How Cotton Became “Chinese”: Seeds, Science, and Local Society in Twentieth Century China	Comment by JJ: Twentieth-Century
Proposal to Yale University Press	Comment by JJ: I suggest placing your name (that is, the name of the author) after the book title and subtitle,

Then afterwards put “Proposal to Yale University Press” 

This way, the editors can see the title and name of the author first.

Spencer Stewart
School of Information Studies and Department of History
Purdue University
stewa443@purdue.edu

Overview:	Comment by JJ: It is crucial to grab the interest and attention of the editor right away, by providing them in the very first paragraph with a clear, concise, and interesting summary of exactly what your book is about and what its major takeaway is. 

One good way of doing this is to write the overview in an “inverted pyramid” format. This is where you will start with your book’s main “hook” followed by a statement of its most important takeaway. (The aim of this is to give the Editors this key information right away, so they do not have to read several paragraphs to understand what your book is about). 

Then you will expand on your main arguments, tell the editor your conclusions, and finally go into more depth about your central arguments—like a preface. 


Next in a new paragraph, you should summarize your main arguments and the book’s main conclusions (the editors need to know these upfront so that they can understand where your work fits within the English-language market—they need to have this in mind as they read the rest of your prospectus, You are telling them what your book contributes—which helps them understand why they need to publish it.




[bookmark: _Hlk166751289]How did China become one of the global leaders in cotton production and manufacturing by the 1980s? This achievement would’ve seemed unthinkable to many a half century earlier as surveyors criticized the quality and quantity of local produced. During a 1919 tour, for example, scientists from the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) described China’s cotton as “degenerate” with existing scientific institutions too incompetent to even distinguish between different species of cotton. China’s overall output of cotton was minimal compared to the US South and only a small percentage of this was even suitable for industrial factories. And yet, by the end of the twentieth century, China’s place in the global cotton economy was secured. In 1984, China grew over twice as much cotton as the US, comprising an astounding 34.4 percent of global cotton production. Its place within the global economy and scientific community has only increased in recent decades. Symbolic of its global standing, in January 2019 China’s lunar lander Chang’e 4 took a cotton seed to the far side of the moon in a climate-controlled container where it sprouted and grew for a short time. That the small cotton sprout quickly succumbed to the harsh environment didn’t prevent some cotton scientists from enthusiastically celebrating the versatility of Chinese cotton. Once deemed “degenerate,” cotton cultivated in China can now be found all around us in our clothing and furniture to packaging and coffee filters. While China might be a subplot to the history of cotton prior to the twentieth century, it has risen to be one of the major actors in over the past century.	Comment by JJ: Consider spelling out words in full to sound more formal.	Comment by JJ: Produce? Or Production?	Comment by JJ: Spell out in full—United States	Comment by JJ: This could be a nice way to introduce the “hook” of the book.	Comment by JJ: Is this the major takeaway of this book? If so it should be at the top of this section and not all the way down here.

As described in this book, the story of China’s rise to dominate the global cotton economy is both highly transnational and deeply local. The history of cotton is inevitably connected to transnational economies, supply chains, scientific communities, and biological organisms. Rising labor costs in the United States and Europe led manufacturers to look to the Global South for cheap labor, including China where foreign and local companies began establishing cotton mills in the late nineteenth century. Foreign “experts” were recruited to serve as advisors while Chinese industrialists and agronomists traveled abroad to be trained in the science of cotton production and manufacturing. But the “Chinese cotton” that was then being grown throughout the countryside for household consumption was too short and weak to be processed using newly imported machinery. To resolve this problem, a growing force of cotton experts imported large quantities of American upland cotton and drew from foreign blueprints to distribute, grow, and market the cotton for industrial production. 	Comment by JJ: When?

Ambitious plans to grow large quantities of upland cotton were confronted with the realities of the Chinese countryside. Imported cotton struggled to thrive in their new environments and local farmers weren’t always eager to adopt new crop regimes. Cotton experts responded by setting up regional experiment stations to localize foreign seeds and breed new varieties for local distribution. And new social institutions were introduced at the local level to limit the varieties of cotton in circulation and control the flow of seeds and raw cotton. Throughout the twentieth century, cotton experts struggled alongside political regimes in reshaping the countryside to serve scientific and industrial needs. 

[bookmark: _Hlk166488413]To bridge the local and transnational, I propose a seed-centered approach to history. In doing so, it not only highlights the global circulation of seeds and information about them, but also how attempts to understand and control seeds resulted in significant social, political, and economic changes at the local level. Seeds have been significant forces of historical change. Their circulation has facilitated economic growth, ecological change, and social catastrophe. The nature of how seeds and plants reproduce has provided both an opportunity and an obstacle for economic growth. Producing large quantities of uniform crops requires a package of technologies that might include experiment stations, extension agents, production facilities, and marketing networks. As such, producing raw cotton to feed China’s growing factories in the early twentieth century necessitated the growth of scientific research communities and institutions. It required these scientists to remake seeds to suit local environmental conditions. And it relied on political/economic agents to rework local production and marketing networks in the name of preserving seed purity and promoting cotton industrialization. This book is at its core a history of these efforts and how science, economy, politics, and local society became entangled as China rose to become a global leader in cotton production. 	Comment by JJ: Is this the approach taken in the book? If so, I would say “I take a seed-centered approach” rather than saying you “propose” doing so, which sounds like you are only suggesting it.

Also I would consider adding more explanation of what this approach is and why it is novel. Have other authors taken this approach before?	Comment by JJ: This is the sort of information that should be included at the very start of this section, to help the editor immediately understand your argument and navigate your book’s position within the English-speaking market.

Outstanding features	Comment by JJ: Consider adding a short section here under the heading “outstanding features” (or similar) that sets out the outstanding features of your book. This could include you as an author and your unique background, experience, research history, and skills that make you the best person to write this work. The question to consider here is--what is novel and unique about this book? Sum this up here before expanding in later sections, to give the editor more information about what you are offering.



Chapter Summaries:	Comment by JJ: Start with the title of each chapter and use those titles to consider how each chapter functions within the overall logic of the book. Explain how each chapter fits with the others rather than just listing what is covered in each. The editors need to see that you have considered the flow of the book (and that it is not just a dissertation).

Use the chapter titles to begin explaining each chapter’s major “thrust”: what will the chapter accomplish, who the key figures, dates, facts are, and why these are important. 

This book argues that China’s rise to dominate global cotton production by the 1980s must be seen within a longer history of institution and capacity building dating back to at least the 1920s. In Chapter 1, I outline early efforts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to introduce large quantities of American cotton seeds to China. These early efforts to fuel China’s growing textile factories were sporadic and unsustainable as industrialists and government officials were unable to maintain control over the seed supply. Seeds were widely distributed and quickly mixed with other types of cotton. A growing coalition of cotton industrialists and scientists in the 1910s worked to resolve this problem and looked to the United States as a model. In 1919, they invited Orator Fuller Cook from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to visit China and survey its main cotton regions. Cook saw in China many of the same problems that the US cotton economy faced following the US Civil War. He subsequently proscribed what was known as the “one-variety community movement”, emphasizing the centrality of community production wherein all farmers within a given region are only allowed to grow and process a single variety of cotton to maintain seed “purity” (i.e. uniformity). 	Comment by JJ: This is the sort of important detail that needs to be at the very start of the proposal, so that the editor can understand what the book is setting out to do from the get-go. 

Don’t wait until here to provide this information—tell the editor immediately so they can bear this key information in mind as they read the rest of the prospectus.	Comment by JJ: Put the chapter titles instead of “chapter 1” etc

Have each chapter summary as a separate paragraph underneath each chapter title, so that the editors can see at a glance the structure of the book.

This is more about explaining the structure of the book rather than just providing a narrative precis of what is in each chapter. How does each chapter relate to the previous or next chapter? How does the book’s argument develop throughout the book?

Remember that publishers, including Yale University Press, publish each chapter separately now as a PDF format, allowing readers with access or who are prepared to pay, to download separate chapters. So it is good to indicate here also how the chapter could be read as a standalone.

Chapter 2 picks up following Cook’s visit to explore how the idea of seed purity and community production was discussed and implemented in China from 1920 to 1937. Chinese scientists drew from Cook’s model to draw up nation-wide blueprints for cotton reform that included the consolidation of experiment stations, establishment of extension centers, and overhauling existing economic networks. While the blueprints in the 1920s failed to materialize in any meaningful way, they did shape cotton improvement work in the 1930s. By adopting a “special history” approach, this chapter provides a revision of existing scholarship emphasizing the limited impact of science on the agricultural economy. Instead of only looking at one or two experiment stations, this chapter argues that the combined efforts of dozens of improvement stations had a much larger overall impact than previously assumed. In short, the implementation of one variety communities appears to have helped certain regions overcome the negative impacts of the global great depression in the 1930s. 

Japan’s full-scale invasion of China in 1937 brought much of this work to a halt, but it also contributed to a further centralization of scientific and technological research as shown in Chapter 3. Japan’s invasion cut off the Nationalist government’s access to the vast majority of China’s cotton fields. Settled in its wartime capital of Chongqing, the Nationalist’s home front produced a mere 10 percent of annual cotton pre-1937, the majority of which was grown in the northwestern province of Shaanxi. Wartime demands for cotton and foodstuff helped solidify a form of “state science” where a greater number of experts and resources were managed directly by government-led institutions. Such trends predated the war, but the demand for resources and the concentration of scientists in a more contained region extended the effective reach of the state, allowing scientists to realize on a regional level what they had originally envisioned for the entire nation. 

Chapter 4 explores how scientists adapted to the new political environment of the People’s Republic of China (1949- ), and how the new political system allowed cotton scientists and political leaders to realize their vision of establishing one-variety cotton communities at scale. Most cotton scientists remained in China after 1949 and were able to contribute to ongoing discourse about cotton improvement, an example of how pre-1949 institution and capacity building helped shape the early PRC. I look specifically at how pre-established US-China networks allowed for scientists to continue importing seeds into the early 1950s, how seeds were shipped to experiment stations and bred for dissemination, then how seeds and raw cotton were managed through local cooperatives and production teams. The blending of new and old systems was so effective that a single variety of American cotton imported in 1950 was being grown on roughly 60 percent of China’s cotton fields by 1958. 

Science, technology, and politics were increasingly intertwined in 1960s and 1970s due to fallout from the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. Chapter 5 explores this time through the lens of how cotton scientists at several research centers experienced political upheaval. Experimentation persisted even if it had to adapt to the times. As this chapter demonstrates, seeds bred in private stations such as the Shandong Academy of Agricultural Sciences proved crucial to rapid increases in yields by the late 1970s and 1980s. Chapter 6 documents China’s global rise in the 1980s to 2000s, ending with its changing landscape as cotton production has shifted almost entirely westward to Xinjiang.  	Comment by JJ: This chapter needs to have as much description and information as the others—otherwise it risks giving the impression that the book sort of peters out here or that—since it is not written yet—you are not completely sure what might be included.

Tentative Table of Contents and Schedule	Comment by JJ: I suggest removing this as it gives the impression that you are still not sure what will be in each chapter, which in turn suggests that the book is not ready as a concept—in which case why pitch it now?

If the schedule is tentative, I would consider phrasing this as “Table of contents and expected schedule for completion of work”	Comment by JJ: This table is very useful and definitely should be included in the prospectus, but it should be right at the end in a separate section titled “Specifications”.

You can include details in the same section (not in the table) of any figures, photographs, illustrations and so on that you will be including in the book.
	
	Title
	Words	Comment by JJ: Consider separating out the manuscript length and due date from the chapter titles, so that the editors can concentrate here on just the chapter titles. If you do this, you can include details in the Specifications section of the length of each chapter or overall book length and your overall date of completion.
	Status/Schedule

	Frontmatter
	
	1,000 
	

	Introduction
	
	5,000
	write: Jan/Mar 2025

	Chapter 1
	Foreign Cotton Craze: Upland Cotton and the Beginnings of Cotton Science, 1900-1920
	10,000
	draft complete

	Chapter 2
	Preaching Purity and Early One-Variety Communities, 1920-1937
	10,000
	draft complete

	Chapter 3
	The Fabric of War: Cotton in Wartime China, 1937-1949
	10,000
	draft complete

	Chapter 4
	Seeds of Revolution: Scaling Cotton Improvement in the 1950s
	10,000
	partial draft,
write: June/July 2024

	Chapter 5
	Breeding the Future during Political Revolution, 1960s-1970s
	10,000
	research complete, write: July/Aug 2024

	Chapter 6
	Making Cotton Chinese: China’s Global Rise, 1980-2000
	10,000
	research complete, write: Sept/Dec 2024

	Conclusion
	
	5,000
	Write: Jan/Mar 2025

	Endnotes
	
	10,000
	

	Bibliography
	
	5,000
	

	Total
	
	86,000
	full draft: Spring 2025



AUDIENCE AND POTENTIAL MARKET	Comment by JJ: You need to add detailed information here about the markets for your book, to help the editors understand where it sits within the English-speaking market.

Our accompanying letter goes into more detail, but briefly, you should explain here which market segments will be potential audiences for your book.
Audience	Comment by JJ: Here you need to describe the main audiences for your work.

Which groups of readers (academic and intellectual lay readers) will the book appeal to?

Competitive Analysis: 	Comment by JJ: To help editors understand more about the existing market, I would suggest dividing this section more clearly into different categories. I have suggested some below but you may wish to subdivide into additional categories (e.g. competitor works that look at other Chinese products, competitor works that look at other seed crops).:

Competitor works that cover the history of cotton in general
2. Competitor works that focus on the history of cotton in China specifically

And then expanding more on each section. What do Beckert’s and Riello’s books cover?

Cotton as a subject of historical analysis has received increased attention in recent years. Works such as Sven Beckert’s Empire of Cotton and Giorgio Riello’s Cotton: The Fabric that made the Modern World have provided a productive framework and natural audience for works on cotton that lie at the intersection of political economy, material culture, empire, and science and technology. Such works provide a natural audience for my book as these studies only deal with China in passing. Moreover, while there exist a handful of books on the history of cotton in China, most tend to focus on a more narrow timeframe or one particular aspect of the cotton economy. Jacob Eyferth’s forthcoming book on the rural cotton economy in Shaanxi province provides meticulous detail about one region in the 1950s. Yuan Yi’s recent dissertation focuses primarily on cotton textile factories in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Other existing books on cotton by scholars such as Elizabeth Koll and Bjorn Alpermann similarly focus on specific timeframes and regions.  This work differs from them in my focus on larger-scale transformations that took place across the twentieth century. It also places agricultural science and cotton seeds at the center of this history, demonstrating the interconnectedness of the countryside to the process of industrialization. 	Comment by JJ: It is worth explaining why here. 

Chinese cotton has been at the center of political and public debates that encompass issues relating to the U.S.-China trade war and competition over cotton production, imports, and exports, and also the question of forced labor in Xinjiang, which is an issue that is affecting consumer behavior—amid the massive rise in influence of Chinese fast fashion companies in particular Shein. 

E,g, see the WSJ report here:
How Banning Most Chinese Cotton Has Shifted Global Supply Chains | WSJ U.S. vs. China - YouTube 

While your book is a history of Chinese cotton, and does not explicitly focus on these issues, they are at the heart of what makes the book an important publication right now—and editors will want to know about this, as it will impact on marketing and sales.	Comment by JJ: Maybe “readers of these books will also be potentially very interested in my book”
	Comment by JJ: Please provide the full title and details of publication. Has it been published or is it a doctoral dissertation only?	Comment by JJ: Please provide full details of these books and explain more about what they cover. Consider including more relevant works here to show the editor that you have an in-depth knowledge not just of the immediate field but also of the wider field, and the wider market for your book.

Why is it important to “place agricultural science and seeds a the center”? Why does this demonstrate the interconnectedness of the countryside/industrialization processes and why is this important? What does it help readers understand? 


About the Author	Comment by JJ: Expand more here on your published works, and on how these have been received and distributed. 

Add information about your social media presence, and about any media exposure you may have had. This is of great, if not central, importance to editors and publishers.

Spencer Dean Stewart is an Assistant Professor of History and Digital Humanities at Purdue University. Before joining Purdue, he completed his PhD in modern Chinese history from the University of Chicago in 2022 and was a postdoctoral fellow with the D. Kim Foundation for the History of Science and Technology in East Asia. He works at the intersection of agricultural history, the history of science and technology, and the digital humanities. His research has been funded by the National Science Foundation, Fullbright, Henry Luce/ACLS program in China Studies, the National Central Library (Taiwan), the Esherick-Ye Family Foundation, and the Economic History Association. As a part of conducting research for this book, Spencer spent over two years doing archival research and fieldwork in China and Taiwan where he visited over 20 different archives and interviewed dozens of retired cotton scientists. His research on Chinese agricultural science has appeared in Twentieth-Century China and Agricultural History. 


List of Potential Reviewers:

Peter Lavelle	Comment by JJ: Here you should provide more details about who these individuals are—their titles, positions and also contact emails.

Are Alan/Paul alternatives? Why not both? 

Remember that the editors will likely not know who they are, so it is good to give details that explains this and shows their connection to the topic and hence why their opinions are important.
Sigrid Schmalzer
Peter Coclanis
James Lin
Alan Olmstead/Paul Rhode
