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Abstract:



Retraction notices appear regularly in many scholarly journals, especially top-tier journals of science and engineering. One disconcerting feature of this emergent genre is evasion of authorship, that is, the deliberate obscuring of who has authored a particular retraction notice. This communication illustrates and discusses problems of evaded authorship of retraction notices. To address these problems, it proposes that scholarly journals should require explicit authorship of retraction notices and the inclusion of core generic components such as the content to be retracted, the reason(s) for the retraction, the attribution of responsibility, and the expression of mortification.
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Whether we like it or not, retraction notices are found in many prestigious scholarly journals including such high-impact journals as Nature, Science, Cell, and The Lancet [1,2]. As a matter of fact, at the time of writing this short communication, Springer, a major international publisher of scientific research, has just retracted 107 papers from the journal Tumor Biology in a single retraction notice [3], making it “a new record” [4] (p. 1). Publications can be retracted for various reasons—fortuitous research findings that cannot be replicated and editorial blunders that have resulted in duplicate publication of the same article [5,6]. More often than not, however, published articles are retracted for various forms of academic misconduct, for example, fabrication and falsification of data, plagiarism, and image manipulation [7,8,9]. Research suggests that misconduct as a reason for retractions has been gaining increasing prominence [10]. The retraction of questionable publications serves the important functions of weeding out fake findings, rectifying false literature, and maintaining academic integrity. In an ongoing study, my collaborator and I are examining retraction notices as an academic written genre and the discursive rendering of authorial stance and ethical responsibility. While collecting and processing a corpus of retraction notices, we have encountered a phenomenon that is rare in other academic genres—the evasion of authorship.



The following two examples suffice to illustrate the problem:


The article “The Effects of Messiness on Preferences for Simplicity,” by Jia (Elke) Liu, Dirk Smeesters, and Debra Trampe, which appeared in the June 2012 issue of the Journal of Consumer Research (vol. 39, no. 1), has been retracted. We apologize for any problems that the publication of this article may have caused.



[11]






Due to a mistake of duplicating the publication of original data which already appeared in Circulation Research (84: 1073–1084, 1999), the following paper published in Molecular Cellular Biochemistry has been retracted with an apology.



[12]







In both retraction notices, there are no explicit markers—for example, salutation, sign-off, unmistakable use of first-person/third-person pronouns, references to actions by the authors of retracted papers, etc.—that clearly indicate who authored the retraction notices. Although an apology is expressed in each case, it is not entirely clear who is/are apologizing. In fact, it is not even clear whether it is the authors, editors, publishers, or other parties that have retracted the published papers. This ambiguity is achieved through the use of the passive voice and nominal forms (i.e., nouns derived from verbs) that effectively efface agency by leaving out the performers of actions in question [13].



Although most of the 376 retraction notices we have collected from two disciplines (i.e., cell biology and business management) have explicitly marked the authorship (i.e., by editors/publishers, authors, or both parties) by signing off clearly or using personal pronouns unambiguously, a sizeable proportion (around 17%) of the retraction notices have obscured authorship. The deliberate evasion of authorship, together with the use of discursive strategies such as hiding agents of misconduct through the passive voice and avoiding the expression of an authorial stance, epitomizes some of the most common responsibility-evading strategies discussed in William Benoit’s (1995) image restoration theory [14], and seeks to duck ethical sanctions. As Confucius exhorted 2500 years ago, however, “if names are not rectified, then language will not be in accord with truth”. In the same spirit, I suggest that scholarly journals require explicit authorship of retraction notices and the inclusion of core generic components such as the content to be retracted, the reason(s) for the retraction, the attribution of responsibility, and the expression of mortification. Such requirements are consistent with the retraction guidelines developed by the Committee on Publication Ethics [15] and serve the aforementioned ethical and substantive functions of retractions well.
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