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Introduction  

From an early age I have always been interested in the lives of hippie women: their colourful 

dresses, flowery accessories and vibrant lifestyle are initial eye-catching features that make 

them so attractive. But more importantly, it is their rebellion and clear movement towards the 

emancipation and freedom of young women trapped inside a life of domestic duty that is 

particularly appealing.  

 

However, can this picture perfect lifestyle really be true? Is there more behind the colourful 

façade of long hair and flowers which defines these young women? These were questions that 

came to my head as I ventured to explore more about young hippie women. Thus, I have 

decided to take the opportunity and examine these ideas through the microscope of youth 

cultural studies, and enhance these findings with a series of photographs I took.  

 

Arguably, most subcultural studies of youth have been limited to the study of male youth, but 

there is emphasis that it is vital to credit female youth with the same importance and dedication 

of study (Osgerby, 1998: 50-51). However, though women are seen as present in youth 

cultures, Osgerby argues that young women have often been cast to the margins of subcultural 

life, giving them overall visibility alongside the mods, punks, hippies, rockers and teddy boys but 

arguably no proper sense of cultural production (Osgerby, 1998: 55-56). Indeed, it seems to be 

this marginalisation of women in the subcultural realm that perpetuates their confinement to 

inferiority, and the traditional gender roles take hold once again. But the question remains as to 

what extend this may be true. 

 

This journal will explore this very idea through the example of hippie women. The hippie 

subculture is described as being ‘bright, vivacious, ecstatic, crowd-loving’ and ‘joyful’ (Marty, 

1997: 70), known for concerning itself with music, ‘psychedelic’ drugs, free love, ‘flower power’ 

and being anti-establishment (Time, 1967). The youth in this subculture generally stemmed from 

middle class families that worried their parents with ‘bizarre permutation of the middle-class 

ethos’ they grew up with (Time, 1967). Although this perhaps seems like a subculture that has 

reached harmony with men and women, this may be the tip of the iceberg.  In a superficial 

sense, hippie women seem to be caught between being in a state of liberation through a lifestyle 

of drugs and sex outside of the nuclear family, but simultaneously seem to have adopted 

traditional gender roles within the confines of their communes and in the way they are 
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represented. Thus, this journal will explore how hippie women both challenge and reproduce 

traditional gender roles.  

 

Challenges to Traditional Gender Roles 

 
Image 2: Rieder (2011) 

The hippie woman has distanced herself from the expectations of the 1950s. She has loosened 

the straps of oppression and chooses a life of free love, drugs and equality for self-

determination and spiritual actualisation. 

 

In the old order of the 1950s, girls were required to be ‘neat, clean, well-mannered, obedient, 

helpful, domestically inclined, timid, and sexually pure’, and thus their lives would be lead from 

the private sphere of the home under the watchful eyes of their parents (Lemke-Santangelo, 

2009: 11). On the other hand, boys were almost encouraged to ‘be adventurous, free-spirited, 

and rebellious’, and thus laid claim to the public realm (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 11). Lemke-

Santangelo argues that the hippie culture in itself was aimed at countering the dominant societal 

imperatives at its core, so that this new order would be ‘non-hierarchical, nonviolent, 

cooperative, antimaterialistic, spontaneous, playful, tolerant, emotionally and physically 

expressive’ – in short, everything that was denied to women before in the 1950s (Lemke-

Santangelo, 2009: 8). Thus, the hippie scene centred on rock music as a reflection of their 
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political standing, but also focused on ‘sexual experimentation, communal living, distinctive 

dress and hair styles, and the use of drugs for both men and women (Marty, 1997: 71). They 

built their foundations on the Beatniks critique of society, but also tried to establish a new 

social order (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 9) through the means of sex and drugs, but also 

exploring their bodies and spirituality.  

 

Sexuality and the body were important foci for young hippie women, as this formed the basis of 

their anti-establishment and emancipated lifestyle. Jutte argues that the introduction of birth 

control in the twentieth century was always associated with a form of emancipation (Jutte, 

2008: 157), as it changed the sexual act from being solely reproductive, to a pleasurable activity. 

Consequently, many women used contraception as ‘an opportunity for self-empowerment’, 

even when just used in the home and within marriage; nevertheless, it was used to create 

distance from the role of motherhood (Jutte, 2008: 158). Thus, this allowed for ‘reproductive 

selection’ (Jutte, 2008: 158) and simultaneously provided women with a fundamental right to 

choice regarding her body and sexuality; as a result, marriage was no longer the ‘sole legitimate 

basis for all sexual relationships’ but also love (Jutte, 2008: 159) and lust. Furthermore, the 

women’s movement of the 1960s fought for the right to free access to this kind of 

contraception so that the freedom of choice would be entirely their own (Jutte, 2008: 161). As 

a result, with this sense of new found self-determination, women fostered an ‘awareness of 

one’s own bodily functions and processes as well as the means of their regulation and control’ 

(Jutte, 2008: 161).  

 

Marty argues that during the decades of change, counterculture and revolution there was also a 

change in sexual modes which asserted openness about sexuality (Marty, 1997: 66-67). He 

supports Jutte by postulating that the introduction of the pill brought a greater sexual freedom:  

The concept of ‘sex for pleasure’ increased in marital, but more importantly premarital 

relations as pregnancy could be avoided, ultimately ‘altering both male and female assumptions 

about satisfying sexual relationships’ (Marty, 1997: 67). Sexuality was further distanced from the 

idea of marital relations. But, Marty argues that hippies were seen as a strong influence in the 

counterculture that reacted against society and the establishment and ‘attracted idealistic rebels 

and rebellious idealists’ alike (Marty, 1997: 70-71). Moreover, a distinct feature of the hippie 

subculture was that sexual openness was encouraged for homosexual relationships, and to 

pursue desire (Marty, 1997: 71). In the communes itself, Marty asserts that these were youth 

oriented and loosely organised in often anarchistic ways (Marty, 1997: 72). This made it 
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possible that sex and drugs were at the heart of the communal life, where ‘human relationships 

must be restructured in such a way as to allow for sharing of the whole person – not only 

intelligence, but also body and spirit’; this was achieved through any means desired (Marty, 

1997: 72).  

 

Ergo, the young women of the counterculture increasingly challenged the notion of the sexual 

double standard (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 61). As a result, young hippie women had a more 

liberated relationship to their bodies, sex, and partners in that they could resist coercive and 

manipulative demands, as well as explore homosexual avenues of sexuality as a break with the 

heterosexual imperative; most importantly, the focus shifted to female desire and a loving 

relationship to their bodies, not the sense of disgust and disdain they were forced to believe 

and adopt previously (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 62).  ‘Group gropes’, or having sex with more 

than one person at a time, were also common, and thus carved a way out of the monogamous 

relationships that society had compelled hippie women to follow (Time, 1967). 

 

 
Image 3: Rieder (2011) 

The hippie woman frees her body through self-determination. Marriage no longer constrains 

her sexuality. Bodily experience and pleasure determine her wellbeing. 
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Likewise, drug use served a similar purpose as sex for young hippie women, as they aided in 

exploration of the newfound freedom the hippie subculture posed. According to Marty, drugs 

were used mainly to access the ‘unconscious mind’ and even transcend the physical world into 

a more spiritual realm (Marty, 1997: 73). Entering this spiritual realm would function as a 

further source for self-exploration and resultant emancipation, as the young hippie woman 

would only focus on herself. Furthermore, the ‘psychedelic’ lifestyle brought on by drugs was 

something that most hippies indulged in. Drugs such as marijuana and LSD were particularly 

popular, leading to a life free from the restraints of sex, the draft and education: the societal 

imperative (Time, 1967).  

 

 
Image 4: Rieder (2011) 

Drugs as a spiritual experience and an escape from the societal imperative. The psychedelic 

experience was an important aspect of the emancipation and self-determination for young 

hippie women. Drug usage was a reaction against the notion that girls should be clean and pure, 

and lead a healthy and good lifestyle. The bodily experience is transcended and spiritual 

experience treated with the same importance. 

 

Body hair can be seen as a third aspect of rebellion and emancipation that symbolised young 

hippie women. Miller argues that hair was an important symbol of anti-establishment that young 
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hippies went through as a ‘symbol of separateness’ as well as breaking from the cultural ties to 

their often middle class backgrounds (Miller, 1991: 116). Synnott continues this exploration in 

his article Shame and Glory: A Sociology of Hair, as he says that long hair symbolised unrestrained 

sexuality (Synnott, 1987: 381). Furthermore, having hair elsewhere on the body where women 

were expected to shave, such as the legs and pubic region was seen as politically deviant, and 

thus also shows a sense of liberation (Synnott, 1987: 395-396). Therefore, not only did hippie 

women set themselves apart symbolically and politically, but also physically. 

 

 
Image 5: Rieder (2011) 

The young hippie woman experiences freedom. This newfound freedom manifests itself in her 

bodily experience. 

 

Apart from these three main aspects, the hippie counterculture has found several other 

examples of how young hippie women challenge and depart from 1950s middle class norms, 

though sometimes criticised for being too archaic and indeed having a type of gender order in 

place. For instance, Maggie Gaskin argues that though hippie women still performed some sort 

of domestic labour, they did this in company and together with other women, and not within 

the strict setting of the nuclear family that was heavily guarded and privatised (cited in Lemke-

Santangelo, 2009: 61). Furthermore, as the hippie counterculture drew on Eastern, pagan, 

Native American and esoteric spirituality, the duality of gender was celebrated: their belief 

system was based on the importance of balance and harmony, and so the nurturing and 
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motherly energy from the female was seen as complementary to the aggressive and competitive 

male; the harmony of the masculine and feminine forces emphasised the value of difference and 

thus reacted against the mainstream view that women were inferior to men (Lemke-Santangelo, 

2009: 61). 

 

Hence, these arguments have strengthened the common belief that young hippie women were 

truly emancipated through their sexuality, body, drugs and a liberating sense of spirituality, and 

have thus silenced their critics.  

 

Reproduction of Traditional Gender Roles 

 

In the next section of this journal I will explore other arguments that suggest that the lifestyle 

young hippie women were leading was in fact conforming to what it had ventured to break free 

from.  

 

Lemke-Santangelo asserts that though studies have mentioned young women in hippie 

counterculture research, their coverage is ‘wholly inadequate’ as their actual experiences often 

remained mysterious and not discussed (Lemke-Santagelo, 2009: 10). She argues that most 

underground art, music, publishing and broadcasting enterprises were dominated by male 

hippies, with the exception of a few women that seemingly contributed to their production 

(Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 10-11). In fact, young hippie women served mostly as groupies or 

‘their projections were often orchestrated by managers and agents or reconfigured by their 

audiences’; thus, the image of female hippies was often controlled (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 11) 

and therefore the self-determination that women had would only restrict itself to a few areas of 

their lives. Essentially the public realm of production and determination still belonged to the 

hippie men.  
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Image 6: Rieder (2011) 

Is the young hippie woman a victim to male predators? Is her freedom a ploy for males to live 

out their sexuality more? Does her nurturing, sensitive, motherly, caring nature make her naïve 

and vulnerable? Is the emancipation of the hippie woman a myth? 

 

Lemke-Santangelo also argues that it was possible that hippie girls had not chosen this path for 

their lives, but that they had been lured into the hippie lifestyle by ‘older, guru-type males, drug 

pushers, or seemingly innocent boy-next-door figures’ (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 12). Thus, 

another patriarchy would be created and autonomy taken away once again. The feminist Valerie 

Solanas suggests that hippie womanhood may be depicted as progressive, emancipative and 

liberating, but in reality it is manipulated by males who used the anti-establishment measures as 

an excuse to make more women available to them as they become increasingly dissatisfied with 

the monotony of marriage; thus, the man becomes the ‘manipulative predator’ (in Lemke-

Santangelo, 2009: 22) and thus the dominant gender in society. Therefore, she, along with other 

radical feminists, argues that repression had not disappeared but just taken a new name 

(Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 22).  

 

New Left feminist critics argue that despite the appearance of a liberated subculture, the 

underlying constructs and mechanisms of female ‘hippiedom’ were deeply conservative (Lemke-
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Santangelo, 2009: 59). Other depictions of hippie women showed them as nurturing, maternal, 

super intuitive, ultrafeminine women (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 12), but this was not necessarily 

positive. According to Lemke-Santangelo, ‘hippies believed that women were essentially 

different from men’ and thus ‘more intuitive, nurturing, cooperative, nonaggressive, present-

oriented, and ruled by their emotions and bodies’; in this sense, women were biologically 

determined to be mothers, wives, and caregivers and profoundly and essentially feminine 

(Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 59), thus reiterating the societal imperative. Furthermore, she 

remarks that it was the woman’s responsibility to care for the children in the communes, do 

the cooking, cleaning and weaving; though this was arguably seen as a celebration of femininity, 

the woman was always depicted as the counterpart to the male (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 59).  

 

This was also a reflection of male opinion, as Lemke-Santangelo remarks that many communal 

hippie men stated that the women were contributing to communal life in a spiritual and 

nurturing way, but also in terms of standard household chores; as a result, there existed a very 

traditional male-female demarcation (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 60). There was a strict 

expectation that women would be ‘looking after the food, houses and children’, and so the 

gender status quo was just accepted (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 60). Lemke-Santangelo names 

one hippie who expected his partner to fulfil the role of a traditional woman thus pushing her 

to the fringe of cultural production, while he ‘immersed himself in the art and literary scene and 

engaged in “sexual diversions” that were “business as usual” for his male friends and mentors’ 

(Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 60). Thus, she notes and argues that the women’s liberation, though 

seemingly active in the hippie counterculture, did in fact not occur at all, but was the old 

established order disguised as such (Lemke-Santangelo, 2009: 60).  

 

These arguments therefore counteract the belief that hippie women were liberated, as the old 

established order postulated by middle class norms in the 1950s. 
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Image 7: Rieder (2011) 

Although she is seemingly emancipated, the young hippie woman is still bound to traditional 

gender roles. She cooks, cleans and tends to the children. Thus, what does it mean to be 

emancipated? Are hippie women oppressed? Do sex, drugs and freedom only disguise a new 

form of patriarchy? 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The question still remains if hippie women do actually challenge or reproduce gender roles. Is 

their emancipation and liberation reality, or disguised tradition? Some would argue, that 

through young hippie women freely disposing of their bodies and spirituality through sex and 

drugs, they are challenging the old order. This argument is solid, as young women have 

previously never been allowed to be so open about this and to truly find themselves; 

subsequently, the ‘traditional’ aspects of their lifestyles reflect a healthy duality in their roles. 

However, I would venture to argue that this is only superficial; it may not be as extreme as 

feminists suggesting that it is tradition in disguise, and thus ‘hippiedom’ is only a myth. However, 

the fundamental experience of young hippie women shows that they still reside on the margins 
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of their subculture, and thus they are not chief producers of subcultural capital, but means to 

an end.  
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