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Abstract

The result of forgetting some predicates in a first-order sen-
tence may not exist in the sense that it might not be captured
by any first-order sentences. This, indeed, severely restricts
the usage of forgetting in applications. To address this issue,
we propose a notion called k-forgetting, also called bounded
forgetting in general, for any fixed number k. We present sev-
eral equivalent characterizations of bounded forgetting and
show that the result of bounded forgetting, on one hand, can
always be captured by a single first-order sentence, and on the
other hand, preserves the information that we are concerned
with.

Introduction
The notion of forgetting has attracted many researchers from
different disciplines under different names, e.g., forgetting in
Artificial Intelligence, uniform interpolation in Mathemati-
cal Logic, etc. In Artificial Intelligence, the notion of forget-
ting has been extensively studied in many different knowl-
edge representation paradigms such as first-order logic (Lin
and Reiter 1994; Zhang and Zhou 2010), propositional logic
(Lang, Liberatore, and Marquis 2003), modal logic (van Dit-
marsch et al. 2008; Herzig and Mengin 2008; Zhang and
Zhou 2009), description logic (Wang et al. 2009; Konev,
Walther, and Wolter 2009), logic programming (Zhang and
Foo 2006; Eiter and Wang 2008). The reason why forgetting
is so remarkable is not only because of its own theoretical
importance but also its practical value for a wide range of ap-
plications, for instance, conflict solving (Lang and Marquis
2002; Eiter and Wang 2008), belief change (Zhang and Foo
2006), conservative extension (Ghilardi et al. 2006; Lutz,
Walther, and Wolter 2007), progression in situation calculus
(Lin and Reiter 1997; Liu and Lakemeyer 2009; Vassos and
Levesque 2008), partition-based reasoning (Amir and McIl-
raith 2005), weakest sufficient condition (Lin 2001), reason-
ing about knowledge (Zhang and Zhou 2009) and so on.

In this paper, we consider forgetting in classical first-order
logic as it plays a central role in the logic family and is tech-
nically representative. Although only focusing on first-order
logic, we believe that the basic ideas and technical results
raised in this paper can also be employed by forgetting in
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other rich knowledge paradigms, such as description logics
(Baader et al. 2003), logics of knowledge (Fagin et al. 1995)
and logic programming (Gelfond and Lifschitz 1988).

An early attempt to characterize forgetting in first-order
logic is due to Lin and Reiter (1994), who proposed a seman-
tic definition of forgetting a set of predicates in a first-order
theory (also called strong forgetting). However, as shown in
their paper, the result of strong forgetting is not always first-
order expressible. That is, there exists a first-order theory
T and a set Ω of predicates such that there is no first-order
theory T ′, which is the result of strongly forgetting Ω in T .

To tackle this issue, Zhang and Zhou (2010) proposed an
alternative characterization, called weak forgetting, which is
weaker than strong forgetting but guarantees that the result
of weakly forgetting in theories is always first-order express-
ible. That is, given a first-order theory T and a set Ω of pred-
icates, there always exists a theory T ′, which is the result of
weakly forgetting Ω in T .

However, from a knowledge representation point of view,
we are more interested in sentences (i.e. finite theories)
rather than arbitrary theories as infinite theories are essen-
tially not representable. Hence, a natural question arises
whether the result of weak forgetting in first-order sentences
can always be represented by a sentence as well. Unfortu-
nately, as shown in (Zhang and Zhou 2010), the answer is
negative. This, indeed, severely restricts the usage of forget-
ting in applications, as it becomes infeasible to represent the
result of (weak, strong) forgetting.

It can be observed that, in most applications, we are only
interested in those relatively simple (first-order) formulas.
One natural measurement of the simplicity of first-order for-
mulas is their quantifier rank, i.e. the maximal number of
nested quantifiers in a formula.

This motivates us to consider a notion of bounded forget-
ting in this paper. The idea is quite simple. That is, we only
take into account those sentences whose quantifier ranks are
less or equal than a fixed number k. We present several
equivalent characterizations of bounded forgetting and show
that the result of bounded forgetting in sentences can always
be represented by a single first-order sentence. Also, we dis-
cuss some related properties of bounded forgetting. In par-
ticular, we show that bounded forgetting, although weaker
than strong and weak forgetting, preserves the information
that we are concerned with.



Strong and Weak Forgetting
In this section, we briefly review the notions of strong forget-
ting (Lin and Reiter 1994) and weak forgetting (Zhang and
Zhou 2010) in first-order logic. We assume that the readers
are familiar with some basic notions and notations of classic
first-order logic with equality.

In this paper, we are focused on forgetting in sentences
(i.e. finite theories) rather than arbitrary theories. In this
sense, the context of forgetting is to consider whether a first-
order sentence ψ is the result of forgetting a set Ω of predi-
cates in another sentence φ.

An early attempt to characterize this is so-called strong
forgetting, introduced by Lin and Reiter (1994). Strong for-
getting is defined based on the identicalness of structures.
Two structuresM andM′ are said to be identical with ex-
ception on a set Ω of predicates, denoted by M ∼Ω M′,
if they agree on everything except the interpretations of the
predicates in Ω.

Definition 1 (Strong forgetting) Let φ and ψ be two sen-
tences and Ω a set of predicates. Then, ψ is said to be the
result of strongly forgetting Ω in φ if 1

Mod(ψ) = {M′ | ∃M ∈Mod(φ),M∼Ω M′}.

As shown in (Lin and Reiter 1994), the result of strong
forgetting can always be represented as an existential
second-order sentence. More precisely, the class of models
defined in Definition 1 is exactly captured by the second-
order sentence

∃Ω′φ(Ω/Ω′),
where Ω′ is a set of new predicates corresponding to Ω, and
φ(Ω/Ω′) is the formula obtained from φ by simultaneously
replacing each predicate P in Ω by its corresponding predi-
cate in Ω′. For convenience, we also use SF (φ,Ω) to denote
the second-order sentence.

However, SF (φ,Ω) is not always first-order expressible
(Lin and Reiter 1994). That is, in some cases, there is no
first-order sentence ψ, which is equivalent to SF (φ,Ω). In
this case, we also say that the result of strongly forgetting Ω
in φ does not exist.

An alternative notion, called weak forgetting, is intro-
duced by Zhang and Zhou (2010) based on the notion of
irrelevance. A sentence φ is said to be irrelevant to a set Ω
of predicates, denoted by IR(φ,Ω), iff there exists another
sentence, which is equivalent to φ and contains no predicates
from Ω.

Definition 2 (Weak forgetting) Let φ and ψ be two sen-
tences and Ω a set of predicates. Then, ψ is said to be the
result of weakly forgetting Ω in φ if it is equivalent to

{φ′ | φ |= φ′, IR(φ′,Ω)}.

According to its definition, the result of weak forgetting
can always be represented as a (possibly infinite) theory. For
convenience, we also use WF (φ,Ω) to denote this theory.

However, WF (φ,Ω) cannot always be rewritten as a sin-
gle first-order sentence (i.e. finite theory). That is, in some

1For convenience, we use Mod(φ) to denote the class of all
models of a sentence φ.

cases, there is no first-order sentence ψ, which is equiva-
lent to WF (φ,Ω). In this case, we also say that the result of
weakly forgetting Ω in φ does not exist.

The relationships between strong forgetting and weak for-
getting are discussed in detail by Zhang and Zhou (2010).
One major difference between weak forgetting and strong
forgetting is that, the result of weak forgetting can be cap-
tured by a first-order (possibly infinite) theory, while this is
even not the case for strong forgetting. In addition, weak
forgetting is weaker than strong forgetting, i.e. SF (φ,Ω) |=
WF (φ,Ω), but not the other way around. Interestingly, if
the result of strong forgetting is first-order expressible, then
it coincides with the result of weak forgetting.

As infinite theories are essentially not representable from
a knowledge representation point of view, it arises a prob-
lem whether we can define a new notion of forgetting in
sentences such that the result of forgetting can always be
captured by a single first-order sentence. To address this is-
sue, we introduce bounded forgetting in the next section, and
show that the result of bounded forgetting in first-order sen-
tences always exists.

Bounded Forgetting
In order to capture the notion of bounded forgetting compre-
hensively, we present several equivalent characterizations
of it, including a direct definition to enumerate all conse-
quences, an indirect definition as the strongest necessary
condition, an axiomatic definition by five postulates and a
model theoretical definition based on the notion of modified
elementary equivalence.

Like strong and weak forgetting, bounded forgetting is de-
fined for forgetting a set of predicates in a first-order sen-
tence. However, unlike the other two, it is defined with re-
spect to a fixed natural number k, called the bound. We use
the term bounded forgetting for all k if it is clear from the
context.

First of all, we recall the notion of quantifier rank for first-
order formulas, which plays a vital role in bounded forget-
ting. The quantifier rank of a first-order formula φ, denoted
by qr(φ), is defined recursive as follows:

• qr(φ) = 0 if φ is an atomic formula;

• qr(¬φ) = qr(φ);

• qr(φ ∧ ψ) = qr(φ ∨ ψ) = max{qr(φ), qr(ψ)}.
• qr(∃xφ) = qr(∀xφ) = qr(φ) + 1.

Perhaps the most direct way to define bounded forget-
ting is to enumerate all the possible formulas in the result
of bounded forgetting.

Definition 3 (Bounded Forgetting: Form I) Let φ and ψ
be two sentences, Ω a set of predicates and k a natural num-
ber. Then, ψ is said to be the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ if
qr(ψ) ≤ k and it is equivalent to

{γ | IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k, φ |= γ}.

An alternative way to defined bounded forgetting is to
consider the so-called strongest necessary condition.



Definition 4 (Bounded Forgetting: Form II) Let φ and ψ
be two sentences, Ω a set of predicates and k a natural num-
ber. Then, ψ is said to be the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ
if

1. φ |= ψ, IR(ψ,Ω) and qr(ψ) ≤ k;
2. ψ is the strongest one among all sentences satisfying the

above conditions. That is, for any ψ′ satisfying condition
1, ψ |= ψ′.

As a logical notion, it is always desirable to provide an ax-
iomatic system for it. A possible way, particularly popular in
the field of knowledge representation, is to use a postulate-
based approach.

Definition 5 (Bounded Forgetting: Form III) Let φ andψ
be two sentences, Ω a set of predicates and k a natural num-
ber. Then, ψ is said to be the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ if
it satisfies the following postulates:
(B) Bounded: qr(ψ) ≤ k.
(W) Weakening: φ |= ψ.
(IR) Irrelevance: IR(ψ,Ω).
(PP) Positive Persistence: for any sentence ψ′, if IR(ψ′,Ω),
φ |= ψ′ and qr(ψ′) ≤ k, then ψ |= ψ′.

(NP) Negative Persistence: for any sentence ψ′, if
IR(ψ′,Ω), φ 6|= ψ′ and qr(ψ′) ≤ k, then ψ 6|= ψ′.

Although Definition 5 and Definition 4 look very simi-
lar, we treat them as two different approaches because the
former is more focused on the simple underlying intuitions
that bounded forgetting should obey, while the latter is more
focused on how to specify the result of bounded forgetting.

Finally, we present a model theoretical characterization
of bounded forgetting. We say that two structures M and
M′ are elementary equivalent, denoted by M ≡ M′, if
they satisfy the same set of first-order sentences. We say that
two structuresM andM′ are k-elementary with exception
on a set Ω of predicates, denoted by M ≡k

Ω M′, if they
satisfy the same set of first-order sentences that are irrelevant
to Ω and whose quantifier ranks are less or equal than k, i.e.,
for all φ such that IR(φ,Ω) and qr(φ) ≤ k, M |= φ iff
M′ |= φ. Also, we omit Ω when it is empty.

Definition 6 (Bounded Forgetting: Form IV) Let φ and ψ
be two sentences, Ω a set of predicates and k a natural num-
ber. Then, ψ is said to be the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ
if qr(ψ) ≤ k and its models are models of φ closed under
k-elementary with exception on Ω, i.e.,

Mod(ψ) = {M′ | ∃M ∈Mod(φ),M≡k
Ω M′}.

In fact, all the above definitions for bounded forgetting are
equivalent.

Theorem 1 All the above definitions of bounded forgetting,
i.e. Definitions 3-6, are equivalent.

Proof:2 From Form III to Form II is obvious. Now we prove
from Form II to Form I. Suppose that γ is a sentence such
that IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k and φ |= γ. Then, ψ |= γ

2Due to a space limit, we select those relatively important and
difficult proofs in this paper.

as well according to Condition 2 in Definition 4. Hence,
ψ |= {γ | IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k, φ |= γ}. On the other
hand, since ψ itself satisfies Condition 1 in Definition 4,
ψ ∈ {γ | IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k, φ |= γ}. This shows that ψ
is equivalent to {γ | IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k, φ |= γ}.

Now we prove from Form I to Form III. The postulates
(B) holds obviously. (W) holds as well since every γ is en-
tailed by φ. For (IR), let γ∗ be the sentence equivalent to γ
and contains no predicates from Ω. Then, ψ is equivalent to
the set of all γ∗ constructed above, which contains no pred-
icates from Ω. Thus, (IR) holds. For (PP), if ψ′ satisfies the
conditions, then ψ′ is one of the γ, thus entailed by ψ. This
shows that (PP) holds as well. Finally, for (NP), suppose that
there exists ψ′ such that φ 6|= ψ′, qr(ψ′) ≤ k and IR(ψ′,Ω).
Then, ψ 6|= ψ′. Otherwise, φ |= ψ′ since φ |= ψ, a contra-
diction.

Finally, we prove the equivalence between Form I
and Form IV. We show that their models are exactly the
same. On one hand, suppose that M′ and M are two
structures such that M |= φ and M ≡k

Ω M′. Let γ be
a sentence such that IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k and φ |= γ.
Then, M |= γ since M |= φ. Thus, M′ |= γ since
M ≡k

Ω M′. On the other hand, suppose that M′ is a
model of {γ | IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k, φ |= γ}. Let T0 be
the set of sentences that are irrelevant to Ω and satisfied
by M′ and whose quantifier rank is no more than k, i.e.,
T0 = {ψ′ | IR(ψ′,Ω),M′ |= ψ′, qr(ψ′) ≤ k}. Then,
T0 ∪ {φ} is consistent. Otherwise, by the compactness
theorem, there exists a finite subset of T0, say T ′0, such
that T ′0 ∪ {φ} is inconsistent. Let φ′0 be the conjunction
of all sentences in T ′0. Therefore, φ |= ¬φ′0. In addition,
IR(¬φ′0,Ω) and qr(¬φ′0) ≤ k. It follows thatM′ is a model
of ¬φ′0, a contradiction. Hence, there exists a model M of
T0 ∪ {φ}. Clearly, for all γ such that IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k
andM′ |= γ,M |= γ sinceM |= T0. Conversely, for all
γ such that IR(γ,Ω), qr(γ) ≤ k andM |= γ,M′ |= γ as
well. Hence,M andM′ are k-elementarily equivalent with
exception on Ω. In addition,M is a model of φ.

As the above definitions are essentially equivalent, we use
them indistinguishably if clear from the context. Like strong
and weak forgetting, we say that the result of k-forgetting Ω
in φ exists if there is such a first-order sentence ψ. In this
case, we also use kF (φ,Ω) to denote ψ.

The following good news shows that, unlike strong forget-
ting and weak forgetting, the result of bounded forgetting for
any fixed k can always be represented as a single first-order
sentence.

Theorem 2 (Existence of Bounded Forgetting) The result
of bounded forgetting always exists. That is, given a sen-
tence φ, a natural number k and a set Ω of predicates, there
always exists a sentence ψ, which is the result of k-forgetting
Ω in φ.

Proof: This assertion follows from the fact that, if only
considering the signature used in φ, the set of sentences (up
to equivalence) whose quantifier ranks are less or equal than
k is finite.



Case Studies
In this section, we consider several examples to illustrate
how bounded forgetting works.

Example 1 Let φ1 be the sentence ∀x∃y(P (x, y) ∨ Q(y)).
Then, SF (φ1, P ) is ∃R∀x∃y(R(x, y) ∨ Q(y)), which is
equivalent to >. In addition, WF (φ1, P ) is equivalent to >
as well since > is the only sentence, up to equivalence, en-
tailed by φ1 and irrelevant to P . Also, for any k, kF (φ1, P )
is >.

In this case, all the different notions of forgetting exist,
and actually coincide with each other.

Example 2 Let φ2 be the sentence ∀x∃y(P (x, y) ∧ Q(y)).
Then, SF (φ2, P ) is ∃R∀x∃y(R(x, y) ∧ Q(y)), which is
equivalent to ∃yQ(y). It can be checked that WF (φ2, P )
is equivalent to ∃yQ(y) as well since ∃yQ(y) implies any
consequence of φ2 that is irrelevant to P .

On the other hand, if we set k = 0, then 0F (φ2, P ) is
>. Note here that although ∃yQ(y) is irrelevant to P and
entailed by φ2, it is not counted in 0F (φ2, P ) as its quantifier
rank is 1. Nevertheless, if we set k ≥ 1, then kF (φ2, P ) is
equivalent to ∃yQ(y) again.

In this case, all the different notions of forgetting exist.
However, 0F (φ2, P ) is >, which is weaker than the rest
(captured by ∃yQ(y)).

Example 3 Let φ3 be the conjunction of the following sen-
tences:

∀xyz(P (x, y) ∧ P (x, z)→ y = z),
∀xyz(P (x, z) ∧ P (y, z)→ x = y),
∀x∃yP (x, y),
∃y∀x¬P (x, y).

Roughly speaking, P in φ3 associates each element in a do-
main to another element. The first two sentences specify that
this association is one-to-one. The third one means that each
element associates with one element, while the last sentence
means that there exists an element not associated. A typical
model of φ3 is in the infinite natural number domain, and
P is interpreted as the successor relation, i.e., P (x, y) iff
y = x + 1. In fact, the number 0 is not associated in this
model. On the other hand, it is not difficult to see that every
model of φ3 must be infinite.

Now we consider to forget P in φ3. On one hand, it can be
checked that both SF (φ3, P ) and WF (φ3, P ) are equivalent
to the following infinite set of sentences:

{ψ2, ψ3, . . . , ψn, . . . },

where for any n ≥ 2, ψn = ∃x1 . . . xn

∧
i 6=j xi 6= xj . This

is because all the models of this set of sentences are exactly
all infinite structures. In addition, it is well known in model
theory that this set cannot be captured by a single sentence.
Hence, according to our definitions, neither SF (φ3, P ) nor
WF (φ3, P ) exists.

On the other hand, it can be checked that

kF (φ3, P ) =
{ ∧

2≤i≤k ψi k ≥ 2,
> k < 2.

This is because {ψi | i ≤ k} is the set of all sentences that
are entailed by φ3 and do not contain P and whose quantifier
ranks are no more than k.

In this case, SF (φ3, P ) and WF (φ3, P ) can be captured
by an infinite theory but not a sentence (i.e. finite theory).
On the other hand, kF (φ3, P ) can be captured by a single
sentence for any k.

Example 4 Let φ4 be the conjunction of the following sen-
tences:

∀xyz(P (x, y) ∧ P (x, z)→ y = z),
∀xyz(P (x, z) ∧ P (y, z)→ x = y),
∀x∃yP (x, y),
∀y∃xP (x, y),
∀xy(P (x, y)→ (Q(x)↔ ¬Q(y))).

Roughly speaking, Q in φ4 splits a domain into two groups
of elements: in which those Q holds and in which those Q
does not hold, and P in φ4 represents a bijection between
the two groups. In other words, the two groups should have
the same cardinality and P is a witness.

Now we consider to forget P in φ4. Since the class of
all structures, in which the above two groups have the same
cardinality, is not first-order expressible, SF (φ4, P ) cannot
even be represented as an infinite theory.

It can be verified that WF (φ4, P ) is equivalent to the fol-
lowing infinite set of sentences:

{∃xQ(x),∃x¬Q(x), ψ′2, ψ
′
3, . . . , ψ

′
n, . . . },

where for any n ≥ 2,
ψ′n = ∃x1 . . . xnQ(x1) ∧ · · · ∧Q(xn) ∧

∧
i 6=j(xi 6= xj)

↔ ∃y1 . . . yn¬Q(y1) ∧ · · · ∧ ¬Q(yn) ∧
∧

i 6=j(yi 6= yj).
Intuitively, ψ′n means that if there are at least n elements that
Q holds for, then there are at least n elements that Q does
not hold for, and vice versa. However, this set of sentences
cannot be captured by a single first-order sentence.3

On the other hand,

kF (φ4, P ) =


∧

2≤i≤k ψ
′
i ∧ ∃xQ(x) ∧ ∃x¬Q(x) k ≥ 2,

∃xQ(x) ∧ ∃x¬Q(x) k = 1,
> k = 0.

This is because if we consider sentences whose quantifier
ranks are 0 (i.e. quantifier-free sentences), > is the only one
(up to equivalence) entailed by φ4. Now consider sentences
whose quantifier ranks are 1. We have that φ4 entails both
∃xQ(x) and ∃x¬Q(x). If we consider more sentences, then
φ4 entails ψ′k for any k.

In this case, SF (φ4, P ) cannot even be captured by an
infinite theory; WF (φ4, P ) can be captured by an infinite
theory but not a sentence. On the other hand, kF (φ4, P ) can
be captured by a single sentence for any k.

3To verify this result and other negative results in our examples,
some techniques in model theory, e.g. the Löwenheim-Skolem the-
orem, are needed. Here, we omit the detailed proofs of them as they
are not the focus of this paper.



Bounded Forgetting vs Strong/Weak
Forgetting

As bounded forgetting claims to be a new notion for for-
getting, in this section, we consider its relationships to both
strong and weak forgetting.

In fact, the properties shown in this paper, although they
look natural, are somewhat intricate as first-order logic is
very sensitive to the related notions such as finite axiomatiz-
ability, restricted signature, k-elementary equivalence and so
on. As mentioned in the introduction, this is one of the rea-
sons why we consider first-order logic in this paper. Hence,
we do need extra cautious here. As an example, it might be
anticipated that if SF (φ,Ω) exists and qr(φ) ≤ k, then it
can be represented by a sentence ψ such that qr(ψ) ≤ k
as well. At first glance, this seems “intuitive” because the
result of strong forgetting should not be more complicated
(captured by the quantifier rank) than the original sentence.
However, this is not true. For instance, let φ be the formula

∀xP (x) ∧ ∃xQ(x) ∧ ∃x¬Q(x).

Clearly, qr(φ) = 1. Suppose we want to forget Q in φ. The
result of (strongly, weakly) forgetting is

∀xP (x) ∧ ∃x1x2(x1 6= x2),

whose quantifier rank is 2, actually greater than qr(φ).
First of all, we show that bounded forgetting is weaker

than weak forgetting, thus strong forgetting as well.

Proposition 1 Let φ be a sentence, Ω a set of predicates and
k a natural number. Then, WF (φ,Ω) |= kF (φ,Ω). Also,
SF (φ,Ω) |= kF (φ,Ω).

By observed from Example 3, the converses of Proposi-
tion 1 are not necessarily true in general.

However, the following property shows that, if the bound
k is big enough, then k-forgetting can be used to simulate
both strong and weak forgetting.

Proposition 2 Let φ be a sentence and Ω a set of predicates.
If SF (φ,Ω) is first-order expressible, then there is a natu-
ral number k such that kF (φ,Ω) is equivalent to SF (φ,Ω).
This assertion holds for weak forgetting as well.

More importantly, the following theorem shows that, if we
only consider irrelevant sentences whose quantifier ranks are
no more than k, then k-forgetting does not lose information
in the sense that any consequences of (weak, strong) forget-
ting are consequences of k-forgetting as well.

Theorem 3 Let φ be a sentence, Ω a set of predicates and k
a natural number. Let ψ be a sentence such that qr(ψ) ≤ k
and IR(ψ,Ω). Then, SF (φ,Ω) |= ψ iff WF (φ,Ω) |= ψ iff
kF (φ,Ω) |= ψ.

Proof: According to the definitions, it is not difficult to see
that SF (φ,Ω) |= WF (φ,Ω) and WF (φ,Ω) |= kF (φ,Ω).
Hence, it suffices to show that, if SF (φ,Ω) |= ψ, then
kF (φ,Ω) |= ψ. Now suppose that SF (φ,Ω) |= ψ and
M′ is a model of kF (φ,Ω). According to Definition
6, there exists M such that M |= φ and M ≡k

Ω M′.
Therefore, M |= SF (φ,Ω). It follows that M |= ψ since

SF (φ,Ω) |= ψ. Hence,M′ |= ψ sinceM≡k
Ω M′.

Theorem 3 is another important result for bounded for-
getting. In fact, in most application scenarios, we are usu-
ally interested in those relatively simple formulas. On one
hand, simple first-order formulas have rich expressive power
to model an application domain. On the other hand, com-
plicated first-order formulas are barely manageable from a
knowledge engineering point of view. One of the most nat-
ural measures for the simplicity of first-order formulas is its
quantifier rank. Hence, Theorem 3 indicates that, bounded
forgetting can be used to simulate both strong and weak for-
getting when only considering those bounded formulas.

Proposition 3 Let φ be a sentence and Ω a set of predicates.
Then, WF (φ,Ω) is equivalent to {kF (φ,Ω) | k ∈ N}.

Proposition 3 shows that weak forgetting is exactly the
union of all bounded forgetting.

Proposition 4 Let φ be a sentence and Ω a set of predi-
cates. Let k and k′ be two numbers such that k ≤ k′. Then,
k′F (φ,Ω) |= kF (φ,Ω).

Proposition 4 shows that, the larger the bound is, the
stronger the bounded forgetting is. Together with Propo-
sition 3, it indicates that bounded forgetting actually con-
verges to weak forgetting.

A problem arises which bound k should be chosen for
forgetting in a first-order sentence φ. A natural candidate is
to set k as the quantifier rank of φ itself, i.e. k = qr(φ).
The rationale for this is to keep the forgetting result as com-
plicated as the original formula. Nevertheless, it would be
better to leave it open for different application scenarios.

Other Semantic Properties
In this section, we discuss some basic properties which are
not directly related to strong or weak forgetting.

Proposition 5 Let ψ be the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ. Let
ψ′ be another sentence. Then, ψ and ψ′ are equivalent iff ψ′
is also the result of k-forgetting Ω in φ.

Proposition 5 shows that bounded forgetting is closed un-
der equivalence.

Proposition 6 Let φ be a sentence, Ω a set of predicates and
k a natural number. Let ψ be a sentence such that IR(ψ,Ω)
and qr(ψ) ≤ k. Then, φ |= ψ iff kF (φ,Ω) |= ψ.

Proposition 6 is a combination of (PP) and (NP) in Def-
inition 5, stating that bounded forgetting should not affect
those formulas irrelevant to the set of predicate forgotten and
whose quantifier rank is no more than the bound.

Proposition 7 There always exists a sentence ψ which is
equivalent to kF (φ,Ω) and contains no predicates from Ω.

Proposition 7 shows that we can always compute bounded
forgetting within the restricted signature disjoint from the set
of predicates forgotten.

Proposition 8 Let φ be a sentence, Ω1 and Ω2 two sets of
predicates and k a natural number. Then, kF (φ,Ω1∪Ω2) is
equivalent to kF (kF (φ,Ω1),Ω2).



Proposition 8 shows that the order does not matter when
forgetting a sequence of predicate sets.
Proposition 9 Let φ1 and φ2 be two sentences such that
φ1 |= φ2. Let Ω be a set of predicates and k a natural num-
ber. Then, kF (φ1,Ω) |= kF (φ2,Ω).

Proposition 9 shows that bounded forgetting in a sentence
is entailed by bounded forgetting in a stronger sentence. As
a consequence, if two sentences are equivalent, then results
of k-forgetting in them should be equivalent as well.
Proposition 10 Let φ1 and φ2 be two sentences, Ω a set of
predicates and k a natural number. Then, kF (φ1 ∨φ2,Ω) is
equivalent to kF (φ1,Ω) ∨ kF (φ2,Ω).
Proof: kF (φ1,Ω) ∨ kF (φ2,Ω) |= kF (φ1 ∨ φ2,Ω) follows
from Proposition 9. We now show the other way around.
Suppose that M is a model of kF (φ1 ∨ φ2,Ω). Then, by
Definition 6, there exists M′ which is a model of φ1 ∨ φ2

andM′ ≡k
Ω M. Hence,M′ |= φ1 orM′ |= φ2. Without

loss of generality, assume that M′ |= φ1. Again, by
Definition 6,M is a model of kF (φ1,Ω).

Proposition 10 shows that bounded forgetting is closed
under disjunction. However, like standard forgetting in
propositional logic, bounded forgetting is closed under nei-
ther conjunction nor negation.

Conclusion
This paper introduces a new notion called bounded forget-
ting to address the issue that traditional forgetting in first-
order sentences may not exist. Several equivalent charac-
terizations of bounded forgetting are proposed (see Defini-
tions 3-6 and Theorem 1) and two important results about
bounded forgetting are shown. First, the result of bounded
forgetting can always be captured by a single first-order sen-
tence (see Theorem 2). Second, compared to both strong and
weak forgetting, bounded forgetting with bound k does not
lose information if we are only concerned with sentences
whose quantifier ranks are no more than k (see Theorem 3),
which, we argue that, is indeed the case in most application
scenarios. Note that although the technical results of this pa-
per appear natural, they are technically challenging to prove.

This paper focuses on theoretical foundations of bounded
forgetting in first-order logic. We plan to consider its appli-
cations at the next step. For instance, we can apply the notion
of bounded forgetting to progression in situation calculus, in
which we may only take into account the post conditions
whose quantifier ranks are bounded. This will guarantee the
result of progression in action theories to be finitely first-
order representable.

Although this paper is focused on first-order logic, we be-
lieve that the basic ideas and results of bounded forgetting
can be applied to other rich knowledge representation for-
malisms as well, such as description logics, logics of knowl-
edge and logic programming. For instance, both strong and
weak forgetting in description logics suffer from the exis-
tence problem either. Similarly, we can introduce bounded
forgetting for description logics, where the bound can be de-
fined as the maximal number of nested roles. This points out
another important direction for our future investigations.
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