History and evolution of operating systems

The earliest computers (large, expensive mainframes) had primitive operating systems and were difficult to communicate width.  Input to the machines consisted of strange devices such as punched cards and paper tape, primitive consoles and switches etc.  Output was similar.

There are still large mainframes used today (by banks, airlines etc) – they use systems such as MVS, VME which are very complicated and costly (more than the computer!)

Because computers were then much too expensive to be used by just one person, the problem was to produce multi-user, multi-access systems so that many users could share the system.

This resulted in the MULTICS system in the 1960’s.

However, this system proved to be too unreliable and complex, so a ‘sawn-off’ version of MULTICS called UNIX was produced in the early 1970’s

UNIX could support several users, had good utilities and fairly good security, and was ideal for the new ‘minicomputers’ then being produced.  It was very successful and continues in use to this day.  Its other advantage was that it was an academically produced non-commercial product that was essentially free and available for users to modify, as they wanted.  It was written in, and is closely associated with, the C programming language.

However it is largely a text/command-based system without any graphical component and with its strange-sounding commands, is quite difficult to learn.

In the 1990’s, a simpler version of UNIX called LINUX was produced.  It emulates the ‘user-friendly’ graphical interface of Windows and is today a popular (and basically only) alternative to Windows.  It is also good for today’s client-server networks,  It has however a rather ‘nerdy’ image.

In the late 1970’s, the first microcomputers (desk-tops)  appeared.  They used a system called CP/M, which allowed the user to perform basic functions such as saving files, running programs etc.

When IBM introduced the PC in 1981, they developed DOS in cooperation with the then new Microsoft Corporation.  DOS was a simple text/command based system for a single user, with little security, but was hugely popular, and is still used today.

IBM later produced a more sophisticated graphical system called OS/2 but this failed in competition with Windows (see below).

In the 1980’s the Apple computer company introduced a very innovative graphical user interface, easy to use, with features still used today, such as icons, folders, mouse actions etc.  The current Apple operating system is OS/X.

The Microsoft Corporation ‘stole’ this idea and started producing versions of Windows, imitating the ‘look and feel’ of the Apple interface, which became accepted as the standard PC operating system with version 3.1 in 1992.  With the later versions of Windows – 95, 98, 2000, XP and now Vista, Windows now totally monopolises the market for PC operating systems (more than 95%).
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