
 

 

 
 

 

 

Search and Edit Text Files 
Dr Krishna K. Govender 

 
Summary of commands used in this lecture 

Command Meaning 
nano Command line text editor in Linux 

Ctrl+X > Y > Enter Sequence used when saving changes to a file created/edited in 
nano 

cat  Concatenate a file/s 
ls List items in current directory 

grep Used to find text in a file 
sed Used to find and replace text in a file 
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• As in the previous lectures all commands provided in BOLD and center aligned from 

here onwards are commands that can be typed/executed directly in a terminal. 

 

• We will create a file called randominfo.txt using nano: 

 

• Please type the information as it appears in the image above (with the errors included).  

 
• Use Ctrl+X > Y > Enter to exit nano, save the changes to the file and end up back on 

the terminal: 

 

 

 



• Check that the file does exist and contains the relevant information: 

ls 

cat randominfo.txt 

 

• To search for a word in a file we use: 

grep 'is' randominfo.txt 

 

• grep will search the file randominfo.txt and look for the words/characters that are a 

match to what is provided in the quotes. 

We see that all instances where the word is has been found are highlighted in red.  

 

• In the above example we do only have two lines of text in randominfo.txt, but what if 

you have a file that has multiple lines of text and you wish to know the line number 

where your word/character appears: 



grep -n 'is' randominfo.txt 

 

• Now you find the line numbers provided on the left corresponding to the line where the 

word/character appears inside the randominfo.txt file. 

 

• Search the file randominfo.txt for the word information: 

grep 'information' randominfo.txt 

 

• This does not seem to produce anything, despite the file containing the word.  

As with most Linux commands grep is case sensitive and the word in the file contains 

a capital I. 

There are two approaches that could be used to get the result we desire: 

grep 'Information' randominfo.txt 

grep -i 'information' randominfo.txt 

 



• In the first case we use grep to find the word with the same pattern by ensuring the 

capital letter is present. 

In the second case we switch off the case sensitivity with the -i flag so that grep will 

find all text matching the word regardless of whether it has uppercase or lowercase 

characters.  

Both cases yield the same result. 

 

• Now we need to correct the errors contained in the file. 

We will start by changing the word fil: 

sed -e 's/fil/file/g' randominfo.txt 

cat randominfo.txt 

 

• sed is the command used when you wish to find and replace text.  

The -e tells sed to make the changes and display the result on the screen. As you can 

see from the image above the result of what the new text will look like is displayed on 

the screen, however no change takes place on the file randominfo.txt. Displaying the 

contents of the file (cat randominfo.txt) shows that the original information remains. 

The 's/fil/file/g' tells sed to look through every line of text (s) to find the word fil and 

replace it with file and do this for every instance that the word appears (g). 

 

• The above sed command is not providing the desired result though as we end up with 

the word filee on the last line of our file. We need to make some changes to the 

command: 

sed -e '1s/fil/file/g' randominfo.txt 

sed -i '1s/fil/file/g' randominfo.txt 



cat randominfo.txt 

 

• By using 1s instead of s we are telling sed to only make the changes to the first line of 

the file.  

sed -e shows us the result of the change on the screen.  

Now that we have the expected result, we execute the same command and just change 

-e to -i. This will make the changes directly to the randominfo.txt file. 

We confirm that the changes did take place by displaying the contents of the file (cat 

randominfo.txt) 

 

• This brings us to the end of Search and Edit Text Files. 

 

• At this point you should give Exercise 4 a try and see if you can make the file above 

grammatical correct. 


