Background information on book review editing

Brian Torode (acting Book Review Editor)

Reviews. Specifications issued to all reviewers indicate an ideal length of just 600 words: but in practice the average length is about 800 words each. Because discourse analysis is a diverse field, reviewers are encouraged to include a short bibliography of two or three existing books or articles, and to relate the new book under review to these prior publications. 

Publishers. The Review Editor liaises with the publishers of suitable academic books. This is not a problem. Many publishers send new titles unsolicited: the editor must exercise discrimination and preserve the integrity and focus of the journals by rejecting a significant proportion of these unsolicited gifts. A few publishers ask before sending new books: this is less wasteful and gives the editor an opportunity to positively decide what to include. As editor you are exercising taste and indirectly helping to shape the future of the discipline of discourse analysis. I receive around 150 books each year.

Reviewers. The Book Review Editor needs to build a list of reliable book reviewers around the world. These will often be junior academic staff, hungry for publications. But well known names should be invited, where appropriate to comment on new work by their peers. I have personally used a number of email “hotlines” (CRITICS, DISCOURSE STUDIES, LANGUAGE STUDIES, ETHNO) to circulate a twice-yearly “Books Received” list, comprising about 50 titles each. These lists of new books are quite informative, and are appreciated by list members, even those who do not want to review books.

Colleagues who responded to my invitation to apply to review books were then placed on a new list, to which I send a “Preview” first-chance edition of future “Books Received” lists. 

Numbers. The fact that 150 books are received each year, but only 100 new titles are circulated, and only 50 books are finally reviewed, indicated that there is wastage at each stage of the process. Book Reviewing is not an exact science! Most reviewers need one or two reminders before actually delivering a manuscript, typically six months after they received the book. As the above list shows, reviews sometimes appear two or even three years after the date of publication. Clearly a delay of no more than one year is desirable

Contacts with Sage,  Ltd (London), the publisher of the journals. The Review Editor’s most regular dealings are with the editorial staff at Sage. Edited manuscripts must be delivered, both on disc and on paper, four months ahead of the journal publication date. Corrected proofs are turned around two months ahead of publication. Publication dates for the four issues of Discourse & Society are 1 January, 1 April, 1 July, and 1 September, and those of Discourse Studies, each one month later. The publishers prefer to keep a backlog of Mss ready in advance, in case a space needs to be filled: similarly they like to hold over ‘surplus’ material if their page limit is exceeded. 

Contacts with the Editor. Teun van Dijk, the Editor of both journals, having set out clear editorial guidelines for the two journals (summarised above)  operated a “hands off” policy with regard to the month by month running of the reviews sections. However, it is the intention to create a support committee which will advise the next editor and which will ongoingly monitor review policy. 

Challenges and contradictions of review editing

Academic books rival journal articles as a record of the growth of an academic field. Articles are only read by professionals within the field. Books are available to be read by the whole world. Almost all successful articles are eventually expanded into books, or reprinted in edited book collections. Hence book review editing is at the “critical edge” of the discipline: it provides a unique vantage point and a unique opportunity to influence, or at least to comment upon, the direction the discipline is taking.

Just as a lazy gardener can leave a garden to grow unchecked, so review-editing can be performed in an automatic and careless manner, if the editor accepts each title sent by the publishers, and accepts the first offer to review that title received from any reviewer. The result in either case may be chaotic. 

Instead, a critical review editor must exercise discretion to select appropriate titles from the excessive number of new books, and to select an appropriate review from the large number of novices willing to try their hand at the task. Having carefully chosen both, he or she may have to coax the reviewer, over many months, to actually deliver the desired result!

The task has a regular rhythm throughout the year, and requires the incumbent to respond to new developments in the field from every conceivable direction. It thus provides a remarkable opportunity to observe, comment upon, and to shape developments in the rapidly growing discipline of discourse analysis. 
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