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In October 1957, the Board had 
appointed a new ad hoc Committee 

on Future Policies to recommend future 
directions for OSA. With Walter Baird 
as chair, the committee produced nine 
recommendations for the Society over 
the following year. Th e three principal 
ones were: 1) to establish an Executive 
Offi  ce with a full-time Executive Secre-
tary; 2) to produce an English version of 
the Soviet journal Optik u Spektroskopia; 
and 3) to launch a second journal, 
Applied Optics, for interdisciplinary and 
applied papers in optics. (Th e other six 
recommendations were on minor top-
ics; they are reported in detail in Hilda 
Kingslake’s 50-Year History of OSA.)

Th e Society adopted all of the sugges-
tions of Baird’s committee, and spent the 
next several years implementing them. 
After that, the committee disbanded. 
Around this time, the Society made sev-
eral other operational changes, introduc-
ing new formats for meetings, forming 
technical groups, and creating task forces 
on the teaching of optics. 

by the SOAP Committee. To link SOAP 
to the Board, three of the nine members 
were typically former presidents, usually 
including the immediate past president. 
Sometimes problem areas discussed by 
the Board were referred to SOAP for 
consideration, but the committee avoided 
discussions of detailed immediate opera-
tions. Th e SOAP Committee was the fi rst 
to discuss and recommend the initiation 
of a letters journal (Optics Letters), the 
formation of the Education and Engi-
neering Councils and the 1989 changes 
in governance structure of the Board. 

(In the mid-1990s, the SOAP Com-
mittee was re-confi gured slightly and 
renamed the Strategic Planning Com-
mittee. Th is group of volunteers studies 
trends and establishes 5- to 25-year goals 
and objectives of the Society. It remains 
one of OSA’s most active and infl uential 
committees.)

The plot thickens…
In October 1989, the SOAP Committee 
proposed to the Board of Directors that 

The SOAP Committee

In 1967, the Board created a mechanism 
to build on the concepts that had been 
introduced by the Committee on Future 
Policies: a Committee on Society Objec-
tives and Policy (SOAP). It included 
Roderic M. Scott (chair), Stanley S. 
Ballard, L.M. Biberman, R.C. Lord and 
S. Quimby Duntley. Rod Scott was a 
close colleague of Van Zandt Williams 
(the OSA president who died in 1966) 
and a vice president of the International 
Commission for Optics. Luke Biber-
man had been the driving force behind 
the formation of technical groups in the 
Society. Th e other three were all former 
OSA presidents. 

Th e committee’s fi rst meeting took 
place at the summer research facility 
of the Visibility Laboratory at Lake 
Winnepesaukee, N.H., and was also 
attended by OSA President John Sander-
son, Treasurer Archie Mahan and Execu-
tive Secretary Mary Warga. 

Over the years, many successful OSA 
initiatives and directions were introduced 

� e SOAP Committee 
Sparks Controversy
John N. Howard

One of the most controversial actions ever taken by an OSA governing 
body was that of the Committee on Society Objectives and Policy (SOAP) 
to recommend a name change for the Society. Like all good soap stories, 
this one ends with a cliff hanger.   
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the Society should consider changing its 
name. They suggested adding the word 
“photonics;” thus, the Society could be-
come the “Optics and Photonics Society,” 
“The Optical Science and Photonics En-
gineering Society,” or “OSA: The Optics 
and Photonics Society.” 

They admitted that “photonics” was a 
recently coined word with an imprecise 
meaning. In fact, at that time, the word 
did not appear in many dictionaries. Yet 
many engineering groups had adopted 
the term. At Bell Labs, for example, the 
integrated optics activities were now 
located in the photonics division. Several 
trade journals had already adopted the 
term (e.g., Optical and Photonics Spectra). 
The loosely defined word “photonics” was 
analogous to the engineering of photons 
just as “electronics” had grown out of 
electron engineering.

As a further argument for this change, 
the SOAP Committee analyzed the 
growth in membership of the various 
OSA technical groups. The groups more 
related to classical areas (such as optical 
physics or interferometry) were growing 
at a slow pace, while those involved with 
lasers and electrooptics, integrated optics 
and optical engineering were expanding 
much more rapidly. Finally, SOAP mem-
bers pointed out that OSA’s chief rival 
organization in optical engineering, SPIE 
(the Society of Photooptical Instrumenta-
tion Engineers), had already changed its 
name a few years ago to “SPIE: the Inter-
national Society of Optical Engineering,” 
and might just as abruptly change again 
to “The Photonics Society.” This was 
OSA’s chance to establish a firm presence 
in the area of photonics. 

The Board listened to all these argu-
ments, and most of the laser and integrat-
ed optics types felt that such an accom-

modation toward the optical engineers 
would likely be in the best interest of 
the Society. Even the non-laser types saw 
nothing particularly wrong with putting 
the matter to a vote by the membership. 
The Board voted 15 to 2 to authorize a 
vote and recommend the change.

Unfortunately, however, there was 
no opportunity to mention the SOAP 
recommendation and Board action to the 
membership at that year’s annual meeting 
in Orlando, Fla. The Board meeting took 
place at the very end of the five-day con-
ference. It was held on Friday afternoon 
and the following Saturday morning. 
(The Board often holds a second session 
at the very end of an annual meeting to 
receive and approve reports of various 
committees that met during the week. 
This time, because the week was particu-
larly crowded, the entire Board meeting 
was postponed to the week’s end.) Even 
the official annual business session, re-
quired by the OSA articles of incorpora-
tion, had already taken place on Thursday 
evening, before the Board meeting on 
Friday and Saturday.  

How about an announcement in 
Optics News (the precursor to OPN)? The 
managing editor said that the December 
issue had to be sent to the printer within 
the next few days. However, perhaps a 
preliminary announcement could be 
slipped into the magazine as a last-minute 
item… t
How was the membership informed of the 
board’s action? How did they react? Why 
didn’t the name change come to pass? Check 
out next month’s History column for the rest 
of the story. 

[ John N. Howard (howards@gis.net) is the 
founding editor of Applied Optics and retired 
chief scientist of the Air Force Geophysics 
Laboratory. ]

The SOAP Committee was the first to discuss and 
recommend the initiation of a letters journal (Optics 
Letters), the formation of the Education and Engineering 
Councils and the 1989 changes in governance structure  
of the Board.
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