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To figure out whether a stranger’s newborn is a boy or girl, we often look for the universal
clue —a scattering of pink for a girl, or blue for a boy. But many centuries ago, color—
particularly blue and pink—weren’t an indicator of gender, but rather caste and class.

In the Renaissance, pink was a particularly treasured dye. And because it was expensive,
pink was used by the male elite. Blue was also a prized pigment. From the 15th century this
expensive pigment was often used for depicting the woman who most represented honor and
virtue — the Virgin Mary.

Up until the early 20th century, baby clothes were mainly neutral-colored. At the time, there
was an emphasis on practicality — quick nappy changes and bleaching were important for
working-class mothers who hand-washed clothing that was shared between multiple children.

After World War II, men wanted their jobs back and governments encouraged women to
return to their roles in the domestic sphere. Marketers focused on selling goods to nuclear
families, which had the effect of reinforcing separate gender roles in the household. The
easiest way to delineate gender roles from birth was through colors. Dressing babies in certain
colors produces rigid understandings of gender roles from an early age.

Women’s fashion and make-up of the 1950s also played a role. Coming out of a war, it’s not
hard to understand the charm of health and vivacity. Make-up could help women look in good
health. Into puberty and beyond when a girl is exploring her gender, most girls will engage
with femininity in varying degrees. In our culture, the default way to practice femininity is
through appearance and, especially, the wearing of pink.

As a result of this color code, many young girls will seek out pink things to express their

femininity, which fuels companies to sell pink items to girls, perpetuating the cycle.

(H#) Gillian Aeria, “Why Boys are Blue and Girls are Pink,” Pursuit, May 2, 2016, University of Melbourne
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