
Chapter 1. Intr oduction

“In thebeginning,thefile waswithout form, andvoid; andemptinesswasuponthefaceof thebits.And the
Fingersof theAuthor moveduponthefaceof thekeyboard.And theAuthorsaid,Let therebewords,andthere
werewords.”

This manual,theLinux SystemAdministrators’Guide,describesthesystemadministrationaspectsof
usingLinux. It is intendedfor peoplewhoknow next to nothingaboutsystemadministration(asin
“what is it?”), but whohavealreadymasteredat leastthebasicsof normalusage.This manualalso
doesn’t tell youhow to install Linux; thatis describedin theInstallationandGettingStarteddocument.
Seebelow for moreinformationaboutLinux manuals.

Systemadministrationis all thethingsthatonehasto do to keepacomputersystemin auseableshape.It
includesthingslike backingupfiles (andrestoringthemif necessary),installingnew programs,creating
accountsfor users(anddeletingthemwhenno longerneeded),makingcertainthatthefilesystemis not
corrupted,andsoon. If acomputerwere,say, a house,systemadministrationwouldbecalled
maintenance,andwould includecleaning,fixing brokenwindows,andothersuchthings.System
administrationis not calledmaintenance,becausethatwouldbetoo simple.1

Thestructureof this manualis suchthatmany of thechaptersshouldbeusableindependently, sothatif
you needinformationabout,say, backups,youcanreadjust thatchapter. This hopefullymakesthebook
easierto useasa referencemanual,andmakesit possibleto readjust asmallpartwhenneeded,instead
of having to readeverything.However, thismanualis first andforemosta tutorial,andareference
manualonly asa lucky coincidence.

This manualis not intendedto beusedcompletelyby itself. Plentyof therestof theLinux
documentationis alsoimportantfor systemadministrators.After all, asystemadministratoris just a user
with specialprivilegesandduties.A very importantresourcearethemanualpages,whichshouldalways
beconsultedwhena commandis not familiar.

While this manualis targetedatLinux, a generalprinciplehasbeenthatit shouldbeusefulwith other
UNIX basedoperatingsystemsaswell. Unfortunately, sincethereis somuchvariancebetweendifferent
versionsof UNIX in general,andin systemadministrationin particular, thereis little hopeto coverall
variants.Evencoveringall possibilitiesfor Linux is difficult, dueto thenatureof its development.

Thereis no oneofficial Linux distribution,sodifferentpeoplehavedifferentsetups,andmany people
haveasetupthey havebuilt up themselves.Thisbookis not targetedatany onedistribution,eventhough
I usetheDebianGNU/Linux systemalmostexclusively. Whenpossible,I have tried to pointout
differences,andexplainseveralalternatives.

I havetried to describehow thingswork, ratherthanjust listing “fi veeasysteps”for eachtask.This
meansthatthereis muchinformationherethatis not necessaryfor everyone,but thosepartsaremarked
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assuchandcanbeskippedif you usea preconfiguredsystem.Readingeverythingwill, naturally,
increaseyourunderstandingof thesystemandshouldmakeusingandadministeringit morepleasant.

Likeall otherLinux relateddevelopment,thework wasdoneon a volunteerbasis:I did it becauseI
thoughtit mightbefun andbecauseI felt it shouldbedone.However, likeall volunteerwork, thereis a
limit to how mucheffort I havebeenableto spend,andalsoon how muchknowledgeandexperienceI
have.Thismeansthatthemanualis not necessarilyasgoodasit wouldbeif awizardhadbeenpaid
handsomelyto write it andhadspenta few yearsto perfectit. I think, of course,thatit is prettynice,but
bewarned.

Oneparticularpoint whereI havecutcornersis thatI havenot coveredvery thoroughlymany thingsthat
arealreadywell documentedin otherfreely availablemanuals.Thisappliesespeciallyto program
specificdocumentation,suchasall thedetailsof usingmkfs. I only describethepurposeof theprogram,
andasmuchof its usageasis necessaryfor thepurposesof this manual.For furtherinformation,I refer
thegentlereaderto theseothermanuals.Usually, all of thereferredto documentationis partof thefull
Linux documentationset.

Larshastried to make this manualasgoodaspossibleandI would like,asa currentmaintainer, to keep
up thegoodwork. I would really like to hearfrom you if you haveany ideason how to make it better.
Badlanguage,factualerrors,ideasfor new areasto cover, rewrittensections,informationabouthow
variousUNIX versionsdo things,I aminterestedin all of it. My contactinformationis availablevia the
World Wide Webat http://www.iki.fi/viu/ (http://www.iki.fi/viu/).

Many peoplehavehelpedmewith this book,directlyor indirectly. I would like to especiallythankMatt
Welshfor inspirationandLDP leadership,Andy Oramfor gettingmeto work againwith much-valued
feedback,Olaf Kirch for showing methatit canbedone,andAdamRichterat Yggdrasilandothersfor
showing methatotherpeoplecanfind it interestingaswell.

StephenTweedie,H. PeterAnvin, RemyCard,TheodoreTs’o, andStephenTweediehave let meborrow
theirwork (andthusmake thebooklook thickerandmuchmoreimpressive):a comparisonbetweenthe
xia andext2 filesystems,thedevice list andadescriptionof theext2 filesystem.Thesearen’t partof the
bookany more.I ammostgratefulfor this,andveryapologeticfor theearlierversionsthatsometimes
lackedproperattribution.

In addition,I would like to thankMark Komarinskifor sendinghismaterialin 1993andthemany system
administrationcolumnsin Linux Journal.They arequiteinformativeandinspirational.

Many usefulcommentshavebeensentby a largenumberof people.My miniatureblackholeof an
archivedoesn’t let mefind all their names,but someof themare,in alphabeticalorder:PaulCaprioli,
AlesCepek,Marie-FranceDeclerfayt,DaveDobson,Olaf Flebbe,HelmutGeyer, Larry Greenfieldand
his father, StephenHarris,Jyrki Havia, Jim Haynes,York Lam,TimothyAndrew Lister, JimLynch,
MichaelJ.Micek, JacobNavia, DanPoirier, DanielQuinlan,JouniK Seppänen,PhilippeSteindl,G.B.
Stotte.My apologiesto anyoneI haveforgotten.

META needto addtypographicalconventsionsandLDP blurbhere.
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The Lin ux Documentation Project
TheLinux DocumentationProject,or LDP, is a looseteamof writers,proofreaders,andeditorswho are
working togetherto providecompletedocumentationfor theLinux operatingsystem.Theoverall
coordinatorof theprojectis Greg Hankins.

This manualis onein a setof severalbeingdistributedby theLDP, includinga Linux Users’Guide,
SystemAdministrators’Guide,Network Administrators’Guide,andKernelHackers’Guide.These
manualsareall availablein sourceformat,.dvi format,andpostscriptoutputby anonymousFTPfrom
sunsite.unc.edu,in thedirectory/pub/Linux/docs/LDP.

We encourageanyonewith a penchantfor writing or editingto join usin improving Linux
documentation.If you haveInternete-mailaccess,youcancontactGreg Hankinsat
<gregh@sunsite.unc.edu>.

Notes
1. Therearesomepeoplewhodo call it that,but that’s justbecausethey havenever readthis manual,

poorthings.
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