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Interpretation Request #98 
Topic: non-whitespace IFS Relevant Sections: XCU 2.6.5 Field Splitting

Discussions on the Austin Group mailing list of how non-whitespace IFS characters are 
used as delimiters have identified the need for some improvements to the description of 
IFS and field splitting that would help prevent misinterpretation, plus a correction to the 
description of the read utility where it refers to IFS characters as separators.

The new descriptions clarify the intended behaviour whereby the IFS characters are used 
to terminate fields, as confirmed in POSIX.2 interpretation pasc-1003.2-98.

On page 35 line 1427 section 2.5.3 Shell Variables:

Delete “(Input Field Separators.) “ from the beginning of the IFS description. (Note that 
this change should be done after the change in Austin Interpretation AI 096.)

On page 42 line 1729 section 2.6.5 Field Splitting, paragraph 2:

Change “The shell shall treat each character of the IFS as a delimiter and use the delim-
iters to split the results of parameter expansion and command substitution into fields.”

to “The shell shall treat each character of the IFS as a delimiter and use the delimiters 
as field terminators to split the results of parameter expansion and command substitu-
tion into fields.”

On page 817 line 31778-31780 section read:
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Change “If there are fewer var operands specified than there are fields, the leftover 
fields and their intervening separators shall be assigned to the last var. If there are few-
er fields than vars, the remaining vars shall be set to empty strings.”

to “If there are fewer fields than there are var operands, the remaining vars shall be set 
to empty strings. If there are fewer vars than fields, the last var shall be set to a value 
comprising the following elements:

* the field that corresponds to the last var in the normal assignment sequence described 
above, * the delimiter(s) that follow the field corresponding to the last var, and * the 
remaining fields and their delimiters, with trailing IFS white space ignored.”

On page 853 line 33116-33120 section sh under ENVIRONMENT VARIABLES:

Replace the description of IFS with a copy of the one from section 2.5.3 after the change 
specified above has been applied to it. (This will do more than just delete “(Input Field 
Separators.) “, since Austin Interpretation AI 096 will also have been previously applied 
to 2.5.3.)

On page 865 line 33622 section sh under RATIONALE:

Insert the following before “The KornShell ignores the contents of IFS” (as a new first 
sentence of that paragraph):

“The name IFS was originally an abbreviation of Input Field Separators, however this 
name is misleading as the IFS characters are actually used as field terminators.”

Interpretation Response 
The standard is unclear on this issue, and no conformance distinction can be made be-
tween alternative implementations based on this. This is being referred to the sponsor.

Rationale for Interpretation 
None.


