


















































































































































































































LETTERS 
What's Wrong 
In "What's Wrong with DBMS" (Dec. 15, 
p. 66), the content of what I said was cor­
rectly repeated. There are some details 
that were misstated that do not affect my 
opinions. 

We do not consider RAMIS and FO­
CUS "relationa1." These DBMSs provide 
tremendous "ad hoc" capability. We rec­
ognized the importance of "ad hoc" in 
the early '70s. The strength of these 
DBMSs in this area was so important to us 
that we worked with IBI and Mathematica 
to develop an interface to our IDMS data­
bases. 

Stepping onto my soapbox for a mo­
ment, I would like to clear up a miscon­
ception that the five DBMSs mentioned in 
the article are an "integrated database 
system." I have come up with the proper 
arguments for what my instinct was tell­
ing me was wrong. 

. First, the timing factor: each system 
has its own updating cycle. The person­
nel system is updated frequently each 
day. The payroll system is updated on 
Tuesday. The other systems have their 
own update cycles, and yes, the cycles 
are different from the above two sys­
tems. The problem is that no two sys­
tems ever have the same exact set of 
data at the same time. Ask the same 
question at the same time, on the same 
day, of the five systems and get up to five 
different answers. 

But does it really matter? Of course 
it matters. To get the correct answer to 
the question, the question must be posed 
to the correct system. 

Second, how do people design com­
puter systems? Each and every comput­
er system that I have seen comes with a 
program that edits and validates the in­
put. By now everyone has heard of 
GIGO-garbage in, garbage out. The edit 
and validation program is designed to 
eliminate GIGO. 

The problem then is that there are 
five edit and validation programs in these 
systems. When a need arises to enhance 
one of the systems, the edit/validation 
program for this system is changed. But 
someone forgets about the other four, or 
there is a delay in the production use of 
the revised edit/validation program (it 
takes only one). Presto-instant reject. 

And now it is a manual job to get 
things corrected, both programs and 
data. 

BARRY GROVES 
RCA 

Princeton, New Jersey 
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READERS' FORUM 
Relational: A New Religion? 
Do you know why that regulation-spawn­
ing fussbudget, the Food and Drug Ad­
ministration, has no labeling require­
ment for the term "natural"? It is be­
cause the word doesn't mean anything. 
In the sense that a substance is found in 
nature, everything man comes across is 
natural-the alternative is supernatura1. 
In the sense that something natural is un­
touched by the hand of man, nothing on 
earth is natural-at least not since the 
Pleistocene. So the agency that strictly 
regulates use of the terms peanut butter 
and ice cream ignores natura1. 

Lacking such regulatory wisdom 
or self-restraint, the dp industry is hit by 
cyclical waves of hype that roar in and 
then slip away, leaving our trade basical­
ly unchanged. Ten years ago, "distribut­
ed processing" was applied to almost ev­
erything someone wanted to sell. Later it 
was "information centers" and more re­
cently "relationa1." I've seen ads for rela­
tional database packages, relational com­
pilers, even relational office furniture. 

The word relational was coined 
and popularized by E.F. Codd and C.J. 
Date. Once it described a way of looking 
at data access that seemed more rig­
orous-almost mathematical-than the 
seat-of-the-pants approach common be­
fore 1971. Their work had the hallmark 
of genius. Then, sadly, like "fourth gen­
eration," relational was picked up by the 
hype makers and glued onto everything 
they wanted to sell. It was debased into a 
buzzword as meaningless as natural. 

Relational differs from other 
hype words in one important respect, 
though. Its inventors, Codd and Date, are 
still around. Whereas no independent au­
thorities stand behind terms like user 
friendly, there is someone we can ask 
whether, indeed, one vendor's office 
chair is more relational than another's. 
About a year ago, database Vendor C suf­
fered competitive pressure from Vendor 
I. Vendor I was telling trusting execu:" 
tives that its database system was more 
relational than C's. Understand, mean­
ingless hype or not, big bucks were at 
stake. So Vendor C hired an authority to 
study its package and express his opinion 
of its relational-ness. His answer, after 
he collected his fee: "It is not relationa1." 

N ow wait just a minute here. In 
the sense of embodying the perfection of 
pure math, no real software can be rela­
tional any more than a real pencil line can 
be Euclidean. After all, Codd's seminal 
work defined no updating. In the sense of 

incorporating the SELECT, PROJECT, and 
JOIN operators described in the paper 
that won Codd the Turing award, almost 
all current DBMS releases are relationa1. 

If relational-ness is measured by 
one man's flexible dogma, then the sub­
ject leaves the natural realm and enters 
the· supernatura1. It takes on the quasi­
religious nature of the argument be­
tween light-is-a-wave and light-is-a-parti­
cle, or that of entity-relationship design 
versus normalization. Is Christ present 
in the Eucharist? Whatever your opinion 
(and especially if you have none), you 
could have been slain for it 400 years ago. 

In a recent ad for a seminar, Codd 
and Date quoted my own humble opin­
ions as an example of "ill-informed ... 
misrepresentation." Well now, that 
seems a bit strong. I hold no grudge 
against these thinkers. As I've said, I 
look up to them as geniuses or (to keep 
the analogy) prophets of a new faith. 

But the most successful reli­
gions, it seems to me, have prophets who 
have died and only disciples, who can in­
terpret their leader's frozen words with­
out his butting in, to carryon. Of course I 
don't really want either of these "rela­
tional" fellows to get sick. (In fact, Chris 
Date is younger than I and, blessed with a 
wiry build, will likely outlive my kids.) 
But I wish they would stick to philoso­
phizing and let me get on with installing 
my new payroll system. 

AI 

FRANK SWEET 
Database Consultant 
Jacksonville, Florida 

Artificial intelligence 
will be achieved 

one day. 
And on that day 

that brain of 
silicon will say, 

"The hell with you 
and your mission!" 

and stop-
and start to listen 

to Laurie Anderson tapes 
orBach 
or read a Western 
or a brooding Russian 
or maybe just decide 

to call in sick 
and simply 

just go fishin'! 
ELMER BATAITIS 

Electronics Technician 
Strasenburgh Planetarium 

Rochester, New York 
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