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7 Peer Review: Readers in the Making

of Scholarly Knowledge

David Pontille and Didier Torny

Who exactly assesses manuscripts submitted to journals? What are the
actual conditions under which peer review is performed? How do different
instances of judgment precisely coordinate with one another? To answer
these questions, we consider peer review as a set of “technologies,” fol-
lowing Shapin and Schaffer, who showed that the experimental practice
took shape in the seventeenth century, based on three technologies that
were intimately linked in the production of scholarly knowledge." Indeed,
instead of considering manuscript evaluation as a technology set in stone,
in earlier work we have shown that different eras, disciplines, and journals
have had their own particular arrangements from which the main histori-
cal and contemporary criticisms have arisen.” For journal peer review is at
the heart of two conflicting horizons: on the one hand, the validation of
manuscripts is seen as a collective reproducible process performed to assert
scientific statements; on the other hand, the dissemination of articles is
considered as a means to spur scientific discussion, to raise controversies,
and to challenge a state of knowledge. For example, the sharing of new
results with audiences far removed from the scientific collectives that pro-
duced them was considered as sufficiently problematic by Franz J. Ingel-
finger, chief editor of the New England Journal of Medicine, systematically to
refuse to publish articles presenting results previously exposed elsewhere,
notably in the general press.” Symmetrically, the delays resulting from
validation procedures have often been criticized as unacceptable barriers
to the dissemination of knowledge, and from the 1990s onward these led
numerous actors to organize the circulation of working papers and pre-
prints.* This discordancy is resolved in the concrete set of technologies of
journal peer review, which define the arrangements between dissemination
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and validation. If there never was such a thing as “traditional peer review,”
defined as a set of unified practices, reading has always been at the heart of
manuscript evaluation. Hence, who reads, when, and to what purposes are key
to understanding the shape of peer review.

Peer Review as Reading

Throughout the history of peer review, the three judging instances (editors-
in-chief, editorial committees, outside reviewers) that have gradually emerged
were the first readers of submitted manuscripts.® Their respective importance
and the way in which their readings are coordinated may be subject to
local conventions at a journal, disciplinary, or historical level. They are also
marked by profound divergences due to distinct issues in manuscript evalua-
tion. The “space of possibilities” within which these readings are conducted
is a subject for public debate that leads to the invention of labels and the
stabilization of categories, and to the elaboration of procedural and moral
norms. For example, on the respective anonymity of authors and referees,
four labels have been coined since the 1980s (see table 7.1).

These spaces of possibility currently coexist in each discipline, being
attached to different scientific and moral values, pertaining to the responsi-
bility of reviewers, objectivity of judgements, transparency of process, and
equity toward authors.® The different possibilities here show that Merton'’s
“organized skepticism”’ and the agonistic nature of the production of sci-
entific facts described by Latour and Woolgar are, indeed, not self-evident.®

The contemporary moment is characterized by reflexive readings of peer-
review technologies: manuscript evaluation has itself become an object of

Table 7.1
Anonymity and identification labels in manuscript peer review

Reviewers
Authors Anonymized Identified
Anonymized Double blind Blind review
Identified Single blind Open review

Source: David Pontille and Didier Torny, “The Blind Shall See! The Question of Anonym-
ity in Journal Peer Review,” Ada 4 (2014), https://doi.org/10.7264/N3542KVW.

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/677137/9780262363723_c000700.pdf
bv auest


https://doi.org/10.7264/N3542KVW

Peer Review 115

systematic scientific investigation.” Authors, manuscripts, reviewers, jour-
nals, and readers have been scrupulously examined for their qualities and
competencies, as well as for their “biases,” faults, or even unacceptable
behavior. This trend has risen with the pioneering work of Peters and Ceci,
who resubmitted to journals articles that they had already published, sim-
ply replacing the names of the authors and their institutions with fictitious
names and making minor changes to the texts."” Much to their surprise,
almost all of the manuscripts were rejected, and, three exceptions aside,
without any accusation of plagiarism. Thirty-eight years later, hundreds of
studies on manuscript evaluation are now available, while the tradition of
putting journals to the test with duplicate or fake papers still thrives."' The
diverse arrangements of manuscript evaluation are thus themselves system-
atically subjected to evaluation procedures.

Peer review in the twenty-first century can also be distinguished by a
growing trend: the empowerment of “ordinary” readers as new key judg-
ing instances. If editors and reviewers produce judgments, it is through
a reading within a very specific framework, as it is confined to restricted
interaction, essentially via written correspondence, which aims at autho-
rizing the dissemination of manuscripts-become-articles.'” Other forms of
reading accompany publications and participate in their evaluation, inde-
pendently of their initial validation. This is particularly the case through
citation, commenting, sharing, and examining, which have existed for a
long time but are now being more and more treated as integral technolo-
gies of open peer review, through new arrangements between dissemina-
tion and validation."

Citing Articles

With the popularization of bibliometric tools, citation counting has
become a central element of journal and article evaluation. The implemen-
tation of these tools nevertheless required a series of operations on articles
themselves. First, the identification of citations meant that one had to
homogenize forms of referencing and isolate the references." From among
all the texts they have read, readers thus choose those which they believe to
be of essential value so as to refer specifically to them in their own manu-
scripts. Second, the tools made it necessary to blur the difference between
reference and citation: the act of referencing relates to a given author,
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whereas a citation is a new and perhaps calculable property of the source
text. According to Wouters, this reversal radically modified referencing
practices and literally created a new “citation culture.”'® Under this condi-
tion, academic readers have become citers from the 1970s on, adding their
voices to the already-published article and to the journal which validated it.

This citing activity pertains to journals (e.g., impact factor, eigenfactor),
to articles (e.g., article-level metrics), to authors (e.g., h-index), or even to
entire disciplines (e.g., half-life index) and institutions (e.g., a score for all
international rankings). Using citation aggregation tools, it is possible equi-
tably to assess all citers or else to introduce weighting tools relating to time
span, to the reputation of the outlet, to their centrality, and so on. Highly
disparate forms of intertextuality are rendered commensurable: the mea-
sured or radical criticism of a thought or result, integration within a scientific
tradition, reliance on a standardized method described elsewhere, existence
of data for a literary journal or meta-study, simple recopying of sources
referenced elsewhere or self-promotion.'® Citation thus points toward two
complementary horizons of reading: science as a system for accumulating
knowledge via a referencing operation, and research as a necessary discus-
sion of this same knowledge through criticism and commentary.

Commenting Texts

Readers can be given a more formal place as commenters, in this view of
publication as explicitly dialogical or polyphonic. Traditionally, before an
article was published, comments were mainly directed toward the editor-
in-chief or the editorial committee. Through open review, commenters
enter into a dialogue with the authors and thus open up a space for direct
confrontation.

Prior to the emergence of electronic spaces for discussion, at least two
journals explicitly made prepublication commentaries the very principle
behind their manuscript evaluation policy: Current Anthropology (CA) cre-
ated in 1960 and Behavioral and Brain Sciences (B&BS) founded in 1978.
Rather than gathering the opinions of just a few outside reviewers, they
systematically contacted them in large numbers in an attempt to have the
greatest possible diversity of judgments. Yet, unlike numerous other jour-
nals, where disagreements on manuscripts were seen as a problem, in this

case they were considered to be “creative.”"’
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The publication of commentaries alongside the articles themselves has
existed for some time and is not a new phenomenon: “special issues” or
“reports” in which a series of articles are brought together around a given
theme to feed off one another after a short presentation. Similarly, the long-
standing practice of a commentary followed by the author’s response is
common. CA and B&BS employed sophisticated versions of this technology,
later known as open commentary: once a manuscript had been accepted,
they invited dozens of new researchers to comment upon it, and then gave
the author(s) the opportunity to provide a short response to the comments.

Finally, proposals have been made to revamp the traditional role of post-
publication commenters. For a long time, these commenters acted in two
elementary forms: by referring to the original article or by sending a letter
to the editor. As from the 1990s, the emergence of electronic publications
was seen as something that would revolutionize “post-publication peer
review” (PPPR), by allowing comments and criticisms to be added to the
document itself.'® However, the experiments of open commentary in PPPR
have been disappointing for traditional (e.g., Nature) and new (e.g., PLOS
ONE) electronic journals, as few readers seem to be willing to participate in

such a technology “if [their] comments serve no identifiable purpose.”"

Sharing Papers

The readers mentioned so far have been peers of the authors of the original
manuscript in a very restrictive sense: either their reading leads to a text of
an equivalent nature, or it leads to a text published in the same outlet as the
article. Until recently, readers other than citers and commenters remained
very much in the shadows. Yet library users, students in classes, and col-
leagues in seminars, as just a few examples, also ascribe value to articles; for
instance, through annotation.” But two major changes have rendered part
of these forms of reading valuable.

The existence of articles in electronic form has made their readers more
visible. People who access an “HTML"” page or who download a “PDF” file
are now taken into account, whereas in the past it was only the distribu-
tion of journals and texts, mostly through libraries, which allowed one to
assess potential readership. By inventorying and aggregating the audience
in this way, it is possible to assign readers the capacity to evaluate articles.
Labels such as “highly accessed” or “most downloaded,” frequently used
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on journal websites, make it possible to distinguish certain articles. The
creation of online academic social networks (e.g., ResearchGate, Academia
.edu) has trivialized this figure of the public, not only by counting “aca-
demic users,” but also by naming them and offering contact. Researchers
now take part in the dissemination of their own articles and are thus better
able to grasp the extent and diversity of their audiences.”!

At the same time, other devices make visible the sharing of articles. First
of all, it is online bibliographic tools (e.g., CiteULike, Mendeley, Zotero) that
objectify the readers and taggers who introduce references and attached
documents into their bibliographic databases. Without being citers them-
selves, these readers select publications by sharing lists of references, the
pertinence of which is notified by the use of “tags.” These reader-taggers
are also embedded in the use of hyperlinks within “generalist” social net-
works (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), by alerting others to interesting articles,
or by briefly commenting on their content. These different channels for
dissemination and sharing have been the object of numerous works that
aimed to determine whether or not they were a means of evaluating articles
compared to their citations.”” They have also been reworked by advocates
of “article-level metrics.” The measurements of these different channels are
now aggregated and considered to be a representation of a work’s multiple
uses and audiences. For its advocates, the resulting “total impact” is the true
value of a article’s importance shown through its dissemination. Here the
readers, tracked by number and diversity, revalidate articles in the place of
the judging instances historically qualified to do so.

Examining Documents

This movement is even more significant in that these tools are applied not
only to published articles but also to documents which have not been vali-
dated through journal peer review. Indeed, after the establishment of the
arXiv high-energy physics repository at the beginning of the 1990s, many
scientific milieus and institutions acquired repository servers to host work-
ing papers.” Ideally, these manuscripts are preliminary versions submitted
for criticism and comments by specialist groups that are notified of the
submissions. The resulting exchanges are managed by the system, which
archives the different versions produced. So readers do not simply exercise
their judgment on validated articles, but also produce a collective evaluation
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of manuscripts. This flow of electronic manuscripts feeds the enthusiasm
of the most visionary who, since the 1990s, have been announcing the
approaching end of validation by journals’ traditional judging instances.”*
Nevertheless, new technologies have been built on these archives, such
as “overlay journals,” in which available manuscripts are later validated by
reading peers.”® New journals have reembodied the old scholarly commu-
nication values of rapidity and open scientific discussion, by offering a
publishing space to working papers, such as Peer], or by publishing manu-
scripts first, then inviting commenters to undertake peer review and push-
ing authors to publish revised versions of their texts, such as F1000Research.

With a view to dissemination, advocates of readers as a judging instance
tend to downplay the importance of prior validation. While the valida-
tion process sorts manuscripts in a binary fashion (accepted or rejected),
such advocates contend that varied forms of dissemination instead encour-
age permanent discussion and argument along a text’s entire trajectory. In
this perspective, articles remain “alive” after publication and are therefore
always subject not only to various reader appropriations, but also to public
evaluations, which can reverse their initial validation. The PubPeer web-
site, which offers anonymized readers the opportunity to discuss the valid-
ity of experiments and to ask authors to answer their questions, is a good
example of this kind of PPPR. The discussions occurring on this platform
regularly result in the debunking of faked and manipulated images from
many high-profile articles, which leads to corrections and even retractions
of the publications by the journals themselves.

Conclusion

Driven by a constant process of specialization, the extension of judging
instances to readers may appear as a reallocation of expertise, empower-
ing a growing number of people in the name of distributed knowledge.”
In an ongoing context of revelations of massive scientific fraud, which
often implicates editorial processes and journals themselves, the derelic-
tion inherent to judging instances prior to publication has transformed the
mass of readers into a vital resource for unearthing error and fraud.” As in
other domains where public expertise used to be exclusively held by a few
professionals, crowdsourcing has become a collective gatekeeper for science
publishing. Thus, peerdom shall be reshaped, as lay readers have now full
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access to a large part of the scientific literature and have become valued
audiences as quantified end users of published articles.”®

If open science has become a motto, it encompasses two different visions
for journal peer review. The first one, which includes open identities, takes
place within the academic closet, where the dissemination of manuscripts
is made possible by small discourse collectives that shape consensual facts.”
This vision is supported by the validation processes designed by Robert
Boyle, one of the founders of the Royal Society, who thought that disputes
about scientific facts needed a specific and limited “social space” in order to
be solved.*® By contrast, following Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan conception
of sovereignty, the second vision urges a multiplication of points of view.
The disentanglement of peer evaluation cuts through the ability given to
readers to comment on published articles, produce social media metrics
through the sharing of documents, and observe the whole evaluation pro-
cess of each manuscript.’ In this vision, scholarly communication relies on
a plurality of instances that generate a continuous process of judgment. The
first vision has been at the heart of the scientific article as a genre, and a
key component of the scientific journal as the most important channel for
scholarly communication.* Whether journals remain central in the second
vision has yet to be determined.*
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