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Abstract 

The PubPeer discussion of ‘An expert criticism on post-publication peer review platforms: the case of 

PubPeer’ presents an unusually reflexive dispute in which a platform criticised by an article also 

hosted, moderated, archived, and partly answered the public response to that article. This 

commentary analyses a frozen record of 64 numbered comments posted under 32 visible display 

names, including pseudonymous contributors, named contributors, author responses, and two 

embedded moderator interventions. The analysis combines documentary verification with critical 

and computer-mediated discourse analysis, while preserving a strict distinction between 

reproducible article-level defects and unproved person-level conclusions. Several bibliographic 

mismatches and repeated passages can be checked directly against the published record, whereas 

claims concerning comprehensive artificial-intelligence generation, motive, bias, competence, 

collective responsibility, or personal integrity are not established by those observations. Across the 

thread, cautious source checking develops into categorical attribution, rhetorical questions carry 

presuppositions of failure, sarcasm and idiom recruit audience alignment, numerical lists convert 

publication events into personal tallies, and links to prior publications expand an article-specific 

discussion into a reputational dossier. The platform’s moderator voice also adopts dismissive and 

self-credentialling language that is difficult to reconcile with PubPeer’s published requirement that 

comments remain polite, neutral, and factual. The thread therefore cannot be treated as an 

adjudicative record merely because it contains some correct observations. Journals and institutions 

must independently verify provenance, relevance, expertise, conflicts, materiality, responsibility, 

and current claim status before allowing platform commentary to produce consequential 

judgements. 

Keywords: PubPeer; post-publication commentary; critical discourse analysis; reputational escalation; 

anonymous commentary; moderation; epistemic authority; institutional non-delegation 

Authorial position and evidentiary boundary 

This commentary does not seek to validate, improve, promote, or legitimise PubPeer, post-publication 

comment websites, scientific watchdogs, or the individuals and organisations associated with them. It 

subjects their claimed competence, authority, methods, evidence, ethics, accountability, and institutional 

influence to sustained critical scrutiny. The analysis nevertheless observes an equally important boundary: it 

does not invent evidence, assume coordination, attribute hidden motives, or declare any participant 
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disqualified before the public record supports that conclusion. Correct article-level observations remain 

correct when made through a procedurally weak forum, while procedural weakness does not make an 

underlying observation false. The issue examined here is whether the discourse stayed within the evidentiary 

reach of those observations and whether the resulting thread possesses any justified claim to adjudicative 

authority. 

1. Introduction: when criticism becomes its own case study 

The article at the centre of this commentary criticised PubPeer and related post-publication 

platforms, after which PubPeer became the principal public venue in which the article itself was 

examined [1,2]. The resulting thread is analytically important because it collapses roles that 

would ordinarily be kept distinct. PubPeer was simultaneously the object of the published 

criticism, the technological host of the reply, the moderator of permissible language, the durable 

archive of allegations, and, through two moderator insertions, an institutional participant 

defending its own model. That configuration does not prove partiality, although it raises a 

demanding question about whether a platform can claim neutral authority while controlling the 

discursive conditions under which criticism of itself is received. 

A rapid reading of the thread may produce a simple story in which commenters discovered 

defective references, authors responded, and the community corrected the record. Such a 

summary is inadequate because it treats every contribution as if it carried the same evidentiary 

status and remained directed at the same object. The thread begins with source-level 

observations, including claims that particular references or digital object identifiers could not be 

verified, but it subsequently moves through speculation about authorship technology, questions 

about whether the authors read their own text, numerical claims about retractions, assertions of 

bias and conflict, and increasingly personal characterisations. Critical discourse analysis is 

required precisely because the reputational effect lies in that movement from document to 

person rather than in any isolated sentence. 

The distinction matters beyond one article because post-publication commentary can be 

searchable, persistent, indexed by general search engines, circulated through news and social 

media, and presented to editors or institutions as a ready-made evidentiary record. PubPeer’s 

own frequently asked questions state that comments should rely on facts, logic, and publicly 

verifiable information and should remain polite, neutral, and factual, while the same guidance 

expressly states that PubPeer does not scientifically review comments and gives no warranty 

concerning their truth [3]. A thread may therefore possess high public visibility while lacking 

the scientific verification, identified expertise, conflict assessment, notice, reasoned 

determination, and appeal mechanism ordinarily expected before institutions impose 

consequential judgements. 

This commentary asks four connected questions: which concerns in the thread can be 

independently reproduced; how did the wording change as the discussion proceeded; how did 
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repetition, quotation, links, lists, and moderator voice distribute credibility and blame; and 

what should journals or institutions infer from such a record? The purpose is not to rescue the 

focal article from verifiable criticism, because doing so would weaken rather than strengthen 

the analysis. The purpose is to demonstrate that accurate source checking and unjustified 

reputational escalation can coexist, and that the former cannot silently legitimise the latter. 

2. Corpus, method, and analytic safeguards 

The corpus is a frozen textual snapshot of the PubPeer thread associated with the focal article, 

comprising 64 numbered comments posted under 32 visible display names [2]. Sixty-three 

comments were dated November 2025, and one later update was dated January 2026. The 

displayed names included biological pseudonyms, several named contributors, and seven 

responses posted under the name Mohammad Abdollahi; two moderator interventions were 

embedded within comments rather than assigned separate comment numbers. The snapshot 

rendered some attached materials only as the word ‘file’, so this study analyses the public text 

and links but does not claim to have reconstructed every image or attachment originally visible 

to participants. 

The method combines Fairclough’s account of discourse as a relation among textual form, 

discursive practice, and social power with the broader critical-discourse framework described 

by Wodak and Meyer [4-6]. Herring’s computer-mediated discourse analysis informs attention 

to platform structure, sequencing, uptake, pseudonymous identity, reply patterns, and the 

technical persistence of the exchange [7]. Appraisal theory supports analysis of judgement, 

affect, graduation, and evidentiary commitment, while Culpeper’s work on impoliteness assists 

in distinguishing technical disagreement from language that attacks competence, social 

standing, or face [8,9]. Van Leeuwen’s account of legitimation is used to examine how numbers, 

links, moderator status, named expertise, and claims of community consensus are made to 

stand in for an explicit warrant [10]. 

Each comment was read for seven features: the immediate referent of the criticism; the degree of 

epistemic certainty; evaluative vocabulary; presuppositions embedded in questions; sarcasm, 

idiom, or ridicule; intertextual expansion through links and prior-publication material; and 

subsequent uptake by authors, moderators, or other commenters. Documentary claims used in 

this article were then checked against the focal publication, DOI records, journal pages, 

PubPeer’s published rules, COPE’s 2025 retraction guidance, and the cited scholarly literature. 

The analysis never treats repetition by several accounts as independent corroboration unless the 

underlying evidence and source provenance are separately established. 

The procedure remains qualitative and interpretive rather than statistical. Comment counts 

describe the architecture of the corpus, but they do not quantify truth, consensus, impact, or 

participant independence. No attempt was made to identify pseudonymous contributors, infer 

whether accounts were coordinated, diagnose psychological states, or decide whether any 
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Note: The checks were completed against the version of record and official bibliographic records available on 1 August 2026 [1,11-13]. A 

verified defect is not treated as proof of an unverified motive or personal conclusion. 

4. Findings: the discursive production of reputational escalation 

4.1 Epistemic drift from observation to attribution 

The opening comments use comparatively cautious modality, including ‘does not seem to be a 

real one’ and ‘does not seem to exist’. Those formulations leave an evidentiary space in which a 

link might be broken, metadata might be wrong, or the search might be incomplete. Later 

comments narrow that space by presenting a technological explanation as progressively more 

certain: material ‘might have been written by ChatGPT’, the paper ‘appears to be a pure GPT 

creation’, and one contribution posts a language-model output that concludes there was 

‘extensive AI involvement’. The sequence transforms a checkable bibliographic question into a 

general account of authorship without providing comparable production evidence. 

This movement is an example of epistemic drift, because the grammatical object of certainty 

changes while the supporting facts remain largely the same. A DOI mismatch can establish that 

a reference is wrong, yet it cannot establish whether the mismatch arose through a language 

model, reference manager, human error, proofing failure, or some combination of these events. 

The later wording does not merely intensify confidence in the same proposition; it substitutes a 

broader proposition about how the article was created and how attentively the authors 

behaved. Appraisal resources such as ‘pure’, ‘obviously’, and ‘extensive’ graduate the 

judgement upward while suppressing the unobserved steps between error and attribution [8]. 

The use of ChatGPT itself within comment 31 introduces a further methodological 

inconsistency. A thread criticising possible reliance on generative AI posts a model-produced 

assessment as support for extensive AI involvement, but it does not disclose a reproducible 

prompt protocol, repeated runs, model uncertainty, validation criteria, or an independent 

method capable of distinguishing generated prose from edited prose. The issue is not that a 

model can never assist analysis; it is that model output cannot acquire evidentiary authority 

merely because it confirms the suspicion for which it was solicited. 

4.2 From article defect to person-level judgement 

A second escalation changes the target of criticism from the article to the authors as persons. 

Questions about whether the manuscript received a final check become suggestions that the 

authors did not ‘bother’ to read it, while discussion of duplicated prose becomes a joke about 

boosting word count. The phrase ‘supposed authors’ further places authorship identity under 

suspicion without offering evidence that a listed author was fictitious or did not meet an 

applicable contribution standard. Such wording performs delegitimation by making personal 

inadequacy the most readily available explanation for a document-level problem [9,10]. 
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disclosure of moderation criteria, reviewer competence, conflicts, error correction, appeal, and 

case-specific reasoning. Claimed authority should be demonstrated through auditable practice 

rather than inferred from survival, popularity, contributor volume, or institutional uptake. 

The same evidentiary discipline must apply to the focal authors. A wrong DOI does not become 

less wrong because a platform’s procedure is weak, and a disclosed use of ChatGPT does not 

remove the obligation to verify every source. The authors’ replies require source checking, 

particularly where they interpret COPE or describe editorial processing. Symmetrical 

scepticism, however, is not equivalence between all claims; it means that each proposition 

receives only the weight warranted by its evidence, regardless of whether it favours the authors, 

the commenters, the moderator, the publisher, or an external media organisation. 

6. Institutional non-delegation and the burden of legitimacy 

The appropriate response is not to confer greater authority on the platform by designing a 

better pathway for its allegations. The controlling principle should instead be institutional non-

delegation. Journals, publishers, research institutions, funders, indexers, and employers may 

receive public information, but they must not outsource the classification, verification, or 

reputational meaning of that information to a comment website. A platform post remains an 

externally supplied lead until a competent and accountable body has independently established 

what the source shows. 

Before consequential reliance, the receiving organisation should preserve the original item and 

its date, identify derivative repetitions, verify every link and DOI, define the precise 

publication-level question, and determine whether the matter concerns correction, editorial 

practice, authorship, conflict, or possible misconduct. It should then appoint assessors with 

relevant expertise, disclose conflicts involving all material actors, give affected persons the 

specific evidence and a reasonable opportunity to respond, distinguish collective authorship 

responsibility from individual culpability, and record a reasoned outcome. Comment volume, 

account prominence, moderator acceptance, or external reporting should never replace those 

steps. 

Status labelling is equally necessary because the public record changes. A concern may be 

unreproduced, reproduced, disputed, corrected, referred, closed without finding, or formally 

established, and those categories should not be collapsed into a permanent undifferentiated 

alert. If an institution cites a platform thread, its decision should state which exact claims it 

verified, what evidence it rejected, how it handled duplication, what response it received, and 

who bears responsibility for the conclusion. The institution must own the judgement rather than 

presenting the platform as the source of authority. 

The burden of legitimacy also rests with actors who repeatedly influence scientific attention. 

Pseudonymity can have defensible purposes, but it cannot be treated as a credential, while 
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activity volume cannot establish expertise or independence. A commenter seeking institutional 

consequences should disclose enough about method, competence, provenance, and relevant 

conflicts for the claim to be evaluated. A moderator exercising discretionary power should 

identify the governing standard and provide review independent of the platform’s interest in 

defending its own practices. Without those safeguards, the thread may remain public speech, 

but it should not be elevated into scientific or procedural adjudication. 

7. Limitations 

This commentary examines one dynamic thread through a frozen textual snapshot, so it cannot 

establish how frequently the identified patterns occur across PubPeer or other platforms. The 

snapshot may omit later edits, removed material, or the contents of attachments represented 

only as ‘file’, while the use of visible display names cannot establish the identity or 

independence of pseudonymous participants. The counts therefore describe the captured 

corpus and should not be generalised into a prevalence estimate. 

The analysis was conducted by one author and does not report independent coding or an inter-

rater reliability measure. Critical discourse analysis is interpretive, although the quotation-led 

tables allow readers to inspect the wording on which each interpretation rests. The study does 

not measure actual reputational harm, determine legal liability, authenticate every account, or 

decide whether any person committed misconduct. It also does not audit every scientific 

statement in the focal article, because the documentary baseline is limited to claims necessary 

for evaluating the thread’s discursive movement. 

Finally, the public record cannot reveal every editorial communication, production file, 

institutional inquiry, or private explanation. Where those materials are unavailable, the 

manuscript identifies uncertainty rather than filling the gap with inference. This limitation 

applies symmetrically to explanations offered by the authors and accusations advanced by 

commenters, moderators, or external media. 

8. Conclusion 

The PubPeer commentary on ‘An expert criticism on post-publication peer review platforms: the case 

of PubPeer’ began with several concerns that can be independently reproduced, including wrong 

or mismatched bibliographic information and repeated prose. Those findings require correction 

and accountable editorial examination. They do not, however, establish every subsequent claim 

concerning comprehensive AI generation, motive, bias, competence, responsibility for prior 

retractions, or personal integrity. 

Across 64 comments, the discourse moved beyond source correction through categorical 

attribution, presuppositional questions, sarcasm, idiom, disputed quantification, portfolio 

expansion, moderator ranking, and recursive criticism of the reply. The platform’s own 

institutional voice participated in that escalation while invoking its endurance, contributors, 
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and moderation practices as evidence of legitimacy. Such self-credentialling is inadequate 

where the platform is simultaneously the criticised object, host, moderator, archive, and 

defender of the exchange. 

The resulting thread should therefore be read as a contested public record rather than a 

scientific finding or procedural judgement. Institutions may examine the source material, but 

they must independently verify each proposition, distinguish article defects from person-level 

conclusions, identify qualified assessors, disclose conflicts, provide notice and response, and 

own the final decision. Reputational visibility cannot confer adjudicative authority, while 

correct observations cannot excuse unsupported escalation. 
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