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If you haven’t noticed by now, | consider the requirement to decipher code a bad
idea. It is much safer all around, considering all the axe murderers that call themselves
maintenance programmers.

Now let us look at a tool that is dedicated toward text processing, Regular
Expressions. Validating the phone number using a regular expression is as simple as this
one liner in Listing 1.3:

Listing 1.3 — Validating a phone number using regular expressions
public bool ValidatePhoneNumber(string input)

{
}

return Regex.IsMatch(input, @""\d{2}-\d{8}%$'");

In this case, the usage of a specialized tool for text processing has made the intent
much easier to understand. Now | can glance at the code and, assuming that 1 know
Regular Expressions, figure out immediately what input it would like to accept.

The other side of regular expressions

Regular Expressions are notorious for being a write only tool, which is somewhat
true, and certainly a subject that we will spend some time discussing further
along in the book.

This also expose another issue, the use of a special tool to handle specialized
task requires that you’ll understand the usage of that tool. If you have no idea
about regular expressions and | hand you the listing 1.3, how are you going to
deal with it? We will touch this topic as well further on in the book.

Let us take a look at querying and filtering, as another place where just code is no
longer sufficient. Trying to get all the customers that live in London is not a query that
you want to handle in code. It is quite complex issue to handle, especially if you want to
handle this efficiently and in a transaction-safe manner.

It is far easier to send an SQL statement to the database and let that sort out how it
wants to handle it on its own.

So far, I have been consciously avoiding the use of the term Domain Specific
Languages, but considering the title of the book, I feel that we should start discussing it at
some point. Actually, it looks like there is no avoiding it, actually.

1.2 Understanding Domain Specific languages

What commonality can we find between Regular Expressions and SQL?
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Both are languages designed to handle a specific task, both are focused on letting you
express what you meant, not the actual implementation details of how the execution
should work.

That is left to some magic engine in the background that can take that meaning and
turn it into something that is a computer can run. Both are languages for a very narrow
domain, text processing and database querying, respectively.

The reason that they are so successful is that they are incredibly useful. They reduce
the complexity that you need to handle and they are very flexible in terms of what you
can make them do.

Martin Fowler® defines Domain Specific Languages as:

Domain specific language (DSL) is a computer language that's targeted
to a particular kind of problem, rather than a general purpose language
that's aimed at any kind of software problem.

Domain Specific Languages (which | will abbreviate to DSL from now on) are not a new idea
by any means. They have been around long before the start of computing.

People have always developed specialized vocabularies as a way to express more
than the common language can express. That is why on sea, sailors use terms like port
and starboard and shiver my timbers as well as a whole host of other terms to be able to
communicate clearly even in bad conditions?.

That is why Eskimos has plenty of words for snow, and why it is important to make a
distinctions between accounts receivable and accounts payable if you are building an
accounting package.

The situation has been much the same in computer science as well. From the first
computer program by Ada Lovelace to the mini languages so common in Unix?, from
UML to BNF, etc.

From the beginning, it was recognized that trying to express what you mean in plain
code is not really a workable approach. You needed to have a clearer, much more
focused, way to express your intent.

! Martin Fowler — Domain Specific Language -
http://martinfowler.com/bliki/DomainSpecificLanguage.html

2 Well, arguably shiver my timbers is not really useful for clear communication.
® Awk, Sed and Grep come to mind immediately, for instance.
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