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The P a r t y Is Over
In the autumn of 1981, Pluto
Press, the most successful of
the new breed of radical book
publishers which emerged in
Britain in the 1970s, held a
party in a North London
nightclub to celebrate '10
Years in the Red'. The mood
of the party was upbeat and
stylish; its message was that
the new decade would be the
time when the radical book
trade came 'out of the ghetto'
and into the mainstream of
the British book business.
Pluto, with their new list of
diaries and cookbooks, instant books by journalists on
topical events, and cooperation with mass-market publishers like Pan with The
State of the World Atlas, intended to lead the way.
Five years on, it all looks
very different. Instead of expansion, several of the then
most promising radical publishers and bookshops have
collapsed; others have contracted. Pluto themselves
are now in the hands of the
receivers. The party is well
and truly over.
For each individual radical
publisher or bookseller that
has gone under, there is a
straightforward
explanation, usually connected, as in
Pluto's case, with trying to
expand with too little capital:
the classic dilemma of small
successful firms in a market
economy. What is more difficult to explain is why one of
the great achievements of
the Left in the 1970s, the
creation of the most extensive network of radical publishers and booksellers since
the late 1930s, now seems
like some misplaced dream.
It is too easy to blame all
this on a downturn in the
overall book trade, for there
have been downturns before,
particularly in the late 1970s
when radical firms did well.
Too simple, also, to attribute
it to seven years of Thatcherism: there is often an increase in the demand for
radical literature in times of
recession or under Tory governments.
What many of us involved in
the radical book business in
the 1970 misunderstood was
that that decade was a very

unusual one for publishing
and bookselling.
In bookselling, there was an
absence of lively city-centre
bookshops which could market and sell books on the new
social issues of the time:
feminism, ecology and nuclear power, political action
outside the traditional parties. In publishing, there
were few commercial firms
adventurous enough to recognise a demand for something in between the conventional hardback and the
mass-market
paperback,
what became known as the
'trade' paperback. For a few
years in the mid-1970s, the
new radical publishers and
booksellers had an audience
which was not being reached
by anyone else, the collegeeducated, radically-inclined
middle class.
When the new chain bookstores started emerging in
the early 1980s, they quickly
became known as more efficient places to buy radical
books than most radical
bookshops. When the amalgamations which took place
in British publishing in the
1970s produced new 'trade'
paperback imprints, the result was a stream of radical
texts often cheaper than
their equivalents from radical publishers.
The parts of the 1970s'
radical book trade that have
survived are those which
chose to specialise in particular topics and make one
part of the radical book market their own, publishers like
the feminist presses, Comedia. Gay Men's Press
(GMP), Zed (on the Third
World); booksellers like Central Books and Bookmarks
with clear party allegiances
or Compendium with 'contemporary' books.
Those parts of the radical
trade who, like Pluto, tried to
use their 1970s success to
continue to operate across
the range could not compete.
Because it had been relatively easy to sell radical books
in the 1970s with little commercial competition, they
had not developed the hard
business skills to survive. #
David Berry

Sweet Inspirations
There's a small suburban
house diagonally opposite
the local McDonald's in East
Orange, New Jersey. From
the outside it's an unremarkable white bungalow, just
another family home in commuting distance from New
York, but over the last ten
years it has housed a triumvirate of female soul singers
whose reputations are as important to black female
creativity as the novels of
Zora Neale Hurston or Alice
Walker.
The house belongs to Cissy
Houston, one time vocalist of
the 60s' soul choir The Sweet
Inspirations, and the mother
of black America's most
famous new star, Whitney
Houston. The expensive car
in the driveway, parked beneath the basketball net, belongs to their cousin Dionne
Warwick, a frequent visitor
to the house and the motivating force behind some of the
most public statements that
popular feminism has made
in the 80s.
Dionne Warwick and Cissy
Houston have been at the
forefront of several sistersing projects that have included charity shows, benefit appearances, a musical
campaign to support research into AIDS and strident support for Artists
Against Apartheid. Meanwhile, with manipulative
care, they have guided Whitney Houston's career to unprecedented heights.
Soul music is currently producing more affirmative images of women than any
other area of cultural activity. Despite the pouting gloss
and designer dross of so
much modern soul music,
black American music has
produced Whitney Houston,
Janet Jackson, a teenager
who out-manoeuvred her
father to produce Control,
one of the most positive
albums of the year; and from
rap music - the terrain of the
boasting male - came the
Real Roxanne, an irrepressible fly girl from the housing
projects:
In America sister-sing is
big business. The most recent success united Dionne

Warwick, Gladys Knight and
Patti Labelle in a tour and tv
special called Sisters In The
Name Of Love, described by
critics as a 'hymn to girl-ism'
and seen by the participants
as a public pronouncement of
a camaraderie that stretches
back to the 60s.
Sisters In The Name Of
Love was also a celebration
of three heroines. Dionne,
the campaigning liberal
whose career stretches from

Chaka Khan: Inspired tragedy

the pop hit Walk On By to the
recent AIDS research song
That's What Friends Are For;
Gladys, who stole the show
from any man that dared to
share the same stage at Harlem's Apollo Theatre; and
Patti, the epitome of the roots
vocalist, who once fronted
Labelle, probably the best
feminist soul group ever.
Labelle, all decked out in
space-age costumes and boa
feathers, and fortified by
Patti's voice and the sexually
ambivalent style of Nona
Hendryx, offered an image
of the female singer that dispensed with the pretty sensuality of most pop. They
were part of a strutting extravagance that runs counter
to another persistent image
of the black female vocalist,
a lady singing the blues, and
living a Hfe of inspired
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Sheba Feminist Publishers
BOOKS TO YOUR DOOR POST FREE!!!

THE THRESHING FLOOR

Price

c'ipfel

BARBARA BURFORD
In this wonderful first collection of short stories and
a novella Barbara Burford crafts compelling tales
about the lives of contemporary Black women
£4.95
__
THE THINGS THAT DIVIDE US
Ed. Faith Conlan et al
An expressive and exciting collection of stories
which brings to life the conflicts emerging from
women's diverse experiences
£4.95
. ^
TRUE TO LIFE
Ed. SUSAN HEMMINGS
A vibrant and confident collection of writings by
girls and young women between the ages of 8 and
22. These are true stories of young women's lives in
the 1980s
£4.95
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post free Orders for three or more books will be charged £0.66 per
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