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Preface
Tracing histories of the engagement between media and disempowered
people – in this case women – is never going to be easy. There is no one
central record, no archives of audience or systematic market research,
as exist today. There are no folders or boxes (let alone digital items)
marked ‘women and newspapers’ amongst relevant archive holders. The
connections between gender, citizenship and newspapers from a transnational historical perspective are not obvious. Yet people who struggle
for social and political inclusion have always needed to communicate
as widely as possible, and to create public discourses by whatever means
possible. As soon as the press is acknowledged as an agency for communication, the historical theme of women and mass circulation dailies
becomes an obvious one. How to tackle it is less obvious, and this study
does not take an easy route.
From its very inception, the research in the pages that follow
attempted to fill gaps in scholarship, and this motivation mushroomed.
It started with a relatively modest ambition, endorsed by a British
Academy grant – to investigate the feminizing influence on the growth
of mass circulation dailies in Britain and France in the late 19th century.
We set about newspaper analysis in detail, and the findings are included
later. The importance for this wider study is that the empirical data came
first. The experiment was repeated, once more over a two year period,
this time for an ESRC (Economic and Social Science Council) grant, featuring gender in the colonial world, entitled ‘Women, Press and Protest
in British and French India, 1928–48’. Again, the empirical enquiry
came first, but the seeds of comparative method had already been sown,
and needed to grow. The media related activities of British suffragettes
provided the stimulus for further attempts to compare and contrast.
Of course, all of this primary record collection across continents
and countries (we visited 13 different libraries and archives in India
alone) was underpinned by theorizations on class, gender and counter
hegemony, but the relevance of the concept of cultural citizenship
only became obvious at the data analysis stage, when comparing and
contrasting the experiences of women and their representation in newspapers. It emerged as a shared historical experience, part of the process
of collective action, as a social and political impact relating to public
communication.
xii
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Perhaps that is the way it should be – a practical outcome of public
discourses relating to struggles to change disempowerment, rather than
a preconceived theory. Yet some scholars may find that the empirical
findings do not fit their theorizations. This is a high risk strategy, but
also an attempt to face the music. The introduction addresses potential
criticism: why compare colonial with non colonial, why choose mass
circulation dailies in the case of Britain and France, why select different
episodes and points in history?
Taking women as readers, news sources, and journalists, the point is
also to explore some confluences of influence: between consumerism and
citizenship, between demands for constitutional reforms and direct action
protest, between ideology and economics, between continuity and change.
These are not always straight binaries, but rather mosaics with uneven
contributory pieces, varying according to country, context and periods of
history. Amongst the fluidity there are constants, however – issues of class
and performance as they impact upon gender, for instance.
Among the complexities the reader will also discern empathy. We
need to restore a place in history to those who tried to communicate
in the public sphere, but were frequently forgotten almost as quickly as
their ephemeral newspaper pages were. In 1937–8, some 10,000 Tamils
fled from Pondicherry across the border to escape gangs of bandits who
were setting fire to their homes at night, but female collective action
emerged, and was communicated in the public sphere. In British India
many women were jailed for protest, as well as suffragettes in imperial
Britain. Their bravery acts as a motivation to restore the media record of
such acts, and of many others that are mentioned later.
Newspaper records are not always complimentary, and could be damaging to campaigns for different forms of citizenship, but they act as a
reminder of the potency of gender discourses, and of the fact that many
issues are still live today. This is not dead wood history, but a continuing relationship in the public sphere between action and interpretation.
Above all, this study uncovers some of the neglected workings of female
influence on counter hegemonic communications. There is more to be
uncovered. If others are motivated to elaborate on, or to contradict, the
analysis and interpretations presented here, then all of the attempts to
find gendered needles in haystacks will have been worthwhile.
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Part I
Setting the Parameters

1
Introduction
Tracing Patterns, Linkages and Evidence

Boundary Crossing
Contemporary sources between the 1860s and the 1930s point emphatically to the existence of wider debates not only about the changing role
and attitudes towards women, but also concerning the nature, influence
and role of the press. Gendered analysis of this adds to our understanding at a time when conflicting, multifaceted ideas and female images
were emerging within the public sphere, but a connection needs to be
made between press and social attitudes, between media development
from a gendered standpoint and wider trends in society. How such
trends or strands, as expressed and mediated in newspapers, contributed
to the process of cultural formation forms part of our general appreciation of modernity.1
This is an integrated exploration of: women’s representation in the
press; their role as news sources and their professional activity; women
as an influence on editorial matter; how women were perceived as a
readership and/or as consumers by newspapers; and how through their
actions in the public sphere they sought and received coverage.2 These
are the traces from the past of female influence in the relationship
between newspapers and society that are analyzed through examples
of print mass communications across continents, empires and periods. Arguably, historians do not know enough about the connections
between women’s emerging citizenship and the communication of that
process by the public press and other communications distributed to
the wider polity. Every example presented in this study focuses on the
issues of press and democracy, press and change, and press as a vehicle
for the articulation of female citizenship. This historicization addresses
the extent to which newspaper mediation and women’s attempts to
3
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influence public opinion for political demands constituted a form
of citizenship specific to the process of knowledge and information
production.
This text focuses on the phenomenon of cultural citizenship, associated
newspaper-related consumerism and the relationship between ideology
and economics as evidenced through the communication of women’s
protest in the public sphere and the way it impinged upon newspaper
commercial considerations. The approach is a comparative historicization of the concept of cultural citizenship, revealing aspects of its origins
and development transnationally as these related to the agencies of gender and print communications. How female citizenship was framed and
evolved through the prism of the public press is analyzed with examples
taken from the 1860s through to the 1930s. The development of newspapers as mass communication systems in several different countries
provides the framework for a series of detailed cameos of usage, representation and influence at selected formative and critical periods within
media history. For Britain and France, this was the second half of the
nineteenth century and the early twentieth century – the ‘golden age’ of
newspapers. For India it was during the 1920s and 1930s.
The years between the1860s and the 1930s are examined thematically, with chapters on developmental aspects of cultural citizenship.
The aim is to trace patterns, linkages and evidence of gender through
and in newspapers that existed in places and in ways that are not immediately obvious.

Choice of trends and ‘moments’
Moments
The task is addressed via a collection of selected aspects and moments
transnationally that provides insight into the process of negotiation
between women and some organs of communication, in varying contexts. This is a mosaic of complementary and conflicting influences that
are explored in detail, each contributing to an evolution in the manifestations of female cultural citizenship, but in different ways at differing
periods of modern history, according to the country studied. Any emerging patterns are uneven.
Van Zoonen, referring to media as part of feminism’s material and
cultural struggle, reminds us: ‘Mass media are central sites in which these
negotiations take place, evidently at the level of media texts, but also
at the level of the other “moments” of the mass mediated production
of meaning’ (1994: 148). Selection of ‘moments’ in this study has been
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made around some dates and events that were important as turning points,
although not necessarily successful ones. These include, during Europe’s
‘golden age’ of the press: the launch of Europe’s first mass circulation
daily – Le Petit Journal – followed by the launch of Britain’s first mass
circulation daily – The Daily Mail – to cater for women by acknowledging them as a readership; the launch of two separate, and very different
dailies – La Fronde and The Daily Mirror – run by and aimed at women;
the adoption of direct action as a tactic by British suffragettes; and the
peak years of militant violent agitation for the female franchise.
In a colonial context, the criteria for the study was also to look at local
press, rather than those produced in metropolitan France or imperial
London. Counter citizenship is traced through the launch and struggle
for survival in the face of censorship of an indigenous paper in French
Indian territory – Swandanthiram – that, at the time of writing, still
exists. Most other contemporary journals were short lived. In British
India, a local colonial daily – The Pioneer – has been selected because it
supported women’s emerging citizenship in a period of heated politics
during the twilight of empire when constitutional negotiations and the
economic effects of pro-independence protest were making headway.
The moment selected coincides with a crucial change of editorship.3
Trends
These ‘moments’ have been selected because their significance goes
beyond the event itself, allowing for wider contextual analysis. For
example, Part II addresses the way in which pioneering popular dailies in
Britain and France catered for women. A theme that emerges is a wider
tension between the old and the new, between commercial considerations
and political content. As people became defined not only by production
but also by consumption, women were acknowledged as a market for
newspaper consumerism. Although circulation doubled between 1896
and 1906 and then doubled again by 1914 (Williams, 1961: 203–4), by
and large female oriented content was still decided upon by men on
behalf of readers belonging to the opposite sex. Perceptions about the
nature of this communication were challenged by some women, who
had a different vision of both content and operation.
Part III identifies a parallel formative experience for women who participated in labour organizations in Britain and in French India, where
they were able to acquire experience of collective activities in the public
sphere that were rooted in class actions. The emergence of subaltern
women from private to public sphere in French territory is significant in
timing because it heralded the origins of an independence movement.

