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Preface

In 2009 I began working as an editorial assistant for the fledg-
ling not-for-profit publisher the Public Library of Science 
(PLOS). PLOS had pioneered a new publishing model for mak-
ing research freely available to anyone with a stable internet 
connection, so-called open access publishing (OA). This new 
form of publishing purported to fix all the ills in publishing by 
“democratising” access to research, speeding up the pace of sci-
entific innovation, and easing the pressures of declining library 
budgets. OA represented an exciting, ethical alternative to tra-
ditional subscription-based publishing, offering a range of pos-
sibilities for academic research dissemination and the future of 
the university, not just in the sciences but in the humanities, too.

But as OA increased in popularity, I saw how it became 
co-opted by commercial publishers who looked to profit from 
the success of this new approach to publishing. Open access is 
now a dominant force in academic publishing: it is big busi-
ness to publishers who have sought to supplement their journal-
subscription income through expensive article-processing 
charges and other extractive models. The commercialisation 
of open access has drastic implications for less well-funded dis-
ciplines, for junior researchers, and for those based outside of 
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wealthy jurisdictions. Although research may soon be accessible 
to all, this might be at the expense of those who are actually 
able to publish it.

Simultaneously, as I began to think about OA from an aca-
demic perspective, I became interested in the work of DIY and 
grassroots humanities publishers at the margins. There is a rich 
tradition of open access publishing in the humanities and social 
sciences that stretches back to the birth of the Web. Based both 
inside and outside the university system, publishing books, jour-
nals, and experimental projects, these publishers foreground 
a different set of values and practices than those of the profit-
seeking commercial publishing houses. While both approaches 
are predicated upon giving publications away for free, the open 
access landscape looks quite different from the perspective of a 
grassroots academic-led publisher like Open Humanities Press 
or a multinational corporation like Elsevier. The open access 
ecosystem is composed of a diversity of approaches to publish-
ing, from for-profit publishers and smaller learned societies, 
to university presses, library-led publishers, and academic-led 
presses, and everything in between. The values of each approach 
are different, as are the practices themselves.

But as governments and funders around the world are 
increasingly mandating open access to research, it is necessary to 
take stock of this landscape and question whether open access is 
heading in the right direction, assessing its politics and trying to 
understand whether it can disrupt the values of the marketized 
university or if it simply reinforces them. This book represents 
my attempt to make sense of these questions through the lens 
of the scholarly commons.
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Introduction

The Marketisation of Open Access

In December 2001, a coalition of sixteen individuals represent-
ing university libraries, research institutes, publishers, and chari-
table organisations came together in Budapest to launch a cam-
paign to use digital technologies to facilitate public access to 
academic publications. In a short statement released the follow-
ing year entitled the “Budapest Open Access Initiative” (BOAI), 
the group proclaimed:

An old tradition and a new technology have converged to 
make possible an unprecedented public good. The old tradi-
tion is the willingness of scientists and scholars to publish 
the fruits of their research in scholarly journals without pay-
ment, for the sake of inquiry and knowledge. The new tech-
nology is the internet. The public good they make possible is 
the world-wide electronic distribution of the peer-reviewed 
journal literature and completely free and unrestricted access 
to it by all scientists, scholars, teachers, students, and other 
curious minds.1
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With internet access becoming increasingly common across the 
world, and electronic distribution a growing practice for aca-
demic research articles, the BOAI signatories affirmed their com-
mitment to the public’s right to freely read and use academic 
publications, what they termed “open access” (OA). Arguing 
that the costs would be “far lower” than traditional pay-to-
access forms of publishing, the signatories claimed that OA had 
the potential to “accelerate research, enrich education, share the 
learning of the rich with the poor and the poor with the rich, 
make this literature as useful as it can be, and lay the foundation 
for uniting humanity in a common intellectual conversation and 
quest for knowledge.”2

These were grand claims, no doubt, but they were convincing 
to many people involved in academic publishing and research 
communication. Over twenty years later, OA is now well on its 
way to becoming the dominant method for publishing academic 
research. Across the world, governments, funders, and univer-
sities are mandating public access to research through books, 
journals, and repositories, and publishers have responded to 
these calls through a host of new models for OA. By 2025 it is 
estimated that almost half of all research articles ever published 
will be freely accessible, up from 31 percent in 2019.3 Academic 
publishing is currently undergoing a revolution that will have 
profound implications for research access, dissemination, and 
assessment in all disciplines for years to come.

The practice of publishing itself has always been a multi-
stakeholder endeavour, a negotiation between academics, uni-
versity administrators, publishers, libraries, policymakers, and 
many other actors from civil society and beyond. Yet over the 
past few decades the inequities in the system meant that power 
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has gravitated away from individual researchers towards the 
marketized publishing industry. Propped up by university hir-
ing criteria and the steady decline of secure academic employ-
ment, the need for researchers to publish in prestigious journals 
and presses has never been stronger. This means that the private 
industry of commercial for-profit and nonprofit publishers holds 
great power over research dissemination and the trajectory of 
researcher careers, power that they use to generate revenue and 
consolidate their control over the scholarly record.

Though it is not by itself able to change the broader political-
economic conditions for academic precarity and publish-or-
perish cultures, many of the motivations for OA are responding, 
either implicitly or explicitly, to a culture of austerity brought on 
by the neoliberalisation of higher education in Europe, the USA, 
and elsewhere: journal prices rise above inflation while library 
budgets flatline; the amount that researchers have to publish to 
prove their scholarly worth is increasing; researchers outside 
the confines of well-stocked libraries in the Global North can-
not access the research they need. Different approaches to OA 
may increase the inequalities of the publishing system, they may 
militate against them, or they may leave things unchanged. In 
any case, it is important to consider how new methods of OA 
publishing exist during a political moment in which higher edu-
cation has been weakened by the turn towards market forms of 
measurement in all aspects of contemporary life. This state of 
affairs will have important shaping effects for the transforma-
tion currently underway in digital publishing.

This is to say that, as we shall see throughout this book, OA 
has a politics and can conform to a range of different ideolo-
gies.4 Its politics is not specific or defined, but differs according 
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to a variety of actors, situations, and projects, representing a 
site of struggle for the OA “movement” at large. The political 
(ideological) underpinnings of OA are compounded by the fact 
that it is also an object of policy by international and govern-
mental funders around the world. Public access to research is 
something that governments around the world want, even if 
the motivations and methods of achieving it differ dramatically 
between jurisdictions. Some want to showcase their research, 
while others want to ensure access to all their citizens. For advo-
cates of OA, who themselves are not united in their aims, the 
policy landscape necessitates a range of tactics, strategies, and 
alliances for advancing their cause. For example, one of the main 
distinctions in OA discourse is between green and gold forms 
of OA. Green OA is provided by repositories—usually in par-
allel with a traditional paid-access publication provided by a 
publisher—while gold OA is where the final version is provided 
by the publisher at the point of publication. Gold OA is often 
associated with article-processing charges whereby authors pay 
for publication, although the term specifically refers to any pub-
lication that a publisher makes freely and permanently available 
as the version of record.

The green/gold distinction has been the subject of much 
debate over the past few decades as different advocates and 
stakeholders proposed paths forward for OA. Early advocates 
such as Stevan Harnad proposed a system of green OA based on 
institutional repositories that would operate in parallel to the 
traditional system of publishing. This system would eventually 
apply pressure to publishers who would ultimately become little 
more than organisers of peer review.5 In contrast, in the wake 
of the BOAI declaration, other practitioners focused more on 
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providing OA through journals themselves, primarily through 
the pay-to-publish systems developed and popularised by bio-
medical publishers such as PLOS and BioMedCentral (later pur-
chased by Springer Nature). This system has upended traditional 
publishing and has transformed the business models of publish-
ers to prioritise publishing an increasing number of articles as 
quickly as possible, with obvious adverse effects on publishing 
as a whole.

Other debates have focused on whether research articles 
should be licenced not just for reading but for reuse too, reflec-
tive of one of the distinct lineages of OA that emerged from 
open-source software cultures.6 Should people be able to take all 
or part of a research article, combine it with others, and pack-
age it for commercial gain? This might decrease friction in the 
publication process by reducing the need to seek individual per-
mission to reuse copyrighted images, but it could also open aca-
demic research to greater extraction and exploitation by com-
mercial organisations, not least in the context of generative AI 
technologies that require huge corpuses of training data that 
companies want to acquire for as little as possible. There are 
also different justifications for OA, as we shall see, pertaining 
to the value of extending research access to a broader public, to 
lowering the cost of publishing, to reining in publisher profits, 
and to increasing citations of academic work.

Similarly, debates and practices have focused on the extent to 
which researchers should be mandated to publish OA by their 
funders and institutions, often predicated on ideas of the col-
lective good, or whether this imposition in some way inhibits 
individual academic freedom to publish entirely in their manner 
of choosing.7 There are also considerations about the immediacy 
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of access. To what extent are embargoes acceptable for green 
OA? Or should we insist that all research be released immedi-
ately on publication? Many of these issues exhibit a tendency 
towards pragmatism and consensus building, while others are 
about more radical incentivisation that can be achieved through 
the redistribution of funding with universities. This means that 
the turn towards OA has not been purely consensual and rep-
resents a multitude of views, alliances, and struggles.

It is important, then, to understand that OA does not have 
a fixed meaning or stable politics, but in many ways reflects a 
variety of positions on what the future of academic publishing 
should be in a digital age. My own position is that while pub-
lic access to knowledge is a good thing, the debates on the spe-
cific definitions and routes to OA are less important than the 
opportunity OA offers more generally to reconfigure publishing 
towards more ethical processes and outcomes. More specifically, 
the fact that OA is in the process of upending all of academic 
publishing offers research communities the opportunity to inter-
vene and enact a counter-hegemonic strategy towards commer-
cial publishing more generally. This means that the flux of the 
practices that operate under the “open” banner, mixed with 
the fact that “open” itself is a floating signifier with no fixed 
meaning, creates the conditions for a range of experiments in 
the future of publishing.

Yet if OA has such a variety of meanings and ideological 
leanings, how has it managed to transform the academic pub-
lishing industry to such a great extent? Who is actually control-
ling this revolution, who should control it, and how can they do 
so? These are important questions to ask if we want to under-
stand whether and how OA might conform to a radical bottom-
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up politics that is resistant to the marketisation of higher educa-
tion and able to work towards something more transformative 
for scholarship and the dissemination of knowledge. Certain 
approaches to OA may merely rehearse the values of the neo-
liberal university, and many of them certainly do, while others 
may attempt to subvert them or do both at the same time. This 
book explores the various ideological bases of this transforma-
tion to OA and makes an argument for different approaches to it 
that can both promote and result in collective action for broader 
change in publishing and higher education.

Put another way, is it possible to conceive of the different 
projects that make up the OA landscape as a commons? Sim-
ply defined, commons are shared, complex resources that, as 
Ostrom and Hess describe, are “subject to social dilemmas.”8 
The study of commons concerns the various ways that com-
munities self-organise to produce resources that may be shared 
exclusively between groups of people or, particularly in the case 
of digital resources, made freely available to all. Commons con-
cern practices of self-governance by defined communities; they 
refer to how communities of people can collaborate to produce 
and manage the resources they use, the rules and norms they 
adhere to, the conflicts that ensue, and the ways of resolving 
these disputes. Academic publishing, as I argue throughout the 
book, is the product of the self-organised labour of editorial 
collectives and would benefit from greater self-governance and 
horizontal organisation. Yet this self-organisation is currently 
mediated and extracted by commercial organisations in a way 
that neutralises its commons potential.

Much like with open access publishing, arguments in favour 
of the commons run the political gamut of approaches and jus-
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tifications. The commons can be about self-sustainability and 
freedom from the state, leading neoliberal entities such as the 
World Bank to argue for the promotion of community con-
trol of land in economically developing nations as a stepping 
stone from state ownership to privatisation.9 While from a more 
liberal perspective, the Nobel Prize–winning economist Elinor 
Ostrom devoted her career to the study of common-resource 
management by collectives of (what she theorised as) rational, 
self-interested actors.10 Finally, from a left perspective, the com-
mons has been invoked by a wide range of theorists looking to 
explore the potential of self-governance as a way to transition 
away from capitalism and reclaim a “commonwealth.”11 These 
are just a handful of examples of the politics of research on the 
commons, which I will return to in a variety of ways through-
out the book. Suffice it to say, the literature on the commons 
does not simply outline a movement from one specific economic 
mode of production to another.

Ideas of the commons are present in much of the discussion 
around OA. Organisations such as Creative Commons, which 
produces licences for sharing digital resources, and products 
like Elsevier’s Digital Commons repository software imply an 
association between the commons and the publications made 
available as open access resources. There are numerous explicit 
references to open access as a form of knowledge commons,12 
scholarly commons,13 or intellectual commons,14 and the term is 
used in a range of ways to describe everything from freely acces-
sible publications to global systems for managing all the world’s 
knowledge.15 The commons is often invoked because it has posi-
tive associations with ideas of commonality, resource-sharing, 
and shared enterprise, even if the resources being described 
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were created purely within the capitalist mode of production 
and bear little resemblance to the commons as often under-
stood. It is therefore what Ernesto Laclau would term a “float-
ing signifier”—a term whose meaning is “suspended” until it is 
articulated in a political context.16 Floating signifiers are used in 
the construction of political identity to organise around a par-
ticular concept. They are loosely defined, but take on a mean-
ing in a particular context, much like the term “open” itself.17

It is my contention in this book that despite the frequent asso-
ciation of OA with “the commons,” much more work is needed 
to understand the importance of self-governance, sharing and 
mutual reliance for academic publishing. I am here trying to 
concretise ideas of the commons and give them more speci-
ficity within academic publishing. This will entail more than 
just appreciating publications as freely accessible resources, but 
also understanding their modes of production and relationships 
with the state and capital, the actors involved in creating and 
using these resources (“commoners”), and the unique subjec-
tivities and practices that arise from these shared ways of being 
(“commoning”). Without an appreciation of all three of these 
elements—common resources, the commoners, and practices 
of commoning—any analysis of the relationship between the 
commons and OA will be incomplete at best, as the next chap-
ter illustrates.

The chapters in this book each work towards an assessment 
of the OA landscape and its potential to promote common ways 
of working, producing, and being with one another; to experi-
ment with the ways in which research is produced and dissemi-
nated; and to work towards a better university more generally. 
They do this through analysis of the multitude of practices and 
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discourses that comprise the OA landscape as it exists today. 
These practices exist in policymaking, commercial academic 
publishing, scholar-led presses, university presses, and a host of 
other spheres. The discourse exists as policy directives, opinion 
pieces, blog posts, interviews, and the growing scholarly litera-
ture on OA. Examining this landscape, with specific but not 
exclusive focus on the humanities and social sciences, will help 
us understand who is currently shaping and controlling OA, in 
accordance with what conditions and values, which will allow 
us to determine whether and how OA can be framed along the 
lines of a scholarly commons.

Unlike the rich body of work that makes a case for a cer-
tain form of OA and its wider benefits,18 I am interested more 
in seeing whether OA might be oriented to nurture a radical 
commons-based approach to knowledge production and dis-
semination. I am therefore taking it is axiomatic that publica-
tions within any commons-based system of publishing should 
be freely accessible as standard and that it is the commercial ele-
ment that must be eradicated or left behind. This is to say that if 
it is possible to fund the creation and dissemination of academic 
publications without recourse to informational capitalism, then 
there is no reason for the artificial scarcity that market-based 
systems rely on. We can work towards “commoning” publish-
ing in a way that will also make academic publications free for 
all. I am therefore not arguing for OA as the end point of any 
new systems of publishing, nor am I making a case for a par-
ticular definition of OA publishing. This book is all about how 
to return control to academic communities, away from the pri-
vatised publishing industry.

Yet for many researchers, including the historian Peter Bald-
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win, the idea of open access is a separate issue from resistance 
to commercial cultures of knowledge production. Instead, he 
writes, “attacking open access by lambasting modern industrial 
capitalism is akin to complaining about gravity when feeling 
weary.”19 While I am not attacking OA in this book, I do think 
it is important to explore how to nurture cultures of publish-
ing that do not simply conform to or arise from the standards 
of capitalism. I am therefore making an appeal to those of us 
who broadly share a progressive or left politics that open access 
to research is not enough to fulfil these radical aims: we must 
attend, not just to free access to digital resources, but to how 
these resources are produced, too. This is where the commons 
is helpful as a touchstone.

The Marketisation of Publishing (and Everything Else)

To understand the possibilities of commons-based researcher 
control within academic publishing, it is necessary to first 
explore how open access is both responding to and implicated 
within the marketisation of publishing. Publishing is at the heart 
of everything an academic does and shapes much of the struc-
ture and rhythm of scholarly life. Projects are undertaken with 
specific publication formats in mind, journals are often chosen 
based on how well they are regarded by assessment panels, and 
there is a hierarchy of certain kinds of academic publication 
defined by both unwritten notions of prestige and dubiously 
calculated quantitative metrics such as the Impact Factor.20 Aca-
demics typically do not expect remuneration for their involve-
ment in the publishing process, either as editors, authors, or peer 
reviewers, meaning that the labour and content that underpin 
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academic publishing are largely provided to academic publish-
ers for free. Instead, the work of publishing and the content 
that academics provide are considered part of the work of an 
employed academic, even though secure academic employment 
is increasingly difficult to obtain, and many researchers provide 
this work on top of their precarious contracts. Rather than mon-
etary reward, academics publish, review, and edit research as 
both service to their discipline and in return for various forms 
of credit and prestige that can be displayed on their CVs.

Borrowing terminology from Pierre Bourdieu, Martin Eve 
explores the relationship between prestige and publishing with 
respect to the “symbolic capital” that a certain publisher’s repu-
tation confers:

A piece of research work is a demonstration of an author’s 
cultural capital; it is the product of the skill, knowledge and 
ability of the author(s). The acceptance of such research 
by publishers who possess both material capital (needed to 
undertake the labour and effectively disseminate the work) 
and cultural capital (knowledge of publishing and academic 
systems) constitutes a payoff in the form of social capital 
(endorsement and support) for the author that can be re-
converted back into symbolic capital (prestige/reputation) 
that is needed for peer respect and a job/promotion (mate-
rial capital).21

This overview of the various kinds of symbolic capital at work 
in academic publishing explains the impact of prestige on aca-
demic decisions about where to publish. Academics strive for 
their work to appear in prestigious venues because doing so rep-
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resents a form of symbolic capital within higher education that 
can be used for career progress. Because of this, publishing is not 
just about the quality of the journal, its editorial standards, or 
its political leaning and audience, but also about the perceived 
quality of the journal in the eyes of those in charge of academic 
careers, who may not be those with an intimate knowledge of 
the work itself. As a consequence, publications and presses have 
become proxies for the value of the research in question, mean-
ing that having an article published in a well-regarded journal 
or a monograph published with a prestigious press is represen-
tative of the research’s quality and, by extension, the researcher 
themself. The fact that journals are simultaneously both proxies 
for researcher quality and conduits for research communication 
means that academics are keen to publish in the “best” journals, 
while libraries must continue to subscribe to as many of them as 
possible to have as broad a coverage of the literature as possible. 
This has had disastrous commercial outcomes for universities 
and libraries specifically.

Academic publishing is predominantly governed by private, 
commercial organisations and shaped by market forces, while 
publications are commodities traded for both financial and sym-
bolic capital. The academic publishing industry is composed of 
a small number of large commercial publishers—notably Else-
vier, Wiley, Springer Nature, and Taylor & Francis—and a large 
number of smaller publishers, comprising university presses, 
not-for-profit publishers, learned societies, smaller commercial 
publishers, and many more entities. The oligopoly within pub-
lishing, as it is frequently described, is well represented by the 
fact that in 2013 five publishers accounted for more than 50 
percent of all academic papers published.22 A small number 
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of publishers therefore exercise significant market power and 
control much of the publishing landscape. Under OA forms of 
publishing, this is changing, and new commercial entrants such 
as MDPI and Frontiers now take an additional market share of 
publications.23

Consolidation and acquisitions are also features of aca-
demic publishing, something that is common in mature mar-
kets. Bigger publishers look to drive growth by purchasing 
smaller players who can increase the number of publications 
they own, but also by buying companies that will expand their 
operations into the entire research life cycle.24 This opens up 
markets within research data, user data, and other parts of the 
end-to-end research process. Elsevier, for example, now refers 
to itself as a “data analytics company” rather than a publisher, 
showing the direction of travel for bigger commercial publish-
ers to hoover up and monetise as much data as possible. For 
Jefferson Pooley, this means that publishing is its own “emerg-
ing surveillance economy,” as the focus of publishers is less on 
producing content and more on extracting data through any 
means necessary.25

The concentration within the academic publishing industry 
persists because academic libraries are required to subscribe 
to the contents of scholarly journals while also supporting the 
transition to open access. As Neylon et al. note, the publishing 
industry exhibits monopoly-like behaviour because individual 
publications are not “substitutable”—i.e., they are all unique—
and so libraries must subscribe to as many of them as possible 
to provide a comprehensive body of literature.26 Ownership of 
this growing corpus of scholarly literature means that publish-
ers charge increasing sums for publications that libraries need 
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to access. In the late 1990s, publishers invented what is now 
known as the “Big Deal” to bundle journal subscriptions into 
packages to which libraries would subscribe.27 These packages 
locked libraries into multiyear subscription packages, the price 
of which rapidly outpaced inflation, and helped large commer-
cial publishers receive profit margins of more than 30 percent.28 
From 1986 to 2011, North American libraries went from spend-
ing roughly 25 percent of their budget on journal subscriptions 
to almost 75 percent, a situation that came to be known as the 
“serials crisis.”29

Offering the prospect of free research for all, OA was ini-
tially positioned as something that would help counter the seri-
als crisis. From the BOAI discussion above, we see that lower-
ing the costs of publishing was embedded in early arguments 
for OA. Early advocates saw the transition from print to digital 
as one that would make academic publications cheaper to pro-
duce and free to distribute, thus giving the publishing market 
an incentive to compete to lower the costs of publishing.30 One 
such approach was the article-processing-charge business (APC) 
model that was to explode in popularity in the late 2000s and 
remains the dominant method of OA provision today.31 Often 
called “author pays,” APCs are charged by publishers to authors 
at the time their article is published online. The APC model 
assumes that authors can pay the cost of publishing—often 
totalling thousands of pounds—out of their research grants. 
For this reason, APCs have been popularised in the grant-funded 
scientific disciplines, namely biomedical disciplines, and have 
been less successfully adopted in the humanities and social sci-
ences. This is changing, however, with the rise of publishing 
agreements between universities and publishers that bundle the 
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cost of reading and publishing articles into one payment by the 
university.

If APCs were intended to create a competitive market of 
author-pays publishing, encouraging new entrants and a diver-
sity of players in the process, they have roundly failed. Today, 
three publishers receive almost half of the total article-processing 
charges reported by almost 250 universities in the OpenAPC 
database.32 While this database does not illustrate the size of the 
market, it does reveal its relative homogeneity and dominance 
by a handful of large publishers. That said, the publishing con-
sultancy Delta Think estimated that the market grew to just over 
$2 billion in 2022, while Haustein and colleagues estimated that 
$8.349 billion was spent on APCs with the top six publishers 
in the period 2019–2023.33 Having reinforced the dominance 
of publishing by a minority of publishers, APCs are clearly big 
business for commercial publishers, many of whom continue 
to rely on subscription income while reorienting their business 
models to receive as many APC-based articles as possible with 
as little human input as possible. This means that publishers are 
in the business of maximising volume and technological scale in 
order to profit from APCs as much as they can.

The dominance of a small number of players is a result of 
a culture in higher education that requires academics to pub-
lish in prestigious outlets to further their careers. Publishing 
is not just about communicating research, it is also a form of 
symbolic capital that researchers may exchange to further their 
careers. Publications connote prestige through their imprima-
turs, Impact Factors, and brand names, which for the most part 
are concentrated in commercial publishing houses. This means 
that publishers can raise subscription prices because libraries 
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are strongly incentivised to keep providing access to impor-
tant journals, especially while authors are required to publish in 
them. It also means that researchers who do have access to APC 
funding—those in wealthy countries and universities—are not 
price-sensitive when it comes to paying APCs, because they are 
spending other people’s money (from their funder or university) 
and receive greater returns through appearing in prestigious ven-
ues. Consequently, there is a strong correlation between jour-
nal prestige and price of APC.34 This situation also exacerbates 
existing epistemic inequalities around who is able to participate 
in academic knowledge production, particularly those outside 
of well-resourced universities and localities.35

The problems of marketisation in open access and subscrip-
tion publishing are exacerbated by a similar strategy of mar-
ketisation and neoliberalisation of higher education across the 
globe. As neoliberal governments withdraw funding from higher 
education, universities are forced to perform as businesses, 
conforming to market logic through competition and the need 
for academics to be financially sustainable through their own 
grant income. A new layer of managers and administrators has 
instilled the values and processes of the private sector in much 
of higher education, particularly in the UK and USA, and there 
is an increasing focus on “performance” and “outcomes” as 
indicators of quality.36 Publication is one important disciplin-
ary mechanism through which performance is measured, forc-
ing academics to publish widely and regularly for their own job 
security. This individualism can be understood in Foucauldian 
terms as academics needing to be entrepreneurs of themselves 
under neoliberalism: “being for himself his own capital, being 
for himself his own producer, being for himself the source of 
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[his] earnings.”37 The university is a site of precarity in which 
academics are forced to continuously prove their worth through 
a series of audits and performance measures—and publications 
are a key part of this. It is notable, as mentioned above, that 
publishers themselves are also rapidly broadening their business 
models to becoming owners of data analytics to calculate and 
predict researcher performance in order to sell these “insights” 
back to universities for performance management.38

Competition for fewer academic jobs thus maintains conser-
vatism in publishing practice and allows a handful of publishers 
to maintain commercial control over publishing and associated 
digital infrastructures. This is what it means to say that publish-
ing has been marketised: publishing is primarily controlled by 
private, revenue-generating organisations (for-profit and non-
profit) who must operate in accordance with a logic that pri-
oritises individual economic freedom over all else. Academic 
publishing is thus reflective of the turn to neoliberalism that is 
the dominant mode of governance for Western politics. Under 
neoliberalism, political logic is economic logic and political 
decision-making intends to promote market-based outcomes. 
As Wendy Brown writes: “all conduct is economic conduct; 
all spheres of existence are framed and measured by economic 
terms and metrics, even when those spheres are not directly 
monetized.”39 This is the rationality of neoliberal governance.

Publishing was not always controlled by commercial organ-
isations. Aileen Fyfe et al. show how postwar publishing was 
dominated by university presses and learned societies, for whom 
economic returns were not prioritised.40 University presses were 
subsidised by their host institution, while learned-society presses 
gave copies of their journals away to libraries and universities. 
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It was not until the 1980s that commercialisation of academic 
publishing took hold, most notably through the business savvy 
of Robert Maxwell, whose Pergamon Press (later purchased by 
Elsevier) launched numerous titles to which libraries would sub-
scribe provided that the journals were credible, international, 
and broad in focus.41 Since this period, the publishing indus-
try has become more profiteering and concentrated, much as 
mature industries tend to consolidate more generally. Academic 
publishing is indicative of capitalism working as expected, not 
in a broken manner.

Despite such consolidation, there is still a strong tradition in 
scholarly publishing of university and learned-society presses, 
the aims of which are scholarly rather than merely profit-
seeking. Learned societies are also, in principle, answerable to 
their members, and many societies use revenue from publishing 
to fund travel grants, conferences, and other scholarly activities. 
University presses are answerable—and often subsidised—by 
their host institutions, meaning they have a commitment to par-
ticular areas of scholarship such as local interest and niche areas 
of the humanities. University presses in the USA are particularly 
valued for their monograph-publishing programmes, many of 
which would not be sustainable without subsidy.

But the withdrawal and reduction of press subsidies is exactly 
what has happened at many universities, forcing presses to 
rely increasingly on market returns from their publishing pro-
grammes.42 This means that presses now consider the economic 
potential of a manuscript, rather than simply its scholarly poten-
tial, leading them to prioritise certain fashionable and financially 
viable proposals at the expense of others. The university press 
was originally conceived as an important part of the university’s 
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mission, publishing works with little expectation of a return on 
investment. Writing in 1967, Gene R. Hawes argued how such 
subsidies allowed university presses to publish books that would 
otherwise “not appear,” but that they could do so “only when 
the press has some form of subsidy from its university—its quar-
ters, often its internal services, and sometimes part or all of its 
payroll subsidized by the university.”43 Humanities publishing, 
particularly monograph publishing, can be a highly specialized, 
editorially intensive undertaking, requiring a significant capital 
investment from the press. A report by the Ithaka consultancy 
puts the average cost to produce a university press monograph 
at $39,892, comprising staff time, overheads, production costs, 
marketing, editorial support, and the like.44 As subsidies receive 
increased scrutiny from their host institutions, and monograph 
sales decrease, university presses are forced to adapt to the new 
commercial environment by publishing titles with the intent of 
commercial success.

In the turn towards marketisation, learned-society publish-
ing efforts have been affected differently than university presses. 
Unlike university presses, many learned societies outsource 
much of their publishing operation to large commercial pub-
lishers. This means that societies benefitted from the serials cri-
sis, because they were given progressively higher returns from 
the commercial publishers that they use to fund their activi-
ties. Some societies maintain healthy bank balances because 
of these partnerships. For example, in 2017 the Federation of 
European Biochemical Societies, a large society publisher with 
an agreement with Wiley to publish their journals, had an over-
all balance of €62,241,920 and an annual income of €6,269,136 
(up from €5,234,426 in 2016), of which a significant portion 
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was derived from the Wiley partnership.45 These figures are not 
necessarily representative of learned-society financial situations 
more generally, although Johnson and Fosci illustrate that 279 
learned societies they studied made a total of £1.2 billion in 
2013, of which 26 percent was derived from publishing activi-
ties.46 In the UK, Rob Johnson and Elle Malcolmson found that 
learned societies who partnered with commercial organisations 
tend to receive less revenue from publishing than societies who 
opted to self-publish their journals.47 This points to an environ-
ment in which commercial organisations return less money to 
societies in order to mitigate the consequences of unfavourable 
market conditions.

So, although there are winners and losers in marketisation, 
it is important to understand that few areas of academic pub-
lishing and higher education are spared by it, as is true of soci-
ety more generally. Academics are locked into a system that is 
beholden to private, revenue-seeking entities and a culture of 
proving one’s worth through financial self-sustainability. This 
means that research communities do not control the presses with 
which they publish, the infrastructures that shape these publica-
tions, or the ways in which their research is assessed.

I have already discussed how open access—particularly APC-
based approaches to it—may conform to the values of neolib-
eralism, which is to say the form of governance that promotes 
market-based outcomes and processes as its main rationality. 
Proponents of APCs seek to encourage a competitive market of 
publishing services whereby price-sensitive authors make deci-
sions to publish based on rational, self-interested choices. This, 
for example, was the logic of the UK’s OA policy framework, 
much of which was based on the report “Accessibility, Sustain-
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ability, Excellence: How to Expand Access to Research Publica-
tions” (the “Finch Report”). Commissioned by the then Con-
servative minister for Higher Education, David Willetts, the 
authors of the report argued:

[O]ne of the advantages of open access publishing is that it 
brings greater transparency about the costs, and the price, of 
publication and dissemination. The measures we recommend 
will bring greater competition on price as well as the status 
of the journals in which researchers wish to publish. We 
therefore expect market competition to intensify, and that 
universities and funders should be able to use their power as 
purchasers to bear down on the costs to them both of APCs 
and of subscriptions.48

Imbued in this passage is the neoliberal language of “transpar-
ency,” “competition,” and purchasing “power.” The authors 
of the Finch Report were keen to emphasise the benefits of 
article-processing charges to promote lower prices through free-
market participation. The resulting policy from Research Coun-
cils United Kingdom did indeed mandate immediate, journal-
based open access (“gold” OA) that is achieved primarily by 
APCs funded by public money.49 For Philip Mirowski, this is 
an illustration of neoliberalism par excellence. He writes, “it 
is crucial here to recall the first commandment of neoliberal 
economics: if a market activity (here, commercialized science) 
seems to be failing, the preferred solution is always to introduce 
more markets.”50 While there is widespread agreement that the 
market for academic publishing is not competitive and needs to 
be addressed, market creation is the primary tool in the policy-
maker’s toolbox.
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Irrespective of whether APCs do drive down prices—and 
there is evidence to suggest that they do not (see above)—it is 
clear that OA has been marketized to a considerable extent. 
This means that control of publishing is in the hands of private 
organisations, and the primary way by which researchers cur-
rently influence this industry is by the exercise of market power 
through decisions to publish. Academics receive no direct remu-
neration for publishing in academic journals, alongside limited 
royalties for book publishing, all while performing uncompen-
sated editorial labour for publishers themselves. Coupled with 
the popularity of processing charges, commercial academic pub-
lishers have furthered their dominance within the brave new 
world of open access, leaving scholarly communication hostage 
to commercial forces in the process.

Publishing Beyond the Market

But does it have to be this way? Is there a possibility that open 
access could help return control of scholarly communication to 
academics, libraries, and research communities, away from con-
trol by commercial organisations and market forces? Alongside 
the commercial dominance of OA, many interventions into the 
publishing market have the specific intention of making publish-
ing accountable to the university and stimulating practices of 
cooperation and mutual reliance over competition and profit-
maximisation. Exploring policy mandates, collaborative infra-
structure design, researcher-led publishing, and new systems of 
governance, this book makes an argument for how these inter-
ventions can reorient open access publishing along the lines of 
a commons.

When talking about the potential for publishing to be a 
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commons, I mean loosely how it might be controlled by and 
answerable to different research communities, how publishing 
processes may be guided by ethical rather than commercial out-
comes, and how the outputs may be shared with all. As we shall 
see in the first chapter, “the commons” is a varied term that 
refers to a wide range of practices. Yet one theme that remains 
consistent is the commons as a site of collaborative governance 
by a defined group of people (“commoners”). Commons theo-
rists De Angelis and Stavrides argue that the commons priori-
tises self-reliance and self-organisation over market and state 
modes of production.51 This does not mean that the commons 
is “outside” the market or the state—because no such place 
exists—but rather that the interplay between all three modes of 
production in the commons foregrounds self-organisation over 
private and public forms of production.

The commons does not necessarily entail free sharing of the 
resource produced, although this is often how the concept is 
used. For example, in his chapter “Creating an Intellectual Com-
mons through Open Access,” the open access advocate Peter 
Suber argues that “OA literature is a commons because free 
use is pre-authorized.”52 Suber’s understanding of the commons 
relates to the outputs, publications in this case, that are acces-
sible and reusable by anyone with a stable internet connection. 
But this understanding of the commons is insufficient, because it 
does not account for the mode of production that creates these 
resources. Although the resources generated through common 
modes of production may indeed be freely accessible to all (as 
is the case of open-access commons), this is by no means a per-
quisite for a commons. Instead, a commons is better thought 
of as a “a complex ecosystem,” following Ostrom and Hess’s 
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definition, “a resource shared by a group of people that is sub-
ject to social dilemmas.”53

When conceived in this way, it becomes clear that the com-
mons refers not just to the resource but also to the “social 
dilemmas” that go into creating, maintaining, and sharing this 
resource; the rules for governance; and the ways that people 
collaborate and relate to one another. As a mode of produc-
tion, then, the commons is about how groups of people can 
work together to create something for their own use (and the 
use of others) without much thought to profit-making through 
a market, although sustainability is of course a key concern. 
The commons is also about self-organisation and cooperation, 
and so it has less concern with the state as funder and sustainer 
of governmental approaches to resource maintenance. Again, 
however, it is vital to note that the state is still a key actor in 
how it influences commons-based resources, as we shall in the 
discussion of the European funder policy “Plan S” in chapter 2.

Beyond the idea of the commons as focused merely on 
resources, I deploy a more expansive concept that is attentive 
to common resources, the people who maintain the resource 
(the “commoners”), and most crucially, the forms of collective 
subjectivity and relating to one another that such maintenance 
entails (so-called practices of commoning). In foregrounding 
practices of commoning, I hope to show that the commons mode 
of production is a process of reimagining how we relate to one 
another within the university through the open access publica-
tions we create. This requires attention to both the resource 
generated and the ways in which commoners collaborate. As 
Gibson-Graham et al. write, commoning involves “establishing 
rules or protocols for access and use, taking care of and accept-
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ing responsibility for a resource, and distributing the benefits in 
ways that take into account the well-being of others.”54

For Gibson-Graham et al., commoning represents the pos-
sibilities of a “postcapitalist politics.” It points to new ways of 
relating with one another in order to work through the prob-
lems inherent in neoliberal capitalism. For the purposes at hand, 
this is what I mean by publishing beyond the market and the 
potential of open access to reorient publishing towards some-
thing shaped and governed by different research communities in 
a variety of ways that are unbeholden to capitalism. The ideas 
of the commons and commoning developed here are intended 
to theorise the possibilities of publishing that is emancipatory 
from commercial forms of production and will work towards 
cooperation and mutual reliance within higher education. A 
couple of important methodological points follow.

Ethics of Care

One way to think through the impact of marketisation on 
publishing is to interrogate its tendency to smooth over and 
homogenise difference and local, diverse contexts. The capital-
ist supply chain encourages economies of scale that indiscrimi-
nately funnel all things through its processes and standards. 
In publishing, this has a tendency to result in sameness and 
cookie-cutter approaches that preclude experimental practices 
that diverge from the norm. But publishing and research is a 
situated practice, the relational side to which must be attended 
to and cared for: the labour, the content, the materiality, the 
locality, and the interrelations between all these elements. In 
opposition to detached and universalising understandings of 



Introduction  •  27

2RPP

ethics that ignore this situatedness, this book is guided by an 
ethical commitment to care.

One way of conceptualising care is, following Annemarie 
Mol, as an ordering logic that operates on a continuum between 
choice and care. For Mol, writing specifically about healthcare 
provision, logics of choice “draw a limit,” whereas care is an 
“open-ended” process—the two are in constant tension within 
medical care.55 Choice is individuating while care is collectivis-
ing, the former finding itself well suited to market-based (neolib-
eral) forms of decision-making that prioritise individual choice 
as the guarantor of freedom. I am interested in care in this book 
because of the importance it places on process over outputs, 
cultures over outcomes. What, for example, does it mean to 
care for our publishing practices and the diversity of contexts, 
identities, and relationships that go into research dissemination? 
What would it look like for open access to facilitate a more car-
ing approach to publishing?

From an ethical-political perspective, care was originally 
theorised by feminist theorists Tronto and Fisher in the follow-
ing way:

On the most general level, we suggest that caring can be 
viewed as a species activity that includes everything we do to 
maintain, continue, and repair our “world” so that we can 
live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bod-
ies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to 
interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web.56

Care thus concerns maintenance, repair, and other forms of 
labour often positioned as “feminised.” It is a feminist ethics 
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that emphasises maintenance as both ethically important and 
politically valuable, highlighting the inequalities inherent in neo-
liberalism’s tendency to devalue maintenance and care work, 
particularly as performed by women and minorities. The main-
tenance aspect of care is why I theorise it alongside a commit-
ment to the commons mode of production. Caring is well theo-
rised as a practice of “commoning” because of this focus on 
maintenance. When people work together in the shared main-
tenance of common-pool resources, they explore different ways 
of being with one another through collective subjectivities.

Related to this notion of care is Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s 
exploration of “generous thinking” in the university, a mode 
of engagement that, Fitzpatrick writes, “emphasizes listening 
over speaking, community over individualism, and lingering 
with the ideas that are in front of us rather than pressing for-
ward to where we want to go.”57 There is, then, an epistemo-
logical connotation to care that encourages us to maintain an 
openness to possible ways of knowing and to prioritise recep-
tivity rather than end-directed rationality in our scholarly inter-
actions. Conceived in this way, “open” can refer to an affec-
tive quality rather than a particular definitional state (open vs. 
closed). This kind of epistemic openness is explored by Stephen 
Pinfield in his book Achieving Global Open Access, where he 
argues for an approach to openness in which “different kinds 
of knowledge and knowledge systems are valued and engaged 
with across and beyond conventional science.”58 For Pinfield, 
an ethical approach to open access also requires epistemic open-
ness and participatory openness to enable interactions between 
diverse communities. Both Fitzpatrick and Pinfield are argu-
ing that the affectivity inherent within knowledge production 
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requires a certain conception of the university and publishing—
which I consider to be a kind of care.

María Puig de la Bellacasa further complicates Tronto and 
Fisher’s definition of care to move beyond their focus on the 
human and to encompass the nonhuman, too, in order to con-
ceive of “commitment and obligation as nonnormative forms of 
ethical engagement that could be more attuned to the decenter-
ing of human agency and privilege.”59 This includes consider-
ing “objects, things, and other than human animals, organisms, 
and forms as political in their very ontology.” Though Puig de 
la Bellacasa’s focus here is on ecological concerns, the impor-
tance of caring for nonhuman objects is also relevant for a book 
on publishing. Publishing is an issue of materiality, both digital 
and physical: books and articles exist within a web of relations 
that require care and attention for their creation, distribution, 
and preservation. This book therefore explores the relation-
ship between OA and care in the policy arena and alternative 
approaches to publishing.

Importantly, however, the ethics of care is a question posed 
rather than an answer given; it is nonnormative rather than 
prescriptive of a way forward. This book is guided by a theo-
retical commitment to caring and to exploring how care relates 
to new forms of open access publishing. It is important, then, 
to not venerate care or assume that it is a panacea for all the 
ills of marketisation within publishing. Instead, I argue that 
care is not currently a particular concern of marketized forms 
of publishing but should be an important consideration in any 
emancipatory forms of OA publishing—how best to care for the 
multitude of possible relations and situations within the move 
to open access publishing?
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Entanglement

Strongly related to care is the notion of entanglement, another 
methodological concern for this book. Aside from objective 
and detached forms of analysis, I am wholly entangled in the 
transition to open access and a firm advocate for collectivising 
approaches to publishing. This means that the empirical analy-
sis and examples put forward here are not neutrally presented 
or even necessarily consistent with one another. They simply 
aim to explore the possibilities of a publishing that is answer-
able to actors beyond the market. This means caring not just for 
the situatedness of publishing, but for my own entanglements 
within it. Following Donna Haraway, this approach aims to 
“stay with the trouble” of the open access movement in order 
to make a “critical and joyful fuss about these matters.”60 It 
means accepting my embeddedness within various publishing 
communities—acknowledging that I am an advocate of certain 
open access practices—and thinking with these communities to 
explore the possibilities of collectivity within open access. For 
Haraway, again arguing from an ecologically minded perspec-
tive, staying with the trouble involves following different threads 
to create narratives about the issue at hand. This means pay-
ing attention to the worlds we build through our analysis, the 
actors we foreground, and the communities we represent—or 
as Haraway writes, “it matters what stories we tell to tell other 
stories with.”61

The stories presented in this book intend to speak to this 
commitment to entanglement. I am, for example, drawing heav-
ily on my own experience as co-organiser of the Radical Open 
Access Collective (ROAC), an organisation of more than eighty 
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open access presses, journals, and other projects all run by work-
ing academics.62 Much of the argument I make in chapters 3 and 
4 is based on the working practices and forms of collaboration I 
have both witnessed and attempted to nurture through my activ-
ities with the ROAC. But my work with the ROAC also reveals 
the shortcomings and difficulties associated with collaboration, 
such as the fact that scholar-led publishers are too busy to fully 
commit to alternative forms of organisation, or the labour issues 
associated with DIY and grassroots publishing projects. I try to 
bring these issues to bear on the debate on OA by telling stories 
about the projects I have worked with. This requires acknowl-
edgement of (and care for) my own entanglement with different 
open access projects.

I therefore aim to proceed carefully in the following chapters 
and will strive to appreciate the power relations and forms of 
mediation that exist between the human and nonhuman actors 
that influence the power of OA as a commons. This is achieved 
by both assembling actors and interpreting discursive statements 
that pertain to the sites analysed, using a variety of stories to do 
so. Such an approach will entail both articulating and compos-
ing certain realities—through my own entanglement with the 
material presented—in a care-full and responsible way.

Overview of the Book

The transition to open access embodies a range of ethico-
political values and preconceptions held by the different actors 
involved in publishing. It also reflects the standards and val-
ues of a variety of institutional arrangements within libraries, 
research communities, funders, publishers, and the university 
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more broadly. Taking care of this complexity, the book explores 
how OA can be reoriented away from market-centric practices 
and towards a commons mode of production. The following 
five chapters engage with policy-based and scholar-led interven-
tions into open access and infrastructural governance in order 
to explore a variety of ways that commonality can be encour-
aged in publishing.

Chapter 1 establishes what is meant by the term commons 
and how it relates to open access publishing. It begins by discuss-
ing a handful of projects related to open access that utilise the 
term “commons”—Elsevier’s “Digital Commons,” FORCE11 
Scholarly Commons Working Group, and the Creative Com-
mons organisation—to understand how it is currently being 
deployed relative to open access. Through a discussion of these 
three projects, the chapter shows the range of practices on dis-
play in the deployment of the term “the commons” and their 
disparate politics and different meanings, particularly how many 
projects intend to evoke the language of participatory and freely 
accessible resources. Here, I caution against usages of the com-
mons that do not attend to the forms of production inherent 
in creating these resources, showing how a fuller understand-
ing of the commons requires appreciating who is creating and 
maintaining these common-pool resources (the commoners) and 
how they do so through practices of mutual reliance and care 
(commoning).

Based on this understanding of the commons mode of pro-
duction, chapter 2 assesses Plan S, the governmental funder 
policy that seeks to mandate open access to all funded research 
in Europe, for its potential to promote collectivity and collabo-
ration within OA publishing. Plan S represents a multifunder 
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intervention into the market that seeks to promote a collabora-
tive and equitable approach to freely accessible publications 
funded by public money, though it is not an overtly defined 
commons-based approach.63 Plan S is billed as radical: it goes 
further than the majority of OA policies in its stated aims of 
engaging with the negative elements of the market practices of 
traditional publishers, rather than simply requiring free access 
to research articles in accordance with publisher demands. The 
policy mandates specific and somewhat onerous conditions from 
publishers and researchers that, I argue, amount to an attempted 
intervention into the market practices of the publishing industry.

Much has been written about Plan S, both by the architects 
of the policy and by those affected. This has included a public 
consultation that received hundreds of responses from different 
actors across the globe, itself a form of collective engagement (or 
at least a perceived form). The chapter assesses the politics of the 
policy’s creation by critically analysing public statements from 
policymakers and their strategies of getting actors on board with 
the policy. Through the analysis, we see the tensions inherent 
within large-scale, maximalist approaches to OA that have radi-
cal ambitions to intervene in the market. On the one hand, the 
policymakers’ rhetoric about making publishing more account-
able to research communities is strong and persuasive, but on 
the other hand, their ability to intervene into this market is 
limited due to pervasive neoliberal governmentality that forces 
funders to prioritise market outcomes in their policymaking.

From the perspective of commons approaches to OA that 
promote collectivity and mutual reliance, we see the importance 
of prioritising, and not neglecting, locality in OA policymak-
ing. Publishing is an inherently situated activity that is highly 
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specific to individual disciplinary communities. Researchers feel 
strongly about their academic freedom to publish how they see 
fit, so interventions into local contexts require great sensitiv-
ity. Through the analysis, we see attempts by policymakers to 
appear to be consensus-building and collaborative in their pol-
icies, though the question remains of how collaborative this 
approach to publishing beyond the market this really is.

While chapters 1 and 2 explore how the dominant forms of 
OA largely rehearse the values of neoliberalism and are ulti-
mately impotent against the marketisation of publishing and 
higher education, chapter 3 develops an understanding of the 
commons that reflects the motivations and practices of scholar-
led publishers acting against commerciality. Though the individ-
ual presses analysed do not all share the same values, the chapter 
draws out a number of overlapping themes from their stated 
motivations and publishing practices, such as experimentation, 
an ethics of care, noncommercial practice, and critique of the 
status quo. The chapter begins with a brief history of scholar-
led publishing in early e-journals and their importance as part 
of the “prehistory” of open access movements. These presses 
are theorised in accordance with what Christopher Kelty terms 
“recursive publics” to illustrate their experimental practices and 
technical self-sufficiency.64 In contrast to OA policies, which are 
more concerned with promoting neoliberal logics of choice and 
individual market participation, I argue that scholar-led presses 
can be understood as reflecting a commons-based practice that 
could be supported through a number of infrastructural projects 
to truly nurture a scholarly commons grounded in care.

Once latent commons-based practices have been “located” 
in chapter 3, chapter 4 turns to the emerging discussion of open 
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infrastructures for scholarly communication to see how they 
might contribute to a commons-based ecosystem for scholarly 
communication. The chapter discusses a number of initiatives 
founded to devise open-source infrastructures to support open 
access publishing, including the Radical Open Access Collec-
tive, the Community-led Open Publication Infrastructures for 
Monographs (COPIM) Project, and open-infrastructure proj-
ects in Latin America. It situates these projects within the com-
mons framework described so far and explores how they might 
nurture the commons through self-governance and mutual reli-
ance for publishing. The chapter considers how infrastructure 
and formalised governance systems may influence subjectivities 
in the commons, especially how they may create new forms of 
community and resilience, and care-full ways of being within 
higher education. Engaging with Massimo De Angelis’s work on 
“boundary commoning” and projects that reflect this approach, 
the chapter describes how small but interlinked publishing proj-
ects may work together while still maintaining their individ-
ual autonomy. The COPIM project, for example, is theorised 
as reflecting this approach. Members of this organisation sup-
port one another by sharing resources/expertise and embedding 
each other’s values within each project, what is termed “scaling 
small.” This chapter is describing a novel approach to publish-
ing infrastructure that foregrounds an ethic of care as the domi-
nant logic of organisation. By exploring these new collaborative 
and open forms of self-governance, the approach described in 
chapter 4 also seeks to embed the values of care within univer-
sity presses, library-led publishers, and a range of other organ-
isations for academic publishing.

The book concludes by strategising around how to reori-
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ent publishing away from a focus on mere open access—i.e., 
openness to the outputs of publishing—and towards a richer 
commons-based discussion that prioritises self-organisation 
as a mode of production. In doing this, I argue that it is per-
haps time to leave behind discussions of open access if we are 
to take seriously a more emancipatory understanding of the 
knowledge commons. I explore a variety of potential avenues 
for better community governance of higher education, including 
through editorial boards, learned societies, and research assess-
ment reform, all which may in their own ways resist marketisa-
tion. The chapter makes an appeal for research communities to 
rethink their relationship with publishing, including with respect 
to career progression, precarious labour, and the overall under-
standing of what a university should be.

By this stage, the book will have also speculated a great 
deal about new forms of commoner subjectivity that could be 
brought about by the move to commons-based forms of pub-
lishing and new ways of being with one another. The concluding 
chapter explores how forms of mutual reliance and care may 
extend into other areas of the university too. It should now be 
clear that the commons I am arguing for is not a linear transition 
from one system of publishing to another. Rather, it is a way of 
embedding a multitude of care-based interventions into higher 
education so as to ultimately affect university culture more gen-
erally. The intent of the book is therefore to show how open 
access might be reconceived as a commons in a way that could 
be transformational for a number of different practices within 
neoliberal higher education.
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Chapter 1

What Is the Relationship between  
Open Access Publishing and the Commons?

In 2017, the academic publisher Elsevier purchased a publishing 
and technology company called bepress.1 For Elsevier, bepress 
represented a key component in their push for the technology to 
provide users with an end-to-end publishing system from pre-
prints to journals, repositories, metrics, and beyond. Much of 
the value of bepress is based on its Digital Commons software, 
a cloud-based repository management system to which many 
North American university libraries subscribe to provide access 
to faculty journals and associated publications. Digital Com-
mons allows libraries to host journals—both subscription and 
open access—and track metrics on faculty publications, repre-
senting a showcase of an institution’s academic work.

Immediately after the acquisition was announced, many 
customers of bepress (previously an independent commercial 
organisation operating out of Berkeley, California) expressed 
dismay that Elsevier had purchased a company so embedded in 
library publishing and noncommercial open access. A website 
titled “Operation beprexit” was launched for universities to 
signal that they would discontinue their bepress contracts and 
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seek alternative providers. Explaining Penn Libraries decision 
to leave bepress, Sara Leavens wrote:

In August, bepress sold their company to Elsevier, a busi-
ness with a history of aggressive confidentiality agreements, 
steep price increases, and opaque data mining practices. In 
their acquisition of bepress and other companies like SSRN 
and Mendeley, Elsevier demonstrates a move toward the 
consolidation and monopolization of products and services 
impacting all areas of the research lifecycle. We are worried 
about the long-term impacts from these acquisitions and are 
concerned that such changes are not in the best interests of 
the library community. Therefore, we feel obligated to begin 
exploring alternatives.2

The commercial practices of Elsevier are in large part respon-
sible for the open access movement, which grew particularly in 
response to the “steep price increases” that Leavens cites, lead-
ing many researchers to officially boycott the publisher.3 Many 
librarians feared that by buying a key component of library 
purchasing software, bepress would simply be reoriented to 
reflect the extractive, all-consuming approach of Elsevier more 
generally.

At the heart of this discussion is a product called Digital Com-
mons, a service that allows universities to manage and share digi-
tal publications. Much like bepress, many products and services 
invoke the term “commons” to refer to resources shared freely 
with the public: Wikimedia Commons is an online collection of 
openly licensed and public-domain images and other cultural 
resources; Review Commons is a collection of freely accessible 
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peer review reports; and Elsevier’s Digital Commons is an insti-
tutional repository of freely accessible publications. Though the 
term “commons” is not defined by these organisations, there is a 
clear association between the term “commons” and the fact that 
they are making something freely available (review reports, pub-
lications, images, etc.). It is a term that resonates well with the 
push for open access and free culture, connoting a feel-good way 
of working that stands outside capitalist relations.

I am exploring in this book whether the commons represents 
an alternative possibility for open access, something able to help 
wrest control of scholarly communication away from commer-
cial publishing and towards a scholar-governed future. But to 
do this, it is necessary to understand what the commons actu-
ally is and how there are different conceptions of it, particularly 
the differences between the commons as a resource and a mode 
of production. How, then, does the understanding of the com-
mons deployed in this book differ from, for example, Elsevier’s 
Digital Commons? Are they both commons-based approaches, 
or is Elsevier merely embarking on a strategy of “commons 
washing” to associate their product with participatory and col-
lectivising publishing infrastructures?4 This chapter cuts through 
the various understandings of the commons that relate to open 
access publishing and offers a richer definition than mere freely 
accessible resources.

The Commons and Common Resources

It is important to understand first that commons do concern 
resources, which is to say some form of shared physical or digi-
tal thing or collection of things. In ancient Rome, the term res 
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communis was used to designate natural resources such as air 
and the seas, those naturally occurring forms of property that 
were shared by everyone. Res communis was in distinction to 
res publicae, or property owned by citizens and managed by the 
state, such as highways or navigable rivers.5 Further on in his-
tory, “the commons” is identifiable within English medieval life 
as a form of land management and usage by local villagers on 
feudal manors. Locals did not own common land, but landown-
ers granted them rights to graze livestock in exchange for return-
ing produce to the lords of the manor as rent.6 So, commons 
relate to resources shared between, or “common to,” groups 
of people. But to whom are these resources common, and how 
does this relate to open access publishing? We can explore this 
question with respect to the licences produced by the Creative 
Commons organisation.

Creative Commons (CC) licenses are addenda to traditional 
copyright that grant blanket permissions to digital works, allow-
ing licensors to keep their copyright and attribution rights while 
stipulating how a work may be reused (for commercial pur-
poses, for use in another derivative work, etc.) The most per-
missive CC licence, Creative Commons attribution (CC BY), is 
stipulated by many as the way to achieve true open access, an 
argument made by signatories of canonical definitions of open 
access such as the BOAI declaration.7 CC-licensed academic 
works are openly accessible because they allow free sharing 
and reuse without explicit permission from the original author. 
Thousands of academic works are released under Creative Com-
mons, and public and private funders around the world require 
use of the licences in their policies. The Wellcome Trust, for 
example, claims:
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We believe that the full research and economic benefit of 
published content will only be realised when there are no 
restrictions on access to, and re-use of, this information. In 
our view this is best achieved through the use of the interna-
tionally recognised CC BY licence.8

In an academic context, CC licences are not only about making 
work freely available to read; they also aim to reduce the kinds 
of friction that copyright restrictions lead to when authors want 
to reuse figures, text, and tables in their articles. The licences 
themselves offer blanket permission to allow people to reuse 
work, while still requiring reusers to cite the original author as 
the creator of the piece.

Creative Commons reflects a resource-based definition of the 
commons in that it is unconcerned with the forms of produc-
tion that went into creating the resources. Anything can be part 
of the Creative Commons providing it is shared according to a 
licence that grants certain permissions for sharing and reuse by 
anyone. CC’s understanding of the commons is thus akin to a 
public domain whereby resources are freely available to every-
one (albeit with certain restrictions). In 2001, Lawrence Lessig, 
one of the founders of Creative Commons, discussed the com-
mons in his book The Future of Ideas: The Fate of the Com-
mons.9 Here, Lessig argues that a variety of different resources 
are “commons,” from public streets to writings in the public 
domain, primarily because they are “free for others to take.”10 
CC-licensed works are common resources, according to this 
definition, because they are also free for others to take.

Digital articles are freely shareable without depriving others 
of access: one person can share a digital file with another and 
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they will both have access to that file. They are what economists 
would term “nonrivalrous” because their usage does not lead 
to their depletion.11 This is in distinction to rivalrous resources, 
such as forests, fisheries, reservoirs, etc., that do deplete when 
used. Though both rivalrous and nonrivalrous resources can be 
managed according to commons principles, open access publish-
ing has traditionally been associated with the power of digital 
resources to permit unlimited sharing.12 Networked digital tech-
nologies, which can share nonrivalrous resources at a fraction 
of the cost of physical books and journals, are the foundation 
of the digital, resource-based understanding of the commons.

Creative Commons, and its ideology of a digital commons 
filled with freely accessible resources, fits well with the ideology 
of Silicon Valley that has dominated technology since the 1990s. 
CC is resolutely probusiness and individualistic, employing talk 
of progressive politics while restating the values of neoliberal 
capitalism. Lessig, in his book on free culture, writes: “[the] free 
culture I defend in this book is a balance between anarchy and 
control. A free culture, like a free market, is filled with property. 
It is filled with rules of property and contract that get enforced 
by the state.”13 Lessig positions CC-licenced resources as operat-
ing within a capitalist economy that uses free culture to enhance 
and improve the business prospects of those who share. This 
is why Creative Commons sees itself as promoting “innova-
tion” and “reach and impact” alongside participation and unit-
ing around an undefined “common cause.”14 This commitment 
to liberal individualism is not only reflected in the attribution 
requirement for CC-licensed works, which individualises the 
work as the sole property of its creator, but it is also noticeable 
in much of Creative Commons’s framing of the benefits of CC 
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licensing to the creators. For example, they write: “the fact that 
the name of the creator follows a CC-licensed work makes the 
licenses an important means to develop a reputation or, in cor-
porate speak, a brand.”15 Creative Commons therefore utilises 
the language of progressive politics mixed with the business-
friendly hallmarks of branding and innovation.

From this perspective, CC’s understanding of the commons is 
something of a liberal political imaginary buoyed by the prom-
ise of freely accessible digital resources created through market 
mechanisms and digital entrepreneurialism. This understanding 
of the commons is akin to a somewhat diluted public domain in 
which resources are free to access with certain reuse rights, all 
while remaining the property of the original creator, the indi-
vidual proprietorial subject. As Gary Hall writes: “Contrary 
to the way Creative Commons is frequently portrayed, then, 
it is not advocating a common stock of nonprivately owned 
(creative) works that everyone jointly manages, shares, and is 
free to access and use on the same basis at all, which is how the 
Commons is often understood.”16 CC licences reinforce creative 
and academic works as the property of the individual author 
or creator, who then grants certain permissions for reuse to all 
users without exclusion.

Other resource-based understandings of the commons go 
further than CC’s liberal project by advocating for a “common 
stock” of property owned by all and not just the creator in ques-
tion. For example, in their book Commonwealth, Hardt and 
Negri understand the commons along left lines as something 
literally owned by all. In addition to the commonwealth of natu-
ral resources, the authors argue for common ownership of the 
“results of social production that are necessary for social inter-
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action and further production, such as knowledges, languages, 
codes, information, affects, and so forth.”17 Such an understand-
ing goes further than Creative Commons by advocating for com-
mon (rather than individualistic) property of resources, eschew-
ing the notion of private property altogether. In this sense, from 
the perspective of open access publishing, digital texts would 
form part of an ecosystem of digital and physical resources that 
would be owned by and common to everyone. While I am cer-
tainly more sympathetic to this view, Hardt and Negri’s under-
standing of the commons once again emphasises the resources 
that can be used and reused (and are owned) by all, as opposed 
to the forms of production created and maintained by and for 
specific communities of people.

So, there are resource-based understandings of the com-
mons that arise from different political perspectives, though 
all influence open access publishing in a similar way. In either 
instance, the commons is considered a kind of public domain 
in which resources (publications, for our purposes) are made 
freely available to all. This means that such understandings start 
from the premise of the commons as a place of freely accessible 
resources for all, rather than a mode of production or institu-
tional arrangement for communities that manage their resources 
(as others do). This resource-based understanding is primarily 
how the commons is deployed within advocacy for open access 
publishing, to which the quotations above from Lessig and the 
Creative Commons organisation and others attest. Because of its 
close association with Creative Commons licences, it is easy to 
see why there is such a strong understanding of the open access 
publishing commons as about nothing more than publicly avail-
able publications.
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Yet to fully understand what Creative Commons was trying 
to achieve, it is also worth situating Lessig’s liberal arguments 
in favour of the commons against the backdrop of the legal 
scholarship milieu in the postdigital age. The digital revolution 
brought with it an optimism associated with networked tech-
nologies and their ability to share nonrivalrous resources more 
efficiently, at zero marginal cost and, crucially, without the need 
for individual ownership of these files. The legal scholar James 
Boyle wrote in 2008 how the expansion of nonrivalrous digital 
materials has led the state to inappropriately extend individual 
property rights to these resources—when they are better con-
sidered a public domain. Boyle terms this process the “second 
enclosure movement,” referencing the original enclosure move-
ment that led to the denial of peasant rights to common land on 
which they depended to survive.18 The second enclosure move-
ment, Boyle argues, stacks intellectual property rights to digital 
material firmly in favour of the companies who initially pro-
duced them. Digital enclosure, therefore, presents a barrier to a 
competitive market through the unnecessary friction it adds to 
processes of distribution, innovation, and transaction. A better 
approach, he claims, is the digital commons.

Boyle uses the terms “commons” and “public domain” inter-
changeably, writing “some would say it is a commons only if the 
whole of society has access to it. This is the view I take here.”19 
The “it” here is the digital object—not the way in which it is 
produced—and so the commons is equivalent to a global pub-
lic resource to which we all have access to use in certain ways, 
rather than something with more local significance. Boyle’s work 
is situated in a rich tradition of liberal scholarship that advocates 
for the public domain in the face of perceived monopolisation of 
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intellectual property. For Boyle, the public domain is a tool for 
stimulating creativity, scientific endeavour, and democracy, and 
especially market interaction. He writes: “the more commodi-
fied and restricted our access to information, the less efficient the 
operation of the market, the more poorly it allocates resources 
in our society.”20 The public domain of resources provides the 
building blocks of this liberal democratic society. The commons, 
then, is a means to the end of a more efficient market for allo-
cating resources, moving us towards the “perfect information” 
that is the defining feature of a “perfect market.”21

While I disagree with this understanding of the commons as 
a public domain of resources, I do think it is worth taking the 
work of Boyle and Lessig and others seriously in the context in 
which they were writing. Elevating the public domain above 
more traditional individualistic forms of intellectual property 
is a worthy cause, and Creative Commons has done much to 
contribute to this cultural catalogue of available material. Yet 
it also reflects an understanding of the world that elides the 
ways in which resources are produced, maintained, and shared 
according to a specific political-economic logic. I would like 
to suggest here that the understanding of the commons as pri-
marily a freely accessible resource (or collection of resources) 
is both limiting in its application to open access publishing and 
elides important work that positions the commons as concern-
ing resource creation and/or management by specific commu-
nities, rather than purely or even necessarily about granting 
free access for all of society. It is vital to consider these alter-
native conceptions for their ability to shed light on a different 
and more politicised understanding of open access publishing 
that prioritises the commons as a mode of producing shared 



2RPP

Open Access Publishing and the Commons  •  47

resources, the rules/norms for maintaining them, and a way of 
relating around shared resources. This will reveal a fuller and 
more nuanced understanding of the benefits of the commons for 
open access publishing.

Commons, Market, and State

Conceiving of the commons as a (mere) space of freely acces-
sible resources is insufficient for a full picture because it fails 
to account for the ways these resources are produced. A richer 
definition would move beyond the commons as a political imagi-
nary of freely shared resources and towards the promotion of 
community-based organisation and production over the state 
and the market. As Carlo Vercellone explains, the commons 
“cannot be ascribed to the intrinsic nature of goods, but to the 
ability of labour to self-organise.”22 This means that the com-
mons is about self-organisation, governance, and the rules and 
maintenance for creating and maintaining these resources. For 
Vercellone, the commons requires the “establishment of a new 
hierarchy between Common, private and public” that shuns 
the simple divide between market and state and illustrates how 
self-organisation has the ability to complicate public and private 
modes of production.23 This is not to position the commons as 
outside or separate from the market or the state, because it is 
always already implicated in each mode of production; rather, 
it is to foreground community self-organisation as integral to 
any approach to the commons.

The commons in this sense is highly relevant to scholarly 
publishing, which has been increasingly marketised since the 
1980s.24 Open access was in part motivated in response to the 
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egregious market practices of large commercial publishers, most 
notably Elsevier, Wiley, Springer Nature, and Taylor & Fran-
cis. With a handful of large, high-profit commercial publish-
ers controlling much of journal publishing, the industry has 
been described as oligopolistic due to its consolidated nature.25 
These publishers continue to make sizeable returns from the 
sale of journal subscriptions to libraries, the price of which has 
outstripped inflation since the mid-1990s.26 By freeing access 
to journal articles through cheaper digital distribution mecha-
nisms, many arguments for OA have sought to replace the toll-
access system of publishing with an open access system funded 
through a range of business models, albeit one in which the 
profit margins of the big publishers are reduced.27

However, for the most part, open access has allowed large 
commercial publishers to consolidate their market power 
through an additional revenue stream alongside their already 
profitable journal subscriptions, most notably through the pop-
ularity of article-processing charges in which authors pay a fee 
for publication, but also through the increasingly popular pub-
lishing agreements that bundle the cost of reading together with 
the cost of publishing. Much like with subscriptions, APCs and 
publishing agreements have been a hugely successful model for 
large commercial publishers, with six publishers taking over 
half of reported article-processing-charge revenues.28 If open 
access intended to lower the profits of commercial publishers, 
it does not seem to have succeeded. Publishing continues to 
be a predominantly marketized industry controlled by private 
entities, rather than one operating in the service of the public 
or common good.

So despite the fact that much academic research is funded by 
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taxpayer money, and that editorial labour and content are pro-
vided for free by working academics, publishing is still largely 
controlled by market forces and the financial returns are priva-
tised. This means that the hierarchy between the market, the 
state, and the commons is strongly weighted towards the mar-
ket, in accordance with the global trend of neoliberalisation 
over the past four decades that has weakened the state and 
elevated private industry as the preferred method of control 
and organisation. It is here that the commons as a mode of pro-
duction based on self-organisation is useful as a counterpoint. 
Rather than defining the commons based purely on resources, 
as Creative Commons does, for example, a more appropriate 
understanding for open access publishing would focus on the 
forms of organisation and community governance for creating, 
maintaining, and sharing these resources.

The Nobel Prize–winning economist Elinor Ostrom dedi-
cated her career to the study of commons, which she and Char-
lotte Hess define as “a resource shared by a group of people that 
is subject to social dilemmas.”29 Though this definition preserves 
the importance of resources, it is the “social dilemmas” that are 
most interesting from Ostrom’s perspective—namely, how local 
communities may coalesce around a shared resource through 
rules, community norms, and dispute-resolution mechanisms. 
Ostrom primarily studied natural commons—fisheries, water 
supplies, etc.—to understand why some common-pool resources 
are successfully managed while others become depleted or riven 
by conflict. The success of common-pool governance is down 
to a range of factors such as the kind of resource, its size, the 
actors involved in maintenance, institutional arrangements, and 
so on. Once seen in this light, it is clear that the commons is less 
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about freely accessible resources and more about organisation 
and production.

From the perspective of publishing, the infrastructures, jour-
nals, and other associated publications are complex sociotechni-
cal resources that are also subject to social dilemmas. They com-
prise physical and digital components, managed by a variety of 
stakeholder actors, and are not created solely for or by market-
centric forces of production. For example, academic journals are 
led by academic editors, reviewers, and authors, administered by 
publishers, organised by librarians, and have a variety of con-
stituent audiences. For Potts and colleagues, academic journals 
are “club goods,” i.e., “non-market solutions to public-good 
problems that rely on the ability of self-constituted groups both 
to self-organise and successfully to self-govern.”30 This means 
that they usually entail rules, membership processes, and ways 
of excluding certain actors, informal or otherwise.

For Potts et al., a journal is not a private good that exists 
solely to make profit, nor is it a public good that can be enjoyed 
and sustained by whoever wants to contribute. Instead, it is a 
club good that provides a “formation of groups of people who 
share a common concern, who are willing to pool their com-
mon resources and specialisation-skills, and to act in concert in 
pursuit of ‘shared externalities.’”31 This means that a journal 
necessarily entails exclusion and some form of locality (not nec-
essarily geographical, but disciplinary or another community-
uniting factor). For these reasons, Potts et al. argue, the econom-
ics of club goods “overlap substantially” with the economics of 
knowledge commons, which also concern local communities 
self-organising to produce and maintain their resources. In the 
quest to reclaim publishing from the market, locality is one key 
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feature to be elevated over publisher-led economies of scale that 
dehumanise publishing through automation and de-localise it 
through homogenising tech-led models.

Yet many explicit attempts to position scholarly communi-
cation as a commons fail to adequately consider locality as one 
of the defining features of the commons-based form of produc-
tion. Instead, terms such as “global commons” are utilised to 
refer to the collective management of scholarly communication 
by and for a global population.32 For Heather Morrison, the 
knowledge commons is “a system where the world’s scholarly 
knowledge is available to everyone, everywhere, to draw from 
and contribute to, one that prioritizes the values and needs of 
scholars, scholarship, and the public good, and is open to all by 
default.”33 Many advocates of an open-access commons speak 
about an “overall transition of the scholarly publishing system” 
from a global, toll-access system to a freely accessible one, tak-
ing a holistic and maximalist standpoint that again reinforces 
the commons as a freely accessible collection of resources.34

One notable attempt to advocate for a commons-based 
approach to open access is the FORCE Scholarly Commons 
Working Group, in which Bosman et al. propose the digital 
scholarly commons as a way to ensure that new initiatives for 
scholarly communication form a coherent and interoperable 
system that acts as a viable alternative to traditional modes of 
publishing. The authors argue for “a set of principles and rules 
for the community of researchers and other stakeholders to sub-
scribe to, the practices based on those principles, and the com-
mon pool of resources around which the principles and practices 
evolve.”35 Such principles are intended to create an “agreement 
among knowledge producers and users.” The authors set out 
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to define a set of principles that are designed to be inclusive to 
stakeholders in all disciplines, both commercial and noncom-
mercial providers, and all forms of scholarly output from papers 
to data to code:

	 1.	� Research and knowledge should be freely available to 
all who wish to use or reuse it.

	 2.	� Participation in the production and use of knowledge 
should be open to all who wish to participate.

	 3.	� There should be no systemic barriers and disincentives 
to prevent either such free use or open participation.36

These principles are accompanied by a set of rules participants 
should follow in order to maintain the commons. The basis of 
this idea is that the commons should be open to all and governed 
according to principles that do not prohibit access or partici-
pation. If organisations decline to follow these principles, then 
they cannot be considered part of the commons.

While this approach avoids the trappings of being focused 
merely on resources (as per Creative Commons above), it is 
ultimately inadequate due to its indiscriminate approach to 
governance, which lacks local context and invites commer-
cial organisations back into the fold. Unlike Potts et al., the 
FORCE approach positions the commons as more of a global 
public good than something shared locally. Yet the whole point 
of the commons is community self-organisation and manage-
ment, and so principles and rules cannot be deduced from a 
neutral or global perspective that affects everyone the same 
way. So, rather than implying a free-for-all, as advocates of 
a global commons may argue, the commons I am arguing for 
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requires or entails exclusion, often along community lines. This 
means that some people have the right to access, use, or main-
tain a resource, whereas others do not (though barriers are often 
fuzzy); they also have the rights to democratically set and imple-
ment the rules within their community. These people are called 
“commoners.”

The term “commoners” evokes those who dwelled on and 
maintained the common land owned by the lords of the manor 
under feudal rule (particularly in England). Locals were granted 
access to common lands to graze livestock (pannage/herbage), 
collect wood (estovers), or take peat or turf (turbary), all in 
exchange for certain taxes paid to the lord. Local commoners 
were granted strips of land for growing food; decisions regard-
ing harvest were made collectively and democratically by all 
within the commons. Harvests were shared and rules were in 
place to ensure that no one took more than their fair allocation. 
Common-land management is evidence of communal resource 
allocation through mutual reliance. However, the commons 
should not be valorised as a perfect mode of production, iso-
lated from all external influences. Silvia Federici illustrates how, 
contrary to naive historical understandings that portray feudal 
society as harmonious, the medieval village was actually a “the-
ater of daily warfare.”37 Lords would try to limit peasant access 
to common land through litigation, taxation, and demands that 
peasants carry out certain “labour services” on the lord’s land.38 
Jean Birrell describes how in the thirteenth and early fourteenth 
centuries lords were continually litigating against commoners 
for using more of the commons than laws permitted, despite 
the fact that “the erosion of pastures and woodland inevitably 
reduced the area in which [common rights] could be exercised, 
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while the number of commoners increased.”39 The increase in 
population size, in addition to a loss of common land, meant 
commoners were forced to share less common land with more 
commoners. This struggle was to continue through to the mod-
ern period, when it was made worse by the dissolution of the 
monasteries in the sixteenth century, which resulted in the enclo-
sure and commodification of large swathes of common land.40

More contemporary perspectives, like those of the late theo-
rist José Esteban Muñoz, continue to emphasise both endoge-
nous and exogenous conflict within the commons. For Muñoz, 
the “turbulence” of life in the commons is necessary because of 
both the continuous threats of enclosure and the disagreement 
and plurality within the commons. The world is not primarily 
designed for common ways of working and belonging, continu-
ally pitting commoners against one another, and against the out-
side, meaning that finding a way to work together in common is 
a continuous uphill struggle. Yet crucially, Muñoz claims, this 
disharmony is the very thing that gives the commons its “insur-
rectionist promise.”41 If common life were entirely placid, com-
munities would stagnate and homogenise, smoothing over the 
possibilities that difference offers and reverting to traditional 
hierarchical arrangements.

From the perspective of academic publishing, I too am at 
pains to emphasise that the commons is not a harmonious mode 
of production within individual communities, even those that 
appear entirely consensual. There is antagonism and conflict, 
and disputes need adequate resolution mechanisms that allow 
“participants to air differences and to achieve resolutions that 
they consider legitimate, fair, and scientifically sound,” as Hess 
and Ostrom emphasise.42 Rules and processes therefore need to 
be designed by participants, and each resource will necessitate a 
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different set of rules or norms: there is no straightforward road-
map for commons-based resource production; each is unique. 
For the commons method of production to be applicable to 
publishing, locality and difference must be embedded from the 
start, such as different publishing cultures, career levels, or insti-
tutional arrangements. The move to OA publishing allows us to 
work out the best institutional arrangements and governance 
procedures for communities to engage in inclusive, nonmarke-
tised systems of publishing. This means starting from a position 
that knowledge production is localised and heterogenous and 
should therefore be about supporting diverse communities to 
do their work.

By this stage, it should be clear that much of the discourse 
on the commons and OA publishing lacks nuance, depth, or 
applicability to a range of local contexts. By moving away from 
a purely resource-based understanding of the commons, and 
eschewing a global, homogenising approach that fails to con-
sider local contexts, we can see that the commons I am arguing 
for refers to a particular kind of self-organised production and 
governance, rather than a utopian form of research access. It 
is one in which the market and the state are modes of produc-
tion subservient to self-organisation and community manage-
ment (though not entirely absent). This conception, I maintain, 
is most useful for our ability to encourage the governance and 
control of scholarly communication by research communities 
themselves.

The Commons as Practice (Commoning)

If we take a tripartite approach to the commons mode of pro-
duction, we see that it involves common-pool resources (the 
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commons), people who share and maintain these resources 
(commoners), and, as I shall now describe, the practices of 
shared enterprise and mutual reliance that sustain the com-
mons, termed “commoning.” It is vital to consider all three of 
these features as relevant to any commons-based system of pro-
duction, and it is particularly relevant for imagining commons 
that are emancipatory from traditional or marketised forms of 
publishing (and the hierarchies they entail). Commoning is per-
haps the most important (but least explored) aspect of the com-
mons because it reveals the possibility of new forms of relating 
together that are emancipatory from (neo)liberal individualism 
and competition.

The practices of commoning arise within a particular local-
ity. They are not community rules, but rather are situated norms 
that revolve around the production and maintenance of a com-
munity resource, be it a housing cooperative, a free-software 
project, or a local community group.43 Commoning is based 
on the premise that mutual reliance is necessary in cooperative 
enterprises because the community is entirely responsible for 
its own existence. For example, Patrick Bresnihan illustrates 
the practices of mutual reliance with the fisheries of Castle-
townbere in Ireland, in which fishermen share surplus catches 
with one another, guided by the principle of “I store my meat 
in the belly of my brother.”44 No one is legally required to share 
with another, but there is a strong community norm of doing 
so because of the recognition that commoners are all entangled 
with each other’s survival and well-being. In this sense, the local 
community sustains itself through gift-giving and other forms 
of property- and labour-sharing that are alien to individuating 
modes of working.
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Commoning, as Bresnihan argues, starts with the “imme-
diate and intimate understanding that the world is already 
shared,” in recognition of the entangled nature of subjectivity 
that is frequently denied in neoliberal societies.45 From a similar 
standpoint, Fred Moten and Stefano Harney describe how “the 
commons cannot gather us. We are already gathered, as we are 
already dispersed and interspersed.”46 These understandings of 
subjectivity require us to consider the necessity of mutual reli-
ance within shared spaces and the ways in which commoners 
are entangled with each other and their surroundings. Away 
from liberal theories of the rational, self-determined individual, 
the understanding of the commons as a practice of common-
ing can point to (and nurture) new forms of subjectivities that 
foreground cooperating collectives over competitive individuals. 
This means that commoning presents a different understanding 
of the subject as relationally dependent on the care of other com-
moners, in contrast to the neoliberal market-state dichotomy 
that positions the subject as productive and self-reliant. This is 
also why I locate care as an important practice within commons-
based situations. Commoning is a form of care oriented around 
a specific resource.

When applied to OA, commoning has emancipatory poten-
tial for academic publishing and the university more broadly. 
Much of this potential is currently speculative as a possibility, 
primarily because the university is a space of competition for 
scarce resources and a decreasing number of jobs, which works 
against collaboration and collectivity by pitting researchers 
against one another. Publishing is representative of competi-
tion in academia: scholars are required to be productive in their 
publishing routines, aiming to publish in prestigious publica-
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tions to advance their careers, at the expense of other more col-
laborative endeavours. Though editorial decisions are, for the 
most part, made by academics (though market considerations 
are also important in the publication of books), ownership of 
the means of producing publications and the profits from jour-
nal subscriptions and book sales rests predominantly in private 
hands. This means that market-based publishing is extractive 
of academic labour and then privatises the gains.47

Yet it is precisely these conditions that commoning could 
help undermine and transform through an emphasis on coopera-
tion between academics, librarians, publishers, and other actors 
involved in knowledge creation and dissemination. As Peter 
Suber notes, it is a “lucky accident” that academics receive no 
remuneration for authoring, editing, and reviewing:

It’s not a new fact of academic life, arising from a recent eco-
nomic downturn in the publishing industry. Nor is it a case 
of corporate exploitation of unworldly academics. Schol-
arly journals haven’t paid authors for their articles since the 
first scholarly journals, the Philosophical Transactions of 
the Royal Society of London and the Journal des sçavans, 
launched in London and Paris in 1665.48

For Suber, this historical quirk of academic publishing is one 
of the two main conditions for the possibility of open access 
(the other being the internet). The fact that academics provide 
the content and much of the editorial and production labour 
with no expectation of financial reward means that they would 
not lose anything by giving their publications away for free. 
Academics are in a position to argue for OA publishing, Suber 
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claims, because they only stand to gain from better distribution 
of their work through OA.

While there is merit to this argument, a better way to view 
the unremunerated nature of scholarly publishing is through 
the promise of control. Academics control much of the labour 
for publishing; collectively, they prop up the entire industry for 
symbolic, rather than financial, capital through prestige and 
service work. Rather than viewing this situation as a bargain-
ing chip to force publishers into open access, a more impactful 
way of understanding the relationship between publisher and 
academic would be that it affords the possibility for academics 
to demand control of the publishing process itself. It is through 
commoning that this is possible.

Commoning, as commons theorist Massimo De Angelis 
shows, does not take place only within a particular commons-
based mode of production; it also occurs within capitalist enter-
prise in the form of reliance between workers, who care for one 
another and share knowledge, although it is a practice from 
which capitalism extracts.49 Think about the ways you relate to 
your colleagues, look after them, and deeply understand their 
ways of working (for better or worse!)—these relationships are 
all grounded on a kind of care that is exploited by commercial 
organisations, but still has radical potential. Practices of care 
such as this illustrate the emancipatory potential of commoning 
from, in our case, private and marketized forms of publishing 
in which academics provide the labour in a form of commoning 
that is commodified as part of journal subscriptions and book 
sales. For De Angelis, these kinds of labour issues are exactly 
where commoning is most important; he writes, “[T]he key issue 
is not really how we conceive of commoning within the spheres 
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of commons, but how we reclaim the commons of our produc-
tion that are distorted through the imposition of capital’s mea-
sure of things.”50 The task of an approach to publishing that is 
emancipatory from market control is to strategically withdraw 
the labour extracted by commercial publishers and redirect it to 
those who offer self-governance through the commons.

So, publishing resonates well with commoning because the 
unremunerated labour for the creation and maintenance of 
academic books and journals is a practice of mutual reliance 
through editorial care, community-building, and service to one’s 
discipline. This means that much of the labour for academic 
publishing is not commodity-seeking, although it is routinely 
commodified by publishers in the sale of books and journals 
and, increasingly, processing charges for OA. Understanding 
the practices of commoning on display in traditional marketized 
forms of publishing is one way to recognise the possible trans-
formation to greater scholar control that OA publishing could 
entail. For this reason, commoning points towards what J. K. 
Gibson-Graham et al. term a “postcapitalist politics”—a space 
to work through the inequities of capitalism and neoliberalism—
that is located in the “shared present” and not some “elusive 
future.”51 Commoning is already an everyday practice in pub-
lishing, and often in higher education too, and just needs to be 
redirected to emancipatory ends.

“Commoning” the Movement for Open Access

Throughout this chapter, I have endeavoured to illustrate that 
the commons is relevant to OA publishing, but that it is rou-
tinely misapplied or ill-defined in OA advocacy. This is impor-
tant because, as I have shown, the commons as a mode of pro-
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duction and practice holds great promise for forms of publishing 
that are not controlled by market values; they just need to be 
properly theorised. Understood as a hierarchy of market, state, 
and commons, the commons is not an either/or phenomenon; it 
is instead a mode of production that prioritises self-organisation 
while interacting with the state and the market in various ways 
through regulation, public funding, and the sale of services/
resources, for example. Following David Fagundes, we can use 
the term “commonsiness” to describe the extent to which a proj-
ect displays commons values by prioritising the self-organisation 
of labour for the purposes of shared enterprise.52 Commonsiness 
reveals the ill-defined and messy nature of the commons and the 
practices of commoning, which often lie hidden in plain sight. 
The term helps communicate the complicated relationship of 
the commons to market and state forms of production that is 
necessarily implicated with each but not dominated by either.

Returning to the initial example of Digital Commons, it is 
clear that Elsevier’s software has a complicated relationship with 
the various components that comprise the commons. Taking 
a liberal, resource-based understanding of the commons like 
the one employed by the Creative Commons organisation, it is 
possible to theorise Digital Commons as a commons because it 
offers open access resources to the public (though by no means 
all publications are publicly accessible through Digital Com-
mons). This resource-based understanding of the commons is 
probably how the software acquired its name. Digital Commons 
would therefore fit neatly with the kind of commons that Lessig 
describes, and with the Silicon Valley understanding of the com-
mons that favours a digital public domain that does not seek to 
question the commercial forces that created it.

Yet by looking at bepress from the perspective of the tri-
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partite definition of common resources, commoners, and com-
moning, a more complicated picture emerges. Based on this 
understanding, forms of commoning may be at play between 
academic journal editors, reviewers, and authors that are facili-
tated by Digital Commons (as per any other academic journal). 
There may also be a sense of locality in particular library-based 
publishing programmes, and the publications may be produced 
and held in common to all. However, the hierarchy between 
the market, the state, and the commons is strongly weighted 
towards the market, because the value is captured by Elsevier 
and the overall governance of the software rests with its develop-
ers. This means that the users of Digital Commons cannot self-
govern, but are instead beholden to a market player that extracts 
the labour of academics. Private, market actors are the primary 
governing forces for those using Digital Commons, and so the 
academic community has little say about how the software is 
used, its design, and the rules around maintaining it. From this 
perspective, Elsevier’s Digital Commons represents a kind of 
“commons washing,” as Dulong Rosnay writes:

Such appropriations [of the commons] lead to new forms of 
“enclosure” of common resources, as private actors come to 
dominate the governance structures for the commons-based 
production of a good, or the provision of a service, thereby 
perverting key features and values of commons-based pro-
duction, [a form of takeover] that happens with the private 
actor pretending to work for the commons, or at least using 
its semantics.53

So, the separate lineages of “the commons” allow it to be cap-
tured by market actors who seek to profit from their products 
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and services. The term offers an association with participatory 
or self-governed forms of production, even where it simply 
refers to a freely accessible resource that is still the ultimate 
intellectual property of its creator.

The different conceptions of the commons explored in this 
chapter illustrate both its malleability and its potential. Though 
the term is routinely deployed in OA advocacy as the telos of 
the OA movement, a harmonious state in which all the world’s 
knowledge is freely shared, it is rarely interrogated as a form of 
production that might help return control of academic publish-
ing to researchers and the university more broadly. But a focus 
on governance and self-organisation would allow the reorien-
tation of the OA movement from its focus on freely accessible 
outputs to one on equitable cultures of knowledge production 
away from market governance.

OA publishing has not yet reined in the marketisation of 
publishing, even though market practices were one of the major 
motivations for the movement and continue to be a strong theme 
in calls for open access.54 Instead, publishers have successfully 
monetised open access through a range of new models, includ-
ing the much-maligned article-processing charge, all while con-
tinuing to charge for journal subscriptions. It is also important 
to recognise that market efficiency was a key feature of the OA 
movement (itself not united in its aims), particularly from poli-
cymakers looking to return purchasing power to researchers and 
libraries in the form of article-processing charges.55 This transi-
tional state between OA and subscriptions, predicated on a com-
mercial model of “hybrid” OA, has been termed the “worst of 
both worlds” because it allows large subscription publishers to 
increase their dominance of the publishing market.56 The tran-
sition from a closed to an open publishing system looks certain 
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to strengthen the publishing oligopoly rather than undermine its 
market dominance, especially as smaller publishers are bought 
up by larger ones in the hope of increasing the number of pub-
lications they can monetise.

But rather than seeing OA publishing as a transition from an 
inefficient closed system to an efficient open one, a better way 
to view it is through the commons lens described in this chap-
ter, as a way of reclaiming control of scholarly communication 
through self-organised approaches to the governance, mainte-
nance, and production of publishing. This is an intervention-
based approach, rather than one grounded in systemic change 
from one system to another, in recognition of the fact that the 
commons is always already implicated with the forms of pro-
duction from which it is said to be separate. So instead of con-
sidering OA publishing a transition from one marketised system 
of publishing to another, I argue throughout this book for reor-
dering the hierarchy of market, state, and commons towards the 
commons, thus opening the space for postcapitalist publishing, 
policy, and infrastructure governed beyond mere market forces.

It is important to note that the commons does not imply spe-
cific rules around how a resource should be governed. I have 
tried to emphasise the importance of locality—the commoners 
who maintain the resource—and the undefined practices of com-
moning that arise spontaneously from cooperation and mutual 
reliance. This means I will not be presenting a blueprint or sys-
tem of rules for how publishing should be governed, but rather 
an analysis of how, in various ways, certain market interven-
tions may promote self-governance. As Carlo Vercellone notes, 
although nothing about a particular resource necessarily lends 
itself to a commons mode of governance, it is the resource itself 
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and its local context that dictate how the rules should be estab-
lished.57 This process should be controlled by the community 
in question, and defining this community is a key dimension of 
the issue that must be continually reassessed. For Ostrom, too, 
the rules for a particular common resource are locally situated 
rather than given in advance, and her “Institutional Analysis 
and Diversity Framework” offers a way to understand the vari-
ous elements that make up the commons in order to design 
adequate governance.58 A fishery, for example, will be governed 
much differently than Wikipedia, but both will require dispute-
resolution mechanisms, rules for contributing, and other forms 
of governance that can adapt to particular situations.

Using the understanding of the commons developed in this 
chapter, I now turn to Plan S, the European policy framework 
that seeks a joined-up cross-funder approach that mandates 
OA as a condition of grant funding. Though Plan S does not 
explicitly advocate a commons-based approach, it is does rep-
resent an attempt at a significant market intervention—a way 
to force commercial publishers to adopt certain practices—and 
is thus relevant for any analysis of ways of keeping the publish-
ing market accountable. Yet Plan S is also top down, in that it 
imposes certain conditions on where and how researchers can 
publish, all while changing the business practices of academic 
publishers more generally. How will Plan S inhibit or enable 
certain common-based practices in publishing? Or will the sta-
tus quo merely persist?
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Chapter 2

Plan S

Careless Policy Interventions  
into the Publishing Market

Common strategies in the push for OA include the use of poli-
cies and mandates. Universities, funders, and governments use 
such policies to require open access to the research conducted 
by grantees and academic staff, which is achieved through both 
repositories (green OA) and journals or books (gold OA). Dif-
ferent conditions are attached around embargoes and CC licens-
ing. The Registry of Open Access Repository Mandates and 
Policies has collected over a thousand of these policies, with 
more being added every month.1 Having matured over the past 
decade, the OA policy landscape is heading towards a require-
ment for immediate OA as standard, but it remains flexible 
regarding routes to OA and licensing requirements. This means 
that both green and gold approaches are still common in OA 
policymaking (which often involves a mixture of both), while 
tolerance for an embargo period is being phased out by funders 
and other policymakers.

OA policies are a source of contention within the broader 
academic community and the publishing industry and reflect 
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a struggle between different actors attempting to assert their 
power. Such policies are premised on the idea that external 
agencies—be they private or public—can to some extent deter-
mine how the research they fund is disseminated. In the case of 
government-funded research, one often-cited argument is that 
taxpayers should be able to access publicly funded research, 
as they have facilitated it, while private agencies often jus-
tify such mandates as part of their charitable missions.2 Poli-
cies are controversial because they entail a perceived tradeoff 
between the individual’s right to publish in whichever ways 
they feel necessary—sometimes cited as a condition of academic 
freedom3—and the collective benefits of greater public access to 
research. Yet in practice, academics already face many condi-
tions around how and when to publish their work, especially 
due to the informal hierarchies of prestige that exist within aca-
demic publishing. OA mandates may be an additional burden 
on an already overstretched academic community, but they do 
not inhibit academic freedom in any real or meaningful sense.

I am writing in the UK, a country at the vanguard of OA 
policymaking that has invested huge sums into ensuring that all 
UK research is freely available. In 2012, the UK government-
commissioned “Finch Report” was published. Led by Dame 
Janet Finch, the report’s authors—comprising publishers, aca-
demics, librarians, and research funders—were tasked with 
working out how to “expand access” to UK research articles 
and “to propose a programme of action to that end.”4 Much 
of the UK government’s move towards OA was instigated by 
David Willets, then Conservative Minister for Higher Educa-
tion, who wrote passionately about his own book-writing expe-
rience as an independent researcher locked out of academic jour-
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nal subscriptions simply because he did not have a university 
affiliation. For Willetts, OA allows us not only to reduce the 
inequities of research access, but to engage the broader public 
around academic research, and to act as a global showcase for 
UK research.5 He was consequently interested in encouraging 
the publishing industry to shift business models from subscrip-
tions to OA models, citing the impact of file sharing on the music 
industry and its need to find a web-based solution through com-
panies like Spotify and Apple’s iTunes, noting that “none of us 
want to see that fate overtake the publishing industry.”6

In a lengthy report to Willetts, the authors of the Finch Report 
concluded that “a clear policy direction should be set towards 
support for publication in OA or hybrid journals, funded by 
APCs, as the main vehicle for the publication of research, espe-
cially when it is publicly funded.”7 Although APCs were not a 
new model in 2012, having been a common feature of biomedi-
cal publishing for a number of years, the Finch recommenda-
tion was to help normalise author payments for publishing, and 
it became a template for other national policymakers to copy. 
The Finch Report directly led to the introduction of the UK 
Research Council’s (RCUK) OA policy, which required CC BY 
open access to all RCUK-funded research articles immediately 
on publication.8 This policy also established a block grant dis-
tributed to universities for payment of OA fees (and associated 
costs) that still exists today. In subsequent years, as funders 
across the world made money available for fees, the article-
processing charge became the dominant model for OA publish-
ing. Many identify this model as illustrative of the iniquitous 
nature of OA: that it forces a “pay to say” culture onto academ-
ics, excludes researchers in disciplines and geographies that lack 
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access to funding, and reorients academic publishing towards a 
low-quality, high-volume business model.9

Without wishing to attribute too much causation to these 
policy interventions, the RCUK policy and the Finch Report 
were unarguably important events in the development of 
OA policy and the resulting shift in publisher business mod-
els. As mentioned in the introduction to this book, this shift 
was grounded in a philosophy of marketisation that assumed 
researchers would become price-sensitive by choosing cheaper 
publishers in a way that would keep high prices in check. Indeed, 
the same logic had been applied by David Willetts just two years 
earlier when he increased undergraduate tuition fees in UK uni-
versities from £3,290 to £9,000 on the assumption that uni-
versities would compete for students by offering lower tuition 
fees (which of course never happened). Much of OA policy has 
therefore been driven by a free-market ideology based on the 
idea that rational individuals making self-interested choices will 
lead to better cultures of publishing than government regulation 
or other interventions.

It is important to keep this ideology in mind when analys-
ing OA policy at the governmental level and seeking to under-
stand whether and how radical ideas of the commons might fit 
into these dominant approaches to OA publishing. While Plan 
S, as this chapter discusses, initially presented itself as a break 
from the logic of pure marketisation, I illustrate the difficulties 
of escaping commercialisation at the policy level. This is not to 
say that APC-based gold OA is the only model for OA policy-
making, but more that its impacts were so significant that they 
allowed publishers to reorient their business models entirely 
towards APCs and transformative agreements.
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The Ideology of Plan S

In 2018, a coalition of eleven governmental and philanthropic 
research funders came together to develop Plan S, a bold state-
ment intended to ensure immediate open access to all the 
research articles they fund. Concerned with the slow progress 
in OA uptake and the associated costs, this coalition (“cOAli-
tion S”) launched the policy claiming that it was “crucial to 
increase the impact of publications and the cost efficiency of 
the publication system”—speaking to their distaste not just for 
closed access, but for the commercial practices of the publishing 
industry, too.10 Plan S is far-reaching in scale and disruptive in 
intent, requiring grant recipients to make their work immedi-
ately open access at the time of publication under the Creative 
Commons attribution licence (the most liberal of the Creative 
Commons licences). The policy states:

With effect from 2021, all scholarly publications on the 
results from research funded by public or private grants 
provided by national, regional and international research 
councils and funding bodies, must be published in Open 
Access Journals, on Open Access Platforms, or made imme-
diately available through Open Access Repositories without 
embargo.11

Based on ten principles (table 1 below), Plan S requires grantees 
to make their research freely available either through a journal 
(gold OA) or, if published in a subscription journal, through 
a repository (green OA). Crucially, Plan S will not support 
hybrid publishing (point 8), and so will not provide funding for 
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authors to publish in journals that remain subscription-access 
while making individual articles freely accessible. Nonetheless, 
where a journal is fully OA—or transitioning to full OA—Plan 
S funders provide support for article-processing charges so that 
authors can publish in these journals.12

Although there is a great deal of underlying complexity 
within Plan S, and the details continually shift in response to 
reactions from the scholarly and publishing communities, an 
observable ideology of cOAlition S reflects faith in market prin-
ciples to provide the desired outcome of OA publishing. In early 
2022, the chief architect of Plan S, Robert-Jan Smits, coau-
thored a book detailing how the policy was created, shaped, 
and eventually put into practice. This somewhat hagiographic 
account of his role in the policy reveals the antagonism felt by 
cOAlition S towards the practices of commercial publishers, 
particularly larger presses such as Wiley, Elsevier, and Springer 
Nature. The antagonism was aimed towards industry concen-
tration and high profit margins, or what the European Commis-
sion’s open access envoy, Jean-Claude Burgelman, describes as 
“anyone making excessive money in a non-productive way. It’s 
the monopoly position of their journals, with regards to con-
trolling access to the service they provide, which is not accept-
able.”13 To this extent, Plan S seeks a market realignment of 
the publishing industry and not a more radical intervention 
that prioritises, for example, nonprofit or university-led forms 
of publishing.

Initially, the architects of Plan S planned to intervene in the 
market by introducing a cap of €2,000 on the cost of article-
processing charges to “stabilise the market and avoid an explo-
sion in the price of APCs once OA became mandatory.”14 This 
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Table 1. The Plan S Principles

1.	 Authors or their institutions retain copyright to their publications. 
All publications must be published under an open licence, prefer-
ably the Creative Commons Attribution licence (CC BY), in order 
to fulfil the requirements defined by the Berlin Declaration;

2.	 The Funders will develop robust criteria and requirements for 
the services that high-quality Open Access journals, Open Access 
platforms, and Open Access repositories must provide;

3.	 In cases where high-quality Open Access journals or platforms 
do not yet exist, the Funders will, in a coordinated way, provide 
incentives to establish and support them when appropriate; sup-
port will also be provided for Open Access infrastructures where 
necessary;

4.	 Where applicable, Open Access publication fees are covered by 
the Funders or research institutions, not by individual researchers; 
it is acknowledged that all researchers should be able to publish 
their work Open Access;

5.	 The Funders support the diversity of business models for Open 
Access journals and platforms. When Open Access publication fees 
are applied, they must be commensurate with the publication ser-
vices delivered and the structure of such fees must be transparent 
to inform the market and facilitate the potential standardisation 
and capping of payments of fees;

6.	 The Funders encourage governments, universities, research organ-
isations, libraries, academies, and learned societies to align their 
strategies, policies, and practices, notably to ensure transparency.

7.	 The above principles shall apply to all types of scholarly publica-
tions, but it is understood that the timeline to achieve Open Access 
for monographs and book chapters will be longer and requires a 
separate and due process;

8.	 The Funders do not support the “hybrid” model of publishing. 
However, as a transitional pathway towards full Open Access 
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within a clearly defined time frame, and only as part of transfor-
mative arrangements, Funders may contribute to financially sup-
porting such arrangements;

9.	 The Funders will monitor compliance and sanction noncompliant 
beneficiaries/grantees;

10.	 The Funders commit that when assessing research outputs during 
funding decisions they will value the intrinsic merit of the work 
and not consider the publication channel, its impact factor (or 
other journal metrics), or the publisher.

Source: Coalition S, “Plan S Principles,” Plan S, accessed August 12, 
2024, https://www.coalition-s.org/plan_s_principles/

proposal was eventually rejected by representatives of cOAli-
tion S because of the “impracticality” of such an approach, 
according to Smits, although what the impracticality actually 
is remains unexplained.15 Publishers themselves were furious 
about the possibility of caps on the price of APCs. The Interna-
tional Association of Scientific, Technical & Medical Publishers 
(STM) wrote, “Caps on APCs would restrict authors’ choice of 
publication avenues for Gold Open Access, risk undermining 
quality and likely slow down the transition to a full Open Access 
environment.”16 Michael Clarke in the publishing-industry-
backed blog The Scholarly Kitchen wrote that “the publish-
ers that will thrive in such a market are those with economies 
of scale that publish a high volume of papers and, due to a 
broad editorial cascade, are able to publish a large percent-
age of the manuscripts they receive.”17 In response to publisher 
criticism, cOAlition S opted to require price transparency for 
the services provided by academic publishers instead of capped 
APCs. Through their “Journal Comparison Service,” publish-
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ers voluntarily upload standardised information on the price 
they charge for the services they provide, such as editorial work, 
production, peer review, marketing/communication, and so on 
(listed as a percentage of the overall APC charged). This allows 
a comparison across the ecosystem of journals who decide to 
upload their data.

There are obvious drawbacks to the cOAlition S approach 
of price transparency, chief among them being the fact that it is 
not mandatory for publishers to upload their data to be eligible 
for publication fees from cOAlition S funders. Many publish-
ers have uploaded their data, but many others have not, includ-
ing the world’s two biggest publishers, Elsevier and Springer.18 
The optional nature of price transparency significantly limits 
its strength as a form of regulation. Furthermore, even publish-
ers who did upload their data give the percentages in terms of 
the ultimate price paid, not cost to the publisher, and so the end 
user of the data remains unaware of how much the publisher 
is investing in each article. Finally, individual researchers do 
not even have direct access to the data in question; because of 
commercial sensitivities, only libraries do. So even the original 
intention, that researchers will become price-sensitive in their 
publication practices, is unmet, simply because they will not 
have access to the data on which to base their decisions and 
compare publishers.

Although the Journal Comparison Service is only one aspect 
of Plan S, it is a significant component that reveals a great deal 
about the politics behind the policy and the limits of various 
market interventions in the academic publishing industry. The 
initially proposed price cap is an attempt to regulate extreme 
APC prices by placing a limit on them, a limit set at €2,000. Yet 
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this was deemed unworkable by cOAlition S members. As Jean-
Claude Burgelman explains, “Pricing is not a science issue, it’s 
an economy issue. Of course the two are related and it has an 
effect, but as a science policymaker you have no instruments to 
determine prices.”19 For Burgelman, whose opinion ultimately 
prevailed, the role of the scientific policymaker is not to deter-
mine prices, but to require good scientific outcomes, in this case 
open access to research articles. Market forces will work their 
magic to keep prices in check, while not prohibiting scientists 
from publishing in more expensive venues if desired.

To be sure, an APC cap would not necessarily have desirable 
outcomes. For example, an APC of €2,000 is still incredibly 
expensive for unfunded researchers and those outside of wealthy 
universities and localities. For many researchers, the difference 
between €2,000 and €4,000 is irrelevant simply because they 
have no funding to cover APCs in the first place. Furthermore, 
limiting the price of an APC to €2,000 would be a significant 
market intervention precisely because it would force journals to 
cut costs while maintaining their profit margins. This austerity-
seeking is common in debates around OA, leading to spurious 
articles about how much publishing should cost if you reduce it 
to an efficient, technological process, rather than one grounded 
in expertise and editorial care.20 Many advocates of OA are 
committed to the idea that publishing should be cheap, failing 
to recognise that commercial publishing is already driven by 
the desire to make it an efficient, technological process to maxi-
mise profit. Nevertheless, we learn from the proposed APC cap 
just how difficult it is to intervene in the publishing market and 
how few tools policymakers have at their disposal to regulate 
the industry.
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Turning to price “transparency,” as with austerity, cOAlition 
S justifies their actions with respect to one of the key tenets of 
neoliberalism. For individuals to make informed decisions, the 
information on which they base their decisions must be “trans-
parently” presented to them, rather than polluted by narrative 
or other forms of interpretation. For Garsten and Montoya, 
transparency is

closely linked to a neoliberal ethos of governance that pro-
motes individualism, entrepreneurship, voluntary forms of 
regulation and formalized types of accountability. It is pow-
erful in that it is inscribed in political, financial and cultural 
documents, processes and policies that not only suggest, but 
push for, a certain normative order.21

Neoliberal approaches to transparency therefore appeal to 
notions of individual freedom and choice, particularly market-
based choice, in a way that seeks to instantiate these as a “natu-
ral” form of governance. Clare Birchall argues that these neo-
liberal approaches to transparency promote a certain mode of 
disclosure that is “neutral, automated, systematic, efficient, law-
ful and regulatory,” in opposition to the perceived “manipu-
lated re-tellings” of narrative forms of disclosure.22 This is a 
subjectivity represented, as Foucault describes, by the rational 
self-interested figure of Homo oeconomicus, the entrepreneur 
of the self, “being for himself his own capital, his own producer, 
the source of his earnings.”23 Under neoliberalism, Homo oeco-
nomicus takes on an active, individualistic role as both producer 
and consumer of their own “satisfaction,” compared with clas-
sical liberalism, in which Homo oeconomicus is a mere partner 
of exchange. This change of emphasis results in a governing 
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rationality that promotes individual market participation that 
is well represented in the turn to transparency.

cOAlition S’s desire for transparent data-sharing by pub-
lishers emerges from a commitment to neoliberal forms of gov-
ernance. In advocating for transparency, especially in place of 
market-based interventions such as price caps, cOAlition S falls 
back on governance by market measurement, the idea that polit-
ical decision-making should aim at creating ideal market condi-
tions based primarily on deregulation and allowing the invisible 
hand of the market to create the best conditions. It is not that 
this form of governance is explicitly ideological in its application 
by policymakers; rather, it is seen as the natural way to create 
good policy—or else the ideology is so embedded in policymak-
ing that it does not require further justification. This means that 
interventions like price caps or refusing to fund for-profit publi-
cations require much more robust justification because they are 
perceived as having a negative impact on the workings of a com-
petitive market. This is why the publishing industry argued that 
price caps would penalise smaller publishers and lead to greater 
consolidation, irrespective of the fact that greater consolidation 
happened anyway without price caps, because consolidating is 
what markets do.

So, rather than working against the financialisation and con-
solidation of publishing, Plan S ends up reinforcing it through its 
commitment to the idea that academic publishing is best organ-
ised as a commercial industry. This situation is well summarised 
by Arianna Beccerill-Garcia of Redalyc:

Attempts to deliver “transparent pricing” and “transforma-
tive agreements” are indicative of the way in which Plan S 
has been largely shaped by the interests of corporate pub-
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lishers and ultimately not those of the academic community, 
especially the academic community outside of the Global 
North. It’s discouraging to admit that the main critique of 
Plan S is accurate: That it is a Eurocentric proposal that aims 
to remove paywalls to achieve open access, but which does 
not seek to reduce the earnings and concentration of power 
over academic publishing enjoyed by a small number of com-
mercial publishers.24

I completely agree with this line of critique and I would like 
to go further and argue that Plan S also imposes a European/
Northern understanding of subjectivity onto academic research-
ers, particularly the neoliberal individuation inherent in such an 
understanding of political decision-making. This individuation, 
as I now explore, works against the exploration and adoption 
of OA publishing as a common good.

The Individuation of Plan S

In 2018, cOAlition S launched a public consultation on its pro-
posed policy. More than 600 responses were received from indi-
viduals and organisations, including libraries, universities, pub-
lishers, and learned societies from more than forty countries. 
The number of responses is illustrative of the depth of feeling 
around what Plan S was trying to achieve; many comments were 
critical of the proposed policy and its potential consequences for 
academic publishing. While I will not offer a full analysis of the 
responses here, the concerns presented by cOAlition S related to 
the impact of the policy on early-career researchers and learned 
societies, the value of full and immediate OA, and the pace and 
cost of the policy implementation.25
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Despite these concerns, cOAlition S reiterated its commit-
ment to the ten founding principles and to immediate OA, opt-
ing instead to soften its commitment to APC caps (cited above), 
to allow more restrictive licensing, to develop a route for fund-
ing some hybrid journals, and to delay the implementation pro-
cess by one year.26 In doing this, Plan S appeared to be more 
conciliatory in certain areas, but especially towards commercial 
publishers worried about the threat to their business. These fears 
were also presented as concern for the job progression of early-
career researchers and about the fact that research assessment 
processes favour publications owned by larger commercial pub-
lishers. Due to the consultation process, the supposedly radical 
elements of the plan became less radical and more in service to 
the publishing market.

Yet the consultation itself was designed to introduce an ele-
ment of accountability and public input from the “different com-
munities and stakeholders” affected by Plan S.27 It was designed 
to evoke a sense that the plan was in some ways a work of 
collective action or democracy, rather than the simple imposi-
tion of funder mandates onto these communities. Such consul-
tation exercises are common in OA policymaking, intending 
to add to the legitimacy of the exercise. In practice, however, 
consultations are a way for policymakers to understand how 
to best make their directives palatable to the more powerful 
stakeholders in question. They are not, therefore, exercises in 
radical democracy in which all consultation responses are given 
equal weight.

cOAlition S operates a strategy of interessement in attempt-
ing to enroll other actors as allies and gain their support for 
the policy. Interessement is a key term in actor-network the-
ory, introduced by Michael Callon to describe how an actor 
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“attempts to impose and stabilize the identity of the other actors 
it defines through its problematization.”28 This occurs by one 
actor defining a problem or concept in a way that is recognisable 
and acceptable to all other actors in the network, particularly 
so that it aligns with their concerns, intentions, or goals. Cal-
lon describes this as a way of stabilising the network in order to 
“lock the allies into place.” Interessement does not necessarily 
lead to a full alignment of the interests of all groups, but it does 
result in a pragmatic agreement on a particular issue.

cOAlition S employs interessement to obtain a tacit agree-
ment on their policy and to “lock” the various stakeholders into 
place as allies. They do this with recourse to the consultation 
in order to understand what the stakeholders deem acceptable. 
The consultation provides a sense of legitimacy to the policy 
by granting a say to everyone affected by it, such as universi-
ties, publishers, researchers, and learned societies. Interessement 
therefore allows cOAlition S to take the “interests” of each actor 
into account and negotiate them into a policy. Yet the affected 
stakeholders have different degrees of power within the net-
work, leading cOAlition S to prioritise certain viewpoints over 
others. For example, publishers, and particularly learned societ-
ies connected to commercial publishers, are in a strong position 
of influence over cOAlition S. If they argue that a funder inter-
vention will harm their business, the policymakers are likely to 
listen. This is because of the coalition’s commitment to a neo-
liberal ideology, which judges the efficacy of policymaking by 
the extent to which it conforms to market logic.

The conservative voices of learned societies were also of use 
to the coalition’s strategy. Many learned societies receive most of 
their funding from publishers, through the sale of subscriptions 
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to society journals, and so the views of publishers and learned 
societies are frequently in alignment on OA. However, learned 
societies also represent the voices of the academics who gov-
ern the society, particularly early-career researchers who soci-
eties often claim need protection from OA publishing.29 cOAli-
tion S was able to use the consultation responses from learned 
societies as representative of academic voices more generally, 
despite the societies’ having a financial interest in a conserva-
tive approach to OA that protects the revenue of commercial 
publishers. The positioning of different actors indicates how 
the interests of some stakeholders are valued more highly than 
those of others. This imbalance of power is clearly noticeable in 
the policy’s approach to hybrid forms of OA, which were origi-
nally intended to be entirely excluded from cOAlition S funding, 
but were slowly rehabilitated through interventions, including 
“transformative” journals that must commit to converting to 
OA by a certain period of time. Though such journals are still 
hybrid publications, cOAlition S was willing to fund publication 
in those that made this commitment; there was no penalty for 
journals that did not transition to OA within the specified time 
frame except their no longer being considered “transformative.”

Another theme in the response to Plan S was how the policy 
on hybrid journals may inhibit individual academic freedom.30 
This led cOAlition S to devise an approach to allow authors to 
publish in hybrid journals using the so-called rights-retention 
“strategy.” This legalistic strategy requires authors to signal 
to the publisher their intent to deposit their article in a reposi-
tory, enabling compliance with Plan S without paying an article-
processing charge. They do so by including the following termi-
nology in the article’s financial disclosure:
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This research was funded in whole or in part by [funder 
and grant number]. For the purpose of Open Access, the 
author has applied a CC BY public copyright licence to any 
Author Accepted Manuscript (AAM) version arising from 
this submission.31

By agreeing to publish articles that include this phrase, publish-
ers accept the conditions outlined by authors. This “prior notifi-
cation” takes precedence over any subsequent transfer of copy-
right to the publisher, meaning that authors retain the rights to 
share their final, editorially accepted manuscript in accordance 
with the licence they choose.

It is tempting to view the rights-retention strategy as a sim-
ple and convenient way for researchers to comply with the OA 
policy without paying an article-processing charge. While this 
assessment is true to an extent, it fails to consider the fact that 
researchers are being put in a difficult position between funders 
and publishers. In particular, publishers are under no obligation 
to accept articles using the rights-retention strategy, and many 
are lining up to reject or reroute papers that contain the decla-
ration above.32 Bearing in mind that this strategy was designed 
to allow early-career researchers to submit to the journal of 
their choice, it seems clear that more precarious researchers are 
shouldering the individual responsibility for compliance with 
the policy, whereas cOAlition S is collectively willing to support 
commercial publishers through their transitional journal route.

When viewed through the lens of interessement, we can see 
that commercial logic dictates the power structure around which 
cOAlition S is basing its decisions. Individual researchers are 
forced to lock horns with publishers to make their accepted 
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manuscripts available in a repository, while the bigger publish-
ers are gifted new, lucrative routes to compliance in the form 
of transformative journals. Interessement in a neoliberal policy 
environment cannot help but reduce everything to economic 
interests, meaning that powerful economic actors benefit and 
researchers are responsible for navigating the new world of OA 
publishing. This is also why cOAlition S promotes transparency 
and individual market-based decision-making.

To take this further, Plan S can be theorised in accordance 
with what Annemarie Mol terms a “logic of choice,” which 
justifies an action or intervention by the extent to which it pro-
motes individual choice through market participation. Look-
ing specifically at healthcare, Mol interrogates how diabetes 
is treated in various ways along a continuum between choice 
and care. The former prioritises individual decision-making and 
draws a “limit” on what treatment is offered, while the latter 
promotes a form of treatment that is “open-ended” and based 
on a continual process of supporting the patient in their unique 
circumstances.33 Although both “care” and “choice” can refer 
to market participation, the discourse of “customer choice” is 
intimately connected with the increased marketisation of health-
care. Plan S is based on a similar logic of choice that seeks to 
create ideal conditions for individuals to interact autonomously 
with the publishing market.

Through a strategy of interessement based on this logic 
of choice, cOAlition S relies on and reinforces a subjectiv-
ity grounded in liberal individualism and the rational, self-
interested person represented by Foucault’s Homo oeconomicus. 
These actors are grouped into different collections of individuals 
who share the same interests, and the policymakers then order 
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these interests according to varying degrees of power. All of this 
is based on the idea that policymaking is about creating the right 
conditions for individuals to make good, self-interested (eco-
nomic) choices. As Mol shows, this choice-based logic assumes 
that:

We start out as separate individuals and that we begin to 
form a collective as we are added together. This means that 
it frames individuals as building blocks that jointly make 
a larger whole. The building blocks are named in different 
ways. In the market variant of the logic of choice they are 
called “customers.”34

By dividing actors in this way, cOAlition S continues to posi-
tion academic publishing as an external service to higher educa-
tion, as a product to a consumer, instead of attempting to unpick 
its more pernicious features resulting from commercialisation.

Indeed, the idea of publishers as mere “service providers” 
is a common theme in the rhetoric of cOAlition S and its sup-
porters.35 It is deployed to emphasise the choice that researchers 
have between different providers: if they do not like the condi-
tions of one service provider, they can simply take their busi-
ness elsewhere. This is because publishers are “substitutable” 
and can “compete and innovate according to conditions set by 
the scholarly community,” rather than being embedded within 
this community and a necessary part of it.36 This perfect mar-
ket of easily replaceable service providers is the desired end goal 
of Plan S—and neoliberal logic more generally—and therefore 
represents no challenge to the marketisation of publishing. So, 
despite positioning itself in opposition to the market excesses 
of commercial actors, and initially declaring its intention to 
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boldly intervene in the publishing market through regulation, 
Plan S simply rehearses all the conditions of marketisation to 
which ethical forms of OA publishing were responding in the 
first instance. But how, then, does Plan S relate to ideas of the 
commons?

The Commons Without Care/Care Without the Commons

In an article entitled “From Coalition to Commons: Plan S and 
the Future of Scholarly Communication,” Rob Johnson explores 
the work of cOAlition S from the perspective of Elinor Ostrom’s 
ideas relating to polycentricity and adaptive governance, which 
illustrate how governance should be a process—not a fixed 
plan—and should ideally be devolved to as many decision-
making centres as practical (polycentric).37 For Johnson, Plan S 
is an exercise in multi-stakeholder cooperation and “collective 
action by funders” to bring about a harmonious and influential 
policy. I show above, for example, how cOAlition S members 
exercised democratic self-governance to vote on proposals such 
as whether to cap article-processing charges. The members are 
not all necessarily in full alignment, but they still work out the 
best way to proceed with the policy. Johnson writes that three 
assumptions underpin the development of Plan S:

•	 The research literature should be treated as an intellec-
tual commons.

•	 Collective action by funders can be effective in creating 
such a commons.

•	 Scholarly publishing services should be delivered, at 
least in part, by a “regulated market.”38
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Johnson rightly notes that certain understandings of the com-
mons are not incompatible with neoliberal economics. Indeed, 
we see here that treating the commons as a mere resource will 
lead to exactly the kinds of market-centric approaches to poli-
cymaking that I identify above. The coalition is happy to be 
guided by the idea that it is desirable to consider publishing to 
be an external commercial service to higher education, and not 
something that would benefit from being positioned within and 
led by academic communities.

As I theorised in the previous chapter, a more politically pro-
gressive approach to the commons is one conceived as a mode of 
production based on the self-organisation of labour, not just the 
free sharing of resources. The resource being created and main-
tained, in this case academic publications, is of course impor-
tant, but just as important are the manner of its creation and 
the communities that use and maintain it. Plan S for the most 
part fails to engage with the communities that currently use and 
maintain the publishing ecosystem, and instead positions them 
as blocs of individuals to be ordered by their interests (through 
“interessement”) and successfully managed as part of the policy 
environment. This is the problem with top-down policies that 
require open access as the endpoint without adequately engag-
ing with the underlying ways these resources are produced. This 
illustrates how, restating Johnson above, Plan S considers their 
idea of the scholarly commons to be achievable through mar-
ket regulation rather than any deeper or radical intervention.

What is missing from this conception of the commons is the 
relational, local, and community-based understanding of OA 
that is found in initiatives at the margins, including some of 
those explored in the next chapter. These community-specific 
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features are absent from the “intellectual commons” as con-
ceived by cOAlition S, primarily because it does not take into 
account the relational, open-ended care-based understandings 
of publishing. Publishing, for cOAlition S, is always already a 
commercial operation, and so attention need not be paid to these 
things. Instead, returning to Annemarie Mol, Plan S is organised 
according to a commercial logic of choice that treats research-
ers (and libraries) as customers, when it should be prioritising 
a logic of care that attends to the position of publishing within 
scholarly communities. Mol writes, “Care is not a transaction 
in which something is exchanged (a product against a price); 
but an interaction in which the action goes back and forth (in 
an ongoing process).”39 It is this processual understanding that 
is elided by marketised forms of publishing; under commercial 
OA, publishing becomes a pure choice-based transaction by 
individuals operating in the market.

I am arguing here that publishing needs to be understood as 
both entirely embedded within particular communities and as 
emanating from community interactions: it is a process of care, 
which is why it is well suited to a conception of the commons as 
the self-organisation of labour. For example, a journal is a form 
of sociality that brings a community of people together and leads 
to the creation and dissemination of knowledge. It cannot be 
reduced to a market transaction or service, and instead requires 
treatment as a community process—not just the community 
of academics reading, writing, and reviewing the papers, but 
the various forms of labour that go into publishing, including 
editing, production, copyediting, design, preservation, and so 
on. When publishing a journal is considered just a commercial 
service, as Plan S does, it tends to devalue this labour, which is 
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increasingly outsourced to unpaid academics or to underpaid 
workers in the Global South, or it is automated and funnelled 
through cookie-cutter production processes. This is the logic 
of choice at work: researchers pay an APC and in return get a 
certain kind of product.

It would not be correct to say that Plan S is responsible for 
the “care-less” approach to publishing they are promoting; it is 
simply the business of publishing to reduce costs where possible. 
But in accepting this business approach, Plan S reinforces it fur-
ther, reducing the possibility of using OA publishing for radical 
purposes or to undermine the commercial imperative. In many 
ways, the tendency to treat publishing as a transaction is embed-
ded in the culture of higher education and encouraged by univer-
sities, who judge the quality of a piece of research by where it’s 
published, including through assessment exercises such as the 
UK’s Research Excellence Framework. For many researchers, 
particularly those on precarious contracts, publishing is to some 
extent transactional in that an article in a high-impact journal 
or a book with a prestigious press will improve their chances of 
job promotion and career progression, especially in light of the 
academic job market and the general defunding of public educa-
tion.40 Considering publishing in this transactional way is also a 
way to devalue, or at least underappreciate, the processual and 
careful nature of research communication. Indeed, the argument 
often follows that the publishing process itself is unnecessary, 
or almost pernicious, due to the profit margins of commercial 
publishers, leading many to conclude that we no longer need to 
support the labour of publishing and can instead “completely 
ditch academic journals and decentralise everything.”41

Devaluing the labour of publishing is actually a form of con-
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servatism, not least because this labour is often performed by 
underpaid editorial and production colleagues. Furthermore, 
such arguments from austerity represent a failure of the imagi-
nation around what publishing is and could be. A race to the 
bottom in terms of costs means that publishing is only justi-
fied as a minimum service requirement, not a rich practice of 
community-led knowledge production that needs to be sup-
ported, financially and otherwise. This austerity-driven lack of 
imagination is noticeable in the large-scale funder platforms 
for OA that many of cOAlition S members are now hosting. 
Open Research Europe, for example, is a publishing platform 
for researchers funded by the Horizon 2020 scheme.42 Managed 
by the for-profit publisher F1000, owned by Taylor & Francis, 
the platform illustrates the removal of human expertise from 
publishing, replacing it with an automated cookie-cutter plat-
form with little editorial oversight. Automated funder platforms 
are the logical conclusion of Plan S and its appreciation of pub-
lishing as mere service. cOAlition S seeks only to make research 
articles open access; it is neither able to undo nor particularly 
interested in undoing the impacts of commerciality. This is the 
commons without care: freely accessible open access articles 
with no thought about the processes, communities, localities, 
and labours that make up the bibliodiversity of publishing and 
research communication more broadly.43 This global approach 
to the commons is indiscriminate and homogenising, echo-
ing Maria Mies’s argument that there is “no commons with-
out community,” because the commons is necessarily a local, 
community-centric activity.44

Yet perhaps paradoxically, Plan S does rely on a huge amount 
of relational and affective labour in academic libraries. This care 



90  •  publishing beyond the market

2RPP

work is a common feature of OA policies, requiring library staff 
to assume the burden of policy compliance in an open-ended 
nontransactional manner. When a funder introduces a new pol-
icy or change, libraries must quickly adapt, generate guidance, 
and then disseminate the new rules so that academics are aware 
of their obligations. The additional care work can be seen, fol-
lowing Star and Strauss, as a form of invisible work: labour that 
is taken for granted and “relegated to a background of expec-
tation.”45 Librarians are forced to assume more responsibility 
for the additional burden of training and assistance, alongside 
their other tasks. Because this labour is open-ended and rela-
tional, administrators can relegate it to the class of work that is 
not “legitimate, individuated and traceable across settings.”46 
The labour of care is made invisible when it is not valued in an 
institutional environment.

Librarianship is frequently positioned as a feminised profes-
sion, despite the disproportionate presence of men in leadership 
roles.47 Such professions, as Kim England argues, are more likely 
to involve work grounded in care and “labours of love” than 
those based in waged work. She writes:

This gendering of work has its ideological and historical 
roots in the social and spatial separation of waged work 
from social reproduction. “Work” became constituted as 
“economically productive” waged-labour that took place 
outside the home. Housekeeping, caring for family mem-
bers and other “domestic” activities became non-marketized 
“labours of love” primarily associated within the private 
sphere of family and home, and assumed to be primarily 
the responsibility of wives and mothers. The construction 
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of a socio-spatial boundary separating “work”-production-
public from care-reproduction-private devalues and obscures 
activities defined as “women’s work.”48

In a similar vein, Roxanne Shirazi describes some of the features 
that define librarianship, such as emotional and reproductive 
labour, and how librarians are positioned as operating in the 
service of scholars rather than alongside them as equals. Shirazi 
characterises this as work that “reproduces the academy” but 
is “reduced to (and devalued as) ‘service.’”49

Plan S reflects this understanding of librarianship as femi-
nised and service-based care work that performs the function 
of policy-based compliance, not as an equal partner valued for 
its scholarly contribution, but more as a human infrastructure 
for support. In many ways, the labour of library workers reflects 
care without the commons; rather, library workers become 
infrastructural objects for supporting the policy environment. 
This approach to library labour reflects Silvia Federici’s argu-
ment about how under capitalism, “women themselves became 
the commons, as their work was defined as a natural resource, 
laying outside the sphere of market relations.”50 OA policy-
makers look to libraries to sort out the fine detail of OA com-
pliance, often on top of their pre-existing roles as information 
specialists. All of this work sits outside of market relations, and 
is devalued as a result.

“Sneak into the University”

Although I have shown that Plan S mostly shores up the regres-
sive commercial-based publishing environment, it is worth con-
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sidering whether it, and the OA policy environment more gen-
erally, opens space for more radical and ethical approaches to 
publishing that do not simply recapitulate all the values of mar-
ketisation. Which is to say, are there any benefits to the policy-
led shift from closed to open access for the forms of publishing 
that operate outside or against the market, or does it only work 
against the possibility of such a radical open-access commons?

To answer this question, which is above all a political ques-
tion, it is worth looking to Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s 
notion of the undercommons, a shared fugitive space carved 
out of the university that refuses its neoliberal sensibilities while 
allowing radical forms of thought and sociality to exist. They 
write:

[I]t cannot be denied that the university is a place of refuge, 
and it cannot be accepted that the university is a place of 
enlightenment. In the face of these conditions one can only 
sneak into the university and steal what one can. To abuse 
its hospitality, to spite its mission, to join its refugee colony, 
its gypsy encampment, to be in but not of—this is the path of 
the subversive intellectual in the modern university.51

To “steal” from the university is, for Harney and Moten, 
one way to navigate its capitalist logic. The university gath-
ers resources that can be utilised for emancipatory ends, pro-
vided one can devise strategic ways to access them. This means 
accepting the liberal, individualistic, enlightenment nature of 
the university, which cannot be displaced, but can be taken 
advantage of.

I would like to suggest that the turn to OA facilitated by the 
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governmental and philanthropic funder landscape affords the 
opportunity for radical presses to access resources that would 
not have been made available had this turn not happened. Fund-
ing for OA exists, and projects of all different ideological lean-
ings can access it. This is in part due to the fluid nature of “open 
access” as a concept, a boundary object as I theorise elsewhere, 
that means many things to many groups, but is recognisable 
enough to maintain its identity as a concept.52 To this extent, 
many of us are attempting to squat within the OA movement 
to nurture the commons (as outlined in the next two chapters). 
This is one of the main reasons I am interested in OA: it provides 
the resources for a counter-hegemonic project against market-
led forms of publishing. Although this project may stay at the 
margins, it is real and exists within, across, and outside the vari-
ous movements for OA.

Indeed, we are now seeing disquiet in policymaker circles 
around the ways these policies have led to commercial cap-
ture. For example, the Council of European Member States has 
recently agreed on a memo that specifically calls for nonprofit 
models and a move away from author fees in promotion of 
the “diamond” mode of OA, which does not exclude either or 
authors or readers on economic grounds.53 This is a bold per-
spective and shows a new direction of travel for the EU, one that 
could possibly result in freeing up funding for community-led 
publishing initiatives. However, as with Plan S, what started out 
as a bold plan to intervene in the publishing market was watered 
down in favour of the political status quo. There is conceptual 
flexibility to terms like “author fees” and “nonprofit,” and the 
devil is in the implementation details. For example, many pub-
lishing agreements between universities and publishers do not 
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rely on author fees but instead on prepayment by universities 
and no further financial transaction involving the author. Simi-
larly, do publishing platforms (like Open Research Europe, dis-
cussed above) count as nonprofit if the underlying technology 
is provided by a for-profit organisation?

Furthermore, even if diamond OA does become the next 
frontier for publishing, there are two distinct ideologies from 
which it could emerge. The first relates to the publishing eco-
system of small journals and presses led by scholars, libraries, 
and other nonprofit and community-led initiatives. The sec-
ond reflects the rehabilitation of commercial publishers as ser-
vice providers based on a “techno-solutionism” that assumes 
humans are mostly surplus to requirements in publishing or that 
academics and low-paid outsourced labour can just do it all. The 
former, which I am arguing for in this book, requires financial 
support, and the view that publishing has scholarly value that 
is currently diminished by the publishing market. The latter 
is based on austerity—it takes as its primary aim that there is 
money to be saved in the turn to OA.

Ultimately, Plan S will be shaped by these two competing 
publishing futures, and cOAlition S will have to make a deci-
sion based on their merits and drawbacks. The two approaches 
are not mutually exclusive and may resonate differently in dif-
ferent publishing contexts, yet they do reflect alternate politics 
and visions of a publishing future. cOAlition S deploys rhetoric 
that is critical of commercial publishing while continuing to 
reinforce commercial modes of production; it remains to be seen 
whether they will respond to the burgeoning diamond future of 
OA publishing, or if they will simply ignore it and double down 
on the policy framework that most benefits the consolidated 
publishing industry.
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The next chapter explores an ecosystem of scholar-led pub-
lishers representing an alternative conception of what open 
access could be. Through this exploration, we start to see where 
the OA publishing commons might exist and how it offers a 
counterpoint to the marketised forms of OA depicted within 
this chapter.
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Chapter 3

Radical Experiments  
in Scholar-Led Publishing

Moving away from the regressive output-focused visions of Plan 
S and associated OA policies, I now turn my attention to projects 
at the margins of publishing that offer a counterpoint to the mar-
ketisation of both subscription and OA publishing. The presses 
discussed here are entirely managed by scholars—either within 
or outside the confines of the traditional university—and repre-
sent a distinct model of OA publishing that offers promise for a 
critical and progressive future of scholarly communication. By 
analysing the discourse and practice of these presses, I attempt 
to reveal their thinking and doings, including the variety of ways 
in which this ecosystem of small presses might be nurtured to 
form a response to dominant models of commercial publishing 
(as chapter 4 discusses). I am guided by the question of what 
scholar-led publishing teaches us about the commons and how 
it relates to the broader movements agitating for OA publishing. 
The work discussed here is a mixture of the history of scholar-led 
publishing and interviews with scholar-led publishers, theorised 
in accordance with work on care and the commons.
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While the presses discussed here are by no means the only 
site of ethical publishing activity within OA, they do represent 
a coherent bloc that operates outside the dominant commer-
cial publishing hegemony. The decision of academics to publish 
their own journals and books has in part been enabled by digital 
technologies that allow self-sufficiency outside of professional 
forms of publishing. However, this kind of publishing is not new, 
and is in many ways a continuation of various forms of scholar 
control that have always been a part of publishing. I hope to 
show how, through strategic alliances with other publishing ini-
tiatives, scholar-led publishing reflects an opportunity to work 
through the marketisation of OA brought on by the commercial 
publishing industry.

What Is Scholar-Led Publishing?

Academic publishing is clearly oriented around scholars and 
scholarship. Journals are edited by academic editors and review-
ers, who marshal the work of academic authors through a pub-
lishing process that is ultimately aimed at an academic reader-
ship. To this extent, publishing is and always has been “led” by 
scholars who provide the labour and content for publishing and 
add legitimacy to it through the peer-review process. However, 
there has also been a long-held tension between business con-
cerns and editorial independence, not just since the marketisa-
tion of publishing, but historically too. For example, Dawson 
and Topham illustrate how societies in the early nineteenth cen-
tury were continually grappling with the need to appeal to their 
members and the financial imperative to appeal to a broader 
audience of the interested public.1 Yet the difference between 
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then and now is that then, learned societies themselves con-
trolled all aspects of the publishing operation, both editorially 
and financially, while today the business side is predominantly 
outsourced to commercial industry and driven by the needs of 
these businesses. Learned societies are unable to escape the trap-
pings of revenue generation even if they are not profit-focused.

In 1963, as Aileen Fyfe and colleagues show, the Royal Soci-
ety produced a “code for the publication of new scientific jour-
nals,” largely in response to the flurry of journals being created 
on the commercial market and concerns about the loss of edi-
torial independence in the drive for revenue. Within the code, 
the Royal Society members wrote that the “ideal body to run 
a journal is a scientific society, but if that is not possible, then 
editorial and financial policy should be in the hands of academ-
ics, and that copyright should be retained by authors.”2 This 
attempt to codify the future relationship between society and 
publisher suggests that societies were worried about losing con-
trol of publishing in a commercial world. Their fears were well 
founded, as much of this book has explored so far, and scholar 
governance of the publishing industry was increasingly reduced 
in the years that followed.3

The reduction in scholar governance and oversight is one of 
the common reasons cited by editorial boards for leaving their 
publisher and starting a new journal elsewhere. This trend has 
hastened in recent years as editors push back on the commercial 
practices of the publishing industry.4 For example, the editors of 
the Elsevier journal NeuroImage resigned due to the “greed” of 
its publisher and its refusal to reduce article processing charges 
to what the editors considered an affordable level.5 Similarly, 
the editors of Critical Public Health, a Taylor & Francis jour-
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nal, resigned in protest at “the limited role the publisher sees for 
the editorial team and board.”6 Part of this decision was based 
on the publisher’s move to an OA model that prioritises article 
fees and increased journal volume that the editors claimed “sig-
nificantly eroded our ability to set strategic direction.”7 In each 
case, the editors went on to form an entirely new journal in part-
nership with an institutional publisher. Academic governance is 
a key site of struggle over the marketised publishing industry.

But what about those publishing projects that are entirely 
managed by academics with little recourse to publishers or other 
third parties? This is the notion of scholar-led publishing that I 
explore in this chapter. A model growing in popularity, scholar-
led publishing collectives organise and maintain the entire pub-
lishing process. Scholar-led publishing represents a distinct 
model that has always been a feature of the transition to OA, 
even if a somewhat peripheral one. Today, scholar-led publish-
ers are frequently positioned as emblematic of the diamond OA 
model that does not charge for either access or publication. They 
are part of a flourishing ecosystem alongside other institution-
ally led publishing projects, such as library publishers and open 
access university presses. While there is overlap between these 
scholar/library/university publishing assemblages, I foreground 
those organised by scholars.

“Scholars” itself is a vague term, and I do not want to suggest 
any particular elitism in the view that scholars may be better 
positioned than others to publish their own books and journals. 
The fact is that many disciplinary experts—those contributing 
scholarly research to their own field—already manage publish-
ing projects. They range from graduate students to senior and 
retired academics; they could be based within a university or 
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outside it, and usually see their publishing projects as an exten-
sion of their scholarly work (as I shall show). I want to suggest 
that this connection between disciplinary expertise and the prac-
tice of publishing is what makes scholar-led publishing a unique 
and worthwhile model to explore. It entails a kind of care that 
is absent from much commercial publishing, a care that could 
be re-instantiated in academic publishing through OA forms of 
scholar-led publishing.

The descriptor “scholar-led” is important not because it con-
notes a specific ethics or set of values, but because it separates 
the term from a more general or normative understanding of 
terms such as “community-led” that evoke a nonspecific grass-
roots quality that usually remains undefined. The term “com-
munity,” as Raymond Williams writes, “seems never to be used 
unfavourably, and never to be given any positive opposing or 
distinguishing term.”8 It is a useful rhetorical device, and indeed 
“scholar-led” does connote the benefits of being in a “big tent” 
of community-led projects (as Tobias Steiner writes), but is less 
useful as an analytical term that specifies the actors that consti-
tute this community and what they do.9 For Melanie Schlosser 
and Catherine Mitchell of the Library Publishing Coalition, 
this ambiguity leaves us with “practical questions about what 
defines community membership, how governance is structured, 
what the funding model looks like, and who supplies the pub-
lishing infrastructure.”10 Similarly, for Steiner, it is important 
to differentiate between scholar-led and other approaches to 
publishing because doing so “helps to avoid glossing over the 
manifold organisational, legal, financial, and/or conceptual 
differences that exist between the various actors in the larger 
publishing ecosystem, and the corresponding politics that each 
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group of actors bring to the table.”11 Scholar-led publishing 
therefore sits within a complex web of community-led publish-
ing projects that reflect a multitude of politics and practices. 
It is also, as Marcel Wrzesinski argues, a practice that is “not 
properly acknowledged by the academic reputation system or 
the publishing industry,” meaning that scholar-led publishing 
is rarely undertaken for material or financial gain.12

Scholar-Led Publishing and the Early Web

Early documents concerning the birth of the web show that pub-
lic research dissemination was a key motivation for Tim Berners-
Lee and colleagues, who wrote in 1991 that “the project started 
with the philosophy that much academic information should be 
freely available to anyone. It aims to allow information sharing 
within internationally dispersed teams, and the dissemination 
of information by support groups.”13 Emerging from an aca-
demic environment rather than private industry meant that the 
technologies were not geared towards commercial gain, and 
users were given a high degree of freedom that allowed a host of 
niche and experimental academic projects to flourish—or what 
early OA advocate Stevan Harnad described as the “esoteric” 
literature that was not primarily aimed at financial gain for its 
authors but had intrinsic academic worth.14

Scholar-led OA was a notable feature of publishing on the 
early web. Journals such as Surfaces, the Bryn Mawr Classical 
Review, Psycoloquy, Postmodern Culture, and Public-Access 
Computer Systems Review were entirely managed by academics 
utilising FTP and listserv software and subsequently the web and 
now-defunct Gopher protocol. In practice, these journals did 
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not consider limiting access to online research simply because 
few people had access to the web and those who did were usu-
ally based at universities, a point also made by Paul Ginsparg 
about the early days of the arXiv preprint server.15 But public 
access was not just a natural or inertial feature of this research 
landscape. Many early scholar-led journals were clear that pub-
lic access to their scholarship was of great importance and a goal 
for the future of publishing. For example, in 1990, the editor of 
the Public-Access Computer Systems Review, Charles W. Bailey 
Jr., hypothesised:

As computer network interconnections and capabilities 
increase, the “global village” may become a much more 
immediate day-to-day reality in libraries. Government-
funded networks for businesses and general citizens may 
also develop over time, and these networks may be linked 
to scholarly networks. Both of these potential developments 
could greatly increase the size and heterogeneity of the net-
work user population.16

Even before the web was invented, and long before internet 
access was common for the general public, early scholar-led 
journals could see the potential of networked technologies, not 
just for distributing scholarship but for increasing its audience 
as well. These journals were developed without access con-
trols, and the hope was that the audience of scholarly material 
would increase as internet access did. This point is emphasised 
by one of the Bryn Mawr Classical Review founders, James J. 
O’Donnell, who, writing five years after the journal’s launch in 
1990, claimed that the network has increased the diversity of 
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their audience, specifically to include “people who do not define 
themselves as professional classicists” and what they term the 
“Enlightened General Reader.”17 For O’Donnell, classical schol-
arship ran the risk of becoming a “hermetic club for experts, 
dwindling over the years, if we do not find ways to address a 
wider public with our best work.”18 The journal was seen as one 
way to reach this wider public.

This desire for public access to research was also notice-
able in the work of Postmodern Culture, whose editors wrote 
in 1990 that “for a publication in electronic media to succeed 
in serving even the most traditional purposes, such publication 
obviously needs to be available to the public—to students, to 
researchers, and to interested readers.”19 This commitment to 
broad access was grounded further in a subsequent article writ-
ten in 1996 by Postmodern Culture cofounder Eyal Amiran, 
who argued that the electronic serial fulfils the “utopian promise 
of the serial form” because it heralds a new era of “equality of 
information and access.”20 Public access to research was clearly 
a unifying theme across the early-scholar-led journals.

While many of the early scholar-led presses were based in 
the sciences, especially tech-savvy disciplines such as mathemat-
ics and computer science (as Hitchcock et al.’s 1996 survey of 
STEM online journals reveals21), it is important to emphasise 
that the humanities and social sciences were present, too. For 
example, Surfaces and Postmodern Culture were key journals of 
critical theory research, while the Bryn Mawr Classical Review 
became an important publication in classical studies. The pres-
ence of scholar-led journals publishing interpretative and quali-
tative research, particularly within critical theory, goes against 
the idea that OA publishing was founded by the sciences and 
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thrust onto unwilling humanities and social sciences. Instead, 
one needs a more expansive understanding of the genealogies 
of OA that reveal the early presence of critical theorists and 
scholar-activists. One could even, as Rebekka Kiesewetter does, 
identify part of the genealogy of OA in the activism of “fem-
inist, queer, anti-colonial, anti-racist, and labour movements 
active since the 1980s.”22 Scholar- and activist-led collectives 
such as Kitchen Table Press, Midnight Notes, and Precarias 
each organised their publications self-sufficiently and as a praxis 
of activism. For Kiesewetter, scholar-led presses represent an 
entanglement of this activist publishing with the technological 
self-sufficiency that in part led to the OA movement.

As early as the mid-1990s, this newfound technological self-
sufficiency was predicted to cause the downfall of traditional 
publishers, and especially scholarly journals. In an article from 
1995, “The Tragic Loss or Good Riddance? The Impending 
Demise of Traditional Scholarly Journals,” Andrew M. Odlyzko 
wrote:

What would be the role of publishers in the projected sys-
tem? Scholars can run electronic journals themselves, with no 
financial subsidies or subscription fees, using only the spare 
capacity of the computers and networks that are provided 
to them as part of their job. [. . .] There is more work for 
authors and editors in such a system than with traditional 
print journals, but advances in technology are decreasing the 
effort that is required.23

As the web grew in popularity, an increasing number of scholar 
collectives embraced the opportunity to create and manage their 
own journals. They did so not as a commercial endeavour—
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often relying on little to no financial support as Odlyzko 
predicted—but as something facilitated by the absence of com-
mercial pressures in the digital age and by the freedom this 
offered. For Stevan Harnad, this new approach to research dis-
semination would strongly influence the publishing industry by 
making it mostly redundant, forcing publishers to become mere 
providers of peer review and “optional add-ons.”24

In many ways, as I have argued elsewhere, these early presses 
reflect what Christopher Kelty terms “recursive publics,” those 
self-sufficient collectives concerned with the “material and 
practical maintenance and modification of the technical, legal, 
practical, and conceptual means of [their] own existence as a 
public.”25 For Kelty, focusing on the free-software movement, 
these technologically enabled collectives represent a challenge 
to power through their production of “actually existing alter-
natives.” They are not merely agitating for change, but creat-
ing, maintaining, and reproducing it, too, through their work 
of coding, sharing, and self-reliance. Similarly, as I hope to now 
show, scholar-led publishers are recursive publics in how they 
are producing these actually existing alternatives to the commer-
cial publishing industry. But what are they publishing, how are 
they doing it, and what motivates them? What does this tell us 
about the practical possibilities of the OA publishing commons 
I have been theorising so far?

Scholar-Led Publishing Today:  
Resistance, Critique, and Experimentation

To explore the motivations and practices of a number of scholar-
led publishers, I now present secondary data analysis of inter-
views conducted for the report “Changing Publishing Ecologies. 
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A Landscape Study of New University Presses and Academic-
led Publishing.”26 The interview data is openly available on the 
Jisc repository and provides a rich account of the rationale and 
practices of scholar-led publishers.27 The report was commis-
sioned to understand the characteristics of new university-press 
and scholar-led initiatives, concluding with a series of recom-
mendations to “help support and foster new developments.”28 
This chapter will focus on twelve scholar-led presses, all in the 
humanities and social sciences: MayFly Books, Roving Eye 
Press/Electric Press, punctum books, Mattering Press, Media 
Commons Press, Meson Press, Open Humanities Press, Open 
Book Publishers, Goldsmiths Press, Language Science Press, and 
Counter Press.

It is clear from the interviews that academics set up their own 
OA presses for a variety of reasons. The publishing industry 
was simply not meeting the needs of many scholar-led presses, 
or publishing the kinds of content they wanted to see. For 
example, the German publisher Meson Press was founded to 
offer an English-language press to nonnative English speakers, 
for whom “it is not always very easy to get into existing aca-
demic presses.”29 Nor, co-founder Mercedes Bunz notes, was 
there a press in Europe specifically dedicated to media studies, 
and so Meson was founded to meet this need. Similarly, Craig 
Saper launched Roving Eye Press to “rediscover” and publish 
the out-of-print works of Bob Brown, while MediaCommons 
Press sought to experiment with forms of scholarship that were 
not “strictly textual, or print-based, or linear in format.”30 Such 
divergent motivations reveal the presses’ desire to meet a dis-
ciplinary or cultural need not currently met by the publishing 
industry.
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However, it is also apparent that many of the presses 
launched without an explicit understanding of what they were 
going to publish and how. There is a sense of informality, play-
fulness, or happenstance surrounding some of the publishing 
efforts analysed here. For Stephen Connelly of Counter Press, 
book publishing was the simple formalisation of successful 
online blogposts that the editors felt would benefit from being 
collected together.31 Similarly, Mattering Press had enjoyed 
organising workshops together as a collective, and “happened 
on” the idea of publishing books as a next project, while Chris 
Land of Ephemera and MayFly Books describes the “arrogance 
of young PHD students thinking that they knew better than 
anybody else.”32 Ephemera and Mayfly in particular represent 
a fleeting or transient approach to publishing (as represented 
by their names) that eschews formality or explicitly thought-
through publishing programmes.

We might conceive of these divergent motivations as a 
“labour of love,” following Andrea E. Pia et al., who position 
scholar-led publishing as “unremunerated, off-work time that 
is freely given as a result of political, emotional and otherwise 
idealistic investment in projects that transcend the quest for aca-
demic prestige and seek to transform the publishing system from 
within.”33 Scholar-led publishing stands outside the marketised 
publishing industry in both ideological and material senses. It 
often entails scholars withdrawing and redirecting their labour 
towards their own editorial labours of love, thus creating the 
material conditions for their own publishing projects to flourish.

Even though many of the presses launched with the intention 
of representing something different than the publishing indus-
try offers, the strongest theme to emerge from the interviews 
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was how each press adopts a stance of critique and resistance 
towards various aspects of the politics of knowledge production. 
This critique reflects a desire to reclaim control of publishing, 
particularly from large commercial publishers, in favour of pub-
lishing programmes focused on a variety of ethical, political, and 
disciplinary interventions in academic publishing. Grassroots, 
scholar-led approaches to OA differ in their values from both 
the commercial OA landscape and the top-down policies exam-
ined in the previous chapter. It is important to not consider the 
values on display as held by all the presses or as part of a coher-
ent philosophy regarding alternative forms of OA publishing. 
Instead, such alternatives should be seen as providing a space 
for different values and practices that traditional publishing may 
not permit. This idea of bibliodiversity is explored more fully 
in the next chapter.

Many of the interviewed presses also exist in opposition to 
the profit-making activities of commercial publishing. This is 
a key theme of the OA movement, and all the presses anal-
ysed here operate on a nonprofit basis. Sebastian Nordhoff at 
Lang Sci Press describes the high prices charged by commer-
cial publishers for books that prohibit their sharing, leading 
him to conclude, “The interests of profit-oriented publishers 
are incompatible with those of the researchers.”34 Chris Land 
of Counter Press explained the press’s motivation of “trying to 
take academic publishing back into academic control, resisting 
the commercialisation, the firewalls, all those kinds of things.”35 
Similarly, Rupert Gatti of Open Book Publishers describes the 
frustrations felt by one of the press’s cofounders, whose mono-
graph on Russian literature was too expensive for people liv-
ing in Russia to purchase. Consequently, she sends copies of 
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the book to Russian libraries at her own expense.36 The presses 
therefore operate in opposition to commercial publishing and 
see OA as one way to resist profit-making in scholarly research.

Connected with this critique of commercialisation is the 
idea that academic-led presses are willing to adopt the kinds of 
practices that traditional publishers refuse for commercial rea-
sons. Many of the presses therefore experiment in form, subject 
matter, content, and notions of authorship in ways that tradi-
tional presses do not permit because they are not monetizable. 
Eileen Joy, for example, characterises “traditional” publisher 
approaches to monograph publishing as “Sell this overpriced 
book to roughly 250, 300 libraries, recoup the money and the 
profit, and then shut the book down. Drop it off the list, let it go 
out of print. Who cares? We got our money back and then we 
move on to the next book: they are all about high volume, low 
quality.”37 For some of those interviewed, traditional publish-
ing carries with it the need to recuperate costs at the expense of 
quality, diversity, and experimentation.

Similarly, Kathleen Fitzpatrick describes how MediaCom-
mons Press was formed in order to disseminate open, born-
digital, annotatable works that publishers were too risk-averse 
or ill-equipped to publish themselves:

The main goal, really, was to be able to facilitate that kind 
of conversation around the material that we wanted to have. 
This was in 2009, when we released Planned Obsolescence. 
It was a very easy process for us, as individuals, to be able to 
set up a server running WordPress, to be able to create the 
template, use the plug-ins that we need, set it up under the 
auspices of MediaCommons, and draw together an audience 
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that would have the discussion that we were looking to have. 
A press at that time was really not able, in the same way, to 
support that kind of work. They weren’t technologically 
equipped. They didn’t have the skill bases that they needed 
in order to do that. They had a necessary risk averseness, 
simply because of the ways that their budgets functioned, 
that wouldn’t allow them to do that kind of experimenta-
tion without a whole lot of study, a whole lot of preparation, 
and a whole lot of practical concerns that, as an individual, 
I simply didn’t have at that time.38

There is a theme here: that the traditional publishing industry 
is conservative by its very nature. It is reflective of restrictive 
business models that encourage standardisation, limited bud-
getary allocations, or simply a lack of expertise in the technol-
ogy needed for such experimentation. In contrast, scholar-led 
publishers can determine not just what they publish but how 
they publish. For Fitzpatrick, setting up MediaCommons herself 
was easier and more practical than working with a pre-existing 
press. Scholar-led publishing offers a kind of freedom and flex-
ibility that other forms do not.

In pushing back against the standardisation and conserva-
tism entailed in traditional publishing, many scholar-led presses 
adopt much looser approaches to business models and how they 
influence the kinds of research published. Open Humanities 
Press describes “cost minimization rather than revenue gen-
eration” as a guiding principle, while Open Book Publishers 
equally claim to not be “fixated” on any business mode but 
sustain their efforts through a number of sources.39 Presses such 
as Mayfly and Mattering report no ongoing institutional sup-
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port, but they do receive small grants occasionally. While a 
mixture of practices are on display, between the completely do-
it-yourself approach and more formalised attempts to generate 
revenue, none of the scholar-led presses have anything close to 
the large, formalised, salaried staff found in university presses 
and commercial publishers. This suggests a culture of resilience 
rather than one wedded to a unified, sustainable way of doing 
things; some of these presses are ephemeral and experimental 
in nature, and place diminished emphasis on long-term plans 
for sustainability.

Intimately bound up with the critique of commercial publish-
ing and the standardisation it entails is a broader questioning of 
the practices and values within higher education itself. Many of 
the presses emphasised how higher education reinforces current 
publishing practices, particularly with respect to what “counts” 
as a publication—especially for career and funding purposes—
and how this shapes humanities research. For example, Chris 
Land of MayFly Books argues against the “institutional forces 
that are delegitimising the project from the outset” through their 
requirement for publications from established presses.40 Eileen 
Joy highlights how punctum books confronts this situation by 
giving legitimacy to “weird” publications:

To have a press to literally promote the work that everybody 
wants to do but isn’t allowed to do and yet, at the same time 
though, in order not to be just considered that fringe press 
over there that publishes the weird things that no one will 
give you credit for, for your national research exercise, at the 
same time we would surround the venture with the apparatus 
of a very legitimate press.41
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Joy cites independent, avant-garde presses such as Semiotext(e) 
and Urbanomic as influences that maintain a high reputation 
in their fields while publishing “edgy, creative” work. punctum 
seeks to offer an OA outlet for this kind of work, along the lines 
of Derrida’s idea of the “university without condition”—or “the 
principle right to say everything . . . and the right to say it pub-
licly, to publish it.”42

But the contemporary neoliberal university does have condi-
tions. Many presses note a tension between critique and experi-
mentation on the one hand and the need to conform to certain 
expectations of the university on the other. For Joy, it is “hard 
to balance” the desire to experiment with the need for legitimacy 
and sustainability. Similarly, Open Humanities Press aims to 
demonstrate the possibility of “high-profile, prestigious OA,” 
while Mattering Press seeks to publish well-known scholars 
in order to gain a “high degree of credibility” so that early-
career researchers will be able to publish with them, too. Coun-
ter Press seeks funding from its institution for the “impact” it 
demonstrates in exploring how law is “actually being applied 
in the world.”43 There is a need, therefore, for some new OA 
publishers to pragmatically conform to traditional standards 
around prestige, reputation, and impact, which will allow them 
to experiment in other areas.

This pragmatism is also reflected in the tension between the-
ory and practice that necessarily arises in such endeavours. The 
academics who run each press are all scholars in the humanities 
and social sciences, ranging from permanently employed aca-
demics to precariously employed and para-academic research-
ers, and many see their publishing work as an extension of their 
scholarly work. MayFly Books speak of “politicising the busi-
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ness school in the sense of unpacking the power relations in our 
own institutional location [. . .]. I guess that fits with the project 
of academic publishing, where we can reflect on our own prac-
tice and then politicise that and do something differently.”44 
Similarly, Eileen Joy (quoting Gary Hall of Open Humanities 
Press in the first line) writes:

“How do you apply your theoretical principles to the struc-
tures that make your work visible?” Whether it is your 
university position, or your book: do you care about the 
machinations behind that? Where is your critique of the 
administrative bureaucracy of your own institution or of the 
institutions that publish your work? I have always felt that 
way myself, that if we are theorists, if we are radical, critical 
theorists, then our critique should aim at a transformation 
of the actual systems within which we work.45

So, for Joy, punctum books is a theory-led intervention into 
publishing that highlights and seeks to transform the “machina-
tions” involved in knowledge production, be they the university, 
publishing, funding bodies, or something else.

As with the tension between theory and practice, the presses 
are forced to make decisions around when to adapt their ethi-
cal stance and when to adopt a more strategic approach. Each 
press has a remit, often one that is politically progressive, but 
it is forced to participate in certain practices that would not 
necessarily conform to this remit. It is not possible to be ideo-
logically pure, especially when you must rely on commercial 
services such as Amazon for selling books and web-hosting, 
and Ingram Books for print-on-demand services. A number of 
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presses remark on this as a source of frustration, but one that 
is unavoidable without a great deal of effort. Chris Land assert 
that using Amazon “kind of makes all of the political argu-
ments I was trying to make earlier a bit rubbish.”46 Each press is 
forced to make a choice as to when it adopts a more pragmatic 
approach over an explicitly critical one.

But this pragmatism is itself a kind of political responsibil-
ity, the kind that is necessary for the possibility of any politics. 
Despite positioning themselves in opposition to the status quo of 
academic knowledge production, scholar-led presses are forced 
to make difficult decisions that may appear to conflict with their 
general ethico-political outlook, what Ernesto Laclau would 
term their “ethical investment.”47 This responsibility for making 
decisions is a feature of ethics and politics, following Derrida in 
particular. As Derrida writes: “A decision that didn’t go through 
the ordeal of the undecidable would not be a free decision, it 
would only be the programmable application or unfolding of a 
calculable process.”48 Politics and ethics are always in progress, 
rather than a fixed project or plan to be rolled out, and so the 
scholar-led presses are continually making decisions about how 
to act on their critiques of the status quo, even if  these decisions 
are difficult or have the appearance of a contradiction.

Care-full Publishing

Among the ethical commitments described by the presses inter-
viewed, the notion of care occurs frequently as an important 
value guiding many of the scholar-led publishing programmes. 
Joe Deville articulates Mattering Press’s interest in the ethics 
of care:
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That is the ethics we draw on in particular, because the press 
is interested in publishing works in and around Science and 
Technology Studies, and we have been quite influenced by 
the work of Annemarie Mol, who counterposes the logic of 
care to the logic of calculation. Annemarie Mol in part is also 
influenced by feminist work on care, and seeing care as where 
it was, attending to the relationality and the diverse forms of 
relationality that are being put into play with any practice 
really. As a Science and Technology Studies focussed pub-
lisher, we are also interested in what role non-human actors 
might play in mediating and shaping those relations of care. 
That is something that we are also attentive to.49

In the case of Mattering Press, care represents the intimate con-
nection between STS theory and practice, illustrating that many 
of the presses implement ideas from their academic research into 
the way each press is run. But care and its related concepts, such 
as reciprocity, gift-giving, and codependence, are also helpful 
for theorising what sets scholar-led presses apart from other 
presses. The different approaches to and understandings of care 
are therefore worth exploring in some detail.

The ethics of care is a term deployed in a number of differ-
ent disciplinary contexts to emphasise the relational and situ-
ated nature of ethics. From a feminist perspective, Joan Tronto 
famously defined care as “everything that we do to maintain, 
continue and repair ‘our world’ so that we can live in it as well as 
possible.”50 In opposition to more detached, rational, and liberal 
approaches to ethics, care involves focusing on maintenance and 
concern for the interdependence and embeddedness of humans 
and nonhumans within their worlds. But the ethical dimension 
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of care, as María Puig de la Bellacasa shows, is not a normative 
moral obligation but instead concerns “thick, impure, involve-
ment in a world where the question of how to care needs to be 
posed.”51 Care is messy and does not offer a roadmap for an 
ethico-political way of living; instead, it requires attentiveness 
to our environments and the collectives in which we partici-
pate. Care starts from the understanding that our existence in 
the world is dependent on others in a way that necessitates a 
responsible commitment to one another, even if (as per a decon-
structive approach) the ethical content of this commitment is not 
determinable in advance. This understanding of subjectivity is 
in direct contrast to the individuating notions of subjectivity of 
the policymakers explored in the previous chapter.

Publishing is an inherently relational process involving a 
range of roles, from authors, reviewers, and editors to copy-
editors, typesetters, and readers. Many of the presses under-
stand the importance of care with respect to this relationality. 
Writing on their blog, the editors of Mattering Press argue how 
scholarship is benefitted by “open, productive collaboration” 
between authors, editors, and reviewers.52 In encouraging open 
dialogue among these roles, particularly in the form of non-
anonymous peer reviews, the press hopes to encourage a rela-
tionship of care between them all. The emphasis on open peer 
review as an exercise of care and relationship-building is distinct 
from traditional advocacy of open review originating largely in 
the sciences, which argues for its adoption because it increases 
accuracy and transparency, reduces delays and expense, and 
improves the paper through a “robust exchange of ideas.”53 Pro-
ponents of open review in the sciences also emphasise the credit 
that reviewers might receive for signing their review, conform-
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ing to the kinds of metricised cultures many of the scholar-led 
presses here seek to avoid. Mattering Press is unique, then, in 
valuing open review for the intrinsic, affective benefits of nur-
turing a relationship between author and reviewer.

In a similar vein, Open Humanities Press cites care work as 
important with respect to the labour involved in scholar-led 
publishing. OHP runs its operations through a decentralised 
network of working academics, who offer their labour as vol-
unteers. This, they argue, is a way of decentering “waged work 
from its privileged place in neoliberal society and placing more 
emphasis on unwaged activities, including different kinds of 
carework.”54 Open Humanities Press provides a structure for 
academics to divert the labour they already gift to traditional 
commercial publishers (also at the expense of their copyright) 
to scholar-led presses. Many of the interviewed presses explic-
itly mention care of the volunteer labour they receive, partic-
ularly in not relying on the same volunteers continually and 
fairly treating “those without a direct stake in the distribution 
of the knowledge itself.”55 This is an extension of caring for the 
relationships involved in the publishing process. Each press is 
embedded in its own disciplinary network, and they recognise 
the value of fair treatment and reciprocity—e.g., Open Humani-
ties Press specifically highlights how their knowledge and exper-
tise is shared between other presses rather than kept as a pro-
prietary secret.

In highlighting the relational nature of publishing practices, 
the employment of care as a guiding principle represents a move 
towards considerations of the community over the individual. 
This is a key facet of care, which represents a critique of liberal 
individualism by emphasising relationality and interdependence 
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over rational detachment and calculation. For Annemarie Mol, 
care begins with humans as part of collectives (families, com-
munities, relationships, etc.), and choice begins with individu-
als as customers who must take responsibility for their own 
choices.56 The logic of choice is therefore detached and disin-
terested, ignoring the relational contexts in which people are 
situated (unlike care). Similarly, the logic of choice, in treating 
everyone the same, disproportionately favours majority groups, 
the wealthy, and those in a better position to influence their 
outcomes. There is also a normative dimension to the logic of 
choice, Mol argues, requiring that one ought to eat well and 
exercise, irrespective of one’s situation, and one should take 
care of one’s own choices of healthcare as an individual operat-
ing in the market. Care, on the other hand, focuses on “helpful 
differentiations” between the groups with which one associates 
oneself and lacks the strong normative dimension (as described 
above).57

Mol’s notion of care, referenced by Mattering Press in the 
above quotation, is useful for understanding the values of the 
scholar-led OA presses, particularly in contrast to commercial 
forms of both closed and OA publishing that practice a “cookie 
cutter” approach described by punctum. For example, OA pub-
lishing achieved through article-processing charges can promote 
exactly this state of affairs, whereby publishers provide a par-
ticular service for a set fee—no more or less. In contrast, scholar-
led presses tend to be embedded in their collectives, adopting a 
less outcomes-focused practice of scholarly communication and 
instead attending to the relational context of the work and its 
production. This is helped by the lack of focus on single, sus-
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tainable business models, which affords the flexibility to publish 
research in nonstandardised ways.

Care also extends to the works being published, the mate-
riality of nonhuman actors in the publishing process. Many of 
the presses talk about ensuring that the published work is of 
high quality, in terms of either academic quality through the 
peer review and editing processes or in the finished publication 
through a professional production process. For Meson Press, 
care in the editing process is needed for academic rigour and for 
the press to be “taken seriously in the academic world.”58 Open 
Humanities Press aims to “show that it’s perfectly possible to 
publish books especially open access, maintain high production 
standards, and achieve a certain level of prestige of the kind one 
gets from being associated with a traditional legacy print press 
when doing so.”59 Open Book Publishers takes care in the peer 
review process to match the academic quality of “the very best 
university presses.”60 Care here is synonymous with the kinds 
of legitimacy and quality expected by researchers of some tra-
ditional presses, particularly university presses.

Despite positioning themselves in opposition to many aspects 
of traditional publishing, a number of the presses referred to 
university press publishing as influential. Alongside Open Book 
Publishers referencing Cambridge University Press as a standard 
for quality, some of the presses explicitly valued the univer-
sity press model for its academic oversight and ability to pub-
lish without pure commercial concerns. Chris Land of MayFly 
Books values the “strange, edgy, intermediary situation of the 
university presses,” particularly smaller ones, over the “bigger 
commercial” university presses such as Oxford and Cambridge 
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and those in the US. Smaller university presses are not simply 
led by commercial concerns, and as such offer a space for pub-
lishing that prioritises a logic of care over one of choice. This is 
perhaps why many of the presses speak favourably of university 
presses—punctum and MayFly Books both sought (unsuccess-
fully) to launch as formally affiliated presses with a university 
press designation, while Open Humanities Press partnered with 
Michigan Publishing at the University of Michigan Library for 
the first five years of its existence.

As a scholar-led university press, Goldsmiths Press was 
founded to regenerate “the traditions of the university press.”61 
It is not immediately apparent what Sarah Kember, Director of 
Goldsmiths Press, means by this, but in a separate talk to launch 
Goldsmiths Press she refers to the “long tradition of publish-
ing stuff that messes up the boundaries of arts and humani-
ties.”62 Similarly, Chris Land hoped to relaunch the University 
of Leicester Press to leverage institutional resources and keep the 
press “under academic leadership within the university rather 
than having it as a kind of arm’s length commercial spin-off.”63 
In fact, OA has been particularly successful at regenerating the 
UK-based university press landscape, with a host of new OA 
university presses launched in the past decade, such as UCL 
Press, Westminster Press, the Scottish University Press, and the 
White Rose Press (a collaboration among Sheffield, York, and 
Leeds). Subsidised by their host institutions, these presses tend 
to focus on monograph publishing in humanities and social sci-
ence disciplines, in many ways influenced by the North Ameri-
can university press landscape that was supported by host uni-
versities but is now increasingly forced to be self-sufficient. New 
university presses can afford to publish in ways that are not con-
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cerned with commercial returns, which in turn allows experi-
mentation, the “strange” and “edgy,” and the kinds of publica-
tions that are valued purely for scholarly reasons.

This ties neatly with the final usage of care I want to reference 
from the interviews, that of punctum’s guiding principle of “care 
of the self.” Borrowing from the title of volume 3 of Foucault’s 
The History of Sexuality, Eileen Joy cites “care of the self” as 
one way to foster the kinds of experimentation that has “no 
regard whatsoever for outcomes or applications.”64 Foucault’s 
exploration of care of the self relates to the idea that self-care, in 
the form of introspection, daily regimens, exercises, etc., was a 
foundational moral precept in ancient Greece.65 Though it may 
appear individualistic when compared to those understandings 
of care explored so far, Foucault explains that care finds “ready 
support in the whole bundle of customary relations of kinship, 
friendship, and obligation.”66 Care of the self was inherently 
a community-based exercise for the ancients, Foucault shows, 
who had a right to receive guidance and counselling from others.

For Eileen Joy of punctum books, focusing on care of the 
self is a method of moving beyond mere critique and towards a 
transformation of the structures that force research into certain 
externally configured formats:

punctum’s guiding principles are that there is no way to 
know what the future of research is, without having a kind of 
open door that allows in the chimeric, the mad, the deviant, 
the improbable, the unforeseen and unanticipated modes. We 
shouldn’t know in advance what we are doing. With every 
book proposal, when publishers ask you to propose a book, 
they have a format. They want you to know at the beginning 
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where you are going to end up. They want you to say at the 
outset when you do a grant proposal, what the outcome will 
be. Everyone loathes that part of a grant proposal because 
they don’t know the outcome of their research yet, but if they 
do not say they do know, they won’t get the money. There-
fore punctum feels that publishing is an art of care of the self, 
of the author, of their ideas, of their work.67

punctum seeks to provide a space for authors to explore their 
ideas for their intrinsic worth, rather than how they conform to 
certain expected “outcomes.” Care here relates to experimen-
tation and the absence of a need to conform, allowing authors 
to care solely for their research process rather than anything 
extraneous to it.

I have illustrated a number of different usages of care cited 
by the interviewed presses, particularly those relating to affect, 
ethics, and labour, and how an understanding of care helps 
elucidate the discourse and practices of each press. Though the 
various usages of the term come from different perspectives and 
disciplinary traditions, a thread running through each empha-
sises the relational and collective aspects of subjectivity and how 
this relates to the publishing process. Care offers a way to work 
through issues around labour, authorship, commercialism, and 
conservativism in publishing and research assessment. Scholar-
led publishing is a way to reintroduce care to the publishing 
process through the freedom it affords for experimentation and 
nontraditional approaches to scholarship. This freedom also 
lends itself to cooperation rather than competition, and a sense 
of the collective over individualism. These aspects distinguish 
scholar-led publishing from the marketised forms of OA pub-
lishing that dominate the publishing landscape.
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Scholar-Led OA and the Commons

In chapter 1, I argued that the relational labour of care is well 
conceived as a practice of commoning. Through the analysis of 
these scholar-led publishing projects, it is possible to see how 
care-full publishing works in practice and its relationship to the 
idea of the commons I am building within this book. As a form 
of care oriented around a specific shared resource, commoning 
provides the social relations for nonmarketised forms of produc-
tion. It does this through informal practices of care, resilience, 
and shared enterprise within and across various institutional 
arrangements positioned towards a common(s) horizon. Com-
moning, for Massimo De Angelis, is the “source of grassroots 
power” against capital because of its ability to reproduce the 
social relations needed to allow more commons to flourish.68 
Under market-based systems of production, these social rela-
tions do exist but are extracted for and exploited by capital. This 
extraction is why the commons is a process of struggle between 
market and state forms of production, rather than being neatly 
separated from them.

The struggle of the hierarchy between market, state, and 
commons modes of production is clear within the work of 
scholar-led publishers. They are operating very much against 
the grain of neoliberal higher education, using their time and 
resources on publishing labours of love and not simply giving 
their free labour to the publishing industry. By materially sup-
porting alternatives, the academics behind these projects con-
tribute to a new ecology of commons-based publishing that 
foregrounds relational approaches over teleological market-
based forms propped up by neoliberal governance. Nonetheless, 
although they are weaving a path between the market and state, 
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scholar-led projects are not separate from them. The commons 
is not best conceived as a “third space” between market and 
state; rather, it is inextricably entangled with different modes of 
production. Presses reported having to make difficult and strate-
gic decisions about which commercial services to work with to 
produce their publications. They are also beholden to various 
sources of funding predicated on the governmental support for 
OA that has freed up resources for a variety of OA projects. To 
this extent, scholar-led presses are “stealing” from the univer-
sity, in the way that Harney and Moten described (discussed in 
the previous chapter), by exploiting the turn towards OA for 
their own ends.

There is a temptation, then, to view scholar-led publishing as 
prefigurative in the sense that it attempts to, as Guilherme Fians 
defines it, “build alternative futures in the present and to effect 
political change by not reproducing the social structures that 
activists oppose.”69 To an extent this is true, because many of the 
practices on display are a result of a rich imagination regarding 
the future of publishing and practices not currently supported 
within more traditional modes of publication. Yet there is a dan-
ger in viewing scholar-led publishing as prefigurative because 
universities might agree that all publishing can be undertaken 
by scholar collectives with little financial support. Scholar-led 
publishers are precarious and underresourced, and they have 
to teach themselves skills related to publishing and managing 
their operations. It is possible that, under the neoliberal logic 
of austerity, universities would begin to consider scholar-led 
publishing as the alternative to commercial models, without 
the need for additional support in terms of finance, time, and 
other forms of capacity-building. This neoliberal promotion of 
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commons-based self-management is a way of withdrawing rather 
than offering support to publishing communities; it is a frequent 
strategy for capitalist actors when confronting the commons, as 
when the World Bank promoted self-reliance in order to remove 
state funding from local communities in rural locations.70 The 
scholar-led commons must be a site of struggle both for itself and 
for the external forms of support and legitimation it needs from 
institutions and the state. The labour for scholar-led publishing 
should therefore be valued by and within the institution, as a form 
of service to one’s scholarship and disciplinary communities, as 
Janneke Adema and I have argued previously.71

So, rather than viewing scholar-led publishing as a model 
that can be used to replace commercial journals, a better way 
to see it, as Janneke Adema does, is as a form of affirmative 
critique:

For these projects, experimenting is very much an affirmative 
speculative practice, a means to reperform our existing schol-
arly institutions and practices in potentially more ethical and 
responsible ways; opening up spaces for otherness and dif-
ferentiation beyond our hegemonic conceptual knowledge 
frameworks; and exploring more inclusive forms of knowl-
edge, open to ambivalence and failure.72

Scholar-led publishing is an extension of academic work and 
a performative approach to reimagining publishing. It is both 
generative and experimental in its practice, meaning it cannot be 
easily standardised. The work of scholar-led publishers therefore 
needs to be financially supported within universities as valuable 
in itself, and not because it might allow us to ease university 
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budgets and push all the labour for publishing onto working 
academics.

Perhaps it is possible to frame the affirmative critique of 
scholar-led publishing in terms of what Chantal Mouffe calls 
a “counter-hegemonic challenge” to the dominant publishing 
culture.73 We have already seen from Eileen Joy that scholar-led 
presses attempt to move beyond mere critique into “a transfor-
mation of the actual systems within which we work.” Their exis-
tence is itself an example of pushing back against the dominant 
cultures of OA, and of publishing more broadly, through both 
practice-based and discursive means. And though the presses are 
not united by any specific philosophy or approach, they are best 
theorised as embodying critique of the current systems of pub-
lishing in the humanities. Scholar-led publishers form a counter-
hegemonic challenge to the current dominant modes of publish-
ing similar to those undertaken by other grassroots artistic and 
cultural communities. In an essay entitled “Agonistic Politics 
and Artistic Practices,” Mouffe describes the various practices 
and discourses artists employ to change the dominant concep-
tion of reality, what Gramsci termed the “common sense.”74 
Through a series of cultural and artistic (not traditionally “polit-
ical”) practices, counter-hegemonic interventions aim to create 
the possibility of new subjectivities in civil society. Mouffe uses 
the example of Alfredo Jaar’s artistic work that poses simple 
questions in public places in order to “trigger reflections that 
will arouse discontent with the current state of things.”75 As an 
“aesthetics of resistance,” Mouffe highlights Jaar’s work (and 
the presence of subversive art more generally) for its affective 
potential in constructing new forms of subjectivity based on pos-
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iting alternatives and new possibilities. It is possible to consider 
scholar-led publishing in a similar way.

The affective potential of disruptive publishing practices is 
one way that scholar-led presses unsettle dominant ideas around 
publishing. Making publications openly available, born-digital, 
and not for profit is one way to highlight why these ideas are 
subversive and why the scholar-led presses felt the need to take 
responsibility for publishing themselves. We can thus think 
of scholar-led publishing, following Mouffe, as a series of 
“counter-hegemonic interventions whose objective is to disrupt 
the smooth image that corporate capitalism tries to spread.”76 
Scholar-led presses represent the existence of alternatives that 
can resist commercialised publishing and point to new forms of 
organisation. It is clear how, coupled with traditional discursive 
forms of advocacy, such a strategy could begin to change the 
common sense around publishing. One of the main reasons OA 
policies will not have this effect, I contend, is that they are based 
in compliance and mandates, not on encouraging engagement 
through new forms of praxis. In fact, the affective potential of 
OA policies might actually be the feature that works against the 
adoption of critical publishing practices through the association 
that OA is punitive rather than based in freedom.

But Mouffe also discusses how counter-hegemonic strat-
egies need to engage with—not withdraw from—the institu-
tions that maintain the dominant hegemony. Withdrawing from 
institutional attachments implies that art and culture can only 
be understood outside the institutional context, and ignores 
the “multiplicity of avenues that are open for political engage-
ment.”77 In the case of scholar-led presses, this means employ-
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ing various strategies to engage with the university, funders, 
and governments to undermine the dominant ideological frame-
work. A good example of this is Goldsmiths Press, which oper-
ates within the university and in the service of Goldsmiths’ 
theoretical and artistic commitments. Many of the presses inter-
viewed had a positive view of university presses, and the need 
to bring publication practices inside the university as a way to 
reclaim them from commercial publishers, despite the univer-
sity’s complicity in “commercialisation, standardisation and 
audit,” as Sarah Kember describes.78 This engagement again 
recognises that the commons is inseparable from the market and 
the state, and that continual engagement is needed with each 
mode of production and the institutions that represent them.

Having explored the dominant themes around scholar-led 
forms of publishing, I am now turning more explicitly to this 
question of support and influence for alternative approaches to 
publishing. As we have seen, scholar-led publishers are atomised 
and precarious, often relying on limited money and time while 
trying to learn a variety of technical and editorial processes. 
The next chapter explores questions of scale and infrastructure 
for the publishing commons, guided by the desire to support 
alternative projects without erasing their locality and difference.
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Chapter 4

Infrastructuring the  
Open Access Publishing Commons

I began chapter 1 of this book with a discussion of the acqui-
sition by Elsevier of bepress, a commercial academic software 
firm that owns the Digital Commons repository and publishing 
service used by many universities in North America and else-
where. While the name Digital Commons reveals a great deal 
about the usage of the term “commons” by commercial organ-
isations, the acquisition of bepress also illustrates something 
pernicious about the strategies of large commercial publishing 
houses and the end-to-end publishing workflows they are seek-
ing to own and monetise. Elsevier no longer describes itself as 
a publisher, but as a “global information analytics company” 
due to its increasing focus on capturing and processing data 
to sell insights into a range of academic and research sectors. 
bepress represents one component in a growing portfolio of 
acquisitions by Elsevier designed to facilitate ownership of the 
entire knowledge-production life cycle, which also includes the 
purchases of the reference manager Mendeley, the disciplinary 
repository SSRN, the editorial management software company 
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Aries, the analytics suite Plum, the research performance ser-
vice SciVal, and many others. This trend towards owning the 
research life cycle is not unique to Elsevier; it is a notable feature 
of the consolidated academic publishing landscape, as Alejan-
dro Posada and George Chen note in an influential paper on the 
ownership of infrastructure by commercial publishers.1

The totalising approach to the research life cycle now defines 
the evolution of commercial research infrastructures. Publish-
ers seek to control this life cycle in order to fence individual 
researchers within the walled gardens they create, thus allow-
ing maximum opportunities to profit from their content and 
behaviour. This strategy marks a shift, from publishers as pro-
viders of content to providers of services for researchers within 
their centrally controlled ecosystems. I have theorised this else-
where as a process of individuation through infrastructure 
whereby researchers are further atomised into individual, trace-
able, measurable units by commercial research infrastructures, 
which opens them up to deeper and more granular forms of 
assessment by research institutions and funders.2 In doing this, 
publishers are focused more on infrastructures that automate 
and nudge researchers, providing tools for them to share more 
research and user data, or to provide more information that fur-
ther locks in their workflows and processes. Roger Schonfeld 
has theorised this publisher-driven process as creating “super-
continents” within which all content is served up for researchers 
in a seamless way.3 Taking the consolidation of publishing into 
account too, this conception of future supercontinents of schol-
arly publishing, dominated by a handful of commercial organ-
isations battling for individual researchers, is quite persuasive—
and pernicious.



Infrastructuring the Open Access Publishing Commons  •  131

2RPP

The move to individuation also has surveillant capabilities, as 
Sarah Lamdan illustrates through her research on analytics firms 
such as RELX (the owners of Elsevier), Thomson Reuters, and 
Clarivate. Lamdan explores how tracking researchers through 
publisher “walled gardens” has ordering implications for aca-
demic behaviour:

Combining research with data analytics doesn’t just hurt 
research, it also hurts the researchers themselves. Data com-
panies’ algorithms can determine who gets jobs. Hiring and 
tenure committees rely on impact metrics to measure schol-
ars’ value, using the data products to determine scholars’ 
career trajectories. Metrics weigh so heavily in hiring choices 
that they change how scholars spend their time.4

Coupling the supercontinent idea with the increasing surveillance 
of academic publishers and institutions helps us see, following 
Nick Couldry and Gabriel Mejias, how infrastructure is now 
being designed in a way that “colonises” user and research data.5 
Publishers do this to amass as much data as possible, to sell on to 
other analytics firms or to analyse and use to build services. Data 
colonialism is, for Couldry and Mejias, neoliberalism taken to its 
logical conclusion: opening up (“literally annexing”) all areas of 
life to monetisation as data.6 It is an exercise of power that makes 
the individual wholly available to capital, resulting in the “deg-
radation” of life through continual surveillance. This is the infra-
structural world being developed as the publishing market shifts 
towards open access and seeks additional revenue in the process 
through user lock-in. The strategy is totalising, homogenising, 
automated, and extractive of research communities.
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But what would it take for the kinds of publishers discussed 
in the previous chapter to thrive within and in opposition to 
this environment? How is it possible to support a bibliodi-
verse ecosystem of researcher-led presses and their associated 
infrastructures—the commons I have been arguing for in this 
book—especially when the publishing world is moving in the 
opposite direction? This is the question I hope to answer in this 
chapter.

It is tempting to want to position alternative forms of scholar-
led publishing as a direct challenge to commercial forms of OA 
publishing. Scholar-led publishing is better, more ethical, and 
should therefore seek to supersede the commercial publishing 
hegemony through a seamless transition from commercial to 
scholar-led. Scholar-led publishing is precarious and under-
funded, so there must be a way to redirect material resources 
away from bad actors towards good actors. For example, Pia 
et al. see scholar-led publishing as a way to “fight back” against 
commercial publishing by rewarding a “fairer” set of publica-
tion choices and practices that lead to the “de-commercialisation 
of academic publishing.7 While these are good aims, they will 
have limited impact on the commercial makeup of the publish-
ing industry, which is heavily skewed towards commercialisa-
tion and able to co-opt any schemes to fix it. Part of the problem 
with advocating for systemic change is that it naturally leads 
to grand, homogenising thinking at the expense of ideas about 
small, situated, and careful routes forward.

A similar argument for systemic change is made in many 
calls for a diamond OA future in which all research is imme-
diately made freely accessible without payment by authors or 
readers. For example, the Science Europe and cOAlition S “OA 
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Diamond Journals Study” aimed to gain a “better understand-
ing” of the OA diamond landscape, including the opportunities, 
challenges, and pathways to non-APC-based publishing.8 The 
study made a number of recommendations aimed ultimately 
at a “unified, interconnected and interoperable OA diamond 
infrastructure and offering.” One is to create an OA diamond 
“capacity centre” that would provide advice and technical sup-
port for diamond journals, particularly designed to allow them 
to build “technical, editorial, financial and administrative capac-
ity.” The proposal for the capacity centre subsequently found a 
home in the EU-funded project Developing Institutional Open 
Access Publishing Models to Advance Scholarly Communica-
tion (DIAMAS). Here, the emphasis is on how to best orga-
nise the work of diamond journals through toolkits, specific 
standards, guidelines, training materials, and business model 
canvasses.9 Ultimately, the aim is to professionalise diamond 
journals to allow them to form a coherent alternative to com-
mercial publishing options, an aim also implicitly shared in the 
European Council’s call for nonprofit, “no pay” publishing in 
place of the article-processing charge.10

The aims of DIAMAS and Science Europe are laudable 
regarding the move towards diamond forms of open access 
and its potential to influence scholarly publishing more gener-
ally. Yet to make a convincing case that community-led forms 
of OA publishing can undermine the commercial publishing 
hegemony, advocates are also forced to replicate commercial 
logic and argue for various forms of standardisation and pro-
fessionality that work against both experimentation and bib-
liodiversity. This foreclosure of possibilities is inherent in sys-
temic approaches to change that seek “global alignment” and 
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require that one dominant model be replaced with another.11 
These grand ambitions are also a prerequisite for material sup-
port by funders, universities, and other powerful actors looking 
for ways to intervene and shape a particular outcome, which is 
why they must appear politically neutral and not be seen to dis-
rupt the fundamental idea of publishing as a commercial activ-
ity. It is noteworthy, for example, that the Science Europe study 
aims to develop an “organised marketplace” for diamond OA 
publishing, rehearsing the language of commercial models.12

Clearly, there are strategic reasons to adopt a position that 
what you are developing will have a major impact on dominant 
ways of doing things. The impact agenda is well known and 
influences much of how funding is applied for and distributed, 
especially in areas relating to policymaking, and requires aca-
demics to tailor their applications to highlight their broad soci-
etal impacts.13 This situation reveals the bind that advocates of 
radical forms of open access find themselves in: on the one hand, 
needing to propose a grand plan to tackle the problems with 
commercial publishing, while on the other hand understanding 
that grand plans necessarily undermine their own objectives of 
small, careful, relational forms of publishing that do not have a 
self-defined tangible goal. But, as the authors of the “After Open 
Access” manifesto write:

Publishing after open access does not have a resolution (let 
alone a technological solution) or endpoint, but rather is a 
continual process of discussion, controversy-making and 
opening up to possibilities. We do not know what journal 
publishing after open access is, but we do know that we must 
work together in order to create a just alternative to the exist-
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ing extractive and predatory model, an alternative that oper-
ates according to a different set of values and priorities than 
those that dominate scholarly publishing at the moment. 
These values and priorities need to inform or constitute new 
publishing systems committed to the public ownership rather 
than the continued privatization of knowledge.14

Rather than attempting to standardise and professionalise 
alternative forms of OA publishing, the “After Open Access” 
authors—themselves a “collective of feminist and social justice 
editors”—argue for the need to experiment and open publish-
ing up to possibilities. This “opening up” is a recognition of the 
fact that ethical approaches to publishing resist standardisation 
through the mechanics of commercialisation and instead need 
to be built on structures that avoid resolution and foreground 
experimentation.

This chapter explores a variety of attempts to build and nur-
ture the structures, or more specifically the infrastructures, to 
support alternative forms of OA publishing beyond the values 
of the market. In doing so, it looks to a number of approaches 
that take as their starting point the desire to make alternative, 
diverse forms of OA resilient without homogenising their prac-
tices through economies of scale. Through these initiatives, I 
begin to illustrate how OA publishing can be achieved without 
recourse to brute marketisation and by nurturing commons-
based projects based on alternative infrastructural logics.

For the late theorist Lauren Berlant, the concept of the com-
mons is best deployed in nurturing infrastructures for “trou-
bling times.”15 The commons is not a solution to these times, 
and Berlant “holds in suspicion” the current academic popu-
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larity of the term, which, they argue, often reflects a vision that 
“merely needs the world to create infrastructures to catch up to 
it.” Instead, for Berlant, the commons allows us to “point to a 
way to view what’s broken in sociality, the difficulty of conven-
ing a world conjointly, although it is inconvenient and hard, and 
to offer incitements to imagining a liveable provisional life.”16 
The commons, then, is about sociality—i.e., the different ways 
of getting and being together—and not about how to roll out a 
set of infrastructures for supporting our predetermined, fixed 
understanding of how communities behave and get along.

Following Berlant, I want to foreground this idea of social-
ity as integral to the work of supporting scholar-led publishing 
through infrastructures that permit different kinds of collective 
experimentation. By infrastructure, however, I mean something 
more than just the technical forms of physical or digital support 
structures. Infrastructure is socio-technical: it is wholly depen-
dent on communities of people whose work is often invisible as 
part of their practice of maintenance and care. Indeed, as Susan 
Leigh Star writes, infrastructure is itself invisible until it “breaks 
down” and its absence reveals what is now missed.17 This means 
that much of the work of infrastructure, for Star, goes “unno-
ticed” or is “not formally recognised.”18 This work is inherently 
connected to the informal repertoires of communities of prac-
tice and the nuanced ways of working that make infrastructural 
usage inexplicably linked to the identities of individual commu-
nities. Infrastructures therefore facilitate, and are facilitated by, 
different kinds of socialities, gatherings, and belongings. They 
are used differently by different communities—they are “rela-
tional,” as Star puts it—and as such can never be divorced from 
the actors who use them.
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While many arguments about OA claim that publishing 
is principally an infrastructural issue, they fail to adequately 
account for this social dimension and instead foreground the 
platforms, software, and other technical elements that contrib-
ute to the production of academic publications.19 This tendency 
emphasises a universalising understanding of scholarly com-
munication infrastructures, rather than their embeddedness in 
particular localities and individual communities. Such an infra-
structural “view from nowhere” is severely limiting in its pro-
motion of a homogeneous infrastructural landscape, one that is 
particularly susceptible to the business objectives of commercial 
providers such as Elsevier, discussed above.

Yet, as the media theorist Jonathan Gray illustrates, scholarly 
communication is the perfect area for infrastructural experimen-
tations and interventions that do not presuppose homogeneity. 
Gray writes, “infrastructures do not only facilitate access to 
preexisting publics, they can also gather their own.”20 They do 
this by drawing together different communities in previously 
unexplored ways based on alternative logics that “reflect, enact, 
and configure” how research is made public. What follows is 
an exploration of the interplay between scale and heterogeneity 
as evidenced by approaches to open-access infrastructures that 
move beyond the totalising logics of marketisation.

The Radical Open Access Collective

Formed in 2015, the Radical Open Access Collective (ROAC) 
is a loose global collective of OA presses in the humanities and 
social sciences, all entirely organised and maintained by work-
ing academics. The collective consists of over eighty members, 
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who publish a range of books, journals, and experimental 
works, from fully professional typeset productions published 
with regularity to entirely DIY processes and lo-fi outputs pub-
lished sporadically. None of the presses in the collective charge 
APCs. Instead, projects are funded by a range of sources and 
mixed models, including grants, university support, and other 
in-kind contributions, but they are sustained primarily by labour 
gifted by academics and redirected from commercial publishing 
efforts. In doing so, ROAC members represent an approach to 
publishing that is less reliant on the market and is instead led 
entirely by research communities themselves.21 I and my col-
leagues Janneke Adema, Rebekka Kiesewetter, and Toby Steiner 
are currently “co-organisers” of the collective, though in prac-
tice far more people are involved in sustaining the collective 
in various capacities. The ROAC is guided by a philosophy of 
promoting experimentation, ethics of care, critiques of the sta-
tus quo, underrepresented cultures of knowledge, and noncom-
mercial approaches to publishing.22

Many of the scholar-led presses and journals discussed in the 
previous chapter are members of the collective; so too are Afri-
can Minds, Cadernos de Linguística, Culture Machine, Minor 
Compositions, and Tuwhera. The collective strives to represent 
and support the global diversity of scholar-led publishing proj-
ects from scholars at all career levels. This involves nurturing 
cultures of knowledge associated with spaces that are “outside” 
the walls of the university as they are conventionally conceived, 
as well as ensuring that para-academics, precariously employed 
scholars, and those living outside the global North and West are 
all able to have a voice. Forms of collectivity need to include 
this diversity in their modes of organization, and a number of 
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models are on display in the collective that support these aims 
in various ways.

Despite the clear preference for nonprofit publishing, 
member presses and projects range from those with formal-
ized models for revenue generation and sustainability, such 
as Open Book Publishers and punctum books, to completely 
DIY approaches with little to no financial support or commer-
cial orientation, such as MayFly Books and Roving Eye Press, 
who instead rely solely on small grants and gifted labour for 
their projects. Many member projects are situated within and/
or scaffold upon a university setting, such as the Institute of 
Network Cultures and Goldsmiths Press, while others act as 
disparate networks of scholars with a wide range of locations 
and institutional attachments. As a noncompetitive and non-
hierarchical collective, these differing levels of support and 
institutional attachment offer opportunities to share expertise 
and knowledge on successful (and unsuccessful) experiments in 
our various projects. This collaboration ensures that members 
can learn from one another’s experiences and not continually 
reinvent wheels in isolation, unlike in private forms of publish-
ing in which commercial knowledge is proprietary and “com-
mercially sensitive.”

Part of being a heterogeneous collective means that members 
experiment with a variety of practices and forms of publishing. 
Journals such as Vectors, Thresholds, and Textshop Experi-
ments publish experimental, innovative, and hybrid works that 
confront traditional notions of paper-centric publishing and 
seek to fully explore and utilize the potential of digital environ-
ments for new forms of readership and textuality. Other proj-
ects attempt to engage with traditional and taken-for-granted 
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understandings of contemporary academic practices. Projects 
such as Humanities Commons experiment with notions of aca-
demic social media self-branding, in opposition to for-profit, 
data-driven companies such as ResearchGate and Academia.edu, 
while the Journal of Peer Production and the Public Philosophy 
Journal operate nonstandard forms of peer review with a view 
to making the process more collegial and less focused on the 
evaluative and gatekeeping aspects of scholarly review. Many of 
these practices strive to reorient publishing as a form of care—
care for others, for processes, for the work involved in all aspects 
of the supply chain, and for the (content of the) publication—
rather than being focused purely on the outcomes of the publish-
ing process.

The collective also represents a number of projects that pri-
oritize a variety of audiences, authors, and global publics in their 
publishing practices. El Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias 
Sociales itself represents a collective of publishers from Latin 
America, the Caribbean, and beyond, aiming to “promote social 
research to combat poverty and inequality, strengthen human 
rights and democratic participation.” Presses such as Éditions 
Science et Bien Commun, sdvig press, and African Minds rep-
resent communities outside the global North and West, each 
offering a reminder that OA publishing should represent the 
voices of diverse communities. In a similar way, members such 
as Mattering Press, Capacious, and the Public Philosophy Jour-
nal aim to support and bring to the fore the work of early-career 
researchers, who themselves have historically had a fraught rela-
tionship with OA publishing practices.

The global composition of this group, alongside the precari-
ous and DIY nature of its presses, means that the ROAC exists 
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to foster collaboration and mutual reliance over the competi-
tion and atomisation promoted by neoliberal cultures of higher 
education. Presses therefore rely on each other for advice and 
to share resources, while some promote each other’s work at 
conferences and build smaller formalised collectives within the 
collective of like-minded presses, such as the ScholarLed con-
sortium and the Free Journals Network—the boundaries of the 
collective are porous rather than solid. The ROAC facilitates a 
different kind of social publishing infrastructure based on infor-
mal alliances and happenstance connections, emphasising the 
relationalities and connections within this grassroots publish-
ing ecology.

The ROAC therefore aims to do things differently and offer 
an alternative infrastructural scaffolding for projects that do 
not simply conform to commercialisation. As Janneke Adema 
writes:

Focused on experimentation and the exploration of new 
institutions, relationalities, and practices, this approach 
toward openness, examining new formats and stimulating 
sharing and reuse of content as part of a knowledge com-
mons, can be seen as a radical alternative to, and critique of, 
the business ethics underlying innovations in the knowledge 
economy.23

A nonteleological approach to openness—i.e., one without a 
presupposed destination—facilitates publishing practices that 
can undermine the commercial imperative and show other 
scholars how they can do it too. The ROAC therefore institu-
tionalises the kinds of exploratory practices that commercial 
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institutions tend to inhibit due to their need for economies of 
scale and easily replicable, labour-saving publishing practices. 
It does this by nurturing cultures of mutual reliance as the glue 
that holds together the collective—and scholar-led publishing.

Elsewhere, Janneke Adema and I have theorised the work of 
the ROAC as promoting a kind of latent commons, following 
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing’s terminology, which is an informal site 
of sharing in the service of loose affiliation between like-minded 
parties.24 The latent commons is a place where, as Tsing writes, 
“entanglements might be mobilized in common cause.”25 It is 
not a formalised institution, a jointly managed common-pool 
resource in the sense of Elinor Ostrom and many other com-
mons theorists; rather, it is a space of interaction with other like-
minded collaborators that is completely informal in its makeup. 
No rules or formalised procedures govern the actions within 
the latent commons—everything is left to shared, normative 
cultures, good will, and what Tsing terms “effervescence”—the 
energy of the interactions. The ROAC is a latent commons in 
this sense. It is not a formal alliance between presses, nor is it 
a central location for the sharing of resources, but it promotes 
a kind of mutual reliance that holds the collective together and 
positions it as a distinct model of scholarly publishing. One 
might also draw on Harney and Moten’s “undercommons” to 
describe the ROAC’s fugitive hospitality.26 It exists within the 
university as a space for coming together and helping each other 
out, but is also not formally recognised by the university and in 
many ways exists despite (and in opposition to) the university’s 
commercial and individuating tendencies.

Many of these individuating tendencies are displayed through 
the OA policymaker preference for Creative Commons licens-
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ing that reinforces individual ownership of scholarly material. 
CC BY is the default licence for OA policies such as Plan S, 
which allows people to reuse material as long as the original 
author is cited as the creator of the work. The individuating fea-
ture of CC licensing works against a latent commons of shared, 
non-ownable resources, leading other radical OA projects to 
explore alternative arrangements for sharing intellectual work. 
The Collective Conditions for Reuse (CC4r) project attempts 
to reimagine CC licenses for collective non-ownership of cre-
ative resources. The legal deed states, “The authored work 
released under the CC4r was never yours to begin with. The 
CC4r considers authorship to be part of a collective cultural 
effort and rejects authorship as ownership derived from indi-
vidual genius.”27 While CC4r distances itself from the legalistic 
language of licensing, their approach is similar to that of other 
free culture licences, with the crucial distinction that reusers are 
encouraged to take the “implications of their appropriation into 
account” and ground their reuse in the idea that authorship is a 
profoundly collective endeavour, thus decentring the individual, 
proprietorial subject in favour of the collective.

Nevertheless, just as this collective work within the latent 
commons does not “institutionalise well,” as Tsing writes, so 
too is the ROAC limited in its ability to enact cultural change 
within academic publishing. Some degree of formality and insti-
tutionalisation is required to expand the possibilities of scholar-
led publishing and make it less precarious, but the aim is to do 
so without homogenising the diversity and locality of the presses 
that make up the collective. The idea of “scaling small” becomes 
a way to build this resilience through collaboration and without 
recourse to marketisation.
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Scaling Small and Boundary Commoning

The Radical Open Access Collective is a site for preserving and 
expanding bibliodiversity. Presses in the collective represent a 
tangled web of different publishing practices in terms of form, 
language, subject matter, and style, precisely because they are 
not required to conform to market norms. Rebekka Kiesewetter 
defines bibliodiversity as:

[T]he linguistic, cultural, methodological, and epistemic 
diversity of academic content and output, both on national 
and international levels. It emphasises the need for a variety 
of publications to be available to readers within a specific 
environment (for example, academia) and the importance of 
publishers and journal editors in fostering such a diversity. 
Within the for-profit logic in a part of the academic publish-
ing sphere, the predominance of a few big commercial pub-
lishers, the dominance of English language publications, and 
humanism-centred writing standards as a main reference for 
academic writing—bibliodiversity is under threat.28

Bibliodiversity is under threat due to consolidation within aca-
demic publishing, in part driven by commercial models for OA 
that seek the greatest return for minimum costs. Bibliodiverse 
publishing requires the recognition of care and human exper-
tise and so does not flourish well under commercial models of 
publishing, particularly those driven by automation and high 
prestige, where the brand is more important than the final pub-
lication. The dominance of English in academic publishing is 
also a function of industry concentration that finds no monetary 
reward in multilingualism.29
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The informality of the ROAC helps facilitate a bibliodiverse 
culture by not imposing particular economic, linguistic, or epis-
temological models onto publishing. Yet this informality also 
works against the possibility of larger-scale change, even though 
this is not the ROAC’s intention, precisely because a certain 
degree of scale is required to be able to effect change. Though the 
ROAC is valuable in itself, it is also important to explore other 
avenues of making change through strategic alliance-building. 
Examples include collaborations involving libraries, universi-
ties, funding agencies, and infrastructure providers, all with a 
shared interest in the public value of knowledge. Here, there 
is scope for thinking of the various not-for-profit entities in 
scholarly communication as potential community partners in 
the emerging OA commons of academic publishing. The aim, 
then, becomes to realign the existing resources in the system of 
academic publishing, and to direct them to alternative not-for-
profit collaborative models.

For Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, scaling or scalability assumes 
that projects expand smoothly without changing their framing 
assumptions. For example, in a business context this refers to a 
firm’s ability to expand without changing the nature of what it 
does or without changing its organisation. Economies of scale 
would comprise one such kind of business scalability.30 The aim 
is to make projects more scalable for expansion—for growth, 
profit, and progress—and the desirability for doing so is taken 
for granted, Tsing argues. In other words, to scale up or to 
scale well implies developing the quality called “scalability,” 
which is the ongoing ability to expand without changing. Yet it 
is important to emphasise that the intention here is not only to 
improve but also to naturalise scalability. According to Tsing, 
this illustrates how the discourse of scaling up has been strongly 
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connected to our ideas of progress and to the advancement of 
humanity, where the success of expansion through scalability 
has shaped both modernity and capitalism—and with them, 
knowledge production. From this perspective, a system that 
is sustainable ought to be scalable, and nonscalable systems 
become an impediment to progress.

The issue with scalable projects, as Tsing points out, is that 
they tend to be oblivious both to the diversity of contexts and 
to the indeterminacies that originate from encounters with this 
diversity. Scalability allows us to see only uniform blocks, ready 
for further expansion, blocking our ability to notice the het-
erogeneity of the world and disguising its divisions. As Tsing 
explains:

Scalability is possible only if project elements do not form 
transformative relationships that might change the project as 
elements are added. But transformative relationships are the 
medium for the emergence of diversity. Scalability projects 
banish meaningful diversity, which is to say, diversity that 
might change things.31

The urge for scalability has transformed both our societies and 
our landscapes—and similarly our knowledge systems and 
infrastructures—but it hasn’t been able to suppress nonscal-
able economic and ecological relationships, which continue to 
erupt in unexpected places.32 Yet Tsing does not see the non-
scalable as existing in a normative relationship to scalability 
here (i.e., as one being good and the other being bad). The main 
distinguishing feature between scalable and nonscalable proj-
ects is not ethical conduct; it is, rather, that the latter are more 
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diverse because they are not geared up for expansion. Scalabil-
ity banishes meaningful diversity, that is, diversity that might 
change things.

How, then, does the scholar-led publishing commons scale 
without banishing this meaningful diversity? The answer lies in 
a particular approach to commoning that I and my collabora-
tor Janneke Adema have termed “scaling small.”33 This princi-
ple eschews standard approaches to organisational growth that 
tend to flatten community diversity through economies of scale. 
Instead, scaling small puts forward the idea that scale can be nur-
tured through intentional collaborations between community-
driven projects that promote a robust but bibliodiverse ecosys-
tem of publishing. In this way, projects knit themselves together 
through their social interactions and their shared commitment 
to more radical approaches to publishing (and beyond). Unlike 
for-profit ecosystems in which larger commercial providers seek 
to acquire and incorporate smaller companies, much as Elsevier 
is doing with its approach to infrastructure, scaling small pre-
supposes that smallness is worth preserving and so cannot be 
subsumed into a larger totalising project.

Part of the inspiration of scaling small comes from the com-
mons theorist Massimo De Angelis and his idea of “bound-
ary commoning.” For De Angelis, boundary commoning is 
quite literally the “commoning that crosses boundaries, acti-
vates and sustains relations among commons thus giving shape 
to commons at larger scales.”34 It does this by opening up the 
boundaries of commons-based projects towards those of other 
commons-based projects, creating what De Angelis refers to as 
“structural coupling.” Instead of persisting as distinct entities, 
these projects become more interdependent in how they both 
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welcome and rely on others as part of their work. But crucially, 
boundary commoning depends on the necessity of boundaries 
because, as De Angelis writes, “commons are not open access 
but involve some community working out, governing and defin-
ing the rules of access.”35 This returns us to the original theorisa-
tion of the commons as inherently about community sociality. 
So, for our purposes, while the outputs of OA publishers are 
freely accessible to all (along with other associated resources), 
the necessity of preserving locality and bibliodiversity requires 
certain boundaries, so that communities may govern their own 
work. This does not mean communities are based on naive 
exclusivity, but rather that the idea of community—and thus 
the commons—only makes sense with respect to some kind of 
structure or boundary, however porous.

Scaling small draws on the idea of boundary commoning 
as part of its overall theory of change in academic publishing. 
It recognises that political change is not about replacing one 
broken system with another predetermined one; it is instead 
a continual and unfinishable process of experimentation and 
alliance-making within many overlapping systems and actors. 
Publishing industry commentators fail to appreciate the stra-
tegic dynamics of what many proponents for OA and ethical 
forms of publishing are trying to achieve. For example, the long-
standing chronicler of open access Richard Poynder writes, “if 
the goal is to achieve universal open access then OA advocates 
might seem to have little choice but to think in terms of all-
encompassing global and industrial initiatives, rather than cot-
tage industries.”36 This kind of logic simply rehearses the com-
mercial understanding of publishing and plays into the hands of 
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those who control the conditions for “all-encompassing global 
and industrial initiatives.”

I hope I have shown so far that OA itself, at least my concep-
tion of it, is about far more than mere “universal open access,” 
but instead requires us to engage with the conditions of how 
academic knowledge is produced and disseminated, something 
that commercial models are not able to appreciate in their ori-
entation around profit. Or rather, openness itself requires us to 
reassess and experiment with these conditions of publishing; it 
does not simply refer to universal access to academic knowledge. 
OA should be seen, as Janneke Adema writes, “not as a homo-
geneous project striving to become a dominating model or force; 
not as a thing, an object, or a model with prescribed meaning 
or ideology; but as a project with an unknown outcome, as an 
ongoing series of critical struggles. And this is exactly why we 
cannot pin down open (nor radical open access) as a concept, 
but instead need to leave it open: open to otherness and differ-
ence, and open to adapt to different circumstances.”37

Scaling small offers a complication of this false binary 
between “global and industrial initiatives” and “cottage indus-
tries” and puts forward an approach to openness that allows 
these critical struggles to flourish. It does so by bringing together 
like-minded projects and institutions to collaborate on infra-
structural development and collective models to support their 
activities. Through this approach, projects maintain their dis-
tinct local identities as they develop resilient, global structures 
to support their work. Scaling small is more formalised than the 
happenstance informality of the Radical Open Access Collective 
and so benefits from the scale that larger structures can gener-
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ate. However, it also requires more coordination and genuine 
attempts to work together in an otherwise competitive funding 
environment. The formality of this kind of collaboration means 
that governance is a key consideration to ensure fairness and 
reciprocity and that conflicts can be adequately resolved.

The Community-led Open Publishing Infrastructures for 
Monographs (COPIM) project is guided by the philosophy of 
scaling small.38 Funded by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI, 
the national funding body of the UK) and the Arcadia Foun-
dation, the COPIM Project is a multistakeholder consortium 
designing collaborative and innovative models for OA book 
publishing, particularly those that support an ecosystem of 
small, noncommercial presses aligned with the COPIM phi-
losophy. It brings together not just publishers, but technology 
providers, libraries, and infrastructure services, all in the ser-
vice of preserving and nurturing bibliodiverse cultures of book 
publishing. For example, the project team designed the Open 
Book Collective, an approach to funding OA books that brings 
together libraries and publishers and acts as an intermediary 
organisation between them. Libraries can choose to pay rela-
tively small amounts of money to support small presses in their 
pursuit of open access books. This ensures that OA books do not 
have to seek a market return through print sales and allows non-
commercial approaches to flourish. The COPIM project went 
to great lengths to design robust systems of governance that all 
members can participate in, ensuring that no one organisation 
can make a decision without community support.39

In another approach by COPIM, the Opening the Future ini-
tiative supports OA monographs by providing a platform that 
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allows libraries to subscribe to published backlists in order to 
make the frontlists (newly published titles) OA.40 This model 
has been adopted by Liverpool University Press and the Cen-
tral European University Press, and is also being replicated by 
MIT Press and the University of Michigan Press. The model is 
premised on the idea that libraries need to provide a budget-
ary justification for supporting OA books—i.e., that they get 
something in return—and so uses this transactional nature of 
publishing to make forthcoming titles available to everyone. 
The model only works if libraries and publishers are seen as 
collaborators rather than customers and producers, thus seek-
ing to reset the traditional values system on which marketised 
publishing is based. In undermining the transactional approach 
to book publishing, the model permits so-called free riders who 
cannot afford to contribute but still benefit from openly avail-
able content.

Finally, from a technical perspective, COPIM seeks to pro-
vide the infrastructural support for open-source metadata man-
agement through its Thoth platform.41 This service responds to 
commercial cultures of book cataloguing and distribution that 
prioritise sales as the way books enter library systems. Such sys-
tems work against noncommercial, nonanglophone, OA pub-
lishing by forcing all books through the same commercial sys-
tems owned by a handful of multinational publishers. Thoth 
provides a well-resourced open-source alternative to commer-
cial metadata standards and workflows, something particularly 
attractive to libraries looking to catalogue OA books in the 
same way as toll-access books in order to not present them as 
second-class objects.
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COPIM’s mission and aims align with those of simi-
lar community-led projects, cooperatives, and collectives in 
other regions and language localities, most notably OPERAS, 
Humanities Commons, AmeliCA, the ROAC, CLACSO, Afri-
can Journals Online, and Redalyc, all developing not-for-profit, 
open, and scholar-led knowledge systems and infrastructures. 
Throughout these initiatives runs a strong thread of need for 
intentionally designed governance procedures to support their 
work, something that is antagonistic to market-led projects and 
frequently an afterthought for community-led projects that rely 
on goodwill rather than explicitly detailed rules and governance 
structures. Humanities Commons, a nonprofit infrastructure 
providing spaces for scholarly communities to interact and share 
their work, has an extensive list of web pages on their gover-
nance procedures and how they sustain their work, declaring 
“We’re not only building the Commons—we’re documenting 
our work to sustain it.”42 The initiative outlines the various 
boards and councils that oversee its work, along with their 
bylaws, vision, purpose, and financial details. Populating their 
advisory boards with members of other collectives and projects 
working towards more ethical forms of scholarly communica-
tion is also a form of scaling small, embedding like-minded peo-
ple within each other’s projects (structural coupling). Working in 
a higher education system so beholden to competition, COPIM 
seeks to foster collaboration with other projects, aiming to care-
fully nurture shared publishing futures through cooperation and 
the promotion of diverse cultures of knowledge. Coupled with 
experimentation in the latent commons of the ROAC, new col-
laborative approaches to scaling represent the possibilities of 
more resilient forms of scholar-led academic publishing.
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Scaling Small and the Knowledge Commons

The infrastructural experimentation of projects like the COPIM 
project, guided by the philosophy of scaling small, will not “fix” 
OA publishing, nor will it turn commercial forms of publishing 
into a harmonious commons. Indeed, the stakeholders involved 
are all still beholden to the economic constraints that beset 
higher education under neoliberal capitalism. This means they 
are still required to compete with one another in certain ways, 
despite being in favour of more cooperative forms of organisa-
tion. Scaling small is not a fix to OA publishing because, as I 
have stressed throughout, no such fix exists. However, in return-
ing to the original conception of the commons introduced in 
chapter 1, drawing on Stavrides and De Angelis’s idea of dif-
fering hierarchies of modes of production, the COPIM proj-
ects illustrate an organisational approach that favours more 
community-led, self-organised production over state and mar-
ket forms. It therefore tips the scale towards a more commons-
based mode of production and tones down the excesses of profit-
seeking models.

It is also worth noting that COPIM is partly funded by UKRI, 
the national funding body of the UK, and so the state does play 
a part in the hierarchy between the market, state, and com-
mons within OA publishing. Here, the funding arises out of 
UKRI’s commitment to the open agenda, which they have nur-
tured through policies similar to those analysed in chapter 2. 
They also support infrastructure such as Octopus—the scientific 
platform for sharing all outcomes of the scientific process—and 
grassroots community approaches to openness such as the UK 
Reproducibility Network. Furthermore, in a similar vein, Latin 



154  •  publishing beyond the market

2RPP

America has had a robust state-funded infrastructural ecosys-
tem for OA publishing since the mid-1990s that continues to 
flourish today in the form of SciELO, Redalyc, AmeliCA, and 
others.43 These projects represent a decentralised, noncommer-
cial approach to publishing in journals and repositories, one 
that is highly successful and embedded in many countries in 
Latin America. Through these approaches we can see how the 
state may intervene to nurture forms of OA publishing that do 
not rely on policy mandates that force researcher behavioural 
change but may instead undermine the need to sustain and scale 
operations through commercial means. This is perhaps why 
many commercial organisations in the Global North see non-
commercial forms of publishing to be a threat to pre-existing 
neoliberal understandings of market-led innovation.

For example, in a report produced by researchers at MIT 
entitled Access to Science and Scholarship: Key Questions about 
the Future of Research Publishing, the authors write:

Diamond OA has worked on a larger scale in some regions, 
including South and Central America where national funders 
have built cooperative models such as SciELO. These large-
scale, multimillion-dollar models have promise, but may be 
easier to build in areas that do not have established publish-
ing infrastructure and expectations already in place. One 
question about this model concerns innovation: in a coop-
erative model with no competing journal publishers, there 
may be less incentive to invest in improvements. Many of the 
new tools valued by research funders and researchers (e.g. 
persistent identifiers, and paper mill and image manipulation 
detection tools) have been instigated by large publishers. If 
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competition is removed or reduced, how will that impact the 
drive towards ongoing improvements in publishing infra-
structure, in service to the research ecosystem, and how will 
those technological advances be funded?44

This passage indicates the kind of neocolonial responses that 
non-market-led approaches to publishing receive from Anglo-
American contexts. For many advocates of commercial pub-
lishing, it is unimaginable that cooperative publishing projects, 
or those that do not rely on traditional notions of commercial 
sustainability, will be able to meet the “expectations” of an 
industry driven by profit and competition. For the authors of the 
report quoted above, innovation is something that arises out of 
market interactions, not from people working together to solve 
a problem or nurture new cultures of knowledge production. 
The only possible way for new tools to be developed, journals 
to be published, and infrastructure to be sustained is by com-
mercial logic, even though it is clearly this commercial logic that 
besets publishing through consolidation, knowledge enclosures, 
and other forms of market imposition that lead to homogeneity. 
For Chan et al., this kind of thinking “feeds into the growing 
trend of nationalism and regionalism, with European nations 
and the EU willing to make deals with multinational publishers 
to secure their presence in research outputs.”45 At most, Global 
South countries are treated as beneficiaries of these outputs, 
rather than producers of knowledge in their own right.

Scaling small, and the related practices found in South-South 
publishing collaborations, can respond to this neoliberal imagi-
nation by offering a different approach to innovation, one based 
on collaboration, experimentation, and sociality. For Rebekka 
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Kiesewetter, these experiments imply “the performance of epis-
temic diversity, difference, and plurality within knowledge pro-
duction in a way that caters to diverse situated knowledges, 
epistemologies, research cultures, and needs.”46 It is exactly this 
kind of epistemic diversity and bibliodiversity that commer-
cial forms of knowledge production preclude, and these are the 
results that alternative approaches to scale and alliance-building 
might help encourage.

Yet this strategy of change requires actors to engage with 
institutions rather than withdraw from them. Such a strategy 
of continuous engagement is advocated by the political theo-
rist Chantal Mouffe as an avenue of affective political engage-
ment through artistic and cultural methods rather than more 
traditionally recognisable political means. To this end, Mouffe 
advocates a series of “counter-hegemonic interventions whose 
objective is to disrupt the smooth image that corporate cap-
italism tries to spread.”47 Scholar-led publishing disrupts the 
smooth image of corporate publishing by its very existence, 
revealing not only the extractive nature of the publishing indus-
try but redirecting this extracted labour away from commercial 
to community-based forms. Scaling small therefore represents 
a counter-hegemonic challenge to the neoliberal institutional 
form, not as a replacement to it but as an illustration of the 
affective potential of alternative approaches. Scholar-led OA 
presses weave themselves together across different localities and 
geographies, while attracting others to do the same.

Scaling small therefore complicates the idea of openness or 
reveals its limits for a project so grounded in intentional, careful 
collaborations. The infrastructural projects being described here 
are difficult to sustain and develop, requiring significant effort 
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to cultivate. We might think of these cultivations, decisions, and 
experiments as closures: they are the things that give meaning to 
the “open” in open access. So rather than leaving everything to 
the structurelessness of market-centric openness, through these 
different collaborations we learn how to deal with the fact that 
things like governance, careful publishing, and labour-intensive 
processes do not scale well according to economic logic. The 
infrastructural practices of scholar-led publishers require us 
to learn how to cultivate good closures in material-discursive 
decision-making.48 Closures are the ways we take responsibility 
for our decision-making, the alliances we make, and the strate-
gies we adopt. For Janneke Adema, these decisions represent a 
process of “continual critique”:

In our ongoing affirmative politics and practices of the open, 
we have to make decisions and thus close down the open; 
however, we can start to think more responsibly and ethically 
about the closures we enact and enable in our communica-
tion practices and through our systems of knowledge pro-
duction: for instance, by focusing on creating difference as 
part of the decisions (which are also incisions or enactments 
of closure) we make, and by promoting otherness, variety, 
and processual becoming.49

The commons I am working towards, then, seeks to weave a 
path between openness and closure in order to create space for 
difference and sustain it. My argument is that the way to do this 
is through sociality—by experimenting with the various ways 
people get together, and providing infrastructural support for 
them to do so at different scales. This can be achieved through 
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informal collaboration and mutual reliance or more formalised 
relationships between researchers, libraries, and other actors 
in the scholarly communication system. In each case, the social 
processes that go into the creation of the finished publication 
are just as important as the publication itself. It is only through 
process that we undermine commercial modes of production, 
not just providing free access to the end product.

Too much of the debate around OA publishing has focused 
on outputs, so my understanding of the commons attempts to 
reintroduce process into the meaning of OA. Conceived in this 
way, the design of infrastructures looks quite different, depend-
ing on whether you are merely facilitating free access to publica-
tions or foregrounding the messy social processes that lead to the 
creation of these outputs. Both are important, but too much of 
the debate around OA publishing focuses on the business mod-
els needed to freely disseminate research, and not the processes 
needed to disrupt the idea of business models altogether. This 
idea returns us to the formulation of the commons by Lauren 
Berlant discussed above, who argues that it is not about design-
ing infrastructures to fit predefined understandings of collectiv-
ity, but about designing multiple infrastructural interventions to 
facilitate experiments in collectivity. From this perspective, the 
Radical Open Access Collective and other experiments in scal-
ing small are designed to imagine and enact the infrastructural 
possibilities that allow us to learn to “live with messed up yet 
shared and ongoing infrastructures of experience.”50
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Conclusion

Beyond Open Access?

This book has attempted to make sense of the ongoing transi-
tion to OA publishing and what it means for more progressive 
approaches to publishing that do not rely on marketisation. 
Throughout the book I have explored a variety of OA publishing 
projects—including OA policies and scholar-led approaches—
and how they conform to various understandings of “the com-
mons.” Although my argument is programmatic, I am less inter-
ested in how to make as many publications as possible openly 
accessible, and more concerned with the real consequences of 
the rise in commercial forms of OA and the possibilities of using 
this transition to push back against the extractive and revenue-
generating nature of commercial publishing. In doing this, I 
have sought to understand an idea of the commons that fore-
grounds the transformative potential of the social processes 
that go into creating freely accessible publications and techni-
cal infrastructures.

To reiterate my argument in chapter 1, the commons requires 
an appreciation of the resources in question, the community 
that uses and manages the resources, and the social relations 
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that govern them. This tripartite idea complicates naive liberal 
understandings of OA publishing that call it a commons simply 
because the publications are freely available to all, regardless of 
the ways they are produced and governed. This is to say that a 
progressive understanding of the commons treats the social pro-
cesses as a mode of production that is distinct from market- and 
state-driven modes, though equally implicated in each. So rather 
than seeing it as an idealised separate, harmonious space, I have 
tried to conceive of the commons as elevating forms of produc-
tion sustained by collectivity over those sustained by profitabil-
ity and revenue generation. This process represents a messy and 
continuous struggle of carving out forms of collectivity within 
a world otherwise overrun by individualising market forces.

At this stage, is it worth asking, why open access? What is it 
about OA publishing that makes it useful for exploring alter-
native forms of commons-based publishing? Put simply, the 
academic publishing system is currently in flux and this creates 
space to nurture the commons. Taking inspiration again from 
Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, it is possible to “sneak into the 
university and steal what one can” to redirect these resources to 
better ethical and political ends.1 If we understand the popular-
ity of the push for OA publishing in purely material terms, there 
is a great deal of funding freed up for open access experimenta-
tion. Institutional publishers, policy interventions, and funding 
calls all open up space to do this. OA is the pet project of gov-
ernments and funders across the world, allowing communities 
to experiment with alternative forms of publishing as long as 
the outputs are freely accessible to all.

Furthermore, while commercial publishing is not unique in 
its extraction of free labour for profit, it is impossible to ignore 
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that the profit margins of commercial publishers are sustained 
largely by the free labour of authors, editors, reviewers, and 
copyeditors (among others). Academics, for the most part, are 
not remunerated directly for this labour, which is an increasing 
burden as more research is published, and it can be put to bet-
ter ends through alternative publishing efforts. The OA debate 
is a constant reminder of the free work we give publishers, and 
it offers an opportunity to support commons-based efforts by 
withdrawing and redirecting our efforts. This is what we hope 
to achieve with the Radical Open Access Collective: a space to 
show academics that there is a much better place to put their 
labour through DIY forms of publishing.

This does not mean that I think OA—i.e., public access to 
research—is not valuable, but more that it is the bare minimum 
that new, ethical systems of publishing should be facilitating. Or 
rather, it is not enough for policymakers to congratulate them-
selves on all the open access publications they have facilitated 
if all the profits of these publications go straight into sharehold-
ers’ pockets. OA publishing simply recreates all the problems 
associated with commercial subscription publishing if it does 
not address the marketised mode of production that is purely 
extractive and prevents the exploration of the commons that I 
theorise here. Publishing requires the kinds of care and human 
expertise that commercial models cannot support because they 
are in their very nature designed to minimise human expense and 
extract the surplus. While OA offers the chance to fund publish-
ing in ways that go beyond market interaction, the dominant 
forms of OA make commercialisation worse.

Indeed, the rise of “transformative agreements” for OA as a 
replacement to the traditional subscription model makes techno-
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logical automation and high-volume publishing the most attrac-
tive option for commercial publishers looking to increase their 
revenue. These agreements charge universities one price to read 
a publisher’s content and to publish OA too, without additional 
fees (which is why they are often referred to as “read and pub-
lish” deals). The agreements therefore reward presses that can 
publish as many articles as possible, so that they will appear 
valuable to universities seeking to support the sites where their 
academics publish.2 Yet the upshot of this business model is 
that publishers attempt to funnel as many publications through 
their platforms as they can, often with little human oversight or 
editorial care. This has led to a rise in paper mills, fraudulent 
articles characterised by data manipulation, and citation rings 
of researchers legitimising fraudulent research by citing each 
other favourably, all based on publishers wanting to publish 
more articles without providing the labour to do so properly. 
The publisher Wiley had to shut down one of the OA imprints it 
acquired, Hindawi, and retract thousands of articles due to these 
problems, and they are far from unique.3 The volume-driven 
models of OA created by the publishing industry strip publish-
ing down to a bare service, undermining the editorial commu-
nities that shape the work and seeking to automate everything 
to the greatest extent possible.

One currently popular response to the situation of profi-
teering through OA is the current push in the UK and Europe 
for policies based on “rights retention” and secondary pub-
lishing rights, which allow authors to retain the rights to dis-
tribute their work without paying article-processing charges. 
These policies allow authors to self-archive their accepted manu-
scripts by either granting such rights in legislation, or requiring 
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research to retain the rights to self-archive the paper as a condi-
tion of publication.4 Rights retention is increasingly common 
in Europe in response to the extractive nature of transforma-
tive agreements and the one-sided nature of journal negotia-
tions in which publishers are in a much better bargaining posi-
tion. Rights retention policies are said to “weaken publishers’ 
negotiation positions” by making accepted articles available in 
repositories (green OA).5 This means they are less able to rely on 
monopolistic control of the version of record and are therefore 
forced to negotiate a fairer price for libraries.

Although rights retention policies are a good way to make 
research outputs freely available, it is wishful thinking to expect 
them to have any impact on the market at large and the means 
of production that I refer to above. This wishful thinking rep-
resents an extension of the idea (discussed in chapter 1) that 
a fairer market will be created by academics making price-
sensitive decisions about where to publish. In each case, the logic 
is based on the notion that there can be a fair, competitive mar-
ket for scholarly publishing if only the conditions are correct. 
However, the intense concentration of the industry, coupled 
with the fact that researchers are required to publish in certain 
places for career reasons, will ensure that commercial power 
remains in the hands of a small number of for-profit publishers. 
Universities are trapped in a cycle of marketisation, beset by 
administrators who are unable—and certainly unwilling—to 
entertain the idea that marketisation has failed. Rights retention 
clearly does not begin to address this political situation.

Perhaps, instead, it is worth viewing open access, following 
Thomas Hervé Mboa Nkoudou, as a “pharmakon,” which in 
Derrida’s usage refers to something that is both a poison and a 
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cure.6 Mboa Nkoudou emphasises the “epistemic alienation” 
of African research by OA publishing that reinforces the use of 
research from “the center of the world-system, while consoli-
dating Eurocentric thought as the global theoretical reference 
or normative model, to the detriment of local epistemologies.”7 
By the same token, the increasing success of “open access” as 
a “movement” only increases the commercial viability of aca-
demic publishing, which merely perpetuates the original prob-
lems of marketisation. In each case, the cure of free access to 
knowledge is also its poison. Yet despite this, Mboa Nkoudou is 
not willing to “abandon” OA publishing, and instead advocates 
redesigning it as a tool of cognitive justice through a decolo-
nized approach to scholarly communication. While I am wholly 
in favour of decolonising scholarly communication, I am also 
sceptical that OA is a helpful frame for such a practice; it may be 
simply that the OA “movement” itself has now run its course.

In many ways, this book has been about how we can think 
through, and thus in some ways leave behind or at least decen-
tre, OA publishing in favour of a radical approach to the com-
mons that deals with how knowledge is produced rather than 
simply how it is disseminated. The commons frame resonates 
with many issues beyond publishing and requires responses 
based on much more than whether a publication is open or 
closed. Yet I am hesitant to broaden out from OA publishing too 
much, not least because of the dangers of grand-solution-based 
arguments for political change that end up homogenising the 
situations they are describing and that they are attempting to 
intervene in. Politics is not rolling out a grand, predetermined 
plan, but rather a series of critical struggles with actors who 
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share a common horizon. The importance of smallness and situ-
atedness cannot be overstated here.

Nevertheless, the commons is helpful in its appreciation of 
community governance: the idea that groups of people can come 
together to build and share resources and maintain them in the 
long run. This idea of community governance offers a produc-
tive route to a possible future strategy for forms of publishing 
that are not simply about open access to resources but focus 
more on cultures of knowledge production within and outside 
the traditional university space. This returns us to the idea that, 
above all, the commons is about sociality, care, horizontality, 
and embedding these dynamics in the institutions we create. By 
way of a conclusion that looks forward to future possibilities, 
the following sections detail a series of avenues for exploration 
into governing the scholarly commons.

Governing the Scholarly Commons

Many of the projects and interventions I have discussed in this 
book represent a mode of publishing governed by communities 
rather than profit-seeking organisations. The scholar-led pub-
lishing ecosystem is a publishing model managed by academics, 
while the philosophy of scaling small could facilitate collabora-
tion among libraries, university presses, technology providers, 
and others involved in scholarly communication. These projects 
represent a more collective approach to governance and the 
decentring of market imperatives as the main form of account-
ability. With this turn towards accountability comes the need 
to reassess standard governance structures and processes and to 
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make them more democratic and intentional. In general, schol-
arly communication and publishing projects suffer from weak or 
underdeveloped governance processes.8 This is not just the case 
for for-profit models produced by large commercial presses—it 
affects start-ups, nonprofits, and smaller community projects 
too. Good governance requires coordination and effort, entail-
ing the devolution of power to a broader range of stakeholders 
and not just those with an immediate connection to the project. 
Yet, too often, founders and organisers of all kinds of projects 
either see governance procedures as a lower priority than sus-
tainability and day-to-day management or they are reluctant to 
cede power to others in the name of governance.

In any case, community governance is one of the key require-
ments for more commons-based systems of publishing, and in 
many other areas of higher education. It is therefore an area that 
needs much more experimentation. Governance is of particular 
importance in the struggle over user data and the extent to which 
it may be owned by corporations and processed by sophisticated 
predictive algorithms.9 Users need control over their data—or 
at least a say in how it is used—and governance structures can 
facilitate this. These governance issues are increasingly signifi-
cant to academic publishing, especially in the context of the 
“datafied” strategies of large commercial publishers aimed at 
amassing and processing as much data as possible. Put simply, 
research communities need control over the infrastructures and 
technologies they use, and this is where formalised governance 
procedures and structures can help.

For Elinor Ostrom, good governance is “adaptive” in how it 
responds to the evolution of community rules and norms over 
time. Successful adaptive governance, for Ostrom, depends on 
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a number of factors, including “providing information, deal-
ing with conflict, inducing rule compliance, providing infra-
structure, and being prepared for change.”10 However, these 
requirements may be met in a “wide diversity” of ways; there is 
no blueprint for good community governance, not least because 
all communities are different and constantly changing. Another 
way to say this is that governance is situated to the commu-
nity in question: it looks quite different whether you are a dis-
tributed online community working on open-source software 
development or a rural community managing their local reser-
voir, for example. Both approaches necessitate rules for their 
community-led operations, but these rules will obviously be 
very different. The local focus of governance also means it does 
not scale well with a larger number of community members or 
greater geographical complexity, which is why smaller commu-
nities can more easily govern their work than larger ones. This 
means that direct democratic forms of governance are more dif-
ficult in large, multi-user communities.

While “scaling small” is an approach to infrastructural 
design and governance that begins from the idea that local-
ity is the best way to preserve diversity in the broader publish-
ing ecosystem, it is also important to appreciate that scholarly 
communication is shaped by multinational corporations and 
infused with capitalist logic. Strategies to reorient publishing 
away from marketisation need to adopt a similar approach to 
smallness in order to intervene in the market at the appropri-
ate scale. This means avoiding ineffective tactics such as boy-
cotts or other approaches to ethical consumerism, much like 
the now-dormant “Cost of Knowledge” boycott, which asked 
signatories to not review or author papers for Elsevier due to 
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its commercial practices and opposition to open access.11 These 
approaches are ineffective at instigating political change because 
of their indiscriminate nature and overall lack of strategy; this 
is evidenced by the fact that 38 percent of the signatories of the 
Cost of Knowledge boycott had abandoned their commitment 
within four years of signing it.12 Boycotts are not good gover-
nance, because they are based on individual decision-making 
rather than well-organised collective action: researchers have 
no real power as consumers in the publishing market.

Perhaps it is also the often-apolitical nature of the demand 
for more OA that limits the vision of those wishing to change 
publishing for the better. Demands for OA can easily be met by 
commercial publishers charging extortionate fees for OA. Else-
vier is now one of the world’s largest open access publishers and 
has managed to subsume the calls for greater OA into its highly 
successful business model. Boycotts and other calls for change 
in publishing are often based on whether the organisation is pro-
moting open access, when the problem is exactly the fact that 
OA is being co-opted by commercial actors. This co-optation is 
another reason to leave behind the language of open vs. closed 
and instead focus on undermining market imperatives through 
governance interventions, i.e., the things we can control.

For De Angelis and Stavrides, the practice of commoning 
is a useful touchstone here. Drawing on Marx’s understand-
ing of the factory as a space of both capitalist exploitation and 
the social cooperation of labour, they argue that social rela-
tions within workplaces make commoning more possible, 
despite being exploited by capital. For example, they write, in 
the factory “If I need a tool, I ask you to pass me one. If I need 
a piece of information, I do not have to pay a copyright.”13 
Despite its hierarchies and the whims of the market, the factory 
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itself reflects labour as a social process, or what De Angelis and 
Stavrides term “distorted commoning,” distorted because it is 
extracted by capitalism as an input in the production process 
and allows it to thrive. The commoning in the workplace also 
offers opportunities for worker self-organisation, such as union 
activity and other forms of collective action.

In a similar vein, commercial publishing houses are able to 
exploit the practices of commoning undertaken by editorial 
boards in the service of managing their journals. Publishers do 
this by relying on the social glue that holds the journal together 
and ensures that journal content is well edited, reviewed, and 
published in a timely manner. The academic work of editing a 
journal is mostly undertaken for free by groups of people work-
ing together to produce knowledge without the aim of commer-
cial gain, even though their work is ultimately extracted for rev-
enue by the publisher. Under commercial models of open access, 
the relationship between publisher and editorial community is 
increasingly strained as publishers pressure editors to accept 
more articles that lead to more APCs. But despite this pressure, 
or maybe because of it, the editorial ownership of a journal is 
a powerful tool for governing scholarly publishing. Editorial 
boards are simultaneously inside and outside the publishing 
market, able to push back on certain publisher policies and to 
withdraw their labour altogether. They have an underappreci-
ated potential for governing the scholarly commons through 
collective action.

Editorial Board Governance

There has been a recent upsurge of editorial board resignations 
in response to publisher policies and business models, including 
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from the Journal of Biogeography, Design Studies, Publications, 
NeuroImage, and Critical Public Health. Many editors cite pub-
lisher restrictions on editorial control as the reason to leave, 
including over editorial leadership, open access fees, and pres-
sure to lower peer review standards to accept more articles.14 
For example, in their resignation letter, the former editors of 
Critical Public Health write:

The new contract and amendment issued to the editors make 
clear the limited role the publisher sees for the editorial team 
and board. In reiterating the rights of the publisher to deter-
mine the funding model and volume of articles that will be 
published, we believe Taylor & Francis have significantly 
eroded our ability to set strategic direction. The editorial 
team’s ability to manage a collegial and bespoke response to 
authors and reviewers has also been systematically under-
mined by changes (typically without any consultation) to 
the submission platform, information about the journal, and 
requirements for manuscripts, and outsourcing key functions 
such as pre-production. The only model offered for ensuring 
authors can publish open access has been Article Process-
ing Charges (APCs), currently £2700 per research article: 
an unsustainable cost for research funders and university 
libraries in high income countries, and an impossible cost for 
many in less advantaged countries; occasional subsidies do 
not constitute a viable solution to the much deeper issues of 
inequity embedded within the profit orientation.15

This passage represents a rich and thorough assessment of the 
direction of commercial publishing and the influence of com-
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mercial decision-making on editorial control over the publish-
ing process. The editors emphasise the problem of publishers 
claiming the sole power to set policy without input from edito-
rial communities. In doing so, they draw attention to the lack 
of control that academic researchers have over the future of 
publishing.

Paradoxically, the current lack of governance or oversight 
of publishing policies illustrates the opportunity that editorial 
board governance holds for gaining more accountability over 
scholarly communication. Editorial board resignations nor-
malise returning control to research communities and down-
playing commerciality as the dominant ordering logic. While we 
should not overemphasise their promise to transform publish-
ing, resignations can be considered a form of scaling small that 
may become more important as more researchers participate 
and negotiate better terms for their journals. Collective action 
by editorial boards could be facilitated through union struc-
tures or organisations like the Radical Open Access Collective. 
These approaches would provide resources on how to interact 
as an editorial board and present a unified front for negotia-
tions, allowing editors from across publishers and disciplines 
to interact and have their demands met.

Many of the editorial boards who resign go on to launch new 
journals with other presses or to self-publish their work entirely 
as scholar-led publishers. For example, the editors of the Elsevier 
journal Lingua resigned en masse in protest of the high price 
of Elsevier’s open access options.16 The editors launched the 
diamond open access journal Glossa with the Open Library of 
Humanities, while referring to the original journal as “Zombie 
Lingua” to discourage others from submitting.17 The original 
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journal still exists under the leadership of a new editorial board, 
although its reputation remains tarnished. Similarly, the editors 
of the Elsevier journal NeuroImage resigned over the “greed” 
of Elsevier and its “unethical” OA publishing charges that bear 
“no relation to the costs involved.”18 They launched Imaging 
Neuroscience with MIT Press, a fully OA journal that has an 
article-processing charge roughly half that of Elsevier’s.

Editorial board resignations often reflect a vision of publishing 
shaped by marketisation that assumes commerciality is inescap-
able. The Imaging Neuroscience editors do not reject the article-
processing charge model entirely, despite its inherently inequi-
table nature, and instead opt for a charge of $1600 in their new 
journal. Similarly, the resignation statement of the Journal of 
Biogeography editors contains a reference to the editors’ success 
in increasing submissions and increasing the journal’s impact fac-
tor, both arbitrary metrics that reflect the business of publishing 
rather than the journal’s scientific merit.19 It is important, there-
fore, that editorial board governance not focus on incrementally 
better forms of OA, but on good, ethical forms of publishing 
that are well supported and intentionally constructed by research 
communities. The landscape of scholar-led publishing collectives 
discussed in the previous chapter has hegemonic potential to influ-
ence and encourage academic governance in publishing. Impor-
tantly, the strategy of increasing governance of publishing is less 
about OA and more about designing the structures that allow 
research communities to control scholarly communication col-
lectively. This does not mean, unlike with scholar-led publishing, 
that academics manage the entire process of publishing, but rather 
that accountability and direction rest with scholarly communities 
instead of shareholders and the market at large.
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Learned Societies

Academic societies are frequently cited as a point of resistance 
in the ongoing transition to OA publishing. Reliant on library 
budgets to sustain their activities through increasingly inflated 
journal subscription prices, many societies have written exten-
sively in opposition to the movement for making knowledge 
freely available, considering this move a threat to their own exis-
tence.20 While learned societies cannot be painted with a broad 
brush, many do indeed maintain reserves of millions of dollars 
and pay their senior staff sizeable salaries, despite being “non-
profit” in the sense that they cannot return revenue to share-
holders. They are strongly reliant on the commercial model of 
publishing that I seek to resist here.

It is tempting to see learned societies as unnecessary, too 
commercially minded, something that academia can eradicate 
without consequence. This would be a mistake. Increasing 
attacks on higher education, and on humanities disciplines spe-
cifically, reveal a need for collective action and self-organisation 
in the service of solidarity and defending the value of academic 
research. Societies of varying sizes and disciplinary scopes can 
offer this collectivity outside the walls of the traditional univer-
sity, provided they are equitably and democratically governed 
by their membership. Currently, the society form is more likely 
to be hierarchical and conservative, distributing resources in 
the form of travel grants and bursaries to early-career research-
ers through opaque processes based on traditional notions of 
university careers that only exist for a minority of fortunate 
researchers.

A great deal of work has gone into trying to make OA pub-
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lishing work for learned societies. cOAlition S has funded work 
to design models to allow societies to convert to open access and 
still maintain their revenue, while many others are using the Sub-
scribe to Open approach, which makes a journal open access 
when enough libraries subscribe.21 Commercial publishers are 
positioning themselves as service providers for learned societies, 
such as through Wiley’s “partner services” model, which offers a 
range of tools to allow societies to manage their own publishing 
process, rather than doing it in collaboration with a publisher 
and sharing the revenue. Irrespective of the size of the learned 
society and the debate around open access, society revenues will 
continue to decrease as library budgets further constrict. This is 
a long-standing problem that has been entangled, often incor-
rectly, with the move to open access under the assumption that 
it is the cause of learned societies’ financial woes. The societies 
who were previously beneficiaries of the marketisation of pub-
lishing are now finding themselves victims of it.

This problem presents an opportunity to reform societies 
through nurturing grassroots cultures of academic collectivity. 
Despite often being hierarchical, societies have the potential to 
bring together academics in interesting and radical ways, work-
ing across institutions, geographies, and subdisciplines. They 
therefore represent an exciting area for nurturing cultures of 
knowledge production outside the marketised university. But 
instead of creating a predefined notion of the academic society, 
we might think of this work as the exploration of new academic 
socialities—organisational forms that facilitate horizontal ways 
of working, resource distribution, and mutual reliance. This 
approach is already being promoted through organisations such 
as Neuromatch, a globally distributed network of neuroscience 
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researchers focusing on sharing teaching materials, open pub-
lishing, and community building and mentorship.22 Neuromatch 
hosts a conference and an open-source social media network 
on the Mastodon platform, and is designing a platform for self-
publishing neuroscience research. It is a self-governed organ-
isation for knowledge production and communication, a break 
from the top-down societies that are more commonplace. Many 
more experimental organisations of this kind are necessary to 
explore a future for noncommercial, horizontally governed aca-
demic societies.

Rather than looking for the best ways to financially sus-
tain learned societies in a post-open access world, I suggest 
that the work needed is to design structures for democratic 
self-governance of societies. Working in the service of a loosely 
shared horizon of commons-based knowledge production, soci-
eties could be designed and reformed in ways that facilitate self-
organisation and collaboration, particularly against capitalistic 
knowledge practices and the marketisation of higher education. 
This experimentation could be achieved through a series of gov-
ernance processes designed by and for societies of different sizes 
and scopes, learning from cooperatives and commons organisa-
tions across different sectors.

Research Assessment Reform

A final governance intervention I want to explore against mar-
ketisation relates to the current push in higher education for 
research assessment reform, particularly reforms designed to 
value a multitude of open research practices and scholarly con-
tributions. This push is often motivated by the laudable aim of 
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allowing researchers to publish in the ways they choose, not 
in the ways that hiring committees and journal brands dictate. 
Organisations such as the Declaration on Research Assessment 
(DORA) and the Coalition for Advancing Research Assess-
ment seek to eradicate the inappropriate metrics used to iden-
tify research quality, particularly the H-Index and the Journal 
Impact Factor, and replace them with a more appropriate plu-
rality of qualitative and quantitative measures.

For example, the recent European agreement on reforming 
research assessment makes recommendations to recognise those 
“diverse outputs, practices and activities that maximise the 
quality and impact of research.”23 The implication is that good 
research is being done, but that it is not possible to learn this 
from current approaches to research assessment that prioritise 
novel or fashionable research over rigorous scholarship. This 
issue has a particular bearing on hiring processes that reward 
prestigious publications, usually owned by large commercial 
publishers, partly because such measures are an easy stand-in 
for research quality for assessors faced with hundreds of appli-
cations for jobs and grants. In its place, the declaration argues 
for the centrality of peer review supported by “responsible use 
of quantitative indicators.”

In place of traditional metricised approaches to assessment, 
many advocates of assessment reform propose alternative, quali-
tative processes for judging researchers, such as the narrative 
CV. According to a report by DORA, these CVs present a “con-
cise, but structured way for authors to provide qualitative evi-
dence for a broad array of outputs and outcomes from research” 
that can be assessed “more evenly across a pool of applicants.”24 
Narrative CVs allow researchers to contextualise their contribu-
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tions and provide a more holistic picture of the work they have 
done. They therefore move away from lists of publications and 
grant awards and allow researchers to describe their work in 
their own words, which may help researchers who are not fol-
lowing a traditional academic career path.

While narrative CVs are by no means the only reform being 
proposed to research assessment, they are indicative of the 
political corner into which many reformers have backed them-
selves that makes proposing radical reforms impossible. Nar-
rative CVs may allow researchers to present a fuller picture of 
their work, but they also entail more work on the part of appli-
cants and assessors to move away from standardised CVs and 
adequately review this non-standardised format. Tanita Casci 
argues that this may lead to “disadvantages for non-native 
speakers, minoritized groups, and those without support from 
the institution in completing the CV template.”25 Like many of 
the problems in the university, research assessment reform is 
a problem of defunding higher education that better ways of 
assessing researchers will not address. Assessment reform there-
fore assumes that tinkering with hiring structures will lead to 
fairer ways of evaluating research, when the problems are both 
political and systemic and therefore require radical collective 
organisation.

Viewed instead through a lens of governance, it is clear to 
see how research assessment reform is a labour issue rather 
than a simple epistemological one. It is about the increasingly 
competitive material conditions that we in the university labour 
under, the precarious conditions under which we work, and the 
fact that these labour issues have negative epistemological out-
comes that lead to a range of poor research behaviours. Top-
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down reforms to research assessment are necessarily problem-
atic because they do not expand governance to the researchers at 
the bleeding edge of precarity or work towards greater democra-
tisation of the university. Instead, they presuppose that there is 
a correct way to reward those doing the “best” work, and that 
identifying the best work is even possible. Rarely is the idea of 
eradicating researcher assessment itself entertained; instead, a 
variety of experiments are proposed to sort and assess people 
without tackling the underlying labour conditions that lead to 
such brutal research cultures.

Like greater governance by editorial boards and within 
learned societies, governance over the university can help intro-
duce care into university assessment processes and downplay 
marketisation. Research assessment reform should be seen as 
more about governance than about getting assessment proce-
dures correct, i.e., it should be about getting structures in place 
so that people in the university can decide these issues collec-
tively. How do we reduce hierarchies within academic depart-
ments, labs, and universities to better distribute resources based 
on nurturing equitable cultures of research, not on rewarding 
the “best” individuals? The answer to this question reveals the 
value of thinking in terms of collectivity and the commons in 
order to democratise different spaces in the university.

The push to better recognise the contributions of all peo-
ple involved in the research process is another good way to 
do this. Currently, academic systems of credit sort people into 
those who are authors and those who are not, often exclud-
ing people in “support” roles such as librarians, technicians, 
and data stewards who may make substantial contributions to 
research. Teperek et al. have argued for abandoning the distinc-
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tion between academic and professional service roles, primarily 
because this distinction “discourages a culture of collaboration 
and appreciation of a diversity of roles and contributions.”26 I 
would go further and argue that traditional roles do not make 
sense without those in so-called support positions. Their labour 
contributes to each research article and should be credited as 
such, simply because papers are the way scholarly labour is 
recognised. Again, not to belabour the point too much, this is a 
question of expanding the definition of who gets to govern the 
structures of knowledge production and who gets to count as 
an “author.”

Projects such as HuMetricsHSS take a different approach, 
seeking to broaden the kinds of practices and processes that can 
be measured, to promote a “values-enacted scholarship.”27 The 
project team puts forward a well-considered framework based 
on values of equity, openness, collegiality, soundness, and com-
munity, aiming to instantiate these values as part of researcher 
assessment processes such as the tenure process in the United 
States.28 Crucially, the project does not shy away from the fact 
that these values should be “locally negotiated” rather than 
introduced in a top-down or indiscriminate fashion. This is not 
a naive project to work out how to rank researchers according 
to new values; it is instead an argument for researcher-governed 
processes that reflect and extend the values we hold dear within 
the university.

The governance issues discussed here are not so much about 
open access, but about taking power from the market and redis-
tributing it equitably across higher education. Or rather, these 
issues point to avenues of exploration for commons-based gov-
ernance beyond those I have explored relating to OA publish-
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ing. I hope I have shown practical ways to approach this task, 
keeping in mind that it is not a question of open vs. closed, but 
of how to increase self-organisation within and across univer-
sities and publishing projects, particularly by those currently 
excluded from this governance. Issues of publishing, learned 
societies, and research assessment are also rarely a significant 
concern of academic unions (at least, as I am framing them), but 
could be added to their agendas as part of the struggle for a more 
emancipatory culture of higher education worldwide. The rise 
of collective action in response to labour conditions in universi-
ties is one of the more promising avenues of struggle and shares 
common cause with many of the issues discussed in this book.29 
In making this common cause, a more progressive approach to 
governance might be possible within higher education.

Commons Policy Futures

Invoking my earlier discussion of Lauren Berlant, I am at pains 
to stress that we must be careful to not ask too much of the com-
mons and self-governance. Berlant uses the idea of the commons 
to explore the possibilities of infrastructural experimentation for 
new forms of sociality, rather than designing infrastructures in 
terms of a predefined idea of what a “common” society might 
look like. This is why no blueprint is possible for the commons. 
We can only hope to instigate and encourage new and better 
forms of horizontal governance so that (we) the commoners can 
experiment and decide for ourselves, rather than being imposed 
on by multinational corporations governed by profit-seeking 
and other commercial imperatives. If we take as our goal the 
replacement of all commercial publishing practices with those 
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grounded in the commons, we will be swallowed up by the mar-
ket and its drive for homogeneity, economies of scale, and total-
isation. Yet if we take a smaller approach of experimentation 
and intervention—one that purposefully eschews homogeneity 
and promotes locality and community—it is possible to find 
pockets of radical activity that can be sustained with care and 
conviviality in an otherwise commercial environment. I hope 
to have shown a wide variety of projects throughout this book 
that display this care and conviviality, along with the dangers 
of mandating forms of publishing that do not.

So if open access publishing is to have a future, rather than 
just being subsumed into the publishing industry through 
“transformative” agreements, it will need to make space for 
these bibliodiverse and careful forms of publishing and not fore-
close their possible futures. Indeed, for Gary Hall, an ethical 
approach to OA is one that requires us to continually leave this 
question undecided:

We cannot therefore state that the manner in which open 
access enables us to keep questions of ethics, politics, cultural 
studies, disciplinarity, and the university open is political 
always and forever. This decision is one we constantly need 
to (re)take anew: both because we can never be sure that our 
previous decisions were the correct, or the best, or at any 
rate the least worst ones we could have taken; and because 
any such open-access archive will keep on being confronted 
with texts that are different in both form and content, and 
thus in effect new potential parasites, viruses, and unwel-
come guests.30
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For Hall, openness means openness to indeterminacy and 
change, meaning that our infrastructures and practices of schol-
arly publishing (and the university) should be changeable too. 
Just as OA publishing will keep being confronted with differ-
ent texts, so too will it be driven by different policymakers and 
political agendas, all of which require engagement with—rather 
than withdrawal from—these institutions that shape our lives. 
This text is my own small attempt to engage with such actors 
and spheres.

OA policy may be especially shaped by changing interna-
tional tensions between national superpowers. In this light, 
one of the chief architects of Plan S suggested a “geo-walling” 
approach to scholarly material that makes research openly 
accessible only to those of certain localities, in order to exclude 
those who gain a competitive advantage from open access with-
out reciprocating.31 While there is nothing new about scientific 
nationalism—science policy has always been conducted accord-
ing to dominant countries’ political agendas—the waning of the 
liberal consensus does have implications for liberal understand-
ings of scientific “openness” and what open access might look 
like. Is the neoliberal rationality of fixing the publishing market 
through OA enough to trump the rise of governments that want 
to legislate only in their citizens’ narrowly defined interests?

Similarly, EU governments are showing an ambition to rein 
in the extractive practices of social media companies, AI organ-
isations, and data brokers, returning control to end users of 
these technologies and preventing harm—“democracy begin-
ning to take back the void,” as Shoshana Zuboff describes it.32 
While I am less sanguine about the EU’s regulatory ability, the 
shift towards data ownership and regulation does open up ave-
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nues for community governance, certainly coupled with its pro-
posed agenda to foreground “nonprofit” publishers within open 
access policymaking.33 In each case, the commons acts as a help-
ful counterpoint to liberal ideas of openness, which are being 
left behind in any meaningful sense. Rather than arguing for 
more open data or open-source platforms, to counter the threat 
of closed technologies, these issues are better framed in terms 
of community governance and the necessity for users to have 
a say in the technologies they use and are used by—especially 
for commercial purposes. For Jeff Pooley, the urgency of these 
issues requires a “full-fledged campaign, leveraging activism 
and legislative pressure, to challenge the commercial publish-
ers’ extractive agenda,” although what this would look like in 
practice is difficult to tell.34

The commons as the self-organisation of labour is a much 
more helpful touchstone here than OA publishing or open-
ness. The commons promotes community governance, a local 
focus, and the need to ensure proper boundaries that may not 
be crossed by commercial organisations, while also downplay-
ing the market as the gold standard of production. This is one of 
the key reasons to leave OA publishing—and openness—behind 
and instead argue for an agenda that promotes good closures 
and community responsibility. A huge amount of work needs 
to be done on the practical ways communities may govern the 
technologies they use and the frameworks they can build to gov-
ern them, but this work is much more productive than working 
out the best ways to make academic research freely available.

You might feel that this chapter has moved quite far from 
OA publishing, and this is exactly the point I am making. OA 
is a case study for the ideas I am discussing and the forms of 
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organisation that can lead to good, ethical cultures of common-
ing. The OA projects I discuss here offer the chance to see what 
community governance looks like within a higher education 
setting and how it can be “scaled small” in the furtherance of 
a common(s) horizon. Although this process will entail a series 
of continuous struggles, it is certainly something worth strug-
gling for.
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