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Disclaimer! 

• This session is NOT about:
 teaching you all about regular expressions. 

 giving you a remotely full picture of regular expressions.

 Because these are impossible goals, in 1.5 hours, 10 
hours, or a lifetime. 

• This session is about:
 demonstrating WHAT regular expressions are

 demonstrating in what ways they are SUPER USEFUL

 share what we all know and learn from each other

 having FUN with said Regex! 
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Setup

• Terminal (Mac users)

• Git bash (Windows users) from https://git-scm.com/downloads

• Unix commands:
 grep 

• Download these files:
 enable1.txt from http://norvig.com/ngrams/

 austen-emma.txt inside Project Gutenberg Selections corpus, from 
http://www.nltk.org/nltk_data/

 Put them on your Desktop
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grep
• grep

 Searches each line in text 
for regular expression match

• grep –P
 Accepts perl-style regular 

expressions

 Perl-style == Python-style 
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Mac OS: grep -P is not 
available.  Subsitute egrep

or grep -e. 

Words with 5+ 
consecutive "vowel"s

alias grep='grep -P --color'

To always use perl-style, 
& red color for matched portion!

Alternatively: 
install GNU grep
or Pcre grep. 



grep –i, -v

• grep –i
 ignores case

• grep –v
 prints lines that DO NOT 

match
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Words that contain 'q' 
but with no 'u'



Grepping through words

• What are words that do not have any 'vowel's? 

• Which words have 'wkw' in them? 

• Words that are 25+ characters? Exactly 25 chars?

• [ADVANCED] Which words have …xxyyzz… pattern?

• [ADVANCED] 4-letter palindromes? 5- 6- 7-, letter? 

1
/2

7
/2

0
2
2

P
y
L

in
g
: 
P

it
t 

P
y
th

o
n

 L
in

g
u

is
ti

cs
 G

ro
u

p

7



Pipelines and I/O redirections

|
 Pass the output of one command to another for further processing

>
 Redirect the command-line output to a file. (Overwrites any existing 

file.)

>>
 Append the output to the end of an existing file. 

<
 Read from a file and feed the content as the command-line input. 
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grep and pipelines 1
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Pipe into wc –l to count 

Write out to a file

Take a look at the 
last 5 lines of file

Append new search result to file

Take a look at the 
last 5 lines of file



more, less

• more and less page through a text file content, one screen-full 

at a time. Press SPACE for next page, q to quit. 
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Often, you pipe your 
STANDARD OUTPUT into more, 

so you can look through the 
result, e.g., 

grep 'q' words | more

SPACE for next page
q to quit

Only less is available on git bash. 

less austen-emma.txt



5-letter palindromes in Emma 1
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First try.
. is matching white space… 



5-letter palindromes, again 1
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Using \w instead. 
Better, but not matching whole 

words



Space doesn't cut it 1
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Two problems:
(1) Spaces are also part of the matched 

portions (although not showing up as red)
(2) Not matching words followed by 

punctuation



Proper word boundary: \b 1
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SUCCESS!
\b at either end, which marks 

word boundary



Searching for a phrase, literally

/have been/

• have been as a literal string
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'have been', 'has been', 'had been'

/(have|has|had) been/

• Allows inflected forms of have
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Include never or ever

/(have|has|had)( n?ever)? been/

• Allows never or ever to intervene
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Any word in between

/(have|has|had)( \w+)? been/

• Allows any single word (along with a space)  to intervene
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More intervening words

/(have|has|had)( \w+){2,4} been/

• With 2-4 intervening words (along with a space)
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That is so …ly

/so \w+ly/

• so followed by a word ending in -ly
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Learn more regex! 

• Regular expressions tutorials:
 https://www.regular-expressions.info/tutorial.html

• Regular expressions puzzles:
 https://regexcrossword.com/

• Handy online tester:
 https://regex101.com/
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