Philipson column for 10 August 2004 
What is it about web browsers? Two weeks ago in this column a wrote about my recent conversion to Mozilla Firefox, and why I moved away from Microsoft’s Internet Explorer (IE). I thought this may be of some interest, but I was unprepared for the 75 or so emails I received on the subject. Web browsers are important.

I moved to Firefox because I was sick and tired of IE’s security problems, slow speed, and the fact that it had not been upgraded in years. Firefox (www.mozilla.org) is by any measure a vastly superior piece of software. It has many great features, the best of which is tabbed browsing. You don’t need to have multiple windows open to view multiple web pages, you just tab between them within one window.

The torrent of email I received was roughly divided into four categories – those that like Firefox, but with reservations; those that love it no matter what; those who use other browsers; and people who wanted me to get off Microsoft’s back (a very small group).
Many in the first group pointed out some of Firefox’s problems. The product is still in beta, which means it is not regarded by its open source developers as quite ready for general release. That is slated to happen in the next couple of months, but the current beta version is very stable and very functional.
The biggest problem is that Firefox does not support some websites. The ones I have had most trouble with are online banking sites and those from Microsoft itself. This occurs because Firefox does not fully support ActiveX, Microsoft software that tries to make websites work smarter by interacting with data directly from the web server. Firefox doesn’t like ActiveX because it’s not an industry standard and because that’s where most of IE’s security flaws occur.

Most programmers and web designers stay away from ActiveX precisely for those reasons. Microsoft has developed many of its own web pages specifically so that they will only work with IE, a tactic entirely consistent with its browser strategy in recent years. It is still having trouble with the law over the underhand way it is forcing people towards IE, most recently in Europe, where the EU has slapped yet another half billion Euro fine on the company for its dodgy behaviour.
Microsoft’s lenient treatment in the US anti-trust suit has ensured it has not learnt a thing, nor redefined its own interesting definition of what constitutes ethical behaviour. But, as we have seen on many fronts in recent years, we live in a world where such behaviour is very often rewarded.

I an many others are thus forced to use IE occasionally. But I still use Firefox for my day-to-day browsing. You don’t have to uninstall one browser to run the other, and they work side by side with no trouble, though I find now that when I have to use IE it is a most unsatisfying experience. Give me Firefox any day.
The fact that Firefox does not work on some websites (and there aren’t that many) is an indication of poor web design on the part of some programmers – people bothering to test their sites only for IE – and the deliberate usage of proprietary Microsoft software on what should be an open network. Neither problem is Firefox’s fault. Rather, they are an indication of the problems that Microsoft’s dominance of the browser market has led to.
Probably the biggest group of emails was from people using other browsers. Opera (www.opera.com) is very popular, as is Netscape (www.netscape.com), which is still alive despite its savaging by IE. But I got lots of emails from users of other browsers, including Crazy Browser, MyIE2, Avant, Sleipner, SlimBrowser, and Maxthon. So many browsers, so little time …
I got one email from a man who explained to me in great detail why IE is no longer being developed. It is because it would have to be engineered from scratch, and Microsoft doesn’t have the resources, he says. Yeah, Microsoft’s lack of resources is a worry to us all.

Many of my correspondents mentioned Firefox’s many extensions. Let me quote from the website: “Extensions are small add-ons that add new functionality to Firefox. They can add anything from a toolbar button to a completely new feature. They allow the browser to be customised to fit the personal needs of each user if they need additional features, while keeping Firefox small to download.”

I use the Googlebar extension, which allows me to easily to Google searches from anywhere I am, and the Amazon browser, which lets me search Amazon in the same way. There are hundreds of others available.
Microsoft has been able to achieve browser dominance, but it is demonstrably not because of any technical superiority. I find now that when I am forced to use IE because of Microsoft’s continued bully boy tactics, or because the company’s ill-deserved dominance has made some web designer too lazy to consider the alternatives, I feel a little ashamed, like my hands are being dirtied.

But using Firefox makes me feel good.

graeme@philipson.info
