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SERTES EDITOR'S FOREWORD

Critical Readings: Media and Gender offers an exciting introduction to a
wide range of research approaches, each of which continues to shape the
ongoing development of feminist and gender-sensitive scholarship. Care has
been taken by Cynthia Carter and Linda Steiner, the editors, to select
contributions which demonstrate the conceptual and methodological rich-
ness of these diverse approaches. While no one volume can claim to be
comprehensive in its scope, this one succeeds in highlighting important
interventions while, at the same time, providing a sound basis for future
enquiries.

This Reader begins with an introductory essay by the two editors, both of
whom are leading figures in the field. This essay maps the contours of
feminist media theory from the ‘images of women in the media’ approaches
prevalent in the 1970s through to contemporary discussions of masculinity,
globalization and cyberculture. Next, the Reader divides into three sections,
each engaging with issues central to critical investigations into gender and
media forms, pracrices, institutions and audiences. The contributions to
Parc I, Texts in Context, provide a historical analysis of configurations of
femininity in advertising, an examination of the feminization and sex-
ualization of the popular press, news reporting of sexual violence,
portrayals of lesbian characters on television, and ‘tough’ images of femi-
ninity in women’s magazines. Part Il, (Re)Producing Gender, focuses on the
various ways in which gender is continuously reconstructed across different
media sites. Chapters address the impact of media monitoring on media
imagery of women, the representation of women in the rock music press,
how women reflect on their own media practice, the commercialization of
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contemporary masculinities, and women’s involvement in the development
of the Internet. Part 1Il, Audiences and Identities, explores men’s use of
pornography, Aframerican and Latina women’s depiction in Hollywood
cinema, women’s negotiation of soap opera narratives in everyday life,
daytime talk shows, and girl gamers in the brave new world of cyberspace.
Looking across the range of the Reader’s chapters, spanning as they do
some thirty vears, it is readily apparent how strategically significant this
kind of work is for ongoing efforts to improve the quality of women’s and
men’s lives today.

The Issues in Cultural and Media Studies series aims to facilitate a diverse
range of critical investigations into pressing questions considered to be
central to current thinking and research. In light of the remarkable speed at
which the conceptual agendas of cuitural and media studies are changing,
the series is committed to contributing to what is an ongoing process of re-
evaluation and critique. Each of the books is intended to provide a lively,
innovative and comprehensive introduction to a specific topical issue from a
fresh perspective. The reader is offered a thorough grounding in the most
salient debates indicative of the book’s subject, as well as important insights
into how new modes of enquiry may be established for future explorations.
Taken as a whole, then, the series is designed to cover the core components
of cultural and media studies courses in an imaginatively distinctive and
engaging manner.

Stuart Allan
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Cynthia Carter and Linda Steiner

Why Study Media and Gender?

The media are important for many reasons, including their long acknowl-
edged power to represent ‘socially acceptable’ ways of being or relating to
others, as well as to allocate, or more usually withhold, public recognition,
honour and status to groups of people. Already in the 1860s, for example,
feminists in the UK and USA who were arguing for more progressive and
egalitarian definitions of womanhood complained bitterly that the news-
papers and magazines of the day either ridiculed or ignored the so-called
‘New Woman’ — women who sought greater social, educational, political
and economic rights. The suffragists (or ‘first wave’ feminists) of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were nearly unanimous in calling
for the establishment of their own periodicals — which many regarded as
being crucial to the political campaigns around increased rights for women,
one of the most important being the vote (see Holland, Chapter 4 in this
volume, for a discussion of women’s historical relationship to the news). A
century later, US feminist Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963
emphasized the impact of popular women’s magazines, whose articles,
fiction and advertising celebrated a very particular form of domestic, sub-
urban femininity, one that operated in a sphere almost completely separate
from that of men. In so doing, magazine content naturalized the idea that
women’s ‘normal’ sphere of operation and influence is not only completely
separate from that of men, but also less socially valued (see Macdonald.
Chapter 3 in this volume).

It was nort until the ‘second wave’ of the women’s movement in the 1960s
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that systematic research into media images of women flourished. Almost
immediarely, feminist scholars and activists began to examine how women
were being portrayed in a wide array of media forms - including films,
prime-time television dramas, newspapers, pornography, news magazines,
Saturday morning cartoons, women’s and girl’s magazines, popular music,
comic books, advertising and soap operas. The concern was that the sexist
messages of these media forms socialized people, especially children, into
thinking that dichotomized and hierarchical sex-role stereotypes were
‘natural” and ‘normal’. Feminists quickly realized that effective challenges
to certain standard ways of representing women in the media and popular
culture depended on being able to provide empirical evidence of sexism.
Scholars following this line of inquiry intended to use their research to help
explain why more women were not successful in the public work world,
especially in professions that were dominated by men. They also hoped that
their studies might elucidate why so many women apparently felt unable to
transcend their second-class citizenship in society, a status based on a
prevailing assumption that unpaid domestic fabour was less socially and
economically valuable than paid labour in the public sphere.

Critical forms of feminist inquiry emerging in the 1970s went even
further by examining the ways in which media representations supported
the interests of two interlocking systems: patriarchy and capitalism. A
highly productive concept informing some of this research was that of
hegemony. For Italian political theorist Antonio Gramsci (1971), the notion
of hegemony provides an explanation of how and why ‘dominant’ classes in
society have to constantly renegotiate their powerful positions in relations
to the ‘subjugated’ classes. To maintain power, these élites must rule by
winning public consent for an economic system that privileges those already
in dominant positions, rather than maintaining their control through
coercion or repression. When the hegemonic definitions and ways of being
of the powerful are naturalized and made to seem ‘normal’, they are pre-
sented to everyone as if no other definitions are possible - in other words, as
‘common sense’.

The media are instrumental in the processes of gaining public consent.
Media texts never simply mirror or reflect ‘reality’, but instead construct
hegemonic definitions of what should be accepted as ‘reality’. These defi-
nitions appear to be inevitable, ‘real’ and commonsensical. Thus, media
images dissemble the extent to which thev are aligned with the interests of
powerful groups in society. Feminists have redeployed rhe notion of hege-
mony in order to argue that most of us cannort see how patriarchal ideology
15 being actively made to appear as ‘non-ideological’, ‘objective’, ‘neutral’
and ‘non-gendered’.



