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ABSTRACT
Peer review is central to academic publishing. Yet for many it is a
mysterious and contentious practice, which can cause distress for
both reviewers, and those whose work is reviewed. This paper,
produced by the Editors’ Collective, examines the past and future
of peer review in academic publishing. The first sections consider
how peer review has been defined and practised in changing
academic contexts, and its educational significance in the
development of scholarship. The paper then explores major
historical and contemporary issues around identity, diversity,
anonymity, and the review process, and the related power of
editors versus reviewers in academic publishing. Finally, the paper
discusses the case of new scholars as reviewers engaging in
neoliberal labour, before concluding with some brief
recommendations based on our analysis.
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Introduction

Peer review occupies a central position in academic publishing yet is seldom acknowl-
edged publicly as a normal part of academic work. In the age of digital reason, it has
also become increasingly important for less formal, non-academic ‘co-creation and co-pro-
duction of knowledge, of digital goods in general, and of social democratic processes’
(Peters & Jandrić, 2017). Perhaps unsurprisingly, peer review has become one of the
most mysterious and contentious academic practices, causing anguish for many aca-
demics—both reviewers, and those whose work is reviewed—and sometimes more
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distress than is necessary. Social and academic media feature a steady parade of articles,
blogs, cartoons and memes, telling apocryphal tales of the horrors of peer review.

This paper, produced by the Editors Collective, examines the past and future of peer
review of academic publishing. The first sections consider how it has been defined and
practised in changing academic contexts, and its educational significance in the develop-
ment of scholarship. The paper then explores major historical and contemporary issues
around identity, diversity, anonymity, and the review process, and the related power of
editors versus reviewers in academic publishing. Finally, the paper discusses the case of
new scholars as reviewers engaging in neoliberal labour, before concluding with some
brief recommendations based on our analysis.

Conceptualising peer review: past and future

Descriptions and analyses of peer review can be found in two distinct bodies of research:
traditional academic research, and insights into logic of peer production developed
outside academic settings. Looking at academic research, Fitzpatrick notes:

Very little investigation of the historical development of peer review has been done, and the
few explorations that do attempt to present some sense of the system’s history largely cite the
same handful of brief texts. Moreover, nearly all of the texts exploring the history of peer
review focus on the natural and social sciences, and almost none mention peer review in scho-
larly book publishing. (2011, p. 20)

Non-academic studies are also far from definitive, as they tend to focus on various forms of
‘crowd wisdom’ and neglect deeper epistemic issues (Jandrić, 2017). In spite of shortcom-
ings in both traditions, it is at the intersections of academic and non-academic settings
that we need to build a relevant history of peer review.

Most authors start the discussion about peer review from the first scientific journals
such as Henry Oldenburg’s Philosophical Transactions, which began publishing in 1776.
As the Editors Collective (Peters, Besley, Jandrić, & Bajić, 2016) notes, however,

It could be argued that the concept of peer review is considerably older than previously
thought and that it has its origins in the idea and process of trial by a jury of one’s peers. If
this connection is historically sound then the notion dates back to fifth Century BCE
Ancient Greece… . In the modern context, the practice apparently evolved from the Germanic
tribes and Vikings where the custom was for good men to judge alleged crimes and criminals.
In particular, the Vikings used the notion that free men in the court could play a central role.
The mediaeval custom was then developed during the reign of Henry II in the twelfth century
as a basis for local government that depended on jurors’ first-hand knowledge, the forerunner
of today’s ‘expert knowledge,’ and original investigation beyond the realm of hearsay and
rumour. Magna Carta contains the provision and guarantee that no free man may suffer pun-
ishment without ‘the lawful judgement of his peers.’ Later, the system was reformed with the
passing of the Bill for Better Regulation of Juries in 1730.

Peer review clearly predates the production of scholarly journals. It was at the heart of
eighteenth-century research practices, such as those of the Royal Society of Edinburgh,
who had a system similar to that of Philosophical Transactions in 1731. Fitzpatrick (2011)
also notes that while peer review has its origins in state censorship, ‘it was intended to
augment the authority of a journal’s editor rather than assure the quality of a journal’s pro-
ducts.’ Formalised peer review, she claims, did not become a part of scholarly publishing
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until the mid-twentieth century, when medical journals used outside reviewers to vet
manuscripts.

However, Biagioli shows that ‘if we take a longue durée perspective, the history of peer
review marks a series of changes in the meaning of both “peer” and “review”—changes
bordering on role reversals’ (2002, p. 32). Contemporary mainstream understanding of
peer review stabilised only after strong proliferation of scientific output after World War
II (Chapelle, 2014).

At the beginning of the 21st century, traditional science and peer review have
embarked on a new set of interconnected transformations. Commodification of science
and research has transformed traditional academic publishers into global corporations,
and constant mergers have caused significant agglomeration bordering oligopoly—in
2015, five for-profit publishers (Elsevier, Sage, Springer, Taylor & Francis and Wiley-Black-
well) owned more than half of world’s databases of academic material (Barok et al., 2015).
Digital transformations have also impacted the mechanics of peer review. Paper-mail has
given way to e-mail; now e-mail is being increasingly pushed out of business by online and
cloud-based services.

Peer review can be understood today as ‘the principle through which science regulates
itself through a series of rational judgments and decisions. In this incarnation, peer review
is deployed as a powerful discursive tool for the legitimation of science and expertise’ (Bia-
gioli, 2002, p. 35). In spite of huge increase in workload, peer review is by and large under-
stood as public service although it serves a private market. While reviewers do not get
paid for their highly specialised work, corporate publishers reap huge profit from
selling (access to) articles. In the words of Robert Darnton: ‘We faculty do the research,
write the papers, referee papers by other researchers, serve on editorial boards, all of it
for free… and then we buy back the results of our labour at outrageous prices’ (Barok
et al., 2015).

The educational value of peer review

While some regard peer review as an essentially judgmental exercise in humiliation
(Comer & Schwartz, 2014), peer review is more like a form of pedagogy. As a form of peda-
gogy, peer reviewing is both educational and instructive for both the reviewer and the
author. Both are contributing to the process of shaping an article that opens up the
field to further conversation and thought while also playing the crucial roles of assessing
quality of data and claims. This thinking process could be called a propaedeutic moment,
from Greek paideuein, meaning ‘to teach’ plus ‘pro-‘ meaning ‘before’. In this definition
peer review activates a form of teaching before something, a continuum towards some-
thing, a process of thinking: a processual unfolding towards the final shape of an article
for publication.

Questioning is a crucial aspect of the review process, and questioning enhances think-
ing for all those involved—peer reviewer(s), author(s) and editor(s). As Heidegger shows:
‘Questioning builds a way… .The way is one of thinking’ (1999b, p. 311). So through peer
review as a propaedeutic process, a questioning way of thinking becomes apparent, as a
scholarly community ‘gathers’ around a given field of inquiry. If one thinks about an aca-
demic article as being akin to a work of art then Heidegger’s thesis on art offers insight:
‘the work erects a world, which in turn opens a space for man and things’ (1999a,
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p. 141). The gathering of scholars discloses a world as the article comes into being, offering
space for other readers and writers in other times and locales to gather towards further
shelterings (Grierson, 2008, p. 61, 2015, p. 553).

To consider peer review as pedagogical does, however, raise the question of anonymity.
What value does anonymity add? It seems illogical to suggest that the Heideggerian ‘gath-
ering’ could be diminished if the reviewer’s identity is known to the author or vice versa.
One of the concerns of the anonymous peer reviewing process is that a reviewer can
lose sight of the ‘care’ and ‘trust’ aspects of the role, thereby overlooking the duty to
act in the best interests of an author and of the scholarly field. Likewise, an author
may be affronted by a reviewer’s comments and may even vent frustrations to the
editor casting the whole process as negative. In the normative organisational model
the life of an academic becomes functionalised as collegiality is reduced, too easily
and too often, to instrumentalised ends. This new form of academic labour is exercised
implicitly, and often, at the expense of an ethics of caring for others and for the aca-
demic labour itself, as peer reviewing is driven increasingly by performance
measurements.

To be a competent peer reviewer obviously demands expert knowledge about the dis-
cipline in which the research is located. To see what is good in a submitted manuscript, to
remember how much time and effort the authors have spent writing it, to tactfully diag-
nose and describe its major flaws, and skilfully suggest how these might be addressed:
these skill sets are equally important, perhaps even more important, than expert status
in disciplinary knowledge (Stewart, 2016). An expert peer reviewer couples their expert
knowledge with the wisdom of humility, and a desire to serve based on deeply ethical
commitment to one’s field of research, which extends to its community. To find the
wisdom of humility in peer reviewing as pedagogical work requires an ethos of care
and trust, which places peer review in its rightful place in the core knowledge-building
educational business of academic research.

On the other hand, functioning as a peer reviewer for academic journals improves
writing skills and proficiency via exposure to other research papers, and cultivates connec-
tions with fellow specialists and scientific mentors. Reviewing provides a significant learn-
ing practice and a perspective of unpublished scholarship, assists in enhancing interaction
and assessment, and offers constructive feedback that an academic is highly regarded and
coactive in their sphere and furthers inner strength. These are noteworthy points to be
returned to, in considering who is recruited and prepared to conduct peer reviews, and
in what scholarly context.

Difference, anonymity, and review

Reviewing brings together a number of competing responsibilities for the reviewer.
At the same time the reviewer is part of the ongoing process of delivering pro-
fessional education to academics, he or she is also defending the status and aca-
demic prestige of the journal. So, the position is both about getting people in and
keeping people out.

Keeping people out is part of the long history of learned societies. Haraway (1997) dis-
cusses the relationship between science and masculinity, a masculinity dependent upon a
form of male chastity which was to be achieved only by the exclusion of women. Race and
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class also construct part of the exclusivity of science. More generally, inbreeding homo-
phily, a raised compatibility between individuals with analogous attributes, is a sociologi-
cal, population-level feature of human societies. Homophily can be found in interplays
between editors, peer reviewers and contributors, but it can be detrimental to women
and other minority scholars, whose academic endeavours may be disregarded, as a
result of unconscious negative bias.

Double-anonymous review might be seen as a mechanism for shortcutting or
bypassing this attitude towards those who don’t fit in to the ‘Learned Society’s’ con-
ception of itself. Women and minorities may experience having to pass a higher bar
to publication than men, and obscuring the name is a way of obscuring such
factors (Pontille & Torny, 2014). However, for anonymity to be preserved the writer
should adopt the tone and style of the learned society, that is, middle class and mas-
culinised. Using any form of ecriture feminine (Cixous, 1981) is likely to be penalised,
even if there is no other indication of gender. Although it would be nice to think
that this attitude is a thing in the past, reviewers can be intolerant of any writing
that seems to transgress the Royal Society line: writing that is playful, personal, narra-
tive, emotive or non-linear.

Double-anonymous reviewing is also becoming increasingly vulnerable to the ease
with which the material being reviewed can be cross-referenced using search engines.
This may suggest that single-anonymous reviewing is a preferable option, where the
reviewers know the author, but the reviewers remain anonymous. Another alternative
review model is two-stage publication and review, the first stage being a manuscript
accepted as a discussion paper, subject to both open review and comment from the rel-
evant academic community, while the second is subsequent publication of the article
revised in light of the first stage process of review (Koop & Pöschl, 2006).

Another possibility is review by known reviewers who do not know the identity of
the authors. Elsevier conducted an experiment among reviewers of a number of jour-
nals in its stable, asking reviewers whether they would be willing to identify them-
selves, and be identified in published articles (Mehmani, 2016). Interestingly, some
reviewers have taken up this idea so enthusiastically, that they now self-publish their
review reports on their ORCID profiles. Relatedly, a BioMed Central (BMC) investigation
compared the difference in quality between open peer review and anonymous review,
finding a 5% improvement in the quality of open peer review reports over anonymous
reviews (Winston, 2015).

As alluded to in the last section, among the advantages of reviewers being identified
(either to the authors only or to the readers of the published article) is to prevent
‘author bashing’ by reviewers who write scathing, often hurtful, comments from behind
the safety of the double-anonymous review process. Open review could also prevent prop-
erty theft: that is, the reviewers stealing ideas from the article they review; or worse still,
rejecting the article, yet pinching the ideas—an issue highlighted by Pontille and Torny
(2014). Furthermore, published reviews have the benefit of enhancing an early research-
er’s publication profile, albeit in a relatively insignificant way.

Yet published reviews also run a number of risks. First, open reviews run the risk of
being pallid and consensual. Undertaking a book review can be a double-edged sword
if, for example, the reviewer has painstakingly read the text and remains unconvinced
by the book’s argument, but wishes to present a review of equanimity that does
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honour to the efforts of the author. The Elsevier experiment (Mehmani, 2016) did not
necessarily find this, however—33% of the editors in the trial suggested that open
review provided more detailed and constructive reviews to authors.

Other risks to non-anonymous reviewing have come with the rise of social media. In a
particular case of the journal Hypatia, the work of peer reviewers on an article by Tuvel
(2017) was publicly undermined by a group of scholars and associate editors of the
journal in an open letter (Winnubst, 2017). The article drew criticism for the way it
described and compared the identity phenomena of trans-genderism and trans-racialism,
and allegedly failed to engage with relevant work and discourse in relation to vulnerable,
intersecting communities (Shotwell et al., 2017). Many scholars weighed into the debate
using social media accounts, and exaggerated responses escalated, often alongside sec-
ondary and inaccurate reports of Tuvel’s original argument. The associate editors’ collec-
tive condemnation of the publication of Tuvel’s paper and their claim it ought to be
retracted and an apology issued arguably failed the Committee of Publication Ethics’
Code of Ethics (Oliver, 2017; Singal, 2017). Eventually many members of the editorial
board resigned in an effort to save the reputation of the journal (Weinberg, 2017). This aca-
demic tangle, largely underpinned by divided conceptions of philosophy, raised questions
about the body of knowledge an author owes due deference particularly regarding cita-
tions for historically marginalised groups and the treatment of newer academics
(Petkas, 2017). This example highlights the important role played by review process in
the machinations of publication.

The gender proportion of reviewers should be comparable to that of published contri-
butors of the same age. Yet as previous work (Gerstein & Friedman, 2016; Layard, 2016;
Machan, 2016; Popescu, 2016, 2017; Terry, 2016; Weede, 2016) indicates, women of all
ages have fewer chances to participate in peer review. This may be caused by contributors
and editors designating fewer women to review, or by women turning down requests
more regularly than men. When potential reviewers pass up a request to review a
paper, numerous journals solicit them to suggest alternative referees. An effective
approach to assist in opposing gender unfairness in peer review might be the following:
if authors are asked to recommend scholars, they should intentionally propose female
fellows for the assignment, chiefly early-career individuals or low-ranking faculty
members.

The BMC trial also considered the case of author-selected reviewers, finding that article
acceptance was the more likely reviewer recommendation (Winston, 2015). This comes
possibly as no surprise, and could indicate authors selecting reviewers likely to be sym-
pathetic to their submission. Arguably, the practices places some pressure on reviewers
to be more sympathetic. This impediment seems to be the polar opposite of the situation
engendered by editorial policies that permit one or another of two anonymous reviewers
veto power. From this perspective, the editor or editor-in-chief becomes no more than a
clerical traffic police officer, waving some submissions through, unimpeded, diverting
some to undertake necessary maintenance work before continuing, and bringing yet
others to a dead stop.

Given such complexities, the double-anonymous system continues to be the preferred
system (Pontille & Torny, 2014). The next section focuses more deeply on the relationship
between editor and reviewer.
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Between editor and reviewer

Academic publishingmight usefully be described as going through a time of proliferation –
a feature of the contemporary perceived ‘knowledge economy’ that has particular demands
on the functions of the academic in liaisonwith a range of actors in the academic publishing
sphere. The changing relationship between editors and reviewers is a feature of this prolifer-
ation. In other words, this proliferation and itsmany influences have significant implications
for contemporary relationships between editor and reviewer. For instance, we might see
reviewers of journals in short supply, and hence editors of journals placed in a position
where reviewing becomes a desperate need, in order to maintain the productivity of the
journal. At the same time, where editors are also reviewers, they may become increasingly
aware of the value of reciprocity at such times of short supply of reviewers. And of course,
the respective authority of an editor or a journal adds complexity to this relationship—for
instance where an editor’s position in an institution or society gives them leverage when
inviting colleagues or students to support a journal by engaging in the review process. In
addition, publishing companies create incentives and conditions to support editors in
recruitment of reviewers for what has traditionally been regarded as a presumed pro-
fessional function in the life of the scholar.

These instances and the relationships that are evident in their enacting, are of interest
inasmuch as they are power relationships between editors and reviewers. Various concep-
tualisations of power are relevant to an analysis of the relationships in the peer review
process, including (but not limited to) the changing relationships between reviewer and
editor. Conceptualised through their historical constructs, power relations in editor/
reviewer relationships lead us back to Foucault’s (1980) work on power, and its workings
in institutions. The traditional model of a juridical power construct claims that power
belongs to someone, as it can be possessed and exercised by a class, people or an insti-
tution, and is productive in nature. Foucault’s development of a power/knowledge analysis
within his broader genealogical work is of interest here because of the ways in which the
publishing relationship between editor and reviewer is a construction of self through
various complex and dynamic power relations that produce a particular self knowledge
(Foucault, 2003)—a knowledge that is institutionally bounded and governed but that,
importantly to Foucault’s thinking, is accepted by both editor and reviewer. The publishing
companies, who exercise an institutional power over the relationship, engage in the pro-
duction of relationships through a range of administrative and managerial functions.

In the first instance of power, the power in the peer review process appears to be held
by the reviewer. As noted, reviewers are hard to find. The stronger the reputation of an
academic, the more difficult it is to get them engaged in peer review, particularly
within the current abundance of journals. Hence ‘good’ reviewers (or reviewers with
good standing) are hard to find. If we consider the review process in terms of the selection
of the reviewer, potential reviewers exercise their power not only in relation to making
decisions about the paper being reviewed, but in relation to the ways they may or may
not agree or decline the invitation to review a paper, and more recently by offering (or
disregarding the request to offer) alternative reviewer names. Conversely, the more
highly ranked the journal, the easier it is to persuade a reviewer to conduct a review.

The potential reviewer thus places the editor into a position of dependency, for the
timely processing of publication, perhaps for the expertise available to conduct the
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review—since many micro fields of education can be particularly specialised—and for the
time and energy spent by the editor in seeking, scoping and inviting further potential
reviewers. Reviewing for an academic journal has limited value for academics seeking pro-
motion, and reviewing activities receive limited recognition in terms of professional
support or allocated time and resources. Reviewing a paper is then unsurprisingly one
of those activities that can become sidelined, completed as an afterthought, or performed
as an ‘academic favour’.

The second instance to explore here is that of the editor’s apparent advantage. As
noted above, editors can rely on their contacts, students, and academic friendships to
produce reviewers who are in some way obliged, rather than operating a seemingly imper-
sonal system of aligning a paper to a reviewer with relevant expertise. The task of deter-
mining the quality of a review also lies within the editor’s power. The idea of a ‘good’ or
‘effective’ review opens up the possible power relations in terms of the scope of an editor
to determine what counts as good and/or effective reviewing, and whose opinion deter-
mines the fate of a submission. The editor can choose to disregard elements of the review
that have been thoughtfully and constructively shared.

For the third instance, in supporting editors, publishing houses employ various strat-
egies to attract reviewers who traditionally were not present in this process: access to
free articles, vouchers, payments or places on editorial boards. Publishing companies
also develop devices to support the editor in the nature of the approach to the reviewer.
The example above, of asking a reviewer to name one or more alternate reviewers if they
are unable to review, creates more than just an opportunity for the reviewer to exercise
their will: the very system operates in a way that demands the reviewer to submit alterna-
tives. At this point it is also important to recognise the role of publishing systems that deal
with the management of the review process as well as, at times, elements of the pro-
duction process, creating further uncertainty for the editor, on account of unknown
administrative and production timeframes and processes.

Further complications in the relationships and power structures are caused by the sub-
jectivity of reviewer decisions, highlighted in the ‘best practice’ type guidelines often
offered by publishing houses to new reviewers. Further, while the lists of reviewers may
be prized, perhaps even guarded, and often accompany the ‘constant corporate
mergers’, the process also risks what Comer and Schwartz (2014) see as ‘morally unaccep-
table’ reviews and vituperative feedback, that ‘erode an author’s dignity by humiliating the
author’ (p. 141), again highlighting the dangerous ethical cusp on which the process is
balanced.

Reviewer/editor relationships are highly complex and highly productive. Many positive
relationships clearly develop between editors and reviewers, following the common
theme of ‘responsible academic citizenship’. At the same time, interactions between
editors, reviewers and authors can become fraught with confrontations and tensions, all
in the name of guarding and shaping the discipline through the act of academic peer
review.

Early career scholars and the labour of reviewing

Considering the distinctive case of early career scholars, the processes, relationships, and
labour of peer review may also represent rites of passage that indicate when a scholar has
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begun to be taken seriously as an expert in her discipline. Whilst the role is a voluntary
addition to the intensified academic workload, from a Darwinian survivalist perspective,
it enhances the researcher’s public profile and tenured future while it provides a necessary
service to the community. This labour of peer review is also a complex and subtle aca-
demic skill and potentially educative endeavour, as mentioned previously, both on the
part of the reviewer and the author. It is time-consuming work with both benefits and risks.

It is worth placing the academic labour of peer review under further scrutiny in this
context. While peer review is a marker of the science of academia that parallels the emer-
gence of the modern university, there is no doubt that the conditions under which this
form of academic labour is performed have altered. Peer review can no longer be
confined to a geographical space absorbed into the temporal conditions of labour
bound by the slowness of ‘snail mail’ and the hard copy manuscript. As with every
aspect of academic life (encompassing writing, teaching, research and ‘service’), technol-
ogy and the changing nature of universities has involved an intensification of labour, in
which a discrete working day shifts to one that is ‘borderless’, fluid and constant.
Described by Adkins and Jokinen (2008) as the ‘fourth shift’, the conventional working
day has been replaced by a stretched and flexible distribution of labour over 24 h.
Many workers are expected to work the standard ‘day’, but are now also expected to
work outside of these times to ensure productivity and relevance across geography and
timeframes.

Under such conditions, the intellectual labour of peer review for all academics, regard-
less of career stage and generation placement, needs to happen on laptops in airports, at
night after busy days of meetings and teaching, and in the ‘cracks’ of the academic life
lived in the context of visible outputs and measurable funding and research performance.
Therein lies the paradox of the intensification of academic labour set in a context of
increasing focus on research and publishing: peer review articles remain the gold standard
of academic publishing and therefore contribute to the constant and incessant increase in
the publication of scholarly articles (Adkins & Dever, 2015). More and more reviewers are
needed as a corollary of this acceleration of peer review publishing, meaning academics
are being asked to review more articles in ever-diminishing timeframes and at a much-
heightened pace, all in the context of a working life that is time-poor and constricted.
As a further and final dimension that highlights the contradictions of outputs-driven aca-
demic labour, peer review is largely invisible and unrewarded—while positioned within a
setting that awards all things visible and primarily the peer-review article. Such a situation
makes conceivable ‘predatory authors’, who submit the same paper to several journals
simultaneously, collect comments, and thus have their papers improved, and then aim
for higher impact journals (Friedman, Friedman, & Leverton, 2016; Lucas, 2016).

As demand for increased productivity from academics wishing to gain and secure
employment may be accompanied by less mentorship, because the mentors are similarly
under pressure to produce measurable research outputs, this may result in a lack of trans-
parency in research processes and publishing rituals. Jackson and Stewart (2017, p. 105)
note that nurturing junior scholars is deemed essential, but unless mentors have the
time to do so, there may be a lack of transparency or explicit guidance on how to
review an article or book, how to reply to reviewers’ feedback, how to publish a high-
quality peer-reviewed article or write a book proposal, how to apply for funding, pro-
motion, and so on. This lack of ‘know how’ is likely to adversely affect humanities
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disciplines such as philosophy in which single authored work is standard. In the sciences,
in which multiple authored research is the norm, there are other academics with varying
levels of experience and expertise a junior scholar can speak to and gain insight from as
communal and collaborative efforts (ideally) lead to best practice. However, in discipline
areas that generally see authors working alone, an early career researcher may be
working it out by themselves, unless they have maintained a supportive relationship
with their PhD Supervisor or established other mentoring relationships from which they
can glean advice and access insight into the inner workings of the academic machine.
For the independent scholar seeking a foothold in the academy, this is even more pro-
nounced as they may also lack access to the support services and workshops run by
research offices, scholars’ centres, etc. Scholarship in isolation may result in a lack of
best practice or supportive reviewing process (from both sides—as author or reviewer)
if the people involved are lacking in experience or the opportunity to learn from the
experience of others. As such, special issues such as EPAT’s ‘The editor interview project
of the EPAT Editorial Development Group (EDG)’ (Jackson & Stewart, 2017) are rare and
important resources.

Conclusion

The future of peer review is hard to predict, since it resides within the dynamic social, pol-
itical-economic domain of publishing and information sharing. The age of digital reason
has brought about a new logic of co-creation and co-production of knowledge and
social goods, along with various novel non-academic models of peer review. These
include virtual communities, ‘smart mobs’ (Rheingold, 1995, 2002) and various collabora-
tive websites such as Wikipedia (Giles, 2005; Jandrić, 2010), which are worth further exam-
ination for their possible role in scholarship, knowledge production, and academic
publishing. New technological advances also bring about new challenges. For instance,
the Video Journal of Education and Pedagogy is unable to conduct anonymous peer
review because video articles, as a rule of thumb, cannot be anonymised (Peters, Besley,
et al., 2016). By and large, the new models and challenges of peer review have failed to
make a significant impact in the cloistered world of mainstream academic publishing
(Giles, 2005; Jandrić, 2010; Peters & Jandrić, 2017). In this dynamic field, however, some
of the many possibilities discussed herein may dramatically alter the research landscape
of the future.

As discussed above contemporary academic publishing contains a large mix of diverse
approaches to peer review. This is hardly a surprise, as ‘the specific practices used to
implement peer review—though they might seem hegemonic to the contemporary
scholar slaving in his or her disciplinary silo—have, as noted, been in constant evolution
since the early modern period’ (Peters, Jandrić, et al., 2016, p. 1417). Thus, while the
agglomeration of large academic publishers might have been expected to bring about
some unification of the peer review processes, the mushrooming ecology of new indepen-
dent journals and publishers gives rise to new understandings of peer review that counter-
balance corporate trends. Advances in independent and corporate sectors are often
inspired by principles and models developed outside of academia. We are only at the
very beginning of the epoch of digital reason, and the outcome of these trends is hard
to predict.
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Implications of this analysis might also be considered in relation to the training of new
scholars and the monitoring of peer review processes. We have noted that while peer
review can be educational for both authors and reviewers, this is not always the case,
and negative experiences can be counterproductive. Training new scholars in handling
and interpreting peer-review feedback they receive, and engaging in peer reviewing pro-
ductively, are important in this context, as is finding ways to help new scholars understand
risks related to their labour exploitation.

In regard to inequities in the peer-review process, academic outlets should consider
gathering information at each phase of peer review to assist in determining the obstacles
to publication that minority academics, such as women, confront. Author identity facts
such as gender could be included in information on the numbers of manuscripts sub-
mitted to the journal, sent for review, sent again after revision, and appealed against, effec-
tively or not, by rejected contributors. Observation of key-stage assessment information
for lead contributors on approved and turned-down manuscripts may clarify gender
and other forms of favouritism in publication (e.g. an unwillingness to appeal might be
more prevalent among women and other minoritised groups). Evidence that such
aspects are instrumental in biased results would facilitate their neutralisation (Overbaugh,
2017).

Finally, it is valuable for scholars to be responsive to the dynamic world of academic
publishing, including continually thinking through their interactions and changing
relationships with each other and with publishing companies, as they shape the way
knowledge is produced and disseminated collaboratively and academic lives are experi-
enced. In this article, we have intended to provide a foundation for future thinking on
such vital issues.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.
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Open review of first draft
Peter Roberts

School of Educational Studies and Leadership, University of Canterbury, Christchurch, New Zealand

I have been asked to provide an open review of this manuscript, a process I support
on ethical as well as academic grounds. While I have always defended the importance
of peer review (see, for example, Roberts, 1999), I have long believed that any advan-
tages associated with traditional double-blind reviewing are outweighed by the
potential benefits of greater openness in the assessment of scholarly work. Subtle,
complex dynamics of power, politics and personality are at play in any situation invol-
ving judgements of academic quality, whether the identities of the author(s),
reviewers, or both, are known or not. As the article points out, however, ‘[o]ne of
the concerns of the anonymous peer reviewing process is that a reviewer can lose
sight of the ‘care’ and ‘trust’ aspects of the role, thereby overlooking the duty to
act in the best interests of an author and of the scholarly field’. Anonymity for
reviewers can provide a screen behind which nastiness, ignorance and prejudice
may hide. An open process, where authors and reviewers are revealed to each
other, can allow scholars to communicate in a more collegial manner, with feedback
that is constructive, balanced and fair, without losing any of the rigour that peer
review is expected to uphold.

The authors show that the antecedents to contemporary systems of peer review date
back to the ancient Greeks. They raise some searching questions relating to gender and
the evaluation of scholarly work. They point to some of the practical difficulties in securing

OPEN REVIEW OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 107

https://doi.org/10.22381/JRGS6220164
http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2017/05/transracialism-article-controversy.html
http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2017/05/transracialism-article-controversy.html
https://gendertrender.wordpress.com/
https://gendertrender.wordpress.com/
https://doi.org/10.22381/GHIR8120168
http://dailynous.com/2017/07/24/hypatias-associate-editors-resign/
http://dailynous.com/2017/07/24/hypatias-associate-editors-resign/
http://www.chronicle.com/article/Why-Tuvel-s-Article-So/240029/
http://www.chronicle.com/article/Why-Tuvel-s-Article-So/240029/
https://www.biomedcentral.com/about/press-centre/science-press-releases/30-09-2015


good reviewers and they address aspects of the wider political economy of academic pub-
lishing. At the beginning of the second section in the article, the authors make the claim
that peer review, rather than being ‘an essentially judgemental exercise in humiliation’, is
better conceived as ‘a form of pedagogy’. There is considerable scope for further worth-
while scholarship on this theme. In what ways, for whom, and under what conditions is
the process pedagogical? How does peer review compare with other forms of pedagogy?
Can it be miseducative or anti-educational? A promising direction for continuing inquiry is
signalled near the end of the article with some insightful observations on the importance
of, and constraints upon, mentoring in publishing and peer review. Intellectual mentoring,
often conducted informally and with minimal institutional recognition, is frequently over-
looked in discussions of teaching. The process of guiding others, directly or indirectly, as
they acquire an understanding of the risks, rewards and responsibilities associated with
submitting and reviewing scholarly work warrants ongoing philosophical reflection, and
I would encourage the authors to build on the ideas advanced here in their subsequent
collective writing endeavours.

More could also be said about the policy contexts that shape and structure contem-
porary scholarly practices. The introduction of performance-based research funding
schemes, for example, has had a significant bearing on how and why academics
undertake research, where and how often they seek to publish their findings, and, ulti-
mately, how they see themselves (Roberts, 2006, 2013). Peer review, as the authors are
aware, does not escape unchanged from the imposition of such schemes. There is only
so much room in one article to investigate the different dimensions of a problem, but
again, there is an opportunity here for philosophers of education to play an important
role in analysing the ontological, epistemological, ethical, and educative conse-
quences of new regimes of performance measurement. Focusing specifically and in
more detail on the implications of performance-based research funding for practices
of peer review would make a distinctive contribution to the existing critical literature
in this area.

I commend the authors for their initiative in exploring fresh possibilities for collabor-
ation in academic writing, and for their willingness to question the norms that govern
scholarly and educational life.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.
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Open review of first draft
Jānis (John) Ozoliņš

School of Philosophy, Australian Catholic University, Fitzroy, Australia

This article introduces a discussion of what is generaly an unsung, but vital part of aca-
demic work. It attracts no workload, but without it, academic research would be much
the poorer. I refer to peer review, which is one of the central means whereby the
quality of academic articles is judged. Other means will be through conference presenta-
tions, seminars and collaborative discussion of one’s work with one’s peers, all of which fail
to appear in any metrics used to assess academic work because they are not sufficiently
quantifiable. Though these broader mechanisms, which to some extent could be
classed as peer review are not discussed in this article, questions in relation to the
purpose of peer review, its weaknesses and, to a lesser extent, its strengths are. The impor-
tance of peer review lies in the observation that it is almost the sole means used in judging
whether an article merits publication in a learned journal. In a metric obsessed higher edu-
cation system where academics fear for their careers and reputations, let alone the pro-
spects of promotion, peer review takes on special significance. This is because to have a
paper published in a top tier journal can take up to four years, and so there is a consider-
able anxiety generated by the prospective outcomes of peer reviews. There is in this paper
a number of places where this anxiety spills out into the discussion. This is to be expected,
since an academic’s sense of worth is very much tied up with the work that he or she has
produced. Some of the issues raised in the discussion highlight this connection. Vitupera-
tive and disparaging reviews, gender bias, and theft of intellectual property are just some
of issues raised. Crucially, though it cannot cover every issue, the paper stimulates reflec-
tion on the purposes of peer review, its value and how best it might be undertaken. In
what follows, some comments are made on the various sections of the paper. These
can be seen in two ways: (i) as a critical analysis of the quality of the paper, with some sug-
gestions for changes—one of the traditional roles of a reviewer and (ii) an active engage-
ment with the discussion.

In the first section, the idea that peer review has its origins in some form of peer admin-
istration of justice seems to be only distantly connected to peer review in the context of
the publication of academic journal articles. There could be a point to be made that peer
review is about the judgment of one’s peers about one’s work, but this, hopefully, is not
about transgressions and hence punishment. Perhaps the point here is about peer review
having a moral obligation to be conducted with fairness, where this is a matter of just
treatment of the author’s work. This should be brought out more clearly.

The following section raises the educational aspect of the peer review process, and pro-
poses that there are positive ways in which it can be seen. Such a positive outlook in which
the reviewers can be seen as engaged in a process of helping to improve and develop the
ideas of a paper is to be welcomed, but it must be acknowledged but it is also quite poss-
ible that they will do a great deal to destroy the paper through negative and disparaging
comments. This possibility is raised in other parts of the paper. Despite this, it is far better
to focus on the positive aspects of the review process. There is in this section a noteworthy
appeal to the collegial endeavour of the peer review process and a recognition of the place
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that the virtue of humility has in it. It helps to remind us as academics of our responsibility
to each other, to our disciplines and to truth.

Some of the anxieties about the way in which peer review can function to diminish an
academic’s sense of worth are expressed in the section headed Difference, Anonymity and
Review. The central premise is that peer review can be used to exclude as well as include
people. There is certainly evidence of this and the first paragraph speculates that women
face tougher scrutiny in the peer review process than men. The argument, however, is
faulty. For example, the following statements are made: ‘If women are presumed less
gifted.… . then their manuscripts may be more meticulously examined’ and ‘If reviewers
use more stringent criteria for female-authored manuscripts then they go through more
scrupulous evaluation.’ The respective conclusions can only follow if the first two parts
of the two hypotheticals are true. The first proposition is very clearly false and the
second dubious at best. If there is gender bias against women, then the reasons need
to be sought elsewhere.

Additional reasons are proposed in the following paragraphs. For instance that women
are discriminated against through gender homophily and it is proposed that steps to be
taken to limit this. Double blind review, however, it is contended here, may not obviate
the problem of bias against women writers since the language used by the writer may
not fit a particular paradigm and reviewers may be biased against certain female styles
of writing. There is some truth in the idea that there are certain styles of writing for par-
ticular journals that someone submitting to that journal would be wise in following, but
this will be true for both male and female writers. Whether it is the case that there is a
feminine style of writing is highly contentious. The late Elizabeth Anscombe (1919–
2001), probably one of a handful of truly great twentieth century philosophers, gave no
comfort to those held that there was a feminist way of doing philosophy. This section
would have been better framed by addressing the more general concerns of reviewing
bias first, then highlighting the problems women in particular face. For instance, for all
academics it would be wise in the process of planning a submission to a particular
journal that an investigation be undertaken of the writing styles of articles published in
that journal. It is also sensible to take a look at the list of reviewers for the journal,
since a concentration of certain kinds of reviewers, such as heavily analytic and white, cur-
mudgeonly males will mean that certain kinds of articles will be considered more favour-
ably than others. Gender homophily is one type of homophily, but not the only kind, and
authors should be aware of all of them.

Cosy and not so cosy relationships are addressed in what follows in the discussion of
the relationships between reviewer and editor, which draws on Foucault’s conception
of power relations. These are variously exercised between reviewer and editor, editor
and publisher, and reviewer and publisher. The question of soliciting good reviewers is
complex, as the quality of the review is important in maintaining the quality of a
journal. The standing of the reviewer in a particular field is also important, since this inevi-
tably connected to the quality of the review. Journals will often publish the lists of those
who act as reviewers as a statement of quality of the publication. The second last para-
graph about commodification is much too short and what is said previously does not
seem to warrant the assertion that power relations embody and perform the ‘commodifi-
cation of science and research’. It is also unclear why the process of peer review risks
morally unacceptable reviews and vituperative feedback. That there are such occurrences
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may not be due to the system of peer review as such, but may be due to the moral failings
of the reviewer.

The section on the early career researcher and the way in which work stretches to fill up
most of an academic’s working life certainly strikes a chord, especially as this reviewer was
using some of his time in the airport to complete reviewing this article. There is something
increasingly inhuman about the expectations that modern higher educational institutions
have of academics. This section addresses some key issues that confront time poor aca-
demics. In particular, the problems that early career academics face in publishing in
high quality journals and more importantly, maintaining an output that enables them
to keep their jobs. Mentoring by established academics is one way forward, but they
too are under the same pressure to keep producing first rate publications in highly
ranked journals. The solution may be for academics to take back control of their
institutions.

The concluding remarks select only one form discrimination, gender, as problematic in
peer review, but it is not the only one. While it is helpful to point this out, issues of bias and
discrimination affect all academics, whatever gender they are. For example, discrimination
against work which does not conform to the usual norms of what constitutes academic
writing, but which expresses new ideas would not be published. Most prestigious journals
are keen to maintain their high ranking and editors would be hard pressed to accept
something which lies outside the recognised forms of not only academic writing style
but also research methodology. As a result, innovation and new ideas will be found in
more experimental, less prestigious places. Such places, however, are no place for aspiring
academics to publish their work if they want to thrive in the modern university.

There are a few typographical errors:

Page 1 para 2 ‘academic’ is misspelled and so is ‘practised’. (‘s’ not ‘c’).
Page 1 line 5 up Spelling of Henry Oldenburg’s surname. Not spelt with an ‘h’ at the end.
Page 10 para 2 line 2 ‘peer review’. ‘r’ missing.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Second open review following revision
Jānis (John) Ozoliņš

School of Philosophy, Australian Catholic University, Fitzroy, Australia

It is evident that the authors have responded to the critical points made by my review. The
section, Difference, anonymity and review, which I had criticized for poor argument, has
been significantly revised in line with the comments made. Significant portions have
been deleted. Certainly the faulty argument has been corrected by being removed, but
perhaps some part of a more general point along with it. That there is homophily is
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undoubtedly true, and it would not be beyond the realms of possibility that some of it is
gender homophily, amongst other kinds. Those of race and class come out a little more
clearly than previously. The section has been streamlined and the points about various
kinds of bias brought out in the sorry story about the Hypatia article that was submitted
to open review. It is stronger for the changes.

The following section, dealing with the relationships between editors and reviewers has
also been modified in the light of comments made in the review. The changes, it seems to
me, have improved the overall flow of the argument, and the claim about the relationship
between power relations and commodification has been omitted.

The conclusion has also been modified to take into account the suggestions made in
my review.

The article has been improved through the changes made in the light of the sugges-
tions made by the reviewers. I look forward to seeing it published.

9th March 2018.

For Biographical notes on reviewers see.
http://editorscollective.org.nz/.

Editor’s Note.
The Open Review of Educational Research is a blind peer review journal. I have made an

exception in the case because it is an article that questions peer review and has experi-
mented with the process of open review that involves publishing the contents of the
review as part of the article. I want to raise potential conflict of interests to allay any
fears that matters have been properly and professionally dealt with. It happens that I
am also one of the authors of this collective paper although not the lead author. It is impor-
tant to make these aspects public. Peer review certainly is not fool-proof but it is one of the
best means for preserving objectivity and containing bias, for protecting the author
against undue ideological influence, and for making sure that good quality papers are
published irrespective of their source. In this case the open peer review process mentions
both the reviewers and makes public their assessment of the article.
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