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Does the division of computer software into operating systems and applications make sense 

for today? Does the division make sense for the future? 

   

 The division among operating systems and applications makes sense today, but the 

division is becoming less and less logical yet the operating systems (OS) will still be necessary in 

future technology.  

 

 In terms of Information Assurance and computer security separation of the OS and 

applications is essential. According to the National Industrial Security Program Operating 

Manual (NISPOM) and the DOD 5200 the operating system is the first item that is used to secure 

a system.  While the applications that are applied on top of the OS does not break the core 

security, then the application itself does not have to be secured.  In addition, the OS provides 

essential communication capability in a secure fashion.  The applications are a separate area of 

expertise when it comes to securing a system, if they are a factor at all. For instance, Trusted 

Solaris is now becoming the OS for secure systems that require communication to multiple 

networks in accordance to our military or government contractors.  It is a focus on the OS, not 

the applications that are driving secure systems, therefore separating computer software into 

these two categories work for the security requirements of today.  

 

 Many end-users will continue to enjoy the flexibility that an OS provides by being able to 

run a multitude of applications and connect many different devices in a plug-n-play environment. 

Procedural programs often make operating system calls through the system's libraries.  This 

requires software application programs to work closely with the operating system for debug 

testing.  It is less of a chore for the coder to focus on the functions and features of the application 

and leave the communication among hardware components, Memory Management, User 

Interface (UI) File system, and security task to the Operating System.  Having a standard OS 

with published APIs to develop to can be more efficient for the application developer than 

having to be concerned about every possible hardware platform an end-user might potentially 

choose to use. 

 

 In the late 70s and early 80s, programmers had to develop different copies of the same 

application to match the different operating systems on the market. The most common operating 

systems at these times were CP/M, IBM-DOS, MS-DOS, TANDY-DOS, and Apple, so an 

application developer had to develop five different copies of the same program, a marketer had 

to sell each different copy to a different market, and a manager had to decide if there were 

enough of a market to develop a copy for a particular operating system; obviously not an optimal 

system.  

  

 Programming changed with the popularity of Windows. Microsoft tried to develop a 

universal operating system. By providing a common API set, application developers did not have 

to worry about what hardware configuration the user had, but could concentrate on just 

developing the application. The plus side is that the application developer has to only worry 



 

about one operating system and one API set. The minus side is that application developers 

depend on the Windows API set. 

 

 A more modern approach involves an application framework that provides application 

programmers with a ready-made interface that has already been tested on the operating system.  

Object-oriented programmers can develop their applications under this model.  However, even 

though this model incorporates object-oriented development, the entire system is still-based on a 

procedural operating system.  Thus, the class libraries of OOP still have to communicate with the 

operating system via procedural mechanisms. Another difficulty is that young application 

developers know the Microsoft API set but not how it works. Through OOP development, 

developers know the function call, but not the function's code. So if there is a flaw in the code, 

developers do not know how to handle the flaw accept to report it to the operating system 

developer. 

  

 For an application development firm to exist today, they must develop software using the 

Windows API to handle most of their customers; however the division of computer software into 

operating systems and applications for today makes economic sense. 

 

 The ideal approach that closes the division among the OS and applications is called the 

Full Application system.  Both the applications and the OS are developed under OOP.  

Furthermore, applications created on these models are much more portable than other 

applications.  Because these applications are much more complete designs, they are portable to 

other operating systems. The question about whether these division wills make sense in the 

future depends on how one classifies an operating system and the actual platform. Hardware 

platforms have evolved from main frames to desktops to the Internet. With the OOP paradigm, 

the divisions should expand to individual operating system, network operating system, and 

application systems. Each division will require its own sets of experts and its own required 

knowledge. Leaving the OS functions solely to individual application developers would be a 

move backwards in technology and away from open standards.  It would reduce the volume of 

applications in the market and take us back to a time of more frequent system crashes due to 

poorly written application. 

 

Contrary Opinion 

 

The division of software into operating systems and applications does not make sense for today. 

An operating system at its core is nothing more than a library of commonly used and well written 

codes that do very specific jobs then made available to developers who need it. Through OOP 

development, developers know the function call, but not the function's code. So if there is a flaw 

in the code, developers do not know how to handle the flaw except to report it to the operating 

system developer”. So there is no reason why a knowledgeable programmer can start from 

nothing with an application and write fresh code to handle basic operations of a pc like 

controlling the HDD, cd-rom, floppy, and output on a CRT. Also, an operating system can pose 

limitations on the developers and drive programmers crazy. Developers have to work in a set of 

parameters dictated by the OS. This doesn't make sense, when the first PC's came out 

applications were written without an OS in mind and not until Apple and Microsoft introduced 

their OS's that we the public got so dependent on it. 

  

Where do we go from here? Why don't we combine both elements and create a set of guidelines 

and standards that will drive the technology for the future. Just think of developers creating 



 

business solutions, Security enhancements, and Games. By combining both element's we 

eliminate monopoly by the giant corporations and promoting creativity with boundless 

possibilities.  

 

 

 


