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Abstract

Flattening a directory tree is a common operation in Linux/Unix sys-
tems. This article explains how this can be done, using the “find”
command.

1 The task of flattening

I have a whole lot of files and directories in let us say ”top”. The directories
themselves hold other directories and files. The total depth of such nesting
is not known a priory. I would like to move all files from all directories and
subdirectories to ”top”. In other words, I want to flatten the ”top” directory.

This simple task is amazingly difficult to achieve, using traditional file man-
agement commands of Linux. It is possible to do this using traditional pro-
gramming languages like C or C++, or scripting languages like Perl, Python
etc. We use the “find” command in a Bash shell script, and see how simple
the whole affair can become. It is true that we do not always need a chain
saw, to flatten a tree.

“find” is a powerful and versatile Linux command. It can be put to use in
a variety of ways, by chaining it with other Linux commands (particularly
xargs). The structure of a “find” command is simple ::

find [-H][-L][-P][-D debugopts][-Olevel][path...][expression]

The command “man find” [1] will give a lot of material on the usage of
“find”. In [2], we saw one such usage. There is also a huge collection of
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tutorial material available on the w-w-web [3] . “find” can be a very useful
tool for maintenance, trouble-shooting, and maintenance chores.

The entire operation of flattening a directory tree, described in the beginning
of this article, is based on a one-line command (thanks to William Shotts,
Jr. (bshotts AT panix DOT com) for the clue ):

{find $1 -type f -name ’*’ -exec mv {} ./allfiles ’;’ }}

The argument $1 indicates the directory from where the fltattening starts.
All the files found under $1 will be moved to the directory “allfiles”. It is
up to you, to subsequently deal with these files. A certain amount of wrap-
per commands is needed for housekeeping, and to make a clean job of the
flattening. The entire shell script, with all the wrapper commands, and in-
line documentation, is available from the author (send a request email to
drpartha@gmail.com) .

Warning : It is always a good practice to make a complete backup, and
store it safely, before trying the flatten shell script.

2 Concluding remarks

This is a LATEX document, created under Linux, using Kile. You can get
the LATEX source of this document from drpartha@gmail.com. Please men-
tion the Reference Code, and Version code, given at the top of this document.

If you found this article useful, please send a note to drpartha@gmail.com

As always, suggestions and constructive comments are always welcome.

This document and the flatten shell script is released under a Creative Com-
mons By Attribution - NonCommercial - ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License.
See[4] for details.
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