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SOFTWARE REVIEW

ng Environment

for Data Analysis and Grapbhics
by IAN F. DARWIN

f you were originally attracted to UNIX because of the power it derives from careful combinations of a

few well-chosen primitives, then the § language is for you. § is to spreadsheets as the UNIX shell is to

simple-but-limiting, menu-driven canned applications. Rather than blather on about it, though, I

thought I'd start with a real-world example, that of trying to get rich with your computer. Lets say we
have last year’s winning numbers from the “Pick 3” lottery (run by the Ontario Lottery Corp.) in a file called
pick3.raw, and we want to look for regularities (or irregularities) that will help us pick winning rickets. You
can start up the S-PLUS package by typing the command 5-PLUS. Users of older versions of S will likely add
alink name of S, which [ did.

Pick3 is the name of an § variable in which we'll hold the data. (S uses “<-" or “_" as its normal assignment
operator, since “=" means something else.) The read function reads data from a UNIX file, while ts makes
the variable data a time series, starting at the beginning of 1990, with daily (365) data. [ printed the array to
proofiread some of the leading data points (see Listing, opposite page). The first seven points are NA (not
available) just because I don’t have data for them. S allows “NA,” far missing values, in most places that data
is allowed. This is to account for the real-world nature of statistical data.

Once we have this data read-in to S, we can plot it using a high-level graphing language:

+ 0 40 2
> hist (pick3)
> title(main="Ontaric Pick3 Lottery — Jan 8, 1%90 - Oct &, 1990")

The first line tells S which gmphics device to use—others include suntools (), pscript (), hpli () and vari-
ous graphics terminals—and starts up the display if it’s an online device like X11. The parentheses are needed
because everything in § is a function call. (Indeed, my only problem in getting used to the syntax of S was
remembering the parenthesis. The overall syntax is otherwise suggestive of a fully interactive version of awk.)
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