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Computer Architecture 

Lab 3 (Command Line Basics) 

Overview 

This lesson covers the most essential commands every user should know. 

These basic commands cover topics like getting help, navigating 

directories, and listing files. Before you begin, there are three important 

rules you need to know about the command line: 

1. Unix, Linux, and BSD systems are case (and space) sensitive. This 

means that a file named MyFile is not same as myfile as it would 

be on a DOS or Windows system. 

2. There is no "recycle bin" or "trash can" when working in the 

command line environment. When files are deleted on the 

command line, they instantly disappear forever. 

3. You should always practice new commands on a testing system 

that is not used in a production environment. This minimizes the 

chances of an accident that can take down an important system. 

Glossary of terms used in this lesson: 
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Commands, Options, and Arguments 

A Linux command normally consists of three parts: the command itself, 

the command options, and its arguments. For instance, the following 

example shows what a Linux command looks like: 

ls -l /etc/hosts 

This example consists of three parts, ls, which is the command; -l, which 

is the option; and /etc/hosts, which is the argument. The command itself 

is the character string you type to activate a certain task. Most commands 

have options as their second part. By using these options, you modify the 

behavior of the commands. Apart from options, many Linux commands 

have arguments. These are additional specifications that you can add to 

the command to tell it more precisely what to do. 

Commands covered in this lesson: 

 



3 
 

man 

Purpose: Online manual for command line programs. 

Usage syntax: man [OPTIONS] [COMMAND/FILE] 

The man command displays the manual (often referred to as the man 

page) for the specified command. Each manual page provides detailed 

information about a command's options and usage. The man command is 

your most valuable resource for help on the command line. Always look 

to the manual pages for any command if you are unsure of its proper 

usage syntax. 

 

whatis 

Purpose: Display a description of the specified command. 

Usage syntax: whatis [OPTIONS] [COMMAND] 

whatis displays a brief description of the specified command. This can be 

used as a helpful reminder of a command's purpose without having to 

refer to the man command. 

Multiple commands can be used with one whatis query to display the 

description of each individual command. For example, typing whatis ls 

who rm would display the description of all three commands at once as 

demonstrated in the next example. 
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ls 

Purpose: List the contents of a directory. 

Usage syntax: ls [OPTIONS] [DIRECTORY/FILE] 

Executing the ls command displays a simple list of files in the current 

directory. To see more information about the files in a directory you can 

use command line options to activate additional features, as demonstrated 

in the next example. 

 

In this example, the -l option is used to produce a detailed list of files 

including the permissions, owner, group, and modification date/time. The 

table below describes the output of the ls -l command. 

 

Most command line programs have numerous options available. The ls 

command is no exception. By combining these options you can activate 

multiple features at the same time. 
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pwd 

Purpose: Display the current/working directory. 

Usage syntax: pwd 

 

The pwd command (short for Print Working Directory) displays your 

current location within the file system. In the above example, executing 

pwd displays /home/nick as the current working directory. 

 

cd 

Purpose: Change (navigate) directories. 

Usage syntax: cd [DIRECTORY] 

 

The cd command (short for Change Directories) changes your location 

within the file system to the specified path. In the above example, 

executing cd /etc makes /etc the new working directory. 

The cd command interprets directory paths relative to your current 

location unless you manually specify a full path (such as cd /etc as used 

in the first example.) The next example demonstrates using cd to change 

directories relative to the current location. 
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In this example, the starting directory is /home/nick. Typing cd 

documents makes /home/nick/documents the new working directory. If 

you were starting in a different location you would have to type the full 

path (i.e. cd /home/nick/documents) to achieve the same results. Since the 

previous location was /home/nick, typing the full path is not necessary. 

 

 

 

tree 

Purpose: Display the contents of a directory in a tree hierarchy format. 

Usage syntax: tree [OPTIONS] [DIRECTORY] 

The tree command displays a directory listing in tree form. This is useful 

for visualizing the layout of a directory structure. In the above example, 

executing tree -d -L 2 displays 2 directory levels (relative to the current 

location) in tree form. 
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find 

Purpose: Search for files and directories. 

Usage syntax: find [PATH] [OPTIONS] [CRITERIA] 

 

The find command performs a raw search on a file system to locate the 

specified items. You can search for files using a number of characteristics 

- the most common being file name, owner, size, or modification time. 

The above example displays the results of a search for files that contain 

the word "hosts" in their file name. 

 

 

locate 

Purpose: Search the locate database for files and directories. 

Usage syntax: locate [OPTIONS] [DIRECTORY/FILE] 
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The locate command displays the location of files that match the 

specified name. While similar to the find command, locate is significantly 

faster because it searches a database of indexed filenames rather than 

performing a raw search of the entire file system. A disadvantage of the 

locate command is the fact that it lacks the ability to search for advanced 

characteristics such as file owner, size, and modification time. 

 

whereis 

Purpose: Display the location of binary files, manual pages, and source 

code for the specified command. 

Usage syntax: whereis [OPTIONS] [COMMAND/FILE] 

 

whereis displays the file locations for the specified command. In the 

above example, whereis displays the binary file and manual page location 

for the ls command. 

 

file 

Purpose: Display the file type of the specified file. 

Usage syntax: file [OPTIONS] [FILE] 

The file command displays information about the contents of the 

specified file. Microsoft Windows systems often use a file extension 

(such as .txt, .exe, .zip, etc.) to identify the type of data found in a file. 
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Unix, Linux, and BSD files rarely include an extension which can make 

identifying their file type a challenge. The file command is provided to 

resolve this problem. 

 

The above example displays results for several file types commonly 

found on Unix, Linux, and BSD systems. The table below displays more 

information about these file types. 

 

 

stat 

Purpose: Display extended information about a file system, file, or 

directory. 

Usage syntax: stat [OPTIONS] [FILE/DIRECTORY] 
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The stat command displays extended information about files. It includes 

helpful information not available when using the ls command such as the 

file's last access time and technical information about the file's location 

within the file system. The example above displays the stat output for the 

/etc/hosts file. The next example displays the stat output for the /etc 

directory itself. 

 

date 

Purpose: Display or set the system clock. 

Usage syntax: date [OPTIONS] [TIME/DATE] 

 

The -s option can be used to set the time/date on the system as 

demonstrated in the next example. 

 

When setting both the time and date you must use "MM/DD/YYYY 

HH:MM" format. To set the time only you can simply use date -s 

HH:MM. 
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cal 

Purpose: Display a calendar on the command line. 

Usage syntax: cal [OPTIONS] [MONTH] [YEAR] 

 

The cal command displays a simple calendar on the command line. 

Executing cal with no arguments will display a calendar for the current 

month, as shown in the above example.  

 

history 

Purpose: Display commands that have recently been executed. 

Usage syntax: history [OPTIONS] 
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The history command displays a user's command line history. Executing 

the history command with no arguments will display the entire command 

line history for the current user. For a shorter list, a number can be 

specified as an argument. Typing history 10, for example, will display the 

last 10 commands executed by the current user as shown in the above 

example. 

 

clear 

Purpose: Clear the contents of the current screen. 

Usage syntax: clear 

The clear command clears the contents of the terminal screen. This is 

useful for uncluttering the display after you have executed several 

commands and are preparing to move to the next task. 

 

logout 

Purpose: Log out of the system. 

Usage syntax: logout 

 

The logout command logs your account out of the system. This will end 

your terminal session and return to the login screen. 
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exit 

Purpose: Exit the current shell. 

Usage syntax: exit [CODE] 

The exit command is similar to the logout command with the exception 

that it does not run the logout script located in the user's home directory. 

The above example shows the results of exiting the shell and returning to 

the login prompt. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


