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The toString Method

I.  What is toString()?

· Method toString() is defined in class Object and is commonly overridden in user-defined classes.

· toString() allows us to use an object variable anywhere that Java expects to find a string. E.g., if used as the argument to println(), what will be printed is the string returned by toString(), and we get to say what that is.

II. An Example from a Rational Number Class

1. Recall that a rational number is any number that can be expressed as a fraction.  Consider a Rational class with int instance variables numerator and denominator.  The Rational class might override toString() like this:


public String toString() 


{


  String out ;


  out = numerator + "/" + denominator ;


  return out ;


}

2. Now suppose this Rational object has been created:


Rational r1 = new Rational(-3,7) ;

3. If we then say:



System.out.println( r1.toString() ) ;



what gets printed is:
-3/7

4. But wait, there’s more!  The above statement shows toString()  called explicitly.  We may also call it implicitly, like this: 




System.out.println( r1 ) ;

// still prints –3/7

· Note that if you do not override toString(), you get the version inherited from class Object.  This returns a string consisting of the class name and the hash code for the object, which is not very useful.  (See NoOverriding.java)

