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Preprint for the Humanities
Fiction or a real possibility?

Steven Laporte
Vrije Universiteit Brussel

Abstract

Even though the use of open preprint databases for scholarly publications is common-
place in several disciplines, their possibilities remain largely unexplored in the humanities.
This article examines the emergence and the dynamics of academic preprint and evaluates
the possibilities for introducing preprint for the humanities.
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1. The two publication cultures

There is little point in denying it: The human-
ities have never felt completely at ease with
the way in which scientific output is measured
through bibliometrics1. So why do researchers
in the humanities cling to the structures that
are linked with the traditional use of biblio-
metric methods so fiercely?

When comparing the differences in publica-
tion culture that exist between various fields,
the humanities display a very conservative at-
titude. Scholarly papers that are written in
the humanities only really come into intellec-
tual existence after they are published in a
peer reviewed journal. In the time between

the first submission of a paper and its final
publication - usually several months later - the
work remains dormant in the sense that there
exists very little interaction with the scien-
tific community about the content, apart from
the interaction with the reviewers themselves.
Before the first submission of the paper, in-
teraction with the community is often limited
to an inner circle of immediate collaborators.
The publication of monographs follows a sim-
ilar path.

If this seems like the only proper way to go
about the business of scholarly publishing,
think again. The most notable example of
a completely different approach in supplying
academic findings to the rest of the scientific

1Many publications have confronted the problems of research evaluation in the humanities. The issues
involved are typically included in textbooks for citation analysis, e.g. Moed (2006). Numerous proposals have
been forwarded to resolve the situation e.g. Linmans (2010). For a good overview I recommend reading the
excellent article by Thed van Leeuwen van Leeuwen (2013), but there are many, many more.

http://osf.io/view/socarxiv/
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community originated in the field of physics,
more precisely in the subfield of high energy
physics (HEP). In high energy physics papers
are generally submitted to an academic jour-
nal only after the phase of intense academic
debate is concluded Delfanti (2016). Formal
publication is actually not very interesting to
the active scholars in the field, and mainly
serves a filing function and credit gathering
function. The published articles are basi-
cally meant to assure outsiders that a piece
of work has significance when decisions have
to be made about appointments, promotions
and funding Bohlin (2004).

But if not through formal publication, then
how do high energy particle physicists share
their work? The answer to that question is
preprint. By preprint we mean the circulation
of papers amongst scholars before the work is
even submitted to a scientific journal Gun-
narsdottir (2005). The tool that is predomi-
nantly used today is a large preprint database
called arXiv2. To better understand the sup-
ply of academic information in a different field
like philosophy, it will prove useful to first ex-
plore this example in more detail.

2. arXiv

ArXiv started in 1991 at Los Alamos National
Laboratories and is now based at Cornell Uni-
versity. It is operated by a limited number of
people and funded entirely through grants. It
contains 99% of all written research output in
HEP Delfanti (2016). At its conception it was
merely an email based reflection of an existing
practice amongst practitioners of HEP. This
practice went as follows: whenever researchers
had something to communicate to their peers
they would deposit a written copy of the re-
search at the university library. An inventory
of the papers that were available in the library

was made public on a bulletin board near
the entrance of the library, or by means of a
simple card system. Any interested colleague
could ask for a copy of the original paper for
private use. In this way research information
in a rapidly advancing field could travel easily
between all interested scholars. By the 1960’s
a true preprint culture had already matured
amongst physicists. The size of the reposi-
tory of preprints added to the prestige of the
university library. Soon however, universities
started sharing preprint information. In the
1980’s a bibliographic database was created
by the combined efforts of institutions on both
sides of the Atlantic3 which formed the basis
for a global preprint exchange culture.

ArXiv encapsulated this principle in a much
more global and practical way by bringing the
platform to the web, basically setting up a
parallel structure next to basic peer reviewed
publishing. The platform is totally open ac-
cess with no cost for the reader or the con-
tributor4. To submit a paper to the archive
(as it is colloquially called amongst physicists)
it must be sent from 1) a recognized institu-
tional email account. A new user must also be
2) endorsed by a recognized user 3) Screening
for plagiarism is done automatically and fol-
lowed by 4) human moderation Luis Ignacio
Reyes-Galindo (2016).

Publishing papers on arXiv is the way for ac-
tive physicists to build a reputation. This may
seem counter-intuitive to some, because it is
often thought that preprint is a gateway to
plagiarism of work that not yet enjoys the pro-
tection of registered publications.

But in HEP a lot of research - for example in
the large hadron collider at Cern - is a col-
laborative effort with tens or even hundreds
of scientific contributors, it is not always easy
for an individual to stand out. Through indi-

2arxiv.org
3For a detailed overview of the development of arXiv and its precursors see Gunnarsdottir (2005).
4In the slipstream of the emergence of a digital preprint culture a typesetting tool was developed called

TeX and later LaTeX. This free software that is still widely in use, allows the individual researcher to produce
state of the art layouts for articles without the aid of a professional publisher.

http://www.arxiv.org
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vidual contributions to arXiv they can reclaim
their individuality. Because of the very short
time it takes for an article to get published5

new findings reach their audiences extremely
fast. Because of the high standard, in-crowd
nature of the users of arXiv, it operates also
as a kind of pre-peer review for the official
publishers. This explains the very high ac-
ceptance rating of articles published in jour-
nals like Physical Review Letters and Journal
of High Energy Physics. And last but not
least, all dependence on publisher paywalls or
even the spatio-temporal limitation of using
the university library ceases to exist.

3. Preprint in other fields

After unwrapping this example, one question
presents itself: Why does a similar publica-
tion culture not exist for the humanities in
general or for philosophy in particular? Just
consider the advantages: 1) no paywalls, 2)
speed of publication, 3) a global reach, 4) an
intense debating culture, 5) peripheralization
of bibliometric, financial and managerial tom-
foolery. The preprint culture arguably man-
ages to keep the focus firmly on the research
and away from external influences. So it is
no surprise that a number of other disciplines
have embraced the arXiv model. Mathemat-
ics being the first to adopt its principles, fol-
lowed by computer science, statistics, quan-
titative biology and quantitative finance. In
2013 biorXiv.org was founded as an arXiv in-
spired platform, for the life sciences and it
is likely that we will soon see the introduc-
tion of SocArXiv for the social sciences Cohen
(2016).

A number of reasons can be given for this late-
(or non-) adoption of the technology and its
principles by other disciplines. One of them is
money. Publications in arXiv are typically of
a very theoretical nature, which means that
they are a long way from being able to be
converted into profitable patents for industry

to capitalize on. This is why disciplines like
chemistry and pharmaceutical sciences tend
to be much more reluctant to publicly dissem-
inate their findings.

But surely a field like philosophy does not
suffer the shame of being overly practical?
Nor can it be claimed that by adhering to an
highly loose publication culture its practition-
ers might miss out on huge potential financial
gain? So what is stopping them?

To answer this question we have to look into
the publication culture that is dominant in
the humanities. To do this we should move
beyond the heterogeneous collection of disci-
plines gathered under the label of the humani-
ties Hammarfelt (2014). For practical reasons
we will limit the discussion to the field of phi-
losophy, although most of the arguments are
applicable to other fields within the humani-
ties as well.

First let us consider the question of language.
It is a simple fact that English has firmly
established itself as the lingua franca for
science. This brought about many ad-
vantages for the development of a global
scientific community. By wilfully adopt-
ing English as the standard language for
communication, researchers can poten-
tially reach out to anyone working on a
subject of interest. But English is not
the only language used in philosophy.
Far from it, and there are very good
reasons for this. For instance, it is of-
ten impossible to remove a historical as-
pect of the subject matter when dealing
with philosophy: Valuable works from
the seventeenth century A.D. or indeed
from the fifth century B.C. - when En-
glish did not yet develop, or had not
yet reached its current status - must re-
main in their original form in order to
retain their proper value. In this con-
text, translation inevitably means the
loss of a significant part of the content.

5All articles submitted before 4.00 pm EST are published every weekday at 8.00 pm.
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The multitude of languages that are
used in philosophy will remain a fac-
tor that complicates matters. Pockets
of valuable knowledge will remain inac-
cessible for those who do not master the
language they are written in. But on the
other hand, what is stopping us from
indexing them and making them read-
ily available for all who want to consult
them, nevertheless?

Secondly we may consider the nonlinear na-
ture of philosophical discourse. At the
risk of oversimplifying matters we may
see research in HEP as a quest with a
more or less singular answer that can
settle the matter, once it is discovered.
Of course we know this not to be en-
tirely true, but it can be argued that in
physics the tendency towards the lay-
ering of levels of interpretation is not
as strong as it is in philosophy. Yet in
mathematics for example - a field that
also uses arXiv and preprint intensively
- the degree of specialisation into vari-
ous sub-fields is notoriously very high.
This high degree of specialisation pro-
duces problems of a similar nature. A
paper that is written as part of a solu-
tion to a particular subproblem does not
necessarily mobilize the entire research
community. It suffices to alert just the
right people to get the right kind of feed-
back from the community. In the same
way the problem of layering could be ad-
dressed. Again the key lies in clever in-
dexing.

Thirdly there are monographs. These are a
rare commodity in HEP and when they
do see daylight they are generally not
targeted at the research community it-
self, but rather at interested outsiders
and students. Not so in philosophy.
Monographs are - even more so than
journal articles - the lifeblood of philos-
ophy. And they cannot be made free for

all to access without there being serious
(financial) consequences for the authors
and their publishers. The preparation
of a scientific book demands a serious
investment from the publisher. A peer
reviewed journal article is edited to a
large extend by the appointed reviewers
themselves. The main cost for the pub-
lisher of a digital academic database is
the development and the maintenance
of the platform where the work is de-
posited . The publication of an article
in a traditional journal or a monograph
is far more labour intensive. Although
some authors have resorted to publish-
ing their books in an open access format
- and thus relinquishing any possible fi-
nancial remuneration for their labour -
this cannot be expected to be a viable
alternative for all in the foreseeable fu-
ture. But maybe we should not think of
monographs as the engine, but rather
as the product and the catalyst of in-
tellectual debate? This would possibly
even disqualify them from the preprint
model. In a way this would put mono-
graphs in the humanities on the same
level as postprint articles and textbooks
in HEP, namely that of tested and ap-
proved.

Next we may consider articles written for
popular magazines and newspapers. It
may rightfully be expected of a profes-
sional philosopher to act as a public in-
tellectual, and doing so often involves
delivering articles to the popular press.
These articles are generally not con-
sidered scholarly papers, but are they
outside the academic canon altogether?
This is debatable. It is evidently so that
a popular article is not peer reviewed in
the formal sense, but this doesn’t mean
that it is not seen by the peers of the
author. It is certainly not gratuitous
and often becomes part of the intellec-
tual debate inside academic circles as
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well as in the public sphere. Popular
press in physics has an altogether differ-
ent dynamic. Here the article is usually
aimed at explaining difficult theoretical
concepts or research findings to the lay-
man. It is tantalising to consider inte-
grating popular articles by philosophers
when indexing the academic production
of the field, and preprint may be a way
to do this.

Five is the grip that large academic pub-
lishing houses have on scientific publish-
ing . In an extensive article that was
published in 2015 called ’The Oligopoly
of Academic Publishers in the Digital
Era’Larivière et al. (2015), it is convinc-
ingly shown how a few large publish-
ers over the past decades, have man-
aged to secure excessive profit margins
. This is made possible because of the
widespread conviction that publishing
houses play a central role in the or-
ganisation and dissemination of scien-
tific knowledge. Preprint culture clearly
demonstrates that this is not the case.
At the start of the digital preprint tradi-
tion in physics, mathematics and com-
puter science, scientists actively dis-
carded any copyright objections pub-
lishers would want to make by sim-
ply crossing out in their contracts the
clauses that prohibit publication of the
work elsewhere. Researchers in the hu-
manities (and other disciplines) up to
this day have not made a similar stance
and consequently remain under the ef-
fective control of their publishers.

The sixth consideration is about skill and fa-
miliarity with digital applications. Con-
sidering arXiv started in 1991 and there
where already many other applications
in existence when they took off, it is
fairly safe to say that physicists are
early adaptors of the new digital tech-
nology. Where users in the humanities

turn to digital platforms in the capac-
ity as clients, physicists and computer
scientists build themselves the platforms
they need.

4. The alternatives

This brings us to the current situation. Be-
cause on the supply side of academic informa-
tion in philosophy, things are slowly begin-
ning to change. Yet again it is by outside ini-
tiatives, rather than by forces mustered from
within the community. Pre-publishing for ex-
ample is slowly becoming a thing for the hu-
manities, but the way it is currently coming
about is diffuse. A number of possibilities are
already available to the general public and re-
searchers alike to disseminate texts: personal
websites can be used to make content avail-
able. Institutional repositories collect and dis-
tribute the work of their members.

In addition to this we saw the rise - in recent
years - of initiatives like academia.edu and
researchgate.net. Both are privately funded,
digital platforms that provide individual re-
searchers the possibility to form networks
with colleagues all over the globe through
sharing research findings and issuing early (or
past) publications.

Academia was founded in 2008 by Richard
Price a ... philosopher(!) who had the idea
while working on his PhD at the university
of Oxford. It operates with an invested capi-
tal of $17.7 million dollar by a variety of fun-
ders (Khosla Ventures, True Ventures, Spark
Ventures, Spark Capital and Rupert Pennant-
Ream).

Researchgate was also founded in 2008 by
virologist and computer scientist Dr. Ijad
Madisch, Dr. Sören Hofmayer (another physi-
cian) and computer scientist Horst Ficken-
scher. Among its investors we find Microsoft
founder Bill Gates.

A third major player in the emergence of new
social platforms for sharing scholarly informa-
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tion is the content manager Mendeley, provid-
ing social networking services as well as pub-
lication possibilities. Medeley started out in-
dependently but was bought in 2013 by the
Elsevier corporation.

But what all of these platforms seem to be
missing is one crucial thing: unity. Where
arXiv unites all pre-publications in a specific
field, the previous platforms divide the hu-
manities up amongst them. This results in
a situation where there is only limited recog-
nition from the community about the author-
ship of preprints. It is therefore a hazardous
enterprise for a researcher to put research out
there, where someone else can just steal the
idea and publish it for real elsewhere. But the
emergence of institutional repositories may
provide an answer to this problem.

For philosophy there exists another initiative
that tries - and to a large extend succeeds
- to index all publications in the field under
one flag and that is PhilPapers. PhilPapers is
a mainly grant-driven initiative that is main-
tained by the Centre for Digital Philosophy at
the University of Western Ontario (Canada).
Other initiatives that are worth mentioning
are the International Directory of Philosophy
and the Philosophy Documentation Center.

But none provide the key strong points of the
arXiv framework: free full-text access to ar-
ticles combined with a centralised and inde-
pendent repository and a broad recognition
amongst serious practitioners.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion of this article I would like to
present a metaphor that seems to sum up the
situation as it exists today: When it comes to
the relation of academic activity as it reveals
itself through publications and the evaluation
of these publications, consider a room filled
with sentient molecules in which a thermome-
ter is introduced. These molecular life forms
can basically act in two ways: they can ignore
the thermometer and try to find a way to heat

up the room, or they can focus solely on the
thermometer and ignore the room.

By focussing too much on ’measurable pub-
lications’ a lot of disciplines are effectively
neglecting the room and with this the very
reason for their existence, i.e. the develop-
ment of knowledge. The key to really kin-
dling scientific activity lies in an active and
productive community of researchers, sharing
their work and interacting with each other
with as little limitations as is possible given
the technologies of the time we live in.

Further reading: Akker (2016), Atanassova
et al. (2015),Briggle et al. (2015), Cohen
(2016), Dubucs (2009), Niyazov et al. (2016),
Olmos-Peñuela et al. (2014), Parks (2010),
Rentier (2016), Sismondo (2016), Zic Fuchs
(2014).

References

Akker, W. V. D. (2016). Research Assessment
in the Humanities. pages 23–29.

Atanassova, I., Bertin, M., and Mayr, P.
(2015). Mining Scientific Papers for Biblio-
metrics: a (very) Brief Survey of Methods
and Tools. 15th International Conference
on Scientometrics and Informetrics (ISSI).

Bohlin, I. (2004). Communication Regimes
in Competition: The Current Transition in
Scholarly Communication Seen through the
Lens of the Sociology of Technology. Social
Studies Of Science, 34(3):365–391.

Briggle, A., Frodeman, R., and Holbrook, B.
(2015). The Impact of Philosophy and the
Philosophy of Impact: A guide to charting
more diffuse influences across time. Impact
of Social Sciences.

Cohen, P. (2016). Developing SocArXiv - a
new open archive of the social sciences to
challenge the outdated journal system .



SocArXiv 7

Delfanti, A. (2016). Beams of particles and
papers. How digital preprint archives shape
authorship and credit. pages 1–17.

Dubucs, J. P. (2009). Humanities , Hu-
man Sciences and Digitalization. (Novem-
ber 2009):27–28.

Gunnarsdottir, K. (2005). Scientific Journal
Publications: On the Role of Electronic
Preprint Exchange in the Distribution of
Scientific Literature. Social Studies Of Sci-
ence, 35(4):549–579.

Hammarfelt, B. (2014). Using altmetrics for
assessing research impact in the humanities.
Scientometrics, pages 1419–1430.

Larivière, V., Haustein, S., and Mongeon, P.
(2015). The Oligopoly of Academic Pub-
lishers in the Digital Era. Plos One.

Linmans, A. J. M. (2010). Why with bib-
liometrics the Humanities does not need
to be the weakest link. Scientometrics,
83(2):337–354.

Luis Ignacio Reyes-Galindo (2016). Automat-
ing the Horae: Boundary-work in the age
of computers. Social Studies Of Science,
(3):107–111.

Moed, H. F. (2006). Citation analysis in re-
search evaluation, volume 9. Springer Sci-
ence & Business Media.

Niyazov, Y., Vogel, C., Price, R., Lund,
B., Judd, D., Akil, A., Mortonson, M.,
Schwartzman, J., and Shron, M. (2016).
Open access meets discoverability: Cita-
tions to articles posted to Academia.edu.
PLoS ONE, 11(2):1–23.
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