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MFC Windows Programming for C Programmers

Microsoft Foundation Classes (MFC) is a library that simplifies Windows application development by
providing a set of C++ classes encapsulating the Windows API. For C programmers transitioning
into Windows programming, MFC offers a more approachable and structured way to develop GUI
applications compared to directly using the Win32 API. Although MFC is inherently C++,
understanding its concepts can help C programmers leverage its capabilities effectively, especially
since many Windows applications historically relied on MFC for rapid development. This article aims
to serve as a comprehensive guide to MFC Windows programming tailored for C programmers,
covering foundational concepts, essential components, and practical tips to get started.

Understanding MFC and Its Role in Windows Programming

What is MFC?

MFC stands for Microsoft Foundation Classes. It is a library of C++ classes designed to wrap the
Windows API, providing abstractions that make GUI and system programming more manageable.
MFC simplifies tasks such as creating windows, handling messages, drawing, and managing
controls by exposing high-level classes and methods.

The Relationship Between C and MFC

While MFC is written in C++, it shares many conceptual similarities with C programming, especially
in its procedural API roots. For C programmers, MFC introduces object-oriented principles, which
may initially seem different but ultimately provide a more organized and scalable approach to
Windows development.

Why Use MFC?

- Simplified API: MFC reduces the complexity of Windows API calls.
- Object-Oriented Design: Encapsulates Windows features into classes.
- Rapid Development: Provides ready-to-use classes for common GUI components.
- Event-Driven Model: Handles Windows messages through message maps, simplifying event

handling.
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- Compatibility: Well-supported in Visual Studio and widely used in legacy applications.

Getting Started with MFC for C Programmers

Setup and Environment

To develop MFC applications, you'll need:

- Visual Studio IDE: The primary environment for MFC development.
- MFC Libraries: Included with Visual Studio; ensure you select MFC support during installation.
- Sample Projects: Starting with a basic MFC application helps understand structure.

Creating Your First MFC Application

- Open Visual Studio.
- Select "File" > "New" > "Project."
- Choose "MFC Application" under Visual C++ templates.
- Follow the wizard to configure project settings.
- Build and run the default application.

Understanding the Application Framework

An MFC application typically involves:

- Application class: Derived from `CWinApp`.
- Main window class: Derived from `CFrameWnd`.
- Message maps: Routing Windows messages to class member functions.
- Document/View architecture: For applications that handle document data.

Core Concepts and Components of MFC

Message Maps and Event Handling

In Windows programming, messages (e.g., clicks, keystrokes) are central. MFC uses message
maps to connect messages to handler functions:

```cpp
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BEGIN_MESSAGE_MAP(CMyWnd, CFrameWnd)

ON_WM_PAINT()

ON_WM_CREATE()

ON_COMMAND(ID_FILE_OPEN, &CMyWnd::OnFileOpen)

END_MESSAGE_MAP()

```

This structure replaces the switch-case message handling used in pure Win32 API.

Windows and Controls in MFC

MFC provides classes for common Windows controls:

- `CButton`
- `CEdit`
- `CListBox`
- `CStatic`

You can create controls either via resource editors or dynamically in code:

```cpp

CButton pButton = new CButton();

pButton->Create(_T("Click Me"), WS_CHILD | WS_VISIBLE, rect, pParentWnd, ID_MY_BUTTON);

```

Document/View Architecture

A powerful pattern in MFC, separating data (document) from its presentation (view). It enables:

- Multiple views of the same data.
- Easier data management.
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- Simplified command routing.

Dialogs and Dialog Data Exchange (DDX)

Dialogs are fundamental in Windows apps. MFC simplifies dialog creation with:

- `CDialog` class.
- Data exchange mechanisms (`DoDataExchange`) to synchronize data between controls and

variables.

Implementing Basic MFC Features

Creating a Window and Handling Messages

A minimal MFC app involves:

- Deriving a class from `CFrameWnd`.
- Creating a window in its constructor.
- Handling messages like paint or resize in message map functions.

Adding Controls and Responding to Events

Controls can be added via resource editors or dynamically. Event handlers are linked through
message maps:

```cpp

void CMyWnd::OnButtonClicked()

{

AfxMessageBox(_T("Button was clicked!"));

}

```

Using Dialogs for User Interaction
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Design a dialog resource, create a class derived from `CDialog`, and implement message handlers
for user actions.

Practical Tips for C Programmers Transitioning to MFC

- Learn C++ basics: Familiarize yourself with classes, inheritance, and pointers in C++ to
understand MFC effectively.

- Understand message handling: MFC's message maps are fundamental; grasp how messages
route to handlers.

- Use resource editors: Visual Studio provides tools for designing windows, dialogs, and
controls visually.

- Leverage existing Win32 knowledge: MFC wraps many Win32 API calls; understanding the
underlying API helps debug and extend applications.

- Experiment with sample projects: Modify and extend sample MFC applications to learn
structure and flow.

- Be aware of object lifetimes: MFC manages window and control object lifetimes; proper
creation and deletion are crucial.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

Understanding MFC Object Model

MFC's hierarchy can be complex. Use documentation and class browser features in Visual Studio to
explore class relationships.

Debugging Message Maps

Incorrect message routing can cause handlers not to execute. Use breakpoints inside message
handlers to verify they are invoked.

Handling Resources and Memory

Ensure proper creation and destruction of controls and objects to prevent leaks.

Integration with C Code

Since MFC is C++ based, calling C functions is straightforward, but integrating legacy C code might
require extern "C" declarations and careful data management.

Advanced Topics for Further Exploration
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Using MFC with Multithreading

MFC provides classes like `CWinThread` to manage threads but requires careful synchronization
when accessing UI elements.

Custom Controls and Owner-Draw Controls

Create custom controls for specialized UI components, handling drawing and events manually.

Extending MFC with COM and ActiveX

Leverage COM interfaces and ActiveX controls to embed rich media or integrate with other
applications.

Migration and Compatibility

Many legacy applications use MFC; understanding how to update or migrate codebases is valuable.

Conclusion

MFC remains a robust framework for Windows application development, especially for those familiar
with C and seeking to develop GUIs efficiently. For C programmers, adopting MFC involves
understanding object-oriented programming concepts, message-driven architecture, and resource
management. By leveraging Visual Studio's tools, sample projects, and comprehensive
documentation, C programmers can transition smoothly into MFC development, creating powerful
Windows applications with less complexity than raw Win32 API programming. As you deepen your
understanding, you'll find MFC's abstractions not only simplify development but also provide a
foundation for building scalable, maintainable Windows software.
 
MFC Windows Programming for C Programmers: A Comprehensive Guide

Introduction

Microsoft Foundation Classes (MFC) is a powerful library that simplifies the development of
Windows applications using C++. Although it is primarily designed for C++, understanding its core
concepts can significantly benefit C programmers transitioning into Windows GUI development.
MFC abstracts many Windows API complexities, providing an object-oriented approach to create
rich, responsive applications. This guide aims to bridge the gap for C programmers, offering a
detailed exploration of MFC, its architecture, and practical implementation strategies.

What is MFC and Why Use It?
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MFC (Microsoft Foundation Classes) is a library that wraps the Windows API into C++ classes,
making Windows development more manageable and less error-prone. It offers:

- Object-oriented abstraction over Windows API
- Reusable components for common UI elements
- Event-driven programming model
- Tools and wizards integrated into Visual Studio for rapid development

For C programmers, MFC introduces a familiar structure?classes, inheritance, and message
handling?making Windows programming more accessible compared to raw WinAPI.

Transitioning from C to MFC

Key Differences

| Aspect | C (WinAPI) | C++ (MFC) |

|---------|--------------|-----------|

| Programming Paradigm | Procedural | Object-Oriented |

| API Complexity | Low-level, verbose | High-level, concise |

| Event Handling | Window procedures | Message maps & classes |

| UI Management | Manual creation & management | Encapsulated in classes |

Note: Even though MFC is built with C++, C programmers can leverage its features by
understanding class-based design and message mapping.

Core MFC Concepts for C Programmers

- Application Structure

An MFC application typically consists of:

- CWinApp-derived class: Manages app-level initialization and cleanup.
- CFrameWnd or derived class: Represents the main window frame.
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- View class: Handles the drawing and user interactions within the window.

- Message Map Mechanism

Instead of manually handling window messages via procedures, MFC uses message maps, which
link Windows messages to class member functions.

Example:

```cpp

BEGIN_MESSAGE_MAP(CMyWindow, CFrameWnd)

ON_WM_PAINT()

ON_WM_CLOSE()

END_MESSAGE_MAP()

void CMyWindow::OnPaint() {

// Paint handling code

}

```

This pattern simplifies event handling, making code cleaner and easier to maintain.

- Dialogs and Controls

MFC provides dialog classes (`CDialog`) and control classes (`CButton`, `CEdit`, etc.) to manage UI
elements efficiently.

Setting Up Your Development Environment

- Installing Visual Studio
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- Use Visual Studio Community Edition or higher, which includes MFC libraries.
- Ensure the "Desktop development with C++" workload is installed.

- Creating an MFC Application

- Use the MFC App Wizard to generate project skeletons.
- Choose between different application types: dialog-based, SDI (Single Document Interface), or

MDI (Multiple Document Interface).

Building Your First MFC Application

Step 1: Create a New MFC Project

- Launch Visual Studio.
- Select File > New > Project.
- Choose MFC Application.
- Configure project settings (e.g., dialog-based app).

Step 2: Understand the Generated Code

- The wizard generates classes for app, main window, and dialogs.
- Focus on message maps and event handlers.

Step 3: Adding Controls and Event Handlers

- Use the Resource Editor to add buttons, text boxes, etc.
- Assign command IDs to controls.
- Use ClassWizard to connect controls to handler functions.

Deep Dive into MFC Architecture

- Application Class (`CWinApp`)

- Responsible for startup, message loop, and termination.
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- Typically contains `InitInstance()` where main window creation occurs.

- Main Frame Window (`CFrameWnd`)

- Acts as the container for the application's views.
- Manages menus, toolbars, and status bars.

- View Class (`CView` and derivatives)

- Handles drawing (`OnDraw()`), mouse events, and user interactions.
- Uses device contexts (`CDC`) for rendering.

- Document/View Architecture

- MFC emphasizes the Document/View pattern, separating data from its presentation.
- Useful for applications like editors or data viewers.

Handling Windows Messages in MFC

Instead of traditional WndProc, MFC uses message maps:

```cpp

class CMyView : public CView {

public:

afx_msg void OnLButtonDown(UINT nFlags, CPoint point);

DECLARE_MESSAGE_MAP()

};

BEGIN_MESSAGE_MAP(CMyView, CView)
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ON_WM_LBUTTONDOWN()

END_MESSAGE_MAP()

void CMyView::OnLButtonDown(UINT nFlags, CPoint point) {

// Handle left mouse button click

}

```

This approach simplifies message handling and improves code organization.

Common MFC Classes and Their Usage

| Class | Purpose | Key Methods/Features |

|--------|---------|---------------------|

| `CWinApp` | Application instance | `Run()`, `InitInstance()` |

| `CFrameWnd` | Main window frame | `Create()`, `LoadFrame()` |

| `CDialog` | Modal/non-modal dialogs | `DoModal()`, `Create()` |

| `CView` | Drawing/view area | `OnDraw()`, `Invalidate()` |

| `CWnd` | Base class for windows and controls | `Create()`, message handling |

Practical Tips for C Programmers Using MFC

- Leverage the Class Wizard: Automate message mapping and control binding.
- Understand the Resource Editor: Design UI visually and generate resource scripts.
- Use the Document/View Model: Organize data separately from UI.
- Work with Device Contexts (`CDC`): For all drawing operations.
- Master the Message Map: It?s the core of event handling.
- Avoid Raw WinAPI Calls: Use MFC classes and methods to reduce complexity.
- Debugging: Use Visual Studio?s debugging tools to step through message handlers.
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Advanced Topics

- Custom Controls and Owner-Draw Items

Create custom UI elements by overriding drawing methods or subclassing controls.

- Multithreading

Use `AfxBeginThread()` for background processing, ensuring UI responsiveness.

- COM and Automation

MFC supports COM components, enabling automation and integration.

- Serialization

Persist data using the `Serialize()` method for document classes.

Limitations and Considerations

- Learning Curve: MFC is extensive; mastering it takes time.
- Platform Dependence: Primarily Windows; not portable.
- Modern Alternatives: For new projects, consider newer UI frameworks like Qt, wxWidgets, or

.NET.

Conclusion

MFC Windows programming for C programmers offers a structured, object-oriented approach to
developing robust Windows applications. While it abstracts many of the complexities inherent in
Windows API programming, understanding its architecture, message handling, and class hierarchy
is essential for effective development. By leveraging MFC?s features?such as its document/view
architecture, message maps, and resource management?C programmers can build sophisticated
GUI applications with relative ease.

Transitioning from C to MFC might seem challenging initially, but with patience and practice, it
unlocks a powerful toolkit for Windows development that combines the efficiency of C with the
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modularity and clarity of C++.

References and Resources

- Microsoft Docs: [MFC Documentation](https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/cpp/mfc/mfc-start-page)
- "Programming Windows with MFC" by Jeff Prosise
- Visual Studio MFC Samples and Tutorials
- Online communities and forums for MFC developers

Embark on your journey into Windows programming with confidence?MFC is a valuable stepping
stone towards mastering GUI application development on the Windows platform.
 

 QuestionAnswer What is MFC and how does it facilitate Windows programming for C
programmers? MFC (Microsoft Foundation Classes) is a C++ library that simplifies Windows
application development by providing a wrapper around the Windows API. Although primarily
designed for C++, it can be useful for C programmers to understand its concepts for integrating C
code or when working with mixed codebases. Can C programmers directly use MFC, or is it limited
to C++? MFC is a C++ library, so direct use from C code isn't supported. However, C programmers
can interface with MFC components through extern "C" functions or create C-compatible wrappers
around C++ classes to leverage MFC's features. What are the key components of an MFC
application that C programmers should understand? Key components include application classes
(CWinApp), window classes (CWnd), message maps, document/view architecture, and dialog
classes. Understanding how these components interact helps in developing Windows applications
with MFC. How does message handling work in MFC for Windows events? MFC uses message
maps to route Windows messages (like clicks or key presses) to member functions within classes. C
programmers should learn how to declare message map entries and implement message handler
functions to respond to events. Are there modern alternatives to MFC for Windows programming
that C programmers should consider? Yes, modern alternatives include Win32 API directly, or
higher-level frameworks like Qt or wxWidgets. These may offer better cross-platform support and
more modern C++ features, but MFC remains relevant for legacy Windows applications. How can C
programmers handle Windows API calls within an MFC application? C programmers can call
Windows API functions directly within MFC classes and methods. Since MFC is built on top of the
Windows API, integrating raw API calls is straightforward, but should be done carefully to avoid
conflicts with MFC's message handling. What tools and IDEs are recommended for developing MFC
applications as a C programmer? Microsoft Visual Studio is the primary IDE for MFC development,
offering built-in support for MFC project templates, debugging, and GUI design. Visual Studio?s
Designer and Class Wizard simplify creating and managing MFC components. What are common
pitfalls C programmers encounter when working with MFC, and how can they avoid them? Common
pitfalls include misunderstanding message maps, improper memory management, and mixing C and
C++ code without proper interfacing. To avoid these, C programmers should familiarize themselves

Published by: www.digitalbaron.com Page 13 of 14



200 Point Vehicle Inspection Checklist Cstatic Images Academic... Vol. 2024, Issue 5

with MFC documentation, use smart pointers where applicable, and carefully manage object
lifetimes. Is it necessary to learn C++ to effectively use MFC in Windows programming? Yes, since
MFC is a C++ library, understanding C++ fundamentals is essential. While C programmers can
interface with MFC components, mastering C++ features like classes, inheritance, and message
handling is crucial for effective development. 

 
Related keywords: MFC, Windows API, C programming, C++ MFC, GUI development, message
mapping, document/view architecture, Win32 API, dialog boxes, event handling
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