
and X-Window ("X Marks The Spot"), all at the 
same booth. 

We try hard to remember that this safety-in-
numbers approach might translate into more uni
fied and standard products for end users. Cer-

^ j *» ̂  .̂̂ v** »̂.c*v witaviuui is now a lot more 
than the annual UNIX community love-in it once 
was. Rather than just turning deals with other 
vendors on the show floor, exhibitors are also 
talking to true end users. That, of course, is a kind 
of progress we favor. 
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When Free Software Isn't A Ba 
An Executive Delineates The Risks Of Using 'Public Domain' Softwa 

BY MARILYN R. K1UNSKI 

immmm 
K Mart blue-light specials and that 
" th i rd knee-high stocking that 
comes with a pair" are just two 
spawn of the biggest fish in con
sumers' collective conscience: any
thing on sale is even better if it's 
free. Unfortunately, this belief floats 
belly-up in the case of "free" UNIX 
software. 

"Free" software, as the name im
plies, carries no price tag and is not 
available from commercial software 
companies. It is developed by en
thusiasts in their spare time; bug 
fixes and upgrades are kludged to
gether in the same fashion. "Free" 
software is placed in the public do
main (i.e., there are no restrictions 

on copying or distributing source 
code) and is distributed either elec
tronically over the net or, if some 
sort of organization has put itself in 
charge of such activities, is put onto 
a tape provided by the prospective 
user. Manuals are occasionally 
available, at an extra cost. 

LOWER PRODUCT QUALITY 
Whaf s so bad about "free" soft

ware? The fact that it really isn't free! 
You may not be paying for the pro
gram per se, but you are forfeiting 
product quality, timely technical 
support, investment protection and 
"anti-viral vaccinations." 

You see, purchases from commer
cial software companies don't exact
ly serve to pad management's wal
lets. A lot of dollars are funneled 
into functions that are important to 
users: research and development, 
technical support staffs, administra
tive/business assistance and quality 
assurance. 

For example, you are Joe or 
Joanne User. You are calc-ing away 
in a public domain spreadsheet and 
you start getting alpha characters in 
cells which you know should contain 
numbers. Is this a bug, or are you 
doing something wrong? Since 
there's probably no manual to con
sult, you'd like to get some tele
phone tech support—but there's no 
organization that handles that ei
ther. What can you do? You can put 
a message on the appropriate UUCP 
bulletin board (if you know how to 
do that) and wait for someone to 
provide a hopefully-correct answer, 
or you can ask your friends. Either 
way, you'll end up wasting a lot 
of time (not to mention the frus
tration). 

Say your company wants to stan
dardize on this spreadsheet any
way, and your MIS director wants 
to keep his or her department on the 
up-and-up by signing a site license 

Continued on page 18 
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Freedom ? 
Continied from page 15 
agreement. Hmmm . . . . since 
there's no entity in charge of the pro
gram, no one has authority to grant a 
site license. 

And what happens if that bug gets 
fixed—how are you notified of the fix 
or an upgrade? If you'd bought a 
commercial spreadsheet program, 

you'd have the option to buy soft
ware maintenance (as well as sup
port). Now you've got neither. 

Lastly, public-domain/"free" soft
ware is especially susceptible to 
pranksters and other less-benevolent 
virus-writers. Since there is no orga
nization to implement rigorous 
source-code quality control, you nev
er know when something taken off 
the net will end up wreaking havoc 
with your system. 

In other words, "free" software 

saves a few dollars up front, but you 
end up paying for it every time you 
use it. If you'd bought the program 
from a reputable commercial source, 
it would be better in the first place 
and there would be technical support 
and upgrades. Add the long-term se
curity of knowing that the commer
cial entity will be around for a while, 
ensuring the quality and longevity of 
the program, and you'll be absolutely 
certain that "free" software isn't 
free—it isn't even cheap. 

Now,UniMarket Gives You 
A Straight lineTo All 
Your Unix Software. 

Office Automation 
Uniplex Business Software™— 
Widely-used, integrated OA package. 
Includes word processing, spread
sheet, database management. Op
tional electronic mail, personal desk 
accessories, advanced graphic sys
tem. Fully customizable; consistent 
"softksy" command set. -„,,,. 

O^ XENIX System 
-and Applications 

• SCO XENIX!*SCO Foxbase! 
SCO Lyrix'.^SCO Professional!71 

Call for details! 
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Desktop Publishing 
The Publishers-Powerful docu-

Languages 
Designer C + +™—High-quality 
version of the "new standard," 
C + + . Object-oriented program
ming with C style; data abstraction 
and enhanced type checking. Avail
able under UNIX, XENIX, VMS 
and MS-DOS. 
Price: UNIX/XENIX PC $1,200. 
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