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For those of you who do not know, AFP is a software program that works in similar ways as Active Server Pages (ASP).  AFP can be used to create data driven interactive web sites.  But AFP does not stop there.  AFP has more power under the hood then most people realize.

Many people think that AFP is “only” a scripting engine.  Yes, AFP is a scripting engine but it is also much more.  Some people claim that AFP is “less powerful” then other competing products because there are no apparent “extras” in it -- they are definitely wrong.

What these people do not realize is that there are several basic technologies common to all these products that make the “extra features” work within them.

In essence, AFP, and others, use four principle technologies to make them an extremely powerful tools.  

The four technologies are:

1. A Scripting Engine

2. A Data Engine

3. The Windows Application Programming Interface (WinAPI)

4. Distributed Component Object Modeling (DCOM)

The Scripting Engine

For a scripting engine, or the language AFP 2.x uses to process commands on the server, AFP uses Microsoft (MS) Visual FoxPro (VFP) 6.0.  This command processor is actually the VFP DLL that ships with MS VFP.  AFP uses most of the full non-visual VFP command set to make it an extremely powerful tool.  The only non-visual commands left out of AFP from the VFP command set are those that would interfere with server operation.  This is only done to provide some safety to the server for such areas such as server security.  Remember, these commands are executed on the Web Server only and the integrity of the server must be maintained at all costs.

With over 400 VFP commands and functions AFP provides a far richer set of available commands then Active Server Pages (ASP) does.  And to make AFP even more powerful, AFP includes a rich set of internal commands to make Web related activities much easier to implement.

The Data Engine 

For data handling AFP relies on the very powerful VFP internal data handling capabilities that make VFP an extremely fast and flexible data engine.  With the capability of sub-second queries on multi-million record sets, VFP’s claim to fame for it’s data handling power makes AFP a true contender for any competing data technology.

AFP can access VFP’s native data format directly without the use of special software drivers.  For any other data type the VFP data engine can use any compliant Open Data Base Connectivity (ODBC) driver that is loaded on the server.  This means AFP, by means of the VFP data engine, can handle an extremely wide range of data types.  Which in effect makes AFP almost boundless when it comes to distributing data over the Internet even with disparate systems such Macs or UNIX Operating Systems (OS) and Oracle or SyBase databases and more.

AFP can even take full advantage of VFP native Database Containers (DBC’s).  With the use of DBC’s, AFP can be used to create Local, Remote, Parameterized and Offline Views.  That is, using AFP you can create read/write “snapshots” of your data for processing.  Views add more power to data handling by letting you “buffer” data, create “multi-table relationships” and more.  Plus such features as Update and Delete “Triggers”, field captions, index information, and more, contained in DBCs (which you may add, edit or read “on the fly”) can also be taken advantage of.

The WinAPI

The MS Windows (Win) Operating System (OS) contains an Application Programming Interface (API) that is commonly referred to as the WinAPI.  The WinAPI lets programmers use functions internal to the Windows OS that allow them to easily take full advantage of the power of Windows.  By calling these WinAPI functions programmers can not only greatly increase the power of their product but also keep a uniform set of functions available to all programmers.  This means that not only can programmers use native internal function of Windows but also stay compatible with the OS and expand their product’s power easily.

With the WinAPI available to AFP, AFP’s power is now expanded exponentially.  AFP, using the WinAPI, can use the Windows resources for such things as security, eXtensible Markup Language (XML) access, registry reading and writing and much more.

AFP can easily access the WinAPI from within Program files (PRGs).  When calling a PRG from within AFP enabled web pages, you can declare a WinAPI function, execute it and optionally return results.  The PRG files can easily be called by AFP by first setting the library to the desired PRG(s) with the “SET PROCEDURE TO” command, and then calling them with the “DO” command from within your web page’s AFP code.  This means that AFP code inside a web page can call a PRG that executes a WinAPI function that can either make changes at the system level or return system information to the Web page that can even processed by a web page.  All of this can be achieved in lightning speed to a user with a web browser half way around the world.  Just think of it; with AFP you can even control a MS NT server’s operation at the most basic level thousands of miles away on a Mac with just a click of a mouse.

DCOM

DCOM is a technology that allows a programmer to either control another program or exchange data with it.  Conversely another program can do the same with your program.  The program can be on the same PC or it can be on another PC thousands of miles away.  With DCOM you have the ability to interact with other programs as if they were part of yours.  

The power of DCOM is tremendous.  Whereas the WinAPI gives you access to the OS, DCOM gives you access to the programs running on that OS.  With DCOM the power to the programmer and the end user is so much greater as you can take advantage of existing applications.  As an example, with DCOM a user with a spreadsheet open can watch as you update or even make fundamental changes to their spreadsheet in real-time via a Browser on a UNIX PC from across the country.  With AFP this is entirely possible.

Another very good strategy is to be able to pool DCOM objects on a server to greatly enhance the speed and power especially for Internet use.  A product such as MS Transaction Server (MTS) can do this for you and remove much of the work otherwise required if you tried this yourself.  By having a pool of objects available and under control of MTS such things as e-commerce can be easily, reliably and fully realized with minimum effort on the programmer’s part.

Summary

If I did my job well in this article you can now see that AFP has more power under the hood then most people realize.  AFP can do all the things mentioned above easily and efficiently.  Not only can AFP do this, but it can do it from your code within HTML in a web browser.

So, what separates AFP from other products?  In a word -- Simplicity.  AFP can be installed on a server within minutes.  After it is installed, fully interactive data driven web sites can be created right away.  But the beauty of this is you can program the pages on a remote server down the hall or across the country by using such tools as MS Windows Notepad or MS FrontPage.  Actually, any editor that recognizes the code tags (<% %>) can be used.  With remote programming available, programmers can easily create and maintain web sites anywhere in the world in a fraction of the time required by some technologies.

So what about the argument that AFP is just a scripting engine that can only display data?  This is no longer true if you have imagination and creativity and the desire to better your world.  Only one person can stop you now -- yourself.  Just remember this about AFP; AFP can make anyone, speaking any language, using any operating system that supports web browsers capable of  sharing knowledge and technologies.  Plus AFP lets them interact with anyone else, anywhere at anytime.  With AFP your world just got closer and your capabilities just became almost endless. 
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