
Introduction

Who knew that the 2012 presidential campaign would turn 
into a 1960s flashback? For many of us, the moment of awaken-
ing was when Republican candidate Rick Santorum seemingly 

stepped out of a time machine and proclaimed his opposition not just to 
abortion rights but to birth control as well. The controversy began when 
columnist Charles Blow rediscovered Santorum’s 2008 speech to the Ox-
ford Center for Religion and Public Life in Washington, including this 
comment the senator made during the question-and-answer period:

You’re a liberal or a conservative in America if you think the ’60s were a 
good thing or not. If the ’60s was a good thing, you’re left. If you think 
it was a bad thing, you’re right. And the confusing thing for a lot of 
people that gets a lot of Americans is, when they think of the ’60s, they 
don’t think of just the sexual revolution. But somehow or other—and 
they’ve been very, very, clever at doing this—they’ve been able to link, 
I think absolutely incorrectly, the sexual revolution with civil rights.1

With all due respect to Senator Santorum, I do see connections be-
tween the sexual revolution and the civil rights movement, and his com-
ments suggest that he does too, even if he believes they have been linked 
erroneously. In fact I venture to say that many of the issues in today’s 
culture wars—gay and transgender rights, gender equality, reproductive 
choice—center on the disputed territory of sexual norms and are argued 
in terms of civil rights and government authority to dictate morality. As 
a means of expressing sexual and gender identity, the fashions of the time 
revealed the cultural shifts set in motion by the women’s liberation move-
ment and the sexual revolution. The countermovements and controver-
sies over these changes are likewise visible, particularly in the scores of 
legal cases involving long hair on men: cases that explicitly enlisted the 
language of civil rights.
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SEX AND UNISEX2

This book began as an exploration of gender expression in unisex 
clothing from the 1960s and 1970s. The culture of that era is a puzzle, even 
to those of us who lived through it. Was it the “Me Decade,” character-
ized by narcissism and self-indulgence? Or was it a time of social activ-
ism and experiments with communal economies? Did we discover our 
environmental conscience or dig ourselves even deeper into consumer-
ism? The question originally animating this research was this: Was uni-
sex fashion simply a playful poke at gender stereotypes, or was it a deeper 
movement to become our “true,” unessentialized selves? Over the past 
thirty years the ’60s and ’70s have been reduced to a laughable era of loud 
clothes and crazy hairstyles, just another ride in the pop culture theme 
park. It is easy to dismiss dress history as a superficial topic, meaningful 
only to fashionistas and industry insiders. Most of the popular works on 
’70s fashion are image-heavy exercises in nostalgia, often with a touch of 
humor. Those crazy people and their wacky clothes! The problem with 
popular images of fashion is that they tend to erect a trivial facade over 
real cultural change.

As I went more deeply into the subject, nostalgia was replaced by déjà 
vu. Even before Senator Santorum made his revealing remarks, it was 
obvious to me that we are still wrestling with controversies about sex, 
gender, and sexuality that manifested themselves in the fashions of fifty 
years ago. Sometimes the argument was loud and public and fought in the 
courtroom, as with the question of long hair for men. Sometimes it was 
an inner, personal conflict between the tug of deeply ingrained feminine 
expressions and the ambition to succeed in a male-dominated profession. 
Exploring the rich cultural setting of unisex fashion not only contributes 
to our understanding of history but also helps us comprehend the current 
culture wars. It is not hyperbole to say that the lives of today’s children 
are still being shaped by the unresolved controversies rooted in the social 
and cultural upheavals of the 1960s and embodied in fashions of the ’60s 
and ’70s.

I study gender because it is what I must untangle in order to under-
stand my own life. For others the puzzle may be race, death, or something 
else, but my deepest questions have always been about this paradoxical 
thing we call gender. I call it “paradoxical” because the term was invented 
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INTRODUCTION 3

in the 1950s to describe the social and cultural expressions of biological 
sex. Yet in everyday usage the concepts of sex and gender are almost al-
ways conflated, inseparable in many peoples’ minds. Because my rela-
tionship to the subject is, and has always been, personal, I include my 
reflections as part of the body of evidence. Not that my experiences were 
more authentic than anyone else’s. Rick Santorum also lived through the 
’60s and ’70s, though as a man born in 1958, not a woman born in 1949. It 
is important that our histories incorporate diverse voices, and I include 
mine as one of millions.

You see me here in three very different childhood pictures. The for-
mal portrait is me at about three and a half, in a velvet-trimmed dress 
I still remember fondly. My mother’s red houndstooth check dress was 
also trimmed with velvet, and my father and brother wear nearly identi-
cal warm gray suits. We look like the very model of a gender-appropriate 
family in 1952. The snapshot of my brother and me was taken around 1953 
on a family vacation. My hair is in its natural unruly state, and I am wear-
ing my brother’s old T-shirt and jeans. This was my world in the 1950s: 
dresses and pin curls for school, church, and parties, but jeans for play. I 
wanted to be a cowboy when I grew up, and one Christmas my parents 
humored me with a cowboy outfit with a two-gun holster. I adore all of 
these pictures, because they are all so very me.

Gendered clothes for a formal portrait, 1952.
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SEX AND UNISEX4

I got my first period the year after the Pill was approved by the FDA. 
In 1963, when Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique was published, I was 
just starting high school. Like so many young women who were swept 
along in the sexual revolution and the cultural shifts of the 1960s, I was 
promised much and given, well, not little, but less than the word “revolu-
tion” implied. The more I pursued the idea of “gender,” the more it got 
tangled up in sex. This became ever clearer as I explored unisex and gen-
dered clothing from the 1960s and 1970s. There were so many dead ends, 
so much confusion, and so very much unfinished business! Researchers 

thrive on open questions; gender 
is mine, because it is the aspect of 
my own life that puzzles me most.

The project also became 
broader, more complicated, and 
its scope widened. Enlarging the 
time frame was easy: while uni-
sex fashions peaked in the early 
1970s, they first appeared in the 
1960s and did not shift out of the 
foreground until around 1980. 
When I realized that designer 
Rudi Gernreich had created both 
unisex fashions and the topless 
bathing suit, it was clear that 
the sexual contradictions of the 
period demanded attention. Re-

flecting the revised scope of the project before me, the working title for 
this book went from “Unisex: The Unfinished Business of the 1970s” to 
“Sex and Unisex: Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution.” “Femi-
nism” dropped in and out of the title as I pondered the constrained and 
loaded meanings of that term. Finally it stayed in, because the feminist 
movement for gender equality was an important factor in the linkage be-
tween the sexual revolution and civil rights, and because as I completed 
this book in 2014, feminists were being blamed for all sorts of ills, from 
poverty to the decline of toughness in our foreign policy.2

Neutral styles for leisure, 1953.
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INTRODUCTION 5

Jo Barraclough, cowboy, 1956.
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SEX AND UNISEX6

The actual timeline addressed in this book is complex. It includes the 
early 1960s, with teens and young adults imitating popular musicians, and 
with young designers producing clothing for a new generation inspired 
by the civil rights movements and the sexual revolution. Designers from 
Paris (Pierre Cardin) to Hollywood (the uniforms in Star Trek) imag-
ined a future of equality and androgyny—within the limits of their own 
worldviews, of course. The movement of women into male-dominated 
professions, facilitated by the equal employment opportunity portion of 
the Civil Rights Act, coincided with the rise of professional clothing for 
women. The history of the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the U.S. 
Constitution, which was reintroduced to the public discussion in the late 
1960s, parallels the popularity of unisex clothing for both men and women. 
Passed by Congress in 1972 when unisex trends began to peak, the ERA ul-
timately failed state ratification, vanishing from the nation’s agenda at the 
same time more stereotypically gendered styles were enjoying a revival.

The unisex movement affected all ages, in part simply because adult 
fashions trickled down to school-age children. Beyond the usual influence 
of fads and fashions, public discussion about the origins and desirability 
of traditional sex roles fueled changes in clothing for babies and toddlers 
beginning in the early 1970s. Between 1965 and 1975, girls started wearing 
pants to school, just as their mothers wore them to work. Boys as well as 
men enjoyed a brief “peacock revolution,” when bold colors and patterns 
brightened their wardrobes. Legal battles were fought over hair, begin-
ning with lawsuits over school dress codes but eventually extending to the 
military, police and firefighters, and white-collar workers. These sartorial 
changes occurred against a backdrop of intense popular and public policy 
discourse on issues ranging from access to contraception in the 1960s to 
girls’ participation in organized sports, following the passage of Title IX 
in 1972. The pendulum started to swing back toward more traditionally 
feminine clothing in the mid-1970s with designer Diane Von Furstenberg’s 
wrap dress (1974) and the launch of Victoria’s Secret (1976), and by the mid-
1980s unisex fashions had largely faded into the haze of nostalgia.

For the most part, “unisex” meant more masculine clothing for girls 
and women. Attempts to feminize men’s appearance turned out to be par-
ticularly short-lived. The underlying argument in favor of rejecting gen-
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INTRODUCTION 7

der binaries turns out to have been more binaries. First there was a forced 
decision between gender identities being a product of nature or nurture. 
For a while the nurture side was winning. Gender roles were perceived to 
be socially constructed, learned patterns of behavior and therefore sub-
ject to review and revision. Unisex fashions were one front in the culture 
wars of the late ’60s and ’70s, a war between people who believed that biol-
ogy is destiny and those who believed that human agency could override 
DNA. As more people accepted the significant cultural nature of gender, 
a new binary emerged. Either culturally dictated gender roles were good 
and necessary, or they were outmoded and dangerous. Throughout this 
book I try to expose how categories and labeling, while useful in many 
ways, can also perpetuate stereotypical thinking. Stereotypes encourage 
simplistic ways of viewing a complex world. There is a reason why hu-
mans use stereotypes: they help us make quick decisions in confusing 
or chaotic situations. But quick decisions are not always the right ones. 
Many of our gender stereotypes are superficial, arbitrary, and subject to 
change. (This was the main point of my first book, Pink and Blue.3) Boys 
one hundred years ago wore pink and played with dolls. Legos used to 
be unisex. Field hockey is a man’s game in India. Elevating stereotypes 
to the level of natural law is, well, silly. Most of our gender stereotypes 
depend on our believing that sex and gender are binary; to summarize 
the last fifty years of research on the subject, however, they are not. There 
are babies born every day who are not clearly boys or girls on the outside, 
and our insides—physical, mental, and emotional—comprise an infinite 
range of gender identity and expressions.

The unisex movement—which includes female firefighters, football 
star Roosevelt Grier’s needlepoint, and Free to Be . . . You and Me—was 
a reaction to the restrictions of rigid concepts of sex and gender roles. 
Unisex clothing was a manifestation of the multitude of possible alterna-
tives to gender binaries in everyday life. To reduce the unisex era to long 
hair vs. short hair, skirts vs. pants, and pink vs. blue is to perpetuate that 
binary mind-set and ignore the real creative cultural pressure for new di-
rections that emerged during this period. Reducing the pursuit of equal 
rights to the clothes worn to a protest trivializes the most important so-
cial movement of our lifetime.
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SEX AND UNISEX8

Lest anyone worry that this is going to be a memoir, my research draws 
on dress history, public policy, and the science of gender, not just my own 
frail memory. To describe the various styles and trends associated with 
unisex fashion, I consulted mass-market catalogs, newspaper and maga-
zine articles, and trade publications. Each of these sources offers a slight-
ly different perspective on the trends. Catalogs and the popular fashion 
press tend to be neutral or positive about new fashions; industry sources 
(Earnshaw’s, Women’s Wear Daily, Daily News Record) can be more san-
guine, especially as a trend begins to fade. Critical views can come from 
newspapers and magazines but are especially plentiful in cartoons and 
other forms of humor. The legal and policy reactions to unisex styles in-
clude court cases, government regulations, and dress codes, such as those 
relating to hair length for men and pants for women. The judicial opin-
ions handed down in these cases were particularly helpful in tracing the 
shifts in what is considered “generally acceptable” forms of dress. Scien-
tific inquiry into gender and sexuality during this period expanded rap-
idly as a response to feminism, the sexual revolution, and the gay rights 
movement. The scientific literature, both academic and popular, provides 
vital insights into the competing schools of thought on what constituted 
“normal” sexuality and gender expression and how the scientific evidence 
was (or was not) translated into popular opinion and practice.

Sex and Unisex offers an interdisciplinary analysis of the gender issues 
raised during the 1960s and ’70s in the United States. Each chapter focuses 
on one element of the unisex movement, illuminating the conflicts within 
it and how unresolved issues are still playing out today. At the same time, 
every chapter addresses some of the same organizing questions: What varia-
tions of gendered and unisex design are evident, and what do they reveal 
about underlying conflicts about sex and sexuality? How were conceptions 
of masculinity and femininity highlighted or subverted by unisex styles? 
Along the way I consider the reactions of those people who adopted unisex 
fashion and those who resisted them. My main argument is that this era, 
its conflicts and its legacy, reveals the flaws in our notions of sex, gender, 
and sexuality, right down to the familiar dichotomy of “nature or nurture.” 
These flaws underlie the unfinished business at the intersection of the sexual 
revolution and the civil rights movement as revealed in today’s culture wars.
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INTRODUCTION 9

The role of science and social science research in framing the public 
debate on gender is especially significant. It is no coincidence that studies 
of sex and gender expanded dramatically during the 1960s and 1970s as 
the women’s liberation movement gathered momentum. Many of these 
were either reported in the newly launched Psychology Today (1967) or 
Ms. (1971), both of which played important roles in translating often- 
obscure scientific studies into popular articles. The credibility and per-
suasive power of scientific evidence is based on its reputation as objective, 
but critics have pointed out that the science of gender often falls short of 
perceived objectivity. The questions, protocols, and interpretation of gen-
der science have often been shaped by the researchers’ cultural context, if 
not by their personal concerns or political persuasions. At the publication 
level the decision of what reaches the public, and at what stage, affects not 
only public awareness of the findings but also whether it is accepted as 
scientific “truth.” The story of unisex fashion, and the larger unisex move-
ment, needs to be placed in the context of gender science as it developed 
as a field and as it informed the public. Each chapter in this book fore-
grounds a particular aspect of unisex fashion and connects it with both 
the public conversation surrounding it and the scientific knowledge that 
was shaping public opinion.

In chapter 1, “Movers, Shakers, and Boomers,” I look at the genera-
tional push toward gender-free fashion as an expression of the coming 
of age of the postwar baby boom generation. Admittedly most teenag-
ers in the 1960s did not have a “war on culture” in mind when they emu-
lated their musical idols or adopted the fresh designs of Rudi Gernreich 
and London’s Carnaby Street. Gernreich, the Austrian-born American 
designer and gay rights activist, introduced both the topless bathing 
suit and many of the most iconic unisex fashions. Even more than fash-
ion designers, musicians were the undisputed style leaders of the early 
1960s, with the televised appearances of groups such as the Beatles and 
the Supremes inspiring millions of young consumers. Besides chang-
ing American music, popular performers spread new expressions of 
sexuality, particularly for men. The conflict between styles that were 
intended to display and celebrate the human body and a movement to 
erase differences that result in inequality is a major theme in fashion 
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SEX AND UNISEX10

from the mid-1960s on and remains unresolved as the baby boomers 
enter old age.

The next chapter, “Feminism and Femininity,” traces the changing no-
tion of femininity in the face of second-wave feminism, beginning with 
the 1963 publication of The Feminine Mystique. While I focus on the most 
visible sartorial change for girls and women during the period, which was 
the acceptance of pants outside of leisure settings, I also consider the im-
pact of styles of teen-oriented fashions—part of the cultural movement 
Vogue editor Diana Vreeland christened the “Youthquake”—on women’s 
bodies. Women’s bodies themselves became more visible (literally, as 
hemlines rose) and were reshaped through exercise and new styles of un-
dergarments (or none at all). The sexual revolution gave women credit 
for having sexual appetites, and the Pill gave them the means to satisfy 
those appetites without fear of pregnancy, but it also gave us a new “femi-
nine mystique”: the sexually liberated, available sex object, epitomized 
by Helen Gurley Brown’s “Cosmo Girl.” The paradox of this era is that the 
pressure on women to be attractive—young, slender, and sexy—intensi-
fied and gradually spread to all ages. I discuss the clothing worn by singer 
Cass Elliot of the Mamas and the Papas as an example of the resistance 
that was possible due to the sheer variety of available styles at the time.

Chapter 3, “The Peacock Revolution,” focuses on the expansion of 
choices for men, ranging from Romantic revival (velvet jackets and flow-
ing shirts) to a pastiche of styles borrowed from Africa and Asia. Jour-
nalist George Frazier popularized the phrase “peacock revolution” to 
describe the styles coming from London’s young Carnaby Street design-
ers, which promised to restore the lost glory of flamboyant menswear. 
Expanded color palettes, softer fabrics, and a profusion of decorative de-
tails represented a very direct challenge to the conformity and drabness 
of menswear at mid-century. For critics of new men’s fashions, flowered 
shirts and velvet capes raised the specter of decadence and homosexual-
ity, a fear reinforced by the emergence of the gay liberation movement. 
Just as women’s unisex styles had to balance being sexy and liberated, 
men’s styles tended to navigate the territory between expressiveness and 
effeminacy. That tension still exists, kept alive by unfolding controversies 
about LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer) rights.
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INTRODUCTION 11

Barbershops felt the immediate effect of unisex trends: haircuts went 
from a weekly ritual to an occasional, do-it-yourself task. When men fi-
nally returned to regular styling, they tended to patronize “unisex salons,” 
not barbershops. An entire new industry was born in the mid-1970s, as 
the once modest market for male grooming and grooming products ex-
panded. Today not only are unisex hair salons still thriving, but upscale 
barbershops are competing with them for a portion of the huge market 
for male grooming, including manicures, antiaging treatments, and body 
hair removal, or “manscaping.” The long hair saga provides insight into 
the continuing, often covert, movement to permit men as much personal 
expression as women.

In chapter 4, “Nature and/or Nurture?” I turn to children’s clothing 
and the most fundamental questions of the unisex era: What is the origin 
of gendered behaviors, and can they be changed? As the women’s move-
ment challenged traditional female roles and popular media seemed to 
offer new expressions of masculinity and femininity, public attention 
turned to early childhood and the potential to alter the future by chang-
ing the way children learn about gender. Scientific evidence pointed to 
gender roles being learned and malleable in the very young. Children 
born between the late 1960s and the early 1980s were likely to have expe-
rienced nonsexist child raising to some extent, whether at home, school, 
or through media like books and television.

This particular aspect of the unisex movement offers the richest source 
of evidence of popular beliefs about sex, gender, and sexuality, which 
were often strongly influenced by parental ambivalence and anxiety. 
This chapter places changes in children’s clothing styles in the context of 
competing scientific explanations of gender and sexuality, how well they 
were understood by the general public, and how children responded to 
the unisex movement. Nor have the questions raised forty years ago been 
satisfactorily answered; the public is still divided over issues of gender 
and sexuality. Whether the topic under discussion is same-sex marriage 
or gender-variant children, beliefs about nature and nurture—based on 
science or scripture—are fundamental to the arguments.

In chapter 5, “Litigating the Revolution,” I examine the legal side of 
the unisex movement, focusing mainly on the battle over long hair on 
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SEX AND UNISEX12

boys and men and the impact of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The Brit-
ish Invasion in popular music deserves much of the credit for the early 
trend toward longer hair for men. But the Black Power movement further 
complicated questions of gender-appropriate grooming by intersecting 
them with expressions of racial identity. Men with long hair faced con-
siderable criticism and resistance, with many confrontations ending in 
court, as had been the case with women wearing pants. African American 
women opting for Afros and braids also experienced criticism and dis-
crimination as the dialogue about gender expanded to include “natural” 
versus “artificial” beauty. Battles over hair length began in high schools 
and gradually expanded into the workplace and the military. Young men 
daring to wear their hair long were accused of everything from anarchy 
to homosexuality, which suggests just how disruptive it seemed to their 
parents, teachers, and bosses. Within a few years many of those parents, 
teachers, and bosses also sported sideburns and hair creeping past their 
collars; by 1972 the judge in one long hair case noted, “The shift in fash-
ion has been more warmly embraced by the young, but even some of the 
members of this court, our male law clerks and counsel who appear be-
fore us have not been impervious to it.”4

Title VII (Equal Employment Opportunity) had an enormous impact 
on workplace clothing for women and for both men and women in for-
merly single-sex professions such as police officer and flight attendant. 
That story is told here through a description of the efforts to develop ap-
propriate uniforms and through analysis of the initial changes in uniform 
styles. Title IX (Equal Opportunity in Education) was responsible for an 
expansion of girls’ and women’s sports programs at the high school and 
collegiate level. As women’s sports gained funding and recognition, the 
clothing worn for those sports were redesigned.

Neither of these issues is yet settled in terms of policy or popular 
culture. Although women now account for more than half of the work-
force, they continue to be paid less than their male counterparts for 
similar positions. Female sports stars are as likely to be recognized for 
their appearance as for their ability. The importance of beauty and sex-
ual display, even in the workplace, seems even greater than it was before 
the unisex movement. This chapter juxtaposes sociological research on 
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INTRODUCTION 13

women’s equality with the rise and fall of unisex clothing for work and 
sports.

The final chapter, “Culture Wars, Then and Now,” summarizes and 
synthesizes the themes from previous chapters, bringing the discussion 
around to the current cultural landscape. Some of the innovations of 
the unisex era—pants for women, for example—represent permanent 
changes in cultural patterns but not a revolution in gender roles. Other 
trends from the 1970s—unstructured alternatives to men’s business suits, 
for example—turned out to be short-lived fads. The sexual revolution and 
the gains of the civil rights era are still controversial, and the clothing 
changes that originally accompanied them are an important way to re-
veal the outlines of today’s conflicts. Today’s fashions and beauty culture 
continue to be sources of tension for women, between their need to be 
taken seriously (as workers, athletes, and human beings) and the tradi-
tional role of clothing as a form of self-expression and a means of enhanc-
ing one’s sexual attractiveness.

In addition, new issues have emerged from the unresolved ques-
tions of the 1970s. Who in 1975 could have predicted that the 2012 
presidential election campaign would feature arguments about the 
centerpiece of the sexual revolution, the contraceptive pill? That prin-
cess merchandise for preschoolers would be a billion-dollar industry? 
That X: A Fabulous Child’s Story would be enjoying a revival among a 
new generation of young parents longing for ungendered clothing and 
toys for their babies? That the new frontiers in civil rights would be 
same-sex marriage, transgender rights, and the protection of gender-
creative children? By examining the cauldron of the sexual revolution 
through everyday fashions, I hope to restart the dialogue we aban-
doned a generation ago and move us closer to resolving both old and 
new controversies.

The fashion industry has spent billions of dollars convincing us 
that fashion is frivolous. Yes, fashion is fun, but clothing is also bound 
up with the most serious business we do as humans: expressing our-
selves as we understand ourselves. In the 1960s and ’70s millions of 
Americans were struggling with existential questions: Who am I? 
What does it mean to be fully who I am? What rules are worth follow-
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SEX AND UNISEX14

ing and which should be discarded? Barriers of race, class, religion, 
and gender were being challenged by some and protected by others.

The story of these experiences is found in every trace of culture from 
that time period. It could be experienced through so many lenses—poli-
tics, music, humor, drug culture, alternative economies—but I have cho-
sen to examine it through clothing and appearance, because dress has 
been my lens since I was very young. Having lived through that time as 
a teenager and young woman who followed fashion and eventually ma-
jored in it in college, I am amazed to admit that I did not fully compre-
hend the size and ferocity of the larger cultural conflict going on around 
me at the time. I cannot remove myself from the story, so I must place 
myself within it. Some of my academic peers, especially those outside 
American Studies, may find this self-reflexivity uncomfortable, but as I 
see it, I had a choice. I could omit my experiences and give the impres-
sion that my historical analysis, written decades after the fact, coincides 
with my original personal experience. But it doesn’t. The 1970s Jo was too 
busy living to do a “close read” of her own times. So instead I’ve included 
my experiences as proof that we experience cultural change from such a 
personal stance that it can feel like we are and are not part of that change 
at the same time.

Readers of the era under discussion will find some familiar stories 
here, but they may also find themselves thinking “that’s not the way I ex-
perienced it.” I hope they will share their versions too. Readers who were 
elsewhere or not yet born know this era only through family stories and 
media stereotypes. They realize that what they’ve seen is probably not the 
whole picture, but it’s all they have. Hopefully this book will help them 
get a more accurate idea of the relationship between gender and fashions 
of the times. And even more hopefully there will be more books, articles, 
and discussions to follow. The world we live in today is cluttered with the 
unfinished business of the sexual revolution, and too many of the ques-
tions in the 1960s and 1970s have never been answered.

Inevitably this is an incomplete account. Gender identity can never be 
separated from race, class, age, or other personal dimensions. One of the 
biggest challenges I have faced with this project has been discerning how 
to contain it without either oversimplification or confusion. Considering 
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INTRODUCTION 15

the many different effects generated by the social and cultural forces of 
the early 1960s, the more factors I introduced, the more I risked a tangled, 
confused argument. My decision to focus on the gender identity issues as 
they were manifested in the broad age/sex categories of the fashion mar-
ketplace (children, teens, women, men) resulted in a more diffuse treat-
ment of race than I originally intended. Rather than add racial identity 
to the mix throughout, or craft a separate chapter to highlight the racial 
dimension of fashions, I have incorporated some of this material into each 
chapter. There were moments in the ’60s and ’70s when gender and racial 
stereotypes clearly collided in mainstream fashion—for example, the use 
of African American models to display “exotic” or flamboyant styles. A 
few of the early legal cases involving workplace dress codes raised issues 
of both gender and racial discrimination. Thankfully there are important 
recent works on the intersection of race and gender in fashion,5 and this 
book will not be the last word; the door is wide open for future researchers.

Culture changes. In fact we are so used to the notion that it changes 
that we find it hard to imagine living in a society where the culture of 
our parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents is the same culture 
that surrounds us today. We have never experienced cultural stability, 
except as a childhood illusion. During our entire lifetimes culture has 
been changing around us, and we have changed culture. In our day-to-
day lives we have argued about culture because we see that it can change, 
we believe that people can change it, and we are both excited and afraid. 
Women in our society exist in a reality where culture change, in the form 
of fashion, is an almost constant part of our lives, but industrial man has 
managed to finesse this by freezing masculinity with the adoption of the 
business suit. Through the suit and tie, men experience a common thread 
between themselves and earlier generations of men in a way that women 
cannot.

Perhaps the most perplexing puzzle when it comes to fashion is the 
relationship between masculinity and femininity. How does this under-
lying relationship influence what happens when one role or both change 
drastically? This is what happened in the 1960s and ’70s, when it seemed 
that both masculinity and femininity were being redefined and yet there 
was no blueprint, no plan, and no endgame—only questions.
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Movers , Shakers ,  

and Boomers

In 1970 the Bayonne High School class of 1960 gathered  
for their reunion. Journalist Steven Roberts told their story as a par-
ticipant observer, interviewing his old classmates and comparing notes 

with them, in a feature article in the Sunday New York Times. One com-
mon theme emerged: the class of 1960 had “just missed out” on the great 
changes of the upcoming decade. As one alumnus commented, “The last 
five years have really been the turning point.” What had changed? Practi-
cally everything.

Between 1965 and 1970 the “police action” in Vietnam had escalated 
to a war, the civil rights movement had blossomed into Black Power 
and Nixon’s “Southern Strategy,” Reefer Madness(1936) became a cult 
laughing stock on the college film circuit, and Playboy discovered pubic 
hair. The women at the reunion discussed their marriages and children 
through the new lens of second-wave feminism. “We had been shaped,” 
Roberts concluded, “in the dying years of a world that no longer exists.” 
The basic assumptions instilled in them in the 1950s—“respect authority 
. . . sex is dirty”—had been swept away.1

Or had they? While many younger Americans were embracing the 
sexual revolution, the civil rights movement, and the celebration of per-
sonal freedom, many others were not. Today’s silver-haired conservatives 
did not spring from thin air during the Reagan administration. The story 
of Mitt Romney and a few friends forcibly cutting a classmate’s long hair 
may have shocked voters during the 2012 presidential campaign, but there 
were dozens of similar incidents reported across the county in the 1960s, 
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 17

and probably many more that were unreported.2 Contrary to popular 
media images, not everyone in the 1960s and 1970s was white, middle-
class, and straight. Nor did we all become hippies and protesters in col-
lege. One of my most vivid memories of the Syracuse University campus 
was the sunny afternoon in May 1970 when I attended a vigil for the stu-
dents who had just died at Kent State. One end of the Quad was a mass of 
students singing antiwar songs; at the other end some of our classmates 
were sunbathing and throwing Frisbees. Between us, students headed to 
their classes along the walkways that crisscrossed the lawn. Two of the 
students who died at Kent State had been passers-by like them, not pro-
testers.

No generation is a monolith, no matter how society’s institutions treat 
them. Baby boomers, as defined by Madison Avenue, did not exist in real 
life but were as much a construct as any other demographic or marketing 
segment. Contrary to popular stereotypes, there were—and are—black, 
Latino, queer, straight, celibate, disabled, and working-class baby boom-
ers, with a diversity of opinions about politics and morality.

Nor was the older generation uniformly opposed to the transforma-
tions taking place in American culture. The doctor who raised so many of 
us—Benjamin Spock, then in his sixties—was a familiar figure at major 
antiwar rallies, and many other liberal heroes and heroines were contem-
poraries of our parents and grandparents. It may be tempting to frame the 
divide that emerged as a “generation gap”—a term popularized during 
the early 1960s—but it is more useful to see it as the opening wedge in the 
culture wars that have engulfed the United States for the past fifty years.

Like huge tectonic plates colliding to reshape continents, three simul-
taneous forces began to interact during this time period. The first was the 
postwar baby boom, which in 1960 began pumping millions of teenagers 
a year into the consumer marketplace. The second was the sexual revolu-
tion, which had its roots in the sexology studies of Masters and Johnson, 
Hugh Hefner’s dream of sexual freedom, and the uncoupling of sex and 
procreation. Finally, the civil rights movement focused national atten-
tion on individual rights, beginning with African Americans but soon 
expanding to include youth and women of all races and, to a lesser ex-
tent, gays and lesbians. The civil rights movement and the sexual revolu-
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SEX AND UNISEX18

tion were well under way when baby boomers were still watching Howdy 
Doody (1947–1960) and would have been major influences on American 
culture with or without them. The adolescence and young adult years 
of the baby boom accelerated the conflagration, and our diverse experi-
ences during those formative years are reflected in the conflicts that have 
dogged my generation ever since.

Why look at the tensions and controversies of this era through cloth-
ing trends? It’s common to think of fashion as superficial, bearing little 
relationship to the serious issues of its time. This is wrong on two points. 
First, clearly there have been times when fashion changes have expressed 
deeply held convictions in times of change. The best example is the aban-
donment of knee breeches (associated with the aristocracy) in favor of 
trousers in revolutionary France, a shift that foreshadowed the triumph 
of commercial culture over hereditary power in the nineteenth century. 
(A more cynical explanation, but equally valid in some cases, is that the 
sudden taste for proletarian pants reflected an acute desire for survival by 
the French aristocracy.)

The other reason to look past the apparent triviality of fashion is that 
it is an important way that individuals connect themselves to others in 
modern consumer culture. We dress to express ourselves—age, gender, 
race, religion, as well as personality—and to place ourselves in context: 
place, time, occupation, kinship, and communities. Theater critic Eric 
Bentley, observing the clashes over clothing and hair, wrote in 1970, 
“If hair-dos and clothing are hardly, in themselves, worth a fight to the 
death, in the nineteen sixties they did become symbols of more than just 
a lifestyle; they became symbols of another life, and this the essential 
life of human beings, the life of their deep affections and their cherished  
thoughts.”3

This juxtaposition of “lifestyle” and “life” brings to mind the rheto-
ric of modern opponents to gay rights. To label the way someone lives 
a “lifestyle” is to reduce their existence to a spread in this month’s issue 
of Esquire or Vogue—a whim, subject to change with season or mood. 
The fashion controversies of the 1960s and 1970s—for example, whether 
women should wear pants to work, or if boys’ long hair or girls’ miniskirts 
disrupted education—were not about lifestyle. They were, in the words 
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 19

of the era, about “doing your own thing.” To be your own person and 
express yourself fully was and always will be a serious and complicated 
process, and the efforts of people struggling to make lives for themselves 
through the upheavals of that era are still influencing our culture. That 
doesn’t mean the baby boomers’ struggles were more important; it’s their 
(our!) sheer numbers that have made that generation so influential. In fact 
I take care in this book to consider both the experiences of people who 
were not teens or young adults as well as those who were baby boomers 
but were outside of “mainstream” boomer culture by choice or exclusion.

I grew up knowing that my brother and I were part of a “baby boom” 
that happened when World War II ended and couples settled down to 
start long-delayed families. We weren’t “baby boomers” until 1970, when 
the label first appeared in a Washington Post article, according to the Ox-
ford English Dictionary. As “leading edge” boomers (born in 1947 and 
1949), we had a front-row seat for the cultural changes of the 1950s—tele-
vision, the growth of suburbs, the Cold War. Those seats always seemed 
pretty crowded; in the early 1960s we attended a school so overrun with 
kids that we were on half session: seventh and eighth graders attended in 
the afternoon, and ninth graders and up attended from 7:00 a m to noon. 
Frankly, being part of a baby boom seemed more of an embarrassment 
and an inconvenience than anything else—that is, until Madison Ave-
nue discovered the youth market. The first national brand to target baby 
boomers was Pepsi, with its 1963 ads that shouted, “Come Alive! You’re 
in the Pepsi Generation!”4 Vogue editor Diana Vreeland coined the term 
“Youthquake” in 1965 to describe the sweeping influence of young people 
in seemingly every facet of life: music, fashion, and politics. Suddenly we 
were leaders!

Although baby boomers made up nearly 50 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation in 1965, we weren’t alone on the cultural scene. Our older siblings 
and cousins, born between 1925 and the end of the war, dubbed the “Silent 
Generation,” were just coming into their own in the mid-1960s, with their 
own lives and desires. They were often forced to choose sides between 
the seasoned survivors of the “Greatest Generation” and the defiant baby 
boomers rather than blaze their own trail. The Silent Generation has not 
produced a president of the United States, the nation having gone in 1992 
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SEX AND UNISEX20

from our last World War II–era leader (George H. W. Bush) to our first 
boomer, Bill Clinton, and staying with that cohort long enough to block 
them permanently. But the Silent Generation did provide the Youthquake 
with its sound track: the Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, Joan Baez, Brian Wilson 
of the Beach Boys, Johnny Cash, Aretha Franklin, Barry Manilow, and 
Bob Dylan were all born between 1925 and 1946. So were fashion design-
ers Mary Quant, Ralph Lauren, Yves Saint Laurent, and Betsey Johnson, 
as well as iconic hair stylist Vidal Sassoon. (The other major names of the 
era—Courrèges, Cardin, and Gernreich—were born just before 1925.)

Born between the early 1960s and 1981 (demographers differ on the 
date for the end of the postwar baby boom), Generation X was emerging, 
though blessedly unlabeled until 1991, when Douglas Coupland’s novel 
Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture christened them as such.5 
These were the beneficiaries—or victims, depending on your point of 
view—of the social and cultural transformations of the 1960s. They never 
knew Jim Crow laws or “Help Wanted” ads divided by sex or race, and 
they were legal adults when they turned eighteen, while first-wave boom-
ers had to wait until they were twenty-one to take advantage of adult 
privileges. For the most part they missed the free love and high times of 
the boomers’ youth, thanks to PCP, crack cocaine, the War on Drugs, the 
resurgence of STDs, and the discovery of HIV/AIDS. Still, they play an 
important role in this story, because they were the guinea pigs for parents 
and educators attempting to prepare the next generation for the Age of 
Aquarius, the Apocalypse, or whatever else they thought was on the hori-
zon. Of course there were also our elders: men and women in their prime 
or in their twilight years, who had lived through so much and now found 
themselves irrelevant to marketers and challenged, baffled, or infuriated 
by their children and grandchildren.

In every age group there were atheists and believers, political views 
that spanned the spectrum from Marxists to John Birchers, prudes and 
libertines. The usefulness of generational categories stems from their 
adoption by manufacturers, retailers, media, and advertisers as a means 
of targeting customers. Since we are examining consumer culture, these 
niches tell us something about how groups of Americans were perceived 
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 21

by the commercial world. It is truly rare for any of us to have never felt 
pointedly targeted or ignored by advertisers.

If you were born after 1981, don’t worry. The party that started in the 
1960s is still going strong, and you’re invited—like it or not. As I reveal 
in the rest of the book, the styles of the ’60s and ’70s were just the visible 
signs of the questions on everyone’s mind—questions we are still strug-
gling to answer. Many of them deal with the most essential aspects of our 
beings: sex and gender.

Baby boomers were sometimes accused of behaving as if we had in-
vented sex; in fact we would have been the dimmest generation in hu-
man history if we hadn’t responded to the national fascination with sex 
that coincided with our own adolescence. And we would not have been 
normal teenagers if we hadn’t responded to that environment with hyper-
hormonal enthusiasm. Like most revolutions, this one had been decades 
in the making. Unbeknownst to us, our grandparents had already wit-
nessed a first sexual revolution in the 1920s among writers, artists, and 
other bohemians inspired by Freudian psychological theory, which in-
troduced the concept of a human unconscious driven by sexual desires 
and fantasies. The music, clothes, and literature of the Roaring Twenties 
celebrated a hedonistic, sensual youth culture that arose from the hor-
ror and destruction of World War I, only to be submerged again in the 
Great Depression. The academic study of sex continued in biology and 
psychology departments, building up a body of work that began to at-
tract wider public attention with the 1948 publication of Alfred Kinsey’s 
Sexual Behavior of the Human Male, followed in 1953 by Sexual Behavior 
of the Human Female. Hugh Hefner, as a graduate student in journalism 
at Northwestern University, wrote his master’s thesis on Kinsey’s work 
before launching Playboy. The pornography cases over Lady Chatterley’s 
Lover, Tropic of Cancer, and Fanny Hill in 1959 opened up a market for racy 
novels that became more and more explicit. By the mid-1960s curious 
teenagers could find just about any kind of information they might desire 
about sex, though probably not in any public library. Personally, I learned 
a great deal just browsing the books and magazines in the homes where 
I babysat.
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SEX AND UNISEX22

Explicit straight extramarital sex in books and movies was just the 
beginning. Homosexuality, once hidden and persecuted, became, if not 
completely open and still far from accepted, a titillating subject of con-
versation and art. More common was bisexuality, which several cultural 
observers identified as the latest cool thing in the early 1970s. Love tri-
angles have been a time-honored plot device, but in the early 1960s group 
marriage and other forms of polyamory caught the imagination of the 
many fans of Robert Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (1961). A steady 
stream of popular works on multiple relationships followed, including 
Robert Rimmer’s novels, particularly The Harrad Experiment (1967); 
the film Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice (1969); and Nena and George 
O’Neill’s book Open Marriage (1972), which sold 1.5 million copies. Of 
course much of this sexual freedom was facilitated by the availability of 
the Pill (approved in 1960), which made possible the separation of inter-
course and reproduction and also the uncoupling of “love and marriage” 
(which, we had learned from Frank Sinatra in 1955, “go together like a 
horse and carriage”). Not surprisingly, baby boomers are more likely to 
admit to smoking dope than to any form of sexual experimentation be-
yond “shacking up” before marriage.

This upheaval in intimate relationships is usually characterized as the 
“sexual revolution,” but I suspect that had it happened a decade later we 
would be calling it the “gender revolution” instead. The concept of “gen-
der identity”—the acquired cultural traits that proceed from biological 
sex—was quite new, having been just introduced to the scientific litera-
ture in 1955 by sexologist John Money (more about his troubling career 
later in the chapter “Nature and Nurture”). Betty Friedan does not use 
the word “gender” once in The Feminine Mystique (published in 1963); at 
that time “sex role” was the more common term, signifying the close re-
lationship between biology and our lives as social beings. The distinction 
between sex and gender has never been easy to grasp or even generally 
accepted. No matter how scholars have tried to explain the distinction 
between nature and nurture, popular media and consumer culture reflect 
the general uncertainty as to which traits, tastes, and behaviors were cul-
tural and which were innate. After all, we’ve known for hundreds of years 
that the earth circles the sun, yet we still speak about the sun setting, be-
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 23

cause that’s how it feels. In the case of sex and gender, the jury is still 
out on how separate they really are. While the sexologists, evolutionary 
psychologists, anthropologists, and neurobiologists sort it out, the rest of 
us will continue to mingle and confuse them.

Before John Money introduced the notion of a cultural dimension 
called “gender,” the variations in human sexual activity and expression 
could be labeled as natural or unnatural, normal or abnormal, legal or 
illegal. What was natural, normal, and legal was good; the unnatural, ab-
normal, and illegal required treatment, correction, or punishment. Add-
ing cultural influence to the mix was brilliant and clearly true. Anthro-
pologists and historians could provide ample evidence of the mutability 
of cultural patterns over time and geography. But it also raised some very 
thorny questions. If an individual’s gender expression did not match their 
biological sex, was that necessarily the result of biological or psychologi-
cal abnormality, a character flaw, or incorrigible criminality? Could cul-
ture be the problem in such a “mismatch”? Were cultural norms automat-
ically right? After all, they were subject to change and variation. Without 
using the word “gender,” Betty Friedan argued that suburban lives were 
an alien and toxic culture and that the scientific arguments used to justify 
consigning women to lives of nurturing and consuming were false. Treat-
ing biological sex as a defining, existential characteristic denied individu-
ality and human agency. To achieve her highest potential a woman must 
be as free as a man to pursue her interests and use her talents, and it was 
culture—not biology—that was standing in her way.

The Pill is often credited with launching the sexual revolution, and re-
liable, hormonal birth control was certainly a biological solution to what 
appears to be a biological problem. But a closer look reveals the problem 
with this perception. First, as my mother, a registered nurse, was fond 
of telling me, not only had my generation not invented sex, but neither 
had they discovered birth control. Remember that one of the reasons the 
postwar baby boom was so dramatic was the “birth dearth” that preced-
ed it. People did not stop having sex when the economy crashed in 1929; 
they stopped having children or had fewer of them. They used condoms 
and diaphragms (which worked pretty well), withdrawal and rhythm 
(with less success), and when those methods failed they sought abortions. 
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SEX AND UNISEX24

One of my professors in college told the story of her mother, who had five 
children during the Great Depression—and four abortions, one between 
each live birth. My own mother, who had been the third oldest in a family 
of eight children, had a tubal ligation in her late twenties after producing 
my brother and me.

The convenience and certainty afforded by oral contraceptives would 
not have been possible without cultural change driven by a desire among 
young women and men for different lives from those of their parents. The 
alternative visions included a life with fewer children, or children later 
in life, but, more important, it included a sexual life without marriage, 
monogamy, or even commitment. When social commentators raised the 
alarm about the sexual revolution, it wasn’t the birthrate that concerned 
them; it was women’s sexual freedom, the severing of the connections be-
tween sex and love, the decline of premarital chastity. From the perspec-
tive of young, sexually active single women, oral contraceptives were a 
powerful weapon against the old double standard and a means of escap-
ing the pattern of early marriage and motherhood that had become the 
standard during the 1950s. This was not about sex and reproduction, it 
was about gender: about life, not lifestyle, about the cultural expectations 
of women.

The gender revolution was not just about femininity; it was also about 
masculinity and about homosexuality. There was no male equivalent  
to The Feminine Mystique on the best-seller list, but men were subject to 
as many restrictions as women, just different restrictions—ones that 
resulted in, and reinforced, power and privilege for some. Those advan-
tages came at a cost, as studies were beginning to show in the late 1950s. 
Men’s lives were shorter, they were at much greater risk for heart disease 
and stroke, and they began to regret their absence from their children’s 
lives in the mom-dominated suburbs. A men’s movement and scholarly 
interest in masculinity emerged, led by psychologists Joseph Pleck and 
Jack Sawyer, who organized a “Male Liberation Festival” at Harvard  
University in 1971. Their groundbreaking anthology, Men and Masculinity 
(1974), inspired even more academic interest in male sex roles, though 
the subject has never enjoyed the visibility or influence of women’s  
studies.6
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 25

The gender revolution touched homosexual men and women as well 
and in even more complex ways. In 1960 homosexuality was still consid-
ered a mental illness by the American Psychological Association, and 
to be a sexually active homosexual man or woman was to be an outlaw, 
thanks to sodomy and public indecency laws. The erotic possibilities of 
bisexuality appealed to many young people, straight or otherwise, who 
made it the “in lifestyle” in the early 1970s. For gays and lesbians this 
popularity meant that bisexuality could work as a culturally acceptable 
location between the closet and complete coming out.

In the scientific community the idea that sex and gender could ever 
be completely separate was controversial, especially as women began to 
demand full legal equality with men. In 1972 Time published an article 
about the work of John Money and his contention that gender identity 
could be shaped independently from biological sex. (He based his argu-
ment on his work with intersex children who were surgically assigned as 
females and treated with hormones and behavioral therapy to produce 
happy, well-adjusted girls—or not, as the case turned out.) An assembled 
panel of experts, including Money, discussed the possibility and desir-
ability of a “unisex society.” They considered the supposed differences be-
tween men and women—verbal ability, creativity, temperament, and so 
on—and came to the conclusion that culture played a greater role in all of 
them than did biological difference. For most men and women, claimed 
psychologist Jerome Kagan, “the biological differences are totally irrele-
vant.” Psychiatrist Donald Lunde agreed: “There is no evidence that men 
are any more or less qualified by biological sex differences alone to per-
form the tasks generally reserved for them in today’s societies.”7

When asked if a truly egalitarian “unisex” society would ever exist, 
however, the experts were unanimous in saying it was not only unlikely 
but also undesirable. For the experts in the first camp, modification of 
gender norms was impossible because they were ultimately connected to 
physical reality. Anatomy was still destiny (or, as Therese Benedek put it, 
“biology precedes personality”). According to psychologist Joseph Adel-
son, efforts to alter cultural norms were misguided and doomed to fail, 
“as though the will, in pursuit of total human possibility, can amplify it-
self to overcome the given.”8
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SEX AND UNISEX26

Others considered cultural change possible but stopped short of an 
endorsement. “Perhaps the known biological differences can be totally 
overcome, and society can approach a state in which a person’s sex is of no 
consequence for any significant activity except child-bearing,” suggested 
Jerome Kagan. “But we must ask if such a society will be satisfying to 
its members.” Psychoanalyst Martin Symonds agreed: “The basic reason 
why unisex must fail is that in the sexual act itself, the man has to be as-
sertive, if tenderly, and the woman has to be receptive. What gives trouble 
is when men see assertiveness as aggression and women see receptiveness 
as submission.” Besides, a family where Mom and Dad were too similar 
would be “a frictionless environment in which nobody would be able to 
grow up,” because children need roles to identify with and rebel against.9 
Symonds was not alone in this opinion; he was echoing critics of women’s 
liberation dating back nearly a century, who had warned of a dire future 
of manly women and effeminate men. Two years earlier an opinion piece 
by Barbara Wyden in the St. Petersburg [Florida] Times had suggested that 
unisex parents (shorthaired working mom in pants; longhaired, bead-
wearing dad doing housework) was a sign that the family was in trouble.10

As Betty Friedan had pointed out, many of these scientists were failing 
to take into account the powerful influence of their own culture. They 
were like the proverbial fish unable to comprehend the water in which 
they swam; I would take it a step further and suggest it was not actually 
the water: science can help very smart fish understand how they move 
through water and why they breathe in it but suffocate in air. What the 
scientists had not taken into consideration was the fishbowl, the contain-
er that, like culture, determines the size and shape of their environment.

Reformers, advocates, and activists working to expand civil rights 
were essentially trying to change the dimensions of the fishbowl. The 
Declaration of Independence and U.S. Constitution offer definitions of 
human rights that initially promised more than they delivered to many 
people living within our borders. The civil rights movements in our his-
tory have been efforts to include people who had been excluded from the 
promise of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” offered in 1776 and 
the guarantee of “equal protection under the law” added in 1868. This may 
seem heady, serious stuff for a book on fashion, but it was the civil rights 
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 27

movements that made clothing and hair into national, contentious issues. 
Much of the controversy centered on issues of gender expression and gen-
der equality, which raised different questions for women and men and for 
adults and children.

Many of the initial questions were seemingly trivial: Why can’t girls 
wear slacks to school? Why must men always wear ties, which seem to 
serve no practical purpose? Why do so many dresses button or zip up the 
back? Why can’t a boy wear his hair long just like the Beatles? Why do I 
have to wear white gloves and a hat just to go shopping downtown? Why 
is it cute to be a tomboy but not a sissy? If these sound like children’s 
questions, maybe it’s because at first they were. I remember puzzling over 
these and many other rules when I was growing up. The answers were 
even more confusing—and annoying! “That’s just the way it is.” “Because 
I said so.” The cultural authority of grown-ups, which we had accepted 
as small children, lost its credibility as we reached our teen years. In the 
1960s the baby boom generation started to question more and push back 
harder, along with some allies in older generations. They were aided and 
abetted by a consumer culture that was more interested in their buying 
power than in cultural and political change.

Along with the push for progress came resistance. For some the chang-
es were dangerous and threatening, for others perhaps they just came too 
fast. Evolutionary biologists have a useful concept called “punctuated 
equilibrium,” which can be applied to cultural change as well. Instead 
of Darwin’s model of smooth, steady evolution, punctuated equilibrium 
means there are long periods of stasis between events of sudden change 
when the new ecological system settles in. These eras of little change may 
be a period of adjustment or a time when populations are migrating to a 
more hospitable environment. A biologist friend explained it this way: 
the internal or external events (mutations, crises) that result in signifi-
cant change can be stressful. Like a rubber band that is stretched too far, a 
species can either snap (extinction) or retreat to something like its origi-
nal size and shape, just slightly altered. She made this suggestion when I 
was struggling to explain the apparently sudden change in the U.S. cul-
tural climate after 1972, which includes the gradual decline in enthusiasm 
for the Equal Rights Amendment as well as a revival of “classic” elements 
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SEX AND UNISEX28

and styles, from Diane Von Furstenberg’s dresses to the power suit and 
Preppymania. Perhaps, she said, the changes of the 1960s had been “too 
much, too soon” for enough people that we had relaxed into a period of 
stasis.11 That will be one of the ideas worth testing as we survey the evolu-
tion of fashion between 1960 and 1980.

The most obvious fashion-related flashpoints in the gender revolution 
are pants for women; long hair and colorful, flamboyant dress for men; 
and unisex for just about everybody. But there is both more and less than 
meets the eye in each of these trends. Women and girls had been wearing 
pants in some form for some time prior to the 1960s. Rompers and overalls 
for little girls were unexceptional, as were slacks, capris, and even shorts 
and jeans for women, at the right time and place. These were casual or 
leisure styles; in a culture where dressing up still mattered, even the nic-
est slacks were unacceptable for work or school. Backyard cookouts, yes; 
shopping or church, no. When my family moved to a small New England 
town in 1961, my Midwestern mother was scandalized by the housewives 
in slacks she saw at the grocery store. (Hollywood stars like Katharine 
Hepburn and Marlene Dietrich were exempt from these rules, because 
they were not like the rest of us.) The objection to women in trousers was 
based on gender but not on the rules of the Victorian era (pants are mas-
culine; skirts are feminine). It was part of the particular construction of 
being “ladylike,” the image that allowed women special status and protec-
tion, layered onto rules about informal as opposed to formal behaviors. 
One school dress code specifically banned “play clothes,” for girls listing 
slacks, jeans, shorts, and pedal pushers as examples. When the formality 
of the early 1960s began to relax, trousers were often permitted if they 
were part of a pantsuit and if they had a side or back zipper and the jacket 
or top covered the wearer’s rear end. The decision to permit pants if they 
were part of a suit is related to the shifting boundary between formal and 
informal dress, but the other limitations are about the erotic associations 
of pants, especially tight-fitting trousers that draw attention to the hips 
and buttocks, or even—with a center front fly—the crotch.

The exuberant splendor of menswear, especially between 1967 and 
1973, and the battles over long hair, mustaches, and beards reveal the very 
different gender rules as they applied to men. The public response to each 
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MOVERS, SHAKERS, AND BOOMERS 29

of these trends also gives us an indication of the differences between the 
cultural expectations of men and women. Femininity and masculinity 
are not simple opposites; they are more like two sports with a few com-
monalities but with totally different sets of rules. Consider, for example, 
figure skating and ice hockey. Athletes in both must be able to skate, 
but they wear different costumes, use specialized equipment, and are 
judged by vastly different standards. Is figure skating the “opposite” of ice  
hockey?

The rules of femininity value different attributes and behaviors than 
do the rules of masculinity, and they are not always opposites. Even 
though both men and women were governed by the formal/informal 
standards of dress and grooming, the demands of gender resulted in no-
ticeably different effects. A man in formal dress was dressed identically 
to every other man in the room and completely covered from neck to toe. 
A formal gown for a woman was revealing (more or less, depending on 
her age and marital status) and, as popular humor reminds us, hopefully, 
unique. For another woman to have the same dress was cause for morti-
fication. Women and men could both wear shorts and bathing suits, but 
only women needed to shave their legs and underarms when they did so.

The rules for young women dictated careful management of an image 
that oscillated between ladylike and seductive. There was a proper time 
and place for each, and part of a girl’s education—whether at home, in 
home economics class, or cotillion—was learning the boundaries and 
nuances of feminine performance. The rules had a different meaning for 
women of color and working-class women, for whom a genteel appear-
ance and quality clothing signified access to respect and privilege. For 
men there was very little space or place for sexual display, or even individ-
ual expression; instead, boys and men were trained to operate with a very 
limited visual range. Again, these restrictions played out differently for 
men of color. African American and Latino men’s dress includes a tradi-
tion of flamboyance despite or, as Monica Miller has argued, as a response 
to oppression or subservient status.12 Appropriation of minority or sub-
cultural masculine style by straight white men was an important feature 
of the 1960s and 1970s, as if dressing like the super masculine movie hero 
John Shaft would inoculate them from accusations of effeminacy.
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When young men and women began to break out of their respective 
limits, the disparity in the public response was remarkable. Girls ex-
changed “ladylike” rules and trappings for sexier, more revealing cloth-
ing to much fanfare and little protest. Miniskirts rose inch by inch, and 
school dress codes followed them, resignedly. Only a handful of legal cas-
es involving dress codes dealt with too-short skirts or girls wearing pants, 
compared with the dozens of boys who went to court to argue for their 
right to wear their hair as long as they wished. (This issue is discussed in 
much greater detail in chapter 5, “Litigating the Revolution.”)

The most obvious manifestation of the gender revolution is unisex. 
The term “unisex,” referring to styles intentionally designed to blur or 
cross gender lines, dates to the mid-1960s. The trend peaked during the 
1970s and affected men, women, boys, and girls, all in different ways. 
On one level, for many people it was a fad, an amusing flash in the pan. 
For others it was a movement generated by serious, existential questions 
about the very nature of sex and gender, what constituted appropriate so-
cial roles for men and women, and how to raise children. Unisex includes 
many different ways of challenging gender rules. Some styles are best de-
scribed as “androgynous,” or combining elements of masculine and femi-
nine styling (a longhaired girl in a miniskirt, button-down shirt, and tie). 
The opposite approach to androgynous design is a neutral style, devoid 
of masculine or feminine elements (a turtleneck sweater, jogging suits). 
The third approach to unisex dressing is best termed “cross-dressing,” al-
though I mean that term in a broader sense than is popularly meant. The 
rules of masculinity rarely permit cross-dressing, and even in that defiant 
time doing so was limited to details, not entire outfits. Women, on the 
other hand, could not only wear “man-tailored” clothing and “boyfriend 
sweaters” but could also wear actual men’s clothing, as was the case with 
young women who bought their jeans in the boys’ department.

When teenagers and adults wore unisex clothing, the resulting confu-
sion might be the desired effect, a poke in the establishment’s eye. Com-
plaining “you can’t tell the boys from the girls these days” was a sure way 
to mark yourself as an old fogey. But to younger children, gender mix-ups 
could be irritating or embarrassing. Baby boomers and Generation Xers 
tend to have very different memories of the unisex era, which is signifi-
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cant because it is the younger generation that has helped drive fashion 
change from the late 1970s on.

If you were to ask someone in the fashion industry, unisex was a fad 
that came and went in one year: 1968. For that brief moment the fash-
ion press hailed gender blending as the wave of the future, and depart-
ment stores created special sections for unisex fashions. Most of these 
boutiques had closed by 1969. However, in the more mainstream realm of 
Sears, Roebuck catalogs and major sewing patterns, “his ’n’ hers” cloth-
ing—mostly casual shirts, sweaters, and outerwear—persisted through 
the late 1970s. The difference between avant-garde unisex and the later 
version is the distinction between boundary-defying designs, often mod-
eled by androgynous-looking models, and a less threatening variation, 
worn by attractive heterosexual couples.

The work and thought of designer Rudi Gernreich, the visionary mas-
ter of unisex fashion and its most famous proponent, shows how com-
plex the trend actually was. Born in Austria, Gernreich and his mother 
had fled to the United States when he was a teen in order to escape Nazi 
persecution of the Jews. Besides being a leading American designer, he 
was also an early gay rights activist, providing financial support to the 
Mattachine Society, through cofounder Harry Hay, who was his lover in 
the early 1950s.13 Most of his work with homosexual rights was unknown 
to the wider public until after his death in 1985. As a very public figure, 
who had once been arrested and prosecuted as part of police entrapment, 
Gernreich understood that his political and personal life could threaten 
his livelihood. Nevertheless, it is clear that sexuality and gender identity 
played important roles in his fashion vision. He thought naked bodies—
female and male alike—were beautiful, an attitude variously attributed 
to his reaction against prudish Nazi edicts against nudity, his training as 
a dancer, and a night job washing bodies in a hospital morgue. Designs 
such as the topless bathing suit and the soft, transparent “no-bra bra” 
were intended to emancipate women’s bodies from the artifice of boning, 
uplift, and elastic. But he wanted to give equal attention to men, asking 
in 1969, “Why should the male not also be a sexual object?”14 He also de-
signed futuristic styles such as the costumes for the TV series Space: 1999: 
jumpsuits, turtlenecks, and tunics.
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These seemingly opposite creations represented two important 
strands in the gender revolution: a focus on “natural” bodies (not the 
girdled, air-brushed versions of the 1950s) and a futuristic vision of an 
egalitarian world. Ironically, the latter minimized sex differences, with 
fabrics and silhouettes that erased curves and even facial features, while 
Gernreich’s other designs left nothing to the imagination, exposing 
breasts and even pubic hair. These fashions perfectly encapsulate the cen-
tral conflict in fashions from this era, between displaying and celebrating 
the human body and minimizing or even erasing differences that result 
in gender inequality. Thus we have contradictions such as his 1974 thong 
bathing suit, “a unisex garment which nonetheless enhanced the differ-
ence between the sexes.”15

Liberation is a fine thing, but it does not come with instructions. Baby 
boomers who came of age in the 1960s wanted freedom to “do their own 
thing,” which meant many different things to different people. For racial 
and sexual minorities, the goals were probably clearer than for those who 
were straight white folks. We already had the right to vote, the right to 
public displays of affection and marriage, and the all-important right to 
pursue happiness, unhassled and unmolested—as long as we followed 
the rules. But many of the rules chafed; they didn’t make sense to us as 
they clearly did to most of our parents and grandparents.

It is striking to me how many of the sympathetic commentators on the 
youth movement seemed to think we knew what we were doing. Promi-
nent liberal intellectual Alfred Kazin practically proposed American 
young people for sainthood, calling us “the visible conscience of society,” 
leading the nation toward an egalitarian and unmaterialistic future.16 Ac-
cording to socialite/designer Gloria Vanderbilt, young women had “more 
choice of what they want to do and be.”17 But having more choice didn’t 
automatically make the choices more clear; we have been fretting and ar-
guing and judging over those choices ever since. Young men, freed from 
our culture’s “sick preoccupation with virility,” could instead “dress in 
terms of how they feel about themselves,”18 but that assumed they un-
derstood those feelings and were prepared for negative as well as positive 
reactions. The fashions of the 1960s and 1970s articulated many questions 
about sex and gender but in the end provided no final answers.
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One reason for this lack of resolution was that the experts from all the 
various “-ologies”—sexology, psychology, theology, and the rest—were 
still experimenting, still theorizing, and still arguing. In his history of sex 
research, Vern Bullough identifies two major strands in the field during 
the 1970s.19 The first is the interactionist model of gender identification, 
which credited genetic, physiological, and social forces with the creation 
and maintenance of our feminine or masculine selves. Interactionism 
suggested that these influences have different impacts at different stages 
of human development. Within interactionism there was a tug-of-war 
among the various disciplines to determine which academic specialty was 
best equipped to unlock the formula. There were also still disagreements 
over which was more important, nature or nurture. John Money, of course, 
argued that behavioral therapy and hormones could override physiology; 
Milton Diamond engaged in a long-running public feud with Money over 
his claims, eventually successfully exposing the flaws in his research.

The second area of controversy was even more fundamental. In order 
to study a behavior, psychologists must develop tests and instruments 
to measure it. The existing measures were based on a bipolar model of 
gender, with femininity and masculinity as opposites. “Normal” men 
and women would have scores at the appropriate end of the spectrum. 
People who scored too high on the opposite scale or who ended up in 
the middle were believed to have problems ranging from gender identity 
disorder to homosexuality. Alternative models began to appear in the 
1970s, most importantly by psychologists Anne Constantinople and San-
dra Bem, who rejected the linear model of femininity and masculinity as 
polar opposites.20 Bem developed the BSRI (Bem Sex Role Inventory), 
which measured masculinity and femininity on independent axes. An 
individual’s score would place that person in one of four quadrants: low 
masculine/high feminine (“feminine”), high masculine/low feminine 
(“masculine”), low masculine/low feminine (“undifferentiated”), and 
high masculine/high feminine (“androgynous”). Bem argued not only 
that this instrument was a more reliable measure of femininity and mas-
culinity but also that research using the BSRI supported her theory that 
androgynous individuals were psychologically healthier than the other 
categories.
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Against this backdrop the unending disagreements and divisions over 
everything having anything to do with sex and gender seem inevitable. 
Even where there is agreement in the scholarly community—the declas-
sification of homosexuality as a mental disorder by the American Psy-
chological Association in 1973, for example—common knowledge and 
public opinion have lagged far behind. This is the setting for our next four 
chapters: the foggy, uneven landscape of gendered and unisex fashion at 
the dawn of the culture wars.
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Feminism  
and Femininity

I turned thirteen in 1962. Before I graduated from middle school, 
three books hit the best-seller lists, each offering a completely differ-
ent, competing view of what sort of woman I should try to be. Let the 

authors speak for themselves:

When a man thinks of a married woman, no matter how lovely she is, 
he must inevitably picture her greeting her husband at the door with 
a martini or warmer welcome, fixing little children’s lunches or scrub-
bing them down because they’ve fallen into a mudhole. She is some-
body else’s wife and somebody else’s mother.

When a man thinks of a single woman, he pictures her alone in her 
apartment, smooth legs sheathed in pink silk Capri pants, lying tan-
talizingly among dozens of satin cushions, trying to read but not very 
successfully, for he is in that room—filling her thoughts, her dreams, 
her life. 

—H elen Gur ley Brow n, Sex a nd the Single Gir l, 1962

The problem lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of 
American women. It was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a 
yearning that women suffered in the middle of the twentieth century 
in the United States. Each suburban wife struggled with it alone. As 
she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched slipcover material, 
ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, she ferried Cub Scouts 
and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to even 
ask herself the silent question—“is this all?” 

—Bett y Fr ieda n, The Feminine Mystique , 1963
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Never before in history has there been a generation of women so dis-
illusioned, disappointed, and unhappy in marriage as in our times. 
Many feel that married life does not offer what they had hoped and 
dreamed it would. Some feel neglected, unappreciated, and often un-
loved. When they search for answers, they feel lost in a sea of darkness. 
Some are resigned to this condition, but others still hope and search 
for answers.

There are, of course, many women who have achieved a high level of 
happiness, but in many cases it is not the happiness of which they once 
dreamed, and it falls short of their goals. They feel a need for a richer, 
fuller life. They, too, need light and understanding. 

—H elen B. A ndelin, Fascinating Wom a nhood, 1963

I hasten to say that although I didn’t read any of these books at the 
time, the ideas each author advocated swirled around me throughout my 
high school and college years. (And they are all still in print fifty years 
later, which is certainly telling.) Which women should I be? Helen Gur-
ley Brown’s independent, sexy, young, single girl? Betty Friedan’s liber-
ated woman with a career and perhaps an equally liberated husband? Or 
Helen Andelin’s domestic goddess, realizing her power by cultivating her 
femininity? When faced with a multiple-choice test, I turned it into an es-
say exam. Like many women of my generation, I tried a bit of each.

American women’s fashions in the 1960s and ’70s—and today—were 
the battlefield for these competing visions of the feminine. In this chapter 
I examine two main themes that emerged during this period in women’s 
clothing. The first is the desire for an independent existence that is equal 
in political and social status to men; the second is the very real drive to 
be sexual beings. Yet these were not separate strands at all. As we’ll see, 
unisex or androgynous dressing, while intended to level the playing field 
between men and women, was often perceived as sexually attractive as 
well, and sexually attractive clothing can be powerful. It is the very ten-
sion between these two impulses that helped drive fashion change during 
this period and that made it so very complicated.

Each of the three works that open this chapter had a different impact 
with a different audience. The Feminine Mystique is credited with launch-
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 37

ing second-wave feminism and routinely appears on lists of significant 
books for required reading. Sex and the Single Girl, in contrast, is listed 
on Amazon.com as a “cult classic,” and amateur reviewers on the site 
disagree whether it is a humorous period piece or the best advice book 
ever written. It not only helped Brown rebrand Cosmopolitan from house-
wifely to collegiate when she took over as editor of the magazine in 1965, 
but it also inspired new popular culture heroines, from a film version of 
the book, starring Natalie Wood, to the fashionista girlfriends of Sex 
and the City. All three books have sold millions of copies. The Feminine 
Mystique could boast three million copies sold by 2000 (in just less than 
forty years)—no small feat for a serious nonfiction title—but Sex and the 
Single Girl claimed two million sold in three weeks. Compared to both 
of these, Fascinating Womanhood was more of an underground success. 
Self-published in 1963, it sold four hundred thousand copies before Ran-
dom House bought it and republished it in 1965. It really caught on as 
Andelin developed courses and teacher training that fed the conservative 
antifeminist movement in the 1970s. Total sales today have reached over 
two million.

Of these three books, The Feminine Mystique offers the least amount of 
fashion commentary or advice. Friedan was critical of the consumerist 
role of suburban housewives and, by extension, the preoccupation with 
fashionable clothing promoted by women’s magazines. She did, however, 
convey a sense of fashion being a frivolous feminine pursuit as opposed to 
the more serious pursuits of political power and legal careers.

In contrast, both Fascinating Womanhood and Sex and the Single Girl 
provide fairly specific advice on clothing choices, although Helen Gur-
ley Brown goes into much greater detail; she devotes an entire chapter to 
clothing as opposed to just a few pages in Andelin’s book. Brown’s imag-
ined reader was a young woman with lots of ambition but not a whole lot 
of money, so her advice focused on getting the most attractive looks for 
the least amount of money. She also argued that young women should 
please themselves with their clothing, not men, since if they appear confi-
dent and well put together, men will find them attractive regardless of the 
style. To round out the image found in Sex and the Single Girl, it helps to 
understand that the chapter preceding the one on clothes includes quite a 
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SEX AND UNISEX38

bit of diet and exercise advice, and the chapter following dispenses make-
up and hairstyling information.

In Fascinating Woman, on the other hand, a woman’s appearance is 
considered the reader’s first step toward regaining lost femininity. To 
look feminine, women must avoid any materials or styles that men wear 
unless they can be feminized through color, trim, or accessories. The 
main strategy is to emphasize the differences between women and men. 
Both authors agree that overly sexy clothing, or at least obviously sexy 
clothing, is undesirable. For Helen Gurley Brown, too-revealing clothing 
is low-class and attracts the wrong sort of man; for Helen Andelin, sexy 
clothing violates one of the most important rules of true femininity: a 
woman should be modest.

Imagine that the millions of readers of these three books constitute 
three categories of female consumers. Then consider the larger reality 
that these categories—feminists, “Cosmo girls,” and domestic goddess-
es—were neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive. There were women 
who were “none of the above.” Consider, for example, the young lesbian 
who wants to succeed in her clerical job with a big firm and also dreams 
of love and romance with a woman. Then there were the countless women 
like me, whose heads spun with the options and possibilities and wanted 
a bit of each (or, in the cliché of the 1980s, “to have it all”).

Women had started wearing pants before the 1960s. First-wave femi-
nists had challenged men’s exclusive right to trousers in the nineteenth 
century, winning small but significant victories: overalls and rompers 
for children’s play clothes and bloomers and knickers for women’s active 
sportswear. By the early 1960s trousers in many forms—jeans, capris, and 
shorts—were acceptable leisure styles for American women, particularly 
the young. Between 1965 and 1975 this acceptance pushed past existing 
boundaries into the workplace, the schoolroom, and even formal occa-
sions, to the point that trousers were no longer considered masculine, 
but, rather, neutral garments. Although this change represented a fun-
damental shift in public attitudes and perceptions, it ultimately did not 
result in neutral clothing styles. By the late 1970s women’s trousers were 
acquiring feminine details and fit more closely to the hips and thighs, 
accentuating the sex of the wearer rather than creating a neutral effect. 
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 39

Once pants were no longer seen as inherently masculine, they simply be-
came another vehicle for displaying the female body.

In medieval Europe trousers were underwear; men wore these tight-
fitting leg coverings under their robes, and women did not wear them at 
all. Between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries, shorter and shorter 
robes and doublets revealed the legs, and eventually the buttocks, up to 
the waist, and men’s lower garments became important fashion items in 
their own right. Loose or skin-tight, knee-length or longer, trousers dis-
tinguished men from women and men from boys, who wore dresses from 
infancy until old enough to be “breeched” at six or seven years. Early ad-
vocates of equal rights for women took note of the relative freedom of 
men’s and women’s clothing and argued for dress reform to erase the re-
strictions of women’s fashionable dress. Corsets, layers of petticoats, and 
wide, sweeping skirts were all indicted as markers of women’s dependent 
and subservient status. Activists including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and 
Amelia Bloomer advocated adoption of simplified dress consisting of a 
knee-length dress over a pair of wide trousers based on those worn by 
women in the Middle East. They called it the “American Costume,” to 
emphasize their goal of emancipating women from the dictates of for-
eign designers, but it was popularly known as the Bloomer dress. It didn’t 
last long: it was introduced in 1851 and abandoned by Amelia Bloomer 
herself in 1859 when lightweight cage crinolines replaced heavy layers of 
petticoats as skirt supports. But the seeds had been sown; there is ample 
evidence that women continued to defy convention and put on trousers, 
whether for practical or political reasons. Early photography provides a 
wealth of images of women in pants as workers, soldiers, performers, and 
just for a bit of cross-dressing fun.1 In the struggle for women’s rights, 
wearing trousers was considered a subversive, even disruptive act, and 
cartoonists often depicted a post-suffrage future of mannish, trousered 
wives and hen-pecked husbands.

By the 1950s a woman in pants was no longer a cause for alarm or an 
object of ridicule, as long as she observed the new rules. Slacks, shorts, 
capris, pedal pushers, and other trouser variants were for leisure, not for 
school, office, or church. Women’s Wear Daily publisher John Fairchild 
declared in his 1965 book, The Fashionable Savages, that pants for women 
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SEX AND UNISEX40

were fine “at home, [for] winter sports and the country, not in city streets,” 
a sentiment echoed by most designers and retailers.2 In a setting where ei-
ther slacks or a dress could be worn, it was more “ladylike” to wear a skirt, 
and skirts were clearly preferred for grown women. A bowling manual 
for women in 1964 suggested “culottes, skirts and blouses, sports dresses 
and even slacks are suitable for lane-wear,” but only one adult woman in 
the entire book is shown in slacks. Only the girls are wearing slacks or 
shorts.3 Menswear tailoring was rare, images of Katharine Hepburn not-
withstanding; most pants for women and girls were cut and styled differ-
ently from men’s. They were slimmer, with tapered legs and side or back 
zippers and few or no pockets. Panty girdles worn beneath slacks ensured 
the control and smooth line expected under all women’s clothing, even 
for active sports such as tennis.

But by 1965 the door had already been opened by some Paris designers, 
especially André Courrèges, whose August 1, 1964, show featured rock 
music and “pants, pants, pants,”4 while the venerable but still iconoclas-
tic Coco Chanel offered flowing pants for home entertaining. Within a 
few years most designers were showing pants in some form, and pantsuits 
were rapidly gaining in acceptability. Some schools and workplaces were 
more resistant than others; nurses in Los Angeles won the right to wear 
tunics and pants instead of dresses in 1973, and other hospitals followed 
suit fairly quickly, since pants were clearly more practical than skirts. 
Banks and fine restaurants held out against pantsuits until the late 1970s. 
Jeans, as a subcategory of pants especially associated with leisure, were a 
special case for both men and women, so I discuss them separately when 
I get to unisex styles.

If unisex and the trend away from formality helped launch the fash-
ion for pants, the surprise accelerant was controversy over skirt lengths. 
Ever since the introduction of the first miniskirts—which just grazed 
the knee, a length that hardly seems shocking today—women had faced 
some serious challenges. Some were practical: according to etiquette, 
bare legs were déclassé. Skirts called for stockings or, in the case of casual 
styles or school clothes, tights or knee socks. Tall girls quickly learned 
that the shorter the skirt, the more it was likely to reveal the gap between 
stocking top and garters. Tights and pantyhose solved that problem, al-
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 41

though at first they were at least twice the cost of regular hosiery. (Never 
mind the fact that if you were above average height, tights and pantyhose 
were never long enough.) Tired of the uncertainty generated by pants and 
miniskirt controversies, the French fashion industry conspired to intro-
duce mid-calf-length (midi) skirts in January 1970, in an attempt to force 
“wardrobe-killing change,” as Christian Dior had done with his 1947 New 
Look, which had rendered square shoulders and A-line skirts obsolete in 
a single season, replacing them with voluminous styles with a Victorian-
revival sensibility. Women reacted angrily, interpreting the move as a re-
actionary attempt to shut down youth culture or to boss women around. 
For manufacturers and retailers the uncertainty over skirt lengths posed 
nothing but confusion; they responded by stocking more pants.5 Amid 
all of this controversy, many women began to see pantsuits as more taste-
ful, flattering, and modest than either minis or midis. Restrictions on 
pants evaporated in schools and workplaces across the county; in subur-
ban Detroit the dress code for teachers was changed to permit pantsuits.6

There was some resistance from more conservative women, but even 
in those quarters slacks were more acceptable if they were feminine. Hel-
en Andelin thought pants had their place (“sports, outings and mountain 
climbing”) but when worn in other settings they should be distinguished 
from men’s clothing in some way—color, trim, or accessories. Women 
who chose mannish clothing for activities such as yard work, she warned, 
would find themselves treated like “one of the boys,” which would upset 
the natural male-female relationship.

Perhaps the oddest source of anti-pants opinion was physician Robert 
Bradley, author of the popular book Husband-Coached Childbirth:

I strongly feel that the current rash of vaginal infections is related to 
women dressing in men’s-style clothing. I’m an old square who thinks 
women look graceful and feminine in long skirts with lace and frills to 
accentuate their femininity. Pioneer women wore long skirts with no 
underclothes—at least for working—and had far fewer bladder infec-
tions than modern women who wear slacks, especially tight, rigid den-
ims, and panty hose. In addition, the exercises of squatting and tailor 
sitting can be performed so much more easily in a large, loose skirt 
than in tight-fitting slacks.7
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SEX AND UNISEX42

Later studies found trousers innocent on all charges; instead the major 
culprits were nylon panties and pantyhose.8

Youthquake fashion was about more than style. It established a new 
standard of beauty: young, slender, and unabashedly sexy. Fashion models 
had been slender since the 1920s, but they had exuded a cool, mature ele-
gance that matched the sophisticated environment of most haute couture 
salons. In the mid-1960s young designers such as André Courrèges and 
Mary Quant challenged this staid image, presenting their fashions on very 
young models—teenagers or women who looked like teenagers—who 
hopped or danced down the runway to loud rock music. As women quickly 
discovered, these new looks went beyond superficial style changes. There 
were also invisible shifts in sizing and basic pattern design that made a 
minidress not only look better on a young, slim body but fit better as well. 
If you were a fashion-conscious woman between 1964 and 1966, you might 
have wondered if you were gaining weight, but it wasn’t you that changed.

Women’s clothing sizes are not now, and never have been, standard-
ized in the United States, though not for lack of trying. There was an ef-
fort in the 1940s and ’50s to develop a statistics-based sizing system that 
would be adopted by all manufacturers, but, as any woman who buys her 
own clothes knows, a size 10 from one manufacturer is not a size 10 from 
another (not to mention companies like Chico’s that have invented their 
own sizing systems). Catalog retailers and sewing pattern manufacturers 
were the most transparent in their sizing systems, in order to avoid costly 
returns and exchanges. The sizing charts from the Sears catalogs in 1964 
and 1966 reveal some interesting changes in size categories and measure-
ments. Women’s fashions were organized in three main sections: Junior 
(odd numbers), Misses (even numbers, usually up to 18 or 20), Women’s 
(even sizes above the Misses range), and Half Sizes (even numbers with 
a 1/2 added—for example, 141/2). These were distinct proportions as well 
as measurements. Size chart listings for a Junior 13 and a Misses 14 in the 
Sears spring 1966 catalog would have the following measurements:

Junior 13 Misses 14

Bust 351/2–361/2 36–37
Waist 26–27 27–28
Hips 37–38 371/2–381/2
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 43

A woman of average height measuring 36-27-38 might be able to fit into 
either size; the main difference in fit was bust fullness and location. High, 
small bustline? Juniors. Full bust, lower on the torso? Misses. There 
were also differences in style: Junior sizes were for young women in high 
school, or possibly just starting college or work. Misses designs were a bit 
more mature—not old-ladyish, but less casual and more covered up. In 
the 1960s and ’70s, with a large, young population driving consumption, 
the Junior department became the fashion department for most retailers. 
A woman who wanted the latest trends looked there first; Misses fashions 
had longer hemlines and more conservative styling. Given that dynamic, 
the changes in sizing are all the more revealing about the transformation 
of women’s fashion at the time.

An observant regular Sears customer in the lower end of the Junior 
or Misses size ranges might think she had gone up a size since her last 
purchase, but that was all. The 1966 waist measurements for both size 
ranges were slightly smaller in proportion to bust and hip, and the Junior 
styles included shorter skirts; lower, “hip-hugging” waistlines; and more 
trousers and pantsuits. Because the Junior sizes topped out at about a  
38–39-inch bust, women who were larger had to shop in the Misses de-
partment, forgoing the hottest trends. This represented a significant shift 
in the center of gravity in the fashion world, where the teenage market 
had once been a small, specialized segment.

This shift was not limited to mass-market producers. In 1965 Vogue re-
ported that the basic master patterns (called “slopers”) for the trendiest 
designers had also changed.9 Not only was “the look” slimly androgy-
nous, but so was the body for which it was designed. The new ideal body 
had a small, high, wide-set bosom and slender, almost preadolescent hips. 
Accordingly, the revised patterns featured smaller, higher-cut armholes 
and higher bustlines. Sleeves were slimmer; pants and skirts were tighter 
at the hip. None of these changes would have shown in the size charts, 
but would be noticed in the dressing-room mirror. Short skirts; sleeve-
less dresses; and tight, hip-hugger pants demanded toned arms, knees, 
and legs. The author of the Vogue article offered helpful exercise advice 
to help readers achieve the required effect.10 Bicep curls and leg lifts 
wouldn’t help the girl with an hourglass figure, of course, or indeed any-
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SEX AND UNISEX44

one who wasn’t stick-thin. Designer Ruben Torres, predicting jumpsuits 
for the twenty-first century, declared that they were “for lean, sleek bod-
ies.” What about women who didn’t measure up? the interviewer asked. 
Torres’s answer was, “Plastic surgery and, for those too old, some veiling, 
draped at the vital part.”11 It strikes me that if gender ambiguity was the 
object, unisex fashions were most effective on androgynous bodies. For 
adults, androgynous bodies come in essentially two varieties: skinny and 
fat. Skinny men and women could carry off the tiniest unisex styles—
hip-hugger pants, for example—because our culture is comfortable with 
exposed slender bodies. Fat bodies—male and female—were excluded 
or hidden.

When Junior sizes had been intended for high school girls, their sexi-
ness had been downplayed. The desired effect was fresh and maidenly: 
the chaste ingénue, not Lolita. But as the size range became more about 
style than age, the clothing became more revealing and the advertising 
poses more provocative, even in the pages of the Sears catalog. Women 
in their late teens and early twenties in the late 1960s were on the front 
lines of the sexual revolution, with some fairly consequential decisions to 
make about their lives and bodies. For starters there was the paradox of 
being encouraged to embrace your sexuality while not being a sex object. 
The Pill made sex without the fear of pregnancy a reality, but it did not 
erase the double standard. Intercourse before marriage, or even promis-
cuity, was judged more harshly for women than men, and wearing cloth-
ing that expressed one’s identity as a sexual being could be risky.

Another quandary was the contradiction between second-wave femi-
nist ideology that beauty culture was an artificial distraction that limited 
women from achieving their full potential and the alternative view, found 
in both Cosmopolitan and Fascinating Womanhood, that fashion and cos-
metics were valuable tools for a woman to get what she wanted. Was it 
better to “go natural” or embrace commercial enhancements? Didn’t that 
depend on your natural body and the extent to which it fit the ideal? What 
about women over thirty? Young mothers in their early twenties? Society 
women “of a certain age” who were used to dressing well and following 
trends? Marylin Bender of the New York Times detected this bias toward 
youth quite early, in 1964: “old maxims to the effect that life begins at 40 
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 45

and elegance at 30 don’t hold true in fashion any more. The latest news 
from the Paris couture showings confirms the fact that it is no longer pos-
sible to age gracefully and still be in high style.”12 The new mod styles, 
with their skimpy cuts and juvenile attitude, were just for the young, and 
older women followed them at their peril. The miniskirt was especially 
problematic, as it moved from just above the knee to a few inches below 
the crotch. Women who a few years earlier would have considered trousers 
“unladylike” found tailored pantsuits a reasonable alternative to dresses 
in unfashionable lengths or trendy dresses that made them look foolish.

At the other end of the age spectrum were young teens or preteens. 
Standard sizing usually placed them in the 7–14 girls’ size ranges, but girls 
who were developing breasts in fifth or sixth grade often found them-
selves awkwardly stuck between girls’ and women’s fashions. Girls’ dress-
es were too short and the wrong shape; Junior and Misses styles might fit 
but often looked too mature. Sears’ clothing for “junior high girls” in the 
1960s and ’70s gives us a glimpse into the early stages of age compression, 
or “kids getting older younger” (KGOY). This concept—younger and 
younger children adopting styles and products initially designed for an 
older age group—has been controversial for years. We might think of this 
today as thong underwear and colored lip gloss marketed to five-year-
olds, but in the late 1960s and early 1970s it was a bit subtler. The Junior 
section of the Sears spring 1967 catalog featured popular model Colleen 
Corby (born in 1947) in an outfit that in style and sizing was aimed at 
young women about her own age, in the high school to college age range. 
Modeling separates in bright, bold stripes, Corby appeared in what had 
already become a typical “Junior” pose: a wide stride, as if the photogra-
pher caught her mid-frug. Both the A-line skirt and sleeveless dress are 
about three inches above her knee, in contrast to Misses styles of that 
season, which just skimmed the knee. Corby’s shoulder-length hair is 
in a long, off-center braid when she models the pants outfit. Every detail 
would match well with campus styles from 1967 to 1968. In 1970 Sears in-
troduced a young teens line called “The Lemon Frog Shop,” sizes 6J to 18J, 
described as for girls from eleven to fourteen years of age. Colleen Corby, 
by then in her early twenties, is a featured model. The Lemon Frog styles 
include a midriff-baring top, hip-hugger pants, and mid-thigh-length mi-

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
©
 2
01
5.
 I
nd
ia
na
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y 
Pr
es
s.
 A
ll
 r
ig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
. 
Ma
y 
no
t 
be
 r
ep
ro
du
ce
d 
in
 a
ny
 f
or
m 
wi
th
ou
t 
pe
rm
is
si
on
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
pu
bl
is
he
r,
 e
xc
ep
t 
fa
ir
 u
se
s 
pe
rm
it
te
d 
un
de
r

U.
S.
 o
r 
ap
pl
ic
ab
le
 c
op
yr
ig
ht
 l
aw
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 10/19/2016 9:15 PM via RUTGERS UNIV
AN: 955051 ; Paoletti, Jo Barraclough.; Sex and Unisex : Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution
Account: s8840717



SEX AND UNISEX46

cro-miniskirts worn with knee socks. Corby and the other models have 
their hair in pigtails or looped braids. Whether these styles looked little-
girlish or sexy depended on both the wearer and the viewer. Even more 
problematic is the reality that from this point on, clothing for preteen 
girls could be both little-girlish and sexy.

“Natural beauty” was not achieved easily, even for women in their 
late teens and early twenties. Stiff, pointed bras and constricting girdles 
were out, but a smooth line under clothes was even more desirable when 
the clothes were made of slinky knit fabrics. Not everyone wanted to go 
braless—or could. Enter pantyhose, bodysuits, and soft-cup bras. Rudi 
Gernreich’s soft, unstructured “no-bra bra” was specifically intended for 
women who wanted to “fake the braless look.”13 Young girls in minidress-
es replaced both girdles and regular hose with pantyhose, including pat-
terned styles that drew attention to the expanse of leg.

Slacks were revealing in new ways, especially if they were fashionably 
tight. Vogue’s fashion adviser noted the need for a panty girdle, or even 
pantyhose with a panty girdle over them, for “smooth thigh transition.” 
To be a woman, especially to be a lady, was to be restrained. Not just re-
strained physically by foundation garments and shoes but also restrained 
socially, economically, and culturally. However, although discarding 
girdles and bras gave women physical comfort, in some ways it gave them 
less freedom. After all, now the control was exerted through exercise and 
dieting.

One way to interpret this trend toward greater body consciousness 
is that it helped create a culture that redefined “fat,” by changing how 
clothes fit, and also marginalized fat women by rendering much fashion-
able clothing unwearable. But a closer look at the choices available also 
reveal how some trends could be used to dramatic effect by fat women, 
following the example of singer Cass Elliot of the Mamas and the Papas, 
a woman who, although she loved fashion, didn’t match designers’ vision 
of the new body yet managed to negotiate an image that was right on 
trend—and fabulous.

The Mamas and the Papas’ first big hit, “California Dreamin’,” was 
released in December 1965 and dominated the charts for the first three 
months of 1966. They represented not just a new sound, folk rock, but 
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 47

also a new look for groups. Instead of carefully coordinated costumes, 
they each wore what they liked. The look of the group seemed to symbol-
ize a new, free way of living, each person absolutely idiosyncratic. From 
the beginning the star of the group was Cass Elliot, who was big in every 
way—big personality, big voice, and a big body. At just over five feet tall, 
the former Ellen Cohen from Baltimore was reported to weigh more than 
200 pounds.

People who wrote about her found it impossible to ignore her size, 
which they mentioned directly, or metaphorically, as when Newsweek de-
scribed her as “that volcano of sound.” As Time’s reviewer pointed out, 
former model Michelle Phillips’s willowy frame was a dramatic contrast 
to “Big Bertha” Cass. Of course no one ever gave the weight of the two 
“Papas.”

Stories of her life reveal a woman who especially loved glamorous, 
feminine styles. In high school Cass refused to dress according to the 
rules and was well known for her eccentric dress: Bermuda shorts paired 
with high heels and white gloves. A pre–Mamas and Papas boyfriend 
recalls that she always dressed impeccably and in a very feminine style, 
favoring big hats, pretty scarves, and flouncy dresses. When “Mama” Mi-
chelle Phillips opened the door to her New York flat and first laid eyes on 
Cass Elliot, she was also just starting to feel the effects of her very first hit 
of LSD. Seeing Cass in a pink angora sweater, great big false eyelashes, 
and hair in a bouncy flip, Phillips recalled, “I remember thinking, ‘This is 
quite a drug.’”14

Despite her public self-confidence, Cass was privately uncomfort-
able with her weight, which varied from 180 (after a particularly intense 
bout of dieting and diet pills) to more than 300 pounds over the course 
of her career. Still, she dressed herself enthusiastically and found plenty 
of styles she adored in the flowing lines and visual effusion of the mod 
and hippie eras. Relying on personal dressmakers, she created a blend of 
current styles—miniskirts, caftans, custom-made boots—and old Hol-
lywood sparkle and glamour. She and Michelle had many of their stage 
looks created at the same Hollywood boutique, Profile du Monde, which 
specialized in made-to-order clothing from sari silks.15 In her solo career 
as well, Cass embraced Hollywood glamour. The performances began 
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SEX AND UNISEX48

with Cass, in a beaded gown, being lifted onto the stage by an elevator. 
According to reviewers of her final appearances, in 1974 in London, she 
looked “glittering, stunning and magnificent,” “like a pink sunrise.”16

If she had lived, she would have joined the pantheon of super-size, 
glamorous female singers: Kate Smith, Aretha Franklin, and others. But 
instead she died at thirty-two, first attributed to choking on a ham sand-
wich, but then discovered to have been a heart attack, which the headline 
writers swiftly translated into “obesity.” But in her heyday with the Ma-
mas and Papas, she received the lion’s share of the fan mail and was often 
surrounded after their concerts by young girls asking for her advice. In an 
era where “do your own thing” was a mantra for the young, Cass Elliott’s 
personal style showed that it could mean for the “rest of us” above a size 
six. Like her contemporary Barbra Streisand, she was not convention-
ally pretty. But as Esquire noted in 1969, “What Streisand did for Jewish 
girls in Brooklyn, Cass Elliot was doing for fat girls everywhere. The diet 
food people must have hated her the way nose surgeons are said to hate 
Streisand. While the Mamas and Papas were defining a lifestyle for their 
fans to emulate, Cass was redefining the concept of beauty among the 
young.”17

Cass Elliot epitomized the female archetype of “earth mother,” a label 
often applied to her (“Cass looked like the mother of all mankind,” “Earth 
Mother in a muumuu”18) that combines size and procreative power. Her 
solo debut album, “Don’t Call Me Mama Anymore,” was an attempt to 
shed both the “Mama Cass” moniker and the maternal image, but she 
was fighting an uphill battle when it came to the fashion industry. There 
is a long-standing relationship between weight and “motherliness” in 
women’s clothing; plus-size powerhouse Lane Bryant began with ma-
ternity clothes before expanding into “mature styles,” which also hap-
pened to run larger than the Misses range. Determined not to be left out 
of the Youthquake, Lane Bryant put on a fashion show in 1968 featuring 
above-the-knee skirts for “stout women.” The New York Times described 
the models as “fuller,” “chubby,” and “plump” but also as “motherly” and 
“grandmotherly.”19 A young, full-figured woman, frustrated by the ma-
tronly looks in the ready-to-wear marketplace, could look to celebrities 
like Mama Cass Elliot for inspiration.
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 49

It is obvious to me as a lifelong jeans wearer that dungarees formed 
the popular foundation for unisex clothing. I am not referring to designer 
unisex, futuristic jumpsuits; his-and-hers pants suits; or matching cro-
cheted granny-square ponchos. Relatively few people actually adopted 
most of these, despite what the fashion press was reporting or retailers 
were pushing. Jeans opened the door for all of these and were the com-
mon denominator in many outfits. Just about everyone wore jeans, re-
gardless of age, sex, class, or race. There are several reasons for this.

Jeans were a childhood favorite. For many American kids, blue jeans 
were the play clothes of choice. Perfect for backyard games of cowboys 
and Indians, jeans were also often soft from years of wear if you were for-
tunate enough to have older siblings who broke them in. Sears catalogs 
throughout the 1950s and early 1960s displayed classic denim jeans in 
children’s sizes 2 to 6 or 7 without gender distinction. Baby boomers may 
have dressed like little ladies and gentlemen at school and on Sundays, 
but our freest times were in jeans.

Jeans were sexy. No sooner had we outgrown backyard games than we 
discovered the allure of jeans on young bodies. James Dean and Marlon 
Brando. Girls in jeans, looking tomboyishly cute. You bought them to just 
fit, shrank them to fit closer, and then let them adjust themselves to your 
body over months or years of wear. The marriage of jeans and rock music 
sealed the deal. Grown-ups hated them both, which made it even better. 
Jeans were a blank, neutral canvas. If the ad men had their gray flannel 
suits and ladies had their little black dresses, we kids had our jeans. New, 
dark indigo jeans were practically formal and could be paired with a sport 
coat, leotard top, or dashiki. Once they softened up and started to rip, 
they could be held together with patches, appliqué, or embroidery, or lead 
new lives as shorts, skirts, or even shoulder bags.

At first everyone was wearing basic dungarees, and that meant women 
were usually wearing men’s jeans. But that was soon to change. The first 
Gap store, selling just Levi’s jeans and records, opened in 1969 in San 
Francisco. The key to the store’s success, besides a savvy exploitation of 
the generation gap (thus the name) was that they carried every size that 
Levi’s made, guaranteeing a perfect fit for men and women. One of the 
biggest brands of the 1970s, the Ditto brand of jeans was created when 
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SEX AND UNISEX50

owner Richard Jaffe realized that young women were buying young men’s 
jeans because they liked the fit and construction. So he created a line of 
jeans that were tagged with both men’s and women’s sizes. Then Ditto 
produced men’s pants (in construction) made for women to wear (curvy, 
with booty-emphasizing seams). By 1974 women and girls were buying 98 
percent of Ditto’s production. The company’s ads were usually a close-up 
of a woman’s rear end with a man’s hand on or near it, emphasizing the 
cut of the jeans and the way it curved around the woman’s butt. In less 
than a decade, jeans had gone from masculine, to neutral, to gendered 
and sexy, which is pretty much the story of unisex fashion for women in a  
nutshell.

How was unisex fashion connected to the various strands of feminin-
ity, feminism, and sexual liberation that wove through women’s lives in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s? It is tempting to say that it was figment 
of high fashion designers’ imaginations, but designers do not work in a 
vacuum. They respond to what is happening around them, in the arts, 
in the street, in diners, and in four-star restaurants. What was in the air 
was change, with no clear future direction. Women, particularly white,  
middle-class women, had been moving toward greater equality and 
self-determination since the turn of the century. The seductive detour 
through the suburbs had been satisfying for some, but Betty Friedan 
had correctly detected growing dissatisfaction with its limits. Astute 
marketers sensed that some women were looking for new sources of  
self-actualization and fulfillment. Of course this disillusionment with 
the postwar American Dream did not extend to those who hadn’t yet 
achieved it, so the old messages needed to be revised, not totally discard-
ed. America’s fascination with sex was pushing the boundaries in film 
and literature, and between Cosmopolitan and the Pill, the sexual double 
standard was being challenged. For women in particular the sexual revo-
lution centered on the decline of premarital chastity and with it the de-
lusion of “technical virginity,” which defined everything short of actual 
intercourse as “not sex.” The birth control pill made “free love” possible, 
the new music made it attractive, and the fashions made it visible.

The postwar babies were approaching prime fashion consumer age, 
creating opportunity and confusion for manufacturers and retailers. 
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 51

Both the sexual revolution and second-wave feminism were generation-
ally based; the children were renouncing the world of their parents. In a 
market where half of the population was under the age of twenty-five, the 
sanest course seemed to follow the young. But that assumed they knew 
where they wanted to go.

The most futuristic versions of unisex demonstrate the limits of uni-
sex dressing for women—for example, the costume designs for Star Trek 
(1966–1969), 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), and Space: 1999 (1975–1977). 
The body-hugging clothing assumed to await us in the future revealed the 
figure, making the wearer’s sex obvious. Women still wore body-shaping 
underwear, makeup, and jewelry; men did not (except for male aliens, ap-
parently). Futuristic unisex was more practical, perhaps, but made physi-
cal differences even more apparent.

What about the other styles was considered unisex? Menswear influ-
ences, or downright appropriation of masculine signifiers such as neck-
ties, had been a feature of women’s fashions for centuries. Although these 
trends multiplied during the late 1960s and 1970s, the final effect was not 
that women’s clothing became more masculine, it was that most of the 
elements they borrowed became either feminized (like jeans did) or were 
no longer considered masculine.

What the gender trends in women’s clothing reveal is the opening of 
a conversation about femininity—its definition, its desirability, its nat-
uralness, and its expression—amid an even more serious discussion of 
women’s place in society. The profusion of options and rejection of old 
rules of propriety meant that women had more freedom to choose among 
an even greater abundance of options. About twenty years ago one of my 
doctoral students, a young woman from Korea, embarked on an indepen-
dent study of American fashions of the 1970s. Having been a teenager in 
another country at the time, she had no memory of the period and relied 
entirely on Vogue magazine for her paper. While she did an excellent job 
of primary research, I realized that I had worn hardly any of the trends 
she identified. Consulting my personal photo albums, I realized why: I 
had made just about everything I wore, except jeans and T-shirts. Not 
only were my clothes home-sewn, but the patterns I used were also heav-
ily modified, as I took the “do your own thing” dictum to heart. My fash-
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SEX AND UNISEX52

ion bible was not Vogue or Mademoiselle, but Cheap Chic.20 This 1975 guide 
to alternative fashion by Caterine Milinaire and Carol Troy was the Our 
Bodies, Our Selves of fashion for many women, offering inexpensive ideas 
for creating an individual style. In the 1970s my mother would ask me 
what the right hemline was “this year,” and there wasn’t one: it depended. 
Everything depended—on the weather, the occasion, and one’s mood.

The New York Times noticed this proliferation of choice in 1968, re-
porting so many different trends that the only common theme they could 
find was escapism. Some women’s clothing was dressy, glamorous, and 
exotic, but casual looks were invading places and occasions where they 
once had been prohibited. Hems ranged from micro-mini (a few inches 
below the crotch) to floor-sweeping “granny” length. The economy was 
booming, and consumers were buying—everything, it seemed. The new 
eclecticism was even showing up in rock ’n’ roll bands. The Beatles had 
abandoned their look-alike mod suits for an idiosyncratic mix of vin-
tage, uniform, and Eastern styles. This stylish abundance—and confu-
sion—lasted through the late 1970s. The August 1973 issue of Mademoi-
selle shows young women from various colleges wearing everything from 
houndstooth check pants, to jeans, to above-the-knee skirts, to maxi-
skirts, to midi-length skirts.

This suggests a temporary shift away from something I call “personal-
ity dressing,” referring to the common women’s magazine trope that asks, 
“What kind of woman are you?” and then offers style and grooming ad-
vice based on the responses. For example, in 1965 Seventeen featured “Per-
sonality Types and the Clothes That Go with Them,” using the categories 
“dainty vs. sturdy,” “dramatic vs. demure,” and “dignified vs. vivacious” 
for three pairs of outfits.21 A fragrance ad from the same year offers just 
three choices: “romantic,” “modern,” and “feminine.”22 Clara Pierre, no-
ticing the same trend, used the term “event dressing” for the new, more 
situational rules, but I think the term “moment dressing” is more descrip-
tive.23 Which outfit came out of the closet depended not only on the occa-
sion but also on the woman’s mood at the moment. Moment dressing was 
a sign that the essentialist view that women came in a few, easily catego-
rized varieties was passé, at least for a while. Like the W-O-M-A-N in the 
Enjoli perfume commercial who could “bring home the bacon, cook it up 
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 53

in a pan, and never let you forget you’re a man,” the woman of the 1970s 
could do anything, or at least dress for anything.

All fashions end; that’s why they are called “fashions,” not paradigm 
shifts. It was inevitable that trends so generationally driven would change 
as the leading edge of the baby boom reached their late twenties and thir-
ties. Careers replaced summer jobs, and suburban houses replaced dorm 
rooms. The economy tightened, and there was less money to spend on 
whimsical clothing, bringing classics back to center stage.

Although women had made significant gains in civil rights—equal op-
portunity in employment, Title IX opening up school athletics, the ability 
to establish credit and financial autonomy—second-wave feminists still 
felt they had unfinished business, but there were signs of public fatigue 
and, more seriously, backlash. In the nine years between the publication 
of The Feminine Mystique and the passing of the Equal Rights Amend-
ment, while some women were raising their consciousness and read-
ing Ms., significant countermovements had also gained strength. Blue- 
collar women, lesbians, and women of color were excluded by the feminist 
leadership’s emphasis on finding a place for women within the existing 
societal structure. These fissures within the women’s movement existed 
early on, at the ironically named Congress to Unite Women in 1969 and 
1970. Appearances had something to do with it, just as they had during 
the first women’s movement in the nineteenth century. Amelia Bloomer, 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and others had abandoned dress reform and the 
revolutionary outfits associated with it in the 1850s, because they were 
convinced the clothing was distracting from the “real issues” of women’s 
rights. Betty Friedan and others in the National Organization for Women 
leadership were afraid that activist lesbians, especially the more visible, 
“mannish-looking” ones, would attract too much hostility and negative 
press, thus hindering the movement.

Stereotypes are stubborn things. Just as the suffragists had been lam-
pooned as pants-wearing Amazons for decades after the Bloomer cos-
tume disappeared, the popular image of the bra-burning, man-hating, 
hairy-legged feminist became lodged in the popular consciousness. Nev-
er mind that the bras in question (outside the Miss America pageant in 
1968) were tossed in a trash can (along with mops and fake eyelashes), 
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SEX AND UNISEX54

not burned. The July 1973 issue of Esquire, proclaiming on the cover “This 
Issue Is about Women,” is a snapshot of the male response to feminism. 
While including young journalist Sara Davidson’s straightforward his-
tory of the modern women’s movement and a thoughtful set of interviews 
with men who were sympathetic to the cause, the issue also included 
such choice pieces as a chart of the women’s liberation leadership titled 
“Women Who Are Cute When They Are Mad” and a satirical piece ask-
ing “What If . . . Gloria Steinem Were Miss America?”24 The answers:

People would say she won because she dated Bert Parks.
She would not have won Miss Congeniality.
Her talent would be a modern dance interpretation of the Bell Jar.
She would accept a $5000 wardrobe consisting of three dozen  

turtlenecks, a gross of T-shirts and 250 pairs of jeans.
She would wear purple aviator contact lenses.
She would still be a royal pain in the ass.25

Not all women were enthusiastic feminists, either. Some were devotees 
of Helen Andelin’s vision of power femininity, a movement that gained a 
political face with the emergence of the new conservative leader Phyllis 
Schlafly. Schlafly organized a STOP ERA movement that was instrumen-
tal in blocking or rescinding ratification of the amendment before the 
deadline in 1982. (STOP stood for Stop Taking Our Privileges, a refer-
ence to Schlafly’s contention that the ERA would end women’s protected 
status and result in women being drafted and everyone being forced to 
use unisex bathrooms.) Probably one of the most articulate expressions 
of intellectual opposition to women’s liberation was George Gilder’s Sex-
ual Suicide (1973). Like many other critics, he argued that the prevailing 
culture exalted women and gave them a privileged place in society. But he 
also noted one of the basic problems with the liberation movement—and 
perhaps the social reform effort. He responds to a question posed by Nora 
Ephron in an article for Esquire: “What will happen to sex after libera-
tion? Frankly, I don’t know. It’s a great mystery to all of us.” “Ms. Ephron 
is honest and right. The liberationists have no idea where their program 
would take us. The movement is counseling us to walk off a cliff, in the 
evident wish that our society can be kept afloat on feminist hot air.”26
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 55

In fact none of us knew what would happen if women and girls had 
equal rights, or if the sexual double standard were eliminated, or if wom-
en had complete reproductive choice. We wouldn’t know for sure until 
long after these things happened; we still don’t know. But in the mean-
time the pace of change slowed as millions of individuals turned inward 
and made their private choices.

Women’s fashions begin to reflect these changes in the early seven-
ties as dresses made a comeback. When twenty-two-year-old Diane Von 
Furstenberg arrived in the United States in 1968, she found a chaotic, 
disappointing mix of “hippie clothes, designer clothes and drip-dry poly-
ester.”27 There was nothing, she believed, for young mothers or working 
women, and she felt there was an untapped market for “simple sexy little 
dresses” that were comfortable, easy to care for, and figure-flattering. The 
result was her iconic knitted jersey wrap dress, which she modeled herself 
in a full-page ad in Women’s Wear Daily. The unstructured dress, with its 
modest length and sexy slit skirt and V-neck, was a gigantic success and 
was seen everywhere, whether in the original version or any of the many 
knock-offs, and is credited with wooing women away from pantsuits.

Influential as the wrap dress was, it was also well timed, not just great 
design. Women’s fashions were acquiring a vintage sensuality, propelled 
by nostalgia for the 1930s in popular culture and design. One barometer 
of this trend is Frederick’s of Hollywood, known in the 1960s mainly as 
a mail-order purveyor of hard-to-find lingerie items. Frederick’s claimed 
to have invented the push-up bra and offered not only a sexier selection of 
bras than Sears or Montgomery Ward, but also pasties, crotchless pant-
ies, padded girdles, and, in the late 1960s, sex toys and how-to manuals. 
The firm went public in 1972 and opened 150 stores in the next eight years, 
becoming a fixture in suburban malls. Competition was not long in com-
ing; in 1976 Bloomingdale’s department store hired French photographer 
Guy Bourdin to create “Sighs and Whispers,” a lingerie catalog that creat-
ed such a sensation that original copies sell today for hundreds of dollars. 
Women in skimpy, even scandalous undies populate the dramatically lit 
tableaux. They are not just lounging passively, but jumping and dancing. 
They even “flash” the reader, revealing see-through bras under filmy neg-
ligees. In 1977 Victoria’s Secret upped the ante with more sophisticated 
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SEX AND UNISEX56

unmentionables, reminiscent of pre–sexual revolution boudoirs, but 
with a postrevolutionary frankness.

The final element in the shift in women’s fashion was the publication 
of Dress for Success for Women (1977),28 John T. Molloy’s sequel to his 1975 
best-selling book for men.29 In his introduction he described the biggest 
problem facing women in the professional workplace: the lack of appro-
priate office styles for women with aspirations beyond the secretarial 
pool. The available choices were usually too casual and either too man-
nish or too sexy. Like the original men’s version of Dress for Success, Mol-
loy’s advice was based on his own extensive research, most of it for busi-
nesses that hired him to provide guidance to their own employees. Since 
I’ve already admitted that I did not read any of the three most influential 
books for women published in the early 1960s, I’ll confess that for my re-
search for this book I used my original paperback copy of Dress for Success 
for Women, purchased in 1978 when I was in graduate school. By the next 
year, every female grad student in my department owned a “success suit” 
as described by Molloy in the chapter by the same name: a blazer-style 
jacket and a skirt hemmed just below the knee, worn with low-heeled, 
plain pumps. My suit was deep maroon wool, one of his “approved” col-
ors. Mass merchandisers lagged a bit in adopting the style; Sears and 
Montgomery Ward showed their first Molloy-style outfits in fall 1979. 
But they usually offered separate pieces, not suits, and always included 
matching trousers, an option Molloy did not endorse. “The pantsuit is a 
failure outfit,” he warned, except in female-dominated workplaces.30

By the late 1970s skirts and dresses were back for work and formal oc-
casions, pants were uncontroversial (but had been feminized with colors 
and trims), and lingerie sales were up. But were these steps backward or 
forward? If you believed that dresses and sexy underwear were the tools 
of patriarchy, you saw retreat in these events. If you believed that cloth-
ing, including power suits worn with a lace-trimmed slip, was your ticket 
to the executive suite, you saw progress. If you believed that gender dif-
ferences were a moral imperative, you would be very pleased that women 
were “dressing like women again.” The one permanent change was that 
the monolithic image of women had been shattered, or at least had a few 
cracks in it.
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FEMINISM AND FEMININITY 57

Fashion historian James Laver, observing the clothing of Great Britain 
in the early 1960s, mused, “When a woman becomes emancipated, you 
would think she would go in for an orgy of femininity. Instead she flattens 
her figure and cuts off her hair. She did it after World War I and again after 
World War II.”31 He found this behavior contradictory, but I don’t believe 
it is. Women’s rights movements have been, at least in part, a rebellion 
against the cultural construction of femininity, what Betty Friedan called 
“the feminine mystique,” probably because these supposedly innate char-
acteristics of women—kindness, emotionality—have too often been 
used to define our place and then confine us within it. Trying to break 
away from that confinement means engaging with the cultural products 
that connect the female and the feminine, sex and gender. For clothing 
that can mean reassessing either the fashions we wear or the industry that 
creates and promotes them—or both.

Bras and beauty products were thrown in the trash at the 1968 Miss 
America pageant as a protest against the artificial construction of fem-
ininity, yet both lingerie and cosmetics are bigger business today than 
they were forty years ago. Cosmetic surgery, just in its infancy in the 
1960s, has grown as the baby boomers have aged. Was fashion a form of 
oppression created and perpetuated by patriarchy or a pastime enjoyed 
by many women as a means of self-actualization? There have always been 
many views on fashion among feminist activists and thinkers. There is no 
single feminist perspective on fashion; there is a multitude. One of the 
oldest conflicts within the feminist movement has been the one between 
people who wanted to eschew fashionable clothing and those who be-
lieved it was an important form of personal expression.

How deep were the changes in women’s dress from this era, and how 
many of those changes persist today? Attempts to develop unisex cloth-
ing in the 1970s had about as much success as the Bloomer costume did 
in the 1850s. Doors were opened and new choices appeared, but it is dif-
ficult to argue that the cultural construction of femininity in 1980 was 
radically different from what it had been in 1960. Even though women 
had adopted pants, most preferred to wear trousers that fit their curves 
and were worn with blouses and sweaters that were designed for women, 
not men. Two changes appear to have been permanent: greater sexualiza-
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SEX AND UNISEX58

tion of clothing and the demise of many of the old rules of etiquette that 
had governed dress. These two trends were not unrelated. “Sexy” cloth-
ing had long been permitted or denied according to age, marital status, 
profession, and occasion as one element in a complex set of rules with-
in broader gender codes. What was worn in the bedroom, ballroom, or 
bawdy house varied according to subtle standards learned through popu-
lar media. In 1963, movie streetwalkers such as those in Irma la Douce, 
were immediately recognizable because they wore exaggerated makeup 
in the daytime, boots when it wasn’t raining, and very short skirts. Ladies 
wore white gloves and hats and donned pants for only the most casual 
activities. By the late 1970s women had abandoned white gloves and hats 
and wore pants everywhere. Sandals, once considered strictly beachwear, 
appeared in offices across the country. Some of these rules had separated 
casual from formal, public from private, and girl from woman. They also 
helped to communicate one’s availability for flirtation or more. Without 
the rules were all females sexy? Did that become part of the basic job de-
scription for all girls and women? That may be one unintended legacy of 
the sexual revolution.
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The Peacock  
Revolution

Journalist George Frazier is credited with popularizing the 
phrase “peacock revolution” to describe the styles coming from Lon-
don’s young Carnaby Street designers, which promised to restore the 

lost glory of flamboyant menswear.1 Frazier was describing the explosion 
of choices that were suddenly available to men, ranging from Romantic 
revival (velvet jackets and flowing shirts) to a pastiche of styles borrowed 
from Africa and Asia. Expanded color palettes, softer fabrics, and a profu-
sion of decorative details represented a direct challenge to the conformity 
and drabness of menswear at mid-century. For critics of the new men’s 
fashions, flowered shirts and velvet capes raised the specter of decadence 
and homosexuality, a fear that was reinforced by the emergence of the gay 
liberation movement. Just as women’s unisex styles had to balance being 
sexy and liberated, men’s styles tended to navigate the territory between 
expressiveness and effeminacy. But like many revolutions, the peacock 
revolution ended in repudiation and regression. Although fashion prog-
nosticators in 1970 were predicting the demise of neckties and gray flannel 
suits, within ten years the pendulum had swung back with a vengeance. 
John T. Molloy’s Dress for Success, in 1975, had codified a return to con-
servative dressing for business. Within a few years the more flamboyant 
styles of the late 1960s and ’70s had been relegated to the back of the closet, 
if not the thrift shop.

Part of the reason for this stylistic whiplash is that the impact of the 
peacock revolution was exaggerated at the time and seems only to have 
grown in the popular imagination. The reality is that many men, even 
young men, did not succumb to the trend, and few of those who did adopt 
the new styles continued to experiment with new expressions of mascu-
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SEX AND UNISEX60

linity for long. To understand what was going on beneath the surface of 
men’s fashions, we need to enter relatively unexplored territory: the mas-
culine mystique.

Multiple competing models of masculinity and femininity character-
ize modern culture. Girls and boys are presented with an array of options 
as to what kind of men and women they will be, and they are also aware, 
through photography, movies, television, and the millions of images 
on the Internet, that these models have changed. Anytime a boy reads, 
watches movies or television shows, sings along with rock lyrics, or en-
gages in a dozen other popular culture activities, he is aware of his op-
tions (and of the models he must avoid). Men’s fashions enclothe these 
different choices, or, more exactly, allow men to clothe themselves in just 
the right masculinity for the moment or the company. After all, they’re 
just the costumes that men use when they are playing different roles: sub-
urban dad barbecuing on the weekend, young man on a date, business-
man at a meeting, hip-hop fan at a concert.

Isn’t this just what women do? Superficially yes, but men’s and wom-
en’s fashions differ significantly, from design and distribution to the psy-
chological impact they have on wearers and viewers. In a consumer soci-
ety the advertisements in magazines and television and the other cultural 
products that surround us are what communicate the ideal patterns and 
the desired effect. If, as Betty Friedan argued, women’s magazines shaped 
our cultural expectations of women, then men’s magazines—Playboy, Es-
quire, Gentleman’s Quarterly, and, beginning in 1965, Penthouse—wielded 
similar influence in men’s consciousness. Like the women’s magazines, 
men’s lifestyle magazines dispensed visions of modern gendered con-
sumerism tailored to their respective demographic. Instead of the house-
wife in her kitchen, the Playboy archetype was the swinging bachelor in 
his penthouse, packaged for a readership that was young and educated 
(more than half of Playboy subscribers were college graduates or still at 
university). Members of Esquire’s target audience were somewhat older 
and more established in their careers. Penthouse sought readers who were 
more affluent than Playboy’s and even more engaged in the hedonistic 
lifestyle of the late 1960s. Gentleman’s Quarterly (or GQ), a spinoff from 
Esquire, originally aimed at the menswear industry insider, by the 1960s 
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 61

and 1970s was appealing to the clothes-conscious male consumer in a 
range of professions.

The vivid, revolutionary nature of young men’s clothing in this period 
is evidence that the time was ripe for a rejection of the masculine mys-
tique along the same lines of second-wave feminism. At the very least it’s 
worthy of an analysis similar to Freidan’s: an examination of the under-
lying fantasies, desires, and aspirations embedded in their articles and 
advertisements. A few scholars have paid attention to masculinity as a 
cultural artifact—very few, compared to the huge numbers who have ex-
amined women and the media. In this chapter I take a look at the myth 
and reality of the peacock revolution and its unisex aspects and set them 
against a backdrop of what we know about men and masculinity. Too 
widespread to be a fad but falling short of the predicted paradigm shift, 
the experimentation and conspicuous outrage of this period offered men, 
particularly white men, an escape into alternate lives. There were some 
permanent changes, though not the “revolution” predicted in the 1960s. 
By the 1980s, grooming products and cosmetics for men were a large 
and permanent addition to the American scene, and “casual Friday” had 
expanded to “business casual,” weeklong and year around. Options for 
casual clothing, whether active sportswear or leisure styles, were much 
greater than before the 1960s. The peacock revolution was no more a fail-
ure than women’s dress reform in the era of the Bloomer costume, and in 
subtle ways it was much more of a success.

It’s always been a puzzle to me why more dress historians don’t study 
men’s clothing. Even when they are outwardly drab, men’s suits are a marvel 
of construction, requiring vastly different skills than are required for wom-
en’s clothing. Neckties have to be the most tenacious vestigial appendage 
outside the human body; now, there’s a story! It seems to me that the rela-
tionship between men’s sexuality and homophobia is at least as interesting 
as the cycling male gaze between women’s legs and breasts. (Admittedly, 
women’s clothing lends itself to more visually exciting museum exhibits, but 
must cultural history always be about pretty things?) Men’s fashions have 
their own stories to tell, and the 1960s and ’70s are rich with them. What 
was changing during this era was not masculinity in isolation, but mascu-
linity as it related to the feminine, which was also in a state of rapid change.

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
©
 2
01
5.
 I
nd
ia
na
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y 
Pr
es
s.
 A
ll
 r
ig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
. 
Ma
y 
no
t 
be
 r
ep
ro
du
ce
d 
in
 a
ny
 f
or
m 
wi
th
ou
t 
pe
rm
is
si
on
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
pu
bl
is
he
r,
 e
xc
ep
t 
fa
ir
 u
se
s 
pe
rm
it
te
d 
un
de
r

U.
S.
 o
r 
ap
pl
ic
ab
le
 c
op
yr
ig
ht
 l
aw
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 10/19/2016 9:15 PM via RUTGERS UNIV
AN: 955051 ; Paoletti, Jo Barraclough.; Sex and Unisex : Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution
Account: s8840717



SEX AND UNISEX62

More than femininity, masculinity in America had acquired a uni-
form—the business suit. Introduced in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the boxy “lounge” or “sack” suit had originally been intended for ca-
sual wear at a time when the well-dressed man had a wardrobe of jackets, 
each appropriate for a specific time of day and occasion. (As any fan of 
Downton Abbey knows, the phrase “dressing for dinner” in period dra-
mas refers not just to ladies; gentlemen, too, were expected to exchange 
“daytime” frock coats or cutaways for dinner jackets and white ties.) A 
well-fitting morning coat or cutaway was the work of a tailor, whereas the 
less structured sack coat could be presentable off the rack with perhaps 
just a few alterations. By the mid-twentieth century this style of suit had 
dominated the American office for three generations. There were trends 
in details such as lapel width and fit (tight or loose), but these tended to be 
subtle and slow-moving, compared with women’s fashions. A good, basic, 
neutral-colored sack suit could last a man for many years, because it could 
be trusted not to go out of style.

The image of “the man in the gray flannel suit” is one of the most en-
during icons of masculinity: the organization man, struggling to main-
tain his identity while conforming to professional standards. But it was 
not the only brand of masculinity available. Like women, men could 
choose among a range of myths and media images to emulate, from work-
ing-class hero to dapper aristocrat. Nor were they wedded to a single im-
age: the man in the gray flannel suit could be a frontiersman in rugged 
jeans on weekends or indulge his love of color in a Hawaiian shirt. Men’s 
departments before the peacock revolution were not completely devoid 
of color or frivolity; however, the colorful, fun clothes were consigned 
to a very restricted set of occasions. Vintage photographs of men on city 
streets, in offices, and even at sporting events in the 1950s are striking in 
their uniformity. Hats, suits, and overcoats are so similar in appearance 
as to make the gathering look like a military muster. The changes that 
took place in the 1960s and ’70s added variety to “office clothing,” limited 
the most formal elements to fewer settings, and opened the door to more 
individual expression.

Just as Freudian psychology contributed to popular attitudes about 
women and femininity, it also shaped beliefs about “normal” expressions 

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
©
 2
01
5.
 I
nd
ia
na
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y 
Pr
es
s.
 A
ll
 r
ig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
. 
Ma
y 
no
t 
be
 r
ep
ro
du
ce
d 
in
 a
ny
 f
or
m 
wi
th
ou
t 
pe
rm
is
si
on
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
pu
bl
is
he
r,
 e
xc
ep
t 
fa
ir
 u
se
s 
pe
rm
it
te
d 
un
de
r

U.
S.
 o
r 
ap
pl
ic
ab
le
 c
op
yr
ig
ht
 l
aw
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 10/19/2016 9:15 PM via RUTGERS UNIV
AN: 955051 ; Paoletti, Jo Barraclough.; Sex and Unisex : Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution
Account: s8840717



THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 63

of masculinity. The main problem with the psychoanalytic approach to 
gender was the failure of Freud and his followers to realize not only that 
was there culture at work in attitudes and behavior but also that there 
was culture at work in the environments in which attitudes and behaviors 
were learned and even in their own research. What psychologists in the 
1950s attributed to the subconscious human mind was not as universal as 
they thought, but shaped by unique circumstances of society and culture. 
That included their own professional worldview, their assumptions, and 
even their research design and conclusions, which were far from being 
objective science.

One of Freud’s most powerful legacies is the idea that masculinity 
is fragile and subject to “corruption.” This is behind modern efforts to 
protect boys by shielding them from imagined threats ranging from ex-
posure to feminine-stereotypical activities to mere knowledge of the ex-
istence of homosexuals. We also have Freud to thank for the idea that 
children are born as sexual beings, although most of us no longer believe 
those feelings are attached to our mother or father. Part of the problem 
is that when the science of psychology is translated into pop psychology, 
it is out of the scientists’ hands, subject to the whim of cultural expecta-
tions. There’s no way for the experts to steer it as it works its way through 
our culture and back into our attitudes and behavior. There’s no peer re-
view, no public discourse. The concepts, images, and discarded truths 
take on a life of their own and are passed on from one person to another 
as common knowledge or urban legend. Yesterday’s “discoveries” live on, 
infecting new minds and seemingly immune to correction or retraction.

So despite post-Freudian psychology and second-wave feminism, the 
notion persists that femininity is not only the opposite of masculinity 
but also its inferior and its enemy. The fear of the feminine goes back to 
ancient Greece, which combated this threat by developing a culture in 
which boys were mentored by older men (including homosexual inter-
course, which was considered masculine for the older man). What has 
changed in three thousand years is mainly what comprises appropriate 
“feminine” activities and expression (education, work outside the home, 
domesticity, sexual freedom—and, of course, modes of dress), but be-
cause masculinity is defined in terms of what is considered to be unique 
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SEX AND UNISEX64

to men, nearly every expansion of the feminine has initially been con-
sidered a threat to masculinity. The exception is the nineteenth-century 
invention of the “separate sphere” for middle-class women. One reason 
this ideology has been so enduring is that it protected male occupations 
and territories from female encroachment.

What happens in the 1960s when teenage boys and young men begin 
to adopt seemingly feminine traits? The reactions of the menswear indus-
try and various subsets of American society are one way to discern the 
masculine mystique. Another is to examine the fashion trends through 
the lens of the some of the most popular arbiters of men’s consumer cul-
ture: men’s lifestyle magazines such as Playboy and Esquire.

Modern men’s dress is a paradox: dull but interesting. For at least the 
past 150 years it has been conservative and resistant to change. This con-
trasts with the ornate and expressive dress worn by men at other times and 
in other cultures. Considering the dominant role of men in most aspects 
of American life, this situation should strike most of us as strange. Many 
scholars have tried to explain it, beginning with cultural Darwinists of 
the nineteenth century, who saw loose-fitting male dress as evidence of 
Western man’s position at the top of the evolutionary ladder. Comparing 
a man in business dress to the more flamboyantly dressed man of earlier 
times and unindustrialized societies seemed to prove that the business 
suit represented the triumph of intellect over emotion or civilization over 
primitivism. For those who believed that men were more highly evolved 
form of humans than women, this also explained why women’s clothing 
was more ornamental than men’s: either women were less evolved than 
men (which left open the possibility that someday they, too, might even-
tually adopt more rational dress), or they had been selected to be orna-
mental as a means of fulfilling their own biological destiny to attract a 
mate and produce offspring.

This evolutionary view of clothing makes some superficial sense. The 
males and females of most species have an array of markers that help them 
find each other and choose among potential mates. Human primary sex 
characteristics (our genitals) are visible at birth, but our secondary sex 
characteristics (pubic and facial hair, breasts, vocal changes) appear at 
puberty. Nearly from the beginning of human history, we have used vari-

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
©
 2
01
5.
 I
nd
ia
na
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y 
Pr
es
s.
 A
ll
 r
ig
ht
s 
re
se
rv
ed
. 
Ma
y 
no
t 
be
 r
ep
ro
du
ce
d 
in
 a
ny
 f
or
m 
wi
th
ou
t 
pe
rm
is
si
on
 f
ro
m 
th
e 
pu
bl
is
he
r,
 e
xc
ep
t 
fa
ir
 u
se
s 
pe
rm
it
te
d 
un
de
r

U.
S.
 o
r 
ap
pl
ic
ab
le
 c
op
yr
ig
ht
 l
aw
.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 10/19/2016 9:15 PM via RUTGERS UNIV
AN: 955051 ; Paoletti, Jo Barraclough.; Sex and Unisex : Fashion, Feminism, and the Sexual Revolution
Account: s8840717



THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 65

ous means to emphasize and amplify sexual, age, and status differences, 
including body paint and clothing and a wide variety of modifications and 
accessories, both temporary and permanent. These artificial secondary 
sex characteristics not only express biological sex but also communicate 
the attributes and behaviors associated with masculinity and femininity.

Of course there were huge flaws in these early evolutionary theories 
of dress. The first is that nineteenth-century humans were not a differ-
ent species from Etruscans or Tang dynasty Chinese. Another is that nei-
ther males nor females of the same species are more highly evolved than 
the other. Lastly, describing societal or cultural change as “evolution” is 
metaphorical. It should come with a disclaimer like those found on the 
printed labels of herbal remedies: “This conclusion has not been vali dated 
by empirical study and is not intended to be used to justify the present or 
predict the future.” Primary and secondary sex characteristics in their 
natural states are biological realities; everything we do to enhance, hide, 
emphasize, or otherwise modify them is cultural. That goes double for 
most of our everyday attempts to explain differences between men’s 
clothing and women’s.

British essayist Harold Nicholson expressed the dilemma of men’s 
clothing as “the problem of how to be individual without being funny.”2 
Interestingly, and probably not coincidentally, this concept of vulnerabil-
ity to ridicule also appears in the psychological research on modern male 
sex roles. In one of the earliest studies of clothing and human behavior, 
“fear of ridicule” was given as a motive in clothing selection more often 
than any other motive by men. For women, however, it fell below rea-
sons such as “to appear attractive,” “to impress others,” and “to express 
myself.”3 Later studies suggested that men were more conforming than 
women and more likely to bow to peer pressure about dress.4 The blos-
soming of masculinity studies after 1970 provides us with more insight 
into men’s behavior. James Babl found that highly sex-typed men (that 
is, men who scored in the high masculine/low feminine quadrant on the 
Bem Sex Role Inventory) responded to an audiotape on the decline of 
masculinity by behaving in a more masculine manner and scoring even 
higher on masculinity scales. (Androgynous men did not.)5 Educational 
researchers Jean Grambs and Walter Waetjen found that school-age boys 
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were especially vulnerable to the accusation of effeminacy or homosex-
uality, adding, “The most powerful word in the English language is ‘sissy.’ 
Within a group males dare to be nonconforming only when there is no 
sex-linked factor in the behavior or attitude. If there is any element sug-
gesting that something is masculine or feminine, males will adhere to the 
‘male position.’”6

The dominant style in business wear in the early 1960s was an off-the-
rack version of British menswear: white dress shirt, a suit in a dark neutral 
color (usually black, gray, or navy blue) and a rep tie—ribbed silk, with di-
agonal stripes. Casual clothing might include sport shirts (plaid, striped, 
or even Hawaiian), knitted polo shirts, or sweaters, and could be more 
colorful. The main deviations in color and cut came from society’s mar-
gins: jazz musicians and beatniks with their turtleneck shirts, generously 
cut suits, and loud ties, or fashion-forward sophisticates who favored the 
new “Continental Look”—slim jackets with side vents (or no vents at all) 
paired with tight trousers with beltless waistbands, like Sansabelts.

But the first signs of change were already visible in England, where 
young working-class men were emerging from the wartime rubble look-
ing like Edwardian dandies. These “Teddy Boys” adopted a blend of 
Continental and American elements—tight Italian-style trousers worn 
with a flowing zoot-suitish drape jacket and “duck’s arse” hairstyles, with 
echoes of their grandparents’ day—the Edwardian era had been just forty 
years earlier—such as long, double-breasted jackets with velvet collars. 
Demand for these styles, and modifications of them, influenced staid 
Saville Row, which responded with their own touches of Edwardian el-
egance. The Teddy Boys were succeeded by the Mods and Rockers, rival 
subcultures with their own distinctive uniforms. The Rockers were the 
British counterparts of the American “greaser”—working-class toughs 
in jeans and leather jackets, whose lives centered on motorcycles and  
rock ’n’ roll. The more fashion-conscious Mods, who favored American 
blues and Continental-style clothing and scooters, were the leading edge 
of what would become the peacock revolution.7

The changes already simmering in Great Britain barely stirred the sur-
face of American menswear in the early 1960s. Esquire was reporting on 
the Mods as an interesting novelty but for the most part offered its read-
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 67

ers a choice of Saville Row (traditional English) or Continental (recom-
mended only for the slimmer man, ideally in the creative department, not 
accounts). Playboy, with its younger readership, touted the Ivy League 
style—a slightly looser, younger version of Saville Row—as the preferred 
mode of dress. This was evidently the influence of the magazine’s fashion 
director Robert L. Green, since Hugh Hefner himself had been known 
to prefer jazz-influenced drape suits when he launched the magazine.8 
Sears echoed these suggestions, with English and Continental styles for 
adult men and Ivy League for teens and young men. The range of col-
ors was limited, although more leeway was allowed for leisure wear, with 
golf shirts, cabana sets, and sport shirts available in a range of hues and  
patterns.

But beneath the surface there was a desire for change. Fashion histori-
an James Laver, best known for his theory of “shifting erogenous zones,” 
predicted in 1964 that men would soon start dressing more for physical 
attraction and become more erotic.9 His reasoning echoed other evolu-
tionary/cyclical theories of fashion change, including the idea that one 
of the drivers of innovation was sexual display, but that the focus of the 
display must shift from time to time as the imagination becomes bored. 
His reasoning was that men had suppressed their desire for display so 
long that they were way overdue for a change. Elaine Kendall, writing in 
the New York Times, reasoned along the same lines and came to the same 
conclusion: “Women’s fashions through the ages have reflected social 
conditions. Have men’s fashions done so, too? Well, the case is harder to 
prove, but the evidence is there—if the observer is in the right place at the 
right time.”10 Men’s outward appearance may have been conformist and 
conservative, but underneath rebellion was simmering. Marylin Bender 
noted a few years later that this may have been connected to women “re-
thinking their place in society . . . the respective roles of men and women 
. . . [are] . . . revised.”11

Credit for launching the revolution in menswear was claimed by many 
designers and probably belongs to many more. Individual designers cer-
tainly played a role—a number of them the same innovators who trans-
formed women’s fashions, including Courrèges and Cardin. But neck-
wear designer Michael Fish is perhaps the most overlooked actor of the 
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SEX AND UNISEX68

1960s. It was his brightly colored neckties (dubbed “kipper ties” as a play 
on his last name) that made the revolution palatable to men who wanted 
to appear “with it” but still had to maintain a mainstream businesslike ap-
pearance. While other designers were reinventing the jacket or discard-
ing it altogether, Fish was offering a few square inches of liberation, not-
ing, “Fashion, you see, is in the mind. You have to think differently before 
you can dress differently. By changing their clothes, people risk changing 
their whole lives and they are frightened.”12

Kipper ties made their first appearance at the venerable British outfit-
ter Turnbull and Asser in 1965, where Fish was employed as a designer. In 
some ways they represented a revival of a style from the not-too-distant 
past: the so-called “Bold Look” neckwear of the postwar era, which had 
featured colorful geometric and scenic designs displayed on a generous 
five-inch-wide canvas. The Bold Look had been replaced by conformist 
restraint to the extent that by the early 1960s some men’s ties were reduced 
to 1–2-inch strips of solid blue, gray, or black adorned with a single tiny 
embroidered motif. Michael Fish reintroduced polka dots, bright colors, 
and prints and made the ties wider, growing from 3 inches to 5 inches by 
the late 1960s. Through his own store, called Mr. Fish, he sold ties, shirts, 
suits, and dresses (women’s and men’s) to the trendiest Brits and tourists 
from all over the world from 1966 to 1973. Name a style icon from this 
era and Michael Fish dressed him, from Sean Connery as James Bond to 
Mick Jagger and David Bowie.

Across the Atlantic a young tie salesman named Ralph Lauren, having 
tried unsuccessfully to introduce wide neckties to his company, set off on 
his own in 1966. He hit the jackpot with an order from Neiman-Marcus 
for one hundred dozen ties and was able to open his own store in New 
York in 1967, establishing the Polo brand with its nostalgic English vibe 
but a young, American tilt. The drawn-out progress of the new tie styles 
in the national marketplace suggests something less than a revolution. 
Although 3-inch-wide ties made their debut in Esquire in fall 1967 and in 
Playboy one year later, the more mainstream Sears catalog held off on the 
trend until spring 1970. Similarly, while Esquire reported a trend for pat-
terned shirts worn with a patterned tie (a striped shirt with a floral tie, for 
example) in 1968, they did not appear together in Sears until spring 1970, 
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 69

and even then just combined two different stripes in shirt and tie. Of 
course, catalogs don’t tell the whole story; men could mix shirts and ties to 
accomplish a range of looks, from fairly conservative to maniacally mod.

The high-water point for the British mod influence on American fash-
ion was 1965–1966, before the “summer of love” introduced West Coast 
hippie styles to the mix. Even Playboy’s Robert L. Green featured “modi-
fied mod” in the September 1966 issue,13 with a photo of “two urban guys” 
dancing at a go-go, wearing American adaptations of English mod attire. 
One man sports a herringbone tweed double-breasted jacket with epau-
lets, a cotton floral shirt with solid-color long-point button-down collar 
and a polka-dot tie. The other has a three-piece suit with a double-breast-
ed short vest cut straight across and a paisley tie. To the modern eye the 
look is conservative—after all, they are both wearing suits—but in 1966 
the suits they wore were an exciting departure from the style of just a few 
years earlier. Epaulets? A floral shirt with a tweed suit? A wide paisley tie 
in green and blue? If Michael Fish was right, there was just enough fash-
ion difference to suggest a difference in thinking.

One of the most striking features of the peacock revolution is the suc-
cess of women’s fashion designers in entering and transforming the mens-
wear industry. Some of the most iconic brands in menswear—includ-
ing Pierre Cardin and Bill Blass—made their debut during this era and 
rode to success by tapping men’s desire for fresh design. French designer 
Cardin was the more revolutionary of the two, having already earned a 
reputation as a bit of a rebel within the Chambre Syndicale de la Haute 
Couture (the venerable French trade union of high-fashion designers) by 
showing a ready-to-wear collection in 1959. (For his transgression, he was 
promptly expelled from the Chambre Syndicale but reinstated soon af-
ter.) His women’s fashions and entrepreneurial innovations were equally 
avant-garde, as described in chapter 2, and he had been producing some 
menswear since 1957. When his styles first became available in the United 
States in 1966, they had an immediate impact, and many imitators. Intro-
ducing his Paris couture collection in July 1966, he announced, “You are 
going to see some slightly strange boys and girls,” accurately predicting 
how disruptive his designs would be.14 His solution to the tie problem 
was to eliminate them altogether; he declared neckties “bourgeois” in 
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SEX AND UNISEX70

1967 and offered scarves and turtlenecks instead. Cardin offered other 
forms of unconstructed and innovative suits, including vest suits, tunic 
suits, and shirt suits (matching trousers and shirt worn with no jacket, 
a precursor to the 1970s leisure suit). He is also credited with the revival 
of wider jacket lapels. In 1968 Playboy highlighted the new cut associated 
with Cardin’s designs: higher armholes, narrower sleeves, and longer, 
shaped jackets. Like women’s clothing, menswear was not only changing 
the look of men’s bodies but also requiring that men reshape their bodies 
to a younger, slimmer version in order to wear fashionable clothing.

The Nehru jacket was just one of a number of tie-free options that Car-
din popularized. Worn by celebrities ranging from Lord Snowdon (with 
a silk turtleneck) to Sammy Davis Jr., the Nehru jacket with its stand-up 
collar and soft construction did not originate with Cardin. It was based 
on a style created in the 1940s and associated with Indian prime minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964); the Beatles wore matching jackets in this 
style for their 1965 Shea Stadium concert, two years before Cardin’s in-
terpretation in gray flannel. But it was Cardin’s version that launched the 
real craze, which peaked in the fall of 1968. Although it was to become a 
symbol of middle-age wannabe swingers, the Nehru jacket represented a 
powerful desire at the time to hang on to the idea of a jacket but open it 
up to the possibility of greater self-expression and comfort. Accessorized 
with beaded necklaces or medallions dangling on chains or fabricated in 
traditional suiting materials, the Nehru jacket appealed—just briefly—
to a wide swath of American men. Its heyday was short, however; after a 
slow ascent (in various forms but without the “Nehru” label) beginning 
in 1965, it was hailed by both Esquire and Playboy as the big news of fall 
1968. Reception by mass merchandisers was mixed. Sears never bothered 
with it for adult men; their spring 1969 catalog featured Nehru jackets 
for boys 2–6x and 7–14 only. In contrast, J. C. Penney took a gamble and 
embraced the style, offering for boys and men from size 6 through adult 
not just Nehru jackets but a coat and shirt in the same style as well. As 
it turned out, Sears was right. Many Nehru styles were purchased, but 
few were worn much if at all. The Fashion Archives and Museum of Ship-
pensburg University in Pennsylvania has a brilliant red-and-gold print 
Nehru shirt. In his letter the donor of the garment admitted, “I bought 
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Nehru shirt, 1968.Co
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SEX AND UNISEX72

this Nehru shirt in 1968 at Hutzlers Department Store in Baltimore and I 
have never worn it. I was going with a woman at the time who had worked 
at Hutzlers and was certain that the Nehru look was for me. It wasn’t.”15

By fall 1969 the Nehru fad was over, and the American menswear in-
dustry moved in a slightly different direction: a cautious blend of tradi-
tional and modern, epitomized by the designs of Bill Blass.

Like Cardin, Indiana-born Bill Blass had already made his name as 
a women’s wear designer, but the similarity ends there. While Cardin 
had found a niche with the jet-set avant-garde, Blass’s work for Maurice 
Rentner Ltd. was later characterized as “trim social-circuit luncheon 
uniform—a crisp suit worn with a good set of faux pearls.”16 His blend 
of classic tailoring and updated features made him popular with younger 
socialites, however, and his work appeared regularly in Vogue, modeled 
by the emerging “new” models such as Jean Shrimpton and Penelope 
Tree. In 1967 he began to design menswear for Rentner, and by 1968 he 
had earned a Coty Award for menswear—the first such award given by 
the organization. Nora Ephron interviewed Blass and his customers to 
find out his secret and revealed a rather conservative designer who under-
stood just how far middle-class, middle-aged American men were willing 
to go to stay abreast of their sons and younger brothers. He recognized 
that the Nehru jacket was about rejecting neckties but believed that most 
men were more interested in wider, more colorful ties than a complete 
overthrow of the suit. Gray made him “sad,” so he made lots of suits in 
shades of brown, which he felt was more flattering to most men. Turtle-
necks were all right in their place (“the country”) but not for formal wear. 
His large-scale plaids were a bit of a shock to conservative men but a wel-
come shot in the arm to the most adventuresome.17 As Playboy noted in 
1969, Blass and Ralph Lauren offered just the right blend of traditional 
English styling and a dash of hipness, without venturing too far into the 
land of Mod, or worse yet, hippieness. Leaping “fashionably forward by 
way of the past,” the menswear of Lauren and Blass was reminiscent of 
English landed-gentry life between the wars, all Norfolk jackets and 
heathery tweeds.18

What was clear to some observers was that the shift in men’s appear-
ance was neither trivial nor superficial. Just as some women were chal-
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 73

lenging societal and cultural conventions that limited their educational 
and career aspirations, some men were finding the masculine mystique 
inhibiting. No less a cultural critic than Marshall McLuhan noted that 
men and women were beginning to share experiences and communicate 
as equals, which included granting men the freedom to express them-
selves through dress.19

Nor was fashion just a means of self-expression. After all, the peacock’s 
display has a purpose beyond vanity or self-expression: to attract admir-
ing peahens. The new clothing was supposed to be sexy, in stark contrast 
to the business suit, which projected an image of a reliable breadwinner. 
In fact even the definition of “sexy” was in flux. Women’s Wear Daily noted  
that the girls were all crazy for “fragile, unmasculine” men—slender, 
longhaired boys in their romantic velvets and ruffles.20 Rudi Gernreich 
offered futuristic menswear that was abbreviated, tight-fitting, or both, 

Caftan pattern, 1976. McCall’s M5354.
Image courtesy of the McCall Pattern Company, 2014.
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asking, “Why should the male not also be a sexual object?”21 Rather than 
simple polar opposites, masculine and feminine clothing began to inter-
mingle along a continuum. Cardin, Gernreich, and Fish offered skirts, 
dresses, and caftans for men; eventually caftans were acceptable enough 
for men that mainstream companies offered patterns for home sewers.

Besides the Nehru jacket and pantsuits, which were worn by both men 
and women, the most newsworthy innovation of the late 1960s was luxury 
fur coats for men. These were not a revival of jazz-era raccoon coats; these 
were expensive full-length seal, beaver, or mink coats worn by wealthy 
and prominent men, including Interior Secretary Walter J. Hickel and 
star quarterback Joe Namath.22 Namath was not the first professional 
athlete to embrace the new masculine glamour; that was Joe Pepitone, 
first baseman for the New York Yankees, who grew his hair long and fa-
vored skinny, mod-style suits. Pepitone is credited with breaking the hair 
barrier in baseball, being the first player to bring a blow dryer into the 
clubhouse.23

At the extreme fringes of male style of the late 1960s lay the hippies, 
who embraced a do-it-yourself, anything-goes aesthetic that mixed thrift-
store finds, military styles, and exotic cultural appropriation. As the in-
heritors of the freedom injected into menswear by the British Mods, 
members of the 1960s counterculture represented an effort to break with 
mainstream culture altogether—to drop out of the system and forge an 
entirely new path. Although associated with the United States, there were 
similar movements in other countries. British peer Mark Palmer, who 
dropped out of the upper class to travel in a caravan with various pop stars 
and dress in Druid robes, offers a succinct explanation of the appeal of the 
hippie culture: “It is not escapism leaving a bad scene to start a new one.”24

How widespread was this revolution? Certainly it varied by region, 
class, and race. Playboy’s fashion director Robert L. Green inserted none-
too-subtle criticisms of both mod and hippie “excesses” in his seasonal 
updates. Selected styles were acceptable; the September 1965 issue of 
Playboy featured both a mod-influenced Chesterfield overcoat and a short 
red jacket with a stand-up collar, along with pages of very traditional Ivy 
League tweed jackets and loose trousers.25 By the next year it was clear 
that mod influences were encroaching on Ivy-style dominance, with the 
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appearance of large-scale plaid trousers, worn with Ivy League–inspired 
natural shoulder, three-button jackets. Slimmer trousers were growing 
in popularity, Green acknowledged, but he warned that Playboy readers 
should “leave the skintight styles to high school dropouts.”26

Playboy’s sartorial conservatism is not surprising; menswear manufac-
turers and retailers were major advertisers. Just as editorial and advertis-
ing content in women’s magazines reinforced the feminine mystique, the 
financial realities of publishing demanded congruence between advice 
and commerce in Playboy and Esquire. In the same issue where Robert 
Green threaded the needle carefully between good mod and bad mod, 
major advertiser h.i.s. (which usually occupied six full pages toward 
the front of each issue), ran an ad depicting a very Ivy League–looking 
young man carrying a hand-lettered sign advocating rebellion “against 
non-conformity,” and a few pages later an ad for Jayson shirt company en-
thused, “Mod shirts are here,” showcasing their new collection by Harvey 
of Carnaby Street.27

By 1967 the “Back to Campus” issue could no longer ignore youth 
fashion or dismiss it as the purview of “high school dropouts.” Jazz critic 
and civil libertarian Nat Hentoff contributed an article detailing the ha-
rassment of young men based on their “long hair, sandals, [and] other 
markers of rebellion” and indicting the older generation for “trying to 
enforce and preserve their own values, which are among the reasons the 
young are rebelling.”28 Nor was Hentoff a lone voice; he also cites two 
other recent articles on the generational divide. Marya Mannes of the 
New York Times had observed that America had become “a society grown 
set in its ways: resistant to changes, hostile to difference.” And according 
to a New Yorker writer, “smooth men represent modern interchangeable 
machine-ready” masculinity, and “individuality is threatening to gum up 
the works of the machine.”

With so many of its readers matching the college student or recent grad-
uate demographic, Playboy needed to tread carefully in its criticism of the 
younger side of the generation gap. The magazine’s September issues for 
the next few years document the march of the male rebellion across the 
nation’s campuses. In 1967 one group photo includes a bearded student in 
the shadowy background wearing tight jeans, a turtleneck sweater, and 
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sandals.29 By the following year Green was reporting an “explosive as-
sortment of revolutionary attire,” including Nehrus, tunics, shaped suits, 
wide ties, and medallions. Even in the traditionally conservative South, 
more colors and patterns were worn. Unsurprisingly, the West Coast 
schools were the most “far out,” with floral bell-bottoms, ponchos, and 
meditation shirts (loose, light-weight Indian cotton tunics). Turtlenecks 
were ubiquitous, as were wider lapels and ties expanding to five inches.30

In the 1969 “Back to Campus” issue the cultural fault lines among the 
young are clearly revealed. According to Southern Methodist Univer-
sity junior Tim Kelleher, two factions had emerged: ultraconservative 
(Ivy) and fashion liberals, the latter being “quick to try something new 
if it turns them on.”31 New trends included facial hair of all kinds, bell-
bottoms (worn by 20–30 percent of males and increasing), opera capes 
from the Salvation Army, six- and eight-button double-breasted jackets, 
huge loud plaids, and billowy sleeved tapered shirts in voile and crepe. 
The peacock “revolution” was turning into a civil war.

Of course trend-setting magazines are not the only windows into 
mainstream adoption of fashion. For comparison, let’s examine how 
mass merchants like Sears, Roebuck and Company incorporated various 
innovations and when. The mod look made a tentative and late appear-
ance in the menswear section of the company’s catalogs. This aligns with 
Esquire’s and Playboy’s reluctant embrace of British influence after a few 
years of resistance and a clear preference for Ivy League styles. Just as 
mod styles for women appeared in Vogue and Seventeen long before they 
were promoted by men’s magazines, Sears introduced Carnaby-inspired 
collections for Junior Misses years before its King’s Road line for young 
men debuted in winter 1968. “King’s Road” was code for mod-influenced 
British styling, since King’s Road in west London was the center of in-
novative male fashion in the mid-1960s. J. C. Penney’s equivalent, also 
appearing in 1968, was “The Inn Shop.”

Unisex in the world of catalogs translated into “his ’n’ hers” styles, not 
gender-bending menswear. Beginning in spring 1967, Sears highlighted 
matching shirts, sweaters, and casual outerwear for men and women in 
a section of the men’s department, as did J. C. Penney and Montgomery 
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His and hers crocheted ponchos, Ladies Circle Knitting and Crochet Guide, Fall 1975.
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SEX AND UNISEX78

Ward. Penney’s fall 1968 catalog featured sixteen pages of identical de-
signs for men and women—shirts, sweaters, and casual jackets—shown 
on models whose poses and expressions suggested they were couples. 
These “his ’n’ hers” sections continued through the late 1970s. Similarly, 
the more daring men’s styles in knitting and crocheting pattern books 
were modeled by men with women (girlfriends? wives?) leaning against 
their manly chests or holding their hands. Another version of the couples 
motif was family styles, which appeared toward the front of the catalog or 
even on the cover. Though sized according to sex and age, the fabrics, col-
ors and decorative details were identical. The underlying message seemed 
to be strictly heteronormative: it’s okay to wear this flowered shirt, cro-
cheted vest, or poncho, because the model is a bona fide straight guy.

Other important trends appeared in the fashion press and the catalogs 
with a slight lag. Turtlenecks were reported to be the next big thing in 
Esquire and Playboy in 1967 and appear all over Sears by the fall-winter 
1968 catalog. The main distinction was that although fashion editors were 
reporting the acceptability of turtlenecks for evening and in posh clubs 
and restaurants (even in Playboy Clubs), the Sears versions showed casu-
al clothing and sport jackets at first, not suits. The vest suit (matching vest 
and trousers worn without a jacket, as opposed to the venerable three-
piece suit) was reported as a trend in Esquire in 1967 but not carried by 
Sears until 1971. My fashion-forward husband wore a rust-colored suede 
cloth vest suit, purchased at a menswear shop in Syracuse, New York, to 
our wedding in 1970.

Bold madras plaids and paisleys had popped up in London in 1964 but 
moved more slowly into the American mainstream. Esquire and Playboy 
were featuring both of these patterns approvingly by 1966, and madras 
jackets, ties, trousers, and shorts were abundant in the retail catalogs. 
Paisley (beyond small prints on neckties) took a bit longer to break into 
the mass market but then arrived with a bang; in addition to shirts and 
ties, Sears offered a large-scale dark blue paisley suit in 1969. The intro-
duction of innovative fibers and fabrics, especially polyester double knits, 
was quickly embraced in the menswear universe. They were featured in 
Esquire and Sears practically simultaneously in the fall of 1969. Between 
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1968 and 1973 it seemed that the once conservative American male was 
ready to blossom in glorious color and style.

The seeds for the end of the peacock revolution were sown in 1967 with 
the release of Bonnie and Clyde, director Arthur Penn’s groundbreaking 
film about the Depression-era outlaws, starring Warren Beatty and Faye 
Dunaway.32 The movie not only ushered in a new era of on-screen sex and 
violence but also struck a chord with fashion designers looking for fresh 
inspiration. Theodora Van Runkle won an Oscar for the costumes—
Dunaway in slender, mid-calf skirts and Beatty in chalk-stripe, double-
breasted suits—and some menswear designers took note of the film’s 
romantic aesthetic. Baby boomers had heard plenty about the Great De-
pression from their parents, and it seemed an unlikely source of nostalgia, 
but emerging American designers Ralph Lauren and Bill Blass both rode 
to their early successes on ’30s-inspired clothing.

From the vantage point of the early 1970s, the future of men’s fashions 
seemed both clear and confusing. On the one hand, the drab, conformist 
model of menswear had apparently been shoved to the back of the closet. 
Even bankers and politicians wore sideburns and had hair curling over 
their shirt collars, and someone must have bought all those plaid trousers 
and leisure suits. Once Pandora’s box had been opened and men had be-
come accustomed to expressing themselves through clothing, could they 
turn back? On the other hand, the road ahead was far from clear. The new 
expectation was not only for more color and pattern or innovative designs 
but also for more expressive forms of masculinity. Men, like women, 
were supposed to dress according to their fashion “personality,” to follow 
trends and care about hairstyling, not just a haircut.

Predictions abounded. Penthouse fashion editor Rodney Bennett-
England included several pages of fashion predictions from various de-
signers in his 1968 book, Dress Optional. The designs range from fairly 
tame—pants with no creases or cuffs, collarless unstructured jackets—
to molded plastic clothing and space-age jumpsuits that resemble Star 
Trek uniforms. Of course there were no neckties at all, just turtlenecks 
and scarves.33 Rudi Gernreich’s predictions, commissioned for Life for 
its January 1, 1970, issue, offered unisex in the form of near-nudity—just 
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Men’s hairstyling guide. Brylcreem ad, Gentlemen’s Quarterly, September 1974.
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 81

miniskirts and wigs—for youthful men and women and neck-to-toe caf-
tans for the old and unattractive.34 In 1972 the Journal of Home Economics 
posed the provocative question, “What will happen to the gray flannel 
suit?” The answer, the author argued, was obsolescence, as men’s fashion 
would become more globalized and the industrial-revolution-fashion lost 
its relevance.35 The reality, of course, was just the opposite. Within a de-
cade, men were investing in “power suits” and the Ivy League style was 
rebranded as preppy and sweeping the country. Let’s untangle the ’70s to 
see what changed, how much, and for whom.

Amid the visual cacophony of the late 1960s and early 1970s, trends 
were sometimes difficult to detect, but a return to quieter elegance was 
certainly in the air, and it hit full swing with the release of The Godfa-
ther (1972) and The Sting (1973). That same year saw a flurry of publicity 
around the filming of The Great Gatsby (1974) in Newport, Rhode Island, 
over the summer; Esquire waxed eloquent about the “Newport Look,” a 
sort of hybridized version of the Gatsby style that mashed up the 1920s 
and ’30s and incorporated linen suits, country tweeds, and vintage-y 
sweaters. The death of onetime king the Duke of Windsor, who was also a 
well-known fashion icon, in 1972 also generated quite a bit of nostalgia in 
the fashion press for the elegance of bygone days. The eccentricity of the 
mod and hippie era was gradually replaced with trends that often broke 
as many rules, just not all in a single outfit. The leisure suit offered an al-
ternative to jacket and tie for the new, more casual lifestyles of the 1970s.

After several years of long, unkempt, and unstyled hair, men turned 
to hairstylists, who gave them a neater, well-groomed appearance. The 
prices were higher than in a barbershop, and he might find himself in a 
chair next to a women having her hair cut in the same manner, or even 
with a woman styling his hair. But unisex salons were a booming busi-
ness, and even today they are one of the locations where the “unisex” label 
persists. Hair-care products made a comeback, promising men that their 
expensively styled hair would be both long and neat.

The transition from barbershops to unisex salons was not easy, par-
ticularly for barbers. Barbershops felt the immediate effect of this trend; 
haircuts went from a weekly ritual to an occasional, do-it-yourself task. 
Barbers were flummoxed. They felt the economic effects almost imme-
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SEX AND UNISEX82

diately, not only from teenagers but also from boys as young as four and 
five, all of whom were demanding Beatles styles. Some of this stemmed 
from hero worship, but there was also an element of rebelling against a 
ritual—the weekly or biweekly trip to the barbershop. The barbers’ initial 
reaction, to complain and ridicule the hirsute young, was not likely to 
win them customers.

When men finally returned to regular styling, they tended to patron-
ize “unisex salons,” not barbershops. An entire new industry was born in 
the mid-1970s as the once-modest market for male grooming services and 
products expanded. This was not easily accomplished; many state regula-
tions had separate licensing rules for barbers (whose clients were mostly 
men) and hairdressers (who cut and styled women’s hair). Barbers natu-
rally resisted efforts to revise the regulations; hairdressers, who had been 
seeing more and more men in their salons, welcomed the change.

The old regulations required shops to have separate entrances or sep-
arate hours for men and women. Early unisex salons had ignored these 
rules, and so had the law. Barbers were incensed. They were losing busi-
ness at an alarming rate, and the number of licensed barbers and appren-
tices was declining. In New York State between 1964 and 1971 there had 
been a decrease of 2,183 barbers at a time when the male population was 
increasing. In comparison, the number of cosmetologists (who were li-
censed to work on women’s hair) had gone up by 21,810. The new licensing 
requirements, approved in July 1972, were still rather restrictive; a barber 
could cut women’s hair, but a hairdresser would need a barber’s license as 
well as a cosmetology license in order to work on men. Unisex salons were 
also required to have a separate area for customers who wanted privacy.

Angela Taylor of the New York Times described an early “his ’n’ hers” 
salon in Greenwich Village that opened in 1968. The cosmetologist own-
ers were skirting the New York law, since neither of them had a barber’s li-
cense and they failed to provide separate entrances or spaces for male and 
female customers. There is no indication that having their establishment 
featured in the city’s major newspaper created any legal repercussions.36

It wasn’t just style that was affecting demand for barbers’ services. 
Many barbers, especially the older ones, had strong ideological reactions 
to longhaired men. In a small town in Nebraska an elderly barber refused 
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 83

to allow young men with long hair to come into his shop and then began 
complaining about how bad business was. An article from 1970 described 
the experience of one customer who noticed the barber roughly pushing 
his head as he was trimming his hair and protested, “Hey, what’s going 
on?” “You fags with your long hair, you’re the kind of guys that are ruin-
ing the country,” the barber reported angrily. The customer got up and 
walked out.37

Besides his-and-her salons, new men-only establishments began ap-
pearing across the country. In many cases these were run by barbers who 
had been able to make the transition from clippers and shears to razor 
cuts and blow dryers and were beginning to offer additional services such 
as manicures and facials. Many of the men’s styling parlors had some kind 
of private or semiprivate cubicle available for customers who did not want 
to be on display.

With the renewed popularity of classic tailoring, menswear in the 
mid-1970s divided along several lines. One strand continued along the 
colorful alternative trends; another followed the practical, outdoorsy 
styles of L. L. Bean and Eddie Bauer, the bicoastal leaders in flannel shirts 
and khakis. Conservative business clothing made a resurgence, buoyed 
by economic need; inflation and higher unemployment made conformity 
to office standards more popular and “investment dressing” more attrac-
tive than rapidly changing trends. Gentleman’s Quarterly illustrated this 
variety in its winter 1974–1975 issue with a spread featuring twenty men 
divided into four groups based on their “look”: classical, experimental, 
eclectic, or free.38 Those in the classic, “no flash, no fuss” group are all in 
suits and ties, with an assortment of trendy details (wide lapels, mustach-
es, a vintage-looking double-breasted jacket). “Experimental” men also 
wear suits (four of the five) or sport coats but wade a little deeper into 
the style waters with less-traditional fabrics and accessories. No suits for 
the “eclectics”; their outfits are a mix of separates in more casual materi-
als. The avant-garde “free” group—the only men shown smiling broad-
ly—sport even more colorful and casual-looking styles and intentionally 
break the soberness of suits by pairing them with scarves and graphic 
T-shirts. Art director Nick Peters gets a full-page spread for his unstruc-
tured black cotton Italian suit worn with a white silk scarf—and no shirt.
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There is one noticeable commonality in these photographs: the vivid 
flamboyance of previous years has virtually disappeared. There are no 
awning stripes, no giant plaids. If the shirts and ties have overall designs, 
they are small and appear in low contrast, because they really don’t show 
up in the photographs. Two of the four group photos are in color, and the 
palette is fairly neutral, except for a yellow sweater and a dull red shirt. 
Only the “eclectic” plaid shirt and the moon face in a graphic T-shirt dis-
turb an otherwise calm tableau. The color choice may be strategic, as the 
black-and-white photos make those two even more “classic” and timeless.

The menswear press had been predicting the end of the peacock rev-
olution for several seasons, even for traditionally lively resort clothing, 
which had been moving toward subtler colors and a return to neutral 
classics such as white linen suits. “Gentlemen should look like gentle-
men, not bougainvilleas,” Esquire counseled its readers in March 1974.39 
Popular youth culture was once again at cross-purposes with this seg-
ment of the fashion industry. In September 1973 Rolling Stone ran a story 
about an underground trend called “disco”; eventually the popularity of 
the music—and its body-conscious, colorful fashions—exploded after 
the release of Saturday Night Fever in 1977.40 Even mainstream retailers 
such as Montgomery Ward and Sears included a few pages of polyester 
open-necked shirts and tight knit pants, even as their business suit selec-
tion calmed down in the late 1970s.

Another powerful influence on business clothing in the mid-1970s was 
John T. Molloy’s Dress for Success, which was based on extensive research 
into American corporate culture. Molloy’s underlying message was that 
men who dressed according to the unwritten dress codes of business 
would be more successful than those who attempted too much expres-
sion or experimentation, especially at a junior level. Dress for Success hit 
a nerve in the shaky economy, and millions of copies were sold. Today 
Molloy’s observations offer an interesting insight into the realities of how 
much freedom men enjoyed if they worked in a business environment. 
He noted regional variations in the rules that are reminiscent of the land-
scape described in Playboy’s college fashion issues: avoid pink or laven-
der shirts in the South and suits and ties in California. He found gen-
erational differences in how men judged appearances as well: men over 
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Men’s disco-inspired fashions, Montgomery Ward catalog, Fall/Winter 1974.
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SEX AND UNISEX86

48 were likely to make “moral judgments,” men 34–48 were more aware 
of class implications of dress, while the youngest men (28–34) were the 
most open, as they seemed to have no significant prejudices against any 
patterns or colors. Nor did Molloy shy from controversy; he included ad-
vice aimed directly at men of color and at homosexuals. He did grant ex-
ceptions to the otherwise conservative rules for men in three categories: 
athletes, musicians, and black men all had permission to be flamboyant. 
The role of race in determining the parameters of masculine expression is 
complicated; Monica Miller attributes the greater leeway to a tradition of 
dandyism dating back to the liveries of slaves used for display in England 
and America.41 One of my more uncomfortable discoveries in conduct-
ing this research was noticing that just as African American models ap-
peared in the pages of Sears, Ward’s, and other mainstream catalogs, they 
were usually used to display the most colorful or exotic styles. Leopard-
print underwear? Probably on the black model.

Male vanity and display were especially acceptable for athletes, and 
advertisers sought out these familiar faces to promote products that 
might otherwise seem effete. Jockey featured Baltimore Orioles star Jim 
Palmer in a series of underwear ads beginning in the late 1970s that are 
now legendary. Joe Namath wore fur coats on the sidelines during games, 
inspiring many imitators until the NFL ruled that only official uniform 
gear could be worn on the field. Off the field, of course, full-length coats 
in mink, fox, beaver, and other luxurious furs became status symbols for 
players and fans alike. Both Esquire and Playboy routinely featured ath-
lete models in editorial fashion spreads.

Is men’s clothing sexy? The sexual messages of much of men’s clothing 
of the 1960s and ’70s are hard to miss. Jeans, worn tight and low around the 
hips, are sexy. Many reasons are given for the popularity of jeans after the 
war, but whether the models are cowboys, motorcycle toughs, or teenage 
rockers, the common denominator is clear: jeans aren’t just denim pants; 
they’re sexy pants. Open-front shirts (with or without chains) are sexy. 
And then there’s the entire question of underwear. Once strictly utilitar-
ian, men’s underwear during the 1960s and ’70s became more varied in 
cut, color, and pattern and, even if not visible, part of the public conscious-
ness. Penthouse editor Rodney Bennett-England drew not only on his own 
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THE PEACOCK REVOLUTION 87

fashion experience but also on many letters that readers contributed to 
the magazine about what women did and did not consider sexy in a man. 
His opinion was that the late 1960s were clearly years devoted to reviving 
sexuality in male dress. He also notes that the fewer differences there are 
between men’s and women’s clothing, the more important it is for men 
to pay attention to those elements of his clothing that are masculine.42

The problem is that male sexuality, prominently displayed, carries 
with it ambiguity of sexual orientation. After all, a sexy male should be 
attractive, but according to the dominant culture he should be attractive 
only to women and oblivious to his own gorgeousness. A character like 
James Bond, whose impeccable clothing, whether formal wear or swim-
suits, was clearly intended to be sexy but needed to be assertively—even 
aggressively—heterosexual in order to carry it off.

Of course James Bond was fictional, as were all the hard-boiled detec-
tives and rugged cowboys that littered the popular landscape at mid-cen-
tury. Psychologists were interested in examining the real American man, 
especially the suburban species, to determine why so many men seemed 
to have trouble adapting to their prescribed role. According to common 
psychological wisdom in the 1950s, just as the natural state for adult wom-
en included marriage and motherhood, being a breadwinner was the nat-
ural, desired state for men. A man who remained single into his thirties 
was suspect. If he was clearly straight—that is, if he dated many women 
but avoided commitment—he was immature. If he appeared to have no 
social life and, heaven forbid, showed too much interest in the arts or was 
too carefully dressed, he was suspected of being homosexual. Some of the 
once mainstream beliefs about homosexuality from this era are astonish-
ing now, and most have been abandoned, at least by professionals if not 
by the general public. With no clear understanding of how homosexuality 
was “caused,” psychiatrists and psychologists seemed free to speculate to 
their hearts’ content, based on Sigmund Freud’s culturally limited view of 
the subject. For example, one of the most common reasons once given for 
homosexuality was immaturity, a kind of arrested development. The sex-
ually promiscuous playboy was also failing to grow up; he was just stuck 
at a different stage. A man’s failure to mature into a breadwinner, or his in-
sistence on avoiding the role, was a symptom of misdirected sexuality. In 
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SEX AND UNISEX88

the same way that “normal” woman should desire motherhood, a “normal” 
male should desire to be the head of a household. Note that the desire was 
not necessarily to be a dad; it was the breadwinner role that was impor-
tant. This masculine mystique was just as much a trap for men in the 1950s 
and early 1960s as the feminine mystique described by Betty Friedan was 
for women. There were attempts at alternative lives: the Beats lived life-
styles that were intentionally non-suburban, non-procreative, and non-
conformist. But popular criticism of the Beats and their transformation 
into the caricatures known as “beatniks” in the humor pages and televi-
sion skits were either effeminate arty types or overgrown adolescents, re-
flecting the notion that a man who objected to the breadwinner role was 
either an infantile sissy or a hormone-driven teenager in a man’s body.

Small wonder, then, that the first restless movements of the peacock 
revolution and the youthful rebellion in the 1960s raised the specter of ho-
mosexuality among its critics. The irony was that at that time true homo-
sexual men tended to be purposely invisible, except when it was safe to be 
noticed. As Russell Lynes observed in 1967, it was highly unlikely that the 
longhaired young men appearing on America’s streets were all homosex-
ual, because for the most part homosexuals did not advertise so conspicu-
ously.43 To do otherwise was to risk one’s career or even being arrested.

With all the emphasis on apparent sexuality, what did gay men think 
of the peacock revolution? As I completed this book, the Museum at the 
Fashion Institute of Technology in New York City had launched a ma-
jor exhibit, A Queer History of Fashion, exploring topics that have often 
been the subject of whispered conversations and crude humor but are 
long overdue for serious treatment.44 Fashion is about sex and sexuality 
as much as it is about gender, and human sexuality is varied and complex. 
That many of the leading designers associated either with unisex cloth-
ing or with the peacock revolution were gay should not come as news. 
Rudi Gernreich was openly gay, as were Pierre Cardin, Saville Row icon 
Hardy Amies, and Yves Saint Laurent. When I read interviews with them 
about the changes in menswear or the new sexuality in fashion, it is hard 
to envision them as disinterested observers. What they could not be was 
completely open participants in the public conversation.
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Shaun Cole provides a detailed look at the urban worlds of gay men 
in the early twentieth century, worlds that were hidden from the eyes 
of the mainstream public and carefully coded to be visible only to each 
other. Stereotypes could work in one’s favor; if effeminacy was assumed 
to be a sign of homosexuality, cultivating a stereotypically masculine im-
age could provide effective armor.45 Certainly it worked for Hollywood 
stars such as Rock Hudson and Raymond Burr, among others. Passing as 
a straight playboy was probably even easier once Hugh Hefner provided 
such a popular template. A powerful and publicly flaunted (straight) sex 
drive could inoculate a man from the suspicions that often greeted so-
phisticated taste in music, art, and theater. In gay bars and nightclubs the 
impact of the adoption of flamboyant, gender-bending styles by straight 
men resulted in a hyperbolic “macho” image, iconically represented by 
the members of the disco group Village People. The original ad recruit-
ing performers for the group specifically called for “macho types” with 
mustaches. Their appearance reflected a “virilization” trend in gay pre-
sentation that has been noted by several historians of the period—boots, 
beards, denim, and leather replacing earlier Continental or mod styles.

The boundary between the straight and gay world was being crossed 
and even erased in both appearance and behavior. Sexual practices such 
as anal sex, fellatio, and cunnilingus, which once were strongly associat-
ed with homosexuality, became less taboo for heterosexual couples. Nor 
was it necessary to pair off to engage in sex: from Hair and Oh! Calcutta! 
to Bob and Carol and Ted and Alice, popular plays and movies explored 
the idea of polyamory and group sex.46 Once a straight couple added a 
third (or more) person to the mix, homosexual activity was practically a 
given. Men and women who could “swing both ways,” in practice and in 
appearance, found themselves very popular. This openness, in turn, made 
it easier for people who saw themselves as sexually liberated to adopt uni-
sex, androgynous, or ambiguous fashions. Clara Pierre described this 
moment in 1976: “But with that uncertainty past, and the fear of sexual 
ambivalence reduced by our knowing that we are all ‘a little bit both,’ 
clothes no longer have to perform the duty of differentiation and can re-
lax into just being clothes.”47
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SEX AND UNISEX90

In her view the sexual revolution produced a culture that was more 
comfortable and open about sex, which led to greater comfort with ho-
mosexuality and androgyny. With the clarity of hindsight we understand 
that the world Pierre described was limited and eventually doomed, in 
the short run. Not everyone was comfortable with the idea of sexually 
aggressive women, unmarried couples cohabiting, or nudity in the mov-
ies, much less open marriage, discussions of homosexuality, or swingers 
clubs. The frightening appearance of AIDS in the early 1980s put a damp-
er on the sexual revolution and slowed the progress of gay men’s libera-
tion. People are still arguing whether bisexuality is an orientation—the 
way some individuals experience sexual attraction—or an opportunistic 
preference, a position between the closet and complete openness. Unisex 
and androgynous clothing, far from being proof of more relaxed attitudes 
toward gender and sexuality, now appear to have been just the opening 
salvos in our own cultural Hundred Years’ War.

So what did change in men’s clothing? The late 1970s return to safer, 
classic styles did not mean a complete rollback of every innovation. Just 
as women’s hemlines became a matter of taste, with lengths varying 
based on the occasion and the wearer’s own preference, men’s clothing 
had permanently negotiated some flexibility. The suit was less important, 
replaced in many workplaces and previously formal situations by separate 
trousers and sport jackets. Beards, mustaches, and long hair (or shaved 
heads, for that matter) are unremarkable variations. Men’s casual and ac-
tive sportswear may lack the blinding colors and patterns of the 1970s but 
still offer many options, sometimes more color options than in women’s 
clothing. A recent Lands’ End catalog lists men’s pima cotton polo shirts 
in twenty-five colors (including pink) and women’s in only fourteen. The 
demand for men’s cosmetics, grooming products, and even cosmetic sur-
gery has been well documented for decades. Like their baby boom sisters, 
the young men of the 1960s helped establish a cult of youth and a desire 
for eternal fitness that has pursued them into retirement age. When these 
men were in their youth, the menswear industry satisfied their demand 
for body-conscious styles that emphasized their slim hips and tapered 
torsos—styles that could not be sustained as they reached middle age.
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Sociologist Joseph Pleck observed in 1981 that stereotypical gender 
roles are not only impossible to live up to, but they also impose psycholog-
ical strain when they are not achieved.48 Like women, men were affected  
by the feminist movement and the sexual revolution, and like women, 
they were left to shape new roles without a clear sense of direction. The 
peacock revolution was an attempt to shake up the culture, to ask “Why 
not?” and to challenge the prevailing masculine myths. It succeeded in 
upsetting the applecart, and men are still searching for the answers.
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Nature and /or  
Nurture?

Where do masculinity and femininity come from? After all, it 
is fairly obvious that newborn humans have neither set of quali-
ties. Yet by the time they are two or three years old children not 

only know the rules, but they also have become its primary enforcers, as 
any observer of a preschool playgroup can confirm. With the women’s 
movement challenging traditional female roles and popular culture offer-
ing a range of new expressions of modern masculinity and femininity, it 
seems inevitable that children would get swept up in the excitement and 
confusion. If nothing else, the link between adult and children’s clothing 
would mean that kids and grownups would wear similar styles. This clearly 
happened during the 1960s and ’70s, but there was something else at work 
too. Emerging scientific evidence pointed to gender roles being learned 
and malleable in the very young. This affected children regardless of where 
their parents stood on women’s rights or sexual morality. Given the drive 
to transform women’s roles and promote gender equality, it’s likely that if 
you were born between the late 1960s and the early 1980s, you experienced 
non-gendered child raising to some extent. If you didn’t wear your sibling’s 
hand-me-down Garanimals outfits, the kindergarten teacher might be 
reading William’s Doll to you at story time. Or you might be singing along 
to your Free to Be . . . You and Me record on your Fisher-Price record player, 
after watching Sesame Street, which featured Susan Robinson as a working 
woman who liked to fix cars in her spare time.1

Looking at children’s fashions we can see just how complicated the 
ideas and arguments were during this period. There were so many differ-
ent popular beliefs about sex, gender, and sexuality, mixed with paren-
tal ambivalence, disagreement, and anxiety about the right way to raise 
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NATURE AND/OR NURTURE? 93

children. In this chapter I describe changes in children’s clothing styles 
and place them in the context of the competing scientific explanations 
of gender and sexuality. I also address how well those were understood 
and accepted by the general public. As children of the unisex era grew up, 
their reaction to ungendered clothing became apparent in the ways they 
dressed their own children. Not that we are that much closer forty years 
later to knowing where gender comes from. We’re still arguing over gen-
der, gender roles, sexuality, and sexual orientation. Whether the hot topic 
is marriage equality, the Lilly Ledbetter Act, or gender-variant children, 
beliefs about nature and nurture in determining our personal character-
istics are fundamental to the arguments. Some of those beliefs are based 
on religion, others on science, but many of them are likely echoes of for-
gotten lessons learned in early childhood.

A note about the messiness of studying the history of childhood is in 
order. While studying gender expression in adult fashions can be compli-
cated, the task is even more daunting when we turn to children’s cloth-
ing. Babies don’t pick their own clothing, which reflects adult tastes and 
preferences. After all, how many week-old Yankees fans are there, really? 
It’s not surprising, then, that of the 762 individual specialists listed in the 
Costume Society of America directory, only 19 report expertise in chil-
dren’s clothing. In American consumer culture, children begin to have 
some say in what they wear when they are toddlers, between the ages of 
one and three years. Sociologist Daniel T. Cook has argued convincingly 
that American preschoolers have been consumers-in-training since the 
dawn of the twentieth century, which means that several generations 
of us have grown up to accept the spectacle of an adult arguing with a 
three-year-old over the relative merits of a tutu or a sundress for a trip 
to the mall.2 Our great-great-grandmothers would have brooked no such 
behavior: children wore what Momma bought or made, period. In short, 
beyond infancy it is hard to know the extent to which the wearers or 
their parents are driving trends in juvenile clothing. Children’s voices are 
missing from the popular history of the 1960s, and although it is possible 
to interview grownups about their childhood memories, the problem is 
that adults’ memories tend to be selective and influenced by later experi-
ence, hindsight, and nostalgia.
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SEX AND UNISEX94

The most abundant source of information about children’s fashion is 
mail order catalogs from various time periods. Until the mid-1980s the 
retail giants in children’s wear were Sears, Roebuck and Company, Mont-
gomery Ward, and J. C. Penney, who together accounted for a quarter of 
the infant and toddler market.3 The structure of the children’s clothing 
market beyond these big three department stores was similarly limited. 
Unlike women’s apparel, with its many designers, manufacturers, and 
retail outlets in all sizes, a significant proportion of children’s clothing 
was produced by a handful of companies. A few large manufacturers such 
as Baby Togs, Carters, and Health-Tex dominated the market, reaching 
consumers through local department stores or national chains. Pattern 
companies like Butterick and McCall’s were still important players as 
well, at a time when most women learned the rudiments of sewing in 
school. Home sewing enabled women to modify current fashions to their 
own tastes and abilities, giving them more choice than is available today. 
When I examined the trends in infants’ and children’s clothing for this 
period, I drew mainly on the plentiful images available in catalogs and 
pattern books, along with the observations of industry reporters such as 
Earnshaw’s. If your childhood was middle-class and mainstream, much 
of this will ring true.

Children’s clothing choices are not simply a matter of taste—a favor-
ite color or cartoon character, a dislike for scratchy fabrics—they are 
also a way that children try on, rehearse, and express their burgeoning 
identities. Even two-year-olds have a rudimentary understanding of the 
prevailing gender rules. In fact it is striking to consider how complicated 
the “rules” are—far beyond pink for girls, blue for boys—and what an 
accomplishment it is that young humans master them over the course of 
early childhood.

In Pink and Blue: Telling the Boys from the Girls, I offer a more detailed 
description of these complex rules and how they have evolved since the 
late 1800s, which I will summarize here.4 The main point is that not only 
have the rules for boys and girls changed, but so has the definition of 
“neutral” clothing. Our traditional conception of gender may be a simple 
either/or binary, but the actual costumes and props with which we enact 
those roles are not. In addition to gendered clothing—designed accord-
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ing to shifting standards—there have always been other options, be they 
called “neutral,” “unisex,” or just “children’s.”

Before the twentieth century all babies wore long white dresses; slightly  
older boys and girls wore dresses and skirted outfits that were shorter and 
more colorful than baby dresses. Neither style indicated the child’s sex, 
because that would have been considered horribly inappropriate. Pants 
were considered so quintessentially manly that women and girls could 
not even wear underdrawers until the middle of the nineteenth century. 
The timing of a child’s graduation from baby to boy was a matter of taste 
and parental perception; the growth spurt that transformed the chubby 
toddler into a taller, leaner child was one sign that his masculine nature 
was about to manifest itself. Other parents might select their son’s first 
pants in time for his first day at school, or they might watch for signs of 
“manly” behavior before putting his dresses away. Parents in the 1880s 
did not believe that boys needed masculinity lessons any more than they 
needed instruction in crawling, walking, or talking. The advice was just 
the opposite: pushing a baby into boyhood too early was dangerous, be-
cause he might become sexually precocious.

Freudian psychology and social Darwinism replaced this long-held 
view that identity was innate (or “nature”), with the opinion that while 
sex may be innate, sexuality was learned—nature strongly influenced by 
nurture. They also mingled what we today would call gender—mascu-
linity and femininity—with aspects of sexual orientation. As sexuality 
historian Hanne Blank points out, this particular “nature plus nurture” 
hypothesis has turned out to be an imperfect explanation, and the scien-
tific evidence once used to support it has been largely discredited.5 There 
is, however, a stubborn cultural insistence on reducing complexity to bi-
nary choices (nature or nurture, male or female, masculine or feminine), 
which encourages even more stereotyped thinking. All men are not ag-
gressive, all women are not passive; most gay men are not effeminate, and 
vice versa. Within the categories we have constructed there is huge vari-
ety, which binary, stereotyped thinking ignores.

One telling indication that these notions of gender had a cultural bias 
is the inconsistency with which gender-variant boys and girls have been 
treated. Science alone could not explain why “tomboyism” was an accept-
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able and even desirable stage in girls, but “sissyish” boys needed stern 
correction and psychological treatment. The homophobic subtext of the 
works of G. Stanley Hall and other child psychologists clearly indicates 
that unmasculine behavior in little boys was perceived as pathological 
while similar, unfeminine behavior in girls was “normal.”

Once nurture had been introduced as a factor in sexual develop-
ment, the bulk of twentieth-century studies of gender development were 
devoted to trying to figure out how nature and nurture interacted and 
which was more powerful. In the meantime, parenting advice was con-
stantly changing, as any woman can verify who lived near her own mom 
or mother-in-law when her children were small. Each generation had its 
own experts who published books and articles denouncing their prede-
cessors as old-fashioned and unscientific and dictating new approaches 
to infant and child care. Attitudes about gender and sexuality were part 
of this turmoil. In the first half of the twentieth century, many people ap-
parently held a composite belief that gendered behaviors were present in 
an immature form at birth and developed as the child grew but that sharp 
gender distinctions could wait. In their view baby boys were male but 
not masculine, although they contained the germ of masculine behavior. 
Babyishness would become boyishness as the child matured, inevitably 
ending in manliness. Male babies and small boys, not being physically 
mature enough to dress like men, wore clothes that were appropriate to 
their tender years and subordinate status. In those days decorative touch-
es such as smocking and embroidery were as acceptable on a baby boy as 
they were on a girl. A male toddler’s long curls were charming and baby-
like. To the extent that little boys’ clothing was distinguished from that 
of girls, it was along much subtler lines than that of older children and 
adults. Babies—even male babies—were fragile, vulnerable, and soft; 
strongly masculine clothing was just not suitable. The widespread use of 
pastel colors for infant furnishings reflects this view, as does the incorpo-
ration of details like rounded collars and puffed sleeves.

The ungendered children’s clothing of the nineteenth century was 
gradually discarded in favor of a complicated and regionally variable 
pattern of boy-girl symbolism. The iconic use of pink and blue, for ex-
ample, spread unevenly throughout the United States between 1900 and 
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the 1940s. As late as the end of the 1930s pink was a perfectly acceptable 
choice for baby boys in some parts of the South. Pastel pink and blue used 
together continued to be a traditional combination for baby gifts and 
birth announcements through the 1960s. Dresses for boys, on the other 
hand, went out of fashion fairly quickly. For toddler boys they were rare 
after 1920, although the use of white baby dresses for newborns continued 
into the 1930s and ’40s. By 1960 boys never wore dresses outside of a chris-
tening ceremony, and even under those circumstances suits with trousers 
or short pants often replaced dresses. On the other hand, overalls, pants, 
and shorts for girls became so commonplace that by the 1950s knit shirts 
and jeans were as neutral for American children as white baby dresses 
had been for their grandparents.

For the children of the 1950s and early 1960s who have no historical 
memory, the gender rules for clothing of that time were “traditional.” 
From their parents’ point of view, the more gendered styles for babies and 
toddlers were an innovation, as were the more masculine styles for little 
boys, complete with neckties and long trousers. For parents who pre-
ferred them there were still plenty of neutral choices for babies and tod-
dlers. Compared to the styles available in our own recent times, there was 
actually considerably more leeway available in the ’50s and ’60s. Pink and 
blue had become nearly universal symbols of femininity and masculinity 
but lacked the moral imperative of modern “pinkification.” Like wearing 
green on St. Patrick’s Day, dressing baby girls in pink and boys in blue was 
a lighthearted custom, not a requirement. Other pastels—yellow, green, 
and lavender—were convenient and popular choices for baby shower 
gifts and for thrifty parents planning a large family and lots of hand-me-
down clothing (or people who simply thought their baby looked best in 
those colors). Baby boys’ fashion had not yet acquired the “just like dad-
dy” style and still might incorporate decorative elements that in another 
generation would be considered feminine. The spring 1962 Sears catalog 
offered embroidered, sleeveless “diaper shirts” in packages of three—all 
white or one each of pink, blue, and yellow—and dressy outfits for in-
fant boys that were babyish, not at all manly (unless you count the tiny 
pocket and the mock fly stitching on the front of the underpants). Some 
girls’ clothing was sufficiently feminine that no boy could wear it, but 
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SEX AND UNISEX98

boys’ styles tended to be so plain that they could be appropriate for girls  
as well.

Toddler clothing for dressy occasions was sharply gendered; party and 
holiday fashions featured pastel-colored Eton suits with short pants and 
bow ties for boys and frilly dresses worn over poufy underskirts for girls. 
But play clothes usually consisted of overalls and polo shirts for both 
boys and girls, with a few feminine styles included as “fashion items.” The 
lowest-price items, often sold in packs of two or three, were nearly always 
neutral styles, and the more gendered items were likely to be the most 
expensive. This reveals an important element of gendered clothing for 
children at a time when clothing was still relatively costly: neutral cloth-
ing was more economical in the short run (when first purchased) as well 
as in the long run (as hand-me-downs). But cost was not the only consid-
eration. Had parents in the early 1960s believed as strongly in gendered 
clothing as did parents in the early 2000s, there would have been fewer 
neutral choices back then.

School-age boys and girls had a range of styles and colors to choose 
from within acceptable bounds of masculinity and femininity, but those 
limits still allowed for a range of expression, at least for girls. A sewing 
book in 1954 suggested a wardrobe of six to eight school dresses, two 
party or Sunday dresses, and just two pairs of “sturdy slax” [sic] for play.6 
School dresses came in a variety of styles and colors to suit every taste 
from tailored to frilly. In every classroom girls’ gender expression ranged 
from tomboys in skirts and sweaters to “girly-girls” in ruffles and bows 
who had their hair set in pin curls every night, not just on Saturday. Boys’ 
fashions, once they were no longer in the toddler size range, tracked fairly 
closely to adult men’s clothing, with whatever expansions or contractions 
of cut and color they experienced.

Throughout the period, acceptable gender expression depended not 
only on the wearer but also on the context, especially the setting and the 
activity. Neutral clothing existed long before the term “unisex” appeared, 
particularly for younger children and for active play clothes for all ages. 
Pants, shorts, and overalls were widely available in infant and toddler 
sizes and for the most part were ungendered long before the unisex trend 
began. In fact, because the younger they are, the more ambiguous their 
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Styles for schoolgirls, Montgomery Ward catalog, Fall/Winter 1961.

Children’s jeans, Montgomery Ward catalog, Spring/Summer 1960.
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appearance, babies and toddlers modeling play clothes in Sears catalogs 
of the 1950s and early ’60s were more “unisex” than adults could ever hope 
to be. The older the child, the fewer androgynous casual styles were avail-
able. Pants and shorts for girls sizes 7–14 featured more feminine details 
than those for younger girls: floral prints, decorative flourishes, and side 
or back closures. Only classic, Western-style jeans were neutral (right 
down to the fly front for both girls and boys), although “girls’ jeans” with 
side zippers were also available. Expensive, seldom-worn children’s items 
such as coats and snowsuits were made hand-me-down friendly by avoid-
ing feminine or masculine details, but the lowest-cost items were also 
likely to be neutral. Dressy clothes were not only more gendered for all 
ages but also more likely to mimic adult fashions. The girls modeling the 
trendiest clothes also posed like grown women, underscoring the con-
nection between those styles and the adult fashions on which they were 
based. Throughout the 1950s and ’60s, “dressy” clothing literally meant 
dresses for girls from infancy to adulthood. Party and holiday clothing 
was the most elaborate and also the most feminine and masculine. Be-
tween play clothes and dressy fashions lay school clothes, which meant 
dresses and skirts for girls, although they were offered in a range of styles 
from plain to fancy.

Gender patterns in children’s clothing shifted between 1962 and 1979 
in ways that parallel the changes in adult clothing. For most of the 1960s 
the postwar rules prevailed: younger children had more neutral options 
than school-age boys and girls. The dressier the occasion, the more gen-
dered the clothing. The clothing for active play was decidedly “mascu-
line” and located in the boys’ section of the catalog. A page from the fall-
winter 1964 Sears catalog is typical. A boy and a girl are shown in jeans 
and striped T-shirts; no “boy” or “girl” versions are offered either in sizing 
or in style.

Like Victorian fashions, mid-century styles continued to mark age 
distinctions from infancy to adulthood, though with fewer rigid rules. 
No longer restricted to short trousers, toddler boys now enjoyed a great-
er range of colors and patterns than older boys and men. Younger girls’ 
fashions were shorter and more whimsically decorated than those for 
older girls and women. Party and holiday fashions for little girls featured 
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