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How does the changing physical appearance of womemirror wider
historical changes? : A case study of 1960s BritainThe following essay will
examine the importance of clothing as a means of fileng women throughout
the 1960s by looking at the revolution in women’s lpysical image in Great
Britain at that time and by examining whether or nd it was a reflection of the
social changes of the time. Women's role in historyas well as her representation
is shown as following an important ‘image’, one thaall too often conformed,
inhibited and restricted her within what the Victorian’s deemed a ‘separate
sphere’. The 1960s in Great Britain was not only atut a physical questioning of
what was ‘beautiful’, but also about a new sense ofearlessness that was
supported by a strong and for the first time organted ‘voice’ and a breaking
with that traditional ‘image’. It was a time in which women began to redefine
themselves on their own terms and take control ofheir lives. Some argue that
this force of change simply served to further widenthe differences between
genders, while others recognize the massive shifti ithe slim, simpler ‘ideal
image’ of models such as Twiggy. The 1960s lessendte importance of
sophisticated beauty, replacing it with a simplercleaner cut ‘image’ that was
accompanied by powerful jobs and economic success isociety. A new
independence broke away from physical fragility andraditional religious views
on clothing as a moral role model for society to siply adhere to, replacing it
with the individual taste and the individual definition of beauty. As a result, the
influences of the 1960s upon women and how the paial, economic and
socio/cultural factors of the time triggered radica revolution was equally

mirrored in the clothing of the time.



INTRODUCTION

For the first time, the 1960s visibly saw women ghtifying themselves
apart from men, as individuals in their own right. They began to question and
interpret in a way that opposed the former constritions of religion, sex, gender
and society, achieving recognized positions of imgance outside the homé All
of these changes were reflected in their attire. @n rejecting anything that had
any ties with their former repression, women soughtlesperately to redefine their

role in society. Yet, the way in which women discaed anything that was

associated with that former domination was indeedepressive in

. . . . . “Guilt cage:
of itself. It categorised and labelled in a differat way, creating a impnsoned% so far
s " . . as limitations are
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lifestyle, thus those
limitations are
disguised within
. . . . . . , fortabl
different exterior appearance’. By this, their perceived ‘changes’ | poundarics.

inferior limitations common throughout history, yet clothed by a

(e.g. wearing shorter skirts, pants, etc) continued
to confine and separate them in a very visual waydm their male
counterparts®. Whatever the reason, the political, economic and
socio/cultural factors did play an important role in the definite
Fig.1 changes that took place in women’s physical appeanae during
the 19608. Visually, clothing maintained its importance as acrucial record
reflecting the revolutionary changes that took plae during those turbulent
years. The image of beauty changed along with théothing. Briefly tracing what
the woman’s shape has looked like through time,
illustrates the female bondage to societal
expectations of what they ‘should’ look like.
Shifting from the voluptuous figure of Minoan
times (1800s BC) (fig.1), to the Egyptians (fig.2)

and Romans admiration of a slim, defined beauty Fig.2
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exhibited by the use of the corset, on to the Rerssiance and their increasingly
popular décolletage, history continued to developlang similar ideas throughout
the twentieth centunf. The 1940s saw the revival of the breast as an &
object, that may be responsible for the decline ibreast-feeding, replaced by
bottles. By the 1960s, the image was about redefigj the role without utilising all
that had come beforé. It was a decade of dramatic change. For the firstime,
women enforced their ‘voice’ and publicly took powe into their own hands. And
it is that courageous beauty and the ensuing imagi defined that had the

greatest impact upon women everywhere.

5 Humm, MaggieFeminisms, a readel992.
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One must first of all raise the question: What dog
clothing represent in society? Clothes have two ingstant
aspects to them, the social and the individual. Thiermer depicts
them as far more than a simple physical garb, or &@aphazard
aspect of our appearance. Rather, they reveal attiutes
identifying with the social role, reflecting the tme period, the
person, the status and all too often
the gendef. Ideally, clothes should
be seen as expressing the chosen, Fig.3
an identity of the wearer who has selected his or
her garments from personal experience and taste.
In reality, since the rise of the wealthy middle @ss
of the 1400s, all too often, the media has dictated
trends and labels, thereby powerfully imposing
their ideas and opinions upon society. The
Fig.4 restrictions that society itself imposes through
clothing are evident to this day; social class, upbringing, livelihood and manners
are but a few examples. Society seems to categorike wearer by conformity to
a given stereotype (Fig.3) that the onlooker has ba preconditioned by society to
see. By this, one is ‘told’ what is ‘beautiful’, ad it is in relation to that ‘image’
that each person is measured.
But, clothes also play an important role in the sese that they affect the
mind and the self-image of the wearerClothing does represent the individual.
But, when that exterior self is subconsciously dieted (e.g. through fashion

magazines and advertisement) women will conform bielving that they look

8 Langner, Lawrencéhe importance of wearing cloth#991
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‘beautiful’ because that is the image that is condered ‘attractive’. They then
believe that ‘what they look like is who they are’.Thus, the need to conform
becomes so ingrained within the female image thahs loses her individuality
and becomes the image society has defined. A goodample of social
conformation by women is the use of the waist

minimizer®* (fig.5). It identified what the ideal female

figure should resemble. Yet this ‘beauty’ compromisd

movement and inhibited breathing, forcing women tobe

delicate and physically dependent upon the male, tis

placing her within the “guilt cag€, visibly separated by

what she wore. While that ‘beauty’ and delicacy retined

Fig.5 the respect of society, it trapped and inhibited wmen

from stepping forward against this stereotypical inage implemented by men.

11 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal Discussior?, 200



“Contrary to established beliefs, the differentiati in clothing
between men and women arose from the male’s desir@ssert
superiority over the female and to hold her to tssrvice. This he
accomplished through the ages by means of spedathing which
hampered or handicapped the female in her movemeftseen men
prohibited one sex from wearing the clothing of tle¢her, in order to
maintain this differentiation’?”
Throughout history, clothes have always been of ga¢ importance
when examining women'’s lives. Whether it be the ca,
delicate and lovely side-ornament who is overshadaa
by her elaborate male counterpart
of the 14" Century élite or the
1960s film star Julie Christie
(fig.7), who’'s glowing, healthy

Fig.6

"33 (fig.6) came minus the seductive

‘Bardot looks
appeal”. The common image of the female, her
Fig.7 acceptable ‘look’, was all too often defined by the
privileged class, in which women did not have to w& and were given
decorative social roles in a male dominant society.
Historically, the attire of British aristocratic women had always been
ornamental. This is contrary to the vast number ofworking class female
servants who made up a large section of society. &h
Victorian era began redefining the role of
workingwomen in response to the changing industrial
working world in which the ever-increasing factory
jobs invited women to work at very low wages. Often
labelled ‘domestic ideology’, this construction ofa
separate ‘sphere’ exempted the working class women,

Fig.8
whose families’ livelihood often depended upon theiwage outside of the

2| angner, Lawrencé he importance of wearing cloth&991
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‘home’. These women were seen as havingtépped outside their ‘proper
sphere’... transitory workers on their way to fulfiig their true destinies as
wives and mothers®. The workingwoman, awaiting her ‘true destiny’ as a
mother and wife, thus, her appearance was excused.

It was not until the 1960s that they began to sucssfully break away
from this stereotype. Part of what caused this masse shift was the fact that
women had recently had a foretaste of the male wonkg world. During the
world wars of the 20" century, they were given the chance to take on nel
jobs, jobs they were denied when the men returned
from war. Thus, their taste of power, of work and &
economic freedom could not be simply forgotten or
given up that easily®. Clothes had already begun to

reflect this change in thought; a

sense of fearlessness was evident

through the rapidly shortening

skirts, the shedding of all things F

feminine or constricting with reference to undergaments,

such as corsets or the hobble skirt. Models Jean Bimpton

Fo.10 (fig.10) and then Twiggy (Lesley Hornby) (fig.8), mtroduced

‘the waif look’!. Cilla Black, Sandie Shaw and Dusty Springfield,
independent minded and ‘sassy looking’, appeared ithe 1960s as liberal
descendants of Doris Day (fig.9) in an era where rginity was no longer
realistic or fashionable®. The 1960s icons were more youthful and beauty was
straightforward. “ Nobody was spending time on seduction anymore ahe t

femme fatale of the first half of the century wasipsé ™.
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To what extent is clothing linked to morality? Theinfluence of what is
worn is far more than simple superficiality; it is a beauty that delves beneath the
exterior. Rooted in Christian religion
(fig.11), the idea of temptation, (of good
and evil; Adam and Eve), and morals
(society’s expectationgf. All too often, the
female is limited by what is considered
decent and proper for her, yet permissible
for him?%. She is seen as the temptress, a _—
descendant of Eve. Responsibility for any deviatiofrom the moral code is laid

at her feet. The male is the weak one (Adam) who iso
easily tempted by ‘her’ (Eve) therefore cannot be &ld
responsible for sexual divergence (e.g. participain
with prostitutes)®. Women were enforced with the
responsibility of being the ‘backbone’ of society & a
means of keeping them in line.
The law historically, even reinforced morality.
Identities constructed from effects of the Contagios
Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869, which appehare
to be an attempt to define ‘correct’ feminine behaiour
as well as give the responsibility of STD’s upon th
female®. F?ﬁﬁs in labelling male and female, the woman amars already as
inferior to the man in that her gender is defined fom the original derivative of
male. She is identified in relation to the male, whout existence on her own and
must be seen as secondary and subservient to hinoy fher own good (fig.12).
This is obviously reflected in both the hobble skir (fig.4) and the corset (fig.5)
mentioned earlier. These clothes became tools ofpression. These items, for

example, restricted women from simple movement, corolled oxygen intake and

20 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal discuss@f® 2
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crushed ribs*. At the opposite end, clothes also formed a clevelisguise and an
excuse for acceptable types of behaviour and disgsctful treatment of some
women, such as prostitutes or maidservants.

As an individual, a woman’s image has been dictateto her by her
clothing, by social expectations as illustrated byary Wollstonecraft's quote
beneath the title page of this essay. It is oftenebeved that women have

remained an ‘object’ because their very image has
been preconditioned by society to rest both as a
moral backbone (shed the curse of Eve) and also in
her ability to entertain and display her refined
gualities (élite class image), thereby her superiial
appearance in her role as a hostess. This altered
dramatically with the appearance of designers in ta
1960s such as Courreges’ ‘futurism’ that was
Fig.13 adapted to the sartorial and visual clichés of saee-
fiction comics through his space-age miniskirts anttouser suits™.

The styles of old Levi’'s shrunk and sown up tightdown the inner leg,
black sweaters and donkey jackets all began to apaein 1962°. There was a
strange adaptation of traditional male clothing, pehaps because they
represented freedom, both physically (through pantsand loose clothing) and
socially (through work, money and the financial suport of a family). Thus,
clothing is strongly linked to morality throughout history, and with the
guestioning and rejection of much of the moral foudations of society being
replaced in the 1960s by new found philosophies angkliefs, clothing and its

previous link to morality somewhat dissolved (fig,3).

24 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal discuss® 2
25 Rowbotham, Shelig Century of Womeri997 Ch.7 Pg.354.
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The redefinition of the ‘female image’ during the B60s was the result of a
climax that had been building throughout history. it was the socio/cultural,
political and economic changes that ‘permitted’ itstranslation to be recognized

in female clothing (fig.14). Issues of sex and arpen
frankness concerning women'’s attitudes towards it
was evident in their rejection of constrictive clohing,
while powerful, influential positions in politics
became publicly open to women. Women began to
have the power to control both physically (abortion
and economically (financial support) the size of tair
_ families, thus their own personal freedor. The
1960s broJSﬁfout the ‘voices’ of women that werehen in turn reflected in what
they wore and how they led their lives.

Issues of education became important stepping-stosieas women were no
longer following the role of their mother in beingtrained
for domestic service, or the role of motherhood, bu
rather a career of their choosing. Issues of respaibility,
equality and a woman’s right to control her body
dominated the socio/cultural redefinition of the fenale
image. Women began to organize themselves politibal
over global concerns, wage equality and variabilityin _
jobs as well as economic rights within marriage. Jie Christie (fig.Fllgsl)Ssums up
the dream of the decade: love of everybody...the feeling that you were parttio¢
human race and that we are all much of a muchn&%sWomen were defining

themselves differently, as part of the human racé %°.

2" Tilly, Louise A. & Joan W. ScotiVomen Work and Famil§978
28 Rowbotham, Shelig Century of Womeni997 Pg.339.
29 i

Ibid.
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Socio/culturally, the 1960s drew a dichotomy betweethe pressure to be
sexy, but equally, the pressure to get married. Sex was becoming more overt:
women were ready and raunchy, aggressive and yetlding in 1960s
advertisements. Images of femininity were commuricg blatantly opposing
messages of freedom and subordinatiéh

Sexual equality and responsibility proceeded to bplaced upon the male
as much as the female. Exemplified by the scandal 1963 of Tory minister John
Profumo’s affair with Christian Keeler (fig.16), and revelations about spies and

diplomats having sex with the same woméh
Yet, it represented a change in policy, men were
now being held sexually responsible for their
behaviour, as women had always been.
Sociological pessimism about family
Fig.16 disintegration was being replaced with a new
optimism by the mid- 19608 The decline of the father's authority and the
growth of more democratic and equal relationships wre cheerfully interpreted
as improvements. Welfare services were commonly ragled as a means of
strengthening this kind of family life by enablingworking-class parents to spend
more time with their children.

Women'’s physical right over their body was exemplied by their use of
birth control in the 1960s. Liberal David Steel's ntroduction of the Medical
Termination of the Pregnancy Act also presented ahange as abortion was now
legalized upon the agreement of two doctot The Family Planning Act also
allowed local authorities to provide advisory senges on birth control. This was
important in so far as it allowed the woman to conbl the size or indeed the
existence of her family*. The unity of the family, that had always been fogssed

around the mother and wife was drawn into a new ligt as the Sexual Offenders

%0 Rowbotham, Shelig Century of Womeh997. Pg.364.
bid. Pg.359

%2 |bid. Pg.352
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Act of 1967 legalized homosexuality, thus a newfodmpenness to the discussion
of sex began, no longer was it a ‘closet’ subject.

As a result of these social changes in Great Britaj women were no longer
solely responsible for upholding the ‘image’ of farty life through constrictive
clothing. Equality gave them a new found freedom tat was visible through
looser and more individual clothing that at times esembled that of the male. The
1960s really focussed upon the woman'’s power oveehown body. Her control
of how she appeared marked a physical independen@nd a sexual freedom.
Julie Christie said it succinctly “Men don’t want any responsibility and neither do
I”.

Politically, women were holding governmental positns traditionally
reserved for men. Cabinet member ‘Barbara Castlé® supported the fight for
women: “to find out what they are, what they want to be antiether they are given
the backing of society to lead the lives they wantlead. Real equality must go
down to the mundane things, like how do | get endutp live on, do | or do | not
have children, who will help me bring them &% Working in Overseas
Development in Transport and in Industry, she is gerfect example of the new
role women led in participating in local, regionaland national government.

Women were also organizing to insure that their patical ‘voice’ could be
heard. In November 1961, pram-pushing mothers led3® marchers to the Soviet
Embassy with a letter to the Russian leader Khrushwev: “ Up to now women
have not had much of a say in politics; but...we cajust go on cooking food for
out families when we know it is being contaminatedth radioactive poisons. We
know that women all over the world, especially tkowho have or hope to have

children, feel as we dd.” No longer were women standing passively by or wiing

% Barbara Castlevas a Cabinet member in Harold Wilson’s 1964 Latgmwernment and made the
claim that “it is hard for anyone, male or fematefulfil themselves of they are poor, ill-housed, ill-
educated and struggling with ill-health”. As a reshiir approach was to tackle women’s needs as part
of general social issues. Labour did not make a completak with Tory policy, for they too had been
clearing slums and building hospitals in the early 19B@sbara Castle did not see equality simply in
terms of opportunities to rise to high positions. (&hikowbothum)

% Rowbotham, SheligA Century of Womerd997. Pg.341
*|bid. Pg.343-4
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for men to take a stand on their behalf. They wergéaking control of their future.
The 1960s marked a newfound organized community ‘wce’ that reflected the

courage to speak out and make demands.

Economically, wage equality was introduced. As farties became smaller
it was more feasible for women to go out and workn the summer of 1968, the
strike of Ford sewing machinists put equality on tle agenda, thus challenging
Ford’s grading system. The sewing machinists losteir demand, yet the strike
had been sensitive to a new spirit. Audrey Wise rearked, “Everybody thought of
cars as being about the track, about engines, anetah and here you had women
working with soft materials, sewing, and they couldtop a huge car
factory...Women are not used to feeling so powerkd, it had a very great effect on
thent™. In addition, in 1968 Barbara Castle began to inst upon the phasing in
of equal pay through incomes legislation.

The 1960s brought the issue of job variety to theusface. In 1961, women
made up a third of the workforce, more than half ofthem were married, thereby
women were single-handedly beginning to support thiEamily, whether by choice
or by force (widowed). There were more options tharbeing a seamstress, a
cleaner, or a prostitute. Society was beginning teiew the female in a different
light. Men’s position in the workforce was threatered, yet it appeared inevitable,
as women had already had a foretaste of ‘freedom’uting both world wars (20th
century). Even divorce was now more accessible, ot of the divorce law was
achieved in 1969: divorce was now permitted followig a separation of two years
if both parties were in consent, or five years if nly one was. And the
Matrimonial Property Act secured the wife equal shae in family assets®. Thus,
money gave a new economic power to women.

Thus, all three of the above factors may be seen asucial in turning the
historical ‘image’ of the female around in the 1966, reflecting these events,
clothing broke also with longstanding tradition andsearched for a new venue in
Great Britain.

% Rowbotham, SheligA Century of Womerd997. Pg.349
% |bid. Pg.342
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In the 1960s, the previously important female imageof the Victorian
period became a physical ‘image’ from which womenadok the incentive to rebel
against. Clothing therefore, reflected the statefanind and as “the mind shapes
itself to the bod$? the two influenced and conditioned one another. Tik decade
was not the first to show a marked change in clothig, but it was the first in
which that change was accompanied by a strong, caageous ‘voice’. Women
had something to say and would not remain suppresdebeneath a ‘beautiful’
exterior any longer.

Clothing therefore, took on a new role in societyno longer serving as an
expression of the women themselves, but rather aset background to the shifting
balance of social power. Margaret Fuller argued thaindividuals had unlimited
capacities and that when people’s roles were defideaccording to their sex,
human development was severely limited. In this see, she was enforcing the
importance of women'’s role in society above and bewnd the physical ‘trophy’ to
be won by her male counterpart, but rather as integal to its functioning to its
full potential. Thus, Fuller illustrates the radical changes of the 1960s that
women went through in order to gain an equality tha would overlook any
difference in gender so as to strengthen society asvhole.

Throughout history, women’s identity had always bee linked to their
‘physical depiction’. The 1960s radically
altered this, as women began to take on
powerful roles apart from the attractive
housewife. That independence of spirit and a
redefining of themselves (fig.17) on their own
terms that flourished in the 1960s sharply
contrasted the Victorian woman who had
been repressed out of fear, a fear that the
male role would be challenged.

Fig.17 Clearly, clothing has always been

40 Greer, Germaindhe Female Eunuchi970. Pg.63
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somewhat of a moral guideline for society. But, ithe 1960s, as women began to
take control of their lives, their own physical apgarance changed. They began to
control the size of their families, thus their ownphysical well-being, and they
began to examine and question all that they had beepreviously taught by
education and religion, independently searching fotheir own livelihood.

The socio/cultural, economic and political factorsof the 1960s were
triggers to a previous unrest deeply ingrained witin most women, triggers that
were physically reflected by the radical changes inlothing. The fearlessness and
the shedding of any dependency on the male were nkad by the introduction of
bright new colours and fabrics and a shorter hemlie. Models such as Twiggy
(fig.19) marked a vast change in the female physigy more comfortably male in
nature, the previously seductive roundness replacdaly a sportier, thinner line.

The decade of the 1960s was one of political andcg&d upheaval, one in
which each and every principle and value was callethto
question internationally and overturned. A younger
generation was forced into adulthood far sooner as
result of America’s war in Vietham and the radical
turmoil in every aspect of society was evident. Tha) the

g 18 1960s stood as a final climax in the repression and
previously limited freedom of women. They were yeanother part of the mass
guestioning of previous history, one driven by Madat China, the Cuban Missile
Crisis and John F. Kennedy, one over which the fenka ‘voice’ was at long last

heard.
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It is important to look at the relationship of an image to society and to
examine the nature of an image itself. Clearly, its easier to examine the impact
of a change of law than a change in fashion. Thregbservations may be made:
(1) It is difficult to quantify something seemingly un-quantifiable. In assessing
women'’s evident physical changes during the 1960sne examines to what extent
their image changed alongside. (2) Yet, in lookingt the shortened hemlines and
the slimmer, more masculine beauty of models suchsa
Twiggy (fig.20), it is not necessarily a reflectionof the
everyday woman that is noted. There was the ideal
portrayed by the media and then there were those
different classes who attempted in different waysrad with
different means to conform to an extent to that imge
.19 personified by the idol. (3) But, who measures androves
change? In writing this essay, this was a difficujt encountered as the sources
largely depended upon were considerably limited intheir objectivity. For
example, looking at Sheila Rowbotham as an academieminist, she is relating
what the post-modernists deem a ‘discourse’ in theense that she is organizing
the past through her own experience and perspectiyereating history rather
than simply presenting it. Selecting what she deemelevant, thus limiting her
reader to her own implications, presumptions and aswould be expected
sympathetic and thus, subjective account. “Historyis a discourse about...the
past”*’. Thus, in writing this essay, sources used wereli@nt upon those genuine
accounts by women with a personal interest investeth feminist issues. It was
these women'’s discourses that defined the image frowhich the female changes
have been measured, thus their reliability is queginable. The image and
clothing concerns an ideological history, one thatloes not fit into hegemonic
discourse, that which comprises of traditional (patical/diplomatic) research,
often considered to be ‘proper history’. Those whare unconsciously relating a
discourse all too often define ‘Proper history’, tlus it goes unchallenged. The

strength of Rowbotham is that she is aware of hertand, she is conscious of her

“1 Jenkins, KeithRe-Thinking History1991. Great Britain. Pg.6

18



feminine perspective, and the resulting discourseajisputing society’s accepted
views. The relationship between how women looked dnthe massive changes
that took place during the 1960s is dialectical, aimterconnected thesis of one
influencing and conditioning the other. In assessipthe value of the sources used,
it is important to keep in mind the fact that as ahistorian within a particular
time period, one is restricted and dependent upongsticular sources, experiences
and language, thus these discourses are what ‘creathe accepted and recorded
knowledge of the day, their objectivity is questioable, yet it is in this way that
clothing is somewhat exceptional to the rule. As nméioned earlier, clothing
visibly marks history, bears witness and visually emains behind to tell its story,
yet it is the interpretation of that ‘history’ that is left up to feminist historians

such as Shelia Rowbotham to translate for the preseday.
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