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Interpretation Request #92 
Topic: sort, Utility Syntax Guideline 13 Relevant Sections: XCU sort, XBD 12.2

Does the command “sort -o -” create a file named “-”, or doesit write to standard out-
put?

The specification for “sort” says that it conforms to the Utility Syntax Guidelines, and 
Guideline 13 says

For utilities that use operands to represent files to be opened for either reading or writ-
ing, the ‘-’ operand should be used only to mean standard input (or standard output 
when it is clear from context that an output file is being specified).

Here, “-” is an operand, so apparently “sort -o -” should write to standard output. This is 
what GNU coreutils 5.2.1 “sort” does.

However, I just checked Solaris 9 “sort” (both /usr/bin/sort and /usr/xpg4/bin/sort) and 
OpenBSD 3.4 “sort”, and they both create an output file “-”. It sounds like the standard 
is not clear enough here, perhaps because of the indirect reference to the Guidelines.

Append the following text after page 871 line 33829:

If “output” is “-”, sort shall write to standard output.

Interpretation Response
The standard clearly states the requirements for sort,and conforming implementations 
must conform to this.
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The standard is unclear in Guideline 13 of XBD 12.2, and no conformance distinction can 
be made between alternative implementations based on this. This is being referred to 
the sponsor.

Rationale for Interpretation 
In the example given
sort -o - 
the final “-” is an option argument; not an operand. The description of the -o option says 
that the output option argument is the name of an output file to be used instead of stan-
dard output, so a file named “-” shall be created. No change is necessary to the stan-
dard.


