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What we are presenting here today is part of an article in progress Kaja and I are currently working on for the journal Convolution. As part of what we hope will be an interactive presentation, we would like to discuss the now largely forgotten medium of Reprint Request Cards. Today made obsolescent by the ease of PDFs downloaded directly from journals, databases, or perhaps torrented and accessed via so-called shadow libraries, Reprint Request Cards once constituted an important tool among communities of readers and writers and served as a means of obtaining copies of publications directly from their authors. Although most prominent among scholars in the sciences and social sciences, due to the historical centrality of journals in scientific publication, Reprint Request Cards speak poignantly to the nature of contemporary publishing and draw attention to the changes brought about by the turn to reading online, irrespective of the disciplinary context.
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Reprint Requests, Leung, Robson, and Siu note, “begun as a matter of courtesy within a small group of scholars” and by the early 1920s became an established and common method of accessing and circulating publications within the scientific community.[footnoteRef:1] One estimate from 1990 (Swales, Genre Analysis) estimated that at least 10 million requests were made via RRCs every year. The mechanism of obtaining a reprint was simple: having identified an article of interest, a reader mailed the author a card requesting it and, a few weeks later, received a printed copy of the publication (a so-called reprint or offprint) in the post. Reprint Request Cards aided the process of requesting publications and, perhaps most importantly, encouraged an active community of readers and writers to emerge. A drive for engaged readership informed the practice of sharing publications in response to Reprint Request: “I remember the delight of receiving hundreds of reprint requests,” writes Steven Willey, “for individual papers that I fought long and hard with reviewers to get published.”[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Alexander K.C. Leung, “Responses to Reprint Requests: Form Letters Versus Preprinted Cards,” Journal of National Medical Association, 83.3 (1991): 249. ]  [2:  Steven Wiley, ‘Bring Back Reprint Requests’, The Scientist, September 1, 2009, https://www.the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/27614/title/Bring-Back-Reprint-Requests/. ] 
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We look at Reprint Request Cards as characteristic forms of expression in their own right, which draw attention to the significance of the ways in which we encounter writing. But we also set this exercise in motion as an experiment in thinking about modes of community building that an act of publishing makes possible outside of the immediate contexts of today’s online sociability, which we have grown to take for granted. We take on the form of Reprint Request to explore in more depth questions so central to any attempt at writing, reading, and publishing, in other words questions of circulation, distribution and access and, in particular, their challenges today with respect to experimental forms of writing and publishing. 

Different variants of RRCs existed, from letters to postcards, sometimes standardized and printed by departments, or by libraries or journals themselves. What stands out here are the various communication practices that reprint request cards highlight, such as the fact that, as we mentioned, it was academic courtesy to send a copy to someone requesting one. This implied RRCs fell within the realm of what Canagarajah describes as a ''Nondiscursive'' Requirements in Academic Publishing. As a method of correspondence between scholars, one of the latent roles of reprints was networking, they served as a barometer of a scientist’s reputation. 
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Many academics also didn’t wait for requests and would mail unsolicited reprints to colleagues and competitors.
Yet copying costs and response rates of course summoned up all kinds of political questions, including who pays for the copy costs, which predominantly seemed to fall on authors. Authors often paid publishers too to receive print offs of “official” preprints, branded etc. by the publisher, which they would order in advance (and if interest was low, often got stuck with). 
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When you were send your proofs of your article, you often received a ‘reprint request form’ to order official reprints from the publisher. Sometimes you received a certain amount of free author reprints (for example 50), but mostly publishers charged for them. The costs of these reprints depended on the publisher, on the number of pages, the number of colour figures and the number of reprints ordered, amongst others. These neatly printed copies of your papers were for the author to hand out to their colleagues.
Although it sounds perhaps odd to us why authors would order and often pay steeply for these official publisher reprints, the reasons for this were diverse. First of all, these reprints not only went to their peers, they also accompanied grant and job applications (were granting agencies often needed between six and 20 reprints) or were used for educational purposes, for sharing with students. Professional reprints were also essential to adequately reproduce specialist forms of scientific data, including autoradiograms, DNA sequencing gels, and photomicrographs, which couldn’t be adequately captured by photocopies. So in this sense you could compare professional preprints to what we nowadays know as approved, final publisher’s versions of a publication, were xeroxed versions were perceived more akin to postprints deposited in repositories now.

Of course at some point companies saw the commercial potential in these practices. Sheridan Press was a publisher which became an important third-party service or intermediary in this field, where they started to provide reprints (and later eprints) for many journals, supplying reprints for nearly 900 publications (including for Duke University Press, and the Blackwell Scientific series), becoming one of the first companies to offer a single source of reprints from multiple publishers in the journal industry. As you see here in an instruction form of how to order reprints of articles in Science, it states on top “administered and produced by the Sheridan Press”.

[image: ]
And you can here see prices for the The New England Journal of Medicine
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(wait a bit…)
However, what is clear is that not all authors might have had the facilities or the finances to provide free reprints,
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and there were clearly many grievances around the practice, whether this involved who should pay for the postage, 
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whether the receiver was ‘deserving’ of a reprint, or was simply a ‘reprint violator’. Yet, it also summoned up more political questions around the set-up of this system, and whether it was fair for publishers to charge for preprints, given the amount of work academics do for them for free.
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From a reader perspective, however, other motivations played a role. RRCs were essential for many readers to gain access to a copy of an article if their library didn’t have access to a certain journal. Especially in the 80s, journal costs began to spiral and the number of journals purchased by libraries started to decline. For many readers reprint collections also functioned as a personal library, a collection of articles they owned instead of having to borrow them from the library, where reprints where often also easier to handle and archive than whole journals, and of course, much cheaper. Many academics, especially before the invention of Xerox copiers, also encountered limitations where it concerned photocopying facilities. For readers RRCs were also often cheaper than interlibrary loan, for example, as the cost for purchasing or printing and sending out a reprint would normally fall on the author. 
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Especially in the global south, lack of journal access meant reprint requests were highly important here to get access to the latest research. In this sense, just as now, the what Canagarajah calls nondiscursive conventions of the publishing industry functioned to exclude Global South scholars from access to scholarly journals. 
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Beyond linguistic and discursive differences, many Global South scholars found the material disadvantages (related to postage cost, stamps, photocopiers, stationary etc.) too overwhelming. Some academics in the Global North and West therefore gave priority to request from countries where researchers had limited access to libraries and photocopiers. And note the lovely colonial notes in these quotes from academics.
[image: ]
Libraries or research institutes were sometimes also involved in what was called ‘reprint exchanges’, sent by institute or university libraries on the basis of mutual exchange
sometimes on behalf of their academics, sometimes to build up their own ‘reprint libraries’. Institutions often printed RRCs for their researchers, including the institution address.
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And yet again, intermediaries arrived in this exchange between readers and authors, to make this process of exchange easier. So called “reference journals” were issued monthly, presenting lists of international periodicals, including indexes of articles, author names and addresses. These were available free of charge. 
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One of the most famous reference journals was Current Contents, which was an initiative of Eugene Garfield and published by the Philadelphia- based Institute for Scientific Information (ISI, of the famous Science Citation Index), founded by Garfield in 1960, and now known and now known as Clarivate Analytics.
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Current Contents reproduced the content pages of science journals published that week (often before they were available in the library) on very thin airmail paper to keep postage costs down. 
Well-funded labs subsequently signed up for ISI’s cleverly designed and pre-printed Request-A-Print® or RAP cards, 
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standardized cards which came with a peel-off return address sticker with your institution’s address to attach to the reprint envelope for the reprint sender’s convenience. You still however had to fill in by hand the citation and the author’s address. Millions of these cards were sold each year. 
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Of course the connection between ISI and reprint request cards is clear, were reprint requests could be seen as a crude form of a citation index, or more akin to what we nowadays classify as “altmetrics” or alternative measures of the popularity or impact of a publication. 
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For the number of reprint requests an academic received were seen as an indication of the interest in or importance of a publication, before the rise of the impact factor. 
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And, although it still remained for a large part informal, the RRCs were part of a larger industry. As Eugene Garfield noted in 1970, we were talking about a cost esti,ate of about half a billion dollars annually.
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To return to the “interactice aspect” of this talk, for our article in Convolutions, we have designed some Repreint Request Cards, which you can find on the table. We hope that turning to Reprint Request Cards will reintroduce to those who choose to post them the pleasure of the postcard – of sticking a stamp, of dropping it into a letter box – so rare today. Our cards, while reproducing the format of the traditional Reprint Requests, also disrupt it. They are designed to invite our prospective readers to introduce themselves to their colleagues by filling in the blank side of the card, playfully exploring the form of the postcard and the processes of reading and writing which these cards are to initiate. We would invite you to pick up one of the cards and write a reprint request to a colleague in your field, someone you already know or whose work you admire, to add details on the front or decorate it, and send the card to them. There are coloured pencils on the table too, but you will have to provide your own stamps.
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"I see a reprint request to be a friendly feedback 
or signal on whether my work is useful," "It also 
tells you how far the influence of your work goes in 
terms of geographic distribution and disciplines." 
Jin Meng (research scientist in vertebrate paleontology at the 
American Museum of Natural History in New York City)



"I like to take time to make a personal note if I am 
sending a reprint to a close friend, or simply write 
'warm regards' if it goes to a colleague I have 
talked with at annual meetings," "I also sign 
reprints which go to people I perceive as 'movers 
and shakers.' I'd like to think opening my reprint 
jogs someone's memory of me in a small way." 
Jim Hutchins (developmental biologist, an associate professor of 
anatomy at the University of Mississippi Medical Center in Jackson)
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“For a researcher, it can be hard to predict how 
many reprints to order. Order too few, and time 
must be spent at the copier. Order too many, and 
one may feel foolish. "It is embarrassing to 
have a colleague visit your office and spy a 
stack of 400 unsent -- and unwanted -- reprints. 
I get very depressed looking at a large stack of 
unwanted reprints." 
Jim Hutchins (developmental biologist, an associate professor of 
anatomy at the University of Mississippi Medical Center in Jackson)
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At the New England Journal of Medicine, different 
pricing scales apply for different types of articles, 
and also vary according to who is ordering reprints. 
Commercial rates are 40 percent higher than rates for 
authors. Authors' costs for reprints of research reports 
are $169 for the first 100 and $19 for every 100 
thereafter. For the much-shorter editorials, the cost 
for authors is $60 for the first 100 and $9 for 
subsequent batches of 100. Scientific American gives 
authors 150 complimentary reprints, charging $1 for each 
additional one to the author and $4 each for anyone 
according to Jeremy Abbate, subscriber- relations 
specialist at the New York-based magazine.



(Lewis, 1995)Visual Basic for Applications" is selected.
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To the Editor:— On page 828 of the July 4 
issue, Dr. Richard Kovacs condemns the practice 
of certain persons using a penny postcard to 
request a reprint. He believes that any one 
requesting a reprint of an author should write a 
personal letter and enclose postage.



(Taft, 1942)
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We would all like to send out our reprints. However, 
the costs of postage, the mailing materials, and the 
reprints have risen like many things. When one 
receives a postcard asking for a reprint, I wonder 
if the sender deserves one. There are definite 
reprint violators. There are now duplicators in 
doctor and hospital offices which could give these 
extra copies. I often ask, Why doesn't the postcard 
sender subscribe to the ARCHIVES? It is cheaper to 
ask for ten articles at 5 cents a postcard, then to 
buy a journal at $1.



(Reed, 1971)
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I've recently obtained my PhD in mathematics and started a post-doc 
this year. I have 5 published papers, across a wide spectrum of 
journals (in terms of quality, from very good to mediocre). However 
I never received any off-prints from the journals and it seems that 
to receive those one has to pay. On the other hand all the 
professors that I know of have always a lot of off-prints for most 
of their journal publications. I always wanted to have these neat 
looking off-prints but it seems that the winds have changed and 
journals are becoming "cheaper" (behavior-wise) than ever.
This leads me to the following question:
• Is this a recent change? Is it considered the norm now to not send 
off-prints free of charge?



• Are these professors perhaps ordering the off-prints through some 
departmental fund?



Is there anything that can be done about this situation? Can I 
pressure the journal into sending me off-prints free of charge (e.g
would trying to refuse signing the publishing agreement, unless 
they provide the off-prints for free work?). Have people tried 
boycotting journals not offering off-prints? This kind of cheap 
behavior really strikes me as pushing the boundary of what is 
acceptable. Not only we do most of the work for the journal 
(refereeing, writing, etc.) but on top of that journals are 
expensive and do not even offer off-prints anymore.



https://academia.stackexchange.com/questions/17512/have-most-
journals-recently-stopped-providing-off-prints-to-authors
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"I will always reply to reprint requests from 
Eastern Europe, South and Central America, or 
Asia, excluding Japan. Requests from North 
America, Western Europe, and Japan are granted a 
much lower priority, since most of the people 
making the requests have access to the articles, 
anyway." 
Gordon Dent, research scientist at the Center for Pneumology and 
Thoracic Surgery in Hamburg, Germany



(Lewis, 1995)
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Reprint requests also brought a sense of 
connectedness with scientists around the world. 
The mail would bring postcards with bright 
stamps and formal, cursive handwriting. The ones 
from communist block countries like East 
Germany, Poland, and Czechoslovakia were sad: 
printed on pulpy, low quality paper that 
oxidized in the sunlight and had a bitter smell. 
I always enjoyed fulfilling these requests—it 
meant acknowledging these scientists, keeping 
them connected to the free world, and 
encouraging freedom of inquiry.



(Lewis, 1995)
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When I was in graduate school in the pre-internet 
age, the super-efficient way to scan the new 
scientific literature was to grab a physical copy of 
Current Contents, the weekly publication of the 
Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). It was a 
thick little booklet, printed on thin, bright white 
paper. At least it was bright white when it arrived 
in the mail and when your lab head got to leaf 
through it. By the time it reached the grad 
students’ offices, it was tattered, marked up, and 
usually stained with coffee, cheesesteak drippings, 
and rat urine.
Avery Gilbert, sensory psychologist



https://www.firstnerve.com/2018/08/hard-copies-web-metrics.html
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On the flip side, receiving reprint requests in 
the mail was a rewarding experience, especially 
for a graduate student or newly minted faculty 
member. It meant someone had found your work 
sufficiently interesting to fill out the 
postcard. And you knew who they were! A reprint 
request from a Big Name in the Field was 
acknowledgment that you had arrived.



Avery Gilbert, sensory psychologist
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I remember visiting one biochemistry department 
in a midwestern US university in the early 1970s 
where the faculty’s research papers were pinned 
on a notice board and a piece of string from 
each paper led to a pile of reprint request 
cards—the height of the pile was taken as an 
indication of the value or importance of the 
work described.



(Grimwade, 2018)










I remember visiting one biochemistry department 

in a midwestern US university in the early 1970s 

where the faculty’s research papers were pinned 

on a notice board and a piece of string from 

each paper led to a pile of reprint request 

cards—the height of the pile was taken as an 

indication of the value or importance of the 

work described.

(Grimwade, 2018)


image21.emf



Reprints are purchased for distribution often at 
high cost to either the author institutions or 
federal and state agencies; in addition, the 
cost of mailing reprint request cards and 
reprints increases as postal costs rise. A 
recent cost estimate placed the cost of the 
multiple facets of reprint requests and 
distribution at about half a billion dollars 
annually. 
(Eugene Garfield, 1970)
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