
Business Natural Languages

“DSLs for fun and profit”







Domain Specific Language?

• A programming language

• Tailored to a specific problem

• XSLT, Spreadsheet macros

• Rake, Capistrano

For example?



Guitar tabs
A very specific DSL
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Why theyÕre special...

•Relate to a specific subject, or domain

•Expressive

•Can be understood and modified by domain experts

•Domain experts can define their logic, and leave 
programmers to their job

•Easy, and good fun to implement with dynamic 
languages



External DSLs

• Formatted file with an interpreter

• For example: XSLT and Glade

• Typically not very pretty

• But can be flexible in certain situations



XSLT
An ugly DSL



Inter nal DSLs

• Implemented in a general programming language

• Actual interpreted code

• Best suited for business logic

• Languages such as Ruby allow elegant rule based 
DSLs

• For example: Rake and Capistrano

• Real DSLs, or just descriptive code?



Asset management
By Jeremy Voorhis



Capistrano



But we can do better!

Employee bonuses

Store promotions



What makes these dif ferent?

• Used for expressing rules

• Read like plain English statements

• Easily understood

• Minimal training required to write

• Jay Fields coined the term Business Natural 
Language to describe this style



Why use a BNL?

• Logic in defined by subject matter experts

• The code is the specification(!)

• Self-documenting code

• Easier to maintain logic outside of code

• Changes are more rapid as only the subject matter 
expert is involved

• Even less of those lengthly specs



The so-so-pseudo BNL

“It’s an ugly hack really”





The problem

• When ordering in the online store application, 
customers may be eligible for a promotion

• We start by implementing this in our Rails 
application

• Rules stored in database

• But loading rules with SQL statements is ugly



The schema

id
catalog_id
title
description
promo_kind
cond_value
cond_qty
cond_code
result_value
result_kind

promos

promo_id
product_id

promo_conditions
promo_id
offer_id
discount_pct

promo_results



The SQL



The BNL



How itÕs going to be implemented

• Ruby

• A rule per line

• Each rule is manipulated before being evaluated

• Resulting in a series of method calls in an instance  
our promotions class

• Each rule essentially creates a hash of data, which is 
then inserted into the database



Each rule consists of...

• Keywords, which are implemented as methods

• Ignored words, which are excluded from 
interpretation

• There are several types of ignored words which 
are replaced with line terminators, to separate 
keywords.



Defining your syntax

order 3 products from the store and get the 3rd half price
buy 5 products from catalog 2 and get 2 free

buy any 3 products and get 1 discounted 50 percent
buy any 5 products in catalog(2) and get 2 for free

buy(3); get (1); discounted(50)
buy(5); catalog(2); get(2); free

• Start with your ideal syntax

• Develop some consistency and think about methods

• Once processed this is transformed into









The real BNL

“Now we’re talking”



The shipping BNL

• This line is valid Ruby code

• Every word is a method

• The result is the cost of shipping

shipping free if value greater thirty pound









shipping free if value greater thirty pound



shipping free if value greater thirty pound



shipping free if value greater thirty pound



shipping free if value greater thirty pound

shipping(free) if value(greater(thirty(pounds)))





Our futur e

• Syntax checking using Regexp, method_missing and 
some type checking

• Number module. So we can write ‘fifty two 
thousand’.

• More real word examples!



Thanks!
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