Philipson column for 30 October 2001 

Another of Microsoft’s periodic and perennial software upgrades is upon us. Every year or two the software giant releases new versions of its desktop operating system and its applications. They are never quite in synch with each other, but it would appear that Microsoft does not want them to be – that would be all too simple. Confusion is itself a marketing technique.

This Thursday Microsoft will officially release Windows XP, the latest version of its mainstream desktop operating system. Windows XP will (sort of) follow on from Windows Me (“Millennium edition), which (sort of) was an improvement on Windows 98, which itself (sort of) replaced Windows 95.

Windows XP will be available in two versions – standard and professional. Just one version would be too simple. It actually is a major change, in that it finally moves Windows away from its old MS-DOS heritage. MS-DOS (which stands for Microsoft Disk Operating System) was the operating system that IBM licensed from a fledgling Seattle company called Microsoft way back in 1980, which within 15 years made that fledgling company worth more than IBM itself.

(As I wrote in this column a few weeks ago, MS-DOS was not even written by Microsoft. Bill Gates bought it cheap from another company when IBM came knocking, but that’s another story).

Few will lament the passing of MS-DOS and the arcane commands that made it work. XP essentially moves Windows to the NT world. NT, which stands for New Technology, was an operating system Microsoft developed from scratch in the early 90s to take on the operating systems used by minicomputers and mainframes, personified nowadays by Unix and its bastard cousin Linux.

Ten years ago there were many rivals in this market, now there are very few. Windows NT, rightly derided at first by many, has seen nearly a decade of improvements, and massive market growth. In its latest incarnation, Windows 2000, it now rivals the many variants of Unix as the operating system of choice on larger computers. And of course, as PCs and laptops have become more powerful, many of them have also become capable of running Windows NT and 2000.

Windows XP is essentially Windows 2000 for everyman. By finally shrugging off many of the limitations of MS-DOS, it will bring a stability to desktop operating systems that has been needed for many years. All previous versions of Windows, and other desktop operating systems, have had a nasty habit of freezing or crashing or falling over – it happens so often there are many words to describe it.

But all this comes at a price. You need a pretty decent machine to run Windows XP. Any PC more than a year or so old will not have the grunt. Hardware and software keep chasing each other’s tail – the more powerful the hardware and the greater the memory, the more the software designers feel they can squeeze in. The more bloated the software becomes, the more the need for better hardware.

Some people see this as a conspiracy between hardware and software designers, and in particular between Intel and Microsoft (the “Wintel” twins). It’s not a conspiracy – it’s just the way it is. Microsoft and Intel are both demonstrably capable of extreme marketing dodginess, but there is no evidence of any active conspiracy of this nature.

So XP is a major step in the right direction, as Windows 3.11 was ten years ago and Windows 95 in its day. Microsoft has finally caught up with Apple, but don’t expect the Mac bigots to stop whinging about their system’s unsung advantages any time soon.

Microsoft has also recently released the latest version of its Office applications suite, to major yawns all round. Yet again it has incrementally added some fancy features to software that is over-featured already, and which also consumes vast amounts of disk space and processing power. Office XP has some nice features, like “smart tags” and “task panes”, but it’s no big deal. Its most contentious aspect is Microsoft’s decision to move to a subscription pricing model, where you pay an annual license to use the software.

Many people are up in arms about this clever technique of Microsoft’s to get users to in effect upgrade more often. The company believes that too many people are currently hanging on to old operating systems and old applications for far too long, depriving it of precious revenues. The legions of people who hate Microsoft, often with good reason, see this as yet another example of its grasping greedy nature. But it’s been the model for mainframe corporate applications for decades, and it has worked well enough.

I am no friend of Microsoft, though I am often accused of being a Microsoft apologist for pointing out that none of this really matters. Having to change operating systems, applications, and hardware every few years is a bit of a hassle, but the stuff works pretty well and the relative cost is dropping. I’m already on Windows 2000 (though only because my previous machine was stolen), and I’ll probably get round to moving to Office XP or 2002 or whatever it’s called some time soon.

Such is life.
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