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It is becoming increasingly clear that we are headed for a world in which there are only two operating systems - Windows and Linux. Within ten years virtually all computers, from the smallest wristwatch (don’t laugh) to the largest mainframe (they will never die) will run one of these two operating systems. All others are headed for extinction.

Windows, in its various incarnations, will succeed simply because Microsoft is Microsoft, with enormous marketing clout. The fact that Microsoft’s tactics often stretch the limits of acceptable behaviour is irrelevant to the debate. It has unstoppable momentum, and its market share continues to grow apace, at every level of computing.

Windows has pretty well grown up now, and is a solid, stable and scalable operating system that can perform most jobs. Its greatest limitations have been at the high end, so-called “enterprise computing”, but it is now capable of running just about any application. All the major applications software providers (“ISVs” is the industry jargon – “independent software vendors”) have developed for Windows, and its future is assured.

Linux is also growing up very fast. It is the “open source” version of Unix, developed by Finnish university student Linus Torvalds ten years ago. It is shedding its nerdy image, and is now being used for many large-scale applications around the world. “Open source” means that it is not developed by any one company, and that any developer can improve it, and submit those improvements to a committee, still headed by Torvalds, for acceptance. It is essentially free, while at the same time having an army of developers improving it all the time. One study has shown that this is the equivalent of having had over a billion US dollars invested in Linux since its conception.

Linux thus represents the antithesis of the proprietary Microsoft development method, just bas it represents the antithesis of the Microsoft marketing model. The battle between the two has become religious. While nobody cares much about Windows, many of Linux’s adherents are so vociferous in their support of the operating system and what it stands for that they believe anybody outside the fold to be a fool or a tool of the devil, or both. There is a hard core – the Taliban of the operating system world – for whom any alternative is heretical.

Fortunately, these people are in the minority. Many of them criticised me roundly earlier this year when I reported that Linux was not widely used for enterprise applications, but much has changed since then. The Linux development process of continuous improvement has now seen it move up the ladder of scalability and respectability, to the point where we are starting to see it in the data centre, and where most ISVs are now readily supporting it.

One of the key reasons for this shift is the wholehearted endorsement given to Linux by IBM, the company that understands enterprise computing like no other. Big Blue picked up on the move to Linux a few years ago, and is now spending $US1 billion a year on Linux development, mainly in what used to be called in the mainframe world“RAS” – reliability, availability, scalability – the very things that make an operating system suitable for enterprise computing.

Earlier this month IBM opened a Linux development lab in the Canberra suburb of Barton. The twelve developers there, mostly recruited from outside of IBM, join more than 250 Linux developers at 22 similar facilities around the world. IBM’s director of its Linux Technology Center, Dan Frye, was in Australia for the opening.

“We have seen a lot of underground adoption of Linux over the past few years, but now it’s coming out into the open,” he says. “Linux still can’t handle high end SMP (symmetric multi-processing) applications, but it is maturing faster than any other operating system in history. It’s on the edge of the enterprise, and will be in the middle in a few years.”

What of all the alternatives? Proprietary operating systems, like IBM’s OS/400, Compaq’s VMS are dying a slow death. Many of the smaller ones have already gone, lacking the critical mass to attract ISVs or internal development funding. Unix is also now in decline, for much same reason. Ten or fifteen years ago it was seen as the industry’s Great White Hope, much as Linux is today, but it was crippled by internecine wars and each vendor’s insistence in developing its own version.

This brought technical advances towards enterprise capability, but at the expense of turning each version into a proprietary operating system, which rather defeated the purpose. Today only two or three Unixes matter, and with the exception of Sun, whose Unix is called Solaris, all the Unix suppliers are turning towards Windows or Linux. And then there is Apple, which continues on its idiosyncratic path to oblivion.

Some of don’t care too much about operating systems, but they remain important to many people, and underpin many parts of the industry. Their past proliferation has been a hassle, but some variety – and therefore choice – is beneficial. The fact that the real choice is between operating systems with such differing backgrounds and philosophies as Windows and Linux can only be a Good Thing.
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