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Back in the 1970s Dr Gene Amdahl, one of the designers of the original IBM S/360 mainframe, coined the term “FUD” to describe IBM’s marketing tactics. FUD stood for “fear, uncertainty and doubt”, and described the way IBM would cast aspersions upon its competitors’ products by bringing into question everything from their legality to their longevity.
IBM’s FUD tactics were remarkably successful. They attracted the attention of the US Department of Justice, which initiated an anti-trust suit that ran through most of the 1970s. The case exposed the many ways IBM would discourage people from buying competitor’s products, even when they were demonstrably cheaper and better.

The tactics include pre-announcing products that were never released, predatory pricing practices and downright lying about product specifications. It is not a pretty tale, and it is not a story IBM can be proud of.

That is all ancient history now, but like much history it remains instructive. IBM is today a good corporate citizen, but FUD lives on. Nowadays the primary practitioner is Microsoft. A good example occurred just last month.
Microsoft president Steve Ballmer, on a trip to Singapore to address the Asian Government Leaders Forum, said: “There was a report out this summer by an open source group that highlighted that Linux violates over 228 patents. Someday, for all countries that are entering the World Trade Organisation, somebody will come and look for money owing to the rights for that intellectual property.”

This is classic FUD. Ballmer was saying that use of Linux is a dangerous because you might be sued. His remarks were widely reported, as he knew they would be, and Microsoft was forced to make a “clarification”. Microsoft says that Ballmer was simply citing somebody else’s report, and that his comments were taken out of context.
They were not. On this occasion, Ballmer’s comments were very much in context – the context of belittling Linux and the open source movement, and casting, fear, uncertainty and doubt about its position as a rival to Microsoft software.

The report that Ballmer mentioned was written by Dan Ravicher, executive director of the US-based Public Patent Foundation. Ravicher says that Ballmer interpreted the report’s findings incorrectly. He is reported in online newsletter eWeek (www.eweek.com) as saying: “Microsoft is up to its usual FUD. Open source faces no more, if not less, legal risk than proprietary software.

“The market needs to understand that the study Microsoft is citing actually proves the opposite of what they claim it does. There is no reason to believe that Linux has any greater risk of infringing patents than Windows, Unix-based or any other functionally similar operating system.”
In other words, all software is potentially patent-infringing. Ravicher also makes the point that not a single piece of open source software has ever been sued for patent infringement, let alone lost a case, whereas proprietary systems, including Windows itself, have often been successfully sued.

But don’t expect an apology from Microsoft. FUD has become endemic to the Microsoft culture – it is more than a tactic, it is the cornerstone of Microsoft’s marketing. A good example is Microsoft’s .Net strategy.

For those with a long memory, the parallels with IBM’s SAA (Systems Application Architecture) are astonishing. Like SAA, .Net is not a product, but an umbrella term describing an “architecture”. As with SAA, the architecture is ill-defined, through a series of “roadmaps” and “statements of direction”.

Various releases of sundry products are associated with the architecture to give an impression of technical coherence – and to dissuade users from buying competitive products that may not fit with future Microsoft releases.
Microsoft is seriously concerned about the threat from open source software. It’s not just a market risk – open source represents an entirely different philosophy of software development. There is an ideological, even a religious, element to the debate. Ballmer is even on record as saying that open source is a threat to “the American way”.

There is no doubt that Linux is a serious threat to Windows at the server level, with strong endorsement from all the major server vendors. It is now trickling on to the desktop, where Open Office has started to chip away at Microsoft Office’s supreme dominance.
In recent months the browser wars have started again, with Mozilla’s open source and demonstrably superior Firefox browser offering a severe challenge to Microsoft’s aging and clunky Internet Explorer. Even Microsoft Project is being challenged by Niku’s Open Workbench, a formerly proprietary product now released to the open source community.

Microsoft, like any other company, is entitled to market its products as its sees fit. But the capitalist system has grown up over the last two centuries to incorporate various laws and regulations that ensure a semblance of fair play and decency. Microsoft has repeatedly shown that it is prepared to interpret some of those laws very loosely.

FUD is not in itself illegal. One man’s unethical behaviour is another man’s sharp marketing ploy. But when it becomes an abuse of monopoly power, it affects us all, and distorts the very free market forces that Microsoft claims to uphold.
FUD did not die. It is alive and well, and living in Redmond.
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