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What is REST?

Representational

State

Transfer

Of Resources



Resources
• Sources of specific information

• Identified by a global identifier (URI)

• Hyperlinked to other resources

• Examples:
• del.icio.us tags, links

• Amazon S3 buckets

• flickr photos

• blog posts

• twitters

• (Nearly) everything else on the internet



Resources

• Things

• With names

• That often relate to other things

• On the internet



Representations

• Formats
• HTML, XML, JSON, JPG, SVG, etc.

• Content Types (MIME Types)
• text/html, application/xml, etc.



State

• Resource state, not application state

• Often database backed (CRUD)



Transfer

• Use HTTP Verbs
• (Constraints are liberating)

• Design a Uniform Interface
• Simple, Visible, Reusable

• Stateless

• Manipulate resources by transferring 
representations



Transfer
RESTless RESTful

VERB HREF VERB URI

POST /users/create POST /users

GET /users/1 GET /users/1

POST /users/1/update PUT /users/1

???? /users/1/delete DELETE /users/1



Make Rails RESTful

• Design your Resources

• Create their Representations

• Expose them

• Profit!



• Identify your resources

• Design a URI scheme

Entity URI

User /users/quentin

Photo /photos/grand-canyon

Comment /photos/grand-canyon/comments/1

• In rails: map.resources

Design Your Resources



maps URIs to controllers

maps HTTP verbs to actions

map.resources

Resource Verb Action

/users GET index
/users POST create
/users/1 GET show
/users/1 PUT update
/users/1 DELETE destroy

map.resources :users



Caveat Implementor

HTML and XHTML currently only support two HTTP verbs: 

GET and POST. In order to get around this limitation, Rails 

uses overloaded POST requests with a _method parameter 

to simulate PUT and DELETE requests. Rails handles this 

transparently through its view helpers and resource routing.

Design Your Resources



Create Representations

• User

• HTML

• XML

• JSON

• vCard?

• Photo

• HTML

• XML

• JPG

• Sizes?

• Comment

• XML

• JSON

Which formats will you provide?



Expose Resources

• Determine the requested resource

• Determine the requested representation

• Manipulate the resource’s state based 
on the request method and parameters

• Deliver an acceptable representation of 
the resource’s (new) state



• Resources are identified by URIs
• “Uniform Resource Indicator”

• Rails maps URIs to controllers and 
actions
• map.resources :users

Determine the requested resource

Expose Resources



• “Accept” header

• params[:format]
• users/1.xml

Determine the requested representation

Expose Resources



• Create the resource
@user = User.new(params[:user])
@user.save

• Retrieve the resource
@user = User.find(params[:id])

• Update the resource
@user.update_attributes(params[:user])

• Delete the resource
@user.destroy

Manipulate the resource’s state (Rails 101)

Expose Resources



• Based on Accept header

def index
  @users = User.find(:all)
  
  respond_to do |format|
    format.html # text/html, application/xhtml+xml
    format.xml  # application/xml
    format.js   # text/javascript
  end
end

Deliver a representation

Expose Resources



• Based on format

def index
  @users = User.find(:all)
  
  respond_to do |format|
    format.html # index
    format.xml  # index.xml
    format.js   # index.js
  end
end

Deliver a representation

Expose Resources



• Using templates

def index
  @users = User.find(:all)
  
  respond_to do |format|
    format.html # index.html.erb
    format.xml  # index.xml.builder or index.xml.erb
    format.js   # index.js.rjs or index.js.erb
  end
end

Deliver a representation

Expose Resources



• Using coercion

def index
  @users = User.find(:all)
  
  respond_to do |format|
    format.html # N/A
    format.xml { render :xml  => @users.to_xml }
    format.js  { render :text => @users.to_json }
  end
end

Deliver a representation

Expose Resources



• Using Rails scaffold generator*
• ruby script/generate scaffold User
• Creates CRUD and index actions that map 

resources to an ActiveRecord model and 
respond to html and xml

Deliver a representation

* edge rails / Rails 2.0 (scaffold_resource in 1.2.x)

Expose Resources



• ActiveResource

• Alternatives

Eating RESTfully



• Designed to consume RESTful web 
services via XML

• Treats resources as models

• Fairly strict about resource architecture

• Some examples please?

ActiveResource

Eating RESTfully



• Consuming our users
class User < ActiveResource::Base
  self.site = "http://www.example.com"
end
>> User.find(:all) # users.xml
>> User.find(1) # users/1.xml

• Consuming our photos
class Photo < ActiveResource::Base
  self.site = "http://www.example.com"
end

ActiveResource

Eating RESTfully

http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com


• rest-open-uri

• JQuery.getJSON()

Alternatives

Eating RESTfully



• Wraps Bare metal Net::HTTP library

• Extends open-uri to allow PUT, POST, 
and DELETE

• Some examples please?
• http://pastie.caboo.se/117513

gem install rest-open-uri
Eating RESTfully

http://pastie.caboo.se/117513
http://pastie.caboo.se/117513


• Asynchronous HTTP request for text/
javascript

• JSON object can be passed to 
anonymous function

• Some examples please?

JQuery.getJSON()
Eating RESTfully



JQuery.getJSON()
Eating RESTfully

var flickr_cats_uri = "http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?
tags=cat&tagmode=any&format=json&jsoncallback=?"

$.getJSON(flickr_cats_uri, function(data){
  $.each(data.items, function(i,item){
    $("<img/>").attr("src", item.media.m).appendTo("#images");
    if ( i == 3 ) return false;
  });
});

http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?tags=cat&tagmode=any&format=json&jsoncallback=?
http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?tags=cat&tagmode=any&format=json&jsoncallback=?
http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?tags=cat&tagmode=any&format=json&jsoncallback=?
http://api.flickr.com/services/feeds/photos_public.gne?tags=cat&tagmode=any&format=json&jsoncallback=?


RESTful Tips & Tricks

• DRY ActiveResource

• DRY RESTful Controllers

• Turn verbs into nouns

• Custom MIME types



RESTful Tips

• Consuming our users
class User < ActiveResource::Base
  self.site = "http://www.example.com"
end

• Consuming our photos
class Photo < ActiveResource::Base
  self.site = "http://www.example.com"
end

DRY ActiveResource

http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com


RESTful Tips

• Create a base class
class ExampleSite < ActiveResource::Base
  self.site = "http://www.example.com"
end

• Consuming our users and photos
class User < ExampleSite; end
class Photo < ExampleSite; end

DRY ActiveResource

http://www.example.com
http://www.example.com


RESTful Tips

• resource_controller plugin
class PostsController < ResourceController::Base
end
http://jamesgolick.com/resource_controller/rdoc/index.html

DRY RESTful Controllers

http://jamesgolick.com/resource_controller/rdoc/index.html
http://jamesgolick.com/resource_controller/rdoc/index.html


Method Overloaded POST

User.find(1).activated? GET users/1?q=activated

User.find(1).activate! POST users/1?m=activate

User.find(1).deactivate! POST users/1?m=deactivate

RESTful Tips
Turn Verbs into Nouns

Replace RPC* style overloaded POST interfaces with resources that 
respond to a Uniform Interface by using standard HTTP verbs

* Remote Procedure Call



RESTful Tips
Turn Verbs into Nouns

* Remote Procedure Call

Method Uniform Interface

User.find(1).activated? GET users/1/activation

User.find(1).activate! POST users/1/activation

User.find(1).deactivate! DELETE users/1/activation

Replace RPC* style overloaded POST interfaces with resources that 
respond to a Uniform Interface by using standard HTTP verbs



RESTful Tips
Custom MIME Types

Mime::Type.register "image/png", :png
Mime::Type.register "text/x-vcard", :vcard



RESTful Resources



RESTful Web 
Services

http://www.oreilly.com/
catalog/9780596529260/

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


Peepcode: 
REST Basics
http://nubyonrails.com/

articles/peepcode-rest-basics

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/


Fielding 
Dissertation: 

Chapter 5
http://www.ics.uci.edu/

~fielding/pubs/dissertation/
rest_arch_style.htm

http://livepage.apple.com/
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These Slides
http://reinh.com/2007/11/13/

rest-rails

http://reinh.com/2007/11/13/rest-rails
http://reinh.com/2007/11/13/rest-rails
http://reinh.com/2007/11/13/rest-rails
http://reinh.com/2007/11/13/rest-rails


“My God, it’s full of resources!”


