3.4 Semantics

There are a large number of semantic problems in practical
data bases. These are not peculiar to the relational model but
nor are they solved by it. McLeod (1978) gives a comprehensive
listing of these. However, again because of the simplicity of the
environment, semantic problems do not seem to be severe in
document retrieval. For example it can be seen that every
relation we have given is naturally in fourth normal form.

4. Conclusions

Despite the possible problems noted above, we feel that it is
apparent that any shortcomings of the relational model are
far outweighed by its potential advantages and it certainly
deserves consideration as a practical model for the design and
implementation of document retrieval systems. One of the most
serious problems in DRS research at the present time is the
lack of a suitable framework within which to carry out experi-
ments. Proponents of new ideas often find themselves in the
position where they virtually have to build a new retrieval
system from scratch in order to obtain some practical results.
This has been, and continues to be, a major obstacle in the
effective evaluation of new techniques and is probably a
major reason why so few experimental ideas ever carry over
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Book review

Distributed Data Bases, by 1. W. Draffan and F. Poole, 1981; 374
pages. (CUP, £15-00)

This book is based on an advanced course held at Sheffield in 1979
as part of the CREST series. The text consists of a collection of
papers covering many aspects of distributed database systems. The
papers illustrate very clearly that distributed database technology
covers not just the now familiar database aspects, but a far wider
area including such fields as communication networks and query
analysis, decomposition and distributed processing. Furthermore,
many of the problems and difficulties associated with non-distributed
database systems become even more taxing in a distributed environ-
ment, for example, integrity, reliability, consistency, access control,
performance and recovery mechanisms.

An obvious danger in presenting a series of papers within a single
volume is the lack of continuity of discussion from one chapter/
paper to the next. Nevertheless, the book covers a wide variety of
topics beginning with a paper which places distributed database
systems in perspective discussing such aspects as communications
links, design philosophies and distribution costs. A later paper
discusses the components of a distributed system and identifies
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many of the areas of database technology made more difficult by
distribution. Other areas such as query decomposition, optimisation
and distributed processing are also identified and form the subjects
of later papers. The book also discusses concurrency control and
processing synchronisation, update strategies when data is replicated
and recovery procedures. Several papers cover aspects of distributed
database administration and control from design considerations
to granting access, testing and policing procedures. Finally, as an
appendix, a case is made against the CODASYL proposals being
adopted as an ANSI standard. The argument is not convincing,
but it begs more fundamental questions relating to the usefulness,
expected life-span and investments placed on national standards,
especially in such a rapidly changing area as computer technology
as a whole.

I found the book interesting despite areas of repetition among
some of the papers. Those which covered distributed query analysis,
optimisation and processing were of particular interest, as were
those which discussed design philosophies and distributed archi-
tectures. This book should be of interest to those engaged in all
aspects of database research as it serves a useful purpose in bringing
together a series of papers covering an expanding, highly topical
and intellectually demanding field.

D. M. R. BELL (Aberdeen)
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