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Historical Data Bases 
as a Field for Structured Query Language 

Suzy Pasleau * 

I. From the Past to the Present 

Since t he h i s to r ians began to m a k e use of c o m p u t e r science in the sixties 
t h r ee revo lu t ions have changed this new wor ld in which they en tered : the 
possibil i ty to wr i te softwares in pe r fo rmed p r o g r a m m i n g languages , the 
i r rup t ion of m i c r o - c o m p u t e r a n d the a p p e a r a n c e of a new genera t ion of 
softwares: the sys tems of m a i n t e n a n c e of re la t ional data bases. They ex
ceed and often supp lan t the usual p r o g r a m m i n g m e t h o d s and languages. 
At first, they were only used for m a i n f r a m e s , they can now be adapted on 
m i c r o c o m p u t e r s . T h e used of the s tandard so tware , that is to say a soft
ware which can be adap ted on mic ro , min i and big m a i n f r a m e s facilitates 
the i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n of mixed n e t w o r k s by using the s ame interfaces bet
ween t h e users and the mater ia l on the one h a n d , the mater ia l and the 
software on the o ther h a n d . 

Up to now the e n r i c h m e n t possibil i t ies of the files a r ranged to lend 
themse lves to data process ing t h r o u g h associat ion or c o m b i n a t i o n with 
o the r var iables were not s tudied because each file was consul ted separately 
wi thou t m a k i n g use of the l inks i t could have had with o ther ana log files. 
T h e re la t ional d imens ion does m o r e than r emedy th is f r agmen ta t ion . First 
i t is a p e r m a n e n t invi ta t ion to t he so-called secondary analysis: t he lat ter 
re t r ieves the in fo rma t ion which is inc luded in a file but has not been 
s tudied yet. T h e n , m a k i n g defini te progress , t he system of relat ional 
m a i n t e n a n c e p e r m i t s to locate and then to b r i ng to the fore t h e re la t ions 
be tween the var iables . 

Th i s way of work ing is based on the fact tha t files which are subjected to 
cer ta in cons t ra in t s can be cons idered as r epresen t ing a ma thema t i ca l re
la t ion . Thus , they can be subjected to the theory of re la t ions in o rde r to 
solve the p r o b l e m s l inked with the data m a n i p u l a t i o n in such files (1). The 
h is tor ians , w h o were glad to be able to solve case by case t he p r o b l e m s 
no ted d u r i n g the explo i ta t ion of one or two series of var iables can now see 
direct ly t he advan tages of such a system. 

* Address all communications to Suzy Pasleau, Université de Liège, 32, Place du 
20. Août, B-4000 Liège, Belgium. 
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N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g these i m p r o v e m e n t s , one of the most difficult opera
t ions is t he t rans i t ion from the historical source to an input m e d i u m . The 
risk of such t ransfer is all the greater as it it necessary to inc lude all the 
data and all the in format ion that each source has in a relat ional system. 

Th i s r e q u i r e m e n t forces one to call in to quest ion the t radi t ional coding 
p rocedu re . T h e ma in difficulties c o m e from the fact that the acquisi t ion 
t echn iques must be adapted to the par t icular i t ies of an old documen ta t ion 
and must be m o r e user-fr iendly a n d ab le to the inc luded in any kind of 
conf igura t ion . 

M o r e t han a m e r e technical obl igat ion, the re is a chal lenge to take u p . It 
will no t be possible with a t rad i t iona l type of software (2). Only a p rogram 
gene ra to r is able to face the n u m e r o u s s i tua t ions we meet with historical 
sources . H D B / S Q L - Historical data bases as a field for s t ruc tured query 
languages - has achieved this doub le a im. Let us now describe to of its 
m o d u l e s . 

II. A Program Generator at the Service of the Historians 

H D B / S Q L can be used on every IBM PC or compat ib le , with a m e m o r y 
of 256 Kb. It is wri t ten in Turbo Pascal , and composed in two modules : the 
appl ica t ions genera tor called SAISIE, the execut ion module , which allows 
the same appl ica t ions to work independen t ly from the creat ion modu le . In 
its comple t e version (appl ica t ions genera to r and execut ion module ) , the 
software is located on one f loppy disk. T h e user can copy the program on a 
hard disk. 

II.1. How can the Acquisition Mask be Generated or 
how can we Define the Structure? 

Before registering the var iables on an inpu t m e d i u m , the user must first 
bui ld the s t ruc ture of his future data base . This includes two stages. The 
first one consists in es tabl ishing the re la t ions (3) wi th in the data base , the 
la t ter be ing m a d e of only one file w h e r e the re is only one re la t ion. The 
second one consists in p repa r ing a list of the i tems and the way of acqui
sition of each re la t ion. When this work is done , we can begin the data 
acquis i t ion, on base of the defined s t ruc tu re . 

T h e p rogram which creates the acquisi t ion masks and the cor responding 
files w o r k s in an in terac t ive way tha t is to say, l ike a dialogue between the 
c o m p u t e r and the user. The re is no need to know data processing at this 
m o m e n t . 

After the opera to r has given a n a m e to the data acquisi t ion and to the 
first re la t ion , the p rogram asks him to def ine the fields. Fo r each one i t 
chooses : 
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a) t he n a m e : i t is the t i t le 
b) the type: let us no t e the possibil i ty to define var iab le zones . 

So, H D B / S Q L does no t lose so m u c h place dur ing data record ing . This 
op t ion is as m u c h advan tageous as the data base is r ich. 

c) the length : I t is the m a x i m u m n u m b e r of cha rac te r s i t can con ta in . 
d) t he fo rmal con t ro l : only the cha rac te r s defined a t the b e g i n n i n g can 
be registered. 
e) t he regis t ra t ion message 

T h i s one appea r s be low the screen, du r ing the regis trat ion of the i tem. 
I t po in t s out to t he o p e r a t o r t he way to comple t e the rubr ic . 

W h e n all t he m e t h o d s of a field acquisi t ion are def ined, the p rogram 
passes to the def ini t ion of t h e fol lowing field. W h e n the list of rubr ics is 
closed - t he re is no defined l imi t - t he opera to r may c rea te an index on a 
field (except t h e fields l ike L C H A R ) in order to accelera te process ing. 

A second rela t ion can be crea ted in the data base . H e r e we find one the 
m a i n w i n n i n g card of H D B / S Q L , tha t i s the possibil i ty to genera te m a n y 
re la t ions wi th in the s a m e data base . Let us take for example t he mili t ia 
registers ( the data of which we would l ike to divide in to th ree files). 

T h e first file (A) g roups the var iab les conce rn ing the mi l i t i amen , cho
sen as basic uni ty . 
T h e second file (B) con t a in s the in format ion conce rn ing the family of 
the mi l i t i aman . 
T h e th i rd file (C) c o n t a i n s the data concern ing the locat ion of the 
m i l i t i a m a n . 
After hav ing a r r anged the th ree files A, B, and C, we mus t now fill 
t hem and the re are two possible ways to do so. 
T h e first one consists in us ing a classical system of re la t ional data base 
(wi thout any p r o g r a m m i n g ) . 

After t he creat ion of t he t h r ee files A, B, C, there are two possible 
oppor tun i t i e s : the first one is to register all t he mi l i t i amen in the file A; 
t hen , after th is to register the i r familiy in t he file B and finally the data 
acquis i t ion l inked to the local izat ion in the file C. In this case, we analyze 
the or iginal record th ree t imes , and the re are th ree t imes m o r e risks of 
e r ro r s . 

T h e second one consist in record ing the first mi l i t i aman in t h e file A, to 
close the file A, to open the file B, to register the family, to close C, to open 
A... and so on , wi th the loss of t ime you well know. 

It is not necessary to r e m a i n with these d i sadvantages . Let us add the 
p rob lem of t h e h inge-e lement keeping the relat ion be tween the th ree files: 
e i ther we c rea te i t on t h e basis of the registrat ion n u m b e r , or we choose 
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one (or some) fields and we repeat i t ( t h e m ) in the two other files. You 
have to choose , wr i te and then repeat t he h inge-e lement . 

T h e second may invi tes us to use H D B / S Q L . 

T h e user genera tes th ree re la t ions wi th in the data base and, dur ing the 
acquis i t ion, he goes from one file to the o the r wi thout any difficulties. Let 
us also precise that the h inge-e lement (see flow char t ) is provided by the 
software: i t establ ishes itself the l ink be tween the three files. 

We can create as m a n y re la t ions as we wan t . T h e program shows in fine 
t he orders for the creat ion of the tables (or relat ions) in a system of rela
t ional data acquis i t ion. 

II .2. The Da t a Acquisi t ion 

T h e A C Q U I S I T I O N program conceives t he data base from the s t ruc ture 
def ined by the S T R U C T p rog ram. 

At t he beg inn ing of each acquisi t ion session a quest ion appears on the 
screen, asking the user if he has a l ready saved his data in a relat ional data 
base system or if it is the first ut i l izat ion of the s t ruc ture . 

In case of aff i rmat ive answer , t he p rogram n u m b e r s the recordings , 
beg inn ing with 1. If it is no t t he first ut i l izat ion of the s t ructure , the pro
gram reads the last record ing which appears on the screen. If the user has 
not yet inc luded and saved his data in a relat ional data base system, it is 
possible for him ei ther to include new data in his file, or to destroy it and 
start again from record ing n o 1 on . 

With H D B / S Q L the acquisi t ion is accompl ished with tables, fol lowing 
the modal i t i es defined in the s t ruc ture . Fo r each table, the n a m e s of the 
fields that compose it appear . W h e n the opera to r has typed the content of a 
field, the cursor is moved next to the tit le of the next field. 

D u r i n g the t r e a t m e n t of the next field, the message p lanned for the 
defini t ion of the s t ruc ture is indicated at the bot tom of the screen. 

After be ing recorded, the con ten t of a field is submit ted to the requested 
tests. If t he re is any mis take , the con ten t of the item is deleted and the 
opera to r is obliged to r e e n t e r correct i n fo rma t ion . 

After the field acquisi t ion of the first table there are four possibili t ies 
for the opera to r : 

- to con t inue the data acquisi t ion in the same table, i.e. to add one or 
several new record ings . In this case, w h e n the data base s t ruc ture has 
been defined, e i ther one table has been created, or we do not have any 
in fo rma t ion to record for t he first def ined table (s); 

- to correct the in fo rmat ion in t he record ing which has jus t been m a d e ; 
- to crea te a new record ing in the s ame table and call up the data of the 
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preced ing record ing . Th i s p roceed ing saves a lot of t i m e w h e n the re 
are no t m a n y changes from one record ing to ano the r . I t i s imposs ib le 
to realize it wi th a re la t ional data base system wi thout going back to 
t he p r o g r a m m i n g ; 

- to finish the data acquisi t ion in th is table . O n e can then begin the 
acquis i t ion in a n o t h e r table or f inish the session. 

O n c e the acquisi t ion i s over , the p r o g r a m shows the ope ra t ions to t ransfer 
and saves the recordings in a system of re la t ional data bases. It is cer ta inly 
one of the main card of H D B / S Q L : it is as a l ink m o d u l e with a re la t ional 
da ta base system suppor t ing the SQL language . We shall re ta in S Q L 
W O R K S T A T I O N , SQL I N F O R M I X , M I C R O I N G R E S and M I C R O 
O R A C L E on mic ro c o m p u t e r ; SQL D B / 2 , O R A C L E , I N G R E S and IN
F O R M I X o n m a i n f r a m e . 

W h a t e v e r t he software, wha tever the type of c o m p u t e r , H D B / S Q L is ab le 
to register all t he data . T h e ques t ions and the t r e a t m e n t of the in fo rma t ion 
will be m a d e from the re la t ional data base software which has jus t been 
ci ted (4). 

111. Balance of a Stage 

For m a n y h is tor ians , c o m p u t e r science long appeared as a real con
s t ra in t . It mus t be said tha t l ea rn ing a language and developing specific 
p r o g r a m s was mostly reserved for t h e m . But today it is possible to use 
s t rong compute r i zed and statistical m e a n s wi thou t any deep knowledge of 
its d iscipl ine . 

If the explo i ta t ions do not pose any technical p r o b l e m , i t still r e m a i n s to 
per form the data acquisi t ion in a way compa t ib l e with the data b a n k . 
H D B / S Q L m a k e s this possible. T h e h is tor ians shall be able to register any 
type of d o c u m e n t s , wi thout p r o g r a m m i n g , and this , in a re la t ional m o d e . 
T h e only cons t ra in t is the use of a re la t ional data base the language of 
which i s SQL and these systems are m o r e and m o r e n u m e r o u s . 

Let us add that H D B / S Q L is compa t ib l e with the new version dBase IV. 
H D B / S Q L which f inds its origin in acquis i t ion p rog rams des igned of no
m i n a t i v e sources in genera l , for popu la t ion registers in pa r t i cu la r (5), 
t h a n k s to its f lexibil i t ies, conviviabi l i ty and its facility, specially adapted to 
t he h i s to r ian ' s needs . 
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HDB/SQL — Présentation 

Flow chart of the procedure of militia register 
acquisition 
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