How TTM Got Off The Ground
or How One Thing Leads to Another
by Hugh Darwen
The 1993 presentation of the UK Open University’s course on relational databases
included a question in a test paper in which the students were asked to state the
meaning, in real world terms, of the following SQL query:
SELECT NAME
FROM
CITY C1
WHERE 4 > ( SELECT COUNT(*)
FROM
CITY C2
WHERE C1.POPULATION < C2.POPULATION )

As you can see, this is a “quota query”, asking for the names of the four most
populous cities (noting that if there is a tie for fourth place, then all participants in that
tie will appear in the result).
I was one of the tutors whose task it was to mark these test papers. I struggled with
this question and so did most of the students. My difficulty was caused mainly by the
perverse way in which the two comparisons were written, causing me to translate this,
word for word, like this:
Show names of cities where four is greater than the number of other cities where the
population of this one is less than the population of the other one.

By analogy it seemed like asking somebody trying to purchase alcoholic drinks if
seventeen was less than their age. I tried inverting the two comparisons:
SELECT NAME
FROM
CITY C1
WHERE ( SELECT COUNT(*)
FROM
CITY C2
WHERE C2.POPULATION > C1.POPULATION ) < 4

Now my translation became
Show names of cities where the number of other cities whose population is greater than the
population of this one is less than four.

and the real meaning became clear. I thought it was a bit mean of the test paper
deviser to set the question that way—after all, we’re supposed to be testing the
students’ understanding of relational stuff, not their mental agility—and I told Chris
Date about the question, asking him if he agreed that the way in which the
comparisons were written made it more difficult than it ought to have been. He
readily agreed but added, “I think I know why they set it that way. Many SQL
implementations won’t let you write it the other way—and by the way, that includes
your own company’s implementation, Hugh—DB2”.
I was flabbergasted by that information. I had come across many funny quirks in
programming languages during my career but never one that disallowed certain
expressions from appearing on the left-hand side of a comparison while allowing
them on the other side. Was there some problem, perhaps, with handling comparisons
having “scalar subqueries” on both sides? I checked the new edition of the
international standard that had appeared in 1992 and found that no such restriction
was mentioned in it.
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Now, at that time I was IBM’s UK representative in the ISO Working Group that was
(and still is) responsible for the production of database language standards, which by
then had become just SQL standards. The aim of an IBM representative was to align
the standard with DB2 (just as it was the aim of Oracle’s representatives to align it
with Oracle, and so on). Perceiving a point of non-conformance in DB2, I got on the
phone to my US colleague, Nelson Mattos, who was IBM’s representative on the
ANSI committee and from whom IBM representatives in other national bodies took
guidance. I told him about the point of non-conformance that had come to light,
suggesting that he might wish to get on to the development groups responsible for
DB2 on the various platforms IBM supported, to advise them to address the
discrepancy.
What actually happened was not the outcome I had envisaged. It turned out that the
previous edition of the standard had indeed included the restriction in question—no
subqueries on the left-hand sides of comparisons. At the next meeting of that ISO
Working Group, in Munich, Germany, January 1994, there appeared a change
proposal from the USA, authored by Nelson Mattos, against the Technical
Corrigendum for SQL:1992. (“Technical corrigendum” is ISO-speak—a euphemism
for “errata”.) The proposal in question was a simple one: to reinstate the restriction
on the use of subqueries in comparisons! It was my duty to my employer to try to
persuade my own national body colleagues that the UK should support this proposal,
so I swallowed my pride and did just that, and the proposal was accepted.
Well, there’s such a thing as the last straw—the one that breaks the camel’s back—
and this was the last straw for me. Ever since the publication in 1990 of The ObjectOriented Database System Manifesto and the response paper, Third Generation
Database System Manifesto, Chris and I had been wondering if we might attempt a
response to both of those manifestos, and we had been using “The Third Manifesto”
as a provisional title for communication between the two of us. I was so ashamed by
my participation in such skulduggery that during the interim weekend of that meeting,
while many of the other delegates went off with their skis to the distant mountains of
the Austrian Alps that I could see from my hotel room window, I put pencil to paper
and faxed the resulting nine pages to Chris Date. What follows, with apologies for
the awful scribble, is what I wrote1 (some of the alterations might have resulted from
Chris’s immediate response by phone).
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Thanks to Lindsay Darwen for scanning in these pages for me, nearly 18 years after they were
written.
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