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We know that the computer industry is one of the most litigious parts of an increasingly litigious society, but the latest lawsuit really makes you wonder. The SCO Group, a company almost totally irrelevant in the IT community except that through an accident of history it owns the intellectual rights to Unix, is suing IBM for $US1 billion.

SCO is claiming that Big Blue is using parts of Unix code, which it licenses for its AIX version of Unix, in its input into Linux, the open source version of Unix that is fast gaining in popularity as a server operating system. SCO’s suit is the latest round in an absurd series of lawsuits, arguments, takeovers and standards battles that have made the history of Unix more convoluted than that of the Byzantine Empire.
The Byzantines were around for over a thousand years. It took that long to make the word synonymous with intrigue, complexity and treachery. Unix has managed to do the same in a little over 30 years. SCO’s absurd lawsuit is but the latest example, ensuring continued confusion in the marketplace, to no-one’s advantage except Microsoft’s.
As always, it helps to understand a bit of history. Unix was invented in 1979 by Ken Thompson and Dennis Ritchie, two software engineers at Bell Labs, the research division of US communications giant AT&T. They wanted an easy to use operating system for a PDP-7, one of the first mincomputers.
Unix was portable and flexible, and AT&T started licensing it to other companies. Universities started to use it a lot for teaching, because it was free. Within ten years many other companies had developed versions, and it really took off during the computer boom of the 1980s, when an increasing number of new companies adopted it and adapted it.

One of the main reasons for Unix’s popularity was that it freed new suppliers from the necessity of developing their own operating system from scratch. Unfortunately, though, each vendor developed its own flavour and soon there were more varieties of Unix than of Baskin-Robbins ice cream. A series of unedifying debates raged over which was best, with some attempts at unity coming through the organisation of such organisations as X/Open, Unix International and OSF.

OSF stood for the “Open Software Foundation”. It may have been about software, but it was not a foundation and there was nothing open about it. I remember attending debates and seminars between the protagonists – I even edited the daily newsletter at Unix World about ten years ago, right at the peak of the Unix Wars. Not until the recent debates in the UN have I seen grown men behave with such petulance and misdirected indignation.
But a couple of things happened in the mid 90s to make the Unix Wars die down. One was the emergence, through market forces rather than any agreement between vendors, of just a few dominant Unixes: those from IBM (AIX), Hewlett-Packard (HP/UX) and Sun (Solaris). The others died because their suppliers died.

Another reason was the development of Linux, an “open source” version of Unix. Linux was the brainchild of Linus Torvalds, a Finnish programmer who wanted an easy to use cut-down version of Unix he could run on his PC. He made it available to anyone who wanted to use it, on the proviso that any improvements they made to it had to be shared with everyone else.

Now, barely ten years later, Linux is rivalling the established Unixes as a serious contender as a server operating system. IBM has said that Linux is the future, and most other vendors are supporting it – in same cases reluctantly.
Because Linux is open source, anybody can improve it. That includes IBM. SCO is now saying that IBM’s improvements have included proprietary SCO code. “IBM is scuppering Unix to build up Linux,” says SCO’s CEO Darl McBride. “It is taking its core AIX expertise and moving it into Linux.”
Shock horror. SCO has filed a lawsuit, accusing IBM of “affirmatively taking steps to destroy all value of Unix by improperly extracting and using the confidential and proprietary information it acquired from Unix and dumping the information into the open source community.” The sky is falling.

What exactly does SCO mean? It means that it owns Unix, and it wants to extract all the value it can out of it before Linux’s eventual and inevitable victory. It is probably SCO’s last gasp – its ownership of Unix has not been enough to prevent it losing $US25 million last year, on paltry revenues of $US64 million. Some commentators have speculated that it is an attempt to save what little is left of its investors’ money by having IBM buy the company rather than defend the suit.

But to most people, SCO’s case is as big an irrelevancy as the company itself. It is a further example of Unix’s ability to shoot itself in the foot, and the best illustration you could want as to the desirability of a single unified operating system – like Linux.

Leading open source advocate Eric Raymond, who wrote the famous tract “The Cathedral and the Bazaar”, calls SCO’s move “suicidal” and “deeply stupid”. I couldn’t have said it better myself.
graeme@philipson.info
