Linux and Windows and Macs. Oh My!


Today's home computer users have many choices to make concerning their PC. It is as scary as the perils faced by Dorothy and her companions in the Wizard of Oz. The choices cover a lot of ground, which hardware, which vendor, which applications and mainly which operating system. Most desktop users have one of the many versions of Microsoft Windows, 95, 98, 2000, ME, NT, XP, etc. Although most users do not know it, they have a real choice. Windows is not the only home PC desktop operating system worth looking at. The other two that deserve attention are Linux and Macintosh.


Macintosh is made by the Apple, started by Steve Jobs and Steve Wonziak about the same time as Bill Gates and Paul Allen started Microsoft. The Mac had the nice user interface eventually adopted by Microsoft, although with some modifications. The Mac has always been user friendly and somewhat more expensive than Windows, but the design was always ahead of whatever Microsoft was selling. Steve Jobs had more flair than Bill Gates. Microsoft was more successful in placing machines on desktops, but Apple is still a multibillion dollar company. They only seem small because Microsoft is so big. 

Linux has only been around for about ten years. It is a Unix derivative with window managers that have not yet caught on with business and home users. It is used extensively in the back rooms where the web servers are. It is a free operating system supported by experts from around the world. The command line interface can be somewhat challenging for the average user, however it gives the user complete control over the system, unlike the interfaces provided by Windows and Macs, which limit system level control. Linux also provides the source code for the operating system, unlike Windows and Macs. This means that the user can know what the system is doing or even change what the system does by modifying the code. While modifying system level code is beyond the average home user, the philosophy behind it, known as Open Source is important. Can you imagine buying an automobile with the hood welded shut, preventing you from looking at the engine? Even though most of us will not take an engine apart, we still expect to be able to look at it. The same holds true for computer operating systems.


At one time, the Mac used a proprietary operating system (MacOs). Recently, Apple decided to use BSD, a Unix variant which has been around for many years, as its operating system. For the first time Mac users are able to get under the hood to see what the operating system is doing. They have access to a command line as well, which was never possible with the original MacOs. When the user got an error, there was nothing that could be done.  All that has changed with MacOs X. Mac users still have the same user friendly, reliable interface and they can also use their machine as a real computer.


If you look at the command prompt in Windows, you will see a pretty standard command line interface based on DOS, the ancestor of Windows. Now that Apple has added a command line interface to its famous graphical interface, we find that the three major choices all have a command line interface. Linux developers have been working on graphical interfaces that look and behave like Windows and Macs. Two of these are KDE and Gnome. Now we have all three operating systems with similar graphical interfaces. At this point, a home user can use different reasons for choosing an operating system, since each has very similar interfaces.

The main advantage that Microsoft has is not really Windows, but rather the Office Suite: Word, Power Point, Excel, Access and Front Page. These applications form the basis for why people use Windows. MS Office runs on Macs and there is some movement to have it run on Linux. Star Office, WINE and Lindows are projects that intend to allow MS Office compatible software to run on Linux. If MS Office would run the same on all of these platforms, users would have an honest choice of products based on things like cost, support, performance, personal preferences, etc. Perhaps the recent court decisions involving Microsoft will help this process along. Consumer choice should be the real point. Consumers may choose from many different automobile manufactures all of whom advertise for your business, use industry standards for parts and meet government standards for safety and environmental protection. If the same situation existed in computer software, then you could make informed decisions about what your hardware and operating system would be independently from your application choices. And you would be assured that the application would run anywhere. When we need to replace a headlamp in our vehicle, we only need to be sure that the manufacturer we choose sells one that is compatible for our vehicle.


I run Linux and various versions of Windows on my computers because I use them for different purposes. Linux is not more difficult than Windows to learn or use. The major problem is that Windows systems have serious failings when communicating with other systems because Microsoft does not follow industry standards and because of their philosophy of computing. As long as everyone uses the same communication standards, then everyone can communicate. The other problem is that of philosophy. Some of us like to have a server handle things like email, file storage and network access and others like to have control over all of the operations of our computer. There is no fundamental requirement for servers, just a choice of how to do it. It is something like choosing to drive your own vehicle or take a bus. The bus is cheaper, you can read a book while traveling and you do not have to take care of it. On the other hand, you must go on the route the bus travels, you must go on its schedule and you may have to travel with people you would rather not see. All of this is about choices for the user. Microsoft has real competition for your dollars. Take advantage of the other possibilities.


Bob welcomes comments and suggestions at dvn@coldrain.net

