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What is Unix anyway?

An operating system is a suite of software that makes computer hardware usable; it makes the ‘raw computing power’ of the hardware available to the user. Unix is an example of an operating system, as are MS-DOS and Microsoft Windows. (More precisely, Unix is the name of a family of operating systems, of which Linux is one; more of this later.)
Unix was first developed back in the early 1970s and was derived from even earlier operating systems, such as Multics. Even though Unix is now quite old, it is still under active development and has many very attractive qualities; indeed, there are many knowledgeable people who think of it as being ‘the one true operating system’! Certainly, most Computer Scientists recognise that the designers of Unix got most of the fundamental concepts and architecture right, and that it is superior in many ways to more ‘modern’ systems such as Microsoft Windows. We believe that it is essential to not slip into the view that the current most widely used operating system is the best.
So why is Microsoft Windows so popular?

In the early days of personal computers, Microsoft set out to produce a system which was simple and would appeal to non-expert users. In doing so, they used ideas from other sources and produced systems which provided such early users with apparently powerful computing facilities. This approach proved to be a commercial success and ensured that Microsoft software dominated the PC market.
During the early days of PCs, most computer professionals used more powerful and more expensive ''workstations'' produced by a variety of manufacturers, many of which used Unix. However, as the power of PCs increased the distinction between workstations and PCs became blurred and PCs started to be used for serious commercial and professional applications. Although, by this time, Unix systems for PCs had been developed, it was natural for the best known and most widely used operating system to dominate.
Unfortunately, in many cases, the facilities that Microsoft had provided were simplified versions of older ideas and were thus not ideal for more sophisticated applications. Microsoft have been working to rectify these problems by, in many cases, incorporating technology that Unix and other systems had over 30 years ago. So, Microsoft Windows is very important to the computing world, and of course, to computing professionals who work in it, but its popularity is not necessarily a sign of technical superiority.
And Linux?

There are many versions of Unix, although they all incorporate the same basic concepts as the original, and Linux is one of them. Linux is pronounced ''Linn-ucks'', despite that the name was coined by its initiator Linus Torvalds, and ‘Linus’ is pronounced ‘Leen-uss’!
Linux has been and continues to be developed cooperatively by thousands of programmers across the world contributing their effort largely free of charge! This process started in 1991 and now Linux is taking over the Unix world. It is amazing that such a project could ever happen - and it is surely a testament to the ‘good’ side of Human Nature. But what is interesting is the observation that these programmers are not motivated by commercial concerns, but by the desire to make good reliable software and have it used by lots of people. Thus, Linux is a good choice of Unix: it's free, it's efficient, and it's reliable.
One of the results of the fact that Linux is free is that several organisations and companies have created their own distributions of it; these vary a bit (in fact, anybody is free to make any change they like to Linux, and pass it on to whoever wants it).
Windows vs Linux

Although Microsoft still dominates the PC market, the availability of free versions of systems and software that are often technically superior has started to make an impact. Large organisations throughout the world, including some at government level, are starting to consider seriously the adoption of Linux based systems in preference.
In more complex applications, Linux is probably winning. For example the majority of large web servers (the computers which hold all the information accessible via the web) run Linux. Although denied by Microsoft, there is evidence that they themselves are dependent on Linux software for some of their web functions. Windows was designed originally for novices, and it is inevitable that you will find Windows easier to use initially. The reward for learning Unix is that, as you become more expert, you will discover that more complex tasks are often much easier to achieve under Unix than Windows.
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