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What is awk?

WHAT IS AWK?

awk is known for its robust ability to process and interpret data from text files.

A\/\/K is a programming language and a POSIX [1]
specification that originated at AT&T Bell Lab-

oratories in 1977. Its name comes from the initials of its
designers: Aho, Weinberger, and Kernighan. awk features
user-defined functions, multiple input streams, TCP/IP
networking access, and a rich set of regular expressions.
It's often used to process raw text files, interpreting the
data it finds as records and fields to be manipulated by
the user.

At its most basic, awk searches files for some unit of text
(usually lines terminated with an end-of-line character) con-
taining some user-specified pattern. When a line matches
one of the patterns, awk performs some set of user-defined
actions on that line, then processes input lines until the end
of the input files.

awk is used as a command as often as it is used as an
interpreted script. One-liners are popular and useful ways
of filtering output from files or output streams or as stand-
alone commands. awk even has an interactive mode of sorts
because, without input, it acts upon any line the user types
into the terminal:

$ awk '/foo/ { print toupper($6); 3'
This line contains bar.
This line contains foo.
THIS LINE CONTAINS FOO.

However, awk is a programming language with user-defined
functions, loops, conditionals, flow control, and more. It’s ro-
bust enough as a language that it has been used to program
a wiki and even (believe it or not) a retargetable assembler
for eight-bit microprocessors.

Why use awk?
awk may seem outdated in a world fortunate enough to have
Python available by default on several major operating sys-

to awk what data you want to work with and then what you
want it to do when such data is found. There are no boiler-
plate constructors to create, no elaborate class structure to
design, no stream objects to create. awk is built for a specific
purpose, so there’s a lot you can take for granted and allow
awk to handle.

What’s the difference between awk and gawk?
Awk is an open source POSIX specification, so anyone can
(in theory) implement a version of the command and lan-
guage. On Linux or any system that provides GNU awk [2],
the command to invoke awk is gawk, but it’s symlinked
to the generic command awk. The same is true for sys-
tems that provide nawk or mawk or any other variety of
awk implementation. Most versions of awk implement
the core functionality and literal functions defined by the
POSIX spec, although they may add special new features
not present in others. For that reason, there’s some risk
of learning one implementation and coming to rely on a
special feature, but this “problem” is tempered by the fact
that most of them are open source, so they usually can be
installed as needed.

Learning awk

There are many great resources for learning awk. The GNU
awk manual, GAWK: Effective awk programming [3], is a
definitive guide to the language. You can find many other
tutorials for awk [4] on Opensource.com, including “Getting
started with awk, a powerful text-parsing tool.” [5]

Links

[1] https://opensource.com/article/19/7/what-posix-richard-
stallman-explains

[2] https://www.gnu.org/software/gawk/

[3] https://www.gnu.org/software/gawk/manual/

tems, but its longevity is well-earned. In many ways, pro- [4] https://opensource.com/sitewide-search?search_api_ oo e
grams written in awk are different from programs in other views_fulltext=awk e
languages because awk is data-driven. That is, you describe [5] https://opensource.com/article/19/10/intro-awk ‘ o*
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