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SUMMARY

DECOMPILING WITIHH DEFINITE CLAUSE GRAMMARS

Decompiling is the process of deriving a computer program in a high-level language from
one in machine-code or assembly language. Defence applications of d: ‘~upiling include
maintenance of obsolescent equipment, production of scientific and te.': vical intelligence
and assessment of systems for hazards to safety or security. Th's p- per describes an
approach to the rapid generation of decompilers through the u.2 of Definite Clause
Grammars,, a class of abstract grammars which can be executed as P+ . programs. The
approach is illustrated using "toy" languages. An environmer. v !..ch permits the
integration of diverse sources of knowledge relevant to the decompila on problem and
provides a graphical interface is described.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The emerging discipline of software engineering envisages computer software being developed
from a statement of requirements, through several stages of formal specification, coding and
testing. There are, however, situations which demand the assessment and possible
modification of the final products of the development process, for example executable
machine code, in the absence of any other descriptions of the system. The process of
(re)creating higher level, that is, more abstract, descriptions of the system, which may only
have existed in the original designer’s mind, is called reverse engineering.

Recent references to the need for reverse engineering of software include bringing large bodies
of existing code under the umbrella of computer-aided software engineering (CASE) svstems
[Bachman 1988]. For many enterprises, the body of existing coie represents a large inv :stment
and may embody corporate knowledge not reccrded elsewl.ere. This has spawned a
significant industry providing tools and contracted expertise supporting activities such as the
transformation of “spaghetti code” into well-structured programs and the translation of
programs in old languages into ones which are supported on modern systems [Kotik and
Markosian 1989). While some of this work has been concerned with assembly languages, for
example on IBM mainframes, most has concerned higher-level languages such as FORTRAN.

A problem closer to the subject of this paper, namely the recovery of a higher-level language
program from executable machine code, was that tackled by several groups in the United
States in determining the behaviour and structure of the notorious “Internet Worm” program
{Spafford 1988). This work was done without the aid of any automated tools, apart from the
use of the UNIX C compiler for checking hypotheses (Eugene Spafford, private
communication).

Defence, with the longevity of its equipment, non-standard embedded processors and
requirements for rapid modifications in response to new threats, countermeasures or operating
environments, has a particular interest in reverse engineering tools and techniques. Reverse
engineering of software is also relevant to the production of scientific and technical
intelligence and to the assessment of otherwise “black box’ systems for hazards to safety or
security. The requirements for quick reaction and secrecy raised by many of these applications
argues for powerful tools which can be rapidly customised to suit the problem at hand and
which permit the job to be completed by a small number of analysts.

We also note, without comment, the increasingly common practice of proscribing reverse
engineering of licensed software, exemplified in the following quotation from the “License
and limited warranty agreement” printed in the reference manual for a personal computer
electronic mail system: “You may not . . . reverse engineer, disassemble, decompile, or make
any attempt to discover the source code to the software’ [CE Software 1989].

Decompiling is the process of transforming a program expressed in assembly language or
machine code into a description in a high-level language such as Ada or C which, with the
aid of a suitable compiler, can be transformed into the original code. This paper describes
some experiments in using the language Prolog for the rapid construction of decompilers.
Familiarity with Prolog notation is assumed and the reader is referred to a textbook such as
Sterling and Shapiro [1986]. Sufficient Prolog code is included to permit the reader to
experiment with and extend the examples discussed.
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2 LANGUAGE PROCESSING WITH PROLOG

Prolog was originally developed as a tool for implementing natural-language understanding
systems {Colmerauer 1975]. The reader is referred to the paper by Pereira and Warren [1980]
or any Prolog textbook [Sterling and Shapiro 1986) for an introduction to the topic. In general,
the construction of useful natural-language processing systems is still largely a research
activity, with Prolog being the tool of choice for some major current projects [Alshawi, Moore,
Moran and Pulman 1988]. In general, programming languages are considerably simpler than
natural languages, so that the construction of compilers in Prolog is quite straightforward
{Warren 1980, Cohen and Hickey 1987).

Most programming languages produced after Algol-60 have their syntax defined by a formal
context-free grammar, normally expressed in a notation called Backus-Naur Form (BNF) {Aho
and Ulman 1977]. The power of Prolog for language processing is conveyed by the fact that it
allows a notational-variant of BNF, called “grammar rules”, to be simply transformed into a
Proiog program which, when executed, accepts syntactically correct programs (or, in general,
“sentences”). Prolog grammar rules actually define an extension of context-free grammars
called definite-clause grammars (DCGs), with the descriptive power of a general purpose
computer. In practice, most commercial compilers of Prolog are themselves writien in Prolog.

Grammar rules have a single Prolog term, representing a non-terminal symbol of the grammar
on the left hand side of the arrow, while the right-hand side contains terms representing
other non-terminals, Prolog lists representing sequences of terminal symbols and arbitrary
Prolog code enclosed in braces used to apply constraints or imnlement side-effects. Grammar
rules are normally translated into executable Prolog by augmenting non-terminal symbols
with additional arguments representing the input list of symbols and the list following the
recognised symbol, while terminal symbols are translated into a format wherein they appear
at the head of the input list [Pereira and Warren 1980}, Prolog code enclosed in braces is
unchanged in translation. Most Prolog interpreters or compilers recognise and translate
grammar-rules interspersed with clauses in standard notation. Others may provide a library
procedure for the purpose. For example, the rule:

nonterminul_l(Attribute) -->
nonterminal_2(Attribute), (terminal], {constraint (Attribute)}.,

which may be read as:

“nonterminal_l (Attribute) canreplace nonterminal_2(Attribute) foilowed by the
symbol ‘terminal’, provided that constraint (Attribute) is satisfied”,

might be translated into:

nonterminal_l (Attribute,X,Y) :-
nonterminal 2 (Attribute,X,2),
'Ct(2,terminal,Y),
. constraint (Attribute).

where the system predicate 'C’ (for “connects”) is defined by:
'C([XI18),X,S).

, DCGs are executed top~-down murh like a recursive-descent parser for a context-free grammar. i
The above rule would be invoked with variable X bound to a list of symbols. If the rule is ) 1

‘ successfully applied, variable Y would become bound to the list of symbols following those 2
subsumed by nonterminal_1(Attribute). i {
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2.1 A Toy Compiler

Sterling and Shapiro [1986} provide the complete Prolog code implementing a multi-
pass compiler for a toy language, PL, with a syntax similar to a subset of Pascal {Jensen
and Wirth 1975] into a fictitious machine instruction set. Their example is based on one
due to Warren {1980). Their machine instruction set provides a single accumulator with
both immediate and direct memory addressing and conditional branch instructions. The
compiler of Sterling and Shapiro has been extended to accept source code from a file and
to generate assembly code formatted for the convenience of the decompiler, as
explained below. The compiler comprises a tokeniser, code-generator and assembler, in
addition to the DCG parser shown in Figure 1. Figure 2 shows an example of the input
and Figure 3 the invocation of the compiler with the resulting absolute machine code
and symbol table.

2.2 A Toy Decompiler

Figure 4 shows a DCG parser which accepts the output of the above compiler, building
in the process a description of the software as a Prolog term containing Pascal-like
control structures. The non-terminals associated with arithmetic operations
(arith_expand arith_op) take as their third arguments terms of the form:

X => Y,

where X and Y unify with the content of the accumulator before and after the relevant
operation respectively. This notation is readily extended tc a more complex processor
by providing arguments to represent additional registers or flags. The information
needed to construct the decompiler was obtained through inspection of the compiler.

The parsing of standard controi structures often requires the recognition of a jump to the
next instruction following the parsed sequence. While DCGs are quite capabie of
performing caiculations on addresses, it is more elegant to incorporate in each assembler
instruction its address and the address of the location following the instruction. This
allows control structures to be recognized using only unification (so that symbolic labels
can be used if desired) and permits instructions of varying lengths. The program
requires its input in the form of a Prolog list. Producing the required format from
standard assembly listings would be a trivial task using Prolog or standard UNIX data-
manipulation tools {Bourne 1983].

Figure 5 shows the structure built by this “decompiler” when given the code from Figure
3 and the results of formatting this according to the syntax of PL using a simple pretty-
printer. This output can be successfully recompiled. The decompiler handles all of the
constructs allowed in the PL language.
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parse(Tokens, Structure) :-
Structure represents the successfully parsed list
of Tokens,
*/

parse (Source, Structure) :-
pl_program(Structhre, Source, []).

pl_program(S) --> (program], identifier(X), {':'), statement(S).

statement ((S;Ss8)) ~->

{begin], statement(S), rest_statements(Ss).
statement (assign(X,V)) =-=>

identifier(X), (':='], expression(Vv).
statement (1£(T,S51,82)) =-=->

{if}, test(T), ([then]), statement(Sl), (else), statemenct (S2).
statement (while(T,S)) =-->

{while], test(T), (do], statement(S).
statement (read (X)) -->

[read], identifier(X).
siatement (write(X)) -=->

{write]), expression(X).

rest_statements(($;S3)) --> (';'], stateraent(S), rest_statements(Ss).

rest_statements(void) --> (end).

expression(X) --> pl_constant (X).
expression (expr (0p, X,¥Y)) -->
pl_constant (X), arithmetic_op(Cp), expression(Y).

arithmetic_op('+') --> [*+'].
arithmetic_op(‘'=') ==> [*=*].
arithmetic_op('*') =-=> [1*'},
arithmetic_op('/') =-=> ['/*').

pl_constant (name (X)) =--> identifier(X).
pl_constant (number (X)) --> pl_integer(X).

identifier(X) --> [X], latom(X)}.
pl_integer(X) --> (X}, {integer(X)}.

test (compare (Op, X, ¥)) -=>
expression(X), comparison_op(Op), expression(Y).

comparison_op('=') -=> ['=']),
comparison_op('>') -=> ['>'].
comparison_op('<') ~-=> ('<').
comparison_op('>=') -=> ('>='],
comparison_op('=<') --> ['=<?),

Figure 1. A DCG parser for the PL language (Sterling and Shapiro 1986).
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program factorial;
begin
read value;
count := 1;
result := 1;
while count < value do
begin
count := count + 1;
result := result * count
end;
write result
end.

Figure 2. A PL program

?- cfile(factorial pl).
{ (value,18), (count,19), (result,20))

t
(0,1, read, 18},
{1,2, loadec,1},
(2,3;store, 191,
{3,4,loadc, 1]},
(4,5,s8tore, 20],
[5,6,lo0ad, 19},
[{6,7,8ub,18],
(7,8, jumpge, 151,
{8,9,1load, 9],
{9,10,addc, 1],
{10,111, store, 19],
{11,12, load,20],
{12,13,mul, 19]),
113,14, store, 20),
[14,15, jump, 5],
[15,16,10ad,20],
(16,17,write, 0],
(17,18,halt, 0}

1. vyes
2-

Figure 3 Script of a Prolog session (user input in italics) showing the invocation of the
PL compiler with the file factorial_pl containing the code shown in Figure 2. The output
comprises the symbol table followed by the assembled object code.
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% 2= 00400, xfx, ':='), op(TID, YIX, (=>)), cp(93C, fy, nory, o@tldC, Ix, var). }

Qecscrp(ccce, PLY - pl_greg(l, _, 2L, Coce, ). '

- 3

pl_groy(?, &, prog(X)yy --> pi_frag(?, P, X), [[Pi, & hait, 0!},

e._fragt?, I, X) =-=-> smc(P, Q, X).
pl_frag(P, R, (X;¥)) ==> stat(P, Q, X}, pi_frag(Q, R, V),

stme (P, C, reaa(var(A))) =--> ({2, Q, read, A,;.
sTmL(?, C, write(var(A))) =-->
{i?, P1. load, A}, {Pl, ¢, write, Oj!.
stat (P, Q, nowvp) --> [{P, Q, noop, _l].
stme (P, Q, while(Test, J¢)) ==>
branch_if_noti(_, _, Test, Q).
pl_frag(_, _, Do),
[i?1, Q, jump, P!}.
seme (P, Q, if(Test, Then, Eise)) -->
branch_:f_noti_, _, Test, Pl),
pi_fragi_, _, Then},
{ioe _s Jump, Q)
pl_frag(Pl, Q, Else).
stmz (P, Q, 1f(Test, Then)) =-=>
pbranch_if_aot(_, _, Test, Q).
pl_frag(_. Q, Thern).
stme(?, Q, Asgns) -=>
arith_exp(P, Pl, _ => X}, assign_seq(Pl, Q, Asgns, X).

assign_seq(®P, Q, var(A) := B8, X} -=>
[P, P1, stcre, All, assign_seq(Fl, Q, B, X).
assign_seq(?, C, var(A) := X, X) -=> [{P, Q, store, A)}.

: sranch_Lif_not(P, ¢, Test, R) ==>
i ariva_exp(®?, _, _ => A), arith_opi(_, _, A => A~-@),
\ compar.son_opccue (Comp, JumpOp), func_args(Test, Comp, A, B) I,
&, _» <sumplp, RiJ.

itn_exp(?, C, A) ==> ar:ith_op(?, Q, A).
nexp(?, Q A =>2Q0) -=>
ar.tr_cp(P, Pl, A => B), arith_exp(Pl, ¢, 8 => Q).

az.tn_cplB, QA _ => A -=> [[P, Q, loadc, All.
ar.ta_cp(®, &, _ => var(A)) ==> [{P, Q, lcaa, Al}.
tith_cpi?, @, A > E) -=>
.2, Q. Op, Bil,

« .iteral operation(Sym, Op}, func_arys(E, Sym, A, B) }
ar.in_cpiP, Q, A => E) ==>

..P, Q, Op, Blj,

i memory_operation(Sym, Op), func_argsiE, Sym, A, var(B)) },

comparison_opeode('=', jumpne) . compariscn_opcode('>', lumpie).
csrparison_opeodel>=’, jumplt) . comparison opcade('<', jumpge) .
COrparison_opcode (=<', jumpge) .

iiteral_ocperat:ion(’+',addc). literal_operation(’'-',subc).
«iteral _cperat.on('*',mulc). literal cperation('/',dive),

remory_operation(’'+',add) ., memory_operation('-‘,subl.
memory_operation{'*‘,mul), memory operation('/',div).

% access components of Term » Functor(Argi, Arqg2) i(more efficient than =,
func_args(Term, Functor, Arqgl, Arg2) :~
functor (Fact, Funetor, 2),
arg{l, Fact, Argl),
arg(2, Fact, Argl). »

Figure ¢ A DCG parser for decompiling the output of the PL compiler

o A At S = e
-~ —~
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prog(iread(var 18)
(var 19 == 1;
(var 20 := 1;
(while(var 19 < var 18,
(var 19 := var 19 + 1;
var 20 := var 20 * var 19));
write(var 29))))))

(a) The structure created dusing the decompilation of code of Figure 3
using the grammar of Figure 4.

program thing;
begin
read varl$;
varld := 1;
var20 := 1;
while varl9<varl8 do kegin
varl9 := varl3+l;
var20 := var2d*varld
end ;
wraite var20
end.

(b) The above term pretty-printed in a format acceptabie to the PL
compiler.

Figure 5

2.3 Compiler Optimisations

One of the problems reai decompilers will face 1s the handhing of compiler
optirmisations. This 1s 1llustrated by a simple case which 1s handled by our toy
decompiler. The compiler described above translates the PL sequence:

b;
b

[¢]

W
noH

into the assembler sequence:

load b
store a
load b
store ¢

An optimsing compiler would recognise that the second lead is redundant and would
remove it. The rule for recogrusing assignment statements in the decompiler accepts the
“optimised” code:

load b
store a
store ¢

UNCLASSIFIED 7
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and translates it into the form:

which could, 1f desired, be transformed into two separate assignments to match PL
syntax rules.

A full discussion of the decomptlation of optimised code 1s beyond the scope ot this
paper.

3. DECOMPILING “SMALL-C” FOR THE INTEL 8085

The instruction set used in the above example 15, unfortunately, rather different from those ot
typical microprocessors. In order to provide a more realistic evaluation, the Intel 8085 8-bit
mucroprocessor (Intel 1977] was chosen. A convenient high-level language was provided by
the public domain Small-C compiler, which accepts a large subset of the C language
[Kermighan and Ritchie 1978]. We describe below the construction of decompilers for two
subsets of Small-C including while and if-then-else control structures and assignment
statements with arithmetic expressions. The fust employs only static integer variables
{vanables are assigned addresses in memory), the second oniy automatic variables (variables
are assigned on the sysiem stack so that storage for them 1s created and destroyed on
procedure entry and exit). A full decompiler for the language would include rules for both
classes of vanables as well as character and pointer data-types, more complex expressions
and the remarnung control structures.

3.1 Static Variables

Figure 6 shows a C version of the factonial program (without the read and write
commands for simphaity) and a fragment of the 8085 assembly language generated by
the Small-C compiler. One noticeable difference from the toy instruction set is that the
store step m an assignment statement is now delocalised, with the address calculated
and pushed onto the stack prior to evaluation of the expression whence 1t is
subsequently popped for use.

Figure 8 shows the mput and output. The assembly language was formatted manually
using a text editor. Arbitrary numerical addresses, which are only used for unification
so they could be any unique symbols, have been used in the address fields, while labels
for variable locations and run-time routines have been left in their onginat form by
declaring “2” as a prefix operator. lt is, perhaps, interesting to note that Pascal-like
code has been produced by decompiling the output of a C compuler (although the subset
of C we have chosen is easily mapped 1nto Pascal).

8 UNCLASSIFIED
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main{()

}
(a)

main:

(b)

static int value, count, result;
value = 10;
sount = 1)
result = 1;
while (count < value) {
count = count + 1l;
result = result * count;

A Small-C program using static variables

Small C 8080;

Coder (2.4,84/11/2M)
Front End (2.7,84/11/28)
extern ?pint

cseg

; Allocate storage for variables in data segment.

dseg

ds 2
cseg
dseg
ds
cseg
dseg
ds 2
cseg

>

; Load HL register-pair with address of variable.
; and save it on the stack.

1x1 h,?2
push h

; Load HL register-pair with value 10.

1xi h, 10

; Load DE register-pair with address of variable
; and call run-time routine to store an integer.

pop d
call pint

- Figure 6

8085 assembly language produced by the Smail-C compiler from the program of (aj,
up to the end of the first assignment statement (count = 10). Added comments are
shown in italics.
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Figure 7 shows the grammar rules of the decompiler. In this implementation of C, the

HL register assumes the role of accums:tator i arithmetic cperations.

gecc-g(lcae, FL) :- pl preg(_, _, PL, lcode, V.
S._ETSSE, &, DPIOFLX)) =-> pi_frag(?, FlL, X}, P, & rer ,.

(2, I, X) ==» stmi(?, ¢, X).
(2, R, Xs¥)y ==> simi(?, Q, Xi, pa_£Tag(d, R, ¥).

T, SC)) ==>
P, P, Test, C),

, Z.5€)) ==>
?, i, Test, P3),
W

21, B2, push, 0,
ar.in_exp(fz, P3, _ > X,
3, P4, PLEe 3
:.,'

2 Test, Rj ==>

_expg(d, L. _ WA,

22, pash, N5,

_exptP2, 23, _ => 3,

¢4, oop, di,,P4, PS5, cali., Subr),,

: _cotlonmp, S.ory, func_argsi{Test, lome, A, B o,
?:, ©€, mov, a, hi, .P6, P7, cra, .., .7, Q, z, Ril.

o _tntte, eyl comp_opli<', it).
zemp_stitat, I3t} comp_opl'ac!, 2le).
[ Xld ¥ comp_op('!=', ne).

n_exgi?, Q, A) ==> arith_op(?, Q, A).
n_exp(?, Q A =>C) ==>
ar.th_opt?, Pi, A => 8), arith_exp(Pl. g, 8 => {),

o e

ar.ia_spid?, Q, _ => A) -=> [P, Q, ixi, R, Al,.
ar.in_opi?, Q, _ => var(A)) =-->
2, _, xi, n, Al, [_, @, call, 2q1nt],.
ar.in_Sp(?, Q, A > E) -->
P, _. pesh, nlj,
ar.ih _exoci_, _, _ => B},
.+ _r pop, dil,
ao_arita_op(_, &, Op!
ctine_args(E, Cp, A, B)}).

co_arith opiP, Q, '+') -=> [{?, Q, cad, d]l.

ao_arita _op(?, Q, '~-") -=> {{P, Q, cail, ?sucj].
do_arith_ep(?, Q, **') ==> {{P, Q, calii, m.ll!.
ao_azith_op(P, Q, '/') ==> [{P, Q, call, 2div.i,

Figure7, A decompiler which accepts 8085 assembly language from a subset of the
Small-C language using only static variables.
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exa~c.et.,

2,
z, 3,
3, 4,
4, &,
z, €,
N-TH

', 8,
8, 3,

3, &,
1.8, i1,
i, L2,

2, 13,
.13, 14,

s .3,

15, 23,

3, 17,

L1, L8,

8, 19,
.9, 20,
e, 21,
21, 22,
22, 23,
123, 24,
124, 25,
23, 28,
26, 27,
27, 28,
28, 29,
9, 32,
33, i1,

3%, 32,

32, 33,

33, 34,

34, 33,
J3E, 36,

3z, 37,
37, 38,

33, 39,
33, 4¢,
.43, 4%,
41, 42,
42, 43,
43, 44,
.44, 45,
(43, 4%,
‘46, 47,
{47, 26,
126, 48

(a) 8085 ;ssefx\bly I

program thing:;
begin

“Xay
c.sn,
_xi,
POF,
ca.i,
XL,
gosh,
XL,
pop,
ca.a,
AXL,
pusn,
LXay,
Fop,
Caul,
‘X1,
Cali,
push,
iX1,
call,
pep,
cala,
mev,
cra,
12,
Lxi,
Push,
S
Tq..,,
pas”,
DXy,
pep,
dad,
eep,
cail,
ix1,
push,
ixs,
cali,
pash,
i1xi,
call,
pop,
call,
pop,
call,
imp,
ret]

anguage from the compilation of the Small-C program of Figure 6,
formatted for decompiling using the program of Figure 7,

var({?2) := 10;

var(?3) := 1;
var(?4) := 1;

.

?piat,
1,240,
n,
LIRIY
3.,
“pint],
rn,?3},
?gint},

a’,
vintj,
n, 245,
al,

%, 4y,
?giat),
al,

h, 23],
?g:int],
a1,
mail,
a3,
?pinti,,
251,

while var(?3)<var(?2) do begin
var(?3) := var(?3)+1;
var(?4) := var(?4)*var(?3)

end
end.

(b) Formatted output generated by the decompiler of Figure 7 from (a).

Figure 8
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3.2 Automatic Variables

Automatic variables are accessed by calculating an offset from the current value of the stack
pointer (a register known as SP in the case of the 8085). The decompiler grammar 1s
complicated by the need to account for changes in SP as the stack is used for temporary storage
during expression evaluation, as shown in the annotated assembly code in Figure 9. It is
apparent that the number of pushes during a C statement is balanced by the number of pops, so
it is sufficient to include an extra variable in the non-terminals used in arithmetic expressions
(Figure 10) to record SP decrements (by 2 with each push) to decide which vanable is being
accessed.

H Small C 8080;

H Coder (2.4,84/11/2M)

: Front End (2.7,84/11/28)
extern ?pint

cseg
main:
; Establish a stack frame for 3 integer variables.
push b
push b
push b
; Calculate variable address as offset from current
; stack-pointer (SP) and save it on the stack.
1xi h, 4
dad sp
push h
; Load HL register-pair witnh value 10
1xi h,10
¢ Load DE register-pair with address of variable
; and call run-time routine to store an integer.
pop d
call ?pint
Figure 9 8085 assembly language produced by the Small-C compiler from the program

of Figure 6a, (but with variables declared int , rather than static int) up to the end of the
first assignment statement (count = 10). Added comments are shown in italics.

Formatting the code of Figure 9 as a Prolog list in the manner of Figure 8a, and
employing the grammar of Figure 10 in the decompiler, we obtain a listing identical
(apart from the names of variables) to that of Figure 8b.

[
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gessrpilcae, FL) e

4 €L _ergt_e o Ti, Ccge, Y. corp_opl'=’, ?eq}. gorp_opi'<', 2.%).
cerp_op('>!, 290, corp_opite<t, 2.€) .
5. _Pregi?, progix)y ==2 comp_oplto=’, ige) . comp_spi' =’ rel.
pusnes{?, Pi, C, N) .,
p._fragt?, Pl, Xy, arich_expiP, 2. A, S) ==>
poesi®, P, O, Wy, arith_opi?, C. A, S3
Pl N teT... arish exp(?, A > L2, 3) ==>
g e (tam_of _vars = N)e fete arith_op(?, gL, A => 3, 5,

aricn_expl?i, C, 3 => %, Sh.

p. frage®, & X) -2 strte?, G X).
g._frag(?, R, X301} =2 arith _opt®, @ _ 7> A, 3 -=>
swmx (2, Q¢ X, (R, Q. ixi, B, Al
p._fragiQ, R, Y. arich_cp(?, &, _ => var(h, 5 -3
TR, _, ixi, oA, Xl
¢m=2 (P, 2, wr..e(lest, Z¢)) = v_e e Gad, spi.
pra~cn_tf_nott?, P1, Test, Q). [_o Qb cail, 2g.8%...
g._fragi?l, 22, 9%, {pLssi(A, S, X1}
L PI, Q. 3o. PilL arith_op(?, Q, A = 2, 3) ==>
sn~t (%, 3, .itTest, lnes, Zisel) =-> TWB, _, Push, b i,
ararza_.f_routd, B, Test, ?3), 1pLasts, 2, 3Ly,
§._trag(dl, B2, Inenl, arich_exptl_, _o _ => 2, 34,
22, 3, imp, Q.. ‘1, _. Pop, 3V,
N c._frag(?3, I, T.se). do_aritn_opl_. G, P,
sue (D, 2, -ftlest, T -—> (€.nc_args(E, Op, a, 3.
craren_if_nct(?, 2L, Test, 2,
e._fragi®i, & tnend. do_aritn_oplP. Q, '+") ==>
sT=t(F, o, vartA)y 1« Xy -=> i1, G, dad, a';.
2, Bl, .R1, D, Al ac_arith _cpt?, &, '-') -2
#1, P2, dad, spl, (P, & ca.l, Isub, .
. 22, P, sush, Rl do_arith optP, & '77) -
ar.tn_expl?d, B4, | = X, 20, {19, Q, cacl, Tus
24, £3, poR, al, do_arith_opi?, G, /Y ==
25, Q, Cais, 2pint;l. P, Q. Taal, 13V
crarch 15 _not{P, Q, Test, R) ==> pushes(?, G, NC, N) -=>
ar.zn_expiP, Pl, _ *> A, 0), {1p, B1, push, Ol
.+p1, P2, push, hll, pushes(Bl, $, N3, MLy,
arith_expt?2, 23, _ => B, 2), 1plusiNy, L, Nhr.
{.p3, P4, pop, dl, pushes(?, &, N, N) -=> .:.
ip4, 5, call, Ssubr;l,
{ popsi?, 2, NO, N ==>
comp_opiComp, Subr), i{P, Pl, pep. LI,
f.nc_argsiTest, Comp, A, B) popstPl, C, WO, Niy,
I iplustNl, 1, N)i.
.'P3, P6, mov, A, Al popst?, @ N, Ny v=> T
¢6, 27, cra, L,
£7, ¢, 32, RID,
[ ¢
¢
1
i/
§ Figure 10 A "decompiler" for 8080 assembly language generated by the "SmallC* ¢
W

' compiler using only automatic variables. Decompilation results in a “generic" block-
structured representation which can be formatted to produce a language of choice {eg Pascal).
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4. INTERACTIVE DECOMPILING

4.1 Using the Prolog Database

The standard approach to translating DCG rules into executable Prolog, which has been
used in the examples thus far, requires the input assembler code to be represented as a
Prolog list. While this normally provides faster execution than other approaches
[Pereira and Warren 1980), it has some disadvantages.

We have not considered here many of the processes which might be required prior to
decompilation, such as the separation of code from data [Horspool and Marovac 1980],
or the determination of the semantics of run-time procedures not part of the available
code. It is suggested that the reverse-engineering of a large program will require
significant interaction with a human analyst ever a considerable period and that more
rapid progress will be made on some sections of the code than on others.

The reasoning applied by a human analyst might be sometimes bottom-up, or data-
driven:

“that small procedure has two 8-bit XOR instructions; it probably is doing a 16-bit
XOR",

and at other times top-down or hypothesis-driven:
“let’s assume this was written in PLIM-80".

The model of the reverse-engineering process which we have in mind appears to be a
close fit to the so-called Blackboard Model which had its orgins in computer
understanding of speech {Nii 1986A, 1986B].

Pereira and Warren [1980] note that lists are not the only way of representing sequences
of symbols in implementing DCG parsers. In particular, if individual instructions are
stored as facts in the Prolog database, any rule of a decompiler grammar to be applied
starting at any instruction, allowing a combination of top-down and bottom-up parsing.
Further, as pointed out by Pereira and Warren, when a rule has been successfully
applied we can add a fact containing the recognised structure to the database so that it
can be considered by other rules without repeating the computation required in its
recognition. Parsers which employ such tables (or charts) of already recognised well-
formed substrings are often caliad chart-parsers {Winograd 1983},

Figure 11 is an interpreter for a DCG grammar which expects input symbols to appear as
facts in a ternary relation ¢ (standing for “edge”: chart-parsing jargon), referred to
here as the chart. In order to avoid confusion, a different arrow symbo! has been used in
the grammar-rules. Note that this interpreter inspects the chart for a required
structure before looking for a rule. Recognised PL statements are added to the database,
but smaller fragments are not. This appears to be a reasonable approach, given the
relative expense of the assert operation. These assertions of deduced results into the
database are within the spirit of logic programming as they do not change the meaning
of the program.

14
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substx (P, Q, (A, As)) :-
substr (P, Pi, A,
substr (Pl, Q, As).
substr(P, P, [1).
substz (P, P, (X)) := X, !.
substr(P, Q, e{P, Q, T)) :- substx(P, Q, T).
substriP, Q, T) :~ e(P, Q, T), !.
substr (P, Q, T) :-
(T ==> A),
substri{P, Q, A),
(T = stme(S) ~> new_edge(e(P, Q, T)) ; true).

new_edge(E) :~ E, !,
new_edge (E) :~
asserta(E),
write(E),
nl.

Figure 11 Chart-parser implemented as an interpreter of DCGs.

The DCCs employed in the previous examples required each non-terminal contan
parameters representing the current and next “address”. As this is information 1s now
included in the chart, it need only appear in rules when 1t is necessary for recognising
control structures. [n such cases, direct reference is made to the chart representation.
Generally rules are less cluttered than in the previous notation.

Figure 12 shows the grammar of Figure 10 in the new format. Figure 13 shows the
assembly code in the format for use with the chart parser. Note that, as with the list-
based representation, the arguments (I, J) which link successive facts e (1, J,

Instruction) are used only for unification so they can be any unique terms. Figure 14
shows a script of a Prolog session in an environment containing the clauses of Figures 11,
12, 4b and 13. Running this example (with the printing of messages disabled) or an
Apple Macintosh-Plus under Advanced Al Systems Prolog requires 4.08 seconds of CPU
time. If no recognised structures are saved in the chart, the time increases to 7.35
seconds. For comparison, the time taken for the equivalent problem using the list-based
representation (Figure 10) is 2.1 seconds. Execution speed using the chart representation
could be substantially improved by “compiling” grammar rules into equivalent Prolog
clauses, as is done for the list-based representation. For our present purposes, the use of
an interpreter facilitates experimentation.
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Pe_FT23/progiXyy e=>
F.snes{s, V),
p._fTa3(xy,
popsis, W,
e,

WFLte{ 08l Of J.I0TALLC Varlar.es' ¢ M, nlf,

FL_TTag(X) o> gtri iy,
©._fzag((X;¥)) ee> stme{X), pi_Ilrag(Y).

sttt iw~ile(Tesy, K1) e.
el?, _, craren & _aot(Test. ),
pi_frag(Cey,

e(_, U irp 20,
siTt(. 2 (Test, Then, Eise)) e=»

braren_LI _notilest, ?),

p._frag(Trem,

Pty TR

e(?, &, pi_fraqQ(P3, ¢, Eiser).

STRE(LE(Test, Then)) ==>
orarch_Lf_not{Test, ),

e{_, Q
3LTtivarid) 1= Xy

.xi, h, Al, (dad, spi, {push, nj,

arith_exp{_ => X, 2),

pop, di, ica.li, “pint].

cranch_if_not(Test, R) ~=>
ar.in_exp(_ => A, l},
\Push, hj,
arit~_exp(_=> 3, 2,
pop, di, lcal., S.eri,
comp_op {Samp, Suor),
finc_args(Test, Comp, A, B)

‘e
Tev, a, fi, Sra, i, 5T, R

sorp_op('=', Zeq).
cerg_opit<', 2.t).
comp_cpi'>’, 23t.
coTp oplie<', lie).
corp_opi'>=', 23e.
serp opl''=t, re}.

aritn_exp(A, 5) -=> aritr _op(A, 8).
aritn_exp(A => ¢, S) ==
arith_op(A => B, S}, arith_exp(d => ¢, S},

azitn_op{_ => A, 3} ==> [.xl, h, Al.
arith cpl_ => varih), S) ==>
x4y h, Xi, {qaa, spl, (call, “ginti,
plus(A, 3, %)y,
Ar.th_op(A => E, 5) =w>
lpush, hl,
plas(s, 2, s,
arith_expt »> B, 51,
pop, al,
do_arith_op(Op),
1func_args(E, Op, A, B)i.

do arith op(‘+') ==> {dag, di,

(*=*) ==> fcall, 2sub],
go_arith_op{'**) ==> {call, Mmil].
do _arith op('/*') ==> (call, 2alv],

pusras (NO, N) ==> ‘pusn, »,, pushes(NO, Nl), \plusiNi, 1, N} },
pushes (N, N} ==> (],

PopsIND, N) ==> pop, B), PopsiNG, N1), iplusiNl, i, N} ),
POpSIN, N} ==> [,

Figure 12 The grammar of Figure 10 re-cast for use with the chart-parsing interpreter of

Figure 11.
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ell, 2, {push, bl e(33, 34, {3z, 23,
el(2, 3, {push, bl). e{34, 35, {1xi, h,2}).
e(3, 4, [push, bhi). e{35, 36, {dad, spl).
e(4, 5, {1xi, h,4]) el36, 37, {push, hl]).
e(5, 5, (dad, spl) e(37, 38, [1xi, h,4]).
el6, 7, {push, hl). e(38, 39, (dad, spl)).
e(7, 8, (1xi, h,10}) e{39, 40, [call, ?2gint]) .
e(8, 9, {pop . d)). e (40, 41, {push, h}) .
e(9, 10, [ecall, pint}) e(41, 42, {l1xi, h,il).
e(10, 11, {1xi, h,21) el(42, 43, {pop, dj).
e{ll, 12, {dad, spl). e{43, 44, {dad, d)) .
e(12, 13, [push, hl). e(44, 45,  {pop, d}) .
e(13, 14, rixi, h,1)) e (45, 46, (call, ?pint}) .
e(14, 15, {pop, di). e(46, 47, [1xi, h,0]).
e(15, 16, (call, ?pint]) e(47, 48, {dad, spl).
e(le, 17, {1xi, h,00) e (48, 49, {push, hj).
e(17, 18, {dad, spl) e{49, 50, {1xi, h,2D).
e(18, 1§, [push, hl). e (50, S1, faad, spj).
e(19, 20, (1xi, h,1]) e{51, S2, {call, 2gint]) .
e (20, 21, {pop, dl). e(52, 53, {push, h})).
e(21, 22, [call, ?pint}) e(53, 54, [1xi, h,61).
e(?22, 23, {lxi, h,2}) e(54, S5, {dag, spl).
e(23, 24, (dad, spl}. e (55, 56, fecall, ?gint}) .
e(24, 25, [call, ?2gint)) e{56, 57, ipop, d]) .
e (25, 26, {push, hh o« e(57, S8, {call, mul}) .
e(26, 27, [1lxi, h,6)) e(58, 59, [pop, dl).
e(27, 28, (dad, spl). e(59, 60, {call, ?pinti).
e(28, 29, (cail, 2gint]) e(60, 23, {imp, 227).
e(29, 30, [pop, dl). e(?3, 62, {pop, bi}.
e(30, 2, (call, 21t . e(62, 63, (pop, bl).
e(31, 32, [mov, a,h}) e(63, 64, {pop, by,
e(32, 33, {ora, 11). e(64, 63, {ret]).

Figure 13 8085 assembly instructions from the Small-C compiler formatted as prolog

facts for application of the chart parser of Figure 11 and the grammar of Figure 12
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?- substr(l, _, pl prog(S)}, pprint!(S}.

e(4,10,stme (vard:=10))

e(10,16,stmt (var2:=l))

e{l6,?2,stmt (vard:=1))

e(34,46,stmt (var2 :=var2+l))

e(46,60,stmt (varQ:=var0*var2))

e(?2,23,stme (while(var2<var4, (var2:=var2+l;var0:=varQ*var2))))
number of automatic variables=3

pro

gram thing:

begin

vard = 10;
var2 := };
varQ := 1;
while var2<var4 do begin
varl := varl2+l;
var0 := varQ*var2
end

end.

?-

S = prog({var 4 := 10;
(var 2 :=1;
(var 0 := 1;
while(var 2 < var 4,
(var 2 := var 2 + 1;
var 0 := var 0 * var 2))}}})

Figure 14 Script of a prolog session (user input in italics) showing the invocation of the

chart-parser. Recognised structures are printed as they are asserted in the database.

Interactive decompilation would be greatly assisted by the analyst being able to
indicate graphically the point in the assembly or machine code at which
decompilation should start and, perhaps to select the prog=im construct to be recognised
from a menu. Figure 15 shows a prototype interactive decompilation environment
written in Quintus MacProlog on an Apple Macintosh Il computer. Apart from code
concerned with the user interface, the Prolog program is thay of the chart-parser
described above. The window labelled “ASM-80" displays in conventional format the
8085 assembly language represented internally as in Figure 13. The window labelled
“Grammar” displays the grammar of Figure 12 for browsing and, when appropriate,
refinement and extension. The analyst has placed the cursor on the line labelled “4” to
indicate the start point for an attempted decompilation and has selected “stmt(_)” (see
Figure 12) as the syntactic category to be recognised. The successfully recognised PL
structure, in this case an assignment statement, is displayed in the window labelled “PL
Statement” and the assembly code which it spans is highlighted in the “ASM-80"
window. The “Summary” window displays the current results of decompilation.
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Figure 15 Interactive decompiling environment. See text for details.
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4.2 Application Domain Semantics - The Symbol Table

The design of a computer program is only partially captured in the structure of its source
code. In order to make it understandatle, it must be related to the application domain.
This 1s typically provided by the choice of meaningful names for variables and by the
insertion of comments. The interactive environment proposed provides for this.
Variable: and labels derived during the decompilation can be assigned meaningful
symbols by the analyst asserting facts of the form:

symbol (var(l), count).
symbol (1, start).

Comments can likewise be attached to segments of code by the analyst specifying the
“address” range:

comment {1, 2, 'initialise count').

Many programming languages allow constants to be represented by symbolic names,
with the actual value defined at one place in the code. This simplifies medification of
the program as well as making it more easily understood. Replacement of the symbol
with its numerical equivalent is a trivial operation for the compiler. The reversal of
this process is in general difficult and requires understanding of the meaning of the
program in the application domain. Unusual (so-called magic numbers) or recurring
values might be brought to the attention of the analyst for possible replacement by
symbolic constants. The recognition of constants with prosaic values which might also
arise from many unrelated causes (for example the values 0 or 1) would require deep
understanding of the program’s domain semantics and is unlikely to be achieved
automatically. A mechanism for replacing numerical values with symbols requires a
means of refermng to the values to be replaced. The simplest approach is to edit the
assembly or machine code then re-run the decompiler over the modified structures.

The prototype interactive environment described above permits the user to assign
symbolic names to variables. These are stored n a symbol table and used when PL code
is displayed. Figure 16 shows the Macintosh “Dialog Box” for editing the symbol
table. Arbitrary names for variables in the “Summary” window (Figure 15) have been
replaced by (presumably) meaningful symbols. Currently a one-to-one correspondence
between variables and symbols is required.
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The above arrangement can handle static variables and automatic variables (that 1s, those
for which storage is allocated on the stack) from a single context (procedure or block). In
gencral automatic variables must be be labelled with their context, for example var (main,
2) . This requires that the grammar-rules concerned be augmented with variables to record
the context whenever a new stack-frame is established.

4.3 Recovering Data Types

In addition to recovering the control structures, the decompilation process should
attempt to recover data type information. Simple (scalar) data types include those
directly supported by machine instructions, for example in the case of the 8085, 8 bit
bytes which may be interpreted as characters or integers and 16-bit words representing
addresses or signed or unsigned integers, extended precision integers, floating point
numbers of varying precision, ranges of integers, enumerated types (such as days of the
week) and sets, typically represented as bit-maps. Complex data types include
character strings, records (or structures) and arrays of the afforementioned simple and
complex types. Modern languages, particularly those claiming to be object-oriented,
allow the programmer to define a rich hierarchy of types (usually called classes) to
represent concepts in the problem domain. We shall not consider such languages here;
rather discussion will be confined to the data types provided for in languages such as
Pascal.

While the problem of recovering type definitions is somewhat orthogonal to the use of
DCGs, it is relevant to the question of the practicability of decompilation and we
suggest here a general approach which involves, for scalar types, the following
processss:

a. the recognition of the storage class of variables (number of bytes occupied,
alignment) from the instructions used to access it.

b. assigning attributes to the type of the variable according to the operations
which are performed on it (integer or floating point arithmetic, comparisons, bit-
wise logical operations).

¢. assigning variables to the same class where they are used in operations
together and where attributes already assigned are compatible.

d. defining a class of variables as the transitive closure of the same-class
relation defined by process c.

The blackboard model, referred to in section 4, provides a suitable framework for the
application of such heuristics encoded as Prolog procedures. Attributes of variables can
be asserted into the database as they are recognised. Examples of attribute assertions
include:

size(var(l), 2).

size(var(2), 1).
participates_in(var(l), int_arith).
participates_in(var(2), byte_compare).
assigned_value(var(2), 1).
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Recognised type compatibilities can be asserted thus:
same_type (var(l), var{3)).

These can be summarised as type declarations whenever a decompiled listing 15
requested.

In a strongly-typed language such as Pascal, integer subrange types might be recognised
from run-time bounds-checks while enumerated types might be inferred from the set of
constants assigned to variables of the type. Samples of values assigned to variables
obtained from the run-time environment or data files would be of considerable benefit in
determining the range and type of data, although relating external representations to
internal values would require a deep understanding of input/output procedures.

In the absence of knowledge of the application domain, it is not possible to
differentiate an integer subrange type [1 .. 7] from an enumerated type [sun, mon, tue,
wed, thu, fri, sat] which may have been used by the original programmer. Such
semnantics may in some cases be provided as hints in an application domain knowledge
base (for example, in an application dealing with dates, enumerated types days of the
week and months of the year might be expected, as well as subrange types {1 .. 31} for
days of the month, etc.). However, as with the assigning meaningful variable names,
significant interaction with the analyst will be required. Assertions of correspondence
between numeric and symbolic values for enumerated types might take the form:

symbolic_value(var(2), 1, monday).

The comments in the previous section regarding automatic variables from muluple
contexts apply equally the recording of facts relating to type as they do do symbolic
names. In addition it 1s desirable to minimise the scope of static variables in
reconstructing declarations, even though program semantics may be the same with
variables having global scope

5. CONSTRUCTING DECOMPILING GRAMMARS

The grammars for decompiling 8085 assembly code presented here have been discovered by
examuning the code generated by the Small-C compiler from known fragments of source code.
In addition, run-time procedures were identified with the help of mnemonic labels. In fact
these latter were generally quite short and their functions easy to determine. Automating the
semantic analysis of such simple run-time procedures should not be difficult.

There will be some cases in practice where the compiler used to generate the program of
interest will be known or can be guessed at. Software for embedded microprocessors is often
compiled on development systems using languages provided by the chip manufacturer or by a
major software vendor. Application programs on genaral purpose computers may be wntten
using the standard system programmung tools (for example, C under UNIX).

Further expenmentation will be needed to determine the difficulty of constructing a
decompiler when the source language and compiler are unknown and the extent to which this
process might be automated. An even more difficult question is whether it is practicable to
decompile to a high-level language, code which was actually written in assembly language
or which has undergone intensive optimisation. It does seem likely that a language such as C,
with its many constructs directly reflecting machine operations, would be a more promising
target in this case than, say, Pascal.
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6. DISCUSSION

This paper has described techniques for the construction of decompilers using definite clause
grammars compiled or interpreted as Prolog programs. The principles have been illustrated
using subsets of C compiled for the 8085 microprocessor. These experiments demonstrate that
the use of DCGs and Prolog is a viable approach. In particular, the use of the Prolog database
to store the initial assembly (or machine) code and recognised syntactic structures in the
manner of a chart-parser supports an interactive approach and the application of additional
knowledge. While the work described has not been carried through to the completion of a
decompiler for a complete real-world programming language, Brushe {1990} describes a Prolog
decompiler for a significant subset of PLM-80.

Avenues for further research include studies of different combinations of languages, compilers
and target hardware, methods for handling compiler optimisation, the possibility of
recognising high-level constructs such as loops and if-then-else statements in hand-written
assembly code, and the use of heuristic knowledge of both the programming process and the
application domain, Efficient implementation may be an issue for larger problems,

Finally we note that other approaches to the rapid construction of reverse engineering tools
apart from the use of Prolog are possible. Other symbol manipulation languages such as Lisp
could be chosen as a starting point, but generally would require significantly more work by the
system builder. Kotik and Markosian {1989] describe the application of the REFINE
programming language and environment to software re-engineering problems. REFINE
provides tools for the construction of parsers and pretty-printers from context-free grammars,
and a rule-based programming style for semantic processing of the resulting abstract syntax
tree, however its purchase cost is many times that of the Prolog systems used in the current
work, 1t demands a powerful workstation with a copious supply of memory and is less
portable than Prolog.
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