
When reg u lar Woman’s Own con trib u tor Eileen Fowler ad vised read ers in Oc to ber 1954 on how
to lose weight, ra tioning had only been abol ished for a few months. De spite the hard ship of re cent
food short ages, her three-part il lus trated se ries, “Trim your fig ure”, left women in no doubt: chores
such as pol ish ing and dust ing should be per formed in such a way as to en able the Bri tish house wife
and mother to keep slim, or re turn to her pre-preg nancy fig ure. The end of food ra tioning marked the
be gin ning of a mod ern slim ming cul ture, which has since per me ated all as pects of women’s lives.

Woman’s Own, one of the most pop u lar post-war women’s mag a zines in the coun try, pur sued this
emerg ing slim ming mantra with vigour, and by the mid-1960s had el e vated di et ing to cen tre stage of
its

weekly beauty ad vice. Not un like mod ern coun ter parts, the mag a zine pub lished count less diet and
ex er cise ar ti cles pro mot ing fe male slim ness as an ideal of post-war fem i nin ity. Clearly, long be fore
Susie Or bach iden ti fied fat to be a fem i nist is sue in 1978, it had al ready de vel oped into a cap i tal ist
one.

Sur pris ingly, weight-loss di ets in the 1950s and 1960s were not too dis sim i lar from to day’s di ets.
In the 1950s, the fo cus was on min imis ing car bo hy drates, and in the 1960s, it was on low-fat, low-
calo rie meals. Di ets ped dled by to day’s women’s press are more of ten than not repack aged ver sions of
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meal plans pub lished 50 years ago. Post-Christ mas di ets, steak di ets, beach-body di ets… they’ve all
been around for much longer than peo ple re alise.

While the rise of the weight-loss in dus try is of ten seen as a re cent phe nom e non of mod ern con- 
sumer so ci eties, char ac terised by the abun dance and af ford abil ity of food stuffs, re search into
Woman’s Own shows slim ming di ets were cir cu lated even dur ing times of aus ter ity. Early post-war
ar ti cles, when ra tioning was still in place, ad vised cut ting down on bread, pota toes and car rots.

As early as 1945, a Woman’s Own ar ti cle on corsets en cour aged women to ex er cise cau tion at
meal times, since “war-time ra tioning has led to an in creased con sump tion of starchy fat ten ing foods,
with un flat ter ing re sults to our fig ures”. In or der to lose weight, the ar ti cle rec om mended re duc ing
the num ber of meals and cut ting down on bread, pota toes, cakes and bis cuits.

Cut ting down on car bo hy drates was re peated in all of Woman’s Own weight-loss ar ti cles pub- 
lished dur ing ra tioning. They were of ten cou pled with liq uid-, fruit- or veg etable-only days. An ex em- 
plary diet (“Fig ure per fect?”), pub lished in 1950, en cap su lates this fru gal ap proach: fresh fruit for
break fast, salad and lean meat for lunch, any meat or fish with a gen er ous help ing of green veg eta bles
for din ner. Fol low ing this sim ple plan would “tackle those sur plus pounds” amassed dur ing win ter, a
sea son that, ac cord ing to Woman’s Own, “has a nasty habit of adding curves we don’t need”.

Starv ing in times of plenty
As ra tioning ended – and short ages sub sided and gave way to in creas ing af flu ence in the late

1950s – the eco nom i cal na ture of Woman’s Own slim ming ad vice also changed. Read ers were now
en cour aged to pre pare more elab o rate diet meals and sig nif i cantly limit por tion sizes and calo rie con- 
tent. Car bo hy drates, how ever, re mained largely ab sent from weight-loss ad vice and only be gan to ap- 
pear on slim mers’ menus when the mag a zine changed its over all nu tri tional em pha sis in the mid to
late 1960s.

This shift saw Woman’s Own in crease its pro mo tion of slim fig ures by of fer ing a range of meth- 
ods, from the “no-diet diet”(1966), to the “three-day-pounds-off-liq uid diet” (1970). The mag a zine
en cour aged its read ers to try what ever weight-loss regime was nec es sary to achieve the de sired shape.

Be tween 1966 and 1970, the mag a zine of fered 40 dif fer ent – of ten po lar-op po site – ap proaches to
weight loss, in clud ing many fad plans, such as the “meat-only diet”, “ba nana and milk diet”, “day-in,
day-out diet”, “fruit only diet”, “but ter milk diet” and the “350-calo rie air host ess diet”. This par tic u- 
lar, ex tremely low-calo rie diet from 1969 clearly meant to ap peal dur ing the jet age, when stew- 
ardesses were widely re garded as glam orous icons of fem i nin ity. While em ploy ment cri te ria set out
by air lines would to day be con sid ered as out right sex ist, many women as pired to be com ing a “star- 
girl”, but could only make the grade if they were young, sin gle and slen der.

A diet of only 350 calo ries per day, as pro posed by Woman’s Own, would un doubt edly bring about
the re quired physique. (In ci den tally, weight re stric tions for flight at ten dants are still in place to day,
al though the def i ni tion is some what broader than in the 1960s and linked to a per son’s body mass in- 
dex.)

The mag a zine urged its read ers to eat bread and count calo ries one week, while ban ning all forms
of car bo hy drates and calo rie count ing the next. Some di ets re mained far below 1,000 calo ries per day
– one ar ti cle from 1969 rec om mended a daily en ergy in take of be tween 350 and 900 calo ries and
asked its read ers to con sume “one hard-boiled egg and one small tomato up to six times a day – only
when you feel hun gry”. The in struc tions added, per haps un nec es sar ily: “Fat van ishes amaz ingly fast”.



Woman’s Own did not al ways con sider ex er cise to be ben e fi cial for weight loss. In the 1950s, it
was un der stood to be, at best, less ef fec tive than di et ing and, at worst, con sid ered to be coun ter pro- 
duc tive to weight loss.

While slim ming di ets were to lower body weight, most ex er cise ad vice was aimed at re duc ing
“trou ble spots” or “prob lem zones”. These were de fined by the mag a zine as a woman’s tummy, but- 
tocks, waist, hips, bust, arms, an kles and wrists. Ac cord ing to Woman’s Own (1954), los ing weight in
these ar eas was best achieved by blend ing house hold chores with ex er cise and com bin ing work outs
with ac tiv i ties such as “pick ing up and car ry ing around the baby, wash ing and iron ing its clothes”.

Los ing weight af ter giv ing birth was of par tic u lar con cern to the mag a zine. It ad vised its read ers
that “as soon as baby is born, be gin your daily ex er cises, so that you will re gain your fig ure in the
short est pos si ble time” (1955). Fur ther ev i dence for the mag a zine’s stance on a wife’s and mother’s
“duty for beauty” is pro vided by an other ar ti cle from 1955, in which the au thor re minded the read ers
that, above all, women must not “let them selves go” af ter preg nancy. The au thor in structed mothers
to re mem ber that “you’re still a wife as well as a mother – so you want to stay at trac tive”.

Look ing good for your man
The ar gu ment that a woman’s worth was re flected in her hus band’s judge ment, was re peated time

and again. The mag a zine de scribed how men would be come nat u rally dis grun tled if their wives “let
them selves go” af ter a few years of mar riage and moth er hood. The link be tween body weight and a
woman’s re pro duc tive life was re peated in the early 1960s, when Woman’s Own pointed out that
women were to groom them selves and keep trim fig ures dur ing the menopause. The em pha sis was
most of ten placed on a woman’s duty to keep her youth ful ness through a slen der physique, sug gest- 
ing that a slen der fig ure was needed to look pretty in the lat est fash ions.

But it was not just post par tum or menopausal weight gain which the mag a zine fo cused on.
Woman’s Own also linked “good mother ing” to body weight and at one point ex claimed that “not only
are fat women worse risks as mothers – they also have more com pli ca tions in child birth and a higher
de gree of deaths among their un born chil dren”.

An other an gle to the im per a tive of “slim wife dom” was pro vided by an ar ti cle of 1956, head lined:
“How to be a bet ter wife”. Upon her hus band’s un founded re mark that she was be com ing much too
fat, his wife re alised that it was, in fact, hubby who was wor ry ing about his weight, but couldn’t bring
him self to ad mit it. But in stead of stand ing up for her self – it was, af ter all his prob lem, not hers –
she said she would be “quite happy to co op er ate be cause we are told that ex tra pounds take years off a
man’s life”. She fin ished up by re mind ing the reader that it is a wife’s duty to keep her hus band
happy, even if, as in this case, it meant pre tend ing to be over weight her self.

With the ad vent of sec ond-wave fem i nism in the mid 1960s still a few years off, this story per fectly
il lus trates the mag a zine’s stance of a woman’s tra di tional role in re la tion to her hus band dur ing the
post war years.

Even when the in clu sion of men in Woman’s Own weight-loss ar ti cles in creased in the late 1960s,
it was made clear that women are the weaker sex: male slen der ness was de picted as vi tal for a man’s
health and por trayed as an out ward sign of his fi nan cial suc cess and sex ual prow ess. In 1966, the
mag a zine pub lished the story of a male slim mer who re luc tantly went on one of Woman’s Own’s low-
car bo hy drate di ets only to dis cover that cut ting out beer, bread and pota toes sig nif i cantly en hanced
his pro fes sional sta tus and pro vided the stamina re quired for im pend ing fa ther hood.



The de scrip tion of the male slim mer was in stark con trast to that of fe male di eters. A woman’s
jour ney to a slim body was usu ally de scribed as be ing ham pered by her un con trol lable food crav ings
and moods, as gov erned by the stages of her re pro duc tive life cy cle.

Over all, the late 1960s saw Woman’s Own con tinue to pro mote a slim fig ure as a woman’s “must-
have” ac ces sory. But what had markedly changed was not just the nu tri tional con tent of its di ets, but
its un der tones. A slen der fig ure was no longer just pro moted as a nec es sary means for women to ful fil
their roles as wives and mothers, it was cou pled with gen eral mes sages of health, beauty and “vi tal- 
ity”, and in creas ingly pro moted weight loss as a form of “self-help” – by now, of ten achieved within a
slim ming group.

This change was in step with a shift in the gen eral con tent of Woman’s Own dur ing the same pe- 
riod. From 1967 on wards, the mag a zine in creas ingly pub lished ar ti cles on women’s strug gles for
more in de pen dence, job prospects or ed u ca tion, re flect ing, per haps, the chang ing ex pe ri ences of its
read er ship. In deed, the quest for equal ity in the 1960s was not nec es sar ily at odds with the rise of the
con sumer so ci ety.

More and more mar ried women en tered the work force from the late 1950s on wards, and there
was a grow ing pub lic de bate and aware ness of women’s chang ing role in so ci ety. So how was it that,
dur ing this pe riod, a slim fe male beauty ideal, to be achieved via gen er ally se vere meth ods, be came a
deeply en trenched norm that still ex ists in the 21st cen tury? Cer tainly, Woman’s Own’s fo cus on the
“duty for beauty” – and with it for a slen der body, re mained and even in creased in in ten sity.

Weight loss was no longer a mat ter of sim ply cut ting out car bo hy drates. Now, any method would
do as long as the re quired body shape was achieved – whether that was the body of the stereo typ i cal
1950s home maker, or that of the equal ity-con scious work ing woman of the late 1960s did not mat ter.
The theme of women’s lib er a tion be came ef fort lessly in cor po rated into Woman’s Own’s prom ise of a
thin body.

The obe sity cri sis be gins
The mag a zine’s in creased fo cus on di et ing dur ing the 1960s was partly driven by con cerns over an

im pend ing obe sity cri sis, as it was then that ev i dence for the detri men tal ef fects of over-con sump tion
be came more widely known. Al though the preva lence of obe sity was com par a tively small in the
1960s, re search on as so ci ated con di tions such as heart dis ease, high blood pres sure and di a betes, be- 
gan to make head lines. This fol lowed the pub li ca tion of the “Build and blood pres sure study” in 1959
by US in sur ance com pa nies – which, at the time, rep re sented the largest body of in for ma tion re lat ing
body weight to mor tal ity, and which was quickly adopted, world wide. As Woman’s Own rather
bluntly put it in 1969:

No one wants to be fat. Not just be cause over weight – as sta tis tics prove – is a recog nised health
dan ger; not just be cause it looks un sightly and ridicu lous in trendy fash ions. But be cause be ing too
fat di min ishes your iden tity

Obe sity re search fu elled a grow ing slim ming cul ture and in creased the pop u lar ity – and num ber –
of slim ming clubs, re place ment foods and weight-loss di ets in the late 1960s. Be tween 1966 and 1970,
the mag a zine reg u larly pub lished weight-loss ar ti cles pro mot ing the con sump tion of slim ming liq uids
and bis cuits, com mer cial slim ming foods and ar ti fi cial sweet en ers.

Fur ther ev i dence for Woman’s Own em brac ing the de vel op ing com mer cial slim ming cul ture in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, is that of the mag a zine’s pro mo tion of slim ming clubs. Here, Woman’s
Own pub lished a Weight Watch ers pull-out cook book as early as 1967, point ing to the suc cess of the



idea that “has spread like wild fire in Canada and the US”. The woman’s weekly also teamed up with
its Bri tish equiv a lent, Sil hou ette Slim ming, of fer ing pull-out diet book lets and vouch ers for a re duced
regis tra tion fee.

In the age of post-war af flu ence and ris ing body weights, com mer cial forces recog nised early on
that the

prop a ga tion of a slim ideal would prove lu cra tive. And women’s mag a zines pro vided the ideal
plat form to trans mit these mes sages and so were in stru men tal in the dis sem i na tion and en trench- 
ment of a thin ideal to as pire to.

The lo ca tion of a slim beauty ideal within the con text of a woman’s tra di tional post-war role and
re pro duc tive life cy cle typ i fied slim ming ad vice in Woman’s Own dur ing the 1950s and 1960s. A slen- 
der fe male body was meant to please, al though not nec es sar ily women them selves. And ex ter nal
recog ni tion, granted merely on the merit of phys i cal beauty, was sup posed to lead to women’s self-
ful fil ment in their tra di tional roles as wives and mothers.

Given the con text of the im me di ate post-war years and the mag a zine’s so cially con ser va tive
stance, this find ing is hardly sur pris ing. What is star tling, how ever, is how lit tle the core mes sage on
slim ming has changed since. Many weight-loss di ets pub lished in con tem po rary women’s mag a zines
are sim ply repack aged ver sions of those in cir cu la tion half a cen tury ago.

The “ra tio nale” for a slen der body given by to day’s women’s press has also re mained strik ingly
sim i lar: a slen der body is still over whelm ingly as so ci ated with beauty, de sir abil ity and self-ful fil ment.
It seems that only the terms have changed, since women are no longer con fined to house wifery and
moth er hood. But de spite women’s chang ing so cial roles and re spon si bil i ties, the dif fer ent stages of
her re pro duc tive life still loom large in to day’s weight-loss ad vice, with mag a zines con tin u ing to
praise or scold the abil ity to con trol post-par tum or menopausal weight gain.

What ever ad vice is given, the panacea for weight loss is as elu sive as it has al ways been. This,
clearly, is ex ploited by the weight-loss in dus try, for which women’s mag a zines have al ways pro vided a
plat form. With its high fail ure rates, the slim ming mar ket is a gift that keeps on giv ing – some thing
that Woman’s Own al ready un der stood some 60 years ago.
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