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Back in 1995 I took part in one of those stylised debates. It was about the Network Computer versus the PC, and which model would win out in the end.

I was on the team that argued that the PC would win out, and that the Network Computer (NC) would fail. Our team lost the debate, but it now seems that we were right. Earlier this month The New Internet Computer Company, the latest of a string of NC vendors, closed its doors. It was losing money, and investors were not prepared to fund it any further.

The major investor, interestingly, was Oracle’s Larry Ellison. Ellison was the NC’s biggest champion. Back in the mid 1990s he promoted it widely, with his usual energy and enthusiasm, as an alternative to the PC. The argument was seductive, which was why my opponents won the little debate we had.
The NC, we were told, was a much cheaper alternative to the PC. Why spend all that money on disk drives, memory, and processing power, most of which lay idle most of the time? All you really needed was a keyboard, a screen, and an Internet connection. You would store your data and your applications on the Net, and just download what you wanted when you wanted it.

Nice idea, shame about the reality. There were a number of reasons why the NC did not, and still does not, make sense. For a start, the cost of PCs has continued to drop so fast that any price differential between entry level PCs and NCs gets smaller each year.

An entry level PC now costs less than $1000, and prices are continuing to drop. NC pricing is not dropping nearly so quickly. They lack the economies of scale of PC production, and it has been the very components that PCs need that NCs don’t, such as memory and disk storage, that have dropped in price the most.

Another problem with NCs has been the lack of sufficient bandwidth to the desktop to make it feasible to download large applications and sufficient data. Bandwidth is improving, but not nearly so quickly as processing power or the price-performance of data storage.
There are other non-technical reasons why NCs didn’t take off. One is that people are attached to their PCs. They like having their own data and applications, and being independent of a corporate computer network. This is especially true of people who are on the move a lot and use laptops.

Also, Microsoft Office is now nearly universal as a desktop suite. Bill Gates is not about to make bits of it available over the Internet. Indeed, Microsoft has been the most vocal opponent of the NC, as you might expect. It is very much in Microsoft’s interest to have millions of copies of its applications on millions of machines.

But, for all this, the idea of the NC has not entirely died, and it has had a significant effect on the industry. One of the NC’s touted benefits was ease of administration. The savings would not just be in lower hardware costs, so the argument went, but also in more efficient management of end user computing.
IT management would not have to worry about software upgrades and incompatibilities between different users. Nor would users be able to run their own unapproved applications. Network administration would be a breeze.

These are very real issues, and the threat of the NC made many users and vendors address them more thoroughly. Microsoft briefly promoted the idea of “zero administration Windows” (ZAW), until it got laughed out of town for suggesting such a ridiculous oxymoron. A lot of users introduced Citrix’s “thin client” technology, which adopted many of the NC’s philosophies, though invariably the client they used was an entry level PC, not a true NC.

There will always be a place for some sort of cut-down PC that gets most of its applications and stores most of its data on the Internet. But there will always be an even bigger place for the PC. The reality is that there will be many sorts of computing devices, for many purposes.

There has been much talk in recent years of the “Internet appliance”, which is the NC by another name. We are starting to see dedicated Internet terminals, but we are also starting to see high end personal organisers, tablet PCs, mobile phones, wristwatch communicators, TVs and even fridges that can connect to the Internet.
All these devices will have a role, because they all have different purposes. We will not watch TV on our PCs, nor will we use our TVs to surf the Net, even though we could if we wanted. Surfing and watching are essentially different activities. We are seeing a convergence of technologies, but a divergence of devices.
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