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\\(s\Fp{hy” “Tr Readings: Textual Consumption, Cityscape
Reading and Some Turn-of-the-Century L ondon Fictions
Eva Chen

ith the increasing commercialization of the shopping and leisure centersin
London’s turn-of-the century urban cityscape, middle-class and lower-middle-class
women have become a ubiquitous public presence in these urban centers. An
important part of these women’s experience of the new urban cultureis their
reading/consumption of the rapidly mushrooming popular publications. These



so-called “trashy” publications’ emphasize visual display, commodity advertisements

and fashion/entertainment advice on top of a serialized romance story. This study

treats women’s reading of these publications as constituent of their participation in the

new commodity culture and as part of their efforts to read/understand the text of the

cityscape and to fashion anew public feminine self. Using the London novels of the

period (mostly Gissing), the study explores the reading positions of these women

characters, and argues that, while indeed subject to the manipulative social, cultural,

and economic forces behind the operations of these popular publications, these // \\\
women readers are not entirely without the potential of resistive use or active cho /
The emphasis on variety, spectacle and short length of these serialized femini n)e/ X
publications leads to the distracted and fragmentary nature of the reading prpc

giving riseto a“browsing” experience of fantasy, distracted pleasure
in nature to cinema-going and department-store-browsing, two other Qi :
modern urban experiences. \\ \//

Women’s Readings and the New Journalism
The late Victorian period has witnessed afund hange both in the book
market and the reading public as a combined result of %rp ogical revolutions and

education policy reforms. The removal of the |§éﬁént and %@JUG’S in 1853

and 1855 and of the taxes on paper agsi 60 and 1861 arQ the growth of

the publishing industry. The mech of paper makin Q ing and
typesetting, the introduction of fast rotary p , the rg/g(@evel opment of processes
for reproducing photograp and\?{ther revoluti ona%ﬁangeﬁ at every level of the
production press, prov hnol ogical boost. Qt@ rise of a cheap and efficient
mass press that catered(b ns (Rapp@hﬂ_ﬁﬂ) The 1870 Education Act,
which provi ded first time a compréﬁ ‘\ ve system of primary education in
England, h \O\S\f\)roduced thefi \ generations of a mass readership which

extended dd\cthe social scae before. An example of these mass readersis
enﬁrﬁporary | ho cites “clerks and artisans, shopgirls,
s, and milliners, who pour into London every morning by the early trains’
'(R \R 209). Another contemporary writer Thomas Wright further pinpoints the
“young ladies of the counters ... and of the dressmaking and millinery professions’ as
gjor reader for the women’'s mass publications (282). These urban-working,

! Unless otherwise specified, information on the mass periodicals and women’s periodicals provided in
this paper is the result of research undertaken by this author in the Newspaper Library of the British
Library, London. The mass women'’s periodicals addressed in this paper include a variety of illustrated
papers, domestic magazines and also cheap romance serials. These all share amore or less similar
content structure, with serialized romance stories as the anchor, and tit-bit information and fashion
generously interspersed here and there. The ratio may vary somewhat, with the weekly romance serials
leaning more heavily on the romance stories, while the illustrated and domestic journals devoting more
space to miscellany.



suburbia-dwelling, and daily-commuting “quarter-educated” (Gissing 1996: 467)
masses, constitute a ready readership for the cheap mass publications mostly sold in
the hundreds of thousands, and together they constitute a new reading phenomenon
dubbed condescendingly by Matthew Arnold as the New Journalism.

Arnold, writing about the “new voters’ and the new “democracy” and the New
Journalism that catered for these masses, half-jokingly “recommend[ed]” the New ~
Journalism’s “ability, novelty, variety, sensation, sympathy, generous instincts’, while ﬂx
seriously lambasting its “one great fault”—*featherbrained” (638-39). The Ve \\\
“recommendations’ are half-hearted, because in Arnold’s famous Culture and © \\//‘
Anarchy polemic against a philistine society, his position on the side of the sol;gi - -

(
N
rational, and tradition-informed serious readings is beyond doubt. Sensﬁtior@ (\//\
sympathy, instincts are thus words that, to Arnold, compromise instead of pliment.
The word “featherbrained”, the most serious charge reserved for g\me @um ism,
mobilizes particularly the vocabulary of gendered identity, and hlghlléhl f@tj ust the
differences in quality that Arnold envisages between the Né\r\;lowﬁ\ggsm and the
preferred, educated readings, but also the widespread fears of “feminization” of the
press brought by the new mass publications. Fears of ¢ atization, involving the
dimension of class, are also often couched in @ender&/}j&m S:)
Thisis especidly interesting as the role of- em,/s/l ndeed %y@aﬁt in the
irculating, tecpnol@ -aided and
t extent about, f N for thefirst time
in some instances, by women. It isin this period that m;}g@)esfor women, including
énté\and illustrated papé@ moved to the place they
e center of mass pL [ishing, a phenomenon that has
h, publisher of Home Chat, one of
e period with afirst print run of

wo ough most were short-lived, some, like Home Chat, survived until the
/rﬁld\\E\Q/ leth century (Ballster 106). Even genera journalslike Tit-Bits, which

pion red the New Journalism and was the most popular penny weekly of the late 19"
ry with an average circulation of 400,000 to 600,000 (Jackson 203), envisaged
an important woman reader in its famous domestic advice section and “Answersto
Correspondents’ column (with women letter-writers constituting the majority), its
romantic fiction serialization and its many advertisements featuring mostly women’s
fashion and products (Jackson 203). The journal, famously parodied by Gissing as
Chit-Chat in his novel New Grub Sreet (1891), creditsits very origin to afemale



influence, as Newnes (publisher from 1881 to 1910) claimed that the ideafor the
journal came to him when he was reading aloud to his wife over the tea-table “tit-bits”
from the newspaper (Friederichs 55). Not to be outdone by Harmsworth, Newnes
himself quickly launched his own women’s magazine Woman's Life, which was later
revamped as Wboman's Own, a dominating force still going strong in today’s
publishing market (Beetham 192-93).

In contrast to such enthusiastic embracing of the women reader by the publishing x
industry, established critics and writers have often expressed deep reservations, if not // \\\
downright condemnation. Indeed, fears of feminization are behind many of the
charges unleashed against the new mass publications.? Instead of the authorlte}t?/é
instructive tone delivering impersonal judgments that were so favored by the - //\
mid-Victorian journals, these late-19" century and early 20" century e
publications strive at the personal and the human, with the edltomgoﬁ\%jf d
rather than an authority (Beetham 124). The invention of the gosstp co and the
interview, two new journalistic genres that became widely peptlarg thistime,
epitomizes the personal angle. The overall tone is thusintimate, and often chatty,
which appeals enormously to the female reader but % itself to accusations of
triviality. Another charge often levied against the SQ%J ionsistheir perceived
irrationality, subjectivity, and thus what Arnold-t /sen%\tl o@). These

publications widespread use of emoti Ines, ssheadlp sQ the interview,
and their predilection for stories of crime, adventure and ero@wance do seem to

substantiate the charge. Where women's mass publicati pnéa}e concerned, serialized
and often unashamedly ' en@aomance stories mék@up alarge proportion,
interspersed with com id “tit-bit” CQH%@ of gossip. The weekly
installment arrangemen“( ashion af tary, repetitive romance plot that
' éclear beginning, progression and

irst, \Xhth their amazing circulation and wide readership, alarge chunk of
eing first-time readers equipped for the first time with the basic education

edited as pioneering en masse the genre of the popular romance story. Though
many such periodicals are littered with miscellany and trivia, the serialized romance
story still constitutes the backbone and main attraction of the women’sjournal. Asa
genre, romance stories are generally traced to much earlier times®, but it isonly in this

2 For fears of feminization of literature and the writing profession, see Ann L. Ardis 33-46; Lyn Pykett
5-9, 32-35; Kate Flint 137-86.
® Fowler (11-17) traces the romance fiction to early fairy tales and folk tales, and argues that it is with



erathat they reached into a sufficiently diverse and wide readership to make the genre
really “popular”. Even circulating libraries which lent books to subscribers for an
annual fee and were an extremely influential source in the mid-Victorian erafor
providing novels to a predominantly femal e readership (Makinen 24), catered mostly
to amiddle-class or well-to-do lower middle class readership, and could not compete
with the cheap penny price of many of the new mass publications. As such, these
latter already demonstrate many of the generic conventions and stylistic, thematic
issues of the popular romance genre that are carried onto thisday. Thisisi mportant // \\\
asit makesit possible to apply the more recent feminist theories which have gen
focused on mid-20™ century romance works. It is also significant in highlighti p%”he
fact that, while more recent romance stories have occupied most of the Cl’ltlf,‘a\ /) )
spotlight, turn-of-the-century mass women's readings have been arelat /zel | éct
area. /\ ( wy

A second finding is that these turn-of-the-century women S publl jons all seem
to display a great prominence of visual interest, atrait that |mmed1§ y sets them
apart from earlier publications. This visual appeal a plamsfor their popularity as
opposed to the latter’s decline (Sillars 72), and is ref f avisually oriented
urban commercial culture based on leisure coﬁsumpﬁ nd display. Even the
romance plots emphasize this atmosphere of fe 8hd//dl splay, @‘to great
details over what to wear for the char S hereto go for t t occasions.
The margins of the pages are litter ightly depicted I ing the very
products that would promote the better feminine self pgt@x@by the fictive heroines,
who were finally reward ith @e thus underlini ing fhf*/sllppage between the ideal
commodity and the id both dbjects of tl)g\ v's fetishistic love. The act of
d ad-lad icationsis therefore very much

M

Ol teristic of these publications, their intrinsic
a massrproduced commodity for sale. The publishing industry became
professionalized in the 1890s, with the establishment of the Publishers

<

marketing (Beethman 123). Once a successful format was found, little variation was
made. In the case of Tit-Bits, for instance, no significant changeis perceived
throughout the journal’s publication course, with its sixteen page patchwork of

the domestic romance of the 1840s and 1850s, which mainly appeal ed to a middle-class readership, that
the early forms of the mass romance began to take shape.



miscellany variety, including advice, humorous jokes or anecdotes, romantic fiction,
advertisement, statistical information, quips and queries, competitions and reader
correspondence, occupying the same columns and page layout (Jackson 204-05).

When other publishers quickly followed suit, flooding the market with emulations and
look-alikes, this does indeed underline the general standardization and uniformity of

the mass press, despite a surface of visual variety and stimulation. Such atendency,

later scathingly attacked by the Frankfurt School as the modern culture industry’s

deceptive trick of parading the “ eternal sameness’ as the “incessantly new” (Adorno // \\\
1997: 44), certainly started to manifest itself in the 1890s.* A contemporary Cl’ltlg

Agnes Reppelier complained in particular about the formulaic quality of these y

weeklies, citing a“gentle and unobtrusive dulness; a smooth fluency of sty
suggestive of the author’s having written several hundreds of such stori
turning them out with no more intellectual effort than an organ- grknd @m

the crank of his organ; an air of absolute unreality about the character their
deadly sameness’ (221). < \\;\\\

With the mass women'’s publications no different from a mass-produced
commodity, it is thus important to treat their reading r isolated reading
phenomenon, but as an integral part of women’s par/t/i : in modern urban
commaodity culture. In many ways, these female odrdalsof the and 1890s
grow from a set of circumstances smilar'tot which gave rlseg%bhe department
store. The emergence of amassr suming public ¢ W|th the
expansion of the advertising industry and an-urban culty@p asi zing spectacle and
visua display. The act of r mg“s\base mass publlcatloﬁsis therefore an act of
consumption, and sho \ 'rmlyl cated at thgﬁ\egt of turn-of-the-century urban
commercia culture, \\\ O\\/
[ OH:hgw en's magaf r%as a phenomenon is not amply

5@* literature,suiggesti ng alamentable and more general

ding the populist tone, visual style and presentation, were attributed by contemporary criticsto the
American influence, particularly to American periodicals like Harper’s, Scribner’s and the Century,
which, though produced in New York, were also available through T. Fisher Unwin in London (Silas
73).

> Women's public presence in the modern urban scene is a subject generally neglected by modern
literature, including the new woman literature. Janet Wolff sees that as proof of the dominance of men
in urban modernity and the impossibility in the modern streets of the flaneuse, or empowering female
presence with active observation. Others accuse Wolff of reinforcing unwittingly spatialized gender
boundaries, and of negating the enlarged scope for female self-fashioning brought about by women's
participation in the modern commodity culture. See Wolff; Parsons 2-8.



cheap love stories on the London bus and a shopgirl fantasizing about a romance plot
she'sjust read in order to relieve her everyday monotony. Somerset Maugham'’s Of
Human Bondage describes the shopgirl Mildred as avidly consuming the popular
novel ettes and magazines and “ stimulated” by the readings to develop a voracious
sexual and material appetite that eventually leads to her degradation. But George
Gissing's London novels, especially New Grub Sreet (1891), give the most detailed
treatment to the subject. New Grub Sreet, on writers, journalists and the periodical
press, pits the New Journalism, mass produced by a vulgar yet powerful commodlty // \\\
industry, against serious literature, penned by the lonesome and desperate wrlter
genius of integrity. Because women'’s press looms especially large in the New /
Journalism, afurther gender dimension is added to this conflict, the confl |c1/jaet
feminized mass force and an elitist masculine individual . .
Since the 18" century, Grub Street had traditionally been the\ho@ journalists
who wrote purely for mercenary ends with no view to artistic merit\(* Gdl./JC'[I on”),
but these only began to constitute a severe threat to the serl%usv\\mtgr by the late 19"
century, with the blooming of the mass commercial périodicals.® Gissing's novel
addresses the situation of writersin this second peri/oql, ecords the pathetically
fading fortunes of writers of integrity in stark@ontr@sy;m\ -the almost brutal and
overpowering risein prosperlty of the New Jo(}r sﬁﬁdwm R in many
' struggles agamst verty and
ee-decker” nov that “has had its
g obsole;% @market flooded by
cheap periodicals of tr|V|a and se?%tlon Refusing to c&rqaromlse his principles, and

the “last man to have o do with journ¢|®62) Reardon, along with his
r@ro

writer friend Blffen ev e. By contrast, those who
‘dn the manlpulatlve Journallst or

asuccessful formulaof short length, variety and trivia. The formula, under
ticle in the paper isto measure “more than two inches in length, and every

| would have the paper address itself to the quarter-educated; that is to say,
the great new generation that is being turned out by the Board schools, the
young men and women who can just read, but are incapable of sustained

attention. People of this kind want something to occupy them in trains and

®  Andreas Huyssen, for instance, pinpoints the stratification of literature along gender lines to the late
19" century, when “the notion gained ground” that “mass culture is somehow associated with woman
while real, authentic culture remains the prerogative of men” (47).



on buses and trams. As arule they care for no newspapers except the

Sunday ones; what they want is the lightest and frothiest of chi-chatty
information — bits of stories, bits of description, bits of scandal, bits of jokes,
bits of statistics, bits of foolery. Am | not right? Everything must be very
short, two inches at the utmost, their attention can’t sustain itself beyond

two inches. Even chat istoo solid for them: they want chit-chat. (376-77)

The name of Whelpdale's journal, and the formula expostulated, certainly serve // \\\
as amocking reminder of Tits-bits, the most popular penny journal of the time. B% \\ )
the formulais also true of most of the other mass periodicals flooding the mar 7r h
women'’s periodical is no exception. An examination of Home Chat, for mstan )
findsthat itslead item, perhaps not coincidentally entitled “ Chit-chat”, turns out t/eb/
“tit-bits’ journalism in its purest form. A disparate collection of k{\forg‘
opinion, each item just four or five lineslong, is arranged without any app
connection or any sense of their relative importance. It coufd mﬁuag discussion of the
latest fashion in hats, cookery, cosmetics, novel-reading; the Blble&>cycllng asa
sport for women, all treated as equally important (B %4) Another journal
mentioned by Gissing, The English Girl, for v@hlchﬂ \ﬁsster iswriting “little
things’ (New Grub Sreet 219), could very likely eﬁcﬁhe enor popular
Girls Own Paper (1880-1927), with i egﬁé%c ion of 2 0%@@ (Forrester 14).
An examination of this journal findsthat, though tess focus @we domestic or
home-i mprovement aspects as the audience addressed i ;ﬁ@w found readership of

"oh%a testifies to the N%\A&Journallsm S ever more
verall formula of /ah\??Q , variety and trivia holds

Q
71

|9us writers and the massive forces of the
ending and dismissive references to the

ould write “worthless’ “commonplace’ (317) for awomen’sillustrated
delete the “less obvious reflections’ in her article, Milvain details his
contempt for the mass market (though such contempt has never prevented him from
ively catering to it and profiting thereby). “ You must remember”, he advises the
sister, “that the people who read women'’s papers are irritated, ssmply irritated, by
anything that isn’t glaringly obvious. They hate an unusual thought. The art of writing
for such papers—indeed, for the public in general —isto express vulgar thought and
feeling in away that flatters the vulgar thinkers and feelers.” (317) In another scene,
when his other sister objects to his friend Whelpdal€'s proposed Chit-Chat journal, by



saying that one must not encourage “these poor, silly people” “in their weakness’,
Milvain again comes to the support of Whelpdale by further pouring insult over the
intellect of the public. “Foolswill be fools to the world’'s end. Answer afool
according to hisfolly; supply a simpleton with the reading he craves, if it will put
money in your pocket.” (378) Milvain’s cynicism certainly betrays a “conscious
insincerity of workmanship” (41), which Reardon earlier has professed never to sink
down to, but his words do highlight his own, as well as the novel’s low opinion of the
standard of the “frothy” women'’s journal and the mass female reader. Milvain then //
advises Whelpdale to actively court the sensational, by including in each issue at? \\\\ ) )
“one strongly sensational item”, not even an article, like “What the Queen eats)/’”/&
“How Gladstone's collars are made!” displayed on a placard (378). & (\(é/\\

These scenes of discussion among the journalists and woul d-be edit %?ﬂ/
how mass women'’s publication is produced or edited/penned fro\m\ tl'e/[@%sh sor
editor’s point of view. In his other London novels The Odd Mbnnnan%khé)fear of
Jubilee, Gissing aso details out the situation of the womenﬁéédgrs\gth@e mass
publications (see later). He thus stands as one of the few.novel iststo provide arather
complete literary record of both the reading as well aspu ing experiences of the
mass women’s press, and the choice of his novels pQ/ 5 as the best example to
illustrate the interesting phenomenon of turn-of- c@l’gﬁry mass 'sreading.
The contents of these readings primarily fal |W categorie;r-g%mance
installments and the fashion, ads j columns that ar directly with the
commaodity culture--both subjects that Gissing rants aggig;@}d treats as mutually
reinforcing. The followin a[y§r§\t\hus divides itse/zlf i?ite%ree parts, the first part
addressing the relationship between women readers and commodity culture, the
\ n 'sreading ition duri ng the consumption of
romance, and t@ il ﬂa&t\l ing womeﬁ:\\s e/éiding as part of the modern urban
culture of \///}gal]dist ion. g§ o

[ ) QA
ulture

ket for the destruction of true literature and the

s. Women’'s mass press is particularly seen as colluding with the commodity
culture in manipulating as well as financially and morally ruining the women readers.
In The Year of Jubileg, for instance, Ada's maid, an avid reader of Ada's
hand-me-down women’s illustrated magazines and victim to her own “imbecile
vanity” and “bottomless ignorance”, fallsinto the “clutches’ of the new
“pay-by-installment” marketing ploy in order to buy some “trinkets’ (221), which



probably promises her a better self and an instant elevation to her mistress's social

level. Unable to keep up the payments and utterly ruined, she resorts to theft and

commits suicide when caught in the act. Ada herself, a well-to-do lower middle class

housewife, is obsessed with all kinds of mass women'’s publications, including

“illustrated weeklies, journals of society, cheap miscellanies, penny novelettes, and

the like.” (5) At the end of the week, when new numbers come in, she would “pass ~
many hours upon her sofa, reading installments of a dozen serial stories, paragraphs ‘ﬂ
relating to fashion, sport, the theatre, answers to correspondents (wherein she / \\\
especially delighted), columns of facetiae, and gossip about notorious people.” (§f \\\\ ))
The novel disapproves sharply of Ada'sirresponsible buying binges, “running up-

bills’, while goaded blindly by these dazzling journals, and her subsequent n)e@

her household duties as a wife and mother (218, 300) eventually leads to th K

of her marriage. éj%
That mass women’s readings conspire with the commercial mter teﬁzhduce the
desire for commodities and boost consumption is indeed aﬁend ol erating

particularly in the 1890s. An examination of the layo these pub ications finds that
this decade witnesses an increasingly physical and mrrmg of the journals text
and the many ads they run. Women’s periodicals n@xﬁ/&()o commercia buyers by

promising in the press directories that ads wou aysfface or be g ed into the
ed on the dlspl ayg%fﬁwe desirable
or instance, ad ersed through the

of the J()}y@a\bas was the practicein
earlier decades, they now wahe same page asthéfeadlng matter. Since the

text itself isnow brokenii e dou le col umn}%ﬁ@ with short “two-inch”

passages, it is easy to N etoad \étéhe to the text, so that the two are

ol e@n utually m@gr ed. What looks like a short story might
new commodity. that promises a better female seif, and an

turn into
article on fashion might be inter ith ads for specific brands or shops whose
n

ded in th e. Such blurring of the boundaries points not just
tot n of edltor and adﬁ,but also makesit easier to sell the product and

he reader to distance herself from the ads or exercise independent
judgments. Promising better results for their advertisers, the mass women's

ications, with this new arrangement, have indeed manipulated the femal e reader
to serve the interests of commercial owners.

Even the new “democratic” and chatty tone that characterizes the typical mass
journal in the 1890s, the abandoning of the authoritative, instructive voice of
mid-Victorian journal writing, may also be simply a marketing ploy to deceive the
reader into afalse sense of self-importance, so that more profit could be made. Posing




asthe reader’s friend, the journal seemsto treat the reader as an equal, and better still,
actively seeks to flatter and please by addressing her as someone “in the know”,
someone who does not have the “need” to be instructed but merely lacks the time for
tit-bit information or the right product to buy. The famous “ Answers to Readers’
column and the “Readers’ Correspondence”’ column, for instance, a hugely popular
new feature adopted by almost all women’'s mass periodicals of the 1890s, invariably

-
use avery friendly editorial persona urging the reader to regard it as a“ personal @

friend” (Forget-Me-Not 16). One columnist describes the reader-writer relationship as//\\
a“mutual aid society” and adopts the position of the errand-runner, introducing © \ - //
products and offering to buy them for the reader to save the latter the trouble tgfr )

N =
wildly from shop to shop” (Woman'’s Life 3). Encouraging the reader “ most > \— W\‘/

_
respectfully” to keep sending in those “pretty letters’, the editor apologiz fusel
for being unable to “sufficiently thank all of you for the generous{@ \ 0 ou have
accorded” to the journal, which has “enabled the future” of the journal (ibidy. All

these compliments are indeed flattering -- Gissing’'sAda, fgﬁﬁstgn\g takes specia
delight in the reader’s correspondence section --, but it.is highly likely that this
changed editorial approach may simply intend to I%%ﬂ into theillusion that
sheis now wielding greater power or having &bigg@r/;ay,”\ ereas al this may just be
an instance of the deliberate manipulation to “\@%@ﬁiat they w. 0 “supply a
simpleton with the reading he craves’ ;'S0 as to bett acilitate ;al S.-

Gissing's views on the mass p closeto those 0 Arnold and other modern
critics who watched the phenomenal rise of the mass re;;g@@u h deep concerns.
These concerns, which consti Jté%\e\ so-called Briti/sh ‘iit@rary” approach to mass
society theory, to be distinguished from the cont'/}n\é@“ sociological” approach of the
Frankfurt School, are té)\% critical \é//n the influential British “culture
and civilization” ‘sch \ﬁgd he auspi cé@f e Leavisesin the 1930s.” These two
pposed grounds of the bourgeois British
cial theory, nevertheless share surprisingly
lish together, for along time, the dominant
nion on low mass culture as split by a Great Divide from a high art of
and on mass cultural products as low-value, standardized commodities
whose readers are passively manipulated by the social and economic forces that
ebehind . ® Yet, does this mean that the female reader’s reading position,

" Though concerns over the mass culture have long been expressed in the writings of Arnold and
Gissing and others, it is generally agreed that Q. D. Leavis's 1932 Fiction and the Reading Public isthe
pioneering academic study of mass culture in Britain. The book’s main thrust is that mass culture, with
its appeal to herd prejudice and base emotions, has threatened the existence of quality literature and led
to ageneral declinein culture. Also see F. R.Leavis, Mass Civilization and Minority Culture.

8 The two schools still differ on some points. Adorno (1975) believes that mass culture leads to
standardization, represses individual difference, and pacifies the public into a false state of gratification



subject asit isto great restrictions, does not at all deviate from what is prescribed by
the publishers/business owners, thus confirming their status as nothing other than the
passive dupes? What constitutes these dominant values manipulating the reader or are
they monolithic? Adorno, for instance, sees the various forms of mass culture industry
as conservative and eventually reinforcing the status quo, but if turn-of-the-century
mass women's readings do indeed merely play areinforcing role, why are there so
many objections from conservatives like Gissing?

A closer analysis finds that the journals themselves, at the textual level, |mpart a
message whose prescribed and touted values may not at all times enjoy an
unproblematic relationship with the dominant gender values of thetime. Itistr ﬁ/df/fh
asignificant focus of the journalsis on care of the domestic, addressi ng then/v arﬁ )
reader at least asthe future wife and care-taker of the wholefamny
message that the home, with the right purchase of commodities, rs\th éf
measure of true womanliness or ideal femininity, isthusi mparted\m er. Yet at
the same time this definition of femininity, intricately Imkedte mog sof
consumption, presumes or promotes a woman reader iliar with the |atest best
products and the newest mode, knowledge that is g ' ide the home and from
the shop-lined streets. The increasing dependence QJSI ents since the 1890s
and the doubling up of editor and adman mear&tﬁ%&rﬁals more re side with
businesses to promote afemininity co ucw@x\ﬁaéb able con;m%tﬂ&e and by a
possession of streetwise knowledge. journals since the L also emphasized
more on pleasure, sensation and gossip (Beetham and %@1 71), which is often
hgnoppl ng and visiti niﬁheatr&e and galleries, and
\ S that might pe\@w\g useful in the domestic area.
Such an idea of woman\\{ ed by thej s and the commaodity culture has,
however, clash ‘ﬂj\aé structions of ferﬁ n ( ty based on Victorian ideas of the
separate spheres, pointing to possible conflicts of interests, at least where women's
experiencé in\aroderm commodity e is concerned, between capitalist and

eﬂvalues @

g's works serve as apoignantly obvious example of this potential clash.

stter acceptance of the dominant ideology promulgated by culture industry, thus reinforcing the
quo and deprives the public of a utopian desire for a better society. The British “literary”
approach sees the social order as having been dominated traditionally by a critical and intellectual
minority who set the standards for the public to follow. This order is now threatened with the rapid rise
of mass culture. Mass culture thus threatens, rather than reinforces, the status quo.
° Aninteresting case in point is provided by a turn-of-the-century public debate over the need or
propriety of building female public toiletsin London’s West End shopping areas. The business owners
sided with women to argue for such establishments while traditional conservatives, fearful of
disruptions of traditional genderized spatial divisions and of the alleged dangers of sexual corruption
such establishments might bring, opposed them. The former more or less won the debate as more toilets
for women appeared to serve the needs of female shoppers. See Rappaport 82-85.

Q
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His London novels revolve around the central conflict between female characters

fascinated by the glittering streets of commerce and pleasure, and alienated male

characters trying desperately to prevent their women from “going public” (Harmon

347) and wrecking traditional domesticity and marriage. In The Odd Wbmen, the

marriage of Monica, aformer shopgirl and avid reader of women’s periodicals, breaks

down because she defies her husband Widdowson's pleas to stay indoors. The P
defeated Widdowson cries out — “It’s only this cursed London that has come between | x
us’ (225) -- , referring bitterly to the glittering commaodity culture that sucksin //\\
women like awhirlpool. The male charactersin The Year of Jubilee dso feel \\//‘
threatened by the new female public presence. Nancy's father rants passionately” (/

against the “most worthless creatures’ of the modern “trashy, flashy girls’ wja& /) )

“trollop about the streets day and night” and wreck their husbands bec could
not get “silks and furs’ and the latest new products (40). The endpf t%fl

Nancy alower- mlddleclassladyturned shopgirl, removed to suburbém esticity at
ps not coincidental,
because shopgirls, with their prof ion and public visibility, are pI ced in the center
of the commodity culture. Shopgirls also constltute reader for the cheap

mass women’s periodicals (Reppelier 209), th@fash(g%n }gossip pag&e
supplementing their already considerable knowl ‘ ﬁﬁe |atest tr@%ﬁand the

romance stories offering them solac %\ t%rel ieve the| rn undane work.
The femininity promoted in these ublications |st by Gissing's
male characters as one that knows “no suchthing as a rp;@

to romantici ze vvhrmn s partl cipation in
o powerl ng or dlsruptlve of

commodity culture thr
patriarchal values. A q\
&cl es with patf‘ jar ‘al hierarchies ba%d on traditional
vomen's press is.also pushing the female reader into new forms
of mani uI%): by capl alists, anq@ er patriarchal values, by adapting to new

edp{% culture@ntl nued to |mpact onwomen's enlarged public

'm@w en’s press has been instrumental in constructing a commodifi ed female
body‘ nd in coupling women with commodity. Solomon-Godeau has argued that one
most conspicuous features of modern commodity culture is its sexualization of
the commaodity, and designation of desirable femininity as a key emblem of the
commodity itself. In becoming not only the commodity’s emblem but its lure, the
feminine image becomes embedded in the structure of commaodity fetishism, and is
made to reflect and intensify the commodity’s lure (113-14).° Women's press, in its

10 Using the example of 19" century French art forms, Solomon-Godeau points out that while



many ads and fashion pages, sell women'’s products, but in touting a femininity based
on the consumption of commodities, implying an ideal femininity that is purchasable
itself, it contributes to the intensifying commodification of the female body. Though
women readers are addressed as the consumer of these commodities, the eventual
feminine body, assembled with these commodities, cannot ultimately escape the
objectifying gender hierarchy newly manifested as the ubiquitous male gaze /x

|
\

permeating the public space just opened for women. (¢

Having said that, it till needs to be pointed out that women'’s participation in //\\
modern commodity culture is avery complicated process wherein both restrictir% d\ //‘
indeed, emancipating, forces co-exist and interact with each other. An interesti p(gxf? -

point of illustration would be the ambiguous position of the feminists' in > ()

7/
turn-of -the-century London. Women’s movement activists have viewed women’s—
involvement with mass culture with mixed feelings. On the one hgnd i YW le

\\ ) )
advocating for the raising of women’s social consciousness and fO(\t\hgcw ation of

women as rational, independent and strong beings, di sappr&ézgf \\ s culture’'s
perceived fostering and exploitation of the irrational sentimental in women. The
proto-feminist Rhoda in Gissing’'s The Odd Women, for.i ce, blames
romance-reading as drawing out the “animal”<like s(/;;}\rbe female reader (58). In
this denouncing of the women conwmer/read@s%?iﬁé and irrati utterly
unable to exercise independent judg s, these f ists, wh9 ot A ise wanted
women to enter men’s public spher ievedthat wom: d do “equally well”
“whatever men could do” (58), strangely s ith masp(g@@t conservatives
believing home as the onl ()?h\%\l\y” place (162)./Bu°[§1191 the other hand, many other
feminists, in their effor ange amal eorien}/%‘gi scape, are combining this

odation o@@éven active participation in the
A

Oﬁ{the vanguard forces to establish first

in art theory and pedagogy, it is only in the 19" century “media explosion” of mass produced
lithographic imagery that eroticized femal e bodies eclipsed the male, suggesting a shift in bourgeois
ideologies of gender and sexuality. He thus argues for strong links between a visual economy of
feminine display and the modern forms of commodity fetishism (113-16).

! The word “feminist” is used because it came into popular usein Britain in the 1890s coincident with
the period of the greatest expansion of women’s clubs. Some scholars have, however, questioned the
term since it might be misleading to describe the varied and very diverse nature of the 19" century
women’s movement. This paper agrees with Beetham and Boardmand (61) that the term can still be
usefully employed for women’s movements at that time which provided a critique of contemporary
culture, especialy women’'s position in it.



involved with the Langham Place Circle opened the first female clubsin the 1880s to
provide public “resting places for women wayfarers’ including women shoppers,
sightseers and workers. By 1912, an article claimed that “ nearly every woman
nowadays’ “had a club” and that “the idea that a woman should, because of her
womanhood, remain solely in the domestic circle ... isathing of the past.” (gtd. in
Rappaport 74) Clubs increasingly became commercial ventures, offering food and
drink and products for sale to women, in an ambience of the latest fashion deco that
rivaled the best shops. Feminists also launched themselves into the opening of female // \\\
restaurants, teashops and clothes stores; many, like the famous “ Dorothy” restaur
opened by a Girton College graduate in 1888, were located in New Bond Stree;/ '”
of the West End (Rappaport 102). Even Rhodain Gissing's The Odd \/\bmen>m \
with her friend Mary Barfoot runs a club-like women’s vocational school 0
End’s Great Portland Street, to teach women practical skills for what %b en’'s
professions, and to even provide loans for women to open bookshop armacies
(54). Like thereal-life Association for the Promotion of FemalQEm oyment
established by the Langham Place feminists, which R a's school | very likely
based on (Grylis 166), such feminist enterprises trai /n to be “defiant” and
“militant” (136) through the regular political Qzeedje;? ,but-al So prepare women to
participate in commodity culture. Rhoda’s schoo alteédy makln gh profit to
allow for a possible expansion; other e c%% [ nstltutlon e women's
clubs and restaurants definitely prosper ough'to prompﬁ%ae club-patron to
ask in 1904, in view of women'’s increasingly take-over g{\} est End, “what would
the women conquer next?” (gtd. ﬁRappaport 100) _ )
Women's movement activists al enthusi gs;ie@ joined in the mass female
pre& publishing and ed afew f i qﬁurnals which, inturn, reflect a

) \

enl\:%t@ raise women’s socia consciousness and to
journals, especially since the 1890s, become

en’s periodicals, withytheir lavish visual display and inclusion of elements
ashion and ad pages, correspondence columns and the inevitable romance
mstal‘l ments (Beetham and Boardman 61). An examination of the penny-priced The
Wbrker, finds that despite its militant editorial declaring its purpose to “teach
unity, help improve working conditions, present a monthly picture of the many
activities of women Trade Unionists ... [effect] improvement in social and industrial
position of women ... stimulating the spirit of organized resistance to capitalist
wrong ... teaching the need for collective action” (1), its format and visual layout find
little to differ from the average cheap women's magazines. Illustrated ads for pillsto




give strength, lasting polish, sanitary towels, cheap cloth material and milk products
litter the pages, and health and beauty tips and home hints and recipes viafor spacein
the trivia columns with the occasional short feminist notices like “women should
vote!” printed in bold characters. The two romance serials, entitled “Put to the Proof”
and “Partners: The Story of a Man and aWoman”, suggesting the genera
run-of-the-mill romance stuff of trials and rewardsin love, though obviously of a
simpler and coarser kind as judged by the rather unsophisticated titles, take up one

and a half page each, and appear side by side with short minutes of the National //\

Federation of Women Workers. This example serves to show not just feminists o

possible implication in the development of modern commodity culture, but a ﬁat
in encouraging women's participation in consumerism, feminists probably vi : that) )
participation as somehow aiding women'’s cause for equality. C’/
It is clear that the accelerated mass commodity culture s ncethe‘/
enlarge for women the accepted scope of public activities like ShOppI n (i ng and
working. Shopping areas like London’s glittering West Entfare the flrst public
spaces where respectable women were accepted to goaround unchgroned
encouraged and catered to by the women’s clubs an { ts. Day trips by
unaccompanied women to London or the bigger prox/' opping centers were

\K,

increasingly becoming the vogue (Walker 77-79), hi{éit)wer-mld I women

found jobs like shopgirls, clerks and typists inthe main busi ne&) Heisure centers.
With women the key buyer in most hiou Ids, catered to ed by sellers big
and small, women’'s mass press assists the en readgc{)h their knowledge of the

latest products as well as of the s‘r‘@as and streets and oﬁaﬁtyscape It istrue that such

help purports at least p@%: further thei nte;%%%f> businesses, but the knowledge
.
tical

thus imparted is not entil g potential. Many tips offered by
the publications d womM : ers are increas ngly equipped with the
knowledge ;gteﬂ ar |vefy “good” uct from the garbage” produced to merely

deceive and cheat. §
My from Life: An Illustrated Weekly for the Home, for

ankly admits “how tantalizing mere catalogues are”, and how “shops only
at they want to sell”, but goes on to advise where best to find “what we

in hiswork rants against the exploitative and deceptive manipulation of
business-owners before which the women consumers have no power of resistance nor
ability for active observation (In the Year of Jubilee 281), but the mass women’s press
does often help foster a keener discerning power and a habit of rational and controlled
consumption that targets exactly against the kind of deceptive exploitation that



Gissing complains of. Thus the reading of such mass women'’s publications helps
build an accumulation of knowledge that is not entirely without a positive potential.
Since such reading is not an isolated phenomenon but an integral part of
women’s participation in the modern urban commaodity culture, the knowledge thus
gained also crucially facilitates women’'s familiarity with the urban landscape and
eventually their reading of and impact on a previously male-oriented cityscape.
Women's magazines are full of shopping narratives like“A Day’s Shopping”,

“ Sketches from Oxford Street” or “Round the West-End Shops’ (Woman's Life) /o~

where the narrator presents herself as a flaneuse that takes the women reader on \\
virtual tour of goods, shops, streets and neighborhoods. These narratives, prof?x
to induce more consumption (and possibly sponsored by shops), also organize
cityscape as the female reader participates in a semiotic journey in whicl
essentially reads the metropolis, navigates the urban scene and mqkesé}
masters the cityscape. Even though this semiotic journey is not i ndep
undertaken but largely guided, probably by businessi ntereé;s the. p ects are still
there for her to attempt a transformation from a read journal texts or consumer of
products into areader of urban text, a navigator and lorer that is at |east
partially conducive to the construction of afeminine gg'h vased on wider and more
knowledgeable participation in the public urbﬁn%*ﬁ
%

Women’s Press and the Romance &or

Gissing's work sees women's romance-reading as pg{b)xhe mass commodity
culture that draws women away ﬁﬁm domesticity onto ﬁaé/gllttermg and deceptive
streets of “ business anc re’ (Iri the Year OLQQ{ 12) While the fashion and
ads sections of the masé\
the glittering sho 5

in sentlmer)xﬁn/an

which, agai q&éher new accesstot

se “her nature was corrupted with sentimentality”, from devoting “[a]ll her
to romance reading (58). Women would be better “reform[ed]”, and saved

gled” and “thrown into the sea”. The mass female reader, who could not
understand the “vice” of romance stories, is so passively manipulated that when she
commits the act of moral degradation, “ten to one she had in mind someidiot heroine
of abook” (58). Monica herself gets weary of her husband and more restless of her
static home-bound married life, after the perusal of many a“love-story” “embittered
her lot to the last point of endurance’. Romance-reading gives her a“suggestion” of



the ideal lover (202), which she more than finds a suggestion of later in actual lifein
the person of the lover that she comes to know in her many outings. A similar
cautionary tale against the morally corrupt influence of romance reading is provided
in Maugham’s Of Human Bondage, where the shopgirl Mildred’s seduction by a
married man is at least partly attributed to her avid reading of “penny romance
novelettes’, which she thinks are so “refined” and “gentedl” (425), but are really the ~
“same thing over and over again” with the “names’ “changed” and “that’s all” (391). ‘ﬂ
That the mass female reader is especially passive and at risk from the pernicious - e \\\

\

manipulation of the romance stories is collaborated by other contemporary writi r% &\ //
which argue for the much more dangerous effects of romance reading on the X
female reader, than of the “penny dreadfuls’-- cheap stories of murder or adven

on their main reader, the “quarter-educated” men. Women's reading |

more “subtle”, “invidious’ and long-term effect because of its mm estlc

sphere. Working-class girls might, by indulging in stories of a pOO( ;toverlng

her noble birth and rewarded in love and wealth, learn * hlgﬂ ﬂown nceits and

pretensions’, dislike manual work, and “hand down” ideas toTr?ew children

(Salmon 523). Medical opinions of the period also ;ee of female maladies and
“disturbed nerves’ as arising from the “great evil o@r);%@e reading”., The romance's

focus on sentimentality and sensuality, the degzrl mbﬁ{ ove scen “thrilling,

romantic episodes’, “find an echo in thegirl’ system ;\ndo % to create an

abnormal excitement of her organs (Woo -Allen 12@5 stimulated, itis

but a matter of time before the impure thoughts transl at;a;@h)l proper action, leading

to the ruins of aMiss Roy ormdred P \®

ese \‘ll ews betray )%ti%romancereadl ng for women
oral, sex \édd class order, that it offers escapist

negatlve from the'very start. Gissing's denunciation in The Odd V\bmen
ful effects of romance-reading on Miss Roydon, for instance, is uttered
throug Rhoda, the proto-feminist, who is hostile to romance's cultivation of the
irrational, sentimental and the “animal” in women (58). In redl life, Helen Bosanquet,
eminent feminist social-worker, disapproved in 1901 that the cheap women’s
periodicals, by allowing the “shop-girl” to “soar with a heroine (in whom she finds a
glorified self) into a heaven of luxury and sentimentality” so at to “soothe away the
irritation of the long day’stoil”, implanted in the femal e reader the wrong notion that
the “whole point and interest of awoman’s life is contained in the few months




occupied by her love story” (680). Such ideas that the escapist pleasure of romance
reading blinds women to their reality and instills in them the centrality of heterosexual
love, are carried on in feminist critiques in the nineteen sixties and seventies, wherein
the popular romance genre, whose enormous popularity has continued unabated, was
vigorously attacked for binding women to an unnatural dependency on men, and to
“cherishing the chains of their bondage” (Firestone 180). Feminists may see different

things from masculinist conservatives when one disapproves of the genre’'s complicity //x
with patriarchal values while the other complains of its moral and sexual disruption, //\\\
but in concurring with the latter on the female reader’s passive subjection to <! \ )
manipulation, her irrationality and lack of mental judgment, these feminists ha/va?f -
unwittingly reinforced patriarchal gender hierarchies. > K,,?)\
Feminist critics since the 1980s have begun to adopt a different sgape%;;ﬁ:ﬁe/
(Modleski) have come to emphasize the gaps and contradictions{gt\ehi‘;rﬁ te al
message of the genre, pointing out the underlying frustrations femaleéh gﬁf/ers often
nurture against men and the patriarchal system. Others, ref{éét[ng@ increasing
attention in cultural studies on the using/consuming proeess of thg\ﬁublications (rather
than just on the meaning producing/constructing pr //c ) d on cases wherein the
dominant values have failed to interpellate thei ndM;E}@ ner 199), thus departing

from previous scholarship that emphasized the p vmﬁdf manipu eaders, have

stressed the discrepancy between wo S a&%ﬁe of these r%ﬂbngs and the
passive “idea” reading position prescribed by thetext’s prefert eaning. The

popular romance, instead of the Adornoean culture indg/g@\t) ailingly churning out

sugar-coated versions of t @t ideology, is g%ia\b%th deeply saturated with
\ ) ( <

D)

{

the dominant values here negotiation @@&g i stance are constantly acted

out. @\\\
Janice R i‘s\g}&ey resentative Qf is new trend to perceive women's
reading of popular romance as a historicized act located at the level of her everyday

lifeand actl\@&e Radway points
exp C \mh?r/ mance-r
narcoti led out by patriarchal hierarchy, functions indeed to offer temporary
/Cbﬁi‘\&{r d as ameans of venting frustrations, so as to facilitate the reader’s eventual
return to and acceptance of the reality of patriarchal domination. Yet Radway also
for acompletely different socio-cultural value for such areading experience,

the escapist fantasy the femal e reader

12 Two main influences are usually ascribed to for this important shift in the critical focusin studies of
popular culture. Barthes' ideas on the death of the author and on readerly pleasure valorize the
importance of reader’s response regardless of textual intentions, while Gramsci’s idea of hegemony as
a permanent process of negotiation facilitates the realization that popular culture, hitherto seen asa
venue for the seamless top-down imposition of dominant values, is also a site where constant
negotiation and even bottom-up resistance is possible. The position of the popular reader, instead of
one of complete passivity, may also harbor potentials of active judgment and even resistance. See
Turner 193-207.



when the female reader could treat it astheir “own” time, “a gift to themselves’, with
entirely their own pleasure in mind and without the need to play, if only temporarily,
the nurturing and caring role imposed on them by the patriarchal system (91). This
may not be a conscious rebellion by itself, but in insisting on enjoying “my own time”,
their reading act, located in the everyday context of her normal daily duties, doesin
some sense deviate from the endless daily requirements that women are subject to
(92). Thus the romance text may attempt to achieve an unproblematic return, after due
relief, to patriarchal reality, but the female reader’s actual use of this escapist reading /-
contains possibilities of disruption that depart from the prescribed position. .\
Such an opinion obvioudly treats the mass female reader as a subject with/fiéx
ability to understand and even partially control their own behavior, even thqgéh;ﬂ:D\?
behavior and self-comprehension are limited and are themselves subject to the control
of social structures that the subject finds herself in. In Gissing's T\Qe \ dc
M onica exchanges the exhaustion and tedium of her shopgirl Iife\f\d( ﬁ’we /rity of
marriage life, only to find that she has merely moved fromﬁéistiay\\ef of shop labor to
another form of bondage. The Victorian ideal of the
prescribed for in nineteenth century manuals on wop/n/ 'S estic duties (Sanders
208) and obsessively insisted on by Monica s@usbanggm"w wson, is that the wife
treat domesticity as her work and duty, and that de\fefs to her h(@i}’s opinions
on her movements, friendships, and t oice of herreading rpat%%& ch demands
of work and duty stultify Monica, insists on the nee isure and for free
time, which shefills with reading “yellow-backed” (Thg@@ men 164) romances
that “amuse” her and brin ’“"b@a\wre” (163). It/is |ﬁ§3§r resistance to her
prescribed role to do her work and Juty, her prq}g%f\g awoman should not be
“overburdened” or shoul ework”, @;}sﬁe should have |eisure and
S ossible” (1@3Kfﬁat Monica's romance reading
becomes a/géﬂ?e 0 that the romance stories she reads may
present marfi the ultimate d for women and prescribe for the same
irtues bmissiveness. It is also true that Monica's
ing may just be arepetitive act of addiction cultivated intentionally by
industry and profit-oriented publishers, through the use of clever ployslike
the never-ending installment system which hooks on the reader and induces more
es. Yet at the same her reading is never an isolated activity, nor is her actual use
of the text an entire replication of the prescribed position. Located in the specific
everyday context of her married life, when she is always pressed upon to do her duty
and work, Monica's use of her reading does indeed take on the “combative’ color that
Radway claimsin her landmark research (7), and does indeed embody the positive
potential of being transformed into a means of constructing a more independent,
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self-oriented feminine identity. The linear power of gender politics which permeate
both the romance texts as well as the social context that Monicafinds herself inis
indeed powerfully objectifying, but one should not entirely ignore the horizontal
dimension of Monica's actual use of the reading, or the interweaving of her reading
into her everyday activity which is really where the meaning of her reading isto be
located.

A further aspect of the female reader’s use of romance reading is that the
“trivial”, gossipy and seemingly never-ending nature of the serialized romance / / \
installments in turn-of-the-century mass women's periodical's, though another \\\\
effective ploy to flatter and hook on the female reader as has been pointed out X
may also still allow the reader to use romance reading as a means of establ |sl>u§?
shared subject of gossip and conversation, and thus a shared sense of cor %%E/
of mutual support. The many letters published in the correﬁpondeqce‘ct the
1890s mass journals, a number of which are responses to and di scuaﬂ\on d/the
journals’ serialized romance stories, still provide a venue o?mﬂtuaj { stening and

support and networking for the female reader, a coll e forum of couragement
for the female voice which might not have dared to

y?ﬂ
tr Xereadm ng%asanlsolatedand

fragmented act but as an everyday at derivesitsm from its
incorporation in the reader’s specific historical and soci ;\L@}tl oning and context. A
fina point that needs to be mté&qut concerning the ﬁérﬂ of-the-century mass
female reader is her im culture of vi/gg\a& |ety and distraction, reflected
both in her reading m;% surrou @&Jﬁban context.

This paper \@ab&sh earlier thafth ‘Mass publications of the 1890s have
been markgd//byén ecedented d of miscellany, triviaand visual stimulation
that isun in prevm ous journd ISis, to alarge extent, attributable to the rise of

ec/ﬁ?ﬁass urb@ e at the late years of the 19™ century. Since the
iddle-class and working-class masses constitute the bulk of the readership for
blications of the 1890s (Wright 282), alarge part of these publications are
now consumed during short daily railway or bus rides to and from work, typically by
s and artisans, shopgilrs, dressmakers, and milliners” (Reppelier 210). Therise
of public transport like buses and suburban trains as means of connecting home to
work, wherein the mass public grab afew minutes of reading whilst on board, to
“beguile the short journey” and the “few spare minutes of a busy day” (ibid), has
contributed enormously to the popularity of these mass readings but has a'so
necessitated the prevalence of the “two-inch” miscellany format. Condescendingly

Distraction and Reading
Radway’s research has enabled




lumped by critics as variations of the “railway literature”, these mass serid
publications were seen as “redolent of the manufactory and the shop”, full of “articles
of an ephemeral interest and of the character of goods made to order”, enticing the
“hurried passenger” with “violent stimulants” and “something hot and strong”,
promising “temporary excitement to relieve the dullness of the journey” while
cultivating a“perverted and vitiated taste” for the extravagant and sensationa P
(Mansel 1863: 483). The form, style and content of these mass readings point to their | x
close incorporation in mechanized forms of industrialization, wherein, as Benjamin //\\\
writes of alater mass cultural form — the film, the rhythms of reception isthe * rh<> \k //‘
of production on a conveyor belt” (Work of Art 240). That the women'smass -
publications are intricately linked to the urban commaodity culture, in partic@é&(o//fhi/a?
culture’'s quintessential spatial icon -- the department store, is further %pfi wh
acontemporary writer claimed that the magazines were to Iiterat\z\t(\e “\;W/ I asin
des modes is to dress, giving us the latest fashion and little more” \(31)\;//
Therise of the mass women's publicationsis thus an |§|té@@l\ art of this new
urban experience where visual stimulation, rapidly su ing scenes and
commodities and the influence of mechanization h%e&;:r\w t about a fundamental
changein cultural and perceptual experiencmBenLarx?m\\ ing in his famous article
“The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Rep ctldvf in 1936 alizesthis
new experience as reception in distracti rapid SlJccas;ionQ moving images
in films, which interrupts any att e audienceto S@ reflect and leaves
the latter in a perpetual state of heightened ulation pfg@@c , ISan experience of
icea "F&N\all areas of mass éit—,ﬁand is also aquintessential
, tactility and visual dynamics of urban modernity.
to Siegfri cracauer’s study of the 1920s Berlin
\)Kh he points @ﬁ that the “stimulation of the senses
ith such rapidity thet there is no room left between them for
- 94). Kracauer’s main departure from
@ negative and superficial is that he notices the
new mode of distraction which characterizes the

of the disorder of society by exposing to the audience, instead of hiding, itsown
fragmented reality. Such distraction would thus have a“moral significance” (1987:
94).

Benjamin inherits and elaborates on Kracauer’s positive approach to distraction.
Distraction, symptomatic of “profound changesin all apperception” (1968: 240), is

3 For adiscussion of the relevant German writings on distraction, see Allen, Eiland, Hake.



intimately tied to the historical transformation of sense perception brought about by
urban, mechanized, industrialized existence, where individuals learn to parry the
shock factor of day to day existence while unreflectingly making sense out of awhole
array of visual data. Distraction thus involves a mastery of certain skills and a covert
ability to perform new tasks of apperception, though in an unreflecting, habitual way

born out of long acquaintance. To Benjamin, distraction is no longer seen as mindless /
inattention or stupefaction, but importantly as collective mastery, as tactile ([ x
appropriation, and also as entertainment and pleasure, wherein harbors the possibility //\\

O ( \

of sober recognition and of breaking up petrified social conditions. &\ // )
It is Benjamin'sideas of the ontologically as well as epistemol ogically change -
nature of modern cultural experience which the concept of distraction stradd}és%
that is of particular significance to our study of turn-of-the-century mass w 'S
publications. Though photography and film, modern cultural forms ttﬁ@& up
Benjamin’s attention, did not gain popularity until the 1920s, a re\a\dy there vas an
accelerated trend of technologization of life and thingsin th<e\1890§\ enjamin writes
about the concept of distraction as proceeding from t cia spéEe f the modern
city, and indeed the rapidly changing scenes and tray/if:, t celerated pace of life,
the press of commodities and their programmed obso%g aredl trendsseenin
the 1890s. If the film of the 1920s acts as what Sabi “e&i/ake terms elting pot”
for an alienated but fashionable city ence asensory “trgi n%ﬁround” (152),
then in the 1890s, it is the mass jourrials that played that role é@g that exercises
modern readers’ ability in the appropriation and appreci;@@% modernity. This also
seems to be confirmed by éuh}hl mself, when De afEﬂButes theincreasing
visualization, the “increas ount of iIIustra‘;‘;gﬁai thedally pressand in

etic experience of immersion and
oA bourgeois subject toward an auratic work of art.
g experience of the 1890s mass publications has also a decidedly collective
that setsit apart from the basically private nature of traditional

ing’'s Ada or Monica, the popular correspondence columns and the many letters to
editors and advice to other readers attentively carried by all women’s magazines, for
instance, testify to the increasingly collective nature of journal-reading, and to the
journals’ role as a site fostering a collective sense of femae community. As
lower-middle-class and working-class girls, mostly busy shopgirls and female clerks,
increasingly constitute the majority of the readership in the 1890s, more and more are



such journals read in bus rides amid other daily urban activities. This also increases
the sense of collective support whereas the reader, already buoyed by the sense of
sisterly community and interaction conveyed by the magazines' correspondence
columns, literally immerses herself in the thronging, cosmopolitan ambience of the
cityscape.

Like film, composed as it were of fragmentary and rapidly succeeding images,
the mass journals of the 1890s are characterized increasingly by fragmentation as
“two-inch” articles, one-page romance serializations, miscellaneous themes and the / \\\
ubiquitous picture ads are thrown together to form a heterogeneous hodge- podge \\
Kracauer’s 1920s Berlin picture-shows may still disappoint him, despite their /
disclosure of disintegration and fragmentation, by eventually attempting afa}>§e )
of unity (1987: 95), yet the 1890s mass women'’s publications, with their m /
sliced-up serializations, their never-ending on-going nature, thei r/\blt/ f on , bits
of descriptions, bits of scandal, bits of jokes, bits of statistics, bits, of f that
Gissing so mockingly dismissesin New Grub Sreet (376), %emthe\ ery pi cture of
fragmentation that thwarts any attempt at closure or unity. Gissing lambastes the
“great new generation” of popular readers as “incapab stained attention”
“beyond two inches’ (376), but afundamentabdepatt)agéw the traditional aesthetic

\
t

experience of concentration and sustained con b;ﬁhas obvio ready
occurred in the 1890s. Thisis the new Iect ral receptlo% istraction
found in all mass forms of culture, t emass o f‘rét> Asthe popular

women readers flip through the pages of themass publ w@(}s familiarly, stimulated,
yet also somehow absent-mi edly, here text and ads\?nmgle and mix and the
dazzling visual imagesi t and sticceed eacptih> to create aslide-like effect,
their mode of recepﬂ% f dlstractl@rg\émllar in nature to filmic distraction.
It would b W&@ course, to con%tv of such distraction by the mass women
ing or emanci p@g@ especially where textual manipulation is
concer ed Adorno, tfor instance, hat distraction does not involve any technical
expertise o gﬁlﬁl ne enjo r pleasure but simply the demise of the subject’s
ity, wherein the subject masochistically desires his or her own
ion and succumbs to the mind-numbing mechanization and atrophied
sensihilities of the modern city (1974: 235-38; 1980: 123). Both Adorno and
jamin agree on the modernity’s ontological changes in aesthetic perception,
whereby the technological and the apparatus have invaded the human and the natural,
subjecting the *“ human sensorium to a complex kind of training” (1968: 175). Where
the two depart is their evaluation of the sociological consequences, when Benjamin, to
put it rather ssmplistically, sees distraction as an emancipatory form of collective
experience while Adorno laments a collective stupefaction manipulated by corporate




capitalism. Of course the importance of Adorno'sideasis not to beignored. The
blurring of text and ads in the women’s magazines that this paper addressed earlier,
their standardization of format and ideas, for instance, all do point to forces that act
against the active exercise of reader’s critical capacity, and against individuality and
qualitative differences. The objectifying and manipulative forces that operate on the

reading process of the mass women’s publications are indeed great, but it would risk /
totalization if distraction is only seen as manipulation by an undifferentiated mass ¢ X
culture to a dazed mass public. Implied in Adorno’s arguments is the belief that an //\\\

authentic aesthetic experience of esoteric, individual concentration in the traditi o%
sense is till possible. Adorno may acknowledge the ontologically changed nature-of
the modern mass cultural forms, but that change, reflected also in the expa@ﬁc, af”\\‘:‘

)

_
modernity itself, in the technologization and commodification of thi ngs and acrisis
of the traditional metaphysics of meaning, requires new forms of\ es i th he

traditional concepts of artistic autonomy, of closure and integrati Onp no
longer adequately address. <;\::\ \

~\
Benjamin’sidea of distraction, without romantic

ing or overstating its optimistic
evaluation, may be more fruitfully utilized to addre%;tke\)% change. In fact
Benjamin is not unaware that distraction could ivé)r'y%rg ornoean complacent
es on commodity Ffetishism in The
ibiti ons; e%%vated “to the level
of the commodity”, and knowingly abso [ d carried y the cult of the
commodity, “surrenders to its manipulation while enj ow/g@h)s own alienation from
himself and others’ (1999; 5I)§<\et herein The ﬁrcéf@s Project, the more positive
is set out in the W@@@ Art” essay is also mingled and
iversion, giving ri eto a concept that seemsto blur

lity of positiveand n@g ive distractions. Howard Eiland calls
this ambiv@?ﬁf%i multaneity of positi@.d negative valorizations of distraction a
ject” (

“ defini ﬂég;ofﬁ/he Arcades 62). It is this sense of distraction that our
\mf men’'sp onsisaso going to utilize.

ragmentation, misc y, visual dazzle and blurring of text and ads seenin
ass women'’s publications do indeed seduce the female reader to

self-surrender and oblivion, especialy in his p:

of distraction does not at al encompass a dimension of positive mastery and pleasure.
Nor would it be right to use taste as the dividing line and to argue that the elitist
intellectual isimmune to involuntary distraction. Baudelaire, for instance, “ succumbs’
to the intoxicating experience of urban modernity, too (Benjamin 1999:11). And
Gissing's New Grub Sreet acknowledges that even clever people “really can’t fix



one's attention in traveling” and would find “even an article in newspaper” “too long”

(377), thus implying that the short attention span so scathingly mocked at earlier in

the novel is probably caused not just by taste or education, but also by the context of

the reading. Distraction is thus a collective experience that happensto all people

immersed in the new mass culture. The content of the women’s mass reading may be

steeped in manipulation, but the meaning of their reading process, of their use of the —~

reading, cannot be divorced from its condition of reception, from their daily context ﬁ x

of reading, and the nature of this reading as part of their immersion in cityscape and |r3 \\\

rapidly changing urban scenes. \ \\ )‘
It isthe concept of distraction not simply as inattention, but also as attent

elsewhere, that is particularly useful here. In the “Work of Art” essay, dlstrac)gl

seen as a habitua repetition of something often in the process of doi ng SO

(Benjamin 1968: 242). While a competent performance of somethm Wi

about it implies certain mastery of skills, distraction also involves att '

elsewhere, as oneis distracted by something which fleeti n(jv catsh%the eye,

something readily recognizable but glimpsed inan ht. It is this‘combination of

the familiar and the new that characterizes the readi

readers, who as new entrants into the modern@rbanygz;ﬁe . really use their mass

reading as a crucial part of their reading and kﬁo jeof the urb e. The

reading of the mass publications, oft during bus or- tr%%mdas (New Grub

Sreet 376) while the women readersare physi immer T@ urban landscape

of commercialized spectacle, lead to a greater'dli ppagepg(&n the literary text and

the urban text. The distrac andﬁagmentary nature of&hew mass readlngs which

i ngjel/

ut thinking

of the mass women

here their e)@/enénc d1>sfract| on as oblivion and inability to get

. Reading as part of th life activities, of going around in buses and
\%Bteﬁ/end inw ?@aﬁiviti& and gains meanings from there.

point worth men%%ng is the hidden gender dimension behind the
distraction. For a concept attributed to the filmic experience of the 1920s,
) alarge part of such filmic audiences was distinctly female, the links between
tion and a specifically feminine way of reception seem to need more detailed
exposure. Benjamin does not mention the linkage, but the term’s often negative
connotations actually evade the urgent social issues behind, particularly the expansion
of social and political freedom for women and the identification of the feminine as a
threat to the male bourgeoisie, represented in Gissing, for instance, in the opposition
between a masculine, individual and auratic way of reading and a feminine (by




women or by afeminized, non-intellectual way of reading), mass and distracted way
of cultural experience. Even Kracauer, in aless often quoted essay than “Cult of
Distraction”, reveals the underlying sexism behind the concept. In “The Little
Shopgirls Go to the Movies’, Kracauer dismissestiller-girls, typists and shopgirls as
devoid in judgment and giving themselves over to the “daydream” of films (292).
Here the utopian and radical possibilities of distraction as envisaged in his*“Cult of P
Distraction” essay are given over to rather dlitist disdain for the mass female audience | x
whose tasteless, oblivious surrender is seen as responsible for the embarrassingly low //‘\\
standard of film production. Kracauer does acknowledge the new predominancegc \ //‘
women among film spectators, but in envisaging a positive perception of distraction .~
as the new mode of film reception, he obviously does not have the “little shgp;%:?; |\>

D)

mind.** ~ =
Yet if distraction in all its many nuances isto characterize tla\g\ n@egt' e
mode of cultural experience, as both Kracauer and Benjamin argde\\:\tr}eﬂ\j&&buld be
self-defeating to exclude women who constitute alarge corfsémer\ti ch forms of
mass culture. In fact the “tactile appropriation” seen by Benjami n\a\é\a key trait of
distraction appliesto what is traditionally viewed as a ically feminine way of
reception, asthe visual is seen to appeal to th@senf@/s&m\ going to the mind, and

{
|

aswomen are usually seen as particularly prone \ ‘bd at sucr& /sensual
functions. Distraction isthus linked i i to afeminine pr %%Eﬁnized mode of
perception which also characteriz e mass' mode of cultural

experience. A discussion of distraction must therefore d;g@@ﬁrate awareness of the
hidden though very significant feminine associations behind. It must also

S 10 . (ON© N
. ) . otential of dls.trgc;{%g set out by Benjamin a_nd
Kracauer, just as equal Iy\ the reception mode of the mass female audience.
The mass femalerea irlsand a I/Of e turn-of-the-century women’s

publicati OF)/S/I/éﬁO exception. o
N

% For more on Kracauer’s early writings on film, see Hake 155-63.



