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“IBM brings order out of midrange
chaos.” This headline appeared on the

very first issue of Xephon’s Insight IS journal,
back in December 1987. The article, a guest
contribution by distinguished U.S. analyst
Frank Dzubeck, highlighted IBM’s struggle
to support seven distinct midrange systems
— RT PC, System/88, Series/1, System/36
and /38, 9370, and 4381 — in a crowded
marketplace. Alongside the more stream-
lined product lines of the time — notably
DEC’s highly scalable VAX line — IBM’s
dogged determination to support multiple
midrange architectures (to say nothing of
its high-end mainframe platforms) seemed
almost insanely suicidal. However, as
Dzubeck concluded at the time:

“Given the realities of IBM’s past suc-
cesses and the fact that, as a matter of con-
viction and self-interest, IBM is reluctant to
desert a user, it will continue to have a
multi-architected midrange strategy.”

Well, credit where it’s due. Not all vendors
share this creditable attitude to long-term
support. And when we revisited the
“midrange muddle” 10 years later in 1997,
there had been considerable progress.
IBM’s medium-sized systems had largely
been consolidated around the RS/6000
UNIX servers and the AS/400, though with
increasingly powerful NT-based PC servers
making their presence felt, of course. And
at the mainframe end, VM and VSE users
were being firmly channeled toward
OS/390. DEC, on the other hand...

Nevertheless, reducing the number of con-
flicting brands and technical options on the
IBM inventory has been a constant struggle,
and continues to dog IBM’s attempts to put
forth a single, coherent marketing message.
Look more closely at its UNIX environment,
for instance, and we find that there are
RS/6000 systems based on SMP, MPP,
NUMA and NUMA-Q technologies; in 32-bit
and 64-bit flavors; with the Monterey project

yielding a range of interoperable systems
based on AIX, SCO’s UnixWare, and the
erstwhile Sequent’s Dynix.

And don’t forget Linux, which has rapidly
become so critical to IBM’s software

strategy (all the more critical since
Caldera’s recent acquisition of SCO’s
UNIX and services divisions).

IBM likes Linux. It’s not just that Linux
is growing like wildfire; nor that it has
almost unanimous support among the ven-
dors; nor that it opens up new e-business
markets and channels; nor even that it
offers that same wholesome freedom from
proprietary control that made TCP/IP such
an ideal (if technically inadequate) foundation
for the Internet. No, IBM likes Linux
because it offers the company the opportunity
to turn its customers’ attention away from
the differences between its architectures,
and to focus instead on the similarities

between the applications and services that
run across them. For years (and certainly
since Lou Gerstner arrived at the helm),
IBM has wanted to be perceived first and
foremost as a services company, offering
business solutions — not as a hardware
vendor promoting the most comprehensive
range of incompatible server architectures
in the history of IT. Linux raises the debate
above the platform level: It lets the IBM
salesperson place on the screen the
PowerPoint chart that proudly proclaims,
“It’s not about operating systems — it’s
about business.”

If only.
For those supporting mission-critical

systems in the data center, it will be about
operating systems for a long time to come.
For years, enterprise IT departments have
been embracing new technologies, because
the vendors promise us new function, better
performance, or improved ease of use. Nine
times out of 10, these new solutions com-
plement existing systems rather than replace
them. As a result, our IT environments
become more and more heterogeneous in
nature and more complex to support, demand-
ing sophisticated middleware tools to allow
the various components to share information.

Linux has a lot of advantages and very
widespread support among those who stand
to benefit from it, but among the users,
views are more mixed. While Linux simpli-
fies some problems in terms of business
logic, availability of e-applications, and
perhaps portability, it will undoubtedly
raise the performance management and
resilience issues common to so many
immature technologies — even if thou-
sands of programmers are pooling their
resources across the world to eliminate the
bugs! And in the end, it will almost certain-
ly add more complexity than it will remove.
Linux is highly fashionable today, but
tomorrow?
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The bottom line is that, in an industry
increasingly governed by fad and fashion,
reducing complexity remains an uphill
struggle. Sun President Ed Zander’s recent
declaration that Sun will continue to support
a single, mature platform in the shape of
Solaris has a nice simplistic ring to it —
particularly if you’re already a Sun cus-
tomer! But computer history teaches us that
simplistic solutions rarely meet the precise
needs of the enterprise.

And one size certainly doesn’t fit all — as
IBM knows only too well. Linux may help
IBM to get its marketing message across

more clearly, but it’s unlikely to go very far
toward “managing the muddle.”
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