


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Following on from the question regarding the representation of the women invited to participate
in SR’s forum is the question of which identities SR invested in when they took up an international
agenda, and to what extent did these identities invite or not invite identification. When SR took up
the topic of ‘internationalism’ it reflected the changing agenda of the period, and a dissipation of
energy and focus within the movement. It also simultaneously broadened the concerns of the
magazine to a global scale, and in general, as their letters showed, readers felt excluded and
gradually reacted against this.

There was evidence of this reaction and of more of what was to come when a ‘dialogue’ began
regarding SR's decision to permanently remove the tag ‘Women's Liberation Magazine' from its
front covers (June 1989). In the February 1990 issue a reader’s letter was published, asking ‘why
has the “A Women's Liberation Magazine” tag disappeared, and why so quietly or did | miss
something?’' (SR 209: 5) SR chose to answer the letter with a lengthy reply reinforcing their
commitment to the ideas behind the ‘Plan of Action’ series and an explanation of their view on the
state of the WLM. Instead of addressing directly addressing their decision to remove the
identifying label that the magazine once proudly used to market itself from their covers, they
commented on what they thought was ‘one of [the movement’s] most serious failures: [...] its
exclusion of the vast majority of women worldwide' (SR 209: 5). ‘This exclusion,” SR went on to
explain, ‘has occurred in three major ways — on the basis of race, class, and as a result of the
colonial relationship which typifies so many relations between the European Liberation
movements and Liberation movements in the so named “Third World™ (SR 209: 5). SR's removal
of the ‘Women's Liberation Magazine' tag that readers had grown to recognise, and their decision
to respond to readers’ inquiries about its removal by focusing on the exclusion of ‘women
worldwide’ in a way indicated that SR had disconnected from its more local readers. To be
specific, SR was interested in pursuing a course of action that would address what they believed
were the movement's ‘most serious failures.’ They were expecting that readers would understand
this, and consequently understand the ways in which this pursuit had led to their removal of the
tag. However, readers did not understand. SR never explicitly articulated the relationship between
their international agenda and the removal of the tag, and, within one year, the issue had
mushroomed into a controversy.

In the August 1990 issue of the magazine, SR revealed that readers’ ‘letters have sparked off
quite a dialogue’' (SR 215: 4), one, which they said, had also been taken up elsewhere. But
instead of focusing on the opinions and views of their readers, SR again situated their readers
amongst all the other women in the world. The collective responded to the ‘dialogue’ by stating
that ‘the issues raised in this dialogue are issues which have been, and are presently being
discussed by women worldwide, as some of the most crucial issues for an international Women's
Movement' (SR 215: 4). When the magazine pointed out that ‘Spare Rib is just one nerve end in
what is a very large raw nerve,’ it was trying to move readers beyond their concern with the
removal of a tag on a magazine, and instead expand their perspective on ‘women’s liberation’
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beyond Britain and into the world (SR 215: 4). Yet, for eighteen years SR had equated itself with
the WLM in Britain — had indeed carried the label of being a ‘Women'’s Liberation Magazine’ - so it
was therefore understandable that regular readers reacted against that removal. It can be
assumed that, when later on in the same issue of the magazine, Sarah Meer stated that ‘The
“dialogue” on the letters page of Spare Rib over the last three months (February, March and April
editions), over whether the phrase “Women'’s Liberation Magazine” carried too many connotations
of white westemn interest, has pointed to what must become the central question of feminist
activity: whose liberation is at stake?’, readers wondered about what ‘stake’ SR had in their
liberation (SR 215: 6).

Indeed, in the very next issue of the magazine, in September 1990, there was a poignant
example highlighting this perspective in the form of a reader’s letter. British reader Penny Gollings
wrote that she did ‘a great deal of campaigning with Oxford University Women’'s Committee on
such issues as codes of sexual harassment, child care facilities, better safety, abortion rights and
pornography, [and] began subscribing to Spare Rib because [she] expected to find articles of
relevance to [her] life’ (SR 216: 4). She explained that she ‘wanted to read featuring [sic] [on] such
issues as sexuality, work, education, sexism in the media, body image, child care, domestic
violence and state power (SR 216: 4). However, she was disappointed, and thinks that the
magazine ‘has too much of an international bias’ (SR 216: 5). She laments that ‘of the five
features in the August [1990] edition, none were about the lives of ordinary women in Britain’
(emphasis added). Given this fact, Gollings argues that ‘Spare Rib must decide why it is in
existence and change its emphasis to suit the majority of subscribers, who [she] imagine[s] will be
involved in the same campaigns as [herself]' (SR 216: §). She asserts:

[SR) needs to stop ignoring the experiences of ordinary British women of all classes
and races and include articles wyitten by feminists with a variety of political beliefs,
discussing topical issues from different perspectives. | sense that your political bias
and emphasis on international struggles is alienating women in this country and
making them feel as through their everyday experiences are valueless and not news-
worthy [sic]. (SR 216: 5)

The exhaustion of a certain kind of politics in the changing face of the WLM and British society,
and a choice of topic many readers did not entirely identify with, led to a sense of exclusion
among British women readers. SR was not distributed abroad — women from Chile, for example,
were therefore unlikely to buy it, and SR's shift in focus thus did not generate any new readers
living outside of Britain. Aithough SR engaged with an increasingly important topic,
internationalism, it lost sight of its readership.

The three patterns that | identified as undercurrents in each of my chapters are also present in
the final years of the magazine. The issue begins with the Plan of Action series and the focus on
internationalism, and within the space of approximately one year, it had ‘sparked off a dialogue’ —
or mushroomed — into an area of debate. In addition, SR employed dialogical tactics in trying to

negotiate the issue. They started off by inviting a number of women to represent different
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perspectives at the forum, and, whilst not addressing readers’ questions about the removal of the
magazine's tag, they did put forth their agenda to readers and make public that there was an
ongoing ‘dialogue’ around the issue — both evident in the pages of the magazine, and, as they
indicated, ‘elsewhere.’ Finally, the ‘shelf life’ of the issue was apparent as reader interest in the
‘Plan of Action’ series peaked and this time, being coupled with the financial troubles of the
magazine, petered out with disastrous effect.

Indeed, the financial issues of the magazine cannot be overlooked. It can be argued that it was
the loss of reader interest, coupled with resultant financial issues, set against the backdrop of the
change in political agenda, which ultimately led to the magazine’s closure. As early as August
1987 SR reported a ‘funding crisis.’ The end of the Greater London Council (GLC) was ‘taking its
toll' on several publications. SR wrote that ‘'OUTWRITE women's newspaper [...] suspended
publication until the autumn, in the hope of raising funds in the meantime’ and that ‘at the time of
going to press WOMEN'S REVIEW's future was uncertain, as they have been refused funding by
the London Boroughs Grants Unit, the body supposed to replace GLC funding’ (capitalisation as
in original, SR 181: 54). A few years later, by the early 1990s, SR had begun including requests
for monetary donations in its magazine issues, explaining in their October 1990 editorial that due
to having 'to compete in a marketplace of Murdoch’s money and Elle’s offices and Mirabella’s
numbers’ they simply had ‘no money’ (SR 217: 4). SR caught a glimmer of hope when they were
given a ‘trial’ period by WHSmith, but their financial situation did not improve. From about 1990 till
the final issue in the summer of 1993, SR therefore combined issues: January and February now
comprised one issue instead of two, and this pairing continued throughout the year, resulting in a
yearly production of just six issues in comparison to their previous twelve. This helped to sustain
the magazine for a while, but it was ultimately not enough.

Throughout my thesis and in this conclusion, | have investigated how SR magazine negotiated
and presented issues that were a source of debate within the WLM and beyond. | showed the
many difficulties that the magazine endured, and demonstrated how many of those difficulties
were a result of SR’s particular way of managing topics of controversy. The debates | chose to
examine were key concerns within the British context during the 1970s, '80s, and early '90s and
beyond. Analysing several such debates made clear the extent to which the magazine's handling
of the debates emerged as a pattern. The patterns discussed in this conclusion, as well as the
example of the final years of the magazine, reveal that, broadly speaking, SR dealt with a
combination of ideological concerns and practical issues which it could ultimately not resoive.

However, despite these setbacks, | want to end by celebrating what the magazine did do. itis
true that there were other publications from the late 1970s that did better, such as Feminist
Review, in terms of surviving to the present. But, unlike SR, such journals were academic, and did
not engage with these issues in a similar manner. To be specific, these publications did not
discuss processes, personal views, or collective editorial differences in public ways, and did not
engage in a sustained dialogical relationship with their readers. At the same time SR’s ability to
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survive even whilst it made its inner workings public was truly impressive. The magazine
managed to survive for two decades during a time when enormous changes were happening
throughout the world and in Britain. It was the longest running and most influential Women's
Liberation Magazine in the UK, and it did a remarkable job in its ability to sustain itself for the
duration that it did. This is especially true when considering the dissolution of other similar
publications of the time such as the Merseyside Women's Paper, which lasted for much shorter
periods.

Perhaps it can be argued that SR's longevity was precisely an effect of SR being so open to
differing opinions, so willing to make changes and transform themselves again and again that
prolonged the existence of the magazine. In the end, the issues were not reconcilable. Yet, it
never gave up on its impetus to reach all women and promote liberation. As such, it remains an
outstanding example of women's activism and political debates from the period associated with
the WLM.
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