Why I'm Moving to Linux

I've been building custom software apps on Microsoft platforms since the mid-80's. I was a Microsoft Most Valuable Professional (MVP) from the mid 90's until last year, a Microsoft Certified Professional (MCP) during the late 90's, and received the first Microsoft Visual FoxPro Lifetime Achievement Award in October of 2002. So why am I moving to Linux?

Open Source embodies many of the same ideals that the United States was founded upon - Freedom, Choice, Security, and Opportunity. Let's examine each of these in a bit more detail.

Freedom

Open Source represents freedom.

With proprietary software, your freedoms are severely curtailed, and are becoming more and more limited each day. You're only allowed to use the software in ways that the manufacturer designates, on platforms that the manufacturer deigns acceptable, and for time spans or by numbers of users expressly allowed by the manufacturer. You are not allowed to make changes to it so that it works better for your own situation - indeed, you are not even allowed to look at how the software is put together in order to determine how to best make use of it.

If there are problems with the software, you are prohibited from fixing or otherwise resolving those problems in ways other than those permitted by the manufacturer. This includes fixing bugs or making other changes even after they stop supporting the software. You are at the mercy of the manufacturer or their designates for resolution of problems - in effect, they have a monopoly in terms of providing (or not providing) service and support. If you disobey any of those restrictions, you are subject to fines and jail terms.

Open Source, on the other hand, allows and encourages the use and modification of software so that it is as useful as possible to the user. The only restriction is that modifications to open source software that is made available to others must carry the same freedoms. Hardly a restriction!

I like the freedom that Open Source software represents.

Choice

Open Source offers choices, choices that proprietary vendors do not want you to have. Proprietary vendors endeavor to lock you in to their platform - indeed, they have been doing that since the railroad robber barons of the mid 1800's tried to restrict usage of their tracks via the implementation of different gages of tracks.

It is in the interest of a proprietary manufacturer to keep you tied to their platform, and thus restrict your choices to just those that they will allow, and thus force you to pay higher prices for poorer quality.

Open Source, on the other hand, is all about choice. Don't like a particular browser, or office suite, or email client? You've got many alternatives to choose from. And since there is competition between the providers of these choices, they need to compete on both features and quality. A monopoly doesn't have to concern themselves with features or quality, because there's no reason to. 

I like being able to choose which religion I practice, which political party to belong to, which way to educate my kids, and which clothes to wear and how long to wear my hair. 

I like the choice that Open Source software offers too.

Security

I feel Open Source platforms offer better security from dangers such as attacks and viruses for many reasons. These reasons include publicly available code, a lack of conflicting political and economic agendas, and a simple matter of ego driving quality.

Here's an example that illustrates these reasons. Over a year ago, Microsoft announced that a severe NT 4 vulnerability wouldn't be fixed. They claimed that they - a company with tens of thousands of very smart people and $50 billion in the bank - didn't have the resources to do so. 

With Open Source software, the code is available for all to inspect. With proprietary software, no one is allowed to see the source code except a few select employees. How can Microsoft's claim be verified? It can't. 

Microsoft has a vested interest in getting their customers to regularly upgrade their software. They don't want their customers to use old versions of software. I feel it's much more likely that they simply want to pressure customers who are still using NT4 to upgrade by not fixing problems with NT4. By doing so, Microsoft saves money in not producing a fix as well as generates money via upgrades.

Finally, I have more confidence in the quality of the code itself because it's produced by people are interested in doing so specifically because they WANT to, not because they have to in order to make a living, or because their boss ordered them to. Who would you rather have perform your heart surgery, a fellow who needs to do the operation because he needs the money, or a gal who is independently wealthy, and who went through med school because she wanted to become a great surgeon?

When a vulnerability is made public, proprietary companies do a public relations dance that includes denial, reluctant admission, and then foot dragging, the speed of which is dependent on how close the media holds their feet to the fire. It's common to find severe vulnerabilities in Microsoft products to go unpatched for months. Open Source vulnerabilities, on the other hand, when they are discovered (and despite the availability of all of the source code, that doesn't happen very often), are always fixed within days, if not hours, of their discovery. It's a contest of egos to be the first one to provide the patch that fixes a problem. 

I've been running IIS and Apache web servers side by side for a couple of years. When I look at the logs on the two boxes, I see tThe attacks based on Windows exploits outnumber Linux-oriented attacks by tens of thousands to one. Clearly crackers see more opportunity in attempting to exploit Windows security holes than Linux.

I feel more secure with Open Source software. 

Opportunity

As a Fox developer, opportunities have been dwindling for a decade. Virtually all development work now is in upgrades and maintenance - I haven't heard of a new project being started in VFP in years. 

The opportunity for Fox book publishers disappeared in 1996, when the last book by a publisher other than myself was released. Since then, the only books for the product have been produced by a guy whose office is in a spare bedroom in his house. In 2004, that opportunity has disappeared even for me, as we will be producing no more Fox books other than those already in the works. The market is simply not big enough any longer.

Fox conferences have also tanked - DevCon attendance has gone from nearly 3,000 in the mid 90's to 375 last year. Of the nine conferences that were held last year, only four are going to be held this year. 

.NET doesn't offer any bright spots despite a $300 million advertising budget. Microsoft has admitted that their hopes for .NET haven't been realized, and the .NET moniker is disappearing from their marketing.

As a publisher, .NET books don't offer any opportunity for me either. They have been an unmitigated disaster for everyone who has invested in them. Wrox Publishing, a huge promoter of .NET books in 2002, went out of business when the flood they unleashed on the market were all returned in January of 2003. Another publisher with a major .NET investment barely escaped the same blood bath, and admitted that they didn't have a single money maker in the batch. I couldn't compete with the big boys - indeed, in meetings with Microsoft in 2003, I was advised repeatedly to stay out of the .NET market, as there were already over 300 books planned by other publishers.

Open Source, on the other hand, offers opportunities everywhere you look. Linux continues to make inroads both in the backroom as a server as well as on the desktop. Netcraft's numbers show that Apache is continuing to take market share away from IIS. And penetration on the desktop - a place where the pundits claimed would never accept Linux - has now become "just a matter of time". 

Hardly a day goes by without another conversion to Open Source by a former Microsoft customer. Our open source books have done orders of magnitudes better than any of our proprietary books in the last couple of years. And we're just getting started.

As Linux continues to make inroads on the desktop, people will get used to using their primary workstation being primary Open Source. But they're still going to need service and support, they're going to need standard applications customized, and they're going to need custom applications for their business. The opportunities are only going to grow over the next few years.

I'm interested in growth markets. Microsft's growth prospects are dim, while Linux's are bright.

Summary

Steve Ballmer, Microsoft's president, has compared Open Source to communism, due to it's nature of sharing. This is not true. With communism, you don't have a choice. You are forced to share, whether you want to or not.

Open Source actually represents values - freedom and choice - that I strongly believe in, and provides security and opportunity that a proprietary platform doesn't.

You're free to agree, or to disagree - and that freedom to choose is part of what makes the industry so much fun to be in. Woe to us if that freedom should disappear.
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