
Writing and reading man pages

The Man to Know
Man pages provide essential information but may seem cryptic if you’re not familiar with their 

structure. We explain how they’re organized so you can get the most out of them. By Bruce Byfield

never write a man page yourself, knowing 
how they are organized externally and inter-
nally, as well as their conventions, can help 
you both find and read them more efficiently.

Man SectionS
Most man pages are organized in sections or 
chapters (Table 1). To avoid confusion between 
files of the same name in different sections, 
man files take the format NAME.SECTION.bz (or 
.gz). Topics are usually referred to with the file 
name, followed by the section in parentheses 
(e.g., mount(8)).

Few features are more closely associ-
ated with Unix-like systems than 
man pages [1]. First used in 1971 
[2], man pages quickly became the 

standard form for online help. Even the GNU 
Project’s preference for help formatted in 
Texinfo has done little to affect man’s popu-
larity, because, more often than not, man 
pages are available alongside Texinfo files.

Many users have come to take man pages 
for granted, using only the basic man com-
mand and never considering how they are 
created or structured. However, even if you 
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Sometimes, you also see an “l” section for 
local files generated by the local system ad-
ministrators. In the past, some topics such as 
Tcl and the X Window System have also cre-
ated their own sub-sections with their own 
naming conventions. However, these are 
non-standard practices that few modern 
Linux systems use.

When you enter the man command, the 
program displays a page that might be appro-
priate. Unfortunately, it generally settles on 
the first one it encounters, a habit that means 
you might miss useful information unless a 
page with the same file name is mentioned at 
the end of a page. You could always add sec-
tion numbers to the command systematically 
in the hope of finding more pages, but a bet-
ter solution is to install whichman, a com-
mand that lists identical file names in differ-
ent sections (Figure 1). By default, whichman 
also lists near equivalents, so that searching 
for parted will also returns partx, paste, and 
parec, but if you run it with the ‑e option, it 
will return only identical names.

Most man pages are stored in /usr/share/
man or /usr/man. However, some applications 

may have their own directo-
ries for man pages. Assum-
ing you know about these 
additional directories, you 
can create a MANPATH envi-
ronment variable to include 
them.

Man Page 
Section 
HeadingS
Over the years, man pages 
have evolved a standard 

set of section headings (Table 2). These 
generally appear on a line by themselves, 
in uppercase letters.

You do not have to include all section 
headings to compile a man page, and some 
make sense only for certain subjects, but if 
you depart from them too far, then any page 
that you write may not contain the informa-
tion that readers come to expect. Others are a 
matter of choice, such as the AUTHORS, 
which purists consider irrelevant and others 
a means of getting their rightful credit.

The audience may also help to decide the 
sections to include. For example, DESCRIP-
TION, NOTES, and EXAMPLES are more 
likely to be used if the page is intended pri-
marily for general users. By contrast, sec-
tions such as EXIT, STATUS, RETURN 
VALUE, and ERRORS are more likely to be 
used for system calls and library functions 
used most often by developers or system ad-
ministrators.

However, most man pages include:
• NAME: Includes at least the topic and its 

section in uppercase. The date of the last 
revision and the function or system call 
from which a command derives may also 

Section Number Subject
1 User commands

2 System calls

3 Library functions

4 Devices

5 Files in /dev, configuration files, and drivers

6 Games and screensavers

7 Miscellaneous

8 System administration commands

9 Kernel routines and daemons

TABLE 1: Man Sections

NAME

SYNOPSIS

CONFIGURATION

DESCRIPTION

OPTIONS

EXIT STATUS

RETURN VALUE

ERRORS

ENVIRONMENT

FILES

VERSIONS

CONFORMING TO

NOTES

BUGS

EXAMPLES

AUTHORS

SEE ALSO

TABLE 2:  Man Page Structure

Figure 2: The SYNOPSIS or basic command structure for the cp command, showing several 

variations.

Figure 1: If you consult man pages regularly, installing whichman 

can help you find relevant pages.
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Additionally, commands 
(section 1 and 8) should 
always include a com-
plete set of OPTIONS. 
The options are gener-
ally listed in alphabeti-
cal order, ignoring case, 
so that ‑l is followed di-
rectly by ‑L. Sometimes, 
for complicated com-
mands with more than 

one function, the options may be divided 
into subcategories.

For each option, the Unix-style option of 
a hyphen and a single letter comes first, 
followed by an indentation and the GNU-
style option of two hyphens followed by 
one or more words joined by hyphens (Fig-
ure 4). On a new indented line, the descrip-
tion of the option is given concisely, but in 
full detail.

Which other headings you include de-
pends on what is necessary, but remember 
that man pages aim to be comprehensive, so 
too much information is preferable to too 
little.

tHe MecHanicS of Writing 
Man PageS
Man pages are written in a simple markup 
language using nroff/ groff macros (Table 3). 
Each markup tag begins with a period and is 
followed by one or two letters. Typically, the 
markup is placed at the start of a line and 
continues to be in use until either the next 
tag or a closing parenthesis – ) – appears. 
One or two tags comprise pairs of starting 
and closing tags. Spacing on a line is handled 
either by tabs or by the markup’s macro.

coMPiling and forMatting 
Man PageS
Man pages are stored as bzip or gzip files. 
You can prepare a man page in several ways, 
including Perl’s pod2man script. However, 
most methods use some variant of the troff/ 
groff document formatting systems, which 
are even older than man in Unix-like sys-
tems. These commands are a subject in 
themselves, but using them to create man 
pages requires little knowledge.

Write the man page in a text editor or 
nroff/ groff, remembering to spell check. If 

be included – if only as Linux or GNU. 
Typically, tabs distribute the information 
against the left margin, middle, and right 
margin of the first line, even if information 
is repeated.

• SYNOPSIS: The basic structure for the 
command, with all options displayed in 
square brackets and in the correct position 
(Figure 2). Because some options may be 
incompatible with each other, or some 
commands may be used for different pur-
poses, the synopsis may include several 
lines. Variables such as the file name may 
be underlined.

• DESCRIPTION: A brief explanation of the 
topic, including the files it interacts with, 
and its standard input and output. The de-
scription also describes typical ways that 
the topic may be used.

• SEE ALSO (if relevant): Man pages and 
web pages for related topics, including 
pages with the same name in a different 
section, arranged in a comma-separated 
list (Figure 3).

Figure 3: The SEE ALSO section lists additional sources of information.

.TH [name of program] [section number] [center footer] [left footer] [center 
header] The title/ header of the man page, generally written entirely in 
uppercase. Always the first line of a man page.

.SH [text] Section heading.

.PP Creates a line break. Always use to leave a space, rather than leaving a 
line blank.

.” Comment line (for source file).

.TP Indent the text 2 lines below.

.nf Start of pre-formatted text.

.fi End of pre-formatted text.

.RS Start of a relative margin indent.

.RE End of a relative margin indent.

.B Bold weight.

.I Italics.

/-/ A dash.

TABLE 3: Man Markup

Figure 4: A selection of options for the cp command.
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your editor does not support spell checking, 
you can copy and paste it to one that does. 
The first parts of the file name should be the 
page name, separated by a period from the 
man section number. As you write, you can 
check your formatting with the command:

nroff ‑man FILE | less

When you have finished entering, enter the 
basic command:

ngroff ‑man FILE > OUTPUTFILE

Compress the output file with gzip or bzip, and 
place the compressed file in a directory in the 
MANPATH environment variable. To access the 
new file, add it to the man database with mandb 
‑c or, in some distributions, make what is.

You can also convert the output file to 
Postscript with:

groff ‑man ‑Tps FILE > FILE.ps

Similarly, the command to produce a PDF 
file is

groff ‑man ‑Tpdf FILE > FILE.pdf

Another option for PDF conversion is to use 
the command-line utility ps2pdf to produce 
the PDF file from the Postscript file.

Converting to HTML is even simpler. With 
the man2html utility installed, enter:

man2html FILE

The output is an HTML file of the same name 
in the output file’s directory

reading Man PageS
Reading man pages requires no more than 
the basic command followed by the topic 
(e.g., man ls). However, what many users 
don’t know is that the man command can be 
modified by several options.

To start with, if you prefer to memorize 
options rather than command names, ‑f 
replaces the whatis command, giving a 
short description of the topic. Similarly, the 
‑k (‑‑apropos) option gives the same re-
sults as the apropos command, searching 
the man page names and descriptions for 
the topic. Using ‑K (‑‑global‑apropos), 
however, searches the entire content of all 
man pages – a process that takes several 
minutes on most systems.

Another set of options helps you control the 
man command’s search. With ‑i (‑‑ignore 

case) added, man ignores the distinction be-
tween lower and uppercase, whereas with ‑I 
(‑‑match‑case), the command observes the 
distinction. With ‑‑regex, you can use regular 
expressions in the topic, and with ‑‑wildcard, 
you can use standard wild cards. However, 
because ‑‑regex and ‑‑wildcard can return 
long lists of results, you can use ‑‑names to 
ensure that they only search the names of 
man pages. In some cases, you may be able to 
save time by adding ‑a (‑‑all), so that all re-
sults are listed, instead of the one that the 
command evaluates as most appropriate.

Other options help you to choose where to 
find a man page. With ‑w (‑‑where, ‑‑path, 
‑‑location), you can track down where man 
pages are stored. Using ‑S LIST (‑s LIST, 
‑‑sections=list), you can limit your search 
to a comma-separated list of man sections, 
starting with the first section in the list.

If you know of directories that are not 
listed in man’s environment path, you can 
direct the command’s search to that alternate 
path with ‑M PATH (‑‑manpath=PATH). On a 
network, ‑m SYSTEM extends the man com-
mand’s search to connected systems, instead 
of confining itself to the local one.

Man’s results can also be formatted with-
out hyphenation (‑‑no‑hyphenation, ‑‑nh), 
or without the default full justification 
(‑‑no‑justification, ‑‑nj), producing a 
ragged right margin that prevents awkward 
word breaks at the end of lines. You can dis-
play man results in a browser with ‑H BROWSER 
(‑‑html=BROWSER), which creates HTML-for-
matted output.

Man endureS
The man command and the pages written for 
it are 45 years old; yet, their simplicity means 
that they continue to be adequate for the 
task of producing help files. You may find 
other standards in a particular project – for 
example, Debian man pages almost always 
include AUTHORS – but, overall, the basics 
of man pages have changed little since they 
first appeared. The largest changes over the 
years have been to the selection of section 
headings, and those details are so minor that 
Dennis Ritchie and Ken Thompson, the writ-
ers of the first man pages, would have no 
trouble using one written today (although 
they might be appalled by some of the head-
ings and the general verbosity today).

Clearly, man pages are not going away any 
time soon. Sometimes, parts of them, like the 
SYNOPSIS, can be intimidating in their de-
tail, but the better you understand them, the 
more useful they can be.  ● ● ●

[1]  Man pages:  
https://  en.  wikipedia.  org/  wiki/ 
 Man_page

[2]  Unix First Edition Manuals: 
http://  man.  cat‑v.  org/  unix‑1st/
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Bruce Byfield is a computer jour-
nalist and a freelance writer and 
editor specializing in free and 
open source software. In addi-
tion to his writing projects, he 
also teaches live and e-learning 
courses. In his spare time, Bruce 
writes about Northwest coast art. 
You can read more of his work at 
http://  brucebyfield.  wordpress.  com
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