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Breaking Windows

Steven Levy

The government charges that Microsoft isn’t fighting
fairly in the browser wars. Is Janet Reno’s ultimate goal to

bust up the mighty software giant?

Bill Gates wasn’t acting like a man who had just been giv-
en the news that the government was going on television to call
him an illegal monopolist?. But on Monday, a little after 10
a.m. Phoenix time, his attorney took him aside to say that the
Department of Justice was pulling the antitrust trigger on his
company, Microsoft — and then the 42-year-old software
wunderkind calmly began a scheduled interview on an unrelat-
ed matter with, as it happened, NEWSWEEK.

Gates cogently® answered questions and idly picked at a
bowl of nuts, while in Washington, Attorney General Janet
Reno and the head of her antitrust division, Joel Klein, were
charging Microsoft with playing a game of anticompetitive
blackmail to force computer manufacturers to favor its Internet
browsing program. Only once, when asked his impression of
the recent anti-Microsoft campaign of consumerist Ralph Nad-

er, did Gates comment on what must have been simmering
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somewhere in his multibillion-dollar brain. “It’s kind of funny
that it’s the computer industry, where the prices come down
and products get better and nobody has a guaranteed position,
that’s the one that somebody would look into,” he said.

Though ostensibly referring to Nader, his why us? com-
plaint may well have been directed at the latest villain® in Bill
Gates’s ever-expanding collection of threats to Microsoft's phe-
nomenal rise to power and riches: balding®, soft-spoken 51-
year-old Assistant Attorney General Klein, who, like His Bill-
ness, is regarded as brilliant, if a bit geeky. After eight
months as acting head of antitrust, Klein was confirmed in Ju-
ly, and everybody has been pondering® his willingness to take
on & company regarded by some as a monapolistic thug® and by
others as the paragon of American business. The answer came
Monday, and nowhere in his statement did Klein use the word
“paragon®”,

Does this portend® doom, ruination or even a bad quarter
for Microsoft, the 22-year-old Redmond, Wash. , firm whose
stock-market valuation is roughly the same as those of GM,
Ford and Chrysler combined? Not necessarily. Klein’s charges
deal with only one aspect of the firm’s far-ranging software
empire, the way ‘the company, encourages PC makers to in-
clude Microsoft’s Internet Explorer browser on the computers
they sell. But Klein made it clear that his office is investigating
other areas where Microsoft may be competing illegally, in-

cluding last summer’s eyebrow-raising alliance with Apple,
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which benefited Microsoft at the expense of its browser rival
Netscape.

Can a savvy jab artist really knock Microsoft off course,
that course being a methodical increase of power radiating®
from the most valuable monopoly in computing — the operat-
ing system that controls the vast majority of personal comput-
ers on our pale blue dot? Microsoft’s success has plenty to do
with world-class management, technical wizardry and just
plain hard work. But it has never been shy about leveraging its
Windows OS to extend its power. Consumers like the low
prices, but competitors complain. “Microsoft is a great white
shark that knows no boundaries,” says Mitchell Kertzman,
ECO of Sybase, w.hose, software competes with Microsoft.
“All it knows is its appetite. When it gets hungry, it eats. ”

Klein’s predecessor®, Anne Bingaman, tried to bring Mi-
crosoft to ground, but it was she who hit the dirt. In 1995 she
found herself in the embarrassing position of actually being on
Migrosoft’s side when federal Judge Stanley Sporkin rejected a
Bingaman consent decree as being too weak. Sporkin’s ruling
was later overturned, binding Microsoft to {ollow an agreement
that many considered toothless. Despite Bingaman’s later vic-
tory » when her objections held up Gates’s planned purchase of
financial-software leader Intuit (maker of Quicken), Microsoft
seemed headed into the millennium® with a sense of invulnera-
bility..

For a brief period, Microsoft seemed threatened by the




Internet’s rapid growth and particularly the fact that in seem-
ingly no time, upstart Netscape had grabbed the crucial brows-
er market. At first this failure seemed to vindicate® Gates’s
longtime assertion® that in the white-water rapids of high
tech, no vessel is swamp-proof. But Gates was able to upgrade
Microsoft into an Internet company. Meanwhile, the company
kept extending its domain® in the areas ranging from travel
transactions to cable television.

Competitors insisted that the success came not solely from
merit but also from unfair use of its dominance® in Windows.
This is an important distinction. There is nothing illegal about
simply being big and powerful, but it is verboten® to use a
dominant power in one area to force people to accept products
n a second area. With that in mind, Microsoft’s foes began to
pin their hopes on the government. With lawyer Gary Reback
as point man, they set out on a dual campaign — to publicly
spread their view that Microsoft competed unfaifly and to pro-
vide evidence of the same to the Justice Department.

Now it’s Gates v. Klein. Whom do you like? Gates is a
Harvard dropout?; Klein got through Columbia and Harvard
Law. Gates is the world’s richest private‘ieitizen®, newly
moved into a $:60 million lakeside palace. Klein is a civil ser-
vant residing in a modest colonial on the outskirts of the Dis-
trict of Columbia. Gates is a swashbuckler®. Klein is known as
a cautious strategist who likes to mairitain a winning record —

“My style is, T am careful,” he affirms. The two have never
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