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The committee generally agreed that 
JOSA—which was more than 50 years 
old at that point—was the Society’s flag-
ship journal and the more academic and 
distinguished of the two publications. At 
the same time, Applied Optics appeared 
to be more vigorous and popular, having 
grown rapidly from 800 pages per year 
in 1962 to more than 3,000 per year 
by 1970; JOSA, on the other hand, was 
limping along at 1,800 pages.  

Was the editor of AO simply too 
easygoing in accepting papers? Alterna-
tively, perhaps the JOSA editor was too 
hard-nosed about selecting manuscripts 
related to engineering and applications. 
The committee explored each scenario. 
They determined that both journals relied 
largely on the same pool of referees, 
and that they had similar rejection rates 
(about 20 to 25 percent of submitted 
manuscripts were declined). Furthermore, 
the journals’ editors interacted with one 
another, and each sometimes sent the 
other manuscripts that he felt might be 
more suitable for the other journal.  

In an attempt to clarify the jour-
nals’ roles, the Publications Commit-
tee rewrote the statement of scope for 
each journal. They emphasized that 

manuscripts submitted to JOSA should 
represent advances or extensions of 
fundamental knowledge, whereas those 
submitted to AO should emphasize ap-
plications of optics for which the relevant 
optics or physics is already largely known. 
Although this distinction makes sense, in 
reality it can be very difficult to make. In 
addition, authors ultimately make their 
own decision about where to submit their 
articles, so the editors cannot always pick 
and choose where each paper should go. 

The Committee’s discussions about the 
two journals continued throughout the 
1970s and into the 1980s. In late 1982, 
then-OSA president Robert P. Madden 
even asked the membership at large, 
through a letter in the January/February 
1983 Optics News, how they thought the 
subject matter in optics should be divided 
among the Society’s journals. Would 
the needs of authors and readers be best 
served by separating basic versus applied 
science, or by organizing the journals ac-
cording to sub-disciplines? 

To shed light on the issue, OSA’s 
Board of Directors authorized a poll of 
the membership. In 1983, a firm with 
expertise in sampling techniques and 
statistical analysis sent a questionnaire to 
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a representative sample of the member-
ship. They supplemented the survey with 
qualitative information that they learned 
by conducting interviews of officers, com-
mittee chairs and other active members. 
The results of this poll helped to persuade 
the Publications Committee that perhaps 
the broad distinction they had been mak-
ing between JOSA and AO—i.e., basic 
versus applied optics—was not the most 
useful approach. 

 The Committee explored subdivid-
ing both JOSA and AO into sub-journals 
along topical or sub-disciplinary lines, 
similar to the earlier division of the Physi-
cal Review into the Physical Reviews A-E, 
or of the former Proceedings of the Institute 
of Radio Engineers into dozens of smaller 
Transactions of the IEEE. (F. Dow Smith 
proposed, somewhat facetiously, that the 
two OSA journals should be combined 
into a Journal of Optical Science and 
Applications—which was conveniently 
abbreviated as JOSA.) 

After much internal debate, the Com-
mittee decided to split JOSA into two 
journals in 1984, but to keep AO intact 
as a single journal. The old JOSA—which 
came to be called the “First Series”— 
ended with the December 1983 issue 
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(Vol. 73, No. 12). In January 1984, JOSA 
subscribers received the first issue—Vol.1, 
No.1—of a new journal called JOSA A, 
subtitled Optics and Image Science. The 
complementary journal, titled JOSA B, 
focused on optical physics.

The journal had a new editor, Rob-
ert W. Terhune, who also took on the 
editorship of JOSA B. He had served as 
founding editor of Optics Letters for the 
six previous years, and had already put 
considerable time and effort into the 
planning of JOSA A. 

Because JOSA A was mailed to the 
same subscribers as the old JOSA, there 
was no urgent need to build a new circu-
lation base. The cover was re-designed: 
The lettering of the journal’s name looked 
similar to before, but the subtitle Optics 
and Image Science appeared in bold, eye-
catching type. The old logo had vanished.  

In place of the former panel of JOSA 
associate editors, who had been called 

on to suggest referees or resolve disputes 
occasionally, the new editor selected seven 
topical editors. As their new title implied, 
these editors were not merely advisers to 
the editor; they were expected to receive 
and review manuscripts submitted in 
their areas, and to actively and aggressive-
ly seek additional articles. Topical editors 
had authority to accept or reject papers. 

They were also tasked with planning 
review papers and feature issues. Each 
topical editor was initially given its own  
“Launch Committee,” which included 
three to seven advisers in each topical 
area. The JOSA A editor functioned as 
the coordinator of the topical editors’ 
activities—a sort of arch-editor.

By the second issue (February 1984), 
JOSA A announced the first feature issue 
(on Image Motion) with a feature editor. 
There was a June 1 deadline for manu-
scripts and a target date for publication 
of December 1984. (The feature actually 

appeared in February 1985.) After this, 
calls for papers for features appeared in 
almost every issue, and there were a total 
of six feature issues in 1985. These issues 
are now a staple of JOSA A.  

The number of pages published in 
JOSA A in 1984 took a 65-page drop 
compared with JOSA in 1983, because 
about a quarter of the papers submitted 
were on topics that were deemed more 
appropriate to JOSA B. However, by 
the next year JOSA A had more than 
recovered, and, by 1990, it was running 
well over 2,000 pages per year. Robert 
Terhune retired as editor in 1985 and was 
succeeded by Harrison H. Barrett (editor, 
1986 to 1991). Terhune continued for 
two additional years as editor of JOSA B.
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