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“[A] woman must have money and a room
of her own if she is to write,” wrote Vir-
ginia Woolf in A Raom of One’s Own in
1928, a statement which echoes even to-
day. While £300 per annum was sufficient
for a writer of fiction then, it would not be
nearly enough to support today’s feminist
journalist and would-be-editor. However,
the principles of financial independence
and freedom from domestic concerns that
Woolf elaborates, remain the material con-
ditions requisite for any feminist writing
venture,

One of the constants of the feminist
periodical across cultures, is that it exists
outside the dominant mode of capitalist
publishing, on the margins and in opposi-
tion both through its borderline position
with respect to the marketplace and its
commitment fo contestatory ideclogy.
Feminist pericdicals are developed to fur-
ther feminist ideclogies, to creaie new cir-
cuits for disseminating knowledges and
practices that seek to transform the femi-
nine condition under which women have
been subject to systemic oppression: they
are not in the business of producing com-
modity-texts to maximize the profit of a
corporation. Signifying practices which
challenge the symbolic order, ferinist

Feminist Periodicals

periodicals also establish counter-institu-
tions that would validate new ways of
knowing. Key to this challenge is their
existence outside the dominant fiction of
the marketplace as a determinant of value.
Rather than engaging in a soft sell, femi-
nists foreground their critical and transfor-
mative project. They self-consciously aim
to produce a position for a specific reading
subject, a feminist reader who engages in a
critique of dominant reading and, by ex-
tension, publishing practices.

Its disinterest in the profit motive is
paradoxically both the strength and the
vulnerability of feminist publishing. As an
alternative to the mainstream press and in
exchange for their editcrial independence,
feminist periodicals enjoy none of the
safety nets of dominant practices. Adver-
tising, which is the main source of income
for mass market publishing, is directed in
women's magazines to produce woman as
passive, decorative object, not as reason-
ing, critical subject, As such, feminist peri-
odicals aiming at large audiences, rivaling
such dominant institutions as Good House-
keeping and Chatelaine, cannot depend on
the traditional sources of support — ads
for make-up, high fashion, “feminine hy-
giene” and food — that in/form those

dominant
Other adv
in what th
a limited 1
is}. Ads frc
women'’s k
WOmern'’s ¢
with other
plain, mos
of Canadi:
Branching
which, as .
an illustra
national a
national a
It is the
which dist
the glossy
like City W
fermninist a1
effort to re
cal impact
serve an at
to the fash
may find i
familiar m
culture, Hf
Eleanor W
Defeated,”
56-64) inte
fume, mak
will not fir
such as co
litical righ
graphy, as
course.
The eas
can be ma
tory discor
sive discou
which fem
The forces




dominant signifying practices on woman.
Other advertisers refuse to place their ads
in what they perceive as publications with
a limited readership (single gender, that
is}. Ads from professional women, from
women'’s bookstores, ads announcing
women's cultural events, exchange ads
with other feminist publications — small,
plain, mostly verbal ads — grace the pages
of Canadian feminist magazines like
Branching Qut, Herizons and La vie en rose,
which, as almost monthliies, have adopted
arf illustrated format to appeal to large
national and even, in the latter case, inter-
national audiences.

It is the format of this advertising
which distinguishes these magazines from
the glossy creations of marketing agencies,
like City Worman, which aim at a similar
feminist and professional audience, in an
effort to recuperate and deflate the politi-
cal impact of the feminist movement and
serve an audience of working women up
to the fashion advertising industry. One
may find in the pages of these latter a
familiar mixture of reporting on women’s
culture, life styles and profiles, even
Eleanor Wachtel on politics (“May Brown,
Defeated,” City Woman, March/April 1979
56-64) interspersed, however, with per-
fume, make-up and clothes ads. But one
will not find updates on feminist issues
such as control of reproductive rights, po-
litical rights of native women, or porno-
graphy, as in the feminist counterdis-
cotirse.

The ease with which feminist discourse
can be manipulated to turn an emancipa-
tory discoutse for womnen into an oppres-
sive discourse on woman, is something of
which feminists have long been conscious.
The forces of appropriation as in the am-
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biguous context when a feminist tries to
direct a commercial enterprise — to the
matual dissatisfaction of both groups —
are described in Doris Anderson’s novel
Rough Layout, a fiction that gives an ironic
inventory of the sad Iessons she learned
when she tried to take Chatelaine down
the feminist path in the 1970s while it
remained within the fold of the MacLean-
Hunter publishing empire, In the novel,
Anderson details the compromise a femi-
nist editor is obliged to make in such a
context. She defends herself against the
chazges of one of her bosses (“I have to
admit [ have doubts about you from tirme
to time. I really have to question myself
about your judgement when you run some
of the stuff you tun on birth control, equal
pay, liberalized divorce.”)! by running the
type of Gibson Girl fashion poses he pre-
fers. On the other hand, after failing to es-
tablish for her superiors the value of pro-
fessionalism as sufficient qualification for
one of her editors, she asks the woman to
wear a skirt or decent pair of slacks into
the office so that she wili blend better
with the new decor which has been
planned to make the magazine a trendset-
ter of taste. The blandness of Chafelaine in
the 1980s is testimony to the recuperating
force of the dominant institution. Just two
years ago, the magazine published an ar-
ticle on post-feminism, an ironic post-
mortem for Anderson.?

Autopsies are currently under way fol-
lowing the cessation in 1987 of two major
Canadian feminist periodicals, Herizons
and La vie en rose. Herizons, which billed
itself as offering “women’s news and ferni-
nist views,” was published by a group of
wormmen in Winnipeg. Its original mandate
was to engage with local feminist issues




and to this end it published bilingually.
Later, it aimed at a national audience and
although keeping articles of local interest
on such groups as the Nellie McClung the-
atre collective, addressed general issues
like the rise of REAL Women, the role of
women in the Canadian Labour Congress,
Lauri Conger, feminist popular musician,
and the boycott of South African prod-
ucts.? But in this, Herizons was too success-
ful and it attracted the ire of right-wing
women who sought the support of the
dominant institution to silence this chal-
lenging voice, Financial failure was the
ostensible difficulty the magazine could
not surmount. Lacking an advertising
revenue like other feminist publications,
Herizons had escaped the cruel realities of
the unbalanced budget through the aid of
government grants. However, this made it
equally vulnerable o the dominant order.
The rise of conservatism lead to a letter-
writing lobby by women's groups like

REAL Women against the magazine’s sub- -

sidy from the Secretary of State. Without
it, Herizons could not survive past its fifth
birthday. That government was at odds
with feminist signifying practices has long
been clear to members of collectives ap-
plying for such aid. In its first applications
to the Canada Council under its support
for periodicals programme, the Toronto-
based quarterly Fireweed was judged to
have too varied contents to meet the crite-
ria for a good literary magazine. The insti-
tutional desire for purity, for upholding
the law of genre, has continued to posi-
tion the hybrid publishing ventures of
feminism on the margins.

Inn the case of La vie en rose, published
by a group in Montréal, failure was an
even greater surprise, though also, para-
doxically, a result of its strengths. Indeed,
it had been heralded as an amazing femi-
nist success, a magazine which published
stimulating articles on a variety of femi-
nist issues attracting both popular and
academic support. Feminist scholars came

from France to write theses on this phe-
nomenon! But, as Martine d'Amours
writes in investigating its demise, the edi-
tors recognized in retrospect that they had
lived for seven years on “love and water,”
while negiecting the commercial aspects
of publishing.* While they had been rich
in ideas, they had been poor in capital and
had not carried out systematic subscrip-
tion campaigns using the naturai networks
at their disposal, feminist and trade union
networks. When the crunch came and
they needed to raise the subscription list
by 10,000 to assure 2 monthly print run of
28,000, the editors had only $15,000 to
finance a campaign. To return to a black
and white publication aimed at a smaller
audience seemed too high a price to pay
for the editors who had created the maga-
zine of their dreams. To reorganize for the
audience that they have no doubt is there,
would take initiative and energy, neither
of which Francine Pelletier, a founding
editor, has to spare. Women her age are
hustling to eamn a living or overwhelmed
by the responsibility of small children.
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Many are also engaged in political action.
The total commitment necessary to start a
ferninist magazine would have to come
from a younger generation. La vie en rose
was in fact the production of a generation
of feminist activists who are now neating
40.

While the confiicting codes of feminist
ideology and the dominant publishing
industry have occasioned practices which
make feminist publications financially
vulnerable, the impact of chronic under-
financing and the consequent constant
scramble for money is greater given an-
other divergent practice of feminist peri-
odicals, namely that of the collective edi-
torial board. Instead of a hierarchically
organized body of experts hired to attend
to specialized activities, feminist periodi-
cals are run by collectives whose majos
commitment is to an ideclogical position.
Consequently, they rarely have a business
manager with financial expertise to
handle a crisis when it arises. More signifi-
cantly in the long run is the fact that
members of these collectives are unsala-

ried. They offer their editorial work on a
volunteer basis, re/producing the tradi-
tional characteristics of women’s work as a
“labour of love.” From the early 19th cen-
tury, the question of professionalism was
raised with respect to women writers
whose amateur status positioned them
outside the dominant publishing industry
increasingly engaged in the selling of com-
madities in the form of intellectual prop-
erty. “Women artists are all amateurs,”
wrote John Stuart Mill, aligning women
with the negative in the binary opposition
amateur/professional which was impor-
tant in the development of bourgeois ide-
ology, professionalization coinciding with
the evolution of industrial capitalism to its
cotporate form.?

Refused the professionalism they ac-
quired after much struggle as they now
take their distance from the dominant in-
stitutions, contemporary feminist editors
require rewards of other sorts in the tan-
gible forms of feminist solidarity and the
ability to communicate cne’s vision and
influence feminist thought. All feminist
collectives experience tensions brought on
by the rapid development of feminist
thought which has frequently taken femi-
nists into divergent theoretical trajectories
from similar starting points. The last six
months have witnessed upheavals in the
policy of Women'’s Press in Toronto with a
consequent changing of the guard that
has seen one group eliminated from the
collective by another group, which has
taken charge on an explicitly anti-racist
platform. Currently, much discussion in
the feminist press is being addressed to the
interrelated issues, in this case, the institu-
tional racism of feminist groups which
thus inadvertently reproduce the domi-
nant order and the political processes of
feminist collectives which need to find
new mechanisms for arriving at decisions
in a group where all members must concur
in the majority decision or when consen-
sus rules the decision-making process.
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‘While their “querrelle de chapelle”
never became a court battle for control of
assets, as with the French periodical Ques-
tions féministes, Les tétes de pioches in Que-
bec foundered over a theoretical split. The
writers and journalists (including Nicole
Brossard, France Théoret, Michéle Jean)
who founded this first feminist tabloid on
radical grounds, attempted to expand by
each inviting a friend of similar persuasion
to join. However, the increased number
made more complex the negotiation of
differences of point of view. The new
group wanted to take the periodical in a
Marxist direction. The founders took
charge of the group again and published a
few more issues. By then, they knew they
had had a determining influence on the
direction faken by feminism in Québec, so
the impetus for continuing the review di-
minished proportionately to the degree of
its success.

Although some feminist periodicals in
Canada and Québec are disappearing, oth-
ers continue to be launched. Currently,
according to the Pirectory of Canadian
Ferninist Periodicals published for the
Third International Feminist Bookfair in
Montreal, there are more than 50 feminist
periodicals appearing regularly in this
country, of which some 47 are profiled in
the directory. These shifts reflect the inevi-
table burnout, but also the development
of feminist theory as it addresses new
questions, especially the complex ones of
the difference(s) within feminism, those of
class and race which destabilize the uni-
versalizing claims of liberal or separatist
feminism with their focus on the unitary
subject, Woman. A current active area of
new pubiications is to be found among
ethnic and cultural minorities who are
seeking to establish a more visible pres-
ence within the cultural institution. In
Toronto, Cur Lives from the black com-
munity, Diva from the South East Asian
community, and Tiger Lily, produced by
women of colour, have begun publication
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in the last year, while la Parole Météque has
emerged in the same pericd in Montréal to
give voice to a variety of cultural commu-
nities who use French as their vehicular
language.

There is also an increasing institution-
alization of feminist periodicals into a
complete but parallel system of diffusion
as the feminist community sets up more
instruments to make access to this alter-
nate press easier. Under the heading “The
Feminist Connection,” Broadside published
a list of Canadian feminist presses, periodi-
cals and bookstores in its 1988 summer
issues. CRIAW (Canadian Research Insti-
tute for the Advancement of Women) has
established an Index for feminist periodi-
cals which is entering its fifth year of op-
eration at the University of Alberta.
Toronto is the base for the Canadian
Women's Indexing Group which is pro-
ducing a retrospective index to Canadian
feminist periodicals and a bilingual femi-
nist thesaurus with the aid of an SSHRCC
grant for research tools. The relative
availability of these information sources
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makes unnecessary an exhaustive survey
of these periodicals in the present context.
The range of Canadian feminist periodi-
cals is great: from Maternal Health News
published in Vancouver; Women and Envi-
ronments and Women's Education des
femmes coming out of Toronto; to In-
formelles, newsbulletin of the association
Pluri-elles in St. Boniface, Manitoba and
Optimist, newsbulletin appearing since
1973 to bring up to date information on
feminist issues to the women of the Yu-
kon. Formats vary from tabloid to aca-
demic journal. Two of the very influential
early Quebec periodicals of the 1970s,
Québécoises déboutte! and Les fes de pioche,
eventually became books in re-editions
published by Les Editions Remue Ménage
{1982),

Aside from the literary field, which is
the most developed in the feminist alter-
nate press, the best feminist analysis of
culture and the visual arts is to be found
in general cultural magazines, especially in
the Toromto-based Paraliclogramime,

Impulse and Fuse. The latfer has a number
of ferninists on the editorial collective, It
regularly features articles on feminists ac-
tive in popular music, video, films, the
plastic arts and writing. Especially note-
worthy is the regular chronicle of Marlene
Nourbese-Philip who has been working
out a feminist analysis of black women's
writing. In Québec too, the most theoreti-
cally oriented ferninist writing appears in
La (nouvelle) barre du jour which has at
least one feminist issue a year. Editors
have included noted feminist writers
Nicole Brossard, founding editor, Louise
Cotnoir and Louise Dupré, and currently,
Line McMurray. Extended book reviews
from a theoretically informed perspective
are to be found in Spirale, & journal of
postmodern culture, which was founded
by feminists Gail Scott and France
Théoret. Later the editorial collective was
presided by Suzanne Lamy and currently
by Sherry Simon.

Barbara Godard is a teacher, transiator and editor of
Gynocritic/Gynocritique and feminist Approacties to
Canadian and Quehec Women Writers,
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