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Foreword
by Stefan Tilkov

When I first heard about REST in early 2002, I was a strong believer in the value of the
emerging Web services specifications and standards. I was initially intrigued by the
approach, particularly the “uniform interface” idea, but quickly concluded that while
REST might be interesting, it was most certainly not applicable in enterprise use cases.

A year or two later, I had started to appreciate the elegance and simplicity of the REST
style, and became convinced that in some cases, it was a better choice, while more
advanced use cases still required SOAP and WSDL and WS-*. Another year later, I
found myself recommending RESTful HTTP over SOAP-style Web services in most
situations, and decided that I could call myself a “RESTafarian™ by conviction. I had
become convinced—and still am—that adhering to the constraints of the REST archi-
tectural style not only leads to better systems on the public Web, but also within all
kinds of enterprise-internal scenarios.

Today, REST has become mainstream—with all the positive and negative effects this
has for any technology. It is now relatively easy to introduce a RESTful approach, even
in large enterprises, without raising too many eyebrows. I am still surprised how often
it is even viewed as the obvious default choice.

So maybe the REST community should be happy and satisfied, and look forward to all
the excellent system development and integration work we will do, both on the public
Web and within companies. But there are two problems with this: Not everything that
claims to be RESTful actually is so, and often SOA is perceived as the architecture of
WS-* style Web services and therefore seen as incompatible with REST.
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The Misuse of the “REST” Moniker

Following REST principles when applying Web technologies, such as HTTP and URIs,
and using hypermedia formats, such as HTML, leads to systems that are evolvable,
dynamic yet stable, and can be connected in new and unforeseen ways. Building or
integrating systems in a way that actually deserves being called “RESTful” requires
a different kind of design than what most developers have been used to in the past.
Choosing REST instead of a Distributed Objects, RPC, or WS-* approach requires
expressing an interface’s domain using resources, media types, hypermedia, and the
uniform interface. The better your understanding of these concepts, the easier you will

find it to adhere to the implied constraints, and the more you will be able to exploit
REST’s benefits.

Due to the fundamental design decision of “transport independence” in the WDSL/
SOAP/WS-* architecture, systems built using it can never be RESTful, and very few
people would disagree. But it is just as easy to violate the Web’s underlying ideas with-
out ever coming near XML or SOAP, and the Internet is filled with examples of this:
Tunneling method calls through HTTP GET or POST, ignoring caching and hyperme-
dia, or treating the characters that make up a URI as a development API. Using JSON,
HTTP, and “pretty” URIs does not mean a system is RESTful. Don’t assume everything
called a “REST API” can serve as a role model.

On the Merits of SOA

The label “SOA” has been thoroughly burned, and in my view, this is mostly due to the
fact that many made, and continue to make, a strong association between the abstract,
high-level concept of SOA and the Web services technology that initially became a pop-
ular way to support it. The many discussions you can find on the Web that talk about
“REST vs. SOA” enforce this with their apples to oranges comparison. So let us take a
step back and look at the original motivation for SOA.

In practically any company, many individual systems make up the complete IT land-
scape. They run on different technologies, and they have been built using different
tools. Some come from commercial vendors, some may have been built in-house. After
a short while, you will want to connect them because there very obviously is value in
doing so. You can do this in a point-to-point way, exporting some data here, periodically
importing it over there, via files, shared databases, or individual integration solutions.
This will lead to a brittle, unmanageable landscape.
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Because it is so hard to integrate systems, you (and your vendor) will opt for making
them fatter and fatter, unless you have to invest an absurd amount of effort to change
them. Introducing a centralized integration middleware bottleneck in the middle is not
a good solution, although it might seem tempting at first: You become dependent on
the single vendor, who will get bought by somebody else, go out of business, or become
legacy after you merge with your competitor who has bought another product of this
type more recently.

So what do you do instead? You treat the problem in a reasonable way—by reducing the
amount of effort for integrating individual systems by limiting the amount of different
technologies used at the interface layer, by picking a good interface abstraction, and by
modularizing the big applications into smaller chunks. You take care not to depend on
a particular vendor, be it a middleware or an applications vendor; you want to make it
easy to (re)use stuff. Few will disagree that this is a reasonable approach.

That is, to me, the essence of SOA: A software architecture that is not applied to an
individual system, but to a set of systems within a company; focusing on network/wire
interfaces, not implementation; standardizing whatever is necessary to ensure smooth
communication and serendipitous re-use, but nothing more. When we authored the
SOA Manifesto several years ago, it was the emphasis we placed on achieving intrinsic
interoperability that embodied, for me, what SOA and service-orientation were truly
about, and it was also what aligned it with REST principles.

In my view service-orientation is very much worth pursuing, and RESTful HTTP is the
best way we currently have available to do so. No other architecture is as widely sup-
ported, enables reuse with similar ease, and has the same kind of support for continued
evolution. Yet the use of REST in SOA scenarios is still in its infancy, and best practices
and patterns have, so far, been hard to find.

The Contribution of this Book

The authors have a clear and thorough understanding of what REST is and isn’t, and
this book will provide you with the knowledge needed to distinguish something that
actually is RESTful from something that just claims to be. You will learn about SOA
and REST fundamentals, and get to know some of the design patterns that combine
service-orientation and REST. You will find out how to design and build both services
and service consumers.
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There is a strong need for guidance in building RESTful systems and integration
scenarios—and it is critical that your guide is not satisfied with the low-hanging fruit,
but aims for the long-term benefits. I am convinced the authors are among the best
guides that you can find, and I am confident you will become convinced that REST and
SOA are not only not in conflict, but a perfect match.

—Stefan Tilkov, innoQ
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