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University Archiving vs Press Publication 
 In recent years, partly as a response to rising costs, Canadian universities shifted from 
depositing doctoral dissertations (and master’s theses) in paper on library shelves to digital 
archiving in online university repositories (in the US, where this is also widespread, these are 
commonly abbreviated ETD: Electronic Theses and Dissertations). These archives are open 
access, so there are no barriers to anyone anywhere in the world finding and reading the full 
documents—effectively, it publishes the dissertations in the etymological sense of “make 
public.”  As traditional publishers learn of this, it is, however, creating some barriers to 
publication for Humanities PhDs in particular (also potentially other “book-disciplines,” such as 
Sociology).   
 Many of us hear about this through anecdote: a Canadian university press that 
inserted a clause in a book contract requiring that the dissertation on which the book was 
based not appear online for seven years; a US university press that directed all of its acquisition 
editors not to consider Canadian dissertation-based projects because they are all online 
already; a UK university press that asks in its proposal form if all or part of the book project is 
available open access.  These stories are not so persistent as to suggest a widespread crisis, but 
they do persist. Scholarship is emerging that supports this anecdotal view (see Ramirez et al.).  
University presses and other academic publishers across the West do not yet have a 
coordinated response to ETDs, but it is clear that there are concerns about recouping the costs 
of publication if a similar work is freely available online and readily discoverable—and, as one 
university press editor remarked in a public panel discussion about Open Access at Dalhousie, 
there is little scholarly value in putting scarce press resources towards print publication for 
material that is already in the public domain. 
 While we all recognize the shrinking academic job market might, regrettably, make 
getting a first book for job applications, as well as promotion and tenure, a less common 
concern than it was ten years ago, ETDs risk posing a serious  obstacle for any PhD graduate 
who wishes to publish a dissertation as a book, for whatever reason.  And, fundamentally, it 
raises questions of intellectual property rights: who controls the dissemination of a dissertation, 
the author or the university? Can a university require public distribution of a dissertation (as 
distinct from archiving)? 
 
Quick Scan of Public Discussion 
 ETDs have been the subject of a number of higher-education articles in the US and 
Canada.  Writing for the Chronicle of Higher Education, Leonard Cassuto warned in May 2011,  

Don't make your dissertation available online. Book editors seem unanimous on 
that point for obvious reasons. Many university libraries routinely add 
dissertations to their electronic holdings. If yours does, then opt out. If your 
thesis is already online, then have it taken down. Information may want to be 
free, as the earliest hacker generation first avowed, but if it's free, then you can't 
expect a publisher to pay for it, even in a later version. 
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Kathryn Hume offered more context later that year:  “this is a disaster waiting to happen rather 
than a battlefield covered with the bodies of humanists denied tenure . . . but warning signals 
are going up. I have heard of two commercial-academic presses and one university press that 
insisted the dissertation be removed from ProQuest before they would consider it.”  She also 
added an anecdote about a journal turning down an article on this basis.  In Canada, warnings 
appeared even earlier:  Nick Taylor-Vaisey wrote a piece for University Affairs in 2008 about the 
issue.  In 2011, a group of researchers in the US conducted a survey and found that presses 
have diverse positions, from considering electronically available dissertations on a “case-by-
case” basis to only considering extensively revised projects for publication, suggesting that the 
problem is more perception than fact (see Ramirez et al.).  Nevertheless, conversations 
continue about protecting PhDs’ ability to publish their dissertations.  The American Historical 
Association recently published a statement on the subject, recommending embargoes on the 
online publication of history dissertations for six years.  For the argument that requiring ETDs 
adds another straw to the already overburdened back of Humanities PhDs, see the lively piece 
at SlowLorisBlog, “On One Instance where Open-Access Stinks.” 
 
Discussion at Dalhousie 
 At Dalhousie, the current policy seems designed more or less to protect scientific 
patents: a one-year embargo, renewable once, that a student needs to activate.  This is typical 
across North America. In the Humanities, though, as we all know, taking a book from proposal 
to publication can take 3-4 years, and it can take as long for university presses to recover the 
costs of publication through sales—a 6-8 year timeline. Boston University is one of the few to 
mention book publication as a basis for requesting an embargo, and it is perhaps no 
coincidence that it is also one of the few to allow embargoes up to seven years. 
 Our preliminary discussions at Dalhousie have led to three main options:  

a) allowing an embargo on open-access digital archiving up to 6 or 7 years;  
b) the status quo, accepting that it will be a problem for some PhDs but arguing that 
open-access publication is an important ideal to uphold;  
c) putting dissertations online so that they are only accessible to users on the campus 
network, but available to others through interlibrary loan mechanisms (e.g., a pdf could 
be e-mailed after a formal request, just as journal articles are shared now on terms that 
protect author copyright).  

The last most closely reproduces the traditional model, in which dissertations were easily 
accessed on campus through open shelves at a university library and anyone off-campus had to 
request them through interlibrary loan. The “b” option acknowledges the popularity of open-
access arguments (reflected in the new Tri-Agency policy), but requires a kind of digital 
“disruptive innovation” that sacrifices a generation of graduates while the larger system 
(publishing, job market, tenure and promotion requirements) evolves to accommodate ETDs.  
The first is the closest to an emerging standard for groups explicitly responding to Humanities’ 
publishing, fitting the AHA Statement, that Canadian university press contract, and the Boston 
University model.  The Intellectual Property issue has also been raised, and those discussions 
are ongoing, considering graduates’ rights in their own work. 
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Postscript: The Copyright Complication 
 There is another emerging issue, however, that complicates “a” and “b” above: is an 
ETD effectively published on terms that move the dissertation beyond  academic “fair dealing” 
under copyright law? Some universities are already requiring that dissertations secure all 
permissions for quoted and reproduced material before being uploaded to the archive. 
Permissions fees could not only be an additional burden on doctoral candidates paying high 
tuition fees but also suppress dissertation research. A student concerned about permissions 
fees might cut back on the range of works discussed, or even determine that a dissertation on a 
copyrighted author is not possible without submitting to authorial or estate censorship. There 
are not many creators who are this demanding, but there are some—just ask a Joyce scholar 
who was publishing before copyright ended in 2012. And digital rights are especially difficult to 
secure (they are, in some views, unlimited, as opposed to rights for print runs of 500 copies). 
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