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Polarization of Light and 
Its Absence

S tephanie Dean’s Scatterings item
(January 2005) referred to sunlight as

being “inherently unpolarized.” Because
the polarization of any electromagnetic
wave refers to the orientation of the elec-
tric (usually) field vector, any radiation,
including light, cannot be described as
“unpolarized.” To do so is to cause mis-
chief by incorrectly describing the most
basic concept in our field.

Although we may not know or be able
to easily determine the orientation of the
field vectors, passage of light through a
polarizer, reflection off a surface, or, as in
the case described in the OPN item, scat-
tering by the atmosphere unmasks the
inherent polarization of light. A correct
description of light that has no detectable
polarization orientation is that it is “ran-
domly polarized.”

Also, it is stated that: “While polar-
ization is not seen by the human eye 
or a normal camera ... ” In the case of
the human eye, polarized light can be
detected by most humans in the observa-
tion of Haidinger’s brush when looking
at a linearly polarized light field.

While the effect is weak and may
depend on individual physiology, it does
exist. Once observed, it is almost impos-
sible to miss when you look through a
linear polarizer. Granted, the camera can-
not record the brush, and the contrast
required to map the sky as described
in the item was greater than is seen by 
an observer.

— Donald C. O’Shea 
Atlanta, Ga.

doshea@prism.gatech.edu

The Editors respond: Thank you for
your observations. The term “randomly
polarized” would have been a better
description of sunlight and the techni-
cally accurate term to use.

Moreover, you are correct in stating
that we did not acknowledge Haidinger’s
brush in our discussion of polarization 
in the human eye: A person who views
polarized light may briefly see a small
spot near the center of the visual field
that looks like a yellow double-ended
brush with blue clouds on either side.

This optical phenomenon was first
described by Austrian physicist Karl
von Haidinger in 1846.

The Astronomical 
Search for Origins

Iwas very pleased to see your cover ref-
erence to an article about “the search

for terrestrial planets” (February 2005).
At last, a project with a clear, short-
term goal.

I was therefore very disappointed
when I read the actual article, which was
much different than billed. You see, the
article was actually about the search for
Earth-like extraterrestrial planets, which
could be a very long and expensive
endeavor.

In contrast, a terrestrial search for
other planets right here on our own
Earth, as the front cover suggested, really
wouldn’t have taken too long, and could
be accomplished at a very low cost.

— David Benaron 
Portola Valley, Calif.

dbenaron@spectros.com

The Editors respond: Well, we are glad
that our cover teaser at least inspired you
to read the article inside! However, we
regret that it contained imprecise lan-
guage that did not capture the authors’
intended meaning.

Indeed, we must let authors James
Breckinridge and Chris Lindensmith off
the hook for this, as the short title that
appeared on the cover was not written by
them, and did not reflect the full title of
their article, “The Astronomical Search
for Origins.”

As you note, the article was about 
the search for exosolar system Earth-like
planets. Within our own solar system,
there are four planets that are considered
terrestrial: Mercury, Venus, Earth and
Mars. (And, yes, they are not hard to
find, given the right telescope!) Terrestrial
planets are composed primarily of rock
and metal and have relatively high 
densities.
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