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Interpretation Request #89 
Topic: getconf Relevant Clauses: 4.26

Clause 4.26 of POSIX.2 specifies the semantics of the “getconf” utility, and in particular 
subclause 4.26.6.1 describes the standard output of “getconf”. This clause says: If the 
specified variable is defined on the system and its value is described to be available from 
the function in 7.8.1 [confstr() in the C binding], its value shall be written in the follow-
ing format: “%s\n”, <value> Otherwise, if the specified variable is defined on the sys-
tem, its value shall be written in the following format: “%d\n”, <value> If the specified 
variable is valid, but is undefined on the system, getconf shall write using the following 
format: “undefined\n” If the variable name is invalid or an error occurs, nothing shall be 
written to standard output.

My question has to do with the meaning of the phrases “the specified variable is defined 
on this system” and “the specified variable is valid, but is undefined on the system”, 
when the variable in question is one of those listed in Table 2-19 in subclause 2.13.2 of 
POSIX.2. If an implementation wishes to indicate that it does not support the facilities 
associated with one of the symbols listed in this table, then must a call to getconf <sym-
bol> write “undefined\n” to standard output, or is it conforming for such an implementa-
tion to write “-1\n” to standard output? Relevant text in subclause 2.13.2 reads: Each of 
these symbols shall be considered valid names by the implementation. Each shall be de-
fined on the system with a value of 1 if the corresponding option is supported; otherwise 
the symbol shall be undefined. One can interpret this to mean that the only valid outputs 
from such a call to “getconf” are “undefined” or “- 1”, or one can interpret it to mean 
that “getconf” can write anything, and that anything other than “1” is to be interpreted 
as indicating that the symbol is undefined. Which of these interpretations is correct?
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Interpretation Response 
In the description of getconf it says that if the symbol is defined on the system, it prints 
that value. If it is valid, but undefined getconf shall write “undefined” as described in 
subclause 4.26.6.1. For the value from table 2-19, subclause 2.13.2 specifies that the 
corresponding value shall be 1 if the option is supported. Otherwise, the symbol is un-
defined. Putting these two together, getconf shall either print the value 1 or the string 
“undefined” for the symbols listed in table 2-19. The standard clearly states behavior for 
getconf and conforming implementations must conform to this.

Rationale for Interpretation 
None.


