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Abstract: 

Indian women’s periodicals played an important role in shaping women’s participation in public debates, 

challenging established gender norms and creating alternative spaces for feminist expression. However, their 

historical contribution to the development of gendered consciousness and its relevance to contemporary digital 

feminism require further conceptual examination. This paper examines how Indian women’s periodicals 

functioned as a feminist public sphere and explores how their historical role contributes to understanding 

gendered consciousness in contemporary India. Drawing on feminist critiques of the public sphere and the 

concept of counterpublics, it investigates how print culture enabled women to engage with debates on education, 

marriage, employment and citizenship despite their limited access to formal public institutions. The study uses a 

qualitative, interpretive research design based on a purposively selected corpus of fifty scholarly sources 

published between 1986 and 2024. The sources were analysed through reflexive thematic analysis, supported by 

source, theoretical and investigator triangulation. Five major themes emerged: periodicals as counterpublic 

spaces; reform, education and domesticity; intersectional exclusions; nationalism and transnational networks; 

and continuities between print-based and digital feminism. The findings show that women’s periodicals widened 

opportunities for participation and fostered communities of female readers, while also reproducing caste, class 

and religious hierarchies and frequently associating women’s emancipation with reformist and nationalist 

agendas. Contemporary digital hashtag publics reflect both the emancipatory possibilities and structural 

exclusions inherited from print-based feminist spaces. The paper argues that gendered consciousness in India is 

best understood as a historically cumulative, contested and multidimensional process rather than a linear 

progression towards emancipation. It establishes a conceptual connection between the history of women’s print 

culture and contemporary digital feminist scholarship, highlighting the continuing significance of historical 

media spaces in understanding the formation and transformation of feminist public engagement in India. 
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Introduction 

Modern democratic participation depends on citizens' ability to express opinions, exchange ideas and influence 

collective decisions. However, the classical conception of the public sphere does not adequately account for the 

historical exclusion of women from public discussions. Feminist perspectives challenge this limitation by 

demonstrating that supposedly universal spaces of public debate have been structured by gender and class 

inequalities (Fraser, 1990). The concept of subaltern counterpublics explains how marginalized groups establish 

alternative communicative spaces to articulate their identities, interests and demands. These spaces enable 

excluded communities to develop alternative interpretations of social realities and challenge dominant 

narratives. The relationship between media and democratic communication highlights the importance of 

circulation and accessibility in shaping public opinion (Habermas, 2006). Thus, meaningful participation 

requires not merely formal rights but also accessible spaces in which marginalized voices can be expressed, 

recognized and circulated. This provides the theoretical foundation for examining women's periodicals in India 

as historical sites of feminist communication and public engagement. The exclusion of women from public life 

is closely connected to the gendered division between public and private spheres. Gender is not simply a social 

distinction but a fundamental mechanism through which relationships of power and inequality are organized 
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(Scott, 1986). Women's participation in public communication has historically been shaped by restrictions on 

mobility, social expectations and unequal access to institutional spaces. Contemporary research further 

demonstrates that public spaces remain unevenly accessible in terms of safety, visibility and participation 

(Gqola et al., 2024). Historically, these restrictions made print particularly significant for women in India. 

Periodicals could enter domestic spaces, circulate across geographical boundaries and facilitate intellectual 

engagement without requiring physical participation in public assemblies. Print therefore provided an alternative 

means of negotiating the boundaries between domestic restrictions and public expression. 

In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century India, women's periodicals emerged as important platforms for social 

reform, education and feminist-nationalist engagement. Their significance extended beyond the circulation of 

information to the articulation of women's experiences and political concerns. For instance, the Hindi periodical 

Stri Darpan and Rameshwari Nehru's travels to Rangoon demonstrate how women's print networks connected 

feminist-nationalist ideas with wider political developments (Nijhawan, 2012). Affordable publication, postal 

circulation, collective reading practices and pseudonymous authorship further facilitated women's engagement 

with print. These developments expanded opportunities for women to participate in intellectual and political 

discussions. Access remained unequal because editorial authority, financial resources and literacy were 

concentrated among particular social groups. Women's periodicals simultaneously challenged gender-based 

exclusion and reproduced certain class, caste, religious and regional hierarchies. They must therefore be 

understood as important but internally unequal spaces of feminist participation. The historical development of 

print also offers an important perspective for understanding contemporary digital feminism. Digital platforms 

have created new opportunities for women to challenge sexism, communicate experiences and organize 

collective campaigns (Munro, 2013). However, technological development does not automatically ensure 

democratic or inclusive participation. The structural, representational and interactional dimensions of 

communication continue to influence whose voices become visible and influential (Dahlgren, 2005). This 

suggests that digital feminist spaces confront several questions that were already present in print-based 

communication, particularly concerning ownership, accessibility, representation and exclusion. Examining 

historical and contemporary media together therefore helps establish whether digital feminism represents a 

fundamental transformation or an extension of earlier struggles for communicative participation. The study 

brings together three interconnected theoretical perspectives: the feminist public sphere, intersectionality and 

layered gendered consciousness.  

The feminist public sphere provides a framework for understanding how women created alternative spaces for 

expressing their experiences and challenging dominant narratives. Intersectionality examines how caste, class, 

religion, language and regional inequalities shaped women's unequal access to these spaces. The concept of 

layered gendered consciousness further explains how communication contributes to the recognition, articulation 

and collective questioning of gender-based inequalities. Gendered consciousness is therefore understood as a 

historically changing and socially differentiated process rather than a uniform experience shared by all women. 

This approach avoids treating women's periodicals either as universally emancipatory institutions or as 

exclusively elite spaces. Instead, it examines their achievements alongside the structural inequalities that 

influenced participation and representation. Despite existing research on individual periodicals, regional print 

cultures and contemporary digital activism, an integrated understanding connecting India's women's print 

history with feminist public sphere theory, intersectionality and digital participation remains limited. Historical 

studies frequently concentrate on particular publications, languages or geographical regions, although 

contemporary discussions of digital feminism often overlook the historical foundations of women's mediated 

communication. Similarly, research on gender inequality in India does not always examine the earlier 

communicative spaces through which women's experiences and demands were articulated. This separation 

limits an understanding of how feminist public participation has evolved across different media. Addressing this 

gap, the present study connects historical and contemporary developments by examining the mechanisms of 

access, representation, gatekeeping and exclusion. The paper contributes an integrated account of women's 

participation in public communication while recognising the unequal conditions under which feminist voices 

have emerged. It also establishes the importance of preserving women's print histories and addressing language, 

accessibility, safety and ownership in contemporary digital spaces. Therefore, the paper makes an attempt to 
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analyse how Indian women’s journals functioned as a feminist public sphere, how far they widened and how far 

they limited women’s participation in public debate, and how their legacies shape the formation of gendered 

consciousness in India, including in the digital feminist publics of the present. In doing so, it treats periodicals 

neither as mirrors of social change nor as its sole engine, but as arenas in which meanings about womanhood 

were produced, contested and circulated under unequal conditions. 

Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research approach employing systematic interpretive review and 

qualitative document analysis (QDA) to examine the historical development of Indian women’s periodicals and 

their contribution to the formation of gendered consciousness (Snyder, 2019; Bowen, 2009). The analysis is 

guided by an integrated theoretical perspective combining feminist public sphere theory, counterpublic theory, 

intersectionality and feminist critical discourse analysis. These perspectives are used to examine women's 

participation in print culture, the construction of alternative public spaces, intersecting social exclusions and the 

relationship between feminist expression, nationalism and contemporary digital activism. Scholarly sources 

were identified through structured searches of academic databases and journal platforms, including Scopus, Web 

of Science, JSTOR, Project MUSE, Cambridge Core, Wiley Online Library, SAGE Journals and Taylor & 

Francis Online, with Google Scholar used for supplementary citation tracking. The search strategy employed 

combinations of terms such as “feminist public sphere,” “counterpublics,” “women’s periodicals,” “Indian print 

culture,” “gendered consciousness,” “intersectionality,” “nationalism and feminism,” and “digital feminism.” 

The search and selection process covered publications between 1986 and 2024. Screening involved three stages: 

initial title and source screening for relevance, full-text assessment against the inclusion criteria, and final 

thematic eligibility screening. The inclusion criteria required sources to be published in English, peer-reviewed 

or issued by recognized scholarly presses, and authored by non-government researchers or scholars, with 

substantive relevance to women's print culture, feminist public spheres, gender relations in India or the 

theoretical perspectives employed in the study. Opinion pieces, blogs, duplicate publications and sources 

without direct relevance to the research objectives were excluded. Following the selection process, fifty 

scholarly sources were retained, comprising forty substantive sources and ten methodological sources. The forty 

substantive sources constituted the core analytical corpus, although the remaining ten sources provided 

methodological guidance and support for the research design and analytical procedures. The substantive corpus 

was examined through reflexive thematic analysis, involving repeated reading, coding, categorization, theme 

development and interpretive refinement. The analysis followed an iterative process in which themes were 

constructed through engagement with the literature rather than treated as predetermined categories (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019). Five interconnected themes were developed to examine the formation of feminist publics, social 

reform and domesticity, intersectional exclusions, nationalism and transnational feminist networks, and the 

relationship between print and digital feminist publics. A feminist critical discourse perspective was employed 

to examine how language, representation and social power shaped the construction of femininity and women's 

public participation (Lazar, 2007). Triangulation was undertaken by comparing evidence across disciplinary 

sources, theoretical perspectives and the authors' independent interpretations (Carter et al., 2014). Research 

trustworthiness was strengthened through an analytical audit trail, peer debriefing and attention to credibility, 

sincerity and meaningful coherence (Nowell et al., 2017; Tracy, 2010). Researcher reflexivity was maintained 

throughout the process, with attention to how disciplinary positions and interpretive assumptions influenced 

source selection, coding, thematic development and analytical emphasis. The study offers an interpretation of 

Indian women's print culture as a historically situated and contested feminist public sphere. It does not seek to 

establish causal relationships or claim comprehensive representation of all women's experiences. Instead, it 

examines how gendered consciousness was articulated, negotiated and transformed through print-based 

participation and how its historical legacies continue to inform contemporary feminist communication. 

Results and Discussion 

Periodicals as Counterpublic Arenas 

The first theme examines whether women’s periodicals can be understood as counterpublic arenas. Table 1 and 

Figure 1 set out how the forty substantive sources distribute across the five themes developed in this study. 
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These counts indicate the distribution of scholarly attention; they do not rank the themes by importance. The 

largest clusters concern digital continuities (eleven sources) and intersectional exclusions (nine), although work 

on nationalism and transnational networks is the smallest (five). This distribution is also analytically relevant. 

Much of the literature that theorizes publics and counterpublics is conceptual or contemporary, whereas the 

studies that examine particular Indian periodicals are fewer and tend to appear under the reform and nationalism 

themes. This suggests that the concept of the counterpublic is more fully developed in theory than it has been 

tested against the Indian archive, which is one reason why this section begins from the concept and then 

examines how far periodicals fit it. 

Table 1: Thematic Structure of the Forty Substantive Sources 

Theme Sources 

(n) 

Publication 

span 

Central analytic claim 

Periodicals as 

counterpublic arenas 

8 1990–2024 Print created addressable women’s publics, but 

their “counter” character depended on 

discourse, patronage and cost. 

Reform, education and 

domesticity 

7 1986–2023 Reform gave women a legitimate way into print 

but also limited what could be said. 

Intersectional exclusions 9 1986–2022 Caste, class and religion structured who could 

read, write and be represented in the feminist 

public. 

Nationalism, empire and 

transnational networks 

5 1987–2022 The women’s question was entangled with 

nationalist and imperial agendas and with cross-

border solidarity. 

Print and digital 

continuities 

11 2002–2021 Digital feminist publics repeat the promise and 

the exclusions of print under new commercial 

conditions. 

Total 40 1986–2024 Ten methodological sources were excluded 

from coding. 

 

Note. Themes were assigned by each source’s primary analytic focus.  

Figure 1: Distribution of Substantive Sources by Primary Theme 

 

Note. Source: authors’ thematic coding of the substantive corpus (n = 40). 
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The formation of a public sphere through women's periodicals in colonial India can be traced through the 

circulation of printed texts, the development of shared readerships and the emergence of collective discussions 

beyond domestic boundaries. A public does not necessarily emerge through formal membership or institutional 

recognition; rather, it develops when texts circulate among strangers and establish continuing relationships 

between writers and readers (Warner, 2002). The growth of women's print culture in India provides historical 

evidence of this process. Bamabodhini Patrika, established in Calcutta in 1863, became an important Bengali 

periodical addressing women's education and social conditions. The periodical continued publication, with 

interruptions, until 1922 and provided a platform for discussions concerning women's social position and 

education. Similarly, Stri Darpan, launched in Allahabad in 1909 under the editorship of Rameshwari Nehru, 

developed a Hindi readership through regular publication and engagement with women's issues. It reportedly 

circulated among approximately 1,000–2,000 subscribers and included editorials, political news, readers' letters, 

book reviews, poetry, biographies, short stories and discussions of social reform and nationalism (Nijhawan, 

2012). These publications connected women across households and geographical locations through common 

discussions and recurring debates., periodicals did more than circulate individual opinions; they helped establish 

shared readerships and transformed isolated readers into participants in a wider communicative community. 

The political significance of women's periodicals also emerged from their ability to redefine issues traditionally 

confined to domestic life. By addressing women as readers and treating their experiences as legitimate subjects 

of public discussion, these publications challenged the assumption that women's concerns belonged exclusively 

within the household. Discussions concerning household management, children's education, widowhood, 

marriage, religious practices and women's social responsibilities acquired wider significance when published 

and circulated among readers. Stri Darpan, for example, combined domestic advice with political news, 

nationalist discussions, literary contributions and debates concerning women's social position (Nijhawan, 2012). 

Such discussions were not necessarily radical in their content, but their movement from private conversations 

into printed debate altered the boundaries of public participation. This development reflects the feminist critique 

of the conventional public sphere, particularly the argument that issues associated with domestic life must also 

be recognized as matters of public concern. Women's periodicals therefore created opportunities to question 

established gender roles while remaining within the social conventions of colonial India. 

However, classifying all women's periodicals as counterpublics requires critical examination. Counterpublics 

should be understood through the nature of their discourse and their relationship with dominant publics rather 

than simply through the identities of their participants (Asen, 2000). This distinction is particularly relevant to 

the Indian experience because several women's publications operated within existing reformist and patriarchal 

frameworks. Male reformers, educated families and influential patrons sometimes shaped editorial policies, 

financial arrangements and intellectual direction. The Indian Ladies Magazine, established in Madras in 1901 

under the editorship of Kamala Satthianadhan, provides an important example. Published monthly until 1918 

and subsequently revived between 1927 and 1938, it addressed women's education, social reform, domestic 

responsibilities and changing social roles. Its contributors included prominent figures such as Sarojini Naidu 

(Puri, 2023; Logan, 2024). Its emphasis on modernizing womanhood did not necessarily challenge the 

conventional separation between domestic and public responsibilities. The presence of women readers and 

contributors therefore did not automatically make every publication oppositional. Some journals questioned 

restrictions surrounding women's education, marriage and widowhood, although others reinforced ideals of 

domestic responsibility, moral conduct and respectable womanhood. Their political character varied according 

to editorial priorities, social influences and the extent to which they challenged established norms. 

The distinction between enclaves, counterpublics and satellite publics provides a further explanation of these 

differences (Squires, 2002). Enclaves offer marginalized groups relatively protected spaces for internal 

discussion, whereas counterpublics engage with and challenge dominant discourses. Satellite publics, in 

contrast, maintain greater separation from dominant communicative spaces. Women's periodicals performed 

these different functions through their varied editorial content. Publications addressing domestic practices, 

health, education and social conduct created spaces for communication among women, although discussions of 

colonial policies, legislation, nationalist politics and social reform extended their engagement with wider public 
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debates. Stri Darpan offers a particularly relevant example because it combined discussions of domestic life 

with political reporting and nationalist engagement. Its editor, Rameshwari Nehru, also used the publication to 

circulate experiences of women's mobilization in Burma. Her account of Burmese women, published in 1920, 

connected women's social conditions with questions of political participation and nationalist identity (Nijhawan, 

2012). Such developments demonstrate that internal communication and outward political engagement were 

interconnected. Women's periodicals could provide spaces for discussing shared experiences although extending 

those concerns into wider political debates. The expansion of women's print culture also needs to be examined 

through unequal access to publication and participation. Public expression does not necessarily produce equality 

when the resources and institutions governing communication remain concentrated among privileged groups 

(Banaji, 2024). Historically, literacy, financial resources, editorial authority and family support significantly 

influenced women's ability to participate in print culture. English-language publications such as The Indian 

Ladies Magazine primarily reached educated and relatively privileged sections of society, although access to 

regional-language publications was also shaped by literacy, economic position and geographical location. 

Similarly, Stri Darpan addressed an educated readership, although its discussions extended to wider questions of 

women's social and political participation (Nijhawan, 2012). These limitations raise important questions about 

the representation of lower-caste women, working women and women from religious and regional minorities. 

Editorial control and financial dependence influenced which subjects received attention and which experiences 

remained underrepresented. Women’s periodicals expanded opportunities for public expression without 

eliminating the structural inequalities that shaped participation. Their historical significance must therefore be 

accessed through both their contribution to women's communication and the social limitations governing access 

to it. These historical examples demonstrate that women's periodicals created important but internally 

differentiated spaces of public communication in colonial India. Publications such as Bamabodhini Patrika, Stri 

Darpan and The Indian Ladies' Magazine contributed to the circulation of ideas concerning education, social 

reform, domestic responsibilities, nationalism and women's public participation. However, their contribution 

was shaped by differences in language, readership, editorial authority, class position and political orientation. 

Their role in developing gendered consciousness should therefore not be understood as the transmission of a 

uniform feminist ideology. Rather, they established communicative spaces through which women could 

recognize shared concerns, articulate experiences and negotiate changing social identities. This historical 

understanding provides a basis for examining the substantive content of women's periodicals, particularly their 

debates on social reform, education and domesticity. 

Reform, Education and Domesticity: Negotiating Women's Entry into Public Life 

The debates surrounding social reform, education and domesticity constituted the central themes through which 

women's participation in colonial Indian print culture developed. These subjects were significant because they 

connected women's social position with broader questions of colonial modernity, cultural identity and the 

restructuring of Indian society. Before women gained greater opportunities to represent their experiences 

through print, colonial administrators, male reformers and nationalist thinkers had already constructed 

competing images of Indian womanhood. These representations frequently portrayed women either as symbols 

of Indian cultural tradition or as evidence of the perceived backwardness of indigenous society. Colonial 

representations included the devoted Hindu wife, the self-sacrificing widow and the figure of the sati, alongside 

depictions of the Indian woman as socially oppressed or culturally subordinate. Such representations were not 

neutral descriptions; they reflected the political and ideological interests of colonial rule and debates over Indian 

social reform (Sen, 2001). Women's entry into print therefore involved more than acquiring literacy or 

contributing to literary discussions. It provided an opportunity to challenge externally constructed identities, 

reinterpret social expectations and establish women's experiences as legitimate sources of public knowledge. In 

this context, women's writing gradually became a means of negotiating the relationship between social identity, 

cultural authority and political representation. 

The household occupied a particularly important position in these debates because it represented both the 

principal target of social reform and a major site of patriarchal authority. Discussions concerning marriage, 

child-rearing, household expenditure, women's conduct and relations between husbands and wives reflected 
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wider disagreements about the organization of family life under colonial modernity. Advice literature was 

especially significant because it translated abstract reformist ideas into everyday expectations governing 

women's behaviour. Research on late nineteenth-century Bengal demonstrates that male-authored advice 

manuals frequently sought to reorganize patriarchal domestic arrangements in response to colonial social 

changes, whereas women authors attempted to reinterpret these expectations and negotiate greater authority 

within the household (Walsh, 1997). This distinction reveals that domesticity was not simply a sphere of female 

confinement; it was also an arena in which competing ideas about gender, authority and social change were 

produced. Discussions of household management and child-rearing could reinforce conventional gender roles, 

but they could also establish women's knowledge and experience as valuable forms of social authority. The 

domestic sphere became an important location from which women could negotiate wider questions of social 

recognition and participation. 

Education represented another crucial dimension of this transformation because it connected women's 

intellectual development with debates about family reform, social advancement and individual agency. The 

emergence of the educated Indian woman, however, involved a complex negotiation between modern education 

and established cultural expectations. Analysis of the Indian Ladies' Magazine during its first publication period 

(1901–1918) demonstrates how editorial discussions of education and social reform contributed to the 

construction of the New Indian Woman. Under Kamala Satthianadhan's editorship, the magazine encouraged 

intellectual engagement, developed a community of readers and promoted women's social advancement (Puri, 

2022). The ideal of the New Indian Woman remained carefully negotiated: she was expected to acquire an 

education and intellectual competence while continuing to fulfil domestic and familial responsibilities. This dual 

expectation reveals the limitations of colonial-era reform because women's advancement was frequently 

justified through its perceived benefits for the household and society rather than through their independent rights 

and aspirations. At the same time, the increasing acceptance of women's education created opportunities to 

challenge intellectual dependency and expand women's participation in public communication. Education thus 

operated simultaneously as an instrument of social reform and a means of developing women's capacity to 

question established inequalities. 

The relationship between domestic responsibility and women's agency can also be understood through the 

concept of patriarchal bargains. Women's strategies for negotiating power are shaped by the specific social 

arrangements within which they seek security, recognition and limited autonomy (Kandiyoti, 1988). In colonial 

India, presenting female education as beneficial to family welfare could provide women with a socially 

acceptable justification for acquiring knowledge, developing intellectual skills and entering public discussions. 

Such negotiations were not necessarily expressions of complete submission; they could also represent practical 

strategies for expanding opportunities within restrictive social arrangements. However, these strategies carried 

limitations because women's newly acquired authority often remained dependent on their ability to fulfil 

established expectations of domestic responsibility. The same educational achievement could therefore be 

interpreted as strengthening family life or as increasing women's independent capacity for decision-making. 

This tension demonstrates that women's entry into public life did not always require an immediate rejection of 

domestic identities. Instead, it frequently involved renegotiating the meaning of those identities and expanding 

the possibilities available within them. The relationship between education, resources and agency further 

demonstrates why women's empowerment cannot be measured simply through access to literacy or public 

discussion. Empowerment involves the ability to make meaningful strategic life choices through the interaction 

of resources, agency and achievements (Kabeer, 1999). In the context of women's print participation, education 

and literacy constituted essential resources, although writing, editing, intellectual exchange and public argument 

represented expressions of agency. However, the actual outcomes depended on whether women possessed the 

financial means, institutional opportunities and social support necessary to exercise these capacities. Access to 

education did not automatically translate into economic independence, political influence or control over 

household decisions. The distinction is important because it shifts the analysis from the assumption that 

education automatically liberated women towards examining how educational opportunities were distributed 

and what forms of autonomy they actually produced. Women's participation in print culture therefore 
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represented an important development in gendered consciousness, although its benefits remained uneven across 

social and economic groups. 

The continuing relationship between resources and women's agency is also visible in contemporary discussions 

of economic participation. Evidence concerning women's financial inclusion in India indicates that participation 

in formal financial systems is influenced by individual circumstances, household conditions and institutional 

arrangements (Govindapuram et al., 2023). Although this research addresses contemporary financial 

participation rather than historical print culture, it reinforces the importance of examining the material 

conditions underlying women's agency. The historical emphasis on education, employment and domestic reform 

similarly reflected aspirations whose realization depended on access to resources and supportive institutions. 

Women's ability to translate knowledge into meaningful choices has therefore remained connected to broader 

questions of economic opportunity, household authority and institutional accessibility. The comparison does not 

establish that colonial and contemporary conditions are identical; rather, it highlights the continuing analytical 

importance of distinguishing between the formal recognition of women's rights and their practical ability to 

exercise them. The debates on reform, education and domesticity reveal the contradictory character of women's 

entry into public communication in colonial India. Reformist discourse created opportunities for women to 

acquire education, participate in print and articulate concerns that had previously received limited public 

recognition. These opportunities were frequently conditioned by expectations that women's advancement should 

strengthen the family, preserve cultural respectability and contribute to national improvement. Women's 

gendered consciousness developed through both resistance to unequal social arrangements and negotiation with 

the domestic expectations that structured their participation. This dual character is essential for understanding 

the historical development of feminist communication because it demonstrates that women's public engagement 

was neither a straightforward movement towards emancipation nor merely an extension of patriarchal reform. 

Rather, it involved continuous negotiations over education, authority, identity and the meaning of women's 

participation in society. 

Intersectional Exclusions in the Feminist Public 

The feminist public sphere in colonial and modern India was shaped by unequal patterns of access, participation 

and representation, raising critical questions about whose experiences were acknowledged and whose concerns 

remained marginalized. Intersectionality provides an analytical framework for understanding these exclusions 

through the interconnected dimensions of gender, caste, class and religion. Access to women’s periodicals was 

conditioned by literacy, language, economic resources, leisure and household support, which were unevenly 

distributed across social groups. The emerging feminist public was largely accessible to women who possessed 

the educational and material resources necessary to participate in print culture. The reformist agenda similarly 

reflected the priorities of those who controlled publication platforms, often privileging concerns related to 

domesticity, education, morality and respectable femininity while overlooking the experiences of socially 

disadvantaged women. Representations of the ideal Indian woman frequently emerged from particular upper-

caste and middle-class social locations but were presented as universal feminine ideals. Such exclusions were 

not merely incidental but reflected the structural, political and representational dimensions of intersectionality, 

through which apparently inclusive public spaces reproduced existing social hierarchies (Crenshaw, 1991). The 

marginal position of certain women within dominant institutions also generated distinctive forms of knowledge. 

Women who participated in male-dominated spaces without receiving full recognition could identify 

contradictions within reformist and nationalist discourses, although their experiences differed significantly 

according to their social location. The perspective of an educated reformist woman, for instance, could not be 

equated with that of a domestic worker who remained excluded from periodical readership altogether (Collins, 

1986). 

The analytical approach adopted here is primarily intracategorical, examining the differences within the 

category of “woman” through the experiences of literate producers and readers of periodicals. Rather than 

claiming to represent all women, this approach investigates how gendered identities and public participation 

were shaped by intersecting social inequalities (McCall, 2005). Intersectionality is employed as a historically 

sensitive analytical perspective rather than a predetermined framework, recognising that caste, class, religion 
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and gender operate through context-specific relationships in India (Nash, 2008). This distinction is particularly 

important because social positioning, identity, collective attachments and normative value systems do not 

necessarily produce uniform experiences among women (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Although periodical readers 

shared a position as literate women, their understandings of reform, modernity and social change varied 

according to their caste affiliations, class locations, religious commitments and cultural values. Gender, caste 

and class must therefore be understood as distinct yet interacting systems of inequality rather than as separate 

disadvantages accumulated by individuals (Walby et al., 2012). In the Indian context, the regulation of women’s 

sexuality, mobility, conduct and public appearance frequently operated as a mechanism for maintaining caste 

and community boundaries. Accordingly, periodicals promoting ideals of respectable femininity, domestic 

refinement and moral discipline could reproduce these boundaries, even when their explicit objectives involved 

women’s education and emancipation. The ideal of the reformed woman was not socially neutral. It privileged 

particular forms of cultural respectability and implicitly excluded women whose lives and social practices did 

not conform to these expectations. Caste-based hierarchies of respectability further shaped the construction of 

femininity, as dominant social norms frequently classified Dalit sexuality as vulgar while positioning upper-

caste conduct as the standard of respectable humanity. Dalit assertions of dignity therefore challenged not only 

gendered expectations but also the caste-based classifications through which social recognition was distributed 

(Paik, 2022). 

These exclusions reveal that the expansion of women’s participation in print culture did not necessarily produce 

an equally inclusive feminist public. The relationship between empowerment and control over communication 

platforms remains significant, as initiatives addressing women’s advancement can reproduce unequal power 

relations when women are positioned primarily as recipients rather than as active producers of change 

(Mangurkar & Rangaswamy, 2022). This pattern offers a useful parallel with reformist periodicals, where 

women’s emancipation was often articulated through channels controlled by particular social groups. The digital 

public sphere further demonstrates the persistence of these tensions. Dalit-Adivasi-Bahujan feminist 

interventions, including the circulation of the List of Sexual Harassers in Academia, challenged established 

feminist spaces by exposing the discomfort and resistance generated when marginalized women asserted 

alternative forms of political speech and accountability (Morais dos Santos Bruss, 2020). Such developments 

indicate that technological expansion and wider communication access do not automatically eliminate 

inequalities of recognition, authority and representation. Instead, marginalized groups continue to contest the 

boundaries of feminist publics across changing media environments. The historical experience of women’s 

periodicals thus demonstrates that feminist consciousness in India developed not only through reformist 

initiatives but also through persistent challenges to the exclusions embedded within those initiatives. A 

comprehensive understanding of the feminist public must therefore examine both the opportunities created by 

print culture and the social hierarchies that restricted its reach. Widening access to a communication medium is 

not equivalent to widening the public that participates in it; meaningful inclusion requires the recognition of 

diverse social experiences, the redistribution of communicative authority and the questioning of normative 

ideals that privilege particular categories of women over others. 

Nationalism, Empire and Transnational Feminist Networks 

Women’s periodicals in colonial India operated within the intersecting political contexts of British imperialism, 

the nationalist movement and emerging international feminist networks. These forces shaped women’s 

opportunities for public expression and influenced the articulation of gendered consciousness. Colonial debates 

on social reform frequently positioned women as subjects of discussion rather than active participants. The 

controversy surrounding sati illustrates this contradiction, as colonial officials and indigenous male elites 

invoked women’s status to negotiate questions of tradition, authority and civilization, although women’s own 

perspectives remained marginalized (Mani, 1987). Women’s contributions to periodicals therefore represented 

an intervention into a public sphere historically dominated by men. Their writings challenged established 

assumptions by presenting women as intellectual and political actors. Simultaneously, colonial representations 

frequently constructed Indian women as passive, oppressed and culturally homogeneous subjects. Such 

representations were critically questioned through feminist scholarship, which demonstrated how the category of 
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the “Third World woman” obscured differences in historical experience, social position and political agency 

(Mohanty, 1988). Women’s periodicals provided an important counter-discourse by documenting diverse 

experiences and enabling women to articulate their own interpretations of social reform, education and 

emancipation. These publications were not entirely free from generalizations about Indian womanhood, 

revealing the continuing tension between individual experiences and collective representations. Transnational 

feminist networks significantly expanded the intellectual and political horizons of Indian women’s periodicals. 

The Women’s Indian Association, established in 1917, connected Indian women with international feminist 

movements, although its journal, Stri Dharma, became an important platform for negotiating women’s rights, 

nationalist politics and international solidarity. The periodical communicated with Indian nationalists, 

international feminist allies and women’s organizations, linking domestic demands for political and social rights 

with wider feminist campaigns (Tusan, 2003). However, international associations also generated concerns 

regarding national loyalty, particularly when women’s demands were perceived as subordinate to or disruptive 

of the nationalist struggle. Print culture further enabled women to challenge restrictions on mobility and 

domestic confinement. Bengali women’s travelogues, published in periodicals such as Bamabodhini Patrika, 

Bharati and Antahpur from the 1860s, provided accounts of travel and encounters beyond the household. These 

writings challenged conventional ideals of female immobility and expanded women’s participation in Bengali 

literary and public culture, although opportunities remained conditioned by gender and class (Harder, 2020). 

Transnational solidarity, therefore, was not simply the transfer of feminist ideas from one region to another. It 

involved selective engagement, translation and negotiation across unequal political and social contexts. 

Meaningful solidarity requires reciprocal dialogue and recognition of differences rather than speaking on behalf 

of marginalized women (Vemuri, 2022). 

The relationship between nationalism and feminism further shaped the development of gendered consciousness. 

Women’s education, public participation and social emancipation were frequently justified as essential to 

national regeneration. This formulation enabled women’s demands to enter the dominant political discourse, but 

it also risked subordinating gender equality to nationalist priorities. When women’s advancement was valued 

primarily for its contribution to the nation, their independent claims could be postponed in favour of political 

objectives. Women’s periodicals became spaces where national belonging, gender equality and social reform 

were continuously negotiated. Their contributors occupied multiple positions as women, members of religious 

and social communities, colonial subjects, nationalist participants and members of international networks. These 

overlapping affiliations shaped the ways gender inequality was understood and challenged. The historical 

development of feminist consciousness in India must therefore be understood as a plural and cumulative process 

rather than a linear progression towards emancipation. Each phase of women’s print culture introduced new 

arguments while retaining unresolved tensions from earlier periods. Contemporary debates concerning 

feminism, nationalism and global solidarity continue to reflect these historical negotiations. The women’s 

periodical press demonstrates that feminist political consciousness developed not merely through the expansion 

of rights but through persistent struggles over representation, authority, political allegiance and the right to 

speak for women. 

From Print to Digital: Continuities and Ruptures 

This theme considers what the history of print can tell us about digital feminist publics. Figure 2 shows the 

distribution of the forty substantive sources by decade of publication. The distribution reveals a pattern relevant 

to the development of scholarship in this area. The corpus contains five sources from the 1980s, four from the 

1990s, thirteen from the 2000s, eight from the 2010s and ten from the 2020s. The foundational theoretical work 

on publics, gender and intersectionality is concentrated in the earlier decades, although the work on digital 

media clusters from the 2000s onwards. This timing reflects the pace at which scholarship has responded to new 

platforms, and it supports the suggestion that the novelty of digital feminism has sometimes been overstated by 

a literature that lacks a long historical baseline. The question that follows is whether the structure of the feminist 

public changed when the medium changed. 
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Figure 2: Substantive Sources by Decade of Publication 

 

 

Note. Source: authors’ analysis of publication years in the substantive corpus 

From Print to Digital Feminist Publics 

The shift from print-based to digital feminist communication has widened women's opportunities for political 

expression, but historical inequalities in public participation have persisted. The distinction between public 

space and public sphere is important because the availability of communication platforms does not 

automatically ensure democratic participation or collective political influence (Papacharissi, 2002). Historically, 

women's periodicals provided spaces to discuss education, social reform, domestic inequalities and political 

rights. Contemporary social media platforms have extended these possibilities through instant communication, 

wider circulation and transnational connections. However, digital participation in India remains affected by 

gendered inequalities in access. According to the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5), conducted during 

2019–21, only 33.3 per cent of women aged 15–49 had ever used the internet, compared with 51.2 per cent of 

men. The disparity was particularly pronounced between rural and urban women, with internet usage recorded at 

24.6 per cent and 51.8 per cent respectively (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, 2022). These figures 

demonstrate that digital feminist publics emerged within an unequal technological environment. Feminist 

blogging networks enabled women to establish connections, exchange arguments and amplify political concerns 

across multiple platforms, resembling the historical circulation of ideas between women's periodicals (Shaw, 

2012). Thus, digital communication transformed the speed and geographical reach of feminist engagement 

without eliminating the structural conditions governing participation. 

The expansion of digital feminist activism in India became particularly visible through campaigns addressing 

women's mobility, public safety and sexual harassment. Following the December 2012 Delhi gang rape, 

nationwide demonstrations and online discussions brought violence against women into the centre of public 

debate. The subsequent Criminal Law (Amendment) Act, 2013, expanded the legal framework addressing 

sexual offences.  In January 2017, the #IWillGoOut campaign mobilized women across Indian cities through 

coordinated demonstrations demanding equal access to public spaces and freedom from gender-based 

restrictions. Similarly, the #WhyLoiter campaign challenged the assumption that women's presence in public 

spaces required a particular purpose or social justification, connecting digital activism with everyday questions 

of mobility and citizenship (ORF, 2019).  Another significant development was the Indian #MeToo movement 

in 2018, which enabled women in the film industry, journalism, academia and other professional sectors to 
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publicly discuss experiences of sexual harassment. Its significance extended beyond individual allegations by 

generating debates about institutional accountability and workplace safety. Research examining #MeTooIndia 

between 2018 and 2021 analysed 354,496 tweets and identified both the movement's participatory potential and 

the exclusion of suburban women's experiences. It also documented how online hostility could discourage 

participation and produce self-censorship (Al Dahdah et al., 2024; Pain, 2020). These developments demonstrate 

that digital feminist activism can transform individual experiences into collective political demands, although 

participation and visibility remain unequally distributed (Mendes et al., 2018; Jackson & Foucault Welles, 

2015). 

The commercialization and institutional control of digital communication further complicate the formation of 

inclusive feminist publics. Digital platforms operate through algorithmic ranking, corporate ownership and 

commercial priorities, influencing which feminist concerns receive attention and which remain marginalized. 

Online harassment and unequal access to technological resources disproportionately affect women from 

disadvantaged social backgrounds. In South Asia, digital feminist interventions involving Dalit, queer, 

transgender and other marginalized communities have challenged dominant representations although exposing 

continuing hierarchies within feminist movements (Gajjala & Basu, 2021). The commercial incorporation of 

feminist ideas also risks replacing collective demands for structural equality with individualized narratives of 

empowerment and personal success (Baer, 2016; Rottenberg, 2014). Similarly, contemporary media cultures 

frequently associate feminism with individual choice and self-surveillance rather than sustained collective 

political engagement (Gill, 2007; McRobbie, 2004). Three conclusions emerge from this comparison. First, print 

and digital feminist publics share historical continuities in networking, editorial or platform gatekeeping and 

unequal representation. Second, digital media have introduced new opportunities through rapid circulation, 

transnational solidarity and broader political mobilization. Third, inequalities of caste, class, gender and 

technological access continue to determine whose experiences receive recognition. Women's periodicals should 

therefore be understood not simply as predecessors of digital feminism but as historically important foundations 

for examining the possibilities and limitations of contemporary feminist communication. 

Limitations 

This study has several limitations. It relies exclusively on secondary sources rather than direct archival 

examination of women’s periodicals, making its interpretations dependent on existing scholarly accounts. The 

focus on English-language, DOI-indexed, non-government publications excludes important vernacular 

scholarship, historical monographs and archival materials, potentially underrepresenting regional and non-elite 

perspectives. Its five thematic categories represent an interpretive organization of the selected literature rather 

than an exhaustive classification or statistical measurement of the field. The geographical and linguistic 

coverage is uneven, and the discussion of digital feminism remains selective. Although triangulation and 

reflexive interpretation were employed, alternative readings of the same literature remain possible. The corpus 

also ends in 2024 and does not establish causal relationships between historical print culture and contemporary 

digital activism. Future research should therefore incorporate archival examination of periodicals, regional-

language scholarship and empirical investigations of contemporary digital feminist practices to develop a more 

geographically inclusive and historically grounded understanding of gendered consciousness in India. 

Conclusion 

The historical development of Indian women’s print culture demonstrates that the emergence of gendered 

consciousness was not simply a consequence of social reform or the expansion of literacy, but a prolonged 

struggle over women’s access to public expression, intellectual authority and political recognition. Drawing on 

the thematic analysis of fifty scholarly sources, this study establishes that women’s periodicals functioned as 

important counterpublic arenas through which experiences previously confined to domestic life were 

transformed into subjects of wider social and political debate. Their contributions extended across five 

interconnected dimensions: the creation of alternative spaces for women's expression, the negotiation of 

education and social reform, the reproduction and contestation of caste- and class-based exclusions, the 

interaction of feminist aspirations with colonialism and nationalism, and the continuing transformation of 

feminist communication through digital platforms. The analysis demonstrates that these publications were 
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neither uniformly emancipatory nor merely reproductions of dominant social hierarchies; rather, they constituted 

contested spaces in which women negotiated the possibilities and limitations of their participation. Although 

print enabled women to question established conventions and articulate claims to education, dignity and agency, 

access and recognition remained unequally distributed through caste, class, religion, literacy and control over 

publication. Equally, the relationship between feminism, nationalism and transnational networks reveals that 

women's political consciousness developed through multiple and sometimes competing affiliations rather than 

through a singular ideological trajectory. The comparison with contemporary digital feminist movements further 

establishes that technological expansion can widen opportunities for expression without necessarily dismantling 

inequalities of representation, visibility and communicative authority. This study contributes by understanding 

gendered consciousness in India as a historically cumulative, intersectional and contested process, shaped not 

only by the arguments women articulated but also by the exclusions they confronted and the boundaries they 

continuously challenged. This interpretation moves beyond celebratory accounts of women's print culture by 

recognizing both its emancipatory possibilities and its internal limitations. It also establishes the importance of 

further research incorporating vernacular periodicals, archival materials and the experiences of marginalized 

women to recover histories that remain insufficiently represented in existing scholarship. The historical 

significance of women's periodicals lies not merely in providing women with a medium to communicate, but in 

transforming the conditions under which they could claim intellectual authority, question established power 

relations and participate in defining their position within society. The enduring significance of this history rests 

on a fundamental proposition: a feminist public sphere becomes meaningful not simply when women are 

permitted to speak, but when their diverse experiences are recognized, their voices influence public debate and 

they possess the authority to shape the terms of their own emancipation. 
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