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Just When You Thought the
Browser War Was Over...

Microsoft easily won the Windows 95
vs. OS/2 war using its mighty mar-

keting machine. Microsoft also won the
Internet Explorer vs. Netscape Navigator/
Communicator war using its software
bundling techniques. It would appear that
any commercial software company that
competes with Microsoft is doomed to lose
the battle. It also appears that the only way
to compete with Microsoft is to provide a
competing product free of charge. This
tactic is working well for the Linux, Perl
and Apache communities.

Watch out Microsoft, here comes Mozilla!
Mozilla is an open-source Web browser that is
designed for standards compliance and plat-
form portability. The Mozilla Web browser is
available free of charge at www.mozilla.org
and has a very good shot at competing with
Microsoft’s Internet Explorer.

A QUICK LOOK AT MOZILLA

When you first install and run Mozilla,
you should be pleasantly surprised with the
look and feel of the product. The Mozilla
controls and tools are intuitive and very
simple to use. Mozilla also offers a tab-based
navigation system that allows you to open
new pages within your current browser
screen, and then switch between the pages
using the tabs. Figure 1 shows a sample of
this tab-based navigation. You can also con-
figure Mozilla to open those annoying pop-up
and pop-under windows as tabs rather than
separate browser sessions.

Another cool feature of Mozilla is its use
of themes. Themes are “skins” that are used
to change the look of the Mozilla Web
browser. For example, a Star-Trek theme
changes the controls of the browser to look
like the computer screens shown on “Star
Trek: The Next Generation.” Another theme

makes Mozilla look like Internet Explorer,
as shown in Figure 2.

HOW OPEN-SOURCE WORKS

The Mozilla organization is embracing
the open-source development model.
Software developers volunteer their time to
develop and enhance the Mozilla code. The
Mozilla organization coordinates the efforts
of these software developers and bundles
“the best” code into packages that it releases
to the public.

The organization originally obtained the
source code for Mozilla from Netscape,
giving Mozilla the look and feel of the
Netscape Communicator product. The
Mozilla organization (www.mozilla.org)
was formed to utilize open source software
development and distribution to enhance
the code and develop distribution channels.

Anyone can develop code for Mozilla. If
you see a function that you would like to
modify, you simply download the code,
change it, and then send it back to the

Mozilla organization. They review all of the
changes and have controls in place for select-
ing the best modifications and enhancements
to include in the product releases.

One of the software development controls
that the Mozilla organization imposes is the
appointment of “module owners.” Each
major module of the Mozilla Web browser
has an owner. This owner is responsible for
deciding which modifications should go
into the module. The organization can
dethrone module owners. For example, if a
software developer contacts the Mozilla
organization and says “Hey, I can do a
better job at developing module xyz.” Then
the organization would say, “Go right
ahead.” If the new developer does provide a
better module xyz, then the Mozilla organi-
zation would appoint the new developer as
the module owner.

The Mozilla organization operates as a
“benevolent dictatorship” — the organiza-
tion dictates what modules will be included
in their distribution of the product. Anyone
could decide to package his or her own
distributions of the Mozilla Web browser.
If the “new” distribution is better than the
organization’s distribution, the organiza-
tion’s distribution will become irrelevant.
This model encourages the software
developers to write great code, or their
code will not be included in the distribution.
The model also encourages the Mozilla
organization to always do “the right things”
or they themselves will face dethroning.
Note: Did you know that Mozilla was the
original code name for the Netscape
Navigator product?

WATCH OUT FOR THE BUGS

I do not want you to think that Mozilla is
the best thing since sliced bread. Mozilla
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does have bugs, as does any large software
product. Although the organization and its
software developers are working on these
bugs, beware that they do exist. I also found
that implementing plug-ins can be a bit
tricky. For example, many of the automatic
plug-in installation routines, such as Flash,
do not recognize the Mozilla browser, and
therefore do not know which version of
their plug-in to install. Fortunately, I was
able to get around this problem by manually
installing the desired plug-ins.

CONCLUSION — WHAT’S IN IT
FOR ME?

I am not an open-source evangelist or a
Microsoft hater. However, I do believe in
competition. Competition fuels innovation
while keeping consumer costs in check.
Open-source development has proven to be
the only viable way for anyone to compete
with Microsoft. Supporting open-source
software development and distribution
enhances competition. Mozilla is a very
important project in the open-source arena.

However, why would a software developer
volunteer time and energy to help develop
Mozilla without being paid for their effort?
The answer is quite simple: skill building
and visibility. Mozilla is a very important
project that could receive worldwide atten-
tion. If you are a fledgling (or frustrated)
software developer, you can quickly
become involved in a major software devel-
opment project just by submitting your
code. If you continue to develop useful
code, you may become a module owner.
The next time you apply for a corporate
software development position, your
efforts in the Mozilla project could get
management’s attention.

If you have any questions or comments on
this material, or have suggestions for future
topics, please feel free to email me at
johnj@fast.net.
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FIGURE 1: MOZILLA TAB-BASED NAVIGATION 

FIGURE 2: IS IT IE OR MOZILLA? 
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