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J4/98-0423, COBOL 2000 changes to proposals

99-0423 requests 3 changes in the draft:

1.   Use AND for the concatenation operator

2.   Allow different quote symbols in concatenation groups

3.   Make concatenation and continuation the same

The following is my evaluation of these requests.

Different quote symbols in concatenation groups:

The draft already allows this.  Since each operand of concatenation is a separate literal, there is no requirement that the same quotation symbol be used for all operands.

Make concatenation and continuation the same
Concatenation and continuation are different  and they should stay that way.  This is significant for REPLACE and COPY REPLACING.

In concatenation, each operand is a separate text-word and the operator is a separate text-word.  For replacing, only that same sequence of text-words will be replaced.  For example, "A" & "B" will match and replace "A" & "B" or 'A' & 'B' or "A" & 'B' or 'A' & "B", but it will not match and replace "AB" or a literal broken as


"A"-


"B"

For a continued literal, the entire literal is one text-word.  For replacing, a literal will match that same literal regardless of where it is broken for continuation and when it is not continued at all.  For example, "ABCD" will match:


"A"-


"BCD"

or


"AB"-


"CD"

or  ...  (you get the point)

Thus, making continuation and concatenation the same is not merely a matter of syntax.

There are other considerations beyond matching.  Consider a fixed form line with literal continuation that is converted by a utility to a free-form line (reportedly, Digital currently provides such a utility).  If that literal were converted to concatenation instead, existing replaces of that literal would not work.  That would make it an incompatible program.  If we designed our language such that a utility could not compatibly convert fixed form to free form, then the language would be seriously flawed.

You might say we could change the matching rules.  To do that, it would be necessary to corrupt the text-word rules, which are fundamental to the design of text manipulation.  It would mean changing the rules for character-strings beyond the text manipulation stage.  Text-words and character-strings are fundamental elements of the language design, they always have been, and to change that would be destructive to the specification.

We also need to consider extensibility.  When we add concatenation with data items (currently a future candidate), it certainly cannot look like continuation.

So, there are a variety of reasons that concatenation and continuation cannot be the same. 

Note that anyone who wants to can use concatenation instead of literal continuation.

Use AND for the concatenation operator

AND is a COBOL logical operator.  If I saw "A" AND "B", besides being more difficult to read than "A" & "B", my intuitive sense would be that the result is the bits of "A" ANDed with the bits of "B".  Certainly not what we mean by concatenation.  Ordinarily, "A" & "B" would convey the same but it does not for COBOL because we have no history of using "&" as a logical operator.  Ordinarily, I would want to reserve "&" for possible future use as a logical operator and use a different symbol for concatenation.  However, given our intent to be compatible with X/Open COBOL wherever possible, it is unlikely we will ever want to do that.

Words in expressions are not always better than symbols.  It's clear to me that 


A TIMES B DIVIDED BY C PLUS 3 MINUS D

is more difficult to comprehend than 


A * B / C + 3 - D

It is the same for a concatenation expression.  The symbol & in a concatenation expression is (to me) more readily comprehended than the word "AND".  

Further, I worry that future concatenation of data items would be ambiguous; for example, is A AND B a concatenation or a logical expression?

The concatenation operator should remain a symbol.  If we want a symbol other than &, that would be OK.  (We would then be introducing an incompatibility with X/Open COBOL and the implementations that now support it.)
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