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Abstract

This article discusses forms of reasoning (beyond on-
tology reasoning), and reasoning languages (beyond
ontology languages), that are needed for a full deploy-
ment of the Semantic Web. We first outline a moti-
vating application scenario, then discuss the logic lan-
guages needed on the Semantic Web and related issues.
The views reported about in this article underly and
have been developed within the EU research project
REWERSE (REasoning on the WEb with Rules and
SEmantics, cf. http://rewerse.net).

1 Motivating Application Scenario:
Business Rules for Car Rental

Consider business rules of a car rental company spec-
ifying ‘price regulations for company customers’. In a
simplified form, such business rules, inspired from [1],
can be as follows:

• No more than 20 cars can be rented at once by a
(company) customer at a reduced company price.

• Reduced company prices are not applicable on
Class A cars.

Beside regulations for company customers, the car
rental company might have specified other business
rules expressing ‘general car renting regulations’:

• No more than one car can be rented at once by a
person.

• Price reductions are not applicable to young
drivers, i.e. drivers under 25 years.

Note that the above two sets of business rules, the
‘price regulations for company customers’ and the
‘general car renting regulations’ can well be at distinct
web sites, reflecting that two different departments of
the car rental company at different locations are re-
sponsible for these two sets of business rules.

A certain company customer of the car rental com-
pany might also well have its own ’car rental regula-
tions’, e.g.:

• Junior employees are at most 24 years old.

• Every employee is junior or senior employee.

• Senior employees rent only Class A cars.

Note that the above regulations are expressible in
OWL-DL but not in RDF, as quantifiers, cardinali-
ties, and negation are needed.

Consider now the forms of reasoning that might
be needed in processing business rules like the above
regulations:

• To draw the conclusion that an employee older
than 25 years is a senior employee, excluded mid-
dle1 is needed.

• To draw the conclusion that no junior employees
can rent a car on the (reduced) company price,
refutation2 and monotonic negation3 are needed.

• To check whether a regulation, say “No more than
20 cars can be rented at once by a (company) cus-
tomer at a reduced company price.”, is currently
enforced4 non-monotonic negation5 is needed.

• To determine so-called ‘gold customers’, i.e. cus-
tomers renting cars at least 5 times during the last
12 months, constructive reasoning suffices, i.e. ex-
cluded middle and refutation are not needed.

2 Reasoning Languages for the Seman-
tic Web

The Semantic Web requires languages of different
kinds:

1. Deductive languages of three kinds:

1At least one of A and ¬A is true.
2If under the assumption A, a contradiction, i.e. B and ¬B

for some B, can be derived, then ¬A is proven.
3The negation of classical logic and mathematics.
4For sure, such a regulation might will be violated from time

to time!
5The negation used in concluding that flights not mentioned

in a time table do not exist.
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(a) constructive rules (also called views),
(b) normative rules (also called integrity con-

straints),
(c) descriptive specifications (also called ontolo-

gies),

2. and Reactive rules.

Consider the motivating scenario of the previous
section. The definition of ‘gold customers’ requires
a constructive rule or view. The regulation “No more
than 20 cars can be rented at once by a (company)
customer at a reduced company price.” is a normative
rule or integrity constraint. The three sets of business
rules are descriptive specifications or ontologies. Reac-
tive rules are needed in specifying workflows, e.g. how
to process car rental orders or how to move cars to
places where customers will collect them.

Let us discuss in more detail the kinds of languages
the Semantic Web requires.

Constructive rules serve to specify new data from
data already available. The name ‘constructive rules’
stresses that consequences from such rules can be
drawn in constructive logic, i.e. without relying on
excluded middle or refutation. Such rules are called
‘views’ in databases. Constructive rules typically in-
volve data selection and grouping. Constructive rules
are often, but not always, expressed as implications of
the form new-data ⇐ query.

Normative rules, called ‘integrity constraints’ in
databases, express conditions that data must ful-
fill, e.g. customer numbers uniquely characterize cus-
tomers, and that must be checked when data are
updated. Data schemas, e.g. a DTD or an XML
Schema, express normative rules. Normative rules can
be expressed as ‘denials’ and evaluated like construc-
tive rules. A denial is a rule of the form false ⇐
query where the head false, or error(...), etc., de-
notes a violation of a requirement req and the de-
nial’s body query expresses a negation of this require-
ment, i.e. query ≡ ¬req. E.g. the following denial
expresses that customer numbers uniquely character-
ize customers: error(Nb) ⇐ customer(Name1, Nb)
∧ customer(Name2, Nb) ∧ Name1 6= Name2.

Descriptive specifications specify data types and re-
lationships between data types without necessarily re-
ferring to actual data. They are used in software spec-
ifications, data schemas, and ontologies. They are of-
ten expressed in logics6 corresponding to classical logic
fragments with restricted quantifications of the forms
∀x : s F [x] and ∃x : s F [x] restricting the variable x
to some sort, class, entity, etc. s. Such quantifications
can be expressed in classical logic as ∀x s(x) ⇒ F [x]
and ∃x s(x) ∧ F [x], resp. using a conveniently defined
unary predicate symbol s.

Reactive rules specify how a data store can be mod-
ified depending on the current state of the store and, in

6E.g. sorted logics and description logics.

some languages, on events. Reactive rules commonly
have one of the forms if condition then action
and on event if condition then action. Rules of
the first kind are called production rules [2], rules
of the second kind are called ECA (short for Event-
Condition-Action) rules. In production and ECA
rules, condition is an (atomic or compound) query
to the data store similar to a body of a constructive
or normative rule, and action is an atomic (i.e. sin-
gle) or compound update of the data store (typically
consisting of insertions, removal, and/or changes in a
data item). In an ECA rule, event denotes an event
query, i.e. a query to events received so far. An event
query can be atomic, i.e. refer to a single event, or
compound, i.e. refer to composite events. In the fol-
lowing, the condition of a production or ECA rule is
called standard query so as to stress its similarity with
the body of a constructive or normative rule.

Specifications are often not inherently ‘normative’
or ‘descriptive specifications’. In many cases, the
distinction between normative rules (integrity con-
straints) and descriptive specifications (ontologies)
subtly depends on the use. Consider a system of rules
expressing some regulation, e.g. under which condi-
tions students are allowed to register for courses. In
drawing conclusions from the regulation, or in verify-
ing that it is consistent or non-redundant, the regu-
lation is used as a descriptive specification – certain
forms of reasoning such as excluded middle and refu-
tation make sense and might even be indispensable. In
verifying that student registrations to courses enforce
the regulation, the regulation is used as integrity con-
straint – excluded middle and refutation do not make
sense.

3 Negations on the Semantic Web

Two main kinds of negation have been considered in
applications of automated reasoning: non-monotonic
and monotonic negation.

Non-monotonic negation, cf. [3] for selected articles,
is the negation (mostly) used in databases. It is used
e.g. in concluding that flights not mentioned in a time
table do not exist. It is called non-monotonic because
adding new premises, e.g. adding a flight to a flight
F time table, withdraw a conclusion, in the example
mentioned ¬F does not longer holds after the addition
of flight F .

Monotonic negation is the negation used in classi-
cal logic and mathematics. With monotonic negation,
all consequences still hold after adding premises. If
a consequence ¬F follows from a set of premises S,
then with monotonic negation ¬F also follows from
S ∪ {F}. Monotonic negation is (implicitly) used in
excluded middle and in refutation reasoning, cf. Sec-
tion 1.

Non-monotonic negation is the negation of choice
for constructive rules (views) because data construc-
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tions depends on both, available and non-available
data. Since normative rules can be expressed as con-
structive rules (cf. Section 2), non-monotonic negation
is also the negation of choice for normative rules. Non-
monotonic negation is the negation of choice for reac-
tive rules, too, for both ‘event queries’ (i.e. the event
parts of ECA rules) and ‘standard queries’ (i.e. the
condition parts of production or ECA rules).

Monotonic negation is the negation of choice for
descriptive specifications (ontologies) because descrip-
tive specifications do not refer to actual data, e.g. the
flights listed in a time table, but instead to meta-level
specifications, e.g. conditions flights must fulfill, the
negation needed in descriptive specifications does not
have to refer to the absence or non-availability of such
data.

Recall, cf. Section 2, that the same rule can be used
as a normative specification (integrity constraint) or
descriptive specification (ontology). As a consequence,
the choice of a negation semantics, monotonic or non-
monotonic, does not necessarily depend on the syntax
of negation, but instead on the use of the expression
in which the negation occurs.

4 Declarative and Operational Seman-
tics, Event Processing

It is desirable that reasoning languages for the Seman-
tic Web have declarative semantics defined as ‘Tarski-
style model theories’. Tarski-style models [4], i.e., the
models of classical logic, are expressed in terms of so-
called ‘valuation functions’ that are defined recursively
on a formula’s structure. They make possible to evalu-
ate a formula independently of other formulas. There-
fore, they are easy to understand, and they do not re-
quire complex operational semantics. Note that most
declarative semantics for non-monotonic negation that
do not assume stratified, or stratifiable, rules, e.g. the
stable [5] and well-founded [6] semantics, do not have
Tarski-style model theories.

Production and ECA rules usually amount to im-
perative programming, hence they look inherently not
amenable to declarative semantics. However,

• declarative semantics are possible and desirable
for the ‘standard query’ and ‘event query’ lan-
guages used in production or ECA rules lan-
guages,

• a formal semantics amenable to reasoning on pro-
duction and ECA rule programs is possible (and
desirable!).

On the Web, forward chaining is well-suited only
for well-defined and closed sets of Web sites. Queries
referring directly or indirectly (through sub-queries
triggered by constructive rules at queried Web sites)
to a set of Web sites that cannot be recognized

statically, i.e. before query evaluation, cannot conse-
quently be evaluated by forward chaining. Indeed,
with such queries, forward chaining would require to
compute intermediate results from all possible Web
sites. Thus, on the web, backward chaining is the rea-
soning paradigm of choice for constructive and norma-
tive rules.

Theory reasoning, a term coined after Mark Stickel’s
‘theory resolution’ [7], denotes enhancing a gen-
eral purpose reasoning method with special reason-
ers where convenient, e.g., reasoning on bank accounts
with a basic arithmetic ‘theory reasoner’ instead of the
Peano axioms of Arithmetic.

The operational semantics of a logic language is
conveniently expressed with constructive and norma-
tive rules. Backtracking is useful for a fine tuning of
proof construction in implementing logic languages.
Backtracking is however undesirable as a program-
ming concept for high-level logic languages like the
logic languages needed on the Semantic Web because
it destroys the language’s declarativity. The opera-
tional paradigm(s) desirable for a Semantic Web logic
language can be equivalently called ‘backtracking-free
logic programming’ or ‘set-oriented functional pro-
gramming’. It is worth noting almost all of the query
languages proposed for RDF are of this kind.

The operational semantics of a logic language or
reasoner is usually and conveniently expressed in terms
of inference rules of the form:

Premise1 . . . Premisen

Conclusion

Inference rules can be seen as constructive rules in a
meta-language specifying proofs for formulas of the
object-level language. Thus, constructive rules are
subjacent to (the procedural semantics of) every rule
language and reasoners. This observation has led to
successful uses of the run-time system [8] of Prolog or
of the Prolog language itself [9] for implementing effi-
cient theorem provers. Normative rules, too, are con-
venient in specifying the procedural semantics of rule
languages and reasoners for expressing constraints on
the proof, or search, space. Reactive rule can be con-
venient in implementing logic languages and reasoners.

Since constructive and reactive rule languages can
be used in specifying and implementing logic languages
and reasoners, some authors have claimed that a single
language of such a kind would be sufficient for the Se-
mantic Web. This amounts to claiming that only one
single, e.g., imperative, programming language could
be sufficient for developing software.

Event broadcasting is undesirable on the Web.
Events can be exchanged between Web sites using a
push, or a pull model. Pushed events can be sent
as data streams, calling for streamed query evalua-
tion methods. Evaluating event queries, e.g. the event
parts of ECA rules, calls for event driven query evalu-
ation methods.
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On the Web, events can not be broadcasted, i.e.
indiscriminately sent to all sites, because this would
result in too high a traffic. Generally, events can be
exchanged on the Web sites via either push, i.e. events
are sent by the emitters to specific recipients, or pull
methods, i.e. each site publishes the events it emits,
together with the event’s recipients, on a ‘blackboard’
which is repeatedly queried by the potential recipient
sites. Such queries are called continuous. With the
push model, events can be sent as ‘data streams’ [10].
Continuous queries [11, 12, 13, 14], data streams [10],
and event queries [15, 16] require specific query evalu-
ation methods.

5 Data and Data Processing

A Semantic Web reasoning or reactive language must

• be capable of accessing data everywhere on the
Web

• be ‘data versatile’, i.e. capable of accessing data
and meta-data in any common Web Semantic
Web format – especially XML, RDF, Topic Maps,
and OWL, as well as the formats of Semantic Web
logic languages

• be capable of (some forms of) meta-level reason-
ing.

There has already been a number of pleas in favour
of data versatile query languages, e.g. [17].

Meta-level reasoning poses interesting, but not im-
possible, challenges. Meta-level reasoning has bad
reputation among Computational Logicians: however,
conveniently (e.g. constructively) restricted, cf. [18],
meta-level reasoning is semantically as safe, and prac-
tically as useful as higher-order functions in Functional
Programming. Note that meta-level reasoning is al-
ready present, though in a limited form, on the Se-
mantic Web: RDF Schema, the “RDF Vocabulary De-
scription Language”, is itself an RDF Vocabulary for
describing terms in an RDF vocabulary.

6 Language Coherency, Inter-
Operability, Engineering, and Ren-
dering

Inter-operable languages of various kinds should be
striven for. Inter-operability is sustained by the fol-
lowing forms of coherency: syntax coherency, render-
ing coherency, reasoning coherency, and explanation
coherency.

Syntax coherency means that expressions from dif-
ferent languages with similar meanings are expressed
similarly.

Rendering coherency means that expressions from
different languages are (visually or verbally) rendered
similarly, possibly using the same rendering methods
or tools.

Reasoning coherency means that similar forms of
reasoning applied on different languages, e.g. for de-
riving new data using constructive rules, for comput-
ing the closure of RDF specifications, or for checking
normative rules, are performed using similar reason-
ers. Reasoning coherency is desirable both for pro-
grammers and language design, and implementation.
An important aspect of reasoning coherency is to have
a common semantics for non-monotonic negation in
constructive, normative, and reactive rule languages.

Explanation coherency means that similar forms of
reasoning are explained, by explanation tools, relying
on similar explanation paradigms.

Reasoning languages for the Semantic Web should
be referentially transparent, strongly closed, have Web
formats, and modern type systems, i.e. type systems
supporting abstract data types and offering static
type checking, parametric polymorphism, and mod-
ules. The specification of abstract machines should be
striven for because abstract machines are extremely
useful for wide-spreading languages.

Referential transparency, i.e. when two occurrences
of a same expression within a same declaration scope
have the same meaning, is desirable because it is the
trait of declarativity. Closure, i.e. when the data re-
turned by a program are in the same format as the
data accessed by programs in the same language, is
also very important. Strong closure means that the
data returned by a program can be further processed
by this same program. Strong closure is desirable be-
cause it eases structuring programs in sub-programs.
Web formats, especially XML formats such as RuleML
formats, are desirable for rule languages because they
eases inter-changing programs on the Web, e.g., for
Web services applications. Abstract data types and
static type checking are desirable for Semantic Web
reasoning and reactive languages as they are for any
other programming languages: “Well typed programs
do not go wrong.” [19]

Reasoning languages for the Semantic Web should
have visual and verbal renderings. Declarative lan-
guages are especially well-suited to visual rendering
and visual rendering is very appealing to potential
users of logic languages for the Semantic Web, as the
many systems for graphical rendering and/or visual-
ization of business rules amply demonstrate. Programs
used on the Web and Semantic Web should be verbal-
izable, i.e. the rules or formulas they consist of should
be expressible in a controlled language [20, 21], i.e. in a
non-ambiguous language resembling natural language.
Rules (e.g. expressing policy specifications and trust)
verbalized in a controlled language would considerably
help wide-spreading the (verbal as well as non-verbal
forms of the) languages they are expressed in.

4



Acknowledgments

The authors thank their colleagues from REWERSE
for many fruitful discussions on the subject of this ar-
ticle.

This research has been funded by the European
Commission and by the Swiss Federal Office for Ed-
ucation and Science within the 6th Framework Pro-
gramme project REWERSE number 506779 (cf. http:
//rewerse.net).

References

[1] The Business Rules Group: Defining
Business Rules – What Are They Really?
http://www.businessrulesgroup.org/first_
paper/br01c0.htm (2001)

[2] Brownston, L., Farrell, R., Kant, E., Martin, N.:
Programming Expert Systems in OPS5: An In-
troduction to Rule-based Programming. Addison-
Wesley (1985)

[3] Dix, J., Pereira, L.M., Przymusinski., T.C., eds.:
Selected Papers from the Non-Monotonic Ex-
tensions of Logic Programming. LNCS 1216.
Springer-Verlag (1996)

[4] Keisler, J.: Fundamentals of Model Theory. In:
Handbook of Mathematical Logic. North-Holland
(1989) 47–103

[5] Gelfond, M., Lifschitz, V.: The Stable Model
Semantics for Logic Programming. In: Proc. Int.
Conf. and Symp. Logic Programming. (1988)

[6] Gelder, A.V., Ross, K.A., Schlipf, J.S.: The Well-
Founded Semantics for General Logic Programs.
Jour. ACM 38 (1991) 620–650

[7] Stickel, M.E.: Automated Deduction by The-
ory Resolution. Jour. of Automated Reasoning
1 (1985) 333–355

[8] Stickel, M.E.: A Prolog Technology Theorem
Prover: Implementation by an Extended Prolog
Computer. Jour. of Automated Reasoning (1988)

[9] Manthey, R., Bry, F.: SATCHMO: A Theorem
Prover Implemented in Prolog,. In: Proc. 9th
Conf. on Automated Deduction. (1988)

[10] Bry, F., Coskun, F., Durmaz, S., Furche, T.,
Olteanu, D., Spannagel, M.: The XML Stream
Query Processor SPEX. In: Proc. 21st Int. Conf.
on Data Engineering (ICDE). (2005)

[11] Terry, D., Goldberg, D., Nichols, D., Oki,
B.: Continuous Queries over Append-Only
Databases. In: Proc. ACM SIGMOD Int. Conf.
on Management of Data. (1992)

[12] Babu, S., Widom, J.: Continuous Queries over
Data Streams. SIGMOD Record (2001)

[13] Nguyen, B., Abiteboul, S., Cobena, G., Preda.,
M.: Monitoring XML Data on the Web. In:
Proc. ACM SIGMOD Intl. Conf. on Management
of Data. (2001)

[14] Pandey, S., Krithi Ramamritham, a.S.C.: Moni-
toring the Dynamic Web to Respond to Continu-
ous Queries. In: Proc. 12th Int. World Wide Web
Conference. (2003)

[15] Bry, F., Pătrânjan, P.L.: Reactivity on the
Web: Paradigms and Applications of the Lan-
guage XChange. In: Proc. 20th Annual ACM
Symp. Applied Computing (SAC). (2005)

[16] Bailey, J., Bry, F., Pătrânjan, P.L.: Compos-
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