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The view from 1957

David Christie Martin
Executive Secretary to the Royal Society

Maintaining the highest attainable 
standards in publishing scientific papers is 
the greatest service scientific societies 
could render to the community... 
[through] high-class refereeing.

Scientific societies must continue to 
predominate in scientific journal 
publication, for the moment commercial 
gain began to dominate this field the 
welfare of the scientific community 
would suffer.
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The ‘Publishing the Philosophical 
Transactions’ project

Studying the editorial and economic history of 
world’s longest-running scientific journal
• Founded in 1665
• Published by the Royal Society since 1752
• Fantastic archive (including referee reports 

from 1832 onwards; and editorial and 
financial data)



The view from 1957

David Christie Martin
Executive Secretary to the Royal Society

… several commercial publishing houses 
had realized that there was quite a bit 
of money to be made in scientific 
publications… 

Scientific societies should be the 
guardians of the quality of scientific 
publication of original work in learned 
journals. That was their chief raison 
d’etre.

The commercial houses had another aim 
in life and their high charges, justified on 
commercial grounds, might become a 
danger… Th

e 
R

oy
al

 S
oc

ie
ty



Lord Rayleigh
Secretary to the Royal Society

‘A scientific journal… is not a profitable 
undertaking…

… even though the contributors are… paid 
nothing for their contributions…; 

the expenses are so great, the public so 
small, and the incidental remuneration by 
advertisements so uncertain and 
insignificant… 

[Hence,] the scientific journals in this 
country,… are carried on with great 
difficulty…, and at a loss…’

Royal Society to UK Treasury, 
June 1895

The view from 1895



Institutions receiving Royal Society 
publications by gift or exchange, 1908

British Isles 131

Brit. Dominions 50

Europe 221

Americas 57

Rest of World 6

465From A. Fyfe, forthcoming, ‘The Royal Society and the free circulation of knowledge’, 
in M. Eve and J. Gray (eds), Reassembling Scholarly Communications (MIT Press)



Sales income

How was it all financed?

1850 1900 1950 2000

One-off gifts and grants

Member fees

Income from endowment
a) mostly society funds

From A. Fyfe, work in progress
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Member fees

Income from endowment

Government 
grant

Sales income

Industrial sponsorship

b) Society funds
+ government

+industrial support
+ some sales

How was it all financed?

1850 1900 1950 2000

One-off gifts and grants

From A. Fyfe, work in progress



Rewards and Recognition in the 19thC

Meeting of the Royal Society, c.1841



Refereeing 
(peer review)

George Busk took five pages to 
recommend publication of TH Huxley’s 

1861 paper on Glyptodon

Printed form for 
referees, 1950

From Royal Society archives



Independent  Journals

Philosophical Magazine 
(f.1798)

Nature (f.1869)

Richard Taylor (1781-1858) Norman Lockyer (1836-1920)



The Prestige of Publication, 1936

‘The publications of the Society have 
always been recognized as of 
exceptionally high standard, and special 
significance has been attached to 
papers published in them.’

Louis Filon
Vice-President of the Royal Society



The Prestige of Publication, 1936

‘For appointments to academic and 
other posts, appointing bodies have 
often no means of discriminating 
between important and trivial research, 
except the particular medium of 
publication. …
… a spate of trivial papers may easily 
outweigh, in the minds of lay persons 
[on academic appointing bodies], a few 
really valuable contributions, with 
results ultimately detrimental to the 
best interests of Science.’

Louis Filon
Vice-President of the Royal Society



The view from 1957

David Christie Martin
Executive Secretary to the Royal Society

Scientific societies should be the 
guardians of the quality of scientific 
publication of original work in learned 
journals. That was their chief raison d’etre.

Maintaining the highest attainable 
standards in publishing scientific papers is 
the greatest service scientific societies 
could render to the community... 
[through] high-class refereeing.



A Post-War Transition

From a circulation-oriented, mission-driven 
service to scholarship, funded by learned 
societies, universities and governments…
…to a commercially-viable enterprise in the 
early Cold War



New Players, New Strategies

Robert Maxwell, of Pergamon Press

• International 
markets, 
especially the 
USA

• English as a 
shared language

• Targeting 
institutional sales 
(not individuals)



Mission-based publishers too!

• e.g. Cambridge University Press opened its New York 
office in 1949

• e.g. Royal Society slashed its free list in 1954, and took 
control of its own sales and marketing (especially for the 
USA)



Self-Help for Learned Journals (1963)

‘By 1955 it was obviously desirable to examine… the 
general problem of production and distribution of 
[journals for…] original research, which nobody 
wished to go out of existence, but which without 
some kind of help were on the way to extinction.’

Royal Society deficit/surplus on publications, 1880-2010 
(from A. Fyfe, work in progress)



Member fees

Income from endowment

Government 
grant

Sales income

Industrial sponsorship

c) Mostly sales 
income

How was it all financed?

1850 1900 1950 2000

One-off gifts and grants

From A. Fyfe, work in progress



Golden Years of Commercial Academic 
Publishing, 1950s-1960s

• Capacity for growth in research

• Increased circulation globally

• Learned societies finances became less strained

• Refereeing can be done by commercial firms…



1963 ‘Code for new 
scientific journals’

‘Ideally, the best body to start and 
to run a journal is a scientific 
society, but if this is impossible, a 
journal should only be put in the 
hands of a commercial publisher 
with the following safeguards:’

• A board of scientific [i.e. 
academic] editors should 
determine editorial and financial 
policy, as well as nominations to 
the board

• Copyright should remain with 
the authors

• Get competent legal advice
From Royal Society archives



The End of the Golden Years

• The 1970s: inflation, oil crisis, industrial relations

– Acquisitions and mergers in commercial book publishing; difficult 
times (and new management) at CUP and OUP.

• The 1980s: reduced university funding…

– Since the 1980s, university libraries have faced steady or falling 
budgets. 

– Where then, are the customers that the commercial model needs?

– Serials crisis. Monograph crisis…

• Academic culture, and the prioritization of research

– Since the 1980s, increasing expectations of research outputs and 
excellence



Survival Strategies

Commercial Firms
• Acquisitions, mergers and international media 

conglomerates
• Economies of scale
• Diversification
• Higher book prices or journal subscriptions
• Monetisation of secondary rights (from photocopying 

to digital sales)

Mission-driven publishers:
• University Presses 
• Learned Societies



Why are we stuck with a model 
of academic publishing that is 

past its use-by date?



Mission-led Institutions

• Learned society publishers

• University presses

• Represent the interests of scholarly 
communities

• Have the moral authority to award 
scholarly prestige

• As organisations, are more powerful 
than any individual researcher
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Being ‘business-like’

• Not running at a loss?

• Actively making a profit?

A Royal Society policy review 
in 1995 set twin objectives 
for the publishing division:

– To disseminate 
research

– To generate income 
for the Society

Publishing director, report to Council
From Royal Society archives



Royal Society Publishing in the 21stC

Two fully-OA journals

Some content of 
subscription journals is 
freely available:
• Historic content (for 

everyone)
• Current content for 

institutions in the 
developing world 
(via UN, WHO, 
INASP schemes)



Closing Reflections

• The sales-based, commercial model of academic publishing is neither 
inevitable nor eternal

• Prestige culture matters, as well as technology and economics

• Scholarly communities should

– Reclaim leadership

– Rediscover mission

– And find ways to work together

DOI 10.5281/zenodo.3454688


