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November 6th, 2023



Welcome to the sixty-second issue of De Programmatica Ipsum, about IBM.

In this edition:


	We ask our readers to think about the impact of huge corporations such as IBM in our industry.

	In the Library section, we review some corporate biographies of IBM by James Cortada, Emerson Pugh, and Louis Gerstner, Jr.

	In our Vidéothèque section, we watch a psychedelic corporate movie by Jim Henson.



We would like to thank our patrons who generously contribute every month (or have contributed in the past) to our work and help us run this magazine. Thank you so much! In alphabetical order: Adam Guest, Adrian Tineo Cabello, Benjamin Sheldon, Christopher Nascone, Franz Lucien Moersdorf, Guillermo Ramos Álvarez, Jean-Paul de Vooght, Patryk Matuszewski, Paul Hudson, Quico Moya, Roger Turner, and Szymon Licau.

Enjoy this issue! Please subscribe to our free newsletter to stay updated about new releases, share the articles on social media, or contribute if you would like to support our work with a donation via Liberapay.

Cover photo by Carson Masterson on Unsplash.
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By Adrian Kosmaczewski



Among the oldest companies still active we can find: a few Japanese corporations founded between 500 and 800 AD, a restaurant in Austria, a French winery, an Italian bell maker, and quite a few hotels scattered all over the Northern Hemisphere. Through a combination of opportunism, luck, corruption, monopoly, perseverance, talent, and ingenuity, these businesses have been able to survive the inevitable chaos of the markets where they operate; in some incredible cases, for longer than a whole millennium.

The businesses enumerated above are, simply put, anomalies. The average age of businesses on the S&P index hovers around 20 years, with a moving average slowly sliding downwards during the past half century. The lifespan of medium and small businesses is even lower, with half of new businesses not even making it beyond their fifth birthday.

IBM is the anomaly of the software industry. Founded in 1911 under the name “Computing-Tabulating-Recording Company” or “CTR”, it will celebrate the 100 years of its “International Business Machines” moniker in 2024, even though some local branches of CTR, such as the Canadian one, called themselves IBM as early as 1918.

Technically speaking, CTR itself was a merger of four different companies, one of them founded at the end of the nineteenth century by Herman Hollerith, an ill-tempered inventor, son of German immigrants, who invented tabulating machines that stored data on punched cards. Which explains why various corporate biographers of IBM start their recollections during the Victorian era.

Thus, depending on whom you ask, IBM’s history spans between 100 and 140 years. Way less than the 1500 years of the Kongō Gumi construction company, but quite a feat nevertheless. Particularly in our software industry, eternally ripe for disruption.

During the past century, IBM has excelled at proving everyone wrong. Every generation has predicted its demise, and every generation has seen its rebirth. In 2019 IBM finished the purchase of Red Hat, purveyors of various cloud-related technologies, whose income is feeding WatsonX AI initiatives, and whatever quantum computing could turn out to be. Neither Hollerith nor the Watsons, Sr. and Jr. could have ever predicted such evolution.

(And no, Watson Sr. never said the phrase “there is a world market for maybe five computers”. It is just another urban myth, just like Bill Gates’ remark that “640 KB or RAM ought to be enough for everyone.” Think, and then check your sources.)


Seven Factors

As stated previously, surviving corporations show a clever mix of opportunism, luck, corruption, monopoly, perseverance, talent, and ingenuity. IBM is no exception.

One: Opportunism. As Scott Galloway explained,


the most valuable companies in the world all have one thing in common: They build a thick layer of innovation on top of investments made by the premier VC in history, the U.S. government. Apple used Darpa’s GPS to build the iPhone. Facebook built an app on top of a government-funded hosting service called the Internet. And Netflix, like Amazon, leveraged the nation’s largest content distribution platform — the U.S. postal system — to send DVDs by mail.



Needless to say, IBM rightfully belongs to this select group. The U.S. government directly fueled IBM’s growth at various points in its history: for example, during the 1890 census, during the Great Depression of 1930, and during the Apollo Lunar missions of the 1960s. And when New Jersey Gov. Phil Murphy desperately called for COBOL developers in 2020, he indirectly gave a boost to IBM’s Master the Mainframe contest.

Two: Luck. IBM could have disappeared into oblivion during the Great Depression era. Instead, it was lucky enough to have quite incompetent competitors, and to have warehouses filled with unused hardware the day FDR launched the New Deal, who desperately needed lots of tabulating equipment to provide Social Security benefits to millions of unemployed U.S. citizens.

Three: Corruption. IBM could have lost a huge chunk of its European foothold had it shown not even the smallest bit of aversion to the antisemitic policies of Nazi Germany. The same rule book worked wonders in dictatorship-laden South America and Africa after the Second World War. Also, its very close ties with the U.S. government, in particular through their defense intelligence unit, were a huge bonus. Those headquarters on the East Coast, closer to Washington D.C. than Silicon Valley, definitely paid off.

But there is more; did you know that


Allegations emerged in 1995 that IBM-Argentina had paid US$37m in kickbacks and bribes in 1993 to win a US$250m contract with the government-run Banco de la Nación. In 1998, arrest warrants were issued for four former IBM executives and Judge Angelo Bagnasco charged ten people with crimes, including a former president of Banco de la Nación and IBM-Argentina’s former CEO and former COO. The New York Times noted in 1996 that six months after the initial revelations, the IBM scandal was “still front page news in Argentina, as new disclosures emerge almost weekly, tainting the computer giant’s reputation for honesty here.” In 2000, IBM was ordered by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission to pay a civil penalty of US$300,000. IBM was concurrently involved in no bid contracts awarded by Social Security Director Arnaldo Cisilino, which later resulted in the latter’s indictment for fraud in 1998.



Tsk-tsk.

Four: Monopoly. IBM, known for its reckless sales force and their anticompetitive tactics, could have been forced to split into various companies “à la Bell” after the 1969-82 antitrust trial “U.S. vs IBM” (talk about a love-hate relationship). However, the fast pace of the technology industry was more effective than IBM’s lawyers. By the time the trial ended, punched cards and mainframes (both at the core of the litigation) were rendered obsolete respectively by diskettes and hard drives (both IBM inventions, by the way), and microcomputers and PCs (other things in which IBM was famously involved.)

Five: Perseverance. IBM could have gone bankrupt in 1993, but it quickly remembered how Reaganomics worked, laying off a huge section of their workforce, reducing costs all over their portfolio, and focusing their efforts into consulting and the highly lucrative mainframe business. “Solutions for a small planet” and “eBusiness”, remember?

Six: Talent. IBM literally invented so many things, enumerating them in this article would be a waste of everybody’s time. The reader would be better served watching IBM’s own 100-year celebration video, which, even though creepy at times, provides in just 12 minutes a useful peek at the crazy effectiveness of getting extremely smart people working together. Heck, IBM has more Nobel Prize winners (six) than Argentina (five), and that is without counting six Turing Award winners (including the first female winner, Frances Allen, in 2006), plus an insane number of patents issued every year. They just announced a special chip just for AI tasks, and their quantum computers keep on breaking records.

Seven: Ingenuity. IBM could have owned the many markets it created, including databases, personal computers, hardware, printers, etc., naively letting other companies like Microsoft, Dell, Compaq, Oracle, Hewlett-Packard, and even Apple, eat their lunch. The side effect of this ingenuity is that, well, quite a bit of the software industry as we know it was born in their research centers in one way or another (with another big chunk coming, most famously, from Xerox.)



Memories

Sigh. Whether I like it or not, writing about IBM feels somewhat personal to me. I am writing these lines on a keyboard directly inspired from the Model M, connected to a 2018 X1 Carbon ThinkPad. My editor uses the IBM Plex font. A quick search in this magazine bring 43 issues where the word “IBM” is mentioned, including last month’s issue about database technology.

Even more personal, my mother and her brother both worked at IBM between the 1960s and 1970s. I have childhood memories of IBM brochures and magazines featuring computers the size of a room. And I remember my mother referring to the reign of legendary mogul Luis A. Lamassonne, 15 years before the inauguration of the Torre IBM in the Catalinas neighborhood (their offices were still in Diagonal Norte). She recalled fondly the glorious benefits package for pregnant employees, which covered all expenses for my birth at the Clínica del Sol in Buenos Aires.

Sadly, my birth also meant the end of my mother’s career at IBM. You see, to say that child-bearing IBMers were not appreciated by their male bosses is the understatement of the century. This was 1970s IBM Argentina, after all: computer hardware, suit and ties, and lots of cash. The testosterone could be smelled all the way from Diagonal Norte to the River Plate stadium. Such kind treatment begat a reinterpretation of the IBM acronym shared among female staff at the time: “Inmensa Bola de Mierda”. I will let the translation of this epithet as an exercise to the reader.

Of course, not everything was gloomy during my mother’s time at IBM. As an attractive young woman in her mid-twenties, she was often called to demonstrate the power of the recently released System/360 mainframe computers at various local trade shows. Just like Mar Hicks explained perfectly well in her book “Programmed Inequality”:


Another selling technique evolved simultaneously over the course of the 1960s. Some companies, including ICT (later International Computers Limited, or ICL), employed all-women computer demonstration teams who worked on-site at the company operating the demonstration machines for potential customers and also went to trade shows. These teams ensured that business consumers saw computers as easy to staff and not overly complex to run. The young women presented a vision of effortless perfection and conveyed none of the gravitas male staff might have. For similar reasons women operators and programmers at IBM’s world headquarters on Madison Avenue in New York City were told to work on the computers in the window, in view of the sidewalk, to make the machines look easy to use.



Yup, that was it. But instead of New York City, Buenos Aires. Despite such demeaning treatment, my mother stayed forever faithful to one particular IBM product: the Selectric, by far her preferred typewriter, which she got to use for decades as part of her work as an executive assistant. Yes, the same typewriter that the Russians bugged during the Cold War, and that could be used as a printer for your microcomputer in 1977.

But I digress. Most readers of this article are probably waiting for more technologically inclined content; we are going to get into that in a minute. The fact that most biographers of IBM were white, male, ex-IBM employees themselves leads to a widely distorted view of such a huge organization. IBM is, just like any other corporation of its size, a complex beast to talk about. To give you an idea, it reached almost half a million employees at several points in its history, with sales numbers consistently oscillating between 11 or 12 figures for decades. The technical perspective is, by far, the simplest and easiest to digest for sensible souls.



Innovations

So, let us talk about technology, albeit for a little while. The concept of the modern computer is associated with the IBM brand through antonomasia.

IBM is at the origin of quite a few good ideas. Semiconductor memory chips. The floppy disk. The hard disk. The first laptop shipped with an SSD drive. Air travel reservation systems. The Fast Fourier transform algorithm. Computer algebra systems. The Data Encryption Standard algorithm. The supercomputer. The 8-bit word. The RISC CPU. (Ironically enough, the fact that your personal computer most probably understands the x86 instruction set can also be traced back to IBM’s Boca Raton laboratory in the 1980s.) Your groceries have UPC barcodes all over their packaging… and yes, that is something invented by IBM, too. Even Mandelbrot sets are an IBM invention.

Speaking about programming languages: Speedcoding, FORTRAN, FORMAC, COMTRAN, GOTRAN, CLIST, Rexx, SQL, APL, PL/I, PL/S, CL, GPSS, RPG, JCL, HAScript, ; they were all created by IBM engineers (the first two by none other than John Backus himself). Another of those brilliant engineers, Nathaniel Rochester, invented the first assembler for the IBM 701. The Forth programming language received its name because… the IBM 1130 operating system only allowed filenames with five characters (spoiler alert: they wanted to name it “FOURTH”). What about COBOL? Well, the language was designed by a committee that included IBM as well as some competitors (with long-forgotten names such as Burroughs, Honeywell, Sperry Rand, RCA, and Sylvania). Jean Sammet, author of the first printed history of programming languages, was an IBM employee at the time of its publication.

How many of those programming languages are still relevant? Well, a non-negligible number of programmers write SQL queries every day, while a (sadly) shrinking number of them still write FORTRAN, or should I say, Fortran, no need to shout. Plenty of COBOL developers make the world go round, launching programs with JCL every day, but hardly anyone notices. Amiga and OS/2 retrocomputing fans write Rexx scripts every so often. During the 1980s, IBM BASIC was a big player in the microcomputer BASIC market. In the 1990s, IBM had a love relationship with Java, and they even produced the first 16-bit implementation of the JDK for Windows 3.1, which was the one I used to learn the language. Closer to our modernist times, Swift fans probably remember Kitura (circa 2016), a short stint of IBM and Apple trying to work together.

(By the way, this whole “IBM and Apple” relationship thing has various highlights. The “Welcome, IBM. Seriously” ad in the Wall Street Journal in 1981. The middle finger of Jobs. The PowerPC chip. Taligent. “Think different”. Kitura. More recently, Watson for CoreML…)



Crisis

On the downside, IBM also has a rich history of missed opportunities. IBM could have been the leader of the PC market, but could not keep up with Dell and Compaq. Lexmark printers might have been more popular, but Hewlett-Packard ate its lunch. After Deep Blue beat Kasparov and Watson won at Jeopardy, IBM could have been the major AI company, but OpenAI took the throne last year. Simon could have been the first touchscreen smartphone, but it was much too early for that. A CPU with RISC architecture could have been mainstream, but the Boca Raton engineers chose an Intel chip instead, and Arm went public last month. IBM OS/2 could have been the operating system of choice for the 1990s, but Microsoft Windows 95 started up first. IBM could have been at the helm of the microcomputer market, but Unix was created on a DEC PDP/11 instead. IBM could have been the inventor of “Cloud Native” technology, but Amazon got there first, and now WatsonX is available on AWS.

(Did you notice how many of these “could have beens” happened between 1980 and 2000? No, it is not a coincidence, and Louis V. Gerstner, Jr. wrote a whole book about that.)

Apart from computer engineers, IBM was also one of the biggest employers of lawyers in the U.S. You see, their position of monopoly in the computer market triggered quite a lot of scrutiny over the years. We have already mentioned one of the longest-running lawsuits in U.S. history, running from 1969 to 1982. Two decades after that, hardcore Linux users feverishly followed another heated lawsuit, this time launched by SCO. There are many more; just search for the phrase “IBM lawsuit” on your preferred search engine if you are interested.

In the same vein, IBM could have become extinct every so often, if it were not for a series of company-wide bets that put it back in the spotlight every time. The IBM 701, the IBM 1401, and the IBM System/360 come to mind. You see, the inertia created by its size, and the political power held internally by old-but-profitable business units, often made taking such bets almost impossible, which, in turn, almost meant bankruptcy during the 1990s, followed by another crisis during the 2010s. The same story repeated itself various times in IBM’s history: mechanical tabulators versus electric calculators; punch-cards versus tape drives; mainframes versus the PC; the 1401 versus the System/360; and so on and so forth. It is almost as if IBM’s worst enemy was, indeed, IBM itself. There is a lesson here for business managers, and a few Harvard Business Review articles to write.



Society

IBM also has had quite an impact on the arts.

Cinema. A scene in Stanley Kubrick’s classic movie “2001: A Space Odyssey” features an IBM logo on the wrist of Dr. Dave Bowman floating in space, discreetly visible at the one hour and seventeen minutes mark. Legend has it that the “HAL” acronym was inspired by IBM’s, but both Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke have denied that; particularly because IBM’s lawyers did not want its employer to be featured as “the bad guy” in the movie. We will never know for sure. In an earlier scene, a spaceship docks to a space station in orbit that features a prominent Pan-Am logo and a Hilton hotel inside. Corporations, corporations everywhere, but not all of them have survived the test of time. Companies come and go, but IBM is somehow still there.

Design. The IBM logo, another creation of legendary American designer Paul Rand (of UPS, Enron, Westinghouse, and NeXT logos fame, among many others), was introduced in 1956 and got its striped look in 1965. Not many companies have kept their corporate identity unchanged for more than half a century. On page 151 of “The Computer” by Jens Müller and Julius Wiedemann there is a whole page showing the “design system” created by Rand for IBM, applied to products, brochures, packaging, and store design, and in the opinion of this author, it looks fantastic.

Music. IBM has also inspired a beautiful album mentioned in a previous article of this magazine, and worth reposting:


Or just listen to the late Jóhann Jóhannsson’s 2006 opus “IBM 1401 A User’s Manual”, available on Spotify, on YouTube, or on Apple Music. You can thank us later.



As this article is published, IBM has a CEO of Indian origin, just like the vast majority of its workforce. But make no mistake, the center of gravity of its power and influence is still happily located on the East Coast of the U.S. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.

IBM still sells millions (billions?) of dollars worth of insanely powerful mainframe computers every year, and it regularly makes the headlines for three main reasons: lawsuits, regularly scheduled layoffs, and the growing hype around quantum computing.

Nobody can dismiss the impact of IBM in our industry; you will still read its name mentioned in the pages of this magazine in future articles, even if they (finally!) run out of luck. I cannot help but referring to them with an equal mix of wonder and distrust. Now it is your turn: think about IBM for a moment, keeping in mind the destructive power of massive corporations in our modern world, but always remembering their uncanny capacity (in some cases, at least) for change and adaptation.

Cover photo by Guido Coppa on Unsplash.
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By Adrian Kosmaczewski



There is so much content about IBM online that it became quite complicated to pick an entry for the Vidéothèque section this month. We are talking about a company with monthly marketing budgets bigger in absolute numbers than the average yearly payroll of a small or medium enterprise; and with more than 100 years of history, there are quite a few stories to be told about it.

Had we chosen to follow the marketing and advertising route, there would be countless examples to showcase. For example, the “Solutions for a small planet” campaign of 1994 by Ogilvy & Mather’s, with short commercials recorded in Vietnam, Paris, and Buenos Aires, featuring people from all over the world exhorting the virtues of IBM, and even showing nuns whispering about OS/2 or monks raving about Lotus Notes. Right after came the “eBusiness” campaign of the late 1990s, with spots about web security, servers running linux, and killer apps. But probably the most epic one would be the series of TV commercials for the IBM PC, starting in 1981 as the 5150 hit the market, and featuring Billy Scudder as Charlie Chaplin.

Had we chosen a more historical perspective, we would have pointed our viewers to the product announcement of the IBM 1401; a video about the System/360 by the Computer History Archives Project; another one about the IBM AS/400; a rare 1963 film about the 1410 Data Processing System; or IBM’s own creepy centennial video. Or we could have mentioned countless, more recent fan videos about various IBM products, such as a walkthrough of the Selectric typewriter, an unboxing of a 1988 IBM PC AT with a Model M keyboard, or a dissection of an IBM Z16 mainframe by none other than Linus Sebastian.

In this case, however, we have opted for a less well-known piece, commissioned by IBM to Jim Henson in 1967. Yes, the Jim Henson, the same one of Sesame Street and The Muppet Show fame, who was also a prolific filmmaker taking the occasional order for a corporate video (and no, that is not the person shown on the cover picture of this article; more about that in a minute). For those young enough to recall the names of Sesame Street or The Muppet Show, maybe you will remember Yoda, a character designed as a puppet by Henson and George Lucas for “The Empire Strikes Back”, but puppeteered by Henson’s longtime colleague Frank Oz. In short, suffice to say that the influence that Jim Henson has had on popular culture during his admittedly short life (he died of an infection at the age of 53) transcends this short article.

This month’s Vidéothèque movie is, then, IBM’s “Paperwork Explosion”, a surprisingly (for a large corporation such as IBM) experimental and enjoyable short promotion movie, produced by The Jim Henson Company in 1967, the same year Pink Floyd released their first album, “The Piper at the Gates of Dawn”. In the opinion of this author, this connection works wonders; if you do not believe me, try to imagine Hans Keller, presenter of the TV program “The Look of The Week”, watching Jim Henson’s movie with the same face with which he listened to Pink Floyd perform “Astronomy Domine” in the studio of the BBC. Yes, that look.

“Paperwork Explosion” is, as far as this author knows, the sole existing specimen of a psychedelic corporate video. (“Psychedelic Corporate Video”… it would make for a wonderful title for an upcoming Tame Impala album. I should probably register the name.) The movie is, primarily, a promotional vehicle to sell the recently released IBM MT/ST. This was an electromechanical and non-electronic device consisting of an IBM Selectric typewriter coupled with a magnetic tape recorder, allowing typists to record and recover letters and to perform primitive versions of tasks such as mail merge, a duty nowadays carried by word processors.

The least thing “Paperwork Explosion” does is, however, to show the device itself; rather, what we see is a sequence of (literal) explosions, followed by interlaced sequences of IBMers talking about the need for speed in our modern world.

Frantic. Explosions. Frenzied. More. Explosions. Do more with less. Explosions. Capitalism. Corporate. Explosions. Think. Speed.

The movie is as enthralling as it is weird, with some hints of Henson’s unique humor sprinkled here and there in the composition; the most visible of which is this unnamed farmer appearing every so often. A farmer, whose portrait is featured on the cover image of this article, who appears completely detached from the urban setting one associates IBM with; in a decidedly bucolic, soothing, and non-technological environment.

(Also, by the way, do not you think he looks suspiciously similar to Waldorf, one of Henson’s most popular Muppets?)

The most important section of “Paperwork Explosion” happens towards the end of the movie, when we hear IBMers repeat the same phrase ad nauseam; one that contains “Think”, the single-word slogan dear to IBM’s ethos and history:


IBM machines can do the work, so the people have time to think.

Machines should work. People should think.



Something our farmer friend wholeheartedly agrees with:


So I don’t do much work anymore; I’m too busy thinking.



The core message sang in unison by those IBMers is timeless and fundamental. (Do we need to say it? Yes, we do.) Répétez avec moi: in our world of ChatGPT and other wonders, we must ponder over the phrase above and remember that, however amazing DALL·E and other similar tools might be, they are just that: tools. We should use them not for corporate greed, blind innovation, or job destruction, but rather as ways to enhance our own senses, helping us build a better world with them; and not just for a few, but for all of us, always placing the human condition at the center of every consideration.

This month’s Vidéothèque video, “Paperwork Explosion”, is available on YouTube, and paraphrasing Steve Jobs, is better viewed after dropping some acid.

Cover snapshot chosen by the author.
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By Adrian Kosmaczewski



It turns out that IBM has an internal policy forbidding employees to write books about the company while they are employed by it. This is the major common point among the three authors of this month’s Library article: they were all IBMers at some point, and they all wrote their books after leaving.

Numerous books have been written about IBM in the past 60 years; let us enumerate some I could find during my investigation, in chronological order of publication. Given that IBM has more than 100 years of existence, there is a high probability that I have missed some earlier titles.


	“A Business and Its Beliefs : The Ideas That Helped Build IBM” (1963) by Thomas Watson, Jr.

	“International Business Machines” (1976) by Saul Engelbourg.

	“IBM: Colossus in Transition” (1981, reprinted in paperback form in 2000 with the title “Thomas Watson, Sr.: IBM and the Computer Revolution”) and “IBM vs. Japan: The Struggle for the Future” (1986) by Robert Sobel.

	“The IBM Lesson” (1988) by D. Quinn Mills.

	“Father, Son & Co.: My Life at IBM and Beyond” (1990) by Thomas Watson, Jr.

	“Big Blues” (1993) by Paul Carroll.

	“Building IBM: Shaping an Industry and Its Technology” (1995) by Emerson Pugh.

	“IBM and the Holocaust” (2001) by Edwin Black.

	“Who Says Elephants Can’t Dance? Inside IBM’s Historic Turnaround” (2003) by Louis Gerstner, Jr.

	“The Maverick and His Machine: Thomas Watson, Sr. and the Making of IBM” (2003) by Kevin Maney.

	“Making the World Work Better: The Ideas That Shaped a Century and a Company” (2011) by Kevin Maney, Steve Hamm, and Jeffrey O’Brien.

	“IBM: The Rise and Fall and Reinvention of a Global Icon” (2018) by James Cortada.



In this article, we will focus on the 7th, 9th, and 12th entries of the list above. (As this article hits the web, the author is reading the 11th, by Kevin Maney et al., commemorating the 100 years of IBM.)

James Cortada’s and Emerson Pugh’s books have lots in common: both are corporate biographies dissecting the most important events in IBM history, even if, for the obvious reason of their respective publication dates, they tend to cover slightly different time frames. They are both published by MIT Press, purveyor of legendary titles related to computer history, and both authors worked as engineers for IBM for more than 30 years (Pugh from 1957 to 1993, and Cortada from 1974 to 2012).

There is another sad similarity between Pugh’s and Cortada’s books, however; a general disdain for the subject of software and software engineers, constantly shadowed by the outstanding contributions of IBM in the world of hardware and electronics. This choice is certainly understandable, but unfortunate. For a company with such a massive legacy of software-related innovations, it would have been natural to expand on those subjects. Maybe their editors at MIT Press simply asked for those sections to be removed… or perhaps it is just my own passion for the subject that is playing me tricks right now. As an example: Ted Codd’s major contributions, for both Pugh and Cortada, is not SQL, but rather their previous work with Backus in the creation of FORTRAN. Und so weiter.

In any case, this is where the similarities end.

Pugh’s book, published in 1995, has deeper coverage of the origins of IBM during the Victorian era, including some technical analysis of Hollerith’s machines and their impact on society at the beginning of the twentieth century. Because of its publication date, and given the turmoil into which IBM was thrown into during the early nineties, Pugh stops short the description of events around 1985, surprisingly only giving a short mention to the release of the IBM PC at the end of the last chapter.

This is where Cortada’s book becomes a much more interesting option. Published in 2018, right before IBM finished the acquisition of Red Hat, and omitting a longer description of the pre-CTR era (1880-1910, as provided by Pugh) it includes a substantial, and dare I say, highly controversial assessment of the most complicated times of IBM, that is, during the decade between 1985 and 1995. Cortada is critical of the attitudes and decisions adopted by the higher management of IBM during those years, and gives a thorough description of the financials of the company.

This is, precisely, one of the most important elements in James Cortada’s book: the amount of financial information, correlated to the internal events happening in the company, paints a vivid picture of the tribulations of a company that could not replicate the System/360 success story during the 1980s and 1990s. And yes, those issues almost caused the company to go bankrupt, an event that, given IBM’s size and gravitas, sent waves all over the industry. Corporations are meant to make more money than they spend; to make a long story short, the opposite was happening at IBM.

The third book in this analysis, by Louis V. Gerstner, Jr., is precisely the story of how IBM avoided a cataclysm between 1993 and 1998. Gerstner was IBM’s CEO from 1993 to 2002. This book is a more business-oriented management guide than a corporate biography, even if it includes the description of important historical events. If you are in the market for business guidance, and enjoy good stories, you will love this one. In our industry, we hear plenty of entrepreneurs referring to the “second coming” of Steve Jobs to save Apple from bankruptcy in 1997, but very few remember that Gerstner pulled a similar feat with IBM just a decade prior, with a much larger payroll than Apple’s, and arguably, with much more at stake.

I could not help but see Gerstner’s book as a practical application of the 8-step change management teachings of John Kotter, enumerated in his 1996 classic “Leading Change”, one of the most important business books of the 20th century. Kotter’s is a highly recommended read to anyone interested in understanding how organizations should change to adapt to new, tough, and evolving business environments.

I would recommend the reader to start with James Cortada’s book, and to continue with Gerstner’s. The one by Emerson Pugh is particularly suitable for those interested in the very early years of the company, before CTR was formed, and before CTR became IBM.

Cover photo by the author.
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