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publications at public sector universities in Pakistan

Wagar Ali Shah ®2, Rukhsana Ali?, and Asadullah Lashari®

Center for Applied Language Studies (CALS), University of Jyvaskyla, Jyvaskyla, Finland; ®School of
Education, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Predatory publishing has recently emerged as a menace in De-naturalization; predatory
academia. University professors and researchers often exploit publishing; symbolic
this practice for their economic gains and institutional prestige. violence; public sector
The present study investigates such existing predatory publish-  universities; Pakistan
ing practices in Pakistani public sector universities drawing on

the notion of symbolic violence. For this purpose, we analyzed

495 articles published by 50 university professors in the social

sciences and humanities over the period 2017-2021. We also

conducted semi-structured interviews with 20 postgraduate

students to gather their perspectives on publishing practices.

The study shows that 69% of the sample papers were pub-

lished in predatory journals, as identified in Pakistan’s Higher

Education Commission’s (HEC) online journal recognition sys-

tem (HJRS). Postgraduate students’ insights inform the study

that the students misrecognize these malpractices in academia

as a problem what is referred to as “symbolic violence.”

Consequently, they engage in the process to increase their

publications. Such publications enable both the university pro-

fessors and the students to achieve the desired benefit, such as

promotions, tenure, and academic degrees. We recommend

that this practice must be altered at the policy level since it

not only violates the HEC's standards for quality research but

also damages the researchers’ credibility and country’s scien-

tific reputation.

1. Introduction

Predatory publishing has emerged as a serious concern in the academic
publishing as it threatens the integrity of science and publication practices
globally. In the 1980s, the publishing industry saw a shift from closed
access to open access publishing, which enabled global access to the latest
research (Mills and Inouye 2021). In line with reputable journals, pay-to-
publish journals also appeared and published scholarly work without
ensuring the quality of the research (Ebadi & Zamani, 2018). The term
predatory journal was coined by American academic, researcher, and
librarian Jeffrey Beall in 2008 to describe journals that emphasize profit

CONTACT Wagar Ali Shah @ wagar.w.ali-shah@student.jyu.fi @ Center for Applied Language Studies (CALS),
University of Jyvaskyla, Jyvaskyla, Finland

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.


http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0651-8882
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/08989621.2022.2106424&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-08-08

2 W. A. SHAH ET AL.

over quality of research and publish articles for a fee without substantial
peer review. Others have called predatory journals “questionable,”
“hijacked,” “fake,” and “false” (Mills and Inouye 2021) and “bogus,”
“pseudo,” “deceptive,” “sham,” “dubious,” “low credibility” and “scholarly
bad faith journals” (Berger 2017). The primary purpose of predatory pub-
lishing is to make a profit rather than contribute to the advancement of
knowledge (Beall 2012, 2014; Demir 2018; Negahdary 2017). Predatory
open access journals (POAJs) violate peer review and quality control
(Dadkhah, Mohammad, and Borchardt 2017). Thus, papers in such jour-
nals are considered junk science for citations (Memon 2018) as well as
deceptive entities (Eriksson and Helgesson 2017). An in-depth look at this
academic crime reveals the power and grab tactics used by the publishers to
attract the writers by providing an easy and quick way to publish their
work through e-mails (Butler 2013; Kozak, Lefremova, and Hartlye 2016).
In 2015, Shen and Bjork reported that more than half a million articles
were published in predatory open access journals (POAJs).

In the backdrop of the scholarly criticism on predatory publishing as
a global trend, the present study is conceptualized to investigate prevalent
malpractices of predatory publishing in Pakistan using Bourdieu’s (1991)
concept of “symbolic violence” as a theoretical lens. The concept of symbolic
violence is useful when attempting to understand dominance, exploitation,
and subordination in educational practices (Ebadi and Zamani, 2018, 26).
According to Bourdieu, the educational system is one of the main agents of
symbolic violence (Bourdieu, ibid). Pakistan is chosen as a context for the
present study because: a) the country has a historical significance in the
South Asian region for its colonial roots reflected in the educational and
research policies; it promotes academic publishing as a significant part of
national research policy devised by Higher Education Commission (HEC),
Pakistan for the recruitment and promotion of the university teachers b) the
present authors are affiliated with Pakistani universities that deepens their
understanding of predatory publication practices in Pakistan exploited as
a means to earn unfair promotions and tenures. Thus, the authors of the
study tend to inform the readers both at a national and global level by
delving deeper into the issue to see the way it works and gets legitimized at
a wider scale in the country. In this study, we have used two datasets: a)
a corpus of research articles published by university professors in national
and international journals over the period of 2017-2021, and b) semi-
structured interviews with postgraduate students to know their views regard-
ing publishing practices at Pakistani public sector universities. For this
purpose, we begin with a scholarly review of the predatory as a global
phenomenon and theoretical framework of Symbolic violence as proposed
by Pierre Bourdieu (1991) followed by the methodological procedures. We
then present our results and discussion. Lastly, we propose suggestions to



ACCOUNTABILITY IN RESEARCH 3

ensure quality research at Pakistani universities considering the institutional
structure of the country.

2. Literature review

Predatory publishing is on the rise globally (see Omobowale et al. 2014;
Shehata and Elgllab 2018; Atiso, Kammer, and Bossaller 2019; Demir 2018;
Chavarro, Tang, and Rafols 2017; Ebadi and Gerannaz 2018). According to
Cobey et al. (2018), predatory publications are common in most journals
published in India, the United States, and Ethiopia. Earlier studies have
indicated that most individuals who publish in predatory journals are from
the Global South, especially India, China, and Africa. Approximately three
quarters of predatory publications are produced by African or Asian authors
as noted by Shen and Bjork (2015). Xia et al. (2015) identified four geogra-
phical regions with “predatory” publishers (Nigeria, India, UK, and USA),
but noted that most researchers were young and inexperienced. Most pre-
datory journals victimize naive researchers who submit their research to
them and have regrettable realizations afterward. Some experienced authors,
however, use predatory publications to enhance their CVs (Pond et al. 2019).
According to Torres (2022), predatory journals and publishers pursue self-
interest at the expense of scholarship, provide misleading or false informa-
tion, ignore standard editorial and publication practices, and engage in
aggressive and indiscriminate solicitation practices that are antithetical to
ethical conduct. According to Dinis-Oliveira (2021), scientists receive nearly
every day e-mails inviting them to publish in predatory open access journals
(POAJs) that do not pertain to their field.

This phenomenon of predatory publishing is also evident in the Pakistani
academia. During a public program in Pakistan, Dr Parvez Hoodbhoy,
a leading Pakistani physicist, remarked that in the past, publishing 12 papers
was considered a big accomplishment, but now academics publish 100s of
papers in a short period of time. As a result of publishing substandard
research papers, academics and students who take part in quality research
are discouraged. These practices devalue Pakistan’s research standards.
Masood (2018) highlights that universities are constantly battling for quality
in research and teaching through the Higher Education Commission, which
funds and regulates them. It is continually exposing academics committing
plagiarism - including members of its own staff - and closed 57 PhD and
master’s degree programs two years ago due to concerns about quality.
Kumari, Babur, and Siddiqui (2017) note that the issue of research culture
and research performance/productivity cannot be seen in isolation without
examining the nature and quality of the research education being provided
by higher education institutions. Memon (2018) noted an increasing trend in
predatory publishing that follows “fast review procedures without
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transparency.” In a recent study by Machacek and Srholec (2021), Pakistan
ranked 17 out of 20 OIC countries in predatory publishing, with 20 being the
worst ranking. Khan (2021) argues that in the past, it was the lack of financial
resources that were held responsible for the backwardness of the Muslim
world in science; recently, with the increase in funding coming from govern-
ments and national bodies, the OIC countries have had little impact on
science and research. It is happening as more papers are published in non-
peer reviewed “predatory journals.”

3. Bourdieu’s concept of “symbolic violence”

Bourdieu (1991) describes symbolic power as an invisible force used in every-
day social life and is recognized as a “legitimate practice.” The importance of
the symbolic power can be seen in its ability to impose reality construction
mechanisms on others. This power exercises a “symbolic violence,” which
refers to the process of justifying social conventions by naturalizing them in
the social structures. Sapiro (in Wright, 2015, 781) notes three components
through which the symbolic violence functions: ignorance of the arbitrariness
of the domination; recognition of this domination as legitimate; internaliza-
tion of the domination by the dominated. Walther (2014) notes that the
symbolic violence results from a power tension in which those with symbolic
capital use power against the agents possessing a low amount of capital only
to exert a control over them. According to Bourdieu, in contemporary
advanced capitalist societies, the symbolic violence is becoming more sig-
nificant, and the social hierarchies and inequalities are produced and main-
tained less by physical force than the forms of symbolic violence. The results
of the domination are referred to as “symbolic violence” (Bourdieu and
Wacquant 1992a, 15). Violence is a result of our misrecognition of the
systems of classification as natural that are culturally arbitrary and historical.

Symbolic violence is a generally invisible form of violence. In this case,
those who dominate do not need more force to control people to maintain
social hierarchy. In Bourdieu’s words, “let the system they dominate take its
own course in order to exercise their domination” (Bourdieu 1977, 190). To
put it in other words, this form of violence produces a social structure, in
which both the dominant and the dominated perceive these systems as
legitimate, and thus, think and act in their own best interests (Schubert in
Grenfell, et al, 2008, 184). Symbolic violence, is thus, a more effective and
brutal means of oppression (Bourdieu in Bourdieu and Eagleton 1992e, 115).
According to Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992a, 167), those who suffer from
“symbolic violence” are usually willing and interested participants in the
systems that harms them. According to him, symbolic violence occurs
through symbolic systems existing in the culture which shape the reality
(Bourdieu 1991). In this sense, the institutions and universities with
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symbolic power do engage in building a representation of the reality by
enforcing existing publishing practices as a “reality.” In order to combat this
symbolic violence exercised through unfair and unjust practices, it is thus
necessary to identify the symbolic acts in a culture and expose it as
illegitimate.

Bourdieu’s symbolic violence helps the present researchers to have
a critical insight into the ways the predatory publishing is naturalized and
deemed “legitimate” at the public sector universities in Pakistan. This con-
ceptual and analytic tool informs the study to problematize such frequently
occurring publications, which facilitate the predatory publishing industry
affecting the academic integrity and reputation of disciplines in relation to
the global research standards. In Wiegmann’s (2017) words, Bourdieu’s
theoretical tools like symbolic power and the violence it symbolizes are
helpful in highlighting the power relations operating within a social
practice.

4, The present study

The present inquiry draws on the notion of symbolic violence in academic
publishing primarily used in the work carried out by Ebadi and Zamani
(2018) who employed two theoretical lenses: Bourdieu’s (1991) symbolic
violence and Critical English for academic purposes (CEAP) to demon-
strate the factors contributing to an increase in predatory publications by
higher education students in Iran. They explored students’ perceptions
through a survey administered at four domestic universities in Iran. Our
study, however, situated in the Pakistani context, examines evidence of
articles published in the predatory journals by professors at public uni-
versities in the social sciences and humanities. In addition to the corpus of
articles, we conducted an in-depth semi-structured interview with post-
graduate students to learn how they perceive on-going publishing prac-
tices. The postgraduate students’ views were interpreted using Bourdieu’s
(1991) symbolic violence to understand the mechanism involving preda-
tory publications and the way symbolic violence operates through it and
other factors. Therefore, our study extends the debate on symbolic violence
in academic publishing taking Pakistan as a case study.

As part of our investigation into predatory publishing practices in
Pakistani academia, we attempted to answer the following questions:

(1) What is the prevalence of predatory publishing among social science
researchers in Pakistan?

(2) What are postgraduate researchers’ views about publishing practices at
public sector universities in Pakistan?
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4.1 Research policy in Pakistan

Higher Education Commission (HEC), Pakistan has consistently worked to
raise the standards of research since 2005. For this purpose, it facilitates
national research journals published by registered entities (universities or
departments of faculties of such entities or registered research institutions or
nonprofit academic societies with a mandate for research) through financial
support and capacity building to enhance their academic and publication
standards (Kumari, Babur, and Siddiqui 2017). To ensure the quality of
research output, the HEC had previously classified research journals into
four categories, namely W, X, Y, and Z, with “W” being the highest and “Z”
being the lowest standard. With the introduction of the Higher Education
Journal Recognition System (HJRS), a newly developed online system for the
accreditation of journals, the HEC has removed “Z” category, which means
that publication in any of research journals in that category would have no
benefit for the author (see Yousufzai 2021).

With the revised system that was fully implemented in July 2020, the HEC,
however, recognizes only research journals in the W, X and Y categories. In
addition, the HEC claims that it will evaluate the journals’ quality by using
internationally acknowledged parameters. In a public notification issued on
5 November 2019, HEC released revised guidelines to ensure the quality of
both national and international research publications (see Table 1 for
description of each category of journal).

Table 1. Description of HEC journals’ each category.
Level Description

“W” (i) Indexation with well-reputed international databases preferably web of science and Scopus.
(i) Must have citation information from diverse sources including Impact Factor, Source
Normalized impact per paper, Eigen Factor, SCimago Journal Rank, and Impact per paper.
(iii) Should have required Weighted Average Score on all the above parameters on thresholds
fixed for each scientific area calculated through an IT based system.

“X" (i) Published articles should be peer-reviewed by well-reputed international experts in relevant

field

(i) Indexing/abstracting with at least one recognized abstracting agency of HEC with some
additional quality criteria

(iii) At minimum: 1/4™ of the published articles should international authorship

(iv) No self-institutional publications allowed

(v) Articles processing through open journal management system (OJS) or similar journal
management system

" (i) An academic editorial board (or equivalent) comprising of members with PhD degrees in
relevant fields (i.e., area of publication) and strong research and publications background
(ii) Publications by editor or members of editorial team not allowed
(iii) Self-institutional authorship shall not exceed 1/5™ of total articles

(Source: https://www.hec.gov.pk/english/services/faculty/journals/Documents/Policies/Notification.
pdf).
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The journals belonging to the category “W” have the highest standard,
whereas those in category “Y” meet the minimum standard for being recog-
nized by the HEC according to the new policy. HEC has connected Pakistan’s
research journals with international impact factor companies, abstract and
citation databases of Elsevier’s Scopus, and Clarivate Analytics’ Journal
Citation Reports through its newly designed online platform - the HJRS
which was launched in 2020. The HJRS is designed to:

(a) create such a “recognition and reward ecosystem” where “high quality
research” is rewarded and promoted

(b) help HEC, funding agencies and Policy makers to objectively evaluate
the prestige of a journal, in a given subject area, and make informed
decisions about the prestige of journals where faculty members typi-
cally publish

(c) recognize, with high degree of accuracy within the community of
researchers, those researchers who aim for the prestigious journals
because they are doing world class research

(d) finally, act as a policy instrument to distinguish “quality-centric
researchers” from the herd

(Source: https://hjrs.hec.gov.pk/)

According to the HEC policy discussed on its official website, the selection
criteria for university recruitment process include 10 research articles with at
least 4 publications in the last five years for associate professor, and 15
research papers with at least 5 publications in the last 5 years in HEC
recognized journals for full professor besides a PhD and 10 and 15 years of
relevant teaching/research experience in HEIs respectively. Moreover, for
award of a PhD degree, HEC requires PhD researchers to publish one
research article as the first author during their doctoral studies in an HEC
recognized “Y” category (or above) journal.

4.2 Corpus for the present study

The study corpus consists of research articles written by university professors
within social sciences and humanities at public sector universities in Pakistan
(see Table 2). The present researchers restricted their analysis to the last five
years’ (i.e., 2017-2021) publications produced by university professors in
social sciences and humanities across the country. There are four provinces
in Pakistan: Sindh, Punjab, Baluchistan, and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. We
considered one public sector university in each province of the country in
addition to one university from Islamabad - the capital city of Pakistan.
A sample of fifty university professors was chosen randomly. Five university
professors, one from each social sciences and humanities discipline at the
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Table 2. Corpus of the research articles.

Field of Study Number of Professors Number of Articles
Linguistics 5 85
English Literature 5 41
Sociology 5 57
Anthropology 5 44
Political Science 5 34
Economics 5 30
International Relations 5 76
Public Administration 5 39
Gender Studies 5 57
Psychology 5 32
Total 50 495

selected universities across the country was included in the study. We
initially gathered the universities” information through HEC’s official website
to ensure the degree awarding programs, specifically masters and PhD in
social sciences and humanities. Based on the given information, we selected
the universities that award masters and PhD degrees and searched the
profiles for the academic staff. As a part of our criteria, we selected a full-
time professor for our study.

To trace the articles written by the selected professors, we referred to
academic research sharing forums, such as Google Scholar, Research Gate,
Academia, and Semantics Scholar, to gather samples of research articles
published by each university professor selected in the study. We prepared
an excel sheet for published articles with journals’ names and location,
authors’ details, and year of publication for all fields under study. Due to
the strict ethical protocols, we have concealed the identity of institutions and
participants. Research articles were evaluated using HJRS - an online recog-
nition system developed by HEC, Pakistan. The HJRS helped the present
authors to identify the journals as recognized by the system. On the contrary,
those journals and published articles that were not recognized by the HJRS
were labeled as “predatory” in the present study following the HEC’s guide-
lines. The corpus of the articles was analyzed using SPSS to calculate the
simple frequency of articles published in predatory and HEC recognized
journals and also create a graph to show the highest tendency of predatory
publication in several disciplines.

4.3. The interviews

A semi-structured interview was conducted with 20 postgraduate research-
ers, two from each field of study, studying in master’s degree programs at
the same public universities in Pakistan where the sample of articles
written by the professors was chosen. We first purposively selected
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postgraduate students, both male and female, and then used the snowball
technique to recruit the interview participants. The least criterion for
interview participants was the completion of coursework, initial defense
seminar delivered on their research proposal and publication of at least
one research article. The perception of postgraduate students in the study
was necessary as their contribution to increasing the university professors’
academic publications has been noticed widely in Pakistani academic and
public discourses. The present study argues that the professors exert
a symbolic violence through such practices of publications by the students.
Additionally, the authors” own affiliation with the public sector universities
in Pakistan tends to deepen their understanding about how postgraduate
students contribute to increasing publication regardless of whether the
publications appear in predatory journals.

Average interview duration was 20-25 minutes. In the interview, they were
asked about their experiences publishing articles at public sector universities
with their research supervisors. We transcribed and analyzed the interview data
using Braun & Clark’s (2006) thematic analysis technique, which helped us
codify the in-depth interview data for analysis using Bourdieu’s (1991) symbolic
violence. However, in presenting our data, we have selected the excerpts to
show their insights regarding the publishing practices. We triangulated the
interview data with the corpus of articles to further validate our inquiry into
predatory publishing practices, a symbol of violence in Pakistan. According to
Natow (2019), triangulation is one way to enhance the validity of a study when
viewed from a post-positivist perspective. This is accomplished by utilizing
a variety of methods, data sources, and researchers, as well as different data
analysis methods. Using multiple data sources, methods, researchers or analysis
techniques reduces the possibility of biases and inaccuracies.

5. Results

The findings of the study are presented in two sections. We first present the
frequencies and percentages of the predatory publication according to the
country’s own journal recognition system (i.e., HJRS) followed by the post-
graduate students’ views about the academic publishing at public sector
universities in Pakistan.

5.1 Predatory publication as a “research scam” in Pakistani academia

The findings of the study indicate that predatory publishing is a dominant
trend in Pakistani academia, as evidenced in Table 3 below. 69% of the
articles published by professors in social sciences and humanities were
identified in predatory journals. Many articles have been published both



10 W. A. SHAH ET AL.

Table 3. HEC recognized and predatory publications.

Total articles (f) Recognized in HJRS (f) Predatory Publications (f)
495 w 19 National 157
X 9 International 188
Y 122
Total 150 Total 345

nationally and internationally by paying fees to the journals without ensuring
that the quality standards are met.

Of the 150 HEC recognized articles, the increasing trend can be seen in
HEC’s “Y” category, whereas those published in HEC’s “W” and “X” cate-
gories stand significantly “low.” Most of the articles by university professors
were coauthored with their colleagues as well as postgraduate students to
comply with institutional policies and criteria for promotions and tenure. In
this case, it appears that research supervision in master’s and PhD degree
programs is a major contributor to this increase in predatory publications.
And this happens because the institutional policies at some universities
require the postgraduate students to publish articles as a part of their degree
requirement. In this entire process, the predatory publishing industry takes
the advantage by offering the easy and quick way to publish their work to
meet the required standards set by the institutions. Table 4 below sum-
marizes the findings on each of the fields of social sciences and humanities
at Public sector universities in Pakistan in terms of their recognition in HJRS
and status as “predatory.” The data shows that 345 research articles across all
fields are unrecognized in the HEC journal recognition system, thus being
published in predatory journals.

It is worth noting that predatory publications have become widespread at
public universities in Pakistan across all disciplines of social sciences and
humanities over the last several years. According to Figure 1, the highest
percentage of predatory journals was found in linguistics, with 16.23%

Table 4. Field-wise recognized and predatory publications.

Name of the field Recognized Articles (f) Not recognized (f)
"W “X" “y"
International Relations 5 0 36
Gender Studies 1 1 16 39
Sociology 1 4 6 46
English literature 3 0 1 27
Anthropology 2 1 4 37
Political Science 0 0 10 24
Economics 0 0 5 25
Linguistics 4 3 22 56
Public Administration 1 0 7 31
Psychology 2 0 6 24
Total 19 9 122 345
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Figure 1. Field-wise predatory publications.

followed by sociology, gender studies, anthropology and international rela-
tions with 13.3%, 11.3%, 10.7% and 10.4% respectively.

In the current academic climate, predatory publishing is practiced and
strengthened through a number of mechanisms aimed at gaining benefits.
These include increasing a research profile, obtaining promotions and higher
designations, obtaining jobs and tenure, and as an institutional requirement
for postgraduate students to defend their final dissertation. According to the
set criteria, both university professors and postgraduate students are involved
in journal publications, regardless of the quality of the publication.
Publishing in a journal with the tag of “an international journal” is regarded
as a big achievement in Pakistan, without realizing the malpractices of
predatory journals. By paying huge amounts of money, university teachers
and researchers easily get their substandard research published in such
journals.

5.2 Students’ perspectives about publishing practices in Pakistan

The dominant themes emerged in the interview data were related to a)
publication as a symbolic capital e.g., promotions, degree awards, market
recognition b) international publication as a big achievement ¢) unawareness
about predatory publishing practices d) university professors’ insistence for
more publications e) institutional policies. In presenting our interview data,
we have chosen pseudonyms for postgraduate students from different dis-
ciplines at public sector universities in Pakistan using their excerpts. The
interview findings indicate that postgraduate students are the most important
source for the university professors to increase their number of publications
to meet HEC criteria for university teachers’ promotions as an Associate/full
Professor. In the interview data, one of the participants commented:

I had my first article published solely because it was the requirement of my
academic degree. I was not aware of the benefits that publication can bring to
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one’s profile. However, my second article was a kind of professor’s pressure to get
it published from the same thesis/dissertation. And in this process, my professor
recommended the specific journal to send the article (Zaib, interview, 25/2/2022).

In Pakistani universities where one publication is mandatory for PhD defense
besides the dissertation draft and completion of the coursework, it is also
a requirement in some of the universities for the master’s students to publish
one article. As per rule, the article is to be published in either HEC recog-
nized national, or in any international peer-reviewed journal. However, the
article is published in the predatory journals as the students pay the money to
the journals and get their article published without any peer review process.
In some cases, the university professors pay for the students’ articles upon
their recommendation of the paid predatory journal. The institutional poli-
cies, in Bourdieu (1991) sense, legitimize the publication as a dominant
practice without realizing the violence enacted through predatory publishing
practices. Under the institutional pressure, professors working as research
supervisors encourage students to send their articles to the international
open access journals (predatory in most cases as the data reveals). These
predatory journals publish articles in a short period of time to help the
students meet the university’s deadlines. The published articles by the stu-
dents as a part of universities’ policy ensure the addition of supervisor(s)’
names. In some cases, the names of the professors’ colleagues are also added
in the same article. One of the students in the interview remarked:

I was asked to add my professors’ colleagues as coauthors in my article without any
academic contribution from them, except for the article processing fee which was
required in the journal. When the article was published, I got to know from
another teacher that the journal was initially recognized by HEC, but later it was
removed from the list for its malpractices in academic publishing (Kulsoom,
interview, 28/2/2022).

Most of the students were unfamiliar with the fraudulent acts involving
academic publishing. They misrecognized this practice as a natural way
of doing it. For most participants in the interview, labels like
“European,” “International,” “American,” “Canadian” or alike that refer
to the first-world academic publishing was fascinating, and they sub-
mitted the manuscripts through e-mails they received from the editors of
those predatory journals. One student from linguistics department at
a public sector university told in the interview that “my research super-
visor forwards the emails to me that he receives from the journal editors.
I am asked to send the manuscript to given email address” (Sara, inter-
view, 2/3/2022). As the following excerpt with Sara further illustrates
this practice in detail:
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Interviewer:Can you please elaborate how you got your first article published?

Sara:I sent the article to the editor — the same e-mail that was forwarded to me by
my research supervisor.

Interviewer:What happened then?

Sara:] was contacted by the editor that the article is good, and they are willing to
publish it upon the receipt of article processing charges (APC’s).

Interviewer:So, how much time then it took you to process and get the article
published?

Sara:It took me one and half week to see my article online.

This phenomenon of publishing in a short time indicates that the predatory
journals do not ensure quality measures, such as peer review process. Their
only concern is “money.” This pay-to-publish approach facilitates the uni-
versity professors and the postgraduate students equally to fulfill the institu-
tional criteria. However, what is at stake is the quality of research output
compromised in the process. Some other participants from various fields of
social sciences and humanities at public sector universities had a similar
experience. For example, one postgraduate student from economics stated
that “publishing an article is not difficult if we have written it using the
correct format of the article. The major problem, however, is the article
publishing fee. I am a private school teacher and I earn to afford my
university fee and expenses. I cannot manage to pay for publications. But
since we have no option, we have to do it” (Barkha, interview, 5/3/2022). The
economic pressure associated with the predatory journals remains unidenti-
fied and unaddressed in Pakistani academia since the institutional policies
obligate the postgraduate researchers to publish an article to be eligible for
the dissertation defense. However, this practice of article publication at
master’s level is not compulsory at many universities in Pakistan in accor-
dance with Higher Education Commission (HEC) policy. Doctoral research-
ers, on the other hand, are required to produce one article published in
a HEC recognized journal, either nationally or internationally.

In addition, the market factor was also found to play a significant role in
increasing predatory publications. In Pakistan, academic and job industry
prioritizes publications over pedagogical skills in hiring people for teaching
positions at the universities. The following interview excerpt from one
participant from sociology department explains how the market forces com-
pel the students and other researchers to increase a publication number
instead of quality publication in reputed journals:

I publish the article because it has a market, a sort of academic demand in the
institutions, in the job market. Wherever you go for jobs, the first thing they ask
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you is about the number of publications. It seems like it has come as a sole
criterion to judge the merit of the person for teaching, not knowing what is
published and where. ... very recently, it happened that a boy who appeared in
the job interview was considered only based on his number of publications - 17
published articles in less than two years’ time (Khalid, interview, 8/3/2022).

Another participant from gender studies department remarked:

To be honest, I don’t see any interest in publishing in academic journals, since
I feel it is limited and people do not read what we publish in the journals. Just
because of the market pressure, I am feeling anxious to push myself into this
publishing game. My own interest is in translation in my own language. And it is
being compromised because of this increasing job market pressure in academia. It
is an elite activity I must say (Noor-ul-ain, interview, 10/3/2022).

Bourdieu’s (1991) symbolic violence seems to be acting not only through
institution and individual university professors, but also through neoliberal
ideology at large, which creates a compelling space for a neoliberal market in
the academic publishing in Pakistan. Moreover, the study found that post-
graduate students were hardly trained on the differences between predatory
journals and reputable ones. As a result, students preferred to follow the
similar trends of publication using the similar publication channels. As in the
following discussion, one student from the department of International
Relations (IR) confesses it:

Interviewer:Have you ever been told about predatory journals in your classrooms?

Ruhail:We have never discussed the term, such as “predatory” in the classrooms.
Neither in our coursework, not during the research phase. What we know is that
an international publication is a big achievement.

The de-familiarity factor explains how the university courses reinforce the
predatory publishing by disallowing such discussions in the classrooms, or
during the research phase outside the classes since the postgraduate students’
knowledge of the existing malpractices may not further facilitate the on-
going malpractices in the country. Therefore, it is misrecognized in
Bourdieuan sense so that the fake publication comes to be considered and
accepted as “legitimate/natural” outcome of research degrees in Pakistan.

6. Discussion

University professors’ extensive use of non-peer-reviewed journals indicates
a lack of academic integrity and academic reputation in the international
research community. Publication goals are perceived as “instrumental” rather
than the desire and responsibility to contribute to scientific research in the
social sciences and humanities. Furthermore, the slight difference across all
fields within social sciences and humanities indicates a common trend in the
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country. This shows a specific attitude toward knowledge production and its
usefulness to the community and academia. The HEC introduced a policy in
2005 that encourages publishing in both national and international journals.
The objective was to promote academic and publication standards.
Additionally, the publishers and editors were instructed to take safe measures
to prevent the publication of papers that contain misconduct, such as plagi-
arism, citation manipulation, and data fabrication or falsification. However,
the data indicates that 157 articles are published in national predatory
journals whereas 188 are published in international predatory journals,
violating HEC standards.

According to the present study, the primary reason for the predatory turn
in the publishing industry in Pakistan is competition to accumulate more
symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977, 1991). This process of capital accumulation
enacts the act of symbolic violence in a way that allows the dominated group,
i.e.,, the postgraduate students, to participate in the symbolic act, which is
manifest in the form of a “predatory publication.” Similar participation is
found in the case of university professors who compete for publication of
their academic work in such journals. University professors enact symbolic
violence against postgraduate students while mis-recognizing the neoliberal
ideology at play through the predatory publishing industry working actively
globally. This is in line with Ebadi and Gerannaz (2018) who highlighted the
professors’ pressure upon students that led them to plagiarize and write
“wishy-washy paper,” as they describe it, to get the term grade.

These individuals, both professors and students, participate in these sym-
bolic acts without questioning their role in the production of subordination
and dominance (Bourdieu 1977). As such, symbolic violence is “misrecog-
nized” by the participants since it remains outside the control of their
consciousness and everyday life experiences, which Bourdieu refers to as
their “habitus.” As one of the study participants stated, their peers and
teachers considered an international publication to be a significant accom-
plishment. As the habitus forms in academia, they become prone to mis-
recognition, which results from the legitimization of existing practices
through symbolic meanings exerted on individuals and social practices in
a given social structure (Jenkins 1992, 104). The present study found that the
labeling of journals associated with symbols, such as “American,”
“European,” “Australian” or “Canadian,” was idealized by postgraduate stu-
dents and they often received e-mails with such “tags” associated with the
journals. Kozak, Lefremova, and Hartlye (2016) have reported how the
journals send e-mails to attract the audience. For example, their study
notes 70% of such journals mentioned in Beal’s list that contact individual
authors with generous offers to get their work published in a short period of
time. These tags prove to be attractive when compared with Pakistan -
a country still under colonial idealizations.
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Individuals perceive the situation as “natural.” According to Bourdieu
(1991), symbolic violence is a subtle and invisible form of violence.
Participants in the study failed to recognize that research journals were neo-
liberal entities that exploited scholarly labor for economic gain. Both are
engaged in a process of symbolic violence and neoliberal ideology that strength-
ens the existing practices by providing promotions, financial incentives, and
degree conferment to students, which generates a symbolic capital for the
university faculty as well as the students. Torres (2022) has also indicated that
in some cases, those who publish in predatory journals are unaware of it as
a contributing factor to business rather than knowledge production.

Some students misrecognize this and submit articles to predatory journals
with their university professors acting as their supervisors. This is because
they cannot get their degrees without the published article, which is
a requirement of some universities in Pakistan. Accordingly, university
professors with high levels of capital invest in publishing for promotion
and sustaining institutional pressure, while postgraduate students with low
levels of capital do the same to defend their thesis. As noted by Ebadi &
Zaman (2018), the publication of low-quality papers in predatory journals
has prompted a culture in which high-quality publications in reputable
journals are given less weightage, and the importance of quantity over quality
in research publications is considered legitimate.

In the present study, university professors acted as individuals who comply
with the university’s publication policies as determined by the Higher Education
Commission of Pakistan, to produce research-led knowledge in order to com-
pete for ranking and accreditation. Consequently, they publish through several
unfair means, e.g., by encouraging their postgraduate students to publish their
work together with the names of the professors and their colleagues as coau-
thors. In addition, they pay the journals to publish their work. University
professors engage in this practice under the pressure of universities and for
their own incentives, i.e., to achieve the required number of publications for
promotion. Shen and Bjork (2015) have observed that some authors and
institutions “are part of a structurally unjust global system that excludes them
from publishing in ‘high quality journals’ and confines to publish in dubious
journals.” Memon (2018) revealed the same reasons why university professors
and academics publish in predatory journals, such as quick and easy publication
without a strict peer review process leading to career advancement, securing
grants and funding, and satisfying an ego for an international publication.

7. Limitations

This study focuses only on Pakistani social science and humanities research-
ers. The results of the current study, thus, cannot be generalized to other
fields of research or to other countries.
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8. Conclusion

We sought to investigate the status of academic publishing in Pakistan in
several disciplines of social sciences and humanities. According to findings of
the study, a significant number of social science and humanities research
papers over the period 2017-2021 in Pakistan were published in “predatory”
journals. In this process, job market, promotions and tenures, as well as an
institutional requirement that postgraduate students publish at least one
article for dissertation defense, played a major role. Universities following
Higher Education Commission’s (HEC) publication policy for accreditation
and global ranking process are heavily influenced by the predatory publish-
ing industry acting under neoliberalism which trickles down to university
professors and postgraduate students.

In a nutshell, this practice undermines academic integrity in Pakistan. As
a result, substantial intellectual labor is being wasted, resulting in knowledge
that is unreliable and/or untrustworthy. We suggest that the Higher Education
Commission (HEC), Pakistan should establish a more centralized research
online network for researchers to submit published research articles and
work, which then need to be scrutinized by a team of credible researchers and
experts before any decisions on promotions are made. Moreover, the univer-
sities” internal selection process for promotions is highly flawed as it promotes
favoritism in most cases. The selection boards and experts through their
personal contacts influence the entire process of merit and quality assurance
for research publications. In order to ensure merit, quality, and transparency
across all public sector universities, decisions should be made at the provincial
and/or national levels under HEC, Pakistan, making publications visible to all
university researchers. As a final comment, we suggest that the current practice
of requiring monograph dissertations as well as research article publications in
research degree programs is flawed because it does not advance knowledge.
Therefore, the HEC should revise its policy to allow universities to shift from
monograph dissertations to article-based dissertations. In this case, the articles
need to be published in peer-reviewed international journals since the current
national research journals are based on networking among university professors
and favoritism that compromises the quality of research output. This study has
implications for research beyond Pakistan, since many countries are dealing
with issues concerning predatory publication. Universities, funding organiza-
tions, professional associations and policymakers should take steps to discou-
rage researchers and students from publishing in predatory journals.
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