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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 How does the changing physical appearance of women mirror wider 

historical changes? : A case study of 1960s Britain. The following essay will 

examine the importance of clothing as a means of defining women throughout 

the 1960s by looking at the revolution in women’s physical image in Great 

Britain at that time and by examining whether or not it was a reflection of the 

social changes of the time. Women’s role in history, as well as her representation 

is shown as following an important ‘image’, one that all too often conformed, 

inhibited and restricted her within what the Victor ian’s deemed a ‘separate 

sphere’. The 1960s in Great Britain was not only about a physical questioning of 

what was ‘beautiful’, but also about a new sense of fearlessness that was 

supported by a strong and for the first time organized ‘voice’ and a breaking 

with that traditional ‘image’. It was a time in whi ch women began to redefine 

themselves on their own terms and take control of their lives. Some argue that 

this force of change simply served to further widen the differences between 

genders, while others recognize the massive shift in the slim, simpler ‘ideal 

image’ of models such as Twiggy. The 1960s lessened the importance of 

sophisticated beauty, replacing it with a simpler, cleaner cut ‘image’ that was 

accompanied by powerful jobs and economic success in society. A new 

independence broke away from physical fragility and traditional religious views 

on clothing as a moral role model for society to simply 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 political, economic and 

socio/cultural factors of the time triggered radical revolution was equally 

mirrored in the clothing of the time. 
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“ Guilt cage”: 
imprisoned, in so far 
as   limitations are 
imposed, at the same 
time, may live within a 
wealthy comfortable 
lifestyle, thus those 
limitations are 
disguised within 
comfortable 
boundaries. 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 For the first time, the 1960s visibly saw women identifying themselves 

apart from men, as individuals in their own right. They began to question and 

interpret in a way that opposed the former constrictions of religion, sex, gender 

and society, achieving recognized positions of importance outside the home1. All 

of these changes were reflected in their attire. Often rejecting anything that had 

any ties with their former repression, women sought desperately to redefine their 

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

associated with that former domination was indeed repressive in 

of itself. It categorised and labelled in a different way, creating a 

new “guilt cage2”. Thus, it may be argued, that women were just 

following yet another popular image, remaining within the same 

inferior limitations common throughout history, yet clothed by a 

different exterior appearance3. By this, their perceived ‘changes’ 

(e.g. wearing shorter skirts, pants, etc) continued 

to confine and separate them in a very visual way from their male 

counterparts4. Whatever the reason, the political, economic and 

socio/cultural factors did play an important role in the definite 

changes that took place in women’s physical appearance during 

the 1960s5. Visually, clothing maintained its importance as a crucial record 

reflecting the revolutionary changes that took place during those turbulent 

years. The image of beauty changed along with the clothing. 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 

                                                 
1 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997. Ch.7.  
2 Greer, Germaine. The Female Eunuch. 1970. Pg. 63. 
3 Beddoe, Deirdre. On Her Own their lives depend. 1998. Pg. 24 
4 Lambert, Ellen Zetzel. The Face of Love, feminism and the beauty question. 1995. Preface.  
5 Davin, Anna. Personal Discussion. 2001 

Fig.1 

 

Fig.2 
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exhibited by the use of the corset, on to the Renaissance and their increasingly 

popular décolletage, history continued to develop along similar ideas throughout 

the twentieth century6. The 1940s saw the revival of the breast as an erotic 

object, that may be responsible for the decline in breast-feeding, replaced by 

bottles. By the 1960s, the image was about redefining the role without utilising all 

that had come before7. It was a decade of dramatic change. For the first time, 

women enforced their ‘voice’ and publicly took power into their own hands. And 

it is that courageous beauty and the ensuing image it defined that had the 

greatest impact upon women everywhere.  

                                                 
6 Humm, Maggie. Feminisms, a reader. 1992.  
7 Beddoe, Deirdre. On Her Own their lives depend. 1998. Pg.1-8. 
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HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF CLOTHING  
 

 
WHAT IT REPRESENTS 

 

 One must first of all raise the question: What does 

clothing represent in society? Clothes have two important 

aspects to them, the social and the individual. The former depicts 

them as far more than a simple physical garb, or a haphazard 

aspect of our appearance. Rather, they reveal attributes 

identifying with the social role, reflecting the time period, the 

person, the status and all too often 

the gender8. Ideally, clothes should 

be seen as expressing the chosen, 

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 class 

of the 1400s, all too often, the media has dictated 

trends and labels, thereby powerfully imposing 

their ideas and opinions upon society. The 

restrictions that society itself imposes through 

clothing are evident to this day9; social class, upbringing, livelihood and manners 

are but a few examples. Society seems to categorise the wearer by conformity to 

a given stereotype (Fig.3) that the onlooker has been preconditioned by society to 

see. By this, one is ‘told’ what is ‘beautiful’, and it is in relation to that ‘image’ 

that each person is measured10. 

But, clothes also play an important role in the sense that they affect the 

mind and the self-image of the wearer. Clothing does represent the individual. 

But, when that exterior self is subconsciously dictated (e.g. through fashion 

magazines and advertisement) women will conform believing that they look 

                                                 
8 Langner, Lawrence. The importance of wearing clothes.1991 
9 Beddoe, Deirdre. On Her Own, their lives depend.1998. Pg.22 
10 Lambert, Ellen Zetzel. The Face of Love, feminism and the beauty question. 1995. Preface 

Fig.3 

Fig.4 
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‘beautiful’ because that is the image that is considered ‘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 that she loses her individuality 

and becomes the image society has defined. A good example of social 

conformation by women is the use of the waist 

minimizer 11 (fig.5). It identified what the ideal female 

figure should resemble. Yet this ‘beauty’ compromised 

movement and inhibited breathing, forcing women to be 

delicate and physically dependent upon the male, thus 

placing her within the “guilt cage”, visibly separated by 

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

the respect of society, it trapped and inhibited women 

from stepping forward against this stereotypical image implemented by men.  

                                                 
11 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal Discussion, 2002 

Fig.5 
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SOCIAL IDENTITY  
 

 
“Contrary to established beliefs, the differentiation in clothing 
between men and women arose from the male’s desire to assert 

superiority over the female and to hold her to his service. This he 
accomplished through the ages by means of special clothing which 
hampered or handicapped the female in her movements. Then men 

prohibited one sex from wearing the clothing of the other, in order to 
maintain this differentiation.12” 

 
Throughout history, clothes have always been of great importance 

when examining women’s lives. Whether it be the calm, 

delicate and lovely side-ornament who is overshadowed 

by her elaborate male counterpart 

of the 14th Century élite or the 

1960s film star Julie Christie 

(fig.7), who’s glowing, healthy 

‘Bardot looks’ 13 (fig.6) came minus the seductive 

appeal14. The common image of the female, her 

acceptable ‘look’, was all too often defined by the 

privileged class, in which women did not have to work and were given 

decorative social roles in a male dominant society.  

 Historically, the attire of British aristocratic w omen had always been 

ornamental. This is contrary to the vast number of working class female 

servants who made up a large section of society. The 

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 of a 

separate ‘sphere’ exempted the working class women, 

whose families’ livelihood often depended upon their wage outside of the 

                                                 
12 Langner, Lawrence. The importance of wearing clothes.1991 
13 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women.1997. Pg.362 (‘Bardot looks’- Long blond hair, healthy 
glow). 
14 Ibid.  

Fig.6 

Fig.7 

Fig.8 
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‘home’.  These women were seen as having “stepped outside their ‘proper 

sphere’… transitory workers on their way to fulfilling their true destinies as 

wives and mothers”15. 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 successfully break away 

from this stereotype. Part of what caused this massive shift was the fact that 

women had recently had a foretaste of the male working world. During the 

world wars of the 20th century, they were given the chance to take on male 

jobs, jobs they were denied when the men returned 

from war. Thus, their taste of power, of work and of 

economic freedom could not be simply forgotten or 

given up that easily16. 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 

feminine or constricting with reference to undergarments, 

such as corsets or the hobble skirt. Models Jean Shrimpton 

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

‘the waif look’ 17. Cilla Black, Sandie Shaw and Dusty Springfield, 

independent minded and ‘sassy looking’, appeared in the 1960s as liberal 

descendants of Doris Day (fig.9) in an era where virginity was no longer 

realistic or fashionable18. The 1960s icons were more youthful and beauty was 

straightforward. “ Nobody was spending time on seduction anymore and the 

femme fatale of the first half of the century was passé” 19.  

                                                 
15 Scott-Baumann, Michael. Years of Expansion, 1815-1914.1995. Ch.7. Part 3, Pg.207-213. 
16 Tilly, Louise A. & Joan W. Scott. Women Work and Family. 1978. Ch.9. 
17 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997 Pg.362 
18 Ibid. Pg.363 
19 Ibid. 

Fig.9 

Fig.10 
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MORALITY 
                                                                                                

 
To what extent is clothing linked to morality? The influence 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 expectations)20. All too often, the 

female is limited by what is considered 

decent and proper for her, yet permissible 

for him 21. She is seen as the temptress, a 

descendant of Eve. Responsibility for any deviation from the moral code is laid 

at her feet. The male is the weak one (Adam) who is too 

easily tempted by ‘her’ (Eve) therefore cannot be held 

responsible for sexual divergence (e.g. participation 

with prostitutes)22.  Women were enforced with the 

responsibility of being the ‘backbone’ of society as a 

means of keeping them in line.  

The law historically, even reinforced morality. 

Identities constructed from effects of the Contagious 

Diseases Acts of 1864, 1866 and 1869, which appeared 

to be an attempt to define ‘correct’ feminine behaviour 

as well as give the responsibility of STD’s upon the 

female23. Thus, in labelling male and female, the woman appears already as 

inferior to the man in that her gender is defined from the original derivative of 

male. She is identified in relation to the male, without existence on her own and 

must be seen as secondary and subservient to him, for her own good (fig.12). 

This is obviously reflected in both the hobble skirt (fig.4) and the corset (fig.5) 

mentioned earlier. These clothes became tools of repression. These items, for 

example, restricted women from simple movement, controlled oxygen intake and 
                                                 
20 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal discussion. 2002 
21 Scott-Baumann, Michael. Years of Expansion, 1815-1914. 1995. Ch.7, Pg.210. 
22 Bartley, Paula. The Changing Role of Women. 1996. Ch.5 
23 Op cit. Part 3, Pg.211 

Fig.11 

Fig.12 
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crushed ribs24. At the opposite end, clothes also formed a clever disguise and an 

excuse for acceptable types of behaviour and disrespectful treatment of some 

women, such as prostitutes or maidservants.  

 As an individual, a woman’s image has been dictated to her by her 

clothing, by social expectations as illustrated by Mary Wollstonecraft’s quote 

beneath the title page of this essay. It is often believed 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 

qualities (élite class image), thereby her superficial 

appearance in her role as a hostess. This altered 

dramatically with the appearance of designers in the 

1960s such as Courrèges’ ‘futurism’ that was 

adapted to the sartorial and visual clichés of science-

fiction comics through his space-age miniskirts and trouser suits25. 

 The styles of old Levi’s shrunk and sown up tight down the inner leg, 

black sweaters and donkey jackets all began to appear in 196226. There was a 

strange adaptation of traditional male clothing, perhaps because they 

represented freedom, both physically (through pants and loose clothing) and 

socially (through work, money and the financial support of a family). Thus, 

clothing is strongly linked to morality throughout history, and with the 

questioning and rejection of much of the moral foundations of society being 

replaced in the 1960s by new found philosophies and beliefs, clothing and its 

previous link to morality somewhat dissolved (fig,13).  

                                                 
24 Chavarria, Sara Patricia PhD. Personal discussion. 2002 
25 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997 Ch.7 Pg.354. 
26 Ibid. 

Fig.13 
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1960S- THE FEMININE IMAGE REDEFINED  

 
 
The redefinition of the ‘female image’ during the 1960s was the result of a 

climax that had been building throughout history. It was the socio/cultural, 

political and economic changes that ‘permitted’ its translation to be recognized 

in female clothing (fig.14). Issues of sex and an open 

frankness concerning women’s attitudes towards it 

was evident in their rejection of constrictive clothing, 

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 their 

families, thus their own personal freedom27. The 

1960s brought out the ‘voices’ of women that were then in turn reflected in what 

they wore and how they led their lives.  

Issues of education became important stepping-stones, as women were no 

longer following the role of their mother in being trained 

for domestic service, or the role of motherhood, but 

rather a career of their choosing. Issues of responsibility, 

equality and a woman’s right to control her body 

dominated the socio/cultural redefinition of the female 

image. Women began to organize themselves politically, 

over global concerns, wage equality and variability in 

jobs as well as economic rights within marriage. Julie Christie (fig.15) sums up 

the dream of the decade: “love of everybody…the feeling that you were part of the 

human race and that we are all much of a muchness28”. Women were defining 

themselves differently, as part of the “human race” 29.  

                                                 
27 Tilly, Louise A. & Joan W. Scott. Women Work and Family. 1978 
28 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997 Pg.339. 
29 Ibid. 

Fig.14 

Fig.15 
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SOCIO/CULTURAL  

 

Socio/culturally, the 1960s drew a dichotomy between the pressure to be 

sexy, but equally, the pressure to get married. “Sex was becoming more overt: 

women were ready and raunchy, aggressive and yet yielding in 1960s 

advertisements. Images of femininity were communicating blatantly opposing 

messages of freedom and subordination” 30.  

Sexual equality and responsibility proceeded to be placed upon the male 

as much as the female. Exemplified by the scandal in 1963 of Tory minister John 

Profumo’s affair with Christian Keeler (fig.16), and revelations about spies and 

diplomats having sex with the same women31. 

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 

disintegration was being replaced with a new 

optimism by the mid- 1960s32. The decline of the father’s authority and the 

growth of more democratic and equal relationships were cheerfully interpreted 

as improvements. Welfare services were commonly regarded as a means of 

strengthening this kind of family life by enabling working-class parents to spend 

more time with their children.  

Women’s physical right over their body was exemplified by their use of 

birth control in the 1960s. Liberal David Steel’s introduction of the Medical 

Termination of the Pregnancy Act also presented a change as abortion was now 

legalized upon the agreement of two doctors33. The Family Planning Act also 

allowed local authorities to provide advisory services on birth control. This was 

important in so far as it allowed the woman to control the size or indeed the 

existence of her family34. The unity of the family, that had always been focussed 

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

                                                 
30 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women.1997. Pg.364. 
31Ibid. Pg.359 
32 Ibid. Pg.352 
33 Ibid.Pg.360-366 
34 Davin, Anna. Personal discussion, 2001 

Fig.16 
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Act of 1967 legalized homosexuality, thus a newfound openness to the discussion 

of sex began, no longer was it a ‘closet’ subject. 

As a result of these social changes in Great Britain, women were no longer 

solely responsible for upholding the ‘image’ of family life through constrictive 

clothing. Equality gave them a new found freedom that was visible through 

looser and more individual clothing that at times resembled that of the male. The 

1960s really focussed upon the woman’s power over her own body. Her control 

of how she appeared marked a physical independence and a sexual freedom. 

Julie Christie said it succinctly “Men don’t want any responsibility and neither do 

I”.  

 
POLITICAL  

 
 

Politically, women were holding governmental positions traditionally 

reserved for men. Cabinet member ‘Barbara Castle’35 supported the fight for 

women: “to find out what they are, what they want to be and whether they are given 

the backing of society to lead the lives they want to lead. Real equality must go 

down to the mundane things, like how do I get enough to live on, do I or do I not 

have children, who will help me bring them up36.” Working in Overseas 

Development in Transport and in Industry, she is a perfect example of the new 

role women led in participating in local, regional and national government.  

Women were also organizing to insure that their political ‘voice’ could be 

heard. In November 1961, pram-pushing mothers led 400 marchers to the Soviet 

Embassy with a letter to the Russian leader Khrushchev: “ Up to now women 

have not had much of a say in politics; but…we can’t just go on cooking food for 

out families when we know it is being contaminated with radioactive poisons. We 

know that women all over the world, especially those who have or hope to have 

children, feel as we do37.” No longer were women standing passively by or waiting 

                                                 
35 Barbara Castle was a Cabinet member in Harold Wilson’s 1964 Labour government and made the 
claim that “it is hard for anyone, male or female, to fulfil themselves of they are poor, ill-housed, ill-
educated and struggling with ill-health”. As a result, her approach was to tackle women’s needs as part 
of general social issues. Labour did not make a complete break with Tory policy, for they too had been 
clearing slums and building hospitals in the early 1960s. Barbara Castle did not see equality simply in 
terms of opportunities to rise to high positions. (Shiela Rowbothum) 
 
36 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997. Pg.341 
37 Ibid. Pg.343-4 
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for men to take a stand on their behalf. They were taking control of their future. 

The 1960s marked a newfound organized community ‘voice’ that reflected the 

courage to speak out and make demands.  

 

ECONOMIC 
 
 

Economically, wage equality was introduced. As families became smaller 

it was more feasible for women to go out and work. In the summer of 1968, the 

strike of Ford sewing machinists put equality on the agenda, thus challenging 

Ford’s grading system. The sewing machinists lost their demand, yet the strike 

had been sensitive to a new spirit. Audrey Wise remarked, “Everybody thought of 

cars as being about the track, about engines, and metal, and here you had women 

working with soft materials, sewing, and they could stop a huge car 

factory…Women are not used to feeling so powerful, so it had a very great effect on 

them38”. In addition, in 1968 Barbara Castle began to insist upon the phasing in 

of equal pay through incomes legislation.  

The 1960s brought the issue of job variety to the surface. In 1961, women 

made up a third of the workforce, more than half of them were married, thereby 

women were single-handedly beginning to support the family, whether by choice 

or by force (widowed). There were more options than being a seamstress, a 

cleaner, or a prostitute.  Society was beginning to view the female in a different 

light. Men’s position in the workforce was threatened, yet it appeared inevitable, 

as women had already had a foretaste of ‘freedom’ during both world wars (20th 

century). Even divorce was now more accessible, reform of the divorce law was 

achieved in 1969: divorce was now permitted following a separation of two years 

if both parties were in consent, or five years if only one was. And the 

Matrimonial Property Act secured the wife equal share in family assets39. Thus, 

money gave a new economic power to women.  

Thus, all three of the above factors may be seen as crucial in turning the 

historical ‘image’ of the female around in the 1960s, reflecting these events, 

clothing broke also with longstanding tradition and searched for a new venue in 

Great Britain. 

                                                 
38 Rowbotham, Shelia. A Century of Women. 1997. Pg.349 
39 Ibid. Pg.342 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In the 1960s, the previously important female image of the Victorian 

period became a physical ‘image’ from which women took the incentive to rebel 

against.  Clothing therefore, reflected the state of mind and as “the mind shapes 

itself to the body40”  the two influenced and conditioned one another. This decade 

was not the first to show a marked change in clothing, but it was the first in 

which that change was accompanied by a strong, courageous ‘voice’. Women 

had something to say and would not remain suppressed beneath a ‘beautiful’ 

exterior any longer.  

Clothing therefore, took on a new role in society, no longer serving as an 

expression of the women themselves, but rather as the background to the shifting 

balance of social power. Margaret Fuller argued that individuals had unlimited 

capacities and that when people’s roles were defined according to their sex, 

human development was severely limited. In this sense, she was enforcing the 

importance of women’s role in society above and beyond the physical ‘trophy’ to 

be won by her male counterpart, but rather as integral 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 that would overlook any 

difference in gender so as to strengthen society as a whole.  

Throughout history, women’s identity had always been 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.  

Clearly, clothing has always been 

                                                 
40 Greer, Germaine. The Female Eunuch. 1970. Pg.63 

Fig.17 
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somewhat of a moral guideline for society. But, in the 1960s, as women began to 

take control of their lives, their own physical appearance changed. They began to 

control the size of their families, thus their own physical well-being, and they 

began to examine and question all that they had been previously taught by 

education and religion, independently searching for their own livelihood.  

 The socio/cultural, economic and political factors of the 1960s were 

triggers to a previous unrest deeply ingrained within most women, triggers that 

were physically reflected by the radical changes in clothing. The fearlessness and 

the shedding of any dependency on the male were marked by the introduction of 

bright new colours and fabrics and a shorter hemline. Models such as Twiggy 

(fig.19) marked a vast change in the female physique, more comfortably male in 

nature, the previously seductive roundness replaced by a sportier, thinner line.  

The decade of the 1960s was one of political and social upheaval, one in 

which each and every principle and value was called into 

question internationally and overturned. A younger 

generation was forced into adulthood far sooner as a 

result of America’s war in Vietnam and the radical 

turmoil in every aspect of society was evident. Thus, the 

1960s stood as a final climax in the repression and 

previously limited freedom of women. They were yet another part of the mass 

questioning of previous history, one driven by Maoist China, the Cuban Missile 

Crisis and John F. Kennedy, one over which the female ‘voice’ was at long last 

heard.  

Fig.18 
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METHODOLOGY  

 
It is important to look at the relationship of an image to society and to 

examine the nature of an image itself. Clearly, it is easier to examine the impact 

of a change of law than a change in fashion. Three observations may be made: 

(1) It is difficult to quantify something seemingly un-quantifiable. In assessing 

women’s evident physical changes during the 1960s, one examines to what extent 

their image changed alongside. (2) Yet, in looking at the shortened hemlines and 

the slimmer, more masculine beauty of models such as 

Twiggy (fig.20), it is not necessarily a reflection of 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 ways and with 

different means to conform to an extent to that image 

personified by the idol. (3) But, who measures and proves 

change? In writing this essay, this was a difficulty encountered as the sources 

largely depended upon were considerably limited in their objectivity. For 

example, looking at Sheila Rowbotham as an academic feminist, she is relating 

what the post-modernists deem a ‘discourse’ in the sense that she is organizing 

the past through her own experience and perspective, creating history rather 

than simply presenting it. Selecting what she deems relevant, thus limiting her 

reader to her own implications, presumptions and as would be expected 

sympathetic and thus, subjective account. “History is a discourse about…the 

past”41. Thus, in writing this essay, sources used were reliant upon those genuine 

accounts by women with a personal interest invested in feminist issues. It was 

these women’s discourses that defined the image from which the female changes 

have been measured, thus their reliability is questionable. The image and 

clothing concerns an ideological history, one that does not fit into hegemonic 

discourse, that which comprises of traditional (political/diplomatic) research, 

often considered to be ‘proper history’. Those who are unconsciously relating a 

discourse all too often define ‘Proper history’, thus it goes unchallenged. The 

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

                                                 
41 Jenkins, Keith. Re-Thinking History. 1991. Great Britain. Pg.6 

Fig.19 
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feminine perspective, and the resulting discourse, disputing society’s accepted 

views. The relationship between how women looked and the massive changes 

that took place during the 1960s is dialectical, an interconnected thesis of one 

influencing and conditioning the other. In assessing the value of the sources used, 

it is important to keep in mind the fact that as a historian within a particular 

time period, one is restricted and dependent upon particular sources, experiences 

and language, thus these discourses are what ‘create’ the accepted and recorded 

knowledge of the day, their objectivity is questionable, yet it is in this way that 

clothing is somewhat exceptional to the rule. As mentioned earlier, clothing 

visibly marks history, bears witness and visually remains 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 present day.  
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