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Interconnected biases
• “All forms of communication imply a bias” (H. Innis 

1951)

• Geopolitical / institutional hegemony

• Semiotic / linguistic hegemony
• Code / representational hegemony

• Standards vs biocultural diversity

• Digital inequality (resources, infrastructures, 
literacy)



The Geopolitics of Knowledge
• On Monday 11 July 2016 Thomson Reuters Corp. 

announced it had agreed to sell its intellectual 

property and science business (including Web of 

Science) to private-equity funds affiliated with Onex 

Corp. and Baring Private Equity Asia for $3.55 

billion in cash

• JCR now owned by Clarivate Analytics (Oct 2016)

http://www.bpeasia.com/
http://ipscience.thomsonreuters.com/news/ip-and-science-launched-as-independent-company/


The Business of Knowledge
• Biochimica et Biophysica Acta (Elsevier) annual

subscription for a EU research institution = €23,587

• Average stipend of junior faculty in Italy = €34,000

• Elsevier’s operating profit margin (2010): 36,29%

• Procter & Gamble (average last 5Y): 13,77%

• Walmart stores (average last 5Y): 3,32%



The World’s 57 
Largest Book 
Publishers (2015)  

http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/international-book-news/article/67224-the-world-s-57-largest-book-publishers-2015.html
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/international/international-book-news/article/67224-the-world-s-57-largest-book-publishers-2015.html




How much do we pay?
•Academic publishers impose Non Disclosure

Agreement

However…
• French Research & Education Ministry pays €172 M for accessing

2000 Elsevier journals for five years

• Top 10 academic publishers received £94m in subscription 
revenues from UK academic libraries in 2014 alone (see FOI)

• Examples in Italy:
• University of Pisa spends €2.886.027 for periodicals and data 

bases and only €253.643 for books

• Turin Polytechnic spends €546.240,93 for periodicals, only
€11.924,15 for Italian publishers

• University of Roma Tre 2015 periodicals spending € 1.000.558,59

https://figshare.com/articles/Journal_subscription_costs_FOIs_to_UK_universities/1186832/23


Costi del 
pacchetto 
Elsevier in 
università 
USA* nel 
2009

* Istituzioni che offrono fino a un 

diploma di Master. Enrollment = n. 

di iscritti



Costi dei principali 
pacchetti in università 
UK (2014)
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47%
Reed-Elsevier, Taylor & Francis and Wiley-Blackwell --

represent almost 50% of all papers in 2013

Five top publishers represent 53%

(Larivière et al 2015)

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0127502


http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0127502
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0127502




Proprietary 
Impact

The Impact Factor “was originally created as a tool to 
help librarians identify journals to purchase, not as a 

measure of the scientific quality of research in an 
article” (DORA 2013)



Thomson 
Reuters

Owns  Web of Science…



Elsevier
Owns SCOPUS…



University 
Rankings

Use Scopus and Web of Science



Whose 
Excellence?



THES University Rankings (Priego 2015)

https://epriego.wordpress.com/2015/10/21/mapping-the-and-elseviers-2015-2016-arts-and-humanities-subject-ranking-top-100/






The Linguistic Bias 
• The linguistic bias is an ingredient often neglected 

in academic publishing

• Many non-Anglophone countries adopted, 
established and standardized evaluation criteria 
that favors English over native languages, also in 
Humanities and Social Sciences

• This linguistic bias goes beyond the language 
used in research submissions…
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Academic 
knowledge & 
languages



The Anglophone bias
• Science Citation Index, the Social Sciences Citation 

Index, and the Arts & Humanities Citation Index are 
biased in favor of journals in English

• Scientific output selected for the Italian VTR 2001–
2003 was in English in almost three fourths of cases 
(76%), followed by Italian (22%), 1% for French, 0.4% for 
German and 0.3% for Spanish

• But...
• There is no necessary relationship between international 

visibility, language of publication and research quality
• The role of languages other than English in the process of 

creation, production and transmission of knowledge is an 
aspect that cannot be ignored



English does it better

• Science Citation Index, the Social Sciences Citation 
Index, and the Arts & Humanities Citation Index are 
biased in favor of journals in English

• Scientific output selected for the VTR 2001–2003 was in 
English in almost three fourths of cases (76%), followed 
by Italian (22%), 1% for French, 0.4% for German and 
0.3% for Spanish

• But...
• There is no necessary relationship between international 

visibility, language of publication and research quality
• The role of languages other than English in the process of 

creation, production and transmission of knowledge is an 
aspect that cannot be ignored



Conclusions
• In academic publishing and scholarly communications we 

are seeing the kind of consequences Innis was fearing in his 

critique of ethnocentrism and cultural imperialism

• Knowledge-sharing and universal access are crucial, but we 

also need to work on the idea of the equality of all 

knowledge(s)

• We need to work collectively to improve the visibility of 

local academic knowledge, and redefine its present 

geographical, epistemological and political hierarchies



Is OA the solution?

(C.P. Chandrasekhar, Open access vs academic power)

• OA may improve access and reduce cost but not address hierarchy 
and domination

• If journal hierarchy is created by academics, then open access may aggravate 
rather than reduce the problem…

• OA only helps democratise the distribution of peer-reviewed 
research. It does not democratise research activity itself

• Nor does it transform the peer review system, which for different 
reasons appears weighted in favour of a self-selecting elite that 
often perpetuates knowledge that legitimises and reproduces 
inequality

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue66/Chandrasekhar66.pdf


"He (Innis) recognized that scholarship was not produced in a historical and 

cultural vacuum but reflected the hopes, aspirations, and heresies of 

national cultures

American and British scholarship was based, he thought, on a conceit: it 

pretended to discover Universal Truth, to proclaim Universal Laws, and to 

describe a Universal Man. Upon inspection it appeared, however, that its 

Universal Man resembled a type found around Cambridge, Massachusetts, or 

Cambridge, England; its Universal Laws resembled those felt to be useful by 

Congress and Parliament; and its Universal Truth bore English and American 

accents. Imperial powers, so it seems, seek to create not only economic and 

political clients but intellectual clients as well. And client states adopt, often 

for reasons of status and power, the perspectives on economics, politics, 

communication, even on human nature promulgated by the dominant 

power".  (James Carey, "Space, Time, and Communications. A Tribute to Harold Innis", 1989)





Thank you!


