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Ruby on Rails: 
an Overview
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What makes Rails, Rails?
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Ruby
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Ruby is an Object-Oriented, dynamically-typed programmer-friendly dynamic language.

Would Rails be possible without Ruby? Well, go see one of the three or four sessions today about 
frameworks in other languages and compare.



fully object oriented
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powerful (Lispy)
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metaprogramming
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Model-View-Controller
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Back in the mysts of time, web code was intermingled with the business and persistence logic. 



#!/usr/bin/perl -wT
use CGI qw(:standard);
use CGI::Carp qw(warningsToBrowser fatalsToBrowser);
use strict;

# declare the colors hash:
my %colors = (  red => "#ff0000", green=> "#00ff00",
    blue => "#0000ff",  black => "#000000",
    white => "#ffffff" );

# print the html headers
print header;
print start_html("Colors");

foreach my $color (keys %colors) {
    print "<font color=\"$colors{$color}\">$color</
font>\n";   
}
print end_html;
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Web programming circa 1996. Who remembers this code? Come on admit it.
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<?php
mysql_connect(localhost,"username","password");
@mysql_select_db($database) or die( "Unable to select database");
$query="SELECT * FROM contacts";
$result=mysql_query($query);
?>

<h1>Contacts</h1>

<ul>
<?php
$i=0;
while ($i < mysql_numrows($result)) {
  $first=mysql_result($result,$i,"first");
  $last=mysql_result($result,$i,"last");
?>
<li><?php echo $first ?> <?php echo $last ?></li>
<?php 
  $i++; 
} 
?>
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Realizing that embedding HTML in your code sucked, programmers searched for a new way, and found  
PHP...which let you embed code in your HTML.

Progress!
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RAILS EXAMPLE
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ActiveRecord
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Object Relational 
Mapping
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class User < ActiveRecord::Base
end
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class User < ActiveRecord::Base
  has_many :addresses  
end

class Address < ActiveRecord::Base
  belongs_to :user
end
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class User < ActiveRecord::Base
  has_many :addresses, :dependent => :destroy

  
  validates_presence_of :username, :email, :password
  validates_confirmation_of :password
  validates_acceptance_of :terms_of_use
end

class Address < ActiveRecord::Base
  belongs_to :user

  
  validates_presence_of :state_id, :if => :is_us_or_canada?

  
  def is_us_or_canada?
    ['Canada','US'].include?(country) 
  end
end
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user = User.find(37)          # => #<User:0x325f8c0 ...

user.username                 # =>  "phil"
user.email                    # => "phil@hotmail.com"
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user = User.find(37)          # => #<User:0x325f8c0 ...

user.username = nil       
user.save                     # =>  false
user.username = “steve”       
user.save                     # =>  true
user.username                 # =>  "steve"
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user = User.find(37)          # => #<User:0x325f8c0 ...

user.address                  # => #<Address:0xd729a4
user.address.country          # => "Canada"
user.is_us_or_canada?         # => true 
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gives you 80% of what 
you want for free
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without making the 
other 20% any harder
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Glue
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Capistrano
(deployment automation)
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Test::Unit or RSpec
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generators
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rake
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database migrations
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webrick/mongrel
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logging
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plugins/gems
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script/console
script/runner
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RDoc
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Ajax
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Full-stack
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Rails comes with Òbatteries includedÓ -- to borrow the Python slogan. 



Hibernate

POJOs

Spring

Struts
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A typical Java web application will use some sort of MVC framework like Struts, a persistence 
framework like Hibernate, regular Java objects for models and business logic, and may use Spring to 
wire them all together. Three or four di!erent APIs to learn. And this is for the ÒlightweightÓ Java web 
app!

When you download Ruby on Rails, it comes with everything you need to get started developing: a 
template language with lots of built-in HTML helpers, URL-to-method routing, an ORM persistence 
layer, email processing, even a little web server.
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Convention over 
conÞguration
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<?xml version="1.0" encoding="UTF-8" ?>
<!DOCTYPE beans PUBLIC "-//SPRING//DTD BEAN//EN" "http://www.springframework.org/dtd/spring-beans.dtd">

<!--
    - DispatcherServlet application context for the Spring web MVC
    - implementation of JPetStore's web tier.
  -->
<beans>

  <!-- ========================= VIEW DEFINITIONS ========================= -->

  <bean id="viewResolver" class="org.springframework.web.servlet.view.InternalResourceViewResolver">
    <property name="viewClass" value="org.springframework.web.servlet.view.JstlView"/>
    <property name="prefix" value="/WEB-INF/jsp/spring/"/>
    <property name="suffix" value=".jsp"/>
  </bean>

  <!-- ========================= DEFINITIONS OF PUBLIC CONTROLLERS ========================= -->

  <bean id="defaultHandlerMapping" class="org.springframework.web.servlet.handler.BeanNameUrlHandlerMapping"/>

  <bean name="/shop/addItemToCart.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.AddItemToCartController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/checkout.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewCartController">
    <property name="successView" value="Checkout"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/index.do" class="org.springframework.web.servlet.mvc.ParameterizableViewController">
    <property name="viewName" value="index"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/newAccount.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.AccountFormController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
    <property name="validator" ref="accountValidator"/>
    <property name="successView" value="index"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/removeItemFromCart.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.RemoveItemFromCartController"/>

  <bean name="/shop/signoff.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.SignoffController"/>

  <bean name="/shop/searchProducts.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.SearchProductsController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/signon.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.SignonController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/signonForm.do" class="org.springframework.web.servlet.mvc.ParameterizableViewController">
    <property name="viewName" value="SignonForm"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/updateCartQuantities.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.UpdateCartQuantitiesController"/>

  <bean name="/shop/viewCart.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewCartController">
    <property name="successView" value="Cart"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/viewCategory.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewCategoryController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/viewItem.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewItemController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean name="/shop/viewProduct.do" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewProductController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <!-- ========================= DEFINITIONS OF PROTECTED CONTROLLERS ========================= -->

  <bean id="secureHandlerMapping" class="org.springframework.web.servlet.handler.SimpleUrlHandlerMapping">
    <property name="interceptors">
      <list>
    <ref bean="signonInterceptor"/>
      </list>
    </property>
    <property name="urlMap">
      <map>
    <entry key="/shop/editAccount.do"><ref local="secure_editAccount"/></entry>
    <entry key="/shop/listOrders.do"><ref local="secure_listOrders"/></entry>
    <entry key="/shop/newOrder.do"><ref local="secure_newOrder"/></entry>
    <entry key="/shop/viewOrder.do"><ref local="secure_viewOrder"/></entry>
      </map>
    </property>
  </bean>

  <bean id="signonInterceptor" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.SignonInterceptor"/>

  <bean id="secure_editAccount" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.AccountFormController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
    <property name="validator" ref="accountValidator"/>
    <property name="successView" value="index"/>
  </bean>

  <bean id="secure_listOrders" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ListOrdersController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

  <bean id="secure_newOrder" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.OrderFormController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
    <property name="validator" ref="orderValidator"/>
  </bean>

  <bean id="secure_viewOrder" class="org.springframework.samples.jpetstore.web.spring.ViewOrderController">
    <property name="petStore" ref="petStore"/>
  </bean>

</beans>
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HereÕs an example from the JPetStore sample application implemented with Spring. 

Sorry, the rest of the conÞguration Þle wouldnÕt Þt. JPetStore contained over 700 lines of XML 
conÞguration Þles -- almost as many lines of XML conÞguration as the current release Better Together 
*total*.

http://web.servlet.handler.BeanNameUrlHandlerMapping
http://web.servlet.handler.BeanNameUrlHandlerMapping
http://web.spring.AddItemToCartController
http://web.spring.AddItemToCartController
http://web.spring.ViewCartController
http://web.spring.ViewCartController
http://web.servlet.mvc.ParameterizableViewController
http://web.servlet.mvc.ParameterizableViewController
http://web.spring.AccountFormController
http://web.spring.AccountFormController
http://web.spring.RemoveItemFromCartController
http://web.spring.RemoveItemFromCartController
http://web.spring.SignoffController
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http://web.spring.ViewCartController
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http://web.spring.ViewCategoryController
http://web.spring.ViewCategoryController
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The easy way is the right 
way
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(repeat)

40



the Rails way is usually 
the right way
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Like Perl, Ruby has more than one way to do it. However, in Rails, the Òeasy wayÓ is almost inevitably 
the Òright wayÓ. Rails comes with testing baked in, almost forces you to use good MVC practices, and is  
leading the way with REST adoption.

Contrast this with PHP, where the easy way is almost never the best practice.



All is not perfect
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What?!? No way.



Performance
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LetÕs get it out of the way Þrst -- the elephant in the room. Performance.

Is Ruby slow? Yes. Can Rails scale? Yes. You may need to supply extra boxes...but most web apps will 
never get to that point.



(On the web, does this 
matter?)
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Scaling
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(FUD)
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Deployment is harder 
than PHP
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Rails deployment with Capistrano is a joy -- once you (or preferably, your sys admin) get it set up. 
Before that, itÕs kind of a pain. This is not PHP where you just FTP some crap to a directory somewhere.

The typical Rails stack also di!ers from the regular LAMP stack. Still Òscary newÓ Apache 2.2 is required  
as a reverse proxy -- unless you use an esoteric web server like nginx or Lighttpd or a simple load 
balancer like Pound. Ruby web server Mongrel handles the dynamic requests.



Shared hosting sucks
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Rails uses a lot of memory. Shared hosts usually only support Apache 1.3 and FastCGI (evil). 

You are probably not going to be host a decent-sized Rails web app on Dreamhost for $8 a month.



Some things arenÕt free
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With Rails, you get used to 



Example: security
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Rails does the right thing in many ways for security. As long as you arenÕt stupid, SQL injection attacks 
are impossible. 

Things to watch out for:



<%= p0wn’d! %>
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Cross-site scripting. ERB (which Rails uses for templating by default) doesnÕt escape HTML by default. 
You have to remember to do this, or strip user input.

Fortunately, there are plugins that make this less painful.



DonÕt trust user input
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This is a no-brainer for seasoned web developers, but still a common problem, and if youÕre not 
careful, it will happen to your Rails apps, too. 



def create
  user = User.create!(params[:user])
end
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Rails can easily create or update objects from form submissions. This is really handy, but there are 
some Þelds you donÕt want the user messing with.

Fortunately, Rails has a facility to prevent this: attr_protected. But for convenienceÕs sake, itÕs not 
enabled by default. 



def create
  user = User.create!(params[:user])
end

class User < ActiveRecord::Base
  attr_protected :admin
end
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Conclusion

54



RoR is for real
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