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Preface

This book is a collaborative effort. In 1987 all four of the authors
participated in a series of seminars called “Women’s Own?
Magazines and the Female Reader’, organised by the Women'’s
Studies Committee at Oxford University. Although our methods
have been collaborative, the four major chapters are based on, and
have been developed from, previous work we have each published
or researched individually. The historical data on the eighteenth
century comes from Ros Ballaster’s research, the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries from Margaret Beetham’s. The detailed
analysis of twentieth-century magazines was carried out and written
up by Sandra Hebron; the work with readers and the discussion of
theory and method by Elizabeth Frazer. Although much discussion,
drafting, re-drafting, and transfer of editing responsibility has had a
certain unifying effect, our different writing styles are, we think, still
detectable, and rightly so. The theory, argument and analysis are
ours collectively — the product of conversations, meetings, phone
calls, letters, drafts and criticism.

Our emphasis here is on mass market women’s magazines, the
‘mainstream’ popular form. Thus, small circulation ‘alternatives’
such as Spare Rib or Shocking Pink receive relatively little attention.
We have attempted to make our methods of analysis, explanatory
theory and understanding of the intersection and conflicts of race,
class and gender, clear in our first chapter. Subsequent analyses of
historical and contemporary magazines offer an unfolding illustra-
tion and exposition from this theoretical base. We do not pretend to
offer a detailed history, reading or content analysis of women’s
magazines since their inception. Rather, we have produced a range
of critical readings which we attempt to situate historically.

What we have omitted here has been admirably committed by
others. Cynthia White provides a detailed publishing history in her
Women’'s Magazines 1693—-1968, Janice Winship and Angela
McRobbie closer readings and analyses of samples from main-
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stream magazines. We are particularly indebted to Janice Winship’s
ground-breaking Inside Women's Magazines, an examination of
individual current titles, which addresses a range of issues to do
with women’s magazines’ constructions of gender. These texts have
constituted the point from which our own research began.

We have compiled an appendix which lists the magazines we have
analysed and discussed in the body of the text, together with a
certain amount of information about their dates of publication,
ownership, editors, and so on. Our selective bibliography points to
the many more exhaustive analyses and histories.

Our collaborative methods have meant that we have been
relatively slow workers. We would like to thank Jo Campling,
Dilys Jones and Steven Kennedy at the publishers for their patience
and flexibility in dealing with multiple authorship. Our most
grateful thanks are due to the women who met for discussions
and responded to questionnaires: members of the New College
women’s group and the Feminist Theory Group at Oxford
University; students of the Faculty of English and Humanities at
Manchester Polytechnic and Oxford Polytechnic; Doreen Essex,
Rosemary Popplewell, Claire Pierce, Sybil James, Jean Gregory,
Mina Temple, Alison Jones, Liz Whiteside, Janet Jacobs, Lynne
Dewberry. Also to the women who participated in the original
seminar series, where discussion was always lively, and which
engendered the questions we seek to address in a different format
here. Most important of all we wish to recognise the contribution of
Kate Mertes who helped to devise that seminar series but had to
withdraw from the project of the book. Certain themes central to
this book — the making and fragmentation of a female readership,
the magazine’s construction of an imaginary female community, the
politics of fashion photography — were articulated by her in our first
discussions.

Our work has been further slowed by a number of practical and
emotional problems of the sort that jostle with one another in the
pages of the magazines we analyse: the trauma of new jobs, old
jobs, commitments to family and friends, the sexual double
standard, crises of confidence, the ending, beginning or lack of
‘relationships’. If we were to turn to the magazines in search of
solutions we would find, as we document in what follows, that our
troubles are represented as ‘ours’, individually, although they are
also, by a bizarre and unexplained coincidence, also experienced by
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millions of other women throughout the western world and through
the ages. By contrast, it is our profound conviction that ‘our
problems’ have political and structural roots, that their solutions lie
in political struggle and transformation. That so many women have
such similar experience is a political matter. The struggle must be in
the arena of sexual politics (for sexuality is political), the politics of
social identity and difference, and the politics of economic relations.

Nevertheless, supportive personal relations have been of immea-
surable value and we do not hesitate to thank personally the
numbers of people who have given help — intellectual, emotional
and personal. We are indebted to: David Beetham, John Campbell,
Niki Lacey, Andrew Milton, Jenefer Sargent, Jessica Search (who
made dozens of ingenious suggestions for the title), Louise Kanas,
Brian Maidment, Jeri Johnson, and Dianne Chisholm.

Ros BALLASTER
MARGARET BEETHAM
ELizABETH FRAZER
SANDRA HEBRON



