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In this talk I will focus on a growing movement in open access publishing in the 

humanities, where increasingly small scholar-led initiatives have been set up within a 

community setting to challenge the commercial hegemony, to provide a real ethical 

alternative, bottom-up, pluralistic and community led, and to stimulate diversity in the 

publishing ecosystem. This, dare I say, messy collective of communards does not abide 

to common notions of sustainability, is based on whilst it also directly confronts issues of 

voluntary labour and is not afraid to question the basic principles of both open access 

and scholarly communication. 

 

I want to start with saying shortly something about the narratives we have constructed 

within discussions on open access around sustainability and I want to focus, based on the 

work of David Ottina, on an alternative discourse of resilience, which, for the topic I will 

be discussing today, academic-led, distributed and horizontally- structured forms of 

publishing, is a framework which, I will argue, works better than sustainability in this 

context as it stimulates further speculation on and work towards alternative futures for 

scholarly communication and knowledge production. After that I will focus on 3 case 

studies of academic-led presses, I will discuss the recent report to Jisc I authored together 

with Graham Stone, which looked at mapping and identifying the needs of scholar-led 

publishing initiatives, and I will end with connecting this all back to open access, and, as 

I will argue, the specific form of open access this community is build upon, embraces and 

promotes. 
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There has been a large focus within the discussion on open access, in specific in the 

humanities, on sustainability, based on the idea that the print-based subscription model  

is no longer sustainable (see the emphasis on the monograph crisis for example), and 

that the (long-term) sustainability of open access still needs to prove itself, where one of 

the arguments against open access, at least in the humanities, has always revolved 

around that it would never be sustainable – with the added sentiment that hence it would 

never work. With that have come many a study into sustainability for OA publishing in 

the humanities (and I have done some myself), often framed as a search for the 

sustainable business model that would launch open access into the humanities. Now 

don’t get me wrong, I do not think that this is necessarily a bad thing, we need to be 

exploring this, and we need to be experimenting with new and innovative business 

models. But in all these discussions it is important to keep asking questions around what 

sustainability actually means within different contexts. Does sustainability depend on a 

single model being sustainable or on making the entire model of scholarly publishing 

sustainable? Does it mean commercially viable, making a profit or breaking even? Does 

it mean sustainability in the short or long-run? And sustainable for who exactly? For 

scholars and their institutions, for governments and tax payers? For stakeholders in the 

commercial publishing model as it is currently set up? Does it mean self-sustainable or 

sustainable with a certain amount of funding? Sustainability for journals or for books too, 

and for both the sciences and the humanities? These are some questions to keep in mind 

when thinking about how the issue of sustainability has been put forward and framed 

within discussions on open access. To provide one example, the search among 

publishers, governments and other stakeholder within scholarly communication for the 

sustainable open access business model, has led to a situation where now for books 

increasingly both publishers and funders are considering putting all their eggs in the 

same basked: the Book Processing Charges basket, where a consensus seems to be 

forming that this is the most sustainable and quickest way to reach universal accessibility 

for open access books. But, one could argue, is this a form of sustainability that perhaps 

predominantly serves publishers offering the possibility to maintain the publishing system 
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as it is currently set up?  And do we need to take into consideration, what Ottina has 

argues, that from the point of view of incumbents, what needs sustaining are large 

margins? What about authors or other players within the system? For there is a risk that 

BPCs or APCs risk disenfranchising independent, non-affiliated or so-called para-

academics, early career researchers and PhD students and those on casualised contracts, 

scholars from the global south or in less wealthy institutions, or those who create the kind 

of research that critiques the institutions of which we are a part, expressing viewpoints 

that don’t meet with institutional approval. With BPCs a new set of gatekeepers, funders 

and institutions, will have to be navigated, and it is unclear how this dynamic will play out 

within the humanities especially. There are huge issues around governmentality here, and 

there is a risk that, similar to the subscription system, we will be creating a market for 

APCS and BPCs based on the brand of the publisher. Taking a wider systemic perspective 

for example, Martin Eve has estimated that implementing a BPC model for books in the 

UK following current market rates for BPCs would cost more than the entire SCONUL 

purchasing budget for all types of books. 

 

This is why people such as David Ottina have argued that “sustainable publishing” 

invokes the wrong frame for understanding the stakes and dynamics of scholarly 

communications, which is actually much more of a volatile endeavor than a stable one. 

Especially with respect to the publishing of monographs in the humanities, one could 

argue that it has never been sustainable in the sense of self-sustaining, as it has always 

relied on some form of additional external funding, as the market for these kinds of 

publications is just too small. And many smaller publishing projects within the humanities 

have similarly never been and probably will never be able to be sustainable in an 

economic sense, so perhaps this frame of sustainability is not that useful within this 

context. Ottina therefore sets out how a frame of resilient communications fits these 

Hence when the OA discussion shifts to sustainable business 
models, it invariably becomes a discussion about the publishing 
business. The implication is that what needs sustaining are the 
publishers themselves. (…) From the scholarly perspective, what 
needs sustaining is not publishers, but rather a communication 
system that supports its culture of inquiry. That is to say, what 
needs to be sustained ultimately is the culture of free critical 
inquiry certified by the rigors of open collaboration.

(David Ottina, 2013)
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dynamics better. The Open Access movement has already put forward many 

independent projects, which, if we take them all together, are developing, what Ottina 

calls a robust and resilient system of scholarly communications. It is exactly the diversity 

of these initiatives, and, being small and relatively flexible endeavors that are not risk 

adverse, which enables their capacity for change and experimentation. For Ottina, 

instead of a focus on economic sustainability, we should instead focus on a discussion of 

what kind of scholarly communications system we want and how we can make it resilient 

in the face of technological, institutional and funding volatility. Ottina provides the 

example of Open Humanities Press as an example of small scale resilience, but as I will 

argue, taken together, the moves towards creating loose alliances, collectives and co-

operatives between academic-led and not for profit publishing entities similar stimulates 

the creation of these more resilient structures. So at this point, let me turn to short case 

studies of some of these initiatives before outlining their characteristics more in depth. 

 

So, Open Humanities Press is an international, non-profit and scholar-led open access 

publishing collective. Their mission is to make leading works of contemporary critical and 

cultural theory available worldwide. They have operated as an independent volunteer 

initiative since 2006, promoting open access scholarship in both journals and books in 

the humanities and exploring new forms of scholarly communication.  

	

OHP provides promotional and technical support to open access journals that have 

applied to or have been invited to join the collective. The Editorial Oversight Group, 

drawn from the wider Editorial Board, is responsible for OHP’s journal assessment 
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process, which is primarily a meta-peer review service for journals that wish to join the 

collective. These then go through a rigorous selection process before they are asked to 

become part of the collective. OHP journals remain completely autonomous in all their 

functions and continue to operate independently. In this sense, being "part of OHP" 

means that its editorial board has reviewed the journal for its quality and found it to be 

outstanding; being "part of OHP" means being part of an international collective that 

involves multiple, self-governing scholarly communities, which include academics, 

librarians, publishers, technologists, journal editors etcetera, operating as a radically 

heterogeneous collective.  

 

OHP books are published in series, each created and managed again by self-organising 

and semi-autonomous editorial teams consisting of senior scholars. These are 

responsible for defining the intellectual remit of the series, developing manuscripts, and 

managing peer review. OHP coordinates these groups and manages production and 

publication, where the books all have a shared technical infrastructure. Editors retain 

complete intellectual control over what gets published in their journals and book series. 

OHP thus functions as a networked, cooperative and multi-user collective, where authors 

and editors both internal and external to OHP support one another and share knowledge 

and skills. In this sense OHP very much works horizontally in a non-competitive fashion, 

where they freely share their knowledge, expertise and even their publications with other 

open access presses including Open Book Publishers, and Meson Press here in Germany. 

As a peer publishing initiative OHP is fully volunteer and relies on the gift economy of 

academic labor as well as, on occasion, in-kind support. This means that hundreds of 

academics are directly involved in OHP publishing activities. If for some reason OHP 

should fold, the journals remain unaffected. As David Ottina, one of OHPs directors has 

stated: ‘The OHP journals collective is a simple, easily implemented effort designed to 

help journals in the prestige economy while remaining materially resilient’.  
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As such, OHP is an experiment in how to reimagine our publishing institutions, which is 

also reflected in its experiments with publishing work in non-traditional formats, such as 

liquid, living wiki-books that re-use and repackage existing material, and that are open 

for collaborative editing. These books question notions of authorship, originality, and 

quality assessment and are exploring the idea of research and publishing as being 

processual. 

 

Meson Press grew out of the Hybrid Publishing Lab, a research lab at Leuphana University 

Lüneburg that looked at the effects of digitization on academic communication and 

publishing. Meson Press is international, with its editors partly located in Britain and partly 

in Germany and it publishes research on digital cultures and networked media. They were 

set up because for media studies there wasn’t a specific European press, such as MIT 

press in the States. One of their focus points is on assisting non-native English speakers 

who want to publish in English, where for them it is not always easy to get into existing 

academic presses. As such they mainly publish in English but they also publish books in 

German.  

 

Meson Press is run in a decentralized manner with a main office in Lüneburg. They publish 

experimental, innovative, multi-format open access books, combining, as they state, a 

rigorous peer-review with hybrid formats and collaborative production methods. Meson 

Press is set up as an academic cooperative (similar to other academic-led publishing 

initiatives such as Mattering Press), and was initiated and continues to be run by three 

people: Mercedes Bunz, Marcus Burkhardt and Andreas Kirchner.  
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They choose to organize meson press as a cooperative to stress the network-like structure 

of the press, as well as its participative and democratic character. As a legal framework, 

a cooperative enables them to include further members in their network in the future. 

They also chose this open more connective structure, they state, because it resonates 

well with the open access ethos. Being a cooperative, meson press is organized in a 

participated setup, allowing other scholars to take part. In this sense, they state meson 

press is very much a publishing venture by academics for academics. 

   

In their view, a book or a publication is a place to meet and debate, similar to a lecture, 

a workshop, or a seminar. As they argue, beyond being the start of a dialogue between 

author and reader, a publication is accompanied and surrounded by many other 

academic conversations, which include peer reviewers, co-authors, copy editors etc. and 

they think these conversations deserve to be taken more seriously. These conversations 

are also an important part of a book’s production; therefore rethinking scholarly 

communication, for them, of necessity involves experiments with new forms of book 

publishing that explore the books’ digital being, from shorter formats of books to new 

forms of peer review.  

 

Language Science Press is an imprint which publishes linguistic monographs in several 

series covering various subfield of linguistics. The press grew out of the “Open Access in 

Linguistics” initiative, set up in 2012, which involved building up a network of supporters 

including a large number of prominent linguists (more than 100 by now). These all 
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pledged their support to collaborate with LSP on setting up an open access linguistics 

publishing platform and on creating a high-impact brand able to compete with high-

profile traditional publishers. Since then LSP have both established and maintained this 

linguistic community and have set up a community infrastructure to publish APC or BPC-

free open-access publications.  

 

Similar to OHP, the task of acquiring manuscripts and soliciting reviews for a series is 

assigned to a team of series editors. The series editors will use the software that LSP 

provide (an adapted version of Open Monograph Press), but apart from this they work 

independently. As such Language Science Press series are pretty much autonomous, 

although the editors remain in regular contact with the press directors and the 

coordinators. The two press directors are assisted by a geographically and gender-

balanced advisory board, which helps make decisions regarding the establishment of 

new series. As Language Science Press is community-based and community-driven, the 

linguistic community is involved in various aspects of the publication process. The 

community mainly peer review, but LSP also tries to distribute the work of typesetting 

and proofreading, two costly and time-consuming parts of the production process. As 

part of the community proofreading workflow LSP send out chapters of to-be-published 

books to community members interested in a specific topic. These community members 

then proof the chapter and return the corrections.  

 

Their contributions are listed in a Hall of Fame on Language Science Press’s website, 

recognising their efforts with the aid of gamification elements. Currently, LSP have over 

150 volunteer proofreaders enlisted. They also involve younger linguists in the book 
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production process as this will help them gain a better understanding of scientific 

publishing, which, they argue will help these early career researchers produce better 

manuscripts further on in their career.  

 

As LSP director Sebastian Nordhoff formulates it: ‘It is for the linguistic community to 

decide how to organise publication.’ and ‘We want publishing to be a community 

enterprise.’ LSP only consider scientific quality, not commercial interest and as such they 

publish research in areas neglected by commercial publishers. For LSP it is essential that 

the brands of journals and books are not owned by for-profit enterprises. As they state: 

everything else follows from there. 

Looking at these 3 examples of academic-led presses, we can see that they are very much 

community-driven, where in these 3 examples communities of scholars are collaboratively 

taking care of the various stages in the publishing process in a decentralized effort, gifting 

there labour in exchange for openness, independence and a not-for-profit ethos,  

  

In July of this year Jisc released the report Changing publishing ecologies: A landscape 

study of new university presses and academic-led publishing authored by Graham Stone 

and myself. Next to a survey of new university presses in the UK, which Graham 

conducted, the report includes a landscape study of academic-led presses, which I 

conducted based on interviews with 14 presses, including the 3 presses previously 

discussed, but also with for example Open Book Publishers, Mattering Press, punctum 

books and Counterpress.  
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The goal of this study was to map existing initiatives, many of which have been set up in 

the last 5 years, and to find out more about the challenges they face and their needs and 

requirements. This to formulate recommendations on how to better support already 

established academic, scholar, or community based presses. But also to develop a 

strategy based on knowledge-sharing to make it easier for academics to set-up their own 

open access presses to further promote diversity in a publishing field currently 

predominantly occupied by large commercial publishers. Based on the research 

conducted for this report we can formulate a few characteristics with respect to academic-

led presses: 

 

 

- First of all, as we have already established from the examples discussed, most scholar-

led presses are community based. However, almost all came about due to the 

perseverance of strong leading figures. Still, these initiatives tend to be foremost 

established out of or connected to already existing research communities and 

networks which have been set up around research groups, conferences, blogs, 

journals etc. (For example, meson press grew out of the Hybrid Publishing Lab in 

Germany, Mayfly Books extended from the journal Ephemera etc.). Often there was 

a lack of institutional support to set up a university press, or the networks were 

distributed over too many institutions. Yet independence and autonomy is also an 

important value for many scholar-led initiatives, having not to deal with institutional 

risk-averseness and being able to respond better to what scholars want instead of 

what their institutions or funders want. Collaboration is seen as an important value, 

both internally and externally, where the presses have also supported each other in 

various ways, from providing advice and support, to publishing or collaborating 

together.  

Characteristics of Academic-Led Presses

■ Community-based and led
■ Open Access
■ Commercialisation of Scholarship
■ Not-for-Profit
■ Experimental and Multimodal Scholarship
■ Extension of Critical Work & Ethics of Care
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- Most presses were also set up as a reaction to a situation and context in which open 

access to scholarly materials in the humanities remained and remains restricted. As 

academics, being personally affected by the lack of access to research materials was 

seen as an important motivator to set up their own presses. Open access was already 

becoming prevalent in journals in the sciences, but not yet in books. However, next 

to there being a lack of open access content in the humanities, there was also "little 

formal recognition" of already existing open access publishing here, the initiatives 

felt. 

 

- Most scholar-led initiatives also share a dissatisfaction with the ongoing 

commercialisation of scholarship and expressed frustration with the prohibitively high 

profits made by commercial publishers. Sebastion Nordhoff from Language Science 

Press even argued that "the interests of profit-oriented publishers are incompatible 

with those of the researchers". There was also a shared feeling that the book prices 

and BPCs of commercial publishers were prohibitively high. Independent presses 

were partly also established to show that it was possible to publish cheaper (and 

faster) than traditional publishing outlets. Open Book Publishers provides a good 

example in this respect of how to bring cost down by at least a third compared to 

legacy publishers by using alternative distribution channels. There thus seems to be 

a strong desire within these academic-led models to create books that people can 

actually afford, both to publish and to read, making them also available to 

communities in developing countries, for example. 

- Most academic-led presses are also not-for-profit and are set up or incorporated as 

charities or as having a charitable objective. There is an emphasis on the creation of 

a knowledge commons, and on using open licenses that allow both access and re-

Characteristics of Academic-Led Presses

■ Community-based and led
■ Open Access
■ Commercialisation of Scholarship
■ Not-for-Profit
■ Experimental and Multimodal Scholarship
■ Extension of Critical Work & Ethics of Care
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use next to a critical attitude towards the use of APCs and BPCs, although many 

presses do use BPCs, but mostly only when an author has access to funds to pay for 

them. Part of this predominant not-for-profit stance also calls up issues around fair 

pay and the gifting of labour and volunteer work, which these initiatives heavily rely 

upon. Many academic-led presses are conscious of the issues around free labour and 

are experimenting with alternative forms of recognition for the agencies involved in 

knowledge production and on repackaging the large amounts of free and volunteer 

labour we already do for commercial publishers.  

 

- Most academic-led presses are also characterized by the kind of content they publish. 

Several presses were specifically set up to promote (book) scholarship within a 

particular field, media studies or linguistics for example. Academics also professed a 

need to promote more what can be described as emerging or avant-garde academic 

content, or experimental work, which they felt traditional presses have not been 

sufficiently supporting. Not enough presses allow scholars to produce research and 

publications in forms that were not textual or print-based, but multimodal or non-

linear. Sarah Kember from Goldsmiths Press emphasised for example that a context 

of "commercialisation, standardisation and audit" was creating "marketing categories 

and silos" and inhibiting any experimentation that looks beyond the standard 

monograph. This experimentation also extends to the publishing process itself, where 

various presses are experimenting with new business and publishing models, with 

open review and processual research, for example. 

 

- Finally, academic-led presses are often mission-oriented, and can be seen as an 

extension of their scholar-directors own critical scholarly work. Various presses 

mentioned that their presses and processes where based on an ‘ethics of care’, 

Characteristics of Academic-Led Presses

■ Community-based and led
■ Open Access
■ Commercialisation of Scholarship
■ Not-for-Profit
■ Experimental and Multimodal Scholarship
■ Extension of Critical Work & Ethics of Care
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acknowledging the various agencies involved in the publishing process, positioning 

an ethics of care against the logic of calculation that tends to dominate both academia 

and commercial publishing nowadays. 

 

One of the most pressing needs scholar-led presses have concerns distribution to 

libraries. Integration into and distribution to libraries and bookstores is a very involved 

process, made even more difficult by libraries often not having a mechanism to deal with 

open access works.  

 

A service that looks at how to bring the content of academic-led presses into catalogues, 

in other words some sort of support for matchmaking between libraries and academic-

led presses to draw the attention of subject librarians to their content would be very 

useful. 

 

Financial and labour issues topped the list of enduring problems. The process of 

incorporation as well as the costs involved were seen as tedious and complicated, and 

copy-editing and proofreading were mentioned in specific as being very expensive 

processes. Support with various financial aspects, with taxes and accounting would be 

helpful in this respect. Labour issues were regarded as severe, with scholar-publishers 

having to deal with stress and burnouts due to the lack of support staff, next to not always 

having enough time themselves, which is directly related to the fact that they do not have 

paid positions, and take care of press issues alongside their academic jobs. This means 

presses can often only take one book at a time, which makes it hard to plan ahead.  

Needs and Requirements

■ Distribution to libraries 

■ Preservation

■ Support with Finances, Accounting and Labour 

■ Legal advice 

■ Commercial software/partners

■ Funding for publications

■ Legitimating the scholar-publishing enterprise 
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Funding of content, even small amounts, or one-of funding for a book would be an easy 

way to support both their enterprises and a more diverse ecology of publishing.  

 

Preservation and metadata were likewise seen as big issues where most presses do not 

have a systematic preservation strategy in place. Some of the larger and/or more 

established presses make use of services such as LOCKSS, CLOCKSS or Portico, although 

other presses might make use of this indirectly through their library repositories. ISBNs 

and DOIs are quite common however, as are uploads to repositories and preservation of 

print copies through national libraries. Yet most commonly the presses don’t have a 

preservation strategy and keep digital copies of publications on servers, hard drives or in 

cloud storage.  

Legal advice around licensing and contracts was an area where presses also 

required further support. Clear and easily understandable advice on the different forms 

of copy left and copyright and their relative merits, and more specifically on the drawing 

up of author and journal editor contracts, is an area that could be supported by a number 

of model contracts, were licenses were sometimes drafted in a rather ad hoc manner. 

With respect to production processes, ALPs welcome a move away from corporate 

partners dominating all aspects of production, where for example many presses 

complained about the reliance on cloud tools and commercial software. Making use of 

companies and commercial solutions such as Adobe Indesign, LightningSource/Ingram, 

CreateSpace and Amazon to sell books is not in line with the politics of many of the 

Academic-Led Presses. They would prefer open source technologies, were for them it is 

not a viable solution to be reliant on commercial partners for accounts, design related 

issues and production/distribution.  

Needs and Requirements

■ Distribution to libraries 

■ Support with Finances, Accounting and Labour 

■ Preservation

■ Legal advice 

■ Commercial software/partners

■ Funding for publications

■ Legitimating the scholar-publishing enterprise 
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Finally there is the issue of the need to legitimatise scholar-publishing as a model, 

where awareness is often limited. This would help to promote awareness amongst 

funders and academics looking for a not-for-profit open access alternative to publish their 

next book.  

 

When examining these needs we need to take into account that a clear contrast exists 

between the more established presses and those starting up or at the planning stage, 

where the newer or smaller initiatives showed more of a need for support related to 

almost all the points mentioned here, whereas more established presses professed more 

specialised needs, as they had already found solutions for many of the issues within their 

publishing workflows. We also need to understand that these issues notwithstanding, 

these initiatives are publishing books: they very much get on with it. 

 

Two recommendations came out of our report, one concerned the creation of a toolkit, 

which could potentially involve an inventory of open source tools, technologies, and 

platforms, various guidelines and how-to manuals, model contracts, funding overviews 

etc. that could assist in production, distribution and dissemination, plus, perhaps, a 

wishlist of specific services presses would like to see developed in the future to support 

these elements of the publishing workflow. 

 

ALPs called for the establishment of a collective, consortium or association as this could 

upscale their endeavours significantly. It could help establish guidelines on behaviour 

and assist in creating certain ethical standards for publishing.  

 

Recommendations and steps forward

■ Toolkit

– Technological solutions: tools and software
– Guidelines for metadata, preservation and dissemination
– Provide legal advice and model contracts
– How to/best practice manuals: setting up an ALP
– Financial best practice
– Marketing & communications plans

■ Support community building

– Library Publishing Collective
– Radical Open Access Collective
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Such a consortium could be helpful where it concerns marketing too. Joe Deville  from 

Mattering Press suggested that, as ALPs do not generally see themselves in competition 

with each other, the consortium could set up a shared marketing platform, which would 

allow them to co-promote each other’s works, both online and with collaborative book 

stands at events. Related to that, such an organisation could further aid in legitimating 

the scholar-publishing enterprise as a model.  

 It is this latter element of consortium building which I want to focus on in the 

remainder of this talk. Efforts towards this have already been mentioned and presented 

throughout this conference, from OLH to PKP's Cooperative Study Libraria. What I want 

to focus on here is how efforts towards this are starting to take place within the setting of 

academic-led and driven publishing, through the formation of the Radical Open Access 

Collective in 2015. But before discussing this collective I first want to outline more in 

depth the concept of radical open access, where I would argue this specific vision on 

open access has not only been one of the driving force behind many of the previously 

discussed academic-led presses starting up, it also stands at the basis of their current 

efforts towards more formal cooperation and resource sharing.  

 

So, for many people who consider themselves open access advocates or part of the open 

access movement, open access has always been about more than just providing free 

access to scholarly content at the point of consumption: it has been about offering a 

critique against the increasing commodification of information and knowledge, about 

offering counter-institutional alternatives to the large, profit-driven commercial firms; 

about moving towards a fairer, more ethical, scholar-focused publishing system; about a 

continuous rethinking of the material practices and social relations underlying scholarly 

communication. Increasingly though  a certain kind of mainly APC or BPC-supported 

open access  is being adapted by commercial publishers and funders to support the 

publication process. Similarly, and connected to this, following a neoliberal rhetoric open 

Radical Open Access

■ Repositioning Open Access
■ Critiques of the Status Quo/Reimagining Scholarship
■ Experimentation
■ New and underserved cultures of knowledge
■ Ethics of Care
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access is seen as supporting a competitive economy by making the flow of information 

more efficient, transparent and cost-effective, and by making research more accessible, 

which includes making it easy for knowledge, as a form of capital, to be taken up by 

businesses for commercial re-use, stimulating economic innovation. In this way, the 

research process and its results can be efficiently monitored and can be better made 

accountable as measurable outputs. Here open access can be readily connected to ideas 

of transparency and efficiency heralded by business and government. 

Radical open access is not different from or does not stand in opposition to open access, 

or even to neoliberal forms of open access. I like to see it as a repositioning of open 

access, bringing it more in line with its roots, with how it was initially conceived by many, 

where open access has always also been about rethinking scholarly communication and 

critiquing the hegemonic role and exorbitant profits of commercial presses. It is a 

response to an uptake of open access where it is positioned as merely another potentially 

profitable business model. Radical open access seeks to push back against the 

dominance of these market-driven versions—which you can for example see in the Finch 

Report in the UK—in order to promote non-commercial and not-for-profit forms of 

publishing. As such Radical Open Access positions open access as an affirmative and 

ongoing critical project. It is not one thing, or one model nor is it an overarching project, 

a specific philosophy or a set of principles. It consists of various groups, peoples, 

institutions and projects, with their own affordances. However there are some shared 

values, methods and approaches that we can identify: 

Repositioning Open Access 

First of all, from the examples already mentioned, we can see that a number of projects 

are seeking to create a very different future for open access. A future based on 

experimenting with non-commercial, not-for-profit, scholar-led approaches to publishing 

in the humanities and social sciences, for example. This means letting go of rigid 

definitions of open access that try to impose order onto the publishing ecology by means 

of one-size-fits-all approaches or models, and instead embracing multiple versions of and 

visions on openness and questioning easy distinctions between open and closed. 
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Critique of Status Quo/Rethinking Schol Com 

As mentioned just now, radical open access involves going beyond mere access provision 

and argues for a continued rethinking of the whole system of scholarly communication. 

Here open access can even be perceived as practice that has the potential to critique 

and provide alternatives to the increasing marketisation of higher education and scholarly 

publishing. For example by setting up alternative institutions that embody its principles. 

In this sense open access also forms the starting point for a further interrogation of our 

institutions, practices, notions of academic authorship, the book, content creation, 

copyright and publication, among other things. But it also includes a shared investment 

in taking back some control over the means of production in order to rethink what 

publishing is and what it can be. It means shifting our volunteer labour away from toll 

access journals of high fee journals  and developing open access projects that operate 

more in line with ones political and ethical commitments. ROA represents a counter-

institutional response to certain hegemonic, taken-for-granted practices within 

publishing, the humanities and social sciences, and the university more generally.  

 

Radical open access can be seen as a concept and practice that embraces 

experimentation. Experimentation is being explored here as a means to re-perform our 

existing institutions and scholarly practices in a more ethical and responsible way. By 

experimenting with academic publishing and writing, with the form, content and 

processes of academic knowledge production, from processual and performative 

publishing, enhanced monographs and multimodal publishing, to collaborative 

authorship, wikis, video-books, data-mining, or machine reading, we evaluate our 

communication practices in a continuous manner.  

 

Ethics of Care/mutual Reliance and Cooperation 

Experimentation

Radical Open Access

■ Repositioning Open Access
■ Critiques of the Status Quo/Reimagining Scholarship
■ Experimentation
■ New and underserved cultures of knowledge
■ Ethics of Care
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The projects experimenting with these more radical forms open access tend to envision 

their publishing outlook within and as part of a relational ethics of care. This implies a 

commitment to ethical forms of publishing, recognising we have a responsibility to all 

those involved in the publishing process—from authors, reviewers and editors, to 

indexers and typesetters. This means acknowledging and rewarding people fairly for their 

labour wherever possible, while ensuring that the efforts of volunteers are not exploited. 

It also means taking care of the published object itself, something that academics feel is 

increasingly lacking in the current publishing environment. This ethics of care is also 

visible through the sharing of resources, information, skills and time building up 

collaborative communal knowledge already available within the different publishing 

projects and gifting this to the community. 

New underrepresented cultures of knowledge 

Radical Open Access also involves a recognition and nurturing of underrepresented 

culture of knowledge, be these with the knowledge currently mainly positioned in the 

margins, from para-academics, to precarious scholars and those academics from the 

global south. But it also involves providing space for niche knowledge and emerging and 

experimental forms of knowledge 

	

In 2015 we organized the Radical Open Access Conference at Coventry University which 

brought together a large array of presses and publishing initiatives (often academic-led) 

in support of an ‘alternative’ vision of open access and scholarly communication. 

 

The participants of this conference subsequently formed the loosely allied Radical Open 

Access collective, to bring some of the ideas generated at the conference forward. 

Radical Open Access Conference
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We	are	at	 the	moment	setting	up	a	web	presence	 for	 this	 collective	and	as	part	of	 this	will	be	

exploring	two	projects	in	particular:		

	

a	 directory	 of	 academic-led	 presses	 and	 an	 information	 portal	 which	 will	 list	 resources	 for	

academics	 interested	 in	 setting	 up	 their	 own	 presses,	 as	well	 as	 providing	 a	 space	 for	 existing	

presses	 to	 share	 information	 and	 pool	 resources.	 Based	 on	 the	 contingent	 and	 multipolar	

philosophy	of	radical	open	access	and	in	line	with	the	recommendations	of	our	report	to	Jisc,	we	

have	 set	 up	 the	Radical	Open	Access	 Collective	 as	 a	 further	means	of	 support	 and	 community	

building,	 to	 again	 coming	 back	 to	 Ottina’s	 plea	 to	work	 towards	 a	 framework	 of	 resilience,	 of	

strength	 in	 diversity	 and	 in	 numbers.	 Long	 term	 it	 will	 be	 a	 better	 option	 for	 open	 access	 to	

stimulate	such	diversity	and	the	existence	of	plurality	of	small	open	access	initiatives,	instead	of	

one	single	model,	platform	or	grand	solution.	A	diversity	of	publishing	options,	a	diversity	of	choice	

also	 fits	 better	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 humanities,	 existing	 as	 it	 does	 out	 of	 smaller	 specialized	

communities	and	disciplines.	Open	access	is	diverse	and	complex,	and	consist	of	various	discourses	

and	motivations,	from	neoliberal	to	democratic,	that	have	all	shaped	its	genealogy.	The	way	open	

access	 is	 currently	 implemented	 offers	 us	 a	 chance	 to	 again	 experiment	 with	 different	 more	

imaginative,	speculative	futures,	to	promote	a	more	diverse	ecology,	distributed	across	different	

domains	and	with	that	to	reconsidering	what	scholarly	communication	is,	and	what	we	would	like	

it	to	be.	

 

 


