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Object, Class, Message and Method

We had our first introduction to objects, message and method in Chapter 1. Another
concept closely associated with the concept of objects is class. In object-oriented
programming, a class is a definition template for structuring and creating objects.

In this chapter, we will discuss the concept of object, message, method and
class and how these concepts are used in a computer model.

2.1  Objects and Class

In Chapter 1, we introduced Benjamin. Now, meet Bernie, another customer at
HomeCare. As customers of HomeCare, Benjamin and Bernie share some similar
information. For example, both have a name, an address, and a budget—information
that is relevant when describing customers. This information is known as object
attributes.

An object attribute definition allows for objects to have independent attribute
values. For example, Benjamin may have a larger budget and thus a larger budget
value (say $2000) than Bernie whose budget may be $1000. Collectively, the values
of an object’s attributes represent the state of the object.

Besides attributes, Benjamin and Bernie also exhibit some behavior typical of a
customer. For instance, Benjamin and Bernie execute a method when making a
purchase. Let us call this method purchase (). The method purchase () is made up
of a set of operations that Benjamin and Bernie would use to send a purchase request
to a salesperson.

Structurally, Benjamin and Bernie can be represented as follows:
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Benjamin as an Object

Attributes:
name = "Benjamin"
address = "1, Robinson Road"
budget = "2000"
Methods :
purchase () {send a purchase request to a salesperson}

getBudget () {return budget}
Bernie as an Object

Attributes:
name = "Bernie"
address = "18, Sophia Road"
budget = "1000"

Methods :
purchase () {send a purchase request to a salesperson}
getBudget () {return budget}

name, address and budget are attributes while purchase () and getBudget ()
are methods of the two objects. Note that both objects share a common definition of
attributes and methods. In fact, all customers of HomeCare share the same set of
attribute and method definitions. They all have attributes name, address and budget,
and methods purchase () and getBudget (). In defining these objects, a common
definition known as class is used.

A class is a definition template for structuring and creating objects with the
same attributes and methods. Benjamin and Bernie, being customers of HomeCare,
can therefore be defined by a class called Customer as follows:

Class Customer

Attributes:
name
address
budget

Methods :
purchase () {send a purchase request to a salesperson}
getBudget () {return budget}

One major difference between objects and class is in the way attributes and
methods are treated in objects and classes. A class is a definition about objects; the
attributes and methods in a class are thus declarations that do not contain values.
However, objects are created instances of a class. Each has its own attributes and
methods. The values of the set of attributes describe the state of the objects.

Let us now examine the salespersons. Salespersons also have attributes and
methods. Sean and Sara are two salespersons at HomeCare. They are thus capable of
a behavior typical of a salesperson, for example, taking orders from customers. To
fulfill their role as salespersons in a purchase transaction, Sean and Sara perform a
method. We shall call this method takeOrder (), and represent Sean and Sara as
follows:
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Sean as an Object
Attributes:
name = "Sean"
Methods :
takeOrder () {
check with warehouse on stock availability
check with warehouse on delivery schedule
if ok
then {instruct warehouse to deliver stock (address, date)
return ok}
else return not ok

}

Sara as an Object
Attributes:
name = "Sara"
Methods :
takeOrder () {
check with warehouse on stock availability
check with warehouse on delivery schedule
if ok
then {instruct warehouse to deliver stock(address, date)
return ok}
else return not ok

}

Being salespersons, Sean and Sara share similar attributes and methods as
expected. Like the customers, their definition can be described by a class called
SalesPerson with the following representation:

Class SalesPerson
Attributes:
name
Methods :
takeOrder () {
check with warehouse on stock availability
check with warehouse on delivery schedule
if ok
then {instruct warehouse to deliver stock (address, date)
return ok}
else return not ok

Note that the definition of the SalesPerson class is different from the Customer
class since customers and salespersons behave differently—customers make orders
and salespersons take orders.

2.2 Message and Method

Objects communicate with one another by sending messages. A message is a method
call from a message-sending object to a message-receiving object. A message-
sending object is a sender while a message-receiving object is a receiver.
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An object responds to a message by executing one of its methods. Additional
information, known as arguments, may accompany a method call. Such para-
meterization allows for added flexibility in message passing. The set of methods
collectively defines the dynamic behavior of an object. An object may have as many
methods as required.

2.2.1 Message Components

A message is composed of three components:

e an object identifier that indicates the message receiver,
e amethod name (corresponding to a method of the receiver), and
o arguments (additional information required for the execution of the method).

Earlier we saw that Benjamin sent a message to Sean when Benjamin wanted to
buy a sofa set. The reasonable location for Benjamin to send the message to Sean is
in Benjamin’s purchase () method as shown below (indicated in bold):

Benjamin as an Object

Attributes:
name = "Benjamin"
address = "1, Robinson Road"
budget = "2000"

Methods :

purchase () {
Sean. takeOrder ("Benjamin", "sofa", "1, Robinson Road",
"12 November")
}

getBudget () {return budget}

The message Sean.takeOrder (who, stock, address, date) is interpreted as
follows:

e Sean is the receiver of the message;
e takeOrder is a method call on Sean;
® "Benjamin", "stock", "address", "date" are arguments of the message.

2.2.2 Method

A message is valid if the receiver has a method that corresponds to the method
named in the message and the appropriate arguments, if any, are supplied with the
message. Only valid messages are executed by the receiver. The takeOrder ()
message is valid because Sean has a corresponding method and the required
arguments (who, stock, address, date) are supplied with the message.

Sean’s takeOrder () method is made up of a set of operations (indicated in
bold below) as follows:
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Sean as an Object
Attributes:
name = "Sean"
Methods :
takeOrder (who, stock, address, date) {
check with warehouse on stock availability
check with warehouse on delivery schedule
if ok then {
instruct warehouse to deliver stock to address on date
return ok
} else return not ok

}

In the above description, a message is sent from Sean to a Warehouse object to
inquire on the order and delivery schedule in Sean’s takeOrder () method. If both
conditions are satisfied, Sean will instruct the Warehouse object to arrange for
delivery.

How Sean carries out the method is known only to Sean. Neither Benjamin nor
the other customers know how Sean does it. For example, to check on the stock and
delivery schedule with the warehouse, Sean may have called the warehouse over the
phone or he may have checked the information against a list he had gotten from the
warehouse. What Benjamin knows of Sean is that Sean is capable of responding to
his request since his message to Sean is acceptable by Sean.

In object-oriented programming, Benjamin and Sean are said to have followed
the principle of information hiding—How Sean is going to satisfy Benjamin’s request
is hidden from Benjamin. In this way, Sean is free to select whatever way he chooses
to satisfy Benjamin’s request; he may phone the warehouse or look up the pre-
prepared list and vice versa.

2.2.3 Client and Server

By executing a method, a message-receiving object (such as Sean) is said to serve
the message-sending object (such as Benjamin). A message-receiving object is thus a
server to a message-sending object and the message-sending object is thus a client of
the server.

result yes/no
avallable?
takeOrder
send

Sean

Benjamin

Figure 2-1: Object communication process.

In any object communication, there are at least a client and a server. The client
sends a message to request a server to perform a task. The task is fulfilled by a
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message-corresponding method of the server. In sending a message to the ware-
house, Sean is said to be the client and the warehouse is said to be the server.

Benjamin, Sean, and the warehouse are three objects involved in a communi-
cation process. Benjamin is the initiator, with Sean and the warehouse as partners in
the communication process. Figure 2-1 depicts a typical communication process
amongst objects.

2.3 Creating Objects

In object-oriented programming, objects are created from classes. Instances of
Customer objects are created from a Customer class and SalesPerson objects from a
SalesPerson class.

Created object instances are individuals with their own state. To illustrate, let
us consider the example of counters. A counter is a device that keeps account of the
number of times an event has occurred. It has two buttons: an initialize button that
resets the counter to 0, and an add button that adds 1 to its present number. Figure 2-2
shows a counter with a number 10.

initialize add

Figure 2-2: A counter.

Structurally, the first counter object can be represented as follows:

First Counter Object

Attributes:
number = 10

Methods :
add () {number = number + 1}
initialize() {number = 0}
getNumber () {return number}

Figure 2-3 shows two more counters.

initialize add initialize add

| 2 |

Figure 2-3: Two Additional Counters

Like the first counter, these two counters may be reset to zero and incremented
through the initialize and add buttons respectively, and represented as follows:
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Second Counter Object

Attributes:
number = 2

Methods:
add () {number = number + 1}
initialize() {number = 0}
getNumber () {return number}

Third Counter Object

Attributes:
number = 7

Methods :
add () {number = number + 1}
initialize() {number = 0}
getNumber () {return number}

All the three counters share the same definition of attributes and methods, and
like in the previous examples, they can be defined by a class as follows:

Class Counter

Attributes:
number

Methods :
add () {number = number + 1}
initialize() {number = 0}
getNumber () {return number}

The Counter class has:

e an attribute, number;

e an initialize () method that causes a counter to reset its number to 0.

e an add () method that causes a counter to add 1 to its number; and

e a getNumber () method that returns the current value of the attribute
number.

Suppose a new object is created from the Counter class. Although the new
Counter object would have the same definition of attributes and methods as the
previous three counters, its attribute value may not be the same as the other counters.
This suggests that the state of the counters may be different from one another.

For the newly created fourth Counter object, it has a state represented by the
attribute number with a value of 0, the value at initialization:

Fourth Counter Object
Attributes:
number = 0
Methods:
add () {number = number + 1}
initialize() {number = 0}
getNumber () {return number}
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Note that the attribute value of the fourth Counter object is different from the

other three counters.

24

Summary

In this chapter, we discussed:

25

Objects are defined by classes.
Objects from the same class share the same definition of attributes and
methods.

e Objects from the same class may not have the same attribute values.
o Objects from different classes do not share the same definition of attributes

or methods.

Objects created from the same class share the same definition of attributes
and methods but their state may differ.

A method is a set of operations executed by an object upon the receipt of a
message.

A message has three components: an object identifier, a method name and
arguments.

A message-receiving object is a server to a message-sending object known
as a client.

Exercises

1. Distinguish the terms “Object” and “Class”.

2. Consider the scenario of buying flowers from a florist. Outline the
objects in such a transaction together with the messages exchanged.

3. Given a class definition Rectangle below, describe the structure of
any 3 instances of Rectangle.

class Rectangle {

Attributes:
length
width

Methods:
getLength() { return length }
getWidth() { return width }
draw () { ...}

}

4. How would you implement the concept of class and method in a
non-object-oriented programming language such as COBOL,
Pascal or C?

5. Define using the following structure a class definition for cars. A
car generally has abilities to start, move forward, move backward,
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stop and off. A car can also return to its relative location. The
starting location is a value 0.

class Car {
Attributes:

Methods:
}

Distinguish between a client and a server.

A client communicates with a server by sending a to
the server. The is a call on a of the
server.






