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In 1800, illegally and clandestinely, some five thousand makers of paper by hand formed probably the first national trade union of craftsmen in England, the Original Society of Papermakers (OSP). They were acting in defiance of the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800, risking imprisonment, so keen apparently was their need for mutual help in seeking wage advances to match rapidly advancing inflation and the perceived threat of the newly invented papermaking machine. Not until the Combination Acts were repealed and amended in the 1820s were OSP members able to meet openly and to publish reports, accounts and a monthly circular. They continued to press for high wages and recognition of their skills, and to pay contributions to offer mutual help and benefits, until the Society, then of about a hundred and fifty members, closed after a century and a half in 1948.


The same eagerness to gather together, to meet one's fellow-practitioners for social reasons as well as to co-operate in seeking professional advancement, obtains in the book world today, without legal impediment. There are many such associations: the giants, including the International Publishers Association, International Group of Scientific, Technical and Medical Publishers, the Booksellers Association, British Printing Industries Federation, National Book League. There are also smaller, more specialist bodies, perpetually forming and forgathering, showing how strong remains the urge for those practising a special craft to consort with the like‑minded. Freelancers, working in isolation in their homes, particularly need professional societies that offer companionable occasions when they may meet their fellows and compare practices and policies. They lack the communal coffeebreaks, chatty gatherings round the office photocopier, colleagues in the next room to drop in to discuss matters with, enjoyed by in-house workers. The tighter the specialism, the fewer its practitioners, the stronger their need to meet their fellows, for the reassurance that they are not alone in their peculiar practice, and to exchange ideas on how it is best to be carried out - and to assert a professional identity. 


Small fry in publishing also know their need for united efforts in the pursuit of communal goals. As Edwin Shelock, Chairman of the Association of Learned and Professional Society Publishers, observed (in Learned Publishing, October 1990), `Learned society publishers, even the very biggest, are small compared with the giant publishers of the commercial world and so need the skill and cunning of young Jack to flourish in a world of giants'.


These groups have come together in a variety of ways. One most distinguished example is The Society of Bookmen (SoB), founded by Hugh Walpole in 1921 for `authors, printers, publishers, binders or salesmen to get together in the interests of their trade'. Despite this wide range of specified membership, numbers were limited to 75, by personal invitation only (and men only, until 1972). By 1984 the membership ceiling was 135, with a waiting list. Their activities consisted chiefly of lectures and discussion meetings: Colin Eccleshare, a former Chairman, claims in his 1984 history of SoB, `nearly every important book trade issue in the last half century had its first airing at a meeting of the Society'. He laments, however, that `it is an unquestioned rule of the Society that everything said is off the record and unrecorded. This makes it hard for the historian'. He sees two chief aspects of SoB as still surviving: `a critical eye on things as they are and a readiness to change them, and a belief that a good instrument for change can be found in free, frank, but courteous discussion'.


Similarly grand were the origins of The Society of Authors (SA), founded by Walter Besant in 1884, with Lord Tennyson as its first president. Many prominent writers, including Bernard Shaw, John Galsworthy and Thomas Hardy, have assisted in its activities. It now boasts a membership of over 5500, with elegant premises in Kensington and professional staff, and calls itself an independent trade union, campaigning on behalf of the profession in matters of contracts, copyright and lobbying. 


Under the umbrella of the Society of Authors shelter some smaller, more closely focussed specialist groups: the Children's Writers and Illustrators Group, Educational Writers Group, Medical Writers Group, the Translators Association, Broadcasting Group, and formerly also a Scientific and Technical Writers Group, as well as regional groups. 


Other still more specialized bodies of writers forgather beyond the SA: the Comedy Writers Association (`for people who take comedy seriously'), the Romantic Novelists' Association (which hopes `to raise the prestige of Romantic Authorship'), the General Practitioners Writers Association, the Society of Civil Service Authors, the British Academy of Composers and Songwriters (`a single voice for composers and songwriters'). The Outdoor Writers Guild is for those involved in outdoor journalism: `writers, photographers and others specializing in outdoor activities, such as mountaineering, climbing, walking, caving, cycling etc'. The British Association of Paper Historians is small (a little more than two hundred members) but growing. The Crime Writers' Association, founded by John Creasy in 1953, includes `writers of detective novels, police procedurals, suspense, thrillers, spy fiction, historical crime, legal tales, private eye novels, true crime books and other sub‑genres', publishing a monthly journal, Red Herrings, and holding an annual Diamond Dagger reception.


The Gay Authors Workshop (GAW) is `an association of lesbians and gay men who are creative writers - poets, dramatists, fiction writers'. It aims `to support writers by providing opportunities for them to meet, read, discuss and develop their work', and to `encourage in members a positive attitude towards being lesbian/gay'. Its 62 members meet each month in members' (London) homes; it is thought helpful for those with writing blocks to join. They publish a quarterly newsletter; a regular compilation of fiction, Gazebo; an anthology of fiction and poetry, Gawp and Gaze; and have formed a self-publishing project, Gasps.


Still they cluster. One of the most recently formed book-world groups must be the Biographers' Club, founded in 1998 by literary agent Andrew Lownie, its aim `to provide a forum for biographers to network with fellow biographers and relevant contacts and to meet and discuss various issues connected with the craft of biography'. It meets monthly in London restaurants to hear speakers, its forty members comprising biographers, publishers, agents, journalists and film producers.


Other freelance professions in the world of books have formed their own associations. In 1956 Gilfred Norman Knight, a retired Civil Servant and a freelance indexer for the previous thirty years, `not knowing the name of a single other person who worked in this field', as he explained, wrote to the Times Literary Supplement to reach out to others of his kind. `Letters came pouring in', and, after `several discreet luncheons' at Knight's London club, the Society of Indexers (SI) was inaugurated in March 1957. For the next 36 years, its officers conducted society business — like most of their professional work — from their homes.


In 1988, Norma Whitcombe, a member of SI and a freelance editor, convened a meeting in London at which the Society of Freelance Editors and Proofreaders (SFEP) was inaugurated, its freelance member‑officers likewise working from home. This SI offshoot grew rapidly, with membership passing the thousand in its sixth year. Its declared objectives are concerned with standards, qualifications, professional status, the interests of the profession and its relationships with associated organizations as well as between members.


These two Societies operate alike, holding meetings where the finer points of the crafts of indexing, copy‑editing and proofreading are discussed, mounting training courses, instituting qualification and accreditation schemes, publishing papers and newsletters, and promoting their members' services to publishers by issuing annual directories. The membership of SI, over forty years after its foundation, has reached 825; that of SFEP, more than 1500.


Small, voluntary societies, like these two in their early years, usually lack central premises and paid staff. Their officers work separately, from their homes. It is the home addresses of the officers that are given in society publicity ‑ and with annual elections, these may be continually out‑dated. Face‑to‑face communication between committee members, when not at committee, may be rare, and inter‑meeting consultation dependent on communications media, fitted in amongst the freelance work and the home lives. As freelancing burgeons, due to factors both technical (teleworking, email) and economic (streamlining and redundancies at publishing houses), though, freelance workers become more highly professionalized, and their organizations likewise more suitably bureaucratic.


The Association of Learned and Professional Society Publishers (ALPSP), formed in 1972, was composed of the publishing arms of research institutions and learned societies, ranging in size from the giant Royal Society of Chemistry and British Medical Association to those with an annual turnover on publishing of less than £7000. It inaugurated its own Small Publishers Group (SPG) six years later, recognizing that `the interests and problems of the smaller publishing societies were different, often in kind and certainly in scale, from those of the larger institutions'.


These smallest learned publishing groups included the Institute of Foresters of Great Britain, British Ornithologists' Union, Huguenot Society of London, Avian Pathology, British Psychological Society and the Royal Irish Academy. However, by 1990 the SPG had foundered. Its members, many from single‑person `offices', had no colleagues to cover for them during their absence at ALPSP meetings, and moreover many by their attendance were missing the chance of a day's freelance earnings. `We could not manage to meet to discuss the problems that caused our being unable to meet', a member observed.


There were still many advantages to be found by the union of small groups, though: some tasks cannot be achieved by societies below a certain size, and they must combine to prosper. In particular, consolidation of journal despatch was beneficial for members with a turnover too small to allow them to profit from the economies of scale of bulk mailing. Also, societies that could not alone afford an exhibition stall at book fairs could combine to participate in a joint display.


What of inter‑Society relations? Generally, amicable and cooperative. In 1991 an SI couple leaving London but retaining their NW1 house let a room in it jointly to SI and SFEP, who also combined to pay one part‑time administrative officer. When a publicised speaker had to withdraw from a Women in Publishing meeting they convened instead a panel discussion on freelancing, with representatives hastily gathered from the Society of Indexers, the Society of Freelance Editors and Proofreaders, and the Society of Women Writers and Journalists. 


But on the other hand ... Michael Holroyd complained in his Chairman's report to the Royal Society of Literature in June 1998 (published in News from the RSL 1999): `We are concerned over the decline, in recent years, in standards of book editing. We wish to look into the possibilities of establishing a recognized and respected body of freelance editors, and of encouraging publishers to employ their services.' ‑ This ten years after the 1988 founding of the SFEP, which now publishes an annual directory offering some 600 professionals!


There are new cross‑disciplinary societies. STEMPRA ‑ after much agonizing over le nom just, the Science, Technology, Engineering, Medicine Public Relations Association ‑ is a single body set up in 1993 on behalf of the united `interests of the press and public relations people who work in, with or for all the scientific and technological “societies”' (my italics).


Societies are listed in the Writers' and artists' yearbook for most aspects of the book world: the Book Packagers' Association; the Design and Artists' Copyright Society; the British Association of Industrial Editors; Association of Little Presses (`loosely‑knit association of individuals running little presses who have grouped together for mutual self‑help, while retaining their right to operate autonomously'); Society of Typographic Designers. This last was founded (as the British Typographers Guild) in 1928, and since then has evolved to meet massive changes in technology production, education and the role of the designer. Now it proclaims itself `a professional body, run by and for professional designers concerned with the specific typographical aspects of visual communication', with 600 members. Its aims are `to establish and maintain standards within this field and provide a forum for debate'.

The British Printing Society consists of regional small groups of printers taking jobs as a paying hobby, with their own monthly journal, The Small Printer.


Groups may form, drawn together not by specialist practice, but by a common feature of their persons. There are Women in Publishing, Society of Women Writers and Journalists, and Women Writers Network. The first two offer a strong contrast in womanhood in communications.


Women in Publishing (WIP), founded in 1979 `in the upstairs room of a pub in central London', held its first conference in 1983, attended by 200, mostly from what they deemed `the editorial ghetto'. It adopts a political/feminist stance. Two of its published aims are `to promote the status of women within publishing and related fields' and `to encourage networking and mutual support'; it also takes stern measures towards the abolition of `sexist language'. WIP presents two annual awards, one `in recognition of significant personal contributions to women in publishing', the other `to a recently established venture which reflects the interests and concerns of women in the 1990s'. Recent winners have included Fay Weldon, who in receiving the award spoke of her work for the Low Pay in Publishing Group, and the publisher of the newsletter of International Community of Women Living with HIV and AIDS. Their speakers have included Lesley Abdela, Angela Carter, Andrea Dworkin and Gloria Steinem. Its publications include Having it all, A case of covert discrimination and Breaking the glass ceiling; the WIP newsletter is entitled Wiplash. 


The Society of Women Writers and Journalists (SWWJ), founded by a man in 1894, presents an altogether more ladylike image. The aims given on its brochure are `the encouragement of literary achievement, the upholding of professional standards and social contact with fellow writers'. The programme of activities includes visits to historic sites; prizes for its competitions are a salver and a rosebowl (plus small cheques). Despite their boasting such illustrious past members and Presidents as Rebecca West, Marie Stopes and Vera Brittain, and despite the publication's title, SWWJ's thrice‑yearly The Woman Journalist appears amateur, dated and parochial. Produced in A5, single‑column, it prominently features poetry and members' families; it reviews only books by SWWJ members, mostly fiction and poetry. The winter 1998 issue reports a talk on `Getting published', accompanied by the reading of poems, given by the editor of Poetry Life. `In his talk he advised publicising one's work by means of poetry‑readings ‑ an opportunity to sell copies', we are told. But as we are also told, `Unfortunately, only eight members attended', one wonders how powerful a marketing tool this would prove to be, especially as SWWJ members were advised, `Publishers are more likely to show interest in a poet who can prove that her work sells'.


The Society of Young Publishers is open to those employed in publishing aged under 35 (associate membership available to the older), claiming to provide `a lively forum for discussion' and organise `social and other events'. It was founded in 1949 to fill what was seen as a gap in professional societies, to represent `the broad range of publishing people's interests'. The prime emphasis then was on social events, and it still holds seasonal parties, literary walks, book discussion meetings and pub crawls. This year its fiftieth anniversary is to be celebrated with a formal dinner. It sees itself as having a specific evolving role in the industry, though, focussed on book publishing. The majority of its 300 members now are students on courses who intend careers in publishing, or those looking for their first job. Their monthly meetings offer training advice and speakers on publishing topics at an introductory level.


Some societies seed branches overseas. The Society of Indexers spread to US in the American Society of Indexers (which has now outgrown its parent body), to the Australian Society of Indexers, and to the Indexing and Abstracting Society of Canada.  (SI has found, though, that societies of indexers seem to form only where English is spoken, with the always‑honourable exceptions of China and Japan; it has no explanation for this phenomenon.) In 1990 SFEP members working in the Netherlands started SENSE, the Society of English‑Native‑Speaking Editors, there, `to bring native‑English‑speaking editors in contact with each other ... to provide a forum where issues of direct concern ... can be discussed ... and to keep in contact with other professional organizations in the field of communications and publishing'.


Like calls to professional like likewise in the United States, where the vast inter‑city distances cause many of those societies with sufficient technical sophistication to rely on the Internet for their social intercourse. Quill, an online writing club dedicated to young writers, states, “as a member, you can meet other young writers from other parts of the country and world, you can read what others have written, and have them read yours [sic ‑apparently the standard of youthful literacy is not high]. You can receive constructive criticism from the Board of Critics, suggestions and guidelines from the Mentors and editing suggestions from the QuillEd. ...It's a society of friends that share a common interest. Here, you can expect to receive support, encouragement, friendship and counseling.” Women Who Write, “a collage of women based all over the United States that shares a passion for writing”, offers its “own private chat room called Jugglers. Three or four times a week we meet to discuss our writing, our accomplishments and our goals.”  


There are face‑to‑face fellow‑workers' encounters state‑side too. In 1998, Travel Writers conferred in New York, the Association of Jewish Libraries met in Boca Raton, Florida, the Maui Writers Retreat and Conference was held in Hawaii. The Society for the History of Authorship, Reading and Publishing (SHARP) was convened in 1991 as a `forum where social historians, literary historians, and all the other varieties of book historians can talk to each other', with its initial meeting in California, then an inaugural conference in New York, as well as issuing a quarterly newsletter and maintaining an electronic bulletin board. Allied to SHARP are the Society for Textual Scholarship (New York‑based), the Oxford Conference for the Book, held annually in Oxford, Mississippi, and the Seminar in the History of the Book, which meets regularly at Oxford, Mississippi and Cambridge, Mass. The website of S.C.R.I.B.E (Special Congress Representing Involved Bulletin Editors), “an international organization of bulletin editors of amateur gem, mineral, and earth science societies”, tells of regional meetings and an annual symposium in Quartzsite, Arizona. The (669) members of the American Antiquarian Society may meet in Massachusetts; the 960‑strong National Association of Science Writers, with an online discussion group available through its website, holds annual business meetings and locally hosted seminars and social events.


The New Hampshire Writers' Project's website tells of writers gathering in groups of four to fifteen; they are urged, “Attend meetings. A critique group thrives on consistency and continuity. ... personalities come into play. Spotty attendence [sic] may not help your fellow members build confidence in your feedback.” For members in a “writing slump” this website suggests “..Bring things to share...The sheer act of sharing just may revive you.”


As for readers, the ultimate customers for all these book world bodies, they too forgather in groups to discuss their practice. Banding devotees of particular authors were described in a previous article (`The world's literary societies: Torchbearers for famous [and not so famous] authors', LOGOS vol. 8 no. 2). There also more more particularly localised assemblies. Welwyn Garden City Literary Society has been meeting in Hertfordshire two or three times a month for over forty years to discuss at each meeting a selected book, author or genre ‑ a pattern repeated throughout the British Isles.


Such local book discussion groups may now receive industry sponsorship. Orange Reading Groups were launched in the UK in 1997 by the founders of the Orange Prize for Fiction (annually awarded `to celebrate excellence, innovation and accessibility in women's writing'), together with National Heritage, Book Trust, Waterstones, the National Organisation for Adult Learning, and European Social Fund. They produce a free pack `to help readers ... to set up groups where they could meet regularly to discuss their favourite novels'. The eight-page `Guide to setting up and running a book group' urges:


`The private act of reading is a particular pleasure ... You may have moments, however, when you have the time and inclination to share the experience; the dynamics of talking about what you read are very different; thought provoking, and potentially very rewarding. Setting up or joining a reading group may alter, and really enhance and enliven your reading habits'.


Book Groups are proliferating too in the US. The Wall Street Journal reported (15 January 1999), `In 1990, Barnes & Noble had just one in-store book group; now all its 500 stores host at least one. ... The industry that has sprung up around book clubs is booming - with books on forming book groups, "facilitators" paid to lead them and published guides to decipher bestsellers.' Yet not all is bibliophiliac sweetness and light, it appears. Under the heading, `The tyranny of the book group', the article goes on, `Many of today's book groups have become literary pressure cookers, marked by aggressive intellectual one-upmanship and unabashed social skirmishing. ... There are signs that the country's collective book-group morale is breaking down ... book groups have grown acrimonious'. Mitchell Behr, whose New York book group `recently disbanded', is quoted: `They are the meanest women I have ever met'. `The women made Mr Behr terrified to admit he didn't understand certain books, and they joked about giving dish-washing duty to members who didn't finish the monthly selection.'


Usually, though, when bibliolater meets bibliolater,  bibliopolist bibliopolist, or bibliogenist bibliogenist, the true spirit of camaraderie prevails. However particular one's specialism in the world of books, there are others to share it, with a demonstrable eagerness to get together with their fellow practitioners or enthusiasts.

______________________________________________________
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