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The History of Medialization and Empowerment: The Inter section 
of Women’s Rights Activism and the Media. Third meet ing of the 
Inter national Stand ing Work ing Group on Medial ization and Em
power ment, held online, 20–21 Janu ary 2022. Conveners: Chris tina 
von Hoden berg and Jane Free land (German Histor ical Insti tute 
London), along side part ners at the Max Weber Forum for South Asian 
Studies in Delhi, the German Histor ical Insti tute Washing ton DC, the 
German Histor ical Insti tute Rome, and the Orient Institute Beirut. 

This conference explored the role of the media in shaping and con sti
tuting dis cussions of gender roles and women’s rights glo bally, and 
marked the end of a threeyear pro ject look ing at the inter con nections, 
con tin gencies, and depend encies of women’s rights and the media 
through out the long twen tieth cen tury. It was organ ized as part of the 
inter national re search pro ject ‘Know ledge Un bound: Inter national
ization, Net work ing, Inno vation in and by the Max Weber Stiftung’, 
which is funded by the German Fed eral Minis try of Edu cation and 
Re search.

Drawing on their work in the history of femin ism and media 
his tory, Jane Free land and Christina von Hoden berg wel comed the 
partici pants with some method ological remarks. Al though it plays a 
cru cial role as a well spring of and a source of evi dence for femin ist 
activ ism, Free land argued that histor ians seldom look at the media as 
an actor in its own right, one that has shaped femin ist polit ics and ideas 
of pri vate and public life. To ad dress this short coming, von Hoden
berg sug gested scholars draw from the con cept of medial ization, a 
term de scribing how the growth of mass media (from popu lar press, 
radio, and TV to the inter net) through out the long twen tieth cen
tury has increas ingly re sulted in the media set ting the con ditions for 
public debate and under stand ing. A key aim of the con ference was 
to investi gate how paying atten tion to the medial ization of femin ism 
might change his tories of femin ism and women’s emanci pation.

The first panel explored the role of the media in dis cuss ing and 
shaping the way we think about the con nections between gender, 
war, and vio lence. Twinkle Siwach (Ja wahar lal Nehru Uni versity) 
exam ined vio lent crimes against women in con temporary India. By 
look ing at the First In for mation Reports logged with the police and 
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how they are picked up by the media, the courts, and civil society 
organ izations, Siwach iden tified differ ent net works of com muni
cation. Christin Hansen (Pader born Uni versity) then ex plored media 
represen tations of women in combat during the Span ish Civil War. 
While women’s maga zines like Mujeres Libres used the war as a space 
for negoti ating gender roles and femin ism, Hansen argued that these 
represen tations did not chal lenge gender roles, but rather perpetu
ated them. In com ment ing on the two papers, Freeland in vited the 
partici pants to look more closely at the link between gender and vio
lence and to think of it not just in terms of genderbased vio lence, but 
as a mutu ally re inforcing dy namic that con tinues from times of armed 
con flict to periods of peace.

The second panel focused on trans national aspects of femin ism 
and the media, with four speakers exam ining the role of the media 
in spread ing femin ism and ideas of women’s emanci pation across 
borders. Marie Cabadi (Uni versity of Angers) com pared the pro
duction of women’s news letters in Bel gium, France, and the UK 
that were circu lated by women’s centres both nation ally and inter
nationally. Cabadi argued that women’s news letters could also 
be seen as an exten sion of local femin ist spaces, bring ing together 
women from all over the world. Alex andra (Sasha) Talaver (Central 
Euro pean Uni versity) and Lea Börger ding (FU Berlin) pre sented a 
joint project that com pared two social ist women’s maga zines during 
the Inter national Women’s Year in 1975: Rabot nitsa from the Soviet 
Union and Für Dich from the GDR. Talaver and Börger ding argued 
that both maga zines were simi larly in vested in shaping a vision of 
the global women’s move ment by high light ing women’s soli darity 
based on anticapitalism and antiimperialism, while de legitim izing 
and down playing lib eral femin ism. Frederik Schulze (Uni versity of 
Co logne) sub sequently ex plored the cru cial role of medial ization and 
trans national con nections in the his tory of women during the inter
war period in Latin Amer ica. Schulze em phasized the need to look 
beyond femin ist media and in clude polit ical, edu cational, and scien
tific publi cations, as well as main stream and enter tain ment media, 
photo graphs, movies, and radio in our corpus of sources. In her com
men tary, Zsófia Lóránd (University of Cam bridge) high lighted the 
role that historio graphical work has played in broaden ing the view 
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of the 1970s by in cluding the East ern bloc and inter national ist organ
izations, such as the Women’s Inter national Demo cratic Feder ation.

The first day of the conference ended with the third and final 
launch event of the online ex hib ition ‘Forms, Voices, Net works: 
Femin ism and the Media’.1 The aim of the ex hib ition, as the cur ator 
Maya Caspari (GHIL) high lighted, is to explore the relation ship be
tween femin ism and the public media in twentiethcentury India, 
Ger many, and Brit ain. The ex hib ition follows the ap proach of gender 
histor ian Lucy Delap, who in her recent book sug gests look ing at the 
his tory of femin ism through the meta phor of a mosaic, because

like mosaics, femin ist co alitions were built up from the bits and 
pieces avail able—other move ments, com mitted indi viduals, 
actions and ideas. Some mosaics have been longlived; others 
have crum bled, and their tiles have been re used, or have dis
appeared from view.2

Rather than attempting to tell a single chrono logical story, the ex hib
ition adopts this ‘mosaic’ struc ture to pre sent a series of snap shots of 
moments when femin ists have mobil ized the media in cre ative ways 
across often di verse contexts.

The launch event focused on feminism and the radio in Brit ain and 
Ger many. Kate Lacey (Uni versity of Sussex) stressed the import ance 
of the radio, a medium that has often been over looked by both media 
and femin ist histor ians. Lacey argued that since its in ven tion, the radio 
has helped women to find a voice in the public sphere. At the same 
time, she en couraged us to think of radio not only as a space where 
women can make their voices heard, but also as a forum for active 
listen ing. Lacey further stated that radio’s abil ity to cross not only 
phys ical borders and bound aries, but also those of class, age, and dis
ability, allows it to di versify the spaces of femin ist media pro duction. 
Along side Lacey, the cofounder of FemFM, Caro line Mitchell (Uni
versity of Sunder land), de scribed radio in the early 1990s as a very 
male affair. Al though al ready work ing at radio stations, women were 
1 See [https://feminismandthemedia.co.uk/], accessed 11 Feb. 2022.
2 Lucy Delap, Feminisms: A Global History (London, 2020) 201. See also the dis
cussion of this book in the review article ‘Tracing the History of Femin isms: 
Methods, Mean ings, and Questions’ by Jane Freeland earlier in this issue.
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largely in visible at that time. The chal lenge, Mitchell ex plained, was 
to tackle the stereo type that women could not pre sent on air. Combat
ting this, the col lective FemFM did every thing them selves—from 
design ing the pro gramme and pre sent ing to market ing and writing 
jingles. For FemFM, it was import ant that the voices of women were 
heard on air. 

The second day of the conference began with a panel ex ploring 
how the media chal lenges cur rent period izations of the his tory of 
femin ism. Atsuko Sano (Uni versity of Tokyo) exam ined how the use 
of in for mation and com muni cation tech nology changes the dis course 
on repro ductive health rights in con temporary Ger many and Japan. 
Sano argued that the intro duction of new media has allowed women 
in both coun tries to net work and share in for mation about abor tion and 
contra ception, greatly ex pand ing women’s know ledge. Isabel Heine
mann (Uni versity of Münster) simi larly ex plored the negoti ation of 
women’s repro ductive rights in 1950s and 1960s Ger many. Focus ing 
on women’s state ments on abor tion pub lished in Stern, Heine mann 
chal lenged the common assump tion that the West German women’s 
move ment began with the abor tion pro tests of 1971. By choosing main
stream media instead of New Left and femin ist jour nals, Heine mann 
iden tified alter native moments of women’s politi ciza tion. Michalina 
Augusiak (Uni versity of Warsaw) exam ined the memory polit ics of 
the Polish League of Women be tween 1945 and 1989. After ini tially re
nouncing prewar women’s activ ism as classexclusionary, Augusiak 
argued, the statesponsored organ ization de veloped a more favour
able ac count of the his tory of the Polish women’s move ment. In her 
com men tary, Hannah Yoken (Uni versity of Jyväskylä) pointed out the 
util ity of the wave meta phor when intro ducing people to the his tory of 
women’s organ izing, while en couraging the partici pants to think about 
when it is neces sary to problem atize and de construct period izations, 
and for which audi ences.

The next panel examined women’s political represen tation in the 
media. Sharon Omotoso (Uni versity of Ibadan) looked at the medial
ization of cor ruption and its effects on women’s polit ical partici pation 
in presentday Ni geria. Al though female polit icians are usually ig
nored and down played, Omotoso argued that they are typic ally 
overreported when accused of cor ruption. There fore, she con cluded, 
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cor ruption is medial ized against women in public office, lead ing to 
women being ma ligned and often bullied out of polit ics pre maturely. 
Jane Freeland ana lysed the last years of the East German women’s 
maga zine Für Dich during German re unifi cation as it moved from 
an of ficial social ist publi cation to a com mercial ven ture. Für Dich not 
only pro vided a space for women’s polit ics and issues in the months 
lead ing up to re unifi cation, but also played an import ant role in 
por tray ing the lives of East German women during the tran sition. Eco
nomic circum stances were also cru cial in the paper by Dóra Czeferner 
(Insti tute of His tory, Hun garian Acad emy of Sci ences), who ana lysed 
the Hun garian femin ist press in the early twen tieth cen tury. Focus
ing on A Nő és a Társadalom (‘Women and Soci ety’), Czeferner traced 
the develop ment and struggles of early femin ist media. The com ment 
by Emily Stein hauer (GHIL) centred on the com plex relation ship 
between femin ism, polit ics, and the media. Stein hauer invited the 
partici pants to think about medial ization in this con text as a con stant 
re cipro cal pro cess. 

The last panel explored the role of the media in draw ing atten tion 
to women’s sexual and repro ductive rights. First, Anna lisa Martin 
(Birk beck, Uni versity of London) exam ined sex worker activ ism and 
engage ment with the local press in the 1960s and 1970s. By focus ing 
on letters sent to local news papers, Martin showed that women who 
sold sex were politic ally en gaged in trying collect ively to raise aware
ness and agi tate for change long before the foun dation of an organ ized 
move ment in the 1980s. How ever, the mes sage of these in formal inter
est groups was medi ated and largely framed by journal ists. The paper 
by Inbal Ofer (Open Uni versity of Israel) ex plored the con nection be
tween women activ ists, femin ist agendas, and print media in Spain 
by focus ing on the de criminal ization of abor tion in three main stream 
news papers. Al though femin ist activ ists first intro duced sexual
ity and repro ductive rights into public debate, Span ish main stream 
media viewed med ical pro fessionals as more legitim ate medi ators 
of these topics. In her presen tation, Ofer there fore gave more room 
to femin ist dis course and media prac tice. The final paper by Jennifer 
Rodgers (Caltech) dealt with the import ance of print media in open
ing public dis cursive spaces about child birth in div ided Ger many. 
Rodgers ex plored how women in both coun tries mobil ized print 
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media to edu cate and em power women on their right to bodily auton
omy. How ever, Rodgers focused on under lying ques tions of race and 
eth nicity by con trast ing the roman tic fetish ization of Native Ameri
can birth ing prac tices with the racial ization of what were per ceived as 
Afri can birth ing prac tices. 

The conference ended with some concluding remarks by Penny 
Morris (Uni versity of Glas gow), who em phasized the inter connected
ness of media not only in terms of the relation ship between differ ent 
media forms, but also in terms of the trans national prac tices of maga
zines and femin isms. Jane Free land agreed with Morris that focus ing 
on the media chal lenges both histor ical narra tives of femin ism and the 
very defin ition of femin ism. The media not only shapes dis cussions 
about women’s rights, she argued, but also makes them vis ible, pro
moting the idea of femin ism as a com plex mosaic. Chris tina von 
Hoden berg took up a ques tion raised on the second day of the con
ference about the import ance of media eco nomics and the market, a 
topic that de serves further study in the future. 

Overall, the con ference proved that it is worth taking a closer 
look at the media, espe cially for the his tory of femin ism. It fur ther 
showed that femin ist counterculture and main stream media cannot 
be con sidered separ ately, but that it is pre cisely their relation ship to 
each other and the pro cesses of negoti ation that chal lenge common 
narra tives and pro duce new per spectives. During the two days of 
the con ference, funda mental method ological ques tions were raised 
that call for fur ther stud ies. What are the chal lenges of work ing with 
femin ist media? How can we ex plore the emer gence of femin ist ideas 
and the trans national net work ing of femin ist move ments while con
sider ing their differ ences, con flicts, and negoti ation pro cesses? How 
do we re flect on the com plex and often changing role of media for 
femin ists?

KAssAnDrA hAmmel (University of Freiburg)
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