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diff & diff3

Different Tasks

The diff and diff3 programs from the diffutils package help you compare text

files, displaying any variants in the command line and even automatically

merging the files, if needed. BY HEIKE JURZIK

o you make lots of changes to
configuration files and other
ASCII texts, but prefer to keep
the original versions? If so, you will end
up with an enormous collection of very
similar files sooner or later. In this case,
you may appreciate utilities that quickly
find text variants, such as the tools in the
diffutils package:
e diff compares two text files,
e diff3 displays the difference between
three files,
e sdiff merges two files interactively,
e and cmp compares binary files.
In this article we will be looking at using
the diff and diff3 tools, or your favorite
editor for that matter, to spot the differ-
ences.

Different

The diff program compares two text files
and displays the results in a terminal
window. If you are simply interested in
discovering whether two files are differ-
ent, just type diff -q filel.txt file2.txt. The
program will then either report that Files
filel.txt and file2.txt differ or it will not
say anything. If you leave out the option,
the differences are displayed on screen:

hj@asteroid:~$ diff filel.txt2
file2.txt

Command Line

Although GUIs such as KDE or GNOME are
useful for various tasks, if you intend to get
the most out of your Linux machine, you will
need to revert to the good old command
line from time to time. Apart from that, you
will probably be confronted with various
scenarios where some working knowledge
will be extremely useful in finding your way
through the command line jungle.
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Icl indicates that line 1 in these files is
different. The c in this output stands for
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Now is the winter of our discontent

Hade glorious summer by this sun of York:
And &1l the clouds that lour'd upon our house

For all the clouds that lour'd upon our house
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried,
Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths:

ifferences,diff" 100, 288C

Figure 1: Displaying the “differences.diff” file in
the vim editor.

change. In other words, you need to
change line 1 to make the files match.
This is followed by the content of line
one from the first file, a separating line
—, and the same line from the second
file.

diff also shows new sections:

536,10
>

Box 1: Vimdiff

Vimdiff allows you to edit up to four files at
the same time, showing text variants. This
mode is launched by entering vim -d file1.txt
file2.txt or vimdiff file1.txt file2.txt.Vim dis-
plays each file in a separate window, using
vertical tiling by default. The -o parameter
allows you to specify horizontal tiling. The
program has an excellent help feature,
which is launched by typing :help diff in vim.
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> the diffutils include the

> programs diff (for comparing
> text files), diff3 (outputs

> the differences between three

> files), sdiff

5a6,10 means that the first file would
need to insert lines 6 through ten from
the second after line 5 (a stands for
“append”) if the files are to match.

Of course, the output quickly scrolls
off screen, especially if you are compar-
ing two longer files. In this case you can
use a pager, such as less or more, to dis-
play the output page by page (diff
filel.txt file2.txt | less), or redirect the
output to a file (diff filel.txt file2.txt >
differences.diff). The vim editor has a
practical syntax-highlighting feature for
diff files, using colors to show the differ-
ences (see Figure 1). The vim package
also includes a vimdiff tool (see Box 1),
which can compare and manipulate up
to four different files at the same time. If
you prefer (X)emacs, check out Box 2 for
a few ediff tips.

More Context

The output from diff is easier to read if
you specify the -c flag. The first line in

Figure 2: Vimdiff displays up to four files.






