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One missing chapter in the history of science:

How did the evaluation of scientific work evolve?
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In the 19th century, and until the 2nd World War,

evaluation was a community affair,

and a function of the community’s reputation 
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Learned societies and academies formed the basis for 
evaluation.

The society’s or academy’s reputation 
was a guarantee for the quality of the evaluation 
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An informal hierarchy of quality

was based, largely on national grounds.

Large European nations dominated:

Great Britain, Germany, France...
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However, quality could be recognized elsewhere:

Italy

Russia

Scandinavia

etc.
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Although hierarchic,

the world system of science was open

to contributions from about anywhere.
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“Serious” publications were largely dominated by
academies and learned societies.

Commercial publications tended to be marginal, 
and often bordered on science popularization. 
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Peer review was often carried out on an informal basis,
And often based itself on the reputation of the author.

Max Planck: “To shun more the reproach of having 
suppressed strange opinions than that of having been too 

gentle in evaluating them.”

Acceptance rate of Annalen dr Physik before WWI:
90-95%
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Einstein to the editor of Physical Review (1936)

“We [Mr. Rosen and I] had sent you our 
manuscript for publication and had not authorized

you to show it to specialists before it is printed.
I see no reason to address the—in any case er-

roneous—comments  of  your  anonymous  ex-
pert.  On  the  basis  of  this  incident  I  prefer  to

publish the paper elsewhere.”
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The peer review system we all know 
was introduced in Nature 

only in 1967!
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This raises a new question:

How did modern peer review begin,

and for what reason?
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Part of the answer is tied to the evolution of scientific 
publishing after WWII.

The extremely rapid growth of research after the war was 
too much for the learned societies.

This created an opening for the commercial publishers.
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One publisher, Robert Maxwell,
Understood that commercial publications had to appear as 

very “professional”.

He made known strict rules of peer review 
to demonstrate the quality 

of his journals (Pergamon Press).
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By the late 1960s, 
these new peer review rules had became the standards 

of scholarly publishing.

This ends the first chapter of our story.
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Meanwhile, the rapid growth of research after WWII had 
also generated a double bibliographic crisis:

1. Too many journals to follow
2. Bibliographies are disciplinary; 

research is increasingly interdisciplinary
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Here comes Eugene Garfield 
and his conception of the Science Citation Index:

1. It is based on a small set of journals, 
and the set is presented (and justified) 

as “core” journals;

2. It transforms the old hierarchies of science 
into a two tier world system: 

visible science and invisible science



  

IV Congreso Nacional de Gestión de la Investigación
Jean-Claude Guédon                         CC-by

Garfield then creates a way to rank journals, based on how 
they are cited by other “core” journals;

He argues further that the rank of a journal is related to its 
“quality”;

And he finally intimates that the quality of a journal is an 
indicator of the quality of its articles
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This leads to the modern confusion 
that the quality of scientific work

 is not defined by its content, 
but by where it is published
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What Garfield has actually invented 
is a metric (the Impact Factor) 

to superpose a race for visibility and prestige 
on top of a concern for reliable, quality, scientific work, 

and to substitute the former to the latter.
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The result:

Publishers work to increase the IF in any possible way;

This is the way to promote their journals, 
now treated as logos 
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And this competition for IFs
Renamed as the quest for excellence,

(instead of quality)
Begins to structure the behaviour of:

Universities
Research centres
Research funders

Individual researchers
Ultimately whole countries
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The competition for higher IF
among “core journals”

affects how problems are chosen:

The goal is no longer 
to address urgent problems,
But rather to find problems 

that are citationally safe
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This competition 
amounts to a form of covert science policy 

driven by the race for “excellence” 
which actually is the instrument 

that large, international publishers use 
to conquer market shares 

of journal licences and subscriptions
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In such a context, it is not surprising if:

1. Many important problems are neglected;

2. Science published in the non-“core” journals is invisible

3. If the access cost to these journals is horrendously high
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Conclusions and recommendations:

1. The present system is driven by the logo-like behaviour 
of journals and their titles:

Nature = Armani
Brain Research = Hugo Boss

Etc. etc.
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1. Journals and scientific communities:

Move away from journal-as-logo 
to journal-as-community-mirror;

Evaluate only articles, not journals.
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2. From portals to platforms

In portals, journals sit as logo-journals

In platforms, articles are foregrounded;
Journals reflect communities;

Articles can be “owned” by more than one journal (i.e. 
community)
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2. From portals to platforms

In latin America,

A. SciELO and Redalyc should strive 
to move from portals to platforms

B. SciELO and Redalyc should strongly emphasize 
problems over subject areas, particularly neglected 

problems
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3. Evaluation procedures

A. Reject the impact factor as evaluation criterion;

B. Evaluate the actual content of work;

C. Create international groups of evaluators that are not all 
from the North, and not all mesmerized by the North
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4. Evaluation and choice of problems

Some of the “hot” problems of science may not be the 
right problems of science for Peru;

Some of the important problems of science for Peru may 
not be easily accepted in high IF journals

Open Access platforms can help disseminate results in 
areas of neglected science, especially if OA platforms 

network together
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5. Inside-out rather than outside-in

Universities and research centres should focus as much on 
disseminating the quality work coming from their 

institution, as they do acquiring access to prestigious 
publications;

Evaluating, on a multi-institutional and multi-national 
basis, the production of scientists will allow projecting 

high quality work toward the whole world.

This evaluation work should feed into the major 
platforms, such as SciELO and Redalyc
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Conclusion

Regaining control over the evaluation criteria of scientific 
research is fundamental if a country or an institution does 

not want:

1. To be subjected to competitive rules 
Ultimately designed to organize a market of journals;

2. To be subjected to problem choices 
that do not correspond well 

with national or regional needs
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Conclusion

The ultimate aim is to restore the search for quality 
over the competition for excellence,

And to restore the possibility 
of research relevant to one’s condition, 

rather than dictated 
by the quest for visibility and prestige
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Conclusion

It is true that science that is invisible does not exist;

However, science that exists only to be seen, but be “seen” 
in only a particular way (where it is seen) is neither healthy 

nor inherently relevant to the human condition.
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