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This short paper responds to the provocations set out in Kirsi Pauliina 
Kallio’s recent editorial on ‘Subtle radical moves in scientific publishing’ 
and emerges out of my participation in a Fennia-organized panel at the 
2017 Nordic Geographers’ Meeting where participants reflected on the 
challenges and opportunities of creating a more equitable and pluralistic 
international publishing environment. Given the dominance of English 
language publishing in international academic work and the broader 
geopolitics of knowledge production through which some contexts, 
approaches, and modes of knowledge are regularly devalued, I suggest 
that – to the extent that publishing outlets are evaluated or ranked – they 
should be evaluated and ranked, in part, based on their contribution to a 
pluralistically international academy. This revaluation could help shape 
the informal assessments made by scholars in the context of hiring, 
funding, and other key decisions. It could also be integrated into more 
formal channels, such as within the deliberations of the boards who 
produce publication rankings in, for example, Finland’s Publication Forum.  
Such a tactic need not preclude other work to contest rankings hierarchies 
and audit cultures as they advance the neoliberalization of academic 
work, but it does 1) suggest the importance of paying attention to what 
and how scholars value when we evaluate publishing outlets and 2) point 
toward the potential of critical and creative engagement with the range of 
processes (i.e. indexing, accrediting, measuring, ranking etc.) that 
surround and subsist within academic publishing.
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Introduction
The publication of research and other kinds of critical and creative work is crucial to the unfolding of 
collective academic conversations and to the individual careers of scholars. As such, it would likely 
always be the site of some anxiety, but, in the current moment, the systems through which scholars 
publish their work have become the source of significant dissatisfaction within and beyond the academy. 
The paywalls behind which much scholarly work is housed limit access – particularly to those outside of 
the academy and without access to institutional journal subscriptions – at a time when many scholars, 
whether motivated by their own political commitments or by funding imperatives, seek to increase the 
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impact of their work beyond the academy. Meanwhile, large, for-profit commercial publishing companies 
extract profit from a process that involves significant public investment and tremendous amount of 
unpaid labor by academics. The contradictions and limits of the current models, while long visible, are 
increasingly prompting a range of changes, including funder and institutional mandates around 
publishing open access, new institutional and field-specific repositories, increasingly sophisticated file 
sharing infrastructures for bypassing paywalls, experiments in non-commercial publishing, and new 
forms of negotiation with publishers. The potential scale and impact of such shifts going forward calls 
for critical consideration by everyone engaged in academic work.

This period of flux in academic publishing and its controversies over access and value, while 
obviously important in their own terms, also represents an opportunity to consider how changing 
publication practices can move us in the direction of a more pluralistically international academy. Of 
course, scholars across a range of contexts are already facing pressures to produce work that responds 
to internationalization imperatives, but this often means publishing in in ‘international’ (i.e. high-
ranking, English-language) outlets (Paasi 2015). As geographic discussions around Anglophone 
hegemony have made clear, the ‘international’, with its connections to the dominance of English, can 
and often does result in more provincial geographies and puts significant obstacles in the way of 
achieving a more pluralistically international academy (Garcia Ramon 2003; Germes & Husseini de 
Araújo 2016). The extent, contour, and implications of English-language dominance have been critically 
debated (e.g. Rodríguez-Pose 2004), but, however one might approach the question of English as a 
lingua franca, it seems clear that these dynamics contribute toward a situation where certain 
argumentative styles and theoretical frames are privileged over others and where important 
intellectual contributions may go unrecognized (Fall & Minca 2013; Fall 2014). I also follow Desbiens 
and Ruddick (2006: 4) in thinking that “to cast aside the question of language in geography” would be 
“to obscure those practices that do work to maintain various unequal power relations”. Thus, there 
remains an uneven playing field that eases the way for some scholars, such as an Anglophone 
researcher like myself, while putting up obstacles in front of others.

The dynamics of language are, of course, only one part of the broader geopolitics of knowledge 
production in a plural and uneven world (Mignolo 2002; Timár 2004; Peake 2011). There are a 
growing number of projects that have emerged seeking to open up knowledge production in 
geography in new ways, including exciting work articulated around decolonizing geographic thinking 
(Sundberg 2014; Radcliffe 2017), provincializing hegemonically-universalized approaches and 
worlding subaltern urbanisms in urban geography (Roy 2009; Sheppard et al. 2013), and opening up 
new possibilities for collaboration and conversation across linguistic and material divides (Nagar 
2014). Much of this work gestures toward the need for broad epistemic shifts and substantive 
political change in both the academy and the broader world. Building on Kirsi Pauliina Kallio’s (2017) 
editorial on subtle radical moves in academic publishing, my goal here is to offer some further 
reflections on an area of publishing practices where potential interventions, even small ones, could 
be made toward creating a more pluralistically international publishing environment – as one 
modest step toward decolonizing the discipline.

Obstacles and opportunities
At the risk of stating the obvious, one important sticking point holding back efforts to create a more 
pluralistically international publishing environment is the existing system of incentives that tend to 
channel scholars into producing certain kinds of publications and submitting them to certain kinds of 
outlets. Due to the competitive nature of launching an academic career, early career scholars 
experience intense pressure to publish as much as possible in the ‘best’ journals possible. Often, ‘best’ 
is understood either in terms of formal metrics, like impact factor or national rankings systems, or in 
terms of a more diffuse, but still quite real, common sense within particular scholarly communities 
about the outlets that matter most. This pressure extends beyond the early career-stage, of course, 
although that is a particularly important moment, both in terms of the acute nature of the pressure 
and the way it helps set the stage for what follows. While the influence of metrics and the details of 
that scholarly common sense can vary significantly across contexts, the journals that matter in this 
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way are most often published in English and included as part of Web of Science (WoS) rankings (cf. 
Schuermans et al. 2010; Paasi 2013). This hierarchy of publishing outlets effectively narrows the kinds 
of approaches and contributions that are likely to be made. 

I use the language of incentives and pressures, but, as others have pointed out (e.g. Kitchin 2005), 
it is more than that. Academics are not first neutral actors who then encounter these incentives, but 
rather subjects who have, in many cases, been trained and positioned to care about publishing in high 
ranking, international journals and who evaluate their own and others’ scholarly credentials, at least 
in part, in relation to these publication records. Here, the production of academic subjectivities is 
central – as are questions of value, to name the interrelated issues of the economic value that is 
produced in academic publishing and the system of valuation that determine what publication venues 
are accorded the most status in communities in which that status is a key currency.

Kirsi Pauliina Kallio’s (2017) articulation of the different steps and actors involved in the publishing 
process nicely provides a kind of road map toward potential areas of intervention in the publishing 
process. To that, I would add the evaluation and ranking of publishing outlets as an area where 
academics may be able to alter our own practices to move toward a more pluralistic and equitable 
publishing environment. Even as there are a variety of external pressures, I think it remains largely 
true “that it is academics themselves who decide what is ‘valuable’ and oversee many of the accounting 
systems that govern their practices” (Kitchin 2005: 12). I have in mind both the formal ranking exercises, 
such as Finland’s Publication Forum or the Norwegian Register for Scientific Journals, Series and 
Publishers, as well as the ways that impact factors and more ‘common sense’ understandings of 
quality within particular fields affect how journals and the individual scholars who publish in them are 
evaluated by other scholars. In terms of formal ranking exercise, scholars themselves do not exercise 
independent control over whether and how these systems emerge, nor how the rankings are used, 
but they – at least the often-senior scholars who sit on advisory boards – do generally control the 
evaluation process that assigns rankings to particular journals. It is also scholars themselves who 
often do the more informal evaluating that reproduces a common sense about the quality and 
significance of particular outlets and applies that common sense to the evaluation of job candidates, 
funding proposals, and promotion prospects.

Among the more formal practices, the national accreditation and ranking systems for academic 
publishing outlets in Norway, Denmark, and Finland merit more critical attention (see Paasi 2013; 
Berg et al. 2016; Jones 2017). In Finland, for example, the Publication Forum ranks journals on a scale 
of 1–3, with a 3 being awarded to a small percentage of the highest quality and impact journals, and 1 
being awarded to the largest number of journals that meet certain basic standards. The higher the 
ranking, the more a publication in that outlet is worth in terms of the distribution of public funding to 
the university. While these rankings are ostensibly not meant to be applied to individual scholars, it is 
difficult to imagine that they do not influence how particular publications, authors, and research 
groups are perceived and evaluated among themselves and in relation to university administrations.

The circulation of these mechanisms – for example, South Africa’s Department of Higher Education 
and Training adopted Norway’s registry for use in its own accreditation exercises in 2016 – and the 
potential consolidation being pursued in the form of a jointly-maintained ’Nordic List’ that aims to 
create a shared registry among the Nordic countries and potentially beyond together make these a 
potentially important point of intervention. Here, I suggest that those scholars who take on the work 
of evaluating publication outlets in this way ought to integrate into their considerations of quality and 
significance the extent to which the journal contributes to a more pluralistically international 
publishing environment. This is not just a form of positive discrimination, although it would be 
justifiable if it was, but a reflection of the intellectual value of creating a more pluralistic environment. 
The kind of contributions that could be recognized in this way would necessarily vary, but include 
much that has already been suggested in work responding to Anglo-hegemony or in the distinct but 
related project of decolonizing the academy. This could entail the publication of abstracts in multiple 
languages, the publication of original work in multiple languages, the translation of articles, the 
development of publisher and editorial policies that reduce barriers to publishing in English for those 
for whom English is not a first language, the publication of articles that build connections across 
scholarly (and other) traditions, and the highlighting of particular contexts, questions, or forms of 
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knowledge production that are underrepresented or devalued in the context of Anglo-hegemony and 
the broader colonial geopolitics of knowledge. 

Evaluating differently
In advocating for a kind of critical engagement with ranking and evaluation of publishing outlets, what 
I have in mind is, in one sense, analogous to the kind ‘conscientious engagement’ with citation practices 
recently discussed by Mott and Cockayne (2017). To be sure, ranking and evaluating publication 
outlets is not actually necessary or productive for scholarly work in the way that citation is (and, 
indeed, is frequently counterproductive to such work—see Mountz et al. 2015; Berg et al. 2016). 
However, to the extent that ranking and evaluating remain an influential feature of the academic 
landscape, I suggest that it makes sense for scholars who have the opportunity to help shape these 
rankings to do so in the interest of creating evaluations that more accurately represent the value of, 
as well as contribute to, the creation of a more pluralistically international academy. 

Such a tactic need not preclude other work to contest rankings hierarchies and audit cultures as 
they advance the neoliberalization of academic work, but it does suggest the importance of paying 
attention to what and how we, as scholars, value when we evaluate publishing outlets – a task which 
would likely not disappear entirely, even in the absence of neoliberalizing tendencies and competitive 
audit cultures. As debates about the dominant for-profit journal publishing model continue to unfold, 
I think it is critical to support efforts to imagine and pursue alternatives that can broaden access to 
academic work and challenge existing inequalities in knowledge production. Moreover, as much as 
possible of the value produced in academic work should be brought back into the hands of the 
scholars where it could support things like translation, which bring new arguments and approaches 
to broader audiences, or language services that help level the playing field for scholars working to 
publish in English. Scholars should also take this opportunity to critically ask what kinds of publication 
rankings, metrics, and citation indices, if any, do or should we actually value? What productive ends do 
they support in their current form? What ends might they be put toward? If we allow that there may 
be some scholarly use for some of these mechanisms – a point on which I am not altogether convinced 
in the case of rankings, although for citation indices the case is clearer – by whom and how should 
these be governed? What are the implications of having so much of this in the hands of private profit-
seeking corporations, like Clarivate Analytics and Google? What are the possibilities for indexing, 
accrediting, measuring, evaluating, and ranking otherwise? That final question, which must also 
include the possibility of not doing some of those things – as exemplified by ACME’s longstanding 
refusal to be included in WoS rankings – is meant to gesture toward the need to think beyond 
producing better rankings and measurements, at least in the usual sense of debates about the 
importance of recognizing quality over quantity or the virtue of article-level versus publication-level 
metrics, and toward the potential impact of critically and creatively transforming the broader 
infrastructures that surround and subsist within our publication practices.
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