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Unix Commands Interview Questions and Answers: Your Ultimate Guide to Acing
the Interview

unix commands interview questions and answers are a frequent topic in
technical interviews for roles involving system administration, DevOps,
backend development, and IT support. If you’re preparing for an interview
where Unix or Linux skills are essential, understanding common command-line
qguestions and how to answer them confidently can set you apart from other
candidates. This article explores crucial Unix commands interview questions
and answers, providing insight into what interviewers look for and how to
demonstrate your command-line proficiency effectively.

Why Focus on Unix Commands in Interviews?

Unix and Linux systems power a significant portion of the internet
infrastructure, cloud platforms, and enterprise environments. Proficiency
with Unix commands isn’t just about knowing syntax—it’s about problem-
solving, efficiency, and understanding how systems work under the hood. Many
companies test candidates on Unix commands to gauge their ability to manage
files, processes, users, and system resources from the command line.

Interviewers often mix theoretical questions with practical tasks, so having
a deep familiarity with Unix fundamentals can make a big difference. Let’s
dive into some commonly asked Unix commands interview questions and answers
that can help boost your confidence.

Basic Unix Commands Interview Questions and
Answers

1. What 1is the difference between Unix and Linux?

While Unix is a multiuser, multitasking operating system originally developed
in the 1970s, Linux is a Unix-like, open-source operating system kernel
created in the early 1990s. Linux distributions are modeled after Unix
principles but are freely available and maintained by a vast community.
Understanding this distinction shows you know the environment you're working
in and the historical context of the commands you use.



2. How do you list files in a directory?

The basic command to list files is:

" “bash

1s

To display files with more details, you can use flags like:

" “bash

1ls -1

This shows file permissions, ownership, size, and modification date. Adding
“-a  reveals hidden files:

“*“bash

ls -1la

Interviewers might ask you to explain what each part of the output means, so
be ready to discuss file permissions or timestamps.

3. How can you find your current working directory?

Use the "pwd™ command:
" “bash
pwd

This prints the full path of your current directory, which is essential when
navigating complex file systems.

4. How do you create, move, and delete directories?

- Create a directory:

" “bash

mkdir directory name

- Move or rename a directory:

" “bash



mv old directory name new directory name

- Remove an empty directory:

" “bash
rmdir directory name

- Remove a directory and its contents recursively:
" “bash

rm -r directory name

Knowing the difference between "rmdir and "rm -r° is critical to avoid
accidental data loss.
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5. How do you check running processes in Unix?

The "ps’ command displays current processes. The most common usage is:

““bash
pS aux

- "a shows processes from all users.
- "u provides user-oriented format.
- "X includes processes without a controlling terminal.

Alternatively, "top offers a dynamic, real-time view of running processes,
resource usage, and system load.

Interviewers might also ask how to kill a process using its PID:
" “bash

kill PID

For forceful termination:

** “bash
kill -9 PID



6. Explain file permissions and how to change them.

Unix file permissions determine who can read, write, or execute a file.
Permissions are set for the owner, group, and others. They are represented by
a l0-character string like:

-rWXr-Xr--
- 'r = read

- "w = write

- "X’ = execute

no permission

To change permissions, use "chmod . For example:

* " “bash

chmod 755 filename

This sets read, write, execute for owner; read and execute for group and
others.

You can also change ownership with “chown':

" “bash

chown user:group filename

Understanding symbolic and numeric modes in “chmod™ is often tested.

7. How do you search for specific text in files?

The "grep” command is used to search for patterns within files. For example:
" “bash

grep "search term" filename

To search recursively through directories:

" “bash
grep -r "search term" directory/



Flags like "-i" make the search case-insensitive, and "-n" shows line
numbers. Combining “grep” with pipes is a powerful interview topic.
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8. How do you find large files in a directory?

The “find® command combined with “-size® is useful here:
* " “bash
find /path/to/directory -type f -size +100M

This finds files larger than 100 megabytes. You might also pair it with "1ls°
or "du’ for detailed output.

9. How can you monitor disk space usage?

The "df° command reports the amount of disk space used and available on file
systems:

" “bash

df -h

The "-h" flag makes the output human-readable (e.g., in MB or GB). For
checking space used by specific directories, use:

" “bash

du -sh /path/to/directory

"du’ summarizes disk usage, and the "-s° flag aggregates the total size.

10. What is the purpose of environment variables,
and how do you set them?

Environment variables store values that affect the behavior of processes and
shells. Examples include "PATH', "HOME , and "USER’.

To view all environment variables:



" “bash
printenv

To set a variable temporarily in your current session:

" bash
export VARIABLE NAME=value

For example:

" “bash
export PATH=$PATH:/new/path

Variables set this way last only for the session unless added to shell
configuration files like " .bashrc’ or " .bash profile’.

Practical Unix Commands Interview Tips

Interviewers often look beyond rote memorization. They want to see that you
understand what commands do, their options, and how to combine them
effectively. Here are some tips to prepare for Unix commands interview
questions and answers:

Practice using the shell daily: The more you use commands in real
scenarios, the more natural they become.

Understand command options: Many commands have dozens of flags, but
focus on the most common and useful ones.

Learn how to combine commands with pipes: For example, using “grep’,
"awk™, “sed’, and “sort  together showcases your command-line expertise.

Familiarize yourself with file permissions and process management: These
topics frequently come up in system administration roles.

e Use man pages: The "'man’ command is invaluable for exploring commands
you’'re less familiar with.

How to Approach Unix Commands Interview



Questions

When answering Unix commands interview questions, clarity and structure
matter. Start by briefly explaining the purpose of the command or concept,
then demonstrate with examples if possible. It’s okay to pause and think
aloud—interviewers appreciate candidates who explain their problem-solving
approach.

For instance, if asked “How would you find all files modified in the last 7
days?”, you might respond:

“You can use the “find  command with the " -mtime" option, like this:

" “bash

find /path -type f -mtime -7

This will list all files modified within the last 7 days. The "-mtime" flag

specifies modification time, and the minus sign means ‘less than.’”

Providing this level of detail shows your understanding and communication
skills.

Exploring Additional Useful Unix Commands

Beyond the basics, knowing commands such as “tar® for archiving, “awk’ and
“sed” for text processing, “ssh™ for remote connections, or "cron’ for
scheduling tasks can impress interviewers. For example, you might be asked:

“How do you extract a tar.gz file?”
Answer:

" “bash

tar -xzvf file.tar.gz

Where:

extracts files

filters gzip compression

shows verbose output
specifies the filename
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Demonstrating knowledge of these practical commands can help you stand out.



Mastering unix commands interview questions and answers is not just about
passing an interview; it’s about empowering yourself to work effectively in
powerful Unix-based environments. The more comfortable you are with the
command line, the more confident and capable you’ll feel tackling real-world
problems. Keep practicing, stay curious, and you’'ll find that Unix commands
become second nature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the difference between 'grep' and 'egrep'
commands in Unix?

‘grep' searches for patterns using basic regular expressions, while 'egrep'
(or 'grep -E') uses extended regular expressions, allowing more complex
pattern matching.

How do you find the number of lines in a file using
Unix commands?

You can use the 'wc -1 filename' command to count the number of lines in a
file.

What does the 'chmod' command do?

The 'chmod' command changes the file permissions (read, write, execute) for
the user, group, and others.

How can you display the first 10 lines of a file?

Use the 'head filename' command to display the first 10 lines of a file.

What is the purpose of the 'ps' command?

The 'ps' command displays information about the currently running processes.

How do you find all files with a specific extension
in a directory and its subdirectories?

Use the 'find /path/to/dir -name "*.extension"' command to find all files
with a specific extension.

Explain the difference between 'soft link' and 'hard
link"'.

A hard link points directly to the inode of a file, sharing the same inode



number, whereas a soft link (symbolic link) is a separate file that points to
the pathname of the original file.

How do you check disk usage of a directory in Unix?

Use the 'du -sh directory name' command to check the disk usage of a
directory in a human-readable format.

What does the 'tar' command do, and how do you use
it to create an archive?

The 'tar' command is used to create and manipulate archive files. To create
an archive, use 'tar -cvf archive name.tar directory/'.

How can you see the last 20 lines of a log file?

Use the command 'tail -n 20 filename' to display the last 20 lines of a file.

Additional Resources

**Unix Commands Interview Questions and Answers: A Professional Review**

unix commands interview questions and answers are a focal point for many
technical interviews, especially for roles involving system administration,
DevOps, and software development. Mastery of Unix commands is often seen as a
key indicator of a candidate’s proficiency with operating systems, scripting,
and system management. This article delves into some of the most commonly
asked questions during Unix command interviews, providing not only answers
but also contextual understanding that can help candidates stand out.

Understanding Unix commands in an interview setting is not merely about
memorizing command syntax; it’s about demonstrating the ability to navigate,
manipulate, and troubleshoot within a Unix environment effectively. This
professional review explores the strategic approach to these questions,
highlighting their significance, common patterns, and how to respond with
confidence.

Why Unix Commands Are Crucial in Technical
Interviews

Unix and Unix-like operating systems form the backbone of countless servers
and development environments worldwide. Knowledge of Unix commands is
critical for system administrators who maintain server health, developers who
automate workflows, and security professionals who safeguard systems.
Interviewers often focus on Unix commands to assess a candidate’s practical



skills and problem-solving capabilities.

Incorporating Unix commands interview questions and answers into your
preparation can sharpen your understanding of shell environments, file
permissions, process management, and scripting. This comprehensive grasp is

essential for roles that require efficiency and precision in managing complex
systems.

Core Unix Commands Interview Questions and
Their Context

1. What Are the Basic Unix Commands Every Candidate
Should Know?

A typical starting point in interviews involves basic commands essential for
daily operations. These include:

e ls — Lists directory contents.

e cd — Changes the current directory.

e pwd — Displays the present working directory.

e cp — Copies files or directories.

e mv — Moves or renames files.

e rm — Removes files or directories.

e cat — Concatenates and displays file content.

e grep — Searches for patterns within files.

e chmod — Changes file permissions.

These commands form the foundation, but interviewers expect candidates to
explain their usage context, options, and potential pitfalls—for example, the
difference between "rm -r° and "rm -rf".

2. How to Explain File Permissions Using Unix



Commands?

Understanding file permissions is a frequent topic in Unix commands interview
questions and answers. Candidates should be able to interpret the output of
"1s -1° and explain the significance of read ('r’), write ("w' ), and execute
(*x") permissions for user, group, and others.

A common question might be: *How do you change file permissions for a user to
read-only?* The expected answer would be:

**“bash
chmod u=r filename

or

**“bash
chmod 400 filename

This reflects a grasp of symbolic and numeric modes. Additionally, candidates
might be asked about special permissions like SUID, SGID, and sticky bit,
which demonstrate advanced understanding.

3. What Are Common Commands for Process Management?

Process management commands are integral in Unix commands interview questions
and answers because they reveal a candidate’s ability to monitor and control
system resources. Typical commands include:

ps — Displays current processes.

top — Provides a real-time dynamic view of processes.

kill — Sends signals to processes, commonly used to terminate them.

e nice and renice — Adjust process priority.

Candidates might be asked how to identify a process consuming excessive CPU
or how to kill a process by its PID. Offering examples such as "kill -9 °
demonstrates practical command over process control.



4. How to Utilize Text Processing Tools Like grep,
awk, and sed?

Text processing commands are often explored to check a candidate’s command-
line data manipulation skills. Interviewers might probe their understanding
of:

e grep — Pattern matching and filtering text.

e awk — Pattern scanning and processing language used for data extraction
and reporting.

e sed — Stream editor for filtering and transforming text.

For instance, a question could be: *How do you extract the second column from
a file using awk?* An effective answer would be:

" “bash
awk '{print $2}' filename

These commands are powerful when combined in pipelines, showcasing a
candidate’s ability to handle complex data manipulation tasks.

Advanced Unix Commands Interview Questions and
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5. Explain the Use of Shell Scripting in Unix

Shell scripting questions assess both command knowledge and automation
skills. Candidates may be asked to write or explain simple scripts that
automate routine tasks, such as backup scripts or log parsing.

An example question: *How would you write a script to check if a file exists
and then perform an action?* A straightforward script snippet would look
like:

" “bash

if [ -f "/path/to/file" ]; then
echo "File exists."

else

echo "File does not exist."



fi

Understanding conditional statements, loops, and variables within shell
scripts is vital for roles that emphasize automation.

6. How Do You Monitor Disk Usage and System
Performance?

Unix commands like "df ', "du , and "free are standard tools for system
monitoring. Candidates should know how to interpret their outputs and use
them to troubleshoot system issues.

For example:

e df -h — Shows disk space usage in a human-readable form.
e du -sh /directory — Displays the size of a particular directory.

e free -m — Shows memory usage in megabytes.

Demonstrating knowledge of these commands signals readiness to handle real-
world system administration challenges.

Comparative Insights: Unix Commands Versus
Linux Commands

While Unix commands form the base, many interviews also touch on Linux-
specific variations. Since Linux is a Unix-like system, most commands
overlap, but subtle differences exist in options and behavior. For instance:

e Linux often includes GNU extensions, making commands like “1ls' or "ps’
more feature-rich.

e Unix systems may have stricter POSIX compliance, resulting in limited
options.

e Package management commands differ: Unix uses tools like "pkgadd’,
whereas Linux commonly uses “apt , "yum , or “dnf’.

Understanding these nuances can help candidates navigate questions that



compare Unix and Linux environments, highlighting their adaptability.

Preparing for Unix Commands Interview Questions
and Answers

A strategic approach to mastering Unix commands interview questions and
answers involves practical experience combined with conceptual knowledge.
Candidates should familiarize themselves with real-world scenarios, such as
file system navigation, process troubleshooting, user and group management,
and automation via scripting.

Engaging with interactive Unix shells, practicing command combinations, and
reviewing system logs can provide deeper insights beyond textbook
definitions. Additionally, understanding the context in which commands are
used—whether for performance tuning, security, or data processing—adds value
to the responses.

In summary, Unix commands interview questions and answers are more than just
a checklist of commands; they are an opportunity to demonstrate problem-
solving skills, command-line fluency, and system-level thinking that
technical roles demand.
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