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Abstract
The use of semantic knowledge in its various forms has become an important aspect
in managing data in database and information systems. In the form of integrity constraints, it has been used intensively in query optimization for some time. Similarly, data
integration techniques have utilized semantic knowledge to handle heterogeneity for query
processing on distributed information sources in a graceful manner. Recently, ontologies
have become a ”buzz word” for the semantic web and semantic data processing. In fact,
they play a central role in facilitating the exchange of data between the several sources.
In this paper, we present a new approach using ontology knowledge for query processing
within a single relational database to extend the result of a query in a semantically meaningful way. We describe how an ontology can be eﬀectively exploited to rewrite a user
query into another query such that the new query provides additional meaningful results
that satisfy the intention of the user. We outline a set of query transformation rules and
describe the necessary criteria to prove their validity by using a semantic Model.
Keywords: Databases, Ontologies, Semantic Knowledge, Query Processing
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Introduction

Semantic knowledge in its various forms including meta-models and integrity constraints is becoming
an important aspect in managing data in database management and information systems: Semantic
query optimization techniques have emerged in the 90s to complement the traditional approaches to
reducing processing costs and to overcoming the heterogeneity problem in a distributed processing
environment [7, 12, 3, 1]. Here, semantic rules about the data such as integrity constraints are the basis
for reformulating user queries into more eﬃcient, but semantically equivalent queries, which return
the same answer in less time or with less resources. There are also several mechanisms in knowledge
databases that use semantic knowledge from a set of intentional knowledge including deduction rules,
generalized rules and concept hierarchies in order to provide an ”intelligent answer” for queries.
”Intelligently answering” a query refers to providing the user with intentional answers in addition
to the data (facts) as answers. These answers include some generalized, neighborhood or associated
information that characterizes the data results [10]. Moreover, the intentional knowledge is stored in
the database; thus the user can retrieve this additional knowledge as well.
In recent years, semantic knowledge in the form of ontologies has proven to be a powerful support
for the techniques used for managing data. Ontologies promise solutions to the problems of semantic
interoperability and data heterogeneity in querying distributed databases. An ontology might be used

to capture the semantic content of each source and unify the semantic relationships between their data
structures such as the attribute properties and relation names. Thus, users should not care about
where and how the data are organized in the sources. For this reason, systems like OBSERVER [16]
and TAMBIS [20] allow users to formulate their queries over an ontology without directly accessing
the data sources. Since the ontology deﬁnes the set of terms to be used in a query, the users must be
familiar with the content of the ontology. However, using a large ontology to navigate and to select
appropriate terms causes many diﬃculties. In our approach, the user does not have to deal with
the ontology directly; he can formulate his queries over the database as usual. In this case, it is the
responsibility of the query processor to reformulate the query using the ontology associated with that
database.
On the other hand, ontologies might enhance the functionality of the search engines on the web by
adding semantics to the information content of web pages. Ontologies are used to deﬁne the meaning of
the terms emerging on the web pages and these can be used to make inferences to get more information
related to the objects of interest [2].
In this paper, we present a new approach using ontologies for query processing within a single relational
database management system. We assume that a preexisting ontology is associated with a database
and provides the context of its objects. We show how an ontology can be exploited eﬀectively to
reformulate a user query such that the resulting query provides additional meaningful results meeting
the intention of the user. A query can be deﬁned by a set of projections over the objects satisfying
a set of conditions. These conditions are deﬁned by a set of terms and determine the answer. If a
user wants to retrieve information from a database about a certain object, he might use terms, which
do not exactly match the database values (due to the mismatch between the user’s and the database
designer’s world views). However, there might be values in the database that are syntactically diﬀerent
from one another but semantically equivalent to the user terms and that express the same intention of
the user. Wee address this issue as a semantic problem rather than as a pattern matching problem. We
deﬁne two terms as semantically equivalent if they have the same meaning, i.e. they deﬁne the same
concept with respect to the ontology. For example, if two terms are synonyms, they are semantically
equivalent. As a result, if we consider semantics in query processing, the number of results for the
transformed query might increase or decrease. In both cases the user receives an answer that is further
satisfying his expectations. For example, let us assume that a user intends to query a database of
products to get some information about the product ”computer”. Thus, the user will not obtain all the
related instances from the database unless he know in advance that the database contains additional
values that are semantically synonyms for ”computer” such as ”calculator” or ”data processor”. By
considering these terms in the query the user will get more results from the database.
We use an ontology as a semantic layer over a database to describe the semantic relationships between
the database values in order to transform user queries to other meaningful queries. To this end, a set of
transformation rules must be developed taking into account possible mappings between the database
and the ontology content. We assume the preexistence of an ontology associated with the database;
but we point out its main features to ﬁt the semantics of the database and assert the validity of such
rules. Therefore, we develop a semantic model and basic criteria like correctness and completeness.
Our approach can be appropriate for the databases where some attributes are enumerated from a list
of terms. For example, in product databases, the product items are described according to a collection
of standard terms [19]. These terms are organized in taxonomies.
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In section 2 we discuss some preliminaries. In
section 3, we present the problem by means of an example. In section 4, we illustrate our approach.
In section 5, we describe a semantic model to validate this approach ,and in section 6 we reach our
conclusion.
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Preliminaries

2.1

Ontology

Nowadays, the term ”Ontology” or ”ontologies” is intensively used in artiﬁcial intelligence and
information systems areas. However, there is no clear deﬁnition of what an ontology is. Often, we ﬁnd
in the literature deﬁnitions that are general or tailored according to the domain where the application
is developed. The term ”Ontology” is sometime used as a synonym for other terms such as ”Controlled
Vocabulary”, or ”Taxonomy”, or ”Knowledge Base”. This is due to the overlapping of some common
features of these concepts. Since it is not the goal of this paper to discuss the deﬁnition of an ontology,
we ﬁrst give our own deﬁnition of this notion and then a short comparison with other similar notions.
Readers, who are interested in the diﬀerent meanings of ”Ontology” are referred to [8, 9, 17, 4].
Informally, we deﬁne an ontology as an intentional description of what’s known about the essence of
the entities in a particular domain of interest using abstractions, also called concepts and their relationships. Basically, the hierarchical organization associated to the concepts through the inheritance
("ISA") relationship constitutes the backbone of an ontology. Other kinds of relationship like the
aggregation ("PartOf") or Synonym ("SynOf") or application speciﬁc relationships might exist.
The term ”Controlled Vocabularies” (CVs) is commonly used in the ﬁeld of linguistics, to mean a set
of standardized terms with commonly agreed semantics for a speciﬁc domain within user communicate [14]. A special kind of a controlled vocabulary is a thesaurus . A common feature of an ontology
and a thesaurus is that they contain a large set of special terms concerning a certain domain and
provide a clear understanding of their meanings. Furthermore, both an ontology and a thesaurus use
relationships among the terms to represent these meanings. However, most of the relationships used in
a thesaurus are diﬀerent from those used in an ontology. In addition, they are usually ambiguous and
less speciﬁed. For example, the relationships Broader Term (BT) and Narrower Term (NT) indicating
that a term has broader meaning than another term and vise versa, indicate sometimes the specialization and the part-whole aspects at the same time [21]. Moreover, such inverse relationships are not
explicitly represented in an ontology. Finally, a thesaurus deals with terms whereas an ontology deals
with concepts but uses terms to represent these concepts. In general, a concept is not a word and
it is not speciﬁc to a given natural language [13]. Thesaurus are dependent upon a speciﬁc natural
language (or multiple language in case of Multilanguage thesaurus).
The term ”Taxonomy” refers the classiﬁcation of entities, whether they are terms or objects, in a
hierarchical structure according to the sub/super class paradigm. Thus, there is only one type of
relationship relating these entities, namely the ISA-relationship. For this reason, if we reduce the
types of relationships in an ontology to only the ISA-types to represent concepts, the ontology will be
equivalent to a taxonomy.
Moreover, the use of the term ”Ontology” can be confused with the use of the term ”Knowledge
Base”. A knowledge base for the AI-community consists of two parts: A terminology Box, called
”T-Box” and an assertions Box, called ”A-Box” . The T-Box comprises a set of concepts and their
deﬁnitions. It includes usually a taxonomy of terms related to each other with ISA-relationships.
The A-Box comprises a set of instances of these concepts, called the universe of discourse, and a set
of assertions between them. The common feature of Ontologies and knowledge bases is that both
represent knowledge. However, knowledge bases provide in addition instances, for which knowledge
is applied and inferred. Thus, if we reduce a knowledge base to the T-Box, we can say that the an
ontology is equivalent to the resulting knowledge base.
”What does an ontology look like?” and ”How can it be created?” still remain struggling topics for
researchers but what they all agree upon is that an ontology must play the following role: An ontology
must provide knowledge in the form of concise and unambiguous concepts and their meanings. This
knowledge can be shared and reused from diﬀerent agents i.e. human or/and machines.
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2.2

Graphical Representation of an Ontology

In this section, we introduce a graph based representation of an ontology and set the associated graph
operations. We agree that The graphical representation is more appropriate than the text based one
found in the literature [13]. This representation conveys the properties of an ontology in a simple,
clear and structured model.
Formal representation. Formally, we deﬁne an ontology as a set ζ= {c1 , . . . , cn } and a set  =
{”ISA”, ”SynOf”, ”PartOf”}, where ci ∈ ζ is a concept name, and ri ∈  is the type of the binary
relation relating two concepts (ci and ri are non-null strings).Other domain speciﬁc types can also exist.
At the top of the concept hierarchy we assume the existence of the ”object” concept which represents
the most general concept of the ontology. In the literature, the word ”concept” is frequently used as a
synonym for the word ”concept name”. Hence, for the design of an ontology only one term is chosen
as a name for a particular concept [24].Further, we consider that the terms ”concept” and ”concept
name” have the same meaning.
We represent an ontology as a directed graph G(V, E) where V is a ﬁnite set of vertices and E is a ﬁnite
set of edges: Each vertex of V is labelled with a concept and each edge of E represents the relation
between two concepts. Formally, the label of a node n ∈ V is deﬁned by a function N (n) = ci ∈ ζ
that maps n to a string from ζ. The label of an edge e ∈ E is given by a function T (e) that maps e
to a string from .
Finally, an ontology is given by the set O = {G(V, E), ζ, , N, T }.
Figure 1 gives an example of a graph representation of a selected portion from the ontology ”Product”.
A part of this ontology is adopted from an ontology described in [11].
Graph operations. In order to navigate the ontology graph, we deﬁne the following primitive operations: ISAChild, PartOfChild, ISAParent, and PartOfParent and two sets of concepts: DESC and
SY N s. We need these operations and sets to identify nodes in the graph, which hold concepts that
are of interest for a query manipulation.
Given two nodes n1 = node(c1 ) and n2 = node(c2 )
• n2 = ISAChild(n1 ) iﬀ n2 = child(n1 ) and T[(n1 ,n2 )] = "ISA"
• n2 = PartOfChild(n1 ) iﬀ n2 = child(n1 ) and T[(n1 ,n2 )] = "PartOf"
• n2 = ISAParent(n1 ) iﬀ n2 = parent(n1 ) and T[(n2 ,n1 )] = "ISA",
• n2 = PartOfParent(n1 ) iﬀ n2 = parent(n1 ) and T[(n2 ,n1 )] = "PartOf"
• n2 = SynOf(n1 ) iﬀ T[(n1 ,n2 )] = "SynOf"
• DESC(r, c) = {s ∈ ζ | ∀e ∈ E ∧ e ∈ P (node(c) − node(s)) ∧ T (e) = r}
• SY N s(c) = {s ∈ ζ | ∀e ∈ E ∧ e ∈ P (node(c) − node(s)) ∧ T (e) = ”SynOf”}
Informally, DESC(r, c) gives the set of all concepts in O obtained by retrieving recursively all the
labels of the children nodes related with the node of c by following only the links of type r. Similarly,
SY N s(c) gives the set of all synonyms of c in O. We denote by P (n1 − n2 ) the directed path between
two nodes n1 and n2 .
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Motivation and Problem Statement

Data semantics, as deﬁned in [22], is the meaning of data and the reﬂection of the real world. Since
designers perceive the real world diﬀerently, there exist more than a single way to represent the existing
objects and their relationships. The real world objects might have complex structures and dynamic
behaviors. Thus, capturing the semantics completely from the real world seems to be impossible
i.e. there does not exist any model which can deﬁne all the aspects of the real world objects. For
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Figure 1: Product Ontology
example, relational database systems overcome the limitations of the relation model by adding a set
of integrity constraints to maintain data that is consistent and to provide support for semantic rules
such as cardinality, containment, and type hierarchies [18].
We believe that a new generation of DBMSs requires additional semantic supports for a ﬂexible
and eﬃcient data management. This includes facilities for data integration, query optimization and
meaningful query processing. The later problem is addressed in our paper. The basic idea, is to give
the DBMS the ability to deal with the queries both at the semantic as well as the syntactic level. In
fact, if a user attempts to retrieve information about objects from the database, the answer to his
query might not meet his expectations. This might be one of the following reasons:
First, there might be semantic ambiguities between the terms used in the query and the database
values that represent these objects (vocabulary problems). In fact, the user’s perception of real world
objects might not match exactly that of the database designer. Second, there might be diﬀerent ways
to formulate the query using semantic equivalent terms. We deﬁne two sets of terms to be equivalent
if their relevant concepts and relationships in the ontology identify the same concept. There might
be several such sets. We will specify this deﬁnition in our future work. Therefore, when the user
formulate his query, he might use terms covering partially these semantics. Third, some results in
the answer might not be related to the same context associated with the query. The context must be
deﬁned by the user.
Now, we give an example that can illustrate these reasons and our ideas throughout the paper:
We consider the ontology ’Product’ given in ﬁgure 1, denoted by O1 . This ontology describes several
products. We assume that we have a simple relational database, denoted by DB1 , including two
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relations called ’Article’ and ’Component’. The relation Article contains a set of items described by
the attributes ’name’, ’model’ and ’price’. The relation component contains the parts belonging to
each item. The relational schema of DB1 is the following:
ARTICLE(A-ID, Name, Model, Price)
A-ID: Article identiﬁer
Name: Name of the article
Model: Model of the article
Price: Price of the article
PrimaryKey(A-ID)

COMPONENT (S-Part-ID, M-Part-ID)
M-Part-ID: Main part identiﬁer
S-Part-ID: Second part identiﬁer
Foreign-Key(M-Part-ID) TO ARTICLE
Foreign-Key(S-Part-ID) TO ARTICLE
Primary-Key(S-Part-ID,M-Part-ID)

Suppose, at present, that DB1 contains the following instances as shown in the tables 1 and 2.

A-ID
123
124
125
127
128
129
135
136
140
141

Name
computer
intelPc
notebook
pc
product
monitor
keyboard
desktop
macPc
calculator

Model
ibm
toshiba
dell
compaq
hp
elsa
itt
ibm
mac
siemens

S-Part-ID
123
123
123
124
124
124
125
127
127
127
128
128
128
140
140
140
141

Price
3000 $
5000 $
4000 $
2500 $
3000 $
1000 $
80 $
1000 $
2000 $
1500 $

Table 1: Article relation

M-Part-ID
129
135
136
129
135
136
135
129
135
136
129
135
136
129
135
136
135

Table 2: Component relation
When a user want to retrieve information about computers from DB1 , he may submit a query that
looks like
Q1:

SELECT * FROM article WHERE name =’computer’.

In this query, the user intention concerns the object ”computer”. However, according to the ontology
O1 , the concept ”computer” is synonymous with the concepts ”data processor” and ”calculator”.
Furthermore, it has a broader meaning than the specialized concepts ”notebook” and ”palmtop”.
Intuitively, the ISA-relationship implies a strong similarity between the general concept and its subconcepts. Since the ISA-relationship is transitive, the same argument can be applied to further
specializations i.e. ”MacPC” and ”IntelPC” . The database designer might use any of the specialized
terms to specify the article ”computer”. If the user does not know these semantics in advance, he
will not obtain all the relevant instances from DB1 . Thus, a meaningful processing of Q1 has to
transform the user query by adding these terms to the query condition. As consequence, the result
of the transformed query might be greater than the result of the previous query and satisfy more of
the user’s needs. Note that without a semantic support, like the ontology, it is hard for the DBMS
query processor to solve such vocabulary ambiguities. In this case, the ontology provides additional
meanings for the database values related to a certain attribute name. These meanings are expressed
through the relationships between the corresponding concepts.
Now, suppose the user wants to get information about the article ”pc”. His query may look like
Q2:

SELECT * FROM article WHERE name = ’pc’.
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In this query, the user’s intention concerns the object ”pc”. According to the ontology O1 the concept
”PC” is specialized into the concepts ”MacPC” and ”IntelPC”. In addition, following the PartOf-links,
we deduce that a ”pc” is composed of three parts: a ”desktop” , a ”monitor” and ” a ”keyboard”. If
we assume, that all the PC-objects in the database must be composed exactly of these parts and that
there does not exist any other object composed of them, then we can ﬁnd another way to characterize
the same object ”pc” by means of its components. With regard to the deﬁnition mentioned earlier, we
can say that the terms ”desktop”, ”monitor” and ”keyboard” can build a new query condition which
is semantically equivalent to the condition of Q2 . Therefore, it is not surprising that the tuples 123
and 128 with attribute values ”computer” and ”product” meet fully the intention of the user. When
a user poses a Q2 -query to the database DB1 , these tuples will certainly be missed. The DBMS query
processor has to extend the user query considering these semantics in addition to those suggested for
the previous query Q1 . Note that in this case the number of tuples in the answer result will also
increase. These examples clearly show which problems we are intended to solve:
”How can database queries be transformed using an ontology?”
”How can these transformations be validated?”
”How should the ontology look with respect to the database?”
Formally, the problem can be stated as follows:
Given a database DB, an ontology O and a user query Q, how to ﬁnd a rewriting Q of Q by using
O, such that Q returns to the user possibly more or fewer meaningful results than Q.

4

Ontology based Query Processing

We address the problem above and choose the Domain relational calculus (DRC) formalism to represent user queries of the form Q = {s | ψ(s)}, where s is a tuple variable and ψ(s) is a formula built
from atoms and a collection of operators to be deﬁned shortly:
The atoms of formulas ψ(s) are of three types: u ∈ R, v θ w, and u θ t, where R is a relation name
and u, v and w are tuple variables, and t is a constant. θ is an arithmetic comparison operator (=, <
and so on). An occurrence of a variable in a formula can be bound or free. Formulas and variables in
Q can be also deﬁned recursively using the logic operators ”∧” and ”∨ (see [23])
Our approach consists of three phases: preprocessing, execution and post-processing phase.
In the preprocessing phase, we transform a user query into another one based on new terms extracted
from the ontology associated with this database. To this end, a set of transformation rules and of
mapping functions must exist. The mapping functions have to map database types such as relation
names, attribute names and data values to the concepts in the ontology. The transformation rules
must contribute to:
• Expand the queries by changing their select condition α using terms synonymous with t and the
terms specifying its concept. To achieve this purpose, the ontology must have the capabilities
of reasoning over the synonym and hyponym relations, and
• Substitute the query conditions with other conditions that are semantically equivalent.
Building such rules with respect to the database and the ontology is not an easy task.However, the
rules should not be developed according to ideal alone but they must lead to results closer to the user
expectations. In addition, we need a semantic model that can reﬂect semantics of the transformations
made at the syntax level. This might assert the validity of these rules. In the next section we propose
this model. In the execution phase, the transformed query is processed using available query strategies
of the system and the result is checked. If the result is empty, we perform the third phase. In the
post-processing phase, we attempt to generate a more generalized answer to the query. That is, for
each mapped attribute in the query condition three steps are performed:
(1) We substitute its value with the term of the corresponding parent concept by ascension of the
ontology relations one level
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(2) We execute the query again. If the answer set is still empty then we continue the substitution
process in step 1 using much higher level concepts.
(3) We repeat step 2 until we ﬁnd tuples in the answer set or no substitution is possible i.e. we
achieve the root concept node.

5

Semantic Model

Given an ontology O = {G(V, E), ζ, , N, T } and a database DB. Let U be a set of the attributes
A1 , . . . , An where each attribute domain, dom(Ai ), is considered ﬁnite. The database schemas is
deﬁned as a set of relation schema R1 ,. . .,Rm where the attributes of each relation schema belong
to U . The set of attributes that are primary keys is denoted by P RIM KEY (U ). Let also U (Ri )
be the set of attributes of U that deﬁne the schema of Ri . In addition, Let M1 be the mapping
that represents the correspondence between the relation names and the concepts of ζ, called relationconcepts; let M2 be the mapping that represents the correspondence of the attribute names of a
given relation and the concepts of ζ, called attribute-concepts, and let M3 be the the mapping that
represents the correspondence between the values of a given attribute and the concepts of ζ, called
value-concepts.
We propose a semantic model that enables us to validate the syntactic transformations of the database
queries proposed earlier. This model is deﬁned as a particular ontology, denoted O∗ , which is an
extension of the original ontology O. Additional concepts and relationships are introduced as speciﬁed
below. Note that there is no single consensual methodology for the ontology design [15]. Thus, we
would not restrict our ontology development to particular guidelines for the building of the ontology.
In fact, the purpose of this work is not to discuss how to develop or integrate an ontology. These
issues alone are challenging problems for the researcher. For more interests to these topics, readers
are recommended to refer to [6, 24].

Additional Concepts
For each relation R of the database new concepts are created to represent the relation name, its
attributes (expect the primary key attribute) and their domain attribute values unless such concepts
already exist in O. In this case, we adopt the following naming conventions for the concepts:
(1) No single term can name two diﬀerent concepts.
(2) The name of an attribute-concept is preﬁxed by the name of its relation concept.
These conventions are deﬁned not only to make the extension of the ontology easier, but also to help
avoid ambiguities in distinguishing concepts. We deﬁne the Id-concepts as the set of value-concepts
that represent the values of the primary-key attributes. We denote by ID the set of nodes labeled by
Id-concepts. We denote also the new set of relation-concepts, attribute-concepts, and value-concepts
as CRN , CA and CV respectively.

Additional Relationships
Because new concepts might be created as described above, one needs to link them with the existing
concepts and/or with each other. To this end, additional binary relationships holding new semantics
are introduced. The types of these relationships are deﬁned as:
• ValueOf:
This is the type of the relationship that relates each value-concept to the attribute-concept.
Formally, ∀Ai ∈ U \P RIM KEY (U ), ∀w ∈ dom(Ai), T (node(M3 (w)), node(M2 (Ai ))) = ”ValueOf”.
Note that the ValueOf-relationship has nothing to do with Id-concepts.
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• HasA:
This is the type of the relationship between the relation-concepts and the attribute-concepts.
Formally, ∀ Ai ∈ Ri , Ri ∈ DB, T (node(M1 (Ri )), node(M2 (Ai ))) = "HasA".
• InstanceOf:
This is the type of the relationship that relates the Id-concepts to their corresponding relationconcepts so that ∀Ai ∈ P RIM KEY (U ), Ai ∈ Ri and id ∈ dom(Ai ),
T (node(M3 (id)), node(M1 (Ri ))= "InstanceOf" .
• TupleVal:
TupleVal is deﬁned as the type of relationship relating the concepts associated with the attribute
values of each tuple. This relationship is represented in the graph of O∗ as a directed arc going
out from the Id-concept node to other value-concept nodes associated to each attribute value
of a given tuple.
Formally, given a tuple µ ∈ Ri , µ : U → dom(U ), ∀ Ai ∈ U (Ri ), and ID ∈ P RIM KEY (Ri ),
T (node(M3 (µ(ID)), node(M3 (µ(Ai ))) = "TupleVal".

Summary
O∗ is deﬁned as O∗ = {G∗ (V, E), ζ ∗ , ∗ , N, T }, where ζ ∗ = ζ ∪ CRN ∪ CA ∪ CV ,
and ∗ =  ∪ {”ValueOf”, ”HasA”, ”InstanceOf”, ”TupleVal”}
Figure 2 describes the semantic model for the product ontology. For the sake of a good visibility, we
reduce the graph to some nodes and edges.

Definitions
For the ease of semantic reasoning on the concepts in the ontology graph of O∗ , we introduce the
graph operator: SelectRel . This operator will be used in the following sections.
SelectRel Operator :
This operator returns all edge types of the path between two value-concept nodes in G∗ that are
connected with two other id-nodes via edges of type "TupleVal".
Semantically, if two id-nodes are adjacent (there is a common edge of type "TupleVal") then the
semantic relationship between the represented concepts can be deduced from the result of the SelectRel
operation on these nodes. We assume that the PartOf-relationship semantically dominates the "ISA"
one. This means that, if a path between two nodes consists of edges of types "ISA" and "PartOf"
then the semantic relationship between the concepts, which label these nodes, is of type "PartOf".
For example, if the semantic relationship between two database instances is of part-whole type then
there exist in O∗ a "PartOf"-relationship between two value-concepts, which are related to id-concepts
of the tuple identiﬁer. In other word, the part-whole semantic between two database tuples will be
reﬂected in the semantic model through relevant concept-values. Thus, if we want to know which
semantics relate the tuple 123 and the tuple 129, we have to operate SelectRel on their corresponding
id-nodes. As a result, we get two types of relations "ISA" and "PartOf". Due to the assumption
above, we conclude that the object identiﬁed by 129 is part of that object identiﬁed by 123.
Formally, let id1 , id2 ∈ ID(G∗ )
SelectRel(G∗ , id1 , id2 )= {Ri ∈ R | Ri = T (x, y) ∧ ∃ n1 , n2 ∈ V (G∗ ) ∧ T (id1 , n1 ) = ”TupleVal”
∧T (id2 , n2 ) = ”TupleVal” ∧ [(x, y) ∈ P (n1 − n2 ) ∨ (x, y) ∈ P (ISAChild(n1 ) − ISAChild(n2 ))]}.
We denote by |SelectRelP artOf (G∗ , id1 , id2 )| the number of "PartOf"-labels returned by the SlectRel
operator.
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Figure 2: A portion of the Semantic Model for Product Ontology

5.1

Logical Interpretation of the Model

In this section, we want to express the semantic model in a logical framework using the First Order
Language (FOL) [5]. The later representation will be useful for formulating the criteria related to our
semantic model. From a logical point of view, O∗ is a theory Γ, which consists of an Interpretation I
and a set of well formed formulas. I is deﬁned by the set of individuals ∆, called universe of discourse,
and an interpretation function ·I .
Formally, Γ:
I = (∆, ·I )
∆ = ζ∗
ISAI = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”ISA”}
SY N I = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”SynOf”}
P ART OF I = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”PartOf”}
HASAI = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”HasA”}
V ALU EOF I = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”ValueOf”}
IN ST AN CEOF I = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”InstanceOf”}
T U P LEV ALI = {(a, b) ∈ ∆2 |T (node(a), node(b)) = ”TupleVal”}
W HOLE I = {a ∈ ∆|∀b1 b2 c. ISA(a, b1 ) ∧ ISA(a, b2 ) ∧ P ART OF (b1 , c) → P ART OF (b2 , c)}
HASP ART I = {a ∈ ∆|∀b∃p. ISA(a, b) → P ART OF (b, p)}
Key I = {a ∈ ∆|∃b.T (node(a), node(b)) = ”instanceOf”}
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∀x. ISA(x, x)
∀x. SY N (x, x)
∀x. P ART OF (x, x)
∀xyz. ISA(x, y) ∧ ISA(x, z) → ISA(x, z)
∀x.y SY N (x, y) ↔ SY N (y, x)
∀xyz. SY N (x, y) ∧ SY N (x, z) → SY N (x, z)
∀xyz. SY N (x, y) ∧ SY N (x, z) → SY N (x, z)
∀xyz. P ART OF (x, y) ∧ P ART OF (x, z) → P ART OF (x, z)
∀xy ∃z. T U P LEV AL(x, y) → IN ST AN CEOF (x, z)
∀xy ∃ z. V ALU EOF (x, y) → HASA(z, y)
∀xyz. V ALU EOF (y, z) ∧ ISA(x, y) → V ALU EOF (x, z)
∀xyz. V ALU EOF (y, z) ∧ SY N (x, y) → V ALU EOF (x, z)
∀xyz. ∃ w. IN ST AN CEOF (x, y) ∧ HASA(y, z) → T U P LEV AL(x, w) ∧ V ALU EOF (w, z)
∀xyz. ISA(x, y) ∧ SY N (y, z) ↔ ISA(x, z)
∀xyz. ISA(x, z) ∧ SY N (x, y) ↔ ISA(y, z)
∀xyz. P ART OF (x, y) ∧ SY N (x, z) ↔ P ART OF (z, y)
∀xyz. P ART OF (x, y) ∧ SY N (y, z) ↔ P ART OF (x, z)
∀xyz. P ART OF (x, y) ∧ ISA(y, z) ↔ P ART OF (x, z)
∀xyz. W HOLE(x) ∧ ISA(x, y) ∧ P ART OF (y, z) ↔ P ART OF (x, z)
∀xy. COM M ON P ART (x, y) ↔ ∀z1 z2 ISA(x, z1 )∧ISA(x, z2 )∧W HOLE(z1 )∧W HOLE(z2 )∧ P ART OF (z1 , y)∧
P ART OF (z2 , y)

5.2

Correctness and Completeness Criteria

We deﬁne two criteria, correctness and completeness, for the validation of the transformation rules.
The basic idea underlying these criteria is that, if we reﬂect any syntax transformation of the query
on the semantic level it must be correct i.e. it will not violate the semantic model. Symmetrically,
the semantic model is deﬁned as complete if the mapping of concepts, which represent the result of
the transformed query, are reﬂected by the database i.e. the corresponding values in the database are
stored consistently.
To deﬁne formally these criteria, we need the following preliminary deﬁnitions:
Definition 1: An attribute A of U is said to be covered by O, if each value of its domain is represented
by a concept in O.
Formally, ∀ x ∈ dom(A), ∃ c ∈ ζ | M3 (x) = c
Definition 2: A relation R is said to be partially covered by O, if there exist an attribute A of R
which is covered by O.
Definition 3: Two id-concepts id1 and id2 are said to be semantically dependent if and only if
SelectRel(G∗ , node(id1 ), node(id2 )) = Ø

Correctness Criterion
Formally, An extended ontology O∗ is said to be a correct model for a relation R if and only if:
∀id1 , id2 ∈ dom(ID) , ID ∈ P RIM KEY (R), and ic1 = M3 (id1 ) and ic2 = M3 (id2 )
(1) IF
T (node(ic1 ), node(ic2 )) = ”TupleVal”
THEN ic1 and ic2 are semantically dependent,
and
(2) IF
|SelectRelP artOf (G∗ , node(ic1 ), node(ic2 ))| = ∅
THEN |SelectRelP artOf (G∗ , node(ic1 ), node(ic2 ))| = 1
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The intuition behind the ﬁrst condition, is that if two database tuples are related to each other, then
there exist in O∗ at least one semantic relationship between the two value-concepts associated with
two attribute values of the tuples. For example, if we examine the semantic model of the product
ontology (see ﬁgure 2), then we deduce that the relation between the tuples 123 and 129 (see relation
component) is reﬂected by the semantic relationship of the concepts ”computer” and ”monitor”. That
is, the object 129 is part of the object 123.
The intuition behind the second condition, is that only a PartOf-relation level is allowed for all the
database instances i.e. if item A is part of item B and item B is part of item C than the database
does not store explicitly the relation: Item A is part of item C.

Completeness Criterion
The extended ontology O∗ is complete if and only if:
(1) ∀id1 av p. Key(id1 )∧T U P LEV AL(id1 , av )∧W HOLE(av )∧P ART OF (av , p) → ∃ id2 Key(id2 )∧
T U P LEV AL(id1 , id2 ) ∧ T U P LEV AL(id2 , p),
and
(2) ∀id1 av p ∃id2 Key(id1 )∧ T U P LEV AL(id, av ) ∧ HASP ART (av ) ∧ COM M ON P ART (av , p) →
Key(id2 ) ∧ T U P LEV AL(id1 , id2 ) ∧ T U P LEV AL(id2 , p)
are satisﬁed.
Axiom (1) denotes that each decomposition of a concept in the ontology must reﬂect the same decomposition for its associated value in the database instance. In this case, the decomposition is said to
be mandatory for the database instances. For example, each instance of the Database DB1 where the
article name is ”pc” should have a ”desktop”, ”monitor” and ”keyboard” instance. In addition, the
condition asserts when the PartOf-relationship is transitive with respect to the ISA-relationship. A
concept, say B, is a part of a concept, say A, if B is a part of all the sub-concepts of A. For example,
the concept ”monitor” is a part of the concept ”PC” because it’s a part of both concepts ”MacPC”
and ”IntelPC”, which are sub-concepts of ”PC”.
Axiom (2) denotes that if all the sub-concepts of a concept, say A, have a common part concept, say
P, then each database instance reﬂecting A must be minimally related to an instance, which reﬂects
P. For example, suppose that the concept ”palmtop” does not exit in the ontology ”Product”. Thus,
for each tuple of the database where the article name is ”computer” must be related to another tuple
where the article name is ”keyboard”.

Summary
Based on the criteria above a database instance is consistent with respect to an ontology O if
(1) O∗ is a correct model for the database, and
(2) O∗ is a complete model for the database.

5.3

Example of a Transformation Rule

Now, we present a possible transformation rule and illustrate its validation using our proposed semantic
model. This will help illustrating the basic ideas of our approach in this paper.
intuitively, this rule derive terms from the ontology, which are synonymous with terms used in the
query conditions and other terms that specialize them. The query example Q1 in the section 3 is
related to this rule.
Formally, let D be the set of domain attributes of a database, t0 ∈ D, and c0 ∈ O.
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IF

Q = {(x1 , . . . , xn ) | (x1 , . . . , xn ) ∈ R ∧ xi θt0 } and M3 (t0 ) = c0


THEN Q = {(x1 , . . . , xn ) | (x1 , . . . , xn ) ∈ R ∧ [(xi θt0 ) ∨ (xi θt1 ) ∨ . . . ∨ (xi θtm )]}
where tk ∈ I0 ∪ I1 , 1  k  m = |I0 ∪ I1 |
I0 = {t ∈ D | M3 (t) ∈ DESC(isA, c0 )}, and
I1 = {t ∈ D | M3 (t) ∈ SY N s(c), c ∈ I0 }
We note that this rule might increase the result set, say SQ , provided by Q. This augmentation is not
arbitrary but it is proved by the semantic model O∗ associated with the database: According to O∗ ,
the tuple identiﬁer of SQ are represented by id-concepts, which are linked with value-concepts, and
the relation-concept through TupleVal and InstanceOf-relationship, respectively. Formally, this set
is given by the following:
ΩBT = {x | W (x)}
= {x | T U P LEV AL(x, AV ) ∧ IN ST AN CEOF (x, RN ) → V ALU EOF (AV , AN )},
where x is a variable and AV , AN , and RN are constants. O∗ interprets the rule as the existence of
additional value-concepts, which are semantically related to those representing terms in the condition
of the query Q. We call the id-concepts, which are related to the later ones virtual tuple-concepts and
the semantic relationship between them DrivedTupleVal. Formally, this type of relationship can be
expressed by a predicate DRIV EDT U P LEV AL as follows:


W (x) : ∀x ∃ z DRIV EDT U P LEV AL(x, y) → T U P LEV AL(x, z) ∧ [ISA(AV , z) ∨ SY N (AV , z)].
We denote by ΩV T , the set of virtual tuple-concepts and express it as follows:
ΩV T = {x | ∃ z DRIV EDT U P LEV AL(x, z)}.
As a result, if we unify the sets ΩBT with ΩV T , we get then a set of individuals from ∆, which

represents id-concepts of the result of the query Q . We denote this set by Ω.
Formally,
Ω = ΩBT ∪ ΩV T
Ω = {x | ∃ z T U P LEV AL(x, z) ∧ IN ST AN CEOF (x, RN ) → V ALU EOF (z, AN ) ∧ [ISA(AV , z)∨
SY N (AV , z)]}.

6

Conclusion and Outlook

Today, Database management systems face challenging problems in dealing with the huge amount of
data and the variety of its format. Thus, current database systems not only need additional supports
for manipulating data but also for understanding its meaning. Semantic knowledge in its various forms
become a necessary tool for enhancing the usefulness and ﬂexibility of data management, especially in
integrating data from multiple sources and in optimizing the queries. In fact, this makes the database
aware of the semantics of its stored values and thus provides better ways to answer a query request.
Conventional database querying does not always provide answers to users, which fully meet their
expectations. One of the reasons, is that the query is treated at only the syntactical level.
In this paper, we have presented an approach for the query processing that processes the query
at both the syntactical and the semantical level. Our approach allows to generate answers, which
contain enough informative and meaningful results for the user. We use the ontology as a semantic
tool for processing data in a single database management system. We have showed how can we capture
semantics between database objects and use them for reformulating the user queries. We have outlined
the basic features of the rules that allow these reformulations. Then we presented a semantic model
and the basic criteria to validate any transformations made at the syntactical level.
Our approach can be appropriate for the databases where some attributes are enumerated from a list
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of terms. For example, in product databases, the product items are described according to a collection
of standard terms [19].
Currently, we are developing a set of transformation rules for use in relational database systems.
Although these rules might not be ideal, we hope that they can bring more insight into the nature of
query answers. We believe that using ontologies for managing data will provide meaningful information
to answer a database query.
In the future, we will investigate how to use ontologies to generate knowledge answers which are
compact and intuitive for the user and describe the characteristics of the query results.
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