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This is the story of the obstacles that a scholarly manuscript has to overcome before it eventually gets printed. It can confirm the impression, shared by many, that much in the publication process of such a text depends on pure chance, good (or bad) luck, and contingent circumstances. Perhaps it can be of comfort to younger scholars who are undergoing this process.  In German there is an old saying: “before the court and on the high sea, one is in God's hands”. My story might show that nowadays as a scholar with publishing ambitions one should add “and in dealings with journals and publishing companies” to this list.

A word on the background: Several years ago I was invited to give a talk at a conference in honor of a well known Kant scholar and close friend of mine. I took the opportunity to embark on writing a text on a topic in Kant in which I had been interested for quite some time, namely, on Kant’s views about the imagination. Though originally planned to be a short piece suitable for a 50 minutes talk, I somehow ended up with a text of more than 20000 words, only a third of which I could present at the conference that took place in the fall 2013. Because I liked my text and did not want it to be buried in my personal files, I thought about publishing it somewhere. It is here where the story of the obstacles has its beginnings. 
The first and in my eyes most natural idea was to send the manuscript to a journal. However, I soon had to realize that the format of my text was somewhat awkward. It turned out that there are very few of the more visible journals that publish papers of that length. After some inquiries a friend suggested that I send it to the British journal Mind because Mind was known to accept longer texts. I followed this advice and submitted my paper, duly anonymized, in the spring 2014. After about four months I got the following mail: “26-Aug-2014.
Dear Prof. horstmann,
"Kant on Imagination and Object Constitution" (MIND-2014-208)
Thank you for submitting this paper to MIND. The Editors have considered it and, I am sorry to say, it has not been accepted for publication. I am sorry for the delay in returning a verdict: we were waiting on a report from a second referee but this has not been forthcoming -- the Editors reviewed the case and judged that it would be better to avoid further delay and return a decision on the basis of the report in hand together with their consideration of the paper.” The mail also contained a copy of a report on the paper together with a reminder about the confidentiality of the report (which I am happy to accept) and some friendly words of regret about the decision. Unsurprisingly I was a bit disappointed about this outcome, especially since the report did not raise any substantive objections, merely voiced a disagreement with my view.  But there was no reason to complain. Obviously there is no right to get published, and one has to accept the decision of the editor.

While I was waiting to hear back from Mind, some friends recommended that I try to publish the text as a small book. They mentioned three leading American academic presses that regularly publish philosophy as possible venues for such a project. Almost a year after finishing the text I followed their suggestion and started (in September 2014) with approaching one of them. Two days after sending my text I got a short email from one of the editors of the press who without even pretending to have had a look at the manuscript just stated that there is no interest in publishing the piece. Though again disappointed, I was at the same time grateful that the matter was settled in almost no time at all. 

Next I decided to contact another of these American presses. On September 19, 2014 I wrote an email to someone who, I was told, was the right person to write to asking her whether she would be interested in my project. About three weeks later she replied: “Dear Professor Horstmann, Belated but most sincere thanks for your email.  If it's not too late, I would welcome you to send along the manuscript for ‘Kant on Imagination and Object Constitution.’ Its small size sounds quite appealing to me. With my best wishes, […]”. Delighted, I sent her the manuscript immediately. Four months elapsed without any reaction. I decided to approach her again and wrote: “Dear […] -- exactly four months ago I sent you at your request my piece on Kant. Since then I have heard nothing from you. I don't even know whether you ever received my text. I have to confess that I am a bit curious as to what happened. Best, Rolf Horstmann“. A day later the answer: „Dear Rolf, Thank you so much for writing again, and apologies for my long delay in reply!  The University of […] has a famously overzealous email filter, which often absconds with legitimate and valuable emails.  I'm afraid your message from October never made it through to me.  The one you sent yesterday did, however--thank goodness—and I turned to your piece straight away. It was then immediately clear to me that my colleague […], a Kantian himself, would be much better suited to consider your project than I would.  I just discussed your project with […], who is happy to consider it, and he now has the manuscript in hand.  […]'s email address is […], and you should expect to hear from him in the not-too-distant future. With all best wishes, […]“. A bit relieved I wrote to her: „Dear […] -- thanks for your message. I regret that I didn't ask earlier. I look forward to hearing from […]. Best, Rolf”. 

Again four months passed by and nothing happened. Again I wrote: “Dear […] -- four months ago I received the message from […] you find below. Though I am not that familiar with American review practices, four months seems to me to be a long time and I am a bit concerned that again something went wrong with my ms. Could you be so kind to let me know whether my text is still under consideration? Thanks, Rolf Horstmann“. This time it took eight days before I got the following reply: „Dear Rolf Horstmann, My apologies for the long delay. It is not our practice but unfortunately it sometimes happens. I'll get back to you with a preliminary review of proposal early next week. Thank you for your patience. Best wishes, […]”. This mail was send June 18, 2015, almost ten months after initially establishing contact with the press. It was the last message I ever got in this affair. “Early next week” seems to mean something like “never ever” in the jargon of this press.

This somewhat strange experience made me give up the plan to publish my text in its initial form. Instead I continued to work on it and started to elaborate those aspects and passages in Kant I had previously neglected. As a result about a year later the original manuscript had doubled in size. Now it had become a 45000 word manuscript, and I once again had to face the question where to send it to. This time I chose to approach the third American press recommended to me. A friend was so kind as to provide me with the name of the person in charge of the philosophy program. So in early December 2016 I sent him the text and waited two months for some reaction, without success. In the meantime (January 2017) I also approached one of the two leading British academic publishers, again following the recommendation of a friend. I never got an answer of any kind, not even an acknowledgment that my mail was received. On February 18, 2017, I again contacted the person I had written to at the third American press and asked: “Dear […] -- sorry to bother you again. About two months ago I sent the email below to you. By now I am a bit worried that my mail might not have reached you. Could you be so kind to let me know whether it came through to you? Thanks in advance”. Ten days later the answer: “Dear Professor Horstmann, I'm very sorry to take so long to reply to your note. I did indeed get the first email, but let it fall to the back of the queue, where it languished. The manuscript does look interesting. The next steps for me here are to discuss the book with colleagues and, if they agree with me about its merits, send it to other philosophers for review. I will be able to discuss the book with colleagues at a meeting in two weeks time, and will get back to you then. With best wishes, […]“. To my surprise very quickly came a follow-up, on March 3: “Dear Professor Horstmann, I showed the manuscript to two scholars for a very quick look, not for a full report. They both had very encouraging things to say about your work in general and about the qualities of this book. However, one of them thought it might benefit from some further work to (1) make the importance of the subject clearer to non-specialists and (2) to make fuller references in notes to existing scholarship on the subject. In addition, I wondered if the manuscript was initially written in English or if it had been translated. Here and there it still seems a bit non-idiomatic, so that it might benefit from having someone look it over simply to work lightly on the prose. Do these seem like sensible thoughts? Thanks again for sending the manuscript along. With best wishes, […]“. I answered immediately: “Dear […] (if I may) -- thanks a lot for your message. I am very delighted about it. Concerning your suggestions I have no problems at all with ‘making the importance of the subject clearer to non-specialists’. This could be done by expanding the preface a couple of pages. I also fully agree that the text might need some idiomatical/stylistical improvements. An American friend already offered to do some work on the language. However, I am a bit surprised by your remark concerning existing scholarship. I was of the opinion that I dealt quite extensively and exhaustively with what I take to be the relevant contributions to the topic at hand (at least within the English language scholarship of the last fifty years or so). Maybe your source could give you a hint of what he/she has in mind. I am of course eager to hear what is missing. Please, let me know how you want to proceed and what you expect me to do. All the best, Rolf“. A day later […] replied: “Dear Rolf, Thanks for the note. I'm glad that two of the suggestions seem helpful, and I'll check on the third. I wonder if the reader simply didn't look at enough of the manuscript, or carefully enough. With best wishes, […]“. Shortly after this he sent me a note revealing the identity of the reader he had asked for comments and attached them. It turned out that the reader was a good friend of mine who thankfully had very kind words for my text and did not criticize it at all. However, he suggested that I should expand my treatment of the topic and integrate discussions of how other philosophers both historical and more contemporary ones have dealt with Kant’s theory of imagination and the problems it is meant to address.  Though these suggestions made perfectly good sense, following them would have meant not just adding a couple of things here and there, but rewriting the entire text from a point of view that did not fit my intentions (as quite explicitly stated in the preface) at all. So I answered my friend: “Dear […] – what a pleasant surprise! I am very delighted that is was you whom […] asked for a quick look, and I am very glad and very flattered about your kind remarks on the piece in general. Thanks a lot! Thanks also for your amicable remarks concerning the language of the piece. Though (funny enough) I really like to write in English I am acutely aware of the embarrassing effect my English has on the native Anglophone mind. Fortunately (as I already wrote […]) there is an American friend at hand who will go through the text. At the same time I have to confess that I am not that happy about your suggestions concerning what you call ‘contextualizing’.  In writing this small essay what I wanted was to focus not just primarily but exclusively on the power of imagination as a vital element in Kant’s theory of knowledge and to find out what he might have thought of how exactly this faculty operates given the conditions he imposes on the other cognitively relevant faculties, i.e. understanding and sensibility. The reader I ‘imagined’ was not a professional Kant scholar but belonged to one or both of two groups.  There was the person who somehow stumbled upon talk about imagination in aesthetic or psychological writing and were told that Kant has a lot to say about this topic, and then there was the person who has made a somewhat cursory acquaintance with Kant’s epistemology (like most of your American grad-students) and is wondering what on earth all his talk about the power of imagination is about (a question I am very familiar with from all my Kant classes in the USA). The people from both these groups I tried (in my imagination) to address were those who are not at all interested in an introduction into the enormously rich historical aspects of the philosophical use and misuse of the power of imagination, these people just want to read a short (!) treatise that gives them a somewhat sensible (I hope) account solely of what they want to get to know with respect to Kantian imagination. Now, I don’t claim that my ‘fantasies’ about possible readers make my text an acceptable piece for a publisher but for me they are reason enough to resist (for the time being) to your proposal to contextualize”. After this my friend wished me good luck with my manuscript. This brought to an end my exchange with the third American press and my attempts to find a place to publish my piece just by submitting it to a journal or a publishing company. Almost two and a half years had elapsed since I first started to pursue my publication plans.

At about that time (beginning of 2017) I learned from a friend and colleague that Cambridge University Press was planning a new series devoted to Kant’s philosophy that was meant to contain rather short essays on specific topics in Kant. This sounded to me to be exactly the right format for my text, and because I happened to be acquainted with some of the editors of the new series quite well, I sent the manuscript to one of them in March. He and the other editors kindly agreed to include the piece under two conditions: 1) the text is reviewed positively by two readers, and it 2) has to be cut down to 40000 words. I gladly consented to both of them, though I was a little bit annoyed by the second one, because it struck me as quite arbitrary. Fortunately my American friend proved to be willing to do the shortening while at the same time improving the stylistic and grammatical shortcomings of the text. Thus all I had to do was to wait for the reports. The first came in quite quickly. The second referee was slower. It took him/her more than four months (!) to send his/her remarks which, I have to admit, turned out to be very valuable. All of a sudden everything went surprisingly smoothly. In the beginning of September 2017 I signed the contract in which I was promised a very generous fee of 250 USD (!), ten free copies and a PDF file of the booklet, my friend did a marvelous job of improving and shortening the piece, and by end of January 2018 I was informed that the copy editing process was about to start shortly. This process was executed very efficiently and competently within two months. Yet a couple of strange things occurred here too. In the final proofs I found on the title page a different title than the one I had chosen. When I asked the copy editor, I was told that someone at the press would prefer this different title for some reason. After some back and forth, I fortunately prevailed with my original title. However, I still find it odd that such changes are done, or at least attempted, without informing the author. But the truly strange incident happened shortly before the booklet was scheduled to appear. I had dedicated the text to two friends and expected this four word dedication, as is common practice, to be printed at the front of the book. For reasons I will never understand, CUP refused to put the dedication line on the front page. Instead they offered to print it on an empty page at the very end of the book. And there indeed one can now find the dedication.

So, after almost five years since I decided to try to publish the piece (which during this time went through a number of metamorphoses) it eventually did appear, according to the website of the press, in June 2018. Now, three months later, at the beginning of September, I am still waiting for the grandiose fee and my free copies. Fortunately I had the chance to pick up a hard copy in a library. Otherwise I would still have to consider the possibility that the booklet never succeeded to become part of the real physical world, but is just a fictional item in the vast realm of some virtual reality within the universe of Cambridge University Press. This is the end of my story. Though I am very glad of the outcome and definitely grateful to all who made it possible, I still have the suspicion that it has little to do with the qualities or deficiencies of my text, but must be seen as owing to the opaqueness and randomness of current publication processes. However, one should not spoil a happy ending, even it is the result of chance and luck.

