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What isthefile/etc/passwd? What isthe /etc/passwd
fileused for?

Linux isamulti-user operating system. And to facilitate proper user management, the system stores user
information in the file /etc/passwd.

This tutorial will help you understand what a passwd file is and its important role when managing usersin Linux.

What isthefile/etc/passwd?

The passwd file in Linux is a configuration file that contains detailed information about the user. An important
feature of the passwd fileisthat it isan ASCII text file that the user can edit easily with any text editor such as
Nano and Vim.

Although you can add and manage users directly using the passwd file, it is not recommended because this
action is prone to typos and causes problems. Instead, you should use various user management commands like
useradd to add usersto your system.

View thefile /etc/passwd

To view the contents of the passwd file, you can use any text editor or file viewer command tool. In thistutorial,
the article will use the cat command:

cat /etc/passwd

The output will be similar to below.

$ cat /etc/passwd
root:x:0:0:root:/root:/bin/bash
daemon:x:1:1:daemon:/usr/shin: /usr/sbin/nologin
bin:x:2:2:bin:/bin:/usr/sbin/nologin
sys:x:3:3:sys:/dev:/usr/sbin/nologin
sync:x:4:65534:sync:/bin:/bin/sync
games:x:5:60:games: /usr/games:/usr/sbin/nologin

man:x:6:12:man:/var/cache/man:/usr/sbin/nologin
1p:x:7:7:1p:/var/spool/1lpd: /usr/sbin/nologin
mail:x:8:8:mail:/var/mail:/usr/sbin/nologin
news:x:9:9:news:/var/spool/news:/usr/sbin/nologin
uucp:x:10:10:uucp:/var/spool/uucp:/usr/sbin/nologin
proxy:x:13:13:proxy:/bin:/usr/sbin/nologin
www-data:x:33:33:www-data:/var/www: /usr/sbin/nologin

Each line actually represents one user on your system, so don't be surprised if you have alot of users listed. Most
of them are system users that control specific applications on your Linux machine. For example, the mail user is
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responsible for the Mail application .

Explanation of fieldsin /etc/passwd . file

From the output above, it is very clear that the file /etc/passwd follows a very specific pattern.

Each user lineis further subdivided into 7 sections or fields separated by a colon (;) character as shown below.

Username
— Password
[ UserID
[ Group ID  —GECOS —Home directory
Shell
| |
L 2 3 4 5 6 )

john:x:1000:1000:John Doe Jackson,:/home/john:/bin/bash

1. Username

Thefirst field in aline represents the user's username or login name. In the example above, the usernameis
john.

2. Password

The second field shows the user's encrypted password. For security purposes, passwords are kept in a separate
file that cannot be read by ordinary users. The file /etc/shadow stores the user's password in Linux.

Usually, the password field contains an x to indicate that the shadow file is securely storing the password. If the
field is empty, the user does not need a password to login. To maintain overall system security, every user on
your system must have a password. Y ou can use the passwd command to change or manage user passwords in
Linux.

3. User ID

The User ID field, commonly referred to asthe UID, is anumber used by the Linux system to identify the user.
Most system users have User ID less than 1000 while general users have ID 1000 or more. The root user (admin)
usually hasan ID of 0.

4. Group ID

The fourth field isfor the group ID (commonly known as the GID). Like user ID, GID isaso anumber. The
group ID identifies auser's primary group. In addition, GID categorizes all usersin specific groups for easier
administration. A user can belong to multiple groupsin Linux. To learn more about the user group you belong
to, you can see the file /etc/group.

cat /etc/group



5. GECOS

The next school is the GECOS schooal. It usualy contains the user's full name and additional details such as
phone or room numbers, separated by commas. Thisfield is optional and can therefore be left blank.

6. Home Directory

Thisfield contains the /home directory associated with the user. Thisis the home directory that stores the main
user files and directories like /Desktop and /Pictures. In this example, the user's home directory is/home/john.

Having separate home directories for each user is one of the factors that allows Linux to become atruly multi-
user operating system.

7. Shell

Thisfield contains the name of the default shell associated with the user. Shell is the environment in which users
can run commands and scripts. Most Linux distributions use Bourne Again Shell (Bash) as the default shell
program.

Y ou finished reading the article "What isthefile /etc/passwd? What isthe /etc/passwd file used for?" edited
by the TipsM ake team. We hope this article has provided you with many useful tech tips and tricks. Y ou can
search for similar articles on tips and guides. Thank you for reading and for following us regularly.
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