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In its ideal form, academic publishing is frequently presented as an objective, meritocratic, 
and thoroughly systematic process through which scholarly works are objectively evaluated 
by unbiased editors, impartially assessed by anonymous peer reviewers, and dispassionately 
copyedited so the tone matches a house style. Central to this ideal is the expectation that all 
works undergo the same review, regardless of the personalities involved. While this unbi-
ased and egalitarian conceptualization of the review process is laudable, it is complicated by 
the reality that all academic interactions are shaped by the individuals involved. This article 
briefly argues that personal relationships have been central to shaping the scholarly process 
throughout the history of academic publishing, and it further suggests this legacy continues 
to inform modern editorial practices. As an illustrative example, this article highlights the 
activities of George Long (1800-1879) during his editorship of the Quarterly Journal of 
Education (1831-1835). 

As Emily Ford has recently shown, the peer review process is a deeply personal experience,1 

and relationships between editors and authors significantly shape the contemporary publish-
ing process. Others have similarly noted the importance of relationships in publishing, with 
Meris Mandernach Longmeier and Jody Condit Fagan writing, “authors and editors have 
highly convergent interests in finding a good fit between an author’s work and the journal’s 
mission,”2 while Silvio Waisbord remarks “no intellectual work is purely individual, and 
editing a journal is not any different.”3 Sarah Kagan, in her capacity as an editor, observes 
“academic publishing entails an odd, unacknowledged marriage brokered by people like 
me. As an editor, I spend hours bringing together authors with peer reviewers…The aim, 
of course, that this short‐term arranged marriage produce progeny.”4 This personal aspect of 
editing, while important, also introduces biases and potentially contradicts the impartiality 
of the process. Stephen Donovan notes an occasionally adversarial relationship between edi-
tors and authors that should not exist in an unbiased and impersonal system,5 and Shakiba 
Seifi, Amir Human Hoveidaei, and Amin Nakhostin-Ansari, provide a clear, if anecdotal, 
example of an editor’s interactions with authors becoming too personal and unprofessional.6 

The experiences of George Long, a London University professor who served as editor of 
the London-based Quarterly Journal of Education, will seem familiar to those engaged in 
21-century publishing.7 Like many modern editors, for example, Long worked without 
monetary compensation, depending solely upon his professorship for a livelihood. In an 1832 
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letter to a university administrator, Long explained he worked without wages to ensure the 
“success of the journal.”8 Long also faced the daunting challenge of recruiting suitable (and 
unpaid) authors, contributors, and reviewers for the publication. The difficulty of this task 
was compounded by the scarcity of professional scholars in the first half of the 19th century, 
when England had only four universities, each of which held few nonclergical professorships. 
Long’s solution, like some modern editors, was to call upon his personal networks to recruit 
contributors with whom he had existing relationships. In doing so, Long succeeded in grow-
ing the journal until its circulation extended even beyond Britain to the United States. His 
interpersonal approach is an early example of the modern relationship-based and personal 
model of editorship, and a brief discussion of Long’s editorship provides historical context 
for some modern practices.9

George Long and personal networks
Long depended upon his professional status and interpersonal relationships while serving 
as editor of the Quarterly Journal of Education, a publication established by the Society for 
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge (SDUK) in 1831 to circulate education-related articles 
for both an academic and public middle-class readership. Unlike the Philosophical Trans-
actions of the Royal Society (est. 1665), which was solely intended for a highly educated 
and specialized readership, the Quarterly Journal of Education sought to also gain readers 
among the literate and recently enfranchised “middling” professional classes (e.g., clerks, 
physicians, teachers, surveyors). Long, a notable English classicist of the 19th century, was 
an excellent choice as editor because his academic status lent additional prestige to the jour-
nal, and because he had large circles of scholarly acquaintances and contacts. Long gradu-
ated from Cambridge University as a prestigious Craven scholar and was a fellow of Trinity 
College.10 In 1824, when Long was 23, he was offered a professorship at the University of 
Virginia, where Thomas Jefferson warmly called him “the boy professor.” Long then join 
the faculty at the new London University at age 27.11 Long was well-published, he knew 
leading American and British classicists personally and was a founding member of SDUK 
and the Royal Geographical Society of London. Later in life he was awarded a royal pen-
sion by Queen Victoria in honor of his service to education.12 Long drew upon his status 
and personal connections to recruit authors and promote the journal, and as a result many 
contributors were either affiliated with the SDUK or were faculty at London University.13 

Long also called upon his personal connections to improve the journal’s circulation. 
When the journal launched, Long asked the publisher to send “one or two hundred copies 
of the prospectus” to “two eminent gentlemen” in the United States who would circulate the 
journal in America. One of these individuals was University of Virginia professor George 
Tucker (1775-1861), with whom Long had taught in the 1820s, and who would later co-
author works with Long in the 1830s and 1840s.14 Tucker would later contribute articles to 
the SDUK’s Penny Cyclopaedia, for which Long also served as editor.15 The other “eminent 
gentleman” was John Delafield, a Columbia graduate involved in the founding of New York 
University.16 Delafield received packages of SDUK materials for American circulation dur-
ing the 1830s, which he spread through his own personal networks.17 Long would also ask 
former students, such as University of Alabama professor Henry Tutwiler (1807-1884), to 
circulate and promote publications throughout his career.18 
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It is important to assume that Long was not driven by nepotism, but rather by an earnest 
desire to find suitable contributors for the journal. In an 1831 letter to the journal’s Board, for 
example, Long stressed the importance of only publishing materials that reflect the “opinion of 
some scholar” on topics being addressed.19 Long also argued that book reviewers for the journal 
must be experts on the subject matter, as well as “authorities . . . able to judge of the [sic] ac-
curacy of [the author’s] work.”20 By calling upon colleagues with whom he had worked, Long 
could be assured that contributors were experts in their fields, and could be depended upon to 
provide the promised material—two considerations that are still important to modern editors.

The growth of the journal under Long’s editorship demonstrates the success of his interper-
sonal approach, at least to a point. One obvious weakness was that contributors were almost 
entirely limited to scholars who knew Long. This lack of diversity within the contributor 
pool is at odds with the journal’s stated values of “enabling them [readers] to form their own 
conclusions, as well from the difference as from the agreement of the writers.”21 This insular 
characteristic of the journal was amplified by its publisher, the SDUK. Many SDUK Board 
members, such as Henry Lord Brougham (1778-1868), were Whig education-reformers affili-
ated with the Edinburgh Review and London University, both of which were viewed as bastions 
of radical education reform. It is also notable that key members of the SDUK Board, as well 
as some contributors to the journal, held noble titles, making the journal’s editorial process 
a case of academic and literal “peer” review. By effectively restricting the pool of contributors 
to Long’s acquaintances, SDUK members, and London faculty, the scope of materials and 
opinions submitted to the journal were limited. 

Certainly, a great deal has changed in the last two centuries, and it is inappropriate to exam-
ine Long’s 1830s activities and pull too many direct parallels and lessons for today. The most 
general, and perhaps most useful, point to consider is the fact that academic publishing has, 
since its earliest foundations, been an interpersonal affair. Then, as now, an editor’s personal 
interactions with colleagues, and their standing within the academic community, shape the 
content of the journal by potentially excluding contributors who are not already known in 
the editor’s circles. As journals continue to further embrace values of inclusivity, plurality of 
opinion, and openness, it is useful to be mindful that this difficult work requires editors and 
Boards to reverse centuries of practice.
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