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Internet publishing

Knowledge grows when shared — so says Ancient Wis-
dom. The really dramatic evidence in support of this
principle came in along with the Internet Era. One of the
most attractive aspects of the Internet 1s that 1t allows
knowledge (and more importantly, enthusiasm) to be
shared across the globe, instantly and iexpensively.
The spectacular accomplishment of the open source
movement in general, and of the Linux operating system
in particular, 1s a case tn point. In 1991, Linus Torvalds,
then a student in Finland, started developing (from
scratch) a tree unix-like operating system. Today, Linux
has become the best, most robust and most cost-
effective operatling system — only a few years away {rom
Total World Domination. That Linux could successlully
compete against the billion-dollar-funded altcrnative
operating systems 1s entirely because the source code of
Linux was [reely shared across the world. The toosely-
knit, enthusiastic and dedicated tecam of brilliant hackers
did the rest.

Though the Linux story is a classic example of using
the Internet for sharing knowledge, it was mainly about
sharing specialized  knowledge amongst  specialists,
However, the Internet also offers a far more powerful
tool — the World Wide Web. Though originaliy devel-
oped by Tim Burns-Lec 1o help out the community of
particle physicists for coordinating their highly csoteric
research, the Wceb has emerged as an excellent (most
user-friendly, most versatile, most powerful, most cost-
cltective) medium for presenting all kinds of informa-
tion to the world. Since the stated purposc of most sci-
entific journals is to inform and cducate their rcaders
about scientific developmenis, what can be more appro-
priate than thesc journals making their appearance on
the Web?

It would be interesting and instructive to trace the
history and the growth of web-accessible scientific jour-
nals — but there can be no doubt that (heir number is
increasing very rapidly, and so s their versatility, For
example, the web pages of the library of the Indian Insu-
tute of Science and the National Cenler for Science In-
formation (both accessible via hip://www.iisc.crnet.in)
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have provided a list of over 200 web-accessible journals
covering the disciplines of physical sciences, life sci-
ences, medicine and technology. Journals [rom many
countries across the world (USA, Sweden, the Nether-
lands. Australia, Brazil, Korea, etc.) have taken to the
Web.

The advantages of making journals available on the
web are almost sclf-evident. Journals can be accessed
from almost anywhere (Irom Institutes of higher lcarn-
ing, as well as from the rapidly mushrooming cyber-
cales!), and at any timc: the intcrested reader is {reed
[rom the constraints imposed by space, geographical
location and time. This by itsclf will ensure that morc
journals and more articles are read. The second, not so
readtly obvious advantage is that the articlc being read
can be casily saved for reading 1t at leisure in future,
this probably ensures that articles arc recad more care-
fully (and hence arc more likely to be cited!). However,
the most cruclal advantage of web-based journals ts tha
articles contained in them can be ‘discovered’ by inter-
ested readers, using the various scarch engines avatlable
on the Weh. The days of actually browsing printed cop-
1es of journals 1o discover relevant articles (literature-
search!) were over long ago, to be superceded by the cra
of using only the sccondary sources like the abstracting
journals, inttially the printed versions and subscquently
the compact discs (CDs). Today, the only source ol in-
formation recognized by the graduate students (probably
in all countries) 1s the Internet; what is not avalable on
the Internet 1s deemed to be nonexistent! So almost the
only way 1n which a published article would be noticed
1s when a search engine (c.g. Google or Yahoo), in re-
sponse to a query from a rescarcher, scans tens ol mil-
ions of documents spread all over the internet and picks
it up along with other relevant documents which match
the query. In other words, if a journal ts an the net, there
is & good chance that sometime or the other, an article
published tn 1t will be picked up and cited by rescearch-
¢rs. On the other hand, articles published in those untor-
tunate journals not hosted on the Web may just continue
o lic in some forgolten corner, never ever to be notived
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It tx for this reason, if nothing else that Indian journals
have to go on the Internet as soon as possible. Taking to
the web s the fastest, surest and the most cost-effective
way of improving the vistbility of Indian scicncee.

Guven that India has the third largest scientific man-
power poel i the werld, an abundant supply of skilled
software prefessionals. and a profusion of organizations
and companics providing inCXPensive internet access,
one would have logically (though naively) expected to
so¢ many Indian scientific journals on the web. Unfortu-
natcly, the ground realities are somewhat different. The
pace o adaptation to these new technologies in India
has been rather slow. However, one can take heart from
the fact that things have indced started moving. There
arc indications that a joint initiative from the academies
of science will very soon (in less than a few months)
cnsure that all their journals arc {recly available on the
weh, The spinit-of-sharing whipped up by the Internect
seems to be powerful enough even 10 make the two
academies cooperate with each other.

Using the World-Wide-Web for communicating sci-
ence means much more than stmply hosting the cxisting
journals on the web. The time is ripe for starting elec-
tronic journals that will complement the role of existing
print Journals. Even a conscrvative journal like Acta
Crystallographica scems to be at it (yes, Acta Crvst E is
not just next in series after A, B, C, and D — the E stands
for Elcctronic!). For a truly cexciting account of what
a purcly clectronic journal can do, a visit to the website
of the clectronic Journal Conservation Ecology
(www. consccol.org/vol3/iss2/art16) for a look at the
editortal by C.S. Holling 1s strongly recommended.
Once freed from the constraints of the print medium, the
possibilitics are enormous. Gone are the rigid limits on
the number of words, figures or coloured illustrations.
The authors can include even animations and vidcos if
they so choosc — and which theoretical chemist can re-
sist the invitation to upload files that show the graceful
transitions of a molecule from one symmetric conforma-
tton to another! For more mundane and number-and-
statistics oriented researchers, large scts of primary data
can now be included along with the article and made
avallable to the interested readers — or skeptical refe-
rees. Talking of referces, electronic submission and
recferceing of manuscripts i1s now easily possible; this
means that it 1s inexpensive and operationally quite con-
venient to have a larger number of referees. The peer-
review process can also be speeded up considerably,
since poslal delays can be drastically reduced. With just
a hittle cooperation and just a little patience from the
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interested parties (authors, referces, editors and read-
ers). a purcly internet-bascd journal is likely to prove to
be a most cost-effective and attractive option in the days
to come.

All these advantages notwithstanding, a rather serious
1ssuc, currently being constantly debated all over the
world, 1s about the authenticity and rcliability of web-
based tnformation. This will be all the more important
for scientific journals. Sctting up and publicizing a web-
basced journal takes hardly any resources. An old 486-
based machine (powered by Linux, of course), a con-
ncction to the internet (the rates are coming down all the
time!), and a desire to set up the journal is all that is
needed — the required expertisc can be picked up in a
tew hours by anyone who has uscd a computer even for
Just a couple of weeks. It is just a matter of chance that
we do not as yet have an Indian Journal of Herbal Pet-
rol (may be it is there somewhere!). A knec-jerk re-
sponse towards solving this problem would be to request
the Government or the Academies 1n collaboration with
the government, to start some kind of certification sys-
tcm. Such an initiative, unfortunatcly would be a virtu-
ally worthless (and probably counterproductive)
exercise. The community of Internet users is deeply
suspicious (and probably rightly so) and vocally hostile
to any kind of such authoritarian mechanisms. A better,
though more time-consuming solution is to set up spe-
cial websites for monitoring all journals. Anyone would
be welcome to comment on the journals, but the com-
ments would be moderated before hosting on the page.
The great success of moderated newsgroups argues in
favour of such a solution, though this is by no mcans a
panacea. In the long run, the inexorable Darwinian se-
lection will ensure that the better journals survive and
{lourish at the ¢xpense of the not-so-fit ones.

To sum up, the Internct and the World Wide Web are
all set to revolutionize science communication and sci-
entific publishing. India, in particular, can bencfit
grcatly from this development. Unfortunately, not much
has been done so [ar; in fact, it is a pity that so many,
with so much, have done so little. On the other hand,
there are very encouraging signs that the sttuation will
change for the better, sooncr rather than later. The inter-
net tcchnology ts such that so much can be done with so
little by just a few — and a few are indeed wrying to do it.
Just a little bit of encouragement and insistence {rom the
discriminating readers, and Indian science journals will
start {lourishing on the web very soon.

N. V. Joshi
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