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There’s a scene in Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland where she has just eaten from
the Caterpillar’s mushroom in the hopes of
returning her body (which has shrunk to a
mere three inches) to its usual size. The
attempt goes awry, with her neck extending
to a disproportionate degree. With her head
now well above the tree line, Alice
encounters the Pigeon, who accusingly
squawks ‘Serpent!” ‘But I'm not a serpent, 1
tell you’, Alice responds indignantly,
pointing out that she is, in fact, ‘a little girl’.
‘A likely story indeed!” the Pigeon demurs.
‘Tve seen a good many little girls in my time,
but never one with such a neck as that! No,
no! You’re a serpent; and there’s no use
denying it. I suppose you’ll be telling me
next that you never tasted an egg!’ Alice is
compelled to admit that she has indeed
eaten eggs, but insists: ‘little girls eat eggs
quite as much as serpents do, you know’. ‘I
don’t believe it’, the Pigeon says; ‘but if they
do, why, then, they’re a kind of serpent,
that’s all I can say’ (Carroll [1865] 1980, 48—
49).

At the heart of this encounter is the question

of what differentiates a girl from a serpent. Although nonsensical in form, it serves to make
explicit both the act of classification and the standards it entails. What is the standard for
girfldom? For the Pigeon, one can’t be a girl if one has an extremely long neck; one can’t be a
girl if one eats eggs. Once made explicit, these standards appear to Alice as quite ridiculous,
although she is hard pressed to convince the Pigeon of that, primarily because she can’t

articulate how she knows she zs a girl.
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Yet, if Lewis Carroll reveals the absurdity of
such standards, he also illustrates the
dilemmas posed by their absence. This is
nowhere more apparent than when Alice
enters the Caucus-race. To initiate the race,
the Dodo marks out a rough circle: “The
exact shape doesn’t matter’, he breezily
informs the assembled crowd. The

participants are placed haphazardly along
the course and then, without further ado,
they begin running about all over the place.
Approximately half an hour later, the Dodo

Alice in the Caucus-race

declares that the race is now over and the
participants quiz him about who has won.
The Dodo ponders this for a few moments
and rules that ‘Everybody has won, and all
must have prizes’ (p. 26, emphasis in
original). Clearly, without standards (for starting, for stopping, for the race track itself), the
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race has become something else entirely.

Whether intended as a commentary on standards or not, I can think of few better
illustrations of their potential absurdities than Carroll’s work. Take, for example, journal
standards—a topic in which I have become increasingly interested. While quantifying,
classifying, and formalizing practices are a core feature of contemporary life (Lampland and
Star 2009; Busch 2011), we are currently witnessing an unprecedented concern with
formalized academic standards, and accompanying practices of quantification, with
individual scholars increasingly caught in a web of metrics that attempt to quantify their
‘quality’ and ‘impact’ (see Strathern 2000; Shore 2008; Burrows 2012; Bell 2015). In what
tollows, I present some cultural artifacts that I hope tell a story about journal standards,
inspired by Carroll’s work and Martha Lampland and Susan Leigh Star’s 2009 book Standards
and Their Stories.
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Exhibit 1. The high-profile jonrnal

Social Science & Medicine o

SCIENCE

Co-Editors in Chief: Ichiro Kawachi, S.V. Subramanian
View full editorial board

Supports Open Access

ISSN: 0277-9536
¥ f N

|—‘ Guide for Authors Social Science & Medicine provides an international and
interdisciplinary forum for the dissemination of
social science research on health. We publish original

research articles (both empirical and theoretical),
reviews, position papers and commentaries on health

(A Submit Your Paper

Track Your Paper . ) ; )
issues, to inform current research, policy and practice

G] Order Journal in all areas of common interest to social scientists,
health practitioners, and policy makers. The journal

G] Sample Issue publishes material relevant to any aspect of health
from a wide range of social science disciplines

. . anthropology, economics, epidemiology, geography,

@ View Articles ( " p‘ l'%yl 4 ‘b PI dgy 8 g Py
policy, psychology, and sociology), and material
relevant to the social sciences from any of the

Journal Metrics professions concerned with physical and mental
health, health care, clinical practice, and health policy

Source Normalized Impact per Paper (SNIP): 1.742 ©
pact per Paper (SNIP) 142 and organization. We encourage material which is of

SClmago Journal Rank (SJR): 1.491 @ general interest to an international readership.

Impact Factor: 2.890 @ The journal publishes the following types of

5-Year Impact Factor: 3.544 © contribution:

This is a screen shot from the website of the journal Social Science & Medicine. 1 draw your
attention to the ‘Journal Metrics’ section and the four scores listed within it. Each of these
scores represents a distinct (albeit interconnected) standard, although the most influential is
the journal’s ‘impact factor’. This number means that papers published in Social Science &
Medicine in 2012 and 2013 received an average of three citations in 2014. Journal impact
factors are tabulated on an annual basis and journals are ranked accordingly in the Journal
Citation Reports. While impact factor can theoretically be calculated for any journal over three
years of age, Web of Science (formerly the Institute for Scientific Information) invented it.
Thus, only the journals it indexes can use it.
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Exchibit 2. The Thomson Reuters selection process (http://wokinfo.com/essays/journal-selection-

process/)

To be indexed in a Web of Science database (for example, the Social Sciences Citation
Index), journal editors must submit an application demonstrating that their journal meets
certain standards. The description provided at the link details these standards and includes
statements such as ‘It would appear that to be comprehensive, an index of the scholarly
literature might be expected to cover all journals published ... [but] a relatively small number
of journals publish the majority of significant scholarly results’. As one might expect of a
commercial database, these standards lean strongly towards factors such as the journal’s
commercial viability and indexability. Citation analysis is also conducted. To quote from the
description, ‘Thomson Reuters looks for citations to the journal itself, as expressed by
impact factor and/or total citations received’; in other words, to gef an impact factor, a
journal should already effectively have one.

Exchibit 3. Article on the ERA journal-ranking system (http:/ /www.theaustralian.com.au/higher-
education/end-of-an-era-journal-rankings-dropped/story-e6frgcix-1226065864847)

This article details the demise of the journal-ranking system in Australia proposed under
ERA (Excellence in Research Australia), the national research-evaluation framework. Under
this system, all academic journals were ranked using four tiers of ‘quality’ rating: A*, A, B,
and C; naturally, impact factor was a key consideration in the rankings individual journals
received. It was ultimately dropped, with the then minister of Innovation, Industry, Science
and Research admitting that “There is clear and consistent evidence that the rankings were
being deployed inappropriately within some quarters. ... One common example was the
setting of targets for publication in A and A* journals by institutional research managers’.
Despite their formal disavowal, according to various reports (see for example Bowrey 2013),
individual institutions are still using these rankings as a management tool.

Exhibit 4. Analysis:  Is  Gmpact  factor’ a  wvalid  proxy  for  scholarly  impact?
(http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1781329/)

This article discusses the debate about whether impact factor is a valid proxy for the impact
of any given journal article, and discusses the results of the authors’ analysis of a random
sample of 323 articles selected from 17 social work journals. They found that ‘The IFS
[impact factor score] was the best predictor of both short- and long-term impact’. On the
basis of this analysis, the authors conclude: ‘Whether the disciplines should dump the IFS
[impact factor score| or not is a question that deserves further empirical attention, but if your
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tenure and promotion committee uses this approach in making academic employment
decisions, you may want to gather the relevant literature and forward it to them’.

Exchibit 5. Publish or Perish software (http:/ /www.hatzing.com/pop.htm)

‘Publish or Perish’ is a software package that retrieves and analyzes academic citations. The
description on their website states: ‘Are you applying for tenure, promotion or a new job?
Do you want to include evidence of the impact of your research? Is your work cited in
journals which are not ISI [Institute for Scientific Information, now Web of Science] listed?
Then you might want to try Publish or Perish, designed to help individual academics to
present their case for research impact to its best advantage’.

Exchibit 6. Impact Factor Services for International Journals (http:/ /ifsij.com/)

Impact Factor Services for International Journals is a new organization — one of a growing
number — that operates as an impact-factor measuring service for international journals.
According to their website, “‘We are not claiming that our impact factor is better than other
agencies providing it, we just calculate the impact factor according to our own process and
methods’. In fact, for fees between USD$25-40/year, nine distinct kinds of ‘factors’ can be
evaluated: Impact Factor, Journal Total Quality, Journal Regularity, Journal Indexing, Journal
Popularity, Journal Technical Quality, Journal Citation, Journal Editorial Quality, and Journal
Originality.

Taken together, these exhibits demonstrate the core attributes of standards: their integrated
and nested qualities, their connection with particular ethics and values (in this case,
competitive and commercial ones), the ways they quickly become naturalized, and their very
real effects on the ground (Lampland and Star 2009). Although Exhibit 6 has typically been
taken as an affirmation of the need for standards, it is clearly a consequence of the
tetishization of the impact factor as a measure of quality. As Star and Lampland (2009)
observe, people don’t just passively comply with standards — they develop workarounds and
engage in formal rather than substantive compliance. Put in Lewis Carroll’s terms, standards
won’t necessarily get you red roses; they’ll get you white roses painted red.
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The Queen’s gardeners painting the roses red
50 she doesn’t chop off their heads.
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