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My recent article on Gartner’s hype cycle attracted a great deal of interest, mostly from people who noted its broad applicability to virtually every aspect of IT. The hype cycle states that virtually every technology goes through various stages, from initial enthusiasm accompanied by wide exposure, to disillusionment, to gradual acceptance, by which time it is paradoxically so widely used that it attracts little comment.

I received one interesting email from a medical doctor, referring to an article in a medical journal from the 50s that applied a similar cycle to the discovery and acceptance of new drugs. There is indeed nothing new under the sun.

For the last two weeks I have been traveling around western Europe indulging in my passion for history. Yesterday I cruised down the Rhine, past the famous Lorelei Rock and the picturesque castles perched majestically above the river. The Rhineland is awash with history, from the Romans to Charlemagne to the ravages of the Thirty Years War to the foundation of modern Germany. Just being here makes history come alive.
About ten years ago I realised that a knowledge of history, and of the techniques of how to study history (a discipline known as historiography), were extremely useful in understanding the IT industry. Commercial computing has existed for around 50 years, which is not very long in the greater scheme of things, but long enough for a fair bit to have happened.
The pace of innovation and change in the IT industry has been astonishing. Whole eras of computing of come and gone within a few decades. It is as if the whole of human history has been compacted into a single lifetime.

In real history, empires rise and fall over hundreds or even thousands of years. It takes generations for major historical trends to take form and take effect. The Byzantine Empire lasted a thousand years before the Turks breached the walls of Constantinople in 1453. Later this century the English will mark the millennium of the Norman invasion.

Compare these timeframes to those in the computer industry, where each major phase has taken about a decade. The 40s saw the invention of digital computers, and the 50s their introduction into the commercial environment. The 60s were the mainframe era, dominated by the release of IBM’s System/360, the first consistent computer architecture.
The 70s were the era of minicomputers. Low cost machines from Digital and Data General and others enabled even comparatively small organisations to own computers. The 1980s were the PC era, when computers became small enough and cheap enough to be owned by individuals.

The 90s was the era of networking, when all these computers became connected to each other. Now we are well into the next period, which has yet to be clearly defined but which I think will end up being remembered as the decade of ubiquitous “anywhere, any time” computing.

Within this broad framework, we see the rise and fall of specific technologies, products, and suppliers. Most come and go as part of some major historical – in the IT sense – trend. In the early days, IBM was challenged by five companies known as the “Bunch” – Burroughs, Univac, NCR, Control Data and Honeywell. All are gone as major computer suppliers.
IBM’s rivals in the 70s and 80s were known as the seven dwarves. They included companies like the aforementioned Digital and Data General, and also Wang and Prime and quite a few others that have totally disappeared from the computing firmament. They were on the wrong side of history, stuck with computing paradigms they could not change, while the world around them moved on.
Companies come and go with remarkable frequency. Only IBM is a constant. It is the Holy Roman Empire of the computing industry, though even that illustrious institution eventually became irrelevant and was consigned to the dustbin of history like all before it. Microsoft’s position seems currently unassailable, but we see from even a cursory study of history that the mighty can fall in a remarkably short space of time.
There is an inevitability about historical trends. Once underway they are very seldom reversed. The industrial revolution was a good example. The march of technology was born in the Enlightenment and established itself first in England in the late 18th and early 19the centuries, then in the rest of Europe and North America. Even now it continues in the third world, at varying speeds and with varying but similar results.

Many attempted to halt this march, but their efforts were swept away by the tides of history. But people who do not understand history are unable to learn from it. So, today, we still see examples of computer companies swimming against the tide, locked in a time warp and unaware of the historical changes taking place around them.

I still see applications software companies, who did well from the historic move to packaged software in the 90s, hoping for a return to that era. It will not happen, and unless these companies adapt they will die. I still see hardware suppliers hoping against hope that high margins will return. Again, it will not happen.

As the saying has it, those who do not learn from history are condemned to repeat it. Recent global events have shown just how true that is, but we really need look no further for confirmation than the IT industry.
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