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WSL vs Mac: 3 Reasons Why WSL Is

Better Than Mac for Development

Apple's macOS has long been one of the most popular platforms for 

development. A fantastic UI combined with a UNIX-like kernel meant that 

developers could run many popular software programs like Apache, MySQL, 

PHP, Python, and more with relative ease. While macOS was not a proper Linux 

environment, it was a much closer approximation than Windows development, 

especially for the cloud. In 2016, Microsoft created its response to this 

situation: Windows Subsystem for Linux, or WSL, for short. Allowing users to 

run a full-fledged Linux command line and toolset alongside Windows was 

incredibly powerful. Over the years, Microsoft has steadily improved WSL, with 

the most recent release, WSL2, streamlining the process significantly. The 

improvements of WSL have led many in the development community to ask the 

obvious question: between WSL and Mac, which is better for development?

The answer, generally, is WSL. Here are three reasons why!

1. WSL vs Mac: WSL Has a True Linux Environment

Between WSL and Mac, only one platform runs a proper Linux environment. 

Recall that macOS is UNIX-like. Technically, its core is Darwin or XNU (recursive 

for X is Not UNIX). This kernel is open-source and has roots in FreeBSD and 

other UNIX-like projects. But it's technically not Linux. And, as Apple continues 

https://github.com/apple/darwin-xnu
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down a more consumer route (especially with Apple Silicon), the company 

continues to make changes that can break existing source code.

With WSL, you get a complete Linux distribution. Indeed, you can pick between 

Ubuntu, Debian, Oracle Linux, and more. Assuming your development box is 

x64, and your server is x64, you can be confident that if your code runs correctly 

on your WSL Ubuntu installation, it will run correctly on your Ubuntu server 

installation.

2. WSL Has Isolation

For the most part (there is a small caveat to this), WSL is entirely isolated from 

Windows. You can get rid of the install, install a new version of Linux, or even 

install multiple versions of Linux! Programs that run in WSL are entirely isolated 

from the Windows operating system. If you mess up your Linux install (e.g., 

accidentally run a script with rm -rf), you can get rid of it and start again.

With Mac, anything you run will run on your actual macOS installation. If you 

need to upgrade from PHP7 to PHP8, you'll need to remove PHP7 from your Mac 

and upgrade. With WSL, you can do that, too, or if you want to start clean, you 

can uninstall the distro and install PHP8 fresh!

The one caveat is that you can mount your system volumes within WSL, so it is 

possible for your WSL installation to read or write your Windows hard drive. But, 

if you want to isolate WSL entirely, you can unmount them, too.
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3. WSL Is Cheaper

The last and final point is crucial for development teams of all sizes - WSL is 

cheaper. WSL means that you can take any Windows computer and trivially turn 

it into a machine that can run the LAMP stack or any other Linux-based stack 

you prefer. With WSL, you don't have to pay the "Apple Tax" and buy more 

expensive Apple hardware.

When considering WSL vs Mac, especially at scale, WSL winds up having a 

significantly lower TCO.

WSL vs Mac: WSL Is the Better Option for Most

While many have long preferred macOS in many development circles, the 

introduction of WSL last decade gave programmers a fantastic alternative. 

Given that WSL is cheaper, has complete isolation (and thus more security), and 

WSL is the only option providing a proper, total Linux environment, the choice is 

easy for most people. If you're looking to develop something that will run on 

Linux (whether that's your next WordPress site or your next Django 

masterpiece), WSL is the best way to get that project done!


