
Is My System Capable of 32 or
64 Bit Linux?
There are a number of situations where you may not be sure if
your CPU supports 32 or 64 bit Linux. If you want to know,
it’s pretty easy to see if it supports 32 or 64 bit. If
nothing  else,  it’s  always  good  to  know  what  your  CPU
architecture is and thus know which distros are compatible
with your hardware.

You simply might not know this information. You wouldn’t be
alone in that. These sort of questions pop up fairly regularly
at the various support sites.

Maybe you were still new to Linux when you installed? Or maybe
you’re working on a system that you yourself didn’t install?
Perhaps you just don’t remember? There are a number of reasons
why you’d want to know and why you might not already know.

Anyhow, this should be a relatively short article. There’s
only so much fluff that I can add! I’m gonna tell you how to
know for sure what architecture you can use.

Is my CPU 32 or 64 bit?
It was not that long ago that I saw someone asking this
question at a forum I frequent. They wanted to know if their
CPU supported 64 bit. The answer, which was well intended, was
that they should run this command:

[crayon-6107ebb5a7949184229226/]

Which would indeed output this sort of text:

[crayon-6107ebb5a7950002589603/]

That’s great, but it’s not actually informative – as an answer
to  this  specific  question.  What  that  command  and  output
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determine is that you’re using a specific variation of Linux.
Granted, it’s true for those CPUs that support 62 bit and have
a 62 bit CPU installed. It’s not always certain to be true,
however.

For example, if you were using a 32 bit distro then the output
from the ‘uname’ command would be 32 bit. You can run 32 bit
Linux versions on 64 bit CPUs and the output will only be
accurate so far as the version installed. After all, a 32 bit
distro will run just fine on 64 bit hardware. Even if your
hardware  supports  64  bit,  the  uname  command  will  output
something about i686 if you have a 32 bit distro installed.

So, you could realistically have an output that says something
about 32 bit while being perfectly capable of running 64 bit
Linux versions. Using the uname command doesn’t tell you the
hardware  capability  (necessarily).  It  tells  you  what  is
currently in use.

How do we know for sure? Well, there are a number of ways, but
the easiest way that I can think of and it requires the
terminal. Go ahead and open your terminal emulator by pressing
CTRL + ALT + T on your keyboard.

Next, enter this ‘lshw‘ command:

[crayon-6107ebb5a7953118864825/]

In the output you will find something about ‘width’ and that’s
your answer.

[crayon-6107ebb5a7955919030567/]

If you want, you can use ‘grep‘ to process the output and get
an even easier, or at least more concise answer. Just use this
command:

[crayon-6107ebb5a7957457399762/]

With any luck, that won’t lie to you. That won’t tell you what
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you’re using, that will tell you what CPU architecture you can
use. If your CPU architecture supports it, it will tell you
right then and there.

I’ve prepared a graphical demonstration of when it may present
inaccurate information. The CPU is capable of 64 bit, but the
OS in question is actually just a 32 bit OS.

See? The 32 bit OS is in use and it could use 64 bit.

There’s no doubt with the ‘lshw’ command, you learn if you can
use 32 or 64 bit versions of Linux. That’s why it’s important
to use that command rather than relying out the output of
‘uname’, as the ‘uname’ output only only tells you what CPU
architecture  you  are  currently  using  and  not  what  CPU
architecture  you  could  be  using.

And, there you have it. Thanks for reading! Don’t forget that



you can sign up for the newsletter, donate, or simply opt to
contribute to the site with articles of your own. If you want
to lend a hand, let me know. I’m receptive to such things, as
I am receptive to feedback!


