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Abstract

Reviewing is an integral part of the academic enterprise, and re-
viewers play an important role in blocking other people’s work that
they don’t like for arbitrary reasons. Recent developments in open
science, such as preprints, have unfortunately been steps in the wrong
direction. In order to restore science to its golden days of a Kafkaesque
system full of traps and snares, I present eight strategies that all re-
viewers should apply in order to reject any paper they want, without
the burdensome work of actually having to read it.
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The goal of Academia is money and fame
Academia must be distinguished from research and science. A good researcher and
scientist is a person who diligently checks their work for errors, is motivated to
find errors and correct them, makes sure that no questionable research practices
are used, and carefully draws conclusions based on all the evidence. None of that
nonsense is applicable to Academia.

The goals of Academia are money and fame. In fact, the more money you can
get your busy little hands on, and the more publications you can churn out in
a few highly selective high-impact journals, the better off you will be. This is
because the “scarcity of available outlets is artificial, based on the costs of printing
in an electronic age and a belief that selectivity is equivalent to quality” (Young,
Ioannidis, & Al-Ubaydli, 2008, p. 1418).

Today, however, there are several threats to these goals. Proponents of so-called
“open science” have tried to steer the train of Academia off its track and into a
trainwreck of “reproducible science”, “trustworthy results”, and “rigorous meth-
ods”, all of which paints a negative and unfair picture of its current state. Some
have even gone so far to say that science is the best system for advancing knowl-
edge, but that Academia, on the other hand, is not. We must not let them get away
with this smear campaign. We must defend the need to publish in highly selective
journals depending on peer review, otherwise we run the risk of our journals losing
power.

Peer review still has a tremendously important role to play in combating such
dangerous ideas before they take a stronger chokehold on our livelihoods. For
instance, Eisner (2018) wrongly pointed out “the importance of judging the quality
of the science itself as opposed to using surrogate metrics” (2018, p. 364).

In this article, I suggest countermeasures against the New Terrorism of open sci-
ence, open inquiry, and open debate from the point of view of the heroic gatekeeper,
Reviewer 2, who tries their best to always reject manuscripts that dare challenge
our authority. I argue that we should insist on retaining a Kafkaesque system,
where papers must surpass an insurmountable amount of gatekeeping before they
can be taken seriously. Otherwise, we risk having a research system that no longer
values surprising findings that are systematically delivered on a predictable sched-
ule.

A better approach to gatekeeping scientific knowledge than blind peer-review is
difficult to find, because it ultimately allows for arbitrary decisions without respon-
sibility, made under a veil of secrecy, and away from the prying eyes of science. We
have already successfully conditioned journalists and the mass media into believing
that science must be published in specific journals in order to be taken seriously.
In the wise words of Gelman (2016): “once an article is published in some approved
venue, it should be taken as truth”. Abandoning this system now would be like
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pulling the rug from under our feet, and ultimately destroying civilization as we
know it. We must therefore equip Reviewer 2 with better armor, and prepare for
battle to defend the sacred status of published, peer-reviewed papers.

How to reject any paper
Here, I present eight different strategies that Reviewer 2 should always have at their
disposal to successfully reject a manuscript (with helpful guidance by Schopen-
hauer, 2018). Since many researchers are also discussing research on social media
nowadays, several of the latter strategies also apply to open debates where danger-
ous criticism can easily take wing and spread much further than is appropriate.

There are many myths surrounding Reviewer 2 which need to be dispelled; for
example, that Reviewer 2 unnecessarily delivers particularly devastating blows to
any paper by telling authors to go to hell and beyond. Contrary to this harmful
myth, a good Reviewer 2 instead delivers their criticism in such a way that the
authors feel inspired to go there (Clements, 2020). Reviewer 2 must therefore
possess eloquence rather than confident brute force.

1. Always require novelty
Researchers agree that we should not base our conclusions on a single study, but
should demand many studies before reaching a conclusion.

This has to stop.

We need to bring back the golden days of rejecting articles because they did not
do anything new, and letting researchers complain about the lack of studies that
study the same thing. Those golden days provided a sweetspot for science: there
were not enough studies to draw a conclusion on any given topic, and yet, we could
not publish more studies on the same topic because it had already been covered.
This paradox is lost if we reject the constant search for novelty, and we thus risk
a lack of endless novel findings.

The constant search for novelty has many self-perpetuating benefits. First, all
studies that do not do something new can be rejected. Novelty is easy to under-
stand as a measure of quality. Second, we acquire more theories and models, and
theories are like toothbrushes—everyone should have their own (Gigerenzer, 2011).
Everyone has the opportunity to be a world expert on their own particular theories,
which means that Academia can produce far many more experts than any other
system. Third, the vast number of theories need organizing and taxonomizing,
which requires further research and funding.

The beauty of having many different theories is that it is always possibile to reject
a theory we do not like. We can choose to either reject a theory because it is not
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new, or we can reject a precisely because it is new and therefore contradicts an
old theory (that we do like). We are therefore able to only accept papers on the
grounds of novelty + supporting evidence. This is not confirmation bias because
Academia has a review system that is immune to confirmation bias.

Remember, if we require novelty at all times, then novelty and pluralism will be
guaranteed by the system, and not individuals. There is therefore nothing wrong in
giving all available funding to only a handful of people. In fact, awarding funding
to anyone other than those who are the most qualified (i.e., us) is unethical. If
we change this system, which has worked so well in the past, we could prompt a
catastrophic failure.

So what do we do when we see an unoriginal paper without novelty that does not
contribute with theory, or have null findings? We should reject it.

2. Constantly raise the bar
A good reviewer should always try to raise the bar and object to the lack of
something. Since all studies require trade-offs, reviewers can always object that a
paper specifically lacks the things that were traded off. In other words, there is
always something—anything—that hasn’t been done enough.

Someone undertook a study with 500,000 participants? It’s not longitudinal. Some-
one undertook a study with 500,000 participants and it was over three decades?
It’s only one country. Someone undertook a study with 500,000 participants, over
three decades, in five countries? It only used one type of measurement.

Complaining about the lack of something will always work because the bar can
always be raised. A good reviewer should therefore point out that the paper is
not adequate in some apparently vital aspect: the theoretical contribution is not
enough, the originality is not enough, the conclusions are not justified enough,
and so on. If no apparent objection can be found, then it is simple to fall back
on a complaint that the study is not persuasive enough. No further argument is
required. Reject the paper.

3. Apply a different standard
Sometimes it is apparent that the bar has been raised to such a high degree that
you would look foolish to argue against its quality. In this case it is necessary to
change the standards for evaluating the paper. In other words, you do not raise
the bar. You change to a completely different game that the author has not yet
mastered.

Someone undertook a study with 500,000 participants, over three decades, in five
countries with twenty different types of measurements? Surely, that would satisfy
any reviewer? On the contrary, the paper now lacks focus and tries to do too
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much. Tell the author that some other work must be done instead, and preferably
something that is not mentioned in the paper at all.

The trick is to constantly move the goalposts. A paper that focuses on theory
can be rejected because it doesn’t engage with empirical evidence. A paper that
focuses on empirical evidence can be rejected because it does not engage with
theory. A paper that focuses on both can be rejected because it’s too ambivalent
and doesn’t choose a side. Constantly applying a different standard will always
work as long as we can decide the rules of the game after we have read the paper
(c.f., Chambers, 2013).

This strategy is also useful after a long round of revisions, where the paper can
be objected to either because the author fails to adhere to all suggestions by the
reviewer (i.e., the bar was raised too high), or because the author adhered to all
suggestions and the paper has therefore changed so dramatically that it is basically
a completely different paper that is now better suited for a more specialized journal.
The outcome, however, is the same in both scenarios. Reject the paper.

4. Demand contradiction
Tell the author to write more with fewer words. Start the review by insisting that
the author must shorten their introduction, which is much too long, and then later
demand that the author extensively justify each and every decision they have made
in that introduction. This is another way of saying “write a shorter introduction
while expanding it”. The paper can then always be rejected at a later stage for not
having met your expectations.

This strategy is also beneficial for editors. As the saying goes, too many cooks
spoil the broth. If the editor finds that reviewers are too positive, they can simply
add another reviewer. The probability that they will all agree with each other
will thus basically fall to zero, which means that the editor can then (1) pick the
reviewer who has delivered the most detrimental blow to the author’s paper, or (2)
pick two reviewers who contradict each other and tell the author that it is vital to
follow both reviewers’ suggestions before publication is even conceivable.

It will require verbal finesse to pull this off from the reviewer’s perspective, because
the logically impossible must be demanded in a way that appears sound and neces-
sary; even urgent. Any author will then become frustrated and experience moral
injury (Molendijk, 2018), in which they are incapable of reaching the standard
that is required of them. In best case scenario, they will give up and accept defeat.
If they persist or even dare to point out the contradiction, you should insist that
they are mistaken, so that their moral injury is taken even further. Alternatively,
it could simply be asserted that the author lacks a degree in formal logic, and is
therefore not an expert on contradictions.

The fact that peer review is carried out behind closed doors, and the editor is
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merely objectively reporting what the reviewers say, means that the editor can
remain impartial while demanding the contradiction be resolved (which is impos-
sible). The outcome? Reject the paper.

5. Attack the methods section, not the results
If you do not like the results, you should obviously not say so because it will make
you look bad. You are a serious scholar, and serious scholars are objective and not
affected by petty politics; they follow the evidence wherever it might lead.

Instead, direct your attention to the flawed methods section. The author’s paper
may very well be outstanding in every other regard, but when the measure used
is (unfortunately) inadequate in every concievable aspect, it therefore invalidates
all conclusions.

More and more journals, unfortunately, are using registered reports (Chambers,
2013), where reviewers first review the introduction and methods section of a
paper before the actual empirical work is carried out, and the authors then write
the rest of the paper, which is followed by a second stage peer review. Complaining
about the methods once the results have been seen would clearly make a reviewer
look bad. Registered reports take away our power to arbitrarily reject papers we
do not like.

The evils of registered reports must therefore be resisted at all costs, and its
proponents discredited by whatever means can be found: registered reports will
kill creativity and destroy science as we know it! The outcome should, of course,
be the same: Reject the paper.

6. Shift the burden of proof
A good editor should take the criticism offered by reviewers at face value. It
should not be necessary for reviewers to substantiate the claims they make. They
are, after all, the experts that the editor consults, and if we demand that experts
justify their position, where will it end? (I’ll tell you where it will end—it will end
in infinite regression!) Only authors have to substantiate all claims at length.

A good reviewer should therefore just tell the author that “this has already been
done” without any need for references or further justification. The author will now
have to disprove that it hasn’t been done before, which is like trying to prove that
there are no aliens in the entire universe—an impossible task for any person when
the burden of proof has shifted.

Shifting the burden of proof is a tool that every reviewer must have in their toolbox.
The outcome? Reject the paper.
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7. Dismiss criticism as unfair
If you happen to find yourself receiving (or reviewing) critical commentary on a
vital matter that seems to be correct regarding matters of fact, it would be risky
to engage with that criticism if it could undermine your own standing. Some
critical comments can be difficult to counter, usually because they are convincing
(Isenberg, 1986). In that case, there are three different strategies available.

First, state that the criticism is unfair. Why is the author picking on this paper
when there are literally millions of papers out there? What were the inclusion cri-
teria or rules used to select this paper? Demand a full report on all the decisions
leading up to the selection—the cherry-picking—of this paper, including the philo-
sophical framework for decision-making and all the peer reviewed studies that
support the philosophical framework. Remember, this is not passive-aggressive
pettiness—this is a serious scholar doing serious work.

Second, direct your attention to how the comment is delivered and insist on a
different presentation. Maybe the tone of the comment is inappropriate? Count
the adjectives to nouns ratio and demand an immediate rewrite if the ratio is
unjustified. Perhaps the comment has been made in the wrong publication? Then
it obviously cannot be taken seriously until it has gone through the proper channels
and the people who are subject to the criticism have expressed their support: in
other words, those who disagree with the criticism must first agree with it.

And shouldn’t we simply disregard papers written with humor as being unprofes-
sional? Say “It’s not funny!” and “That’s not how we do things around here!” and
then point out the importance of not being seen as unprofessional by the public
and colleagues, and that such an attitude would be “unwise” and “might not ad-
vance your career”, and so on. This should be framed more in terms of concern
from a loving colleague, rather than criticism from a threatened despot.

If this still does not work you can always raise the bar and create a Catch-22
situation: say that you cannot take the critical commentary seriously because it
has not been published in a peer-reviewed journal. Then reject the submission
from the peer-reviewed journal, and remind the author that reviewer comments
are to be kept confidential in accordance with the review policy, and to think of
the repercussions if someone were to break these rules. That would certainly be
unwise.

Finally, attack the person. If you cannot turn the issue into a how question, make
it all about the who. This is the last resort and turns attention entirely away from
the message to the messenger. Does the critic have seemingly bad intentions? Then
they are probably not pure enough for us to take the criticism seriously. Does the
behavior make the critic seem very much like a bully, or worse, a research terrorist
or perhaps even a research Hitler? We obviously don’t negotiate with terrorists.
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A large replication study might send a signal that the original work is not robust,
that the original authors are fraudsters, or that the whole field is untrustworthy.
To counter this signal, make sure to take the side of the weak (those who are
attacked) and tell everyone that you are protecting the literature from illicit repli-
cation attempts by science deniers and methodological terrorists. Say that public
confidence will be undermined if they point out flaws publicly. Demand that any
criticism is published in the appropriate forum, with rigorous peer review and all
the nuances of ifs and buts that could possibly be thought of, ultimately leading
up to a reasonable decision. The decision? Reject the paper.

8. Require revisions over several years
Sometimes it is not possible to successfully counter an author, or convince an
author or editor how irresponsible it would be to make a particular paper public.
In that case, give the author your full support. Point out all the good parts of the
study and praise the author. Require some minor and reasonable—but absolutely
necessary—adjustments that would require an additional round of peer review,
and then an additional review, followed by yet another round of reviews, and so
on and so forth.

This strategy, if successful, has several benefits. Publication is delayed as long
as possible due to constant demand for more revisions. In a best case scenario,
the author is forced to continue revising the paper for years or even decades to
come (for an inspiring example, see Trebino, 2009). When the paper is finally near
completion, it can be rejected by applying completely different set of standards:
it’s now a new paper, and therefore more suitable for a specialized journal (where
the review process has to start from scratch again).

If the paper makes some important points, you can also buy yourself enough time
to write a strong rebuttal before the author’s paper is published. Since peer review
is carried out in the shadows, few will ever know that your paper just happens to
dismiss the exact point that the author is trying to make. You can then politely
inform the author that “a new paper sheds light on this exact issue and happens
to find serious mistakes in your argument” (oh, what a coincidence!) Remember,
being first is more important than being right (Bright, 2021).

This strategy requires that you have a certain amount of respect from the editor
in order to extend the number of revisions. You should probably be a famous
scholar or at least a subject expert before attempting this delaying strategy. If
you have worked hard and created your own theories, in the same way that you
have your own toothbrush, the chances are that you actually are an expert on
your own toothbr… theory. Otherwise, the editor may overrule you and say that
the author’s paper is indeed ready for publication. You would have to accept this
defeat as Reviewer 2, but at least you will have tried to postpone the publication
for as long as possible. The outcome? Conditional upon some minor but absolutely
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necessary adjustments being met, and only in the fullness of time, the paper could
perhaps be considered for acceptance with minor revisions.

Conclusion
What was once a glorious system that delivered useful truths1 and surprising find-
ings on a predictable schedule is now under heavy bombardment from the New
Terrorists. If we continue with open science and the so-called “replications” and
“preregistrations”, and an unhealthy quest for “rigor” by bypassing journals with
preprints that spell out what really happened, we risk losing the power of journals
to only publish the things we want. The public may no longer simply take our
words for granted, and the whole process might instead begin to derail into “show
me” rather than “trust me” (Stark, 2018, p. 613).

Remember, we can all agree that science is very difficult and that we will make
many mistakes along the way, but those mistakes should never be pointed out, nor
should we concede that any mistake has actually been made. It is the theoretical
possibility of mistakes that we should acknowledge and lecture about fiercely—not
actual mistakes carried out in front of us. We must insist that science is self-
correcting, but never admit that any of our work needs correction. Academia is,
after all, the only enterprise where everyone agrees that there are errors, but no
one is responsible for making them.

The evidence suggests that we are reaching our goals. PhD students who enter
Academia still consider mental health problems to be the norm (Hazell & Berry,
2022), and some lecturers within Academia are still living in tents just to survive
(Fazackerley, 2021). But we do not know how long this glorious system will last.
We must fight the new vigilantes who favor rigor and open access for all over
money and fame for the few. We must decrease the number of permanent positions,
increase the number of PhDs produced, and increase the number of publications
in highly selective journals that they need to survive. Only this will help purge
Academia from the evils of rigor.

If you agree, share this article and pledge your allegiance to its ultimate goal: to
defend science from the unfair criticism of the New Terrorists.

1Useful for our careers.
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Checklist for Reviewer 2

1. How is the material unsuitable for the journal?
2. How is the title unclear, uninformative, and open to misinterpretation?
3. In what way does the abstract fail to summarize the important results and

conclusions?
4. To what extent is the paper poorly organized and presented?
5. How unoriginal is the method?
6. How unpersuaded are you by the paper?
7. What fallacies did you find in the interpretations and conclusions?
8. Has your own work been properly credited?
9. Which illustrations and tables are unintelligible?

10. How many formatting errors did you find in the reference list?
11. Can the paper be shortened and lengthened?
12. How many native English speakers are missing from the paper?
13. Can you make brief suggestions as to the jobs the author should consider

instead?

10



References
Bright, L. K. (2021). Why Do Scientists Lie? Royal Institute of Philosophy Sup-

plements, 89, 117–129. doi:10.1017/S1358246121000102
Chambers, C. D. (2013). Registered Reports: A new publishing initiative at Cor-

tex. Cortex, 49(3), 609–610. doi:10.1016/j.cortex.2012.12.016
Clements, J. C. (2020). Don’t be harsh in peer review. Nature, 585(7825), 472–472.

doi:10.1038/d41586-020-02512-0
Eisner, D. A. (2018). Reproducibility of science: Fraud, impact factors and

carelessness. Journal of Molecular and Cellular Cardiology, 114, 364–368.
doi:10.1016/j.yjmcc.2017.10.009

Fazackerley, A. (2021). “My students never knew”: The lecturer who lived in a
tent. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/educatio
n/2021/oct/30/my-students-never-knew-the-lecturer-who-lived-in-a-tent

Gelman, A. (2016). What has happened down here is the winds have changed.
Statistical Modeling, Causal Inference, and Social Science. Retrieved from
https://web.archive.org/web/20220120083457/https://statmodeling.stat.co
lumbia.edu/2016/09/21/what-has-happened-down-here-is-the-winds-have-
changed/

Gigerenzer, G. (2011). Surrogates for Theory. APS Observer, 22(2). Retrieved
from https://web.archive.org/web/20210120095456/https://www.psychologi
calscience.org/observer/surrogates-for-theory

Hazell, C. M., & Berry, C. (2022). Is doing a PhD bad for your mental health?
Impact of Social Sciences. Retrieved from https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofso
cialsciences/2022/01/12/is-doing-a-phd-bad-for-your-mental-health/

Isenberg, D. J. (1986). Group polarization: A critical review and meta-
analysis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50(6), 1141–1151.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.50.6.1141

Molendijk, T. (2018). Toward an interdisciplinary conceptualization of moral in-
jury: From unequivocal guilt and anger to moral conflict and disorientation.
New Ideas in Psychology, 51, 1–8. doi:10.1016/j.newideapsych.2018.04.006

Schopenhauer, A. (2018). Die Kunst, Recht zu behalten: in achtunddreißig Kunst-
griffen dargestellt. Berlin: Insel Verlag.

Stark, P. B. (2018). Before reproducibility must come preproducibility. Nature,
557(7707), 613–613. doi:10.1038/d41586-018-05256-0

Trebino, R. (2009). How to Publish a Scientific Comment in 123 Easy Steps.
Retrieved from https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/How-to-Publish-a-Sc
ientific-Comment-in-123-Easy/980e04d50f9b06c4bb76bff2b5a590d5ba933401

Young, N. S., Ioannidis, J. P. A., & Al-Ubaydli, O. (2008). Why Current
Publication Practices May Distort Science. PLOS Medicine, 5(10), e201.
doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.0050201

11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1358246121000102
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cortex.2012.12.016
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-020-02512-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.yjmcc.2017.10.009
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/oct/30/my-students-never-knew-the-lecturer-who-lived-in-a-tent
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2021/oct/30/my-students-never-knew-the-lecturer-who-lived-in-a-tent
https://web.archive.org/web/20220120083457/https://statmodeling.stat.columbia.edu/2016/09/21/what-has-happened-down-here-is-the-winds-have-changed/
https://web.archive.org/web/20220120083457/https://statmodeling.stat.columbia.edu/2016/09/21/what-has-happened-down-here-is-the-winds-have-changed/
https://web.archive.org/web/20220120083457/https://statmodeling.stat.columbia.edu/2016/09/21/what-has-happened-down-here-is-the-winds-have-changed/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210120095456/https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/surrogates-for-theory
https://web.archive.org/web/20210120095456/https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/surrogates-for-theory
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2022/01/12/is-doing-a-phd-bad-for-your-mental-health/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2022/01/12/is-doing-a-phd-bad-for-your-mental-health/
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.50.6.1141
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.newideapsych.2018.04.006
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-018-05256-0
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/How-to-Publish-a-Scientific-Comment-in-123-Easy/980e04d50f9b06c4bb76bff2b5a590d5ba933401
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/How-to-Publish-a-Scientific-Comment-in-123-Easy/980e04d50f9b06c4bb76bff2b5a590d5ba933401
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0050201

	The goal of Academia is money and fame
	How to reject any paper
	1. Always require novelty
	2. Constantly raise the bar
	3. Apply a different standard
	4. Demand contradiction
	5. Attack the methods section, not the results
	6. Shift the burden of proof
	7. Dismiss criticism as unfair
	8. Require revisions over several years

	Conclusion
	Checklist for Reviewer 2
	References

