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Abstract

This paper explores the transformation of beauty standards in Western society from the 

Renaissance to the modern era, providing a comprehensive analysis of how these standards have 

evolved  over  time.  The  study  delves  into  various  historical  periods,  examining  how socio-

cultural,  economic,  and  technological  factors  have  influenced  perceptions  of  beauty.  The 

Renaissance  era's  idealized  beauty,  the  Victorian  emphasis  on  modesty  and  refinement,  the 

liberated styles of the early 20th century, and the diverse representations of the post-war era are  

all scrutinized. Additionally, the paper discusses the modern era's dynamic and inclusive beauty 

standards  shaped  by  media  and  technology.  By  analyzing  these  changes,  the  paper  aims  to 

highlight  the  dynamic  nature  of  beauty  standards  and  their  implications  on  individual  self-

perception  and  societal  norms.  It  also  addresses  the  ongoing  challenges  in  achieving  true 

inclusivity and acceptance of diverse beauty forms. The study underscores the importance of 

understanding the historical context of beauty standards to foster a more inclusive and positive 

perception of beauty in contemporary society.

Introduction

Beauty standards have always played a significant role in shaping societal norms and 

individual self-perception. These standards, deeply embedded in cultural, economic, and social 

frameworks,  dictate  what  is  considered  attractive  and  desirable  within  a  given  society.  In 

Western society, beauty standards have undergone profound transformations over the centuries, 

influenced by various factors, including art, fashion, media, and technological advancements.  



The evolution of these standards reflects broader societal changes and offers valuable insights 

into the dynamic nature of cultural values and norms.

The concept of beauty is not static; it is fluid and constantly evolving. Each historical 

period  brings  with  it  a  unique  set  of  ideals  that  are  influenced  by  the  prevailing  cultural,  

economic,  and  social  conditions.  For  instance,  the  voluptuous  figures  celebrated  during  the 

Renaissance were a stark contrast to the slender, androgynous look that gained popularity during 

the  1920s.  These  shifts  are  not  merely  aesthetic  but  are  also  indicative  of  deeper  societal  

transformations,  such  as  changing  gender  roles,  economic  developments,  and  technological 

innovations.

This paper aims to explore the evolution of beauty standards in Western society from the 

Renaissance to the modern era. By examining different historical periods, we can understand 

how beauty ideals have been shaped by various factors and how they have impacted societal 

norms  and  individual  self-perception.  The  Renaissance  era's  focus  on  idealized  beauty, 

characterized by natural and voluptuous forms, sets the stage for understanding how art  and 

literature influenced early beauty standards.  Moving into the Victorian era,  the emphasis  on 

modesty  and  refinement  reflects  the  societal  expectations  of  women  during  that  time, 

highlighting the intersection of beauty and gender roles.

Renaissance Era: Idealized Beauty

The Renaissance era, spanning from the 14th to the 17th century, marked a significant 

period of  cultural  rebirth in Europe,  characterized by a renewed interest  in the classical  art, 

literature,  and  philosophies  of  ancient  Greece  and  Rome.  This  period  witnessed  profound 

changes in the arts and sciences, which, in turn, influenced societal norms, including concepts of 

beauty. During the Renaissance, beauty standards were heavily influenced by artistic and literary 



depictions,  creating  a  distinct  and  idealized  vision  of  female  beauty  (Jones,  2016).

Victorian Era: Modesty and Refinement

The Victorian era, named after Queen Victoria who reigned from 1837 to 1901, was a  

period marked by strict social mores, moral rigidity, and a strong emphasis on propriety and 

modesty. Beauty standards during this time were deeply intertwined with societal expectations of 

women,  who were often seen as  paragons of  virtue and domesticity.  The ideal  woman was 

expected to embody purity, modesty, and refinement, reflecting the broader cultural values of the 

period.

In the Victorian era, the ideal female form was characterized by a demure and delicate 

appearance.  Women  were  expected  to  have  a  pale  complexion,  which  was  often  achieved 

through the use of lead-based cosmetics and avoidance of sunlight. Pale skin was a symbol of 

purity and a marker of social status, indicating that a woman did not have to labor outdoors. To 

maintain this ideal, women would go to great lengths, including the use of parasols, bonnets, and 

gloves when outside.

The  Victorian  silhouette  was  also  distinct  and  heavily  influenced  by  fashion.  The 

hourglass figure was highly prized, with a particular emphasis on a cinched waist.  This was 

achieved through the use of corsets, which were worn tightly laced to create a narrow waistline, 

sometimes as small as 18 inches. The corset not only shaped the body but also served as a 

symbol of femininity and discipline. While corsets were praised for enhancing the female form, 



they often caused significant discomfort and health issues, including difficulty breathing and 

deformed ribcages (Steele, 2001).

The early 20th century was a period of dramatic social change and cultural upheaval, 

which significantly influenced beauty standards. This era saw the emergence of new ideals that  

both challenged and diverged from previous norms. The period is particularly notable for the rise 

of the flapper in the 1920s and the subsequent impact of Hollywood glamour in the 1930s and 

1940s.

The  1920s,  often  referred  to  as  the  "Roaring  Twenties,"  was  a  decade  marked  by 

significant social, economic, and cultural changes. The aftermath of World War I brought about 

a sense of liberation and a desire for novelty and change. This sentiment was embodied in the 

figure of the flapper,  a young woman who defied traditional conventions with her bold and 

rebellious style.

Flappers were known for their distinctive fashion choices, which included shorter skirts 

that rose to the knee, bobbed haircuts, and a more androgynous silhouette. This was a stark 

contrast to the Victorian emphasis on modesty and the hourglass figure. The flapper's slender and 

boyish figure, often accentuated by loose-fitting dresses with dropped waistlines, became the 

new ideal of beauty. This look was complemented by a more dramatic use of makeup, including 

dark, kohl-rimmed eyes, and bright red lipstick, which were considered daring and modern at the 



time (Banner, 1983).

Post-War Era: The Rise of Diversity

The  post-war  era,  encompassing  the  late  1940s  through  the  1970s,  was  a  period  of 

significant  social,  cultural,  and  economic  transformation.  After  the  turmoil  and  austerity  of 

World War II,  there was a newfound optimism and a desire for renewal and growth. These 

changes were reflected in evolving beauty standards, which began to embrace a wider range of  

body  types,  ethnic  features,  and  fashion  trends.  This  era  laid  the  groundwork  for  the  more 

inclusive beauty ideals that would develop in the later 20th and 21st centuries.

In  the  immediate  aftermath  of  World  War  II,  the  beauty  ideal  reverted  to  a  more 

traditional, glamorous, and feminine aesthetic, which contrasted sharply with the androgynous 

look of the 1920s flapper and the utilitarian styles of the wartime years. The hourglass figure, 

epitomized by Hollywood stars such as Marilyn Monroe, Grace Kelly, and Elizabeth Taylor, 

became the standard of beauty. This ideal emphasized a curvaceous figure with a small waist, 

fuller bust, and hips, often accentuated by fashion choices like fitted dresses, high-waisted skirts,  

and structured undergarments (Banner, 1983).

The  beauty  standards  of  the  1950s  were  heavily  influenced  by  Hollywood  and  the 

burgeoning consumer  culture.  With  the  rise  of  television  and cinema,  images  of  glamorous 

actresses became ubiquitous, and their looks were widely emulated. Makeup styles included bold 



red lips, perfectly arched eyebrows, and a polished, immaculate complexion, achieved through 

the use of foundations and powders.

The 1960s brought about a dramatic shift  in beauty standards,  driven by the cultural 

revolution and the rise of youth culture. This decade saw the emergence of the "Mod" look, 

characterized by its youthful, androgynous aesthetic. The iconic figure of this era was the British 

model Twiggy, whose slender frame, short hair, and wide-eyed look epitomized the new beauty 

ideal. Twiggy's look was complemented by bold, graphic makeup, including heavy eyeliner and 

pale lips, which became fashionable among young women (Breward, 2003).

The 1960s were also marked by the civil rights movement and a growing awareness and 

celebration of ethnic diversity. Models like Donyale Luna, the first African-American model to 

appear on the cover of British Vogue, and Veruschka, with her strikingly unconventional beauty, 

expanded the representation of different racial and ethnic backgrounds in fashion and media.  

This period marked the beginning of a slow but significant shift towards more inclusive beauty 

standards.

The 1970s continued the trend towards diversity and natural beauty, influenced by the 

countercultural movements of the 1960s. This decade embraced a more relaxed and natural look, 

often referred to as the "hippie" aesthetic. Long, flowing hair, natural makeup, and a tanned 

complexion became fashionable, reflecting a return to a more organic and uncontrived ideal of 



beauty.

Modern Era: The Influence of Media and Technology

The modern era, spanning from the late 20th century to the present day, has witnessed 

unprecedented changes in beauty standards, driven largely by the rapid advancements in media 

and technology. The democratization of beauty through social media platforms, the rise of the 

body  positivity  movement,  and  the  pervasive  influence  of  digital  editing  and  cosmetic 

procedures have all played significant roles in shaping contemporary beauty ideals. This era is  

marked by a complex interplay of inclusivity and the persistence of idealized images, reflecting 

broader societal changes and technological advancements.

The  advent  of  social  media  platforms  such  as  Facebook,  Instagram,  TikTok,  and 

YouTube has revolutionized the way beauty standards are disseminated and consumed. Unlike 

traditional media, social media allows for user-generated content, giving individuals the power to 

influence  beauty  trends  and  standards.  Influencers  and  content  creators,  often  with  massive 

followings, play a pivotal role in shaping beauty ideals. They introduce diverse and niche beauty 

trends,  from  makeup  tutorials  and  skincare  routines  to  fashion  hauls  and  body  positivity 

messages.



Social media has also democratized beauty, providing a platform for voices and faces that 

were traditionally underrepresented in mainstream media. Movements such as #BlackGirlMagic, 

#LoveYourLines,  and  #EffYourBeautyStandards  have  emerged,  celebrating  diversity  in  skin 

tones,  body types,  and features.  These movements have helped to challenge and expand the 

narrow definitions of beauty that have long dominated Western culture.

The  body  positivity  movement,  which  gained  significant  momentum  in  the  2010s, 

advocates for the acceptance of all body types and challenges the stigmatization of fat bodies.  

This movement promotes the idea that all bodies are worthy of love and respect, regardless of 

size, shape, or appearance. It has been instrumental in pushing back against the unrealistic and 

often unattainable beauty standards perpetuated by traditional and social media.

High-profile campaigns by brands such as Dove, with its "Real Beauty" campaign, and 

Aerie, with its commitment to no retouching, have brought body positivity into the mainstream. 

These  campaigns  feature  models  of  various  sizes,  ages,  and ethnic  backgrounds,  helping  to 

normalize diverse representations of beauty. The body positivity movement has also fostered 

greater  awareness and acceptance of  conditions like acne,  stretch marks,  cellulite,  and other 

features that were previously stigmatized.

While  social  media  and  body  positivity  movements  have  introduced  more  inclusive 

beauty  standards,  the  modern era  is  also  characterized by the  pervasive  influence of  digital  

editing and cosmetic procedures. Photo-editing apps and filters, such as Facetune and Snapchat 

filters, allow users to alter their appearance, smoothing skin, reshaping features, and enhancing 

body  proportions.  These  tools  can  create  highly  idealized  and  often  unrealistic  images, 

contributing to the pressure to conform to certain beauty standards.



The rise of cosmetic procedures, including Botox, fillers, and plastic surgery, has further 

complicated modern beauty ideals. These procedures, once accessible only to the wealthy, have 

become more  affordable  and  widespread.  They  offer  individuals  the  ability  to  modify  their 

appearance to fit contemporary beauty standards more closely. The normalization of cosmetic 

enhancements  through  social  media  and  celebrity  endorsements  has  also  increased  their 

acceptance.

Despite the challenges posed by digital editing and cosmetic procedures, the modern era 

has seen significant strides towards inclusivity and diversity in beauty standards. The fashion and 

beauty industries  have increasingly  embraced a  broader  range of  models,  featuring different 

ethnicities, body types, genders, and ages. Models like Ashley Graham, Winnie Harlow, and 

Halima  Aden  have  become  prominent  figures,  breaking  barriers  and  challenging  traditional 

norms.

The concept of gender-fluid beauty has also gained traction, with more representation of 

non-binary and gender-nonconforming individuals in media and fashion. Brands are creating 

gender-neutral  products,  and  fashion  shows  are  featuring  a  more  diverse  array  of  models, 

reflecting  the  growing  acceptance  of  diverse  gender  identities.

 Conclusion



The evolution of beauty standards in Western society is a reflection of broader cultural,  

social,  and  technological  changes  over  the  centuries.  From  the  voluptuous  figures  of  the 

Renaissance to the modest refinement of the Victorian era, from the liberated styles of the early  

20th century to the diverse and inclusive beauty ideals of the modern era, each period has left an 

indelible mark on what is considered beautiful. This continuous transformation highlights the 

dynamic nature of beauty standards and underscores the powerful influence of societal values 

and technological advancements.

The Renaissance era celebrated natural beauty and purity, with art and literature playing a 

significant  role  in  shaping  ideals.  The  Victorian  era,  in  contrast,  emphasized  modesty  and 

refinement, reflecting the era's stringent moral codes and gender norms. The early 20th century 

brought about significant shifts with the flapper movement, challenging traditional norms and 

introducing a more liberated, youthful aesthetic. The rise of Hollywood further solidified certain 

beauty ideals, creating icons that continue to influence contemporary standards.

The post-war era marked a pivotal shift towards greater diversity in beauty standards. The 

acceptance of different body types and ethnic features began to take root, laying the groundwork 

for  the  inclusive  ideals  of  the  modern  era.  The  1960s  and  1970s  saw  the  emergence  of 

subcultures and countercultural movements that further diversified beauty standards, celebrating 

individuality and rejecting conventional norms.

In the modern era, the influence of media and technology has both democratized and 

complicated  beauty  standards.  Social  media  platforms  have  provided  a  space  for  diverse 

representations and body positivity movements, challenging the narrow definitions of beauty that 

have  long  dominated  Western  culture.  However,  the  prevalence  of  digital  editing  tools  and 



cosmetic  procedures  has  also  perpetuated  idealized  images,  creating  new  pressures  and 

expectations.

In conclusion, the evolution of beauty standards in Western society is a testament to the 

fluid and dynamic nature of cultural values and norms. Each historical period has contributed to 

the current landscape of beauty standards, reflecting broader societal changes and technological 

advancements.  As  we  continue  to  navigate  the  complexities  of  modern  beauty  ideals,  it  is 

essential to promote inclusivity and diversity, challenging restrictive norms and celebrating the 

rich tapestry of human beauty.
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