JUST ASK!

Question: We are moving our system
to another platform. We have found a
problem with our device handling. On
our current system, we use a string to
identify our device that looks like in—
ternal”external, where internal 18
the $10 value for the device and ex—
ternal is our own identifier. Anytime
we try to OPEN or USE a device using
this format under the new system we
get an error.

Editors: What you see is the conse-
quence of two mistakes. Your current
vendor made the first mistake; you (or
whoever wrote your software) made
the second. The standard (ANSI
X11.1 - 1990) states that the argu-
ments of the OPEN, USE, and CLOSE
commands are expr (expressions that
evaluate to a string). During the 1970s
and early 1980s, the most common
implementations of M used device

identifiers (the value that you saw in

$10) that were numeric. The standard
certainly allowed this—any numeric
is also a string.

What you have with your current sys-
temn, however, is something a bit dif-
ferent. Your implementation is actu-
ally doing a type coercion on the
arguments of the OPEN, USE, and CLOSE
commands. The system is automati-
cally converting any string to an inte-
ger before proceeding with the actual
command. In effect, the implementor
is treating the argument of these com-
mands as an intexpr rather than an
€Xpr.

Here is another way to look at the
problem. The standard requires that
the following code fragment will
make $TEST=1:
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OPEN DEV USE DEV IF $I0 =DEV

In your case, the above code fragment
would fail on the oPEN command us-
ing your internal’external format
because the device is trying to use the
whole string as the device identifier.
In your current implementation, the
code fragment could make the value
of ¢TEST false if youused your inter—
nal’external value for bEv. (In both
cases we are assuming that the actual
device can be opENed.)

This is the long way of saying that
your current implementation does not
follow the standard. Even though the
implementation is nonstandard, you
may still not have run into a problem
if your application developers had not
made a mistake: They also did not fol-
low the standard. Your code depends
on the implementation doing a type
coercion to integer for the argument
of the oPEN, USE, and CLOSE com-
mands.

If your application code followed the
standard, the above code fragment
would always produce a $TEST=1,
even on your current implementation,
because you would not use your in—
ternal’external format and assume
type coercion. The requirements de-
scribed here were in all previous ver-
sions of the ANSI X11.1 standard and
are also in the proposed new standard,
currently in canvass. m

Please address your Just Ask! questions or
requests to the managing editor at M Com-
puting.
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An Invitation for
Authors and
Would-Be Authors

M Computing editors welcome articles and
news items from our readers. Tell us about
M application areas, new systems and in-
stallations, interfacing, techniques, tech-
nology challenges, or something else re-
lated to the world of M. Send book reviews,
product announcements, press releases,
other materials, or a brief description of
your proposed article to Marsha Ogden,
Managing Editor, MTA, Suite 205, 1738
Elton Road, Silver Spring, Maryland
20903-1725. Phone: 301-431-4070; Fax:
301-431-0017; or use FORUM.
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