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Elsevier — my part in its downfall
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The Dutch publisher Elsevier publishes many of the world's
best known mathematics journals, including Advances in
Mathematics, Comptes Rendus Mathematique, Discrete
Mathematics, The European Journal of Combinatorics, Historia
Mathematica, Journal of Algebra, Journal of Approximation
Theory, Journal of Combinatorics Theory Series-A, Journal of
Functional Analysis, Journal of Geometry and Physics, Journal
of Mathematical Analysis and Applications, Journal of Number
Theory, Topology, and Topology and its Applications. For
many years, it has also been heavily criticized for its business

practices. Let me briefly summarize these criticisms.

1. It charges very high prices — so far above the average that it

seems quite extraordinary that they can get away with it.

2. One method that they have for getting away with it is a
practice known as "bundling", where instead of giving libraries
the choice of which journals they want to subscribe to, they
offer them the choice between a large collection of journals
(chosen by them) or nothing at all. So if some Elsevier journals
in the “bundle” are indispensable to a library, that library
is forced to subscribe at very high subscription rates to a large
number of journals, across all the sciences, many of which
they do not want. (The journal Chaos, Solitons and Fractals is
a notorious example of a journal that is regarded as a joke by
many mathematicians, but which libraries all round the world
must nevertheless subscribe to.) Given that libraries have limited
budgets, this often means that they cannot subscribe to journals
that they would much rather subscribe to, so it is not just
libraries that are harmed, but other publishers, which is of course

part of the motivation for the scheme.

3. If libraries attempt to negotiate better deals, Elsevier is

ruthless about cutting off access to all their journals.
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4. Elsevier supports many of the measures, such as the Research
Works Act, that attempt to stop the move to open access. They
also supported SOPA and PIPA and lobbied strongly for them.

I could carry on, but I'll leave it there.

It might seem inexplicable that this situation has been allowed
to continue. After all, mathematicians (and other scientists) have
been complaining about it for a long time. Why can't we just tell

Elsevier that we no longer wish to publish with them?

Well, part of the answer is that we can. A famous (and not
unique) example where we did so was the resignation of the
entire editorial board of Topology and the founding of the
Journal of Topology . But as the list above shows, such examples
are very much the exception rather than the rule, so the basic
question remains: why do we allow ourselves to be messed
about to this extraordinary extent, when one would have thought

that nothing would be easier than to do without them?

A possible explanation is that to do something about the
situation requires coordinated action. Even if one library refuses
to subscribe to Elsevier journals, plenty of others will feel that
they can't refuse, and Elsevier won't mind too much. But if all
libraries were prepared to club together and negotiate jointly,
doing a kind of reverse bundling — accept this deal or none
of us will subscribe to any of your journals — then Elsevier's
profits (which are huge, by the way) would be genuinely
threatened. However, it seems unlikely that any such massive

coordination between libraries will ever take place.

What about coordination between academics? What is to stop
all the other editorial boards of Elsevier journals following the
example of the board of the Journal of Topology? 1 actually
don't know the answer to that: I can only assume that not enough
people on those editorial boards care to make it worth it to them
to go through what is likely to be a somewhat unpleasant and

time-consuming process.

If top-down approaches to the problem don't work, then what
about bottom-up approaches? Why do any of us publish papers
in Elsevier journals? Let me answer that question in my own
case. I have a paper in the European Journal of Combinatorics,
which I submitted about 20 years ago, before I knew anything
about the objections to Elsevier. And what's more, I didn't know
it was an Elsevier journal until a few days ago. (Part of my
reason for listing the journals at the beginning of this post was to
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