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Dark Matter: Working on the Women’s Liberation Music Archive – a 
personal record of archive making  

 
Introduction: The Women’s Liberation Music Archive is a voluntary, 
independent not-for-profit feminist project dedicated to documenting and 
celebrating the women’s music-making of the 1970/80s, and demonstrating its 
place in the context of the social and political history of the era. I am in a dual 
role in the project, being both archivist and archived. I was involved in organising 
bands, workshops, conferences and events during that era and I’ve written 
personal accounts of those times for the WLMA, which can be found under the 
headings ‘London Women’s Liberation Rock Band’ and ‘Jam Today’. For a 
couple of decades, women I had known from that time had been saying to one 
another it would be good to archive and write about the feminist music-making 
and related projects of that time. In 2010 Paddy Tanton and I went to the 
Women’s Library exhibition in London marking the fortieth anniversary of the first 
WLM national conference, and felt a need to see more material on the political 
culture we were familiar with: the music, theatre, film and other art created by the 
movement. This gave me further impetus. I had begun to sort out collected 
memorabilia and writing down recollections, and knew other women were doing 
the same, and some were sending me old recordings they’d digitised.  
 
Record-keeping: I began keeping these notes out of interest in recording the 
process of working on archiving, in order to be able to reflect on the practices, 
things learned, etc, but, sadly, it became focused on difficulties that cast a 
shadow over the whole project. Regrettably, my experience of working with 
another woman proved increasingly stressful and problematic, and I felt a need 
to record this early on, as I became increasingly concerned and disillusioned. 
Over time I wondered whether it would be useful to share an account of my 
experience; in fact I came to wonder increasingly if I actually had a responsibility 
to other women to do so. Initially I decided to share them these notes only with 
trusted colleagues as appropriate. 
 
June 2010: When Deborah Withers first contacted me in she’d heard from an old 
friend of mine – AS - that I was thinking about writing of my experience of 
women’s music as part of the history of the 1970s and 80s WLM. I was pleased 
that a younger generation feminist was interested in documenting that history. 
She came to visit me and after some discussion I agreed we could collaborate on 
the project. Hearing from Deborah seemed fortuitous timing. She had already 
worked on blogging, something I had little experience of, which seemed an asset 
when deciding to set up an online archive, and planning a material one. She also 
offered help from a friend who could digitise tapes, and another who had 
experience in graphics to create a logo/header for the site. Both were crucial to 
the project and I had no way of doing either at that stage. Neither of these 
materialised. What Deborah described as a ‘lesbian relationship drama’ affected 
the friendship with the person who might have digitized. I don’t know what 
happened to the logo idea; the other person turned out to be too busy. 
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Eventually, worried as the time to go online grew near, I approached someone 
with web experience I knew who kindly agreed to create a header image. 
 
I explained to Deborah my health condition/disability (systemic lupus) and that I 
needed it to be taken into account – e.g. that I can’t work for long on the 
computer and chronic fatigue means I take a long time to do things. I felt positive 
that Deborah would be able to undertake aspects I wasn’t able to, such as 
traveling to conduct interviews or promote the archive and perhaps develop an 
exhibition or presentation. I wanted to provide her with emotional support during 
the early stages of work. She told me she suffered from mental health problems 
and seemed to need a lot of encouragement. Naturally I felt sympathetic, 
especially as I experience depression myself. In Jan 2011 she had a crisis with a 
woman bullying her about racism. She had told me about this and seemed 
contrite about mistakes she had made – I decided to give her the benefit of the 
doubt and believed her to be in good faith about learning from them. Stress was 
caused when this woman then posted online stuff about Deborah that could have 
damaged the project; Deborah took action but the possibility of the archive being 
undermined was worrying.  
 
Shortly after work began on the project Deborah told me she had got a job 
archiving Sistershow and feminism in Bristol. I was not unhappy with this, seeing 
it as part of the same move to ensure the documentation of WLM history. I 
accepted doing the bulk of the work on the archive Deborah said she would have 
no spare time for 6 months, so when she told me soon after that she was writing 
a book chapter, I was surprised. I was also surprised by her reaction when I met 
with old friends from the band Jam Today to continue our discussion about 
archiving – she had a strangely proprietorial attitude, which seemed 
inappropriate, and wrote to us saying she wanted to be present at any meetings. 
She was reassured that no big decisions would be made and we would be 
keeping her informed of our ideas. I was disconcerted by her behaviour, and the 
issue of ownership became of concern. I believe in accreditation being properly 
given and Deborah deserves credit for what she did on this project. However I 
undertook this work with a commitment to it being a model of curatorship or 
trusteeship with responsibility to the people whose material the archive 
comprises - I regard it as their archive. I am not interested in any form of private 
ownership of it other than that which safeguards it, nor in the use of its materials 
to create value that transfers to anyone - other than that which returns to those 
who created it. In other words it is part of the political/cultural commons and run 
with that ethos. 
 
Problems arose re her communications with those women regarding that book 
chapter. I was upset that despite their generosity in helping her she put them 
down with critical comments, which prompted a lot of correspondence and the 
need to ask her to edit the piece. There was confusion caused by her failure to 
distinguish between her personal opinion and objective documenting. I felt 
disturbed and personally embarrassed by the content and quality of the writing, 
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as I had been responsible for introducing her to these women. Some of them 
wrote to her at length about this and she was defensive and intransigent about 
editing the work.  
 
Having begun to lose confidence in Deborah, I decided after this that I would not 
want the exhibition about feminist music she planned to be done under the aegis 
of the WLMA. Albeit that it was based on the WLMA, I felt they should be 
separate projects. I was starting to have serious doubts about her abilities – 
concerns that she was not in fact working to as high a degree of professionalism 
as she professed, and that her people skills left a lot to be desired. I could not 
risk being held responsible for any mistakes that ensued nor could I face the 
stress that would be engendered by trying to work with her on it. 
 
It was necessary for me to do quite frequent proofreading and correcting of text 
written by Deborah – basic spelling and punctuation. I also found it frustrating 
that routine admin things I asked her to be mindful of were overlooked – things 
like updating the ’What’s New in the archive?’ page, so I could keep track of what 
she added, organising lists of people alphabetically, or adding the ‘official’ 
archive signature to emails.  These are details, but important in terms of 
consistency of presentation. An example of sloppy or ill-thought out work was 
that a photo and personal name (of her band) used on one of her Soundcloud 
accounts was posted next to tracks on the archive site, leading one contributor to 
ask if we’d been hacked. When I questioned the way she had corresponded 
(grammar, punctuation issues, etc) with people who contacted the archive after 
its launch she was defensive, at one point saying I had set problematic standards 
for it. 
 
Such incidents are not a big deal individually – we all make mistakes – but the 
cumulative effect is of concern. By Jan 2012 I was so disillusioned I concluded 
my confidence in her had been misplaced. A crucial point came at the end of 
2011, when I had to spend two months sorting out a fiasco involving adding Alt 
Text to the site. I was distressed by what occurred. Shortly after the online launch 
in May 2011 a friend had contacted us with helpful feedback re visually impaired 
people’s access. The most important aspect was the provision of Alt Text, which 
provides written descriptions of images for screen reading technology. Deborah 
agreed this was important. and undertook to sort this out – it being quite a large 
task; she said as I had done the bulk of the work of archive creation she would 
do it. Five months later I asked her how this work was going, I found she had not 
done it. She apologised for being ‘crap’ on the grounds of stress. I would have 
understood that, but wished she’d kept me informed. However, when I looked at 
what she had done, I was shocked to see numerous typographical errors, 
completely incorrect information, wrongly-identified people, and personal 
comments about a woman’s personal attractiveness (‘pretty dishy’.) It goes 
without saying this is unacceptable (on a feminist website!) Carelessness 
included words run together, misspellings (important aspects when a machine is 
reading out text) but most bafflingly, descriptions which I imagine would be 
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appalling for VIPs to encounter – ‘blocks of text in black ink on white paper’ - a 
description of how an article looks, rather than making the actual content 
accessible (normally a summary or quotes are provided.) This would be like 
opening a door to find a brick wall. I could hardly believe this. It seemed 
incredible that anyone could make such a mistake. I felt this was a wake-up call. I 
decided to do the task myself, and spent two months on it - I felt I could not rely 
on her to do it properly. I drew up a list of guidelines to try to ensure further work 
would be done properly. I was very disappointed and annoyed about the need to 
do this. I began to worry about working with her and to lose sleep due to anxiety. 
 
Deborah then wrote to tell me she had decided to leave the archive once her 
exhibition was finished. My having pointed out these issues to her seemed to be 
the trigger; she said she did not want to discuss it. I accepted her resignation in 
writing and thanked her for her work. Although this left me somewhat lumbered 
with sole responsibility for what was to have been a joint project, it was also 
something of a relief as the experience re Alt Text had left me with no 
confidence. 
I felt perhaps Deborah had bitten off more than she could chew by way of 
projects and work, and failed to allow appropriate timescales for the work, 
resulting in a lack of attention to detail, carelessness, not checking stuff. I 
regularly check the site for errors as I had to proofread Deborah’s entries. (E.g., I 
found she had posted a video of a band called the Deltones - not the women’s 
band for which I had created an entry, but another one with same name, all-
male.) My attempts to ensure that proofreading etc was done was met by 
defensive protestations of her professionalism. In May 2012 Deborah posted the 
info re garnering material, re what format files should be sent in e.g. However I 
then found that Soundcloud and Wordpress don’t support these. This was the 
kind of thing I’d believed her to have expertise in. I had thought the digital skills 
she purported to have, would be complementary to the things I felt confident in 
like networking, gathering and uploading material.  
 
September 2012: I asked her two or three times to correct a new entry which was 
posted without copyediting - i.e., to capitalize names and alphabetize them, 
correct spelling etc, to bring it into harmony with the rest of the archive. She 
eventually agreed grudgingly and partially did it, saying it was more important to 
me than to the women concerned.  
(NB: I never change things if it will alter a person’s style or meaning – I just do 
basic editing work, to standardize the appearance of the site.) 
  
On several occasions I found Deborah patronising. E.g., she told me that during 
the course of her research she found a band of mixed gender that she wanted to 
include in the archive as it had been supportive of working class women. (Our 
organizing principle had always been that the WLMA was to celebrate and 
document women music-makers - while inclusive of women who played in mixed 
bands – with the focus on music made by women. Another archive documenting 
mixed anti-sexist bands would complement the WLMA and be welcome but is 
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beyond the scope of the project and my ability.) I explained that it wouldn’t be fair 
to change the parameters of the archive project after 2 years and received a 
patronizing reply that working class women had been marginalised in the WLM. 
This began to feel like the last straw (I had been, after all, a woman of working 
class background, in the WLM!) She was very insistent about this and I had to be 
firm – only to find much later that she didn’t have any contact for the group 
anyway. 
 
Had we been in an employment situation I’d have asked for references when I 
first met her, interviewed her formally and so on. But as the WLMA was a 
voluntary grass-roots project, it was a different scenario: I was initially glad of the 
assistance and felt positive about intergenerational feminist working. In 
retrospect this was very naïve of me. Had I been a Project Manager, and 
Deborah a volunteer or employee, I would have had to go through an official 
process or - eventually - ask her to leave. I found communication with Deborah 
difficult and draining and had to ask her not to phone me, as it was impacting 
badly on my health. Nor did I feel up to meeting in person with her again. 
 
The situation regarding Deborah’s exhibition and Heritage Lottery Fund 
application made the experience increasingly distressing and fraught. Problems 
arose about the exhibition curating process, due to Deborah’s mismanagement. I 
had not realized the extent of the incompetence until reading her grant 
application to the HLF. This contained several errors. She had used women’s 
names without their consent to boost the application, describing the setting up of 
an Advisory Panel, the terms of which she did not fulfill. The situation came to 
light when women who were contributing musicians to a CD Deborah was 
compiling wanted to clarify issues of copyright, licensing, etc and asked her 
about this, and several of us became concerned. When we requested sight of the 
application she queried letting us have this but did send it, and we were shocked 
to learn she was buying equipment with the grant, ownership of which she and 
her collective in Bristol, would be keeping. Some women saw this as exploitative: 
transferring grant money on the back of freely-given unpaid donations. I had no 
idea she was applying for funding to purchase equipment more than small items 
such as a recorder for interviews. The Fag Club bank account I had been given 
to understand as being in this instance a facility through which the grant would be 
administered, not that the group would keep any of the value of the grant for 
itself. If the equipment were to belong to members of the Fag Club this means 
that freely-given work and contributions were used to create profit of several 
thousand pounds-worth of lottery funds for Deborah and her group. While it's 
good that this is a grass-roots community project, and I don’t at all begrudge 
anyone gaining funding, it doesn't change the principle regarding people's 
voluntary work. We would like to have made an arrangement to ensure this is 
used for women’s projects, e.g. we might have made an ‘expression of wishes'  - 
a formal request that the equipment bought be used for feminist projects.  
Deborah told us (musician contributors who were also Advisory Panel members) 
that the price of the CD she wanted to sell at £5 was ‘non-negotiable’ which 
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stunned us: she was arguing with us about our music, after all. We felt that £10 
was a reasonable price for a 20 tracks CD, and a fair representation of the value 
of women’s work. There was never any suggestion that any individuals would 
profit from the sales. Deborah now said she wanted to spend it on transporting 
material to Glasgow Women’s Library; we thought these costs should have been 
factored into her grant budget. One musician (DC) suggested the proceeds of 
sales could be donated to the WLMA. 
 
In addition to the problems re use of funding and CD pricing, the situation re the 
Advisory Panel raised issues. TH hadn't agreed to be a member of this, yet in her 
application Deborah claimed she was on the AP. TH contacted the HLF to 
ascertain how they verify the references given by an applicant and was told these 
are not checked. I was misrepresented by Deborah claiming I would ‘provide a 
vital source of support and guidance with her in-depth knowledge.’ I’d agreed to 
be on an Advisory Panel which I was told would simply entail email consultations: 
‘monthly emails during the course of the project ... ensuring the content and 
outcomes are shaped by people with knowledge and expertise ...’  We did not 
receive these, and a stated commitment to recruiting more members never 
happened. In fact the Panel was not consulted properly until we initiated a 
dialogue to acquire info re the proposed compilation. Deborah did not abide by 
the terms she put forward re the purpose of the AP; consequently we felt used 
and that the HLF had been misled. We then had to become involved far more 
than ever proposed, trying to sort out the mess by creating a better form of formal 
contractual agreement re recordings.   
 
With Deborah arguing with us about our own music and apparently unaware of 
the irony of this, I continued to lose confidence in her, due to these issues, a 
general lack of attention and care, and her intransigence. We were at this point 
trying to safeguard musicians’ rights. One member of the AP offered to liaise with 
Deborah about the situation, and had to deal with her hanging the phone up on 
her, bursting into tears and more intransigent emails. At a meeting she set up this 
woman recalls Deborah remarking she hadn’t had this kind of problem (re rights 
etc) with the Sistershow project, leaving the impression that we were rather 
inconveniently still alive. This reinforced the unpleasant feeling that we were 
basically being seen as raw material for her work, rather than women who are 
very much still alive and kicking and involved in music-making and/or feminism. 
Her attitude was oddly antagonistic, as if we were interfering in her project – 
which was after all about us!   
 
Other issues which arose included: 
*discovering she had not considered how to manage  the safekeeping and 
insurance of artefacts (many of which are unique and irreplaceable) between 
exhibition venues 
*A contributor going to pick up her material she had lent to Deborah to find it 
carelessly kept and being handed a bag of another person’s material. In 2013, 
another contributor found that Deborah had left something she’d loaned to her 
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behind when she moved house – it was only able to be returned to the 
contributor because the subsequent tenant found it. 
* It emerged that Deborah did not know how to create a legally binding 
document/contributors' agreement that would have safeguarded their interests. A 
solicitor’s opinion we obtained said the “main concern with Deborah's 'agreement' 
was that, if you look at the way it's drafted, the musicians are required to sign 
their 'consent' but the other party to the contract is not specified, still less 
required to sign anything, so it would be really difficult to make it legally binding in 
the event of any dispute. Also there is generally quite a lot of vague and sloppy 
drafting, with statements such as 'we (i.e. the musicians) understand...' when it 
should say something like 'The curator agrees...'”  
* On seeing the grant application for the first time I read that it was intended that 
volunteers would upload material to the website. I had not been consulted on this 
and had to request an assurance that no-one would be allowed access to the 
password-protected site. 
* Members of the Advisory Panel resigned due to losing confidence in Deborah’s 
competence and in frustration over the difficulty of communicating with her – 
including myself, as I was worn out and anxious by this time and not sleeping. 
This loss of confidence in her also led to some people deciding against donating 
material to the WLMA. This is a significant and regrettable loss to the Archive 
project.  
* On attending the exhibition I found that despite the work people had put into the 
CD, it was not being promoted. Lack of promotion and publicity resulted in very 
poor sales figures – 87 out of a potential sale of 350 copies. Deborah saw no 
problem with this when asked for an explanation and made no proposal to see 
through a commitment to further sales, saying that I could take this on and 
distribute them through the WLMA, otherwise they would ‘sit in my office.’ 
Subsequently the WLMA has taken on the task of distribution, rather than seeing 
them go to waste. Deborah gave no acknowledgement that this was work for 
which she had been funded, which I and other volunteers must now do, made no 
apology and offered no thanks. When I brought these matter to her attention 
Deborah replied saying she was disappointed in my lack of gratitude for the 
money raised. 
 
The AP members have not seen the end-of-project evaluation report Deborah 
made to the HLF. Those of us who had initially written in support of the exhibition 
funding application regretted doing so. We were left with the impression that 
while Deborah presents herself as a professional curator, her work was not of an 
expected standard; additionally her failure to communicate with, and high-handed 
approach to, the very people her project was dependent upon created 
disillusionment and anxiety, and a feeling of having been exploited. We thought 
hard about the question of contacting the HLF to express our misgivings and 
discussed it at length. On the one hand we may have a responsibility to do so, 
yet also felt hesitant as we did not want to scupper Deborah’s exhibition or deter 
the HLF from funding other feminist projects.  
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October 2012: Problems continued, as Deborah began to make demands 
regarding her leaving which I found unreasonable and unfair. (As per emails in 
my correspondence file.) These included her wanting continued access to the 
website, being notified of all plans, budget use and any proposed changes to the 
site, and my granting her full control and ownership of the WLMA on my death or 
incapacitation! She also wanted jointly-owned copyright of the WLMA - not only 
the website but the actual idea or concept. This was mind-boggling - the idea had 
existed long before she contacted me (and in UK copyright law of course one 
cannot copyright an idea, only the manifestation of it.) The tone of these 
demands was extremely bizarre. She was persistent and I had to tell her that it 
was beginning to feel like harassment. As we had not worked to a contract but on 
a purely voluntary basis there was no need for this ‘Terms of Release’ document. 
I pointed this out to her and amended the document to something I considered 
fair and reasonable – even though it is not legally binding, I could not sign 
something in bad faith. I spent quite some time on this as I wanted to be fair, and 
acknowledge her role in the WLMA. However, this was a waste of my time as 
she didn’t return the form or mention it again.  
 
I was by now feeling it would be a great relief not to approach my email inbox 
with dread. Deborah’s behaviour had thrown a shadow over what should 
be/started off as a positive endeavour. The irony was that I would so love - and 
had hoped - to be able to entrust the future of the archive to a reliable younger 
feminist woman, and by now felt sad and anxious that I couldn’t trust her to be in 
that role. How could I hand over responsibility for a project to someone who isn't 
prepared to do proofreading, or had alienated people to the extent that they want 
to withdraw their material, etc? Some women formed the impression she was 
deceitful, manipulative and insincere, which was very upsetting. 
 
November 2012: Another email, saying she was changing her mind about leaving 
(as I had pointed out that her long list of demands, if met, would leave her in 
much the same position as if she had not left.) This was unreasonable and not an 
option by then; she then demanded (again) that she retain password access to 
the website. This was purportedly for research purposes; however she refused to 
provide me with more information as to what this entailed or a research project 
outline. 
 
By the end of 2012 I was so dispirited I did not intend to go to Deborah’s 
exhibition and initially I declined when she asked me if I would like to attend and 
speak at the opening event. However, on second thoughts I felt it might be 
positive to have some input from the perspective of someone involved in the 
WLM. The speech I made is available to read on the WLMA website 
https://womensliberationmusicarchive.co.uk/talks-presentations-interviews/ I was 
surprised by Deborah’s failure to promote the CD; when she addressed the 
gathering she did not mention it, so that another performer had to remind her, an 
audience member had to call out ‘what is it, Deborah?’ so I held a copy up and 
encouraged people to buy it. I didn’t see any posters or signs announcing its 
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existence. I later heard that women who had attended the exhibition were 
unaware of the existence of the CD.  
I met a woman who had been asked to do a presentation who was shocked to 
see displayed a poster for her group that she had not been asked permission 
about. She told me later that when Deborah had asked her to appear she had 
told Deborah her speaking fee, and Deborah then bargained her down by a 
hundred pounds. The woman felt disrespected as a professional, and I was 
embarrassed to be associated. And I was sadly aware of the absence of many 
women musicians in London who could have taken such a valuable and rightful 
place at such an event and contributed a great deal to it, but who did not attend.  
 
A wrote to say she felt she ought to be apologising about introducing me to 
Deborah. I replied it was not the case. ‘I think now in hindsight I should have 
sought some references before agreeing to work with her, but she presented 
herself as a professional. It was only as time wore on (and I got worn down!) that 
I realised I was perhaps being taken for a mug. There were a series of 
disappointments, when she let me down, so I lost confidence in her ability to 
work efficiently. This worsened as I grew to no longer trust her at all - and she 
came up with increasingly weird ideas so I felt I was having to 'manage' a 
troubled person. I seemed to be doing the bulk of the work (including correcting 
hers!) but she evinced an oddly proprietorial attitude toward the project. And I 
provided her with a vast network of contacts - then was mortified when several 
people I introduced her to found her careless and arrogant and disrespectful of 
their work - so that they withdrew from parts of the project, meaning sadly the 
archive is going to be only partial, and that there were some glaring absences on 
Friday [at the London exhibition opening]. However, I decided to rise above it all 
and go in a open mind and am very glad that the problems weren't obvious.  
 
I don't like to be negative and I would be the first to give Deborah credit for all the 
work she has done. The reason I wanted to tell you of these difficulties is that I 
am starting to feel a responsibility toward other women she may contact and I 
would feel awful if others felt as used or ripped off as I do. 
After I had had to point out huge and important errors to her, early this year, she 
declared my 'standards' were problematic and announced she was leaving the 
archive. There was no self-awareness she was dumping me with the workload 
but actually I felt a bit relieved so accepted her resignation. Then she recently 
presented me with a bizarre list of demands or 'Terms of Release' including that 
she retain access to the whole project ... be given all information as to my plans, 
finances, etc ... and that on my death the project control revert to her ... then said 
she'd decided not to leave after all ... This has all completely done my head in 
and cast a shadow over an otherwise enjoyable endeavour. But I expect I will 
feel better next year! Deborah is ending her work with the archive at the end of 
March. I will try for a fresh start. I do feel ought to let others know to steer clear or 
at least be careful. I can't believe I was so gullible’ 
 
January 2013: Regarding the uploading to the archive of material gathered for 
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the exhibition, as per terms of her HLF agreement, Deborah told me she was not 
prepared to follow up on contacting all musicians whose tracks she has, as this 
would be ‘stressful work’ for her. Using a circular logic – she hasn’t got 
permission from them all to do this, so, as the music can only be uploaded to the 
site with their permission, she won’t be uploading it – she left me with the choice 
of doing this myself. In the interests of the Archive being as good as possible of 
course it would be best to have as much music as possible in it. So I may have to 
contact people myself. 
 
Feb 2013: A researcher from a feminist oral history project asked me to do a 
presentation at a symposium at Uni of Sussex. Deborah was to be there in her 
capacity as a Trustee of the Feminist Archive. (In a chat with a woman from the 
FAS I suggested that perhaps applications for such positions should require 
references from previous co-workers.) 
I explained that I was not sure I could attend– she asked if Deborah could speak 
instead even though she will have left the WLMA. I’ve had to make it clear I can’t 
authorise Deborah to represent the WLMA in any official capacity at such events 
and explain that I deeply regret this. 
 
After the exhibition tour, I was incredulous to receive an email with a spreadsheet 
of CD sales. Deborah appeared to be in denial, making no apology for only 
distributing a little more than a quarter of the product for which she was 
responsible, expressing no disappointment or acknowledgement that suggesting 
the WLMA take on further distribution would mean me doing unpaid work for 
which she had been funded. She dismissed my disappointment as 
‘melodramatic’ – but I had seen first-hand a failure to publicise, promote or even 
mention the CD to exhibition attendees. Relief that Deborah would soon have left 
the archive was mixed with my feeling exploited and disrespected.  
 
March 2013: When Deborah sent me as requested back up files of music and 
oral interviews gathered for her exhibition I found many were not online. I asked 
her about this and was told she did not plan to upload the material. This in effect 
reneges on her plans in her HLF application and let the Archive down. In a letter 
accompanying the memory stick, she rudely remarked I was insufficiently grateful 
for the money from CD sales or future sales.  
 
May 2013: a summary 
Last month, in addition to 2 guilt-tripping attempts to elicit my gratitude re the CD 
sales and saying it would be nice if they were publicly thanked on the site for 
paying for such things as its new domain name (which was actually not funded 
by CD sales, but donated by a supporter), I received a high-handed email from 
Deborah nitpicking about the wording of online posts, which are no longer any 
concern of hers. This led me to feel that even if I let her know information about 
the archive as a courtesy, I couldn’t expect her to reply politely. In particular, the 
comments about the money from CD sales, expressing a need for gratitude, 
saying she felt I was insufficiently grateful, were bizarre. While of course the 
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funds were welcome and there is no problem in stating appreciation for them, her 
attitude indicated she did not understand the situation or take on board points I 
made. My appreciation is bound to be tempered by the fact that, as I’d explained, 
I am now having to undertake the task of distributing the remainder myself. She 
made no suggestions re alternative ways she might see through a commitment to 
this CD, dismissed my concerns over the small number sold and ignored my 
saying that it would be nice if she made some acknowledgement that I am taking 
on a task which was part of her paid project. She referred to a 'significant amount 
to be gained' from any future sales – but this will only be acquired through work I 
put in. Not a job that was anything to do with me, and something I have little 
enough time or energy to do. Yet I have not seen any thanks from her about this, 
(instead she seemed to think she was doing me some kind of favour) so there 
was an irony in her comment about my being ungracious. The idea of donating 
CD proceeds to the archive had not come from her originally. 
 
This was disappointing behaviour alongside other issues at the end of her 
involvement in the archive. E.g. her decision not to upload to the website more of 
the material she’d gathered, not only the excerpts of oral histories but music in 
effect was reneging on the terms of the HLF grant application, her own blog 
posts and subsequent agreements; I do not think there was any good reason for 
this. I had trusted that this was what she would be doing between the end of the 
exhibition in January and the leaving date she chose, 31st March (if time was a 
problem due to her moving etc this could have been discussed, but she didn't tell 
me, so I only found out when asking about this just before she left.) After this I 
requested her not to contact me on my personal email address.  
 
June 2013: Deborah had undertaken to send me a list of material donated for the 
WLMA/FAS collection, prior to its deposit as a loan to be housed at the Uni of 
Bristol Special Collections library. On receipt of this I was very surprised to find 
she’d included a personal letter from me, and a 70-page collection of emails 
between herself and the exhibition Advisory Panel. I replied to her that this had 
had not been discussed or agreed. She replied to me that everyone else had 
given their consent. On contacting the five other women concerned, I found none 
of them had been asked by Deborah for permission, let alone given it. We found 
this extraordinary and made clear that we did not give consent for this 
correspondence to be included. It was not intended for or collected as part of the 
WLMA. Nor, as a record of the process of the archiving project, would it provide 
an accurate or useful account on its own. Additionally, Deborah had placed a 20 
year embargo on these items, giving no reason. Again, something that had never 
been discussed or agreed.  
 
Deborah replied rudely that such documents are important as they pertain to the 
process of intergenerational feminist working and wrote to me ‘what are you 
afraid of?’ I found this a strange, inappropriate and rude question and told her so. 
Again, this was patronizing – I’m well aware of the value of such records. I wrote 
pointing out that procedurally her behaviour was inappropriate: as she had left 
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the project, it was not her place to make such decisions.  
 
I will paste below two emails of mine about this. I felt so unhappy that I wrote 
summarizing reasons for my frustration and letting her know I was drawing a line 
under any personal contact. Any further contact (necessary while awaiting the 
depositing of material with the Uni of Bristol, and subsequently occasionally) is 
now purely factual re WLMA matters and is undertaken by a colleague. 
 
By the second anniversary of the online launch of the WLMA, May 1st 2013, a 
new structure for the WLMA was set up, with a Steering Group comprising 
women who were themselves involved in the WLM, to ensure support, 
development and continuity, with myself continuing as Administrator. The WLMA 
continues to grow and I hope it will be a useful resource for many different kinds 
of people, and take its place amongst other archives testifying to the 
achievements and ideals of the Women’s Liberation Movement.        
 
From: WLM Music Archive WLM Music Archive <wlmmusicarchive@gmail.com> 
Date: 14 June 2013 10:49:06 BDT 
Subject: Re: WLMA item list 
Hello Deborah, 
…  
I would like to clarify the issue of including correspondence in the WLMA. This 
affects me in two ways or roles: i.e. administrator of, and contributor to, the 
archive, and should have involved consultation apropos of both. 
 
Firstly, the possibility of such inclusions should have been part of a discussion 
with me and, if the idea had been agreed, a collection of correspondence should 
have been decided upon, and selected so as to provide future researchers with 
as accurate and full a picture as 
possible. I have always believed a record of the processes of feminist organising 
is important for understanding the dynamics involved. However, this should be 
done properly and not by any one person picking a couple of pieces of 
correspondence. I am surprised you didn't see the need for this procedure and 
assumed a right to select items yourself. You are of course welcome as anyone 
is to offer or suggest inclusions for the archive, but as you have left the WLMA I 
do not see how you feel that you are placed to make a unilateral decision about 
this kind of issue. 
 
Secondly, you have offered no apology for not seeking the permission of people 
including myself to include their personal correspondence in the list of material to 
be deposited, nor for replying rudely to my decision on the issue. There has been 
a great deal of discussion - between us and with other contributors - re the 
importance of copyright-holders being asked for and granting consent, and the 
responsibility of the WLMA to them, so again I am surprised. When you state that 
"everyone else has consented their material" are you referring to "Compilation of 
emails from RS, FG, TH, AR, DC, BS and Deborah Withers regarding the 
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production of the Music & Liberation CD & exhibition – Jun-August 2012, 70 
pages, PDF document & paper copy"? 
If so, this is untrue. None of us have been asked to give permission and we are 
all adamant that we do not agree to you putting this into the archive. 
Please remove these items from the collection and delete them from the list of 
donated material. Thank you. 
I have copies of my letter to you of 15/2/12 but yes, would also like you to return 
the original, thank you. 
I am grateful to you for undertaking the compiling of the list and transferring the 
material to the FAS, which I imagined would be a straightforward process, but I 
am sure you will agree that I need to be clear that the placing of all items in the 
WLMA collection is done so with consent from the people involved or that every 
possible attempt has been made to contact them. Please send WLMA copies of 
any consents given by any people whose correspondence you want to donate to 
the WLMA for the record. Thanks. 
 
Best wishes 
Frankie 
 
From: WLM Music Archive WLM Music Archive <wlmmusicarchive@gmail.com> 
Date: 14 June 2013 17:09:52 BDT 
Subject: My last email 
Dear Deborah, 
… 
There are no plans to include personal correspondence in the WLMA at this 
point. If this situation changes all relevant people will be contacted re any 
selection made. 
I asked you what you referred to when you said "everyone else has consented 
their material" as this was completely untrue, and you have not responded to that 
question - or to my points about your behaviour which has been pretty 
extraordinary on this issue. Nor have you responded to my points about your not 
consulting me about this idea, or offered an explanation let alone an apology. 
Perhaps you can imagine how fed up I am about that. 
 
I have been thinking about this in the context of recent communication from you 
generally following your leaving the WLMA. The rudeness of your message re 
including correspondence in the WLMA, 12 June '13, was unacceptable and not 
something anyone should have to put up with – I can't imagine what allows you 
think that you have a right to address me or anyone in such a way. I am sorry to 
have to say this incident has been the last straw for me and following this 
exchange I am not prepared to engage with you further. As arrangements for the 
deposit of WLMA material with FAS are underway and will soon be completed 
this seems a good time for me to draw a line under our communication. 
 
Your emails indicate no awareness of the situation with which I have had to 
contend arising from your time spent on the project and have added to the 
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disappointment involved. I had previously decided not to communicate with you 
regarding this experience of 'intergenerational 
feminist working', and the problematic issues this has involved, as there seemed 
little point, or hope of being understood. However I feel let down to such an 
extent I now feel impelled write something of my experience. Perhaps a few 
examples might make things clearer to you, or enable you to see things from 
another viewpoint. 
 
In particular I have noted your recent comments about CD sales money. You 
expressed twice your need for gratitude to be extended re this, and said that you 
felt I was insufficiently grateful. While of course the funds were welcome and 
there is no problem in stating appreciation for them, your attitude seems to 
indicate you did not understand the situation or take on board points I made. 
Perhaps if you thought about this in the context of previous emails you might 
realise how my appreciation was bound to be tempered by the fact that, as I 
explained, faced with the possibility of unsold CDs being wasted 'sitting in' your 
office I am now undertaking the task of distributing the remainder myself. You 
made no suggestions re alternative ways you might see through a commitment to 
this CD. You dismissed my concerns over the small number sold or potential 
waste of public money and ignored my saying that it would be nice if you made 
some acknowledgment that I am taking on a task which was part of your paid 
project. Any 'significant amount to be gained' from any future sales will be 
acquired through work I put in. Not a job that was anything to do with me, and 
something I have little enough time or good health to do. Yet I have not seen any 
thanks from you about this (indeed you seemed to think you were doing me 
some kind of favour), so perhaps you can see an irony in your comment about 
my being ungracious (particularly as the idea of donating CD proceeds to the 
WLMA didn't even come from you but was kindly suggested by one of the 
musicians; you wanted to spend it on transport expenses - petrol to take material 
to Glasgow - which should have been budgeted for.) 'It's not about the money,' 
as the song goes. This was disappointing behaviour alongside other issues at the 
end of your involvement in the archive. E.g. your decision not to upload to the 
website more of the material gathered, not only the excerpts of oral histories but 
music (where permissions were obtainable), in effect was reneging on the terms 
of your HLF grant application, your own blog posts and subsequent agreements. 
I had trusted that this was what you would be doing between January and April (if 
time was a problem due to your moving etc this could have been discussed, but 
you didn't tell me, so I only found out when asking about this just before your 
leaving.) While it's good that these tracks will be available on an ipad for visitors 
to FAS and that researchers can obtain copies, this allows only limited access 
and the archive aim has been to try to make as much material available online as 
possible. 
 
In summary, despite all this I wish you well and, as you will be continuing with 
research into feminist history, I offer the sincere hope that you will be able to take 
some time to reflect on how you deal with people of my generation you work with; 
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I wish for others not to be caught up in negative experiences. Older and disabled 
women, like all women, have enough to contend with specific to our time of 
life without being left feeling exploited or disrespected, especially by people we 
hope are our allies. No-one likes to feel they are used as raw material. I had 
assumed we would work together in good faith and am left disillusioned. Though 
I was happy at the onset to share with you a great deal of information brought 
from my experience of the WLM in the 1970s/80s, both in terms of material that 
enabled you to acquire funding and capital equipment, develop your exhibition 
and your career, and a lot of contacts (some of whom subsequently lost 
confidence in you to the extent that they decided against donating to the archive, 
a sad loss), I am very concerned about what happened during the process of 
trying to work with you. I have acknowledged the value of the work you have 
done but you seem unaware of how problematic your behaviour has been or the 
cumulative stress these problems has involved. When it was necessary to make 
corrections to your work however constructive I tried to be you reacted 
defensively, insisting on your professional status. It was wearing to have to draw 
your attention to aspects of the archive - including oddly enough the value of 
consistency of appearance, which you recently emailed me about. I don't think 
there's been any acknowledgment from you that you made a unilateral decision 
to bail out on the project leaving me with sole responsibility, later presenting me 
with a list of bizarre and unreasonable demands all about what you wanted in 
terms of retaining control (to which I responded as a courtesy as it seemed 
important to you, but which turned out to be a waste of my time as you neither 
returned the form to me or dealt with it again.) I had given you support when you 
were having what you described as mental health issues and when you were 
being bullied by somebody online, only to end up feeling bullied myself. There 
were myriad other issues including your addressing me in a manner I found 
patronising and ageist, and I am still in the process of dealing with this stress. It 
would have been positive to have had a dialogue about all this, but I am sorry to 
say that your behaviour has tried my patience to its limits and led me to give up 
on that possibility. So I won't be spending any more time on problems I wish to 
leave behind, and have said all I can, and would be grateful if you would note 
that from now on I will not be dealing with any further correspondence from you. 
A colleague assisting with WLMA admin will deal with any further 
correspondence with you about archive-related matters. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Frankie Green 
 
I received a rude email personally insulting me in response. However, I felt this 
must surely be the end of the matter. 

l 
April 2014: Unfortunately the sorry saga continues. Deborah contacted RS 
requesting permission to use, in a written piece, a quote from an interview she 
had recorded with her at the onset of the Women’s Liberation Music Archive 
project (long before Deborah’s HLF-funded exhibition based on the archive.) It 
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then came to light that, although R had done this lengthy interview on the 
understanding that this was for the online WLMA (as she states within the 
interview), Deborah had not uploaded it, but kept it in her own files.  This was 
done right at the start of Deborah’s involvement in WLMA, throwing into question 
her trustworthiness over the following years.  
 
This was a piece of material intended to be part of a public resource, effectively 
privatised for use in Deborah’s own personal career. The WLMA Steering Group 
believes this constitutes unethical behaviour. My concern is that Rosemary gave 
this interview in good faith for the online WLMA, having been introduced to 
Deborah by myself. Our records show unequivocally that this interview was done 
for the WLMA, not in any private capacity. Not only did Deborah not honour the 
agreement, but it can be seen from emails to Rosemary that she attempted to 
demand that it did not go to the online archive, without giving any reason. The 
interview was not part of her personal research, and the recording was done on 
the clear understanding that it was being created to be publicly available as part 
of the WLMA collection.  
 
In essence, Deborah had taken something that was meant to be made part of a 
public resource, reneged on an agreement and kept the item in her own private 
possession, which goes against the ethos of sharing our cultural heritage as 
widely as possible for the purposes of preserving feminist history. Deborah 
suggested that the recording be placed instead in the WLMA collection at the 
University of Bristol Library Special Collections; while this could be arranged via 
the WLMA Administrators (and not without our agreement, as per the terms of 
the written contract between WLMA and the University) it would fall short of the 
original intention of making our material freely and fairly available 
online. Furthermore, Rwas disturbed that Deborah wrote to her falsely implying 
that confidential information was included in the interview, in a way she found 
threatening and manipulative. She contacted FA Trustees regarding her 
concerns, to see if they might help, but was disappointed in their response. 
Consequently R was so upset she even considered removing her material from 
the WLMA collection.  
 
In an article by Deborah on the Oral History website, spring 2012, she cites the 
interview with R in the bibliography as an 'interview with the author' - further 
indication that she kept this and used it for her own private use right from the 
start, going against the express intention of the archive and the interviewee, and 
the archive's ethos. She had obtained R’s permission for this use – however, at 
that time, none of us had realised that the interview had been withheld by 
Deborah. R and I had assumed it had been placed with other holdings, as 
intended. Deborah had undertaken to compile an entry for Ova, and I assumed 
she had done this responsibly. When initially setting up the WLMA, it had not 
occurred to me to incorporate a formal code of conduct, or join a professional 
body for archivists; the work of the project was based on trust. This was an error 
of judgment on my part, the ramifications of which are still being dealt with. I 
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strongly advise any similar projects to take these matters seriously. Subsequently 
I’ve looked into this and it is clear from documents on good practice from national 
and international organisations that Deborah’s actions were not only unethical 
but were a clear example of conflict of interest. (For example, the Code of 
Conduct of the Archives and Records Association, UK & Ireland, states that: ‘9. 
Members should use the special trust given to them in the general interest and 
avoid using their position to unfairly benefit themselves or others.  
Members must refrain from activities which might prejudice their professional 
integrity, objectivity and impartiality. They should not benefit financially or 
otherwise personally to the detriment of institutions, users and colleagues. They 
should avoid activities that could create in the public mind the appearance of a 
conflict of interest.  
Members may use their institutional holdings for personal research and 
publication, provided such work is done on the same terms as others using the 
same holdings. They should not reveal or use information gained through work 
with holdings to which access is restricted. They should not allow their private 
research and publication interests to interfere with the proper performance of the 
professional or administrative duties for which they are employed.’ 
This is echoed by the International Council on Archives: ‘8. Archivists should use 
the special trust given to them in the general interest and avoid using their 
position to unfairly benefit themselves or others.  Archivists must refrain from 
activities which might prejudice their professional integrity, objectivity and 
impartiality. They should not benefit financially or otherwise personally to the 
detriment of institutions, users and colleagues. Archivists should not collect 
original documents or participate in any commerce of documents on their on own 
behalf. They should avoid activities that could create in the public mind the 
appearance of a conflict of interest. Archivists may use their institutional holdings 
for personal research and publication, provided such work is done on the same 
terms as others using the same holdings.’) 
 
My personal concern as Administrator and co-founder of the WLMA is the 
disrespect shown to R during this incident. R is a key figure from the feminist 
music-making of the 1970s and 80s, not only as a composer and performer, but 
as an activist who set up important resources for women and girls as a founder of 
a music studio, which made recordings, held workshops and promoted feminism 
and feminist culture. When the WLMA was set up, from 2010 onwards she 
shared material and contacts generously with the project and has been 
instrumental and supportive throughout, subsequently joining the Steering Group. 
I felt upset as I had been responsible for introducing her to Deborah Withers and 
unhappy with the way that she had been treated. As this is not the first occasion 
in which women have felt disappointed in or exploited by Deborah, we have 
thought a lot about issues this raises concerning archiving feminist history. On 
Deborah’s departure from the project the WLMA team drew up a set of ground 
rules, and a policy stating that we cannot endorse her in any capacity and prefer 
minimum contact with her. I feel strongly that archivists’ primary responsibility is 
to those kindly donating material, who should be treated with respect. 
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Whereas much was done in WLMA, e.g., on a basis of trust, it seems to me there 
may be a need for more formal structure and agreements. I have come to realise 
that in setting up volunteer-run organisations to archive our past, we may have 
reproduced old problems - by not building in procedures to ensure accountability 
and what in other settings are known as disciplinary or grievance policies, we risk 
leaving a vacuum when someone behaves badly. I had no process by which to 
deal with Deborah Withers on a professional basis and such problems can be 
presented as simply opinion or personality clashes. (‘The Tyranny of 
Structurelessness’ comes to mind.) Perhaps other projects which are funded and 
more professional deal with this better. 
 
Personally, I have learned from this, but still worry about other women being 
badly done by. If a need occurs to make other women aware of this situation, we 
intend to engage in constructive, not negative, debate.  
Frankie Green, WLMA Administrator 2015 
 
2016: Deborah has a book published: ‘Feminism, Digital Culture and the Politics 
of Transmission - Theory, Practice and Cultural Heritage.’ The following 2 letters 
give our response, and incorporate notes made previously. 
 

18 February 2016 
 
From the WLMA Steering Group to Feminist Archive Trustees, 
 
We are writing to you about ethical issues arising from the conduct of one of the 
Feminist Archive South Trustees. We hope that you will be able to give 
consideration to these issues, in the context of the constructive development of 
principles regarding the archiving of feminist history and the protocols within 
which this is carried out. 
 
In 2014 Rosemary Schonfeld approached FA Trustees with concerns about an 
interview conducted with her in 2010 for the WLMA website by Deborah Withers. 
Deborah contacted Rosemary in 2014 seeking permission to quote from that 
interview in a forthcoming work, and it came to light that although Rosemary had 
done this lengthy interview for the online WLMA (as she states within the 
interview), Deborah had not uploaded it to the website but kept it in her own files, 
using it for her own research. Rosemary and Deborah exchanged emails on the 
matter. Deborah responded rudely, asserting joint ownership of the recording, 
claiming it to be part of her personal research and neither apologising for 
withholding it or acknowledging any wrongdoing.  
 
Rosemary did not give permission for the interview to be quoted. She felt upset 
and bullied by Deborah exerting intense pressure on her to agree not to place the 
interview in the online WLMA and falsely claiming there was confidential 
information about Rosemary in the interview which she would not want made 
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public, as can be seen from email records. Rosemary eventually retrieved the 
recording from Deborah. She then wrote to FA Trustees asking for advice. She 
brought this to your notice because she assumed you would want to know if one 
of your colleagues acted in a way that was unethical, dishonest, detrimental to 
the FA or risked bringing it into disrepute. Dr Finn Mackay responded to her, 
making two points. Firstly, she suggested the issue be taken up with the Heritage 
Lottery Fund. She appeared to be under the misapprehension that the HLF was 
the ‘identifiable and responsible’ funder for the project. This was not the case: the 
HLF was not involved in funding the WLMA. (Finn may perhaps have been 
thinking of another, later project, an exhibition curated by Deborah, which was 
HLF funded.) Secondly, Finn reported the FAS Trustees all had a good working 
relationship and had not experienced any such problems. This was beside the 
point, and did not address the seriousness of the issue.  
 
Rosemary was disappointed by this response and the WLMA Steering Group 
discussed it; as it seemed the FA was not going to take action we decided not to 
pursue the issue. This was not the first time women who have generously 
entrusted artefacts and interviews to Deborah have felt disappointed in or 
exploited by her (even to the extent of deciding not to deposit items in the 
collection); we were extremely tired of having to deal with this. We do not deny 
Deborah’s early contribution to WLMA, but this has been overshadowed by 
unacceptable behaviour both during her time in the project and subsequently. 
 
We are having to revisit this particular incident as the work in question has been 
published (Feminism, Digital Culture and the Politics of Transmission - Theory, 
Practice and Cultural Heritage, Rowman & Littlefield International) and we note 
that Deborah has had no compunction in quoting Rosemary with complete 
disregard for her wishes and feelings, citing the interview as an 'interview with the 
author,' as she did previously in a 2012 article for Oral History, Women’s 
Liberation, Relationships and Trauma. (Rosemary, unaware at that point that the 
interview had been withheld, had granted permission for an excerpt to be used in 
that case.)  
 
Deborah claims entitlement to quote from this and other WLMA material as per 
the principle of fair use, it being publicly available. Yet, in the case of this item, 
without Rosemary’s perseverance in retrieving it for online archiving, it would not 
be publicly available. 
 
Our records show unequivocally that this interview was done for the WLMA, not 
in any private capacity, Deborah’s meeting with Rosemary having been facilitated 
by Frankie Green. This material, intended to be part of a public resource, was 
effectively privatised for use in Deborah’s personal career. Rosemary has now 
received expert opinion and is advised that she may have had a case re potential 
illegal use of data and wrong claim of copyright ownership, which she has been 
advised is jointly held by WLMA and herself. 
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While this incident may seem relatively minor, the principle is important. If, say, 
someone from the British Museum was entrusted with a donated artefact, but 
kept it in a cupboard and used it for their own research, this would clearly 
constitute a conflict of interest as defined by guidelines on good practice* and be 
dealt with accordingly – especially if they denied any wrongdoing. Additionally, 
taking something intended as a public resource, reneging on an agreement and 
keeping the item in private possession goes against the ethos of sharing our 
feminist heritage as widely as possible online. Deborah attempted to insist that 
the recording be placed instead at the University of Bristol Library Special 
Collections, which would have fallen short of the original intention.   
 
When initially setting up the WLMA, Frankie and the other women with whom she 
was discussing the project did not establish a formal code of conduct; the project, 
and her agreeing to Deborah joining her in the work, was based on trust. The 
ramifications of this error of judgment are still being dealt with three years after 
Deborah’s leaving the project. We strongly advise any similar projects to take 
these matters seriously.  
 
Archivists’ primary responsibility is to those kindly donating material, who must 
be able to trust us. We have learned there is a need for more formal structure in 
projects archiving our past; if we do not build in procedures to ensure 
accountability we have no way to deal with unacceptable behavior, and problems 
can be misrepresented as simply clashes of opinion or personality. We suggest 
the recently-formed Feminist Libraries and Archives Network takes care to 
incorporate a Code of Conduct and participate in a professional body. If our 
histories are worth taking seriously, then surely so are the moral parameters 
deployed in archiving them.  
 
The situation regarding Rosemary’s interview is the most egregious example of 
the use of WLMA material in Deborah’s book we are discussing with the 
publishers. Deborah has taken it upon herself to write an account of the history, 
contents and methodology of the WLMA with which we do not concur, and which 
contains factual errors. It is surely a matter of common courtesy at the very least 
to inform people and organisations that they are to be the subject of publications, 
as we find other researchers do. In this case no such courtesy was extended to 
us. Academic careers and capital can be built on the work of others, both the 
original creators of material and those who are collecting and curating it. There is 
nothing inherently wrong with this; indeed, the desired outcome of making 
material available is that it will be valuable for exploration and exegesis. WLMA 
has constructive reciprocal interactions with authors who’ve found us a useful 
resource, making their writings available in turn. This case involved no such 
consideration, despite such a publication only being made possible by other 
women’s labour in this project - several of whom could be entitled to call 
themselves ‘co-founders.’  
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For women to work inter-generationally successfully requires honesty and mutual 
respect. For an author to be careless of upsetting or alienating some of the very 
women whose work she claims as her feminist heritage is not acceptable. Given 
Deborah’s unethical behaviour, the WLMA team disassociates itself from this 
book and any other similar work she may write. 
 
If in due course you have thoughts on these matters we will be pleased to hear 
from you. 
 
* For example, the Code of Conduct of the Archives and Records Association, 
UK & Ireland http://www.archives.org.uk/membership/code-of-conduct.html 
states that:  
‘9. Members should use the special trust given to them in the general interest 
and avoid using their position to unfairly benefit themselves or others.  
Members must refrain from activities which might prejudice their professional 
integrity, objectivity and impartiality. They should not benefit financially or 
otherwise personally to the detriment of institutions, users and colleagues. They 
should avoid activities that could create in the public mind the appearance of a 
conflict of interest. Members may use their institutional holdings for personal 
research and publication, provided such work is done on the same terms as 
others using the same holdings. They should not reveal or use information 
gained through work with holdings to which access is restricted. They should not 
allow their private research and publication interests to interfere with the proper 
performance of the professional or administrative duties for which they are 
employed.’ 
This is reiterated by the International Council on Archives 
www.ica.org/download.php?id=574: ‘8. Archivists should use the special trust 
given to them in the general interest and avoid using their position to unfairly 
benefit themselves or others.  Archivists must refrain from activities which might 
prejudice their professional integrity, objectivity and impartiality. They should not 
benefit financially or otherwise personally to the detriment of institutions, users 
and colleagues. Archivists should not collect original documents or participate in 
any commerce of documents on their own behalf. They should avoid activities 
that could create in the public mind the appearance of a conflict of interest. 
Archivists may use their institutional holdings for personal research and 
publication, provided such work is done on the same terms as others using the 
same holdings.’) 
 

11 February 2016 
 

 
Martina O’Sullivan 
Senior Commissioning Editor, Cultural Studies 
Rowman & Littlefield International 
Unit A, Whitacre Mews 
26 – 34 Stannary St 
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London SE11 4AB 
 
Dear Martina O’Sullivan, 
 
Many thanks for your email of 22nd January following our telephone conversation 
of the 18th, regarding Rowman & Littlefield International’s recent publication, 
Feminism, Digital Culture and the Politics of Transmission - Theory, Practice and 
Cultural Heritage, by Deborah Withers. It had been drawn to our attention that 
this book contains an account of the history, methodology and contents of the 
Women’s Liberation Music Archive, including copious use of quotes from 
WLMA’s website, and this raises several issues it was useful to discuss with you.  
 
We contacted you to make you aware of our concerns, and appreciate your 
giving them consideration. We are following up our phone call with this letter to 
clarify our position. 
 
We have also received an email from Deborah Withers, asserting a right to the 
use of WLMA material as covered by the principle of fair dealing/use, thereby 
obviating any need to bother with obtaining authorisation from WLMA, the 
custodians of this material. However, this misconstrues our concern and does not 
address wider ethical issues. 
 
We believe it to be a matter of common courtesy at the very least to inform 
people and organisations that they are to be the subject of publications, as we 
find other researchers do. In this case no such courtesy was extended to us. 
Writing at length about an organisation or individuals without their knowledge is 
dubious ethically, and we take this failure to inform or consult us seriously. 
Without the material women have made available for archiving and research, and 
the work of maintaining this archive, a book such as this could not exist. It is not 
acceptable that someone who describes themselves as a co-founder of an 
organisation would write an account of it without informing or involving the other 
founders.  
 
Deborah Withers left the WLMA three years ago, and has no further connection 
with the project. We do not deny the contribution she made during her time spent 
with the project, but this was overshadowed by problematic behaviour both then 
and subsequently. 
 
The WLMA Steering Group wishes to make it clear that it does not endorse, and 
disassociates itself from, both the account of WLMA provided in this book by 
Deborah - which we find so skewed as to be inaccurate and misleading - and any 
other work she may write concerning the history of feminist music-making. 
 
While writing about people or using their words without telling them is obviously 
unethical and disrespectful, doing so in full knowledge of the fact that codes of 
conduct have been disregarded makes matters worse. In 2010 I arranged for an 
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interview to be done for WLMA by Rosemary Schonfeld, which was conducted by 
Deborah and which she quotes from (page 38), citing it as an ‘interview with the 
author’ (page 45.) Deborah had offered to undertake interviews on behalf of 
WLMA, as I had difficulty travelling. In 2014 Rosemary was upset and angry to 
discover that Deborah had not honoured the arrangement regarding this 
interview, when it came to light that she had withheld the recording and not 
uploaded it to the WLMA website, instead keeping it in her own files for her 
personal research. This is not the behavior of a responsible researcher. Our 
records show unequivocally that this item was intended for placement with other 
publicly accessible WLMA online holdings. When Rosemary requested that the 
situation be rectified she received a rude response from Deborah with no 
acknowledgement of wrongdoing or apology for this disturbing behaviour, 
although it clearly constituted a conflict of interest in breach of archivists’ Codes 
of Conduct.* Deborah attempted to stop the recording being placed online and 
Rosemary had to insist on being sent a copy. Rosemary did not give permission 
for Deborah to quote from the interview, and Deborah has shown no 
compunction about doing so with complete disregard for the interviewee’s wishes 
and feelings.  
 
With regard to the case of this particular item, it is ironic that in her email to 
WLMA of 22nd January Deborah claims entitlement to use WLMA material, as per 
the principle of fair use, because of it being publicly available. Yet without 
Rosemary’s perseverance in retrieving the recording for the WLMA, this would 
not be so! This is perhaps the most egregious example of use of WLMA material 
by Deborah and illustrates the kind of incident whereby some women came to 
doubt her trustworthiness, and unfortunately is but the latest in a series of 
difficulties leading to a loss of confidence in her. I understand that Rosemary, 
who since 2013 has been a member of our Steering Group, has sought expert 
advice and will be writing to you regarding this matter on her own behalf. 
 
While questions of copyright ownership are important, our primary focus is the 
wider issues regarding archiving feminist history, as discussed during our 
conversation. To be careless of upsetting or alienating some of the very women 
whose work the author claims as her feminist heritage seems strange. These are 
also women without whom feminist archives wouldn’t exist, women from the 
generation whose work has changed society and made possible the very context 
in which today’s feminist researchers and academics work. Academic careers 
and capital can be built on the work of others, both the original creators of 
material and those who are collecting and curating it. There is nothing inherently 
wrong with this; indeed, the desired outcome of making material available is that 
it will be valuable for exploration and exegesis. At WLMA we have constructive 
interactions with authors who’ve found us a useful resource, with whom we have 
a reciprocal relationship, who make their writings available to us in turn. This 
case involved no such consideration, despite such a publication only being made 
possible by other women’s labour - several of whom would be entitled to call 
themselves ‘co-founders.’  
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We appreciate that publishers need to assume authors act in good faith in 
accordance with their responsibilities as set out in your website’s guidelines. 
However we wonder whether publishers (or peer reviewers, in their capacity of 
providing advice ‘as to the quality, academic integrity …’) might have more of a 
role to play as part of their professional practice, in confirming that authors are 
behaving appropriately and checking the veracity of their claims. 
 
The book contains a few factual errors, though these are minor details in the 
wider context. E.g., it was my friend AS, not GC, who initially put Deborah in 
touch with me (page 133), as can be seen from Deborah’s first email to me, 7 
June 2010; the paper ‘Ms Understood - Women’s Liberation in 1970s Britain’, 
which reproduced A’s chart ‘Tendencies in the WLM,’ was created for the 
Women’s Library exhibition, October 2009 - March 2010, not 2012 (page 44.) 
Incidentally, it was when a colleague and I attended this exhibition, which marked 
40 years since the first WLM conference at Ruskin College, Oxford, in February 
2010 that plans for this archive began to be firmed up. For years women from 
that era had discussed a need for this, and begun collecting memorabilia and 
digitising recordings. When I agreed to Deborah joining me in facilitating the 
project’s realisation, I did not foresee the ensuing problems.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to place these concerns on the record; we would 
be pleased to hear any further thoughts you may have on the matter in due 
course. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Frankie Green 
On behalf of the Women’s Liberation Music Archive Steering Group 
 
* For example, the Code of Conduct of the Archives and Records Association, 
UK & Ireland http://www.archives.org.uk/membership/code-of-conduct.html 
states that: ‘9. Members should use the special trust given to them in the general 
interest and avoid using their position to unfairly benefit themselves or others.  
Members must refrain from activities which might prejudice their professional 
integrity, objectivity and impartiality. They should not benefit financially or 
otherwise personally to the detriment of institutions, users and colleagues. They 
should avoid activities that could create in the public mind the appearance of a 
conflict of interest.  
Members may use their institutional holdings for personal research and 
publication, provided such work is done on the same terms as others using the 
same holdings … They should not allow their private research and publication 
interests to interfere with the proper performance of the professional or 
administrative duties for which they are employed.’ 
This is reiterated by the International Council on Archives 
www.ica.org/download.php?id=574: ‘8. Archivists should use the special trust 
given to them in the general interest and avoid using their position to unfairly 
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benefit themselves or others.  Archivists must refrain from activities which might 
prejudice their professional integrity, objectivity and impartiality. They should not 
benefit financially or otherwise personally to the detriment of institutions, users 
and colleagues. Archivists should not collect original documents or participate in 
any commerce of documents on their own behalf. They should avoid activities 
that could create in the public mind the appearance of a conflict of interest. 
Archivists may use their institutional holdings for personal research and 
publication, provided such work is done on the same terms as others using the 
same holdings.’ 
Cc  Oliver Gadsby, CEO 
 
March 2016: WLMA received a quasi-legal document from Deborah that 
confirmed our loss of faith in the possibility of any meaningful communication 
with her. It was frankly so ridiculous it seemed pointless to dignify it with a reply. 
The futility of attempting conversation seemed obvious; in my mid-60s, I felt life is 
too short to waste any more time on this or risk further jeopardising my health. 
She provided no explanations or understanding of how women might be unhappy 
about her actions, and made no apology for the effects of those on others. 
Instead she demanded an apology from us, accusing us of defaming her, and 
claiming that purported statements of fact we had made could not be 
substantiated. (Which of course they could, easily, by referring to our records of 
correspondence.) 
I could have replied asking why she did not address the issues we had raised.  
Firstly, why had she felt entitled to take it upon herself to write about WLMA and 
people without telling or consulting them? Secondly, the major question of why 
she withheld the interview with R and did not place it in the online archive as 
arranged? Why did she make no acknowledgment of this as a betrayal of trust 
and an unethical conflict of interest? There are concomitant questions of course, 
such as why she conducted such an interview without adhering to proper 
procedures as outlined by the Oral History Society  
http://www.ohs.org.uk/advice/ethical-and-legal/5/  
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2016: I tried to abstract some principles from the issues arising from this awful 
experience, to put it in a wider context, and the resultant article was published in 
Trouble & Strife, the Radical Feminist magazine: 
http://www.troubleandstrife.org/2016/08/whose-story-is-it-anyway/ 
 
WLMA consulted a Copyright Consultant seeking clarification as “to whom the 
copyright ownership belongs,’ telling them that ‘much to my regret, a proper Oral 
History consent form was not used by the interviewer. (Mea culpa, for simply 
trusting and failing to supervise a volunteer.) However, our recoded email 
correspondence records clearly show the intended purpose of making the 
interview available as a public resource. My understanding is that copyright is 
jointly held by the interviewee and WLMA, (not the individual representing 
WLMA) but I would like to be sure of this. We wonder if there is any redress 
available in these circumstances, and also hope to ensure that future use of the 
material is properly conducted - and that the interviewee is saved further 
distress.” 
The consultant replied “this is very poor show on behalf of the interviewer - 
beyond the obvious ethical and archival standards issues: 
1. You are right, the interviewee and WLM will jointly own the copyright.  
2. If the interviewer features in the interview, she will also have rights 
3. In the future, yes absolutely about a consent form for the interviewee also the 
interviewer.  
4. Maybe future interviewers might agree to certain key principles and also a 
form should be used to ensure they don't retain any copyright in the recordings 
 
2017/18 Some notes from correspondence to women who contacted me for 
advice re working with Deborah: 
 
‘I feel sad that women whom I’ve known and liked for so long, may think I’m 
being unfair. … [but] I think the issues raised – theft of an item intended for public 
resources, conflict of interest, breach of trust – would give anyone pause. There 
is always more than one side to every story, as we know, but that doesn’t mean 
they are all equally valid - unless one subscribes to a post-truth Trumpian 
‘alternative facts’ view. I hear DW presents a version in which she claims not to 
receive sufficient credit re her input to WLMA, helping to jointly set it up, etc. I 
suppose there is not much else she can say, as she probably wouldn’t like other 
info to be widely known.  Perhaps she has become more professional and I hope 
so. 
 
I have never denied that she was significant at the onset of organising the 
archive, getting it online and contributing useful material. I was pleased by her 
interest when she was introduced to me by my friend A, who knew I was working 
on documenting feminist music. However, the project didn’t originate then, having 
being discussed by a lot of women – our mutual friends and others – for years 
previously. When I decided to get it underway, they made great contributions but 
didn’t have the time to tackle the work and I was glad that somebody was 
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offering, especially as a believer in intergenerational work. So we worked 
together on it at first; she demonstrated the mechanics of blogging and it was 
good to get technological info as she had experience in digitising. I had wanted to 
get a proper website but was persuaded otherwise by DW.  
 
The term ‘joint’ suggests an equivalence of work, input and time, which wouldn’t 
be accurate, but there is no denial of the value of what she did contribute. When 
she wrote to me saying she’d decided to leave, I replied with appreciation for 
what she’d done and thanking her. The issue was that her behaviour was so 
problematic and caused such stress for a number of us that the value of that 
contribution was pretty much cancelled out. (I wonder sometimes whether 
accumulative bad behaviour means someone eventually forfeits the right to be 
credited for contributions.) The irony is I had so wanted to work with someone in 
an equal, collaborative way, but it proved impossible. 
 
I would advise scrutiny of funding applications, particularly as a previous HLF 
one was found to cite support from a woman (TH) who later found her name had 
been used without her knowledge or permission.   
 
Contractual agreements: during the compilation of a CD by DW it was found that 
she had not drawn up properly legal contracts protecting copyright-holders; with 
a lawyer’s help we tried to rectify this, but found D defensive and not easy to 
negotiate with. 
 
Respect for copyright permissions: DW attempted to place items of personal 
correspondence into the physical archive, without obtaining authors/copyright-
holders’ consent or even contacting them or the Administrator (FG) – bizarrely, 
this was after she had left the project. When I demurred, she argued and replied 
rudely, asking ‘what are you afraid of?’ implying that I was trying to hide 
something. As the answer was ‘nothing’, I asked for an apology, which was not 
forhcoming.  
 
Care of items: some loaned items - photos and memorabilia - were misplaced or 
carelessly handled. 
 
Incorrect labelling of photos/identifying of people in pictures led to work having to 
be redone by me. 
 
An intransigent attitude baffled several of us. Being told ‘this is non-negotiable’ 
with reference to the representation of our own work, e.g., and a proprietorial 
attitude to the whole project, as if we were supposed to be somehow grateful to 
her as if she was doing us a favour, plus the above factors, coupled with an 
apparent inability to understand the distress her behaviour caused, led to some 
women concluding she wasn’t trustworthy or honest and withdrawing their 
involvement. So for anyone collaborating with her I’d recommend safeguards: 
clarifying terms at the onset; obtaining references from e.g. previous editors, co-



 28 

workers, employers; seeing examples of previous publications; ensuring proofs 
are seen before final publication. All things I should have done. 
I don’t want to be part of the sort of personal attacks and badmouthing that go on 
in online discourse, but I am honest re sharing info and docs on our situation if 
anyone asks - I think it matters that people know the whole picture. I honestly 
hardly know what to say to women who ask me about this story, in light of the 
fact that Deborah, now known as D-M has continued to develop her career on 
the back of our movement and work, and somehow be regarded as “one of the 
UK’s most respected proponents of women’s cultural history.” 
 
Perhaps she hasn’t ripped anyone else off - and I do hope so. It seems strange if 
no-one else has found her problematic. She was not just a difficult person to 
work with - we all know that's par for the course. She proved to have acted 
dishonourably as an archivist, in effect stealing from WLMA, and when 
challenged not only refused to apologise but never answered questions as to 
why, just ignored it and flat out denied it defensively. It was a very hurtful 
experience and many women wished we had never agreed to cooperate with 
her. 
 
WLMA wrote to the Feminist Archives drawing attention to the breach of 
archivists’ codes of conduct but I don’t know if the matter was dealt with. We 
developed a policy of not endorsing any of her projects, and put a disclaimer on 
our website 
https://womensliberationmusicarchive.co.uk/copyright/  and I wrote an article for 
T&S on the wider ethical implications 
http://www.troubleandstrife.org/2016/08/whose-story-is-it-anyway/ 
 
I personally and our team would never endorse or publicise anything she did. It’s 
not out of bitterness or personal issues such as many groups experience. We 
simply couldn’t get over such unprofessional behaviour, nor could we 
recommend her projects in all honesty.’ 
 
2018: final remarks 
When it emerged that Deborah had in fact stolen from the archive my 
disillusionment fell to a new low. It suggested that she had not been acting in 
good faith right from the start of the project. It clarified that problems were not 
caused by a straightforward disagreement or personality clash, but involved a 
serious breach of ethics and trust.  
 
Personally, reading that book’s section on creating the archive produced a 
sickened feeling in me. No-one reading it would have any idea of the existence of 
another dimension to the description; my experience was invisible. The feeling 
was akin to being gaslighted, the way a woman might feel reading an abusive 
partner’s account of their relationship which obscured the whole dimension of her 
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problematic experience. Or a history of the world that obliterates women or 
indigenous people. What is left out is important – the gaps and silences; the vast 
area omitted, like the dark matter of the universe, is occluded, unseen but 
integral.  
 
It was helpful to write about this on a political level, in the T&S article. On a 
personal level however, it proved harder to deal with; my health and self-
confidence were affected, I felt terribly disheartened about participating in any 
further archiving, despite believing in its importance. It was some time later, when 
I was talking with a friend about my feelings that I identified them as familiar and 
understood them as similar to residual emotions from my teenage experience of 
abuse, being used and discarded. There was the same feeling of self-blame: how 
could I have been so foolish to trust this person? I’ve written about various 
aspects of women’s politics and my experience of the WLM and think sometimes 
I’ve glossed the surface, haven’t dealt with some difficult, unethical, hurtful or 
traumatic behaviour. However it matters to tell the truth both factually and 
emotionally on such issues, hence this record of a depressingly awful 
experience, with which I hope to draw a line under it. I have survived being 
fucked over before. I hope not to have to do so again.  
 

Frankie Green 2018 
 

 
 
 
 


