative physical atoms began to become plausible. Almost direct empirical
observation of atomic effects was due to the theoretical investigation of Brownian motion by Albert Einstein in
the very early twentieth century. But even then, the real existence of atoms was debated by some. Such debate
might be labeled 'microcosmic ontology'. Here the word 'microcosm' is used to indicate a physical world of
small entities, such as for example atoms.
Subatomic particles are usually considered to be much smaller than atoms. Their real or actual existence may
be very difficult to demonstrate empirically.[198] A distinction is sometimes drawn between actual and virtual
subatomic particles. Reasonably, one may ask, in what sense, if any, do virtual particles exist as physical
entities? For atomic and subatomic particles, difficult questions arise, such as do they possess a precise
position, or a precise momentum? A question that continues to be controversial is "to what kind of physical
thing, if any, does the quantum mechanical wave function refer?"[12]

Ontological argument
In the Western Christian tradition, in his 1078 work Proslogion, Anselm of Canterbury proposed what is
known as 'the ontological argument' for the existence of God.[note 2] Anselm defined God as "that than which
nothing greater can be thought", and argued that this being must exist in the mind, even in the mind of the
person who denies the existence of God. He suggested that, if the greatest possible being exists in the mind, it
must also exist in reality. If it only exists in the mind, then an even greater being must be possible—one which
exists both in the mind and in reality. Therefore, this greatest possible being must exist in reality. Seventeenth
century French philosopher René Descartes deployed a similar argument. Descartes published several
variations of his argument, each of which centred on the idea that God's existence is immediately inferable
from a "clear and distinct" idea of a supremely perfect being. In the early eighteenth century, Gottfried Leibniz
augmented Descartes' ideas in an attempt to prove that a "supremely perfect" being is a coherent concept.
Norman Malcolm revived the ontological argument in 1960 when he located a second, stronger ontological
argument in Anselm's work; Alvin Plantinga challenged this argument and proposed an alternative, based on
modal logic. Attempts have also been made to validate Anselm's proof using an automated theorem prover.

More recently, Kurt Gödel proposed a formal argument for God's existence. Other arguments for God's
existence have been advanced, including those made by Islamic philosophers Mulla Sadra and Allama
Tabatabai.

Hintikka's locution for existence
Jaakko Hintikka puts the view that a useful explication of the notion of existence is in the words "one can
find," implicitly in some world or universe of discourse.[200]

Prominent ontologists
Anselm of Canterbury
Thomas Aquinas
Aristotle
Avicenna
David Malet Armstrong
Alain Badiou
Gustav Bergmann
Roy Bhaskar
Bernard Bolzano
Franz Brentano
Martin Buber
Mario Bunge
Rudolf Carnap
Ernst Cassirer
Gilles Deleuze
Daniel Dennett
Jacques Derrida
René Descartes
Fyodor Dostoevsky
Maurizio Ferraris
Michel Foucault
Richard Foreman
Hans-Georg Gadamer
Merleau-Ponty
Al-Ghazali
Étienne Gilson
Nicolai Hartmann
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
Martin Heidegger
Heraclitus of Ephesus
Jaakko Hintikka
Edmund Husserl
Roman Ingarden
Immanuel Kant
Leszek Kołakowski

Julia Kristeva
Susanne Langer
Louis Lavelle
Gottfried Leibniz
Douglas Lenat
Stanisław Leśniewski
Leucippus
David Kellogg Lewis
Emmanuel Levinas
John Locke
E.J. Lowe
György Lukács
Madhvacharya
Alexius Meinong
Nagarjuna
Friedrich Nietzsche
Keiji Nishitani
Parmenides
Charles Sanders Peirce
Plato
Plotinus
Karl Popper
Proclus Lycaeus
W.V.O. Quine
Ramanujacharya
Bertrand Russell
Gilbert Ryle
Mulla Sadra
Jean-Paul Sartre
Jonathan Schaffer
Arthur Schopenhauer
Duns Scotus
John Searle
Adi Shankaracharya
Theodore Sider

Peter Simons
Barry Smith
Baruch Spinoza
Shahab al-Din Suhrawardi
Peter van Inwagen
Achille Varzi
Gianni Vattimo

Swami Vivekananda
Alfred North Whitehead
William of Ockham
Ludwig Wittgenstein
Edward N. Zalta
Dean Zimmerman
Slavoj Žižek

See also
Abhidharma
Applied ontology
Causal loop, also known as Ontological paradox – Sequence of events in which an event is
among the causes of another event, which in turn is among the causes of the first-mentioned
event
Five Ws – Questions whose answers are considered basic in information-gathering
Geopolitical ontology
Guerrilla ontology
Hauntology – Phenomenological state
Holism – Philosophical position that systems should be analyzed as wholes, not just as
collections of parts
Integrative level
Interpretations of quantum mechanics, also known as Quantum ontology – Set of statements
which attempt to explain how quantum mechanics informs our understanding of nature
Living educational theory – A method in educational research
Mereology
Metamodeling
Modal logic – Type of formal logic
Monadology
Moral ontology
Nihilism – Philosophy antithetical to concepts of meaningfulness
Philosophy of mathematics – Branch of philosophy on the nature of mathematics
Philosophy of science – Philosophical study of the assumptions, foundations, and implications
of science
Philosophy of space and time – Branch of philosophy relating to spatiality and temporality
Physicalism, also known as Physical ontology – Theory in philosophy
Pirsig's Metaphysics of Quality, also known as Subject–object problem
Porphyrian tree
Solipsism – Philosophical idea that only one's own mind is sure to exist
Speculative realism – Movement in contemporary Continental-inspired philosophy
Structure and agency – Debate in social sciences
Upper ontology, also known as Foundation ontology – Ontology applicable across domains of
knowledge

Notes
1. ὄν is the present-tense participle of the verb εἰμί (eimí, 'to be' or 'I am').

2. "There are three main periods in the history of ontological arguments. The first was in 11th
century, when St. Anselm of Canterbury came up with the first ontological argument."[199]
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