Promoting Open Access in the Humanities

From “Promoting Open Access in the Humanities,” originally written for oral
presentation on January 3, 2004, at the Annual Meeting of the American
Philological Association in San Francisco. I wrote the section on diagnosis for the
SPARC Open Access Newsletter, February 2, 2004, and revised the combined
edition for publication in the proceedings of the APA meeting, Syllecta Classica,
16 (2005) 231–246.
http://dash.harvard.edu/handle/1/4729720
[…] [Here omitting an introduction to open access.]
Diagnosis: Why is open access moving so slowly in the humanities?
Open-access archiving took off fastest in physics and open-access journals took off fastest in biomedicine. There are fascinating cultural and economic reasons why these
disciplines opened first. But let’s focus on the other end of the pack where open access
is moving the slowest. Why is it moving so slowly in the humanities?
Here are nine differences between the humanities and the sciences that help explain
their different rates of progress.
(1) Journal prices are much higher in science, technology, and medicine (the STM
fields) than in the humanities. The pricing crisis is not the only reason to consider
open access, and not the primary reason for researchers themselves, but it’s a major
one for libraries and universities. In the humanities affordable journals defuse the
urgency of reducing prices or turning to open access as part of the solution.
Researchers have the same motivation to consider open access in the humanities
and the sciences—to enlarge their audience and increase their impact. But the sciences see a convergence of motives, and hence a partnership of stakeholders, missing from the humanities.
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According to the 2002 Library Journal pricing survey, the average subscription
prices for journals in STM fields were 10–20 times higher than the average prices in
the humanities. For example, compare biology ($1,097.01), chemistry ($2,143.22),
and physics ($2,218.82) with history ($126.35), literature ($110.51), and philosophy ($146.60).
http://lj.libraryjournal.com/2002/04/ljarchives/periodicals-price-survey-2002
doing-the-digital-flip/
(2) Much more STM research is funded than humanities research. Hence, in the STM
fields there is much more money to pay the processing fees charged by open access
journals. In the humanities, there are fewer open access journals, and nearly all of
them operate without processing fees.
(3) At least in the U.S., the government funds far more STM research than humanities
research. Hence the taxpayer argument for open access (that taxpayers shouldn’t
have to pay a second fee for access to the results of taxpayer-funded research)
is stronger in the STM fields than the humanities. The taxpayer argument isn’t
the only argument for open access, but it’s one of the strongest and certainly one
of the first to appeal to policy-makers and the public. It may only apply to a fraction
of STM research, but that fraction dwarfs the comparable fraction of humanities
research.
http://dash.harvard.edu/handle/1/4725013
Total U.S. federal funding for university research in fiscal 2001, in all fields, was
about $19 billion, which constituted about 60% of all funding for university
research. Of this, eight federal agencies, all in STM fields, provided 97% of this
funding, and two of the agencies alone, NIH and NSF, provided $14.2 billion or
75%. By contrast, the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) budget for
2002 was $124 million, less than 1% of the STM funding from the 8 leading federal
agencies alone.
(Sources, GAO report of November 14, 2003 and NEH budget request for 2004.)
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d0431.pdf
http://web.archive.org/web/20040203233951/
http://www.neh.gov/whoweare/2004budget.html
If we don’t limit ourselves to university-based research, then the total research
budget of the U.S. is much greater, $110 billion in 2003. All the funding beyond the
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subset for university-based research was for the STM fields, including defense, none
for the humanities.
(Source, Rand Corporation, Federal Investment in R&D, 2002, Chapter One.)
http://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1639z0.html
(4) On average, humanities journals have higher rejection rates (70–90%) than STM
journals (20–40%). This means that the cost of peer review per accepted article is
higher in the humanities, lower in the STM fields. Hence, for open access journals
that cover their expenses through processing fees on accepted articles, the fees
would have to be higher at the average humanities journal than at the average STM
journal. This combines badly with the fact that the humanities receive much less
government and foundation funding than the sciences.
H.A. Zuckerman and R.K. Merton first showed this disparity in rejection rates in
the 1970s, and ALPSP confirmed it in the 1990s. See the discussion thread on this
question from January 2001 in the American Scientist Open Access Forum. See H.A.
Zuckerman and R.K Merton, “Patterns of evaluation in science: Institutionalization, structure and functions of the referee system,” Minerva, 9 (1971) 66–100. Also
see a brief online summary of the 2001 data collected by ALPSP.
http://users.ecs.soton.ac.uk/harnad/Hypermail/Amsci/1127.html
(5) There is more public demand for open access to research on (say) genomics than
Greek grammar, which is one reason why genomics has more federal funding than
Greek grammar. Of course research can be worth funding and making openly accessible even in the absence of public demand, but public demand tends to create
funding, policy, incentives, and lobbyists. Note that public demand ranks some
scientific research topics above others (medicine above field biology, for example),
just as it does in the humanities (American history above Roman history, for
example).
I can acknowledge this even though my own field (philosophy) is in the humanities. But a more contentious way to make a similar point is to say that STM research
is more socially useful than humanities research, at least in the way that attracts
funding. This is what makes foundations and governments want to pay for it,
and what makes them receptive to the argument that the subsidy for open-access
dissemination is worth paying too since it makes a useful research project even
more useful.
Before fellow humanists write me angry letters, I’m not saying that humanities
research isn’t socially useful, or is less useful than the sciences, merely that this is
the perception of most funding agencies. There are two kinds of usefulness, which
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is why the sciences and humanities coexist wherever civilization takes root. But
each kind of usefulness tends to be dismissed or misunderstood by champions of
the other. The most succinct wisdom on the usefulness and fundability of humanities research was uttered by Aristippus, a Greek philosopher who sought patronage
from one rich Athenian after another. Dionysius once asked him, “Why do I always
see you philosophers knocking on the doors of the rich, but I never see the rich
knocking on the doors of philosophers?” Aristippus replied, “Because philosophers
know what they need and the rich don’t.”
(6) Preprint exchanges meet more needs in the STM fields than in the humanities. STM
researchers need to know quickly what is happening in their microspecialization,
partly to build on it in their own work and partly to avoid being scooped. Moreover, they need to deposit their own preprints quickly, partly in order to influence
fast-moving research and partly to establish priority over others who might be
working on the same problem. Preprint archives are very common in the natural
sciences, very rare in the humanities.
Of course humanists build on one another’s work too and worry about
scooping and being scooped. But there’s no doubt that the urgency of timely
notification of other work is greater in the STM fields than in the humanities.
The explanation may lie deep, for example, in their different ways of being socially
useful and their different ways of recognizing and rewarding the solution of
problems.
(7) Demand for journal articles in the humanities drops off more slowly after publication than demand for articles in the STM fields. This means that humanities journals will worry more than STM journals that offering open access to articles after
some embargo period, such as six months after publication, will jeopardize their
revenue and survival.
There are three differences here: objective rate of decline in demand after publication, objective risk of lost revenue from delayed open access, and subjective fear
of lost revenue from delayed open access. But none of these means that delayed
open access will really jeopardize revenue and survival, either in the sciences and
humanities. The revenue from selling access to old issues is miniscule, and losing
that revenue will not harm a healthy journal, especially when offset by enhanced
access, visibility, and impact that can be translated into increased submissions,
advertising, and (if they still exist) subscriptions.
(8) Humanities journals often want to reprint poems or illustrations that require permission from a copyright holder. It’s much harder to get reprint permission for
open-access distribution than for a limited-circulation, priced and printed journal.
And when permission is granted, for either kind of distribution, it usually costs
money. This is why open access will come last to art history.
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(9) Journal articles are the primary literature in the STM fields. But in the humanities,
journal articles tend to report on the history and interpretation of the primary literature, which is in books. STM faculty typically need to publish journal articles to
earn tenure, while humanities faculty need to publish books. But the logic of open
access applies better to articles, which authors give away, than to books, which
have the potential to earn royalties.
Summary: open access isn’t undesirable or unattainable in the humanities. But it is less
urgent and harder to subsidize than in the sciences. Progress is taking place, and as
more humanists come to understand the issues, and the strategies that work, we should
expect to see progress continue and accelerate. For example, humanists may have fewer
reasons for preprint archiving than STM researchers, but most of the advantages of
preprint archiving still apply in the humanities and they are starting to have an effect.
Humanists may feel less urgency to launch peer-reviewed, open-access journals, and
find it harder to do so without funding for processing fees. But there are still reasons to
launch such journals and other funding models to sustain them. Humanists may be
more skittish about offering open access to their books than to their journal articles,
but there are reasons why informed authors will choose to try the experiment. In the
next section I sketch some of the strategies to facilitate these advances.
Recommendations: How can we advance open access in the humanities?
Most of these are recommendations for keeping costs down without sacrificing quality.
One goes beyond journals to archives, and one goes beyond Phase 1 [OA for royaltyfree literature like journal articles] solutions to Phase 2 [OA for royalty-producing literature like books].
(1) Use journal-management software to reduce the costs of peer review. Use opensource journal management-software to reduce the costs about as far as possible.
Currently, Open Journal Systems (OJS) from the University of British Columbia
Public Knowledge Project (PKP) is the only open-source journal management software. (I have no financial ties to OJS or PKP.)
(2) Do without copy editors. At most journals with both copy editors (who improve
language) and disciplinary editors (who supervise peer review), the copy editors are
paid salaries and the disciplinary editors donate their labor. Hence, dispensing with
copy editors will reduce costs without interfering with peer review.
Someone might object that much writing in the SSH fields is atrocious and needs
scrupulous copy editing. I couldn’t agree more. (Don’t get me started.) But copy
editing wouldn’t help much with this problem because journals that publish atrocious writing seem to think that it’s professional or sophisticated and wouldn’t
employ copy editors who favored mere clarity. I feel free to say this because the
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average writing in my field—philosophy—is much more atrocious than the average
writing in classics.
Many STM journals dispense with copy editors in order to save money. But
when they do use copy editors, it’s often because they receive many submissions
from non-native speakers. This is much less of a problem at humanities journals.
Just so that I am not misunderstood: I regard copy editing as a valuable service.
I don’t want to discard it unless there is no other way to lower costs enough to
provide open access. Dropping copy editing is not a way to improve a journal, just
a way to cut costs without reducing a journal’s essential service of providing peerreviewed research to a scholarly community.
The best solution—as long as we can’t teach scholars to write clearly—is to find
enough revenue to pay for copy editing alongside essential services like peer review.
This is happening at the Public Library of Science journals, for example. However,
we must admit that the shortage of funds makes this unlikely in the humanities. If
we have to choose, then I would definitely prefer open access without copy editing
to copy editing without open access.
(3) Get universities to pay processing fees. Major public and private funding agencies
in the sciences have declared their willingness to pay the processing fees charged by
open-access journals. But I don’t know of any foundations supporting humanities
research that have followed suit. One reason, clearly, is that there are virtually no
such journals today and no constituency seeking foundation support for them.
This might change slowly, if open-access journals in the humanities can overcome
the chicken-and-egg problem and survive long enough to ask for continued support. But the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), for example, is
unlikely to help here. It conceives its grants more to subvene a scholar’s salary than
to pay for a specific piece of research. Nor could it give a grant to a journal to redistribute to scholars to cover the processing fees on accepted papers, since the NEH
does not “regrant” or give grants for others to distribute.
Is it hopeless to expect universities to pay the fees for their humanist faculty?
Perhaps today it is. Most universities are not only strapped, but perpetually
strapped—or at least that’s how it seems from the hallways of the humanities. But
as open access spreads, university library budgets will realize large savings from the
conversion, cancellation, or demise of subscription-based journals. The first priority for this savings should be to pay the processing fees to support the superior
publishing model that made the savings possible.
No doubt, however, this kind of solution is more long-term than short-term. But
while I admit that, I also want to suggest that visionary leadership in universities
will understand that investing in the open-access alternative today, before subscription savings make it easy, will not only share knowledge and accelerate research,
but also save the university serious money in the long run.
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(4) Even if universities can often pay the upfront processing fees, open-access journals
in the humanities will have to explore other ways to cover their expenses.
For example, Philosopher’s Imprint is an open-access philosophy journal from the
University of Michigan. It’s motto is, “Edited by philosophers, published
by librarians.” Because the philosophers and librarians are already on the university
payroll, the journal charges no processing fees. The result is that authors don’t pay
for dissemination and readers don’t pay for access. The same model works for STM
journals in fields with low funding. The Journal of Insect Science is published by the
library of the University of Arizona at Tucson. For more on libraries as journal publishers, see recent reflections by Harry Hagedorn and Eulalia Roel.
http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1590&context=iatul
http://www.ala.org/acrl/issues/scholcomm/crlnews/electronicjournal
Another model that works where funding is minimal is the overlay journal,
which is essentially just an open-access archive plus an editorial board. The board
takes submissions through the archive, makes its judgments, and deposits approved
(perhaps revised) articles back in the archive. By using open-access archives as the
publishing infrastructure, overlay journals reduce expenses about as far as possible
without skimping on peer review. The University of California recently launched a
series of overlay journals in all disciplines, based on the UC eScholarship
Repository.
(5) Experiment with retroactive peer review. In retroactive peer review, a journal starts
with unrefereed submissions on an open-access web site, subjects them to its
own favored method of vetting or review, and then either copies the approved
articles to a different site or marks them somehow as approved. The reason for
experimenting with retroactive peer review is not that open access depends on
peer-review reform or vice versa; they are independent. The reason is simply that
retroactive peer review costs less than traditional, prospective peer review, and this
fact matters in fields that are not well-funded. There are many kinds of retroactive
peer review, some more rigorous and adequate than others. This universe has barely
been noticed, let alone explored. The importance of experimentation is to find the
more rigorous and adequate forms of it, not just ways to save money. If we can find
these rigorous and adequate forms of retroactive peer review, then there is no academic loss, and much financial gain. There might even be academic gain, especially
if you think that peer review as currently practiced leaves considerable room for
improvement.
(6) Work for price reductions and open access (two different things) for STM journals.
High STM journal prices harm the humanities as well as the sciences, and the
savings from lowering these prices can be the salvation of the humanities.
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One expensive STM journal can cost more than $20,000/year, more than 100 middle-tier humanities journals. Moreover, we know that the rising prices of STM journals cause libraries to cut into their book budgets, which hurts the humanities
much more than the sciences. When libraries buy fewer books, university presses
accept fewer manuscripts. Open access in the STM fields would produce savings
that could be spent on both (1) monographs and (2) processing fees for open-access
journals.
Quoting Kenneth Frazier in Library Journal Academic Newswire for November 20,
2003: “A lot of library directors won’t admit this, but often the STM increases [in
journal subscription prices] come out of the hide of the humanities.” (Not online.)
(7) Notice that all the recommendations so far have concerned open-access journals. If
their costs can be kept sufficiently low, or if savings elsewhere in university budgets
can subsidize them, then they can thrive. But journals are only one of two major
avenues to open access. The other is open-access archiving. Every university in the
world can have an institutional archive built from open-source software, and should.
It can be installed in a weekend at essentially no cost, and even if very successful
would use fewer resources than the MP3 traffic generated today by students. If there
were no open-access journals in the humanities at all, scholars could still deposit
their preprints in their institutional archives, and in most cases their postprints as
well. This would not only provide open access to those articles, but also give the
authors freedom to publish in any journal of their choice, open access or not.
This model works just as well with disciplinary archives (dedicated to all the
eprints in a field) rather than institutional archives (dedicated to all the eprints
produced by the institution). Here are some examples of disciplinary open-access
archives in the social sciences and humanities.
• Arts and Humanities Data Service (general)
http://www.ahds.ac.uk/index.htm
• Digital Library of the Commons (interdisciplinary research on the commons)
http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/
• dLIST (library and information science)
http://arizona.openrepository.com/arizona/handle/10150/105067
• E-LIS (library and information science)
http://eprints.rclis.org/
• History and Theory of Psychology (psychology and the history of psychology)
http://web.archive.org/web/20030201100600/
http://htpprints.yorku.ca/
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• Open Language Archives Community (linguistics)
http://www.language-archives.org/
• PhilSci Archive (philosophy of science)
http://philsci-archive.pitt.edu/
• Theoretical and applied linguistics (linguistics)
http://web.archive.org/web/20031215094730/
http://archive.ling.ed.ac.uk/
• UK Data Archive (the social sciences and humanities generally)
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk/
(8) Finally, all the recommendations so far have been “Phase 1” recommendations—
ways to provide open access to the texts that scholars already consent to give away.
But we should consider the obvious “Phase 2” recommendation: humanists could
consent to open access for their monographs, not just their journal articles. There
are two reasons for an author to consider this possibility.
• Free online full-text might increase net sales. This is the experience of the
National Academies Press (for research monographs) and the Baen Free Library
(for science fiction novels). For some of the explanation why, see reflections by
Michael Jensen, director of the National Academies Press, and Eric Flint, cofounder of the Baen Free Library.
http://books.nap.edu/
http://www.baenebooks.com/c-1-free-library.aspx
http://web.archive.org/web/20070807233913/
http://chronicle.com/prm/weekly/v48/i03/03b02401.htm
http://web.archive.org/web/20070202111951/
http://www.baen.com/library/palaver6.htm
• Even if open access doesn’t increase net sales, the benefits of open access are significant (greatly enlarged audience and increased impact) and the royalties on an
average humanities monograph between zero and meager.
Book authors who are still nervous could consent to open access after they think
the majority of purchases has already occurred. During the time that the monograph is toll-access only, the author could still provide open-access excerpts and
metadata online to help scholars find the book and learn whether it is relevant to
their own research projects.
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