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Who we are

● Our team of engineers develops research tools and methods for various 
applications in social sciences

● The médialab is an interdisciplinary research laboratory comprised of sociologists, 
engineers and designers

● Guillaume Plique (aka Yomguithereal) is the main developer of xan

● I (Béatrice Mazoyer) developed some functionalities and I’m a daily user

● Benjamin Ooghe-Tabanou is an occasional (but enthusiastic) user



What is xan?

● a command-line tool designed to manipulate CSV files

● originally, a fork of another tool called xsv (now unmaintained) developed in 
Rust by Andrew Gallant, aka BurntSushi

● now completely rewritten to fit our needs



Why we use xan

1. we love the CSV format
2. we love the terminal
3. xan is easy to use
4. xan is fast



Why we love the CSV format



There are many reasons

● Guillaume already wrote a love letter to the CSV 
format that can be found here:

https://medialab.sciencespo.fr/en/news/a-love-letter-to-the-csv-format/

● I guess it is an unpopular opinion

see: https://news.ycombinator.com/item?id=43484382

https://medialab.sciencespo.fr/en/news/a-love-letter-to-the-csv-format/


Social scientists are used to tabular data

● We often think in terms of variables (columns) spread across a population of 
individuals (rows)

● We use CSV to interoperate a variety of tools dealing with tabular data (Excel, 
Stata, R, Pandas…)



Why we love the terminal



We do repetitive tasks

And the terminal
● is a shortcut
● is an archive of previous activities
● doesn’t change much



Why xan is easy to use



Just test a few commands, and you get started

● Don’t read the doc! Read the quick tour!
https://github.com/medialab/xan?tab=readme-ov-file#quick-tour

https://github.com/medialab/xan?tab=readme-ov-file#quick-tour


Just test a few commands, and you get started

● What commands are the most useful?

● I asked five colleagues to grep “xan” in their bash history and send me the 
result. I obtained 1636 lines, where I searched for the most frequent xan 
commands.



Just test a few commands, and you get started

● xan view (142 times), alias xan v (162 times): shows a tabular file

● xan headers (170 times), alias xan h (7 times): shows the file’s headers
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● xan search (176 times): searches a string
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CSV in, CSV out

● You can write the result of your xan command to a new CSV file
● But also: xan is modular, since you can pipe commands one into another



xan is full of useful tricks
● xan select with *

● xan  hist with -D/--dates

● xan flatten with -H/--highlight
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xan is full of useful tricks
● xan select with *
● xan  hist with -D/--dates
● xan flatten with -H/--highlight
● xan parallel cat with -P/--preprocess



How fast is xan?



Demo time - Python standard library



Demo time - Pandas



Demo time - Polars



Thank you!
https://github.com/medialab/xan


