
CHAPTER

Drupal is a Web-oriented content management system (CMS) that 
grew out of a personal project started in 2000 at the University 
of Antwerp, Belgium, by a student named Dries Buytaert. The 

project founders designed the original software to allow a group of peo-
ple to share their thoughts and files via electronic means. The first pub-
lic Web site built with Drupal was Drop.org.

In 2001, the software behind the project was first released with the name 
Drupal. The word Drupal is pronounced “droo-puhl” and derives from 
the English pronunciation of the Dutch word druppel, which means drop.

Today thousands upon thousands of Web sites are built using Drupal; it 
is one of the most popular Web content management systems in the 
world. And it’s this success story that probably led you to consider 
Drupal for your project.

This chapter introduces important Drupal concepts, provides you the 
vocabulary you need for moving forward, and explains how the Drupal 
community functions.

Discovering Open-Source 
Content Management
Engaging in open-source software projects is always an adventure. No 
two projects are alike, though many share characteristics. Importantly, 
you should remember that when it comes to open-source communities, 
you typically get out of them what you put in. And if you are to contrib-
ute, you must first understand the basic concepts.
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Part I: Getting Started

What is content?
There are two general categories of content: structured and unstructured. A blog post is an 
example of structured content. It is structured because it is made up of sub-elements. For 
example, a blog post might have a title field, a body field, a field for the date created, and a 
field for the author’s name. A typical blog post may have other fields, but the point is that a 
structured content type is composed of other smaller units of content. These sub-elements 
are of a specific data type (for example, text, date, or image) and are typically understood by 
the system in which the content lives.

Unstructured content is different; it’s a single piece of data that the system holds and pres-
ents but typically does not understand. A Microsoft Word document is an example of unstruc-
tured content when it is stored in a content management system.

Note
You often see structured and unstructured content types mixed together. For example, an article content type 
may be composed of several sub-elements, including one or more image fields. In this case, a structured con-
tent type also contains unstructured field types. n

You can put a Word document into a CMS, but only the Microsoft Word application under-
stands what that data is and how to manipulate it. Unstructured content like this is self-
contained; it is not made up of sub-elements.

Drupal content types are structured. They are comprised of sub-elements called fields. Fields 
have a data type and can hold various types of content. We discuss fields in more detail later 
in this chapter.

Cross-Reference
See Chapter 10 for a full discussion of Drupal content types and the new Fields functionality that is part of the 
Drupal 7 core. n

What is a CMS?
The acronym CMS means content management system. This is quite a broad term, and in prac-
tice it refers to a range of different software types. In this book, CMS means Web content 
management system. A Web CMS is a software system you use to create, manage, and present 
content via public or private Web sites. Figure 1.1 shows a typical online publishing site pow-
ered by a Web CMS.

In other contexts, the CMS acronym can refer to a document management system, a Web 
publishing system, a file-sharing system, or even a micro-blogging system. The lines between 
these types of systems are often blurred, because many of them share the common goal of 
facilitating the orderly management and publishing of electronic information.
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 FIGURE 1.1

The CMSWire.com Web site is an example of a typical online publishing site that is powered by a Web CMS.

Why should you use a CMS?
Using a content management system should make your life simpler. Exceptions to this rule 
exist—for example, if you create a very simple Web site with just a few pages. But in general, 
a CMS provides a rational framework and some tools that make creating and managing a Web 
site easier.

Empowering content authors
One of the early justifications for implementing a CMS was to empower content authors who 
either desired to or needed to manage Web site content but did not have the necessary tech-
nical skills to edit the raw content or did not have the security rights to access the publishing 
systems.

Historically, content authors might have done their editing in a desktop word-processing 
program and then given it to a technical team for publishing on the Web site. The process 
involved at least two people and was typically time-consuming and often frustrating for 
everyone involved. If changes were needed after publishing, the process would be repeated.

04_9780470530306-ch01.indd   504_9780470530306-ch01.indd   5 4/12/11   10:04 PM4/12/11   10:04 PM



6

Part I: Getting Started

Content management systems like Drupal bypass this cumbersome process by providing 
simple Web-based tools that authors use to publish content directly to the Web site. The 
tools typically provide a what-you-see-is-what-you-get (WYSIWYG) editing experience that is 
similar to word-processing tools like Microsoft Word and thus require few technical skills. 
Figure 1.2 shows a Drupal 7 content-editing screen with a WYSIWYG editor.

Cross-Reference
The standard Drupal install does not come with a WYSIWYG editing tool by default, but you may chose from a 
number of different editors—in the form of contributed modules—that can be configured to work with the sys-
tem. See Chapter 12 where we discuss how to use several of the popular WYSIWYG editors. n

Controlling content authors
After authors are empowered to publish content, Web site managers may find themselves 
concerned about what is created, how it is formatted, and whether the content is properly 
reviewed before it is published. Achieving a level of control over the content-authoring pro-
cess is another common justification for a CMS.

These are examples of authoring control:

l Making certain content fields, such as a page title, required
l Limiting the number of characters that a content field can hold
l Forcing content items to follow a workflow approval process
l Creating a new version of an item every time a change is made
l Requiring that metadata be added before an item can be published

Tip
Moving from a less controlled to a more controlled content-authoring process is a good idea. However, pre-
dicting exactly how authors will work with a CMS on a daily basis can be difficult. Following an incremental 
approach to refinement allows you to observe daily authoring behavior, identify problems, and then prioritize 
high value improvements. n

Typically as your CMS implementation matures, the ways you control the content-authoring 
process evolve as well. In its default configuration, Drupal provides a number of configura-
tion options that give you the ability to control how content authors create and edit content. 
You can use Drupal add-ons to extend these abilities—for example, adding advanced work-
flow controls.

Note
In Part III, we discuss managing content with Drupal. The chapters in Part III discusses different content types 
in Drupal, how you can control the related authoring and editing options and how to effectively create and 
manage the various types of content. n
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 FIGURE 1.2

Dupal 7 content-editing screen with a WYSIWYG editor installed
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Managing content presentation
After a Web site grows beyond a few pages, maintaining the consistency of how the content is 
presented can become unreasonably complicated, unless you use a CMS. Almost every Web 
site owner is concerned about content presentation, and systems like Drupal explicitly estab-
lish consistency in this area.

As you consider supporting multiple content formats and different client devices, managing 
content presentation quickly becomes a complex problem. For example, a moderately sophis-
ticated Web site might deliver HTML for personal computers, HTML for mobile phones, RSS 
for news readers, and XML for another company publishing system. Without a CMS managing 
the presentation formatting for each scenario, maintenance of such a system would be unrea-
sonably difficult.

Another presentation concern—particularly for public-facing Web sites—is search engine 
optimization (SEO). Maintaining control over content presentation is critical if you want to 
optimize your Web site for search engine indexing. 

In the Drupal context, much of the presentation is controlled via Drupal Themes, but a num-
ber of system configurations and modules can play important SEO roles.

Cross-Reference
See Chapter 5 for details on the default Drupal themes. For a full discussion of how to create a search-engine-
friendly Web site, see Chapter 33. n

Why should you use open source?
No simple equation exists for deciding when or if using open source is a good idea. For some 
people, this decision is a philosophical one, for others it is a financial one, for others a logical 
one, and for some it might be an organizational mandate.

There are different forms of open-source software projects. The Drupal project is community 
open-source software. In this form, no single commercial entity owns or develops the majority 
of the software; it is owned by the individuals in the community who contributed it and 
licensed as the community or decision-making body decides.

Note
Later in this chapter, I share details on the Drupal software license. n

Commercial open-source software differs in that a single company typically controls the soft-
ware, and your relationship with the software may bind you into a formal or informal rela-
tionship with that organization. In the case of Drupal, it is probably fair to say that you will be 
bound to a diverse community rather than to a single entity. Each scenario has its advantages 
and disadvantages.

These are typical arguments in favor of open-source software:
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l You have the ability to fix bugs and make software enhancements yourself.
l The software is often free; however, owning and maintaining it is not.
l The software may be more stable because many people are testing it.
l The software may be more flexible and innovative because more perspectives are 

represented in its design and architecture.

The value and validity of these claims has long been a matter of debate. And as commercial 
open source has gained momentum in recent years, the very concept of open source has 
evolved considerably.

Tip
In October 2009, the U.S. Department of Defense issued a memo titled “Clarifying Guidance Regarding Open 
Source Software (OSS).” The memo identifies seven positive aspects of open-source software. You can find it 
online here: http://www.defenselink.mil/cio-nii/sites/oss/2009OSS.pdf. n

If you are in a position of making a decision about whether to use open-source software, the 
most important thing is to first identify your project resources and priorities, and then decide 
whether an open-source solution is a good fit for your project.

Tip
If you are interested in further exploring the topic of open-source software development, Eric Steven Raymond 
wrote a thought-provoking essay titled “The Cathedral and the Bazaar.” In the essay, the typical commercial 
model for software development is represented by the cathedral, while the bazaar represents the open-source 
model, specifically the model used to develop the Linux operating system. You can view the essay online at 
http://www.catb.org/~esr/writings/cathedral-bazaar/cathedral-bazaar/. n

Discovering Drupal
Selecting a CMS, or knowing that you have chosen the best one, is not a perfect science. Open-
source, closed-source, PHP, Java, or .NET—these are but a few factors that you must consider. 
In this section, we introduce you to the Drupal system. 

For many people, Drupal is a good choice. But for others, it is a poor choice. You must con-
sider your options carefully. No system is perfect, and most are not simple to understand. 
Drupal is no exception.

Considering Drupal’s strengths and weaknesses
Many good reasons exist for selecting Drupal as your CMS. But as with any important soft-
ware selection process, the question of the software’s fitness for your project is the ultimate 
concern. Exactly how you go about evaluating Drupal’s fitness for your needs is beyond the 
scope of this book, but factors such as total cost of ownership, the software’s quality and 
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probable longevity, your team’s skillsets, your existing IT infrastructure, the required soft-
ware features, and the required usage scenarios should all be considered.

When evaluating Drupal for your project, consider the following:

l The Drupal community seems reliable; it is large and diverse and has functioned well 
since 2001.

l Drupal is one of the top three most used Web content management systems in the 
world.

l The commercial forces in the Drupal community—both on the customer and contrib-
utor sides—are influencing the software such that it is increasingly considered 
appropriate for demanding corporate environments.

l Given the number of Drupal add-ons, what the community calls contributed modules, 
nearly anything you want to do with the system has already been done by someone; 
you benefit from their experience and from their contributed software.

Tip
The Drupal community puts a certain value on the idea of creative destruction as they make decisions about 
the product design and features from one major version to another. Innovation is likely to be valued more than 
backward compatibility. What this means for you is that upgrading from one major version of Drupal to 
another can involve a significant amount of work, as new, innovative features or system architecture changes 
may make the upgrade process difficult or may greatly delay the update of contributed modules that your site 
relies on. This situation can reach the extreme because some modules are never updated to work with new ver-
sions of Drupal. You should understand this risk before you commit to working with the product and as you 
make decisions about which contributed modules to rely upon. n

The Drupal open-source license
Drupal and all the contributed files hosted on the Drupal.org Web site are licensed under the 
GNU General Public License (GPL), version 2.0 or later. This license is published by the Free 
Software Foundation. You can read the full license online here: http://www.gnu.org/
licenses/old-licenses/gpl-2.0.html. 

Note
Thousands of different people contribute code to the Drupal project. All Drupal contributors retain the copy-
right to their code, but if the code is published on Drupal.org, then it must be licensed via the GPL version 2.0 
or later open-source license. n

The Drupal architecture
Drupal is a modular system composed of many small parts. It is called a CMS, but it is also 
described as a framework. The project founders designed it to be highly flexible, with the goal 
of enabling skilled users of the system to shape it to fit a variety of needs. It follows from this 
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initial design that the system requires a certain amount of customization—and consequently 
a certain amount of skill—for anyone to do anything complex with it.

Understanding how the Drupal architecture works is not a simple task. But this is required if 
you want to be a competent Drupal administrator.

Programming languages used
The Drupal software is written in the PHP programming language, and the user interfaces are 
implemented with a combination of HTML, JavaScript, CSS, and PHP. When developing exten-
sions for Drupal, called modules, developers use a combination of PHP, HTML, and CSS.

Note
The Drupal 7 release is the first version to require PHP 5. See Chapter 2 for all the Drupal 7 technical 
requirements. n

Fundamental architecture concepts
Drupal’s fundamental architecture concepts include users, nodes, fields, taxonomies, com-
ments, modules, hooks, and a group of user interface items called regions, blocks, and menus. 
Other important concepts are discussed later in this book, but these are the ideas most 
important when beginning to understand Drupal.

Users
A Drupal user is anyone who can sign in to the system and then perform an action. This 
includes editors, system administrators, and Web site users who might, for example, be inter-
acting with each other via your Drupal Web site. Drupal also has a security concept called the 
anonymous user. All Web site visitors are considered anonymous users until they sign in. 

Users are a native entity in the system, and they come by default with a set of properties such 
as username, password, e-mail address, and so on. You can also customize user profiles by 
adding new elements to the profile. For example, you could add a new URL element for a 
user’s Twitter address.

Nodes
Nodes are content items. Drupal content types are all based upon nodes. When managing 
content in Drupal, you are managing nodes. For example, if you create and publish a blog post 
with Drupal, you have created and published a Drupal node.

Nodes are composed of default elements (for example, a title and a body) and optionally, one 
or more associated Drupal Fields. By default, nodes are simple entities. The intention is that 
you, as the Web site owner, will extend the simple node when you define your own content 
types.
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Note
The default Drupal install comes with two content types defined: the basic article and the page. Both of these 
content types include title and body fields plus some metadata. You can extend the definition of any content 
type by associating more fields with it. n

Fields
Fields are a new and important concept with Drupal 7. They are content containers that can be 
attached to many, but not all, Drupal system entities. For example, if you wanted to add an 
Expiration Date value to all of your site’s articles, you could define a new field called Expiration 
Date and then associate this field with the Article content type.

The freedom to define new fields and associate them with content types gives you the power 
to store almost any type of content in Drupal.

Cross-Reference
See Chapter 10 for a full discussion of creating and managing Drupal content types including the definition, 
configuration, and management of Drupal fields. n

Taxonomies
Taxonomies are used to organize content in Drupal. The Drupal taxonomy functionality is 
defined in a core module that allows you to define what are called vocabularies—groups of 
categories or labels—and then associate them with content types in the system. After a tax-
onomy is associated with a content type, you can use the taxonomy when creating or editing 
content of that type.

Taxonomies can take different formats—they can be hierarchical, flat, or arbitrary, as in the 
case of a tagging system. For example, if you created a blog about sports, you may want to 
use a taxonomy to categorize each blog post by the sport that it’s about. You may also want to 
label each post with the names of the players that it mentions.

The first taxonomy would probably be a category system that you define in advance. The sec-
ond taxonomy could be a tagging system—an arbitrary list of words or phrases—that is filled 
in as the content is authored.

Cross-Reference
In Chapter 11, we cover the creation and management of taxonomies in detail, including the Taxonomy 
Manager tool that comes with Drupal 7. n

Comments
Drupal comments are native system entities that represent commentary or feedback from a 
user. Comments must be associated with a piece of content in the system—in technical terms, 
a node. It is not possible, for example, to comment on a user profile. 
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