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A group of works charting the interaction of women writers with
cultures of print production, the majority of which were published
in the late 1980s and 1990s, provides valuable methodological models.
Gaye Tuchman and Nina E. Fortin’s Edging Women Out: Victorian
Novelists, Publishers, and Social Change (1989) usefully demonstrates
the gendered nature of the publishing sphere, in itself rebutting
Robert Darnton’s implicit assumption in ‘What Is the History of
Books?’ that the realm of public print is a sphere unmarked by gender
codings. Exploring a similarly gendered pattern in relation to transat-
lantic nineteenth-century publishing, Susan Coultrap-McQuin in
Doing Literary Business: American Women Writers in the Nineteenth
Century (1990) provides a more optimistic reading of women'’s
conditional acceptance in the public world of letters. Coultrap-McQuin
emphasises women'’s strategic sleight-of-hand in adopting personae,
which allowed them maximum flexibility to write about the world
as they perceived it, an approach also furthered by Catherine Gallagher
in her analysis of the ambivalent authorial practices of women writers
from the seventeenth through to the early nineteenth centuries,
Nobody'’s Story: The Vanishing Acts of Women Writers in the Marketplace,
1670-1820 (1994). Yet the theoretical sophistication and archival
thoroughness evident in such works cannot compensate for the fact
that their attention is necessarily drawn to the subject of women and
publishing, rather than that of women in publishing - making them
studies different in kind from that attempted here. In considering
women as active agents in the material production of literary culture,
Paula McDowell’s The Women of Grub Street: Press, Politics, and Gender
in the London Literary Marketplace 1678-1730 (1998) brings publishing
history into belated dialogue with gender studies, though McDowell’s
chronological frame of reference makes drawing comparisons across
the centuries a hazardous undertaking. Additional work on the
fascinating nineteenth-century British house, the Victoria Press, an
all-women printing and publishing operation of the 1860s and 1870s
headed by pro-suffragist Emily Faithfull, focuses on women as
outsiders in the London print trade, portraying their determined
efforts to breach its exclusionary boundaries (Fredeman, 1974; De La
Vars, 1991; Ratcliffe, 1993; Frawley, 1998). But once again sea changes
in publishing techniques, formats and financing between the
nineteenth century and the present mark out the Victoria Press as
an interesting precursor to modern feminist publishing initiatives
rather than as a direct progenitor.
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Analyses focusing upon the twentieth century proffer greater
insights into the contemporary status quo, although frequently
periodical publishing, rather than fiction publishing, constitutes
these studies’ primary frame of reference. Hence Dale Spender’s
exploration of ideological ‘gatekeeping’ by means of the refereeing
policies of academic journals at once provides a key term for critiquing
feminist publishing, while at the same time necessarily emphasising
the distinctive character of academic journal publishing (1981).
Similarly, Jayne E. Marek in her excellent Women Editing Modernism:
‘Little’ Magazines and Literary History (1995) demonstrates with well-
selected evidence the inherently political nature of editorial control
in early twentieth-century ‘little’ magazines, sponsoring a central
tenet of this volume’s theorising about the base-line power of wielding
the editorial blue pencil. Yet periodical publishing, with its lower-
scale investment, provision for advertising, and multiple authorship
of a single edition, contrasts starkly with the financial realities of
book-length fiction publishing, in which capital return is invariably
slower and for which the construction of a marketable house identity
is a primary necessity. Consistently, the medium in which analyses
specifically focused upon book publishing have appeared has been
feminist periodicals. Furthermore, the cogent articles that have
appeared in the feminist press have frequently been penned by those
with first-hand experience of feminist publishing practice. In this
context, manifestos, commentaries, reports and position statements
in publications such as Spare Rib, Everywoman, Trouble & Strife, Quest,
Sinister Wisdom, Women's Review of Books, off our backs, Refractory Girl,
Feminist Bookstore News and Feminist Review have provided the explicit
theoretical orientation that pieces in broadsheet newspapers are
inclined to suppress as overtly tendentious. It is precisely this falsely
assumed mask of objectivity that the articles from feminist periodicals
manage so compellingly to disrupt.

Finally, a bare handful of texts focusing in part upon feminist
publishing’s politics and practice have appeared, constituting the
nucleus around which further analyses of the area must develop.
Nicci Gerrard’s Into the Mainstream: How Feminism Has Changed
Women'’s Writing (1989) employs the author’s experience as editor of
Britain’s Women’s Review to survey changes in the field of women'’s
writing throughout the 1970s and 1980s, benefiting from over 30
interviews with prominent writers in which they speak of their
enhanced opportunities for publication in the wake of the feminist
presses’ success. Gerrard dedicates only one section of a single chapter
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to the topic of feminist publishing; however, the ambivalence recorded
in her conclusions about the fate of the women’s presses in the face
of competition from vastly more powerful corporate multinationals
has since proven unnervingly prescient. Individual chapters in other
valuable texts provide instigatory analyses and important factual
detail, but they have frequently been superseded by industry
developments since their various dates of publication: Rolling Our
Own: Women as Printers, Publishers and Distributors (1981) by Eileen
Cadman, Gail Chester and Agnes Pivot records the origins and intents
of British women's presses with avowed authorial support; Lynne
Spender’s Intruders on the Rights of Men: Women'’s Unpublished Heritage
(1983) is touched by the creeping economic rationalism of the early
1980s, casting a gaze of ominous foreboding in the direction of the
corporate publishing sector; and, more recently, Patricia Duncker’s
inclusion in Sisters and Strangers: An Introduction to Contemporary
Feminist Fiction of a chapter dedicated to discussing ‘the Politics of
Publishing’ underpins the readings advanced in her later chapters
with a firmly materialist industry critique (1992: 39-54). Lastly, two
guides to the women's press sector, Polly Joan and Andrea Chesman’s
Guide to Women’s Publishing (1978) and Celeste West and Valerie
Wheat's The Passionate Perils of Publishing (1978), convey the
excitement of the early US women in print movement, but are now
greatly out of date.12 As contributions to an emergent debate around
feminist publishing, these texts play a pivotal role, yet events since
their various dates of composition bespeak an industry constantly
in flux. It is this dynamic reality which gives the analysis that follows
the status of a report from the field rather than that of a judgement
professing magisterial finality. To declare the provisionality of one’s
findings is to acknowledge — and to embrace — the dynamic reality
of feminist publishing as an ongoing commercial venture.

MIXED MEDIA:
EQUIVOCAL SUCCESSES AND SHIFTING PERSPECTIVES

Feminist publishing is beset by a dilemma that underpins the industry
as a whole and each individual press at any point in time: the
irresolvable tension implicit in the phrase ‘political publishing’. How
can a publishing house committed to securing cultural and political
changes in favour of women hope to accommodate itself to a capitalist
system that largely benefits from social stability and acquiescent
female participation? Phrased differently, how can an oppositional
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politics hope to achieve commercial success within the ruthlessly
competitive global publishing marketplace? Compounding the
problem of a press’s political identity are the risks attendant upon
too great a commercial success: the decline of Virago’s Modern Classics
list was ironically hastened by its manifest popularity, a commercial
strength that inspired mainstream rivalry and competition for rights
to out-of-print women’s titles. Feminist presses must walk an
impossible line between political authenticity and commercial
viability; between financially risky first-book authors and low-risk,
profit-generating ‘classics’; between ensuring sufficient turnover to
remain solvent on the one hand, and, on the other, disguising any
too flagrantly profitable operation for fear of imitation. Add to this
already complex equation the uncongenial political and economic
environment of the 1980s and 1990s for left-identified operations,
and its microcosmic reflection within the publishing industry in a
wave of press mergers, takeovers and bankruptcies, and the precari-
ousness of feminist publishing becomes apparent. That an industry
that began with such insignificant capital investment and low public
profile achieved marked success within three decades is remarkable;
that it did so against a grim background of recession and political
retreat is nothing short of extraordinary.

The title of this volume, Mixed Media, captures something of this
delicate balancing and profound ambivalence at the heart of feminist
publishing. To propose any species of grand solution to the
politics/profit conundrum would be hopelessly arrogant — involving,
quite possibly, the total reconceptualisation of the current socio-
economic system — and it would, in any case, be mistaken to reason
away the very source of tension that provides the key to understand-
ing the feminist press industry. By concentrating on the variant
strategies that feminist publishing houses have evolved, this volume
proposes to grapple with the issues of political credibility versus
company solvency from a variety of perspectives. Endorsement of
any one approach is redundant in such a study, although, specifically
in relation to radical collectivist feminist publishing, this volume
does suggest that certain group policies aggravated rather than allayed
circumstantial problems. More generally, this work’s objective is to
explore the variety of feminist print activity, and to demonstrate that,
far from there existing an archetypal feminist press, the market in
feminist books is now sufficiently large and diverse to support a
multiplicity of approaches. The hostile rivalry between ‘independent’
presses and mainstream houses, which dominated discussion of
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feminist publishing (such as it then was) in movement periodicals
of the 1970s, misses the fundamental point:!3 diversity and broad-
based market penetration, rather than any abstract, unattainable
notion of political ‘purity’, signal feminism’s best hopes for survival
in the publishing sphere.

The current paucity of book-length research on the subject of
feminist publishing prompts this volume to militate simultaneously
in three directions. Bibliographically, it locates sometimes obscure
printed and archival material about feminist publishing and, where
this material does not already exist, creates the same through
interviews with feminist publishers. Secondly, it proposes a theoretical
framework against which feminist publishing might be conceptu-
alised, one coterminous both with publishing history and with
women'’s studies, though resisting the gravitational pull of either field
by refusing containment solely within one or the other. Thirdly, this
work offers critical interpretations of how this primary (and rarer
secondary) source material might be read against the proposed
theoretical framework, allowing for a politically engaged evaluation
of feminist publishing’s achievements and difficulties to date.
Scrupulous academic objectivity in the classical sense is a principle
that this volume neither ascribes to nor attempts. Indeed, any such
formulation would contradict at the outset the central perception
with which feminist publishing originates: that production of the
printed word and its interpretation constitute forms of political power.
The upshot of such a position has been an attempt to replace the
specious objectivity of pre-feminist criticism with a multifaceted
analytical approach, which considers the construct ‘feminist
publishing’ from a multiplicity of viewpoints - historically, politically,
nationally and commercially. The hallmark of academic writing which
rises to the threefold methodological challenge outlined here is a
high degree of self-consciousness. Yet, given that in the pages that
follow it is the lack of precisely this quality for which this volume
takes publishing history, women’s studies, and cultural and media
studies to task, self-consciousness seems a necessary prerequisite of
intellectual honesty.



