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For decades, researchers have studied women's magazines for clues about the 

construction of gender roles, for images of women, for the roots of gender ideology, and for 
answers to research questions about the intersections of race and class with gender or about 
the women who have pioneered in the field of journalism and magazine publishing. Early 
mass communication research often excluded the contributions of women and their 
publications. Researchers more recently have compensated for an early lack of scholarship. 
The resulting body of research includes not only these compensatory and additive studies but 
also reflects a growing sophistication in research questions, methods, and theoretical analysis. 
This bibliographic essay attempts to chart the course of this development and reflect on the 
current state of academic research on women's magazines. As such, it focuses on recent 
scholarship in order to assess the nature of research and the presence (or lack) of theoretical 
perspectives that I argue should be a central part of inquiry. 

Increasingly, the field of mass communications is concerned with media as a social 
institution - that is, as a social/cultural form integral to society. With such a focus, questions 
are raised regarding the media's role, and relationship to, other institutions within society; 
political movements; ideas (whether this is limited to ideas about a particular issue or broadly 
applied in terms of ideas regarding democracy, nation, gender, race, and so on); capitalism; 
the growth of other institutions; the production and reproduction of social relations 
(including, but not limited to, relations of gender, class, race, ethnicity); and so on. Scholars 
within the critical cultural tradition have also questioned the media's role in perpetuating 
inequality and structures of dominance within society. To address such concerns, scholars 
focusing on women's magazines could conceptualize their work within theoretical 
frameworks that situate media within their particular social, historical, and political context 
and that would enable a focus on questions of ideology, and the meanings that are either 
conveyed through texts or determined by readers. 

These questions are the central focus of cultural studies, which seeks to examine 
textual artifacts in their social and institutional contexts in order to uncover the meanings - 
or ideologies - they support, reproduce, and perpetuate. Refusing a notion of communication 
as purely transmitting these ideologies, cultural studies focuses on how the wider social and 
political context is imbricated with communication and how audiences construct meanings. 
As Hall (1982) writes, "Ideology is a function of the discourse and of the logic of social 
processes, rather than an intention of the agent" (p. 88). 

Considering the importance of magazine content, the social and cultural context in 
which a magazine was produced, and how it may have been received and used by readers, a 
useful device for assessing the research on women's magazines might be discourse analysis, 
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which considers the aspects of textual production, its content and ideological representations, 
and concerns regarding its reception - particularly, questions that deal with readers' 
interpretations of (or influence on) the content of any publication. In other words, the focus 
and goals of discourse analysis encompass three areas: 1) textual content; 2) practices of 
production and consumption (that is, how readers interpret texts and/or how texts were/are 
used by readers); and 3) the sociocultural context in which texts were produced an 
consumed. 

The tripartite focus of discourse analysis contrasts with the descriptive, biographical, 
and functionalist approach of much of the early scholarship on women's magazines. As 
mentioned earlier, researchers interested in women's publications necessarily engaged in a 
type of compensatory scholarship, 'filling in the blanks' and adding women's periodicals to 
the historical record. As a result, much of this research - while valuable and necessary - is 
limited in its analytical or theoretical contribution. 

Drawing primarily on the work of Norman Fairclough (1995), the model of 
discourse analysis encouraged here aims to consider certain elements described above but 
seeks to address them in a more composite - even critical - fashion. Therefore, when 
considering women's magazines, discourse analysis would address not only a textual analysis 
of images and representations, but also an analysis of the practices of production and 
consumption; all are considered within the social, historical, and cultural context. The term 
"discourse"-- as defined by cultural and poststructuralist theorists (Volosinov, 1927/1976; 
Laclau, 1980; Foucault, 1972, 1981) -- refers to the textual elements as well as the social 
context in which texts are uttered or produced (and where the production of meaning 
occurs). Viewing discourse in this way provides a way to understand the links among the 
content of a magazine, the structures of its production and usage, and the ideologies evident 
in the wider social and political order. It also provides a way to enrich our understanding of 
women's magazines from the cultural studies perspective described earlier. 

Within that cultural studies framework, ideology is of key importance (Thompson, 
1984). Much of the research on women's magazines has focused on representations of 
women and on how these images may be linked to dominant ideologies in a given society 
during a given historical period. In a recently published historiographical essay, Carolyn 
Kitch (1997) examined patterns in the treatment of images of women in U.S. mass media. 
The four categories Kitch identitied include stereotypical representations of women, the 
search for alternative images of women, the ideological function of particular images, and 
semiotic analyses that recognize the possibility of multiple meanings depending on reader 
interpretations. Kitch points out the opposing theoretical assumptions implicit in these 
categories - 1) "that media stereotypes exist; that they are widely recognized by audiences, 
who see them as some kind of reference to a day-to-day 'reality'; and that they provoke 
responses, whether compliance or defiance, from real people," and 2) "that media imagery is 
never a literal depiction of reality, but rather is part of a complex symbolic system that serves 
to advance particular ideas . . . ." (p. 485). Kitch concludes her historiographical essay with 
theoretical questions related to the location of meaning - that is, do scholars assume that 
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media impose meaning on readers or do readers, through "active and personal reading" (p. 
485) bring meaning to a text? 

Theoretically, discourse analysis dovetails with these concerns. Ultimately, 
researchers must ask questions about the content of women's publications, the context in 
which they are produced, and the meanings that readers derive or construct from these texts. 
By and large, the bulk of scholarship on women's magazines focuses on the content of these 
publications and on their representations of women's identity (e.g., Demarest and Garner, 
1992; Walker, 1998). Researchers are concerned with how women are represented with 
respect to body image and weight (Cusumano and Thompson, 1998; Harrison, 1997), 
sexual health and the control of women's sexuality (Durham, 1996), and the representations 
(or the lack thereof) of middle-aged women (Kramer, 1999) in women's magazines. Of 
ongoing concern is how well women are represented, in general, by news media, in 
advertising, motion pictures, magazines and the Internet (Gibbons, 1999). 

Studies that specifically focus on how constructions of gender are imbricated with 
constructions of race and class are still needed, a point made by Rhodes (1993) in her 
critique of media history. Such studies on race are noticeably absent, but class considerations 
have been introduced as researchers consider the social and economic context in which 
women's magazines were produced, raising provocative questions about the links between a 
market economy and the content of publications geared to women. 

Much of the research on the relationship between women's magazines and their 
sociopolitical economy is historical. For instance, studies of The Ladies' Home Journal 
(Damon-Moore, 1994; Kitch, 1998; Scanlon, 1995) have focused on that publication's role 
in fostering a link between a particular gender ideology and the ideal of middle-class 
consumerism. Busby and Leichty (1993) have looked at portrayals of women in 
advertisements from the mid-to-late twentieth century to determine the impact of the 
feminist movement on consumer imagery. 

The focus on production also reveals the class differences among women and how 
that influences content and representations. For instance, in a recent article, Mary E. Triece 
(1999) examines the rhetorical strategies of early- twentieth century mail-order magazines to 
uncover the contradictions between the accepted gender role ideology for middle- and 
upper-middle-class women and the day-to-day realities of working-class women. Arguing for 
the importance of understanding women's magazines within their historical contexts, Triece 
challenges the notion of reader agency and privileges the social and cultural constraints on 
the struggle for social change. 

A study that focuses on more contemporary images but that still addresses the critical 
intersection of gender and class is Kathryn Keller's Mothers and Work in Popular American 
Magazines (1994). 

Questions regarding the production aspect of women's magazines may also be 
applied to publications produced by women for women in particular social movements or 



  The State of Women’s Magazine Research 

Journal of Magazine & New Media Research 
Vol.2, No.2 Spring 2000 

4 

communities. For example, Elizabeth V. Burt's (1996) look at the relationship between the 
suffrage press and the liquor industry begins to address market forces that influenced the 
production and content of these periodicals, and Mary M. Cronin (1999) has considered the 
publications of women who worked in nineteenth-century textile mills and how content was 
influenced by class as well as gender ideologies. 

Production considerations necessarily engage with the wider sociopolitical context, 
but such questions may depart from purely sociological frameworks and include a more 
personal focus on the factors that influence a publication's tone and content. Patricia 
Bradley's research on Margaret Cousins (1995), for example, employs a biographical 
framework to show how Cousins' personal conservativism regarding gender roles and 
maintaining an editorial status quo influenced the tone and content of post-World War II 
women's magazines. Similarly, Lee Joliffe and Terri Catlett (1994) consider whether the 
gender of the editors of the Seven Sisters' magazines influenced the editorial content of those 
publications in the latter half of the twentieth century. 

In addition to production considerations, questions regarding the readers of 
publications must also be considered. Fewer studies have addressed this component. For 
obvious reasons, this focus has not been applied to much historical scholarship, even though 
scholars such as Klaus Bruhn Jensen (1995, pp. 123-130) offer suggestions as to how this 
may be achieved. But studies on readers and magazines in the present day can contribute to 
the cultural, discursive analysis of women's publications. As an example, Kates and Shaw-
Garlock (1999) combine their discursive analysis of images of women with interviews with 
readers in order to provide a more comprehensive and theoretically informed look at 
ideologies in advertisements directed at women. Chapters in collections such as the one 
published last year by Sage (Alasuutari, 1999) reflect this focus, as does Joke Hermes' (1995) 
analysis of women's everyday media use. Such studies can reveal that while particular gender 
ideologies may seem to be advanced by the images and textual emphasis of women's 
magazines, readers bring their own interpretations to bear. Indeed, Linda Kalof's (1999) 
study of images of women in Cosmopolitan and Playboy revealed that "there are diverse and 
even contradictory readings of the images of beauty" and that such images are not always 
associated with positive characteristics (p. 80). 

By addressing these questions of production and reception, researchers place 
women's magazines in their social and political contexts. Historical studies necessarily 
"locate" their subjects within a given time period, drawing connections between a 
publication's producers, content, and environment. But studies of present-day women's 
publications would do well to similarly situate their objects of analysis. So far, this has been 
sketchily accomplished, if at all. 

An emerging area that merges questions regarding sociopolitical context and images 
of women is the area of international scholarship. The potential for comparative analysis -- 
and thus greater theoretical development -- is enhanced when questions regarding women's 
roles and images in non-U.S. media are considered. Recently, works on images of Soviet 
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women (Atwood, 1999), Japanese women (Rosenberger, 1995; Clammer, 1995), and 
women in Great Britain have emerged (The British Woman Today; Winship, 1990; 
Beetham, 1996). While studies of British women may yield less dramatic comparisons than 
comparisons of European and Russian women with U.S. women, such studies still provide a 
necessary focus on context and help contribute to the articulation of how a given 
sociopolitical environment may influence (or reflect) the meaning and content of a particular 
text for particular readers. 

Clearly, the research on women's magazines has evolved past the descriptive focus of 
"compensatory" scholarship and correcting the errors of past scholarly omissions. While 
there are still omissions that need to be corrected with biographical, functional, and 
descriptive studies, researchers can aim to integrate various levels of analysis as we consider 
the role and impact of women's magazines. Ellen McCracken's (1993) overview of women's 
magazines accomplishes this neatly with a focus on the content, production aspects, and 
various readings of mainstream women's magazines in the 1980s and 1990s and may be 
considered an example of the discursive approach encouraged here. 

The guides to the vast array of women's publications and women publishers are an 
important starting point when conducting research on women's magazines. Reference works 
such as the editions of Women's Periodicals in the United States, edited by Kathleen L. 
Endres and Therese L. Lueck, provide important descriptive information about mass market 
and smaller magazines, including notes about content, editors of these publications, and 
dates of distribution. Editions of the guide cover consumer magazines (1995) and magazines 
that focus on social and political issues (1996). 

For a valuable annotated bibliography, researchers may also consult Mary Ellen 
Zuckerman's Sources on the History of Women's Magazines, 1792-1960: An Annotated 
Bibliography (1991); Nancy K. Humprheys' American Women's Magazines: An Annotated 
Historical Guide (1989), or Lee Jolliffe's (1994) historiographical essay in the Journal of 
Popular Culture that describes women's magazines in the nineteenth century. 

Another guide by Zuckerman, A History of Popular Women's Magazines in the 
United States, 1792-1995 (1998), explores the ways women's magazines have changed over 
time and considers market forces as well as the individual roles of writer, editor, and reader 
and their impact on the content and influence of women's magazines. Zuckerman's work is 
noteworthy in its comprehensive treatment of the various economic, social, cultural, and 
individual forces that influence and are reflected in women's periodicals over time. Her work 
focuses on large circulation publications directed to white, middle-class women, even as she 
acknowledges the important social and political work of smaller publications targeted to 
members of particular social movements and to women of other races and classes. 

A research focus on the large and successful women's publications reveals data on 
what ideas prevailed in women's periodicals and what forces led to the success of these 
publications; however, attention to smaller, less financially successful (but perhaps no less 
influential) women's magazines can yield insights regarding the construction of gender 
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identity and the interplay of social and cultural forces with magazine content and 
representations. In historical studies, the importance of the woman's suffrage movement 
cannot be underestimated. The preponderance of work on the suffrage (and anti-suffrage) 
movement is testament to this (e.g., Burkhalter, 1996; Burt, 1996, 1998, 1999; Cramer, 
1998; Jolliffe, 1994; Steiner, 1993). However, work still needs to be done on women's 
publications from other social movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. While 
these studies may be of the "additive" nature described above - that is, descriptions of the 
publications and their editors and, perhaps, their contribution to the sustenance of a social 
movement - studies that explore how these publications contributed to a particular gender 
ideology or conformed (or not) to their particular sociocultural and economic context would 
not only enrich the body of scholarship on women's magazines but would also address 
questions of ideology, production, and meaning. 

Regardless the subject or time period, research on women's magazines should make a 
contribution to communication theory. What I have charted here is how the current body of 
research may be considered in light of cultural theory and the method of discourse analysis, 
which focuses on three distinct - but interrelated - areas: 

1. Textual Content 

This area focuses on content, particularly content that contributes to representations 
of self and others. 

2. Discourse Practices 

Discourse practices refers to how texts were/are produced (the market forces that 
influence this production as well as the social and institutional forces) and how texts were/are 
consumed (i.e., how do readers interpret the texts and how were texts used by readers - also, 
questions regarding the functions of a text would fit into this aspect of discourse analysis). 

3. Sociocultural Practices 

This area addresses and considers the wider social and historical context in which 
texts were/are produced and consumed, acknowledging the reciprocal nature of texts - that 
they may both reflect and influence the sociocultural arena. 

Whether researchers adopt this tripartite approach to research on women's 
magazines, or employ other theoretical constructs, a commitment to theoretical development 
will ensure that our work continues to evolve from compensatory, descriptive scholarship to 
studies that address important questions of ideology, location of meaning, the relationship of 
media to its socioeconomic and political context, and reader agency. 
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