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ABSTRACT

This article integrates existing theory from distributed computing and cryptology with gray
literaturefromindustrytoprovideacomprehensivedescriptionoftheminimumrequirementsofa
technologicalsolutiontothecurrentethicscrisisinacademicpublishing.Thepaperarguesthatsuch
asolutioncouldsignificantlyreducethebiasesandmisconductthatnowexistintheacademicpeer
reviewprocess.Theorysuggestssuchasystemcouldoperateeffectivelyasadistributedencrypted
telecommunicationsnetworkwherenodesareanonymous,donottrusteachother,withminimalcentral
authority.Toincentivizetheacademiccommunitytojoinsuchacommunity,thepaperproposesa
newpseudo-cryptocurrencycalledlitcoin(literaturecoin).Thislitcoin-basedsystemwouldcreate
economicscarcitybasedonproofofknowledge(POK),whichisasynthesisoftheproofofwork
(POW)mechanismusedinbitcoin,andtheproofofstake(POS)mechanismusedinvariousaltcoin
communities.
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InTRoduCTIon

Tarnished Ethics in Academic Publishing
Most laymen assume the process of academic peer review is robust, anonymous, and impartial.
However,asmanyresearcherswouldprobablyagree,itisoftennoneofthese.TheInternetrevolution
hasbeenadouble-edgedswordforacademicpublishing.Whiletheaveragecostofjournalpublication
hasplummeted, thenumberof journalsofdubiousqualityhasspiraled.Whiletheprobabilityof
plagiarismisnowmuchhigher,articleswithminortextreuseareoftentermedplagiarized.While
virtuallyanypublishedworkisnowfreelyavailabletosubscribers,filteringsuchworkforquality
andoriginalityisnowmorecomplex.

Mostofusprobablyagreethatacademicauthorsandreviewersmakehonestmistakes.However,
asthisarticlewillevidence,notallthebehaviorofacademiccommunitymembersishonest.For
instance,Fang,et.al.(2012)examined2,047retractionsinbiomedicalandlifesciencesjournalsand
found88%wereattributedtoeithererrorormisconduct.Thisraisestheissueofreviewvalidity.A
commonauthorexperienceisthreeradicallydifferentreviewsforthesamepaper:onerecommending
acceptance,one requestingmajorchanges, andone recommending rejection.Hanley (2013)and



International Journal of Technoethics
Volume 12 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

2

Starbuck(2003)indicatedthatreviewerdissensusoftencausestopjournalstorejecthighquality
papers,whileacceptinglowqualityones(Lodahl&Gordon,1972;Pfeffer,1993).

Article review mistakes can have serious negative consequences. For examples, Andrew
Wakefield’sflawedstudyofthemeasles,mumps,andrubellavaccine(Deer,2014)andHwangWoo-
suk’sfraudulentstudyofcloning(Sang-Hun,2009)havehadmajornegativerepercussion.(Yong,
2012).SagePublicationsrecentlyretractedsixtypapersfromoneofitsjournals.Inonesuchcase,a
reviewerusedaphonynametogiveaglowingreviewtohisownwork.Furthermore,accordingtoa
2011reportintheJournal of Nature Reviews Drug Discovery,theresultsoftwo-thirdsofsixty-seven
keystudiesanalyzedbyBayerresearchersfrom2008-2010couldnotbereproduced.

The prestigious Proceedings of the National Academy of Science once published a paper
entitled“FemaleHurricanesareDeadlierthanMaleHurricanes”(Junget.al.2014),becauseofthe
organization’sownsubmissionguidelines:

The review process is conducted anonymously for all submissions, except NAS members’ own 
contributions, where the reviewers are known to the author and their names are published…. https://
www.pnas.org/page/authors/reviewers

Inotherwords,ifyouareaNASmember,youmaybeablereviewyourownpaperorthoseof
peopleyouknow.In2002and2010,twopaperspublishedinthoseproceedingsclaimedthatapesticide
calledatrazinewascausingsexchangesinfrogs.Bothpaperswereexaminedbythesameprestigious
editor,whowasacolleagueofthepaper’sleadauthor.Theauthorpreselectedthiseditor,andboth
paperswerepublishedwithoutareviewofthedataonwhichthepaperwasbased.TheEnvironmental
ProtectionAgency(EPA)couldnotreproducetheresultsofeitherpaper(Campbell,2013).

Heuristiccriteriarelatedtoauthors’socialrelations,writingstyle,doctoralorigins,andcurrent
affiliationscanplaymajorrolesinreviewbias,becausesuchheuristicscanbeusedtoavoidthe
difficultburdenofdeeplyevaluatinganarticle(Yong,2012).Todemonstratethis,Ceci&Peters
(1982)identifiedseveralpaperspublishedbyfacultyfromprestigiousdepartments.Next,theycopied
andresubmittedthepaperstothesamejournals,butwithphonyauthornamesandaffiliations.Ofthe
ninepapersnotdeemedplagiarized,eightwererejectedbysixteenofeighteenreviewers.

Thereisalsoevidenceofa“complexlanguagebias”injournalarticlereviewing(Armstrong,
1980).Inthebest-knownstudyofthisissue,facultyfromthreeprestigiousuniversitiesevaluated
previouslypublishedresearch.Theinvestigatorsrewrotethearticlesintwodifferentversions,one
withstraightforwardlanguage,theotherwithmorecomplexlanguage.Reviewersratedthecomplex
languageversionsmorehighly.

Mahoney(1977)presentsevidenceof“confirmationbias”whichmeansthatreviewerstendto
favorresearchthatdoesnotdeviateverymuchfromprevailingwisdom.

MichaelEisen,abiologistatUCBerkeley,andafounderofthePublic Library of Science(PLOS)
wasquotedinthefollowingWall Street Journalarticle(Campbell,2013):

We need to get away from the notion, proven wrong on a daily basis, that peer review of any kind at 
any journal means that a work of science is correct. What it means is that a few (1-4) people read 
it … and didn’t see any major problems. That’s a very low bar in even the best of circumstances.

ThatsameWSJarticle(Campbell,2013)alsoquotesProfessorLarryWasserman,ofCarnegie
MellonUniversity:

The peer review system that we currently use … is a centralized, secretive system that allocates 
scarce resources (reviewers’ time) by fiat. We need to scrap the whole system and build a new one 
that recognizes that science is first and foremost a marketplace of ideas. We should replace pre-
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