
Gender has been a vibrant category of historical analysis for well over a
decade. Most branches of historical enquiry have been subject to the scrutiny
of gendered lenses and the ensuing, often controversial, debates have
advanced knowledge considerably. Gender history as a form of enquiry that
challenges sex-blindness, both in reality and symbolically, has produced and
can produce new and dynamic perspectives on and insights into the past.1

This issue of the journal focuses on the proposition that taking gender
seriously produces different perspectives on transport history. For too long
the subject area has had a predominantly, if not exclusively, masculine
appearance. Written primarily by men for a male audience, and focusing
on machinery, technology and the operation of transport companies, it
has become ghettoised. Professional or academic historians have written
splendid histories of operations and business concerns or investigations of
competition and technological change. Amateur historians or enthusiasts
have been more involved with transport equipment and its preservation
or with the nuts and bolts of routes. If these types of transport history have
not been male-dominated they have been perceived as such, and few women
have successfully crossed their threshold until recently. Thus the feminine
side of transport ventures has, for the most part, been ignored. The tradi-
tional clarion cry of female historians, ‘Missing from history’, has been and
still is the most appropriate description of transport history.

Yet both the feminine side and the gendered approach to transport history
can be recovered (see J. Stanley’s article). There may have been relatively few
female producers in the shape of owners and managers, but some women
have been actively involved in leading companies. Their presence and input
have grown considerably since the general acceptance of equal opportunities
in the Western world. More important, women have been hidden contribu-
tors to transport operations because they were often unpaid relatives in
family firms and small organisations. These have always been important parts
of the transport sector, even though historians have preferred to write about
larger operations, which have more often maintained a coherent set of
archival records. Women workers have also contributed to the well-being of
firms, especially in the twentieth century. Female office staff, communications
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staff, cleaners and personnel on vehicles have taken an active part in the
efficient functioning of operations (see D. Whitelegg’s article). Women
have found careers and occupations in transport, even though most male
historians have chosen to ignore them or have marginalised their worth. Yet
organising transport services may not be the most important way in which
women have contributed to the industry in the past. Women have always been
significant consumers of travel, and their decisions and preferences have not
only had an effect on the quality and nature of services, they have shaped the
process of growth and decline (see B. Schmucki’s article). Furthermore their
representation in literature and the media has been significant in stimulating
interest in and discussion of transport and travel patterns (see I. Carter’s,
A. Freedman’s and B. Muellner’s articles). Much more attention needs to be
paid to the female side of transport history.2

While the female contribution needs to be recovered to move forward
beyond the traditional transport history, it is not sufficient if it also stands
alone and segregated as another part of the discipline. It must be part of an
inclusive approach to discussing a new history, which integrates the feminine
with the masculine. Gender as a category of analysis moves more towards
reality by recognising that the different circumstances of the sexes make
women and men feel and identify with events and views in dissimilar ways.
Yet these ways remain complementary. Women and men exist in a relational
situation and it is impossible to understand what is masculine without hav-
ing a clear idea of what is feminine. Even the absence of women in history
has created human patterns that were untypical. And since the characteristics
of feminine and masculine are culturally constructed, and have been shaped
and reshaped both historically and geographically, new narratives as well as
new versions of old narratives come forward in gendered history to generate
a range of rich experiences.

Transport historians have been neither averse to changing directions in the
past nor slow to make connections with interesting trends in other disciplines
and in other branches of history. Traditionally transport history was narra-
tive, focusing on firms, modes of transport, entrepreneurs or governments. It
often consisted of micro-studies, was limited in its scope and subject matter
and made little attempt to discuss transport as a whole. As part of economic
or institutional history, usually written by historians, or as local studies, writ-
ten by enthusiasts, transport history lacked self-assurance. But in the mid-
twentieth century it was propelled into wide-ranging and controversial areas.
Following wartime destruction in Europe, and with the concern to liberate
Third World countries from imperial domination, politicians and their ana-
lysts looked to capitalist models of growth. Central to any such model was the
development of a viable transport network. Looking to the past as well as
to theoretical models for inspiration, economists found that railways and
shipping were key components of economic development. The emphasis
given to trains and boats, and by implication to modern motor vehicles, raised
the profile of transport history. This profile was raised still further when econ-
omists attempted to measure the specific contribution of particular modes of
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transport, especially railways. Econometric studies, featuring the counter-
factual model to estimate growth rates and the concept of social savings to
gauge the value of railways or canals, made transport history the centre of
path-breaking historical research. Economists were also interested in the man-
agement of transport systems and their relation to public policy. They were
not alone. Political scientists, lawyers and public administrators also analysed
issues of free enterprise, ‘public interest’, monopoly, rational expectations and
inter- and intra-modal competition in their attempts to ascertain the approp-
riate relationship between governments and transport enterprise. Their search
was influenced not only by contemporary intellectual ideas but by past prac-
tices. Thus transport historians were drawn into discussions about the private
and public mix of transport policy, usually in the shape of controversial argu-
ments about regulation and deregulation.3

At a similar time as long-distance transport was becoming a focus of his-
torical and public policy debate re-interpretations of short-distance transport
or transit systems emerged. New Urban Historians influenced by changes in
social science methodology sought to understand the morphology of urban
growth in the late nineteenth century when it was no longer possible to walk
to work. The need to link the central business district with the suburbs and
then the suburbs with the radial spread of workplaces stimulated both public
and private responses in the shape of trams, electric railways, steam railways,
underground railways, buses and motor cars. With each technological change,
concerns were raised about the built and the natural environment, and histo-
rians of urban transit systems have been well placed to offer suggestions to the
ever changing world of urban planning. Yet another genre of transport his-
tory was perceived to add practical value to its academic value when transport
was considered as the pioneer of modern business enterprise. Initially the rail-
ways were used as a tool of analysis to investigate organisational innovations
that achieved economies of scale, earned large profits and gained great power.
Subsequently motor vehicles were examined to demonstrate a newer form of
managerial capitalism in which professional managers were the architects of
modern growth. Transport history here was becoming aligned with modern
business history, where the focus of research was on the production of vehi-
cles and transport services.

In the light of these diverse moves in transport history in the second half
of the twentieth century it is not surprising that yet more academic and con-
temporary currents should have stimulated further debate. Since the early
1980s both cultural and feminist approaches to history and to many other
disciplines and areas have been influencing research and writing. Informed
by critical and literary theory, the cultural approach requires that matters of
meaning, interpretation and value are examined. For transport historians the
introduction of the cultural dimension asks that institutional practices and
public policy interact with consumers. Companies and governments may
have marketing and policy targets, but they have to listen to the desires and
individual needs of customers if they are to be deemed effective. Postmod-
ernism further suggests that subjects are not stable; they are fragmented and
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are always being made or re-made. Hence there are multiple meanings to pro-
ducers’ and public policy strategies and to consumers’ wishes and actions,
and a plural approach to transport history is necessary.

Women’s history aimed to recover the hidden half of the population. Ini-
tially ghettoised as a means of gaining recognition and acceptability, it has
moved away from its early white liberal and middle-class focus to encompass
race, multiculturalism and linguistic methodology. Its primarily female prac-
titioners have also crossed the boundaries into other branches of history to
help humanise their findings. Gradually, and often struggling against patterns
of traditional historical resistance, they have made their presence not merely
known and valuable but intrinsic. Sometimes women’s history has been in the
form of finding the missing pieces and discussing them. At other times it has
taken the form of relating the missing pieces to the existing template and of
examining gender. Often it has pushed down barriers to ask new questions
and stimulate new approaches

Transport history has been slow to formally acknowledge the cultural and
women’s contributions to new and dynamic forms of enquiry. Yet there is no
valid reason to hesitate. Other traditionally masculine areas of history have
recognised their female and feminine components and have gained from so
doing.4 Business history provides a good example of such gains. Until recently
business history was male-dominated and had a masculine canon. Written
primarily by men and for men, its emphasis was frequently the entrepreneur
and his operations. Even when business historians examined the work force
and the marketing of products these were set in a framework in which labour
was impersonalised via a union organisation or through statistical generali-
sations. The female side was missing in that there were few, if any, female
entrepreneurs and women workers were institutionalised into a neutral cat-
egory called labour. Even the absence or the scarcity of women did not stim-
ulate discussion about male-dominated processes and how these types of
masculinity affected the efficiency of business operations.

Yet, in the United States, at least, women’s place in business endeavours and
the gendering of business have recently become ‘the fastest-growing and most
intellectually innovative areas of historical study’.5 Articles proliferate. Often
they are published in a variety of outlets ranging from local and regional
publications to women’s history journals and thematic periodicals in labour
and technological history. Then they can be perceived primarily as examples
of their ‘other’ dimension rather than as examples of women’s economic
activities. But major business history journals, like Business and Economic His-
tory, Business History Review and Enterprise and Society, have also encour-
aged work in this area and have taken the sexual dimension to the heart of
their subject. Seminal books have further promoted debate. Though both
young and old business historians have worried about deconstructing estab-
lished canons, gender analysis has added enormously to humanising business
history. People matter. They, rather than the institutions, made history. In
bringing in the female and the feminine and linking them with consumption
and representation as well as production, gendered business historians have
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opened the door to recognising that business endeavour is more than a ratio-
nal search for profit, growth and stability. It is part of a social environment in
which people and public policies count.6

Like business history, transport history has had a masculine face. Yet as a
service industry it has encompassed a minority side that did not lose all its
connections with the wider economic landscape and the human impact of
social change. For transport is not concerned only with the production of
vehicles; it is also concerned with the consumption of services. There is thus
a tradition that has acknowledged women’s presence, albeit in an indirect
way. Women’s historians and gender historians can claim a parentage of sorts
and can suggest that they are reinvigorating earlier strands of transport his-
tory by re-emphasising personnel in transport and travel.7 More likely, how-
ever, they seek to break new ground and to modify the subject area by
employing different conceptual approaches and by placing women at the cen-
tre or in a relational situation with men.8 Both these strands, of traditional
social history and modern women’s and gender history, can be seen in motor
transport history, a branch that has focused on the motor car.

Most automobile history has been concerned with the production of vehi-
cles.9 So there have been major company histories of firms like Ford or Austin
and major studies of the impact of car production. But some studies have
addressed the effects of motor vehicles when they left the factory and took
to the roads. American historians have led the way because they live in a
country where car transport is so popular that the words ‘automobility’ and
‘autopia’ have been coined to suggest that lifestyles were constructed around
these vehicles. These historians wrote about the impact of the car and the
road on American life and about car culture. Their work did not have speci-
fic sections on women, nor was it engendered to discuss how men and women
perceived and used cars. But it did recognise that the automobile was a fam-
ily vehicle that had had a profound effect on the American way of life. As a
family vehicle it encompassed a female dimension which is recoverable.10

Women entered motor transport history more visibly through discussions
of advertising and through women’s history and cultural history. By the
1920s American car manufacturers had learned that they should style their
vehicles to accommodate women. Advertisements clearly showed how influ-
ential women were in purchasing and using automobiles. And though the
car was very much perceived as a masculine icon, women were important
consumers in the emerging mass market and their desires altered production
decisions. Thanks to the dynamics of women’s history, women also became
more clearly recognised in the world of motoring. As cars were private vehi-
cles suited to individual and family travel, female passengers wanted com-
fort, safety and accessibility. As drivers they not only counted as taste
makers; they proclaimed their independence and challenged cultural norms.
Driving enabled women to move beyond the confines of domesticity and
to contest gender stereotypes. Early in the development of motoring it was
recognised that the car was not only his; it was also hers.11 Though cars have
so far offered the most insights into a sexually aware transport history,
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forays have also been made into discussions about motor cycle and bus
transport.12 But motor transport is not peculiar among transport history.
There are abundant opportunities to enhance perspectives on other modes
of travel by acknowledging that women have existed, more often as con-
sumers and in their representation in transport than as producers. Yet even
when missing their absence has had an impact on the masculine nature of
transport endeavours.

These opportunities were readily witnessed in the international conference
‘Transporting Gender’, held at the National Railway Museum, York, on 6–7
October 2000. Forty-six participants, well mixed in terms of age, experience,
transport and travel interests and representing a variety of disciplines,
learned new ideas and facts and integrated diverse concepts and methodolo-
gies. The sessions were both interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary because
the organising committee had decided to mix the modes of transport when
arranging the conference programme.13 There were two sessions on female
operatives, two on imaging gendered travel, two on the consumption of
transport and travel and a final session examining past trends and future
prospects. Speakers were encouraged to interact with the audience, thereby
furthering a friendly and stimulating atmosphere.14 The best of these papers,
which were submitted to this journal, after refereeing and revision, are pub-
lished in this special gender issue. As has happened so often in transport his-
tory, railways dominate, but the rails are portrayed in both their long and
short-distance varieties of steam and electric. Trams, boats and airliners fur-
ther demonstrate that gender is central to an analysis of any form of trans-
port. Representation of transport features strongly as well as transport itself.

Jo Stanley offers perceptive insights into the ways in which maritime his-
torians in particular, and transport historians in general, might examine and
expand their subject area through gendered lenses. Alisa Freedman uses the
literary genre to investigate gender relations on electric suburban trains in
early twentieth-century Tokyo. Beth Muellner also works within the intel-
lectual tradition of literature by examining the culturally gendered space of
a railway journey to investigate women’s place in mid-nineteenth-century
Germany. Detective novels form the basis of Ian Carter’s excursion into the
real and literary gendered worlds of British railways. Barbara Schmucki finds
that German trams offered women a diverse range of ‘real’ experiences and
Drew Whitelegg examines gender relations in the modern airline industry
through an analysis of emotional labour.

The variety of approaches, methodologies and perspectives of the articles
in this issue of the journal demonstrate the importance of reassessments with
a gendered dimension. New stories and analyses as well as re-cast versions of
old narratives and debates can emerge to create a variety of rich experiences
in travel, the production of transport services and their representation. As
befitting recent academic research, there is no dominant theme but a wealth
of theoretical and empirical suggestions. There is a dynamic here that can re-
present transport history not only to its traditional core readership but also
to a much wider audience. Mobility has become a dominant feature of daily
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life and in social and economic development; its past needs to be studied in
its full human dimension. Gendering transport history offers a full, useful and
constructive tool of analysis.
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