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Ubuntu:

Linux for Human Beings

The American Heritage Dictionary defines an operating system as “software designed to control the hardware of a specific data-processing system in order to allow users and application programs to make use of it.”  It acts as an interface between hardware, applications, and the user by storing, retrieving, and manipulating files at the request of the user.  The OS performs its functions by controlling and allocating memory, prioritizing the processing of instructions, controlling input and output devices, facilitating networking, and managing files.

The modern OS is composed of two main internal components: the shell and the kernel.  The shell is the part of the OS that users encounter more frequently as it allows the user to interact with the applications installed whether it is via a command line interface or GUI.  The kernel is the most fundamental part of the OS allowing access to various core services to all other system and application programs including, but not limited to: disk access, memory management, task scheduling, and access to other hardware devices

On October 20, 2004, a new Linux distribution was introduced to the world by the name of Ubuntu, a Bantu word meaning ‘humanity towards others’.  The OS was developed as a spin off of the Debian Linux project with sponsorship provided by Canonical Ltd. benefactor, Mark Shuttleworth.  The reason for the spin off was a simple one.  The developers of Ubuntu felt that the usability and security of Debian code could be increased with the implementation of a more frequent 6 month release schedule and an 18 month release cycle of security patches, critical bug fixes, and additional translations.  Each subsequent release of the Ubuntu OS going by such colorful codenames as Warty Warthog (4.10), Hoary Hedgehog (5.04), Breezy Badger (5.10), and now Dapper Drake (6.06) implements the newest releases in the Debian Linux kernel and the GNOME interface.  The Ubuntu distribution has also stayed close to its open source Debian roots by ensuring that only open source application components are used in each of its releases.

Although Canonical Ltd. is the official sponsor of the Ubuntu Linux distribution, the Ubuntu Foundation was established on July 1, 2005 in order to extend the support schedule for Ubuntu releases and produce new releases of the distribution.  Ubuntu version 6.04 was the first to be released following the establishment of the foundation and included 3 year desktop and 5 year server support.  In addition to Ubuntu, Canonical Ltd. and the Ubuntu Foundation have released multiple subprojects to offer a greater menu of options which has significantly expanded their installed user base.  Kubuntu is an implementation of Ubuntu that is built upon the K Desktop Environment.  Xubuntu draws its popularity from the lightweight Xfce Desktop Environment.  Edubuntu is an Ubuntu release that is designed especially for use in the classroom.  Other distributions which are loosely related to Ubuntu though not directly supported include Nubuntu, the Gnoppix Live CD, and the top secret Google modified Linux distro Goobuntu.

The Ubuntu philosophy of software freedom is guided by three core principles which are reflected throughout every subsequent release that is delivered as noted in the following selection from their website.

Ubuntu is a community driven project to create an operating system and a full set of applications using free and open source software. At the core of the Ubuntu Philosophy of Software Freedom are these core philosophical ideals: 

1. Every computer user should have the freedom to run, copy, distribute, study, share, change and improve their software for any purpose, without paying licensing fees. 

2. Every computer user should be able to use their software in the language of their choice. 

3. Every computer user should be given every opportunity to use software, even if they work under a disability.


Building upon the previously mentioned Debian Linux kernel, the Ubuntu OS is a model of stability.  Common installations will format the hard drive with the ‘ext3’ file system and include a dedicated swap partition usually set at least equal to the amount of available memory.  This swap partition is used to handle any form of program overflow caused by a program requesting more memory than is physically available on the computer.  The ‘ext3’ file system is a journaling file system meaning that it writes changes to a journal before writing those same changes to the main file system.  Unlike its ‘ext2’ predecessor, it supports such innovative features as journaling, a tree based directory index, and online file system resizing.  ‘Ext3’ is also backwards compatible with ‘ext2’ so that conversion forward or backward is a relatively simple and harmless procedure.  The online file system resizing feature allows ‘ext3’ partitions to be resized while in use sans the requirement for unmounting the drive.

The Ubuntu OS benefits from being implemented with a number of different shell interfaces including GNOME, KDE, and XFCE.  These have allowed them to expand their installed user base because users can install the shell interface with which they are most comfortable.  Each individual shell has its advantages and disadvantages which has currently caused an intense debate in the installed Linux community to promote the features of their chosen interface.  Each interface is supported by its own community of developers who make modifications to the look and feel of the interface and build applications that will work well within the environment.  Ubuntu aligns its 6 month distribution release cycle with the release of updates to the GNOME shell interface.

Like most Linux distributions, Ubuntu is designed to run under an extremely minimal set of hardware requirements needing only 256 MB of RAM and 3 GB of hard drive space for a desktop implementation and 64 MB of RAM and 500 MB of hard drive space for a server implementation.  The only hardware recommendation that Ubuntu offers for the server is that you consider additional hard drive space and memory according to the needs of the type of server that you will be implementing.  One of the unique offerings from Ubuntu and other distributions in the Linux community is the release of the Ubuntu Live CD.  This is a form of publicity that has allowed Ubuntu to spread very rapidly amongst less savvy users as well as those who could not afford the additional hardware required to run a full install of Ubuntu.  The Live CD allows users to run an operational version of Linux completely from a bootable CD or DVD without the requirement of installing the OS permanently to the hard drive.

Ubuntu derives great benefit from being a part of such a large open source community.  One of the most important applications that is included with the Ubuntu Linux distribution is the widely available and accepted Open Office Suite of programs.  OpenOffice.org 2.0 includes a complete office productivity suite consisting of the four core apps: Writer (word processor), Base (database), Impress (presentation), and Calc (spreadsheet).  It also includes two extension apps: Draw, a vector graphics drawing tool and Math, a tool for editing mathematical equations.  Two other tools that users may find useful within their Ubuntu implementation are the super efficient browsing technology of the Firefox web browser and the GIMP (GNU Image Manipulation Program) editor which is used for creating and processing raster graphics.

Canonical Ltd. and its Ubuntu Foundation have both opted not to sell the Ubuntu Linux distribution which is aligned with their Philosophy of Free Software.  If one needs to obtain the latest release of the distribution, one needs only visit the official website, http://www.ubuntu.com, where they can download both CD and DVD disk images for desktop and server installations, as well as Live CD’s.  If your connection is not able to sustain the single continuous download, you can also register for their ShipIt program which ships up to 10 Ubuntu Linux installation CD’s at no charge (not even shipping) to the user.

Upon installation, should you find yourself requiring support for any function of the OS, the most widely available support option for the consumer is the Ubuntu Community (http://www.ubuntu.com/community) which communicates through web forums, IRC (chat), and mailing lists.  All documentation related to Ubuntu installation and adding additional functionality is also available online at either http://help.ubuntu.com or http://wiki.ubuntu.com.  For the enterprise level implementation of Ubuntu, users have a number of support options in the form of paid Global Support Services and Ubuntu partners through the Ubuntu Marketplace (http://www.ubuntu.com/support).

Unique is an adjective that I find lacking in describing the Ubuntu flavored Linux distribution.  From its name and philosophy to its interface and applications, Ubuntu is proving itself a marvel of the open source movement.  Its development community is a matter of envy amongst competitors being readily compared to that of the Fedora Core.  In more recent times, it has already been placed against competitors Red Hat and SUSE in terms of enterprise level capability and stability.  These present concerns combined with its continued philanthropic aspirations and the fire that it has set under the open source and non-profit communities in which it is participating will ensure it continued success well into the future.
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