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This essay is about the attribution of authorship in academic science,
with special emphasis on the extensive collaborative projects typical of

- “Big Science.” These environments are characterized by large-scale
multiauthorship, and may produce articles with hundreds of names
stretching the author’s byline over a few pages.! These cases are partic-
ularly interesting because they foreground with great clarity the prob-
lems of attribution typical of scientific authorship in general. After a
discussion of the general problems of scientific authorship, I analyze
two new definitions (one from particle physics and one from biomed-
icine) that may be pointing to a radical transformation in what it means
to be a scientific author today.

The Problem

Authorship is a particularly thorny issue in science because of the
specific logic of its reward system—a logic that is quite distinct from
(and usually complementary to) that of intellectual property law.
Definitions of scientific authorship are not codified in a corpus of
doctrine like intellectual property law (IP) but change across disci-
plines and institutions.2 However, while the many disciplinary expres-
sions of scientific authorship are indeed varied and apparently
contradictory, the logic underneath those positions is fairly consistent

and therefore analyzable.
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Like copyright, scientific authorship concerns something fixed in a
medium (an article, a book, an abstract). But the analogy between
scientific claims and the objects of copyright ends very soon. Most of
the differences between the two can be traced to the fact that scien-
tific authorship is not about property rights but about true claims about
nature. This fundamental distinction is played out at many levels, some
theoretical, some mundane. To begin with a mundane example, a
nonscientific work is protected by copyright just by virtue of its being
fixed in a tangible medium (without the further requirement of publi-
cation), but a scientific claim does not count as such unless it is made
public and subjected to peer evaluation. In the case of copyright, an
author obtains rights in the material inscription of his or her originality
precisely because it is produced by something—personal expression—
that is his or hers to begin with. Whether or not other people see or
appreciate it as a result of its publication is not relevant to the author’s
rights in it.3 Instead, a scientific claim is not rewarded as the material
inscription of the scientist’s personal expression, but a nonsubjective
statement about nature. Consequently, it cannot be the scientist’s prop-
erty. This w:am:m that he or she does not have inherent rights in a scien-
tific claim in the way a “normal” author has rights in the product of his
or her personal expression simply by virtue of being the creative
producer of that m:mnm@mo:.fwﬂwoa this, it follows that unless it is
published and evaluated by peers, a scientific claim does not count as
such and does not bring rewards to the scientist who produced it. In
sum, scientific authorship is not a right but a reward. And such a
reward is not bestowed by one specific nation (according to its law),
but by an international community of peers (according to often tacit
customs).

That academic scientific authorship is about rewards, not property
rights, is reflected in the fact that scientific credit is usually said to be
“symbolic.”* Probably this is not the right adjective, but it tries to
capture the fact that scientific credit is about professional recognition
that can be transformed into money (in the form of jobs, fellowships,
and grants) but is not money-like in and of itself. Some have argued
that science works like a gift economy in which a scientist give publi-
cations to his or her peers (as a gift) and receives credit from them (as
a counter-gift).5 But whether or not the notion of the gift can capture
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the peculiar logic of scientific rewards, what is clear is that credit is
attached to qualitative notions such as truth, novelty, and scientific
relevance, which have been proven very hard to quantify precisely
wwnm:mn they operate (and need to operate) in an economy that is
distinct from capitalistic economy. Accordingly, truth is priceless not
only in the sense of being such an expensive commodity that no
amount of money can buy, but in the sense that it has to be priceless
because it cannot belong to the logic of interest and its ubiquitous unit
of measure—money. The dichotomy between truth and interest is one
of the standard topoi of the logic of scientific authorship.

.Owon we rule out the possibility of quantification through some-
thing like money (and especially when we exclude the logic of
exchange value from science), the attribution of scientific credit and
authorship becomes a very tricky matter of qualitative judgment. As a
deputy editor of JAMA puts it, “the coin of publication has two sides:
credit and accountability. On the credit side no one has the least idea
of what the coin is worth, or who should be awarded the coins, or how
the coins should be lined up for inspection. . ..” Traditionally, peer
review has been cast as the process through which scientific nmm&n is
reliably assessed, but recent studies have opened up this venerable
blackbox, showing its many limitations, especially when a publication
rw.m been produced by many people with different expertises and disci-
plinary affiliations.” The frequent complaints that the quantity rather
than the quality of a candidate’s publications seems to be the major
factor in promotion cases stem from these difficulties.8

The in-depth evaluation of a candidate’s work is a time-consuming
process, but time constraints cannot fully explain the widespread (if
much criticized) tendency to rely on quantitative assessments of a
candidate’s publications. Especially in large-scale multiauthorship
contexts, the qualitative evaluation of a candidate’s work turns out to

be a conceptual nightmare, not just a very onerous task. Evaluation is
a complex and inherently contestable process even in the case of a
single-authored publication. But when a vitae includes dozens of arti-
cles .nomcﬁwozw& with dozens of other scientists, the complexity and
ambiguity of evaluation grows exponentially, thus stretching (or
breaking) the credibility of the entire process.

Evaluators have to contend with two thorny and potentially



256 MARIO BIAGIOLI

intractable questions: What is the overall value wm the article MB
reading? And what “share” of this value should H mﬁﬁg.;m to the candi-
date? Tt seems that precisely because of the difficulties m.z.vmcnmﬁ.w by
defining scientific credit as something that cannot be @cmmﬂnmm, scien-
tific credit often ends up being quantified by default m:a. in z,an most
crude manner: by adding up the articles bearing the candidate s name.
Scientists, editors, and administrators realize very Qnm&% that this situ-
ation is irreconcilable with their views about how science ought to
operate. And yet it is far from clear how these problems nOJE be
solved within the very logic of the scientific economy they wish to
:mwm—ww.ﬁrnn peculiarity of the problem om. attribution of credit m:.m
authorship in science is that it is deemed E.mnmmamZm from the attri-
bution of responsibility. A scientist gets credit, but has to take nwmﬁn-
mological (and perhaps legal) responsibility for the ﬂc? of the o_msn.um
he or she publishes. These issues have become ﬁmnﬁnc._ml% urgent in
the wake of numerous cases of scientific fraud and Bu.mnowmznﬁ. wE%
development of large-scale collaborations and the publication of arti-
cles with hundreds of authors has only escalated the mm.ozna by
making it harder to figure out which names mmﬁo.m on the byline mToME
carry the burden of responsibility. Some m?.vng.a that each n.omcﬂ MH
should be responsible for the entire publication. Others, instea .
contend that responsibility should be limited to 9.0 Gaw:n of one’s
contribution. As with the definition of credit, these discussions are mﬁb
waiting for closure and it is not clear how (or whether) that o.Homzmn @E
come about.? What is clear, however, is that the pressure 1s E:Ewmm
toward the reform of (or revolution in) the definition of scientific

authorship.10

The Peculiar Economy of Scientific Authorship

In a liberal economy, the objects of IP are artifacts, not nature. Os.m
becomes an author by creating something original, moaﬁgzam ﬁ.?mﬁ is
not to be found in the public domain. Copyright is about oﬁmw:&
G%Rmm._ozm. not content or truth. Scientists, therefore, om::.oﬁ 833%.:
the content of their claims, as nature is a fact, and facts are in the public

domain. The only thing researchers (or journals) can copyright about
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scientific publications is the form they use to express their claims. Also,
saying that scientists are authors because their papers reflect personal
creativity and original expression (the kind of claim that justifies copy-
right) would actually disqualify them as scientists because it would
place their work in the domain of artifacts and fictions, not truth. A
creative scientist (in the sense that IP gives to creativity and originality)
is a fraudulent one.

Like copyright, patents too reward novelty as they cover novel and
nonobvious claims. But, unlike copyrights, such claims need to be
potentially useful to be patentable. Scientists, then, can become authors
as patent holders, but cannot patent theories or discoveries per se either
because they are “useless” by virtue of being “pure science,” or because
they are about something that belongs to the public domain.1! While

it is increasingly common for scientists (mostly geneticists) to patent
what might appear to be natural objects, they do so by arguing that
these objects have been extracted from their original state of nature
and packaged within processes (usually diagnostic tests) that are
deemed useful.12 Scientists can patent useful processes stemming from
their research, and yet academic scientific authorship is defined (at
least for the time being) in terms of the truth of scientific claims, not
of their possible usefulness in the market. In sum, according to the
categories and tools of 1P, a scientist as academic scientist is, literally,
a nonauthor.

Intellectual property rights are justified by saying that the author
takes as little as possible from the public domain (or “previous art”) and
that, by adding to and tranforming what he or she has taken from the
public domain, he or she produces an original work or nonobvious
useful device or process.13 But a scientist is not represented as someone
who transforms reality or produces “original expressions.” And contrary
to patent applicants who try to minimize their overlap with “previous
art,” scientists buttress their new claims by connecting them as much
as possible to the body of previous scientific literature.14 Fencing off
a work from the commons of the public domain or “previous art” is a
smart move if what you want to achieve is private property. But it is a
plainly self-defeating tactic if the claim you are putting forward is not
about property, and if it can bring you credit only by being endorsed,
used, and cited (but not bought as property) by your peers.
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Perhaps the business practice that comes closest to science may be
the “free software” movement.!> Another partial analogy between sci-
ence and TP may be found in the legal notion of “compulsory licensing,”
as the author, in exchange for a certain reward, relinquishes the right to
control who may use his or her work (though in science one does not
get monetary rewards but only citations from such licensing).16

Author as Cause or Authorship as Reward?

The definition of scientific authorship is further complicated by the
fact that notions of credit and attribution of authorship are not only
fuzzy, but their fuzzinesses are codependent. In IP, the definition of the
author in terms of his or her creative contribution and personal expres-
sion provides the legal axiom for construing his or her products as
objects in which the author ought to have rights. For instance, the 1976
Copyright Act does not define author, but uses it as a primitive
notion.17 Ownership issues begin with the axiom that “an ‘author’ is
one to whom anything owes its origin.”18 The author is the prime
mover who “causes” the product, thereby constituting it as his or her
intellectual property. But, as I have argued, such a causal framework is
inapplicable to science, as it would undermine its epistemological
authority by casting its claims in the category of artifacts. This creates
a no-win situation—though a conceptually intriguing one.

The inapplicability of the traditional figure of the author as creator
sets the definition of scientific authorship adrift because it is not clear
what notions of authorial agency could be put in its place to draw the
line and articulate the connection between the author and the credit
he or she is due while simultaneously upholding the epistemological
status of scientific claims as nonfictional. One of the consequences of
this conundrum is that what becomes conceptually destabilized is not
just the definition of authorship, but also that of authorial credit. This
problem is evidenced in the current debates among scientists, editors,
and science administrators. While in IP the articulation of authorial
rights follows from the assumption about who an author is and what
he or she does, in science we see that that relationship is not one of
one-way causality, but oscillates back and forth between the definition
of author and that of his or her credit.
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For instance, it is not uncommon to see the author defined in terms
of what kind of credit is deemed to be authorial.}? This would be like

having IP start with rights and then move back to picture what kind
of subject those rights could be attached to. For instance, if you say that
data collection constitutes authorial credit, then the data collector is
entitled to have his or her name in the byline. If not, he or she ceases
to be an author and ends up listed in the acknowledgment section.
Depending on the discipline, one may encounter either scenario. In
sum, the scientific author oscillates between being the producer and the
product of the products he or she produces. (This dovetails with my
previous suggestion that scientific authorship is not about rights, but
about rewards.)

The Coupling of Credit and Responsibility

A reader familiar with the discourse of IP—a discourse that focuses on
rights rather than responsibilities—might be surprised to see how fre-
quently the inseparability of authorial credit and responsibility is
invoked in discussions of scientific authorship.20 If a claim about nature
were like a product its author could sell in the market, then responsi-
bility for its “faults” could be negotiated legally and monetarily in terms
of liability. But this cannot apply to claims about nature because they
are not owned by anyone, cannot be sold, and therefore appear to be
alien to the logic of monetary liability. While it sounds quite natural to
say that a scientist should be responsible for what he or she publishes,
it is much more difficult to figure out exactly what that means. Scientific
responsibility sounds good, but what kind of object is 1t?

Technically, scientific fraud amounts to lying about nature. But what
crime or misdemeanor is that? As a thought experiment, one could say
that fraud is like libeling nature, but then nature is not exactly a legal
subject entitled to the legal protection of its reputation. One could also
look at other scientists—not nature—as the damaged party and argue
that a fraudulent paper misleads other scientists into wasting time and
resources doing work that relied on those fraudulent claims. But those
scientists did not purchase that fraudulent paper the way a consumer
may have purchased a flawed product. The fraudulent paper was in the
public domain, and it was those scientists’ choice to pick it up and use
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it. Of course things are much more complicated than this, especially
because the economy of science is inherently based on trust and it is
not clear whether it could operate outside of that framework. The
point of my little casuistic exercise here is that, like credit, responsi-
bility is simultaneously essential to the operation of science and yet
impossible to reduce to one clear definition. 1 find it interesting that
despite the sense of moral outrage stirred by cases of scientific fraud,
there are few tools to punish its authors besides firing them, denying
them access to future funding, or, in certain cases, asking them to pay
back the funds they have misused.?! Most of these actions are, in effect,
forms of exile or ostracism from the scientific community, but carry few
or no tangible legal consequences.

Both in the case of credit and responsibility the problem is that a
scientific claim is neither simply natural nor simply artifactual (in the
sense that natural and artifactual assume within a logic that opposes
public domain and private property). A scientific claim is not nature
tself nor an artifact in the traditional (and legal) sense of the word.
As such, it operates in a legal no man’s land. As in the case of credit,
the default solution to the dilemma posed by the attribution of respon-
sibility has been to attach it permanently (whatever “it” means) to the
scientist’s name. Intellectual property rights (and responsibilities) can
be tranferred contractually, but scientific credit and responsibility are
seen as inalienable, that is, inseparable from the name of the original
author. But while the coupling of credit and responsibility to the scien-
tist’s name is, I believe, a default move, it is not an arbitrary one.

Because it is not clear what axioms one could use to define credit
and responsibility in science and to determine how they should be
related, it appears that those categories can be defined only in the nega-
tive, as categories that are complementary to their counterparts in IP:
scientific authorship is not like IP authorship, scientific credit is not like
IP rights, scientific responsibility is not like financial liability, scientific
credit cannot be transferred like IP rights, and so on. In sum, the
coupling of credit and responsibility and their inalienable link to the
scientist’s name may be seen as a desperate one—one that is overde-
termined by the lack of other possibilities.

If you can't treat scientific authorship as IP authorship nor can you
say that the author of science is nature itself, then you need to rede-
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fine the authorial function of the scientist in a way that does not turn
him or her into an IP-style author and yet acknowledges the human
cause of that claim about nature. This, I believe, has been achieved by
treating the scientist not as a legal subject (who operates in an IP
context), but only as a body with a name. Of course I am not saying
that the people who practice science are not legal subjects, but simply
that, in so far as they work as scientists, they operate in a peculiar
economy in which what matters is their name (and the fact that there
is a real person behind that name), not the rest of the “bundle of rights”
that, as legal subjects or citizens of specific nations, they may have
attached to their names.?2 To put it differently, scientists qua scientists
are humans, but not quite legal subjects.

Too Many Names, Too Few Names

Until the emergence of large-scale multiauthorship, science adminis-
trators and editors were able to treat scientific authorship as a non-
problem, as something similar to its literary cousin. It seemed plausible
to think of the scientist as the person who had the idea, did the work,
wrote the paper, and took credit and responsibility for it. Despite all
the differences between credit and responsibility in science and liter-
ature, the individuality of the scientific author seemed to provide a
containment vessel for its hard-to-define functions.

Multiauthorship has unhinged this unstable but plausible-looking
conceptualization, and has produced divergent reactions among science
administrators and practicing scientists. Science administrators have
tried to hold on to traditional notions of individual authorship and to
treat multiauthorship as an aggregate of individual authors. For
instance, the ICMJE (International Committee of Medical Journal
Editors), an influential body representing hundreds of anglophone
biomedical journals, has required that each name listed in an article’s
byline (no matter how long that byline might be) refer to a person who
is fully responsible for the entire article (not just for the task he or she
may have performed).23

This stance emerged also as a response to the finger-pointing that
tends to develop among coauthors accused of having published fraud-
ulent claims. In some of these cases, senior authors listed in the byline
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have argued that they were cither unaware that their names had been
added to the author list (a sort of “inverse plagiarism” aimed at
increasing the publication chances of the article), or that, although
they did participate in the research, they had nothing to do with the
fraudulent aspects of the publication.2* While these claims were found
ad hoc and self-serving in some instances, they did match the investi-
gators’ findings in others.2>

Additionally, the ICMJE has been concerned with what it saw as
the inflation of authorship credit due to multiauthorship. For instance,
how can one be sure that all these names refer to people whose diverse
skills were actually necessary for and contributed to such a large
project? The ICMJE’s overall response has been to put forward strin-
gent definitions of authorship in an attempt to control the scale of
multiauthorship, rein in inflation, and facilitate the enforcement of
authorial responsibility. Rather than developing a radical redefinition
of authorship in the light of the new conditions of production brought
about by large-scale collaboration, the ICMJE has gone back to and
reinforced the figure of the individual author—the only figure it saw
fit to sustain the credit-responsibility nexus.

Accordingly, what qualifies a person for authorship are his or her
intellectual contributions, not other forms of labor that are deemed

non-intellectual:

Authorship credit should be based only on substantial contributions to (1)
conception and design, or analysis and interpretation of data; (2) drafting
the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content; and
on (3) final approval of the version to be published. Conditions 1, 2, and
3 must be all met. Participation solely in the acquisition of funding or the
collection of data does not justify authorship. General supervision of the

research group is also not sufficient for authorship.26

That is, the scientific author is separated from and placed above those
“workers” who contributed to the production of that text but did not

contribute to its “uniqueness,” to the specificity of its claims and its

n?mﬁmao_ommn& status.27

Several practitioners have objected to this definition, while others
never noticed it.28 The critics’ position has been that they cannot be
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responsible for those aspects of a project that fall outside of their work
and expertise.2? They have also argued that a narrow definition of
authorship is unfair to many scientific workers who, while not engaged
in the conceptualization and writing of a certain publication, still made
such work possible.30 If these contributors do not receive authorship
credit, they would receive no credit at all. In sum, researchers in large-
scale biomedicine projects tend to think of authorship in corporate
terms, that is, as stocks in a company that carry credit and responsi-
bility in proportion to their share of the total value of the enterprise.
To them, their names are, literally, their stocks.

But while one can empathize with the critics, their position is
fraught with as many tensions as that of ICMJE. Their “corporate”
perspective would require a means to demarcate and quantify their
contributions and responsibilities that flies in the face of the current
logic of the economy of science (especially that of responsibility). In
some ways, they are trying to apply the categories of liberal economy
to something that, instead, is complementary to it. At the same time,
the ICMJE’s attempt to control the problems of authorship simply by
controlling the number of authors smacks as well-intentioned magical
thinking and is at odds with the changing realities and intricacies of
large-scale collaborative research.

A coauthored scientific publication makes for a very unusual pie
whose features resist, in different ways, what both the ICMJE and its
critics would like to do to it. Surprising as it may sound, cutting it in
thin slices does not necessarily reduce the value of each slice, but it also
leaves that value undetermined. As a result, multiauthorship does not
produce credit inflation (as the ICMJE fears), nor does it allow for a
quantitative division of the “shares” (as the critics would like). Mutatis
mutandis, this is not unlike what we find in copyright law, where all
“authors of a joint work are co-owners of copyright in the work,” which
means that “each joint owner of a work may exercise all the rights of
a copyrights owner with respect to that work.”31 Of course, an author
of a joint work cannot simply sell it and take off with the bundle. She
is legally accountable to the other joint authors. For instance, she has
to share the profits with them and may not sell or license the work in
a way that would curtail the rights of the other joint authors (as by
giving out an exclusive license to a third party).32 What is interesting
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here is that even copyright law, despite the range of legal categories it
can draw upon, is unable to divide up the pie of authorial rights among
the coauthors. All it can do is make each joint author responsible for
splitting the income deriving from the uses of those rights (though
even then the modalities of that split remain a matter of negotiation).

While scientific authorship is not about rights (and therefore the IP
doctrine of the undivisibility of copyright among coauthors cannot be
applied to it) I still think we have a family resemblance here in the
sense that, like the rights in a coauthored work, scientific multiau-
thorship is not a zero-sum game. The main difference in these two
cases is that while with a coauthored work one can draw the line
between the indivisible rights in the work and the monetarily divisible
income from those rights, in the case of scientific multiauthorship such
a line is nowhere to be found because a scientific claim is not about
property rights.33 So adding a name to the byline of a scientific article
does not reduce the value of the other authors’ contributions by any
tangible amount because it’s not clear what the overall value of that text
(or of its parts) might be.34 In the end, scientific authorship seems to
work like a hologram in which each fragment “contains” the whole.3
However, it is not that each name contains full authorship in a deter-
minable, positive sense. It works that way, but only as a negative, default
effect. In science, a coauthor becomes a full author because it is not
clear how one could deny him or her that status given the chain of
indeterminacies surrounding the function of the scientist’s name and
the value of a scientific work.

From Authorship to Contributorship and Guarantorship

Recently, two new frameworks for scientific authorship have been put
forward and implemented, if only within limited communities. While
it is unlikely that they will settle all debates about authorship, at least
they are expanding both the practical options and the conceptual
vocabulary for dealing with these issues. ,

The first one comes out of debates within the biomedical commu-
nity. In a recent article published in The Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA), Drummond Rennie (one of JAMA’s deputy

editors) and his collaborators argued that:
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Because the current system of authorship is idiosyncratic, ambiguous,
and predisposed to misuse, we propose in its place a radical change: a
new system that is accurate and discloses accountability. We propose the
substitution of the word and concept contributor for the word and concept
author. | ... ] Abandoning the concept of author in favor of contributor
frees us from the historical and emotional connotations of authorship, and
leads us to a concept that is far more in line with the actuality of modern

scientific cooperative work. (my italics)36

Rennie and his contributors struck a sympathetic chord among other
editors and, within two years, leading medical journals like JAMA,
Lancet, Annals of Internal Medicine, British Medical Journal, and
American Journal of Public Health implemented versions of their
proposal.37

According to Rennie and his collaborators, each person who “has
added usefully to the work” should be listed as a “contributor.”8
Journals should not limit the number of contributors.3 Each name
should be attached to a verbal description of that person’s contribution,
and the contributors list should be published on the article’s first page.
These blurbs are reminiscent of film credits, but are much more
descriptive and do not need to make use of standardized job titles. The
contributors are asked to write down what they did, without packaging

their work into preexisting categories. The team is then asked to ratify

these self-descriptions and is also given the opportunity to attach
numerical values to each contribution as a percent value.*? These
percentages would not represent absolute measurements of those
contributions’ value, but only the group’s local assessment of them.
Collectively, the contributors should also choose the names to be
published in the byline if space constraints make that necessary
(though both those listed and not listed in the byline are treated as
contributors and have their tasks described in the contributors list).
The order in which names are listed in the byline should reflect the
importance of their contribution, in descending order.#!

This proposal’s goal is explicitly pragmatic: to add transparency to
a traditionally opaque process and to reduce its arbitrariness for both
authors, editors, and users. The additional information provided by the
contributors’ job descriptions would give the reader a much better



266 MARIO BIAGIOL!

understanding of who did what. Similarly, tenure committees and
institutional evaluators would have their work simplified (though not
necessarily reduced) by these short narratives.#2 This information
would also provide the authors themeselves with some safeguard
against arbitrary distribution of credit (because potential credit
“usurpers” would have to write down, thereby making explicit, the
credit they are taking away from colleagues). For the same reasons,
they could also play an important role in assessing responsibilities in
the case of fraud allegations by holding the contributors responsible to
what they wrote they did. Furthermore, the order of the byline would
cease to be tied to local disciplinary customs—a practice that is made
increasingly problematic by the confluence of many different subdis-
ciplines and subcultures into large-scale projects.*?

This proposal introduces important conceptual innovations too. The
ICMJE’s two-tier distinction between the names of authors and those
of people entitled only to acknowledgment credit is virtually erased.
The categorical hierarchy between the author as the “creator” of the
distinctive traits of the work and the “helpers,” who provided only the
background conditions for the creator’s work, is replaced by different
degrees of contributorship. Every person who added something to the
project is treated as a contributor (provided he or she is willing to write

down what he or she did).
Moreover, while the name of the contributor would continue to

work as an entity that constitutes a text as a “work,” it would also
become simultaneously circumscribed by a description of its own
agency. To put it differently, the contributors’ names do not work like
names of traditional “certifying” authors (like those of IP authors).
Rather, they are names of workers whose claims of contributorship
should be assessed by the readers (that is, by the “market”) based on
the description of what they have done. This brings out with some
clarity one of the crucial issues we encountered earlier on: Scientific
authorship is about rewards, not rights. The author is the producer of
the work, but he or she is also “produced” (i.e., recognized and
rewarded as such) by his or her peers.

But while this proposal reconceptualizes authorship credit and
distances it from the figure of the traditional author, it does a more
conservative job when it comes to scientific responsibility. But the
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innovation, however modest and unarticulated, provides interesting

food for thought.

Contributors are to be paired with “guarantors,” people whose role
seems to resemble that of the traditional and all-responsible scientific

author envisaged by the ICMJE:

All contributors are fully responsible for the portions of the work they
performed and have some obligation to hold one another to standards of
integrity. At the same time, special contributors must be designated and
disclosed as guarantors of the whole work. Guarantors are those people
who have contributed substantially, but who also have made added efforts
to insure the integrity of the entire project. They organize, o<n.nwoﬂ and
double-check, and must be prepared to be accountable for all parts of the
completed manuscript, before and after the publication. In this way the
role of the guarantor is precisely defined and differs from that of the “first

” & .
author” or ‘corresponding author” or “senior author.”#4

At first, the proposal seems to put together the two conflicting notions
of responsibility put forward by the ICMJE and its critics. Con-
tributors are responsible for their share of the work, but then there is
also one or more guarantors who are responsible for all of it. Judging
from the reception of the proposal, many readers and editors have had
a hard time telling the guarantor and the traditional author apart. Only
one journal, in fact, has decided to experiment with the idea of the
guarantor.*s

However, there may be the germ for a new and interesting notion
of responsibility somewhere in here, though one that is resisted by
Rennie himself.4¢ The proposal does a careful job at articulating the
role of the contributor, but only offers an example of a “bad” guarantor

(Felig) and a “good” one (Collins):

A Yale advisory committee found that Felig had exercised “poor judg-
ment” in not aggressively investigating charges that his junior had
doctored data. In contrast, it seems that Collins, director of the National
Center for Human Genome Research at the NIH, responded S:.r
dispatch. Accepting responsibility for the aftercare of his work, Collins
quickly corrected the published literature by exposing tainted data in 5
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articles thereby preventing other researchers from wasting further efforts
in trying to replicate their faulty reports.4/

While 1 do agree with Rennie and his collaborators that, under the
circumstances, Collins did the right thing, it is not clear how his
behavior matches all the features of what they take to be a good guar-
antor. If the guarantor is supposed to insure the integrity of the entire
project and to organize, oversee, and double-check the publication,
then Collins failed. And yet he is presented as an exemplar of what a
good guarantor should be and do.

There is a subtle but important conceptual difference taking shape
here. According to the ICMJE guidelines (but also according to half
of the definition of the guarantor), Collins was a “bad” author, or guar-
antor, because his name appeared on a fraudulent paper. If one sticks
to an absolute notion of responsibility, Collins could be said to have
been responsible for fraud. If instead one reinterprets the role of the
guarantor as that of an auditor, we get a very different picture. Collins
may have failed as an auditor (he did not catch the fraud before publi-
cation) but that does not make him responsible for that fraud. His
responsibility would be limited to the auditing process, but would not
extend to the production of the product he is auditing. The latter kind
of responsibility should be the contributor’s.

Another important difference between traditional notions of
responsibility and what we find, in potential form, in Rennie’s proposal
emerges when we focus on the guarantor’s role as the person respon-
sible for the aftercare of the publication (not just the process that lead
to its publication). Collins is presented as a good guarantor largely
because he cleaned up the mess produced by the fraud. In sum, one
could redefine the guarantor as the person who is responsible for (x) the
audit (not that which is audited) and (2) for the clean-up operations
after fraud allegations are raised (but not for the mess he or she has to
clean up).

I don’t know whether this interpretation is something scientists and
their administrators would accept. What interests me here are the slip-
pages between very different views of responsibility that seem to be
happening in this proposal as it tries to define the guarantor—slippages
that may be pointing to a speciation developing within the category of
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responsibility. Moreover, like credit, responsibility appears to be turning
into a more operational category and less of an essential feature
attached to the name of the author. This turn toward operational views
of credit and responsibility seems to be coupled with an increasing
subdivision and distribution among different people of the functions
that used to be kept together under the ali-encompassing figure of the
author. Scientific authorship as we knew it may be falling apart, or it
may be simply unburdening itself of all those functions it could no

longer juggle together.

The Corporate Unburdening of Authorship

Another, much different notion of scientific authorship emerged at
about the same time, but in a very different discipline and indepen-
dently from the debates that had occupied biomedical practitioners
and editors. Its introduction was not the result of the kind of heated
debates found in biomedicine. The proposal had not even been
published, but only distributed electronically and posted on a labora-
tory’s internal webpage. While it still makes use of the term author, the
concept behind the word is not something an IP lawyer would be
familiar with.

A few years ago, a team of high-energy particle physicists working
at Fermilab appointed a committee to develop bylaws for regulating
their multi-institutional (and multi-million-dollar) collaboration. It
was felt that the collaboration had greatly expanded in size and level
of complexity, but was still operating according to traditional customs
known by a few elderly participants who were now approaching retire-
ment age without having consigned their wisdom to paper.#® As part
of these bylaws, the committee articulated the definition of authorship
and the modalities of its management.*’ The proposal was approved
in 1998. Similar authorship guidelines are now being considered at
other large laboratories, like CERN in Europe.

The CDF (Collider Detector at Fermilab) Collaboration is a
consortium of institutions and universities that support and staff the
laboratory. Potential members are engineers, students, and physicists
who are said to be “blessed” (i.e., selected) by their home institution
for work at Fermilab. To be approved for actual membership, a Ph.D.
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physicist is required to dedicate at least fifty percent of his or h