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Abstract 

Groups and individuals use clothing and dress as a mechanism of protesting, this study 

seeks to investigate the impact of the dress choices of a protest movement on their overall image. 

Two groups from the Civil Rights Movement and two from the Women’s Rights Movement 

during the mid to late 20th century: The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), The 

Black Panther Party (BPP), The National Organization for Women (NOW), and the 

Redstockings all exemplify the impact of including dress as a strategic component of protest. 

Each group chose and used clothing that aligned with their respective messages and dress 

furthered their images. SCLC and NOW fought for equality, to even the stakes between 

marginalized groups and those possessing privilege, and they dressed in appropriate fashion of 

the times to support this. In contrast, the BPP and the Redstockings  advocated more radical 

programs in comparison to their movement counterparts in this paper and their chosen outfits 

railed against the grain the same way their messages did. The clothing supported the messages of 

each group, and the choice to dress in a way that society deemed respectable for the time versus 

a more radical dress clearly affected the movements. 
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Introduction 

Clothes can serve as a form of unspoken communication in many ways, especially in a 

protest. This study seeks to investigate the impact of the dress choices of a protest movement on 

their overall image. Two groups from the Black Civil Rights Movement and two from the 

Women’s Rights Movement during the mid to late 20th century: The Southern Christian 

Leadership Conference (SCLC), The Black Panther Party (BPP), The National Organization for 

Women (NOW), and the Redstockings all exemplify the impact of including dress as a strategic 

component of protest. Each group chose and used clothing that aligned with their respective 

messages, broadcasting an image to match their rhetoric. SCLC and NOW fought for equality, to 

even the stakes between marginalized groups and those who were not, and they dressed in 

appropriate fashion of the times to support this. In contrast, the BPP and the Redstockings 

advocated more radical change and in comparison to their movement counterparts in this paper 

and their chosen outfits railed against the grain the same way their messages did. The clothing 

supported the messages of each group, and the choice to dress in a way that society said is 

respectable for the time versus a more radical dress affected the movements.  
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Chapter One: Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

In 2008, Roanoke, Virginia unveiled a new statue of Dr. Martin Luther King jr. and 

found itself embroiled in controversy for an unusual reason: people debated whether or not King 

should be dressed in his signature business suit or dressed in clerical wear since he was an 

ordained minister.1 Clothing matters, put simply, “[F]ashion too is a language of signs, a 

nonverbal system of communication”. It can represent age, gender and class. It can communicate 

a message and is an important weapon in a social protest. How people dress contributes to how 

others perceive them, and perception, regardless of intent, is incredibly important when trying to 

enact social change.2 

 Amidst bus boycotts and ever-growing racial tensions across the U.S., Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr. hosted an event for prominent African-American leaders and religious officials at 

Ebenezer Church in Atlanta, Georgia. On January 10, 1957 the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference began, soon known by its initials, SCLC. They initially formed the group to work 

against discrimination in bus systems across the Southern United States, but later expanded their 

focus to combat all forms of segregation. SCLC supported and engaged only in forms of 

nonviolent protest and social activism to work against the deep-rooted discrimination rampant 

throughout the South 3. They also remained connected to the religious beginnings of the group, 

working through and with churches. Historians note that SCLC became one of the most that 

                                                 
1 Johnson, R. (2008, Jan 20). Robe vs. suit: Clothes make the man, so the saying goes, and some 

insist they define a statue, too. at least when it comes to images of the rev. martin luther king jr. 

McClatchy - Tribune Business News Retrieved from 

https://login.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/462649264?account

id=4840  
2 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
3 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
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SCLC became one of the most influential groups in advocating for equal rights during the Civil 

Rights Movement and boasted the most famous figure from the movement at their helm.  

 SCLC primarily concerned itself with eradicating segregation and providing the same 

opportunities to black Americans that existed in abundance for white Americans. For example, 

they sought to achieve equal access to public facilities and equal voting rights. Though SCLC 

demanded change, it did not lash out against the system that continuously put them at a 

disadvantage when compared to their white counterparts as seen in their actions. Instead, they 

were trying to amend the laws that created unequal circumstances based solely on race. Dr. King 

led a faction that attempted to draw even by way of new laws, not separate or advance ahead. 4 

This is an important distinction to make between SCLC and the Black Panther Party, which will 

be discussed later.  

 SCLC emphasized the nonviolent nature of protesting and they certainly practiced as they 

preached. MLK Jr. and his group participated in marches, rallies and campaign and designed 

them to give themselves, and other groups supporting this same cause, a chance to be visible and 

be the voices for marginalized groups affected by discriminatory laws and practices in the 

South5. Many of these protests took place in the Deep South, a backdrop which illustrated that 

the remnants of institutionalized slavery and deep-seeded racism that they were working against. 

As a result, much of SCLC’s work faced opposition, but they maintained their commitment to 

nonviolence.  

 Though Dr. King continued his commitment to nonviolence until his untimely death in 

1968, his peaceful protests doubled as strategic. Many of the demonstrations that SCLC 

                                                 
4 History. (n.d.). Retrieved April 02, 2017, from http://nationalsclc.org/about-us/history/  
5 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
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designed, among other groups that supported and worked with them, and engaged in gathered 

news coverage and visibility in society6. In other words, they wanted to create controversy and 

be covered by the media. The more people they could reach, the more supporters they could gain 

and the more minds they could change. Dr. King chose venues for protests and demonstrations 

that dually functioned as arenas due to the hotbed of racial tension that existed within them, he 

was essentially performing. When writing about King as a performer Jonathan Rieder wrote, 

“Straddling audiences, he blurred not only the lines between them but their very meaning”7. This 

strategy to remain highly visible and to showcase the violence and the opposition that sought to 

destroy the movement directly related to the clothing they wore when they protested. They 

wanted the media coverage to paint them as the positive force, the relatable and peaceful crowd 

that struggled against a hateful foe in the police. Since clothing can categorize individuals as 

radical or conservative, the clothes they chose to wear emphasized these aims and this strategy 

accompanied multiple SCLC events.8 

                                                 
6 Peake, T. R. (1987). Keeping the dream alive: A history of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference from King to the nineteen-eighties. New York: P. Lang. 
7 Rieder, J. (2008). The Word of the Lord is upon me: The righteous performance of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.  
8 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
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(Clarion-Ledger http://www.clarionledger.com/story/news/local/journeytojustice/2015/10/13/history-mlk-arrest/73888652/) 

 In 1960, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., on the behalf of SCLC, joined a sit-in at Rich’s 

department store in Atlanta, Georgia that student activists from the Atlanta University Center 

orchestrated 9. This constituted SCLC’s first prominent demonstrations.10 As seen in the photo 

above, King is dressed in a suit jacket and tie, along with a matching hat. He dressed in clothing 

appropriate for church, or one’s “Sunday Best”. The other participants in the sit-in dressed very 

similarly. The respectable nature of their dress made their peaceful sit-in stronger. The outfits 

served a purpose. The police arrested and sentenced Dr. King, along with 51 others, and it made 

the photographs that much more powerful. People saw a well-dressed and well-behaved man  

forcefully removed by law enforcement simply for sitting down to order lunch. Upon viewing 

                                                 
9 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
10 Peake, T. R. (1987). Keeping the dream alive: A history of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference from King to the nineteen-eighties. New York: P. Lang. 
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the above photo, people would be more inclined to identify with Dr. King. Days later the Atlanta 

Journal Constitution “spoke out candidly against the abuse of King’s rights” (86). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Perhaps the most famous event that Dr. King and SCLC participated in was the 1963 

March on Washington. On August 28, 1963 hundreds of thousands of people descended upon 

Washington D.C. to march for jobs and freedom. The leadership of SCLC led the interracial 

march.11 Those leading the march, another extensively covered photo opportunity, walked with 

arms linked creating a wall of suits and clerical clothing. This scene and the photos painted a 

picture of the pillars of communities coming together to peacefully call for better circumstances. 

Again, Dr. King remained mindful of the power of the free press and wanted to harness it to 

advance the message of the Civil Rights Movement and, in addition to the promotion of equality, 

                                                 
11 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 

https://www-tc.pbs.org/independentlens/blog/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/marchonwashington2.jpg 
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he carefully projected an image of respectability and “master the art of crossover”.12 Clothing 

represented something that could bond people across racial lines, people tend to identify and 

relate to those who they perceive as similar to themselves. Whereas dressing in radical fashions 

or something that went against the trends of the time functioned as cry of rage, dressing 

conservatively served as the opposite. 13 King wanted SCLC to “crossover” and to be accepted so 

that they could accomplish their goals, and their clothing expressed this as well.  

 

  

In addition to this, the church leaders who dressed in the traditional clothing of pastors 

added another level to the intended effect of the well-dressed protestors. The Church was the 

longest-standing and arguably most important institution in the Deep South. Many Southerners 

look to their local church leaders for guidance and these local churches wield an incredible 

                                                 
12 Rieder, J. (2008). The Word of the Lord is upon me: The righteous performance of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.  
13 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 

http://s.newsweek.com/sites/www.newsweek.com/files/2015/01/16/0116mlk02.jpg 
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influence on the communities in which they live14. To see someone dressed in traditional church 

garb walking with protestors aligns the church and its values with those of the protestors. This 

made them more respectable and relatable since they had the Church on their side. It makes it 

that much harder to continue to advocate for discrimination when one identifies with someone 

else and the most important institution in one’s community seems to support them as well.  

 The March on Washington represents a shining moment in the history of SCLC and the 

broader Civil Rights Movement. Other, more violent, moments in the group’s protesting contrast 

sharply with this march, but important times nevertheless. During the SCLC Birmingham 

Campaign and the Selma to Montgomery marches, both designed to showcase the racial injustice 

in Alabama regarding voting rights and voter registration15. During both of these events the 

protestors again employed the strategy of presenting themselves as relatable; they dressed in a 

way in which everyone could identify with them, even those who were prejudiced against them. 

This strategy powerfully manipulated the depiction of the protesters in the same way that Dr. 

King’s first public protest with SCLC did because law enforcement reacted violently and brutally 

in regards to the protestors. People again saw well-dressed and peaceful demonstrators, both 

hallmarks of being deemed respectable, being subjected to horrible treatment and violence from 

police for attempting to exercise legal rights. The pictures and the response they evoked were 

incredibly powerful.  

 

 

                                                 
14 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
15 Peake, T. R. (1987). Keeping the dream alive: A history of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference from King to the nineteen-eighties. New York: P. Lang. 
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 Birmingham, Alabama operated as the epicenter of the Civil Rights struggle. Along with 

deep-seeded tensions among racial lines, Birmingham chose a leader by the name of Eugene 

“Bull” Connor, a police chief who intended to keep things as they were. As a result, horrific 

images emerged as hoses and full police force inundated peaceful protestors. Once again, people 

saw images of those who looked and dressed just like them being treated poorly without cause. 

In 1963 the Atlanta Journal Constitution described the protestors and the police involved in 

“several battles”, though only one side carried weapons16. The same day the Chicago Tribune 

described the “high-powered fire hoses and vicious police dogs” used against those marching17. 

In the photos above it can be seen that the protesters dressed well, and that made the scene ever 

more powerful. These were people dressed in their “Sunday Best”, not rioters or looters.  

 

                                                 
16 The Archive. (n.d.). Retrieved April 04, 2017, from 

http://www.thekingcenter.org/archive/theme/59921  

Atlanta Journal Constitution 1963 
17 State Police Called Out in Negro Riots. (1963, May 8). Chicago Tribune . Retrieved April 4, 

2017, from http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1963/05/08/page/5/article/leader-warns-of-

birmingham-riot-dangers  

http://www.americanyawp.com/text/wp-content/uploads/Fire-

hoses-used-against-civil-rights-protesters-in-Birmingham-

1963.jpg 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2015/03/birmin2.jpg 
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As mentioned above, the second-most startling images surrounding SCLC protests came 

from a march planned from Selma to Montgomery, both cities in Alabama. The march hoped to 

showcase the difficulties that people faced in practicing their rights to register and legally vote in 

the state of Alabama18. The first attempt at the march ended in horrible violence and came to be 

known as “Bloody Sunday” 19. The photos above functioned very similarly to those from 

Birmingham. One side is peaceful and well-dressed, the other appears aggressive and militant. 

The photos almost look like they came from a war-torn state, not the backyard of many 

Americans. The aggressor is not the protest movement, and that makes these photos 

psychologically compelling.      

 

                                                 
18 Fairclough, A. (1987). To redeem the soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference and Martin Luther King, Jr. Athens: University of Georgia Press. 
19 Peake, T. R. (1987). Keeping the dream alive: A history of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference from King to the nineteen-eighties. New York: P. Lang. 

http://cdn.history.com/sites/2/2015/04/HITH-selma-corbis-42-

 

http://www.trbimg.com/img-54fcc665/turbine/la-na-spider-martin-

photographer-selma-bloody-sunday-20150308 
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As mentioned previously, the primary aim of SCLC was to gain rights that were denied to 

them but guaranteed their white counterparts by influencing legislative and legal changes. They 

were not overhauling the system or lashing out against it, but peacefully marching and 

demonstrating to get a more favorable place within it. Their clothes reflect this. The clothes they 

chose to wear while protesting mirror the style of the time and also feature what counted as an 

acceptable and respectable way to dress. It had ties to the appropriate way to dress for Church, 

one of the most respected institutions in the South. The clothes were a symbol of this. They don’t 

challenge the fashion of the time, but work within it. The clothes helped people identify with 

them because this was a widely popular style of dress. This helped them achieve a more 

http://i2.cdn.cnn.com/cnnnext/dam/assets/130117191909-mills-mlk-march-story-top.jpg 
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favorable status in the society legally classified them as second-class citizens based upon the 

rights granted to them at the time.   
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Chapter Two: The Black Panther Party 

 As the country progressed into the 20th century, new groups began to take control of the 

Civil Rights Movement in America. The Black Panther Party, originally named The Black 

Panther Party for Self-Defense, formed in 1966 in Oakland, California20. The movement grew 

out of widespread police brutality towards African-American residents in Oakland. The events of 

the Civil Rights Movement that preceded the establishment of the BPP largely affected areas in 

the Southern United States, working to undo the institutional racism developed through the Jim 

Crow laws in that region. While other parts of the U.S. did not have laws on the books as 

blatantly racist as those under the Jim Crow system, racism still permeated the entire country 

without being addressed by groups in the Civil Rights Movement .21 Despite achieving things 

such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, legislative actions 

designed specifically to grant equal rights to people previously barred from voting, the 

movement had not yet addressed other areas of racial discrimination in the U.S. As a result, 

communities in the Northern and Western U.S., who dealt with a less self-assertive form of racial 

discrimination, remained unchanged. 

 Huey P. Newton and Bobby Seale founded the Black Panther Party, taking the Civil 

Rights Movement in a new direction as the message transitioned into one of black power. While 

the party originally sought to raise awareness, track unnecessary police brutality towards black 

citizens and to promote black power, the group grew in size considerably and began to grow to 

support community and social programs in urban areas. In addition to this, the BPP embraced 

                                                 
20 Bloom, J., & Martin, W. E. (2012). Black Against Empire : The History and Politics of the 

Black Panther Party. Berkeley: University of California Press 
21 Shih, B., & Williams, Y. R. (2016). The Black Panthers: portraits from an unfinished 

revolution. New York: Nation Books.  



Price 

 

 

18 

Marxist theory and promoted communism. Their most notable program, the “Free Breakfast for 

Children” initiative, began in 1969.  By the late 1960s and early 1970s the BPP had multiple 

chapters in the United States and had international chapters in the United Kingdom and 

Algeria.22 

 

  

 For SCLC, image occupied a very important component of their group, for the Black 

Panthers, image took on even more importance. The Panthers officially created  a uniform for 

                                                 
22 Hilliard, D., & Dr. Huey P. Newton, F. (2008). The Black Panther Party : Service to the 

People Programs. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.  

http://behindthescenes.nyhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/2.31-
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their demonstrations and protests, whereas SCLC had more of a dress code23. The Black 

Panthers reacted against and lashed out at institutionalized racism in the United States; 

maintaining a status quo or being likable to those groups who perpetuated the marginalization of 

minorities did not concern them. They donned clothing reflecting this. The uniform of the Black 

Panthers drew no influence from the acceptable fashion of the day and challenged respectable 

clothing one could wear to church in the way that the clothing of SCLC was. The urban nature of 

the group also contrasted with the rural SCLC, and this showed in their clothing. The Panthers 

sought to make a statement, to proclaim Black Power24. They chose to work outside of the 

existing system, a system they viewed as already broken and beyond repair. The exploration of a 

new identity and the pursuit of new reform doubled as the two-pronged fix. The above image is 

an incredibly famous photo of Huey Newton, one of the founders of the BPP. This portrait 

contrasts sharply with previously included photos of Dr. King. Newton seems to promote 

violence, appearing to play the part of a military leader by posing with weapons. The leader of 

the movement often sets the tone, and the Panthers set out to be perceived as strong and 

unwavering. 

                                                 
23 Mills, K. L. (2007). Black power: The political fashion and anti-fashion of the black panther 

party (Order No. EP72327). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

(1685505184). Retrieved from 

https://login.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/1685505184?accou

ntid=4840  
24 Bloom, J., & Martin, W. E. (2012). Black Against Empire : The History and Politics of the 

Black Panther Party. Berkeley: University of California Press 
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As mentioned above, monitoring the police brutality directed at the black citizens in 

Oakland, California was the first task of the BPP. To do so, the group took advantage of open 

carry laws and frequently had guns on their person. They did this to try to intimidate local 

authorities from abusing their power by violating the rights of minority citizens in Oakland25. 

The fact the the Black Panthers carried guns on their person already sets them apart from SCLC 

and changes the narrative on the civil rights movement. King promoted nonviolence, through 

peace those who belong to marginalized groups could slowly creep their way into the status of 

those who make the laws. The gun is anything but passive and looking to assimilate. The gun is 

                                                 
25 Bloom, J., & Martin, W. E. (2012). Black Against Empire : The History and Politics of the 

Black Panther Party. Berkeley: University of California Press 

http://img.huffingtonpost.com/asset/2000 1000/585aebc31800002d00e43f9e.jpeg 
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bold and assertive. The gun is powerful. From the start, their image lashed out against the system 

that put them down, the gun being just the start.   

 

  

As the party grew in popularity throughout the late 1960s, they began to move beyond 

police patrols and demonstrate on behalf of their cause. When the Black Panther Party took on a 

more public role and becoming a protest group, they adopted this uniform that’s inspiration came 

heavily influenced from military uniforms. They dressed in leather jackets, berets and dark 

colors, except for a pressed, light-colored shirt. It was not just the gun that made them look like 

they belonged in a military unit, it was the uniformity along with the choice of clothing.26 This 

                                                 
26 Mills, K. L. (2007). Black power: The political fashion and anti-fashion of the black panther 

party (Order No. EP72327). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

https://socialistworker.org/sites/default/files/imagecache/330/images/panthers%20on%20the
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look became synonymous with the party; it was as much a symbol of the group as the illustration 

of a black panther was. They had a uniform and it delivered a message as much as their chants 

and actions did.27 

 

  

 At peak popularity the Black Panther Party operated in major cities all across the 

United States. At this point, the party officially adopted the militaristic outfit of black and dark-

colored clothing, the black beret, the sunglasses and were often carrying weapons on their person 

as well. Alison Lurie writes, “Like white, black is associated with the supernatural, but with the 

                                                 

(1685505184). Retrieved from 

https://login.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/1685505184?accou

ntid=4840  
27 Bloom, J., & Martin, W. E. (2012). Black Against Empire : The History and Politics of the 

Black Panther Party. Berkeley: University of California Press 

http://i2.cdn.cnn.com/cnnnext/dam/assets/160211134839-04-black-panthers-0211-super-
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powers of darkness rather than light”28. She also writes that the color black is more likely to be 

taken seriously, is more dramatic and is associated with danger. The psychology behind the 

choice clothing of the Black Panthers supports the narrative they are seeking to perpetuate. This 

group did not gather to assuage people’s fears of violence in the pursuit of equal rights by 

adhering to preexisting conditions of what is good and what is bad. The Black Panthers wanted 

to be heard and their image made a statement that people found nearly impossible to ignore.  

 

      

             Another defining symbol of the Black Panthers appears in the photo above: the raised 

fist. This was the symbol that spoke louder than words. When athletes John Carlos and Tommie 

Smith raised their fists while on the medal podium at the 1968 Summer Olympics in Mexico 

City, their act set the black power movement into motion and the aftershock shook earth.29 This 

                                                 
28 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
29 Smith, T., Steele, D., & Steele, D. (2008). Sporting : Silent Gesture : The Autobiography of 

Tommie Smith. Philadelphia, US: Temple University Press. Retrieved from 

http://www.ebrary.com 

http://www.newyorker.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Harris-on-the-Black-Panther-



Price 

 

 

24 

image became incredibly famous because the men raised their fist during the national anthem of 

the United States, a gesture that deviates substantially from the accepted behavior during the 

national anthem. This became a symbol because it mirrors the philosophy of the party, they paid 

no mind to the accepted behavior and instead concerned themselves with pushing an agenda by 

pushing the envelope. The raised fist paralleled the clothing and strengthened the argument. In 

the same way that their uniform delivered a message that this group did not intend to abide by 

the status quo, a raised fist caught attention and brought notice to the cause.   

 

  

 The image of the panthers did not result in positive coverage from the media. Their 

appearance as militants made them appear as the aggressors, not the demonstrators. Their image 

led to the group being labeled as violent, that the act of carrying a gun denoted an intent to carry 

out a violent act. In addition to this, their Marxist ideology polarized people due the strong 

American anti-Communist sentiments throughout this period as the country moved through the 

http://img.huffingtonpost.com/asset/scalefit 720 noupscale/568b1380190000380178b094.j
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Cold War. 30 As a result, several headlines, like the one above from the Sacramento Bee, 

appeared in the coverage of the Black Panther Party.31 Where the coverage of the SCLC allowed 

people to identify with the protestors, the coverage of the BPP caused them to stray away from 

this kind of alignment with the public. In this case, the Black Panthers took on the same role that 

the police did in the photos from the coverage of SCLC, making it difficult for them to get the 

same kind of support that Dr. King enjoyed. The clothing purported their message, but it sent 

them to the fringe of the movement. There is something to be said, however, that the BPP had no 

intention of being well-liked and publicly supported, and the clothing supports this idea as well. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 Hilliard, D., & Dr. Huey P. Newton, F. (2008). The Black Panther Party : Service to the 

People Programs. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.  
31 Mills, K. L. (2007). Black power: The political fashion and anti-fashion of the black panther 

party (Order No. EP72327). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

(1685505184). Retrieved from 

https://login.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/1685505184?accou

ntid=4840  

http://atlantablackstar.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/01/Black-panther-free-breakfast.jpg 

https://rortybomb.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/f

ree_breakfast.jpeg 
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          Despite the violent and militaristic reputation, the Panthers gained, the group involved 

themselves extensively in the community through providing social programs, as delineated in the 

party’s Ten- Point Program32. Their biggest initiative was the Free Breakfast for Children 

program, featured above on the left. In addition to this, they offered free schools and health 

clinics, as a photographer captured in the picture above on the right. The Free Breakfast for 

Children originated in Oakland, but upon reaching popularity it expanded to multiple locations 

across the United States. The Panthers also began a free ambulance service in different cities and 

neighborhoods in which they operated, as the picture below chronicles.33 The media coverage of 

the Panthers tended to focus upon the militant and aggressive appearance of the party. As a 

result, these community programs got lost in the coverage in the Black Panther Party, solidifying 

their image as an aggressor in society. 

                                                 
32 Hilliard, D., & Dr. Huey P. Newton, F. (2008). The Black Panther Party : Service to the 

People Programs. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.  
33 Bloom, J., & Martin, W. E. (2012). Black Against Empire : The History and Politics of the 

Black Panther Party. Berkeley: University of California Press 
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            Men dominated the leadership both SCLC and the BPP, and women instead took on roles 

in the background of both groups. In SCLC, women dressed in their Sunday best along with the 

men when they participated in protests. In the BPP, women participated in the radical image the 

group perpetuated and involved themselves in the group demonstrations more often than the 

women of SCLC.34   Women in the Black Panther party held considerable roles in meetings and 

organizing the group, especially when the police frequently arrested the male leaders. The 

women in the group dressed in revolutionary garb to keep with the uniform, and they also wore 

their hair naturally and embraced the afro. This departed significantly from standards for black 

women’s hair leading up to this point, and also exhibited another way in which the group 

embodied and supported the idea of black power. 35 

             The Black Panther Party arose to be a force in the face of a society that continued to put 

black citizens at a disadvantage, despite evolving laws that attempted to dismantle a historical 

legacy of engrained racism. It reacted against groups, like SCLC, who embraced respectability 

and did not challenge the system to fight racism more broadly. They existed outside of the 

current status quo, and this was directly reflected in their clothing. The uniform adopted by the 

Panthers made no attempt to adhere to accepted fashion of the day, fitting with preexisting 

conditions of an acceptable protestor held no importance to the group. Their movement protested 

even the “rules” that had been set by Martin Luther King Jr. as to an acceptable demonstration by 

choosing a different style of dress, mirroring the overall movement and their disdain for the 

conditions that created the society of the time in the first place. Consequently, the Panthers did 

                                                 
34 Peake, T. R. (1987). Keeping the dream alive: A history of the Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference from King to the nineteen-eighties. New York: P. Lang. 
35 Brown, E. (1994). A Taste of Power a Black Woman's Story. New York (N.Y.): Anchor 

Books.  
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not enjoy the same media coverage that King did, the media presented the Panthers in a way that 

made them the aggressive force, making it hard for the public to identify with them. In this case, 

their dress directly helped influence this publicity and led to the Panthers reputation as a 

contentious group.  
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Chapter Three: National Organization for Women 

            The women’s rights movement, which occurred in the United States during the 1960s and 

1970s, also employed clothing as a tool in protest. The flagship group of the movement, and 

definitely more conservative when compared to feminist groups that emerged after them, was the 

National Organization for Women (NOW). Multiple prominent women’s rights advocates who 

had influential positions in government and politics at the time founded NOW in 1966 in 

Washington D.C.36. NOW emerged as a direct reaction to the unenthusiastic approach of the 

United States government to legislate to protect and support equal pay between men and women. 

At that point, nearly 50% of women worked outside of the house, and the number continued to 

grow quickly,  Employed women only received 60% of what men earned in the same 

profession37. Though spurred by a growing wage gap, NOW combatted various forms of gender-

based discrimination and advocated on behalf of women across the country. The organization 

quickly grew to having at least one chapter in all 50 states and having 550 total NOW chapters 

across the country, all working advocate on behalf of women.  

        The main goal of NOW was to directly impact legislation that supported equal rights for 

women. Founders Betty Friedan and Pauli Murray wrote a mission statement for NOW that 

said,” To take action to bring women into full participation in the mainstream of American 

society now, exercising all privileges and responsibilities thereof in truly equal partnership with 

men”. They issued a Bill of Rights in 1968 supporting equal wages, non-discrimination policies 

in the workplace and in schools, maternity leave rights and reproductive rights for women,  

                                                 
36 History. (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, from http://now.org/about/history/  
37 Friedan , B. (1968 ). Statement of Purpose. Retrieved April 03, 2017, from 

http://now.org/about/history/statement-of-purpose/ 
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among other issues in which rights for women needed improvement.38 The group devoted 

themselves to comprehensively improving conditions for women across the country and creating 

change. NOW functioned very similarly to SCLC in some regards.  

     NOW was the largest and most influential women’s group at this time in history. Multiple 

radical feminist groups formed during this time, and the leadership of NOW chose to remain in 

the mainstream to attempt to achieve a larger impact. NOW showed reluctance regarding the 

inclusivity of lesbians and refused to take steadfast positions on highly polarizing issues that 

would prevent the group from reaching their overarching goals39.  While this paper covers 

radical feminists in further detail later on, this stance provided an important component of the 

structure and existence of NOW as it conducted demonstrations across the U.S. 

 

                                                 
38 N.O.W. Bill of Rights, 1968. (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, from 

http://coursesa.matrix.msu.edu/~hst306/documents/nowrights.html  

Michigan State University  
39 E Echols, A. (1989). Daring to be bad: Radical feminism in America, 1967-1975. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
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        The founders of NOW are pictured above, at one of the conferences in Washington D.C. 

where the group called home and started in the mid-1960s. As mentioned earlier, there are 

parallels which can be drawn between SCLC and NOW. NOW worked in a very similar capacity 

compared to SCLC in the sense that they both aimed to improve laws for a marginalized group. 

NOW also chose to remain within the status quo in the same way that SCLC was, they wanted to 

reform existing laws to improve conditions for women, they were not calling for an entire 

overhaul of the current system.40 In the above photo, the women dressed in clothing that very 

much adheres to accepted standards of the day. They wore dresses or skirts and heels, a style in 

keeping up with the trends of the day, but their clothing also strongly enforces femininity. 

Dress has long been a more important issue for women to deal with than men, so it 

follows that clothing was just as important, if not more, in the fight for women’s rights than 

anywhere else. Not only did women have to be stylish, they had to look good and be desirable, 

while at the same time remaining modest and retaining a proper decency. Historically, the 

patriarchal society designated women as objects for men in power, therefore the woman had to 

be dressed in attire deemed appropriate by rich and powerful men. Female fashion promoted 

femininity because the more feminine a woman was, the more attractive she would be to men41. 

This legacy of women’s clothing, though considerably dismantled, remains present today. NOW 

governed within the the system that existed already, as seen by their rejection of fringe groups of 

women and more radical feminists, so it follows that they embraced a feminine style of dress. 

They had to wear a skirt and heels to be taken seriously as professional women and not be 

disregarded as too unconventional for the mainstream American to support. Again, dress became 

                                                 
40 Barakso, M. (2004). Governing NOW: Grassroots activism in the National Organization for 

Women. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
41 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
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a tool in which they could use to promote themselves as a group which was worthy of equal 

rights in the way the SCLC dressed well to be taken seriously enough to catalyze legislative 

action.  

 

   

 Above is another photo of the leadership of NOW, with founder and famous writer Betty 

Freidan seated in the middle wearing all black. Just like the photo of the larger group of founding 

women, they are again wearing skirts with matching jackets or dresses. NOW clothing reinforced 

respectable femininity, which they needed to achieve success in a male-dominated., However, 

http://feminist.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/NOW women-605x478.jpg 
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since the message in a movement stemmed from the leadership, NOW conformed to acceptable 

standards of dress for women at the time and so did their message. 42 

 

 

              

  The above photo comes from a 1970 NOW protest and again features the 

group of women who were at the helm of NOW and leading their fight for equal rights. This 

photograph came a few years after the founding of the group and once their work to improve 

rights and conditions for women was set in motion. While the women have changed their 

clothing to be slightly less traditional, for example one woman is wearing pants instead of 

everyone wearing skirts and pantyhose in the two earlier photos. However, this group dressed in 

white as an homage to earlier suffragettes, who always wore white during their protest. 43 This 

                                                 
42 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
43 Barakso, M. (2004). Governing NOW: Grassroots activism in the National Organization for 

Women. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 

http://mediad.publicbroadcasting.net/p/shared/npr/styles/x_large/nprshared/201302/1714115

49 jpg 



Price 

 

 

34 

ties them to an earlier and accepted movement for women’s rights instead of railing against the 

grain. In addition to this, they were still very much concerned with emphasizing their femininity 

by wearing traditionally female clothing items. All four women have their hair down and styled 

according to trends of the time; long hair definitely existed as a traditional feminine symbol.44 

Everything about their clothing points to traditional female dress, which fits with their narrative 

of wanting to improve women’s rights to be equal to those granted to American men.  

 

         In addition to complying with or challenging current clothing fashion trends, women faced 

an additional dimension of scrutiny regarding appearance since society placed a much higher 

importance on attractiveness when it comes to women’s appearance as opposed to that of men.45 

                                                 
44 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
45 Barakso, M. (2004). Governing NOW: Grassroots activism in the National Organization for 

Women. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
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To have a hope of being taken seriously, especially in this time, women were charged with being 

attractive first and foremost. In adhering to current fashion trends, the women of NOW 

conformed to this standard of emphasizing their femininity in order to be more attractive. For 

example, they wore makeup, styled their hair and wore clothing considered attractive far more 

often than radical feminist groups that followed them. NOW worked within the rules of the 

system. In trying to draw even with the rights granted to men, they had to work with the 

conditions that existed. Otherwise their movement may not have received necessary traction and 

attention that allowed them to move forward to accomplish their goals.  

  

 

 NOW held very large-scale protests in support of the Equal Rights Amendment 

(ERA), a U.S. constitutional amendment that guaranteed equal rights for women. Through the 

ERA nearly became an amendment46, it never received the necessary amount of support it 

                                                 
46 Echols, A. (1989). Daring to be bad: Radical feminism in America, 1967-1975. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press. 
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needed to become part of the United States constitution. The above photo stems from a pro-ERA 

demonstration sponsored by NOW. This photo supported already discussed components of NOW 

protests. Their hair is down and they are wearing makeup, again two more very feminine 

attributes.47 Only one woman in the photo is not wearing a dress, and her overalls were very 

much part of the fashion of the late 1960s and 1970s48. The younger women who participated in 

the protests used their clothing in the same manner that the older women in the leadership of 

NOW were, they embraced current acceptable standards of dress for women in order to get the 

American public to take them and their message seriously.49 

  

                                                 
47 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
48 English, B. (2007). A Cultural History of Fashion in the Twentieth Century: From the Catwalk 

to the Sidewalk. New York : Oxford.  
49 Pumping Life Into the Equal Rights Amendment . (2017, March 25). New York Times . 

Retrieved April 5, 2017, from https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/25/opinion/sunday/pumping-

life-into-the-equal-rights-amendment.html 
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  As mentioned above, women had to be attractive, trendy and respectably 

dressed. The older women of NOW dressed in very feminine clothing, but the younger 

participants of NOW were grappling with current fashion trends developing in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s. This notion showed itself in a perfect example in the above photo of Gloria Steinem 

at a pro-ERA protest.  While Steinem did not participate in the NOW leadership, the media 

identified her as a prominent feminist in this time period and she worked closely with the 

organization. In the photo she embodied contemporary fashion trends. Popular trends of the time 

included: the hair parted in the middle, the solid-color crew neck t-shirt and the clear, wide-

rimmed glasses.50 Her approach to clothing differed from that of women pictured earlier in terms 

                                                 
50 English, B. (2007). A Cultural History of Fashion in the Twentieth Century: From the Catwalk 

to the Sidewalk. New York : Oxford.  
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of  individual items, but it aligned with the leadership of the group because she chose to dress in 

items that were decided as trendy by a broad audience. In choosing to wear things that were part 

of the contemporary fashion, she chooses to participate in the conditions that society already 

dictated. She, like all of the women previously discussed, uses her outfit as a tool of protest to 

make herself more relatable, which in turn makes her cause more mainstream. 

 

 

     

  Since NOW worked within the societal confines of what a woman should look 

like, they received fairly favorable news coverage similar to what SCLC and Dr. King enjoyed. 

The above headlines are clips from two different issues of the New York Times that covered their 

http://search.proquest.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/hnpnewyorktimes/docview/117547138/7306E818
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protests in the hunt for equal rights for women. The above clips paint the women as leaders and 

“career women”51. While this, in addition to labeling them as feminists, was much more 

controversial for this time than today, they were not dismissed.52 Their clothing plays an 

important role here. Since they are dressed “normally” and are embracing dress and beauty 

standards for women, they received more serious coverage. As a result, their message gets real 

media attention.  

           Throughout their protests and actions in their early days as an organization, NOW 

embraced a clothing style that mirrored what was already deemed appropriate for women. 

Whether it be more conservative clothing items, or an outfit straight out of a magazine 

showcasing popular trends from the era, NOW incorporates them both. In addition to this, they 

also choose traditional female hairstyles and wearing makeup, showing their commitment to 

beauty standards that society has dictated for women. This choice directly reflected the 

movement because NOW primarily worked towards passing an amendment aptly titled “Equal 

Rights for Women”. They conducted their fight within a system that existed long before this 

group was founded, and accepted preexisting rules in order to work to become equal with men. 

In the same sense that SCLC strived to draw even with the white population of America, NOW 

sought to draw even with the male population. Their approaches to the rights they worked to 

achieve were the same, and their approach to clothing was the same. The clothing did not 

challenge the system, the message challenged the system to improve. 

                                                 
51 By MARYLIN BENDERThe New York Times (by,William E. (1967, Dec 14). The feminists 

are on the march once more. New York Times (1923-Current File) Retrieved from 

https://login.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/117547138?account

id=4840  
52 Echols, A. (1989). Daring to be bad: Radical feminism in America, 1967-1975. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press. 
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Chapter Four: Redstockings 

   NOW was the mainstream group in the Women’s Movement, and many fringe 

groups, who espoused much more radical versions of feminism, were born following the 

conception of NOW. One group in particular, known as The Redstockings, confidently embraced 

this radical brand of feminism and called for a more extensive approach to women’s rights. The 

Redstockings were founded in New York, New York in 1969 following the dismantling of the 

New York Radical Women, a previously existing radical feminist organization. The name comes 

from the label “bluestocking”, a term once used derogatively against earlier feminists, and the 

association of the color red and its historical connection to revolutionary activities. Their 

approach to feminism manifested itself in a grassroots movement that chose to be involved in 

smaller demonstrations and large protests. 53 

                The Redstockings, compared to NOW, embodied a far more radical approach to the 

Women’s movement.  Though NOW favored abortion rights for women, the Redstockings took a 

far stronger stance on supporting pro-choice legislation and also working to break apart the 

controversy surrounding the subject of abortion. In addition to lobbying and protesting in support 

of abortion rights, they held events called “speakouts”. In these events the group created a space 

for women where they could safely share stories about having an abortion. The idea was to put a 

face to the topic in the hope that it would help reduce the stigma and start to dismantle the taboo 

surrounding it. The first speakout was in 1969, but it continued to be a trademark practice of the 

group throughout their history. 54 

                                                 
53 Redstockings Historical Archives . (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, from 

http://www.redstockings.org/index.php/about-the-archives  
54 About Redstockings of the Women's Liberation Movement . (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, 

from http://www.redstockings.org/index.php/about-redstockings  
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      Abortion rights occupied a facet of feminism in which the Redstockings went far beyond the 

approach of NOW. The Redstockings group embraced inclusivity in that they allowed the 

participation of lesbians, something that NOW vehemently stood against as seen through anti-

lesbian sentiments from NOW founder, Betty Friedan.55 The Redstockings also advocated what 

they referred to as “conscious raising to the Pro-Woman Line”. This philosophy, a major 

commanding tenet of the organization, called for the complete breakdown of the patriarchal 

system. They claimed that groups like NOW simply advocated for “institutional reform” that 

continued the existence of a system that allowed for male supremacy to continue. Under NOW’s 

version of feminism, women were given rights only in the context of a male-dominated system. 

The Redstockings wanted to overhaul the entire system and for men to abandon this idea so that 

the two genders could reach equality. For example, this meant having both men’s and women’s 

basketball teams, as opposed to having just the women’s teams denoted by gender.56 

      In the context of this research, the Redstockings strongly parallel the Black Panther Party in 

that they had no desire to work within the system that already existed. The Redstockings rebelled 

against the circumstances that preexisted for American women, and in the same breath rebelled 

against the society that made things this way. They paid no mind to the fact that open lesbianism 

and openly speaking about abortion made some people uncomfortable in the same way that black 

power made people uncomfortable. They adopted radicalism and this showed in their approach 

to clothing. As previously discussed, women had an extra dimension to work with because 

society dictated that not just their clothing had to be acceptable, but their overall appearance. 

                                                 
55 Orleck, A. (2014). Rethinking American Women's Activism . Retrieved April 3, 2017, from 

https://books.google.com/books?id=Q3fZBAAAQBAJ&dq=betty friedan fired rita mae 

brown&source=gbs_navlinks_s  
56 About Redstockings of the Women's Liberation Movement . (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, 

from http://www.redstockings.org/index.php/about-redstockings 
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This in turn made them attractive by societal standards. The Redstockings did not mind either of 

these conditions. Their feminism went beyond the existing social structure, and their clothing did 

not conform to the rules.  

 

 

 

 The radical appearance of the Redstockings was embodied by one of the logos 

of the group. One signature of the group is a stamp of the Redstockings name and address in 

New York, styled in “English Typestyle” 57, but the more powerful image was the above image. 

The logo features a raised fist embedded in the symbol for the female gender; the organization 

always reproduced the logo as red. As previously mentioned, the color red often associated itself 

as being the symbol of revolutionaries. It factored into the creation of the group’s name, and also 

                                                 
57 About Redstockings of the Women's Liberation Movement . (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, 

from http://www.redstockings.org/index.php/about-redstockings 
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factored into designing both the logo and the stamp- which was also red. In addition to this, the 

symbol of the raised fist found itself added to list of revolutionary symbols by the Black 

Panthers, and the Redstockings are drawing on the same idea as the BPP was in that they sought 

to challenge the system at every opportunity. Having the entire symbol encased in the universal 

symbol for female connects the revolutionary red and the radical fist with the women’s 

movement. The logo foreshadows the aim of the Redstockings and the way they used their image 

to further their message.   
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  The picture at the conclusion of the following page originated during a 

Redstockings conscious-raising session, one of their marquee events. It was during these smaller 

events that the participants in the Redstockings group discussed their approach to feminism and 

promoted a broader and more inclusive agenda for improving women’s rights.58 In this photo, 

women sported all different hairstyles and differing the in the length of their hair. Women wore 

dresses, but they also wore pants and striped shirts that resemble menswear. The woman in 

bottom right corner did not wear makeup. All of these different components of the photo come 

together to paint a very different image of a women’s group compared to photos of NOW. In 

addition to their clothing, their body language painted an image  worlds apart from NOW. In the 

official pictures from NOW meetings included earlier, all of the women sat upright with their 

legs cross. The Redstockings all differ in their posture and showed no concern with projecting 

the image of a “proper woman”59. Their rejection of beauty standards and societal rules for 

women mirrors their commitment to working against the patriarchal system the created these 

regulations in the first place.  

                                                 
58 About Redstockings of the Women's Liberation Movement . (n.d.). Retrieved April 03, 2017, 

from http://www.redstockings.org/index.php/about-redstockings 
59 Lurie, Alison. The Language of Clothes. New York: Random House, 1981. 
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      The above photo came from the 1969 protest of the annual Miss America Beauty Pageant by 

the Redstockings, along with other feminist groups. During this protest, women placed any item 

deemed to be restricting women in a trash can, including: bras, corsets, high heeled shoes and 

different makeup items and related tools60. This action depicted itself in the photo below. This is 

also where the myth emerged that American feminists were burning their bras, but no one ever 

set a fire during this event61. The Redstockings casted aside very concrete symbols of the 

stringent beauty standards for women that NOW embraced. This action showed the ideological 

division between the two groups because of the way they treated these beauty items. And, since 

these items were widely included in everyday standards of fashion for women, the Redstockings 

protested against those rules as much as they protested the Miss America Pageant.  

                                                 
60 Freeman, J. (n.d.). No More Miss America! (1968-1969). Retrieved April 03, 2017, from 

http://www.jofreeman.com/photos/MissAm1969.html  
61 KENNEDY, F. (1976). COLOR ME FLO: My Life and Hard Times . S.l.: SIMON & 

SCHUSTER.  
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 This photo came during the Redstockings protest of American beauty pageants 

and the beauty standards they place on women. Two facets of this photo demonstrated how the 

Redstockings embraced a more radical approach to clothing that, in turn, reflected their more 

radical approach to feminism. The first part of this picture that showed the more radical nature of 

the group are the signs they chose to use in the protest. The poster on the right called out a 

society that objectifies women in its advertising, a widespread and commonplace practice then 

and something we still see today. The poster on the left compares this practice to the agricultural 

practice of auctioning off cattle, reducing the status of the women participating in the pageant to 
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that of a barnyard animal. They advocated for female equality. They criticized society for the 

way it uses women. The poster shows that the Redstockings are not only seeking to improve 

women’s rights in terms of those guaranteed to them through legislation, but working to overhaul 

a society that put women at a disadvantage in many different arenas. 

          In addition to their posters, their appearance also supported a more radical agenda. Both 

women sported short hairstyles, which directly contrasted the gender norm that women have 

longer hair and men have short hair. They are quite literally lashing out against a characteristic 

that society uses to determine someone’s gender. The woman on the left dressed quite 

androgynously, sporting a look that departs from traditional femininity. This stands out across 

the backdrop of a beauty pageant, an environment that encourages women to compete against 

one another to be judged largely based on their outward appearance. It is also a backdrop where 

traditional standards of female beauty found themselves valued and awarded, something the 

Redstockings clearly worked against based on their clothing in their public appearances. The 

juxtaposition of the Redstockings protestors and the beauty pageant affirmed the commitment of 

the Redstockings to combat that which inhibits women on all fronts. It also reiterated the 

commitment of NOW to remain constrained within the societal rules surrounding the female 

gender, all in the trek that mainstream acceptance will help result in legislative action to improve 

rights for women. 
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 The Miss America protest was one of the most-covered public protests done by 

the Redstockings and is, therefore, a great source of how they approached using their image to 

convey their message in a public protest. This photo offered another example that showed how 

the Redstockings distanced themselves from the overtly feminine appearance of the beauty 

queens. They did this with their own appearance. The hair of the women in the photo is relaxed, 

they wore minimal makeup and glasses obscured it. Their simple clothing drew no attention to 

the female figure. Their appearance becomes a tool in the protest, they are presenting themselves 

as women in a way that departs from how society defines a woman. They doubled down on their 

approach by holding signs that criticize society for judging women more harshly than it does 

men. They protested these standards for themselves as individuals and they protested these 
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standards for women everywhere. In the same sense that NOW used their appearance to draw 

attention solely to their message, the Redstockings used their appearance to strengthen their 

message. They used their looks to be another mechanism through which they reacted against the 

way women were treated in America. 

 

 

 When discussing the Redstockings, it is crucial to note that style underwent 

many changes on a very broad level throughout the 1960’s and into the 1970’s. When the 

Redstockings conducted their protests, clothing trends rapidly changed around them. They 

worked in a period during which clothes that were once considered radical became more 

mainstream over time. Nevertheless, the extent the Redstockings used their image to display 
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their radicalism to still went fay beyond what society largely accepted. Standards changed, but 

not nearly fast enough to keep up with the work of the Redstockings62. 

 In the same way that the uniform of the Black Panther Party reflected their 

desire to challenge the system on every level, the approach of the Redstockings did the same for 

them. This picture captured a meeting where the Redstockings were discussing future protests 

and speakouts they wanted to organize. They exhibit all different hairstyles. They display all 

different outfits. They seated themselves in different positions. The Redstockings challenged a 

system in every way they could. They demanded for the U.S. to expand women’s rights, they 

called for women’s groups to be more inclusive, and they implored society to change the image 

that a woman had to possess to be true to her gender. The Redstockings worked against the idea 

that being pretty was the price which women had to pay in order to exist in their own space. 

Their image and their approach to appearance when publicly protesting directly connected back 

to their message and their radical approach to feminism. Their arsenal of protest techniques 

included clothing, just like the other three groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
62 English, B. (2007). A Cultural History of Fashion in the Twentieth Century: From the Catwalk 

to the Sidewalk. New York : Oxford. 



Price 

 

 

52 

Conclusion 

       In a public protest, every detail matters. The location, the time, the people involved- a 

demonstration needs them all in order to achieve success. In this equation, the clothing worn by 

the protestors communicated a message like many other mechanisms in a protest. Both 

mainstream groups and radical groups use their clothing to play to their base and advocate for 

their cause; their clothing is different, but the idea behind it is the same. Mainstream groups, as 

seen through examining SCLC and NOW, tend to dress in clothes that conform to the accepted 

fashion of the time. By dressing “well” they draw more attention to the cause because they are 

perceived as a more serious group, which helps them work to even the status quo. By remaining 

within the status quo, these groups put themselves in a favorable position to pursue legislative 

reform for their respective groups.  

          Radical groups wear clothing that mirrors their radical approach to the movement. Their 

message challenges a system to upend itself, and their clothing rails against what many people 

accepted as appropriate fashion. In 2017, the fashion of both the Black Panthers and the 

Redstockings appears more acceptable. Clothing standards for women have relaxed when 

compared to fifty years ago, and the hip-hop music scene co-opted the militant look. Regardless 

of these changes in clothing over time, these two radical groups dressed in a way that people, at 

the time, perceived as outlandish and noteworthy for their time. Both approaches affected the 

way the media covered each respective group, but positive coverage or not, the clothing helped 

strengthen the delivery of the message. In short, the way one dresses to protest matters. 
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