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Medical Journals in the West and in India
In 1662, two years after the restoration of Charles II to the British throne, the
'invisible college' received a royal charter and the title by which it has been
known ever since: The Royal Society. Two years later its council discussed
setting up a journal to be called The Philosophical Transactions, appointing an
editor, William Oldenburg, who from 1665ran itas his own commercial venture
under the supervision ofthe Society. This publication, still comes out regularly
and was one of the first two serious scientific journals to appear (the other, the
Journal de Scavans, published by the French Academy of Science and also still
in existence, appeared five months earlier than its British counterpart) ..

Over three hundred years later the British physicist and philosopher of science,
Derek de Solla Price! pointed out that since 1665 the number of new journals
started had increased by a constant 7% a year, roughly doubling the total every
10 to 15 years. (Note the word started: until the latter part of the nineteenth
century most of the new journals soon ceased publication, probably because
editors had difficulty in finding enough material to fill their pages and readers
found them expensive to buy.") But not only was there a constant increase in
the number of new starts: the contents also started to specialize-initially from
general science to say, general medicine, then from general medicine into a
major specialty (such as mental illness), and during the present century into
subspecialty and even subsubspecialty journals. A more recent feature of this
evolution has been the emergence of 'single-organ' or 'single-topic' journals,
such as Pancreas or Breast, and in July this year the first all-electronic journal,
devoted to clinical trials, was introduced by the American Association for the
Advancement of Science. For this, papers will be submitted on-line to the
editor, who will send them out for peer review using the same medium; if the
article is accepted, the author can make any changes electronically as well,
whereupon the article can be 'published' straightaway.

If de Solla Price's elegant pattern of the evolution of journals is correct, then,
like any biological system it resembles (such as organisms growing in a
bacteriological culture flask), growth should slow down. In the West there are
signs that this is happening-=the literature 'explosion' is subsiding. In fact
'explosion' has been a misnomer for the continual exponential rise in numbers;
what has given readers the impression of a sudden mass of articles is that
compared with, say, thirty years ago; today the references to a single topic are
scattered among many more journals." '

Nevertheless, the major difficulty in many journalological studies is that,
while therriajor libraries and information databases have reasonable data for
journals in the developed part, nobody has accurate figures for the number in
the rest of the world,iiI any discipline. And I suspect that, though it has slowed
in the West (even if many, new journals have been introduced to cover new
topics such as molecular biology or AIDS), journal growth has continued
unabated elsewhere, particularly in Latin America and Asia. Recent research
in India has supported this conclusion: thus for the four decades spanning 1940-79
the numbers of new medical journals in the country were 14, 73, 111, 214,
respectively, with a figure of 100 for just 1980-85.5.' ,

One disquieting finding of recent western studies has been that the health of
many journals, including the major ones, is more apparent than real. 6 Many
articles are neither read nor cited, the scientific quality of many is poor, and, in
general, journals are of little practical help to clinicians facing problems at the
bedside. Such comments can also be applied to medical journals produced in
India.' Examining 75 of its 113 serious English-language journals, Sahni and
his colleagues found that, of the 22 included in the Cumulated Index Medicus,
only 8 were judged by Indian and foreign referees to be of international
standard-while a survey of Indian authors showed that they chose foreign
journals for publishing their best articles. '

,',
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Despite all these findings, we should not despair: medical journals
everywhere do have a valuable role. There is no other medium for disseminat-
ing new findings so widely, seriously, and cheaply, and allowing argument and
comment so that an eventual consensus emerges; in doing this and reporting
news and views journals give a discipline a coherence it is unlikely to attain in
any other way. Nor should we forget that in our lifetime medicine has
advanced, and demonstrably through publication in journals. Early examples
include haemolytic disease of the newborn, cigarette smoking and lung cancer,
and oral rehydration therapy, and there is the more recent one of the localization
of particular diseases to individual genes. The trouble nowadays is that all too
often articles are being hijacked away from their primary task of communicating
new results to one of demonstrating academic activity. No longer are grant-
giving bodies basing awards on the quality of scientific research; the emphasis
has switched to quantity. The result has often been a publication race, compar-
able to the arms race. Fortunately, again some enlightened authorities have
begun to reverse this trend: Harvard University, for example, has recently
started to limit the number of articles that a candidate for promotion or tenure
-cancite in his curriculum vitae to 10 for a full professorship.

For journals worldwide the message is clear: the primary objective must be
to improve the quality, in all the major aspects of the articles they publish, such
as originality, scientific reliability, and relevance for the discipline. For Indian
journals in particular, however, the results of recent research have provided
additional lessons-notably that they can no longer ignore routine editorial
practices that go without question in the developed world, especially scrupulous
peer review, rigorously presented data, and regular publication. Yet Indian
journals have some way to go before achieving this objective: only 8 of the
44 medical journals replying to the questionnaire (75 asked) sent articles
abroad for peer review (though another 22 did get articles reviewed in India
itself); while the time taken from submission to publication was 2 to 36 months
(median 8 months); only 4 out of 64 journals subscribed to by the National
Medical Library of India were found to have been received on time, 5 being
over a year late and 10 journals were not received at all, despite acknowledge-
ment of subscriptions being paid. 5

Indian medical journals have a proud tradition, with the first of all, the
Transactions of the Medical and Physical Society of Calcutta being the exact
contemporary of The Lancet and pioneering papers on trypanosomiasis,
leishmaniasis, and the treatment of malaria appearing in several. Even if India
cannot yet afford to undertake the amount of medical research it would like to,
the activity in practice and teaching is tremendous, at best achieving standards
comparable with those anywhere in the world. The corollary is that the vital
component of publication' cannot be ignored. Ways of bringing about the
improvements that are self-evidently needed have been spelt out elsewhere by
the editor of this journal. 7 As an outsider, perhaps I might be allowed to comment
that in. its short lifespan The National Medical Journal of India has already
become an exemplar for the rest of the country.
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