The Linux World Gets a Lot Bigger


Linux is an Open Source operating system that anyone can get for free. The only cost in real money is for a CD prepared by some group. The group may be a commercial enterprise or just a loose-knit collection of geeks.  Any Linux sold by a company, such as Red Hat Linux or SuSe Linux, adds a number of features and tools, such as user interfaces and installers. Many of the tools come from the Free Software Foundation, known as GNU.  This process has been in motion for well over a decade, but it has finally reached the point where is a viable alternative to Microsoft Windows and Apple Macintosh for the desktop. The biggest obstacle for the average user has been the Unix command line interface, which is powerful, but a bit arcane. The learning curve is analogous to the learning to fly an F16 jet (Unix) versus learning to drive an automobile (Windows). 


Now there are several Windows-like interfaces, KDE and Gnome are two. In addition, the installers do much of the work for you, for example automatic disk partitioning.  The other obstacle has been the lack of Windows Office compatible tools, like Word, Excel, Power Point, etc. Since Microsoft has owned the desktop for many years, most of us use these tools to exchange documents. Macintosh has had a version of Office for years because Microsoft chose to port the software. They have also chosen not to port it to Linux, forcing the Open Source community to come with its own, and it has. OpenOffice has the tools allowing Linux users to prepare Word compatible files and read such files created on Macs and MS PCs. It’s a connected world after all.


How did this happen and what does it mean? It happened because technology keeps moving forward. Many innovations fall by the wayside for many different reasons, but some of the innovations stay with us, for example the automobile, radio, television telephones, airplanes, and so on. Linux is that better mousetrap that has been under development for a while and now has crossed the threshold where it is in the public consciousness.  Several key signs of this exist. If you watched the Super Bowl, you saw a $75,000 per second IBM advertisement for Linux. No one spends that kind of money for something without good reason, but then again, IBM has been advertising Linux for many months on television. 


My favorite sign is the use of Linux to power the two NASA rovers, Spirit and Opportunity, on Mars. Yes, Linux is running those little robots. The application programs are written in Java. While I was not privy to the decision making process, which selected Linux, I can imagine a list of reasons, for example, it is free, unlike Windows, moreover, it is a better operating system in general. 


Microsoft has not been ignoring the popularity growth of Linux. In fact there have been some interesting developments. First, Microsoft has created a web site to show that Linux is more expensive to use. They have also been advertising this position in computer journals and magazines.  It is a bit difficult for me to understand how something which is free could cost more than something which is expensive, but I guess that Microsoft is really worried, so will try anything. I run lots of computers for my own work, including several variants of Linux , several variants of BSD and several Microsoft 

operating versions. BSD is a descendant of the original Unix operating system. It is also free and Open Source, but not as popular as Linux. I have paid for the licenses for my Microsoft systems (XP, Win2K, NT, etc) but Linux and BSD were free. I did choose to purchase some of the free systems on CDs for my convenience, but the costs were nowhere near the cost of the Microsoft CDs. My experience is only one man’s experience, but it is quite clear what the costs are for each.


The last sign of the times is a story about SCO Unix. Early Unix had two major lines of development, which then branched out to the many flavors of today. One of these lines was purchased by a company known as SCO. Several months ago SCO decided to claimed patent infringement on all versions of Linux, claiming the owned part of the source code used by Linux. They have never demonstrated there claims, but IBM and several other companies with deep pockets are fighting the legal battles. Whatever happens no Linux end user will suffer any problems. In the background, Microsoft is working with SCO to further SCO agenda. Most people in the know see this as another Microsoft attempt to crush the Open Source movement. 


SCO has gone so far as to write a letter to the Federal Government stating that the Open Source movement is a threat to national security. Somehow if foreigners have the source code to the Linux operating system, then they will figure out ways to topple our civilization. This astonishing, over the top, attempt to scare everyone is being met with a healthy dose of skepticism, thankfully.  It just shows the extent of desperation that Microsoft is feeling. The letter conveniently leaves out a few facts, like the fact the Microsoft has agreed to let the Chinese have access to Windows source code in exchange for permission to sell Windows in China. Another missing fact is the creator of Linux, Linus Torvalds, although now living in the USA, created Linux while living in his home country of Finland. The rest of the world already has the source code, because it is a world-wide effort to write and maintain it.


I believe that one indicator that something is of value is when the lawyers show up and sue somebody. Linux has shown that level of value, as evidenced by Microsoft, IBM and NASA, releasing the sweet smell of success.
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