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Abstract

This article asks what an analysis of nineteenth-century English newspapers can tell us about the developing commodity culture, and what an understanding of the newspaper as commodity can reveal about the evolving nature of the newspaper. Using Walter Benjamin’s work on commodities and temporality, and focusing on issues of empire, I argue that newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian constituted a ‘technology of possession’: alongside their status as commodities and commercial enterprises, such newspapers formed a lens for perceiving the world in terms of capitalist principles of ownership and exchange, and constituted a kind of early intellectual property rights. Establishing particular commodity-rhythms of production and consumption, the newspaper tapped into and rearticulated the temporalities of modernity, shaping and being shaped by a culture of commodities.
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The news constructs a symbolic world that has a kind of priority, a certification of legitimate importance. And that symbolic world, putatively and practically, in its easy availability, in its cheap, quotidian, throw-away material form, becomes the property of all of us (Schudson 1995: 7).

Writing of contemporary news culture, Michael Schudson signals the world-making powers of news which exert an intense symbolic force-field on society, marking out certain events and agendas as legitimate whilst by delegitimising others. Much has been written about nineteenth-century newspapers’ role in setting the terms of the political landscape (e.g. Black 2001) and in constructing symbolic worlds, nations and imagined communities (Anderson 1991; Habermas 1991 [1962]; Nord 2001). And newspapers have been seen as representing and indeed shaping key features of modernity – it has even been claimed that newspaper journalism is ‘the textual system of modernity’ (Hartley 1996: 3, emphasis in original). Yet less attention has focused on Schudson’s observation about the proprietary nature of the relationship between newspaper and reader: in the material (if ephemeral) form of the newspaper, news became enmeshed in a property relation with its readers. Nineteenth-century Euro-American societies saw the rapid expansion of the newspaper industry in parallel with the burgeoning of a commodity culture, but the co-constitutive nature of this relationship has not fully been addressed.


This article considers how an analysis of English nineteenth-century newspapers can offer insights into the consumer culture of the time and, conversely, how an exploration of the newspaper’s status as a commodity (situated within that material and symbolic culture of consumption) can present new ways of approaching newspapers. As Baudrillard (1996) has observed, commodities only make sense in relation to other commodities. The newspaper as commodity must therefore be seen in the context of an expanding culture of commodities, with its attendant discourses of possession, profit and exchange. Most of the literature on nineteenth-century consumer culture explores what Walter Benjamin (1973: 166) called ‘the sex-appeal of the inorganic’ by focusing on the spectacular and the glamorous, such as luxury commodities and illustrated advertising. Newspapers, however, constituted a more everyday commodity-form, familiar and routine rather than spectacular and exotic, which can nonetheless tell us much about the nature and appeal of the rapidly expanding culture of commodities. So whilst this article touches on the related issues of the commodification of information, its main focus is how newspapers constituted what I term a ‘technology of possession’ – a nexus of finance, infrastructure, textuality, and commercial ethos which drew on and organised the key principles of a capitalist, imperial, commodity culture.

To frame such an analysis, I use Walter Benjamin’s writings on commodities and temporality combined with a focus on empire and discourses of possession and exchange. Meaghan Morris (1998: 224) argues that in recent years Walter Benjamin’s work has been over-used or unskilfully deployed by academics, and she laments ‘the wings of Water Benjamin’s poor angel of history, beating sluggishly in the services of a not very lively professionalism’. But the most recent revival of interest in his work is in part derived from a desire to explore timely new ways of understanding commodities, commodification and the media. This interest attends to the complex and perhaps contingent interconnections between objects, commercial values and financial resources that are often overlooked when blunt conceptualisations of ‘commercialisation’ or ‘commodification’ are applied without nuance.


Benjamin considered the commodity central to understanding modernity, seeing its ambiguous and generative relationship with temporality as mirroring modern concepts of time (Benjamin 1973; 1999; 2000; 2003). Other writers have explored this aspect of his wide-ranging and at times opaque writings arguing that, for Benjamin, the commodity ‘disclosed the totality of modern cultural forms’ and indeed constituted ‘the monadological form for the prehistory of modernity’ (Gilloch 1996: 118). A close analysis of the commodity would thus render visible the wider social structure and make that structure more available to radical forms of critique. Benjamin’s work has been subject to a range of criticisms, most notably by Adorno who, while agreeing that the commodity should be central to any analysis of modernity, urged Benjamin to take more account of ‘the commodity character specific to the nineteenth century, i.e. industrial commodity production’ (Scholem and Adorno 1994: 498).
 Mindful of the specificity of the industrial context, this article supplements Benjamin’s suggestive and useful theoretical approach with data on the newspaper’s industrial production as a commodity, issues of labour relations, and the economic and ideological significance of the British Empire. This then allows us to draw on the useful elements of Benjamin’s analyses: Susan Buck-Morss (1999: 211-212) argues that Benjamin’s understanding of the commodity centred on its status as fetish – ‘the arrested form of history’ – which despite its apparently conservative nature holds within it the revolutionary potential of the social collective. The commodity is perceived as ‘ruin’ or outdated, discarded refuse from whose disaggregated elements ‘a new order can be constructed’ (ibid.). Benjamin’s emphasis on the interconnections between multiple elements that span times and spaces – in his terms, a ‘constellation’ – offers a subtle approach to understanding the relationships between newspapers and commodity culture. And it is this sensitive understanding of inter-relationality that can offer much to the scholarship of both commodity culture and nineteenth-century newspapers.

Studies have analysed the commercialisation of news and newspapers in an American context (Baldasty 1992) and in a British context (e.g. Asquith 1978; Conboy 2002; Lee 1978), outlining how shifting regimes of taxation, state control, private ownership and advertising revenue have shaped newspapers. In parallel, newspapers have been considered commodities that address readers as a market (Conboy 2004). Habermas, for instance, notes the historical interweaving of processes of communication and processes of commodification in which, ‘the threshold between the circulation of a commodity and the exchange of communications among the members of a public was leveled’ (1991 [1962]: 181). However, it is the literature on nineteenth-century periodicals that has been more explicit in understanding the readership as a mass market, and the artefacts as commodities in their own right (Bennett 1982; Brake 2001; Brake, Jones et al. 1990; Fraser, Green et al. 2003; Hughes and Lund 1991). This is perhaps due to the fact that periodicals were often targeted at women who were, as a group, strongly associated with consumer culture in what were seen as its frivolous, desiring, and ‘low brow’ forms (see Bowlby 1985). And in many cases, such as that of The Servant’s Magazine, periodicals’ status as low culture derived from their targeting of the ‘common reader’ (James 1982), effectively creating one of the first mass markets for reading matter (Bennett 1982).

This emphasis on commodity-status does not extend so fully to the analysis of newspapers. Smith describes the nineteenth-century newspaper in terms wholly appropriate to describing a prototypical commodity-form, emphasising its short shelf-life, its subjection to the whims of the market, and its reliance on developments in industrial production: ‘the newspaper developed as an ephemeral object which had constantly to combine its audience’s various interests and seize upon every economy offered by technical innovation in order to expand further’ (Smith 1979: 7). But although recognising the nineteenth-century newspaper as a commodity, analyses has tended to be framed in rather abstract economic terms, or emphasis placed on the commodification of information. Another strand of analysis focuses on newspapers as part of popular culture (e.g. Conboy 2002; Williams 1978), but here too, there is a lack of attention to newspapers’ status as commodities. Newspapers circulated alongside a host of consumerist ideologies and logics of possession and exchange that emphasised dreams and aspirations framed by consumption. Studies of the nineteenth century show massive increases in the consumption of a wide range of goods, as well as the intensification of discourses of consumer desire (Fraser 1981). It is therefore surprising that most analyses have not addressed how newspapers as commodities were shaped by the emergent culture of commodities and how, in turn, newspapers helped shape that culture.

Barnhurst and Nerone (2001: 8) argue that ‘the form of the newspaper distributes power because of the complicated way it executes a range of material relationships’. This article focuses on one particular set – or constellation – of material relationships: that of the newspaper and commodity culture. I seek to ask how newspapers and notions of property congealed and how commodity culture provided a ‘certification of legitimate importance’ for the newspaper as cultural and commercial form. Newspapers were clearly bought and sold as commodities – and readers positioned as consumers or ‘a market’ – but I want to expand this understanding of property relationships to consider the broader and more diffuse ways that the newspaper constituted a ‘technology of possession’. Employing a Foucaultian conceptualisation of technology, I aim to understand the ways in which nineteenth-century newspapers both drew on and further refined discourses of capitalist possessiveness and social relations. By focusing on issues of empire I explore how the newspaper was both product and producer of commodity capitalism: newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian were capitalist organisations and as an industry, they produced commodities for mass consumption. While not a monolithic structure or overwhelming hegemonic machine, the newspaper nonetheless organised financial and ideological flows in significant ways: the newspaper functioned as a possessive lens through which the British public saw the world and, more specifically, as an early and unformalised kind of intellectual ‘property rights’. This framing of the world emphasised mastery and control of land, ideas, peoples, the flow of goods, and a pride in and proprietary relation to technologies such as the printing press and the railway. It emphasises how commodity culture and newspapers fed upon, and in turn reshaped, a mode of social relations that was based upon ideals of capitalist property relations and a broader ethos of the propriety of ownership. This propriety of capitalist ownership formed an important way of seeing and organising the world.

This article is an initial attempt to frame some questions about the inter-relationship between nineteenth-century British newspapers and an evolving commodity culture. The approach is not based primarily on textual or content analysis: my concern is to draw together insights about newspapers’ co-ordination of space and time (including the formations of nation and empire) which were key elements of the emergent commodity capitalism, with a recognition of newspapers’ status as one of those material objects that were produced and consumed. To explore these issues, I use a case study of The Manchester Guardian – an important English provincial newspaper which was later to become the well-known national newspaper, The Guardian.
 My aim is not to provide a detailed history of the newspaper, but to open up some questions about commodity culture and newspapers using some of Walter Benjamin’s analyses of time and the commodity.

The Manchester Guardian: a commercial newspaper and commodity-form
My focus in this analysis is the latter part of nineteenth century which experienced a rapid growth in newspaper development in many countries (Brown 1985). This is accounted for by a number of factors including the fall in the price of paper, urbanisation and improvements in transport, and the removal of newspaper taxation in Britain (Brown 1985; Lee 1980; Smith 1979). As a provincial newspaper, The Manchester Guardian was part of a growing sector of the newspaper industry. In 1872, there were 91 daily papers outside London, and 159 by 1892 (Brown 1985). As locally-produced artefacts which drew on global resources (of both information and finance), and which were themselves industrially manufactured and widely distributed, newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian represented the essence of capitalist production, distribution and consumption.

Launched on 5 May 1821 at the price of 7d, The Manchester Guardian was set to become a key English newspaper (see figure 1 – The Manchester Guardian offices in Cross St., Manchester).
  Initially a small enterprise – it did not employ its first full-time reporter until 1830 – it gradually grew into an important provincial paper (Ayerst 1971). Its prospectus showed that its intended readership comprised merchants and men of commerce who were ‘amongst the classes whom, more especially, Advertisements are generally addressed’ (cited in Ayerst 1971: 23), thus themselves forming a market for the commodities promoted in the newspaper. Mills (1921: 5) argues that The Manchester Guardian was ‘most probably established, not to make money, but to make opinion’. This may be so, but money and commerce were central to the viability of the newspaper and to its ethos. The readership of men of commerce required commercial and financial information, and the newspaper necessarily had to finance itself through advertisements as well as through its cover price. Although primarily a commercial newspaper, The Manchester Guardian included much political content such as parliamentary reports and Liberal editorial comment. It was established, its prospectus tells us, with the intention to,

zealously enforce the principles of civil and religious Liberty … it will warmly advocate the cause of Reform; it will endeavour to assist in the diffusion of just principles of Political Economy; and to support, without reference to the party from which they emanate, all serviceable measures (cited in Ayerst 1971: 24).

The Manchester Guardian was sited in the great Lancashire city of Manchester, described by Frederick Engels as the place where ‘English manufacture finds at once its starting-point and its centre’(Engels 1984 [1892]: 74).
  This urban context is significant: it has been noted that ‘journalism is the verbal equivalent of urbanism and Victorian Britain was also the first “journalizing” society’ (Shattock and Wolff 1982: xiv). It is in this context that The Manchester Guardian sought to combine business interests with a social reforming stance. The rootedness of The Manchester Guardian in an industrial, urban context highlights its own status as manufactured commodity produced for financial gain. Whilst its industrial setting may set it apart from some other provincial newspapers, it shared with them – and indeed with daily London newspapers such as The Times – a core commerciality. As previously noted, although newspapers’ status as privately-owned commercial ventures has been widely analysed, little critical attention has been directed at analysing newspapers’ nature as commodities which circulated in - and helped constitute - an emergent commodity culture.

This nexus of newspapers and commodity culture has many constitutive elements interwoven in complex, shifting patterns. For instance, newspaper journalism impacted upon the emerging industrial commodity culture by promoting certain forms of consumption and opening up new target markets of consumers. Smith (1979) argues that the fashion industry introduced designs which were affordable for the women who read the new journalism about fashion – here, the producers responded to a new market created by newspaper journalism which had stimulated desire for commodities that were previously beyond the financial reach of many women. In addition, newspapers benefited from and shared the products of new industrial technologies: the cheap paper used for the newspapers was also used as wrapping for commodities such as Lipton’s tea (Smith 1979).

Another element of this nexus is the structure of the artefact itself. As Barnhurst and Nerone (2001) note, nineteenth-century newspapers’ cluttered visual format mirrored the burgeoning marketplace of commodities and commercial display – advertisements, headlines and announcements all jostled for position on newspapers’ busy pages like the plethora of goods arranged in vibrant displays in department stores. Thus newspapers articulated the developing commodity culture in many ways. In general terms, commodity culture’s rapid cycles of innovation and production - and thus the obsolescence of the commodity - mirrors the ever-changing content of the newspaper and the temporally restricted nature of its value and appeal. On a more specific level, newspapers disseminated commercial information that was crucial for trade, the supply of raw materials for industry, and the generation of profit. The Manchester Guardian devoted large sections to ‘commercial intelligence’ – detailed information on stocks and shares, commercial markets (e.g. Bank of England figures), shipping news, and market prices (both local, such as the Liverpool corn market, and more distant such as Birmingham cattle markets and the London Produce Market). In so doing, newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian continued a well-established legacy connecting trade and information (see Habermas 1991 [1962]; Mumford 1967 [1934]).

Moreover, The Manchester Guardian’s own financial viability was closely tied to the commercial climate. For instance, the Cotton Operatives’ strike of 1893 involving some 10,000 workers in and around Manchester, in conjunction with the miners’ strikes around the country involving 300,000 miners, severely impacted upon The Manchester Guardian’s sales figures, advertising revenue and running costs. The strikes affected manufacturers who responded by reducing their promotions budget: The Manchester Guardian’s accounts ledgers of the time note ‘a very considerable fall in revenue from adverts’ and financial pressure from the increase in the price of coal that was needed to run the printing presses. Conversely, the sharp rise in business advertisements in 1895 due to the floating of a large number of new gold mining companies in South Africa and Western Australia increased revenue considerably.
 The revenue from advertising constituted a sizeable proportion of the newspaper’s total revenue. For instance, in 1888 advertising revenue accounted for £54,208 out of a total revenue of £98,821, and in 1897, £70,856 out of a total of £129,961. Of these, the headings of ‘wanted’ (primarily dealing with domestic servants) drew in £9,554; ‘to-let’, £4,185; ‘on sale’, £4,678; ‘auction’, £8,291; and ‘business’, £43,938.

These advertisements comprised consumer goods (e.g. ‘Teeth – a complete set. One guinea’; ‘Fashionable Mourning Attire’), business-to-business publicity (‘New mill-gearing and engines’), announcements of commercial ventures (e.g. an invitation for investors for Petroleum Oil Trust and a ‘Mexican Mining Adventure’), notices (e.g. texts promoting women’s suffrage), and advertisements for holidays.
 In the late nineteenth century, a typical copy of The Manchester Guardian included three densely typed pages of advertisements, comprising six or seven columns which each averaged forty advertisements. Indeed, the revenue accrued through selling advertising space highlights newspapers’ status as commercial ventures but also – and more precisely – signals their daily production as commodities circulating in a market place infused with consumerist discourses of desire and possession, embedded in discourses that legitimised modes of capitalist ownership, systems of value, and commercial exchange. As a medium for advertising, newspapers provided information about goods (price, where to purchase etc.) but also disseminated new ways of imagining consumption and the role of commodities in society. Accounts of this impact vary: Lears’ (1983) important account of the developing American consumer culture in the nineteenth century has strong parallels with the British context. He argues there was a shift from a Protestant ethic of salvation (in the next world) through self-denial to a ‘therapeutic ethos stressing self-realization in this world’ (Lears 1983: 4).
 Framed by advertising, this self-realization was directed through consumption and purported to provide the solution to the physical, emotional or societal ills of the time. In a complementary analysis, Richards (1990) argues that advertising opened up the field of the body as a site for the intervention of consumer culture, a phenomenon instanced in the vast array of patent medicines that were advertised. This is certainly evident in The Manchester Guardian where such advertising was common (‘Protection Against Cold. Darlow’s Lung Invigorators’; ‘Clarke’s World-Famed BLOOD MIXTURE is a guaranteed Cure for all Blood and Skin Diseases. It is the most searching blood cleanser ever discovered, and it will free the system from all impurities, from whatever cause arising’).
 Loeb (1994) focuses on notions of collectivity, arguing that advertisements mediated the fantasy of a democracy based on broadening access to purchasing commodities. This was a consuming society in which, ‘middle class interest shifted from political democracy toward material democracy, the advertisement changed from being a creature of need to being a creature of fantasy’ (Loeb 1994: 7). Whilst retaining an interest in political democracy (and in particular advocating women’s suffrage and Liberal Reform), The Manchester Guardian and the advertising it held fed into a culture increasingly oriented around consuming desires and a sentiment that such material pleasures and benefits could be available to all. Shops advertised a spectacle of consumption: ‘Lewis’s Grand Bazaar and Swiss Fancy Fair is now in full swing and surpasses in beauty and attraction anything of the kind ever seen in Manchester’. And companies offered financial arrangements to extend the abundance of consumption to broader sections of the public: ‘Lancashire Furnishing Company. Why pay cash for furniture when you can get it at the same price, and pay for it by small weekly installments or monthly installments’.

Some nineteenth-century newspapers and magazines such as the Illustrated London News and the Illustrated Times included many lavish pictorial advertisements, but advertisements in other newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian were smaller, simpler, text-based promotions. Many were general announcements (‘Found, a long-haired collie’), advertisements for domestic staff (‘Wanted, at once, a respectable Girl as Kitchen-maid, where other servants are kept’), private sale items (including typewriters, safes, pianos, domestic furniture), and services (‘Elocution, Oratory, Drama: eminent pupils in every profession’). But there were also many advertisements for manufactured goods and whilst these were not rich in visual imagery, many were rich in consumerist promises of pleasure, glamour, convenience, self-transformation, and deliverance from anxieties and from physical and mental ailments. Indeed, the sheer number of advertisements in any one copy of the newspaper fostered a stimulating sense of material and symbolic abundance. In aiming to engender a generalised desire for consumption and in fostering the appeal of novelty, advertising also indirectly promoted the sales of newspapers which were, of course, commodities in themselves.
 Brown (1985) suggests that the reasons why the ‘buy your own copy’ mentality of newspaper readership largely came to replace the model whereby people shared newspapers, or read then in public newsrooms, cannot be fully explained by reductions in the price of newspapers or better distribution.
 Certainly, the cheaper paper being used for printing meant that these new papers deteriorated after one reading and thus were not so easily shared (ibid.). But another factor contributing to the increase in sales of newspapers was precisely the model of purchase and ownership that was being relentlessly promoted for a wide range of commodities. This signals how news established a new relationship with its readers and, to cite Schudson’s (1995: 33) analysis of contemporary news forms, became ‘the property of all of us’. In the context of English nineteenth-century newspapers, this does not mean that all had equal access to consuming newspapers, or that newspapers were read in a uniform way: reading rooms, as forerunners of public libraries, continued to operate as sites where people could read daily and weekly newspapers in a way that was not reliant on individual purchase. Rather, nineteenth-century newspapers became ‘the property of all of us’ through their imbrication with the discourses and ideals of the developing consumer culture and their evolution into a technology of possession. Thus newspapers were part of, and contributed to shaping the character of commodity production and dissemination with its distinctive speeds and tempos. The daily tempo of newspapers’ production and consumption was history in the making and a subtle approach is required to tease out its complexities.
 Walter Benjamin’s work on temporality and the commodity-form offers a productive starting point for this task.

Newspapers and commodity culture: a constellation

Benjamin’s (1999; 2003) concept of ‘constellation’ provides a suggestive, although perhaps loosely characterised, analytic tool (see Gilloch 2002). It can apprehend connections that may be contingent and mutable without reducing their relationality to simple causality, or without imposing a static framework. It does not aim to impose a spatial imaginary over a temporal analysis of causality, but rather aims to combine an analysis of multiple spaces and times. As Martin Jay argues,

what is really required is a nimble way to move from one mode of analysis to another without expecting them to necessarily cohere in a definitive way. In this sense, the image of a force-field or constellation … captures the inexhaustible variety of our interfaces with the world better than any single unified approach.

(Jay in Goodman 2003: 119)
For Benjamin, a constellation is a relationship of mutable elements held together across spaces and times in a productive tension. Connecting past and present, a constellation is a web or fabric of inter-relationships and an analysis of such constellations can provide an insight into the nature of a particular era. For me, there is a particular appeal in Benjamin’s attempts to apprehend the significance of the mundane and the quotidian, for newspapers are nothing if not ordinary and could perhaps be considered prototypical everyday commodities. As previously noted, the spectacular, grandiose or glamorously seductive elements of nineteenth-century commodity culture have generally received the most attention from academic analyses – grand exhibitions, luxurious departments stores with their extravagant displays, pictorial advertising (Bowlby 1985; Loeb 1994; Richards 1990; Williams 1982). But quotidian commodities of the era such as newspapers did as much, if not more, to define the character and form of consumer culture.


The constellation constituted by newspapers and commodity culture comprised the key elements of capitalist time, tempo and circulation, forming a relationship remarked upon by many social analysts. Writing in 1934, Lewis Mumford argued that, ‘by the end of the seventeenth century time-keeping had merged with record-keeping in the art of communication: the news-letter, the market report, the newspaper, the periodical followed’ (Mumford 1967 [1934]: 136). Others have noted how commercial travel and trade facilitated the exchange of information and led to the first news-sheets (Habermas 1991 [1962]). And Marshall McLuhan (1962) and Benedict Anderson (1991) highlight the connection between newspapers, time, and national consciousness. For McLuhan (1962: 217), ‘print and nationalism are axiological or co-ordinate, simply because by print a people sees itself for the first time’. And Anderson (1991) has famously argued how print capitalism and its attendant notions of empty, homogeneous time fostered the birth of modern nations as imagined communities. Writing a centennial history of The Manchester Guardian in 1921, Mills (1921: 4) articulates this sense of change in time and space: ‘it has become possible to collect news from all parts of the country and of the world as though there were no such thing as space; to print it and even illustrate it as though there were no such thing as time, and to circulate it among vast numbers of people’. This emphasis on time, movement and the capitalist market is refined in the more specific notion of circulation as deployed by Simmel (1991; 2004). He argued that nineteenth-century understandings of movement, time and space have been shaped by the circulation of money. On the one hand, the speed of the circulation of money reflects, and impacts upon perceptions of ‘an extreme acceleration in the pace of life’ (Simmel 2004: 506). But on the other, the fact that ‘reality is in a restless flux’ is concealed because ‘the forms and constellations of movement solidify in the appearance of the enduring object’ (Simmel 2004: 509). In his terms, then, certain forms persist through time – and thus give the appearance of constancy – but their compositional elements continually alter or are exchanged. 

This is useful for conceptualising the nineteenth-century newspaper. As a circulating object and textual system, it represented the flux of modernity and the sense of an acceleration of ‘news’ as new printing and communication technologies - as well as transport systems - developed to aid its rapid circulation. Smith (1979) notes that by 1876, special newspaper trains disseminated London newspapers such as The Times throughout the country. The case of The Manchester Guardian shows the importance of transport for newspapers’ success. On a very local level, newsboys were employed to deliver copies of newspapers to sites of sale (see figure 2). In 1888, The Manchester Guardian paid £1,411 for railway contracts, £84 for mail carts and trams, and £518 for horses and carts out of a total expenditure of £74,334 for that year, with expenditure on railway contracts increasing to £3,189 by 1897. Railways distributed copies of the newspaper but were also used by reporters gathering information. The reporters’ expenses account books of The Manchester Guardian show the scale and frequency of their travels, encompassing local towns such as Salford and Oldham, but also those further afield such as Fleetwood, Lancaster, Chester, Crewe, Harrogate, Warrington, Bolton, Birmingham, Preston, and Liverpool docks. In November 1886, for instance, the reporter W.R. Spencer spent almost every day travelling by railway around the north of England.


Railways played a prominent part in the Victorian imaginary, and ‘perhaps only the steam railway rivalled the newspaper press in the Victorian estimation of the progress of civilisation’ (Lee 1980: 21).
 This attribution centred on the steam engines’ – and indeed printing presses’ – embodiment of the ideal of the mastery of time and distance which translated in the Victorian imagination into progress and, of course, profit.

Value, in the doctrine of progress, was reduced to a time-calculation: value was in fact movement in time … the machine was displacing every other source of value partly because the machine was by its very nature the most progressive element in the new economy.

(Mumford 1967 [1934]: 183, emphasis in original)
Mumford, therefore, accords the clock rather than the steam engine the status of pre-eminent machine of the industrial age. But I would argue that it was the constellation of the conceptions of time, technologies of transport and printing, and notions of space and nation that were definitive. But while it represented the flux and speed of modernity, the newspaper also appeared a constant, stable entity as in Simmel’s formulation of the money-form. Apart from the daily changes of textual content, the form of the newspaper embodied a Victorian sense of archive in Richards’ (1993) terms, and one of the most significant ordering principles of that archive was the practices and representations of empire.
 For Richards, an archive was not so much a museum or library, but a unifying principle. It was, in the case of the imperial archive, ‘a fantasy of knowledge collected and united in the service of state and Empire’ (Richards 1993: 6). And, writing particularly of literature, Edward Said (1993: xxiii) argues that the great cultural archive is ‘where the intellectual and aesthetic investments in overseas domination are made’. The newspaper can be seen as a significant part of this textual archive of knowledge, drawing together the words and signs that composed the imperial principles of hierarchy, property and possession. But its form and production tempo also embodied Victorian ideals. Produced in a regular rhythm of daily editions, containing a familiar staple of home news, foreign news, commercial information and political commentary, the newspaper embodied a Victorian sense of constancy and stability; or rather, an ideal of a rooted, rightful Victorian culture of knowledge and progress moving through the ‘empty, homogeneous time’ of modernity that Benjamin (1999: 252), and later Anderson (1991), identify. As I discuss below, this impression of constancy and stability is held in tension with the planned obsolescence of the daily newspaper: produced anew every day, it constructed a particular commodity rhythm formed of the constellation of newspapers, imperial profit and the new commodity culture.

Influenced by Simmel’s work on pace and circulation, Benjamin (2003: 66) remarked on how ‘the acceleration of traffic and the tempo of news reporting (which conditions the quick succession of newspaper editions) aim at eliminating all discontinuities and sudden ends.’ This ideal of continuity and seamless, steady historical progress was key to the newspaper’s practices and ethos, and it is just these perceptions of a smooth teleological trajectory that Benjamin aimed to challenge. For Benjamin, history was not a linear, progressive sequence that can be recounted as if events were ‘like the beads of a rosary’ (Benjamin 1999: 255). Indeed, a particular constellation is formed by interconnections between elements in the present but also with a web of relationships with previous times. Thus, a constellation is a temporally expansive formation which can function for the cultural analyst as a heuristic device. And for Benjamin, commodities were excellent entry points for understanding such constellations. The newspaper represents perhaps the ultimate commodity as its renewed daily production, consumption and disposal are not reliant on daily technological innovations, merely on a sense that news is to be consumed daily as history progresses steadily forward.

For Benjamin, the commodity becomes transparent to analysis when it becomes outmoded and it is at this moment that its place in the constellation of the era becomes apparent. In the case of the nineteenth-century newspaper, each copy became out of date at the very moment it was published: framed by modernity’s formulations, time marches onwards leaving yesterday’s news valueless and disposable.
 The Manchester Guardian’s ever-changing tables of stocks and shares attest to this temporality, consolidating a sense of its relentless onward trajectory. Indeed, the newspaper was another machine of the Victorian age – a machine for making novelty. The steady stream of ‘novelty’ embodied in the daily production of newspaper articles (and indeed advertisements) ratified modernity’s perception that each day is a fresh step forward in the progression of history. This constantly reinscribed a sense of time as moving forward in a steady, mappable trajectory (itself available to textualisation) in an even, predictable tempo. Whilst the steam engine and printing press impressed the Victorians with their technical achievement and embodiment of the ideal of progress, the newspaper as a nexus of commercial investment, political and consumerist ideologies, and technical infrastructure, comprised a truly impressive achievement: a time-machine. With topicality as its framing principle, news achieved the status of the ‘new’ merely by appearing on the newspaper’s pages – just by association with modernity’s time-machine.

Benjamin deployed an analytical method of montage to disrupt any such continuous interpretation of history and to access and apprehend constellations. To this end, he wrote of using ‘the rags, the refuse’ of society, juxtaposing the detritus of modern life in a jarring montage to better comprehend the true nature of the era (Benjamin 2003: 460). In a very immediate sense, refuse was the raw material of the newspaper industry as the paper used for newspaper printing in England was made from rags until the 1850s (Lee 1980). Thus, rags were not considered mere worthless refuse: they were the raw materials of capitalist production. Indeed, there were massive shortages of rags for the papermaking industry which led to the import of vast quantities to fuel the demand (Hills 1988; Hunter 1978 [1943]).
 Newspapers were also collected from homes and recycled (Hills 1988), and by 1878 there were 133 rag merchants and 51 waste paper dealers in London (Simmonds 1873). Thus ‘the rags, the refuse’ of society flag up society’s systems of value, production and consumption. Lee (1980: 37) observes that, ‘as early as the 1870s suburban trains were left strewn with the litter of thousands of newspapers every morning’. Discarded newspapers thus represented nineteenth-century cycles of industrial production, mass consumption, and the mobility of certain workers (defined in terms of time and hence value). And once one part of their ‘social life’ (Appadurai 1986) or ‘biography’ as commodities (Kopytoff 1986) was over, in their waste form they were redeployed as recycled material and resold. By presenting the rags and the refuse of society in a montage, Benjamin hoped to offer insights into how the ordinary, the outdated, and the forgotten act to structure the social world. And newspapers immediately become outdated refuse moving through the imagined empty, homogeneous time of modernity.

Following Benjamin’s (2003) insight that the commodity gives up the secrets of its true nature at the moment of its destruction we can see how newspapers as rapidly outmoded commodities offer an excellent site of analysis for consumer culture. The ‘secret’ of the newspaper’s nature as commodity is revealed in its ephemerality and disposability, and in its (flawed and always provisional) efforts to contain and organise the rag-bag and miscellany of modern life. Both constant in their daily rhythms and format, and in constant flux with their restless reporting of ‘the new’, newspapers embodied the contradictions of modernity. One of the most potent social structures of modernity was that of nation and many authors have noted its connections with newspapers (e.g. McLuhan 1962; Anderson 1991). Related to this, and even more potent, were the practices and discourses of empire with which newspapers were intimately bound up. This formed a constellation which was to impact upon property, rights, and commodity relations to the present day.

The newspaper as technology of possession

Consumption, global trade and the public sphere have had a long and constitutive relationship. The coffee house society of the seventeenth century discussed by Habermas (1991 [1962]) was built on the consumption of products traded from around the world. As Mimi Sheller (2003: 84) argues, ‘“Consuming publics”, defined as elements of the public oriented toward a world economy from which a new cornucopia of consumer goods flowed, were the movers and shakers of the bourgeois public sphere’. Newspapers must be seen as part of this constellation of commodity relations, and amongst their other roles, can be seen as a technology of possession. In their form, content and financial interrelationships, newspapers thus enacted and reinscribed practices, discourses, flows of value and capitalist principles of possession which take their most compelling form in empire. As noted above, The Manchester Guardian’s financial success was tied to the buoyancy of trade and commercial ventures far afield. And although a provincial paper, it had always been committed to reporting world events. For instance, in 1896 The Manchester Guardian despatched a special correspondent to Abyssinia who then sent letters detailing the conflict and spent some of his year’s posting as a prisoner.
 And in 1897, four correspondents were sent to cover the war between Greece and Turkey. The mobility of reporters and developments in technologies such as the electric telegraph had an immense impact on the availability of information, whether political or purely commercial (such as trade figures).
 In another manifestation of the constellation of commodities, empire and newspapers, The Manchester Guardian’s advertisements revealed the travelling practices and the modern, mobile imaginary of its readers. There were large numbers of advertisements for passage or holidays to parts of the empire or other lands such as Calcutta, Ceylon, Canada, the United States, Chile, Peru, Australia, New Zealand and Tasmania, the West Indies, China, and Japan.

The existence of both the British Empire and the particular form of nineteenth-century newspapers in the Victorian era was not merely coincidence: newspapers’ textual content, material form and circulation on the one hand, and the discourses and practices of empire on the other were cultural co-ordinates. They formed a constellation. As Richards notes of the Victorians,

In a very real sense theirs was a paper empire: an empire build on a series of flimsy pretexts that were always becoming texts… it was much easier to unify an archive composed of texts than to unify an empire made of territory.

(Richards 1993: 4)
What better textual form for the paper empire than that of the newspaper? I am arguing that the newspaper was a technology of possession which co-ordinated and channelled texts, ideas and finance. The textual representations in The Manchester Guardian revealed not only the raw facts of empire – tables of profits, calls for investment in new commercial ventures, stocks and shares (in India Railways, Colonial and Foreign Corporation Stocks, Indian Government Securities, Colonial and Provincial Government Stocks), details of ships arriving or departing parts of the empire or beyond (Calcutta, Sydney, North Cape, Rio Grande, Madras, Barbados, Singapore). The newspaper content can also be seen as textual attempts at imperial control and mastery through the marshalling and ordering of forms of knowledge authorised by, and reinforcing, political legitimacy and capitalist ownership. Despite some dissenting leader columns, it could be said that this commodity-form unified the empire built of texts in ways that were both subtle and powerful.
 MacKenzie (1984: 5), for instance, outlines how a wide spectrum of popular culture imagery such as in music hall, and in advertising and packaging drew on imperial imagery, ‘taking colonial adventures into every home’.

But the manner in which the newspaper functioned as a technology of possession is not reducible to its textual content, nor can it be considered ‘spectacular’ in the manner of music hall or lavishly illustrated packaging or advertising. Indeed, accounts have shown how advertising and commodities such as newspapers represented – and indeed constructed a system of representation for – empire (Kaul 2000; Ramamurthy 2003; Richards 1990). But the newspaper’s constellation with empire was also temporal and organised a sense of imperial time. Anne McClintock (1995: 37) argues that the imagery and words of late nineteenth-century British advertising frames the viewer’s position through ‘panoptical time’: ‘By panoptical time, I mean the image of global history consumed – at a glance – in a single spectacle from a point of privileged invisibility’. As coordinators or technologies of global systems of ownership and exchange (of commodities, land, ideas, commercial information), newspapers also functioned as this kind of time-machine, offering the reader a mode of temporal consumption. Less spectacular than the striking, image-rich advertisements that McClintock considers in her account, newspapers such as The Manchester Guardian present a more mundane but no less significant form of this temporal organisation. From the reader’s position at the centre of empire, progress could be consumed at leisure and the propriety of capitalist property relations subtly reiterated – comforting tables of profit sit alongside advertisements advising how to spend those profits. The Manchester Guardian aptly illustrates the complex and ambivalent nature of this textual and material system of domination, juxtaposing Liberal editorial pieces on the ills of slavery and rightful the emancipation of women with detailed commercial information and consumer-oriented advertisements.

As perhaps the textual commodity of modernity, the newspaper established its own commodity rhythm of the daily production of novelty, exchange, possession and disposal. And it also relied upon the commercial rhythms of capitalism and empire – the variable successes of companies who advertise in their pages and provide crucial income; the rhythms of ships arriving and departing the docks carrying news, commodities and profits; the ideologies of imperial progress marching forward hand-in-hand with capitalist formations of possession and exchange. The Manchester Guardian established a framework of imperial scale and interconnections in a way that became familiar, routinised and localised – commercial news collected from trade ships at Liverpool docks about sugar prices, for example, was disseminated through the newspaper directly alongside regional news, thus bringing the far near in one naturalised (property) relation (c.f. Habermas 1991 [1962]). The speed and tempo of technologies of capitalism and empire – whether trade ships or the electric telegraph – were embodied and made tangible in the quotidian form of the newspaper. A story in The Manchester Guardian on the ‘Trans-African Telegraphs’ from ‘our correspondent in Kimberley’ articulates the coordination of technologies of communication, commerciality, and imperial ideologies. The article from 3 January 1893 discusses the extensions of the telegraph in 1879:

That extension from the Cape Colony to Natal was a work of extraordinary difficulty and danger. The wire, leaving the eastern frontier of the Cape Colony, had first of all to traverse a country the native population of which was in open rebellion against the Cape Government, and subsequently through a country – Pondoland – the population of which, though independent of British control, was most uncertain in its predilections, and might any day have declared itself against British authority.

The article goes on to observe that the new extension of the telegraph would bring down cable rates between South Africa and England and that ‘that reduction would lead to an immense increase in business’. As a ‘civilising’ set of technologies, the newspaper and telegraph provided a kind of pulse for historical process framed for Western nations as inexorable forward motion, with the newspaper charting modernity’s tempo in parallel with the nation’s steady, cohesive progress. And as the above example makes clear, that progress was understood in terms of imperial mastery and commercial expansion.

It is the interplay between the everyday, socially-embedded rhythms of buying and reading the daily newspaper, and the ideologies of the grand sweep of imperial progress that constitutes the powerful constellation of the newspaper and the commodity culture of the nineteenth century. Embedded in these practices, texts and infrastructures, are the now-familiar imperial structures of racial hierarchy, and cultural and economic domination. Understanding newspapers as commodities which were indissociably part of empire offers another level of analysis for academic histories of newspapers and flags up new questions for the analysis of contemporary newspapers. Newspapers rapidly became key markers of everyday consumption in Britain with even the poorest people buying and reading newspapers by the end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, they became emblematic of basic, everyday consumption practices to the extent that the inability to buy a halfpenny paper was used as a benchmark of real privation in Rowntree’s classic study of poverty in York (Brown 1985). This emblematic status of newspapers as commodities embedded in consumerist discourses, and as part of complex consumption practices, has not been fully recognised. Neither has the way in which the constellation of newspapers and commodity culture encompassed key structuring elements such as empire that were central in forming their character.


Considering newspapers in this way also reveals the cracks in the system. Benjamin’s account of commodities and temporality points to how capitalism cannot contain the forces it unleashes. In commodities’ after-life when they become outmoded and at odds with the era, they reveal how they embody capitalist obsolescence, making transparent the system of production and the temporality of commodity capitalism. In the case of newspapers, looking back from today at old copies may ‘make strange’ the angles of stories with their ‘quaint ideas’, and the outmoded fashions and curios in advertisements may reveal the cycles of the production of desire tied to capitalist modes of production. But a certain temporal distance is required for this practice and it is likely that nineteenth-century readers of newspapers were more subject to the process of ‘social forgetting’ identified by Benjamin who argued that ‘every current of fashion or of worldview derives its force from what is forgotten’ (Benjamin 2003: 393). For Benjamin, the commodity simultaneously reveals and conceals. Thus we can use his account to understand the newspaper’s structuring of temporality in terms of dailiness and novelty. It is beyond the scope of this article to attempt such an analysis, but interesting questions about memory are bound up in this framing of newspapers. Memory and social forgetting are here intimately interwoven, inscribing a structuring of memory with a pulse of capitalism. As in Simmel’s account of the circulation of money, this pulse can be seen as both numbing and revelatory. The increasing tempo of nineteenth century commodity production both numbed any sense of history – and indeed constructed its own commodity rhythms and capitalist, imperial time – and provided a window onto the true character of commodity capitalism.

Conclusion

If commodities only make sense in relation to other commodities (Baudrillard 1996), newspapers must be understood within the context of a commodity culture. The debates following Habermas about the putative shift from a culture-debating to a culture-consuming society need to understand the purchase and use of newspapers embedded within the wide range of people’s everyday consumption practices. People’s material and symbolic relationship to newspapers as commodities must be fully addressed. But also, studies need to understand newspapers’ role in shaping commodity culture in both historical and contemporary contexts. Walter Benjamin’s work can show us that the contemporary constellation of newspapers and commodity culture is an interweaving of the ‘then’ and the ‘now’ in the time-machine of the newspaper. As a constellation, this formation integrates elements such as consumerist discourses and journalistic practices, but also constitutes a kind of magnetic field, drawing together past and present. The formation of newspapers in and through the imperial era infuses contemporary newspapers with traces that need to be unravelled to fully understand today’s newspapers and to begin to ask some new questions. Such an analysis might go some way towards offering new perspectives on the relations between ‘the west’ and ‘the rest’ that are performed by the technology of the newspaper. These relations are typically explored through textual analysis of newspaper content, but a further level of analysis might be added by considering the historically-embedded imperial technology of the newspaper. The commodity rhythms of dailiness instituted by nineteenth-century newspaper production are now being altered by 24-hour news reporting and online news services. These provide more information, but as Susan Sontag (2003) reminds us, more information does not necessarily translate into more understanding. Indeed, it may be that the ‘understanding’ the media are supposed to provide is being short-circuited by the structuring legacies of the newspaper-form. These shifting formats of news provision point to other rhythms created by neo-colonial relations and the contemporary enactment of the newspaper as ‘technology of possession’. This raises questions for analysis: what kind of property relation is this? How does neo-colonial time, enacted by news media, construct how we see the world? How does the possessive technology of the newspaper frame contemporary ways of seeing? This article is arguing for analysis which is more attentive to the complexity of the newspaper’s status as commodity and its place in neo-colonial commodity culture, and for approaches which apprehend the constitutive interweaving of past and present. Ignoring such a historical relationship risks reinforcing the newspaper’s impact as a force for social forgetting.
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� For further detail on Adorno’s criticisms of Benjamin’s work see Lonitz (1999).


� The masthead of the newspaper was changed to The Guardian in 1959 and the first issue was printed in the London rather than Manchester premises in 1960 (Ayerst 1971).


�  Data on The Manchester Guardian’s business history was sourced from the Guardian Archive at Manchester University Library. This includes accounts ledgers, reporters’ diaries and expenses books, business correspondence, and cuttings books. An analysis of the textual content of The Manchester Guardian was carried out using the microfilm holdings of The Manchester Guardian in Manchester Central Library. Additional material is sourced from studies of the newspaper (e.g. Ayerst 1971; Mills 1921).


� Engels himself was a freelance reporter who had a number of articles published in The Manchester Guardian. Ayerst (1971) claims that Engels used its files to construct his argument in The Condition of the Working Class in England with particular reference to cotton manufacturers’ exploitative practices against their workers, such as using unjust weights.


� Increases in revenue were also related to circulation figures which could be affected by long term trends or specific events. For instance, the Queen’s visit to open the Manchester Ship Canal in 1894 increased the next day’s circulation of The Manchester Guardian to 109,520.


� Examples taken from The Manchester Guardian, 1 July 1892.


� See Colin Campbell’s (1987) analysis for a different nuance which stresses the interconnections between the Protestant ethic and the Romantic ethic in hedonistic consumption.


� The Manchester Guardian 3 January 1893, 2 January 1893.


� Both examples from The Manchester Guardian 3 January 1893.


� Advertising’s commercial nature, and the revenue it brought newspapers, also had the positive impact of distancing newspapers from more direct forms of government control (Conboy 2004).


� In the 1840s, when free postage was included in the cover price (incorporating the stamp duty), it is estimated that each copy of The Manchester Guardian was posted on to friends on average three times (Ayerst 1971). News vendors of London newspapers hired out copies of that morning’s papers for 1d an hour before reclaiming them and sending them to their provincial subscribers by the evening post or train service (Lee 1980).


� There were of course many weekly newspapers and journals in the late nineteenth century. However, it was the daily newspapers that articulated with modernity’s spatio-temporal imagination most strikingly. 


� See also Schivelbusch (1980).


� Richards appears to be drawing on Michel Foucault’s notion of archive. Foucault argued that an archive is an organisation of what can be said and known, that is, ‘the general system of the formation and transformation of statements’ (2001: 130).


� While newspapers may sometimes confound their status as obsolescent objects and persist in specific sites such as archives and collections, these exceptions do not detract from the general cultural impact of the rhythm of newspaper production and disposal.


� Due to these shortages, Esparto grass started being used to make paper in the 1850s. Wood pulp first started being imported into Britain around 1870 to produce paper in a cost effective way (Hills 1988; Hunter 1978 [1943]).


� The reporter, A. B. Wylde, was despatched at a very considerable cost of £1,465.


� The Manchester Guardian expended considerable sums on reporters’ wages and expenses but also spent large sums on telegraph costs, e.g. in 1888 its telegraphing costs were £2,063.


� The famous editor of The Manchester Guardian, C.P. Scott, wrote from a Liberal position on a range of issues, most notably women’s suffrage and Irish Home Rule (see Anonymous 1946).
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