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Women’s television histories: Locating women’s role in emerging and 

developing international television 

This special issue aims to take steps towards the internationalisation of scholarship on 

women’s television by drawing together articles on different national contexts of television 

and detailing the experiences of women in various national and historical television 

ecologies and economies. This is, of course, merely a step, since no one issue can attend to 

the breadth of women’s experiences in the many national television organisations and 

roles. Scholarship in anglophone, Global North and Western countries has been enabled 

because of the confluence of various factors including: fairly stable employment prospects 

for academics comparable, for example, to Global South scholars; the availability of 

funding for such scholars to undertake travel to conferences and network with scholars; the 

availability of research on the topic of women’s media histories because it is in English 

language and universities have the library resources. Therefore, the history of women’s 

work in these national contexts has begun to be told but there is a pressing need for 

attention to, and recognition of, scholarship beyond the limited context of anglophone 

territories. 

This issue is concerned with women’s work as television makers, workers and their place within 

television organisations in various national contexts. The reason we claim that this is needed is 

because, while scholarship is emerging, it remains very limited in comparison to the scholarly 

attention to women’s film work. Perhaps because of television’s ‘ordinary status’ and the relative 

de-prioritisation of auteurism in television scholarship, there has been less interest in women’s 

work in this medium and industry. Equally, film scholarship has often attempted to recuperate 

the status of women in film through focus on the creatives, the directors and above-the-line 

labour1 more so than television scholarship which is as concerned with the television production 

assistant and vision mixer as with the director. There has been increasing inclusion of television 

 
1 Above-the-line and below-the-line are budgetary terms that draws a distinction between those involved 

in creative roles and those in technical roles. 



in research on women’s media histories such as the special issue of Media International 

Australia that looked at women’s work in broader media including television and the subsequent 

special issue of Women’s History Review that turned to ‘women’s film and broadcasting history’ 

as an object of focus.2 The founding and continued success of the Women’s Film and Television 

History Network UK and Ireland in 2016 has also ensured that there is a forum for sharing and 

disseminating women’s television histories. The biannual conferences that commenced in 2016 

have increasingly broadened geographic lens to include women’s television histories from 

beyond the UK and Ireland. The special issue of Alphaville: Journal of Film and Screen Media 

evidenced both a global focus and increasing interest in television specifically. Baker et al.’s 

2019 special issue of Feminist Media Studies recuperated ‘broadcasting’ as a focal point, often 

neglected in scholarship that prefers medium specificity; the issue drew attention to the 

transnational careers of women in television and the trend of women moving between nations in 

order to sustain careers.3 Women’s technical and production work in broadcasting was the focus 

of a recent issue of Women’s History Review which uncovered rich histories of women working 

in technical departments, as crew and in jobs previously assumed male.4 Collectively, then, these 

special issues, while tending to retain an anglophone focus, have advanced the study of women’s 

work in television and created networks of researchers who advocate for further work in this 

 
2 Jeannine Baker and Justine Lloyd, ‘Gendered Labour and Media: Histories and Continuities’, Media 

International Australia 161, no. 1 (2016): 6–17; Vicky Ball, Pat Kirkham, and Laraine Porter, ‘Structures 

of Feeling: Contemporary Research in Women’s Film and Broadcasting History’, Women’s History 

Review 29, no. 5 (2020): 759–65. 
3 Jeannine Baker, Kate Murphy, and Kristin Skoog, eds., ‘Editors’ Introduction: Transnational 

Broadcasting’, Feminist Media Histories 5, no. 3 (2019): 1–8. 
4 Jeannine Baker, Kaitlynn Mendes, and Kate Terkanian, ‘Labour, Media and Technology: Editors’ 

Introduction’, Women’s History Review 31, no. 4 (2022): 533–41. 



area. Indeed, this current issue developed out of collaboration of colleagues who were members 

of the recently formed International Women’s Broadcasting History group.  

Various routes into women’s television work are evident across the literature and are 

evident in this current issue. There are a number of organisational and institutional histories – 

including broadcasters, companies, unions and networks – which detail women’s various 

technical, administrative and creative roles. While these histories are difficult to tell because of 

their sheer size, they are often paradoxically available because they are ‘neatly’ archived as 

organisational histories. Murphy and Terkanian, for example, each draw from the BBC archives 

to trace the role of women in the early years of the broadcaster, finding opportunities and 

limitations for women in equal measures.5 Morgan Wait’s study of women’s television work in 

Irish national broadcaster RTÉ during its earlier years offers a corrective to the myth that RTÉ 

was a change agent in Irish society, with women subject to stereotyping and gendered labour 

regimes.6 Byrely’s studies of women’s ‘ownership’ of broadcast outlets in the US, showed that 

women’s historic ownership was largely via family connections where they had little day-to-day 

roles in the organisations.7 Blaylock looks at the career of Shirley Graham du Bois who was the 

first director of television in Ghana in the 1960s, having moved there from the US.8 As Perlman 

documented in her study of US television, this dearth of women in positions of power has 

 
5 Kate Murphy, Behind the Wireless: a History of Early Women at the BBC (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 

2016); Kathryn Terkanian, ‘Women, Work, and the BBC: How Wartime Restrictions and Recruitment 

Woes Reshaped the Corporation, 1939-45' (PhD diss., Bournemouth University, 2019). 
6 Morgan Wait, ‘RTÉ and Women in the Workforce’ (PhD diss., Trinity College, Dublin, 2022). 
7 Carolyn M. Byerly, ‘Behind the Scenes of Women’s Broadcast Ownership’, Howard Journal of 

Communications 22, no. 1 (2011): 24–42, https://doi.org/10.1080/10646175.2011.546740. 
8 Jennifer Blaylock, ‘The Mother, the Mistress, and the Cover Girls: Ghana Broadcasting Corporation and 

the Coloniality of Gender’, Feminist Media Histories 8, no. 1 (2022): 102-133. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10646175.2011.546740


motivated advocacy groups, like the National Organization for Women, to use their ability as 

interested public parties to petition the Federal Communications Commission to ensure better 

representation of women in the television industry.9 Nonetheless, as scholars like Galt have 

evidenced, even those organisations such as television unions who should be supporting the 

rights of those most marginalised of workers like women, have sometimes done little to enact 

change and improvement in the conditions of television work for women.10 

Scholars have been particularly concerned to avoid the pitfalls of and the cul-de-sac that 

is auteurism in approaching women’s television work and labour and, instead, recognise the 

variety of production, service, administrative and creative work as all contributing to television. 

Although there is no shortage of scholarship on ‘outstanding’ and ‘exceptional’ women that 

broke down barriers to television jobs and roles, such biographies only tell part of the story of 

television and women’s work in this industry.11 However, as others have argued, women’s 

 
9 Allison Perlman, ‘Feminists in the Wasteland: The National Organization for Women and Television 

Reform’, Feminist Media Studies 7, no. 4 (2007): 413–31. 
10 Frances C. Galt, ‘“Regrettably up-to-date” The Patterns of Discrimination against Women in the Film 

and Television Industries Report (1975) in Historical Context’, Feminist Media Histories 4, no. 4 (2018): 

130–59.; and Frances C. Galt, ‘Researching Around Our Subjects: Working Towards a Women’s Labour 

History of Trade Unions in the British Film and Television Industries’, Alphaville: Journal of Film and 

Screen Media no. 20 (2021): 166–88. 
11 Michael T. Martin, ‘Madeline Anderson in Conversation: Pioneering an African American 

Documentary Tradition’, Black Camera: An International Film Journal (The New Series) 5, no. 1 (2013): 

72–93.; Donna Halper, Invisible Stars: A Social History of Women in American Broadcasting (London 

and New York: Routledge, 2015).; Mary Irwin, ‘Doreen Stephens: Producing and Managing British 

Television in the 1950s and 1960s’, Journal of British Cinema and Television 10, no. 3 (2013): 618–34; 

Cary O’Dell, Women Pioneers in Television: Biographies of Fifteen Industry Leaders (Jefferson, NC and 

London: McFarland, 1997); David Ozmun, ‘Opportunity Deferred: A 1952 Case Study of a Woman in 

Network Television News’, Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 52, no. 1 (2008): 1–15; Hollie 

 



histories are particularly vulnerable to the hierarchicalisation of labour. Prestige roles, those most 

often of interest to scholars and historians, are undertaken largely by men, and less prestigious, 

less recognised, valued, recorded and compensated roles are undertaken by women. This 

gendered division of labour works to invisibilise certain roles and certain people, leaving 

feminist scholars with much work to do to recuperate these histories and challenge the 

hierarchies that ignore women’s important work across the television industry. Feminist media 

historians have pointed to the methodological challenge in representing what has been obscured. 

Moseley and Wheatley, for example, suggest that gender bias has played a role in the selection of 

television histories for preservation.12 Institutional and organisations’ archives are not neutral 

sites of history but reflect the value judgements and hierarchies of the organisational culture. 

Galt has pointed out that women’s representation in such histories – in her own research, union 

records and documentation – is incomplete and often scattered across multiple collections, sites 

and archives, making the work of piecing together a historical narrative time-consuming.13 Even when 

scholars can locate sufficient evidence of women’s television work in archival records and 

collections and other documentary sources, there are huge gendered blind spots. Women’s actual 

experiences, for example, may reveal something very much at odds with the ‘official’ record of 

the archives. Feminist media scholars have turned, in such cases, to interviews, particularly oral 

histories and life story interviews, as a means of filling in the gaps and identifying counter-

 
Price, ‘Jill Craigie and the BBC: and Postwar Television, Feminist Histories and Modern Femininities’, 

Critical Studies in Television 17, no. 3 (2022): 269–83. 
12 Rachel Moseley and Helen Wheatley, ‘Is Archiving a Feminist Issue? Historical Research and the Past, 

Present, and Future of Television Studies’, Cinema Journal 47, no. 3 (2008): 152–8. 
13 Galt, ‘Researching Around Our Subjects’, 166–88. 



narratives that can be valuable correctives in television history.14 Methodological innovation and 

openness is, therefore, required of scholars in order to uncover the historical work of women in 

television. 

Various trends in international scholarship on women’s roles in television history include 

studies of authorship and creativity; considerations of women in specific fields such as technical 

work and/or journalism; women’s work as announcers and presenters; women’s work across 

various mediums including television; and the gendering of television labour. Studies of above-

the-line and creative labour document and acknowledge women’s authorship, creative voice and 

craft.15 For example, scholarship on female screenwriters and story editors notes how they have 

been neglected in television scholarship because of their gender and because their often low 

numbers resulted in their marginalisation and invisibility in the industry 16 Ellerson’s exhaustive 

 
14 Melanie Bell, ‘”I Owe it to Those Women to Own It”: Women, Media Production and Intergenerational 

Dialogue through Oral History’, Journal of British Cinema and Television 18, no. 4 (2021): 518–37.; 

Tom May, ‘Poorly Paid, but Proud to Work in Teams Producing “Quality”: An Oral History of Women’s 

Experiences Working in BBC Drama’, Critical Studies in Television 17, no. 3 (2022): 297–310; Eliana 

Caterine Mojica Acevedo, Gladys Adriana Espinel Rubio, and Luis Horacio Botero Montoya, ‘Life 

Stories as a Research Method in Social Communication. The Case of Women Journalists in San José de 

Cúcuta (Colombia)’, Latin American Journal of Communication no. 74 (2019): 347–59; and Dana 

Mustata, ‘“Failed Interviews”: Doing Television History with Women’, VIEW Journal of European 

Television History and Culture 7, no. 13 (2018): 114–28. 
15 Virginia Madsen, ‘Innovation, Women’s Work and the Documentary Impulse: Pioneering Moments 

and Stalled Opportunities in Public Service Broadcasting in Australia and Britain’, Media International 

Australia 162, no. 1 (2017): 19–32; and Price, ‘Jill Craigie and the BBC’, 269–83. 
16 Vicky Ball, ‘Women Writers and Writing Women into Histories of Play for Today’, Journal of British 

Cinema and Television 19, no. 2 (2022): 150–72; Annie Berke, ‘Whatever Happened to Janet Wood? 

Women Story Editors in 1950s Television’, Camera Obscura: Feminism, Culture, and Media Studies 34, 

no. 3 (2019): 127–55; Annie Berke, Their Own Best Creations: Women Writers in Postwar Television 

 



mapping of women’s cultural production across various African nations, provides names and 

biographies of key creative figures in national television systems, for example, in countries such 

as Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Benin and Mauritania, which are often neglected within anglo-centric 

studies of television history.17 Sarabia’s account of her development of and work on feminist 

television programme Womanwatch in the Philippines in the 1980s and 1990s details the various 

technical, commercial and political challenges to creating feminist content during this time.18 

Likewise, Schiller’s study of CatiaTV in Venezuela in the 1990s considers the role of its 

founding director, Blanca Eekhout, who created pathways into television work for marginalised 

women, but who could also not solve the problem of gender exclusion and discrimination which 

persisted in the organisation.19 

Beyond above-the-line labour, there has been an increasing turn towards women’s work 

in technical and craft roles, especially roles that are typically assumed to have been undertaken 

by men. Currently, scholarship is largely limited to the anglophone world, although Ellerson’s 

survey of women’s work across television roles throughout Africa identifies individual women 

who, for example, worked as camera operators (Pocas Pascoal of Angola).20 Elsewhere, Lisa 

French’s examination of thirty years of data on women’s work in television details huge 

 
(Vol. 1) (Oakland: University of California Press, 2022); and Katherine Johnson, ’Working in Studio Era 

Hollywood and Early Television: Women who Made the Western’ (PhD diss., Indiana University, 2021). 
17 Beti Ellerson, ‘African Women of the Screen as Cultural Producers: An Overview by Country’, Black 

Camera 10, no. 1 (2018): 245–87. 
18 Anna Leah Sarabia, ‘WOMANWATCH: Pioneering Feminist Broadcasting in the Philippines’, Review 

of Japanese Culture and Society 4 (1991): 58-91. 
19 Naomi Schiller, ‘Mediating women: Gender, power and community television’, Agenda 22, no. 77 

(2008): pp 69-80. 
20 Ellerson, ‘African Women of the Screen’, 245–87. 



unevenness in women’s participation in craft and technical roles, demonstrating that barriers to 

entry existed and continue to exist in the television industry.21 Similarly, studies of women’s 

work in technical roles in UK television had found something similar, whereby women face 

discrimination, are prevented from undertaking technical roles, or are permitted to undertake 

technical roles during labour shortages only later to find themselves excluded again when there is 

an abundance of workers, as was the case during the Second World War.22 

While studies of women’s technical roles in television may be limited, there has been 

greater attention to the gendered division of labour that was put into place early on in many 

television industries and that functioned to embed discriminatory practices at the institutional and 

cultural level. For example, international scholarship on the early years of television has 

evidenced that the role of announcer or host was often available to women because it leveraged 

the feminine beauty of female personalities to act as familiar and gentle introducers of television 

to mass audiences. While these women – in Italy the Signorine Buonasera, in the Soviet Union 

the diktory – helped to domesticate television. Often highly educated and multilingual, television 

continuity announcers and hosts often found limited opportunities to advance their careers and 

 
21 Lisa French, ‘Gender Then, Gender Now: Surveying Women’s Participation in Australian Film and 

Television Industries’, Continuum 28, no. 2 (2014): 188–200. 
22 Sarah Arnold, Gender and Early Television: Mapping Women’s Role in Emerging US and British 

Media, 1850-1950 (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2021).; Jeannine Baker and Nick Hall, ‘Rigged 

Against Them: Women Camera Operators at the BBC During the 1970s and 1980s’, Women’s History 

Review 31, no. 4 (2022): 603–25; Galt, ‘Researching Around Our Subjects’, 166–88; Vanessa Jackson, 

‘”There is Still Some Work to be Done, but We’ve come a Long Way”: The Changing Position of 

Women in Technical Television Jobs’, Women’s History Review 31, no. 4 (2022): 671–92; Emma 

Sandon, ‘Engineering Difference: Women’s Accounts of Working as Technical Assistants in the BBC 

Television Service between 1946 and 1955’, Feminist Media Histories 4, no. 4 (2018): 8–32; and Lizzie 

Thynne, ‘Women in Television in the Multi-Channel Age’, Feminist Review 64, no. 1 (2000): 65–82. 



the role later became less prestigious as television services developed.23 Gendered division of 

labour was in practice early on in Australian television. In the ABC, women found it difficult to 

negotiate this division of labour and had to take action in cases where their gendered roles were 

undervalued practically as well as financially.24 Scholarship on US gendered inequalities in 

television work addresses the discursive production of gender inequality produced in broadcast 

magazines of the 1950s. Research identifies how, and where, roles typically carried out by 

women, such as public relations, were undervalued by broadcasters such as NBC. Women had to 

advocate and engage in labour activism when they faced precarity in the broadcast industry.25 

Nation-specific studies of television’s gendered division of labour have revealed how even when 

 
23 Arnold, Gender and Early Television; Valeria Federici, ‘Chapter Eight Television and Cinema: 

Contradictory Role Models for Women in 1950s Italy?, in Representations Of Female Identity In Italy: 

From Neoclassism To The 21st Century, eds. Silvia Giovanardi Byer and Fabiana Cecchini (Newcastle 

upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 149; Simon Huxtable, ‘The Problem of Personality on 

Soviet Television, 1950s-1960s’, VIEW Journal of European Television History and Culture 3, no. 5 

(2014): 119–30; Sonja de Leeuw and Dana Mustata, ‘In-Vision Continuity Announcers: Performing an 

Identity for Early Television in Europe’, VIEW Journal of European Television History and Culture 2, 

no. 4 (2013): 51–67; and Hilde van Den Bulck and Gunn Sara Enli, ‘Bye Bye “Hello Ladies?” In-Vision 

Announcers as Continuity Technique in a European Postlinear Television Landscape: The Case of 

Flandersand Norway’, Television & New Media 15, no. 5 (2014): 453–69. 
24 Kylie Andrews, ‘Don’t Tell them I Can Type: Negotiating Women’s Work in Production in the Post-

War ABC’, Media International Australia 161, no. 1 (2016): 28–37; and Jeannine Baker and Jane 

Connors, ‘“Glorified Typists” in No-Man’s Land: The ABC Script Assistants’ Strike of 1973’, Women’s 

History Review 29, no. 5 (2020): 841–59. 
25 Arnold, Gender and Early Television; Miranda J. Banks, ‘Unequal Opportunities: Gender Inequities 

and Precarious Diversity in the 1970s US Television Industry’, Feminist Media Histories 4, no. 4 (2018): 

109–29; James C. Foust and Katherine A. Bradshaw, ‘Something for the Boys: Framing Images of 

Women in Broadcasting Magazine in the 1950s’, Journalism History 33, no. 2 (2007): 93–100; and 

Catherine Martin, ‘In Their Own Little Corner: The Gendered Sidelining of NBC’s Information 

Department’, Journal of Radio & Audio Media 26, no. 1 (2019): 88–103. 



women did succeed in gaining work in creative departments and were promoted to senior roles, 

they nonetheless faced discrimination, or had to have the support and approval of male family 

members and peers. Graña’s study of Uruguayan television shows how women who worked in 

television since the 1990s depended upon good education and family support.26 Likewise, 

separate studies of television history in Yugoslavia and Pakistan show that even women who 

managed to work in prestigious productions such as serial dramas still required support, approval 

or permission of males and found their work undervalued.27 Sakr’s study of Arab media, 

including broadcasting, paradoxically finds that women were in senior management positions but 

had little power to shape or determine media content in their organisations – this was in the 

hands of men.28 

Where there is perhaps greater representation of women in television as well as 

scholarship on the topic is in broadcast journalism. There is, in fact, an international literature on 

this topic which demonstrates that this was, perhaps, one of the more available routes into 

television work for many women. Women’s historical access to broadcast journalism roles has 

been attributed to increased access to education, with women learning more languages and also 

 
26 Francois Graña, ‘The Female Struggle for Labour Equity: The Case of the First Female Communicators 

in Uruguayan TV’, Cuadernos. Info no. 36 (2015): 39–51. 
27 Ilija Milosavljević, Ivana Ercegovac, and Anna Carroll, ‘The Role of Women in the Production and 

Distribution of Series in Yugoslavia–Creators of Socialist Cultural Heritage. Гласник Етнографског 

института САНУ 71, no. 3 (2024): 65–84; S. Mahmood and F. Naz, ‘Women in Television; an Oral 

History Project of Women Working in Television Industry of Pakistan’, Journal of History and Social 

Sciences 6, no. 2 (2015). 
28 Naomi Sakr, ‘Seen and Starting to Be Heard: Women and the Arab Media in a Decade of Change’, 

Social Research: An International Quarterly 69, no. 3 (2002): 821–50. 



studying Communications programmes at university in relatively high numbers.29 However, 

while there are more women working in television journalism than, perhaps, technical roles, 

there are many challenges for them. Female journalists in places such as the Caribbean, Costa 

Rica, and Colombia are at risk in terms of job safety, and are subject to abusive comments and 

hostility and discrimination from colleagues.30 As studies of Arab and Middle Eastern media, 

Colombia, the Caribbean, Lebanon, Poland, and Romania have shown, women are commonly 

relegated to soft news reporting and investigation and find it difficult to break into hard news as 

has been shown in studies of Arab and Middle Eastern media, Colombia, the Caribbean, 

Lebanon, Poland, and Romania.31 A particular challenge identified in the international literature 

 
29 Acevedo and others, ‘Life Stories as a Research Method’, 347–59; P. Nilan and P. Utari, ‘Meanings of 

Work for Female Media and Communication Workers’, in Women and Work in Indonesia, eds. Michele 

Ford and Lynn Parker, (London and New York: Routledge, 2008), 136–54.; G. U. Nwafor, J. S. Guanah, 

and R. Dalung, ‘Gender Representation in the Staffing of Nigerian Television Authority and Channels 

Television’, Rajasthali Journal 3, no. 3 (2024): 1–12; and R. P. J. V. Sonsona, ‘Filipino Women 

Broadcasters: Passion, Power and Prestige’, English Studies International Research Journal, 4, no. 2 

(2016): 67–71. 
30 Acevedo and others, ‘Life Stories as a Research Method’, 347–59; J. C. Quinn-Leandro, ‘Women’s 

Professional Status in Caribbean Television: Parity: Perception and Reality’ (PhD diss., McGill 

University, 2003).; and L. Söderberg and A. Schumacher, ‘The strategies and consequences for 

harassment: The effect on women journalists’ work in Costa Rica’ (Minor Thesis, Linnaeus University, 

2023). 
31 H. H. Atiyya, ‘Presence and Visibility: Women in Arab Satellite Television, 1996–2006’, in Media and 

Political Contestation in the Contemporary Arab World: A Decade of Change, eds. Lena Jayyusi and 

Anne Sofie Roald (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2016), 233–60; A. Ghasemi, ‘Women’s Work in 

the Iranian Broadcast Media’, in The Handbook of Media and Culture in the Middle East, eds. Joe F. 

Khalil, Gholam Khiabany, Tourya Guaaybess, and Bilge Yesil (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & 

Sons, 2023), 275.; G. Gober, ‘Gender and Age Inequalities in Television and News Production Culture in 

Poland: Ethnography in a Public Broadcasting Company’, Critical Studies in Television 15, no. 1 (2020): 

 



on women’s work in television journalism is the extent to which they experience sociopolitical 

exclusions. For example, with no access to political fields in their nation state, women’s ability 

to take on leadership and decision-making roles in television organisations, and to engage with 

hard news related to politics, is impacted.32 

Responses to women’s exclusions from the political or television fields have often taken 

the form of grassroots and collectivised media production in which women find more access, 

more opportunities to collaborate, to train and to be creative, and less bureaucracy. 

Internationally, film and video collectives emerged as a counter-media, often with strong social 

justice and advocacy objectives. For example, in the UK following periods of recession and risk 

to independent creative producers, the Association of Cinematograph, Television, and Allied 

Technicians (ACTT) worked with the British Film Institute and Channel 4 to establish the 

Workshop Declaration of 1982. As a result, Channel 4 committed to stable periods of funding for 

independent production companies operating in the workshop model, often opening up routes 

into production that would have otherwise been difficult for women to navigate due to gender 

bias. Studies of Central and Latin American film and video collectives demonstrate how women, 

working in these collaborative, and often horizontally-organised, structures focused both on 

feminist production praxis and on addressing feminist concerns in their productions. Goldman 

and Cervera Ferrer’s study of Cine Mujer in Colombia, for example, detail the topics covered in 

 
49–68; D. Matar, ‘Heya TV: A Feminist Counterpublic for Arab Women?’, Comparative Studies of South 

Asia, Africa and the Middle East 27, no. 3 (2007): 513–24; and D. Rovenţa-Frumuşani, N. Milewski, R. 

Surugiu, and T. E. Văcărescu, ‘Romania: It Takes Two to Tango: Gender in Romanian Media 

Organisations’, in Gender Equality and the Media, eds. Karen Ross and Claudia Padovani (New York 

and Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 171–83. 
32 Atiyya, ‘Presence and Visibility’, 233–260; and Christy Elie Mady, ‘The Status of Women News 

Journalists in Lebanese Television: A Field-Gender Approach’ (PhD diss., Carleton University, 2016). 



television series commissioned for Columbian television which covered women’s issues and 

were intended to inform and educate audiences.33 Guidi’s study of Guatemalan Mayan women’s 

training in video production argues that women were empowered because they could use video 

to communicate when they may have limited textual literacy.34 However, Feder cautions that 

class and race dynamics must be considered in grassroots made media. Her analysis of Bolivian 

film and video in social movements, and for social causes, shows that women’s collectives may 

reproduce class and racial dynamics, with upper-class white women representing marginalised 

Indian-identifying women.35 Therefore, working on the margins of the television industry does 

not automatically guarantee women more creative and productive agency. 

This special issue of the Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television represents the 

various frameworks and approaches to international scholarship on women’s work in television’s 

histories. Its international focus intends, on the one hand, to deviate from the focus on women’s 

work in anglophone contexts. On the other hand, it aims to use familiar methods, issues and 

concerns about women’s work in television to find commonality and solidarity across different 

national contexts. There are great challenges in undertaking historical research on women’s work 

in television internationally. There is a dominance of anglophone scholarship, which means that 

 
33 Ilene Sara Goldman, ‘Cine Mujer: Fifteen Years of Feminist Film and Videomaking in Bogota, 

Colombia’ (PhD diss., Northwestern University, 1994); Lorena Cervera Ferrer, ‘Towards a Latin 

American Feminist Cinema: The Case of Cine Mujer in Columbia’, Alphaville: Journal of Film and 

Screen Media 20 (2021): 150–65, https://doi.org/10.33178/alpha.20.11 
34 Padma Guidi, ‘Guatemalan Mayan Women and Participatory Visual Media’, in Participatory Video 

Images that Transform and Empower, ed. Shirley A. White (New Dehli: Sage Publications, 2003), 252–

70. 
35 Elena Feder, ‘In the Shadow of Race: Forging Images of Women in Bolivian Film and Video’, 

Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 15, no. 1 (1994): 123–40. (film and video collective) 

https://doi.org/10.33178/alpha.20.11


the most well-trodden routes into women’s television histories are in the English language and 

steer the scholarship and conversation towards anglophone experiences, organisations and 

concerns. There is great risk that the narratives of women in US or British television industries 

may become the default histories and universalise what is very particular. And, as is often the 

case, that language hierarchies result in English language histories becoming the global and 

universal histories, and non-English language histories, the local and parochial. This issue of 

global and local is particularly evident in the case of television since, unlike film, television was 

local and national by design. Whereas film scholarship, with its prioritisation of the text as an 

object of study, has benefited from greater access to films from around the world, television 

scholars have been somewhat limited because of the historic limited access to international 

television. Although foreign made television may have been available on national television 

channels, allowing for some transnational television, there has been less circulation of television 

productions than film. In addition, television emerged at very different points and under very 

different conditions globally. An ‘early’ history of British television refers to the 1930s where in 

Ireland it is the 1960s and in India, the 1970s. Couple this with the localised conditions for 

women – for their participation in society, their rights regarding work, the ideology of 

womanhood – and it becomes clear that we have a diversity of women’s television histories that 

is always inevitably contextual. 

These histories are also challenging to understand because of archival limitations and 

absences. Scholars are very dependent upon broadcaster’s archives for institutional histories, and 

these may be inaccessible altogether, may be commercial and demand fees for access, or may 

have no public facing catalogues making the historical investigation difficult. Further, 

preservation and cataloguing policies may vary across time, between national television 



organisations, or across nation states. Public service television broadcasters may have a remit to 

create fully searchable catalogues of their television archives, but private television organisations 

may not. The challenges of data availability and archival absences are discussed and 

acknowledged across the articles in this issue. The interviews undertaken for this issue follow the 

path of oral histories and life stories in drawing from women’s direct knowledge and experience 

of television work in order to gain greater understanding about what was available to them, how 

they negotiated male-dominated industries and how they managed multiple forms of exclusion. 

We commence this issue with Josette Walthius’s examination of the ‘neglected trade’ of 

costume design in the Netherlands arguing that the emergence of activism and advocacy was in 

response to the historic gendering and concomitant undervaluing and invisibility of women’s 

below-the-line labour in Dutch television and film. Drawing on interviews with working costume 

designers, Walthius details how this gendering of costume design labour is interrelated with their 

frustrations with poor working conditions, underfunding of their departments and the limited 

time within which they had to carry out their work compared to international standards. 

Questions of visibility and accepted social roles also underlie Morgan Wait looks at the Irish 

public service broadcaster Radio Telefis Éireann (R/TÉ). Wait’s primary focus is on the station’s 

policies towards women and marriage in television, although hiring standards at the broadcaster 

had their origins both in civil service practice and in radio broadcasting. Like many similar 

organisations, R/TÉ operated a marriage bar, a requirement that women resign permanent 

positions upon marriage. What was unusual in the Irish context is that the bar was not lifted until 

1973, long after broadcasters in other countries had lifted their bars. By tracing the bar’s 

implications and practice at R/TÉ, Wait demonstrates that whilst R/TÉ was considered to 

promote progressive ideals through its programming, that internally the organisation pursued 



conservative policies that disadvantaged women professionally, and materially as married 

women were rehired on disadvantageous contracts, put onto a lower pay scale and usually 

removed from the pension system. This unequal system affected women across the employment 

spectrum with women in lower-level production and secretarial roles impacted most in terms of 

advancement and pay. Wait contends that the bar’s lifting was not the result of changed attitudes 

within R/TÉ, but pragmatic concessions related to legal challenges. 

Job mobility is also the subject of the next article, where Kate Terkanian details the 

transition of BBC radio broadcaster Nesta Pain to the new medium of television. Terkanian 

details the various challenges in recovering this history, namely the absence of surviving 

television programmes which proves an issue for all scholars of television history. Further, 

Terkanian argues that Pain was by no means an ‘invisible’ figure in BBC production. Instead, 

she could be understood as a ‘cultural translator’ who negotiated different media platforms. This, 

Terkanian argues, is partially why her name has not survived historicisation of the BBC. She is 

both everywhere and nowhere in the BBC records. In order to recover and tell the story of Pain’s 

television work, Terkanian turns to Pain’s personal records which help to explain the challenges 

and opportunities Pain found in the transition from radio producer to television producer. The 

issue continues with programme production, moving from the UK to India. Women’s 

programming was often founded under educational premises, demonstrating how to best perform 

household tasks like sewing and cooking, and providing authoritative ‘guidance’ on child-rearing 

and household management. Ipsita Sahu demonstrates that whilst grounded in this educational 

ethos, women’s programming in India moved from Ghar Parivar (Home and Family) to Ghar 

Bahar (Home and Outside). This transition in the 1970s and 1980s was assisted by growing 

awareness and attention to women’s issues and perspectives, and the establishment of women’s 



studies as an academic discipline. For female television staff, the production of non-prestige 

‘minority’ programmes at the Indian broadcaster Doordarshan allowed greater freedom for the 

development and presentation of potentially controversial current affairs topics as the 

programming stream operated outside of the tightly-controlled category of news and 

documentary broadcasting. Sahu’s article weaves in oral history interviews and retrieves the 

details of broadcasts that are no longer available to view. The article ends by recounting several 

television interviews that demonstrate the ways that broadcasting from the margins had 

nationwide impact. One explosive interview was with a judge who presided over a dowry murder 

case in 1980 that led to a murder conviction for the bride’s husband and in-laws. Whilst the 

murder conviction was initially overturned on appeal, the interview became a media event that 

challenged both legal and social currents around the topic. For Sahu, women’s programmes in 

the 1970s and 1980s at Doordarshan are an example of how state authority can be contested from 

the margins. 

Remaining on the margins of the television industry but moving to Brazil, the next article 

details the television programmes produced by feminist video collective Lilith Video, which 

operated out of São Paolo during the 1980s in the post-dictatorship era. Because Lilith Video 

was outside of the mainstream, male-dominated television system, and because it introduced a 

feminist voice and lens to contemporary Brazilian life, the Lilith Video work can be considered 

as a form of counter-television. By examining the television series produced by Lilith Video, 

Esther Império Hamburgera and Hanna Henck Dias Esperança argue that Lilith Video formed an 

alternative political expression, evidenced through the focus on framing, close-ups and 

subjective representation, and was one of the few feminist television series made for Brazilian 

television. 



 Finally, the articles finish with a detailed biography and celebration of the work of 

Colombian television producer Miryam de Flores who made various factual and drama 

programmes for Telecaribe, which has served the Colombian Caribbean region since the 1980s. 

Authors Juan-Pablo Osman, Nancy R. Gómez and Delfina M. Chacón detail the significant 

challenges in making regional television during this time and argue that de Flores was 

instrumental in developing television in the region. They document the production of La Mujer 

del Puerto (1990-1992), one of de Flores most popular dramas, demonstrating the various 

financial difficulties the production faced, and detailing how de Flores overcame them. They 

further argue, using the same example, that de Flores introduced and guaranteed a female gaze in 

Colombian regional television, and that the story of de Flores and her dramas allow for a 

feminist reading at the level of context and content. 

The issue ends with six interviews with women working across various national, 

linguistic, career and historical contexts of television production. While these contexts vary 

greatly, the narratives provided by women working in Irish, South African, Welsh, French, 

Nigerian, and Scottish television evidence a great deal of similarity regarding gender segregation 

in work and gendered divisions of labour, impossible work schedules, unfair treatment and poor 

working conditions, and poor representation in and on television. These interviews collectively 

echo much of the scholarship detailed in this introduction and across the articles. Ultimately, we 

hope that the articles and interviews represent a collective effort to broaden and deepen the 

histories of women’s work in television in international and transnational contexts. 
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