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Interpretation Request #120 
Topic: expr Relevant Clauses: 4.22.7.1

Subclause 4.22.7.1 of POSIX.2 specifies the syntax and semantics of the expr utility. 
This subclause reads: The ‘:’ matching operator shall compare the string resulting from 
the evaluation of expr1 with the BRE pattern resulting from the evaluation of expr2. BRE 
syntax shall be that defined in 2.8.3, except that all patterns are “anchored” to the be-
ginning of the string (that is, only sequences starting at the first character of a string 
shall be matched by the BRE). Therefore, it is unspecified whether ^ is a special charac-
ter in that context. Note that this description does not say that it is “implementation de-
fined”, but rather “unspecified” whether ^ is an anchor when used in the BRE of an expr 
matching expression. As such, this implies that a conforming implementation of expr 
need not even behave consistently from one invocation to the next when a ^ is used in a 
BRE on the right side of a ‘:’ operator. Since the BRE is not a subexpression, the system 
defined behavior of anchors in subexpressions does not apply here. Is this the intention?

Interpretation Response 
It is difficult to state what the intention was, but the standard is clear. If “implemen-
tation defined” were used instead of “unspecified”, it would not affect a conforming 
POSIX.2 application.

Rationale for Interpretation 
None.



445 Hoes Lane, Piscataway, NJ 08854 USA • +1 732 981 0060 • +1 732 981 0027 • standards.ieee.org

Page 2


