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Redressing the geographical bias in social science knowledge
The production and dissemination of social science knowledge are geographically
uneven. This is hardly a novel observation, but few social scientists fully appreciate
the extent to which such inequality persists in today's world of increasing globalisation
of knowledge in virtually all branches of the social sciences (see also Smelser, 1991).
There are two major dimensions to this inequality. First, there is extremely unequal
knowledge about certain geographical units (for example, more research into certain
regions and/or countries). Second, this knowledge is unevenly produced and dissemi-
nated by scholars from a dominant core of producers responsible for the majority of
social science knowledge. Although this two-faceted inequality might perhaps have
been fine during the `good old days' of empires and dynasties, when the Foucauldian
notion that knowledge equals power prevailed (compare Said, 1978), I believe that its
perpetuation poses a serious obstacle to the development of a truly progressive social
science in the postcolonial globalising era.

In this editorial, I aim to redress this `geographical bias in social science knowl-
edge' by examining some recent trends in academic publications, particularly those in
professional journals, and by speculating about their potential implications for the
future development of social science knowledge. My objective is therefore concerned
with what social science should and could be in the new millennium, not what it could
have been in the past. I argue that we need both to pay more attention in our research
and publications to `neglected' regions and countries and also to encourage authors
from these regions and countries to publish their research in such leading social science
journals as Environment and Planning A. Although this attempt by scholars from
different `worlds' cannot be a universal panacea for redressing the geographical bias
in social science knowledge, I hope it at least represents some concerted efforts among
social scientists worldwide to produce knowledge that truly spans the globe both in its
reach and in its origin (see also Albrow, 1991; Wallerstein, 1999).

To identify the nature of this seemingly intractable problem of geographical bias in
no more than a superficial manner, I searched recent publications in leading journals
of major social science disciplines in the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI). The
choice of leading journals was intentional. First, the much-publicised Research Assess-
ment Exercise (RAE) in the United Kingdom has resulted in a situation in which most
social scientists scramble to publish in the top journals of their respective disciplines.
In geography, we often hear colleagues from the United Kingdom stating that they
need to publish in only a few selected journals (gratifyingly Environment and Planning A
is one of these; see a critical reflection by Castree, 2000). In economics, it has even
been argued that such a trend may lead to the extinction of nonmainstream research in
British economics departments within ten years (Lee and Harley, 1998). Second,
although tenured US academics do not face the same kind of pressures as their UK
colleagues, most of them are nevertheless compelled to publish in a selected range of
top journals in their respective disciplines. In certain disciplines (for example, economics
and management; see Huff, 2000), it is almost absolutely imperative for junior faculty to
publish in just a handful of top journals to secure their tenure because only these journals
c̀ount'. Third, there are increasing pressures on many non-Anglo-American universities
to benchmark their staff performance in relation to publications in top international
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journals (for example, Hong Kong and Singapore; see Kong, 1999). Finally, because most
of the top journals have very high citation impact factors, they also have a long-term
influence in the social sciences at large.

Given my objective of highlighting the nature and extent of the geographical bias in
social science knowledge, I searched the SSCI only for journal publications in relation
to the geography of their topics and authors between 1988 and 2000. The results are
presented in table 1 (see over). A few caveats are necessary here before I present my
analysis of the data. As this brief excursion is meant to be indicative rather than
definitive, I do not include more than three journals for each discipline and not all
social science disciplines are chosen. Only top general journals are included. These
journals are defined by their coverage of most disciplinary interests. There is also no
attempt to distinguish between research articles and all other types of publications (for
example, editorials, commentaries, book reviews, and so on) because of limitations in
the SSCI's search engine. In terms of my selection of countries and regions, I deliber-
ately include four of the world's most populous countriesöChina, India, the USA,
and Indonesia, and six of the world's major regions (North America represented by the
USA and Australasia by Australia).

Several distinctive observations emerge from the results presented in table 1. First
and foremost, the topical interests of most top journals remain American-centric in
that the USA is featured most prominently in terms of article counts. In fact, keyword
search on the `̀ United States'' in all six top journals in economics and management
reveals that the total number of articles with empirical topics on the USA in each
journal exceeds the total number of all articles with empirical topics on all other
regions and/or countries. In other words, there are more empirical publications on
the USA than on all other countries and regions combined. This result does not even
include all theoretical papers that draw upon US data without acknowledging the USA
in their keywords, abstracts, or titles.

In terms of authorship, the USA appears to host the largest number of scholars
who have published in these top journals of major social science disciplines. If we take
full account of the fact that the addresses of US-based authors have only been available
for quick search in the SSCI since 1998, such findings are even more staggering.
Several exceptions are explained by their British origins (Sociology, Transactions of
the Institute of British Geographers, and Environment and Planning A). But if we
include all US-based authors in the period between 1988 and 1998 who have published
in Environment and Planning A, it is likely that there are as many authors from the
United States as from the United Kingdom. In short, there is an overwhelming US
influence in terms both of research topics and of home country of authors in the social
sciences, particularly in economics and management. For these disciplines, of course,
the findings are not too surprising in the light of the tremendous domination of the
USA in the globalisation of economic and business knowledge (see Smelser, 1991;
Thrift, 1999).

Second, the findings about the significant geographical bias of social science
knowledge in favour of the USA would not be a major issue at all if there were no
institutional pressures on individual scholars and researchers in the social sciences
outside the USA to publish in the top journals included in table 1. Indeed, it may
even be argued that the sheer diversity of indigenous knowledge may be a celebrated
hallmark of social science. Appadurai (1999, page 237), for example, argues for a
conversation about and an imagination of research `̀ to which scholars from other
societies and traditions of inquiry could bring their own ideas about what counts as
new knowledge and about what communities of judgement and accountability they
might judge to be central in the pursuit of such knowledge''. But then, if scholars from
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Table 1. Journal publications by region and/or country of search topics and author affiliations, 1988 ^ 2000 (in number of publications).

Disciplines and their top 1998 Disci- 1998 Total pub- Asia United Britain Europe Australia Africa Latin
journals CIF a pline no. of lications Statesb or United America

ranking articles since 1988 China India Indonesia Japan total Kingdomc

Economics
Quarterly Journal of Economics 3.537 3 42 589 6 1 0 2 2 59 2 3 0 2 0

(by topic)
Quarterly Journal of Economics 3.537 3 42 589 0 0 0 1 na 102 41 na 4 na na

(by author)

Journal of Political Economy 2.608 5 42 748 10 9 2 4 1 68 4 0 1 2 0
(by topic)

Journal of Political Economy 2.608 5 42 748 3 3 1 5 na 121 43 na 13 na na
(by author)

American Economic Review 1.977 10 161 2 315 23 6 0 14 7 151 8 17 0 10 1
(by topic)

American Economic Review 1.977 10 161 2 315 9 6 1 16 na 431 107 na 25 na na
(by author)

Sociology
American Sociological Review 2.888 1 47 852 1 0 0 2 na 149 10 na 8 na na

(by topic)
American Sociological Review 2.888 1 47 852 14 2 0 11 1 145 9 11 6 2 2

(by author)
American Journal of Sociology 2.563 2 31 3 211 46 14 1 45 11 185 45 42 10 13 12

(by topic)
American Journal of Sociology 2.563 2 31 3 211 2 0 0 12 na 605 148 na 24 na na

(by author)

Sociology (by topic) 1.329 5 34 1 995 3 8 0 6 3 32 102 39 10 3 4
Sociology (by author) 1.329 5 34 1 995 0 0 0 1 na 5 1 670 na 42 0 na

Management
Administrative Science Quarterly 3.538 2 19 801 4 1 0 10 2 38 1 3 1 0 0

(by topic)
Administrative Science Quarterly 3.538 2 19 801 2 1 0 5 na 145 22 na 8 na na

(by author)

Academy of Management Journal 2.449 3 44 716 10 0 0 3 1 45 3 2 0 3 1
(by topic)

Academy of Management Journal 2.449 3 44 716 8 2 0 5 na 116 23 na 9 na na
(by author)
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Strategic Management Journal 1.530 8 65 809 5 0 0 20 2 97 4 6 0 0 0
(by topic)

Strategic Management Journal 1.530 8 65 809 0 1 1 7 na 153 68 na 4 na na
(by author)

Political Science
American Political Science Review 2.284 1 45 5 369 86 18 1 50 23 336 58 115 9 56 74

(by topic)
American Political Science Review 2.284 1 45 5 369 2 0 0 3 na 926 132 na 34 na na

(by author)

World Politics (by topic) 2.943 na 15 460 17 3 4 13 8 34 6 27 2 17 18
World Politics (by author) 2.943 na 15 460 0 0 0 0 na 49 3 na 3 na na

International Organization 3.476 na 33 357 2 1 1 17 6 67 8 32 1 4 4
(by topic)

International Organization 3.476 na 33 357 0 0 0 1 na 74 7 na 2 na na
(by author)

Geography
Transactions of the IBG 1.901 2 27 856 6 4 0 3 4 28 82 25 8 22 1

(by topic)
Transactions of the IBG 1.901 2 27 856 0 0 0 1 na 13 692 na 11 na na

(by author)

Annals of the AAG (by topic) 1.491 6 30 1 279 17 7 3 6 19 113 11 29 10 29 9
Annals of the AAG (by author) 1.491 6 30 1 279 1 0 1 1 na 200 71 na 16 na na

Environment and Planning A 1.035 9 117 2 767 32 15 8 34 32 204 212 84 28 16 15
(by topic)

Environment and Planning A 1.035 9 117 2767 11 4 0 22 na 115 1316 na 125 na na
(by author)

Total publications (by topic) 1 696 947 11 961 7812 1887 8 878 6538 59 734 12 157 16 791 7 426 12 319 3718
Total publications (by author's affiliation and address) 1 696 947 3 499 7483 471 15 299 na 119 341 141 462 na 45 156 5 942 na
Ratio of publications by authors to publications by topics na 0.29 0.96 0.25 1.72 na 2.00 11.64 na 6.08 0.48 na

Sources: Institute for Scientific Information (1998); Social Sciences Citation Index, http: //www.isinet.com/isi/p;products.citation/ssci, accessed on 13 October
2000.
naÐnot available.
a CIF refers to citation impact factors that are calculated on the basis of the total number of citations in 1998 of articles in a journal by all journals in the
Social Sciences Citation Index divided by the total number of articles published by that journal in 1998.
bAddress search for the USA (since 1998) is incomplete because articles published between 1988 and 1997 indicate only state codes.
c Address search for the United Kingdom includes England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.

http://www.isinet.com/isi/p;products.citation/ssci


outside the Anglo-American world are compelled by institutional and/or other forces
to benchmark themselves against counterparts from the United States and, to a lesser
extent, the United Kingdom, the prospect for indigenous social science knowledge is
grim. One has only to glance at table 1 to find enough relevant data to this effect.
Although three countries (China, India, and Indonesia) make up over 40% of the
world's total population and a large chunk of the world's total land mass, they are
poorly represented by publications in most of the top journals included in table 1 for
all kinds of reasons. Several exceptions are American Journal of Sociology, American
Political Science Review,World Politics, and Environment and Planning A. However, if
we include only research articles, I am sure most of these four journals would fail the
litmus test too. The same observation can also be applied to Japan, the second biggest
economy in the world today.

A more disturbing finding is that, barring all language barriers and other difficul-
ties, a large proportion of publications on these four Asian countries (China, India,
Indonesia, and Japan) originate from scholars based outside Asia, in particular the
United States and the United Kingdom. Measured by their institutional affiliations
and addresses, authors from these four Asian countries make virtually no appearance
at all in several leading discipline journals (for example, Quarterly Journal of Econom-
ics, American Sociological Review, Sociology,World Politics, International Organization,
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, and Annals of the Association of
American Geographers). I suspect the same nonpresence applies to authors from other
parts of the developing world (for example, Africa and Latin America). Of course, one
may argue that (1) these developing world authors may well be represented as those
authors based in the United States and the United Kingdom; (2) my account of the
USA as a monolithic block of social science community without any internal differ-
entiation is problematic; and (3) scholars from outside developing countries may offer
different, and perhaps more critical, perspectives than politically oppressed/correct
`insiders' in these developing countries. I accept these arguments, except to say that
my data and analysis are not refined enough to allow me to take these arguments into
full account. But even if I disaggregate the data on authors by country, I am not sure
my observations will be significantly changed.

If social science knowledge is geographically biased, at least as measured by the
parameters and journals in table 1, what can be done to redress this imbalance? Or
should this bias be a concern to us at all? I believe the bias is alarming in a realistic sense,
as top administrators in many English-speaking (and more recently some non-English-
speaking) universities worldwide succumb to the pressures of research performance and
assessment based on `universal standards' that clearly originate from Anglo-American
university systems. Another compelling reason for concern is that policymakers in the
Anglo-American world may be influenced by scholars who publish in those journals in
table 1 and therefore see those journals as `representing' universal claims and interests.
Because many decisions of these policymakers have major ramifications for the rest of
the world, it becomes imperative for these major social science journals to be inclusive
rather than exclusive.

For those social science scholars outside the dominant Anglo-American systems
(myself included!), there are essentially three options: (1) to play the `game' as an insider;
(2) to play the `game' as an outsider; and (3) to exit the `game' altogether. From an
institutional point of view, I am sure option (3) is not viable, although it may be so at the
level of individual university employees. I shall therefore focus my discussion on the first
two options. In order to redress the observed geographical bias in social science
knowledge, there is a pressing need for the social sciences, collectively represented by
the c̀utting-edge' research work published in all those top journals in table 1, to be more
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open and receptive to research on and from outside the `mainstream'Anglo-American
world. This requires the collective and collaborative efforts of all `players' involved in the
publication processöauthors, editors, and referees.

Authors from outside the Anglo-American world must read beyond the literature
published in their vernacular languages. English being the language of the SSCI is
indeed an indication of the power the language has in the production of social science
knowledge. These authors must also attempt to speak to their counterparts from the
`North' by relating their research work and findings to ongoing debates in the `main-
stream', even though this may show major contradictions and lead to conflicts with
existing `paradigms'. In fact, this challenge from the `outside' in both empirical and
theoretical terms may prevent the social sciences from gravitating towards a dogmatic
worldview in which only one voice dominates. Critics may argue that my suggestion is
too idealistic because of significantly different institutional contexts, funding and
resource environments, and even research cultures in most countries outside the
Anglo-American world. While partially accepting this as a fact of intellectual life,
I refuse to concur fully with the argument because there are increasingly more social
science researchers from outside the Anglo-American world who have spent some time
being educated and trained inside the same world. In other words, there is only so
much that journal editors can do to level the playing field for indigenous voices to
speak up from outside the `mainstream'. These authors must be willing to step out of
their intellectual `self-censorship' and to take on the challenge by engaging their
potential audiences in the `mainstream' and, in the process, becoming `insiders' in the
international social science community.

In this respect, editors and referees of leading journals can work with authors from
outside the Anglo-American world and help to alleviate some potential obstacles to
publication confronting these authors without compromising the `standards' and `qual-
ity' of their journals (see McGinty, 1999). Some of these obstacles are related to
language barriers, striking a judicious balance between theory and data, and the strict
requirements for originality in research and arguments. I will argue to the extent that
contributions from research done by authors based outside the Anglo-American world
may offer much originality in theoretical and empirical terms precisely because of the
relative lack of attention to these topics in `mainstream' debates. For example, a former
editor of Sociology (published by the British Sociological Association) and Interna-
tional Sociology (published by the International Sociological Association) argues that
there must be `̀ something which the young female Indian sociologist working in her
own city can give to sociology which is beyond the capacity of the senior male
American sociologist working in the same place'' (Albrow, 1991, page 111).

I am not arguing here, however, for an editorial practice of positive discrimination
or affirmative action in favour of less privileged parts of the world. Instead, I call for
journal editors to be more sympathetic to submissions on these topics and authors,
and referees of these submissions to be less concerned with `hair-splitting' certain
paradigmatic issues and be more attentive to their original contributions in terms of
topical interests and empirical analysis. We should not be overly preoccupied with
theory, traditionally a strong foothold of Anglo-American social sciences, at the
expense of important empirical analyses by authors from outside the Anglo-American
world that may challenge our comfortable theoretical positions. In this sense, I cannot
agree more with Appadurai's (1999, page 230) observation of area studies that `̀ the
more marginal regions of the world are not simply producers of data for the theory
mills of the North''. Furthermore, the globalisation of social science knowledge has
now expanded the scope for international research collaboration between scholars
from the Anglo-American world and their colleagues from other regions/countries
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that may culminate in joint-author publications in leading social science journals. But
for this productive collaboration to be fully realised, there is an equally pressing need
for institutional changes within the Anglo-American university assessment system to
give more recognition to joint-author publications.

Another option to redress the geographical bias in social science knowledge is to
promote research published beyond a few `favoured' journals in each social science
discipline. Revisiting table 1, it is evident that if we take all 1700 plus journals in the
SSCI, the numbers of publications on such countries as China (11961), India (7812)
and Japan (8878) are not too far from those of the United Kingdom (12157) and
Australia (7426). Although the USA (59734) continues to receive significantly more
attention as a research topic, the gap between the USA and other developed countries
(for example, the United Kingdom and Japan) and developing countries (for example,
China) is closer than the gap for publications in top disciplinary journals only. This
indicates that many other less cited journals in the SSCI are perhaps more inclined to
publish research on regions and countries outside the Anglo-American world [see
Albrow (1991) for the example of International Sociology]. Indeed, some of them may
even originate from outside the Anglo-American world. The same optimism is also
evident in terms of authorship.Whereas few authors from outside the Anglo-American
world publish their work in the top journals (indicated by virtually zero returns to
search by authors), they are much better represented in terms of total publications in
the SSCI. In fact, India is not only a topic for 7812 publications in the SSCI, it is also a
host of authors of 7483 publications. For Japan, the ratio of authors to publications
reaches 1.7, not too far from that of the USA (2.0). Measured in terms of this ratio, the
United Kingdom (11.6) and Australia (6.1) are clearly major `exporters' of social science
knowledge.

To recapitulate, this editorial is not meant to demean the role of major journals
(represented by their editors and authors) and/or Anglo-American countries in the
production and dissemination of social science knowledge. Instead, I seek to clarify
the nature of the geographical bias in most of these journals towards the Anglo-
American world of social sciences. I also call for a more productive and progressive
engagement with this world by social science scholars from outside the Anglo-American
world. This is a necessary step for social sciences to be a truly global enterprise that not
only advances our understanding of the world we live in, but also helps us change it as
we go along and cope with global forces increasingly beyond our own control.

Henry Wai-chung Yeung
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