Scaling Small; Or How to Imagine New Relationalities for Knowledge Production
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The problem relates to papers I have previously given in relation to notions of sustainability in relation to open access book publishing and the models which require that we have to pay fees to publishers to publish in open access more in specific, where the premise seems to be that in order to move beyond these proposed fee-based models we need to find a ‘sustainable and scalable’ alternative, which is literally the title of about every other workshop/seminar/symposium I am asked to attend around open access publishing. Yet we need to keep in mind that the argument of ‘sustainability’ has been used previously to discredit open access: that it won’t work as it would never be sustainable and/or scaleable. But what does sustainability or scaleability actually mean within different academic publishing contexts. Does it depend on a single model being sustainable on making the entire model of scholarly publishing sustainable? Does it mean commercially viable or scalable, making a profit or breaking even? Does it mean sustainability in the short or long-run? And 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? Sustainability in the sense of our relationship as publishers and scholars to technology, the environment and the wider ecology of which we are a part? It might be worth keeping these questions in mind when thinking about how issues of sustainability have been put forward and framed within discussions on open access. For example, I would argue that the search among publishers, governments and other stakeholders within scholarly communication for the sustainable open access business model, has actually led to a situation where fees or paying for OA article publishing is becoming the norm, and now similarly increasingly both publishers and funders are inclined to use BPCs for books, where a consensus seems to be forming that this is the most sustainable, quickest and least disruptive way to reach universal accessibility for monographs too. Yet many feel that this a form of sustainability that perhaps predominantly serves publishers and maintains the publishing system as it is currently set up.  Do we need to take into consideration that from the point of view of incumbents, what needs sustaining are large margins? What about authors or other players within the system? A reliance on publication fees, risks 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 they are a part, expressing viewpoints that don’t meet with institutional approval. 
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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. So perhaps this frame of sustainability is not that useful within this context. A frame of resilient communications might fit these 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 focusing 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 I think that on a larger scale, 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. Which is what I will discuss in the 3rd part of this talk.
[image: ]
We might also need to create models that focus on the associations between the scalable and the non-scalable, which is where the anthropologist Anna Tsing focuses on
in this wonderful book in which she explores the global supply chains of the matsutake mushroom which lives in transformative mutualist relationship with trees, from gift to commodity and back. Here she narrates overlapping stories of capitalism and ecology and the frictions in the encounters of value regimes that occur. As part of these stories she develops what I feel is a very valuable theorization around scalability and nonscalability. 
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One of the main focus points of Tsing’s argument is that scaling or scalability assumes that projects expand without changing their framing assumptions. Scalability then, is the ability of a project to change scales smoothly without any change in project frames. Tsing evokes how the discourse of scaling up has been strongly connected to the advancement of humanity, to our ideas of progress, where the success of expansion through scalability shaped both modernity and capitalism, and with that in this context, knowledge production. From this perspective the nonscalable becomes an impediment. 
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Scalable projects however are oblivious to the diversity of contexts and the indeterminacies that originate from the encounter with this diversity. As Tsing states, they block our ability to notice the heterogeneity of the world, in other words scalability allows us to see only uniform blocks, ready for further expansion. This urge for scalability has transformed both our societies and landscapes, and again our knowledge systems and infrastructures, but it hasn’t been able to suppress the nonscalable ecological and economical relationships, these continue to erupt in unexpected places. Yet Tsing doesn’t see these as existing in a binary relationship to scalability or as the one being good and the other being bad. As she states capitalist accumulation also increasingly incorporates nonscalable relations into the global supply chain through scalable accounting for example, and we can see something similar in how academic publishing has been able to incorporate incredible amounts of volunteer work and underlying non-calculatable relations of care into its models, so much so that these now sustain them. As Tsing states, the main distinguishing feature between scalable and nonscalable projects is not ethical conduct but rather that the latter are more diverse because they are not geared up for expansion. 
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Yet Tsing nonetheless stresses that we need to pay more attention to the nonscalable modes of valuation that merge in livelihood processes through what she calls the contingencies of encounter, or what in other contexts is theorised as enounters with the ‘other’. What is needed here is paying attention to the histories of these encounters, to descriptions of them, to how scalable designs have excluded biological and cultural diversity, where the only way to create scalability is to repress change and encounter. 
.
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Scalability theory has not only improved but also naturalized scalability. Here the issue is that a system that is sustainable ought to be scalable, and nonscalable systems are understood to be flawed. Therefore, the first step in building nonscalability theory, Tsing argues, is to denaturalize scalability, revealing its specific historicity and specifying alternatives. Nonscalability theory makes it possible to see how scalability uses articulations with nonscalable forms even as it denies or erases them. Nonscalability theory allows scales to arise from the relationships that inform particular projects, scenes, or events. Many scale-making projects compete for the scholar or world-builder’s attention; the trick is to trace or make relationships between projects. Instead of taking scalability for granted as a necessary tool of progress, nonscalability theory attends to the work of contingency and failure. It is about “looking around rather than ahead”, to cultivate the vulnerability to unexpected encounters (with entities, objects, disciplines).
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So going back to the third way we can start to address the problem is by devising practical alternatives and new ways of organization, which we have been doing through amongst others through the radical OA collective and the newly formed ScholarLed
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Two models of collaboration have stood out in these developments. Firstly, a model that focuses on alliances of small independent projects within a certain sector (such as publishers) in collectives (horizontally) to create economies of scale, and secondly, one which encompasses collaboration across sectors or fields (vertically) to create multi-stakeholder ecologies.

Collectives here function as organizations with a non-hierarchical (or flat or horizontal) structure, where all the members of the collective participate in decision-making processes. These forms of publishing can represent collaboration within scholarly networks, for example, encouraging informal relationships and community-forming between (groups of) scholars interested in helping one another to publish research. The scholar-run Open Humanities Press (OHP) exists as such a community of critical and cultural theorists: it involves multiple, self-governing scholarly groups, organized around journals or book series, and includes academics, librarians, publishers, technologists, journal editors, etc., operating as a radically heterogeneous collective. The Radical Open Access Collective is another community that applies a similar model, but on a larger scale.

Multi-stakeholder collaborations form another important strategy in making not-for-profit, independent publishing more resilient. Collaborations involving libraries, universities, funding agencies and infrastructure providers, all with a shared interest in the public value of knowledge, are examples of this. Here, there is scope for thinking of the various not-for-profit entities within 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.

The newly formed ScholarLed, intends to set up and expand exactly these kinds of collaborations and relationships. A Consortium of 6 more established scholar-led academic book publishers, who all are also members of the radical open access collective, they aim to together develop new tools, workflows, infrastructures and processes to support the consortium as well as scholar-led publishing more in general, next to setting up new vertical alliances that will further support not-for-profit publishing more in general.

As such the consortium is actively involved in attaining funding to resolve some of the most pressing barriers that are preventing small publishers from interfacing with large scale infrastructures. Existing infrastructures for the discovery, distribution and archiving of scholarly books have been designed primarily for commercial, large, non-open access publishers. This often renders them fundamentally inappropriate for open access content and for small scholar-led publishing initiatives operating independent from large commercial publishers. Building up from a shared catalogue, we are therefore working towards streamlining processes for the creation of metadata for the consortium and better integration of open access titles into library catalogues. We have created an open source collaborative conference presence and bookstand and are actively exploring how we can better archive multimodal monograph content.
As such we are working towards a collaborative rather than a competitive ecosystem, which, next to stimulating innovation in digital knowledge production, will support scholar-led presses to scale in a horizontal manner by building alliances with other not-for-profit players, including libraries, universities and university presses. Yet this isn’t simply a project that wants to slot scholar-led presses into existing systems and infrastructures, that wants to turn scholar-led publishing into just another publishing model and integrate it into the existing systems. We aim to thoroughly rethink these systems and how they currently function. And this is quite a challenge, given Tsing’s reminder that we are trying to reimagine knowledge practices, which have been shaped  as part of a system that has historically developed and been continuously remade to encourage further scalability. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Following Tsing’s recommendation to pay attention to how reimagining our knowledge practices requires we pay particular attention to articulations between the scalable and the nonscalable what is needed to enable this is first and foremost a reimagining of what academic collectivity, community and commonality is and could be in a digital publishing environment. New forms of collaboration need to be imagined in this sense, collaborations that won’t of necessity be able to scale, that focus on nonscalable modes of valuation or gift economies or that showcase the work, messiness and issues that arise when we do scale, an actively engages with them instead of pushing this difficulty out in the search for a more uniform and easier to scale model.  It is about pointing out where scalability fails—and where nonscalable relations erupt. Reimagining the relations within the publishing system beyond a mere calculative logic focused on assessing the sustainability 
of alternative models, is essential in a not-for-profit open access publishing environment, in order to enable these new forms of collaboration and to redefine the future of scholarly publishing in more communal settings. 



1

image5.emf



Scalability requires that project elements be oblivious to the 
indeterminacies of encounter; that’s how they allow smooth 
expansion. Thus, too, scalability banishes meaningful 
diversity, that is, diversity that might change things.



Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
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History plays havoc with scalability. The only way to create 
scalability is to repress change and encounter. If they can’t be 
repressed, the whole relation across scales must be 
rethought. 
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To pay attention to articulations between the scalable and the 
nonscalable requires rethinking our knowledge practices, which 
have been shaped within the history of remaking the world for 
scalability.



Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
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Ways to Address the Problem



discourses of scalability and sustainability invoke the wrong 
frame for understanding the stakes and dynamics of scholarly 
communications, which is much more of a volatile endeavour 
than a stable one.



Theories of Resilience
Theories of Scalability and Nonscalability
Bottom up, Community and Horizontal perspectives:



The Radical Open Access Collective and ScholarLed
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The Problem



Imaginaries for future modes of OA knowledge production are 
controlled through demands for ‘scalability’ and ‘sustainability’, 
which are seen as preconditions for scholarly communication 
models and practices to succeed, to be efficient, but also to 
receive funding for publishing projects or infrastructure 
development. The scalability of open models is perceived as 
essential to compete in a landscape dominated by a handful of 
major corporate players. 
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The Mushroom at the End of 
the World. On the Possibility 
of Life in Capitalist Ruins
Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
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Scalability, in contrast, is the ability of a project to change 
scales smoothly without any change in project frames. A 
scalable business, for example, does not change its 
organization as it expands. This is possible only if business 
relations are not transformative, changing the business as 
new relations are added. Similarly, a scalable research 
project admits only data that already fits the research 
frame.
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