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Abstract

This is the typset sources for the expl3 programming environment; see the matching
interface3 PDF for the API reference manual. The expl3 modules set up a naming
scheme for I¥TEX commands, which allow the IXTEX programmer to systematically
name functions and variables, and specify the argument types of functions.

The TEX and e-TEX primitives are all given a new name according to these con-
ventions. However, in the main direct use of the primitives is not required or en-
couraged: the expl3 modules define an independent low-level I¥TEX3 programming
language.

The expl3 modules are designed to be loaded on top of KTEX 2s. With an up-to-
date IXTEX 2¢ kernel, this material is loaded as part of the format. The fundamental
programming code can also be loaded with other TEX formats, subject to restrictions
on the full range of functionality.

*E-mail: latex-team@latex-project.org
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Chapter 1

Introduction to expl3 and this
document

This document is intended to act as a comprehensive reference manual for the expl3
language. A general guide to the ITEX3 programming language is found in expl3.pdf.

1.1 Naming functions and variables

XTEX3 does not use @ as a “letter” for defining internal macros. Instead, the symbols _
and : are used in internal macro names to provide structure. The name of each function
is divided into logical units using _, while : separates the name of the function from the
argument specifier (“arg-spec”). This describes the arguments expected by the function.
In most cases, each argument is represented by a single letter. The complete list of
arg-spec letters for a function is referred to as the signature of the function.

Each function name starts with the module to which it belongs. Thus apart from a
small number of very basic functions, all expl3 function names contain at least one under-
score to divide the module name from the descriptive name of the function. For example,
all functions concerned with comma lists are in module clist and begin \clist_.

Every function must include an argument specifier. For functions which take no
arguments, this will be blank and the function name will end :. Most functions take one
or more arguments, and use the following argument specifiers:

N and n These mean no manipulation, of a single token for N and of a set of tokens given
in braces for n. Both pass the argument through exactly as given. Usually, if you
use a single token for an n argument, all will be well.

¢ This means csname, and indicates that the argument will be turned into a csname
before being used. So \foo:c {ArgumentOne} will act in the same way as \foo:N
\ArgumentOne. All macros that appear in the argument are expanded. An internal
error will occur if the result of expansion inside a c-type argument is not a series
of character tokens.

V and v These mean value of variable. The V and v specifiers are used to get the con-
tent of a variable without needing to worry about the underlying TEX structure
containing the data. A V argument will be a single token (similar to N), for example



\foo:V \MyVariable; on the other hand, using v a csname is constructed first, and
then the value is recovered, for example \foo:v {MyVariable}.

o This means expansion once. In general, the V and v specifiers are favoured over o
for recovering stored information. However, o is useful for correctly processing
information with delimited arguments.

x The x specifier stands for ezhaustive expansion: every token in the argument is fully
expanded until only unexpandable ones remain. The TEX \edef primitive carries
out this type of expansion. Functions which feature an x-type argument are not
expandable.

e The e specifier is in many respects identical to x, but uses \expanded primitive. Para-
meter character (usually #) in the argument need not be doubled. Functions which
feature an e-type argument may be expandable.

f The £ specifier stands for full expansion, and in contrast to x stops at the first non-
expandable token (reading the argument from left to right) without trying to expand
it. If this token is a (space token), it is gobbled, and thus won’t be part of the
resulting argument. For example, when setting a token list variable (a macro used
for storage), the sequence

\tl_set:Nn \1l_mya_tl { A }
\tl_set:Nn \1_myb_tl { B }
\tl_set:Nf \1_mya_tl { \1l_mya_tl \1_myb_tl1l }

will leave \1_mya_t1 with the content A\1_myb_t1, as A cannot be expanded and
so terminates expansion before \1_myb_t1 is considered.

T and F For logic tests, there are the branch specifiers T (true) and F (false). Both
specifiers treat the input in the same way as n (no change), but make the logic
much easier to see.

p The letter p indicates TEX parameters. Normally this will be used for delimited func-
tions as expl3 provides better methods for creating simple sequential arguments.

w Finally, there is the w specifier for weird arguments. This covers everything else, but
mainly applies to delimited values (where the argument must be terminated by
some specified string).

D The D stands for Do not use. All of the TEX primitives are initially \1let to a D name,
and some are then given a second name. These functions have no standardized
syntax, they are engine dependent and their name can change without warning,
thus their use is strongly discouraged in package code: programmers should instead
use the interfaces documented in interface3.pdf.

Notice that the argument specifier describes how the argument is processed prior to being
passed to the underl