Book Proposal review
1 June 2023

Dear Johannes,

Thank you for choosing to work with ALE on your very interesting book proposal. It has been a pleasure to review both the proposal itself and the sample chapter. I hope these suggestions will help you when revising your proposal.

For the cover letter and the book proposal itself, your main task is to prove to the reader of these documents that your project is unique and that it is, in some sense, interesting (as basic as that may sound) and that you are aware of the literature in your field, in which you are making a new and important contribution. (Brill’s author guide says what I am saying: “Does the manuscript offer a new hypothesis? What is the book’s significance in relation to existing literature on the subject?”)

An important task is to remove references to “dissertation”. Even if it was your dissertation, it should not be any longer and so such references should be removed. You have every right now to make it into something else, ideally, something “more”. What that means is up to you, but you no longer have the same audience (examiners), the same obligations nor the same aims. Now is the time to show what you have learned and reshape this into something else. 

1. Demonstrate that the work is unique by, as you have already done, showing what else is out there that is similar but different. There ought to be some sense of exhaustivity that could be expanded on. What are all of the books written (in different languages) about Tunisian youth between 2000 and 2023? Is one angle the fact that this book is in English? I mention elsewhere that language is important to consider: In different courses in American universities that cover the Arab Spring, what books do they use? Has there been sufficient emphasis on the unique role of Tunisia? Here, it could be helpful to identify the overall literary landscape on the topic and the gaps therein.
2. Show that your work is interesting by laying out very early on what the main points are and going over them regularly. The arguments are there but definitely reduce or refine the language discussing the methodology. Focus on speaking to the audience directly. There is a lot of human experience in your research. Troubles in youth reach many nations, not least our own developed countries. The modern world is full of massive transformations whose end is not in sight and whose implications are myriad. Tunisia is then just one of the dozens of countries where youth are going through difficulties defining themselves, coping with the reality of unemployment and difficulties with creating an adult life. Don’t be shy in applying your observations more broadly.
3. While the citations in your work are there, make sure there is a sense of exhaustivity. That you are aware, as much as possible, not only of certain publications, but of certain debates. Often, there is only one reference and not several, whereas different debates in a given field should have different voices and you ought to show that several of these voices are familiar to you. At times the references are a bit dated, whereas you ought to be very up to date. If a book starts out for publication in 2023, it will be published no earlier than 2024. Citations from close to a decade ago on economic data etc. cannot be shown as relevant UNLESS you clearly are speaking in the past tense about one time period. If so, this needs to be remarked upon. The book presents itself as a current research project, but with references to a decade ago, so a slight change of voice may be necessary. 

At one point in your text, I note that you have to get on the horse at some point and ride(I grew up in the West of the United States, you’ll forgive the allusion), but the point is that you need to speak clearly to the reader (both of the proposal and to the potential reader) and not be overly evasive. Say what you think. Say what you learned from the research. Connect the dots. Of course, I have only seen the first chapter and the proposal, as you will likely be more general as you go on in the later pages. You can make more generalizations (based on your research) and also relate together the different works from different fields. 

We were taught in the US to “say what you are going to say, say it and then say what you said.” There is something to that. Be clear and have few messages that reverberate. The Arab Spring is not nothing and it did start in Tunisia. Other than the term itself and a few massive aid programs aimed at youth in the region, what has resulted? How is this vignette vital to understanding something perhaps larger than the area you studied in Tunis. If you want to be known for a certain observation or conclusion, you are allowed to be overly direct and also to simplify the messages and to generalize. While one can roll one’s eyes in academia for some of the simpler theses and writings for the general public, most academics cannot fathom the book sales that can result. 

Brill also mentions in relation to dissertations to: “Dissertations – please submit the reviews of your supervisors and the complete manuscript and indicate how you intend to revise and restructure the dissertation into a monograph.”

As for the best choice of publishers, I would think that a publishing house that focuses on this area of the world may be a better bet than the large academic publishers who may be looking for more established professors for their book projects. This could just as easily become a monograph or shorter text chosen among others for courses on the Arab Spring (causes and results) or for globalization courses that choose to cover different areas of the world. 

Be sure to read author guidelines for each potential publisher. Brill is particularly demanding in terms of reference style and punctuation. Submitting to them would require quite a bit of editing (UK English to start with!). Take the time to look at different options and see what could feel right.

Overall, think of this work as a transition from a dissertation into researcher. Start to think independently and also with some certainty.

There are many comments and light edits throughout the proposal itself and the first chapter. I hope these will help you during your revisions. 

Best of luck.

 






