The Difference Between Personal And Professional

Personal Edition has a lot less software than Professional Edition does. SuSE 9.1 Pro has software for servers of all kinds; programming and software development tools; the Linux Standards Base materials; proprietary word processing, database and spreadsheet programs from SoftMaker; and many extra Free Software programs like Evolution and Mozilla. Personal Edition is smaller and geared more toward the home user who doesn't need all of that extra stuff to clutter their hard drive and menus.

Personal Edition includes all of the basics: CD playing, ripping and writing software and other multimedia tools; office software in the form of the much-acclaimed OpenOffice.org suite; the KDE desktop environment; photo and graphics editing software; and the Konqueror web browser with built-in plugins for Macromedia Flash and the Sun Java Runtime Environment. In other words, you have everything you need for a standard home computer.

The License

The first major change to be introduced in SuSE 9.1 Personal is the licensing. Previously the excellent YaST setup tool and its several parts were licensed under the YaST license, which prevented redistribution for profit. That made SuSE non-Free in the eyes of the Free Software Foundation. Now YaST is under the GNU General Public License, which for the most part makes it entirely Free as in rights (I didn't examine the licensing on every software package included with the distribution, but I did not encounter any non-GNU license agreements during installation or use of the software).

Support

If you buy SuSE 9.1 Personal you are entitled to 30 days of free installation support by phone or email. Message forums and mailing lists specific to the SuSE distribution are also available to help you with problems. If you prefer something more industrial-strength, SuSE gladly offers expanded support options. This edition of SuSE Linux is not really designed for a business environment; it's not that it can't be used, but there are other SuSE products that are geared more toward corporate desktop use.

Installation

One thing I like about SuSE is that it doesn't oversimplify anything, but at the same time it doesn't make things too complex to figure out. Some GNU/Linux distros brag about "three click installations" and other such neophyte-friendly claims, but the lack of options means that you as a user will have less control over your installation and the resulting installed system. SuSE 9.1 goes through all of the steps necessary to make sure that the operating system has all of the information it needs to help you manage your computer without asking questions that the average user can't understand or figure out.

The installation media is a single CD, the only other media in the kit being a bootable live CD for testing and showing off your cool new operating system to your friends. Total installation footprint is about 1.57 GB if you do a full install, which I recommend. There really isn't anything on the CD that you'd want to leave out.

Documentation

SuSE 9.1 Personal comes with an installation guide and a verbose 400-page manual in the form of an extensive electronic help guide built into the distribution itself. Between the two you can learn every single thing you need to know about setting up and using your new operating system. You really couldn't ask for better documentation.

Features

There are three things unique to SuSE that make it stand out as a leader in the commercial GNU/Linux market:

· YaST2, the SuSE setup tool 

· SaX2, the X Window configuration tool 

· YOU, the online update agent 

· The network browser 

All three of these setup tools are part of the same backbone that provides automatic hardware detection and manual configuration through graphical dialogues. YaST itself does an excellent job of detecting and installing most hardware, with the sole exception of grossly unsupported abandonware (many "Winmodems" fall into this category).

YaST can install and uninstall USB hardware on the fly without any user intervention, a process that exceeds the limited abilities of Microsoft Windows XP which often requires a driver that you don't have or can't get. It also provides an excellent control panel for managing your system's network and other administrative duties that would otherwise have to be done by editing text files by hand.

SaX2 makes configuring the X Server an easy task. It had no trouble detecting my Radeon 9800 Pro, but it set it for 16-bit color mode by default and hardware acceleration was not available because there are no ATI drivers included with the distribution. My Samsung SyncMaster 753DF monitor was detected as a generic monitor, but the settings it gave it were acceptable.

The YaST Online Update (YOU) utility can connect to a nearby server and download all of the latest bugfixes and security patches either automatically or at your discretion. The only thing it can't do is download new versions of software, but that's something I'll discuss below.

The network browser automatically detects and connects to Windows networks, thereby enabling you to access shared data on a Windows workgroup or domain.

Hardware Compatibility

Unfortunately there is no native support for hardware acceleration of 3D video cards with Nvidia or ATI chipsets. You can download the Nvidia driver from the YaST online update system, and you can download the ATI driver from ATI's website, but by default a standard unaccelerated VESA driver will be installed. In all likelihood you will not notice the difference between the VESA driver and the proprietary ATI driver unless you need hardware 3D acceleration (playing 3D games). The proprietary drivers are easy to install (Nvidia is easier to install and is in general a better-quality driver than ATI) and set up.

I have the newest and greatest hardware as of 5/10/04 and I didn't have one problem with any of it when using SuSE 9.1 Personal. Experience tells me that older hardware should work just as well -- all the way back to the original Pentium processor architecture.

Using SuSE 9.1 Personal

The operating system itself is spectacular, and if you're looking for an operating system for yourself (to escape the vicious Windows upgrade cycle, viruses, worms, and trojans) or for a friend or relative to install on their machine, you've found it. Almost everything is right there ready for you to use. The only trouble you're going to run into is in playing DVD movies, which is a bit of a hassle to set up.

Most people will have to configure SuSE once and then never again, leaving the core operating system as a solid base to use for other programs. Tinkerers will be totally unsatisfied with SuSE because it works too well to bother messing with it, but not-so-advanced users will find SuSE 9.1 Personal to be an enjoyable experience. I've installed SuSE for people who could barely use Windows, and after the initial adjustment period (learning that the new email program is KMail instead of Outlook Express, etc.) they picked everything right up and never felt better about their operating system.

The configuration itself is pretty easy: most of it is done through the installation process, and you're allowed to change any options or settings that are autoconfigured by the installer. If, for instance, YaST can't detect your parallel printer, you can select your make and model from a list and set it up accordingly. If you don't like the autoselected video mode, you can change it. If you want a different hard drive partition configuration, you can modify it.

The default desktop environment is KDE, and the SuSE theme is easy to adjust to from Windows and actually somewhat resembles Mac OS X with a different theme. KDE is easy to customize and very stable and easy to use. You will have an easier time installing and using SuSE 9.1 Personal than you will installing Windows XP. The only difficulty will be in adjusting to the new programs and in the inital setup where you get everything to look and act the way you want it to. You also won't be able to natively play Windows media formats, but MP3 and OGG/Vorbis are both supported. You can also add extra modifications to use Windows Media Player files if you like.

The YaST Online Update tool won't download the next version of your software, but it will update everything with security andbugfix patches. This is in contrast with source-based and Debian-based distributions which can update all software packages to the newest versions. What this means is, you have to buy the next edition of SuSE to get newer software (unless you download it yourself and install it by hand, but that isn't always an easy task).

Conclusions

SuSE 9.1 Personal comes with all of the software you need to run a standard home desktop machine. While you can easily add other Free Software and proprietary programs, if you need much more than the Personal Edition offers, I'd recommend going with Professional instead. If you're not sure what you'll need, Personal is probably the better choice.

Comparing SuSE 9.1 Personal to other GNU/Linux distributions, SuSE's tools are generally superior to the ones found in most other distros, but really it boils down to a matter of personal taste. I don't think I've ever met anyone who didn't like SuSE as an operating system, even if they couldn't use it because they were too entrenched in the Windows world.

The Personal Edition is software your mother can use. It's easier to use and configure than Windows is, and it's certainly a lot safer for the novice user. It's stable, includes a decent arsenal of software tools, and it connects to the Internet with hardly any effort at all (if you have a broadband connection, it's an automatic seamless connection). It's not perfect, but it's quite close.
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