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Paul the Postdoc
by Rafael Florés

Peer Review I

Confidentiality First
Marcia Angell, a former editor of the New 
England Journal Of Medicine (NEJM), found 
clear words on the latest moves of drug 
maker Pfizer’s defense in the litigation over 
its painkillers Celebrex (celecoxib) and Bex-
tra (valdecoxib). She said, “It would under-
mine the whole system of peer review.”

Since lawyers for the plaintiffs had cit-
ed studies published in NEJM, the Jour-
nal of the American Medical Association 
(JAMA) and Archives of Internal Medicine 
(AIM), Pfizer claimed it needed from the 
journals all the documentation concerning 

these studies to prepare its defense. Howev-
er, the journals refused to hand over confi-
dential correspondence between reviewers 
and editors on the grounds that it would 
have severe adverse consequences for the 
scientific peer review process. 

Pfizer, the world’s largest drug company, 
is a defendant in more than 3,000 lawsuits 
in the US alleging that the cyclooxygenase 
2 (COX-2) inhibitors, celecoxib and valde-
coxib, might cause heart attack and stroke. 
Bextra was withdrawn from the market in 
2005 but Celebrex is still available.

In May 2007, Pfizer subpoenaed NEJM 
to surrender peer reviews, the names of 
peer reviewers and internal editorial de-

liberations for 11 recent papers related to 
Celebrex and Bextra. NEJM handed over 
246 pages of documents but included only 
its communications with the named au-
thors of the papers and their financial dis-
closures. Pfizer offered to remove names 
of individual peer reviewers from the re-
maining documents but NEJM still resist-
ed. In January 2008, Pfizer filed a motion 
to force the journal to hand them over along 
with any other relevant manuscripts useful 
for Pfizer’s defense. Its lawyers said, “Sci-
entific journals such as NEJM may have re-
ceived manuscripts that contain exonerat-
ing data for Celebrex or Bextra. The public 
has no interest in protecting the edito-

Wellcome Image
                 Awards 2008

Three from 22 winners of the competition run by 
the British Wellcome Trust: A fly on sugar crystals 
(left), prostate cancer cells (below), both by Dave 
McCarthy and Annie Cavanagh, and  a ruptured 
blood vessel (right) by Anne Weston.

Wonderful! Fantastic!

What an amazing discovery!

 I’ve found a mutant which
  always does exactly the
         opposite of what I
                            want it
         to do.


