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5.1. Command Grammar

Note: Technically, the command is
part of a command line that includes
the command and its options,
filenames, and other expressions.

Two Simple Commands

Figure 5-1

5

Commands

You type commands to tell the system what to do. In past chapters, you learned
commands like cat, cp, and mv. In this chapter, you will learn the structure
of commands, so that you can understand many more of them without learning
all of the structural details each time.

Since you've been using some commands, you may have noticed that commands
have a certain grammar. One could draw an analogy between UNIX command
syntax and English, or other naturallanguages.22

All parts of UNIX command lines correspond to English parts of speech. A com­
mand line consists of the actual command and its arguments, the rest of the com­
mand line. The command is similar to a verb. Of the arguments, options are
similar to adverbs, and filenames or other expressions are similar to objects of the
verb.23

date is a useful command that types the current date and time associated with
your geographical location. 24/

If you decided to ask for the current date and time at the stroke before midnight
on the last New Year's Eve of the century, you would type date:

The date Command

venus% date

Fri Dee 31 23:59:59 PST 1999

venus%

22 Natural languages are languages that people commonly speak, read, or write within a society or culture.

23 Interestingly, the noun as subject of the UNIX "sentence" doesn't exist. One may assume that commands

are interrogative, so it isn't necessary to preface commands with "you," meaning the system

For further information on the analogy between UNIX and natural language, see Thoughts on an All-Natural

User Interface, by Marion O. Harris, pp. 343-347 in the USENIXConference proceedings for Summer 1985.

24 Don't ask whaI happens in outer space! If your date and time don't reflect the appropriate date and time

for your location, contact your system administrator or see System Administration for the Sun W orksta/ion.
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Figure 5-2

PST is an abbreviation for Pacific Standard Time, from the time zone in which
this manual was written. To get the Greenwich Mean Time, or universal time,
type the command date, followed by the option -u:

The date Command with Optionfor Universal Time (GMT)

venus% date -u

Sat Jan 1 7:59:59 GMT 2000
venus%



Figure 5-3

Chapter 5 - Commands 63

Another useful command, cal, has one required argument, one optional argu­
ment, and no command options. The required argument is the year for which
you want to construct a calendar. The optional argument is the month. So, you
can construct a calendar for the whole year of 2001 by typing:

Constructing a Yearly Calendar

venus% cal 2001
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To construct a calendar for a specific month, type the number of the month and
the year.

Figure 5-4 Constructing a Monthly Calendar

venus% cal 6 1969

June 1969S
M TuW ThFS

1
234567

8

9 10 11 12 13 14

15 16 17 18 19 20 2122 23 24 25 26 27 2829 30venus%

Type Ahead or Read Ahead UNIX has an interesting feature called type ahead or read ahead. Type ahead
allows you to type new commands while the system is executing the current
command. When you know that you want to type several commands no matter
what the outcome of each command, you can type ahead and the system will exe­
cute each command in order as it completes the previous command.

Type ahead is most useful when the system requires a lot of time to complete
execution of a command. For example, it usually takes the system a bit of time
to execute the Ipr command. You can type Ipr (followed by [RETURN ]),
then Is, without waiting for the system to print the command prompt that sig­
nals completion of the Ipr command. This is what it looks like:

Figure 5-5 Type Ahead or Read Ahead

wildehinterlandalaska

1pr wilde

venus% 1s

actors

venus%

1s
venus% actors

venus%

alaska hinterland wilde

One side effect of type ahead is that the system types out the results of the 1 s
command just after the command prompt that occurs between the 1pr com­
mand and the 1 s command. That looks funny because the [ RETURN] that you
pressed after Is appears directly after Is, not after the command prompt.

Commands as Verbs As mentioned above, commands are the "verb" of the command line. Some

commands have no arguments, many have optional arguments (like the cal
command's optional month argument), and some require arguments to execute
without an error (lpr requires afilename argument).


