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Abstract

In this thesis we derive novel results on the complexity of idempotent Mal’tsev
condition satisfaction problems. For a Mal’tsev condition Σ, the idempotent Σ-
satisfaction problem is the decision problem defined via:

� INPUT: A finite idempotent algebra A.

� QUESTION: Does A satisfy Σ?

In particular we are able to prove that this decision problem is in the complexity class
NP whenever Σ satisfies one of the following conditions:

1. Σ is a strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of a near unanimity
term.

2. Σ is a strong Mal’tsev condition of height < 1 (see Definition 5.1.1).

As a porism of these two results, we are able to derive the stronger result that the
complexity of the idempotent Σ-satisfaction problem is in NP whenever Σ is a strong
Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of an edge term.

On top of this we also outline a polynomial-time algorithm for the idempotent
Σ-satisfaction problem when Σ is a linear strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the
existence of a near unanimity term.

We also examine the related search problem in which the goal is to produce op-
eration tables of term operations of the algebra A which witness that A satisfies
the Mal’tsev condition Σ whenever such terms exist (and otherwise correctly decide
that such terms do not exist). We outline polynomial-time algorithms for this search
problem for various strong Mal’tsev conditions.

We close the thesis with a short list of open problems as suggested directions for
further research.

iii



Acknowledgements

The writing of this thesis would not have been possible without the immense and
unfathomable support of my wonderful partner Michelle Alonso de Mesa. I am eter-
nally grateful for the strength you lend to all my endeavours.

I would also like to acknowledge my supervisor Matt Valeriote whose expert guid-
ance and endless patience have paved the way for my novel contributions to this
fascinating field of study. I could not have asked for a superior mentor.

To the logic group at McMaster I also extend my sincere appreciation. Particular
thanks to Dr Bradd Hart, Dr Deirdre Haskell, and Dr Patrick Speissegger for your
valued contribution to my mathematical education. Special thanks also to my PhD
brother Dr Alberto Chicco, whose time at McMaster was altogether too short.

To the many other friends and family members who have enriched my life I also
extend my deep gratitude. Each of you has contributed to this thesis in countless and
unmeasurable ways. Thank you.

iv



There once was a lad from McMaster
Whose Thesis turned out a disaster

The results stated here
Are rather unclear

But perhaps you can see what I’m after

v



Contents

1 On the Basics of Universal Algebra 4
1.1 Algebras, Terms, Varieties, and Free Algebras . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
1.2 Mal’tsev Conditions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

2 On the Complexity of Mal’tsev Condition Satisfaction Problems 19
2.1 O, P, NP and EXPTIME . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
2.2 CSP and SMP . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
2.3 MCSP . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26
2.4 Circuits . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

3 Polynomial-Time and NP Results Using Near Unanimity Terms 32
3.1 A Polynomial-Time Result Using Near Unanimity Terms . . . . . . . 32
3.2 An NP Result Using Near Unanimity Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

4 On the Construction of Term Operations 44
4.1 Building Local Term Operations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44
4.2 Building a Cyclic Operation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49
4.3 Building a Mal’tsev Operation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51
4.4 Building Term Operations using the Downward Column Condition . . 54
4.5 Building a Sequence of Hagemann-Mitschke Term Operations . . . . 62

5 An NP Result for Cube Terms 68
5.1 Height < 1 Mal’tsev Conditions Imply Cube Terms . . . . . . . . . . 69
5.2 SatId

Σ ∈ NP when Σ is a Strong Mal’tsev Condition of Height < 1 . . . 72

6 Conclusion 91
6.1 Summary of Results . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91
6.2 Open Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92

vi



List of Figures

2.1 A Circuit in the Language of Groups for the Term x8 := x · (x · (x · (x ·
(x · (x · (x · x)))))) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31

5.1 A Circuit for the Term t4 := t4(x, y, z, w{1}, w{2}, w{3}, w{4}) . . . . . . 80

vii



Introduction

This thesis concerns itself with Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems (MCSPs).
We view this field of study as a natural extension of research on the algebraic approach
to constraint satisfaction problems (CSPs) which was initiated by Jeavons [27] in
1998 and recently led to the successful resolution of Feder and Vardi’s [17] much-
investigated CSP dichotomy conjecture with the publications [14] and [44]. The CSP
dichotomy theorem now clearly delineates those templates (or algebras) which give
rise to tractable subclasses of the CSP and those which give rise to NP-complete
subclasses. The dividing line can be characterized as the satisfaction of a particular
nontrivial Mal’tsev condition.

The questions naturally arising are what Chen and Larose call “the metaquestions
in constraint tractability” [16] and can be asked (as in Chen and Larose’s work [16])
from the perspective of templates (relational structures) or (as in [20, 24, 30, 29, 19])
from the algebraic perspective (where the focus is on algebraic structures, or algebras
for short).

We focus here on the algebraic version of these “metaquestions” which we call
Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems. For a fixed Mal’tsev condition Σ the Σ-
satisfaction problem is the following decision problem:

� INPUT: A finite algebra A.

� QUESTION: Does A satisfy Σ?

As an example, consider the Mal’tsev condition of having a binary idempotent
cyclic term. That is, a term which satisfies b(x, y) ≈ b(y, x) and b(x, x) ≈ x. Given a
finite algebra A we can determine whether or not A satisfies this Mal’tsev condition
by simply building all of the binary term operations of A and checking to see whether
any satisfy these two equations. It is well-known to universal algebraists that such an
algorithm can be executed in exponential-time with respect to the size of the algebra
A. It follows from [24, Theorem 3.5] that this problem is indeed EXPTIME-complete.
On the other hand, it follows from [4, Lemma 2.4] that the following variant of the
problem is in the class P:

� INPUT: A finite idempotent algebra A.

� QUESTION: Does A have a binary idempotent cyclic term?
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This is what we call the idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem (for
the particular Mal’tsev condition of having a binary idempotent cyclic term) and the
results of [20] provide several other examples of Mal’tsev conditions which have EXP-
TIME-complete satisfaction problems and tractable idempotent satisfaction problems.
It is worth noting at this point that applications of these results are not limited to the
field of constraint satisfaction. In fact many tractability results arising in this area
find practical applications as research tools for universal algebraists and some of the
algorithms developed have been successfully implemented as part of the calculation
software UACalc [18].

The main goal of this thesis is to explore the complexity of MCSPs for several
Mal’tsev conditions of interest to universal algebraists. Inspired by the results of [19]
we were interested in exploring the question: do nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions give
rise to harder decision problems than linear Mal’tsev conditions? Given a Mal’tsev
condition Σ, one of the primary techniques used to establish a tractability result for
the idempotent Σ-satisfaction problem is to compose together term operations which
satisfy the equations of Σ on different subsets of the algebra to obtain an operation
which satisfies the equations globally. This technique works well in a number of
situations (see for example [24, Theorem 2.6], [42, Theorem 2.2], [30, Theorem 7]) all
of which involve linear Mal’tsev conditions but it seems unlikely that this type of proof
can work when the Mal’tsev condition Σ is nonlinear. The results of our explorations
are laid out in this thesis as described in the remainder of this introduction.

In Chapter 1 we begin by introducing all the relevant definitions from universal
algebra and in Section 1.2 we provide a description of those Mal’tsev conditions which
feature in this text, including some motivational remarks. In Chapter 2 we introduce
the relevant definitions from the field of complexity theory, including in Section 2.2 an
introduction to the problems CSP and SMP and then in Section 2.3 we formally define
Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems and explore existing results in the field.

In Chapter 3 we begin to explore novel results obtained in this thesis. In Sec-
tion 3.1 we use the work of Baker and Pixley [2] to derive a tractability result in
the idempotent case for linear Mal’tsev conditions which imply the existence of near
unanimity terms. In Section 3.2 we are able to use the same kind of reasoning to de-
termine the existence of nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions whose idempotent satisfaction
problem is in the class NP. This represents the first example of a nonlinear Mal’tsev
condition whose idempotent satisfaction problem is not EXPTIME-complete (assuming
NP 6= EXPTIME) which is perhaps an indication that the hypothesis that nonlinear
conditions are necessarily hard to detect may be incorrect.

We take an excursion in Chapter 4 to turn our attention to the related search
problem associated to MCSPs. In their exploration of the idempotent minority sat-
isfaction problem the authors of [29] derive the related result that obtaining term
operations witnessing the satisfaction of the existence of a Mal’tsev term1 in a finite
idempotent algebra is a tractable search problem [29, Corollary 7]. We reproduce this

1“Existence of a Mal’tsev term” is the name of a Mal’tsev condition. See Example 1.2.6.
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result in Section 4.3 and in Section 4.4 we use the result of [24, Theorem 2.6] to extend
this to a much broader class of conditions. Sections 4.2 and 4.5 contain similar results
for the conditions existence of a k-ary cyclic term and congruence n-permutability
respectively.

In Chapter 5 we return to the consideration of the decision problem MCSP. We
show that conditions of height< 1 in the sense described in [6, Definition 5.1] (formally
defined here in Definition 5.1.1) give rise to idempotent satisfaction problems which
are also in the class NP. In particular, this extends the result for minority terms [29,
Theorem 17] to include all cube term conditions.

Finally, in Chapter 6 we summarize all the results obtained in this thesis and
develop a common generalization of Theorems 3.2.1 and 5.2.4. Namely, we show
(Theorem 6.1.4) that any strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of an
edge term gives rise to an idempotent satisfaction problem in the complexity class
NP. We then suggest some open problems as direction for future research (Section
6.2).

3



Chapter 1

On the Basics of Universal Algebra

In this chapter we introduce those basic notions of universal algebra which are
necessary for an understanding of the results found in subsequent chapters of this
thesis (and their proofs). A more thorough introduction to the topics discussed here
can be found in any universal algebra textbook (see for example [15, 22, 7]). Readers
already familiar with the field may wish to skip this chapter and refer back to the
definitions herein as necessary.

1.1 Algebras, Terms, Varieties, and Free Algebras

There are two main players in the great drama of this thesis. The first major
player is the algebra.

Definition 1.1.1. An algebra A := (A,F) is given by a nonempty set A together
with an indexed set F := {fA

i | i ∈ I} of finitary operations on A. The set A is called
the universe of the algebra A and every f ∈ F is called a basic operation of A. The
function ρA : I → N which assigns to each i ∈ I the arity of the basic operation fA

i of
A is called the similarity type of A. The superscript in fA

i is useful particularly when
we are thinking of the index set I as a collection of function symbols (in which case
f ∈ I is a function symbol of arity ρ(f) whereas fA is the corresponding operation on
A of the same arity). In practice we omit the superscript when we think this will not
cause any confusion. An algebra is said to be finite if the sets A and F are both finite.
In this case we define the size of the algebra A to be the natural number

∑
i∈I
|A|arity(fAi )

which we denote by ||A||.1 An operation g on A is said to be idempotent if it satisfies
g(a, a, . . . , a) = a for each a ∈ A. The algebra A is said to be idempotent if each basic
operation of A is idempotent.

Example 1.1.2. � A group G := (G, {f1, f2, f3}) is an algebra of similarity type
ρG : {1, 2, 3} → N defined by ρG(1) = 2, ρG(2) = 1, ρG(3) = 0. In this case we

1Throughout this thesis we assume that every algebra has at least one basic operation of arity at
least one, so that |A| ≤ ||A||.
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are defining f1 to be the multiplication of the group, f2 is the inverse (considered
as a unary operation x 7→ x−1), and f3 is the nullary operation whose constant
value is the identity of G. We note that the similarity type of a group is usually
abbreviated as (2, 1, 0), omitting an explicit description of the indexing set I
(and similarly for other algebras with finitely many basic operations).

� Similarly, a ring (with unit) R := (R, ·,+,−, 1, 0) is an algebra of similarity
type (2, 2, 1, 0, 0).

� A lattice L := (L,∧,∨) is an algebra of similarity type (2, 2).

� A Boolean algebra is an algebra B := (B,∧,∨,¬,>,⊥) of similarity type
(2, 2, 1, 0, 0).

On many occasions we will be required to consider various powers of a given
algebra. The definition is as follows:

Definition 1.1.3. Given a family (Aj)j∈J of algebras all of the same similarity type
ρ : I → N, we define the direct product of (Aj)j∈J , denoted by

∏
j∈J

Aj, to be the

algebra P whose underlying set is the Cartesian product P :=
∏
j∈J

Aj of the sets Aj

and such that the operation fi acts “coordinate-wise” on the elements of the product.
Formally, an element p ∈

∏
j∈J

Aj is a function p : J →
⋃
j∈J

Aj such that for each j ∈ J

we have p(j) ∈ Aj. Given an index i ∈ I the operation fP
i is given by defining for

each p1, . . . , pρ(i) ∈ P :

fP
i (p1, . . . , pρ(i))(j) := f

Aj

i (p1(j), . . . , pρ(i)(j)) (1.1)

For any set X we can similarly define the algebra AX to be the product algebra∏
x∈X

Ax where Ax := A for all x ∈ X. The elements of AX are therefore all of the

functions from X to A and the basic operations of A act on AX via the natural action
on the image points as defined in 1.1. Let [n] denote the subset {1, . . . , n} ⊂ N. We
typically write An and An for A[n] and A[n] respectively and we typically write the
elements of An as “tuples” (a1, . . . , an). Formally, (a1, . . . , an) is used to denote the
function f : [n]→ A : k 7→ ak. The algebra An is called the n-th (direct) power of A.

Given a tuple (a1, . . . , an) ∈ An and a subset K ⊆ [n] we define (a1, . . . , an)|K
to be the restriction of the tuple (a1, . . . , an) to the subset K. If K = {k} is a one-
element subset of [n] then we write (a1, . . . , an)|k in place of (a1, . . . , an)|K . Whereas
formally (a1, . . . , an)|k is a function f ∈ A{k} with f(k) = ak we will always identify
(a1, . . . , an)|k with the element ak ∈ A.

Example 1.1.4. The familiar examples of direct products of (e.g.) groups, rings,
lattices are all examples of this more general direct product. We can also create
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product algebras from algebras in distinct classical classes when the similarity types
are the same. For example let Z2 := ({0, 1}, ·,+,−, 1, 0) denote the ring of integers
modulo 2 and 2 := ({0, 1},∧,∨,¬,>,⊥) denote the two element chain (considered as
a Boolean algebra).

The algebra P := Z2 × 2 has similarity type (2, 2, 1, 0, 0) (as do Z2 and 2) and a
standard application of the basic operations of P is given by (e.g.):

fP
1 ((0, 0), (1, 0)) = (fZ2

1 (0, 1), f2
1 (0, 0)) = (0 ·Z2 1, 0 ∧2 0) = (0, 0)

Aside from powers of an algebra we will also need to consider subalgebras and
subpowers. The relevant definitions are:

Definition 1.1.5. Let A := (A,F) and B := (B,G) be algebras of the same similarity
type ρ : I → N. We say that B is a subalgebra of A if B ⊆ A and for each gi ∈ G we
have gi = fi|B (where fi|B denotes the restricted function fi|B : Bρ(i) → A : b 7→ fi(b)).
It follows that for each basic operation fi of A, the set B is closed under fi. I.e. if
b ∈ Bρ(i) is a tuple of elements from B, then fi(b) is an element of B. Any subset
X ⊆ A with this property (being closed under all the basic operations of A) is called a
subuniverse of A. Every nonempty subuniverse therefore corresponds to a subalgebra
of A by equipping it with the restrictions of the basic operations of A (which are
necessarily well-defined operations on the subuniverse). We write B ≤ A to mean B
is a subalgebra of A. We call an algebra C a subpower of A if there is some set X
such that C ≤ AX .

Example 1.1.6. The ring RR is the ring of real-valued functions on domain R un-
der point-wise multiplication and addition. The ring C(R) of continuous real-valued
functions on domain R is therefore a subpower of the ring R (since it is a subalgebra
of RR).

It is an elementary exercise in universal algebra to show that for any algebra A
and any set (Bλ)λ∈Λ of subuniverses of A, the intersection B :=

⋂
λ∈Λ

Bλ is also a

subuniverse of A. Hence we are justified in making the following definition:

Definition 1.1.7. Let A be an algebra. Given elements a1, . . . , an ∈ A we define the
subalgebra of A generated by a1, . . . , an to be the smallest subalgebra of A whose uni-
verse contains all of the elements a1, . . . , an. We denote this algebra by 〈a1, . . . , an〉A
omitting the subscript A whenever we think that this will not lead to any confusion.

Whereas we have taken the decision to frame the results of this thesis as results
concerning finite algebras, many of these results (e.g. Theorems 3.1.8, 3.2.1, 5.2.4)
could equally well be thought of as results concerning the “varieties generated by”
finite algebras satisfying the relevant conditions of each result. In many of the proofs
we will also have cause to reference “free algebras” in certain “varieties” and other
related notions. The relevant definitions close off this section but the reader is referred
to again to [15, 7, 22] for a more detailed introduction to these objects of study.
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Definition 1.1.8. Let A = (A,F) and B = (B,G) be algebras of the same similarity
type ρ : I → N. A function h : A→ B is called a homomorphism if for each i ∈ I and
each a1, . . . , aρ(i) ∈ A we have h

(
fi(a1, . . . , aρ(i))

)
= gi

(
h(a1), . . . , h(aρ(i))

)
. We say

that B is a homomorphic image of A if there is a surjective homomorphism h : A� B.
We say that A and B are isomorphic algebras if there is an invertible homomorphism
from A to B (whose inverse is necessarily an invertible homomorphism from B to A).

Example 1.1.9. The function h : Z9 → Z12 defined via h([k]9) := [4k]12 is a homo-
morphism of additive groups (considered as algebras of type (2, 1, 0)). The image of
the homomorphism is the subalgebra ({[0]12, [4]12, [8]12},+,−, 0) which is therefore a
homomorphic image of Z9.

Given a class K of algebras all of the same simlarity type ρ, we may define three
new classes:

� H(K): the class of all algebras C which are a homomorphic image of some
algebra A in K

� S(K): the class of all algebras C which are isomorphic to a subalgebra B of
some algebra A in K

� P (K): the class of all algebras C which are isomorphic to a direct product∏
j∈J

Aj of algebras Aj in K

Definition 1.1.10. A variety V is a class of algebras all of the same similarity type
which is closed under the three operators H,S and P defined above.

Example 1.1.11. The class of all groups is clearly a variety, since the definition of
homomorphism (and hence of homomorphic image) matches the usual definition of
group homomorphism, the definition of subalgebra matches that of subgroup, and
direct products correspond with the usual direct products of groups. Standard results
from group theory tell us that all of these constructions constitute groups, and hence
the class is closed under the operators defined above.

It should be clear that given a family (Vλ)λ∈Λ of varieties of the same similarity
type, the intersection V :=

⋂
λ∈Λ

Vλ is also a variety (of the same similarity type). It

should also be clear that the class of all algebras of some fixed similarity type is a
variety. This justifies the following definition:

Definition 1.1.12. Given a class K of algebras of the same similarity type, we
define the variety generated by K, V (K), to be the smallest variety containing all the
members of the class K. A variety V is finitely generated if there is a finite set of
finite algebras K such that V = V (K).

7
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A fundamental theorem of Birkhoff [9] tells us that varieties are characterized by
the equations which they satisfy. Before we can concretize this we need a few more
definitions- some of which are also necessary in outlining the Mal’tsev Condition
Satisfaction Problem (defined in Chapter 2) which is the central topic of this thesis.
We begin by defining “terms” of an algebra, and of a variety.

Definition 1.1.13. Let ρ : I → N be a similarity type of algebras and X a set which
is disjoint from I whose elements we will call variables. We recursively define the
terms of type ρ over X as follows:

� If x ∈ X or x ∈ ρ−1({0}), then x is a term of type ρ over X, and

� If t1, . . . , tn are terms of type ρ over X and f ∈ ρ−1({n}), then f(t1, . . . , tn) is a
term of type ρ over X.

Given an algebra A := (A,F) of similarity type ρ we define the n-ary terms of A (for
n in N) to be the terms of type ρ over a set {x1, . . . , xn} of size n disjoint from A and
I. By a term of A we mean an n-ary term of A for some n ∈ N. If V is a variety
of similarity type ρ, then an n-ary term of V is simply a term of type ρ over a set of
variables of size n and a term of V is an n-ary term of V for some n ∈ N.

Example 1.1.14. If we fix a similarity type ρ : {·,−1 , 1} → N for the variety of all
groups (hence ρ(·) = 2, ρ(−1) = 1, and ρ(1) = 0), then we see that the expressions:
(x · (y−1)) · z and x · ((y−1) · z) are two (different) terms of groups. Here we have used
familiar infix notation whereas formally the expressions ought to be ·(·(x,−1 (y)), z)
and ·(x, ·(−1(y), z)). We will prefer the former whenever we believe it is unlikely to
cause confusion.

The eagle-eyed reader will have noticed that the terms of groups introduced in
the previous example ought to be “equivalent” in some sense due to the associative
law satisfied by every group. This notion of equivalence is described by saying that
the two terms “induce the same term operation on G” whenever G is a group. We
first define “induced term operations” and then we will define “term algebras” over a
fixed similarity type and then “free algebras” which will be quotients of term algebras
under the equivalence relation given by this definition of equivalence.

Definition 1.1.15. Let A = (A,F) be an algebra of similarity type ρ and let t be
an n-ary term of A (over the set X := {x1, . . . , xn}). We recursively define the term
operation on A induced by t, denoted tA, as follows:

� If t ∈ I, then the term operation on A induced by t is tA ∈ F (the basic
operation of A which is indexed by t ∈ I)

� If t = xj ∈ X, then the term operation on A induced by t is πA
j (x1, . . . , xn), the

j-th n-ary projection on A defined via πA
j (a1, . . . , an) = aj for all a1, . . . , an ∈ A

8
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� If t = f(t1, . . . , tk) for some f ∈ ρ−1({k}) and some n-ary terms t1, . . . , tk of A,
then the term operation on A induced by t is

fA(tA1 (x1, . . . , xn), . . . , tAk (x1, . . . , xn))

where fA is the basic operation of A indexed by f ∈ I and tAi (x1, . . . , xn) is the
term operation on A induced by the n-ary term ti of A (for each 1 ≤ i ≤ k).

Example 1.1.16. It is easy to calculate that the term operation induced on the
ring R by the term ((x1 + (0 · x1)) + (−(x1 · x2))) + 1 is the operation defined by
(x, y) 7→ 1 + x− xy

Definition 1.1.17. Let ρ : I → N be a similarity type of algebras and X a set of
variables. An equation of type ρ over X is a pair of terms of type ρ over some finite
subset X ′ ⊆ X, written p ≈ q. An algebra A of similarity type ρ is said to satisfy the
equation p ≈ q if for any a ∈ AX′ we have pA(a) = qA(a).2 In this case, A is called
a model of the equation p ≈ q. A class K of algebras is said to satisfy the equation
p ≈ q if every A in K is a model of p ≈ q. Given a set Σ of equations of type ρ we
say that K satisfies Σ if every algebra in K is a model of every equation in Σ. We
use the notation Mod(Σ) to denote the class of all models of Σ, and Id(K) to denote
the class of all equations of type ρ over some fixed countable set X = {x1, x2, . . . } of
variables which are satisfied by every member of K.

The following theorem due to Birkhoff [9] is considered fundamental to the study
of universal algebra. It provides a characterization of varieties which is familiar to
every universal algebraist and will be implicitly assumed throughout this text.

Theorem 1.1.18. Let V be a variety. Then V =Mod(Id(V)). Furthermore, for any
class K of algebras of some fixed similarity type, we have:

V (K) = HSP (K) = Mod(Id(K)).

We end this section by defining two special algebras of similarity type ρ.

Definition 1.1.19. Let ρ : I → N be a similarity type of algebras and X a set of
variables (disjoint from I). We define the term algebra of type ρ over X to be the
algebra Tρ(X) whose underlying set is the set of all terms of type ρ over X, denoted
Tρ(X), and whose basic operations are defined as follows: for each f ∈ I there is an
operation fTρ(X) of arity ρ(f) defined via fTρ(X)(t1, . . . , tρ(f)) := f(t1, . . . , tρ(f)) for

any choice of terms t1, . . . , tρ(f) ∈ Tρ(X). Note that f
Tρ(X)
i is a well-defined operation

on Tρ(X) by the definition of terms of type ρ over X.

2There is some ambiguity here which we hope to clear up with an example. If p is a term over the
variables x, y and q a term over x, z (for example) given (a, b, c) ∈ A{x,y,z} we regard pA((a, b, c)) as
pA(a, b) and qA((a, b, c)) as qA(a, c).
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The final definition in this section will be that of “free algebras”. There will
be very few explicit references to free algebras within this thesis and the definition
provided here is chosen to reflect the most direct applications of free algebras found
in the following pages. Equivalent formulations will be discussed briefly following the
definition:

Definition 1.1.20. Let V be a class of algebras of similarity type ρ and let T(X)
be the term algebra of type ρ over X. Let ∼V be the equivalence relation on T (X)
defined via s ∼V t if and only if every algebra in V is a model of the equation s ≈ t.
The algebra FV(X) of type ρ, whose underlying set is the set of equivalence classes of
terms in T (X) and whose basic operations are defined similarly to those of the term
algebra of type ρ over X (via the action of those basic operations on representatives
for given classes) is a well-defined algebra called the free algebra in V over X.

The algebra defined above is called “free (in V)” because it satisfies the suggested
universal mapping property: namely if h : X → A is a function from X to the
underlying set of some A in V , then h extends uniquely to a homomorphism h :
FV(X) → A. Using the theorem of Birkhoff provided above it can be seen that if
V is V (A) for some algebra A, then FV({x1, . . . , xn}) is (clearly isomorphic to) the
algebra whose underlying set consists of all induced term operations on A (induced
by the terms of the similarity type of A over the set {x1, . . . , xn}). This algebra is
called the clone of n-ary term operations on A and we recall here that every term
operation of A can be obtained as a composition of the basic operations of A (see
Chapter 4 of [7] or Chapter 10 of [15] for more details).

1.2 Mal’tsev Conditions

The second major player in this thesis is the Mal’tsev Condition. We begin by
exploring the definition and then give some examples of Mal’tsev conditions of special
import in this thesis and in general.

Definition 1.2.1. A strong Mal’tsev condition is a finite set of equations Σ of some
type ρ (which we can also take to be finite since we have only finitely many equa-
tions). We say that the algebra A (of type τ possibly distinct from ρ) satisfies
the Mal’tsev condition Σ if there are terms t1, . . . , tn of A such that the algebra
A′ := (A, tA1 , . . . , t

A
n ) is of type ρ and A′ satisfies all the equations of Σ in the sense

of Definition 1.1.17. I.e. for every function symbol p appearing in the equations of
Σ, there is a term operation pA of the algebra A such that under this correspondence
each equation of Σ relates term operations that are equal (as operations on A). A
variety V satisfies the Mal’tsev condition Σ if every algebra in V satisfies the Mal’tsev
condition Σ.3

3In this case the terms t1, . . . , tn can actually be chosen uniformly. This is well-known to universal
algebraists and is a consequence of [15, Theorem 11.4].
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We say that the (strong) Mal’tsev condition Σ implies the (strong) Mal’tsev con-
dition T if for every algebra A we have that if A satisfies Σ, then A satisfies T . We
say that two (strong) Mal’tsev conditions are equivalent if each implies the other.

We define Mal’tsev condition to mean a sequence (Σn)n∈N of strong Mal’tsev con-
ditions Σn such that for each k ∈ N we have Σk implies Σk+1.4 An algebra A (resp.
variety V) satisfies the Mal’tsev condition (Σn)n∈N if A (resp. every A in V) satisfies
Σk for some k ∈ N.

We say that a (strong) Mal’tsev condition is nontrivial if it is not satisfied in
the variety of sets, and consistent if it does not imply the strong Mal’tsev condition
{x ≈ y}. A (strong) Mal’tsev condition is called linear if it is equivalent to a Mal’tsev
condition which includes only linear equations5.

We now look at a series of examples. Each example included here has its own
importance to the field of universal algebra which we touch upon only briefly when
introducing these examples. References are given in each case for further reading.
The order in which the examples appear is loosely based on the order in which these
conditions are used or discussed throughout the rest of the thesis. The study of
Mal’tsev conditions is vast and deep but we limit ourselves here to brief motivations
for studying particular conditions and relevant results that will be used later on.

Example 1.2.2. Let k be an integer with k ≥ 3. The first strong Mal’tsev condition
considered in this paper is the condition of having a k-ary near unanimity term. We
say that the algebra A has a k-ary near unanimity term if it satisfies the strong
Mal’tsev condition

NU(k) := {m(x, x, . . . , x, y) ≈ x, m(x, x, . . . , x, y, x) ≈ x, . . . , m(y, x, . . . , x) ≈ x}

in which m is a k-ary operation symbol and there is one equation for each position of
the “lone dissenter” y.

The study of near unanimity terms has been underway since at least the 1970’s,
when Baker and Pixley ([2]) proved the following celebrated result concerning satis-
faction of this Mal’tsev condition.

Theorem 1.2.3 ([2], Theorem 2.1). Let V be a variety and d ≥ 2 a natural number.
The following are equivalent:

1. V has a (d+ 1)-ary near unanimity term

2. If A in V is a subalgebra of a direct product P = C1 × · · · × Cr where r ≥ d
and Ci ∈ V for each i, then A is uniquely determined by its d-fold coordinate
projections. I.e. if B is another algebra in V with B ≤ P and the projection of
B onto every choice of d factors Ci(1), . . . , Ci(d) agrees with the projection of A
onto these d factors, then A = B.

4We will also occasionally refer to strong Mal’tsev conditions as Mal’tsev conditions, and may
use the term Mal’tsev condition to mean “strong or not strong” Mal’tsev condition.

5An equation is called linear if the terms related each involve at most one function symbol.
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3. Given any algebra A ∈ V, if r congruences x ≡ ai mod θi (1 ≤ i ≤ r and r ≥ d)
are solvable d at a time, then they are solvable simultaneously6

4. Given any algebra A in V and any partial function f : An → A for some n ≥ 1,
if every function f |D agrees with the restriction of some term operation tAD of
A, where D ranges over all the subsets of A on which f is defined with d or
fewer elements, then f agrees with the restriction of some term operation tAf of
A on the whole domain of f

5. Given any algebra A in V and any partial function f : An → A for some n ≥ 1,
f is the restriction of some term operation tAf of A to the domain of f if and

only if every subset of Ad is closed under7 the operation f

Looking at the above theorem, we see that satisfying the strong Mal’tsev condition
“Existence of a (d + 1)-ary near unanimity term” gives insight into the existence of
solutions of simultaneous congruences (item 3) as well as the ability to interpolate
partial functions by term operations (items 4 and 5). We also see in item 2 that
subalgebras of products can be recognized or distinguished simply by looking at the
d-fold projections of those algebras. The import of this Mal’tsev condition is therefore
immediately apparent from this theorem. Other nice properties also follow.

Further to the useful properties outlined above, it was established in [28] that
if an algebra A satisfies the existence of a (d + 1)-ary near unanimity term, then
CSP(A) is tractable (see Definition 2.2.1). This provides an early example of the
use of Mal’tsev conditions to establish tractability results in the field of constraint
satisfaction, a programme of research which led recently to the celebrated Algebraic
Dichotomy Theorem for Constraint Satisfaction Problems ([14, 44]). Problems in
constraint satisfaction serve as vital motivation for many active areas of research,
including the study of Mal’tsev Condition Satisfaction Problems which became the
focus of this thesis. Results on algebras of “bounded width” (see Sections 5.3, 5.5, and
5.6 of the survey article [5] for an overview of these ideas) which extend the results
found in [28] will be used later on to establish a polynomial-time decision procedure in
Theorem 3.1.8. Near unanimity terms also serve as a special case of results outlined
in Chapter 4 (Theorem 4.4.5) and Chapter 5 (Theorem 5.2.4).

Example 1.2.4. The strong Mal’tsev condition of having a k-ary near unanimity
term (see Example 1.2.2) naturally suggests the following Mal’tsev condition. We say
that A has a near unanimity term if A satisfies NU(k) for some k ≥ 3. I.e. A has a
k-ary near unanimity term for some k ≥ 3. To see that this is a Mal’tsev condition (as
defined in Definition 1.2.1) note that given a k-ary near unanimity term m(x1, . . . , xk)

6Congruences are not directly used in this thesis. See [2] for more information on the property
described in this item.

7Following [2, Section 2], we say that S ≤ Ak is closed under f if for any choice of n k-tuples
in S the k-tuple obtained by applying f coordinate-wise to these tuples is also in S whenever this
tuple is defined.
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of A we may define m+(x1, . . . , xk+1) := m(x1, . . . , xk) and it is not difficult to see
that m+ is a (k+ 1)-ary near unanimity term of A. Hence NU(k) implies NU(k+ 1)
for each k ≥ 3, so NU := (NU(k))k≥3 is a Mal’tsev condition.

The following Mal’tsev conditions all make an appearance in Chapter 4. Motiva-
tion for considering each condition is discussed following each example.

Example 1.2.5. Fix k ≥ 2. A k-ary cyclic term is a term t(x1, . . . , xk) which satisfies
the equation t(x1, . . . , xk) ≈ t(x2, . . . , xk, x1).

The strong Mal’tsev condition “existence of a k-ary cyclic term” is a compelling
object of study because, similarly to the condition NU(k) outlined above, the condi-
tion is extremely simple to define and has very interesting structural consequences.
This condition is explored in great detail in [4] and [3]. In particular, it is shown in [3,
Theorem 4.1] that a finitely generated idempotent variety8 has a cyclic term of some
arity if and only if it satisfies a nontrivial Mal’tsev condition.

In this thesis, we introduce k-ary cyclic terms as a first example of a Mal’tsev
condition whose satisfaction in a given finite algebra can be determined in polynomial-
time9 and for which term operations witnessing the satisfaction can also be obtained10

in polynomial-time. This result is presented in Section 4.2 and is the first of many
similar results for other Mal’tsev conditions which make up the content of Chapter 4.
This line of research is inspired by the result of [29, Theorem 6] in which the same
result is obtained for “Mal’tsev Terms”. That result is reproduced in this thesis as
Theorem 4.3.1 and used as a guiding example to understanding Theorem 4.4.5. We
introduce Mal’tsev terms formally in the next example.

Example 1.2.6. A Mal’tsev term is a ternary term p(x, y, z) which satisfies the
equations p(x, x, y) ≈ y, and p(y, x, x) ≈ y.

As suggested by the name, Mal’tsev terms have a special place in universal algebra
as the original Mal’tsev condition. Introduced by Anatoly Mal’tsev in [35], it was
demonstrated in that paper that any given variety V satisfies the Mal’tsev condition
of having a Mal’tsev term if and only if the variety V is “congruence permutable”.
While a discussion of congruences and the properties of congruence varieties eludes
the scope of this thesis, we find it pertinent to mention this result since it provides
an early example of the deep connection between structural algebraic properties and
the satisfaction of Mal’tsev conditions.

The condition of having a Mal’tsev term has also played a critical role in the devel-
opment of algorithms for constraint satisfaction problems, since it was demonstrated
in [14] that if A has a Mal’tsev term, then CSP(A) is tractable. This result was

8A variety is said to be idempotent if each algebra in the variety is idempotent (see Definition
1.1.1).

9See Chapter 2.
10As operation tables or as circuits (see Definition 2.4.1).
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naturally extended in [8] to include all algebras satisfying the Mal’tsev condition of
having an “edge term” (defined in the next example). The satisfaction of this Mal’tsev
condition also leads to tractability results for certain subclasses of the decision prob-
lem SMP(A)11 as demonstrated by Mayr in [36]. Again, this pioneering result led to
the extension given in [13] to the condition of having an edge term. Following this
pattern, in this thesis we extend the result of [29, Theorem 6] which concerns Mal’tsev
terms to include a much broader class of conditions which includes k-edge terms for
fixed k.

Example 1.2.7. Fix k ≥ 2. The strong Mal’tsev condition of having a k-edge term
is given by the equations:

{t(y, y, x, x, . . . , x) ≈ x,

t(y, x, y, x, . . . , x) ≈ x,

t(x, x, x, y, . . . , x) ≈ x,

...

t(x, x, x, . . . , y, x) ≈ x,

t(x, x, x, . . . , x, y) ≈ x}

where t is a (k+1)-ary operation symbol and all instances of “. . . ” are the appropriate
number of repeated x variables.

The condition of having a 2-edge term {t(y, y, x) ≈ x, t(y, x, y) ≈ x} is therefore
clearly equivalent to that of having a Mal’tsev term (defined in the previous example).
It is also clearly the case that NU(k) implies the existence of a k-edge term, and hence
this strong Mal’tsev condition can be thought of as a simultaneous generalization of
both Mal’tsev and k-ary near unanimity terms. The Mal’tsev condition existence of
an edge term is given by the sequence (E(k))k≥2 where E(k) is existence of a k-edge
term. The argument that this is a Mal’tsev condition is similar to that in Example
1.2.4.

The condition of having an edge term is another example of a Mal’tsev condition
with profound structural consequences for the models of this condition. Of particular
importance is the result demonstrated in [8, Theorem 3.10] that having an edge term
precisely characterizes those finite algebras with “few subpowers”. Similarly to the
case of having Mal’tsev terms outlined in [14], it is shown in [25] that CSP(A) is
tractable if A satisfies the Mal’tsev condition of having an edge term. The technique
in both examples is based on finding small generating sets for subpowers of A with
particular special properties12. This is the same technique used in [36] and later in

11See Definition 2.2.3.
12See the referenced papers for more details.
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[13] to show that SMP(A) is in NP13 whenever A satisfies the condition of having a
Mal’tsev term (in [36]) or more generally, an edge term (in [13]). This fact is then used
to provide a nondeterministic polynomial-time algorithm for the idempotent Mal’tsev
condition satisfaction problem for the condition of having a “minority term” (defined
in the next example) in [29] and extended in this thesis to any condition of height
< 1 (see Chapter 5).

Edge terms also make an appearance in Chapter 4 as a special case of Theorem
4.4.5. This result (Corollary 4.4.7) is then used in Chapter 5 to build parallelogram
term operations (defined in Example 1.2.12) which are essential in the polynomial-
time verifier of Theorem 5.2.4 (and subsequently in Theorem 6.1.4). The Mal’tsev
condition “existence of an edge term” turns out to be equivalent to the property of
“having a cube term” defined in Example 1.2.9 which is not a Mal’tsev condition
according to Definition 1.2.1 but is rather a collection of Mal’tsev conditions. More
details follow that example.

Example 1.2.8. The Mal’tsev condition of having a minority term is defined via

Minority := {m(x, y, y) ≈ x, m(y, x, y) ≈ x, m(y, y, x) ≈ x}

.

The case of Minority Terms is particularly interesting for those examining the
complexity of Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems. Syntactically, it is very sim-
ilar to the NU(3) condition outlined in Example 1.2.2 (here we choose the minority
input rather than the nearly unanimous input) and also to the condition of having a
Mal’tsev term outlined in Example 1.2.6. Freese and Valeriote (in [20]) demonstrated
that the idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems for both of these syntac-
tically similar strong Mal’tsev conditions (NU(3) and Mal’tsev) are in the class P.14

These results, together with alternative algorithms given in [24] for these and other
syntactically close Mal’tsev conditions led to the belief that the Mal’tsev condition
satisfaction problem for minority terms might also be polynomial-time solvable via a
“local-global” type algorithm (i.e. of the kind developed in [24, Section 2]). In [29,
Section 5] it is shown that this kind of approach will not work for minority terms but
the problem is nevertheless in the complexity class NP. In this thesis we are able to
extend this NP result to include all conditions of height < 1 (defined in Chapter 5) but
it is still unknown whether the idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem
for minority terms is actually tractable.

Example 1.2.9. A strong Mal’tsev condition is called a cube term condition if it
involves only a single operation symbol and the equations satisfy the following condi-
tions:

13See Chapter 2.
14See Chapter 2.
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� Every equation is of the form t(x1, . . . , xn) ≈ x where x is some (fixed) variable
and xi ∈ {x, y} for each i = 1, . . . , n

� If we arrange the equations into a single matrix equation t(M) ≈ x, then each
column of M contains at least one y. I.e. for each position i ∈ {1, . . . , n} of the
inputs to t there is an equation t(x1, . . . , xn) ≈ x in which xi is y.

If A is an algebra which satisfies a particular cube term condition Σ, we call any term
t of A which witnesses the satisfaction of Σ a cube term of A. If the matrix M given
by the equations of Σ is a (k × n)-matrix, we call t a k-cube term (of arity n).

Although the property “having a cube term” is not formally a Mal’tsev condition
(according to our Definition 1.2.1), the following theorem demonstrated in [8] shows
that the existence of a cube term for A is equivalent to a Mal’tsev condition:15

Theorem 1.2.10 ([8], Theorem 2.12). Let A be an algebra and k ≥ 2. Then A has
a k-cube term (of some arity) if and only if A has a k-edge term (of arity (k + 1)).

The theorem reveals the nature of the k-edge Mal’tsev condition as a generic cube
term condition. The definition of a k-cube term is in itself already very general.
In Section 5.2 we outline in detail how any nontrivial strong Mal’tsev condition of
height < 1 implies the existence of a k-cube term (for some k depending on the given
condition). This highlights the generality of the definition given in Example 1.2.9. In
particular, any result on cube terms (for example the result of Theorem 5.2.4) also
applies to the following particular examples of cube term conditions:

� Near unanimity terms (see Example 1.2.2)

� Mal’tsev terms (see Example 1.2.6)

� Edge terms (see Example 1.2.7)

� Minority terms (see Example 1.2.8)

Example 1.2.11. All of the examples seen above are relatively simple strong Mal’tsev
conditions since they only contain a single operation symbol. Of course we are often
interested also in Mal’tsev conditions which relate many different operation symbols.
Fix n ≥ 1. The strong Mal’tsev condition existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-
Mitschke terms is given by the following equations:

{p1(x, y, y) ≈ x, pi(x, x, y) ≈ pi+1(x, y, y) for 1 ≤ i ≤ n− 1, pn(x, x, y) ≈ y}
15The definition of k-cube term used in this thesis corresponds to the definition of δ-special cube

terms in [8]. The two are shown to be equivalent in that paper ([8, Theorem 2.12]).
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It was shown in 1973 [21] that the algebra A has a sequence of n Hagemann-
Mitschke terms if and only if the variety generated by A is congruence (n + 1)-
permutable. In [22] and [31] the Mal’tsev condition of “having a sequence of Hagemann-
Mitschke terms” (i.e. “being n-permutable for some n”) is explored in some detail
and this programme of study is explored further in [42]. Once again, we elect to omit
any detailed exploration of these interesting results and jump straight to the com-
plexity theoretic questions at hand. In particular, it has already been shown that the
idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem is in P for the conditions “having
a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms” (proven in [42]) and “having a sequence
of Hagemann-Mitschke terms” (proven in [20]). In Chapter 4 of this thesis, we are
interested in the related search problem of finding appropriate witnesses (term oper-
ations of A) for satisfaction of various Mal’tsev conditions. In particular, for the case
of the strong Mal’tsev condition “having a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms”,
we find that witnesses for the satisfaction of this condition can indeed be obtained
in polynomial-time. We also conjecture (Conjecture 4.4.11) that this result may be
extended to include all of the “Path Mal’tsev Conditions” outlined in [30] but as yet
that question remains open.

The last Mal’tsev condition to be introduced in this section finds a use in the proof
of Theorem 5.2.4.

Example 1.2.12. Fix m,n ≥ 1 and set k := m+n. The Mal’tsev condition “existence
of an (m,n)-parallelogram term” is given by the m equations:

P (x, x, y, z, y, y, . . . , y, y, . . . , y, y) ≈ y

P (x, x, y, y, z, y, . . . , y, y, . . . , y, y) ≈ y

...

P (x, x, y, y, y, y, . . . , z, y, . . . , y, y) ≈ y

together with the n equations:

P (y, x, x, y, y, y, . . . , y, z, . . . , y, y) ≈ y

...

P (y, x, x, y, y, y, . . . , y, y, . . . , z, y) ≈ y

P (y, x, x, y, y, y, . . . , y, y, . . . , y, z) ≈ y

all involving the (k + 3)-ary operation symbol P .

In [32, Theorem 3.5] the existence of an (m,n)-parallelogram term is shown to be
equivalent to the existence of an (m+ n)-edge term (and hence also to the existence
of an (m + n)-cube term). In [13, Theorem 4.13] the satisfaction of this Mal’tsev
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condition by an algebra A is used to show that SMP(A) is in NP. Definitions of
SMP and NP can be found in Chapter 2 and the proof of Theorem 5.2.4 involves
reproducing key sections of [13] to see that the same techniques can be used to solve
SatId

Σ when Σ implies the existence of an (m,n)-parallelogram term.
This chapter has introduced all the relevant notions from universal algebra and

outlined all of the Mal’tsev conditions which will be considered in this thesis. In the
next chapter we introduce the relevant notions from complexity theory and outline the
class of decision problems which are the focus of the thesis, namely Mal’tsev condition
satisfaction problems.
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Chapter 2

On the Complexity of Mal’tsev
Condition Satisfaction Problems

In this chapter we introduce the basic notions of complexity theory necessary to
understand the results and proofs found in the remainder of this thesis. In particular,
we introduce the problems which we are concerned with solving and the relevant
complexity-theoretic definitions to describe how difficult these problems are. For the
purposes of this thesis, we will not concern ourselves with the details of any particular
model of computation, nor do we find it convenient to examine the precise definition
of Turing machines and the relative complexities of single vs. multitape machines and
related problems. We regard these finer details of the theory of computation as an
interesting but ultimately unnecessary distraction.

The aim of this chapter then, is to provide a basic description of the main com-
plexity classes referenced in the results of this thesis. The emphasis when describing
the time taken to complete a specific decision procedure is on how the time changes
as a function of the input size, rather than any concrete description of how much time
a computation takes. For this reason we find it sufficient to present algorithms in
natural language as a sequence of instructions. We analyze how many times a specific
instruction will have to be implemented and how long each implementation will take
– viewing both of these as functions in the size of the input. Of course, the actual
time taken to implement any algorithm outlined in this text will depend heavily on
the machine which runs the computation which justifies our decision to analyze these
algorithms independently of any particular implementation. We do however provide
specific runtime estimates for the algorithms provided in our proofs when such an
analysis is possible, in the standard “Big O” notation defined in Definition 2.1.2.
Where these are provided, we make no claim that our decision procedures are opti-
mal, merely that these upper bounds apply for the algorithms defined. For a more
thorough introduction to complexity theory the reader is directed to [40].
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2.1 O, P, NP and EXPTIME

Later in this thesis we will be interested in analyzing the complexity of certain
decision problems. In order to do so, we first need to define what we mean by certain
complexity theoretic concepts. We prefer not to take too technical a dive into the
intricacies of complexity theory. We begin with an informal definition of “Decision
Problems”.

Definition 2.1.1. A decision problem is given by an infinite set of allowed inputs
each of which is either a YES instance of the problem or a NO instance. A decision
procedure for a decision problem is an algorithm implementable by a Turing machine
which correctly decides whether a given input is a YES instance or a NO instance of
the problem.

It is important to remark that a given decision problem may have no decision
procedure according to our definition (in which case the problem is called undecidable).

For decidable problems, we are interested in knowing the theoretical limits on how
’fast’ a decision procedure could be. As noted in the introduction to this chapter, our
concern here is not specifically how long a given Turing machine would take to answer
the YES/NO question but rather on how the time taken to implement the decision
procedure changes in proportion to the ‘size’ of the input (for some reasonable notion
of ‘size’ which may depend on the problem in hand). The results of this thesis are all
essentially of the nature: “For decision problem D, there is a decision procedure A for
which increasing the size of the input does not lead to a corresponding exponential
increase in the time taken to run procedure A”1.

In order to make this idea more precise, we introduce three classes of decision
problems called “complexity classes” and the results of the thesis are then precisely
stated as “Decision problem D lies in complexity class C”. Before we do so, we need
the following tool of complexity theory.

Definition 2.1.2. Let f, g : N → R be functions. We say that f(n) is O(g(n)) if
there exist positive integers c and N such that for all n > N we have f(n) ≤ cg(n).

The expression f(n) is O(g(n)) therefore means that ‘eventually’ f(n) is at most
cg(n). The function g is thought of as an upper bound of f in this case. We also
occasionally write f(n) = O(g(n)), remembering that “=” in this usage is not sym-
metric. When f1(n) is O(g1(n)) and f2(n) is O(g2(n)) we will also write (for example)
f1(n) + f2(n) = O(g1(n)) +O(g2(n)) = O(h(n)) where h(n) is any function for which
g1(n) and g2(n) are both O(h(n)). This expresses the fact that “eventually” the com-
bined value f1(n) + f2(n) is at most ch(n) for some c. Once again, it is important
to note that this use of equality is not symmetric and the usual laws of arithmetic
do not apply. For example, it does not follow from the previous expression that

1In the case of Theorems 3.2.1 and 5.2.4 this description is only valid if NP 6= EXPTIME.
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O(h(n)) − O(g1(n)) = O(g2(n)). Indeed, we ascribe no meaning to the expression
O(h(n))−O(g1(n)).

We are now ready to define two important complexity classes. Examples of prob-
lems in each class will be given in Section 2.3.

Definition 2.1.3. Let D be a decision problem.

� We say that D is tractable or polynomial-time solvable if there is a decision
procedure A for D and a Turing machine implementing A whose runtime2 f(n)
is O(nk) for some k ∈ N.

� The complexity class P is defined to be the class of all decision problems which
are tractable.

� We say that D is exponential-time solvable if there is a decision procedure A
for D and a Turing machine implementing A whose runtime f(n) is O(2p(n)) for
some polynomial p(n).

� The complexity class EXPTIME is defined to be the class of all decision problems
which are solvable in exponential time.

The third complexity class that we are interested in has a slightly different defini-
tion:

Definition 2.1.4. Let D be a decision problem.

� A verifier V for D is an algorithm implementable by a Turing machine with the
following properties:

– For any YES instance Y of D there is a corresponding certificate C(Y )
such that when V is run on input (Y,C(Y )) the output is YES

– For any NO instance N of D and any string C the algorithm V gives output
NO on input (N,C).

� We say that V is a polynomial-time verifier for D if there is a Turing machine
implementing V whose runtime f(n) (where n is the size of the instance of D)
is O(nk).

� The complexity class NP is the class of all decision problems for which there is
a polynomial-time verifier.

2The runtime of a Turing machine is defined as the function f : N→ N ∪ {∞} where f(n) is the
maximum number of steps that the Turing machine takes before halting on any input of size n.
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It is immediately clear from Definitions 2.1.4 and 2.1.3 that P ⊆ NP (for a verifier,
just use the polynomial-time algorithm which solves D). Less immediate (see [40,
Section 8.2] for a proof) is the inclusion NP ⊆ EXPTIME. Later in that book ([40,
Corollary 9.13]) it is demonstrated that P 6= EXPTIME which demonstrates that at
least one of the inclusions P ⊆ NP ⊆ EXPTIME is proper. Many researchers in
complexity theory (including the author of this thesis) believe both inclusions to be
proper but as yet this remains an open problem. Occasionally in the thesis we may
allow ourselves the liberty of discussing complexity theoretic results as if it were the
case that P ( NP ( EXPTIME and we take the opportunity now (and as necessary
later in the text) to remind the reader that it may indeed be the case that P = NP or
NP = EXPTIME. If P = NP then Theorems 3.2.1 and 5.2.4 become tractability results,
whereas if NP = EXPTIME then those theorems are rendered trivial as EXPTIME
results are already well-known for the conditions therein.

Definition 2.1.5. Let D be a decision problem.

� We say that D is NP-hard if given any NP-problem C there is an algorithm
AC→D implementable in time O(nk) for some k ∈ N such that given an instance
IC of C the algorithm AC→D correctly produces an instance ID of D which
satisfies

ID is a YES instance of D ⇐⇒ IC is a YES instance of C

� D is NP-complete if D is in NP and D is NP-hard.

� We say that D is EXPTIME-hard if given any EXPTIME-problem C there is an
algorithm AC→D implementable in time O(nk) for some k ∈ N such that given
an instance IC of C the algorithm AC→D correctly produces an instance ID of
D which satisfies

ID is a YES instance of D ⇐⇒ IC is a YES instance of C

� D is EXPTIME-complete if D is in EXPTIME and D is EXPTIME-hard.

The notion of K-completeness is generally thought of as capturing the “hardest”
problems in the class K. While we do not establish any hardness results in this thesis,
we will make reference to certain problems which are proven elsewhere to be EXPTIME-
complete and we will occasionally make reference in our discussions to problems which
are NP-complete. The definitions introduced in this chapter represent only a tiny
region of what is popularly referred to as the complexity zoo. For a glimpse at all the
other beasts in this unique menagerie see the Complexity Zoo website maintained by
the University of Waterloo at https://complexityzoo.uwaterloo.ca/Complexity Zoo.

Having introduced decision problems and some of the complexity classes where
they live, we are now ready to introduce a specific class of decision problems whose
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importance to computer science and connection to universal algebra has invigorated
the study of Mal’tsev conditions over the last thirty years. We also introduce a class
of decision problems with classical origins in the theory of groups and modern appli-
cations in the fields of computational group theory and machine learning. Universal
algebraic results concerning the problems in both of these classes have promoted and
supported research into the class of decision problems which are the main focus of
this thesis, which will be introduced in Section 2.3.

2.2 CSP and SMP

The constraint satisfaction problem (CSP) is a general yet structured framework
in which to discuss many and various computational problems. Essentially, an in-
stance of the constraint satisfaction problem is a collection of variables which must be
assigned values from a given domain subject to various “constraints”- collections of
variables must belong to certain relations over the domain. Clearly this description is
broad enough to fit many problems of interest to computer scientists as well as many
problems of practical importance in everyday applications. For example it may be
that we wish to colour the regions of a map in such a way that no two adjacent regions
have the same colour. Or to allot class times for several different courses such that
no two classes which both appear on one syllabus are scheduled to occur at the same
time. The decision version of the CSP is simply the question of deciding whether or
not such an assignment of the variables is possible. It is well-known that this problem
is NP-complete in general. However by limiting the allowed constraint relations one
may obtain tractable versions of the problem.

This study of so-called nonuniform CSPs (subclasses of CSP where the allowed con-
straint relations are restricted) was initiated when Schaefer showed in 1978 [38] that
if the domain is a two-element set then restricting the allowable constraint relations
either gives an NP-complete class or a tractable class. An earlier 1975 result by Lad-
ner [33] showed that if P 6= NP (which is widely believed to be the case) then there are
problems which lie between these two classes, called NP-intermediate problems. Schae-
fer’s dichotomy theorem viewed from this perspective says that nonuniform CSPs over
two-element domains never fall into this NP-intermediate region. They are either hard
(NP-complete) or easy (in P).

It was conjectured in 1993 [17] that this result was also true for nonuniform con-
straint satisfaction problems over larger domains. Much focus was devoted to extend-
ing Schaefer’s dichotomy theorem over the next decades and in 2017 it was finally
proved independently by Bulatov [14] and Zhuk [44] that restricting the allowed con-
straints to a prescribed finite set Γ of relations (called a constraint language) yields
either an NP-complete decision problem (as in the general case) or a tractable prob-
lem.

The dividing line between NP-complete CSPs and those which are tractable is
shown in both [14] and [44] to be the satisfaction of a particular Mal’tsev condition
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in a related algebra, as originally conjectured in [12]. Indeed many of the results
establishing tractable subclasses are dependent upon satisfaction of various Mal’tsev
conditions (see [5] for a survey of results in this area). This connection between
Mal’tsev conditions and computational decision problems provides one of the most
immediate motivations for the study of Mal’tsev conditions, leading inevitably to the
consideration of the “meta-question” of Mal’tsev condition satisfaction (see Section
2.3). Before we ask ourselves the meta-question, we formalize the definition of nonuni-
form constraint satisfaction problems in the manner most convenient for subsequent
use.

Definition 2.2.1. Let A be a finite algebra. We define the decision problem CSP(A)
(the constraint satisfaction problem over A) to be the problem whose instances are
given by:

� INPUT:

– A finite set V of variables

– The set A (the universe of A) is assumed to be part of the input and is
called the domain of the instance

– A finite set C of constraints, each of which is a pair (s, C) where s is a tuple
of variables from V n (for some n ∈ N) and C is a subuniverse of An

� QUESTION: Is there a function (called a solution of the instance) f : V → A
such that for every constraint (s, C) we have f(s) ∈ C (where f(s) is the tuple
obtained by applying f to s coordinate-wise)?

As mentioned in the discussion before Definition 2.2.1, Bulatov [14] and Zhuk
[44] have recently shown that the decision problem CSP(A) is either NP-complete or
tractable. The problem CSP(A) is a broad enough class that in some cases we can
frame instances of the Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem (see Section 2.3) as
instances of CSP(A) for the appropriate choice of A. This technique is used in this
thesis to establish the proof of Theorem 3.1.8. The algebra A involved in that proof
certainly satisfies the (equivalent) tractability conditions outlined in [14, Theorem
2] and [44, Theorem 1.4] and so either of these results are sufficient to establish
the tractability of the problem under consideration in Theorem 3.1.8. However in
that particular case, the full generality of [14, Theorem 2] and [44, Theorem 1.4] is
unnecessary and we instead make reference to the following earlier result of [28].

Theorem 2.2.2 (See [28], Corollary 3.6). Let A be an algebra which satisfies the
Mal’tsev condition NU . Then CSP(A) is tractable.

As previously mentioned, Theorem 2.2.2 is one example among many of the sat-
isfaction of Mal’tsev conditions being used to establish tractability for restrictions of
the CSP. Results of this kind not only serve to motivate consideration of the Mal’tsev
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condition satisfaction problem outlined in the next section but they can then also
be used (as in Theorem 3.1.8) to establish tractability results within that arena -
an aesthetically pleasing observation to note. The next definition introduces another
class of decision problems which serve a similar role as both inspiration for study and
instrument of proof.

Definition 2.2.3. Let A be an algebra. The decision problem SMP(A) (the subpower
membership problem for A) is given by:

� INPUT: Finitely many tuples a, b1, . . . , bk ∈ An (for some n ∈ N)

� QUESTION: Is a in the subpower of A generated by b1, . . . , bk
(i.e. a ∈

〈
b1, . . . , bk

〉
An?)

The subpower membership problem for A is a generalization of a question familiar
to computational group theorists known as the subgroup membership problem, in
which A is a group and n = 1. In the general case described here, we see that
the input has size O(n(k + 1)). The result of [20, Proposition 6.1] (alternatively see
Proposition 4.1.1) therefore implies that this problem is in the class EXPTIME when
A is a finite algebra. Of course placing further restrictions on the algebra A may give
rise to decision problems in NP or even in P.

Notably from our perspective, Mayr shows in [36] that SMP(A) is in the class
NP when A is a finite algebra which satisfies the Mal’tsev condition of having a
Mal’tsev term (see Example 1.2.6). That result uses what Mayr calls “canonical
representations” for subpowers of A- special generating sets of small size given which
membership can be checked in polynomial-time. These representations are based on
earlier work found in [1] and [11]. In [1] Aichinger uses these ideas to bound the
number of distinct finite algebras which satisfy the Mal’tsev condition of having a
Mal’tsev term, whereas in [11] representations are used to solve CSP(A) when A has
a Mal’tsev term.

The construction of these representations is extended to include any algebra sat-
isfying a cube term condition in [8] where it is shown that such algebras also give rise
to tractable subclasses of CSP. This construction is then used in [13] to demonstrate
that SMP(A) is in NP whenever A is a finite algebra with a cube term and indeed
in the class P if A satisfies the additional property of generating a residually small
variety (not defined in this thesis).

As remarked before Definition 2.2.3 these complexity results for SMP(A) can also
be used to derive corresponding results for Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problems.
In [29] it is Mayr’s result on SMP(A) for algebras with a Mal’tsev term which is
used to show that SatId

Minority is in the class NP.3 Similarly, we use the NP result of
[13] to derive Theorem 5.2.4 of Chapter 5. Much of the analysis of [13, Section 2] is
reproduced in Section 5.2 because we will be interested on the complexity of those

3See Definition 2.3.1.
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algorithms as a function of ||A|| where A is an instance of SatId
Σ whereas in the analysis

of [13] the background algebra A is a fixed constant for any instance of SMP(A).

2.3 MCSP

We are now ready to introduce the class of decision problems about which this
thesis is concerned.

Definition 2.3.1. Let Σ be a Mal’tsev condition. The Mal’tsev condition satisfac-
tion problem (MCSP) for Σ (or the Σ-satisfaction problem) is the following decision
problem:

� INPUT: A finite algebra A

� QUESTION: Does A satisfy Σ?

The idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem for Σ is the related problem:

� INPUT: A finite idempotent algebra A

� QUESTION: Does A satisfy Σ?

We denote the Σ-satisfaction problem by SatΣ and the idempotent Σ-satisfaction
problem by SatId

Σ .

Researchers of the CSP will recognize this problem as the “meta-question” of
constraint satisfaction. Chen and Larose in [16] considered a closely-related problem
in which the input is a relational structure and the question is whether the algebra
of polymorphisms satisfies the condition Σ. We now briefly survey current results
concerning the algebraic version of the problem defined here.

We begin by listing (with references) Mal’tsev conditions whose idempotent sat-
isfaction problem has been proven tractable. For definitions of those conditions not
defined in Section 1.2 see the references listed for each result. For the most part
we have elected to name each condition as the existence of certain terms. In some
instances universal algebraists will perhaps be more familiar with the names of equiv-
alent conditions (for finite algebras) listed in parentheses.

Theorem 2.3.2. SatIdΣ is in P whenever Σ is one of the following conditions:

1. Existence of a sequence of Day terms [20, Theorem 6.2] (congruence modularity)

2. Existence of a sequence of Jónsson terms [20, Theorem 6.2] (congruence dis-
tributivity)

3. Existence of a sequence of Hobby-McKenzie Terms [20, Theorem 6.2] (congru-
ence join-semidistributivity)
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4. Existence of ternary and quaternary weak near unanimity operations t(x, y, z)
and q(w, x, y, z) satisfying t(x, y, y) ≈ q(x, y, y, y) [20, Theorem 6.2] (congruence
meet-semidistributivity)

5. Existence of a Mal’tsev term [20, Theorem 6.2] (congruence permutability)

6. Existence of a sequence of Hagemann-Mitschke terms [20, Theorem 6.2] (con-
gruence n-permutability for some n)

7. Existence of a majority term [20, Theorem 6.2]

8. Any condition satisfying the downward column condition [24, Theorem 2.6],
including:

(i) For fixed n > 2, existence of an n-ary near unanimity term [24, Corollary
2.7]

(ii) For fixed k > 1, existence of a k-ary edge term [24, Corollary 2.7]

9. Existence of a Pixley term [24, Lemma 2.8] (generating an arithmetic variety)

10. For fixed n ≥ 1, existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms [42,
Corollary 2.4] (congruence (n+ 1)-permutability)

11. For fixed n > 1, existence of a sequence of n Jónsson terms [30, Corollary 8]

12. For fixed n > 1, existence of a sequence of n Gumm terms [30, Corollary 8]

Conditions (1)-(7) of the above theorem were shown to be tractable in [20] based
on the congruence properties listed in parentheses and with the help of technical
results in “tame congruence theory”. In particular, the algorithms involved are all
based on generating subpowers of A for some fixed small powers. Conditions (8)-(12)
are shown to be tractable in [24, 42, 30] by checking whether there are terms which
satisfy the given equations (or related equations) on subsets of some small size (fixed
for each condition) and then using technical results to conclude that there are terms
which satisfy the equations globally. Again, this amounts in practice to generating
small subpowers of the given algebra A.

It is notable that each of these conditions is linear (see Definition 1.2.1). For linear
conditions like many of those listed in the above result, compositions of terms which
satisfy the equations locally (i.e. on certain small subsets) in a finite idempotent
algebra can be shown to satisfy the given equations on slightly larger subsets in an
inductive manner. It is not clear how well results like these can extend when the given
equations are nonlinear. The next theorem shows that there are some strong Mal’tsev
conditions for which the idempotent MCSP is not tractable. Notably the condition
below is nonlinear.
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Theorem 2.3.3. SatIdΣ is EXPTIME-complete when Σ is the Mal’tsev condition “ex-
istence of a semilattice term” [19, Theorem 4.5].

As remarked above, existence of a semilattice term is a nonlinear Mal’tsev con-
dition (see [41] for a proof). In light of the preceding two theorems a conjecture
immediately presents itself: testing for the satisfaction of a linear strong Mal’tsev
condition in an idempotent algebra is tractable, while testing for the satisfaction of a
nonlinear strong Mal’tsev condition is EXPTIME-complete. As we shall see in Chapter
3, this conjecture is false. Corollary 3.2.3 in particular gives an example of a nonlinear
(see again [41]) Mal’tsev condition whose idempotent satisfaction problem is an NP
problem. Whether there are linear strong Mal’tsev conditions whose idempotent sat-
isfaction problem requires superpolynomial-time is yet to be established (even under
the assumption P 6= NP).

There are however several examples of linear and nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions
whose satisfaction problem is EXPTIME-complete in general. Existing results are
summarized in the next theorem.

Theorem 2.3.4. SatΣ is EXPTIME-complete for the following conditions:

1. Existence of a semilattice term [20, Corollary 9.3]

2. Existence of a Taylor term [20, Corollary 9.3] (existence of a Siggers term [39])

3. Existence of ternary and quaternary weak near unanimity operations t(x, y, z)
and q(w, x, y, z) satisfying t(x, y, y) ≈ q(x, y, y, y) [20, Corollary 9.3]

4. Omitting types 1 and 5 [20, Corollary 9.3]

5. Existence of a sequence of Hobby-McKenzie terms [20, Corollary 9.3]

6. Existence of a sequence of Day terms [20, Corollary 9.3]

7. Existence of a sequence of Jónsson terms [20, Corollary 9.3]

8. For fixed n > 3, existence of a sequence of n Jónsson terms [20, Corollary 9.3]

9. For fixed n > 2, existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms [24,
Corollary 3.6] (congruence n-permutability)

10. Existence of a sequence of Hagemann-Mitschke terms [24, Corollary 3.6]

11. Omitting types 1, 2, 4 and 5 [24, Corollary 3.6]

12. For fixed n > 1, existence of an idempotent cyclic term of arity n [23, Corollary
5.1.9]

13. For fixed n > 1, an n-ary weak near unanimity term [23, Corollary 5.1.9]
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In this thesis we will not add to the list of problems known to be EXPTIME-
complete. We return briefly now to the idempotent Σ-satisfaction problem and the
somewhat mysterious condition of minority terms. Recall from Examples 1.2.2 1.2.6,
& 1.2.8 that the conditions NU(3), existence of a Mal’tsev term, and existence of a
minority term are syntactically quite similar. It is interesting to note that the Mal’tsev
condition Minority of Example 1.2.8 is missing from Theorem 2.3.2. In a recent paper
of Kazda, Opršal, Valeriote and Zhuk [29] it is shown that techniques involving the
local-global type argument described in the discussion following Theorem 2.3.2 may
turn out to be ineffective in establishing tractability of the condition Minority. In
particular, the authors of that paper provide a family of algebras of increasing size
which each have term operations satisfying the minority equations on subsets of some
size proportional to the size of the algebra but which do not have global minority
operations.

This could suggest some initial evidence that the Mal’tsev condition Minority may
give rise to an EXPTIME-complete MCSP. However, the authors of [29] rule that out4

in the following theorem:

Theorem 2.3.5 ([29], Theorem 17). SatIdMinority ∈ NP.

The complexity of the idempotent Minority-satisfaction problem is still not known
to be either tractable or NP-complete. It seems unlikely to the author of this thesis
that SatId

Minority is a genuine NP-intermediate problem but more research is needed to
determine the precise complexity of this MCSP. In this thesis, we are at least able to
extend the result of [29, Theorem 17]. In Theorem 5.2.4 we replace “Minority” with
any Mal’tsev condition of height < 1 (see Definition 5.1.1) thus extending this result to
a broad class of decision problems. As noted in [29], the complexity of Σ-satisfaction
problems for such conditions seems to be closely linked with subpower membership
problems over algebras which satisfy related conditions. See the discussion in Chapter
5 for more detailed analysis.

In the next chapter we begin to extend the boundaries of current knowledge by
proving tractability and NP results for some conditions not yet established in the
field.

2.4 Circuits

Let Σ be a Mal’tsev condition. Aside from the decision problems SatΣ and SatId
Σ

we will also concern ourselves in this thesis with the related search problems:

� INPUT: A finite (idempotent) algebra A.

� GOAL: Obtain operation tables for term operations of A which witness that A
satisfies the Mal’tsev condition Σ if such terms exist.

4Once again assuming NP 6= EXPTIME.
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Clearly this is a “harder” problem than the decision problems SatΣ and SatId
Σ since

in obtaining operation tables witnessing the satisfaction we also answer the question of
whether the Mal’tsev condition is satisfied. One can easily imagine contexts in which
an algorithm implementing the search problem would be of greater practical use than
one which merely answers the decision problem. For example, in [11] an algorithm
is given for deciding CSPs over Mal’tsev templates (i.e. instances of CSP(A) where
A is an algebra with a Mal’tsev term) in which a Mal’tsev term operation of A is
explicitly used to decide whether a solution exists. Hence in order to implement the
algorithm it is necessary first to have a Mal’tsev term operation “in hand”.

Similarly, the result of [13, Theorem 4.13] provides a polynomial-time verifier for
SMP(A) whenever A is a finite algebra with a parallelogram term and to implement
the algorithm requires explicitly evaluating the parallelogram term on particular in-
puts. The proof of Theorem 5.2.4 also uses the same verifier and hence provides
another example when knowing that such a term operation exists is insufficient with-
out being able to evaluate the term operation.

The usual presentation for an operation f on a finite set A is as a table listing the
value f(a) at each input tuple a. Circuits provide an alternative representation of
term operations which sometimes prove more effective in computations. We introduce
the definition here and provide a reference for readers interested in further exploring
the computational advantages.

Definition 2.4.1. Let A = (A,F) be an algebra, n ≥ 1 and t(x1, . . . , xn) an n-ary
term operation of A. An n-ary circuit C in the language of A is a finite directed,
acyclic graph satisfying the following conditions:

� Each node of the circuit is designated as either an input or a gate and there are
precisely n input nodes which are linearly ordered.

� Every input is a source (in-degree 0). The out-degree of an input may be any
nonnegative integer.

� Every gate is labelled by an operation symbol f of a basic operation of A. If
the operation symbol f has arity k, then the in-degree of a gate labelled f is
k and the k in-edges of the gate are linearly ordered. The out-degree of a gate
may be any nonnegative integer.

� Some nodes are designated as outputs of the circuit and for convenience these
are also assumed to be linearly ordered.

We define the value of the n-ary circuit C on the input a1, . . . , an ∈ A by first induc-
tively defining the value of a node of the circuit C on the input a1, . . . , an:

� For i = 1, . . . , n the value of the i-th input node on the input a1, . . . , an is ai.
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� The value of a gate V labelled with the k-ary operation symbol f on the input
a1, . . . , an is fA(v1, . . . , vk) where vi is the value of the i-th in-edge of the gate
V on the input a1, . . . , an.

� The value of C on the input a1, . . . , an is the value of the output nodes of C on
the input a1, . . . , an.

We say that the n-ary circuit C is a circuit for t(x1, . . . , xn) if C has precisely one
output and for any input a1, . . . , an ∈ A we have that the value of C on a1, . . . , an is
t(a1, . . . , an).

The size of the circuit C is defined to be the number of nodes of C and it should
be clear that given operation tables for the basic operations of A, the value of the
circuit C on a given input a1, . . . , an can be determined in time O(R|C|) where R is
the maximum in-degree of any node of C.

It should be clear from the above definition that circuits provide an alternative
way to represent one or more term operations of A. A simple example is given in
Figure 2.1. A more elaborate example is found in Chapter 5 (Figure 5.1).

··· x8x

Figure 2.1: A Circuit in the Language of Groups for the Term x8 := x · (x · (x · (x ·
(x · (x · (x · x))))))

It is clear that any term operation of an algebra can be represented by a circuit
since every term operation is built from the basic operations by generalized compo-
sition. Note that the circuit in Figure 2.1 has four nodes5, whereas the circuit built
based on the composition tree for the term x8 would have eight input nodes and seven
instances of the · gate.

Indeed in [26, Example 2.1] an example is provided which demonstrates that there
really is a computational advantage to representing terms by circuits as compared
to operation tables (assuming P 6= NP). For an exploration of the computational
benefits of representing term operations by circuits the interested reader is directed
to [26]. The benefits can also be seen within the pages of this thesis. In the proof of
Theorem 5.2.4 we make use of circuits for term operations of an algebra A which can
be built and evaluated on a single input in polynomial-time with respect to ||A|| but
for which an operation table could not be effectively calculated (or even printed) in
less than exponential time.

5The “node” labelled x8 is included in the illustration but does not formally make up part of the
circuit.
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Chapter 3

Polynomial-Time and NP Results
Using Near Unanimity Terms

Let’s write a Haiku
To achieve that noble goal

Unanimity

In this chapter we examine how the interpolation results of Baker and Pixley [2] can
be used to provide an NP certificate for the satisfaction of strong Mal’tsev conditions
which imply the existence of near unanimity terms. This result implies the existence
of nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions whose satisfaction problem is not EXPTIME-complete
(assuming EXPTIME 6= NP). In the case of linear strong Mal’tsev conditions which
imply near unanimity terms the results of Baker and Pixley can actually be used to
derive a polynomial-time algorithm. We cover the (computationally) easier case of
linear strong Mal’tsev conditions first in Section 3.1, before proving the more general
result in Section 3.2.

3.1 A Polynomial-Time Result Using Near Una-

nimity Terms

In this section we show that the problem SatId
Σ is tractable if Σ is a linear strong

Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of a near unanimity term. We begin
with a reminder of the definition of a near unanimity term.

Recall from Example 1.2.4: For k ≥ 3 a k-ary near unanimity term is a term
m(x1, . . . , xk) satisfying the k equations

m(x, x, . . . , x, y, x, . . . , x, x) ≈ x.

for each position of the “lone dissenter” y. We use NU(k) to denote the strong
Mal’tsev condition “existence of a k-ary near unanimity term” given by these equa-
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tions. The Mal’tsev condition1 NU , “existence of a near unanimity term”, is defined
to be the sequence (NU(k))k≥3. The study of near unanimity terms has a long history
and was especially popularized with Baker and Pixley’s celebrated result [2, Theorem
2.1]. We now reproduce the parts of that theorem upon which the main result of
this section (as well as the main result of Section 3.2) will rely. Note that in [2] the
result is stated at the level of varieties whereas for our purposes we have rephrased
the theorem to consider particular algebras. The full theorem appears in Chapter 1
of this thesis as Theorem 1.2.3.

Theorem 3.1.1 (Corollary of [2], Theorem 2.1). Let A be an algebra, d ≥ 2 and
suppose that A has a (d+ 1)-ary near unanimity term. Then for any n ≥ 1 and any
partial operation f : Df → A (Df ⊆ An), if every subalgebra of Ad is closed under f ,
then f is the restriction of a term operation of A.2

Proof. This is an immediate consequence of the Baker-Pixley Theorem. See [2, The-
orem 2.1].

As observed in [2, Section 2], this theorem of Baker and Pixley greatly simplifies the
problem of determining whether or not a given (partial) operation is (the restriction
of) a term operation of A in the case that A has a near unanimity term. The following
result forms part of Lemma 3.1 in [2] and will give us a more precise algorithm for
answering the same question. A proof of this result is an easy exercise in universal
algebra.

Lemma 3.1.2 ([2], Lemma 3.1). Let A be an algebra, r, k ≥ 1, and f : Df → A a
partial operation on A of arity r. The following are equivalent:

1. Every subalgebra of Ak is closed under f ,

2. For any (r × k)-matrix M over A with columns in Df , the row vector f(M)
(whose entries are f applied to each column of M) is in the subalgebra of Ak

generated by the rows of M .

With this lemma and Theorem 3.1.1 in hand, we see that if A has a near unanimity
term of arity (d + 1) then the problem of determining whether a given (partial)
operation f on A of arity r is (the restriction of) a term operation of A is equivalent
to the problem of determining whether for every (r × d)-matrix M with columns in
the domain of f , f(M) is in the appropriate subalgebra of Ad. We will use this result
to show that instances of SatId

Σ can be solved in polynomial-time if Σ is linear, strong,
and implies the existence of a near unanimity term.

1See Definition 1.2.1.
2Following [2, Section 2], we say that S ≤ Ak is closed under f if for any choice of n k-tuples

in S the k-tuple obtained by applying f coordinate-wise to these tuples is also in S whenever this
tuple is defined.
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Recall that our definition of “Σ implies NU” is that for any algebra A we have: if
A satisfies Σ, then A satisfiesNU . We may worry that the arity of the near unanimity
term guaranteed by this implication could grow with the instance A of SatId

Σ . Our
next result rules out this potential problem.

Lemma 3.1.3. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of a
near unanimity term. Then there is some k ≥ 3 such that Σ implies the existence of
a k-ary near unanimity term.

Proof. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of a near
unanimity term and let V := V(Σ) be the variety axiomatized by the equations of Σ.
Let F := FV({x, y}) be the free algebra in V on two generators.

Since F ∈ V we have that F satisfies Σ. Hence F satisfies NU .
I.e. there is some k ≥ 3 such that F has a near unanimity term m(x1, . . . , xk) of

arity k. For this term m we have:

mF(y, x, x, . . . , x, x) = mF(x, y, x, . . . , x, x) = · · · = mF(x, x, x, . . . , x, y) = x

and hence the equations

m(y, x, x, . . . , x, x) ≈ m(x, y, x, . . . , x, x) ≈ · · · ≈ m(x, x, x, . . . , x, y) ≈ x

hold in the variety V .
Since for every algebra A we have that A satisfies Σ if and only if there are terms

t1, . . . , tn of A such that the algebra A′ := (A, tA1 , . . . , t
A
n ) lies in V , and A′ ∈ V

implies that A′ satisfies NU(k), it follows that Σ implies NU(k), as required.

Thanks to [37, Theorem 2.5] the decision problem “does the strong Mal’tsev con-
dition Σ imply NU?” is actually undecidable.3 Nevertheless if there is some way
to guarantee that the Mal’tsev condition in which we are interested actually implies
NU (for example, if the equations of NU(k) are included in Σ), then we may use the
results of Theorems 3.1.8 and 3.2.1 to solve the problem SatId

Σ or verify YES instances
respectively. In practice for the Mal’tsev conditions of interest to universal algebraists
it is already known whether or not they imply the existence of near unanimity terms.

We are now almost ready to prove the main result of this section. For convenience,
we first introduce a lemma about linear strong Mal’tsev conditions in general. The
result of the lemma is an observation which has been made many times before, for
example in the proof of [22, Lemma 9.4]. The lemma is not a necessary ingredient in
the proof of Theorem 3.1.8 but serves to shorten the proof and simplify complexity
estimates (see the discussion after the proof of the theorem for details on bypassing
Lemma 3.1.4).

3Take H in the statement of [37, Theorem 2.5] to be the set of strong Mal’tsev conditions Σ such
that Σ implies NU . The same argument shows that the decision problem “does the strong Mal’tsev
condition Σ imply NU(k)?” is also undecidable.
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Lemma 3.1.4. Let Σ be a linear strong Mal’tsev condition. Then there is a Mal’tsev
condition T of the form {f(x1) ≈ f(y1), . . . , f(xl) ≈ f(yl)} (involving a single func-
tion symbol f) such that for any idempotent algebra A we have that A satisfies Σ if
and only if A satisfies T .

Proof. The idea is to compose all of the function symbols of Σ together in a particular
way such that the original operations can be recovered using the idempotent law. We
also replace any instance of the variable x (say) with the term f(x, x, . . . , x). See the
proof of [22, Lemma 9.4] for more details.

Example 3.1.5. Let Σ be the Mal’tsev condition

Σ := {g(x, y) ≈ g(y, x), g(x, y) ≈ f(x, y, x), f(y, y, x) ≈ f(x, x, y)}.

An idempotent algebra A satisfies Σ if and only if it also satisfies the condition:

Σ1 := {h(xxx yyy) ≈ h(yyy xxx), h(xxx yyy) ≈ h(xyx xyx),

h(yyx yyx) ≈ h(xxy xxy)}

in which commas have been omitted and spaces added for readability. Term opera-
tions interpreting f and g can be recovered from a term operation interpreting h via
gA(x, y) := hA(xxx yyy) and fA(x, y, z) := hA(xyz xyz). A term operation inter-
preting h can be recovered from idempotent term operations interpreting f and g via
hA(x1, x2, x3, x4, x5, x6) := fA(gA(x1, x4), gA(x2, x5), gA(x3, x6)).

We now introduce a definition which will be used during the proof of Theorem
3.1.8.

Definition 3.1.6. Let A and X be sets and r ≥ 2 an integer. For tuples a ∈ Ar and
x ∈ Xr we say that a matches the equality pattern of x if for each 1 ≤ i < j ≤ r we
have x|i = x|j =⇒ a|i = a|j.

Example 3.1.7. Let X = {w, x, y, z} be a set of variables.

� The tuple (0, 0, 1, 1, 1, 0) ∈ {0, 1}6 matches the equality pattern of

(w,w, x, x, y, z) ∈ X6.

� Every tuple in {0, 1}3 matches the equality pattern of some x in

{(y, x, x), (x, y, x), (x, x, y)}.

Theorem 3.1.8. Let Σ be a linear strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the exis-
tence of a near unanimity term. Then there is some k ≥ 3 such that any instance A
of SatIdΣ can be solved by
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1. Solving A as an instance of SatIdNU(k) and then

2. Solving a corresponding instance PA of CSP(A) if A is a YES instance of
SatIdNU(k).

Furthermore, the instance PA can be constructed by an algorithm whose runtime is
polynomial in ||A||, and hence SatIdΣ ∈ P.

Proof. Let Σ be a linear strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of a
near unanimity term and let A be an instance of SatId

Σ . Without loss of generality4

we may assume that Σ is a condition of the form

{f(x1
1, . . . , x

1
r) ≈ f(y1

1, . . . , y
1
r), . . . , f(xl1, . . . , x

l
r) ≈ f(yl1, . . . , y

l
r)}.

By Lemma 3.1.3 we know that Σ implies NU(k) for some fixed k ≥ 3. Our first
step then is to use the algorithm given by [24, Corollary 2.7 (1)] to determine whether
A supports a k-ary near unanimity term. If A does not have a k-ary near unanimity
term, then we return the answer NO, since A cannot satisfy Σ in this case.

Otherwise, we know that A has a k-ary near unanimity term. We will construct
an instance PA = (Ar, A, CA) of CSP(A) which has a solution if and only if A satisfies
Σ. The instance PA has variable set Ar (where r is the arity of the function symbol
f) and domain A and hence a solution s to PA is an r-ary operation on A. The
constraints CA will be chosen such that:

� Any solution s to PA is an operation which satisfies the equations of Σ,

� Any solution s to PA is a term operation of A, and

� If s is a term operation of A which satisfies the equations of Σ, then s is a
solution to PA.

If we can choose constraints which guarantee these outcomes, then clearly A is a
YES instance of SatId

Σ if and only if PA is a YES instance of CSP(A). We be-
gin by defining the constraints that will guarantee that s satisfies the equations
s(xα1 , . . . , x

α
r ) ≈ s(yα1 , . . . , y

α
r ) for each α ∈ {1, . . . , l}.

Define

E := {(a1, . . . , ar, b1, . . . , br) ∈ A2r | (a, b) matches the equality pattern of

(xα1 , . . . x
α
r , y

α
1 , . . . y

α
r ) for some α = 1, . . . , l}.

For each tuple (a, b) ∈ E we include in CA the constraint Ca,b := ((a, b),=A) which

says that any solution s to PA must satisfy s(a) = s(b). By guaranteeing the satis-
faction of each of these equalities by any solution s to PA, we see that the equation
s(xα1 , . . . , x

α
r ) ≈ s(yα1 , . . . , y

α
r ) is also satisfied by any solution.

4See Lemma 3.1.4
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We now introduce the constraints which will guarantee that a solution s to PA will
be a term operation of A. Using the theorem of Baker and Pixley (Theorem 1.2.3)
we need only guarantee that every subalgebra of Ak−1 is closed under any solution s,
and using Lemma 3.1.2 we can encode this condition in the constraints of the instance
PA, in the following manner:

For any choice c1, . . . , ck−1 of k − 1 distinct tuples in Ar, we include in CA the
constraint

Tc1,...,ck−1
:=
(
(c1, . . . , ck−1),

〈
d1, . . . , dr

〉
Ak−1

)
where di is the i-th row of the matrix whose columns are (transposes of) c1, . . . , ck−1.
To satisfy the constraint Tc1,...,ck−1

we must have (s(c1), . . . , s(ck−1)) ∈
〈
d1, . . . , dr

〉
Ak−1 .

Since we include such a constraint for every choice of c1, . . . , ck−1 in Ar (the domain of
the instance PA), we see that satisfying each of these constraints is equivalent to the
second condition of Lemma 3.1.2. Using that lemma and Theorem 1.2.3, any solution
to the constructed instance PA is a term operation of A.

On the other hand, it is clear that a term operation of A which satisfies the equa-
tions of Σ also satisfies all of the constraints outlined in the previous two paragraphs.

It follows that the instance PA := (Ar, A, CA) of CSP(A) constructed above has
a solution if and only if A is a YES instance of SatId

Σ . Since A has a near unanimity
operation it follows that A has “bounded width” ([28, Corollary 3.6], [34]) and hence
CSP(A) is tractable via an algorithm whose runtime is independent of the algebra A.5

It remains only to prove that given A, the instance PA can be built in polynomial-
time.

The equality constraint relation =A can clearly be constructed in time O(|A|)
and need only be constructed once. To build all of the constraints Ca,b for a, b ∈
E we need to check for each tuple (a1, . . . , ar, b1, . . . , br) ∈ A2r whether we have
(a1, . . . , ar, b1, . . . , br) ∈ E or not. For a fixed tuple (a1, . . . , ar, b1, . . . , br) this proce-
dure is clearly linear in r and independent of ||A||. Hence the time taken to build all
of the constraints Ca,b ∈ E is O(|A|2r) which is O(||A||2r).

Next, for each choice of distinct c1, . . . , ck−1 ∈ Ar we need to build the correspond-
ing constraint relation

〈
d1, . . . , dr

〉
Ak−1 for the constraint Tc1,...,ck−1

defined above.

Thanks to [20, Proposition 6.1] this relation can be built in time O(||A||k). Since

there are |A|
r
Pk−1 = |A|r!

(|A|r−(k−1))!
-many such constraints to construct, the total time to

build all of the constraints Tc1,...,ck−1
is O((|A|r)(k−1)||A||k) which is O(||A||r(k−1)+k).

Since k ≥ 3 we see that the total time taken to construct the instance PA is
O(||A||r(k−1)+k), a polynomial in ||A||, as required.

Example 3.1.9. As an example of a Mal’tsev condition which satisfies the hypotheses
of Theroem 3.1.8, consider the Mal’tsev condition of having a symmetric majority term

5See Sections 5.3, 5.5, and 5.6 of the survey article [5] for an overview on algebras of bounded
width.
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given by the equations:

{m(x, y, z) ≈ m(y, x, z),

m(x, y, z) ≈ m(y, z, x),

m(x, x, y) ≈ m(x, y, x) ≈ m(y, x, x) ≈ x}.

This condition is satisfied in any lattice by the term

m(x, y, z) := (x ∧ y) ∨ (y ∧ z) ∨ (z ∧ x)

and is strictly weaker than the condition of having lattice terms since that condition is
known to be nonlinear (see [41] for a proof). Theorem 3.1.8 tells us that the existence
of a symmetric majority term can be checked in polynomial-time for finite idempotent
algebras whereas currently the best algorithms for detecting lattice terms are in the
class NP (Corollary 3.2.3).

The runtime of the algorithm presented in the proof of Theorem 3.1.8 is a little
obscure since it depends on the method used to solve the constructed instance of
CSP(A). In [10, Section 3.1] an algorithm is given to transform any given instance P
of CSP(A) to a so-called “l-minimal” instance P ′ (where l ≥ 2 is some fixed integer).
“l-minimal” here is a consistency requirement for the instance P ′. The result of
[5, Theorem 68] implies that it is enough to implement the algorithm given in [10,
Section 3.1] to transform the instance PA built in the proof of Theorem 3.1.8 into a
corresponding 3-minimal instance P ′A, rejecting only if the instance P ′A has any empty
constraint relations.6

Using the algorithm given in [10, Section 3.1] the instance P ′A can be built in time

O(m3(|A|r)3)

where m is the total number of tuples appearing in constraint relations of PA. Thus
m is

O(|A|2r(|A|2) + (|A|r)k−1|A|k−1) = O(|A|(r+1)(k−1))

for a total time requirement for establishing 3-minimality in the order of

O(|A|3(r+1)(k−1)+3r).

Note that the proof of Theorem 3.1.8 uses the idempotence of the algebra A in two
ways. The first use of idempotence is to write the Mal’tsev condition Σ as a condition
involving only one function symbol. This is purely to simplify the presentation of the

6The notions of “width (2, 3)” from [5] and “3-minimal” from [10] are formally different conditions
but both can be seen to imply a level of consistency sufficient to guarantee that partial solutions can
be extended to solutions.

38



Ph.D. Thesis - J P Rooney
McMaster University - Mathematics and Statistics

proof of the theorem. Indeed, in practice it would be more efficient7 to construct a
slightly different instance of CSP(A) which has domain Ar1 t Ar2 t · · · t Arn where
r1, . . . , rn are the arities of the function symbols involved in the equations of the
condition Σ. In this case, a solution to the given instance could be regarded as a
family of operations on A and equality constraints may be placed between the different
“summands” of the disjoint union to guarantee satisfaction of the Mal’tsev condition
Σ (if necessary).8 Constraints can also be used to guarantee that each operation
individually is a term operation of A using the theorem of Baker and Pixley in an
analogous manner to the proof presented.

The second use of idempotence is in checking whether A satisfies the condition
NU(k). The complexity of the decision problem SatNU(k) remains an open question
in the field. We remark now that if the problem SatNU(k) is demonstrated to be
tractable (for arbitrary fixed k), then the result of the theorem presented above can
be extended to the problem SatΣ for any linear strong Mal’tsev condition Σ which
impliesNU(k), removing any need for the assumption of idempotence. We summarize
this in a corollary:

Corollary 3.1.10. Let Σ be a linear strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the
existence of a near unanimity term. Then there is some k ≥ 3 such that any instance
A of SatΣ can be solved by

1. Solving A as an instance of SatNU(k) and then

2. Solving a corresponding instance PA of CSP(A) if A is a YES instance of
SatNU(k).

Furthermore, the instance PA can be constructed by an algorithm whose runtime is
polynomial in ||A||, and hence if SatNU(k) is in P then so is SatΣ.

We also highlight the following corollary which deals with the search problem
related to a given Σ-satisfaction problem. Further results of this kind (for various Σ)
are found in Chapter 4.

Corollary 3.1.11. Let Σ be a linear strong Mal’tsev condition which implies NU .
There is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes as input a finite idempotent algebra
A and returns the operation tables of term operations of A witnessing that A satisfies
Σ whenever such terms exist (and otherwise returns the answer NO).

7By invoking Lemma 3.1.4 we construct an instance PA whose domain may have size as large as

|A|R where R =
n∏

i=1

ri, whereas the disjoint union constructed above has size
n∑

i=1

|A|ri .
8We may also need constraints of the form ((a1, . . . , ar), {a}) to guarantee the satisfaction of

equations of height < 1 (see Definition 5.1.1). If the input algebra is not idempotent then the
subset {a} may not be a subuniverse of A which is a technical violation of our definition of CSP(A).
The result of the theorem still holds in this context because the subset {a} is a subuniverse of the
(idempotent) algebra B := (A,mA(x1, . . . , xk)) whose basic operation is the k-ary near unanimity
term operation of A, and the instance of CSP(A) constructed can be regarded instead as an instance
of CSP(B).
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Proof. Let PA be the instance of CSP(A) constructed in the proof of Theorem 3.1.8.
If there is no solution to this instance then the algorithm halts and outputs the answer
NO. Otherwise, a folklore technique in constraint satisfaction9 allows us to construct
a solution by incrementally constraining each variable to take one particular value and
determining whether a solution exists in which this variable takes on that particular
value. Taking each variable in turn we search the possible values which that variable
could take on and when we find a value for which there is a solution we keep this
assignment as a new constraint and move on to the next variable. There are |A|r-
many variables in the instance and |A|-many possible values for each variable. Hence
we need to solve at most |A|r|A| − 1 = O(|A|r+1)-many instances of CSP(A) in order
to determine a solution to PA. As observed in the proof of Theorem 3.1.8 this solution
is a term operation of A witnessing that A satisfies Σ.

In the next section we will consider nonlinear strong Mal’tsev conditions. The
proof of Theorem 3.1.8 relied heavily on reducing an instance A of SatId

Σ to an instance
PA of CSP(A). For nonlinear strong Mal’tsev conditions it remains unclear whether
a similar construction can work to achieve a polynomial-time algorithm. However the
theorem of Baker and Pixley still provides an efficient algorithm to determine whether
a given operation is a term operation of A (in the case that A has a near unanimity
term). This result is used in the next section to show that the satisfaction of nonlinear
strong Mal’tsev conditions which imply the existence of a near unanimity term can
at least be verified in polynomial-time, placing this problem in NP.

3.2 An NP Result Using Near Unanimity Terms

Until recently the only known results on the complexity of SatId
Σ for nonlinear

strong Mal’tsev conditions Σ were hardness results demonstrating that these problems
are EXPTIME-complete (see for example [19], [20]). In this section we prove that when
Σ implies the existence of a near unanimity term, then the problem SatId

Σ is in NP. In
particular, this provides examples of nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions whose idempotent
satisfaction problem is not EXPTIME-complete (assuming NP 6= EXPTIME). Such an
example is given in Corollary 3.2.3 after the statement and proof of the main result.

Theorem 3.2.1. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence a
near unanimity term. Then the problem SatIdΣ is in NP.

Proof. Let A be an instance of SatId
Σ . Since Σ implies NU , using Lemma 3.1.3 it

follows that Σ implies NU(k) for some k ≥ 3. As in the linear case, our first step is
to use the algorithm of Horowitz [24, Corollary 2.7 (1)] to determine whether or not
A has a k-ary near unanimity term. If the algorithm returns the answer NO, then it
follows that A 2 Σ and we are done.

9This technique is alluded to for example at the very end of [5, Section 3.2].
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Otherwise, we know that A supports a near unanimity term of arity k. Let
h1, . . . , hm be a complete list of the operation symbols found in the equations of Σ.
We show that given (tables for) operations g1, . . . , gm with arity(gi) =arity(hi) for each
i = 1, . . . ,m, it can be verified in polynomial-time that g1, . . . , gm are term operations
of A witnessing that A satisfies Σ.

Let σ(x) ≈ τ(y) be an equation of Σ, and let s, t denote the operations obtained
from σ and τ respectively by interpreting each occurrence of hi in σ and τ as the
function gi for each i ≤ m. Let p denote the number of distinct variables occurring
in the equation σ(x) ≈ τ(y) and note that p is independent of the algebra A. The
operation tables for s and t can both be obtained in time O(|A|p) since for each tuple
in Ap we need to look up a constant number of values from some of the tables gi
(for i ∈ I ⊆ [m] determined by the structure of the terms σ and τ). The equality
of the functions s and t can be verified by checking that for each a ∈ Ap we have
s(a) = t(a).10 Having built and stored the tables for s and t this equality can be
checked in constant time (for a fixed tuple a).

Hence a single equation can be verified (given the tables for gi) in time O(||A||p)
where p is the number of variables occurring in the equation. Since the number of
equations in Σ and the arities of the associated term operations are both independent
of the algebra A, it follows that all the equations of Σ can be verified in polynomial-
time.

It remains to see that for each 1 ≤ i ≤ m we can verify in polynomial-time that gi
is a term operation of A. Using the results of Baker and Pixley (Theorem 3.1.1 and
Lemma 3.1.2), it suffices to check that for every c1, . . . , ck−1 ∈ An (where n = arity(gi))
we have (g(c1), . . . , g(ck−1)) ∈

〈
d1, . . . , dn

〉
Ak−1 , where dj = (c1|j, . . . , ck−1|j) is the

transpose of the jth column of the matrix whose rows are c1, . . . , ck−1. For each
choice of distinct tuples c1, . . . , ck−1 this condition can be checked in time O(||A||k)
by [20, Proposition 6.1]. Since there are |A|rPk−1 = |A|r!

(|A|r−(k−1))!
choices for the

tuples c1, . . . , ck−1, verifying that gi is a term operation of A is achieved in time
O(|A|n(k−1)||A||k) which is O(||A||n(k−1)+k).

Let r be the maximum arity of all the gi (for 1 ≤ i ≤ m). Then it follows that to
verify that every gi is a term operation of A takes time O(||A||r(k−1)+k) (since m is
fixed independently of A).

Given a YES instance A of SatId
Σ we define a certificate C(A) for A as a string

of operation tables for term operations g1, . . . , gm of A witnessing that A satisfies Σ.
A polynomial-time verifier11 for SatId

Σ is then given by the following algorithm whose
input is (A, C(A))

1. Solve A as an instance of SatId
NU(k) for an appropriate choice of k (independent

of A) and obtain the answer YES, in polynomial-time thanks to [24, Corollary

10It may be that not every variable occurring in the equation σ(x) ≈ τ(y) occurs in both of the
terms σ and τ . For example in the equation σ(x, y) ≈ τ(x, y, z). In this case we have p = 3 and for
a = (a, b, c) ∈ A3 we consider s(a) to be s(a, b). This is simply for notational convenience.

11See Definition 2.1.4.
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2.7(1)].

2. Verify that the equations of Σ hold when each hi is interpreted by the function
gi, in the manner described above, in time O(||A||p).

3. Verify that each gi is a term operation of A, in the manner described above, in
time O(||A||r(k−1)+k).

Since each of these items can be achieved in polynomial-time (as outlined above), it
follows that SatId

Σ is in NP.

The only use of idempotence in the above proof is to determine whether or not A
is a YES instance of SatId

NU(k). It follows that if the problem SatNU(k) can be shown

to be in NP (for arbitrary fixed k), then this would imply the corresponding result
SatΣ ∈ NP for any Σ which implies NU . As in the previous section, we summarize
this observation in the following corollary:

Corollary 3.2.2. Fix k ≥ 3. If SatNU(k) is in NP then so is SatΣ for any strong
Mal’tsev condition Σ which implies NU(k).

In particular, if idempotence can be removed from the hypothesis of Theorem
5.2.4, then we can also remove idempotence from Theorem 3.2.1.

The corollaries that follow are novel consequences of Theorem 3.2.1.

Corollary 3.2.3. Let Λ be the Mal’tsev condition of having lattice terms. Then
SatIdΛ ∈ NP.

Proof. If ∨ and ∧ are terms of an algebra A which satisfy the lattice identities, then
the term m(x, y, z) := (x ∨ y) ∧ (y ∨ z) ∧ (x ∨ z) is clearly a majority term of A. It
follows that Λ implies NU and hence SatId

Λ ∈ NP by Theorem 3.2.1.

Corollary 3.2.4. If NP 6= EXPTIME, then there is a nonlinear Mal’tsev condition
whose idempotent satisfaction problem is not EXPTIME-complete.

Proof. It is known that the condition of having lattice terms is not equivalent to a
linear Mal’tsev condition (see for example [41]). Hence there is a nonlinear Mal’tsev
condition whose idempotent satisfaction problem is in NP, as required.

It is interesting to contrast the result of Corollary 3.2.3 with that of [19, Theorem
4.5] which says that detection of a semilattice term is EXPTIME-complete even for
idempotent algebras. So far there are very few results concerning the complexity
of MCSPs for nonlinear Mal’tsev conditions. It seems intuitive that having “more
structure” (e.g. implying NU) is easier to detect than conditions without such strong
structural consequences. The following conjecture is grounded within that ethos but
represents a much more attainable goal. The Mal’tsev condition described is a known
weakening of the semilattice condition.
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Conjecture 3.2.5. The problem SatId2-semi is EXPTIME-complete, where 2-semi is the
(nonlinear12) Mal’tsev condition of having a 2-semilattice term:

2-semi := {b(x, x) ≈ x, b(x, y) ≈ b(y, x), b(x, b(x, y)) ≈ b(x, y)}

The following two conjectures are also in keeping with the ethos described above
and the first is an obvious consequence of the second.

Conjecture 3.2.6. The problem SatIdΛ is in P where Λ is the condition of having
lattice terms.

Conjecture 3.2.7. The problem SatIdΣ is in P whenever Σ is a strong Mal’tsev con-
dition which implies NU .

12It can be demonstrated that the condition 2-semi is not preserved under retractions and hence
it follows from the result of [6, Proposition 5.3] that this condition is indeed nonlinear.
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Chapter 4

On the Construction of Term
Operations

Until this point we have primarily been concerned with the complexity of the
decision problem: does A satisfy the Mal’tsev conditionM? I.e. do there exist terms
in the language of A such that the associated term operations satisfy the equations
of M? We now turn our attention to the complexity of a related search problem:
given a finite algebra A, construct the operation tables of term operations of A which
satisfy the Mal’tsev condition M if such terms exist.

In this chapter, we introduce a recent result of Kazda, Opršal, Valeriote and Zhuk
[29] which states that the problem of building Mal’tsev term operations is tractable for
finite idempotent algebras. We then extend this result to include edge term operations
of any fixed arity (as well as several other conditions). This result for edge term
operations will be used later in order to derive the NP result of Chapter 5. We also
explore other well-known conditions for which the problem of obtaining operation
tables is tractable and suggest a conjecture that for any condition whose satisfaction
can be decided in polynomial-time there is a corresponding polynomial-time algorithm
to construct the relevant term operations. We begin with the relatively simple problem
of building operation tables for cyclic term operations as a guide to understanding
the basic proof technique. We then reproduce the proof from [29] to serve as a
guide for the new result Theorem 4.4.5. In the final section of this chapter, we look
at more complicated conditions involving multiple operation symbols and formulate
conjectures for future investigation.

4.1 Building Local Term Operations

As we will see throughout this chapter, obtaining operation tables or circuits for
term operations satisfying certain equations will typically involve subalgebra genera-
tion in order to obtain some term operations satisfying a “local” version of the given
equations. The following proposition is an extension of [20, Proposition 6.1] and was
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first observed in [29, Section 4]. This result will be used in almost all subsequent
results of this chapter, and hence we find it convenient to formalize it here.

Proposition 4.1.1. Fix k, n ≥ 1. There is a polynomial-time algorithm1 which takes
as input a finite algebra A, together with tuples a1, . . . , an ∈ Ak, and returns the
subuniverse B of Ak generated by {a1, . . . , an} together with, for each b ∈ B, the
operation table tb(x1, . . . , xn) of a term operation of A such that tb(a1, . . . , an) = b.

Proof. Let k and n be fixed. We define an algorithm which takes input A, a1, . . . , an
and generates every element b ∈ B :=

〈
a1, . . . , an

〉
Ak while also storing, for each b

generated, the operation table of a term operation tb of A which generates the element
b when applied to the generators a1, . . . , an. The algorithm is defined as follows:

1We consider n and k to be fixed here- the algorithm described runs in polynomial-time with
respect to ||A||.
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Algorithm 4.1: Generating a Subpower and Storing Term Operations

Input: A finite algebra A := (A,F) and a1, . . . , an, tuples in Ak

Output: The subuniverse of Ak generated by a1, . . . , an together with the

operation table of a term operation tb for every element b in the generated

subpower, which satisfies the equality tb(a1, . . . , an) = b.

1: B0 := {a1, . . . , an}
2: for each i = 1, . . . , n do
3: store tai(x1, . . . , xn) := xi
4: endfor
5: j := 0
6: while Bj 6= ∅ do
7: Bj+1 := ∅
8: for each f ∈ F do
9: rf := arity(f)

10: for each c = (c1, . . . , crf ) ∈ (
j⋃
i=0

Bi)
rf\(

j−1⋃
i=0

Bi)
rf do

11: if f(c) ∈
j⋃
i=0

Bi then

12: go to next c
13: else
14: add f(c) to Bj+1

15: store tf(c)(x1, . . . , xn) := f(tc1(x1, . . . , xn), . . . , tcrf (x1, . . . , xn))

16: endif
17: endfor
18: endfor
19: j := j + 1
20: endwhile

21: B :=
j⋃
i=0

Bj

22: return {(b, tb) | b ∈ B}.

Correctness of the algorithm follows from standard results in universal algebra (see
for example [15, Chapter II, Theorem 3.2]). In fact, as suggested in the proof of [20,
Proposition 6.1], what this algorithm does is to apply every basic operation f of A to
every tuple in Brf without ever applying a basic operation to the same tuple twice.
Lines (11)-(15) of the algorithm are therefore executed at most |F| · ||A||k-many2

times and this clearly dominates the computation.
Calculating f(c) takes time O(krf ) since c is a k-tuple of inputs to f and we need

to read each one and then use a constant-time lookup in the table for f . We can

2Recall from Definition 1.1.1 that ||A|| =
∑
f∈F
|A|arity(f).
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then check the condition of the if statement in line (11) in time O(1). Assuming the
condition fails, we require O(rf |A|n)-time to construct the table for tf(c)(x1, . . . , xn) in

line (15), since for each tuple d ∈ An we need to look up the values of tc1(d), . . . , tcrf (d)
and then read this tuple and look up the value of f at this tuple. Each of these lookups
is achieved in constant time since we have already stored the relevant operation tables.

Let R denote the maximum arity of all the operations in F . Then the algorithm
correctly produces all elements of the subuniverse B and the corresponding operation
tables in time

O(|F| · ||A||k · (kR + 1 +R|A|n))

which is O(||A||k+n+2), a polynomial in ||A|| as required.

It follows from the lemma that given a finite algebra A together with a1, . . . , an
and a ∈ Ak we can quickly (i.e. in polynomial-time with respect to ||A||) build the
operation table of a term operation ta satisfying ta(a1, . . . , an) = a if such a term
operation exists (and otherwise answer NO). Simply halt the above algorithm when
the tuple a is generated, or alternatively, complete the algorithm and search the
output for a. Similarly, if (x1, . . . , xk) ∈ Xk is a fixed tuple of variables from a set X,
then we can find an element a ∈ 〈a1, . . . , an〉 which matches the equality pattern3 of
x and build the operation table of a term operation ta of A which satisfies

ta(a1, . . . , an) = a

or else determine that no such a exists in polynomial-time with respect to ||A||.
Before moving on to the main results of the chapter, we briefly discuss the related

problem of building circuits for term operations of A. In this thesis we have elected
to present direct proofs that the operation tables of certain term operations may
be computed efficiently. An operation table for a given term operation can also be
viewed as a 1-gate circuit4 for computing the term, in the extended language where
that term operation is included as one of the basic operations. On the other hand,
if f is an operation on A of fixed arity r and a circuit with maximum gate arity
R of size K is given for computing f , then a table for f can be computed in time
O(RK|A|r) by simply running the circuit on every possible input and recording all
of the input-output pairs as a table. From a practical perspective then, if we wish to
obtain values of a term operation f of A (where the arity of f is fixed independently
of A), then a polynomial-size circuit for f is as convenient as an operation table for
f (up to polynomial-time reductions).

The following proposition is an analogue of Proposition 4.1.1 which will allow us
to derive circuits for term operations in the same way that Proposition 4.1.1 allows
us to build operation tables for term operations. The result is essentially a porism of
[29, Theorem 6]. Readers who prefer the circuit-first approach may view Proposition

3See definition 3.1.6.
4See Definition 2.4.1.
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4.1.1 as a corollary of Proposition 4.1.2. From the perspective outlined in the previous
paragraph, they may be viewed as morally equivalent results.

Proposition 4.1.2. Fix k, n ≥ 1. There is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes
as input a finite algebra A, together with tuples a1, . . . , an ∈ Ak, and returns the set

{(b,mb) | b ∈ B :=
〈
a1, . . . , an

〉
Ak and

b is the mb-th element of B generated by the algorithm}

together with a circuit CB in the language of A with n inputs and |B|-many designated
outputs such that the value of the mb-th output of the circuit CB on input a1, . . . , an
is b.

Proof. Simply adapt Algorithm 4.1 in the following ways:

1. Rather than storing the operation table tai(x1, . . . , xn) = xi on line (3), replace
the for loop in lines (2)-(4) with the single instruction: construct and store
the circuit Cn defined to be the circuit with inputs x1, . . . , xn and designated
outputs x1, . . . , xn (and no gates).

2. On line (15), rather than storing the operation table tf(c)(x1, . . . , xn), we con-
struct and store the circuit Cmf(c) . Suppose f(c) is the m-th element generated

so far.5 We follow Step 1 in the proof of [29, Theorem 6] to construct the
circuit Cm. Cm is a circuit with inputs x1, . . . , xn and with m outputs such
that if the tuples a1, . . . , an are inputted into Cm, then the m outputs are the
first m elements of

〈
a1, . . . , an

〉
Ak generated by our algorithm in the same or-

der in which they are generated. Cm is constructed from Cm−1 inductively (for
n + 1 ≤ m ≤ |B|) via appending one gate, labeled f , whose inputs are those
outputs of Cm−1 corresponding to the previously generated tuples c1, . . . , crf and
this gate is designated as the m-th output of Cm (the first m− 1 outputs of Cm
are the m − 1 outputs of Cm−1). Clearly the size of Cm (for m ≥ n) is m, and
Cm has the correct output values described on the inputs a1, . . . , an. We note
here that the time taken to build Cm from Cm−1 is O(rf ) since we simply add
rf new edges and one new vertex which we designate as the m-th output.

3. On line (22), return the set {(b,mb) |b ∈ B} and the circuit CB := C|B|.

The time requirement for the adapted algorithm (based on the analysis found in the
proof of Proposition 4.1.1) is O

(
|F| · ||A||k · (kR + 1 +R)

)
where R is the maximum

arity of the basic operations of A. Hence the adapted algorithm correctly produces
the desired output in time O(||A||k+2), a polynomial in ||A||, as required.

5Keeping track of the order in which the elements are generated will clearly not affect the asymp-
totic complexity of our algorithm. We adopt the convention that a1, . . . , an are the first n elements
generated and hence we are now assuming m ≥ n+ 1.
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The time estimates obtained in Propositions 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 suggest the follow-
ing improvement on the time taken to obtain the desired operation tables given by
Algorithm 4.1:

1. Run the adapted algorithm described in the proof of Proposition 4.1.2 to obtain
the circuit CB which computes all of the relevant term operations.

2. Run the circuit CB on all the tuples in An and record input-output pairs for
each of the term operations calculated by the circuit.

Since the circuit CB has size |A|k, the time taken to complete these two steps is

O
(
|F| · ||A||k · (kR + 1 +R)

)
+O

(
R|A|n|A|k

)
which our crude estimates render as O(||A||k+n+1). While this is in theory an improve-
ment on the estimate obtained by our analysis in Proposition 4.1.1 we remark here
that the actual time taken for the calculation will depend heavily on the implemen-
tation of the algorithm in specific operational contexts. In order to obtain accurate
worst-case analysis in subsequent results of this chapter, we use the time estimate
O(||A||k+n+2) whenever we use the result of these propositions to obtain operation
tables for term operations satisfying specific local conditions (e.g. in Theorems 4.2.1,
4.3.1, and 4.4.5).

4.2 Building a Cyclic Operation

Recall from Example 1.2.5: a cyclic term of arity k is a term c(x1, . . . , xk) satisfying
the equation6

c(x1, x2, . . . , xk) ≈ c(x2, . . . , xk, x1)

The result of [4, Lemma 2.4] clearly implies that the problem SatId
C(k) is tractable

where C(k) is the Mal’tsev condition of having a cyclic term of arity k. The next
result shows that obtaining an operation table for such a term operation is also a
tractable problem. The proof is based on an algorithm for the k-ary cyclic term
satisfaction problem SatId

C(k) which was presented to the author of this thesis by his
supervisor, Matt Valeriote. Original authorship of that algorithm is attributed to
Valeriote and Willard [43] and can also be viewed as a porism of [4, Lemma 2.4].

6We follow [5, Subsection 4.4] in our definition of cyclic terms. It may be more traditional
(see for example [4]) to require that cyclic terms also satisfy the equation of being idempotent
(c(x, . . . , x) ≈ x). In this case, the result of Theorem 4.2.1 is only valid for idempotent algebras
(for which the constructed term operation is necessarily idempotent) and the corresponding decision
problem is actually EXPTIME-complete in general thanks to [23, Corollary 5.1.9]. One significant
difference between the two definitions is that using the definition presented here, any algebra with
a constant term operation has cyclic operations of all arities (since a constant operation satisfies all
height 1 identities).
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Theorem 4.2.1. Fix k ≥ 2. There is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes as
input a finite algebra A and returns the operation table of a k-ary cyclic term operation
of A whenever such a term exists (and otherwise returns NO).

Proof. Let A be a finite algebra with |A| = N and fix an enumeration {a1, . . . , aNk} =

Ak. For a tuple b = (b1, . . . , bk) ∈ Ak and i ∈ {0, 1, . . . , k − 1} we define b
(i)

:=
(bi+1, bi+2, . . . , bk, b1, b2, . . . , bi), the tuple obtained by cyclically permuting the coor-
dinates of b a total of i times. The algorithm will start by constructing the operation
tables of term operations of A which satisfy local equalities based on the equations
satisfied by a cyclic term. Specifically, for each aj ∈ Ak we build the operation table
of a term operation tj(x1, . . . , xk) of A which satisfies:

tj(aj) = tj(a
(1)
j ) = · · · = tj(a

(k−1)
j ). (4.1)

This can be achieved by generating the subalgebra
〈
aj, a

(1)
j , . . . , a

(k−1)
j

〉
Ak

and

storing the operation table of any term operation of A which generates an element
matching the equality pattern of (x, x, . . . , x).7 Thanks to Proposition 4.1.1 (and the
discussion following that proposition) this takes time O

(
||A||2k+2

)
. Repeating this

procedure for each j = 1, . . . , Nk we see that the first stage of our algorithm takes
time O

(
Nk||A||2k+2

)
which is O

(
||A||3k+2

)
. If for some 1 ≤ j ≤ Nk we find that

there is no such term operation tj(x1, . . . , xk), then clearly A does not have a cyclic
term of arity k. In that case the algorithm will return the answer NO. Otherwise,
thanks to [4, Lemma 2.4] (see also the rest of this proof), it follows that A does have
a global cyclic term.

At this stage we have built the operation tables of term operations tj(x1, . . . , xk)
for 1 ≤ j ≤ Nk which each satisfy

tj(aj) = tj(a
(1)
j ) = · · · = tj(a

(k−1)
j ).

We now inductively define for each 1 ≤ n ≤ Nk a term tn(x1, . . . , xk) which
satisfies:

tn(ai) = tn(a
(1)
i ) = · · · = tn(a

(k−1)
i )

for every 1 ≤ i ≤ n. The term tN
k

is therefore a cyclic term of A.
The term tn(x1, . . . , xk) is defined via:

� t1(x1, . . . , xk) := t1(x1, . . . , xk)

� tn+1(x1, . . . , xk) :=

tu (tn(x1, x2, . . . , xk−1, xk), t
n(x2, . . . , xk−1, xk, x1), . . . , tn(xk, x1, x2, . . . , xk−1))

7The Equalities 4.1 follow because the matrix whose columns are aj , a
(1)
j , . . . , a

(k−1)
j is a symmetric

matrix.
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where u is chosen such that au =
(
tn(an+1), tn(a

(1)
n+1), . . . , tn(a

(k−1)
n+1 )

)
.

We first show that tn satisfies the desired equalities. Notice that t1(x1, . . . , xk)
satisfies the desired k − 1 equalities by the definition of t1(x1, . . . , xk). Now suppose
that tn(x1, . . . , xk) satisfies the desired n sets of k − 1 equalities and we show that
tn+1(x1, . . . , xk) satisfies these as well as the (n+ 1)-st.

Firstly, for i ≤ n and 0 ≤ m ≤ k − 1 we have:

tn+1(a
(m)
i ) = tu(t

n(a
(m)
i ), tn(a

(m+1)
i ), . . . , tn(a

(m+k−1)
i ))

= tu(t
n(ai), t

n(ai), . . . , t
n(ai))

where addition in superscripts is performed modulo k and the second equality follows
from the induction hypothesis on tn(x1, . . . , xk). Since this value is independent of m,
we see that tn+1(x1, . . . , xk) satisfies the first n sets of k − 1 equalities.

We also have

tn+1(a
(m)
n+1) = tu(t

n(a
(m)
n+1), tn(a

(m+1)
n+1 ), . . . , tn(a

(m+k−1)
n+1 ))

= tu(t
n(an+1), tn(a

(1)
n+1), . . . , tn(a

(k−1)
n+1 ))

by the choice of u and the observation that(
tn(a

(m)
n+1), tn(a

(m+1)
n+1 ), . . . , tn(a

(m+k−1)
n+1 )

)
=
(
tn(an+1), tn(a

(1)
n+1), . . . , tn(a

(k−1)
n+1 )

)(m)

.

Since the value of tn+1(a
(m)
n+1) is also independent of m, we see that tn+1(x1, . . . , xk)

also satisfies the final k − 1 equalities, as required.
In this second stage of the algorithm, we have constructed the tables of Nk-many

term operations, each of which can be obtained in time O
(
(k + 1)Nk

)
using the

previously constructed and stored tables. Since (k + 1) is a constant independent
of the size of the instance A, the runtime of the second stage of the algorithm is
O(NkNk) which is clearly O(||A||2k).

Hence the total runtime to obtain the table of a k-ary cyclic term operation of A
is

O
(
||A||3k+2

)
+O

(
||A||2k

)
= O

(
||A||3k+2

)
,

a polynomial in ||A|| as required.

In the next section, we introduce a result first proved in [29, Section 4] which
inspired the above result and all subsequent results found in this chapter.

4.3 Building a Mal’tsev Operation

Recall from Example 1.2.6: a Mal’tsev term is a term p satisfying the two equations
p(x, y, y) ≈ x and p(y, y, x) ≈ x. It was shown in [20, 24, 30, 42] that there are
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polynomial-time algorithms to decide whether or not a finite idempotent algebra has
a Mal’tsev term. The following stronger result was first demonstrated in [29]. We
reproduce a proof of that result here to serve as a guide to understanding the proof of
Theorem 4.4.5 in the next section, which uses the same technique in greater generality.

The result outlined in [29] is presented first as a result on obtaining a circuit for a
Mal’tsev term operation of a given finite algebra A, and then the operation table of
the term operation is obtained as a corollary of the circuit result. As stated in Section
4.1, the algorithms outlined in this chapter all take the direct approach of building
the operation tables of the relevant term operations. See the discussion following
Proposition 4.1.1 for an analysis of why these are essentially the same problems. The
proof below is adapted from the proof of [29, Theorem 6].

Theorem 4.3.1 ([29], Corollary 7). There is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes
as input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns the operation table of some Mal’tsev
term operation of A whenever such a term exists (and otherwise returns NO).

Proof. Let A be a finite algebra with |A| = N and fix an enumeration

{(a1, b1), . . . , (aN2 , bN2)} = A2.

First we check that for each two-element subset {((a, b), 1), ((c, d), 2)} ⊆ A2 × [2]
there is a term ta,b,c,d(x, y, z) of A satisfying ta,b,c,d(a, b, b) = a and ta,b,c,d(c, c, d) = d.
If for some choice of a, b, c, d ∈ A there is no such term ta,b,c,d, then clearly A has no
Mal’tsev term, so the algorithm halts. Otherwise, we may store the operation table
for each ta,b,c,d using the result of Proposition 4.1.1 by generating the subalgebra〈(a

c

)
,

(
b
c

)
,

(
b
d

)〉
A2

and halting when we find the tuple

(
a
d

)
. Such a procedure can be completed in time

O(||A||7) using the result of Proposition 4.1.1.
There are N4 such operation tables which gives a total run time for the first stage

of this algorithm of O(N4||A||7) which is O(||A||11).
Next, for each a, b ∈ A, we inductively produce the operation table for a term

ta,b(x, y, z) of A which satisfies: ta,b(a, b, b) = a and ta,b(x, x, y) = y for all x, y ∈ A.
We define the term operation tja,b(x, y, z) for 1 ≤ j < N2 as follows:

� t1a,b(x, y, z) := ta,b,a1,b1(x, y, z), and

� tj+1
a,b (x, y, z) := ta,b,u,bj+1

(tja,b(x, y, z), tja,b(y, y, z), z) where u = tja,b(aj+1, aj+1, bj+1).

We claim that for each 1 ≤ j ≤ N2, the term tja,b(x, y, z) satisfies tja,b(a, b, b) = a

and tja,b(ak, ak, bk) = bk whenever 1 ≤ k ≤ j ≤ N2.
Note that t1a,b(x, y, z) satisfies the desired equations by the definition of the term

ta,b,a1,b1(x, y, z). Assume inductively that tja,b(x, y, z) satisfies the desired equation for
some 1 ≤ j < N2. We have:
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� tj+1
a,b (a, b, b) = ta,b,u,bj+1

(tja,b(a, b, b), t
j
a,b(b, b, b), b) = ta,b,u,bj+1

(a, b, b) = a as re-

quired, using the inductive hypothesis for tja,b(x, y, z), idempotency of A, and
the equations satisfied by ta,b,u,bj+1

;

� If 1 ≤ k < j + 1, then

tj+1
a,b (ak, ak, bk) = ta,b,u,bj+1

(tja,b(ak, ak, bk), t
j
a,b(ak, ak, bk), bk)

= ta,b,u,bj+1
(bk, bk, bk) = bk

as required, using the inductive hypothesis for tja,b(x, y, z) and idempotency of
A; and

� tj+1
a,b (aj+1, aj+1, bj+1) = ta,b,u,bj+1

(tja,b(aj+1, aj+1, bj+1), tja,b(aj+1, aj+1, bj+1), bj+1) =
bj+1 by the choice of u and definition of ta,b,u,bj+1

(x, y, z).

Choose ta,b(x, y, z) := tN
2

a,b (x, y, z) and we have ta,b(a, b, b) = a and ta,b(x, x, y) = y
for all x, y ∈ A as required.

Constructing the table of tj+1
a,b (x, y, z) can clearly be achieved in time O(N3) us-

ing the (already stored) tables of tja,b(x, y, z) and ta,b,u,bj+1
(x, y, z). We repeat this

construction N2-many times to obtain ta,b(x, y, z), and we do this for every choice of
a, b ∈ A. Hence the second step of this algorithm requires time O(N7) and hence also
O(||A||7).

The final stage of this algorithm is to inductively construct the table of a term
tj(x, y, z) which satisfies tj(x, x, y) = y for all x, y ∈ A and tj(ak, bk, bk) = ak for each
1 ≤ k ≤ j ≤ N2. For 1 ≤ j < N2 we define:

� t1(x, y, z) := ta1,b1(x, y, z), and

� tj+1(x, y, z) := taj+1,v(x, tj(x, y, y), tj(x, y, z)), where v = tj(aj+1, bj+1, bj+1)

As above, it is easy to verify that tj(x, y, z) satisfies the desired equations for each
1 ≤ j ≤ N2, and hence tN2(x, y, z) is a Mal’tsev term of A as required.

We see that the table of tj+1(x, y, z) can be constructed in time O(N3) using the
previously stored tables of tj(x, y, z) and taj+1,v(x, y, z). We repeat the construction
N2-many times to obtain tN2(x, y, z), and hence the running time for this final stage
of the algorithm is O(N5) which is O(||A||5).

Hence the total running time of the algorithm described is

O(||A||11) +O(||A||7) +O(||A||5) = O(||A||11),

a polynomial in ||A||, as required.
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4.4 Building Term Operations using the Downward

Column Condition

In this section we extend the result of [29] outlined in the previous section (The-
orem 4.3.1) to Mal’tsev conditions which satisfy a certain syntactic condition. The
downward column condition is a condition introduced by Horowitz in [24, Section 2]
and is satisfied by the matrix defining the Mal’tsev condition of having a Mal’tsev
term. Crucially, it is also satisfied by the matrix defining a k-edge term (for any fixed
k ∈ N), which will prove useful in Chapter 5. We begin by defining strong E-terms
for a matrix E, before specifying the downward column condition and proving the
generalization of Theorem 4.3.1.

Definition 4.4.1. ([24, Definition 2.2]) Let E ∈ Mm×n({x, y}) be a matrix and
t : An → A an idempotent operation on the set A. We say that t is a strong E-
operation (on A) if for every 1 ≤ j ≤ m we have

t(Ej(a, b)) = a for all a, b ∈ A,

where Ej(a, b) is the tuple obtained by substituting a for x and b for y in the j-th
row of E. A term t of an algebra A is a strong E-term (of A) if the term operation
tA(x1, . . . , xn) is a strong E-operation on the underlying set A.

Example 4.4.2. � A Mal’tsev term is a strong

(
x y y
y y x

)
-term;

� A k-edge term is a strong Ek-term for the (k × (k + 1))-matrix

Ek =



y y x x . . . x x
y x y x . . . x x
x x x y . . . x x
...

...
...

. . .
...

...
x x x x . . . y x
x x x x . . . x y


;

� An n-ary near unanimity term is a strong Un-term for the (n× n)-matrix

Un =



y x x . . . x x
x y x . . . x x
x x y . . . x x
...

...
...

. . .
...

...
x x x . . . y x
x x x . . . x y


;
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� A minority term is a strong

x y y
y x y
y y x

-term.

Definition 4.4.3. ([24, Definition 2.5]) A matrix E ∈ Mm×n({x, y}) satisfies the
downward column condition (DCC) if the columns of E, E∗, together with the column
vector of all x’s, (x, x, . . . , x)T , form a downward closed set in the lattice {x, y}m
(where x ≤ y). Equivalently, E satisfies the downward column condition iff whenever
Ej is a column of E with more than one y, changing any y in the column Ej for an
x produces another column Ei of the matrix E.

Example 4.4.4. � The matrix

(
x y y
y y x

)
, defining a Mal’tsev term, satisfies the

DCC;

� The (k × (k + 1))-matrix

Ek =



y y x x . . . x x
y x y x . . . x x
x x x y . . . x x
...

...
...

. . .
...

...
x x x x . . . y x
x x x x . . . x y


defining a k-edge term, satisfies the DCC;

� The (n× n)-matrix

Un =



y x x . . . x x
x y x . . . x x
x x y . . . x x
...

...
...

. . .
...

...
x x x . . . y x
x x x . . . x y


defining an n-ary near unanimity term, satisfies the DCC;

� The matrix

x y y
y x y
y y x

, defining a minority term, does not satisfy the DCC,

since (for example) the column

xy
y

 appears in the matrix but the columnxx
y

 does not.
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Horowitz used this syntactical property of certain (matrices defining) Mal’tsev
conditions to produce a general polynomial-time algorithm to determine the satisfac-
tion by a finite idempotent algebra of any strong E-term condition where E satisfies
the DCC [24, Theorem 2.6]. Analogously, we are able now to extend the result of
Kazda, Opršal, Valeriote and Zhuk ([29, Corollary 7] and reproduced in the previous
section as Theorem 4.3.1) to this broader class of conditions.

Theorem 4.4.5. Let E ∈ Mm×n({x, y}) be a matrix over {x, y} which satisfies the
downward column condition (DCC). Then there is a polynomial-time algorithm which
takes as input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns the operation table of some
strong E-term operation of A whenever such a strong E-term exists (and otherwise
returns NO).

Proof. Firstly we note that thanks to [24, Theorem 2.6] we know that there is an al-
gorithm to determine whether or not A has a strong E-term. We adapt the algorithm
given in that paper to produce an operation table for such a term in the case that
such a term exists.

Suppose A is finite and idempotent with |A| = N , and fix an enumeration

{(a1, b1), . . . , (aN2 , bN2)} = A2.

We begin by checking that for each m-element subset

{((u1, v1), 1), . . . , ((um, vm),m)} ⊆ A2 × [m]

there is a term tu,v(x1, . . . , xn) which satisfies tu,v(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj for each 1 ≤ j ≤ m
(where u = (u1, . . . , um), v = (v1, . . . , vm)). If for some subset we find that there is
no such term, then the algorithm halts and outputs NO (A does not have a strong
E-term). Otherwise, we store the operation tables of each term operation tu,v found.
Using the result of Proposition 4.1.1 this can be achieved in time O(N2m||A||m+n+2)
by generating each subalgebra

〈
E1

1(u1, v1)
E1

2(u2, v2)
...

E1
m(um, vm)

 ,


E2

1(u1, v1)
E2

2(u2, v2)
...

E2
m(um, vm)

 , . . . ,


En

1 (u1, v1)
En

2 (u2, v2)
...

En
m(um, vm)

〉Am

and storing tu,v as the operation giving rise to the tuple uT .
The proof will now proceed by inductively constructing for 0 ≤ i ≤ m and for

each u = (ui+1, . . . , um), v = (vi+1, . . . , vm) ∈ Am−i the operation table of a term
operation tiu,v(x1, . . . , xn) which satisfies all of the equalities tiu,v(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj (for
each j = i + 1, . . . ,m) as well as globally satisfying the equations tiu,v(El(x, y)) ≈ x
for 1 ≤ l ≤ i. The term tm is therefore a strong E-term.8 The base case when i = 0
was established in the previous paragraph.

8When i = m there is precisely one tuple in Am−i (the empty tuple) and hence there is no
subscript indicated on this term. The inductive procedure described in the remainder of the proof
still works to build the term tm(x, y, z) from the terms tm−1um,vm(x, y, z) previously constructed.
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Each step of the induction will require inductively constructing the table of a term
operation ti,ku,v(x1, . . . , xn) which will satisfy all of the equalities ti,ku,v(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj

(j = i+1, . . . ,m) and will satisfy ti,ku,v(El(u, v)) = u whenever 1 ≤ l < i and (u, v) ∈ A2

and also for l = i whenever (u, v) ∈ {(a1, b1), . . . , (ak, bk)}. The term ti,N
2

u,v is therefore
a term tiu,v satisfying the conditions in the previous paragraph.

Suppose that for each u′, v′ ∈ Am−(i−1) the table of a term operation ti−1
u′,v′ has

been built satisfying the conditions outlined above. I.e. ti−1
u′,v′ satisfies all of the

equations corresponding to rows 1 up to i − 1, as well as satisfying the equali-
ties ti−1

u′,v′(Ej(u
′|j, v′|j)) = u′|j for all i ≤ j ≤ m. Fix u = (ui+1, . . . , um), v =

(vi+1, . . . , vm) ∈ Am−i. We inductively construct the table for tiu,v which globally
satisfies the equations given by rows 1 up to i , and satisfies all the equalities

tiu,v(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj

for each i+ 1 ≤ j ≤ m. We define:

� ti,1u,v(x1, . . . , xn) := ti−1
(a1,ui+1,...,um),(b1,vi+1,...,vm)(x1, . . . , xn)

� ti,k+1
u,v (x1, . . . , xn) := ti−1

ω,ζ
(z1(x1, . . . , xn), . . . , zn(x1, . . . , xn))

where ω = (ak+1, ui+1, . . . , um), ζ = (ti,ku,v(Ei(ak+1, bk+1)), vi+1, . . . , vm), and (following
[24]) for each α = 1, . . . , n we define:

zα(x1, . . . , xn) :=


xα if Eα

i = x

(Eα
i is the entry in column α, row i of E)

ti,ku,v(x1, . . . , xn) if Eα has exactly one y, in row i

ti,ku,v(Ei(xq, xα)) else

and q is chosen such that Eα and Eq differ only in row i (where Eα
i = y, Eq

i = x).
Such a q can be chosen since E satisfies the DCC.

Note that ti,1u,v(x1, . . . , xn) satisfies the necessary conditions because they are pre-

cisely the inductive hypothesis for ti−1
(a1,ui+1,...,um),(b1,vi+1,...,vm)(x1, . . . , xn).

Assume that the operation table of a term operation ti,ku,v(x1, . . . , xn) has been

constructed and satisfies the necessary conditions. We need to verify that ti,k+1
u,v also

satisfies the necessary conditions. Firstly, for j = i+ 1, . . . ,m we have:

ti,k+1
u,v (Ej(uj, vj)) = ti−1

ω,ζ
(z1(Ej(uj, vj)), . . . , zn(Ej(uj, vj)))

and for each α ≤ n we have:

� If Eα
i = x, then zα(Ej(uj, vj)) = Eα

j (uj, vj)
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� If Eα has exactly one y, in row i, then zα(Ej(uj, vj)) = ti,ku,v(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj =

Eα
j (uj, vj) using the inductive hypothesis for ti,ku,v and the fact that j 6= i (so

Eα
j = x)

� Otherwise, zα(Ej(uj, vj)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(E
q
j (uj, vj), E

α
j (uj, vj))) = Eα

j (uj, vj) since

ti,ku,v is idempotent and Eq
j = Eα

j (since j 6= i).

It follows that

ti,k+1
u,v (Ej(uj, vj)) = t

(i−1)

ω,ζ
(z1(Ej(uj, vj)), . . . , zn(Ej(uj, vj))) = t

(i−1)

ω,ζ
(Ej(uj, vj)) = uj

using the inductive hypothesis for t
(i−1)

ω,ζ
, by the choice of ω and ζ, since j ≥ i + 1.

This shows that ti,k+1
u,v satisfies the relevant equalities for j = i+ 1, . . . ,m.

Let 1 ≤ l < i, 1 ≤ s ≤ N2. Next we verify that ti,k+1
u,v (El(as, bs)) = as. In this case

we have for each α ≤ n:

� If Eα
i = x, then zα(El(as, bs)) = Eα

l (as, bs)

� If Eα has exactly one y, in row i, then zα(El(as, bs)) = ti,ku,v(El(as, bs)) = as =

Eα
l (as, bs) using the inductive hypothesis for ti,ku,v and the fact that l < i

� Otherwise, zα(El(as, bs)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(E
q
l (as, bs), E

α
l (as, bs))) = Eα

l (as, bs) by idem-
potence, since Eq

l = Eα
l (because l 6= i).

Thus

ti,k+1
u,v (El(as, bs)) = t

(i−1)

ω,ζ
(El(as, bs)) = as

by the inductive hypothesis for t
(i−1)

ω,ζ
(since l ≤ i− 1). This shows that ti,k+1

u,v satisfies

the first i− 1 equations globally, as required.
Next we verify for 1 ≤ s ≤ k that ti,k+1

u,v (Ei(as, bs)) = as (which will leave us with
only the same equation to verify for ak+1, bk+1). For s < k+ 1 we have the following:

� If Eα
i = x, then zα(Ei(as, bs)) = Eα

i (as, bs) = as

� If Eα has exactly one y, in row i, then zα(Ei(as, bs)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(as, bs)) = as using

the inductive hypothesis for ti,ku,v (since s ≤ k)

� Otherwise, zα(Ei(as, bs)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(E
q
i (as, bs), E

α
i (as, bs))) = ti,ku,v(Ei(as, bs)) = as

by the inductive hypothesis for ti,ku,v and the fact that Eq
i = x and Eα

i = y.

It follows that

ti,k+1
u,v (Ei(as, bs)) = t

(i−1)

ω,ζ
(as, as, . . . , as) = as

by the idempotency of A.
Finally, we verify that ti,k+1

u,v (Ei(ak+1, bk+1)) = ak+1. In this case, we have:
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� If Eα
i = x, then zα(Ei(ak+1, bk+1)) = Eα

i (ak+1, bk+1) = ak+1

� If Eα has exactly one y, in row i, then

zα(Ei(ak+1, bk+1)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(ak+1, bk+1))

� Otherwise,

zα(Ei(ak+1, bk+1)) = ti,ku,v(Ei(E
q
i (ak+1, bk+1), Eα

i (ak+1, bk+1)))

= ti,ku,v(Ei(ak+1, bk+1))

since Eq
i = x and Eα

i = y.

Hence

ti,k+1
u,v (Ei(ak+1, bk+1)) = t

(i−1)

ω,ζ
(Ei(ak+1, t

i,k
u,v(Ei(ak+1, bk+1)))) = ak+1

by the choice of ω and ζ and the inductive hypothesis for t
(i−1)

ω,ζ
.

It follows by induction that we can build the term ti,N
2

u,v which satisfies all the
equations necessary for tiu,v as outlined above. This completes the induction step for
i, so we can inductively build the table of a strong E-term operation as required.

For fixed i ∈ {1, . . . ,m} and fixed u, v ∈ Am−i, the induction over k involves build-
ing the tables for N2 many term operations, each of which can clearly be constructed
in time O(Nn) using previously stored operation tables.9 There are N2(m−i) many
such pairs of tuples u and v and so for fixed i ∈ {1, . . . ,m} the induction process over
k takes time O(N2(m−i)N2Nn) which gives a total time requirement for the inductive
procedure outlined of O(N2m+n+2).

The total runtime of the algorithm is therefore

O(N2m||A||m+n+2) +O(N2m+n+2) = O(||A||3m+n+2).

The corollaries that follow mirror and extend those of [24, Section 2] to the problem
of building operation tables for term operations satisfying specific strong Mal’tsev
conditions.

Corollary 4.4.6. For fixed n > 2 there is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes
as input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns the operation table for an n-ary
near unanimity term operation whenever A supports an n-ary near unanimity term.

9For each tuple in An we need to look up at most n+ 1 values from previously stored operation
tables. Each table lookup is a constant time procedure and n+ 1 is a fixed constant independent of
the input size ||A||.
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Proof. Since an n-ary near unanimity term is a strong Un term for the matrix Un de-
fined in Example 4.4.2, Theorem 4.4.5 gives an algorithm whose runtime isO(||A||4n+2).

Corollary 4.4.7. For fixed k ≥ 2 there is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes
as input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns the operation table for a k-edge
term operation whenever A supports a k-edge term.

Proof. Since a k-edge term is a strong Ek-term for the matrix Ek defined in Example
4.4.2, Theorem 4.4.5 gives an algorithm whose runtime is O(||A||4k+3).

In [24, Section 2] Horowitz also defines a property of (matrices defining) certain
Mal’tsev conditions called the “local-global property”. It is shown in [24] that if
the matrix M has the local-global property then the idempotent satisfaction problem
for the associated Mal’tsev condition is in P. To finish this section we define the
local-global property more generally for Mal’tsev conditions. We will then see that
Horowitz’s result immediately extends to include all strong Mal’tsev conditions which
have the local-global property and we will state a question about the related search
problem of building term operations.

Definition 4.4.8. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition and k ≥ 1. We say that Σ
has the (idempotent) local-global property of size k if for any (idempotent) algebra A
we have that A satisfies Σ if and only if for each k-element subset S ⊆ A there are
terms of A which satisfy the equations of Σ when restricted to the subset S.

We say that Σ has the (idempotent) local-global property if Σ has the (idempotent)
local-global property of size k for some k ≥ 1.

Proposition 4.4.9. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition and k ≥ 1 such that Σ
has the (idempotent) local-global property of size k. Then the decision problem SatΣ

(SatIdΣ ) is in P.

Proof. As in [24, Lemma 2.4] we can design an algorithm to check that the equations
of Σ can be “locally satisfied” by terms of A on subsets of size k by generating
appropriate subpowers. The size of each of these subpowers is polynomial in ||A||
(although exponential in k and in the arities of the operation symbols appearing in
Σ) and there are only polynomially many subsets of size k. Using [20, Proposition
6.1] this algorithm can be implemented in polynomial-time, as required.

We now list some examples of conditions which have the local-global property.

Example 4.4.10. � The Mal’tsev condition of having a Mal’tsev term has the
idempotent local-global property of size 4 (follows from [24, Theorem 2.6]).

� Existence of an n-ary near unanimity term has the idempotent local-global prop-
erty of size 2n (follows from [24, Theorem 2.6]).
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� Existence of a k-ary edge term has the idempotent local-global property of size
2k (follows from [24, Theorem 2.6])

� Existence of a k-ary cyclic term has the local-global property of size k (follows
from Theorem 4.2.1).

� Existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms has the idempotent
local-global property of size 2n+ 2 (follows from [42, Theorem 2.2]).

� Any strong, linear, idempotent Mal’tsev condition M(P ) arising from a pattern
graph P via the construction outlined in [30, Subsection 3.2] has the idempotent
local-global property (follows from [30, Theorem 7]).

The last item in the list of examples above is taken from [30]. In that paper Kazda
and Valeriote construct graphs associated with various Mal’tsev conditions and show
that satisfaction of the Mal’tsev condition in idempotent algebras is equivalent to the
existence of a certain path within the constructed graph. We do not find it convenient
to explore the details of that construction here but include the example as a suggestion
for further study. In particular, the following conjecture naturally arises:

Conjecture 4.4.11. Let Σ be a strong, linear, idempotent Mal’tsev condition aris-
ing as M(P ) for a pattern graph P as outlined in [30, Subsection 3.2]. There is a
polynomial-time algorithm which takes as input a finite idempotent algebra A and
returns term operations of A which satisfy the equations of Σ whenever such term
operations exist.

The results [29, Corollary 7] and Corollary 4.4.6 provide evidence supporting this
conjecture since the Mal’tsev conditions “existence of a Mal’tsev term” and “existence
of a majority term” are both demonstrated to arise as M(P ) for appropriate pattern
graphs P in [30, Section 3]. Further evidence is provided by Theorem 4.5.1 in the next
section since Hagemann-Mitschke terms are also shown in [30, Section 3] to fit into
this framework. A proof of the conjecture would likely involve an induction similar to
that found in the proof of Theorem 4.5.1. The following questions are also natural,
although answers seem elusive.

Question 4.4.12. Is there a strong Mal’tsev condition whose (idempotent) satisfac-
tion problem is in P but which does not have the (idempotent) local-global property?
[Is Minority an example?]

Question 4.4.13. Is there a strong Mal’tsev condition which has the local-global prop-
erty but for which the corresponding search problem of obtaining term operations is
not in P?

Question 4.4.14. Is there a strong Mal’tsev condition whose satisfaction problem is
in P but for which the corresponding search problem of obtaining term operations is
not in P?
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4.5 Building a Sequence of Hagemann-Mitschke

Term Operations

In the previous sections we were able to construct term operations satisfying var-
ious Mal’tsev conditions each of which involved only a single operation symbol. In
this section we highlight an algorithm similar to those of Theorems 4.2.1, 4.3.1, 4.4.5
for the Mal’tsev condition “Existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms”
defined in Example 1.2.11. The induction is a little more complicated because we are
inductively defining a sequence of term operations rather than a single term opera-
tion but the method of proof is essentially the same as in the single term case. The
algorithm is based on the proof of [42, Theorem 2.2].

Theorem 4.5.1. Let n ≥ 1. There is a polynomial-time algorithm which takes as
input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns the operation tables of a sequence of
n Hagemann-Mitschke term operations of A whenever such terms exist.

Proof. Suppose A is a finite idempotent algebra with |A| = N , and fix an enumeration

{(a1, b1), . . . , (aN2 , bN2)} = A2.

We begin by checking that for each (n+1)-element sequence ((u0, v0), . . . , (un, vn)) over
A2 there are terms p0,u,v(x, y, z) := x, pj,u,v(x, y, z) for 1 ≤ j ≤ n and pn+1(x, y, z) := z
which satisfy pj,u,v(uj, uj, vj) = pj+1,u,v(uj, vj, vj) for each 0 ≤ j ≤ n. If for some
subset we find that there is no such sequence of terms, then the algorithm halts and
outputs the answer that A does not have a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke terms
(and hence does not generate a congruence (n + 1)-permutable variety) using the
result of [42, Theorem 2.2].

The procedure for deciding whether or not such terms exist is outlined in [42,
Corollary 2.3] and we reproduce it here to see how the term operations themselves
are obtained. Simply, we generate each of the subalgebras

Rj :=

〈(
uj
uj+1

)
,

(
vj
uj+1

)
,

(
vj
vj+1

)〉
for j = 0, . . . , n − 1 and search for elements c1, . . . , cn−1 ∈ A such that

(
u0

c1

)
∈ R0,(

cj
cj+1

)
∈ Rj for j = 1, . . . , n− 2 and

(
cn−1

vn

)
∈ Rn−1.

For fixed u, v we generate n different subalgebras of A2. Using the result of Propo-
sition 4.1.1 we can generate these n subalgebras and store operation tables for term op-
erations giving rise to each element in time O(n||A||3+2+2) = O(||A||7). We then need
to search for the elements c1, . . . , cn−1. This can be achieved using standard graph-
theoretic techniques10 in time O(nN). This gives a total time requirement for the

10Here we consider each Rj as a collection of edges between disjoint copies of A and ask “Is there
a path from u0 in the first copy to vn in the last?”
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first stage of this algorithm (looping over all u, v ∈ An+1) of O((Nn+1)2(||A||7 +nN))
which is O(||A||2n+9).

Next we will use induction to construct, for each 0 ≤ i ≤ n + 1 and all u :=
(ui, . . . , un), v := (vi, . . . , vn) ∈ An+1−i, the operation tables of a sequence of term
operations

x ≈ pi0,u,v(x, y, z), pi1,u,v(x, y, z), . . . , pin,u,v(x, y, z), pin+1,u,v(x, y, z) ≈ z

such that :

pim,u,v(x, x, y) ≈ pim+1,u,v(x, y, y) if 0 ≤ m < i (4.2)

and
pim,u,v(um, um, vm) = pim+1,u,v(um, vm, vm) for each i ≤ m ≤ n (4.3)

The base of this induction (when i = 0) was already established in an earlier
paragraph. For the inductive step, suppose that the sequence of terms

pi−1
1,u′,v′(x, y, z), . . . , pi−1

n,u′,v′(x, y, z)

has been constructed for each u′, v′ ∈ An+1−(i−1). For each u = (ui, . . . , un), v =
(vi, . . . , vn) ∈ An+1−i we inductively construct new sequences of terms

x ≈ pi,k0,u,v(x, y, z), pi,k1,u,v(x, y, z), . . . , pi,kn,u,v(x, y, z), pi,kn+1,u,v(x, y, z) ≈ z

for 1 ≤ k ≤ N2 such that:

pi,km,u,v(x, x, y) ≈ pi,km+1,u,v(x, y, y) if 0 ≤ m < i− 1, (4.4)

pi,ki−1,u,v(u, u, v) = pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v) if (u, v) ∈ {(a1, b1), . . . , (ak, bk)} (4.5)

and
pi,km,u,v(um, um, vm) = pi,km+1,u,v(um, vm, vm) for each i ≤ m ≤ n (4.6)

The definition of these terms is given by:

� For 1 ≤ m ≤ n define: pi,1m,u,v(x, y, z) := pi−1
m,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(x, y, z)

� For 1 ≤ k < N2:

– For 1 ≤ m < i− 1 define:

pi,k+1
m,u,v(x, y, z) := pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(pi,km,u,v(x, y, z), pi,km,u,v(y, y, z), z)

– Define:

pi,k+1
i−1,u,v(x, y, z) := pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(x, y, z), pi,ki−1,u,v(y, y, z), pi,ki,u,v(y, z, z))
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– Define:

pi,k+1
i,u,v (x, y, z) := pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(x, x, y), pi,ki,u,v(x, y, y), pi,ki,u,v(x, y, z))

– For i+ 1 ≤ m ≤ n define:

pi,k+1
m,u,v(x, y, z) := pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(x, pi,km,u,v(x, y, y), pi,km,u,v(x, y, z))

where

ω := (pi,ki−1,u,v(ak+1, ak+1, bk+1), ui, ui+1, . . . , un−1, un) ∈ An+1−(i−1)

and

ζ := (pi,ki,u,v(ak+1, bk+1, bk+1), pi,ki,u,v(ui, ui, vi), p
i,k
i+1,u,v(ui+1, ui+1, vi+1),

. . . , pi,kn−1,u,v(un−1, un−1, vn−1), pi,kn,u,v(un, un, vn)) ∈ An+1−(i−1)

We first verify that these new sequences of terms satisfy the necessary equations
(Equations 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6), beginning with the base case k = 1 and assuming the
inductive hypothesis that Equations 4.2 and 4.3 hold with i− 1 in place of i.

To verify 4.4 when k = 1, observe that for m < i− 1 and a, b ∈ A we have:

pi,1m,u,v(a, a, b) = pi−1
m,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(a, a, b)

= pi−1
m+1,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(a, b, b) = pi,1m+1,u,v(a, b, b)

where the innermost equality follows from the inductive hypothesis 4.2 since m < i−1.
To verify 4.5 when k = 1, observe that we have:

pi,1i−1,u,v(a1, a1, b1) = pi−1
i−1,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(a1, a1, b1)

= pi−1
i,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(a1, b1, b1) = pi,1i,u,v(a1, b1, b1)

where the innermost equality follows from the inductive hypothesis 4.3 with m = i−1.
To verify 4.6 when k = 1, observe that for i ≤ m ≤ n and

(u, v) ∈ {(ui, vi), . . . , (un, vn)}

we have:

pi,1m,u,v(u, u, v) = pi−1
m,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(u, u, v)

= pi−1
m+1,(a1,ui,...,un),(b1,vi,...,vn)(u, v, v) = pi,1m+1,u,v(u, v, v)

where the innermost equality follows from the inductive hypothesis 4.3 since i− 1 ≤
m ≤ n.
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Now we assume (in addition to the inductive hypothesis for i− 1) the additional
inductive hypotheses of Equations 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 for k. We need to verify these
three equations for k + 1.

To verify 4.4 for k + 1, observe that for 0 ≤ m < i− 2 and a, b ∈ A we have:

pi,k+1
m,u,v(a, a, b) = pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(pi,km,u,v(a, a, b), p

i,k
m,u,v(a, a, b), b)

= pi−1

m+1,ω,ζ
(pi,km,u,v(a, a, b), b, b) using the inductive hypothesis for i− 1 (4.2)

= pi−1

m+1,ω,ζ
(pi,km+1,u,v(a, b, b), b, b) using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.4)

= pi−1

m+1,ω,ζ
(pi,km+1,u,v(a, b, b), p

i,k
m+1,u,v(b, b, b), b) using idempotency of A

= pi,k+1
m+1,u,v(a, b, b)

noting that the uses of 4.2 and 4.4 are valid since 0 ≤ m < i− 2.
When m = i− 2 we have:

pi,k+1
i−2,u,v(a, a, b) = pi−1

i−2,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−2,u,v(a, a, b), p

i,k
i−2,u,v(a, a, b), b)

= pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−2,u,v(a, a, b), b, b) using the inductive hypothesis for i− 1 (4.2)

= pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(a, b, b), b, b) using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.4)

= pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(a, b, b), p

i,k
i−1,u,v(b, b, b), p

i,k
i−1,u,v(b, b, b)) using idempotency of A

= pi,k+1
i−1,u,v(a, b, b)

noting that the uses of 4.2 and 4.4 are valid since i− 2 < i− 1.
To verify that 4.5 holds for k+ 1, first let (u, v) ∈ {(a1, b1), . . . , (ak, bk)}. We have:

pi,k+1
i−1,u,v(u, u, v) = pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(u, u, v), pi,ki−1,u,v(u, u, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v))

= pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v))

using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.5)

= pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v) using idempotency of A

= pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v)) using idempotency of A

= pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(u, u, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v), pi,ki,u,v(u, v, v))

using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.5)

= pi,k+1
i,u,v (u, v, v)

where the use of 4.5 is valid (in both cases) since (u, v) ∈ {(a1, b1), . . . , (ak, bk)}.
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We also need to verify 4.5 for the pair (ak+1, bk+1). In this instance, we have:

pi,k+1
i−1,u,v(ak+1, ak+1, bk+1)

= pi−1

i−1,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(ak+1, ak+1, bk+1), pi,ki−1,u,v(ak+1, ak+1, bk+1), pi,ki,u,v(ak+1, bk+1, bk+1))

= pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(ak+1, ak+1, bk+1), pi,ki,u,v(ak+1, bk+1, bk+1), pi,ki,u,v(ak+1, bk+1, bk+1))

= pi,k+1
i,u,v (ak+1, bk+1, bk+1)

where the innermost equality holds by the inductive hypothesis for i−1 (4.3) and the
choice of ω, ζ.

We next need to verify that 4.6 holds for k+1. We begin by verifying the equation
for m = i and then finally confirm the result for i+ 1 ≤ m ≤ n.

To verify 4.6 for m = i, we have:

pi,k+1
i,u,v (ui, ui, vi) = pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(pi,ki−1,u,v(ui, ui, ui), p

i,k
i,u,v(ui, ui, ui), p

i,k
i,u,v(ui, ui, vi))

= pi−1

i,ω,ζ
(ui, ui, p

i,k
i,u,v(ui, ui, vi)) using idempotency of A

= pi−1

i+1,ω,ζ
(ui, p

i,k
i,u,v(ui, ui, vi), p

i,k
i,u,v(ui, ui, vi))

using the inductive hypothesis for i− 1 (4.3 with m = i)

= pi−1

i+1,ω,ζ
(ui, p

i,k
i+1,u,v(ui, vi, vi), p

i,k
i+1,u,v(ui, vi, vi))

using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.6 with m = i)

= pi,k+1
i+1,u,v(ui, vi, vi)

where the use of 4.3 is valid by the choice of ω, ζ.
To verify 4.6 for i+ 1 ≤ m < n we have:

pi,k+1
m,u,v(um, um, vm) = pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(um, p

i,k
m,u,v(um, um, um), pi,km,u,v(um, um, vm))

= pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(um, um, p

i,k
m,u,v(um, um, vm)) using idempotency of A

= pi−1

m+1,ω,ζ
(um, p

i,k
m,u,v(um, um, vm), pi,km,u,v(um, um, vm))

using the inductive hypothesis for i− 1 (4.3)

= pi−1

m+1,ω,ζ
(um, p

i,k
m+1,u,v(um, vm, vm), pi,km+1,u,v(um, vm, vm))

using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.6)

= pi,k+1
m+1,u,v(um, vm, vm)

where the use of 4.3 is valid since i− 1 ≤ m ≤ n and by the choice of ω, ζ, and 4.6 is
valid since i ≤ m ≤ n.
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We are finally ready to verify 4.6 for m = n. In this case, we have:

pi,k+1
n,u,v (un, un, vn) = pi−1

n,ω,ζ
(un, p

i,k
n,u,v(un, un, un), pi,kn,u,v(un, un, vn))

= pi−1

n,ω,ζ
(un, un, p

i,k
n,u,v(un, un, vn)) using idempotency of A

= pi,kn,u,v(un, un, vn) using the inductive hypothesis for i− 1 (4.3)

= vn using the inductive hypothesis for k (4.6)

where the use of 4.3 is valid since i− 1 ≤ m = n and by the choice of ω, ζ, and 4.6 is
valid since i ≤ m = n.

This ends the inductive argument for k+1. Choosing pim,u,v(x, y, z) := pi,N
2

m,u,v(x, y, z)
we see that Equations 4.2 and 4.3 are satisfied for this new term, ending the inductive
argument for i. The term operations pnm(x, y, z) clearly form a Hagemann-Mitschke
sequence of term operations for A, as required.

The only thing left to do is to analyze the complexity of this induction process.
Given operation tables for the term operations pi,km,u,v(x, y, z) and pi−1

m,ω,ζ
(x, y, z) we

can build the operation tables for pi,k+1
m,u,v(x, y, z) using at most four table look-ups

(depending on the value of m) for each input tuple. Hence building pi,k+1
m,u,v(x, y, z)

takes time O(N3) = O(||A||3).11 Repeating this for each 1 ≤ m ≤ n gives a total
time to build the entire sequence (pi,k+1

m,u,v(x, y, z))nm=1 of O(n||A||3). We repeat this
procedure for each 1 ≤ k ≤ N2, requiring time O(n||A||3(N2)) = O(n||A||5), and for
every u, v ∈ An+1−i. This gives a total time requirement for the inductive procedure

of O(
n∑
i=1

Nn+1−i(n||A||5)) = O(nNn||A||5) = O(n||A||n+5) = O(||A||n+5).

The total runtime of the algorithm to produce the entire sequence is therefore

O(||A||2n+9) +O(||A||n+5) = O(||A||2n+9)

a polynomial in ||A|| as required.

As mentioned in the previous section (Conjecture 4.4.11) this result provides some
limited evidence that a similar algorithm could work for the broad range of Mal’tsev
conditions described by paths in the sense of [30]. We underline this again as a
potentially fruitful immediate extension of the work outlined in this thesis.

11We also need initially (n − i + 3)-many table look-ups to determine the tuples ω, ζ which does
not affect the asymptotic estimate obtained.
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Chapter 5

An NP Result for Cube Terms

In this chapter, we use a recent result of Bulatov, Mayr, and Szendrei [13, Theorem
4.13] to show that the problem SatId

Σ is in NP whenever Σ is a strong Mal’tsev condition
of height < 1. In particular, testing for the presence of any particular cube term1 for
a finite algebra A is in NP. We begin by showing that any nontrivial strong Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1 implies the existence of a cube term. Although not always
using this terminology, similar observations to those found in Section 5.2 are found
in many other sources, notably in [8] (where the phrase cube term was first used but
with a slightly different definition) and in [32].

From our perspective, one very useful feature of cube terms is that any algebra with
a k-cube term of some arity also has a k-edge term (of arity k+ 1) and vice versa ([8,
Theorem 2.12]). Testing for the presence of a k-edge term in an idempotent algebra is a
polynomial-time decision problem ([24, Corollary 2.7(2)]) and using Corollary 4.4.7 we
can even obtain the operation table of a k-edge term operation in polynomial-time. In
this chapter we combine Corollary 4.4.7 with the result [32, Theorem 3.5] to obtain the
operation table of a (1, k−1)-parallelogram term operation for the idempotent algebra
A (whenever A supports such a term). This will allow us to use an NP-oracle defined
in [13, Subsection 4.3] to verify YES instances of SatId

Σ in polynomial-time which
establishes the result SatId

Σ ∈ NP. The proof relies on building “representations” (see
Definition 5.2.12) for subalgebras which are particular generating sets in which every
element of the generated subalgebra can be obtained efficiently using only repeated
applications of the (1, k− 1)-parallelogram term operation. More specifically, given a
YES instance A of SatId

Σ , the polynomial-time verification works as follows:

1. Build the operation table of a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term operation for A;

2. Build an instance g, π1, . . . , πr of SMP(A) which is equivalent to the instance
A of SatId

Σ ;

3. Use the NP-oracle defined in [13, Subsection 4.3] to build a “representation” for
〈π1, . . . , πr〉;

1See Example 1.2.9 or Definition 5.1.3.
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4. Verify that g, π1, . . . , πr is a YES instance of SMP(A) and hence that A is a
YES instance of SatId

Σ .

Indeed, in establishing item 2 outlined above what we actually achieve is a
polynomial-time reduction of the problem SatId

Σ to the problem given by:

� INPUT: A finite algebra A with a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram operation as a basic
operation, and a, b1, . . . , br ∈ An

� QUESTION: Is a in the subalgebra of An generated by {b1, . . . , br}?

A similar observation is found in the conclusion of [29] and we note analogously
that any tractability result for the problem outlined above will also lead to a
polynomial-time algorithm for the problem SatId

Σ .
In the next section we begin our discussion of the problem by outlining the con-

nection between Mal’tsev conditions of height < 1 and cube terms.

5.1 Height < 1 Mal’tsev Conditions Imply Cube

Terms

We begin by specifying what we mean by a Mal’tsev condition “of height < 1”.
The definition presented here is inspired by [6, Definition 5.1].

Definition 5.1.1. An equation is of height < 1 if it takes one of the forms:

� f(x1, . . . , xn) ≈ xi

� xi ≈ f(x1, . . . , xn)

� xi ≈ xj

where x1, . . . , xn are (possibly repeated) variables and f is a single operation symbol.
The Mal’tsev condition Σ is of height < 1 if there is a Mal’tsev condition Γ which

is equivalent to Σ (see Definition 1.2.1) and such that the equations in Γ are all of
height < 1.2

Example 5.1.2. � The equation m(x, y, y) ≈ x is of height < 1,

� The Mal’tsev condition of having a minority term

Minority := {m(x, y, y) ≈ x, m(y, x, y) ≈ x, m(y, y, x) ≈ x}

is of height < 1,

2When working with a Mal’tsev condition of height < 1 we will assume from now on that the
condition is presented as a set of equations of height < 1.
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� Any strong E-term condition (as described in Chapter 4 and introduced in [24,
Section 2]) is a height < 1 Mal’tsev condition,

� The Mal’tsev condition of having a semilattice term

S := {b(x, y) ≈ b(y, x), b(x, b(y, z)) ≈ b(b(x, y), z), b(x, x) ≈ x}

is not of height < 1 (see [41] for a proof).

It follows immediately from the definition that a consistent, nontrivial Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1 is equivalent to a condition which contains only equations of
the form x ≈ x and f(xi1 , . . . , xin) ≈ xi, where i ∈ {i1, . . . , in} and f is a function
symbol. The following observations lay out how to obtain a cube term condition from
these equations. We first outline the procedure, then state the result (Lemma 5.1.4),
and then give an example to illustrate the idea. Before proceeding we remind the
reader of the definition of a cube term, as given in Chapter 2.

Definition 5.1.3. Fix n > 1, k > 1. A term t(x1, . . . , xn) of the algebra A is a k-cube
term of A if it satisfies a system of equations of the form t(M) ≈ x where M is a
(k×n)-matrix over {x, y} in which every column contains at least one y, and x is the
vector (x, . . . , x)T all of whose entries are x.

The term t(x1, . . . , xn) is a cube term of A if there is some k > 1 such that
t(x1, . . . , xn) is a k-cube term of A.

We now outline the steps to demonstrate that every nontrivial strong Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1 implies a cube term condition. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1. By collecting together all of the equations involving the func-
tion symbol f , we can rewrite Σ as a disjoint collection of matrix conditions of the
form f(M) = x where M is the matrix whose rows are the patterns of variables oc-
curring in equations f(xi1 , . . . , xin) ≈ xi of Σ and the vector x is the vector consisting
of the corresponding xi’s. To test satisfaction of Σ it is enough to check satisfaction of
each of these matrix conditions separately, since they each involve different function
symbols and Σ has no equations relating any two of these symbols. We claim that
if the condition f(M) = x is consistent and nontrivial, then any algebra satisfying
these equations also has a d-cube term of the same arity as f where d is the number
of rows of M . Suppose that the variables occurring in the equations f(M) = x are
x1, . . . , xK , where K ≥ 2.

We begin by permuting the variables of each row of M . Given the equation
f(xi1 , . . . , xin) = xi, if i = ij 6= 1, then we permute the variables involved by swapping
each occurrence of x1 with xi and vice versa.3 Clearly any operation which satisfies the
original equation also satisfies the permuted equation. What we obtain is a condition

3Note that x1 may not appear in the original equation but certainly appears in the permuted
equation.
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of the form f(M ′) = x1 where M ′ is a new matrix over {x1, . . . , xK} and x1 is the
vector (x1, . . . , x1)T all of whose entries are x1.

If the matrix M ′ has the vector x1 as one of its columns, then by reversing the
permutations applied to each row of M , we see that x is a column of M . Since we
assumed the condition f(M) = x was nontrivial, this cannot be the case. Hence the
vector x1 does not appear as a column of M .

Finally, for each variable xi appearing in M ′ with i > 2, replace every occurrence
of xi with x2 to obtain a new condition f(N) = x1.

Clearly any operation satisfying the equations f(M ′) = x1 also satisfies these new
equations, and the vector x1 does not occur as a column of N (so each column of
N contains at least one occurrence of x2). These are the defining conditions of a
cube term. Hence any algebra satisfying the condition Σ also has cube terms of the
same arities as the function symbols occurring in the nontrivial equations of Σ. We
summarize this in the following lemma:

Lemma 5.1.4. Let Σ be a consistent, nontrivial strong Mal’tsev condition of height
< 1 and A an algebra such that A satisfies Σ. Then A has a cube term of arity ar(f)
for every function symbol f involved in a nontrivial system of equations of Σ.

Example 5.1.5. Let Σ be the Mal’tsev condition given by:

Σ = {g(w,w, y, y) ≈ w, g(x, y, y, z) ≈ z, g(x, x, x, w) ≈ w, g(w, y, z, y) ≈ z,

h(x, y, x) ≈ y, h(x, x, y) ≈ y}.

Testing the satisfaction of the Mal’tsev condition Σ can be achieved by checking
separately the conditions:

g


w w y y
x y y z
x x x w
w y z y

 ≈

w
z
w
z

 ,

and

h

(
x y x
x x y

)
≈
(
y
y

)
.

The equations for h already constitute those of a cube term condition (in particu-
lar, a 2-cube term of arity 3). The equations for g imply a cube term condition which
we can obtain by following the procedure outlined before Lemma 5.1.4. Choosing
x1 := w, x2 := x, x3 := y, x4 := z the equations for g above become:

g


w w y y
x y y w
x x x w
z y w y

 ≈

w
w
w
w

 ,
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after permuting the variables, and then:

g


w w x x
x x x w
x x x w
x x w x

 ≈

w
w
w
w


after limiting to only the variables x1 and x2. This is clearly a cube term condition
(a 4-cube term of arity 4). Note that the choice of x1 := w, x2 := x, x3 := y, x4 := z
was alphabetical only. We could equally well have chosen x1 := y, x2 := z, x3 := x,
x4 := w to arrive at the equivalent condition:

g


y y z z
z z z y
z z z y
z z y z

 ≈

y
y
y
y

 .

5.2 SatId
Σ ∈ NP when Σ is a Strong Mal’tsev Con-

dition of Height < 1

We will now explore how the main result of [13, Subsection 4.4] can be used to solve
the problem SatId

Σ . Throughout this section we assume that Σ is a strong Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1. Without loss of generality4 we may assume that Σ is the
matrix condition f(M) = x.

Thanks to Lemma 5.1.4 we see that a necessary condition for A to be a YES
instance of SatId

Σ is that A has a k-cube term of arity r :=ar(f) (where M is a (k× r)
- matrix). The next result shows that this condition can be checked in polynomial-
time.

Proposition 5.2.1. Let A be an algebra and k > 1. The following are equivalent:

1. A has a k-cube term of some arity,

2. A has a k-edge term (of arity (k + 1)),

3. A has a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term (of arity (k + 3)).5

Proof. The equivalence of (1) and (2) is Theorem 2.12 in [8]. Equivalence of the third
condition is Theorem 3.5 in [32].

Corollary 5.2.2. Fix k > 1. The problem of deciding whether a finite idempotent
algebra admits a k-cube term is in P.

4As outlined in the previous section.
5See Example 1.2.12.
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Proof. By the above theorem, it is enough to check whether A admits a k-edge term.
A polynomial-time algorithm is given in [24, Section 2].

By examining the proof of [32, Theorem 3.5], we obtain the following fact which
is vital in order to use the result of Bulatov, Mayr, Szendrei:

Proposition 5.2.3. For any k ≥ 2 there is a polynomial-time algorithm which,
given a finite idempotent algebra A, will return the operation table of a (1, k − 1)-
parallelogram term operation of A if such a term operation exists (and otherwise
return NO).

Proof. Using Corollary 4.4.7 there is an algorithm to build the operation table of a
k-edge term operation of A which exists if and only if A has a (1, k−1)-parallelogram
term. Given the operation table of a k-edge term operation E, we can easily construct
the table of the operation P (x, y, z, w1, . . . , wk) defined as

E(E(x,w2, w2, w3, . . . , wk), E(y, z, w2, w2, . . . , w2), w2, . . . , wk)

which is shown to satisfy the identities defining a (1, k−1)-parallelogram term in [32]
using the edge identities satisfied by E.

In [29] it is shown that determining the existence of a minority term for a finite
idempotent algebra is an NP problem. We use similar methods together with the
result of [13, Subsection 4.4] to prove the following generalisation:

Theorem 5.2.4. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition of height < 1. The problem
SatIdΣ is in NP.

The proof of this theorem involves rephrasing the satisfaction of the Mal’tsev
condition Σ as an instance of the subpower membership problem (SMP), and then
solving this using Bulatov, Mayr, and Szendrei’s result for solving SMP when the
algebra involved has a cube term [13, Theorem 4.13]. Here we reproduce the key
sections of [13] in order to see that there is only a polynomial dependence on the size
of our input to SatId

Σ , A.
For the remainder of this section we make the following assumptions: A is a

finite idempotent algebra with a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term P of arity ar(P ) =
k + 3. The assumption that A has a parallelogram term can of course be checked in
polynomial-time. Indeed, thanks to Proposition 5.2.3 the operation table of such a
term operation can be built in polynomial-time. The algorithms outlined in [13] and
partially reproduced in this thesis require only terms built from the parallelogram
term P , so-called P -terms. We introduce the notations 〈a1, . . . , an〉P to mean the
subalgebra of A′ := (A,P ) generated by {a1, . . . , an} and B ≤P A to mean that
(B,PA|B) is a subalgebra of A′ := (A,P ). We begin by introducing some of the P -
terms used in solving SMP as seen in [13, Subsection 2.2]. Note that the corresponding
term operations can also be calculated efficiently given the table for the term operation
PA.
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Lemma 5.2.5. [13, Subsection 2.2] Let A be an algebra with a (1, k−1)-parallelogram
term P . Then the terms

s(x1, . . . , xk) := P (x1, x2, x2, x1, x2, x3, . . . , xk)

and
p(x, u, y) := P (x, u, y, x, y, . . . , y)

satisfy:
y ≈ p(x, x, y)

p(x, y, y) ≈ s(x, y, . . . , y)

s(y, x, y, . . . , y) ≈ s(y, y, x, y, . . . , y) ≈ · · · ≈ s(y, y, . . . , y, x) ≈ y

Proof. All of the given equations follow from the (1, k − 1)-parallelogram identities
satisfied by P and the definitions of p and s.

Following [13] we use xy to denote the term p(x, y, y). This notation is used in the
following definition of derived forks which is taken from [13, Section 3].

Definition 5.2.6. Let B be a subpower of A, say B ≤ An. For i ∈ [n] and β, γ ∈ A,
we define (β, γ) is a fork in the i-th coordinate of B if there exist b, c ∈ B such that
b|[i−1] = c|[i−1], b|i = β, and c|i = γ. We say that b, c are witnesses for the fork (β, γ).
The set of all forks in the i-th coordinate of B is denoted FORKi(B). We say that
(β, γ) is a derived fork in the i-th coordinate of B if there exists δ ∈ A such that (β, δ)
is a fork in the i-th coordinate of A and γ = δβ (i.e. the derived forks are forks of
the form (β, p(δ, β, β)) where (β, δ) is a fork). The set of all derived forks in the i-th
coordinate of B is denoted FORK′i(B). These definitions will also be used for subsets
of powers of A (not just subpowers of A).

The following is Lemma 3.2 in [13], rephrased a little in our restricted setting. The
lemma shows that the derived forks of B are also forks of B with an extra special
property. We will see in later algorithms that having “designated witnesses” for these
special forks will be helpful in solving SMP(A) (and hence SatId

Σ ). For a proof of the
following lemma, we refer the reader back to [13].

Lemma 5.2.7. Let B be a subpower of A, say B ≤ An. Then:

1. For every (γ, δ) ∈ FORK′i(B) and for every b ∈ B with b|i = γ, there is an

element b
′ ∈ B such that b, b

′
witness that (γ, δ) ∈ FORKi(B)

2. Hence FORK′i(B) ⊆ FORKi(B).

Before proceeding, we give a small example of how forks can be used. The ex-
ample is drawn from [11, Lemma 3.1] and the remarks preceding that result, and is
reliant upon the presence of a Mal’tsev term for the algebra of interest. With only a
parallelogram term to work with the constructions become a little more intricate but
the Mal’tsev example provides a convenient illustration of the relevant observation.
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Example 5.2.8. Suppose A is a finite algebra with a Mal’tsev term t(x, y, z). Let
a, b, c ∈ B ⊆ An such that a, b are witnesses for the fork (a|n, b|n) ∈ FORKn(B) and
c|n = b|n.

It follows that the tuple d which satisfies d|[n−1] = c|[n−1] and d|n = a|n is in the

subalgebra generated by {a, b, c} because:

t(c, b, a)|[n−1] = t(c|[n−1], b|[n−1], a|[n−1]) = t(c|[n−1], b|[n−1], b|[n−1]) = c|[n−1]

and
t(c, b, a)|n = t(c|n, b|n, a|n) = t(c|n, c|n, a|n) = a|n.

The reason for introducing the technical definitions in this subsection is to use
observations similar to those of the last example (Example 5.2.8) to find alternative
generating sets for particular subpowers of A, from which every element of the gen-
erated subpower can be calculated efficiently. In [11], Bulatov and Dalmau use such
generating sets to provide an algorithm for solving CSPs over a Mal’tsev template
(i.e. when the constraint relations are all invariant under some Mal’tsev operation).
The authors of [8] and [25] extend this result to include templates invariant under any
cube term condition (equivalently- to include any algebra which generates a variety
with few subpowers6). In [36] Mayr uses the technique to show that SMP(A) is in
NP whenever A is a finite algebra with a Mal’tsev term, and in [13], together with
Bulatov and Szendrei, they extend this result to include all finite algebras with cube
terms. The authors of [29] used Mayr’s original result for Mal’tsev algebras to derive
an NP algorithm for SatId

Minority and to complete the pattern we now extend that result
to the case of arbitrary cube terms. Known in the literature as “representations” ([8],
[11], [13], [25], [36], [29]), we save the definition of these generating sets until after
these lemmata, which motivate the particular choice of definition in this instance.
The first of these demonstrates that any element b of a given subpower B ≤ An can
be obtained using a particular P -term applied to certain tuples which agree with b on
particular coordinates.

Lemma 5.2.9. For every n ≥ k there exists a P -term tn = tn(x, y, z, w) where w is
a tuple of variables indexed by

(
[n]
k−1

)
(hence of length

(
n
k−1

)
) such that:

1. For every subset R ⊆ An and for every tuple b = (b1, . . . , bn) in An, if:

(i) For each J ∈
(

[n]
k−1

)
the set R contains a tuple bJ satisfying bJ |J = b|J , and

(ii) For some element b
′
= (b1, . . . , bn−1, β) of the P -subalgebra

R∗ := 〈R〉P ≤P An,

6See [25] for a definition of this property which is shown in that paper to be equivalent to the
Mal’tsev condition of having a k-edge term for some k (and equivalently to satisfying some cube
term condition).
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the set R contains tuples

u = (u1, . . . , un−1, bn)

and
u′ = (u1, . . . , un−1, β

bn)

which are witnesses for the fork (bn, β
bn) ∈ FORKn(R),

then
b = tn(b

′
, u′, u, (bJ)

J∈( [n]
k−1)

) (5.1)

and therefore b ∈ R∗

2. There is a P -circuit C for tn which is of size O(nk), and there is a polynomial-
time algorithm which takes as input n and outputs C in time O(nk).7

Proof. We reproduce the proof seen in [13, Lemma 3.8] to verify that the construction
of a P -circuit for the term tn is independent of the algebra A. The proof works by
inductively building a term which satisfies Equation 5.1 when projected onto certain
subsets of the index set [n].

We show by induction that for each l = n, n − 1, . . . , k − 1 and every V ′ ∈
(

[l]
k−1

)
there is a P -term tl,V ′(x, y, z, (w

J)J∈( V
k−1)

), where V = V ′ ∪ {l + 1, . . . , n} such that

whenever R ⊆ An, b ∈ An, (bJ)
J∈( [n]

k−1)
, b
′
u, u′ satisfy the conditions of the lemma,

then tl,V ′ satisfies:

b|V = tl,V ′(b
′
, u′, u, (bJ)J∈( V

k−1)
)|V

For the base case when l = n we have V = V ′ ∈
(

[n]
k−1

)
and choosing

tl,V ′(x, y, z, (wJ)J∈( V
k−1)

) = wV ′

we see that the equation is true by the assumption that bV ′|V ′ = b|V ′ given in the
statement of the lemma.

For the inductive step, suppose that the statement holds for l + 1 where

k − 1 ≤ l < n.

We show that the statement is true for l. Suppose

V ′ = {i1, . . . , ik−1} ∈
(

[l]

k − 1

)
,

7In order to verify Equality 5.1 it would be necessary to run the constructed P -circuit on n-tuples
of entries which would therefore have a time requirement of O(nk+1).

76



Ph.D. Thesis - J P Rooney
McMaster University - Mathematics and Statistics

V := V ′ ∪ {l + 1, . . . , n},

and for each j = 1, . . . , k − 1,

V ′j := {i1, . . . , ij−1, ij+1, . . . , ik−1, l + 1} ∈
(

[l + 1]

k − 1

)
,

and
Vj := V \{ij} = V ′j ∪ {l + 2, . . . , n}.

Define tl,V ′(x, y, z, (w
J)J∈( V

k−1)
) :=

P
(
s
(
s
(
x, (tl+1,V ′j

(x, y, z, (wJ)
J∈( Vj

k−1)
))j∈[k−1]

)
, (tl+1,V ′j

(x, y, z, (wJ)
J∈( Vj

k−1)
))j∈[k−1]

)
,

p
(
y, z, tl+1,V ′1

(x, y, z, (wJ)J∈( V1
k−1)

)
)
, tl+1,V ′1

(x, y, z, (wJ)J∈( V1
k−1)

), x ,

(tl+1,V ′j
(x, y, z, (wJ)

J∈( Vj
k−1)

))j∈[k−1]

)
It is shown in [13] that given R ⊆ An, b ∈ An, (bJ)

J∈( [n]
k−1)

, b
′
u, u′ satisfying

the conditions of the lemma, the term tl,V ′ defined above does indeed satisfy b|V =

tl,V ′(b
′
, u′, u, (bJ)J∈( V

k−1)
)|V . That part of the proof is not reproduced here but can

be verified by the more diligent reader using only the induction hypothesis and the
identities satisfied by P , s and p outlined in Example 1.2.12 and Lemma 5.2.5. It
follows by induction that the term tn := tk−1,[k−1] satisfies Equation 5.1 and this
proves the first part of the lemma.

Note that we cannot necessarily construct an operation table for tl,V ′ in polynomial-
time (in ||A||) from the given tables for tl+1,V ′j

because the arity of the operations

depends on n which will later be fixed as |A|k. To store an operation table of arity

K := 3 +
(|A|k
k−1

)
there is a space requirement of |A|K which is Ω(|A||A|k(k−1)

).8

Given any particular input, a, b, c, (dJ)
J∈( [n]

k−1)
, to tn however, the inductive ar-

gument above allows us to calculate tn(a, b, c, (dJ)
J∈( [n]

k−1)
) in polynomial-time. As

observed in [13], the term tn has
n−1∑
l=k−1

(
l

k−1

)
= O(nk) distinct subterms of the form

tl,V ′ where l = k − 1, . . . , n and V ′ ∈
(

[l]
k−1

)
. Given the value of the subterms tl+1,W ′

on the input a, b, c, (dJ)J∈( W
k−1)

for each W ∈
(

[l+1]
k−1

)
, one can determine the value

of each tl,V ′ using four applications of the term P (shown in Equation 5.2 as P , s
(twice), and p). Since an operation table for P is given, each of these table lookups
is achieved in constant time. Hence the inductive procedure outlined above describes
how to construct and implement a P -circuit for tn in time O(nk).

8We say that f(n) is Ω(g(n)) if there exist positive integers c and N such that for all n > N we
have f(n) ≥ cg(n).
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The following example illustrates the implementation of such a circuit in the group
S5.

Example 5.2.10. Recall that in a group G := 〈G, ·,−1 , 1〉 the term p(x, y, z) := xy−1z
is a Mal’tsev (and hence 2-edge) term. It follows that the term P (x, y, z, u, v) := xy−1z
is a (1,1)-parallelogram term in any group. If we were to explicitly construct the term
derived in the above lemma even for n = 4 using this parallelogram term (so with
k = 2), we arrive at the rather unwieldy expression:

t4(x, y, z, w{1}, w{2}, w{3}, w{4}) :=

P (x, p(y, z, P (x, p(y, z, P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4})),

P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4}), x, P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4}))),

P (x, p(y, z, P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4})), P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4}), x,

P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4})), x, P (x, p(y, z, P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4})),

P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4}), x, P (x, p(y, z, w{4}), w{4}, x, w{4}))),

where the colours have been chosen to represent the subterms built at each level of
the inductive process outlined. Of course, to calculate the value of the term on any
given input we would not need to know this direct expression. Suppose for example
we are working in the group S5 of permutations of the set {1, 2, 3, 4, 5} and we are
given the tuples:

b
{1}

:=


(12)
(12)
(12)
(12)

, b
{2}

:=


(123)
(123)
(123)
(123)

, b
{3}

:=


(1234)
(1234)
(1234)
(1234)

, b
{4}

:=


(12345)
(12345)
(12345)
(12345)

, b
′

:=


(12)
(123)
(1234)

(123)(45)

, u′ :=


(123)
(123)
(123)

(123)(45)

, and u :=


(123)
(123)
(123)

(12345)


which satisfy the conditions of the lemma for n = 4 and b :=


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

.

We know that if we input these tuples to the term t4, then the output will be b.
Without knowing this we could still calculate the value of t4 on these tuples efficiently
using the circuit described by the inductive argument in the proof of the lemma. The
calculation runs as follows:

� t4,{i}(b
′
, u′, u, b

{i}
) = b

{i}
where i = 1, . . . , 4 (this exhausts all the (k−1)-element

subsets of [4])
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� t3,{i}(b
′
, u′, u, b

{i}
, b
{4}

) = P (b
′
, p(u′, u, b

{4}
), b
{4}
, b
′
, b
{4}

) =


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

 where

i = 1, 2, 3

� t2,{i}(b
′
, u′, u, b

{i}
, b
{3}
, b
{4}

)

= P (b
′
, p(u′, u,


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

),


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

, b′,


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

) =


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

 where

i = 1, 2

� t1,{1}(b
′
, u′, u, b

{1}
, b
{2}
, b
{3}
, b
{4}

)

= P (b
′
, p(u′, u,


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

),


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

, b′,


(12)
(123)
(1234)
(12345)

) = b as required.

Each step of this calculation requires only table lookups in the table for P (plus the
initial projection operations t4,{i}). The values of the subterm calculations are used
in subsequent calculations and appear with the same colours used in the syntactic
description of the term given above. In total we only needed to reference 4 · (2 · 3 +
2 · 2 + 2 · 1) = 48 values of the term operation P . In this simple example we actually
performed many more calculations than was necessary. Since k = 2 the terms tl,{i}
are always independent of the subset {i} (because for any choice of V ′ = {i} we have
V ′1 = {l+ 1}). For larger values of k the terms tl,V ′ clearly do depend on the choice of
V ′. The calculation was also simplified by the observation that when k = 2 the term
s(x1, x2) := P (x1, x2, x2, x1, x2) satisfies s(x1, x2) ≈ x1.

A graphical representation of the circuit constructed in the proof of Lemma 5.2.9
for the term t4(x, y, z, w{1}, w{2}, w{3}, w{4}) is given in Figure 5.1. Note that each
p-gate is really just a P -gate in which two of the inputs are duplicated. Notice also
that the constructed circuit works for any algebra with a (1, 1)-parallelogram term
and is not specific to the algebra S5. Again we remind the reader that circuits for
k > 2 are more complicated since in this case the term s is not necessarily a projection
and the terms tl,V ′ generally do depend on the subset V ′.

A practical application of the above lemma clearly relies on knowing the tuple
b
′ ∈ R∗ which agrees with b in all coordinates except the last. However if n = k, then

the element b
[k−1]

can be taken as b
′

and we need only the “fork witnesses” u and u′.
This suggests that for n > k the tuple b could be obtained through recursively creating
better approximations. The next lemma will show that given elements witnessing the
right forks, we can construct b as a single term applied to these witnesses, again in an
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p
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x

y
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w{4}

t4

Figure 5.1: A Circuit for the Term t4 := t4(x, y, z, w{1}, w{2}, w{3}, w{4})

efficient manner. Before stating the lemma, we introduce the P -terms involved. For
each m = k − 1, k, . . . , n we define Tm as follows:

� Tk−1(w[k−1]) := w[k−1]

� For k ≤ m ≤ n

Tm(z(k), ẑ(k), . . . , z(m), ẑ(m), w[m]) :=

tm(Tm−1(z(k), ẑ(k), . . . , z(m−1), ẑ(m−1), w[m−1]), z(m), ẑ(m), w[m])

where wS := (wJ)J∈( S
k−1)

is a tuple of variables indexed by the k − 1 element

subsets of the set S, and tm is the term introduced in Lemma 5.2.9.

Once again we see that the arity of the terms Tm increases as we increase the value
of m. Nevertheless we may still effectively calculate outputs of Tn using an effi-

cient circuit. Given an input a(k), â(k), . . . , a(n), â(n), b
[n]

to Tn, we need to calculate

Tm(a(k), â(k), . . . , a(m), â(m), b
[m]

) for n−k different values of m. Using previously stored
values of tj for j < m, each of these computations can be performed in time O(nk) for

a total time to compute Tn(a(k), â(k), . . . , a(n), â(n), b
[n]

) in the order of O(nk+1). The
value of obtaining circuits for these terms is seen in [13, Lemma 3.10] and rephrased
for our purposes in the next lemma.

Lemma 5.2.11. Let n ≥ k, b = (b1, . . . , bn) ∈ An, and R ⊆ An such that:

1. For each J ∈
(

[n]
k−1

)
the set R contains an element bJ satisfying bJ |J = b|J , and

2. for every k ≤ m ≤ n the set R contains elements u(m), v(m) witnessing the fork
(bm, β

bm) ∈ FORKm(R) where

β := Tm−1(u(k), v(k), . . . , u(m−1), v(m−1), (bJ)
J∈([m−1]

k−1 ))|m. (5.2)
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Then
b|[m] = Tm(u(k), v(k), . . . , u(m), v(m), (bJ)

J∈( [m]
k−1)

)|[m] (5.3)

holds for each k − 1 ≤ m ≤ n, and hence

b = Tn(u(k), v(k), . . . , u(n), v(n), (bJ)
J∈( [n]

k−1)
) (5.4)

Proof. The result follows by induction using the definition of Tm and Lemma 5.2.9.
For details, see [13, Lemma 3.10].

With these terms in hand, we are now ready to define the special generating sets
or “representations” mentioned earlier in this section.

Definition 5.2.12. (See [13, Definitions 3.4, 4.2, 4.4, 4.5]) Let B ≤ An be a subpower
of A. A partial standardised representation (PSR) of B is given by a subset R ⊆
B ⊆ An together with a (surjective) designation function des : D � R, where D ⊆
{(J, b) | J ∈

(
[n]
k−1

)
, b ∈ AJ} t

n⋃
i=k

({i} × FORKi(R)× [2]) satisfying:

1. Whenever des((J, b)) = r ∈ R we must also have r|J = b and in this case we say
r is the designated local witness for b ∈ B|J .

2. If des((i, (α, β), 1)) = r and des((i, (α, β), 2)) = s, then we must also have
r|[i−1] = s|[i−1] and r|i = α, s|i = β. In this case we say that the pair (r, s)
are designated fork witnesses for (α, β) ∈ FORKi(B).

The requirement that des be onto guarantees that every element of R has at least
one designation. We typically suppress the designation function and talk of the PSR
R (understanding that every element has a designation and this can be formulated as
a function in the manner described above). We say that R has a full set of designated
local witnesses for B if {(J, b) | J ∈

(
[n]
k−1

)
, b ∈ B|J} is a subset of the domain D (and

hence every element of B has a designated witness for every projection onto k − 1
indices). As in [13] we define the size of the PSR R, ||R||,9 to be the size of the
domain D, and note that this is bounded above by:(

n

k − 1

)
(|A|k−1) + (n− k)(2|A|2) (5.5)

which is O(nk−1||A||k−1).
We say that b = (b1, . . . , bn) ∈ B is representable by R if:

1. for every choice of indices J ∈
(

[n]
k−1

)
, R contains an element bJ which is a

designated local witness for b|J ∈ B|J .

9We use the notation ||R|| to be clear that we are talking about the size of R as a PSR and not
just the cardinality of the set R.

81



Ph.D. Thesis - J P Rooney
McMaster University - Mathematics and Statistics

2. for every k ≤ m ≤ n R contains elements u(m), v(m) designated to witness the de-
rived fork (bm, β

bm) where β = Tm−1(u(k), v(k), . . . , u(m−1), v(m−1), (bJ)
J∈([m−1]

k−1 ))|m.

b is completely representable by R if, in addition, there are also designated witnesses
in R for every (non-derived) fork (bm, β) where β is defined as above.

We now have all of the necessary ingredients to prove SatId
Σ ∈ NP. Recall that

throughout this section we have been assuming that Σ is a consistent strong Mal’tsev
condition of height < 1. The following proof of Theorem 5.2.4 demonstrates how to
find a polynomial-time certificate for YES instances of SatId

Σ .

Proof of Theorem 5.2.4. Let A be an instance of SatId
Σ . We will construct an equiva-

lent instance a1, . . . , an, b of SMP(A) which we can solve using the result of Bulatov,
Mayr, Szendrei [13, Theorem 4.13]. We outline the algorithm in some detail to be
sure that the dependence on the size of the algebra ||A|| is polynomial.

As noted in the discussion of height < 1 Mal’tsev conditions in the previous
section, we may assume without loss of generality that Σ is a single matrix condition
f(M) ≈ x involving only one function symbol f of arity ar(f) = r. Let k be the
number of rows of M and recall that a necessary condition for A to satisfy Σ is that
A has a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term thanks to Lemma 5.1.4 and Proposition 5.2.1.

Our first step then is to run the algorithms outlined in Corollary 4.4.7 and Propo-
sition 5.2.3 to build the operation table of a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term operation
P of A. If no such term operation exists, then we return the answer NO and halt
the algorithm- A does not satisfy Σ. Using Corollary 4.4.7 we can build an edge
term operation in time O(||A||4k+3) and then Proposition 5.2.3 gives us the table of a
(1, k−1)-parallelogram term operation in time O(|A|k+3) which is O(||A||k+3). Hence
this first step requires time O(||A||4k+3).

From now on, we assume that A has a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term and P is an
operation table for such a term operation of A.

Our next step is to build an appropriate instance of SMP(A) and then describe
the algorithms used in a polynomial verifier for the constructed instance. We need
the following definition which appeared in Chapter 3 (Definition 3.1.6) and is briefly
recalled here. We say that a ∈ Ar matches the equality pattern of x ∈ {x1, . . . , xK}r
if for each 1 ≤ i < j ≤ r we have x|i = x|j =⇒ a|i = a|j.

An operation g : Ar → A satisfies the Mal’tsev condition Σ if and only if when-
ever a = (a1, . . . , ar) ∈ Ar matches the equality pattern of row Mj of M , we have
g(a1, . . . , ar) = aij , where x|j = xij .

Let I be the subset of Ar defined by

{a ∈ Ar | for some j = 1, . . . , k, a matches the equality pattern of the row Mj of M}.

Note that there is only one function ĝ : I → A which “satisfies” Σ, since whenever
a ∈ Ar matches the equality pattern of some row of M , the output of the function ĝ
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on that tuple is determined by the equations f(M) ≈ x. If a matches the equality
pattern of more than one row of M (which is certainly possible), then the consistency
of Σ guarantees that the prescribed outputs from each row are also equal. Recall that
r-ary partial operations on A with domain D ⊆ Ar can be represented by tuples in
AD and let g ∈ AI be the tuple representing the unique function ĝ : I → A which
“satisfies” Σ.

Now consider the functions π̂i : I → A : (a1, . . . , ar) 7→ ai (restricted projection
functions). Let πi ∈ AI (i = 1, . . . , r) be the corresponding tuples. From fundamental
properties of terms and subalgebra generation (see for example [15, Definition 10.4]),
it follows that A has a term satisfying Σ if and only if g ∈ 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI . Hence we
have proven the following:

Claim: A is a YES instance of SatId
Σ ⇐⇒ g, π1, . . . , πr is a YES instance of

SMP(A).
Each of the tuples g, π1, . . . , πr are of length |I| ≤ |A|r and the time taken to build

them is clearly dominated by the time taken to build I (since every time we include
a new element in I we can simultaneously extend each of the tuples to reflect where
this element is mapped to under the corresponding functions). To construct the set
I we need to check for each tuple a ∈ Ar whether it matches the equality pattern of
any row of M . Given a tuple a this procedure is clearly linear in r and independent of
||A||. Hence the time required to build all of the tuples is O(|A|r) which is O(||A||r).

Our final step is to demonstrate that the algorithms outlined in [13] to prove their
Theorem 4.13, can be used to build a polynomial-time verifier for the constructed
instance with respect to ||A|| (and not just with respect to the size of the input
g, π1, . . . , πr).

The proof proceeds as follows (following [13, Theorem 4.13]):

1. Build a partial standardized representation (PSR), R, for B := 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI
with a full set of designated local witnesses;

2. Extend R so that each of the generators πi is completely representable with
respect to the extension R′;

3. Use an NP oracle to both determine whether there are elements of B which are
not completely representable by the constructed representation R′ and simulta-
neously extend R′ to correct these deficiencies;

4. Verify that g, π1, . . . , πr is a YES instance of SMP(A) by checking that g is
completely representable by the final extension of R′.

We need to show that each of these steps can be achieved with only polynomial-
time dependence on ||A||. All of the techniques used are those of [13]. The first item
requires no technical machinery, whereas the other steps are fairly involved. Item 1
is achieved by the following simple algorithm, adapted from [13, Algorithm 2]:
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Algorithm 1: Generating a PSR

Input: A finite algebra C and c1, . . . , cs, tuples in Cn for some n
Output: A partial standardized representation of B := 〈c1, . . . , cs〉Cn which
contains a full set of designated local witnesses.
1: R := ∅
2: for each J ∈

(
[n]
k−1

)
do

3: generate B|J := 〈c1|J , . . . , cs|J〉AJ and simultaneously for each new element
h(c1|J , . . . , cs|J), add h(c1, . . . , cs) ∈ B to R as a designated witness to
h(c1|J , . . . , cs|J) ∈ B|J .

4: endfor
5: output: R

We first analyze the complexity of Algorithm 1 in terms of ||C|| and n ∈ N before
specifying the particular input on which we will run the algorithm. Correctness of
the algorithm is immediate from the definition of partial standardized representation
(Definition 5.2.12).

To calculate the complexity of the algorithm, note that the for loop in Step 2 is
executed

(
n
k−1

)
times, which is O(nk−1).

The result of [20, Proposition 6.1] tells us that the subalgebra B|J can be generated
in time O((||C||)||CJ ||) = O(||C||k) since J is an index set of size k − 1. That result
is based on closing the set {c1|J , . . . , cs|J} under all of the basic operations of C using
any appropriate method which will not calculate the same basic operation applied to
the same tuples more than once. In this way, every basic operation fi of arity ri is
applied precisely once to every tuple in (B|J)ri . We modify this procedure slightly in
the next paragraph to achieve the second half of Step 3 as well.

Rather than applying the basic operations of C to the tuples c1|J , . . . , cs|J and the
subsequently generated J-tuples, if we instead apply the basic operations to the tuples
c1, . . . , cs being sure not to apply the same basic operation to any tuples which share
the same projection onto the set CJ more than once, then this will of course increase
the runtime. Applying an l-ary basic operation h of C to every l-tuple over some set
S ⊆ C can be done in time O(l|S|l) (since there are |S|l-many l-tuples and we require
O(l) time to read each one with some constant time to look up the value of h on that
l-tuple). If instead we were looking at every l-tuple over a subset T ⊆ CJ then there
are again |T |l ≤ (|CJ |l) many l-tuples in the set and we now require O(l|J |) time to
read each tuple and O(|J |) time to look up each value.

What we actually need to do is to apply h to all of those l-tuples over Cn which have
different projections onto CJ . There are still only as many as (|CJ |)l such l-tuples to
consider but we now require O(ln) time to read each one and O(n) time to look up each
value. This process is repeated for every basic operation of C until the full subalgebra
B|J has been generated in the appropriate coordinates. Since we were careful not to
apply the same basic operation to tuples sharing the same projection onto CJ , the time
required to run Step 3 of the algorithm is O(||CJ ||(Ln)) (where L is the maximum
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arity of the basic operations of C)10 which is O(||C||k−1||C||n) = O(n||C||k).
Hence the runtime of Algorithm 1 is O(nk−1(n||C||k)) = O(nk||C||k).
We will run this algorithm on the input given by our instance of SatId

Σ , A, together
with the tuples π1, . . . , πr encoding the restricted projection operations, hence with
n := |I|.11 In this case, and using the estimate |I| ≤ |A|r, we calculate the runtime
to be O((|A|r)k||A||k) which is O(||A||k(1+r)), a polynomial in ||A||.

Next we need to extend the constructed PSR R in order to guarantee that each of
the generators πi is completely representable by the extended PSR. This is achieved
by Algorithm 2 which is adapted from [13, Algorithm 1].

Algorithm 2: Obtaining Representable Generators

Input: A finite algebra C which admits a k-cube term, the operation table PC of
a parallelogram term operation of C, tuples c1, . . . , cs in Cn, and a PSR R of
B := {c1, . . . , cs} with a full set of designated local witnesses for B.
Output: A new PSR R′ ⊇ R with respect to which c1, . . . , cs are completely
representable.
1: for i = 1, . . . , s do

2: b := ci, b
(k−1)

:= b
[k−1]

(the designated witness to b|[k−1] = ci|[k−1] ∈ B|[k−1])
3: for m = k, . . . , n do

4: β := b
(m−1)|m, γ := b|m, c := p(b

(m−1)
, b, b) (p as defined in Lemma 5.2.5)

5: if R has no designated witnesses for (γ, βγ) ∈ FORKm(R), then

6: add b, c to R as designated witnesses for (γ, βγ) ∈ FORKm(R)
7: endif
8: if R has no designated witnesses for (γ, β) ∈ FORKm(R), then

9: add b, b
(m−1)

to R as designated witnesses for (γ, β) ∈ FORKm(R)
10: endif
11: Let u, v ∈ R be the designated witnesses for (γ, βγ) ∈ FORKm(R)

12: b
(m)

:= tm(b
(m−1)

, v, u, (bJ)
J∈( [m]

k−1)
) where (bJ)

J∈( [m]
k−1)

is a tuple of

designated local witnesses from R (so that bJ |J = b|J)
13: endfor
14: endfor
15: return R′ := R

The correctness of Algorithm 2 follows from the definitions involved together with
Lemma 5.2.9 and Lemma 5.2.11. Indeed correctness here is essentially a porism of
Lemma 5.2.11.

10Recall that the input C includes the operation table of each basic operation of C and hence if f
is an l-ary basic operation of C, then ||C|| ≥ |C|l. In particular, if C has an l-ary basic operation,
then any function which is O(|CJ |l) is therefore O(||CJ ||).

11Formally the sets AI and A|I| are different sets but up to a suitable encoding they are essentially
the same.
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For the complexity, notice that the outermost for loop is executed s times. In Step
2 we need to read and copy the tuple ci and then lookup and copy the designated
witness in R. Assuming a constant lookup time (since the table for R is given in the
input) this is achieved in time O(n). The inner for loop is run n−k times. It remains
to calculate the time required to complete Steps 4-12 and 15.

Step 4 requires evaluating the term operation p for a tuple of inputs of length n.
Hence a time requirement here of O(n). Checking the conditions of the if statements
in Steps 5 and 8 both require O(||R||) = O(nk−1||C||k−1) time. This clearly dominates
the time taken to add the correct tuples to R in Steps 6 and 9, and Step 11 can be
achieved simultaneously with either Step 5 or Step 6 (depending on whether or not
the witnesses were already included in R). The estimate found in Lemma 5.2.9 for
the time requirement of Step 12 is O(mk) which is O(nk) since m ≤ n.

Step 15 requires time O(||R′||) = O(nk−1||C||k−1).
Hence the runtime of Algorithm 2 is:

O(s(n+ (n− k)(n+ nk−1||C||k−1 + nk)) + nk−1||C||k−1)

which is O(snk||C||k−1 + snk+1), a polynomial in n and ||C||.
Our first use of Algorithm 2 is to extend the PSR R of 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI constructed

after running Algorithm 1 on the input A, π1, . . . , πr. This has a time requirement of

O(r(|A|r)k||A||k−1 + r(|A|r)k+1)

(using the estimate |I| ≤ |A|r) which is O(||A||k(1+r)−1 + ||A||r(k+1)).
So far we have achieved the following in our proof of Theorem 5.2.4:

� Construct the table of a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term operation of the algebra
A in time O(||A||4k+3),

� Construct an instance g, π1, . . . , πr of SMP(A) which is equivalent to the in-
stance A of SatId

Σ in time O(||A||r),

� Construct a PSR R of 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI with a full set of designated local witnesses
in time O(||A||k(1+r)),

� Extend the PSR R to a PSR R′ with respect to which each πi is completely
representable in time O(||A||k(1+r)−1 + ||A||r(k+1)).

Each of the items accomplished so far have required only polynomial-time in the
size of the input ||A||. Next we will introduce the NP oracle defined in the proof of
[13, Theorem 4.12] which will give us a polynomial-time verifiable certificate for g ∈
〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI . We reproduce the oracle as seen in that paper, analyze the complexity
of verifying a “YES” output of the oracle and then describe precisely the certificate
for “A is a YES instance of SatId

Σ ”.
Oracle: Need More Fork Witnesses
Input: A PSR R of R∗ := 〈R〉An with a full set of designated local witnesses.
Output:
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� (YES, h, (u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, R

′) where:

1. h is the operation symbol of an l-ary basic operation of A,12

2. Each pair (u
(m)
j , v

(m)
j ) are designated witnesses to a fork in FORKm(R),

3. Each wj = (wJj )
J∈( [n]

k−1)
is a tuple of designated local witnesses to bj|J ∈ R|J ,

4. bj = Tn(u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , (wJj )

J∈( [n]
k−1)

),

5. b = hA(b1, . . . , bl),

6. b is not completely representable by R,

7. R′ ⊇ R is the output of Algorithm 2 run on the input A, P, b, R (so that
b is completely representable by R′);

� NO, if h, (u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b with these properties do not

exist.

We now show that given a PSR R of R∗ with a full set of designated local witnesses
and given the output (YES, h, (u

(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, R

′) we can
verify the seven conditions listed in polynomial-time (with respect to n and ||A||).

Condition 1 can clearly be checked in time O(||A||). Conditions 2 and 3 rely
on searching the input PSR R, which can be achieved in time O(||R||) which is
O(nk−1||A||k−1). For condition 2 there are l(n− k) different tuples to look for, while
condition 3 requires l

(
n
k−1

)
searches of the PSR R. Hence condition 2 is checked

in time O(lnk||A||k−1) and condition 3 is checked in time O(ln2k−2||A||k−1). Using
the analysis preceding Lemma 5.2.11, condition 4 can be checked in time O(lnk+1).
Condition 5 can be checked using n table lookups in the table for hA, each of which
is a constant-time procedure, hence O(n).

Conditions 6 and 7 can be checked in time O(nk||A||k−1 +nk+1) by running Algo-
rithm 2 on the input A, P, b, R (and noting that the outputR′ is distinct from the input
R). Since R contains designated local witnesses for R∗ and b = hA(b1, . . . , bl) ∈ R∗,
this is a valid input for Algorithm 2.

Hence correctness of the output

(YES, h, (u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, R

′)

can be verified in time

O(||A||+ lnk||A||k−1 + ln2k−2||A||k−1 + lnk+1 + n+ nk||A||k−1 + nk+1)

which can be simplified to O(ln2k−2||A||k−1) which is O(n2k−2||A||k) where we have
used the (extremely crude) approximation l ≤ ||A||.

12Depending on the encoding of the algebra A, h is a suitable index pointing to a specific basic
operation of A.
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We are now finally ready to describe a polynomial-time verifiable certificate for
the statement “A is a YES instance of SatId

Σ ”. Suppose that A is a YES instance of
SatId

Σ . Let g, π1, . . . , πr be the corresponding YES instance of SMP(A) constructed
earlier in the proof and let S be the PSR of 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI constructed after running
Algorithms 1 and 2 on the appropriate inputs, as described earlier in the proof. Notice
that the PSR S satisfies the necessary assumption to be inputted into the oracle Need
More Fork Witnesses, namely, S has designated local witnesses for S∗.13 Notice also
that for any valid input R to the oracle Need More Fork Witnesses, given the output
(YES, h, (u

(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, R

′), it also follows that R′ is a
valid input to the same oracle (since 〈R′〉 = 〈R〉 and R ⊆ R′).

There are two possible outcomes after running the oracle Need More Fork Wit-
nesses on the input S:

� The oracle returns something of the form

(YES, h, (u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, S

′)

satisfying conditions (1)-(7) [and hence b ∈ 〈π1, . . . , πr〉 is not completely repre-
sentable by S], or

� Every element of S∗ = 〈π1, . . . , πr〉 is completely representable by S (in which
case the oracle returns NO).

If there is some element of S∗ which is not completely representable by S, then we
let Y1 be the string (YES, h, (u

(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, S

′) outputted

by the oracle and then call the oracle again on the output S(1) := S ′. We again have
two possible outcomes and can inductively define S(i) := (S(i−1))′ as long as the oracle
returns something of the form

(YES, h, (u
(k)
j , v

(k)
j , . . . , u

(n)
j , v

(n)
j , wj)

l
j=1, b1, . . . , bl, b, (S

(i−1))′)

on the input S(i−1), defining Yi similarly as the output obtained after calling the oracle
on the input S(i−1).

What we obtain is a sequence of strings Y1, Y2, . . . , YK of “YES” outputs from the
oracle corresponding to input PSRs S(0) := S ⊂ S(1) ⊂ · · · ⊂ S(K−1). Each S(i) is a
proper subset of S(i+1) and they are all PSRs of the subpower 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI . Indeed,
each S(i+1) is obtained from S(i) by adding at least one new pair of designated fork
witnesses witnessing forks in one of the coordinates k, . . . , n = |I|. In each coordinate
there are a maximum of |A|2-many forks and hence the number K of “YES” outputs
that we obtain before obtaining the first output of “NO” is at most |A|2(|I|−k) which
is O(||A||r+2).

Given the certificate Y1, . . . , YK we can verify g ∈ B := 〈π1, . . . , πr〉 as follows:

13Every element of S is in the subalgebra 〈π1, . . . , πr〉AI by construction, and hence S∗ =
〈π1, . . . , πr〉 and therefore Algorithm 1 guarantees that S satisfies this assumption.
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� Verify that g is completely representable by S(K). I.e. verify that:

1. for every choice of indices J ∈
(

[|I|]
k−1

)
, S(K) contains an element gJ which is

a designated local witness for g|J ∈ B|J , and

2. for every k ≤ m ≤ |I|, S(K) contains elements u(m), v(m) designated to
witness the fork (g|m, βg|m) where

β = Tm−1(u(k), v(k), . . . , u(m−1), v(m−1), (gJ)
J∈([m−1]

k−1 ))|m.

Achieving Item 1 involves searching in the PSR S(K) O(|I|k−1)-times and can
therefore be achieved in time

O(||S(K)|||A|r(k−1)) = O((|A|r)k−1||A||k−1(|A|r)k−1)

which is
O(||A||(2r+1)(k−1)).

In Item 2 we search the PSR S(K) (|I| − k)-times after first calculating (|I| − k)
values of Tm−1. This takes time

O(||S(K)|||I|+ |I|(m− 1)(k+1)) = O((|A|r)k−1||A||k−1|A|r + |A|r(|A|r)k+1)

which is
O(||A||rk+k−1 + ||A||rk+r+1).

� For each i = 2, . . . , K, verify that Yi is a valid output of the oracle Need More
Fork Witnesses on the input S(i−1). Each verification is achieved in time

O(|I|2k−2||A||k) = O((|A|r)2k−2||A||k) = O(||A||2kr+k−2r)

and there are O(||A||r+2) many Yi to verify for a time requirement of

O(||A||r+2||A||2kr+k−2r) = O(||A||2kr+k−r+2).

� Verify that Y1 is a valid output of the oracle Need More Fork Witnesses on the
input S which is obtained by running Algorithm 1 on the input A, π1, . . . , πr to
get the output R and then running Algorithm 2 on the input A, P , π1, . . . , πr,
R. This is achieved in time

O(||A||k(1+r) + ||A||k(1+r)−1 + ||A||r(k+1)) = O(||A||k(1+r)+r(k+1)).

Since we have demonstrated that this procedure entails verification of polynomially-
many claims, each of which we have demonstrated can be checked in polynomial-time,
it follows that SatId

Σ is in NP, as required.14

14Since k and r are both at least 2, the bounds obtained for the verifier can be replaced by the
cruder but simpler estimate O(||A||3kr) when this is more convenient.
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We end this chapter by noting that for many well-known conditions of height
< 1 the idempotent Mal’tsev condition satisfaction problem is actually tractable.
Examples include Mal’tsev terms [20], k-ary near unanimity terms (for fixed k) [24],
and k-edge terms (for fixed k)[24]. Perhaps one of the most interesting cases is that of
the minority term for which it is still unknown whether a polynomial-time algorithm
exists. The result of [29, Theorem 17] placed this problem in the complexity class NP
and we are pleased now to have extended this to all conditions of height < 1. We
pose the following questions as suggestions for further study:

Question 5.2.13. � What is the complexity of the problem SatIdMinority?

� Are there Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 such that SatIdΣ is NP-complete?

� Are there Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 such that SatIdΣ is NP-intermediate
(assuming P 6= NP)?

� If there are no Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 with NP-intermediate idempo-
tent MCSPs, then is there a “nice” characterization of which problems are in P
and which are NP-complete? Here we imagine something akin to the dichotomy
theorem for CSPs [14], [44].

In the next (and final) chapter, we summarize the results obtained in this thesis
and provide a common generalization to Theorems 5.2.4 and 3.2.1.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

We conclude the thesis by summarizing for convenience the new results obtained
herein and then providing a list of open questions as suggestions for further research.

6.1 Summary of Results

We obtain the following tractability results.

Theorem 6.1.1 (3.1.8). The problem SatIdΣ is in the complexity class P if Σ is a linear
strong Mal’tsev condition which implies NU .

Theorem 6.1.2. The “search problem” whose input is a finite idempotent algebra A
and whose output is a collection of term operations of A which satisfy the equations
of the strong Mal’tsev condition Σ (or the answer “NO” if such terms do not exist)
is in P whenever Σ is

� (4.2.1) existence of an idempotent cyclic term

� (4.4.5) a Mal’tsev condition of height < 1 satisfying the downward column con-
dition

� (4.5.1) (for some fixed n ≥ 2) existence of a sequence of n Hagemann-Mitschke
terms

We also prove that two problems are in NP.

Theorem 6.1.3. The problem SatIdΣ is in NP when Σ is a strong Mal’tsev condition
which

� (3.2.1) implies NU , or

� (5.2.4) is of height < 1.
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By examining the proofs of Theorems 3.2.1 and 5.2.4 we arrive at the pleasing
common generalization.

Theorem 6.1.4. Let Σ be a strong Mal’tsev condition which implies the existence of
an edge term. Then SatIdΣ is in NP.

Sketch of Proof. Firstly note that a result similar to Lemma 3.1.3 can be obtained to
show that if Σ implies the existence of an edge term, then Σ implies the existence of
a k-edge term (and hence a (1, k− 1)-parallelogram term [32, Theorem 3.5]) for some
fixed k ≥ 2.

Given a finite idempotent algebra A the first step then is to use the result of
Proposition 5.2.3 to obtain the operation table of a (1, k − 1)-parallelogram term
operation of A if such a term operation exists (and otherwise return the answer that
A does not satisfy Σ).

In the proof of Theorem 5.2.4 we use the equations of Σ (which are assumed in that
case to be of height < 1) to construct partial operations which satisfy those equations.
Clearly such a procedure cannot be carried out when Σ contains equations which are
not of height < 1. However if the algebra A is a YES instance of SatId

Σ then we
may include in the certificate not only the string Y1, . . . , YK obtained in the proof of
Theorem 5.2.4 but also tables for the term operations g1, . . . , gm obtained in the proof
of Theorem 3.2.1 which witness that A satisfies Σ. The proof of Theorem 3.2.1 outlines
how to check that the operations g1, . . . , gm satisfy the requisite equations in time
||A||P where P depends only on Σ and not on the instance A. The proof of Theorem
5.2.4 outlines how to verify that the operations g1, . . . , gm are term operations of
the algebra A by setting up suitable instances of SMP(A). This verification can be
achieved in time O(||A||3kR) where (k + 3) is the arity of the (1, k− 1)-parallelogram
term guaranteed by Σ and R is the maximum arity of each of the operations g1, . . . , gm,
both of which are again independent of the algebra A. Hence there is a polynomial-
time verifier for SatId

Σ , as required.

Corollary 6.1.5. If the search problem related to SatEdge(k) is in NP then so is the
decision problem (and the related search problem for) SatΣ for any Σ which implies
the existence of a k-edge term.

6.2 Open Questions

We now bring together those natural questions arising as potential directions for
further study.

Question 6.2.1. What is the complexity of SatNU? What about SatNU(k) for fixed
k ≥ 3?

The obvious brute force algorithm for SatNU(k) (build all k-ary term operations
and check whether any is a near unanimity term) runs in exponential time but in
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light of Corollaries 3.1.10 and 3.2.2 any improvement on this algorithm will lead to
corresponding improvements for the problem SatΣ when Σ implies NU .

The following related problems also arise naturally from considering the results
found in Chapter 3 of this thesis.

Question 6.2.2. What is the complexity of SatIdΛ , where Λ is the strong Mal’tsev
condition of having lattice terms?

Question 6.2.3. What is the complexity of SatId2-semi, where 2-semi is the Mal’tsev
condition of having a 2-semilattice term?

In Chapter 3 we describe the ethos that led us to conjecture that the first of
these problems ought to be sub-exponential while the second ought to be EXPTIME-
complete but as yet there is only limited evidence for these conjectures.

In Chapter 5 our considerations led us to pose the following questions (appearing
there as part of Question 5.2.13).

Question 6.2.4. � Are there Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 such that SatIdΣ
is NP-complete?

� Are there Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 such that SatIdΣ is NP-intermediate
(assuming P 6= NP)?

� If there are no Mal’tsev conditions Σ of height < 1 with NP-intermediate idempo-
tent MCSPs, then is there a “nice” characterization of which problems are in P
and which are NP-complete? Here we imagine something akin to the dichotomy
theorem for CSPs [14], [44].

We also pose the following question which has certainly been asked before (see for
example [29]).

Question 6.2.5. What is the complexity of SatIdMinority, where Minority is the Mal’tsev
condition of having a minority term?

In the paper [29] it is shown that the condition Minority does not have the idem-
potent local-global property (Definition 4.4.8). It may be that other techniques can
be used to determine a polynomial-time algorithm for SatId

Minority. If this is the case,
it would provide an answer to the following more general question posed in Chapter
4.

Question 6.2.6. Is there a strong Mal’tsev condition whose (idempotent) satisfaction
problem is in P but which does not have the (idempotent) local-global property?

The final questions raised in this thesis all focus on the related search problem for
Mal’tsev condition satisfaction.
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Question 6.2.7. If Σ is a Mal’tsev condition arising as M(P ) for a pattern graph P
as outlined in [30, Section 3.2], does it follow that there is a polynomial-time algorithm
which takes as input a finite idempotent algebra A and returns term operations of A
which witness that A satisfies the Mal’tsev condition Σ whenever such terms exist
(and otherwise returns the answer NO)?

Question 6.2.8. Is there a strong Mal’tsev condition which has the local-global prop-
erty (Definition 4.4.8) but for which the corresponding search problem of obtaining
term operations witnessing the satisfaction is not in P?

Question 6.2.9. More generally, is there a strong Mal’tsev condition whose satisfac-
tion problem is in P but for which the corresponding search problem of obtaining term
operations is not in P?

If pushed, we would conjecture that the answers to these last three questions are
respectively “Yes”, “No”, and “No” but we leave it to future research to determine
the correctness of these guesses.

There are certainly many more questions arising in the field of Mal’tsev condition
satisfaction and those outlined here represent only a select few of particular relevance
to the framing of this thesis in this author’s mind. There is clearly a long way to travel
before we have this region of complexity theory completely mapped out and we invite
the interested reader to dive in to the references that follow for further exploration.
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