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Breaking intractability of spanning caterpillar tree problem: A logical approach
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ABSTRACT: In this paper we pursue a logical approach to prove that the optimisation problem of finding a spanning caterpillar tree in a graph has polynomial
algorithm for bounded tree width graphs. A caterpillar (tree) is a tree with the property that if one removes all its leaves only a path is left. To this end we use Courcelle’s
theorem and we show how one can present the spanning caterpillar tree problem by
using monadic-second order logical expression. The value of this approach reflected
better by the fact that finding a spanning caterpillar in a graph is an NP-complete
problem [9].
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1. Introduction
Whenever one wishes to model relations or dependencies among objects, the first model that comes to mind is a
graph. That is why graphs are ubiquitous in computer science and related fields. By making such a model many
questions can be addressed using the language of graph theory. For example:
• What is the largest set of objects with no mutual relationships? In graph theory term we are looking for a
maximum independent set.
• How can one partition the objects into disjoint sets such that each set contains non-relating objects? A proper
vertex colouring gives the answer to this question.
• How large is a set of objects in which every pair of objects are related? Here we wish to find a maximum
clique.
In some applications one may wish to find a specific substructure within a graph. For example one may want
to find a spanning tree to check the connectivity. In the Hamiltonian path problem we are looking for a path
within a graph that covers all nodes in the graph. There are other applications where weights are assigned to links
and/or nodes, to represent cost or traversal time. In this group of problems we look for a substructure with the
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Figure 1: Figure Sample
optimal cost. The travelling salesman problem is a well studied example of such problems, where the goal is to find
a spanning cycle with the minimum travel cost. Many of those graph problems are computationally intractable.
That is, no one knows a polynomial-time algorithm for solving any of them. So researchers are using different
techniques to find some solutions that are as good as possible. Here we focus on one of those intractable problem
on finding spanning caterpillar within a graph.
Here we mention a few applications of finding spanning caterpillars within a graph. In many problems where a
path plays a main role, a caterpillar tree can be considered as an alternative. So their applications are not restricted
to the following ones.
1. In network design, we may wish to find a cost effective linearly arranged backbone to place our communication
routers. Here the backbone is the spine of a caterpillar and leaves are the sites that are connected to the backbone. Generally the cost of backbone links is different with the cost of links that connect a site to a router.
2. In a facility transportation problem, where the task of distributing facilities is divided among one global but
costly distributor and some local and cheap ones. Here, the global distributor follows the spine path to deliver
facilities to warehouses and the local ones use the leaf edges to distribute them among end users. The goal is
to find a transportation route that has the minimum overall cost.
3. In chemical graph theory caterpillars are considered as a model for benzenoid hydrocarbon molecules; see [6].
4. Caterpillars also appear in designing algorithms for solving RNA alignment and comparing evolutionary trees;
see [10] and [4].
As another application of the MSCP, Tan and Zhang [12] used it to solve some problems concerning the Consecutive
Ones problem. For more applications in combinatorics and mathematics (in general) we refer the reader to [11]. In
what follows we first introduce the more rigorous definition of caterpillar tree and related topic, then we explain
what is a Monadic Second Order logic expression is and finally we show the main result of the paper.
2. Definitions
2.1. Spaning Caterpillar Trees and Related Problems
Let G = (V, E) be a graph. By a caterpillar (sub-)tree of G we mean a tree that reduces to a path by deleting
all its leaves. We refer to the remaining path as the spine of the caterpillar. The edges of a caterpillar H can be
partitioned to two sets, the spine edges, B(H), and the leaf edges, L(H), see Figure 1. One common problem may
be to find spanning caterpillar in a graph. Another problem is to find Minimum Spanning Caterpillar Problem
(MSCP). Where one wants to find a caterpillar with the minimum cost that contains all nodes. As mentioned
MSCP is NP-complete for general graphs [9].
2.2. Bounded Tree Width Graphs
We define a tree decomposition of a graph G = (V, E) by a tree T that its nodes X1 , . . . , Xn each is a subset of V (G)
so we refer to them as subset nodes of T to distinguish them from nodes of G, satisfying the following properties
(the term node is used to refer to a vertex of T to avoid confusion with vertices of G):
1. The union of all sets Xi equals V , i.e. each node of G is contained in at least one subset node.
2. If Xi and Xj both contain a vertex v of G, then all nodes Xk of T in the (unique) path between Xi and Xj
contain v as well.
3. For every edge (v, w) in the graph G, there is a subset node Xi that contains both v and w. That is, when
vertices are adjacent in the graph then the corresponding subtrees have a node in common, too.
The width of a tree decomposition is the size of its largest set Xi minus one. The treewidth tw(G) of a graph G
is the minimum width among all possible tree decompositions of G. For more information on tree-width graph see
[5].
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2.3. Monadic Second Order Logic
It is known that graph structures that are expressible by Monadic Second Order Logic (MSOL) [3] [2]are recognizable
in linear time on bounded tree-width graphs. The same is true for those optimization problems that can be defined
by Extended Monadic Second Order Logic (EMSOL); see the survey of Hlineny et al. [8]. In the next section we
introduce a formula that expresses spanning caterpillar problem in the language of monadic second order logic.
Let us first define the first order formulas. For a more comprehensive introduction to logic refer to Enderton [7].
Formulas in the first order logic are made from
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

a set of variables,
a set of constant symbols,
functional symbols (with arities),
relational symbols (with arities),
two logical quantifiers ∀ and ∃, and
the set of connective symbols {¬, ∧, ∨, →, ↔}.

The set of terms consists of expressions that are made from constants and variable symbols by applying (zero
or more times) of functions. Note that this definition also consider all constants and variable symbols as terms.
Now we define atomic formulas by using terms and relations. An atomic formula is an expression R(t1 , . . . , tn ),
where R is an n-ary relation and t1 , . . . . , tn are terms. Finally we build the set of formulas by using the connective
symbols {¬, ∧, ∨, →, ↔} and the quantifier symbols. The language of the first order logic consists of formulas in
which quantifiers are applied to variables. In the second order logic we define two more sets of variables, function
variables and relation variables.
3. Monadic Second Order Logic Formulation
In this section we introduce the Monadic Second Order Logic (MSO) expression of the spanning caterpillar problem.
In an MSO formula the quantifiers are applied to variables or the set of variables. Here we are interested in the
MSO logic that is defined on graphs, where the set variables are defined over nodes and edges of a graph. By the
following theorem Courcelle [3] shows that all problems that are definable in MSO Logic can be solved in polynomial
time on the class of graphs with bounded tree-width.
Theorem 3.1. Let P be a graph problem that has an MSO sentence φ. Also let G = (V, E) be a graph of tree-width
at most k where k is a fixed value. Then there is an Algorithm that solves P on input G in time f (kφk, w)n ∈ O(n),
where kφk denotes the length of the MSO formula φ.
Arnborg, Lagergren and Sees [1] extended the Courcelle’s result by introducing Extended Monadic Second Order
(EMSO) logic. They show that optimization problems which are definable as an EMSO formula have a polynomial
solution on graphs of bounded tree-width. There are properties that cannot be formulated by the first order logic,
but they can be expressed in MSO logic. For example, connectivity of a graph can be formulated in MSO logic
while it is not possible to express it as a first order sentence. So in that sense, we can say that MSO logic is more
powerful than the first order logic.
An MSO formula in the language of graphs is made from atomic formulas E(x, y) and the expression x = y by
using the connective and the quantifier symbols. The atomic formula E(x, y) denotes adjacency of x and y. The
formula x = y expresses equality relation between x and y. Also the formula X(x) denotes that variable x (a node
in a graph) belongs to X (a subset of the set of nodes). In what follows we use lowercase letters such as x, y, z
to indicate individual variables and capital letters like X, Y, Z to denote set variables. Note that a caterpillar is a
tree in which there is a path P such that each node v, either belongs to P or is attached to P. Also we define a
tree as a connected graph that has no cycle, see [36]. Now we are ready to express the existence of a caterpillar in
MSO logic. To reduce the length of formulas we use the following conventions for using quantifiers and nodes set
variables and edge set variables (the same conventions are applied when replacing ∀ by ∃):
1.
2.
3.
4.

instead of ∀x(X(x)) we write ∀x ∈ X,
we denote ∀xX(x) ∨ ∀yX(y) by ∀x, y ∈ X,
we show ∀Y (Y ⊆ X) by ∀Y ⊂ X.
we write E(x, y) ∈ F to show E(x, y) ∧ x, y ∈ F

In the following formulas we assume that X is a nodes set variable and F is an edges set variable. Also we assume
that the subgraph relation is valid for (X, F ), say sub(X, F ) = ∀E(x, y) ∈ F (x ∈ X ∧ y ∈ X) is always true.
Lemma 3.2. There is an MSO formula that expresses that (X, F ) is a connected subgraph
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Proof. It is easy to show that disconnectivity can be expressed by the following formula
∃X(∃x, x ∈ X ∧ ∃y, y 6∈ X ∧ ∀x, y(E(x, y) → (x ∈ X ↔ y ∈ Y )))
and then we just need to negate the expression as follows.


α(X, F ) = ¬ ∃X(∃x, x ∈ X ∧ ∃y, y 6∈ X ∧ ∀x, y(E(x, y) → (x ∈ X ↔ y ∈ Y )))
Lemma 3.3. That a subgraph (X, F ) is acyclic has MSO expression.
Proof.


β(X, F ) = ¬∃Y ⊆ X ∃x ∈ Y ∧∀x(x ∈ Y → ∃y1 ∈ X∃y2 ∈ X(y1 6= y2 ∧E(x, y1 ) ∈ F ∧E(x, y2 ) ∈ F ∧y1 ∈ Y ∧y2 ∈ Y )) ,
Lemma 3.4. On can represent by MSO that a node x has degree one in subgraph (X, F )
Proof.



γ(X, F, x) = ∃y ∈ X E(x, y) ∈ F ∧ (∀z ∈ X(E(x, z) ∈ F → y = z) ,

Lemma 3.5. Node x has degree two in (X, F )
Proof.


θ(X, F, x) = ∃y, z ∈ X (y 6= z) ∧ E(x, y) ∈ F ∧ E(x, z) ∈ F ∧ ∀t ∈ X(E(x, t) ∈ F → (t = y ∨ t = z)) ,
Lemma 3.6. Subgraph (X, F ) represent a path in a graph.
Proof.



η(X, F ) = α(X, F ) ∧ β(X, F ) ∧ ∀x ∈ X(γ(X, F, x) ∨ θ(X, F, x) ),

Lemma 3.7. Now we have enough materials to express that subgraph (X, F ) is a caterpillar.
Proof. Note that be Courcelle’s theorem and since the following expression is a logical formula for the fact that a
graph is a caterpillar if:
1.
2.
3.
4.

it is connected, as expressed by α(X, F ), and
it is acyclic, as expressed by β(X, F ), and
it is a path, as expressed by ∀x ∈ X(γ(X, F, x) ∨ θ(X, F, x), i.e. each vertex is of degree one or two, and
the vertices of the graph is divided to leaves and spine vertices, that are presented by Y and X − Y in the
following formule
∃Y ⊆ X ∧ ∃H ⊆ F ∧ η(Y, H) ∧ (∀x ∈ X(∃y ∈ Y ∧ E(x, y) ∈ F ))

Finally, one may combine those properties by the combination of logical and, as follows


cat(X, F ) = α(X, F ) ∧ β(X, F ) ∧ ∃Y ⊆ X ∧ ∃H ⊆ F ∧ η(Y, H) ∧ (∀x ∈ X(∃y ∈ Y ∧ E(x, y) ∈ F )) .
Theorem 3.8. For Spanning Caterpillar Problem there is an algorithm that solves it in polynomial time on graph
with bounded tree-width.
Proof. The proof follows from the following MSO expression. The first part of logical conjunction indicates that
the subgraph is spanning subgraph and the second part refer to the fact that the subgraph in indeed a caterpillar
tree.


spanCat = ∃X∃F ∀x x ∈ X ∧ cat(X, F ) .
And now applying Courcelle’s main theorem completes the proof.
4. Conclusion
Using MSO to show that a graph has polynomial solution for a parametrized input, opens a new way to break
intractability by automatically generating formula. Since there has been long research history in computer aided
proof in other branched of Mathematics and Computer Science, such an automated generated proof may be redeployed to show more NP-hard problems have parametrized algorithms.
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