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Big Dummys Guide to the AS400: Unlocking the Power of IBM’s Classic System

big dummys guide to the as400 is here to demystify one of the most enduring and often misunderstood
computing platforms in the business world. Whether you’re an IT professional stepping into a new role, a
student curious about legacy systems, or simply someone who’s heard the term “AS400” tossed around but
has no clue what it actually means, this guide will walk you through the essentials with clarity and ease.

The IBM AS400, now known as IBM iSeries or IBM Power Systems, has been a backbone of enterprise
computing for decades. Despite its age, it remains incredibly robust, secure, and relevant for many
organizations worldwide. Let’s dive into what makes the AS400 tick, why it still matters, and how you can
start navigating its unique ecosystem.

What is the AS400? Understanding the Basics

The AS400, introduced by IBM in 1988, was designed as a midrange computer system tailored for small to
medium-sized businesses. Officially named the Application System/400, it combined hardware and an
integrated operating system to provide a dependable and scalable computing environment.

Today, the AS400 platform has evolved into the IBM Power Systems running IBM i OS, but many still
refer to it by its original moniker due to its long-standing presence in the IT landscape.

The Architecture Behind the AS400

Unlike typical PCs or servers, the AS400 architecture is unique. It integrates hardware, operating system,
database, and middleware into a single tightly coupled environment. This design allows for:

- Simplified system management
- High reliability and uptime
- Seamless integration between components

The operating system, IBM i, uses an object-based approach, meaning everything on the system is treated
as an object rather than a file, which adds layers of security and stability.



Why Is the AS400 Still Relevant?

Despite being over three decades old, the AS400 continues to power critical applications in industries like
banking, manufacturing, retail, and government. Here’s why:

- **Stability and reliability:** These systems are known for running mission-critical applications without
downtime.
- **Security:** The object-based OS and integrated security features make it difficult to breach.
- **Backward compatibility:** Legacy applications can run without major rewrites, preserving business
logic and reducing costs.
- **Scalability:** Modern IBM Power Systems still support the IBM i OS, allowing businesses to upgrade
hardware without losing software investments.

For many companies, replacing the AS400 would mean rewriting decades of custom software, which is
expensive and risky.

Getting Started with the AS400

If you’re new to the AS400 world, the sheer amount of terminology and tools can feel overwhelming.
Here’s a breakdown of the core elements you need to know to get comfortable.

Understanding the Operating System: IBM i

IBM i is the heart of the AS400 system. It’s not just an OS; it’s a full-fledged environment that manages
everything from job scheduling to database access. Key features include:

- **Integrated DB2 database:** Unlike many systems where the database is separate software, IBM i comes
with DB2 built-in, tightly integrated for speed and reliability.
- **Command Line Interface:** The OS uses a command line interface (CLI) for administration and
operations, often starting with the ‘GO’ or ‘WRK’ commands.
- **Object-based management:** Everything is an object, including programs, files, and user profiles. This
approach enhances security and integrity.

Programming on the AS400

One of the reasons the AS400 has such staying power is its robust programming environment. Several
languages have been used historically and continue to be supported:



- **RPG (Report Program Generator):** The most iconic language for AS400, designed specifically for
business applications.
- **COBOL:** Widely used in enterprise legacy systems.
- **CL (Control Language):** Used for scripting and automating tasks on the system.
- **Java and SQL:** Supported for modern development and database interactions.

Don’t worry if these languages are unfamiliar; many resources and communities exist for learning RPG
and CL, which are the backbone of AS400 programming.

Essential AS400 Tools and Interfaces

Working efficiently with AS400 means understanding the tools and interfaces available to you.

IBM Navigator for i

A web-based graphical interface that simplifies system management. It allows administrators to monitor
system performance, manage users, and handle database tasks without relying solely on command lines.

5250 Terminal Emulator

This is the classic interface for interacting with AS400 systems. It mimics the green-screen terminals of old
but remains vital for many operations. Popular terminal emulators include IBM Personal Communications
and MochaSoft 5250.

Accessing the Database

Since IBM i includes an integrated DB2 database, accessing and managing data is straightforward once you
understand the structure. SQL queries can be run directly through tools or via programming languages.

Tips for Navigating Common Challenges

For beginners, the AS400 environment can feel foreign. Here are some tips to ease your journey:

- **Learn the basic commands:** Familiarize yourself with frequently used CL commands like



WRKACTJOB (work with active jobs) and WRKSPLF (work with spooled files).
- **Understand the library system:** Libraries on AS400 are like folders, but they serve as namespaces.
Knowing how to navigate libraries is crucial.
- **Use online resources and communities:** Websites like MidrangeWiki, IBM’s documentation, and
forums are gold mines for troubleshooting and learning.
- **Practice with emulators:** Setting up a 5250 emulator on your PC allows hands-on practice without
needing a physical AS400 machine.

The Future of the AS400 and IBM i

While some may think of AS400 as “legacy” tech, IBM continues to invest in and modernize the platform.
Recent versions of IBM i support:

- **Open source languages:** Python, Node.js, and more.
- **Cloud integration:** Hybrid cloud solutions that allow AS400 apps to interact with modern cloud
services.
- **Enhanced security:** Meeting modern compliance standards for industries like finance and healthcare.

For IT professionals, knowing the AS400 can be a valuable skill, as many organizations rely on these
systems and need experts to maintain and modernize them.

---

Navigating the AS400 doesn’t have to be intimidating. This big dummys guide to the as400 aims to break
down the complexities and highlight why this system remains a cornerstone of enterprise computing.
With its unique architecture, integrated database, and robust programming environment, the AS400
continues to serve businesses reliably, even in today’s fast-paced tech world. Whether you’re diving into
legacy code or exploring modernization opportunities, understanding the AS400 is a smart move in the IT
landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the AS400 system covered in the Big Dummy's Guide?
The AS400, also known as IBM iSeries, is a midrange server designed for business applications, known for
its robustness, security, and integration of hardware and software.



Who is the target audience for the Big Dummy's Guide to the AS400?
The guide is intended for beginners, IT professionals, and developers who want an easy-to-understand
introduction to AS400 systems and their operations.

What are the core topics covered in the Big Dummy's Guide to the
AS400?
The guide typically covers AS400 architecture, navigating the system, programming with RPG and CL,
database management with DB2, and basic system administration.

Does the Big Dummy's Guide explain AS400 programming languages?
Yes, it provides an introduction to programming languages commonly used on AS400 such as RPG (Report
Program Generator) and CL (Control Language).

How does the guide help with AS400 system navigation?
It offers step-by-step instructions on using the AS400 command line interface, menus, and tools to
effectively navigate and manage the system.

Is prior experience with IBM systems required to use the Big Dummy's
Guide to the AS400?
No, the guide is designed for beginners with little or no prior experience, explaining concepts in a simple
and accessible manner.

Does the guide cover database management on the AS400?
Yes, it includes information on using DB2 database on the AS400, covering basic database operations,
querying, and data handling.

Can the Big Dummy's Guide to the AS400 help in preparing for AS400
certification?
While not a formal certification guide, it provides foundational knowledge that can help learners prepare
for AS400-related certifications.

Are there practical examples included in the Big Dummy's Guide to the



AS400?
Yes, the guide includes practical examples and exercises to help readers apply concepts and gain hands-on
experience with the AS400 system.

Additional Resources
Big Dummys Guide to the AS400: An In-Depth Exploration of IBM’s Legacy Powerhouse

big dummys guide to the as400 offers a critical entry point into understanding one of the most enduring
and resilient computing platforms in enterprise IT history. Known officially as the IBM System i (formerly
AS/400), this platform has powered thousands of organizations worldwide since its debut in the late 1980s.
Despite its age, the AS400 remains a cornerstone technology in sectors like finance, manufacturing, and
retail, valued for its reliability, integrated architecture, and robust security features.

This guide aims to demystify the AS400, breaking down its core components, operational environment, and
contemporary relevance. By weaving in relevant technical terminology and insightful analysis, the
discussion will address the platform’s strengths, limitations, and the reasons behind its persistent use in
modern IT landscapes.

Understanding the AS400: Origins and Architecture

The IBM AS400 was introduced in 1988 as a midrange server designed to simplify business computing.
Unlike traditional systems that required multiple separate components, the AS400 integrated hardware,
operating system, and database management into a cohesive unit. This level of integration was
revolutionary at the time, enabling organizations to deploy enterprise applications with fewer compatibility
issues.

At the heart of the AS400 lies the OS/400 operating system, now known as IBM i, which is tightly coupled
with the Integrated File System (IFS) and the Db2 for i database. This combination ensures that data
management, application execution, and system administration are unified under a single platform. The
AS400’s architecture is based on a unique processor design originally called the IBM Technology
Independent Machine Interface (TIMI), which abstracts hardware details from software, providing
exceptional backward compatibility.

Key Features of the AS400 Platform

To fully appreciate the AS400, it’s essential to highlight its most notable features:



Integrated Environment: Hardware, OS, and database operate in tandem, reducing complexity.

Backward Compatibility: Applications written decades ago often run unmodified on modern AS400
systems.

Security: Built-in security mechanisms, including object-based security and audit capabilities, make it
highly secure.

Scalability: Capable of handling workloads from small businesses to large enterprises.

Reliability and Availability: Designed to minimize downtime with fault-tolerant hardware and
software features.

These characteristics explain why the AS400 remains a preferred choice for mission-critical applications
despite the proliferation of newer server technologies.

How the AS400 Compares with Contemporary Platforms

While the AS400 offers many advantages, it is important to analyze how it stacks up against modern
alternatives such as Linux servers, Windows-based enterprise systems, and cloud infrastructures.

One of the most significant advantages of the AS400 is its tightly integrated system design. In contrast,
many modern systems rely on loosely coupled components, which can introduce compatibility and
maintenance challenges. The AS400’s Operating System (IBM i) is highly optimized for the hardware,
resulting in efficient resource utilization.

However, the platform’s legacy nature can also be a disadvantage. The learning curve for new IT
professionals is steep, given the unique programming languages such as RPG and CL, and the system's
proprietary nature. Moreover, the ecosystem of third-party software and developer tools is more limited
compared to mainstream operating systems like Linux or Windows.

From a cost perspective, maintaining an AS400 environment can be expensive due to specialized hardware
and the scarcity of skilled personnel. Conversely, cloud platforms offer more flexible cost models and
scalability options, which appeal to many enterprises migrating away from legacy systems.

Modernization and Integration Challenges

Many organizations face the dilemma of whether to modernize or replace their AS400 systems.



Modernization efforts typically focus on integrating AS400 applications with web technologies, APIs, and
cloud services. Tools like IBM’s Rational Developer for i or open-source projects enable the development of
web services and mobile apps that interface with AS400 backends.

Nevertheless, integrating legacy AS400 systems with modern IT infrastructure is not without challenges:

Data Interoperability: Converting and synchronizing data between AS400 Db2 and contemporary
databases require specialized middleware.

Skill Shortages: Fewer professionals are proficient in traditional AS400 programming languages.

Application Modernization: Refactoring monolithic AS400 applications to modular, service-oriented
architectures demands significant investment.

Despite these challenges, many enterprises choose to maintain and incrementally modernize their AS400
platforms, leveraging their stability while enhancing functionality.

Big Dummys Guide to the AS400 Programming Environment

Programming on the AS400 can seem daunting, especially to newcomers. The system supports several
programming languages, with RPG (Report Program Generator) being the most iconic. RPG has evolved
substantially, now supporting modern programming constructs and integration with SQL.

Other languages supported on AS400 include COBOL, CL (Control Language), C, C++, and Java. The IBM i
operating system provides a range of development and debugging tools designed to streamline application
creation and maintenance.

Learning the AS400 Programming Paradigm

For beginners, understanding the AS400’s unique approach to job handling, library management, and object
orientation is vital. The system treats almost everything as an object — files, programs, commands, and
even users — which differs from conventional file and process management paradigms.

Development workflows often involve compiling source code into program objects, managing libraries as
collections of related objects, and using job queues to schedule batch processes. This object-based approach
enhances security and manageability but requires a mindset shift for developers accustomed to other
environments.



The Future of AS400: Longevity and Evolution

Despite predictions of obsolescence, the AS400 platform continues to evolve under IBM’s stewardship.
Renamed IBM i and running on Power Systems hardware, the platform now supports modern
virtualization, cloud integration, and containerization technologies.

Some industry analysts project that the AS400’s durability stems from its unparalleled reliability and the
critical nature of the workloads it supports. Financial institutions, for example, rely on IBM i systems for
core banking operations where downtime is unacceptable.

IBM’s ongoing investment in the platform’s development, including enhancements to programming tools
and support for open-source software, signals a commitment to keeping AS400 relevant in the digital era.

In this context, the "big dummys guide to the as400" serves not only as a primer for newcomers but also as
a reminder that some legacy technologies hold enduring value, especially when reliability and consistent
performance are paramount.

While alternatives like cloud-native environments and distributed systems dominate headlines, the AS400
ecosystem remains a vital part of the IT fabric for many enterprises. Understanding its architecture,
strengths, and challenges is essential for IT professionals navigating today’s complex technological landscape.
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