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A fundamental characteristic of a DBMS is that it contains a general description of the database.  We need to remember that a database is comprised of many components and that it is necessary to keep track of all of them.  For instance, in a relational database it is necessary to maintain information about different object such as tables, files in use, users and the access rights that they may have on the different objects that belong to the database.  This information is stored in the data dictionary or catalog.  The catalog is a special file that can only be read by the DBMS.   The data contained in the data dictionary is called meta-data because it is data about the data stored in the database.  Most DBMSs consult the data dictionary for all their operations.  For instance, when a user logs into a DBMS, the data dictionary is consulted to check the access rights of that particular user.  That is, if a user is going to retrieve data from a particular table, the data dictionary is consulted first to check that this particular user has indeed access to the table.  The dictionaries that are continuously consulted are called active.  Dictionaries that are not consulted on a continuous basis are called inactive.  


Notice that I have said that the data dictionary has information about the user and all other object in the database.  The fact the data dictionary contains information about the user confirms what was already said in a previous before that the users are an integral part of the database.

