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 No discussion of the future of computing, par-
ticularly the one found in this issue of Com-
puter, is complete without a discussion of the 
future of the IEEE Computer Society (CS). For a 

decade or perhaps a little more, the CS has been marching 
through a transition in the way that it fundamentally op-
erates and in the population that it serves. Ultimately, we 
may find ourselves working within an organization that 
is quite different from the one that was formed in 1970 
and grew rapidly in the 1980s and 1990s. At the time, we 

reflected many of the aspects of the 
computing community. We were dy-
namic and a little inchoate, but we 
were filled with enthusiasm about 
our field. As our organization and 
field have matured, we have to de-
cide how we f it into the comput-
ing landscape.

 Despite our claims to have been 
founded in the late 1940s, our or-
ganization is both newer and older 
than that date suggests. It is older 
because ma ny of t he ea rly com-
puter developers were members of 
the Institute of Radio Engineers 

(IRE), the progenitor of the IEEE. Howard Aiken of Har-
vard (who built the Mark I) and J. Presper Eckert of the 
University of Pennsylvania (who built the ENIAC) are 
two IRE members who helped pioneer the electronic 
computer. However, the CS was formed in 1970, a date 
that is important because it stands at the cusp of com-
puter science. Prior to that date, computing was not 
really considered a field of its own. Most practitioners 
viewed it as a combination of mathematics and elec-
trical engineering. Only in the mid-1960s did we begin 
to see government agencies such as ARPA sponsoring 
research in computer science and universities offering 
degrees in the field.

The IEEE Computer 
Society and the 
Tools of the Past
David Alan Grier, Djaghe, LLC

    What would our founders think of the current 

IEEE Computer Society and the circumstances 

that it faces in 2020? Leadership must tackle 

that question as it looks to the future without 

disregarding the past.
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 As an organization of the 1970s, the 
CS proved to reflect the attitudes of its 
time as it was a division of an engineer-
ing professional society and yet kept a 
certain distance from engineering. In its 
founding documents, the Society’s lead-
ers argued that they did not wish to limit 
membership to electrical engineers, 
which at the time was a requirement for 
membership. “Full membership in the 
Society shall be permitted for Non-IEEE 
members,” they wrote, and full mem-
bership privileges would be given to 
“computing professionals who may not 
be engineers.” The leaders noted that 
they “would be careful to maintain high 
professional qualifications for mem-
bership” but were also aware that the 
field contained people trained in math-
ematics, philosophy, accounting, and a 
variety of other technical disciplines. 
In making this statement, they issued a 
gentle warning to the IEEE leadership. If 
the new Society was not able to embrace 
computer professionals outside of the 
engineering community, it would mark 
a decline in “the IEEE’s role in computer 
related matters.”

For the next 30 years, the Com-
puter Society maintained a polite dis-
tance from the IEEE and handled its 
affairs independently of those of its 
parent organization. It established its 
headquarters in Southern California, 
which, at the time, was more the cen-
ter for computer development, rather 
than the San Francisco Bay area. Many 
of  t he s e or g a n i z a t ion s we r e l i k e 
RAND Corporation, a company that 
supported the aerospace industry, 
which was then at its height with the 
Apollo Program. The region also had 
the offices of the hardware company 
Scientific Data Systems, the software 
firm SDC, and several other computer 
vendors. Perhaps, most importantly, 
it hosted one of the two large semian-
nual conferences on computer science, 
a conference that was soon cospon-
sored by the CS.

The Society grew rapidly over the 
next 30 years, adding members that 
often had little connection to electrical 
engineering. The makeup of the organi-
zation is suggested by the list of maga-
zines that the Society published during 
this era: Computer (1968), IEEE Micro
(1981), and IEEE Computer Graphics and 
Applications (1981). The first magazine 
that had no direct ties to hardware was 
IEEE Software (1984), followed by IEEE 
Internet Computing (1997), IEEE Concur-
rency (1997), IEEE MultiMedia (1999), 
and IT Professional (1999).

 After 2000, the Society continued 
to grow and add new communities 
of interest to its members. It created 
five new magazines that captured the 
creative work of the new millennia: 
IEEE Intelligent Systems (2001), IEEE
Pervasive Computing (2002), IEEE Secu-
rity & Privacy (2003), IEEE Distributed 
Systems Online (2004), and IEEE Cloud 
Computing (2013). At the same time, it 
was clear that the world had started 
to shift for the CS. Los Angeles was no 
longer a center for computer or soft-
ware development; instead, Silicon 
Valley, 500  mi to the north, had be-
come the capital of computing technol-
ogy. The large semiannual computing 
conference had gone out of business 
and been replaced by dozens of small, 
specialized meetings. Furthermore, 
the publication business was no longer 
as profitable as it once was. Computing 
technology had reduced the cost of en-
try and encouraged competition. Both 
of these things forced the Society to ad-
just the way that it did business as pub-
lications and conferences accounted 
for three-fourths of its budget.

 Had the CS been faced merely with 
changes in the business environment 
or the relocation of its members, it 
would have had a sufficient challenge. 
However, the first years of the millen-
nium also marked a period when the 
IEEE reevaluated its relationship with 
the Society and took a number of steps 

to alter it. We are probably too close 
to those years to tell the story of that 
process clearly. In talking with Soci-
ety leaders of that period, I often find 
myself hearing a very heated version 
of events. However, the way that this 
story unfolded is far less important 
than the outcome.

In 2000, the CS was able to oper-
ate an independent organization. A 
decade later, it was operating within 
the framework of its parent organiza-
tions. The CS Board of Governors was 
regularly briefed on its relationship to 
the IEEE. Decisions that had once been 
made in California moved to New Jer-
sey. The Society, including those mem-
bers who had little or no connection to 
electrical engineering, were reminded 
that they were all part of the IEEE.

 The point of this story is not to com-
plain or reminisce about a past time in 
which the world was better. The point is 
that the CS is in a much different place 
than it was in January 2000, when the 
new millennium began. Many of the 
things that have changed involve busi-
ness or social forces and, hence, are 
common to all institutions in the field. 
They include the points that publish-
ing is now very competitive; confer-
ences are no longer the large unifying 
activities they once were; the center of 
computing development has shifted 
to Silicon Valley, Haidian, Dublin, and 
other places; and our first point of con-
tact with our members is often not a 
local Chapter but IEEE Xplore. 

 These business and social changes 
have altered the landscape for com-
puting professional societies. There 
are now 35 regional or national com-
puter societies that do the same kinds 
of things that the CS does. They pub-
lish periodicals. They hold confer-
ences. They train workers. Some of 
these societies are as large or larger 
than the CS. The Australian Computer 
Society has 45,000 members, the Brit-
ish Computer Society has 68,000, the 
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Chinese Computing Federation has 
38,000, and Association for Comput-
ing Machinery has 65,000 (not count-
ing student members).

 Most of these regional societies fo-
cus on subjects that we might charac-
terize as belonging to IT, which is only 
a minor interest of the CS. However, 
that is actually a key point. The found-
ers of the Society had envisioned that 
their organization would become “the 
foremost institution” concerned with 
“information processing sciences” as 
well as computer science. The fact that 
we have moved away from that vision 
suggests no disrespect to the founders. 
The CS had to establish its place in the 
computing ecosystem, a place that has 
only loose connections to IT.

 In addition to moving away from 
IT, the CS has moved toward becom-
ing the computing division of an en-
gineering society. There is nothing 
wrong with this role, and indeed, it 
could be argued that all engineering 

societies need a computing division. 
The founders of the Society would not 
have necessarily objected to this role. 
“Computer technology will in time be 
the major technical discipline of the 
IEEE,” they wrote. Yet they also be-
lieved that the CS should not be “con-
strained by the IEEE and its structure.”

 There are certainly other stories 
that could be told about the CS and its 
current state. For the most part, these 
are stories of day-to-day business de-
cisions that tried to identify opportu-
nities for the Society or avoid opera-
tional threats. They are interesting in 
their own right, but they don’t suggest 
a structural change for the Society. At 
this point, 50 years from the organiza-
tion of the Society, we can identify five 
elements that are quite different from 
the environment of 1970.

First, computer science is now an or-
ganized discipline taught in colleges, 
universities, and even in high schools. 
Second, there are now many places to 

get information on computing that are 
not professional societies. Third, the 
largest center of computing develop-
ment has moved away from the area 
around the CS’s office in  Los Angeles 
to places such as Silicon Valley or Red-
mond, Washington. Fourth, the major 
activities of the Society are no longer 
capable of generating the revenue that 
they once could. Finally, the Society is 
now operating as a division of an engi-
neering society rather than working as 
an independent organization.

 I cannot say what the Society found-
ers would think of these changes 
or our current state of affairs. They 
would certainly note that the CS had 
indeed expanded the role of comput-
ing within the IEEE. If you look at 
the modern methods of electrical engi-
neers, you will find that many of them 
are creating digital devices and devel-
oping software. They would certainly 
be pleased that the IEEE now includes 
many members who received degrees 
outside of traditional electrical engi-
neering and that the structure of the 
IEEE now includes nearly 40 Societies 
that follow the pattern set by their pro-
posal for the CS.

  What would our founders conclude 
regarding the current CS and the cir -
cumstances that it faces in 2020? 
Would they push for the Society to 
expand its publishing division, build 
large conferences, or try to operate in-
dependently of the IEEE? I don’t know 
the answer to that question, although 
I do know that  it is hard to abandon 
a set of ideas that once produced a 
successful organization. Ultimately, 
that is the question that the CS lead-
ership must face in 2020. How do we 
meet the needs of the future without 
thinking that we must use the tools of 
the past? 

DAVID ALAN GRIER is a principal 
with Djaghe, LLC. He is a Fellow 
of the IEEE. Contact him at grier@
email.gwu.edu.
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