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SQL queries from 1995 still work today. JavaScript frameworks from 2015 don't. Learn SQL once, use…
Summary (TL;DR)
SQL is the only language a developer can learn and use for decades without rewriting their mental model. A query from a 1995 textbook runs unchanged in PostgreSQL 2026. JavaScript frameworks from 2015 break completely. SQL endures because it rests on relational algebra, which is mathematics, not subject to trends. It rewards sitting still, not keeping up. The advice: invest 40 hours in real SQL (joins, subqueries, window functions, query plans). The tradeoff: SQL has warts like NULL traps, GROUP BY repetition, and vendor-specific dates, but these are the cost of backwards compatibility. Most languages chase the new; SQL rewards what is already there.

SQL is the only programming language a working developer can learn once and use for 30 years without rewriting their mental model. That claim sounds like nostalgia, but it rests on something more durable.
Open any SQL textbook from 1995. Find the example query:
SELECT department, COUNT(*) AS headcount
FROM employees
WHERE hire_date > '1994-01-01'
GROUP BY department
HAVING COUNT(*) > 5
ORDER BY headcount DESC;
Paste it into PostgreSQL 18 in 2026. It runs. Same syntax, same result, same mental model. Thirty-one years, zero changes.
Now try this experiment with the JavaScript ecosystem. Take a React component from 2015. React.createClass, mixins, componentWillMount. It doesn't just look old, it throws TypeError: React.createClass is not a functionthe moment it loads. You rewrite it from scratch to ship it today. Ten years passed, and the framework cycled through three different mental models in that time.
I have used SQL at five companies across fifteen years. The query patterns I learned at the first one still work at the current one. I cannot say that about any other language in my stack.
SQL endures because relational algebra is mathematics, and mathematics does not have release cycles.

Edgar Codd formalised relational algebra in 1970. SQL sits on top of it as a declarative interface. You describe what you want. The database engine decides how to get it. The engine improves every year. Your query stays the same.
JavaScript is an imperative language that browser wars, framework trends, and open-source maintainer preferences reshaped every few years. It rewards you for keeping up.
SQL rewards you for sitting still.
If you are a junior developer, “learn SQL properly” is the most valuable 40 hours you can spend. Not a tutorial. Not an ORM. Actual SQL: joins, subqueries, window functions, query plans. That investment pays you back at every job, in every stack, for decades. Almost nothing else in software has that half-life.
If you are a senior developer, you already know the cost of this stability. SQL has accumulated forty years of warts it cannot easily shed.
NULL is a three-valued logic trap that breaks the intuition of most new users. GROUP BY forces you to repeat column lists for no good reason. Date handling is a vendor-specific mess. Each database has its own dialect, and the "standard" is a 4,000-page document that no single implementation fully follows.
These are the costs of backwards compatibility chosen over elegance. SQL locked itself into that tradeoff decades ago. Your 1995 textbook still works because the language refused to break old queries. That same stubbornness means the warts are here to stay.
Most languages reward you for chasing what comes next.
SQL is the rare one that rewards you for learning what is already there.
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