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Introduction

This year, circumstances meant that the conference
was held online. While it was disappointing to miss

The significance of clothing in the presentation of
self is what underpins its power, both for the
individual and for society as a whole. The way we
dress signals our status, our attitudes, and our
loyalties. It is this power that allows it to be exploited
to other ends, and it is this that makes it such a
successful political tool.

The usual socialising and networking opportunities,
the breadth and depth of the papers included here,
and the quality and engagement of dialogue, more
than made up for that. I so much enjoyed being part
of this year’s community, and look forward to our
next conference, when hopefully we’ll come together
in person.

This year’s conference has taken as its theme the
power and politics of dress. At Dress in Context we use
the term Dress to convey all aspects of appearance,
from the outer façade of clothing and other forms of
adornment to the experience and presentation of the
body. Thus, The Body Politic embraces a wide range of
perspectives on the potential of dress for political
expression, whether played out on a national or
international stage, or more subtly, in individual
competition for power. Over the three days of the
conference, delegates explored all of these aspects,
with contributions from many disciplines lending
depth to our discussion; and this is reflected in these
Proceedings.

Anne Boultwood
May 2021

Our keynote speakers addressed the notion of
political power from their diﬀerent standpoints. We
were delighted to welcome back Eleri Lynn, who told
us of the lavish fashions of the Tudor Court, and how
pivotal they were in the communication of status and
power, and how the clothes people wore were used as
weapons in the intrigue and politics of the court.
Eleri’s presentation highlighted the way dress can
blatantly manifest power, and provided a stimulating
beginning to the conference. Rebecca Mitchell, on
the other hand, spoke of how seemingly restrictive
Victorian fashions, such as the crinoline, were often
deployed by women as a means of asserting power in
an otherwise stifling society: less blatant perhaps, but
no less eﬀective. Finally, Ben Barry told us of his
research into the ways disabled and non-binary men
use clothes to maintain a coherent sense of self while
navigating the sometimes hostile world of fashion.
These men represent a sector of society that is often
neglected in fashion, and it was refreshing to hear
their positive stories, especially as men in general
don’t often figure in Dress in Context events.
The conference papers included here are no less
thought-provoking, covering topics as wide-ranging as
female empowerment, the power of uniforms,
political and cultural identity, and sex and the politics
of gender.
7

KEYNOTES

Dr Ben Barry

Chair and Associate Professor of Equity,
Diversity, and Inclusion, Ryerson University

Mad styling and crip clothing: masculine
self-fashioning in a sanist and ableist World

Ben Barry (he/him) is Chair and Associate Professor of
Equity, Diversity and Inclusion in the School of Fashion at
Ryerson University. As of July 2021, he will join Parsons
School of Design as the Dean of Fashion and Associate
Professor of Equity and Inclusion in Fashion. Using
wardrobe interviews and arts-based methods, Ben’s research
examines the shifting relationships between masculinity and
fashion with a focus on the experiences of wearers in everyday
life and the entanglements of masculinity with queer, fat and
disabled embodiments. He holds an undergraduate degree in
gender studies from the University of Toronto and a Master’s
in Innovation, Strategy and Organization and PhD in
Management from Cambridge University.

This talk explores how disabled, D/deaf and madidentified men and masculine non-binary people use
clothing to navigate the social world and make their
own worlds. I draw on select sartorial biographies
from my four-year project—Cripping Masculinity—
that centres how disability, D/deaf and mad
masculine experiences with clothing stretch
understandings of body-minds, gender and fashion.
Following disability justice and anti-psychiatry
movements, “mad” and “crip” are used with pride,
as political acts to aﬃrm disability and neurodivergence and open up with desire for how
disability disrupts. This talk will provide a shift away
from the dominant framework in fashion studies in
which marginalized bodies are primarily storied as
damaged and oppressed. I will centre the wisdom,
creativity and joy that comes from disabled, D/deaf
and mad-identified people’s relationships and
experiences with clothing because of, and without
denying, systemic oppression. Through their
encounters with clothing, disabled, D/deaf and
mad-identified men and masculine non-binary
people
provide
layered
and
liberatory
understandings of fashioning masculinity that are an
antidote to hegemonic ideas and ideals.
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Eleri Lynn

Curator of the Royal Ceremonial Dress
Collection at Historic Royal Palaces

Virtue made tangible: political dominance
through dress at the Tudor court, 1485-1603

Eleri Lynn is the former curator of the dress collection at
Historic Royal Palaces and is now Head of Exhibitions at
National Museum Wales. She has curated a number of
major fashion exhibitions, most recently Diana: Her
Fashion Story at Kensington Palace, and was a tutor on
the FutureLearn Online Learning Course on Royal Fashion
(with the University of Glasgow). She is the author
of Tudor Fashion (Yale University Press, 2017: winner of
the 2019 Historians of British Art Award for exemplary
scholarship pre-1600), and Tudor Textiles (Yale
University Press, 2020). Eleri joined the Department of
Furniture, Textiles and Fashion at London’s Victoria and
Albert Museum in 2003, and was the Assistant Curator
of The Golden Age of Couture: Paris and London
1947-1957 (2007). Whilst at the V&A she also
authored Fashion in Detail: Underwear (V&A, 2010)
and devised and curated the major international touring
exhibition, Undressed: 350 Years of Underwear in
Fashion (2014-5) focussing on how underwear engineers
and manipulates the body.

The Tudor monarchs and their courtiers are some
of the best-known figures in history. They continue,
even today, to spark our curiosity and imagination.
Their enduring popularity is no doubt partly due to
the iconic portraits in which they are depicted in
magnificent style, in farthingales and ruﬀs, furs and
jewels, codpieces and cloaks, and vast expanses of
imported velvet and silks. Far from being mere
decoration, fashion was pivotal in the
communication of status and power. It was used as
a tool in securing and holding the tenuous Tudor
throne and as a competitive weapon in the factions
and politics of the court.
Eleri Lynn is the former Curator of the Royal
Ceremonial Dress Collection at Historic Royal
Palaces, and the author of Tudor Fashion and Tudor
Textiles (both published by Yale University Press)
about the politics and power-play of dress and
clothing during the turbulent 16th century. This
keynote paper for CCDC21 will focus on the overlooked, but pivotal, use of dress in the politics of the
Tudor court.
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Dr Rebecca N Mitchell

Inverting Victorian power dressing: crinoline
and widows weeds

Reader in Victorian lLterature, University of
Birmingham

To judge from some histories of Victorian dress, two
mainstream fashions typified the highly restrictive
world of mid-to-late nineteenth-century gender
norms for women: the cage crinoline and mourning
dress. The sprung-steel cage crinoline, which
reached peak circumference in the early 1860s, was
described by Helene Roberts in a still-influential
1977 study as a garment that ‘helped mold female
behaviour to the role of the “exquisite slave”’ and
‘literally transformed women into caged birds
surrounded by hoops of steel’. As for mourning
dress, widely referred to as ‘widow’s weeds’, Lou
Taylor wrote that the ‘middle or upper-class
Victorian widow was under the tightest discipline for
two and a half years after her husband’s death’,
wearing only ‘dull black silk and crape’; widows,
Taylor noted, faced ‘the duty of wearing depressing,
and often in their eyes, ugly clothes for many years
of their lives’.
In these analyses, women remain passive subjects,
constricted and worn down by garments prescribed
by the external dictates of fashion or social etiquette.
Yet nineteenth-century accounts tell a far more
complicated story of both the crinoline and widows’
weeds. Rather than seeing the cage crinoline as a
means to control women, Victorian commentators
railed against the inconvenience that they caused
(especially the inconvenience they caused men):
taking up more space in drawing rooms and
omnibuses alike, women wearing crinolines literally
sidelined men in both private and public spaces.
Critics described the crinoline as anathema to
domestic goodness, not as a means of achieving it.
There is another side to mourning dress as well.
Some etiquette manuals warned against the
potential pleasures of purchasing stylish mourning
attire, with many noting how flattering the colour
black was for wearers: such admonitions suggest that
mourning dress signified well beyond a purely pious
grief. Indeed, for some women—those with the
means and inclination—their husband’s death could
represent a new autonomy, financial and otherwise.
Drawing on periodicals, cartoons, fashion plates,
first-person narratives, and other ephemera, this talk
counters conventional versions of crinoline and
mourning dress, demonstrating the ways that
Victorian women deployed fashion intentionally as a
means of asserting power even within social
structures that might seem monolithic in retrospect.

Rebecca N. Mitchell is Reader in Victorian Literature and
Culture and Director of the Nineteenth-Century Centre at the
University of Birmingham. She has published widely on
Victorian fashion, print culture, realism, George Meredith,
and Oscar Wilde. Her scholarship on nineteenth-century
dress includes Fashioning the Victorians: A Critical
Sourcebook (Bloomsbury 2018) and articles on fancy
dress balls and on aesthetic dress (in Fashion Theory), on
mourning dress (in Victorian Literature and Culture),
and on the crinoline (in BRANCH). Other books
include Victorian Lessons in Empathy and
Diﬀerence (Ohio State, 2011); the anniversary edition of
George Meredith’s Modern Love and Poems of the
English Roadside, co-edited with Criscillia Benford (Yale,
2012), and Oscar Wilde’s Chatterton: Literary
History, Romanticism, and the Art of Forgery, coauthored with Joseph Bristow (Yale, 2015). Her current,
Leverhulme-supported monograph project, Fads Forward,
returns to fashion to explore the Victorian origins of fad
culture.
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PAPERS
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kitchen once in a while, she would gape at the magician in
action. My friend claimed that only five years ago, things were
very diﬀerent. Children were more likely to joyfully 'surrender'
to his shows. These six-year-old boys are today's Millenials.
Twenty-five years later, on a Friday evening in Tel-Aviv, I
am half-listening to one of my favorite radio shows while
preparing for Shabbat - good music with the radio show host’s
commentary in between: "Ever since I was a child, sleeping
always seemed to me like a waste of time. On weekends
(Shabbat), I used to set an alarm clock to get up early". He
relates it to his fears of death and adds that nowadays, he likes
sleeping more. Then he quotes Mindy Kaling⁶: “There is no
sunrise so beautiful that it is worth waking me up to see it”
(Molidzon, 2017). As I listened, I thought, 'I disagree. There
are sunrises worth getting up early for.' And then I thought,
'This is Nothingness.'

Sex and the City vs. Girls: the power (and
weakness) of NOTHINGNESS in Generation Y's
fashion trends
Daphna Bahat
Independent
ABSTRACT

This paper will analyze the fashion trends of Generation Y. The claim is
that their fashion is characterised by its 'as if' eﬀortless appearance. The
millennials dress in a way that tries to convey a statement communicating:
'I don't care; I threw on whatever I found.' This generation tries to look as
if they are not dressed-up, sometimes even with a deliberate lack of taste. It
will be claimed that this seeming eﬀortlessness (often very eﬀortful) is aimed
at sending the message that the world is their home, as if to say: “I just went
downstairs to my home-ish coﬀee shop after cleaning my flat or doing
Nothing.”
This zeitgeist is best demonstrated in the TV series 'Girls' – a series
about Ys that mirrors X’s 'Sex and the City'.
The described trend will be psychologically explained by a general
societal phenomenon identified by the author and termed Nothingness - a
psychological process in which a group or society shares an unspoken idea
by which nothing has any meaning, nothing is worthwhile working or
striving for, there is nothing to gain, nothing to lose, nothing is of any real
importance.
This phenomenon is actually a defence against competition, envy, fear
of failing, despair and other diﬃcult emotions.
The phenomenon is connected to well-known phenomena that are
described in the psychoanalytic literature. The paper describes the ‘systems
psychoanalytic’ context and will make links to writings in the fields of
sociology, contemporary literature, psychoanalysis, systems theory, Group
Relations Theory and more.

Nothingness as a Basic Assumption A Groupish Phenomenon
Bion (1961) identified three modes of behavior (termed Basic
Assumptions) that groups unconsciously employ to defend
themselves against anxieties related to group life: A group
behaves as if it is gathered in order to defend itself either by
having one person that will take care of the group (Ba
Dependency), by fighting or fleeing as though from an enemy
(Ba Fight-Flight) or by creating a pair (Ba Pairing) within the
group that can potentially ‘give birth to a Messiah’ generating
false hope. Group members unconsciously and anonymously
contribute to this defence. Bion's BAs has been applied more
widely and groups, organisations and societies can be described
through the Basic Assumption that characterizes them at
diﬀerent times.
Over the years other BAs were identified by several writers
and Nothingness is a group phenomenon identified by me, and
which I see quite often in various group configurations like
therapy groups and society as a whole (Bahat, in press).
Nothingness is a state of devaluing what can be gained from a
group; the assumption that nothing can come out of the group
and from its work. Of course, the group also cooperates in
emptying itself of its potential content, outcomes or work.
There is a paradox (Smith & Berg, 1987) in which group
members can complain about the worthlessness of the group,
But the group can only be worthwhile if the members make an
eﬀort to make it so. If they sit and wait for the value to appear
– it won't. It requires taking a risk.
Like other Bion Basic Assumptions which are based on
basic instincts, Nothingness is based on the death instinct – the
Thanatos.
I see this behaviour as a defence against all sorts of
anxieties but maybe especially against competition, envy, fear
of failing. etc. 'If everything is not worthwhile, we are OK,
nobody gets more than anybody else, We all get an equal share
… of Nothing.'
Again, I am not referring here to mere devaluation but
rather the actual aim to deplete, empty, impoverish the group
of its content and potential. The devaluation is not always
noticeable, but in fact the group is emptied of its meaning and
group eﬀorts continue in a way that is unfruitful. This can
operate simultaneously with opposite vectors steering
the group towards its purposes. Sometimes the devaluation
itself is conscious and spelled out, but its motives and the
anxiety underneath it are unconscious.

: Contemporary Trends, Psychoanalysis and fashion,
Generation Y, Sex and the city, Girls, Nothingness.
KEYWORDS

In a fashion critique of the series 'Girls' – a series about four
young women representing the Y Generation or Millennials¹,
and a mirror of 'Sex and the City' - four young women
representing the X Generation²– Schwartz (2013) writes about
what she calls the show’s "sartorial crimes": "You watched
Sarah Jessica Parker et al and thought, I wish I had those shoes.
You watch Lena Dunham and crew and think, There, with the
grace of God, I wenteth." She also cites Jenn Rogien, the
show’s costume designer: "In fact, sometimes we tailor the
clothes to fit her even worse"³.
The Sociologists Almog & Almog (2016) describe the Y
Generation. They write about this generation's fashion and
claim that it is being looked down upon by fashion experts, who
refer to a trend they consider cheap, tasteless with the worst
combinations
and
childish
as
“Toddlercore”
(toddler+hardcore) (quoted in Almog & Almog 2016, p. 48).
The designer Gideon Oberson has recently been quoted saying
"clothes today have become 'by-the-way-ish’, sloppy; people
are dressed awfully today. We are in the era of the 'Ugly
Chic…" (Lev-Adler, 2021).⁴
I personally view the way youngsters in Tel-Aviv dress
today, so as to make the statement: 'I don't care, I threw on
whatever I found in my grandmother's wardrobe or 'boidem'⁵,
if possible her worst outfits.' I believe that this is partly to
display seeming eﬀortlessness (sometimes very eﬀortful) and to
send the message that the world is their home, as if to say: “I
just went down to my home-ish coﬀee shop after mopping my
floors or doing Nothing.”
About twenty-five years ago, I was a magician's apprentice
for a short while. I joined my magician friend for a six-year-old
child’s birthday party. Mostly, he did his tricks - some of which
were really marvelous and not trivial at all. But with each trick,
the children would react with a snobbish-trying-to-look-boreddevaluing look: “Ah… I know this trick, I’ve seen it before!” It
was quite frustrating. Yet, we had a savior - the grandmother a seventy-year-old woman of Iraqi descent. Coming out of the

Nothingness as a Societal Phenomenon
Although Nothingness is an idea that can be seen from time
immemorial⁷, on the broader, societal level, I suggest that in
many ways, we are now in an era of Nothingness. This can
mainly be felt among the Millennials. Millennials are described
as the inheritors of the X generation, who moved the world
into globalization, softening the collective authority, and from
13

the Patriot to the Yuppie. The Ys are described as passively
rebelling against the ambition and diligence of their parents by
refusing to enslave themselves to making a living, less wishing
to lead and initiate, and moving from a work culture to a leisure
culture. They are described as late in growing up and perceive
maturity as a prison, best delayed. They fear responsibility
(Almog & Almog 2016; Stein, 2013).
The phenomenon of being childish began in the previous
generation and is commonly represented in American
television shows from the 80s and 90s – mainly in series about
groups of young people, and best exemplified by 'Seinfeld'⁸. In
a book called 'Seinfeld and Philosophy (a Book about
Everything and Nothing),' diﬀerent writers attach doing
nothing to Plato, the Tao and other philosophies – claiming
that Nothing is a basic power in the world (Irwin, 2000).
Many describe the well-known paralysis of the Millennials
due to the overabundance of possibilities. They do everything
simultaneously and therefore they actually do nothing. This
may be partly explained by the promises this generation
received from its parents: that they are special and can do
anything they want. This is also because competition is global
and not limited to 'the neighborhood', so apparently they can,
through the Internet, see what is happening everywhere. On
Facebook it seems that everyone is doing well (Almog & Almog
2016; Stein, 2013).
The Almogs refer to the characters in ‘Girls’ as "a
generation that went to learn an occupation, knowing it will not
provide for them in the long run, if at all. They compromise on
wages that are not enough for their living and on mediocre
partners, because they have already learnt from the media and
from their own experience that romance is mainly a frustration.
They are Youngsters who grew up in a culture of Selfishness
and Cynicism and became futile and cold toward themselves.
Life passes by for them in a tired yawn with some sections of
laughter and crying. They live on the verge, exhausting the
moment, as a person on the verge of doom" (p. 76). Of course,
we can say all this is the natural criticism of a previous
generation toward its successors, and there are Millennials
criticizing these descriptions and explaining them (Avraham,
1916) but there still may be truth in it. I believe the Ys carry the
transition from post modernism, which, in a way, taken to its
end, may empty all meanings, into yet unknown post-post
modernism. It is a post ideology generation – the 'death of' all
'isms' has taken over this generation's perception of reality.
According to the Almogs (2016, p. 373) the Y generation is "a
frightened and depressed generation, since it is exposed to
'radiation' of negative information. To protect themselves, the
Ys had to blunt their senses and wrap themselves with a
protective layer of indiﬀerence. They are focused in the present
because their future has become blurred and intimidating."
The Almogs claim that democratic freedom allows criticizing
and denouncing, leading to cynicism and nihilism.
The canonic American author David Foster Wallace best
describes the cynicism and irony characterizing this generation
(and in a way the Xs): "One of the big reasons why irony – you
know it’s been the kind of mode of discourse in the culture for
the last thirty years – has really ceased to be palliative or
helpful, is that irony is this marvelous carapace that I can use to shield
myself from seeming to you to be naive or sentimental, or to buy the lush
banalities that television gives, right? If I show you that I believe that
we’re both bastards and that there’s no point to anything and that I
was last naive at about age six, then I protect myself from your
judgment of the worst possible flaw in me, sentimentality and
naivete…"⁹. Kaling embodies the same generation as
illustrated in the quotation above – sounding ironic rather than
sentimental and naïve.
A large part of my clinical practice consists of Ys. Many are
characterized by avoidance as a defence against taking risks
and fear of failing (and not being perfect as they were told they
are); it reaches a level of having diﬃculty even defining their
wishes or passion in any area. The fear of trying too hard and
failing is best put in ‘Girls’ in Adam’s words regarding his play:
"I would better do nothing for the rest of my life then have my

name attached to something mediocre…" (S.1: E. 8). It seems
to be a malaise of our time.
Back to Fashion
My analysis of the Millennials' trends is interpretative, and one
may claim that my look is an anachronist one as I belong to a
diﬀerent generation, and as fashion has always been an arena
in which intergenerational conflict is played out (König, 2012).
Also, 'à chacun son goût’. However, there is evidence to support
my thesis. I also believe that the feminist claims of the Me-Too
era are not enough to explain what we see. In figure 1-4 we can
see representative images of 'Girls' and 'Sex in the City'. It
seems that the comparison speaks for itself. Before her date with
the local pharmacist in her hometown Hanna tries a glitter
dress and while changing into a simpler outfit she says to
herself: “You are from New-York, therefore you are just
naturally interesting". (Girls, S.1: E.6). I interpret this quote as
'Be cool, don’t try too hard'. [In a quotes website I found, there
is a Pretentious Factor that recommends saying this quote
sarcastically and then "you're cool"].
Lena Dunham (the writer and main actress) admits: “I’ve
gotten this reputation as someone with notoriously bad style, I
would say the fashion blogs enjoy a bit of a roast of me. I don’t
mind; I’ve always thought the worst dressed were the best
dressed.” (quoted in Geall, 2020).
Dressed up for Jessa's wedding (S.1: E.10) Hannah declares:
"My shoes match my dress … kind of". This sentence holds the
two sides of a coin: usually her clothes don't match. And when
she tries, it seems like the best sprezzatura10, one must leave
room for at least one eﬀortless item. I myself, influenced as I am
by this zeitgeist, would wear an elegant dress with Havaianas
(never Crocs) to say: 'I am cool, I don’t take myself too
seriously'.
The women in figures 5-7 were recently photographed in
Tel-Aviv. Naturally there is room for more formal research on
this but when asked how they choose their clothes, their first
answer was "for comfort'. When I later asked whether not
showing too much eﬀort was a factor they immediately said: but
of course! That's very important. There is a new curse word in
Hebrew which is best translated as 'an Enthusiaer' – someone
who thinks too highly of himself.
Explaining Ys' trends as related to a BA Nothingness,
means that they are not merely an aspect of communication or
of selfing device (Boultwood, 2000) nor do they only represent
social constructions (Butler, 1990; De Beauvoir, 1949), but they
also may constitute an anonymous unconscious contribution of
each 'wearer' to a societal defensive zeitgeist.
In this paper I suggested an interpretation of the trends of the Millennials
according to a Basic Assumption that I identified and call Nothingness. I
oﬀered an illustration through the series Girls, as a representative of the Ys.
I hope my eﬀort have fallen on curious ears. As Aristotle is reputed to have
said: “There is only one way to avoid criticism: do nothing, say nothing,
and be nothing.”
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IMAGES

¹ Those who were born between 1980-1995s.
² Those who were born in the sixties and seventies.
³ For example, the main character, Hannah, wears a cardigan
festooned with tomatoes to her first paid job at a law oﬃce.
⁴ Could the Ys trends be the precursor of the Ugly Chic? Or
vice versa? Or are they the same phenomenon?
⁵ ‘Boidem’ is a term originating in Yiddish referring to a
storage space above the ceiling.
⁶ Mindy Kaling - an American actor, writer, producer and
director.
⁷ For example: "Vanity of vanities… all is vanity" Ecclesiastes,
1:2 American Standard Version.
⁸ To see representative vignettes watch: https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=EQnaRtNMGMI and its
outcomes at: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ofOSlsNz5I8
⁹ My emphasis
¹⁰ studied carelessness, especially as a characteristic quality or
style of art or literature.
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revolutionary transformations, which included radical and
socialist feminists, anarchists, and lesbians (Tavares, 2000).
Feminism was seen as a multiple, free, and in tune entity, as a
multifaceted being. As a result, it manifested itself in diﬀerent
variants and inclusive views, both political and theoretical
(Macedo, 2002). “Indeed, the history of the women’s
movement in the 1970s, a time of apparent unity, was marked
by bitter, at times virulent, internal disputes over what it was
possible or permissible of a feminist to do, say, think or feel (…).
Makes more sense to speak of a plurality of feminisms that of
one.” (Delmar, 1986, p. 9).
Feminism spread with the impulses of the previous decade.
Women continued to establish themselves in the professional
and political fields and were increasingly successful. They
dreamed of achieving their goals. Women started standing out
in the same period that Margaret Thatcher (the "iron lady")
won the 1979 elections in the United Kingdom. Her victory
was a significant milestone for women's empowerment.
The women's statement was conveyed in several areas.
Some were composed of women who depleted themselves of
any femininity in clothing or appearance, and others wore soft
make-up and used more discreet clothing.
Fashion, particularly clothing, was a showcase for the
construction of identity, and social, cultural, and political
aﬃrmation. According to the author Cristina Duarte (2017),
clothing sculpts the body in movement, referring to temporal
and social relationships.
From 1973, after abandoning most of the trends of the '60s,
fashion adopted a phase full of neutral colours such as beige,
khaki, among other pastel colours. There was no definite role,
each woman adopted her style (Macedo, 2002). The most
common garments were short or long skirts, hats, and vests
with a masculine touch, knitwear, coats, and baggy or bellbottom trousers. There was a revival in clothing and fashion.
This phase again showed an interest in the search for more
natural and rustic textile fibres (Laver, 1993).
However, the trousers were one of the most prevalent
garments with the greatest importance. A whole generation of
girls emerged who practically only wore them. This garment,
besides its practicality, was a manifestation of freedom and
conquest of men's clothing. Their use, as well as men's vests and
other accessories, communicated the feminine aﬃrmation. In
the 1977 feature film, Annie Hall, directed by Woody Allen and
starring Diane Keaton, the masculine notes in the protagonist's
wardrobe, such as pants, vests, and ties, gave her a unique
personality and an emancipated attitude. They emphasized
freedom and communication between clothing and women's
empowerment.
In the 1970s, even though there were several styles and
peculiarities in clothing, fashion was condensed into three main
trends: politics, mostly used by young people; government
provocative, naturally apologists; and finally, the hedonists.
This varied with the current fashion of the decade, where some
of the avant-garde proposals were concentrated (Tavares,
2000).
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ABSTRACT

The seventies and eighties of the 20th century were remarkable decades, full
of transformations and advances. All of these changes have profoundly
marked history, society and culture. These events were especially evident in
women's fashion. As mentalities progressed in the 20th century, especially
in the 70s and 80s, social and cultural changes began to focus on women's
liberation.
The women's struggle involved domestic liberation and the freedom to
dress in comfort and to be modern. The impulse of feminism has spread, as
have clothes. In the proposed article, we intend to study the combination of
women's fashion in the 70s and 80s with feminism, analyzing the
communication between fashion and women's empowerment in the same
period. However,
Portugal lived in a totalitarian state until the mid-1970s, the study
explores the backwardness that the country experienced compared to the rest
of the West.
We will analyze the communication between fashion and feminism,
starting from literary studies, archives, periodicals and the cinematographic
content of the epochs highlighted. For the analysis of the diﬀerences, it will
be used the interviews carried out in the context of the doctoral research and
the bibliography corresponding to the years described.
This investigation aims to highlight and sustain the preponderance of
fashion and clothing in women's empowerment.

: Fashion; Empowerment; Feminism.
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1. Introduction
The ‘70s and ‘80s were marked by the public and civilizational
upheaval of previous generations. In this article, we explore the
connection and duality of fashion to the female empowerment
experienced in the referred decades.
We highlight the knowledge and the development of
fashion and how clothing played a role in the women's struggle
for equality. Everything is processed through the historical
context to analyse the changes that occurred in fashion and
society.
Portugal appears in the study with a diﬀerent reality, where
feminism and fashion arrived late due to the totalitarian
regime.
2. The ‘70s
The sixties motivated social and cultural changes; it was the
start of a new era in history. This period is remembered for its
controversy and liberalist influence.
The end of the previous decade prolonged sexual
liberation, the circulation of people, the consumption of drugs,
entertainment, the development of political movements, and
the claim of women's rights and freedom. Feminist movements
and supporters continued to gain notoriety (Macedo, 2002).
The seventies promoted a truly visible modernization (Seeling,
2000).

3. The ‘80s
The 1980s diﬀered from the previous decade in the most
diverse sectors, socially, culturally, and in how people dressed.
Everything was more industrialized and updated. The world
was proliferating towards enrichment.
These years dictated the end of the alternative culture,
naturalness, and the modesty of the seventies. They
encouraged the development of new cults and more
exhibitionist economic dictates (Seeling, 2000).
In the eighties, anything that boasted wealth, power,
fortune, and partying was coveted. Nightlife and fun were a hit.
People desired to live each moment intensely (Lipovetsky,
2010).

2.1. Communication between women´s fashion and
power in the ‘70s
In the 1970s, feminism became partly divided between liberal
feminist groups that sought positions in power (political and
social) and autonomous groups of women driven towards
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liberation through personal aﬃrmation in fun and leisure. In
nightlife, unlike at work, bright, colourful, and vibrant clothing
was prevalent.
Another very interesting fact about the 1980s was the
obsession with a healthy body, an interest in sports, and also the
like in sportswear. Sportswear gained great prominence,
countless brands established themselves in the market.
Practicing sports and the use of comfortable clothes, was one
of the biggest trends. Many of the sports brands bet on unisex
clothing or even women's sports clothing.
Female empowerment was very strong in this area, women
wanted to overcome barriers and achieve personal fulfillment
in all aspects, and sports was no exception. Sports practice has
always been more associated with men (Saraiva, 2017), but in
the 1980s, female interest in sports stood out. This achievement
is especially notable for the demand and expansion of
sportswear. This reach was also a milestone in the history of
gender equality.

3.1. Communication between women´s fashion and
power in the ‘80s
Women were distinguished by their leadership skills,
competitiveness, and professionalism, demonstrating equal
merits and abilities as men (Tavares, 2000). The use of women's
clothing with a masculine outline was a statement of culture,
body, and empowerment (Delmar, 1986).
In this decade, countless women highlighted their abilities
and many female celebrities stood out. In 1984 Madonna
achieved great popularity. She was one of the most influential
women, such as Tina Turner, Meryl Streep, Michelle Pfeiﬀer,
and many others. The cinematographic industry invested in
female talents as several films starred women or enhanced
them. The music industry also had their female stars.
Princess Diana was also an inspiration to countless women.
She was young, elegant, and modern. Much of the clothes she
wore were copied and adored. Another personality that
marked the decade was the British Prime Minister, Mrs.
Thatcher. Margaret Thatcher was extremely powerful and
respected. She represented a significant milestone for the
insertion of women in the political world.

4. Particularities of the Portuguese fashion history
between 1970 and 1989
4.1. Feminism and fashion in Portugal in the 70’s

3.2. Fashion in the ‘80s

In 1974 Portugal emerged from a 40-year dictatorship. During
these years the Estado Novo was established in the country, a
dictatorial and authoritarian political regime. Life in Portugal
was extremely diﬀerent from other locations in Central Europe
and North America. This deficiency delayed the development
of Portuguese fashion and the feminist movement.
To better understand and interpret this phase of
Portuguese history, we conducted ten interviews with women
who lived their youth between the ’70s and ’80s, whose lives
and diverse experiences refer to the mentioned period (table
with the summary of interviews below).
According to historic events and the testimonials of the
interviewees, Portuguese women had limited access to fashion
and the modern world during the totalitarian regime. The
female mind was moulded by the political scenario of the
country and paternal education, which was often extremely
discriminatory and retrograde.
Women's education was oriented towards teaching
maternal, marital, and domestic virtues, they expected to be
guided by their families' cultural and educational values.
Female education was intended to be transmitted across
generations, this mentality was indisputable (Guimarães, 2008).
The Portuguese reality in these years was contrasting compared
to the rest of the West.
Many of the young Portuguese women of the twentieth
century revolted against a set of conservative opinions and

The 1980s, as explained previously, were strongly influenced by
the work obsession, which was already evident in the late 1970s.
Society was very focused on careers and personal prosperity.
This generation had almost completely abandoned liberal
thoughts, resulting in the emergence of a new social profile, the
yuppies (young upwardly mobile professional).
Fashion was more focused on personal identity. The yuppies
generation was a symbol of the '80s, characterized by a sleek
and powerful look. This style was a mark of ambition and a
positive mind-set (Maioli, 2014).
Yuppie women wore fitted clothes, shoulder pads, narrow
skirts, pantsuits, and long, structured overcoats. The masculine
influence was very noticeable, even in the colours, there was a
preference for dark tones, such as black, grey, and blue.
However, traditionally feminine clothing, such as dresses and
skirts, also predominated, as did more vivid and bold colors,
such as pink, yellow and green tones.
Women wanted to transmit authority and power to aﬃrm
their emancipation and empowerment. The 1980s were the
"dress for success" decade. The puﬀy shoulders exposed an
imposing posture, as did the sleek clothing. (Tavares, 2000).
Women exhibited a feminine style, but with visible traces of
men's clothing. They conquered a unique and authentic style.
In another perspective, the disco cult and the taste for
nightlife also marked the '80s. Women also declared their

Opinion on fashion and feminism in Portugal
Ten Interviewed
young women in the 70’s
80’s
70s and 80s
The use of pants was already standardized but mini1
skirts were not. The traditional social conduct of the
dictatorship still dictated the possibility of women.
2
Society was still very conservative about clothing and feminism.
Portugal followed British and French fashion. Princess Diana was
3
a style icon.
In Lisbon, freedom in clothing was visible. There were many styles
4
and everything was possible.
The fashion in Lisbon and Oporto was diverse and the artistic
5
groups stood out for their irreverence. Many fashion designers
have created their own brands.
In general Portugal before the 25th of April was a
6
culturally very conservative country.
Within the country, the society criticized the most modern clothing.
7
The trends were followed by women's and fashion magazines.
The 80s were fantastic, the fashion were showy and glamorous.
8
the Mini-skirts were used a lot and the woman became more
independent.
French fashion magazines, cinema and television were
9
the fashion references. The most prevalent clothing was
trousers and the mini-skirts were bold.
Until 1974, fashion was outdated, jeans and T-shirts
10
were not used. The society was conservative.
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prejudices. Their awareness of the social and cultural contrast
motivated them to fight for their rights, power, and equality.
Driven by international feminist movements, the
Portuguese women started to give voice to their manifestations
and discontent. The impact of such displeasure became more
evident from the 1970s onwards (Tavares, 2000).
In 1972, the controversial content of the book Novas Cartas
Portuguesas (New Portuguese Letters) culminated in the
condemnation of the three authors: Maria Teresa Horta,
Maria Isabel Barreno, and Maria Velho da Costa. The letters
exposed discrimination against women and claimed their right
to sexual pleasure. In this regard, the book was banned in
Portugal for being considered immoral and pornographic
(Stichelmans, 2011). This event triggered the first national
feminist cause with an international dimension. In 1973 NOW
(National Organization of Women), a conference held in the
USA, divulged the case, creating a wave of international
support. Following the revolution of April 25, 1974, the
authors were acquitted, and the book was allowed to be
marketed.
The aﬃrmation of women in Portugal, the claim to their
rights, and sexual freedom in the post-April 25, 1974, led to the
awareness of the importance of family planning through the
dissemination of texts on sexuality, behaviour, and birth control
methods (Mattoso, 2011). This procedure was crucial for
Portugal, and such importance prompted hospitals to have
experts in this field among their staﬀ.
Young women were celebrated figures of this period of
history. They communicated through their revolutionary
clothing and discredited ideologies that they considered
backward. At this moment of change and revolution,
post-1974, women were distinguished with the broadened
possibilities of new activities and professions in various
industrial sectors (Tavares, 2000).
Among these prominent young women was, Maria de
Lourdes Pintassilgo, she is the only female Prime Minister in
Portugal and Natalia Correia, a revolutionary congresswoman.
Many women gained distinction in journalism, management,
and other work areas, something unimaginable before the
revolution.
According to the testimonials of some of the women we
interviewed, the national diﬀerence was not only qualified by
culture and society, but also by fashion, which was distinct. In
western reality, jeans, T-shirts, or more controversial styles,
such as punk, rock, or glam, among others, were freely worn.
Where as, in Portugal, these styles were barely evident nor
possible, due to the lack of access and social censorship.
Following the 1974 Revolution, fashion in Portugal
underwent profound changes. Previous traditional styles were
almost annihilated and replaced by a more underground look,
excluding neater and classic clothing. All kinds of garments
were commercialized, and the most alternative styles were in
demand. According to the statements of one of our
interviewees, diversity proliferated in Portugal. The country
was completely diﬀerent in the late seventies. In cities like
Lisbon and Porto, the fashion world was rejuvenated. Fashion
was one of the first media to communicate change and national
modernization.

The Portuguese female fashion in the 1980s progressed as
in the rest of Europe. However, more gradually. Women, in
general, paid close attention to outside fashion and trends. Yet,
as stated by one of our interviewees, magazines enabled young
people to stay connected to the last trends in fashion, despite
the prevailing conservatism in less developed regions. The '80s
fashion magazines occupied an essential position in Portugal
and were more popular than ever in this period.
The Marie Claire Paris (1980) update, sold in Portugal,
stood out from the others, exploring cultural and feminist
themes. Each issue of Marie
Claire magazine had a piece on feminism and women's
achievements. This initiative was paramount for the
dissemination of women's Empowerment, which was still
growing slowly.
In the late eighties, some noteworthy magazines were
established, such as ELLE Portugal (1988) and Maximum (1989),
emphasizing national designers and fashion. These periodicals,
like foreign ones, intended to promote culture, information,
and fashion among women.
In general, French, and English trends deeply inspired
women's fashion in Portugal in the 1980s; Princess Diana was
a reference. However, it is also when the most radical English
trends, such as punk, gained dimension in Lisbon's urban
diversity (Duarte, 2017).
The eighties were also memorable years for national
fashion due to the professionalization of the sector with the
emergence of specialized centres and schools, enabling the
development of trained fashion designers.
5. Conclusions
The '70s were full of social and cultural changes acquired in
previous years, but very diﬀerent concerning fashion. History
reports considerably relevant events for the propagation of
fashion. The most predominant feminine look was natural,
very neat, but discreet. In this context emerged the first
generation of young women who wore only pants.
Regarding the 1980s, several classificatory judgments were
formulated. Some critics classify them as fun, where the
nightlife and colourful and exaggerated clothes thrived. The
disco prevailed. In another perspective, it was a period in which
a more professional and executive style reigned with rigorous,
neat, elegant, and dark tones.
Fashion communicates through clothing and form that give
voice to the individual personality of each woman. Through
the intervention in clothing that women add their style and
express their individuality and uniqueness.
In the '70s, and especially in the '80s, this same individual
particularity stands out the most. Fashion distinguishes
freedom and feminine aﬃrmation with a combination of
diverse and powerful clothes, such as ones inspired by men's
clothing and a bet on comfort.
The synthetic study of Portugal's history between 1970 and
1989 emerged as a relevant point to the research. The
Portuguese experienced fashion and feminism diﬀerently from
the rest of the West and required some contextualization. The
Conservative government limited fashion, clothing, and the
feminine statement. However, after 1974, these restrictions
faded. Fashion was one of the first voices of this change.

4.2. Feminism and fashion in Portugal in the eighties
Portugal in the 1980s, aﬃrmed itself in democracy, freedom,
and consumerism. Feminism, which had proliferated steadily in
the western world for several years, nationally stood out in the
1970s, more noticeably in the 1980s. It was in this decade that
the first national studies on women and feminist movements
emerged. (Tavares, 2000)
Women's movements proliferated and established a
national landmark. Feminism intended to arrive at a more
comprehensive and balanced concept over the years. In 1980,
more in-depth studies on the several types of feminism in
Europe were conducted, and in Portugal, the first diﬀerentiated
movements emerged.
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pared back writing style. In her book Fashion and Age Dress,
the Body and Later Life, Professor Julia Twigg states that
“We are not just young or old, but young and old in a particular
historical moment”².
Women are ‘coming of age’ in rapidly changing times. The
coming of age that I am referring to is upwards of fifty. As
women increasingly change their careers in their fifties and
older, defer retirement, wave farewell to their children, and
often their partners, they are also changing their attitudes
towards dress. Their lived experience is seen through the
clothes they choose to wear: a desire for fashion does not stop
when you are fifty.
I want to explore how older women are reclaiming the
power of their maturity. Redefining perceived notions of how
they should look at a certain age but how they want to look.
Increasingly the ‘grey’ market is seen as one with greater
spending power but more crucially is defined by the experience
and confidence that comes with age. In order to capture this
important market, some designers and brands are astute
enough to realise that if they want that older buyer, their
clothes and the women who model them need to reflect that.
As well as the aforementioned Joan Didion
campaign, beauty brands such as L’Oréal are signing
women like actors Helen Mirren and Viola Davies who
genuinely represent their target audience, albeit sprinkled with
Hollywood glamour.
Twigg states that:
“Fashion is for many a source of joy an uplift. There is an
aesthetic pleasure to be derived from colour and textile, from the
feel and look of a dress. It can be positive and life enhancing, as
much as oppressive and objectifying ³

Ageing and aesthetics: how older women are
reclaiming power through fashion
Belinda Naylor
ABSTRACT

When the writer Joan Didion modelled for Celine’s 2015 Spring/Summer
collection at the age of 80, she perfectly demonstrated not only the allure of
the roll neck sweater but the confident style of an older woman.
In the 21st century, older women are increasingly visible in the world
of fashion. From designers such as Dries Van Noten and Simone Rocha
who willingly make space for older women in their catwalk shows to the
female doyennes of design, Miuccia Prada and Rei Kowakubo; mature
women have a powerful and crucial voice in the echo chamber of fashion.
This paper explores how older women increasingly eschew the
traditional sartorial conventions of aging and instead embrace fashion that
empowers them. Traditional and often dictatorial directives about what is
‘appropriate’ for older women are woefully outdated. Social media is one
tool which has oﬀered women older women a powerful platform to articulate
how they like to dress. And why not feature 73 old model Lauren Hutton
in a Calvin Klein underwear campaign? Convention be damned.
Societal changes reflect how older women dress now. Their identity is
writ large in what they wear and instead of bowing out, they are stepping
up and claiming fashion as their weapon of choice.
From brands to bloggers, Didion to Dries; we take a journey through
wardrobes and catwalks and map out the meaning of sartorial power.
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When the writer Joan Didion modelled for Celine’s 2015
Spring/Summer collection at the age of, eighty she perfectly
demonstrated not only the allure of the roll neck sweater but
the confident style of an older woman.
In the 21st century, older women are increasingly visible in
the world of fashion. Designers such as Dries Van Noten and
Simone Rocha who willingly make space for older women in
their catwalk shows, and the female doyennes of design,
Miuccia Prada and Rei Kowakubo demonstrate how mature
women have a powerful and crucial voice in the echo chamber
of fashion.
This paper explores how older women increasingly eschew
the traditional sartorial conventions of aging; safe, modest,
unremarkable and instead embrace fashion that empowers
them. Traditional and often dictatorial directives about what is
‘appropriate’ for older women are woefully outdated. Social
media platforms such as Instagram are tools that oﬀer older
women a powerful platform to articulate how they like to dress.
Their identity is writ large in what they wear and instead of
bowing out with modest navy skirts and safe white shirts, they
are stepping up and claiming fashion as their weapon of choice.
Once othered by normative ideas of mature women’s
occupation of social space , societal changes such as the second
wave feminist movement and the advent of the internet reflect
how older women dress now.
From brands to bloggers, Didion to Dries; we take a journey
through wardrobes and catwalks and map out the meaning of
sartorial power.
It seems apposite to begin this paper with a quote from the
writer Joan Didion. She declares
“Aging and its evidence remain life's most predictable events, yet
they also remain matters we prefer to leave unmentioned,
unexplored.”
.¹
Photographer Juergen Teller's portrait of Didion, aged
eighty, for the S/S 2015 campaign for fashion house, Celine,
portrayed not only the brand's signature look: pared back
clothing and accessories in the form of a polo neck sweater,
giant sunglasses and gold pendant but the celebration of
intriguing and defiant older women. It encapsulated not only
Celine's aesthetic, but Didion's; a writer who has been
celebrated for her insouciant fashion choices as much as her

Material Culture
There is much truth in Twigg’s statement and the sartorial
choices for women are much greater than those in the
generations before. My mother and grandmother’s generation
were perhaps seen as less than purveyors of fashion and more
as apologists for old age and retreating to elasticated waists,
slacks and flat shoes. My mother was considered very
fashionable in her twenties and thirties but when she was the
age I am now, fifty-six, she retreated to the ‘safe’ navy skirt and
white shirt. While remaining interested in clothes, she resorted
to catalogues which assumed that women of a ‘certain age’
should be dressing in that way.
I would argue that the term ‘grey market’ is reductive,
today’s older women are determinedly dressing how they wish
and not as society dictates. There appear to be as many choices
for the older women as for those in their teens and twenty-year
olds. Some, not all ,designers increasingly consider what older
women might like to wear rather than resorting to the stick
thin, androgynous ideals of their younger market. Exploring
Hermes S/S 21 collection the model is elegantly clad in beige,
high waisted trousers and chocolate brown clogs and in Fendi’s
S/S 21 campaign, English actor Penelope Tree models an allblack ensemble which would have any fashion conscious
seventy-year old reaching for their credit card. Twigg states the
importance of material culture in older women’s clothing;
“Clothes designed for the mainstream older market do reveal
themselves through their cut and fit; indeed, one of the ways it is
possible to identify retailers who are addressing this market is
through examining the cut of their clothes. Those aimed at the
older market tend to be cut more generously, longer and looser,
and for the woman, with lower bust seams…. “The nature of
dress is thus shaped by their bodies and the lives of the people who
wear it”. ⁴
I believe there are a number of women who would adhere
to Twigg’s assessment and that baggy and loose clothing does
not have to be unflattering or dull. Speaking from my own
experience, I am more considered in my choices and choose to
21

spend my money on quality rather than quantity and I hope
and expect that fashion brands will reflect that.
Two British designers who appear to understand what older
women like to wear are Margaret Howell, founder and
director of this eponymous forty-year-old brand, and Nick
Wakeman, director of Studio Nicholson.
Howell has always stuck to a simple style. Inspired by a
man’s shirt found at a jumble sale, she originally designed
clothes for men. It was this core of suits and shirts that have
driven the narrative in her women’s wear too. Her designs are
practical yet feminine. Skirts fall below the knee; sleeves exist
and shirts are loose. Her clothes are much loved by older
consumers for their well-cut and chic styles made up in
beautiful quality materials and are primarily aimed at those
with well-padded wallets, a pleated twill cotton tennis skirt from
her current collection retails at £545.00. It is true, Howell’s
designs are not at the forefront of fashion but Howell’s success
and longevity demonstrates that she understands the needs
and desires of her customer and her four decades in the
business reflect that understanding.
In a 2014 interview, Howell stated that:
“For me it goes without saying that clothes should be comfortable
and I probably use materials that more commercially-minded
people wouldn’t use. There’s a natural feeling about the clothes
— never smart and pristine, always more relaxed — and that is
the style. It’s sort of unadorned, natural, but good quality.” ⁵
Designer Nick Wakeman, began her career designing
menswear and as director of Studio Nicholson. Wakeman, a
self-confessed tomboy, designs tasteful minimalist and
unstructured clothes for men and women. Colours are muted;
navy, saﬀron, black and burgundy, the fabrics: linen, Italian
wool, cashmere and cotton, feel great next to the skin. They do
not scream ‘fashion’ but they do state a quietly powerful style.
“Through my collections I hope to do the same—create beautiful,
practical clothing with room to breathe for ordinary people with
an emphasis on freedom—layers have been cut for maximum
slouch, reinterpreting the language of volume by giving the wearer
room to breathe and express themselves” ⁶
Perhaps being bold is more Margaret Howell and less
Mango. Women’s bodies change as they age, whether they like
it or not. Women do not wish to be objectified and oppressed
by anything, let alone by clothing. It is empowering to be a
woman who wears the clothes rather than letting them wear
her.
While navy and beige are a popular colour palate among
older women, colour should not be excluded. Take for
example Belgian designer Dries Van Noten. He is known for his
bright prints with a particular emphasis on florals, beautifully
tailored jackets and trousers and exquisite fabrics. In 2017,
Van Noten reached his 100th show and to celebrate this
milestone he chose to have these garments showcased by a
selection of the models who had walked for him in the early
days of his label. Models such as Emma Balfour who had first
walked for him in 1995 and Kirsten Owen in 1998
demonstrated that Noten’s tailoring and bright prints could be
worn as beautifully by women in their fifties as those in their
twenties. Van Noten’s clothes genuinely feel like they are made
for women and not models. There is heft and drape in the
coats, skirts and dresses, he renders his colours with exquisite
detail and there are few miniskirts and cantilevered cleavages in
his catwalk shows.
I have to add a side note about the colour white: a colour
that genuinely flatters most of us, although hard to keep clean.
In 2015, American artists Maira and Alex Kalman created a
dress closet as an art installation at the Metropolitan Museum
of New York. They were the daughter and granddaughter
respectively of Sara Berman, a woman born and bought up in
Belarus. At the age of sixty, she left her husband of thirty-eight
years, her life in Tel Aviv and moved to Greenwich Village,
New York to be near her children. In celebration of this new
life, she decided to dress only in shades of white. She pared her

wardrobe down to its absolute necessity which manifested itself
in jackets, trousers, shoes and sweaters in ecru, ivory and
cream. Berman made two big decisions in her later life. To
leave her old one behind and to render her clothing to
simplicity. As an immigrant with limited means but with a
great deal of imagination, she reclaimed her power and
identity through her clothes and Maria and Alex memorialised
these choices with art.
What we consider ‘old’ has changed
In fashion narratives, older people are often depicted as grey
haired, frumpy and unfashionable or left out altogether. The
constant hunt for the new and opinions of the young can
diminish the voices of the old and experienced. How do older
women reclaim their identity? One way is through their
clothing and the freedom to choose what they want to wear.
Miuccia Prada’s S/S 2015 collection was nick-named
‘granny chic’ as the overarching aesthetic comprised tweed
skirts, clumpy shoes and thick knits. A much funkier rendering
of what our grandmothers might have worn or been expected
to wear. However, it is broadly true that while thick tweed
skirts, clumpy shoes and button-down cardigans will invariably
look good on an eighteen-year-old model, they are the style of
clothes that today’s older women may wish to avoid. Miuccia
Prada has quoted that she was "not brave enough" to put older
models on her catwalk:
"Mine is not an artistic world, it is a commercial world. I cannot
change the rules." ⁷
Arguably the rules are slowly changing. In the April 2021
issue of British Vogue, a feature entitled ‘Day and Age’ speaks
out about this same matter. Journalist Harriet Quick states
“In an era of uncertainty, maturity – and the knowledge and
assuredness that comes with it has become something to celebrate,
not camouflage”. ⁸
That may be true in some respects but this being Vogue, the
examples we are presented with are of slim, beautiful women
who are paid to look good and actors and who are referenced
because they are famous. The ‘older’ models mentioned are in
their forties who claim they ‘are empowered’ by being able to
model at the age of forty-five’, such as South African model
Georgina Grenville who has walked for Hermes and Versace.
I believe there are still a relatively small number of advertisers
who pay lip service to older women and would argue that fortyfive is young. That said, there is a famous example of the actor
Isabella Rossellini who at the age of forty-two was dropped by
beauty brand Lancôme who deemed her too old to represent
the brand. This was twenty years ago when perhaps attitudes
towards aging were less evolved. However, at the age of sixtythree, Rossellini was invited back by Lancôme to represent the
same face cream, Renergie Multi-Glow: which is ‘Tailor made
for women 60+ and revives the natural rosy glow of skin by
acting on radiance, plumpness and firmness’. If the behemoth
that is Lancôme can show oﬀ a face cream to promote
radiance, without using the word ‘anti-ageing’ surely this is
progress and something to celebrate.
Representing older women – how important is social
media?
As the internet has steadfastly eroded magazine and newspaper
readership for a number of years, does print media still wield
the same power it used to? The generation of women I am
referencing would largely have grown up reading women’s
magazines, ( I am referring specifically to Vogue), and before
the advent of the internet, these publications were a primary
tool for fashion references and understanding at an elite level.
That is clearly the case as evidenced by the piece I have
already quoted from the 2021 April edition. However, glossy
magazines such as Vogue have always painted an idealised
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version of womanhood. That’s why we read it. We may not see
ourselves reflected back but we can dream.
Diane Crane in her book, Fashion and its Social agendas:
Class, Gender, and Identity in Clothing asks, “Has fashion
retained the ‘authority’ that it appears to have exerted in the
past? In her research conducted on fashion magazines, she
goes on to state that
“Older women were able to distance themselves from these
photographs because of personal constraints… older women
admitted they were incapable of meeting the standards set by
models in these photographs but attributed this failure to age
diﬀerences rather than personal failings. Almost half the middleaged women said they did not attempt to follow fashion” ⁹
I am curious about Crane’s findings that these women did
not attempt to follow fashion. Was it because they were simply
no longer interested, and there is no failure in that, or felt they
could not find the kind of clothes they wanted to, or perhaps
were expected to wear? Crane’s book was first published in 2000,
a long time before the advent of social media and it is this
platform that has arguably enabled older women to regain
power and their own agency
Another wearisome trope that fashion magazines trot out is
‘dress well, whatever your age’. I would pose the question, why
should a fashion editor dictate what a women of any age can
wear? To a certain degree it is the high profile, recognised
fashion designers themselves (who are commonly, men) that set
the dress ‘standard’. The fact that they largely design for
seemingly undernourished, young women with no breasts or
hips can make even teenagers roll their eyes in despair. But
arguably it is the fashion editors and advertisers who decide on
the content of their magazines and what is appropriate for
women. This is where we can see the positive benefits of the
internet; to give older women a voice and a choice without the
advertising revenue and shareholders snapping at their heels.
Instagram is the ideal platform for women to articulate their
views about clothing and themselves. Are older women still
expected to ‘give up’ on fashion? Empirical evidence says no,
they are not.
A search on Instagram yielded some interesting results on
older role models, by which I mean everyday women. Baddie
Winkle is a ninety-two year-old American woman, who has 3.5
million follows and whose profile states ‘been stealing your
man since 1928’. A scroll through her feed yields a riot of
colour, red lipstick, sass and cigarettes. A recent post with an
image of her dressed in orange and diamante blowing a kiss to
the camera is entitled “A Girl is turning 92 next week and I still
look This Damn Sexy. Unbelievable”. Whatever your views on
‘age-appropriate’, Winkle has clearly thrown out the rule book.
Advertisers are flocking to work with her; her catch phrase has
been adopted by teenagers and she appears to be having the
time of her life. It is possible that she has always dressed like
this, knows what works for her and refuses to ‘fade into the
background’.

This challenge was soon taken up by many thousands of
women of all ages, proudly posting pictures of themselves this
with hash tag. Walsh states that:
“While this may seem like a bit of harmless fun, it sadly
reinforces the tired stereotype that being young is beautiful and
desirable, being older is not. Which is bollocks. As we know.
There are many diﬀerent types of beauty, regardless of age. I’m
57, I look my age and I’m fine with that” ¹⁰
What was intriguing was scrolling through this feed was
how many young people were posting; people in their thirties
and forties seemed to appear far more frequently than what
may be deemed as old. And what is old? Is it fifty, sixty, seventy,
eighty or ninety? Who still writes the rules on age? While I
agree with Walsh’s sentiments, the fact that her blog is entitled
‘That’s Not My Age’ perhaps itself buys into this stereotype.
Surely women should feel empowered by just being the age
they are and lived experience? Society thinks otherwise and
wishes to shoehorn women into categories that make them feel
comfortable.
It is true that many of us gain our fashion sense from our
mothers but the way our mothers dressed in their dotage does
not necessarily represent what older women wear now. As we
face the challenges of older age, surely it is the power of
clothing and the confidence of experience that can inspire us.
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That’s Not My Age!
Women continue to apologise for their age, are reluctant to
reveal and, as we know, go to great lengths to conceal it.
Fashion journalist Alyson Walsh has been writing her ‘That’s
Not My Age’ blog since 2008 and writes intelligently and
warmly about mature women who are interested in fashion. In
March 2021, she wrote an impassioned post entitled ‘Bollocks
to the ‘Don’t Look Your Age Challenge’. She was referring to
a recent trending topic on Twitter, reported by Newsweek
magazine on 26th March 2021 in which a Twitter user
@MsToyaBabii229 posted up a picture of herself with the
caption “I’m 34 years young!!! HBU that guys????
#Don’tLookYourAgeChallenge. Her Twitter feed reveals a
beautiful Black woman, looking younger than thirty-four and
with the confidence that that age brings.
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environment. Therefore, through the products they prefer,
consumers try to give messages about what kind of individual
they want to be or what kind of an individual they are. The
products or services they prefer to use play symbolic roles to
transfer the information about social classes and statues to their
environment. (Millan & Reynolds, 2014; Şüküroğlu, 2018).
Clothing is one of the most prominent indicators that
distinguish individuals from each other and reveal their class
diﬀerences. This indicator refers to exclusivity concept that
embodies characteristics inside quality, prestige, wealth and
superiority. How much and how it is consumed that we prefer
to consume is the main point in here. Upper class that is mostly
described as elites become having most part of the ownership
and gaining more than the others. Thus they become a group
that is diﬀerentiating themselves from rest of society with
exhibiting a diﬀerent culture and lifestyle (Mengü, 2012).
Every kind of innovation in fashion is generally embraced
by elites in order to diﬀerentiate themselves from common
people. Rest of the society imitates elites by the way of fashion
and tries to gain prestige in one sense. As a matter of fact,
mobility of the fashion is realized by pushing the innovations
from above downwards with the imitation of the elite group
(Pektaş, 2006). Clothes, materials and accessories having great
importance for the imitation of the elite group. Products
consumed by innovators who have high fashion awareness and
considered within the scope of the research, are a reference to
other people in this regard.

Determination of the specifications of elite
perceived clothing in women’s clothing
Asuman Yilmaz Filiz
Prof. Dr. Nurgül Kilinç
Selcuk University Faculty of Architecture and Design, Fashion
Design Department
This study was produced from the first author's doctoral dissertation.
ABSTRACT

Fashion uses symbolic interaction and connotations in the process of
spreading to the masses and turns into a concept expressing the identities
formed according to the individual's choices. For this reason, it can be said
that they are visually symbolized forms of mentality for clothes. Clothes
provide an expression of the self and allow other people to make judgments
about the person concerned with the way of clothes.
Some occupational groups require the person to be perceived as
authoritarian and respected. The clothes that will transfer this perception to
the other party are among the non verbal expression tools.
By considering the concept of elite in the research; it is aimed to
examine how this concept is evaluated through which pieces of clothing. In
this way, clothing forms for professional groups (politicians, managers, etc.)
and social areas that require an elite image will be determined according to
gender and fashion consumer types.
Scanning model was used in the research. The sample consists of a
total of 80 participants, 40 females and 40 males, aged 30-45. Domainspecific Innovation Scale-DSI developed by Goldsmith and Hofacker
(1991) was used to determine the fashion consumer types in the sample
group.
In the research, 2 images of women in clothes were requested from each
participant, expressing the concept of exclusivity / prestige to them. These
visuals will be examined by field experts on visual analysis forms created to
determine criteria such as clothing type, cut, model details, style trend, fabric
type, decoration techniques, pattern / texture, accessories, use of color and
color harmony. In addition, semi-structured interviews and data obtained
through visual analysis will be supported.
As a result of the research, the definition of clothing will be made in
line with the concept of elite according to fashion consumer types and gender.
The research sets an example for consumer perception studies. And it is
important in order to evaluate and determine the requests, demands and
perceptions of industrial areas through visuals.
KEYWORDS:

Purpose and Significance
The aim of this study is to determine whether the clothing and
its features perceived as elite by consumers diﬀer according to
fashion consumer types and gender. In line with this general
purpose, answers for the following research questions will be
searched.
- What are the women's clothing and features perceived as
elite by consumers?
- Do clothes and their features diﬀer that are perceived as elite
by fashion consumer types?
- Do clothes and their features diﬀer that are perceived as elite
by gender?
The research has an importance about becoming an
example for consumer perception studies, specifying the
elements that constitute elite perception in clothing and
determining whether the perceptions of the elite of gender and
fashion consumer types diﬀer.

Symbolic Meaning, Elite, Fashion, Clothing

Information

Research Method

Fashion can be defined as an eﬀective visual symbol that
people use both to reveal their individuality and to identify
themselves with certain social groups (Bennett, 2013). Clothing,
one of the most apparent forms of fashion, has meaning in
many subjects such as gender, social status, education level,
culture, belief, and life view. Therefore, the need for variety in
clothing increases as visually and imaginary (Bayburtlu, 2018).
The mindset of the person can be understood through
clothing, because clothing is one of the symbolized forms of
the mindset. Clues about aesthetic pleasures, tastes, economic
condition, status, the class you belong to, or the class you want
to belong to can be present in a person's clothing. Fashion
comprehends the crowds thuswise, and the main reference
point of fashion is the crowds (Yağlı, 2013).
Fashion using symbolic interaction and connotations in the
process of spreading to the crowds; it turns into a concept
expressing the identities formed according to the individual's
choices. Looking to the clothing the person wears, more or less
an opinion may be expressed about psychological status,
sociological tendencies, social values, social status, ideology,
sexual identity, profession, political tendency, lifestyle, choices
and origins (Ercivan & Meydan, 2009). Millan and Reynolds
(2014) stated that consumers use symbolic aspects of products
to show their wishes and desires to or communicating with their

The research has been structured with a qualitative approach.
Descriptive analysis which is one of the types of qualitative
research was used within the scope of this study.
Male and female fashion consumers in the 30-45 age group
living in Turkey have constituted the universe of this study. The
sample of the research was determined with the stratified
sampling method by considering the fashion consumer types
and genders from the universe. The sample of the research is
given in Table 1.
Rogers (1983) divided fashion consumer types into 4 groups
according to their adoption of the new fashion. These groups
are innovators, early adopters, fashion followers as early
majority and late-majority and laggards. In specifying the
fashion consumer types, Domain Spasific Innovativeness Scale
that is developed by Goldsmith and Hofacker (1991) based on
Rogers' classification was used. Scale includes 6 questions in
total and consumers included to the research sample by
dividing them into fashion consumer types according to their
scores.
In the research, the visual analysis method, known as the
ZMET model, developed by Zaltman (1995) was adapted and
used to determine the consumers' perception of elite. ZMET
model is based on the interpretation of visual materials
specified by the consumer (Ling et al., 2009).
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Consumers in the research sample were asked to bring 2
images of women in clothes to the researchers, which they
perceived as elite. 1 week time was given to the participants to
bring the desired visuals. Consumers are completely let free in
determining the images. These images have been obtained by
the photographs taken by the consumers themselves and
printed publications such as internet, magazines etc. Research
data were collected between September 2020 and March 2021.
In the scope of the research, images of 160 women in clothes
that perceived as elites by consumers were examined by field
experts through visual analysis forms. Various features of
clothing like garment types, styles, silhouettes, types of colors
and patterns etc. have been described through visual analysis
forms.
Chi-square independence test which is one of the nonparametric tests was used in the intergroup comparisons of the
research data. In the analyzes p<.05 was taken as the
significance level.

diﬀerence between clothing style trends, garment silhouettes,
clothing colors and patterns of clothing perceived as being elite
according to gender according to the results of the chi-square
independence test.
Conclusion
Clothing which is one of the non-verbal means of expression
is among the products that have a very symbolic meaning. A
cloth; it is a whole with its accessories, materials and colors.
Therefore, the message desired to be given with the cloth can
be given depending on many factors. Some occupational
groups, special fields (TV series, movie sets etc.), some social
groups may create situations that require an elite perception. It
is the clothes that can best transfer this perception to the other
party among the non-verbal communication tools. In this
research, it has been tried to analyze which characteristics of
clothing are related to the message of elite perceived by
consumers.
There are many factors that aﬀect the individual's clothing
perception. Among these age, the individual's experiences with
clothing, geography and culture she is living, education level,
economic level, etc. may be counted. In this research,
characteristics of clothing that is perceived as elite between the
consumers ages of 30-45 living in Turkey, was aimed to be
determined comparatively according to fashion consumer
types and gender. Undoubtedly, diﬀerent results may be
encountered in researches conducted on consumers of diﬀerent
ages and cultures. However, this research is important in terms
of transforming the abstract consumer perception into
concrete clothing features. For this reason, it is thought that it
will contribute especially to fashion designers to predict how
they can create perceptions in consumers by using which
clothing features.

Results
In this section; data gathered as a result of investigation of 160
women clothing images perceived as elite by 80 participants
between the ages of 30-45, were analyzed according to
research questions and presented in tables.
Table 2 shows the number of garment pieces, types of
fashion styles, garment silhouettes, types of garment, ground
color used in clothing and distribution of fabric patterns in
clothing perceived as elite in women's clothing. The clothes
perceived as elite are mostly 2- piece and one-piece clothes.
Clothes comprised by a combination of a large number of
clothes are not perceived as elite by consumers. Clothes in
elegant, monochrome and retro styles are perceived by the
consumers in the research as more elite than other styles. Xshaped clothes emphasizing the waist were found outstanding
by 36% of the consumers. At the second place, H-shaped
clothes are the silhouettes that are perceived in second place
with a ratio of 16%.
294 pieces of clothes were identified in total at the 160
images that are examined in this research. Dresses are one of
the most elite clothing in consumers’ perception. His dresses
are followed by trousers, jackets and blouses. The most
common ground colors in these clothes are beige, black and
white. It is seen that 71% of the clothes do not have a pattern.
The most common patterns are linear and floral ones.
Clothing characteristics perceived as elite in women's
clothing are given in Table 3, comparatively according to
fashion consumer types. First of all, in the table where clothing
styles are evaluated; it is seen that all consumer groups prefer
the elegant style trend at the most. Elite appearance were
linked with elegant which means elegance and grace in all
consumer groups. According to the results of the chi-square
independence test, a significant diﬀerence was not found
between the styles of clothing perceived as elite according to
fashion consumer groups. When the garment silhouettes are
examined, it is seen that the X-Shaped clothes expresses elite at
the highest rate in all consumer groups. No statistically
significant diﬀerence was found between the garment
silhouettes perceived as elite according to the consumer groups.
Koca and Koç (2008), in their research on the clothing and
color choices of working women; 43% of the participants
emphasized that the color of the clothes is significant in gaining
elite. In this research, the colors of the clothes perceived as elite
were analyzed according to consumer groups. In the
comparison of the base colors of the clothes perceived as elite
among consumer groups, it has been observed that there is a
significant diﬀerence in the level p: 0.002. When the consumer
groups are evaluated for the patterns which is another clothing
element; it was determined that there is a statistically significant
diﬀerence (p: 0.032).
When the style trends, clothing silhouettes, clothing colors
and patterns of the clothes perceived as elite in women's
clothing are evaluated by gender; there was no significant

REFERENCES

Bayburtlu, Irmak (2018). Giyim Modasında Görsel Arayışlar
ve 20. Yüzyıl Batı Sanatının İmgesel Katkıları. İdil Sanat ve Dil
Dergisi, 7(50), 1265-1271.
Bennett, A. (2013). Kültür ve Gündelik Hayat. (Çev.: N.
Tokdoğan, B. Şenel ve U.Y. Kara). Ankara: Phoenix Yayınevi.
Ercivan, G., & Meydan, C. (2007). Modanın Dili. Yedi, (1),
76-81.
Koca, E. & Koç, F. (2008). Çalışan Kadınların Giysi Seçimleri
Ve Renk Tercihleri. Elektronik Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi, 7(24),
171-200.
Ling, I. L., Yang, C. M., Liu, Y. F., & Tsai, Y. H. (2009).
Adolescents’ Mental Models of mp3 with ZMET. Adolescence,
44(176).
This study was produced from the first author's doctoral
dissertation.
Mengü, S. Ç. (2012). Halkla İlişkiler Bir Kültür Politikası. Eğitim
Yayınevi.
Millan E. & Reynolds, J. (2014). “Self-Construals, Symbolic
and Hedonic Preferences, and Actual Purchase Behavior”,
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 21, 550–560.
Pektaş, H. (2006). Moda ve postmodernizm (Doctoral dissertation,
Selçuk Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü).
Rogers, E. M. (1983). Diﬀusion of Innovation. Third Edition.
New York: The Free Publication.
Şüküroğlu, V. K. (2018). Tüketim Toplumu: Tüketici Kimliği
ve Sembolik Tüketim Açısından Bir Değerlendirme. Kastamonu
İletişim Araştırmaları Dergisi, 2018(1).
Yağlı, S. (2013). Gündelik Hayatın Bir Alanı Olarak Moda
Aracılığıyla Kültürün Yeniden İnşası. İstanbul Arel Üniversitesi
İletişim Çalışmaları Dergisi, 2(4), 37-63.
Zaltman, G. (1995). Metaphor Elcitation Method And
Apparatus. United States Patent. Patent Number: 5,436,830.

25

TABLES

Table 1: Distribution of the Research Sample

Tablo 3. Distribution of Clothing Features Perceived as Exclusive in Women's Clothing by
Fashion Consumer Types

Table 2. Characteristics of Garments Perceived as Elite in Women Clothings

n: 160

Table 4. Distribution of Clothing Features Perceived as Exclusive in Women's Clothing by
Gender

26

students, five in total, aged eighteen to twenty-three, from
diﬀerent backgrounds within the UK. The interviews were
intended to be in person however all but one interview took
place over an online video-calling platform due the
announcement of a second lockdown in the UK at time of
research. Each interview involved a series of questions that
explored how an increase of online activity throughout the
pandemic had impacted their individual experience of fashion
and consumption within and around the national lockdowns,
expanding on and exploring further into particular points of
interest within each circumstance. The paper will also draw on
previous studies on the connection between social media and
consumption, as well as theories on identity, self-image and
conspicuous consumption to analyse the data collected.

Covid-19 and online living:
a recipe for a slow fashion lifestyle?
Hannah Hughes
Nottingham Trent University
ABSTRACT

With the COVID-19 pandemic leaving us stuck in our homes, our access
to and requirements of fashion have drastically changed. Due to the
pandemic, we are living more of our lives through screens, this will
inevitably impact fashion lifestyles, but how? There are studies that
demonstrate increased online activity and social media use lead to increased
consumption. On the other hand, with the uptake in slow fashion, social
media has begun to be used as an activist tool, exposing the fashion industry.
This paper will draw on primary research in the form of a number of
semi-structured interviews of young adults aged 19-23 of diﬀerent
backgrounds within the UK; exploring how an increase of online activity
has impacted their experience of fashion and consumption within the UK.
It will use studies of conspicuous consumption, the link between the speed
of consumption and social media use, as well as studies of identity and selfimage to analyse this data. It will explore the eﬀects of a battle between an
increased exposure to fast paced social media, and online life, and a
slowdown of real life, on the type of fashion lifestyles individuals choose.
The interviews provided evidence that the pandemic induced ‘pause on
life’ has led to more ‘reflection’ and considered consumption. With slower
fashion lifestyles being more readily considered, evidenced from primary
analysis of social media, the overexposure to social media could be the
catalyst needed to induce slow fashion lifestyles more widely, despite the pull
of fast fashion distraction.
KEYWORDS:

Pandemic Pause
With the national lockdown came a surplus of time for many
individuals. Much of social life was put on hold and many lost
their jobs, were furloughed or shut out from educational
institutions, as the UK governments enforced a number of
lockdowns to reduce the spread of the virus. What does this
slow down of life mean for consumption levels and the
relationship we have with fashion and ourselves?
Pre-pandemic there was an increasingly fast pace to life,
particularly within fashion and around ideas of identity
construction, with individuals buying into a constant stream of
products and services. Many believing this would help them
find their identities and reach, what Maslow (1962) coined,
“self-actualisation” – the necessity for personal development
and revelation – in an ever changing global world. As the
fashion industry has grown to accommodate fifty two seasons a
year it could be argued individuals abilities to achieve “selfactualisation” are limited, such a fast paced environment. But
when forced into a lock down individuals lives slowed. The
pressure to keep up with the Joneses dissipated. The pressure to
consume no longer all encompassing, as the ability to and
opportunities to consume were restricted. There was no longer
a need to buy a new dress every weekend for the next
celebration as there are no celebrations. Individuals finally had
the time to pause, take a step back and reflect on their lifestyles,
asking why they chose that lifestyle to begin with and if it was
aiding or prohibiting them from finding their identity and
achieving the self-actualisation Maslow suggests we need. All of
this could potentially bring about a shift to slow fashion
lifestyles.
Interviewee three and five’s responses’ strengthened this
conclusion, suggesting that the pause of day to day life within
lockdown provided them with an opportunity to get to know
themselves and their values in more depth. For example
interviewee three highlighted that they cared less about what
they looked like since they were going out less. Interviewee five
also explained that the disruption of routine led them to
discern their mindless and often unnecessary participation in
consumer culture. Turkle’s idea of “self-reflection” is
highlighted through these responses, an alternative to the “selfpresentation” she states, is prevalent in today’s social media
fuelled world (2015, p.81). Turkle describes self-reflection as
“the conversations we have with ourselves in the hope of
greater insight about who we are and want to be” (2015, p. 79).
She goes on to explain that these are only possible in times of
solitude and that many have turned to self-presentation in the
digital age performing who we think we are instead, as true
solitude becomes harder to find (2015, p. 79, 83). So as business
as usual is disrupted by the pandemic, the truth about the
damage of a consumption heavy lifestyle, (it’s impacts on
individuals, culture and the planet (Tulej 2020)), seems to have
risen to the surface as many individuals have found time for
solitude and therefore self-reflection rather than selfpresentation. In summary the lockdown many have provided a
chance to reflect and recognise that identity is more than what
we present and consume. As community came more into focus
individuals saw that their fast fashion lifestyle choices were

COVID-19, Identity, Consumption, Online, Slow-Fashion

Introduction
2020 was a year defined by COVID-19. The virus caused chaos
and destruction throughout the world and it’s industries, with
heavy restrictions placed on every aspect of life. High streets
haunted by closed doors and social activity prohibited as we
were (are) left confined to our homes, life was put on pause.
What was not paused got shifted to an online format. People
across the world reported spending more time using their
devices during the peak of the pandemic (Kemp 2020)
exposing us to the fast paced nature of life online with a never
ending stream of content that we could skip, fastforward or
replay, picking and choosing what we want our lives to include,
having been blocked out from the good and bad aspects of life
outside. This has inevitably impacted the fashion industry as
individuals' relationships to fashion have been forced to change
and adapt fast to this new, if temporary, way of life.
Pre-pandemic, theories of conspicuous consumption were
playing out, ringing true in an era of over-consumption for
status gain or acceptance (Veblen 2008). Consumption levels,
Fletcher suggests, were far beyond what is sustainable for the
Earth’s resources that are left (2008). This led to questions
about the sustainability and ethics of the fashion industry as a
whole and where changes needed to be made. However it could
be said that the greenwashing movement overran and no real
change has been made within the industry. This research
questions whether this disruption to lifestyles and habits of
consumption has led individuals to question their motives and
priorities. Has the pandemic meant individuals now have the
time to see and reflect upon the impact their consumption and
fashion lifestyles have? Has COVID-19 created the ideal
environment to induce a consumer awakening and trigger
impactful, lasting changes within the fashion industry as a
result?
This paper will explore the battle between the slow down of
real life and the increased exposure to the fast paced nature of
life online, over the pandemic in the UK, and how that may
have impacted fashion lifestyles and consumption habits. It will
draw on a small series of semi-strutructed interviews, a mixture
of group and individual, with a range of male and female
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potentially not as conducive to “personal growth and
discovery” (Mcleod 2018) as they have been led to believe.
A Fashion Revolution article displays how this shift in focus
aﬀects consumers' fashion lifestyle choices; publishing survey
results showing forty-five percent of participants “said they had
learned they need less stuﬀ in order to be happy” (Tulej 2020).
This overall demonstrates a shift in consumer-mindset that if
acted upon and sustained could change consumer-habits and
therefore fashion lifestyle choices. However with the promise of
business as usual again how will individuals be motivated to
turn their reflection into sustained action?

extremes is a fertile environment to induce slow fashion
lifestyles. The slowed pace of life disrupting the cycle of
consumption, aforementioned allowing time for reflection and
research online into the eﬀects of our lifestyle choices. This selfreflection and research then leads to the exposure of the ‘dirty
secrets’, as Stacey Dooley calls them (Fashion’s Dirty Secrets
2018), of the fashion industry and to a much wider audience,
with individuals sharing and re posting their findings to their
new and growing online communities. All this amplified as
(more) individuals scroll through more online content than ever
before. Therefore it could be said the two opposing speeds
make the ideal pair to induce slow fashion lifestyles.
The uptake in mending, clothing care and longevity trends
and skills evidence this point too. Many individuals who were
used to a fast paced life, sought out hobbies to fill their excess
time. A survey of one thousand women within the UK revealed
knitting, embroidery, cochet and crafting were among the top
ten hobbies picked up over the national lockdown, (Peagram
2021). All of these hobbies are conducive to slow fashion
lifestyles. It is online platforms such as Instagram, tiktok and
youtube that have enabled these skills to be taught and learnt
from home. With process ‘reels’ and ‘TikToks’ going viral.
Without the slowdown of life individuals would not have had
the time and the drive to seek out new hobbies. Without the
online platforms and social media influence, individuals would
not have been exposed to these lifestyles, especially with crafters
taking to social media and to share and promote their trade as
normal trade shows were cancelled. This all points towards the
two circumstances coming together to be an environment that
produces a change to slow fashion lifestyles.
Interviewee five discussed how they discovered clothes they
had forgotten about, finding a new love for the items they
owned rather than seeking a new love in the sales; indicating
that some individuals' habits are shifting towards slow fashion
lifestyles. Some individual are taking a step back to look at their
wardrobes, finally finding the time to go through all the clothes
abandoned at the bottom, they can see the excess of their
consumption right in front of them as well as being exposed to
an online education about the impacts of the fashion industry,
especially as social media has begun to be increasingly used as
an activist tool over lockdown.
Throughout the lockdown the fashion industry has been
put under fire with the pandemic exposing the flaws in the
business of fast fashion and its impact on real lives and the
planet we live on. Instagram accounts such as Fashion
Revolutions (@fash_rev) being used to connect people to their
clothes and see the destruction that their consumption causes,
showing them steps to make a change. This is not necessarily
new, social media was being used to attempt to educate
individuals on cultural issues pre-pandemic but you could
argue that it is with the combination of people spending more
time online and the disruption of the consumption cycle that
has had the impact. These shifts, together, mean more
meaningful and lasting changes to slower fashion lifestyles
could be made.

Online Activity
When it comes to changing fashion lifestyle choices there is the
increase of online activity to consider as it contrasts the slow
down of day to day life. As culture adapted to life in a
pandemic, technology became a saving grace, allowing
individuals to continue life from the comfort of their own
homes. This inevitably led to more people than ever before
being plugged in.
With our screens in front of us more often and boredom
setting in from an excess of free time, the pull to social media it
seems was irresistible to many. This reflected within all
interviews as they evidenced maintained or increased social
media use. It could be argued that many found solace in the
high speed pace of life online, likes, views and comments flash
up, providing instant gratification and communication to
replace in-person socialisation. What has this increased online
activity meant for individuals' relationships within fashion and
consumption? How have online platforms been used within the
fashion context to aﬀect the speed of consumption? Will the
instant nature of social media counteract the pandemics pause
and perpetuate the fast paced nature of fashion?
Avid social media users, interviewees one and three
admitted they began buying more fashion items than
previously, after the initial lockdown, suggesting a link between
social media use and increased consumption. The Social
Dilemma, released during the first lockdown, talks about the
increased exposure to advertisement that comes with social
media use (2020); advertisement feeds on our need for identity
(Max-Neef 2007), providing what, during lockdown, could no
longer be achieved through in-person interaction. Aldridge
comments that consumption can become a “pursuit of
pleasure...” to escape reality and ignore “...loss, frustration
[and] uncertainty" (2003, p.77). So it could be suggested that
online activity will encourage people to use consumption as a
distraction from the loss and frustration of the pandemic. The
impact of this on fashion lifestyles and consumption habits
further evidenced by the growth in lounge wear businesses
(O'Connor 2020) and the trending Instagram hashtags such as
#lockdownglowup. Therefore it could be argued that life online
has countered any impacts that a slow down of day to day life
may have had on fashion lifestyles, the online exposure
aﬀecting how we see ourselves and distorting the reality of the
world around us (Boyle 2004, p.12).
The growth in online businesses also suggests that life online
feeds fast fashion. Evidenced as companies such as Boohoo and
ASOS buy out department stores and highstreet brands with
their sales soaring during the lockdown (O'Connell, 2021).
Interviewee three mentioned they went from buying
infrequently and mostly in the
highstreet pre-pandemic, to purchasing regularly through
online platforms during the first lockdown and continuing to
shop online even when the highstreets briefly opened between
lockdowns. Farthing the argument that an increased online
exposure will sustain the momentum of fast fashion lifestyles.

Conclusion
Overall this could suggest that lockdown, specifically the
juxtaposed speeds of life it caused, could be the “coordinated
influence” (Schor 2001, p.11) society needed to break the cycle
of consumption and take up slower fashion lifestyles. However
with the pandemic still ongoing, and the global scale it holds,
more research would be needed to discern whether these
lifestyle shifts will maintain momentum or will be squashed by
businesses as usual. The fashion industry has undoubtedly
suﬀered during the pandemic but only time will tell if
consumer habits and shifts in behaviour are large enough to
convince the industry to make valuable changes. Therefore it
cannot be said that the lockdown will mean a future of slow
fashion lifestyles, although many may find this a hopeful incite
into what could drive change in the future.

Speed
When we look at the pause of real life and the uptake in online
life separately it appears they balance each other out. However
there is evidence that suggests the combination of both at such
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factors that push jewellery beyond the point of wear, the impact
of refusing the social obligation to reciprocate within gift-giving
practice and the strategies used to diﬀuse some of these
tensions.

Push and pull: The role of unworn jewellery in
negotiating changing identities and relationships.
Sian Hindle
School of Jewellery, Birmingham City University

The Limits of Wear

ABSTRACT

Much jewellery is gifted (Habermas, 2011, Cheung, 2006), and
this sets in train a dynamic that inflects a broad range of social
interactions. We will return to the question of obligation and
reciprocity shortly, but first we will consider the degree to which
gifted jewellery serves as an important touchstone for the
individual, facilitating a check on the wearer’s position in her
social matrix . It becomes a point of reference to gauge the
degree to which the identities ascribed to the individual by the
gifter of the jewellery and the wearer of the jewellery are
aligned. My analysis, here, draws on the phenomenological
insights of Merleau-Ponty (2012) and Young (1990), and points
to a process of looking that structures and validates this
calculation of alignment or fit. This involves an oscillation
between two modes of subjectivity – from self-as-subject to selfas-object and back again – and if this can be done repeatedly
and comfortably, then there is a degree of alignment between
the two. When the relatively newly married Hannah catches
sight of her wedding ringed hand on the grab rail on the tube,
she embraces this visual sign that objectifies her current status
as a married women and is able to fold this externalised image
into her internal sense of identity to create a seamless whole.
When the oscillation between the internalised self-assubject and the externalised self-as object can no longer be
sustained, the limits of wear are exceeded. Jewellery that no
longer reflects the identity of the wearer makes this an
uncomfortable process. A item of jewellery might be physically
uncomfortable, or it might just not fit in terms of identity, in
regard to what it says about the individual. Hannah had a
visceral reaction to the experience of wearing, again, the pearl
ring that was purchased by her parents for her twenty-first
birthday. She enjoyed looking at it, but as soon as she put it on
her finger she felt conflicted, and the eﬀort to align the diﬀerent
perspectives of who she felt herself to be at the time of the
interview with who she felt herself to be at in her youth was
considerable, and the cognitive dissonance substantial. Seeing
herself wearing the ring provoked memories and associations
that were at odds with her current self-perception; it was
uncomfortable for her to remember all her youthful insecurities
and her vanity, and she returned the ring to her jewellery box.
Hannah’s diﬀering responses suggest that changing
perceptions of identity are key to jewellery’s use and wear. Fig.
1 shows a map of jewellery wear and retention for another
other the project’s participants, Daksha. The central blue circle
represents the body of Daksha herself and the orange dots
nearest to the centre of the map represent those pieces of
jewellery that are worn regularly. The larger of the two dottedline circles shows the limits of wear: all items within this
perimeter retain the capacity for wear, and those without are
still retained but are no longer wearable. Of course, the
grounds continue to shift: there is potential for movement from
one field to another as some pieces are retired from use and
others are reclaimed (as in the case of Daksha’s contested
dowry jewellery).
However, identities are not formed in isolation and the
gifted nature of much jewellery means that we must consider
the obligations that this imposes on jewellery wearers and
collectors.

Jewellery wear and use is an emerging strand of jewellery research and
analysis centres around how jewellery wear can help mark a range of
relationships and serve as a social signifiers within groups of individuals.
As yet, however, the social ramifications of not wearing jewellery have
received little attention, leaving the significant deposits of jewellery that
remain, unworn, in jewellery boxes and collections without a cogent
analysis. The gifted nature of much traditional precious jewellery means it
comes with baggage; not wearing it represents a refusal of the reciprocity that
is demanded by the gift economy. While a number of texts deal with the
jewellery’s gifted aspect (Habermas, 2011, Cheung, 2006), there is little
that tackles the issue of what happens when, through being left unworn,
these gifts and signifiers of past social identities are refused.
In this paper I will examine this baggage and consider how its
negotiation plays out in dynamic shifts that construct individual and group
identity. The functions that jewellery retains, even when unworn, are
significant here: their material form scaﬀolds memory (Heersmink, 2018),
and their often precious, durable nature means items are retained across
generations, foregrounding continuity (Gell, 1998). Here, I argue that
unworn jewellery requires remedial action because of its potency. Ritual
behaviour and distance are used to accommodate the material memories of
the adornments, and provide a means of coming to terms with the embodied
narratives they contain. In conclusion, this project extends our knowledge of
the field by demonstrating the significance of unworn jewellery, and its
potential to help its custodians to negotiate change in relationships over the
lifespan.

: Jewellery; Unworn; Identity; Ritual; Embodiment.
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Introduction
Jewellery, in its widest sense, pervades my house. The rather
haphazard accumulation of artefacts that passes for my
jewellery collection includes a range of wearable and no longer
functioning items: worn and broken jewellery and watches, as
well as other body-related items (children’s teeth, badges from
my youth). Jewellery that is worn regularly tends to occupy
surfaces such as a bedside table, but there are also little piles of
them around the house, too, on and around the desk in my
workroom and (sometimes) on the stairs. I recognise that my
interest in adornment means that I may hoard items beyond
their usually lifespan, but I have long been convinced that
jewellery boxes and collections of jewellery are full of contested
meanings that can reveal much about the role of jewellery and
and the mechanics of identity construction.
This paper, exploring the pushes and pulls of identity
construction, draws on my doctoral research. Within this study,
participants were invited to discuss and respond to the
embodied experience of wearing jewellery of diﬀerent kinds,
both their own traditional precious jewellery and items of art
jewellery loaned to the study. A series of initial creative
workshops involved participants selecting, wearing and
responding creatively to items of experimental or art jewellery,
which often challenges jewellery conventions in terms of
materials used, scale, or mode of wear. Attendance at one of
these creative workshops was then followed with one or more
interviews in which participants were encouraged to reflect on
the meanings associated with their own live (frequently worn)
and retired (no longer worn) jewellery. The items participants
reflected on during these interviews tended to be of a much
more conventional nature than the art jewellery explored
previously. The rich verbal and visual material generated in
workshops and interviews was then transcribed (in the case of
participants’ comments) and analysed using NVivo data
analysis software, and the findings informed the theory around
the dispersed self that were key to my thesis. Here, I explore the

Reciprocation and Obligation
A further aspect of the dynamic of jewellery’s gifted nature is,
of course, and the obligation on the part of the recipient to
reciprocate the gift. Habermas (2011) refers to jewellery’s
indexical nature, highlighting how it points to the people who
gifted it, and this was acknowledged by the participants in this
study. The gifting of jewellery served to connect individuals
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Fig.1: Daksha and the dispersed field of her jewellery wear and use.
and aﬃrm their bonds to each other, and this correlates with
Mauss’ (1980) analysis of the gift. Mauss describes the circular
nature of the gift economy: within his anthropological framing,
ritual items of Polynesian culture are circulated amongst
diﬀerent trading tribes; for a gift to rest with one individual or
for one person to be seen to profit from the gift alone is to incur
shame. Here, the circular nature of the gift is assured through
careful retention and, where possible, wear: once the item is
gifted, a public appearance with the piece helps to aﬃrm the
gift and, by implication, the relationship behind it. This is the
currency of reciprocity, and it is this that underscores the highly
social nature of jewellery practices. If you cannot (or will not)
wear it then the reciprocity is absent and the circular nature of
the gift economy stutters.
Jewellery’s small size and ostensibly precious nature renders
it eminently keepable, meaning that it is somehow unacceptable
to dispose of the jewellery thoughtlessly. It must either be
retained, or passed on to somebody else who might benefit
from it. While one participant in the study claimed never to
have disposed of any of her jewellery at all, a number of
women talked about a process of thoughtfully distributing

pieces that they no longer had use of: one passed items of
costume jewellery to her nieces and another to a charity that
supported women into employment by providing mentoring
and clothes (and jewellery) as interview-wear. There was some
discussion about bequeathing jewellery, with women making
plans for who their jewellery might be passed onto at the event
of their death – Daksha talked about giving her dowry
jewellery to her daughter (with her blessing that she could sell
it, if she preferred to have the money instead), and Leanne
talked about particular pieces that (despite their very diﬀerent
tastes) she thought her daughter might like. When retained, it
aﬃrmed the owner’s position within the genealogical chain of
the generations (Gell, 1998), and also served to sketch out the
genealogies of friendship groups, past and present, too.
However, jewellery’s longevity is also problematic, in the
sense that jewellery retained within a jewellery collection or box
and not worn tends to haunt its owner. It represents a refusal,
as if the individual was seeking to retain the profit that was
culturally shaming in Mauss’ (1980) analysis. My findings
indicate that the women I spoke to felt this acutely: a number
of women spoke of the guilt they felt about unsatisfactory
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attempts to mend broken jewellery, but jewellery that was
unwearable because it was of its outdated style or material was
perhaps even more challenging. It seemed that that this was a
very slight reason for a refusal of reciprocity, and this was felt to
reflect badly on the (non-)wearer. In the light of our discussion
of identity and obligation, it seems likely that the style of the
jewellery is a symptom rather than a cause of the jewellery’s
lapse from favour. What was at stake was something much
more substantive: a tension between competing versions of the
self. I argue that it is the interactions of these two mechanisms
– oscillations, at a personal level, between internal and external
perspectives, and the social dynamics of gifting– that result in
a shifting ground of identity, negotiated and articulated
through the gifting, wearing and viewing of jewellery.

jewellery can be acknowledged and due respect shown. They
map out identities but they go further than this in that the
tangible form of the jewellery, worn close to the body and
infused with meaning regarding the embodied identity of the
wearer, means they operate in that grey area between subject
and object (Turkle, 2007, Heersmink, 2018); Habermas (2011)
highlights the parallels between jewellery and Winnicott’s
(1992) transitional objects. They serve as outposts of what I
describe as the dispersed self, often focused in and around the
most personal of domestic spaces, the bedroom, where the
dressed self (Entwistle, 2001) is constructed daily, but they are
frequently distributed more widely, adorning the living spaces
of the home in lieu of the body.
Conclusions

The Dispersed Self

Jewellery’s status qua thing is central to the argument made
here. As an expression of relationships and social identities in
material form, jewellery needs to be dealt with and
accommodated whether it is worn or not. This paper sets out
two mechanisms whereby jewellery artefacts are integral to
identity formation: the first through the oscillation between
internal (self-as-subject) and external (self-as-object)
perceptions of the self, and
the second through the need for reciprocity in response to
gifted jewellery. Both of these mechanisms point to ways of
understanding the highly social nature of jewellery practices
and of the networked and connected nature of identity more
broadly. More significantly for this paper, the interactions of
these two mechanisms provide a vehicle to reduce and allay any
dissonance between the desire to respect obligations by
aﬃrming significant relationships and the need to maintaining
coherent, current identities. A combination of ritual practices
(boxing, hiding) and physical distance can be used to structure
the evocative objects of the dispersed self in order to facilitate
a degree of control over the material hinterlands of the self. It
is this combination that suggests that the collections of unworn
jewellery are performing a vital role in negotiating our
individual and collective identities.

The diagram of jewellery wear and retention, of the kind seen
in Fig. 1, establishes and operates as a kind of map of identities
(past and present) and relationships, held in place by the
obligations promoted by the social conventions of gifting
jewellery. This, in itself, has resonances with Gonzalez’s (1995)
concept of the autotopography, a contained collection of
artefacts that relate to memories of people and past events.
Gonzalez’s field of study has included home altars as spaces of
ritual and reverence, and this points to one key way in which
the dissonance of significant but unwearable jewellery can be
accommodated, through ritual behaviour. We can see this in
the way that some unworn jewellery items are boxed,
indicating that they are in need of remedial action to
accommodate any dissonance they contain. Mani’s pearls,
gifted to her by her first husband, are now kept in a ‘pearl box’
and their use ritualised (they are saved for particular occasions,
such as a James Bond themed ball); Leanne’s charm bracelet is
not only boxed, it is also hidden, sometimes so successfully that
even the owner cannot recall where it was placed. These
precautions involve the imposition of layers of rules and ritual
that suggest that – while it is important they are retained – the
individual does not wish these pieces to be encountered by
accident. While this use of ritual was relatively commonplace
within the participant group, discussions with my study’s
participants suggest that another approach was, however,
possible.
Just like my collection of jewellery, and unlike the
collections of objects that Gonzalez (1995) studied, the
collections of jewellery of many of the women I spoke with
were diﬀuse and, instead of being contained in boxes and
drawers, could be found throughout the women’s domestic
space. No longer used to adorn the individual, they instead
served to adorn the domestic arena: they sat on dressing tables
or by the side of the bed; they might be found in little piles of
discarded jewellery around the house, on work surfaces or on
the stairs. These pieces were treated with less reverence. Anna
described a pair of rings from her deceased
Nanna, which were kept in a bedside drawer alongside
lifesaving sweets for her diabetes. She was content to bump into
the pieces accidentally, to stumble across them and was happy
to find herself in the imagined gaze of the person who
originally gifted the items. Miranda told me about a bangle
given to her by her mother just before her death: it is too loaded
with sentiment to wear, for fear (she says) of damaging it, but it
is kept – unboxed and unprotected – in a large tray of jewellery
under the bed, to be encountered when periodically refreshing
her daily jewellery items. Accessible to these chance
encounters, this jewellery exerts a presence that aﬃrms the
significance of the relationships and networks of family and
friends, even though it is no longer worn in public.
These diﬀuse collections – encompassing the boxed and the
ritualised, and the more accessible – allow the owner to engage
with the memories associated with the items of gifted jewellery
and to use these memories to scaﬀold their narrative identity
(Heersmink, 2018). In doing so, they permit a nod to past
identities, and point to a way in which the obligations of gifted
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minute he came after us down the street without any hat…”
(Dickens, C. 1853).
Hats have, historically, always aﬀorded opportunities for
both fashion statements and for social, commercial and
industrial classification and distinction. In this paper I am
limiting myself to the 19th and 20th centuries, except in my
closing remarks, and I wish to explore further what is
frequently missing from examinations of the significance of
hats – the recognition, historically, of the ‘iron rule’: hats are
not fashion accessories – they are essential items of wear,
without which people might as well be naked. To be without a
hat is not to be fully dressed. Here is an illustration from 1871
of Oliver Twist’s meeting with the Artful Dodger (Fig.1).
Oliver is destitute, exhausted and starving – yet he is wearing a
cap. Books of fashion and etiquette do not, naturally, refer to
the absolute necessity of a head-covering: it is an unspoken
‘given’. An alternative source of significant information is, as
we see, popular art and literature, which necessarily embody,
reflect and display the rules of quotidian culture in all their
minutiae. Similarly, illustrations, early photography, and even
early film, powerfully convey the absolute ubiquity of some
form of head gear. Here is a street scene of Dublin in the late
19th century (Fig. 2), and a tea-packing warehouse of the
same period (Fig 3). And here is William Gladstone taking an
imaginary journey on a public omnibus (Fig 4). All the
passengers and everyone in the street is hatted.
And as we see, women equally had to have headgear to go
out. Here Nancy the prostitute meets Rose Maylie, the nice
middle-class girl, in 1838: both wear bonnets (Fig 5). Bonnets
seem crucial. In Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth, “... she flew back to
her room, and snatching up her bonnet, ran, tying the strings
with her trembling hands as she went down the stairs, out at
the nearest door” (Gaskell, E 1853). Lucy in Pearson the Labourer
performs the same manoeuvre: “...snatching up her bonnet
and shawl, Lucy sped away on her errand” (Anonymous,
1861). The phrase becomes a cliché for female departure:
“...at the sound she leaped to her feet, snatching up her
bonnet. He suddenly had her by the shoulders. "Not quite
yet…” (Mitchell, M. 1936). Now, this is from Gone With The
Wind, published in 1936. But the author, Margaret Mitchell, is
not merely showing the depth of her historical research. Hatwearing was still essential in the first half of the 20th century.
Here is William Brown, of the Just William books, in an
episode from the late ‘20s, looking unexpectedly clean and
neat in the company of smart adults: all are hatted (Fig. 6).
And here is William in his normal grubby guise, with his
‘gang’ at their headquarters in the Old Barn: all are still
hatted (Fig. 7). In Elmer Rice’s comic novel of 1930 A Voyage to
Purilia (Rice, E. 1930), which was a satire on Hollywood and
its films, a death is diagnosed and acknowledged on the planet
of Purilia not by medical procedures, but by bystanders
removing their hats and placing them over their chests. The
presence of the hats is axiomatic, as it is here, in this
extraordinary ‘clocking oﬀ’ photograph from the early 1920s
(Fig.8). And here is Broadway in the 1930s (Fig. 9). The slogan
which I have chosen as the title to this paper – “if you want to
get ahead, get a hat” – dates from 1948, but does not,
however, indicate that hat-wearing was by then as important
as it had been. Rather the reverse. The slogan was coined for
the launch of the The Hatters’ Information Centre by the
newly-formed Hatters’ Development Council, in an eﬀort to
reverse the decline of hat-wearing, especially among young
men, who were declared not to be “hat conscious” (Tréguer, P.
2020). As millions of people were ‘demobbed’ (discharged
from military service) in the years 1945-’48, they were each
given not only a ‘demob suit’, but also a hat (Wikipedia 2021).
Clearly, to the Establishment, the hat was still an essential
requirement. But this was not the general trend. One might
assume, therefore, that in a culture which does not wear hats,
their use and ubiquity in previous periods would make them
prime objects for the costume designer to exploit. But the
reverse seems to be true: theatre, TV, and film, continually
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Because we are not a hat-wearing culture, it might be thought that
this would leap out at us when considering period costume. But the reverse
is true: theatre, TV, and film, systematically ‘airbrush’ the hat out of the
costume plot. This may be because the hat has a reverse significance in
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disempowers them in their roles.
This paper aims to demonstrate this thesis with examples from the
historical record, set against those from contemporary performance.
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One of the best Sherlock Holmes stories is The Blue Carbuncle
(Doyle, A. C. 1892). It begins with Holmes being presented
with a goose and a hat, left behind by an elderly gentleman
when he was attacked. Holmes is intrigued by the hat, and
makes his deductions from it in considerable detail. Among
other things, he can instantly date it as three years old because
of the shape of the brim, and suggests that the owner would
have bought a replacement by now – had he not fallen on
hard times. Hats are clearly items in constant use, in need of
regular replacement. Holmes also remarks that the hat is fitted
with a hat-protector – a gadget designed to hold the hat on
the head, and another mark of its value. Holmes decides to
advertise the finding of the hat (and the goose) in the evening
papers. Neither he nor Watson see anything strange in this.
They make the unquestioning assumption that a hat is so
important that to advertise its finding is perfectly reasonable.
“…he is sure to keep an eye on the papers”, says
Holmes,”…since...the loss was a heavy one” (and) “...everyone
who knows him will direct his attention to it” (Ibid.). The hat
is cracked, dusty, spotted with candle-wax, and dabbed with
ink to try and hide the worst marks – and yet its elderly and
donnish owner is desperate to get it back and wear it again.
He turns up to recover it wearing a “Scotch Bonnet” – a Tam
O’Shanter – which, he remarks wryly, “is fitted neither to my
years nor my gravity” (Ibid.). Clearly he feels that he has to
have some head-covering – however silly he may look – in
order to be able to leave his house and make the journey to
Baker Street. In Edward Bellamy’s futurist utopian tract
Looking Backward, the narrator/hero, having fallen asleep in the
1880s and woken in the year 2000, wants to have a look at this
new world. “There was a hat in the hall, and, opening the
front door, which was fastened with a slightness indicating that
burglary was not among the perils of the modern Boston, I
found myself on the street” (Bellamy, E. 1888). We see that the
absence of a hat for his head would have kept him inside as
certainly as a locked front door. Finally, in Bleak House we find
Mr Guppy, who is so desperate to ensure he won't be accused
by Esther of breach of promise, that when she leaves “...in a
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limit the appearance or use of hats in period drama, or
sometimes airbrush them out altogether.
It must be emphasised that it is not merely changes in
fashion and custom which has tended to the limitation of hats
in performance. There are strong practical reasons. However
good and historically accurate hats may look in fashion-plates
or costume sketches, they are inimical, as every actor and
costume-designer knows, to the practise of theatre – because
they hide the face. They do so partly because the stage-lights
hang above the performers, and hats therefore throw shadows
over their faces. But more importantly they do so because the
seating rake or seating tiers of a theatre auditorium lift a large
proportion of the audience to a higher level than the
performers, who have to look up for their faces to be seen –
faces which not only register emotion, but which convey 30%
of the semantic content of the spoken word. Hats can indeed
be manipulated – and this becomes a practical necessity under
these circumstances. Laurence Olivier in The Entertainer
(Osborne, J. 1956) may sport a grey bowler hat as part of his
seedy comedian’s costume (Fig. 10), but he wears it tipped on
his head, and during his act he plays with it and his own shifty
stage persona, dipping in and out of the shade of the brim.
Additionally, as a ‘front-cloth’ comedian, he uses a low-angle
follow-spot, which lights him from the front, not from above.
In theory, TV and film should pose no such technical
restrictions to hat-wearing. In reality, the appearance and use
of hats in these media is erratic. There are, of course, shining
examples of ‘good hat practice’. The Sherlock Holmes series of
the 1980s were conspicuously hatted (ITV 1984-94), as was the
1995 TV serialisation of Pride and Prejudice (BBC 1995). But
even here there are questions. In The Cardboard Box (ITV1994),
a worried young man goes out without his hat – but he does not
rush, and there is no hat in the hall for him to ignore; and
Elizabeth Bennett is hatless in her confrontation with an
ostentatiously hatted Lady Catherine de Bourgh in the
Bennett’s garden (Fig.11). The only really scrupulously-hatted
costume piece I can find – although the New York scenes in the
2005 version of King Kong (Universal Pictures 2005) run it a
close second – is the 1978 film version of The Thirty-Nine Steps
(Norfolk International Pictures 1978), in which Robert Powell
starred as Richard Hannay. But that is over forty years old, and
hat-wearing was less marginal than it now is, and so perhaps
less inimical to directors and performers, Hannay is indeed
once seen striding hatless over the heather after a perilous
escape from a train, but when, pursued by German agents, he
gets the idea of disguising himself in the clothes of the drunk
who has given hime shelter, the camera (and thus Hannay’s
gaze) pans across to where a hat hangs on a peg, and zooms in
on it. And Powell certainly looks very dashing in his disguise
(Fig.12). Perhaps this is the key. It is a paradox, in a genre
generated from the written or spoken word, that, in the words
of a wardrobe supervisor for film and TV costume drama:
“The image is everything” (Brightman, A. 2021). If our heroes
and heroines are encumbered with items which, to our eyes, are
at best incongruous, at worse grotesque, it might denature and
disempower them in their roles. Jacqueline Durran, who
costumed the 2005 film of Pride and Prejudice, speaks of
“knowing the rules, and breaking them selectively” (Specter, E.
2019). There are a good selection of rules broken in these
designs, and one of the most striking is the conspicuous lack of
head-coverings for Keira Knightley as Elizabeth Bennett
(Fig.13), who ends up looking like Merle Oberon as Cathy in
the 1939 film of Wuthering Heights (Fig.14), who in turn is merely
creating and embodying a 20th century visual trope for a “free
spirit”. In the original book Cathy wears a hat, even when
climbing a tree, and when it falls oﬀ she instantly climbs down
after it. There is no mention of dark locks streaming in the
wind (Brontë, E. 1847).
In striking contrast to this is the prominence of hats in the
costume designs of Joanna Eatwell for the TV series Wolf Hall,
which is set in the reign of Henry VIII (BBC 2015). We enter a
world where hats are in constant play, in ways which
underscore for us the sheer diﬀerence between the customs and

behaviour of that world and our own. One of the most
frequent gestures is the most telling: when men meet equals or
superiors, they “make a reverence”, reaching round to the back
of the head to peel oﬀ their hats with a forward motion. This is
not how we imagine or feel that hats could be flourished, but it
is how it was done, and brings a ghostly echo of the removal of
a helmet and the inclination of the neck in submission.
Joanna Eatwell has said: “The design ethos I favour
wherever practical or possible is Original Practice, it’s not the
easiest of routes...but it is immensely satisfying and endlessly
challenging” (Eatwell, J. 2021). But this very action of “making
a reverence” appears in a scene in Shakespeare’s Hamlet which
I find dangerously confusing. Towards the end of Hamlet there
is a famous (or perhaps ‘infamous’) scene, in which Hamlet is
propositioned by Osric, an “attendant lord”, to a friendly duel
with Laertes. Once the initial lines have been spoken, Hamlet
says: “Put your bonnet to his right use: ‘tis for the head”
(Shakespeare, W. 1601). Clearly, Osric has made reverence
when greeting the Prince Hamlet. Having done so, he would be
expected to put his hat back on again. But Osric, in an irritating
excess of servility – Hamlet refers to him as a “water fly” (Ibid.)
– does not do so. He has to be reminded again, and again begs
oﬀ from complying. He presumably continues uncovered for
the rest of the scene.
Hamlet, like any other play, can of course be costumed for
any interpretation, and in most productions, no-one else is
hatted, and Osric stands out like a sore thumb. Many directors
clearly relish the “comic interlude” quality of the Osric scene,
and play it up with much fawning and gurning. But this
sidesteps the real issues in play here. Osric flourishing his hat
with much elaborate business is a meaningless image (except
for perhaps for comic relief). Instead his behaviour should
prompt a niggling question. Hamlet is the putative heir to the
Danish throne. This should make him pretty much the boss. If
Osric can continue to resist his requests – which, despite his
servile protestations, he does – how much power does Hamlet
actually have at this point? He has already been semi-banished,
has returned alone and destitute, and enjoys his reinstatement
solely through the good oﬃces of Claudius the king – who, the
audience already know, is arranging to have him killed. Perhaps
this tableau of Osric, insistently hatless despite Hamlets
requests, is an unsettling picture of Hamlet’s now increasingly
marginal existence. It might be argued that Hamlet is merely
showing his gentility by not calling-out Osric on his behaviour:
he is, after all, described as “...the mould of form…”, (Ibid.) but
this would be to flatten out Hamlet’s character into that of a
conventional hero. I would instead contend that this scene
begins to suggest – all through the use of a hat – a tiny but
growing loss of agency on his part. Certainly his friend Horatio
thinks so: “You will lose this wager, my lord.” he says, after
Osric’s departure (Ibid.).
I would cut the ‘hat-lines’ completely (Hamlet is always cut
to ribbons anyway). In fact the whole Osric scene could go, as
the information it contains is repeated immediately afterwards.
Its absence would not aﬀect the dramatic narrative. Its presence
is dangerously distracting – to a 21st century, hatless audience.
Perhaps this is an example of “original practice” being
trumped by “selective rule-breaking”? Food for thought.
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When designing costumes for a period-specific show where
historical shapewear is appropriate, the use of such shapewear
is incorporated into the costume design from the beginning. A
designer might build or alter an 1870s cuirass bodice around a
corset and bustle, for instance. Conversely, modern shapewear
is often introduced during fittings in order to aid in fitting into
or filling out a costume, or to eliminate bulges or rolls. In cases
such as these, if the modern shapewear is not periodappropriate or prescribed by the script, its use becomes a
comment on the actor’s body. In a questionnaire, sent to actors
from a variety of theatrical venues, the biggest concern
regarding shapewear was there was often a lack of
communication about how the shapewear was necessary for
the character. One actor suggested “If the shapewear isn’t
written into the script and can’t be justified it [should] just be
up to the actor to decide which undergarments are appropriate
if they are unseen by the audience” (Actor Questionnaire
2021). Actors described wanting input into how their body is
shaped under the costume for modern productions. This
includes when actors want shapewear to ease their own body
anxiety or because they think their character would have worn
it. If the costume is a garment that the character and/or actor
would have reasonably worn shapewear under within the
context of the play, such as a formal dress or wedding gown,
shapewear may be appropriate. One actor described a specific
instance when “The dress I was wearing was a fitted elegant
evening gown. I would have worn Spanx anyway, and I do
think the costumer wanted smooth lines for the look” (Actor
Questionnaire 2021). The idea of the “smooth line” was
brought up a number of times by survey respondents.
Smoothing is the practice of using tight stretchy shapewear to
eliminate any bulges in specific areas, such as the stomach and
back. Body smoothing is a fashion industry creation that has
been pushed by advertisers for decades. In her article How stout
women were left out of high fashion: An early twentieth century perspective,
Cameron Keist describes how the idea of the smooth line body
was marketed to stout women: “These [advertisement] images
included women with smooth, long lines and little fat bulging
from her clothing. The only hint that the woman was stout was
an extra line under her chin to illustrate a 'double chin'. This
occurrence continues in the twenty-first century as many plus
size models lean towards the 'smaller' plus-size sizing and are
often only considered plus size if one measurement is 'out of
proportion'.” (Keist 2018). The concern with eliminating
bulges and creating a “proportional silhouette” can be
detrimental to an actor’s self-image and make them feel as if
their natural shape is “wrong”. One actor described an
instance where their body shape was critiqued by the designer
with disastrous eﬀects: “I was asked to wear a shaping/
smoothing tank under a long-sleeved t-shirt. I asked [the
costume designer] why during my second fitting and was
informed that she wanted to “avoid back bulge from the bra
line”. This was the first time I’d even thought about this
concept (I was 23) and I was horrified. I still wear these tanks to
this day. Gave me a complex” (Actor Questionnaire 2021).
Adjusting bodies that do not appear smooth under costumes or
are diﬀerent than the desired proportion could contribute to a
“culture of discrimination [that] perpetuates the idea that fat
bodies are somehow ‘other,’ because unlike clothing, fatness
cannot be taken oﬀ at the end of the day” (Peters 2014).
If a costume designer labels part of an actor’s body as
undesirable, they could inadvertently place a large emotional
toll on the actor that lasts a lifetime. “Recent research exploring
how men and women cope with situations that threaten their
body image suggests that ‘appearance fixing’ (changing one’s
appearance by concealing, camouflaging, or ‘fixing’ a
characteristic perceived as disturbing) along with avoidance
(avoiding the threat to thoughts and feeling about body image)
is associated with greater body dissatisfaction, body image
dysphoria, greater eating disturbance, and lower levels of body
image quality of life (Cash, Santos and Williams, 2005 as cited
in Frith, H. and Gleeson, K 2008 ).

The shapewear struggle:
who is in control of the actor’s body?
Caitlin Quinn
The University Minnesota Duluth
ABSTRACT

Clothes make the man, but should the man be made for his clothes? This
question arises as costume designers use modern shapewear to tailor actors’
bodies to fit their costumes. However, actors have an established
relationship with their body beyond the character they are performing. An
actor’s internalized perception of their own body should influence the choices
of the designer, specifically when using modern shapewear for a
contemporary show. Historical productions have specific requirements, such
as corsets, to sculpt an actor’s body. Western contemporary fashion does not
have a universal artificial silhouette, so the use of shapewear is largely based
on the designer’s aesthetic. In this paper, I focus on how to collaborate with
the actor to determine if shaping the actor’s body is necessary. Current
methods of actor and designer communication concerning body shaping are
examined, as well as how shapewear is perceived in fashion. Particular
attention is given to how it is used on fuller figures to “accentuate the breast,
butt, and thighs while providing the illusion of a slimmer waist (...) that is,
the perfect hourglass figure.” (Czerniaski 2016), which may be
uncomfortable for the actor and unnecessary for the character. Anonymous
questionnaires were sent to actors asking about their experiences concerning
shapewear. I took the results from my research and interviews and concluded
that if designers begin their process with the actor’s natural body in mind,
introducing shapewear would become a conversation concerning character
rather than a command to alter the actor’s shape.
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Everyone decides how to present their body when they get
dressed in the morning, but complications arise when the body
presentation is controlled by another person, like a costume
designer. The decisions made by costume designers dictate how
audiences perceive characters visually. However, these decisions
can cause actors to react negatively if it conflicts with their own
perception of their body, and especially if shapewear is
involved. Actors have an established relationship with their
body beyond the character they are performing. An actor’s
internalized perception of their own body should influence the
choices of the designer, specifically when using modern
shapewear for a contemporary show. Within the context of this
paper, shapewear is defined as undergarments created
post-1970 that change the body shape of the actor. Historical
productions use period-appropriate shapewear, such as corsets,
to achieve period-appropriate silhouettes. For example, hoop
skirts were worn by women in the mid-19th century, and a
padded peasecod belly was the norm for British men in the
16th century. However, there is no universal artificial silhouette
in contemporary Western fashion, so the use of shapewear is
largely left to the discretion of the designer. It can be argued
that there is a modern desired body shape which “accentuates
the breast, butt, and thighs while providing the illusion of a
slimmer waist (...) that is, the perfect hourglass figure”
(Czerniaski 2016). The use of padding and constrictive
garments, however, is far less common for everyday clothing
than it was in previous periods in fashion history. Designers also
have to be mindful of their own internalized perceptions of a
preferred body type, which may work against promoting size
diversity on stage. The body positivity movement has also
brought a greater awareness and sensitivity to the issue of body
shaping. Sometimes, body enhancements are appropriate - for
instance, when a character’s physical attributes are specifically
described in a script - but when there are no specified physical
qualifiers for a character, the questions must be raised: would
this character choose to wear shapewear in the context of the
play? Therefore, in an eﬀort to promote body diversity and
avoid unnecessarily shaping the actor’s body, the use of modern
shapewear in costume design should be examined.
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When the shapewear was used and not presented as
optional, most of the actors surveyed preferred that the
costume designer “Discuss the need for shapewear within the
context of the play (societal pressures, over-sexualized
characters, etc.)” (Actor Questionnaire 2021) to justify their
choices. Actors recommended costume designers use
communication and choice when considering shapewear for a
costume. One respondent explained, “Most people that would
be forced into shapewear know that someone out there believes
that [they need it]. Have open communication from a place of
kindness and understanding. Be prepared to make adjustments
and compromises. It’s your job as the designer to accommodate
the actors that are cast; in other words, it will always be easier,
healthier, and less expensive to make a costume to fit an actor,
than it is to attempt to make an actor fit a costume” (Actor
Questionnaire 2021). Even when it is communicated and
understood that the shapewear is needed for the character,
costume designers should not assume full control over how to
best achieve that shape with the actor’s body. Actors are more
familiar with their own bodies than anyone else, so achieving a
desired shape should be a collaborative endeavor. One survey
respondent described an incident where the use of shapewear
was appropriate for the character, but the implementation of
the padding was poorly handled, “Don’t - as one director did
with me - put your actress onstage in a padded bra and invite a
surprise consultant (...) to discuss from the house strategies for
making [the] actress’s breasts look bigger without even
bothering to consult with the actress about her own experience,
ideas or opinions” (Actor Questionnaire 2021).
Because shapewear is usually introduced at an actor’s first
costume fitting, the fitting is the logical place for the
conversation to occur. However, costume designers should
think critically about the need for and use of shapewear early
in their design process before the subject is ever broached with
an actor. Meredith Magoun, Lecturer in Costume Design &
Technology Costume Shop Manager at Old Dominion
University, is a researcher and advocate for fat acceptance in
theatre. Magoun describes some questions costume designers
should ask themselves when considering shaping an actor’s
body: “You need to ask yourself (as the designer) why are you
padding out this actor? (...) Am I putting an actor in shapewear
because of my own biases towards fatness? Am I growing
certain areas of a body in order to get more period accurate
shape? Or to get laughs? (Are those laughs required for the
script or just because we thought it’d be funny). Am I using
fatness in a negative manner (to show a character is slovenly or
ugly)? It is about self-awareness and asking ourselves the
diﬃcult questions.” (Magnoun 2021).
A commonly used character analysis questionnaire for
costume designers comes from the textbook The Magic Garment:
Principles of Costume Design by Rebecca Cunningham. This text
includes a list of questions a costume designer should consider
when analyzing a character, such as: “What events in the life of
this character have had lasting eﬀects on [their] character?
What specific references are made in the script to this
character’s clothing? (...) For what occasions is this character
present in the play? (...) Will the actor cast in the role need
special padding, shoes, or other items to look the part?”
(Cunningham 1994). Costume designers need only to think
about these questions with the actor’s body in mind when
considering the character. Is there an event in the script that
would aﬀect how this character presents their body? Is the
character dressing for a formal occasion that one would be
more likely to wear shapewear to? Is the body of the character
specifically mentioned in the script and padding or shaping is
required to achieve that look? If the use of shapewear is
justified by the character analysis, the costume designer is able
to communicate that to the actor as a design choice rather than
their personal aesthetic projected onto the actor’s body.
Long before the costume fitting, if designers begin their
process with the actor’s natural body in mind, introducing
shapewear could become a conversation concerning the
character rather than a command to alter the actor’s shape.

Creating the visual representation of the character on stage will
always involve conversations about the actor’s body. By always
questioning the need for shapewear, costume designers can
determine if sculpting the actor’s body is necessary,
unwarranted, or possibly even damaging to the actor’s selfimage. Within this scenario of open communication, actors
could feel more comfortable expressing a desire for shapewear,
even if it is not required of the character, but to ease any
anxiety about their body. When shapewear is discussed rather
than required, costume fittings can become a more accepting
and collaborative experience instead of a power struggle.
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enduring agency of the red cloak and its adoption as a 'costume
of protest.'
In notes of The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red
Riding Hood (1993), Jack Zipes said that Sidney Oldall Addy
(1858-1933), an English author of books on folklore and
superstitions, recorded that in parts of England, witches were,
'...dressed exactly like fairies. They wear a red mantle and
hood, which covers the whole body. They always wear these
hoods. An old woman living in Holmesfield, in the parish of
Dronfield, in Derbyshire, who wore "one of those hoods called
'little red riding hoods' used to be called the old witch.' (1993,
p83-84) The transgressive nature of the red cloak was legible
far before its adoption in The Handmaid’s Tale. I am arguing
that it had agency before its adoption in Attwood and
Crabtree’s Handmaid's Tale.
The red cloak's agency and thing power was never more
visible or visceral than in Ane Crabtree's 'handmaid’s' costume
design of 'white wings and red cloaks' in Hulu TV's adaptation
(2017) of Margaret Attwood's The Handmaid’s Tale. (2017)
Attwood and Crabtree dressed the handmaid’s within Gilead (a
totalitarian patriarchal state) in a uniform that included a red
cloak. The title of this paper and quote, 'A Sister Dripped in
Blood' (Attwood 2017, p.9), reiterates cultural associations of
the colour red and the corporeality of the handmaid’s role as
reproductive vessels in Gilead.
The adoption of the handmaid’s costumes following the
success of Hulu Productions version of The Handmaid’s Tale,
(2017) to represent the struggle many women face to gain
control over their reproductive rights, has enabled women to
find 'power in a uniform that was meant to hinder them and
imprison them.' (an interview with Ane Crabtree by
Dezeen.com)

The red cloak:
“a sister dripped in blood”
Louise E P Chapman
University of the Arts, London; Birmingham City University
ABSTRACT

In 2018, Ane Crabtree’s costume designs of, ‘white wings and red cloaks’
in Hulu’s TV adaptation of Margaret Attwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale
(2012) was propelled into the spotlight. Adopted by women protesting
against the states ‘requisitioning of women’s bodies’ (Attwood 2018) the
costume became symbolic of their struggle.
Serendipitously, I was undertaking object-based study, (Taylor 2002,
Chatterjee and Hannan 2016) and material culture analysis (Prown,
1980, 1982, 1993, 2000; Mida and Kim, 2015) of a regency red cloak,
(acc. no 2012.2067) not dissimilar to Crabtree’s featured cloak. I am
arguing that the red cloak has long prevailed as an object with ‘thingpower’ (Bennett 2009, p. 6) and ‘vital materiality.’ (ibid: p.17) whispered
in historical traces (Birmingham 2008, p.1) in the archive.
Within the gathering of dress, bequeathed by Kate Elizabeth Bunce,
(1856-1927) to the Birmingham School of Art in 1927, the red cloak
emerged as an ‘evocative object.’ (Turkle 2011) Its preservation, amongst
a gathering of predominantly neutral coloured dress, indicating an
alternative rationale for its retention and subsequent donation. Evoking tales
of, Little Red Riding Hood’s ‘heroine in red, the color of harlots, scandal,
and blood,’ (Orenstein 2003, p. 37) and 'dressed exactly like fairies.’
(Zipes 1993, in notes pp.84-85)
Research undertaken at the Cadbury’s Research Library, University of
Birmingham of the Bunce’s Library Catalogue, (BU31) and John
Thackeray Bunces’ published ‘Christmas Holiday Lectures’ Fairy Tales,
Their Origin and Meaning (1877; 2005) revealed a family preoccupation
with myths, legends, and fairy-tales, evidencing the family’s immersion in
Pre-Raphaelite tropes.

Research Beginnings

: Red, The Handmaid’s Tale, costume, fairy-tale, dress

John Thackeray Bunces (Kate Bunce's father) published
Christmas Holiday Lectures: Fairy Tales, Their Origin and
Meaning (1877, 2005) and Kate Bunce's Library Catalogue
(BU31) informed early research and reading of the cloak. The
catalogue listing of the books kept in the family residence at
Priory Road, Birmingham, indicated a family interest in fairytales, myths, and legends. Amongst Thackeray Bunces
Christmas Lectures and the Bunce sisters' catalogue of books
which feature myths, legends, and fairy-tales, it is important to
locate my positionality or 'vantage point.' (Gray 2003, p. 21) A
lifelong interest in fairy-tales and stories was the stimulus to the
cloak's selection as one of my objects of study for my Ph.D.
research. The thing power of the cloak and its visual material
links to Little Red Riding Hood's red cloak, 'dependent upon
the collaboration, co-operation, or interactive interference of
many bodies and forces.' (Bennett 2009, p.21)
After all, who is Little Red Riding Hood without her cloak?
In his paper Perrault's Little Red Riding Hood, Bill Delaney
writes that '...the little girl is called Little Red Riding Hood
because she wears that famous garment all of the time.'
(Delaney 2006, p.71) Delaney proposes that when the little girl
meets the wolf and reveals her nickname, this acts like a 'secret
password' providing her grandmother access. Aoife Monks
discussion in her paper, 'Collecting Ghosts: Actors, Anecdotes
and Objects at the Theatre' of the skull in Hamlet is pertinent
to this discussion, describing the infamous skull as 'a secret
talisman in systems of super- stition and familial inheritance on
and oﬀ the stage.' (2013, p.150) I am proposing that the
talismanic agency outlined by Monks is legible Hulu
productions and Attwood's, The Handmaid’s Tale and that this
agency transitioned the red cloaks into garments of protest.
Red cloaks were a ubiquitous item of dress for men and
women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Its
prevalence is evidenced through paintings from the period by
artists who immortalised the costume including, George
Moreland, William Redmore- Bigg, and Francis Wheatley'
(Orenstein 2002, p. 58). The text, Mrs. Hurst Dancing: And
Other Scenes from Regency Life (Sperling & Mingay 1981),
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Introduction
"What road are you taking," said the bzou, "the Needles Road
or the Pins Road?" "The Needles Road," said the little girl,
"Well, I shall take the Pins Road."
The little girl enjoyed herself picking up the needles.
(Paul Delarue, from the oral tale)
(Dundes 1989, p.15)
In 2012, while looking for some haberdashery, I uncovered a
gathering of 170 plus items of dress in a cupboard in the
fashion department at Birmingham City University. Research
undertaken of the objects revealed that some of the objects
were bequeathed by Kate Elizabeth Bunce, the Birminghambased late Pre-Raphaelite artist. (Marsh 1989) One of these
objects is the red cloak, labelled with L. Bunce and B'Ham
School of Art (Figs 1 & 2), and forms part of the Bunce
gathering donated to the School of Art in 1927.
As a costume practitioner with a professional background
in theatre costume and a practice based researcher employing
object-based study (Taylor 2002, Mida & Kim 2017), the study
and analysis of the red cloak emerges as an embodied practice.
(Davidson 2019) The red cloak oﬀers a '...significant
sympathetic vibration' between the individual- me and the
object, rendering the cloak an evocative object. (Turkle 2011)
However, within this paper, I argue that the 'thing power'
(Bennett 2009, p.6) of the red cloak is legible without the
spectator engaging in the methods I outline above. I am
proposing that the red cloak is inscribed with feminine agency
that it has had the power to disrupt for many years. Moreover,
I argue that the red cloak has become a material meme. The
term 'material' was adopted from material culture, and 'meme'
was adapted from Dawkins's development of the 'meme' in his
text, The Selfish Gene. Dawkins discussion of a meme's
propagation of themselves by leaping from brain to brain via a
process called imitation' (1976, p. 192) is pertinent to the
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was significant in dating the cloak. The book features
illustrations from the Regency period and shows women
dressed in capes similar to those in the Bunce gathering. The
illustrations in the text confirm its ubiquity in Regency society.

disruptive agency. Diana Young, in her chapter 'The Colours of
Things' (2006), discusses colour as '…agentive and capable of
eﬀecting events and transformations…' and, 'The 'stickiness' of
highly saturated colours' and how red, specifically is
'…endowed with dynamic properties and with magical powers.'
(Young 2006, p.179)
Catherine Orenstein writes how Perrault' cloaked his
heroine in red, the color of harlots, scandal, and blood,
symbolizing her sin and foreshadowing her fate.' (2002, p.37)
The redness of the object, a favourite colour of many, and its
ability 'to saturate our senses and ignite us emotionally'
(Gonnera 2014, p. ix) is significant to the red cloaks ongoing
pervasiveness within visual culture and society. In my art
education, I was taught that red is utilised 'compositionally' to
draw the eye around the image; it is used as a device to attract
and draw the viewer's eye. At a distance, it is far more visible
than other primary colours. It is culturally associated with
blood, lust, passion, sexuality, and it marks the object, in this
case, a cloak and the wearer. Used within Hulu's Handmaid's
Tale, the colour makes the handmaid’s more visible than, for
example, the wives in their teal green coloured garments.
The evolution of the infamous red riding hood within the
varying versions of the tale indicates that its popularity as a tale
and the object's agency made it subject to adoption for earlier
political causes. Within Germany, Little Red Riding Hood
became Little Red Cap, and Jane Browning-Smith in her
translation of Ludwig Tieck’s text, The life, and death of little
Red Ridinghood. A tragedy (1851) 'made the stylish French
chaperon from Perrault's into a cap' (Kappchen), drawing
'parallels to the mode of wearing Republican or Jacobite caps
in honour of the French Revolution.' (Zipes 1993, p.35) The
garment's adoption to indicate political revolt in BrowningSmith and Tieck's text, although possibly coincidental,
nonetheless adds weight to my argument that the red cloak is a
material meme. Its adoption as an iconic object in a popular
tale for political purposes indicates that its agency was
recognised long before its adoption in the Handmaid's Tale and
its subsequent use in protests for women's reproductive rights.

Object- Based Research of the Regency Red Cloak
Human beings and objects are indeed bound together in a
collusion in which objects take on a certain density, an
emotional value- what might be called ‘presence.’
(Baudrillard 1996, p. 16)
The practice of undertaking object-based study of the cloak
has privileged exploration of its many his-"stories" through
'slow looking' (Mida & Kim 2017) and material culture analysis.
(Prown 1980, 1982, 1993, 2000) Haltman and Prown, in their
introduction to American Artifacts: Essays in Material Culture,
assert that material culture analysis the vibration between
object and individual oﬀers the 'potential for that individual to
uncover some significant meaning in that particular object.'
(2000, p.2) An established professional background in theatre,
working with story, character, and identity communicated
through dress, and a lifelong passion for fairy tales has
undoubtedly shaped its selection for my research.
Researching the red cloak, I have been privileged to have
access to the object itself supporting the study, analysis, and
comparison of the cloak with other examples of red cloaks at
Bath Fashion Museum and Leicester Museum's costume
collection. Although the cloaks studied within the sessions were
typically fine examples of red cloaks from the nineteenth
century, neither collection had anything similar to the demure
'everyday' Bunce cloak that I had in my possession. It appears
that the type of cloak I have in the Bunce collection very rarely
survives because of its ubiquity across the nineteenth century.
Interestingly, the cloak in my possession bears very few
marks of wear, it has some indication of wear at the neck, but
overall it appears to have been worn either for a short time or
only for occasional wear. The lack of wear may indicate its use
within the Bunce studio as an object to draw from. Its retention
within the Bunce household initially a reminder of a favourite
aunt, e.g., Louisa Bunce, and being an object symbolic of Little
Red Riding Hood. Of the many fairy tales included in the
Thackeray Christmas lectures, Little Red Riding Hood, as one
of the more popular tales, may further support its retention
within the Bunce household.
The red cloak is constructed using a summer weight wool,
with white silk binding. It has some unusual seam lines at the
hem, possibly indicative of the wool's narrow width and the
makers' need to use the fabric economically. The hood is a
simple design, featuring a narrow strip of silk fed through a
channel to draw the hood up around the face. (fig. 3) There is
nothing particularly decorative on the cloak, aside from the
binding and the simplicity and economy visible on the cloak
indicate a sartorial restraint. The cloak is hand sewn, and the
raw edges are finished with a 'whip' stitch, a stitch commonly
used in tailoring and costume practices.

Conclusion
This paper has argued that the Red Cloak is a material meme
and has agency beyond its original intended purpose as a
garment to cover and protect. I argue that its agency was
recognised long before its use in The Handmaid's Tale and that
as an object it represents
transgressive female voices. Adopting the red cloak as part
of the handmaid's costume in Attwood's original text and Hulu
productions TV series used tropes that existed long before the
book and series.
The serendipitous study of the red cloak, which coincided
with the protests in 2018, utilizing the handmaid’s costume,
and as part of the cloak, served to spotlight the object's agency.
As Ane Crabtree noted in an interview with Emma Fraser in
May 2018, 'Clothing that is intended to isolate the woman of
Gilead is being used to amplify voices across the world.'
Crabtree's use of the term amplification concerning the
costume's adoption in the protests is pertinent to my argument
of the cloak's historical transgressive agency. The red cloaks
agency and legibility, marking it as a material meme.

The Red Cloak: the power to disrupt?
In his text, The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red Riding
Hood (1993), Jack Zipes charts the cloaks development from a
hood in Perrault's original tale to the cloak that contemporary
audiences are more familiar with. Zipes suggests that the red
hood worn by Little Red Riding Hood in Perrault's original tale
was indicative of vanity. The colour red's association with sin,
sensuality, and the devil again locates the character of both
Little Red Riding Hood, the cloak I find myself studying, and
possibly Attwood's and Crabtree's use of it for their
handmaid’s.
The adoption of the handmaid’s costume (which includes
the red cloak) in 2018 by women protesting against the states
‘requisitioning of women's bodies' (Attwood 2018) reinforces
the costume's power. It marks the red cloak as having a
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Figure 1

Regency Red Cloak acc. 2021.2067 (Art, Design and Media Archive, Birmingham City
University (image courtesy of the author)

Figure 2

Regency Red Cloak acc. 2021.2067 (Art, Design and Media Archive, Birmingham City
University (image courtesy of the author)

Figure 3

Hood detail of the Regency Red Cloak acc. 2021.2067
Held in the Art, Design and Media Archive, Birmingham
City University. (image courtesy of the author)
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The symbologies of the typical costumes of the
Rainha Das Rosas competition in Barbacena, Minas
Gerais, Brazil

Culture and Cultural Identity

Before entering the specific theme concerning typical costumes,
it is essential to conceptualize ‘Culture’ and ‘Cultural Identity’,
even if in a succinct way. For Edward Tylor (1977), the first to
conceptualize the term, culture is the identity representation of
a people and its perpetuation through the transmission of
knowledge to other generations. For the author, culture is the
complex that includes knowledge, beliefs, arts, morals, laws,
customs, and any other skills and habits acquired by man as a
member of society (Tylor, 1977).
Cliﬀord Geertz (1989) conceptualizes culture more broadly,
arguing that it is an essentially semiotic concept. Believing, like
Max Weber, that man is an animal tied to webs of meanings
that he wove, Geertz assumes culture as being those webs and
their analysis; therefore, not as an experimental science in
search of laws, but as an interpretive science, in search of
meaning. It is precisely an explanation that he seeks, by
building enigmatic social expressions on its surface. However,
this statement, a doctrine in a clause, requires in itself an
explanation (Geertz, 1989).
To understand the culture in which one is inserted is to
understand one's cultural identity. For Hall (1999), a cultural
identity highlights points related to the belonging of an ethnic,
religious, regional, national culture, among others. In his book
‘Cultural Identity in Postmodernity’, the sociologist emphasizes
that national culture has signs with which it can easily be
identified, thus building an identity.
Traditions and material objects such as typical costumes
transform over time. Albani (2014), through an empirical study
on the use of typical German costumes, shows that there is a
duality concerning their use: the costumes are rigidly displayed
as to what must be followed to preserve original characteristics,
however, these characteristics – colours, shapes, design – are
generally not assimilated by users, and the knowledge about
this tradition is saved for those who produce such costumes.
Another issue highlighted by the author is the current
relationship with the use of costumes. For him, the costume
that once marked the subordinate space in society today can be
understood as a marker of prestige and a certain superiority in
the context studied (Albani, 2014).
In this sense, essentially linked to typical costumes, it is
known that through clothing – costumes, popular and typical
costumes, costumes, fashion clothes, among others – signs are
expressed that express messages and reflect cultural elements,
being an important component of a particular culture. Thus,
clothing is part of everyday and traditional actions (Linke,
2013).
Thus, some garments – for example, typical costumes – are
seen as ways of employing and making sense of the world.
Clothing is part of culture, behaviour, and human subjectivity,
being delineated by the socio-cultural process, holding
meanings that change with time, with the path travelled, with
the diﬀusion of new contexts. Costumes have their biographies,
reminiscent of ingrained histories of cultures, having
interrelationships with people and other artifacts, resulting
from this connection to the conception of diﬀerent ways of
preserving themselves essentially through human relationships
and experiences (Andrade, 2006).
In the sense listed in the previous paragraph, it is important
to highlight that even traditions, rituals, and material objects –
such as typical costumes – are modified over time as they are
influenced by several factors – creation and implementation of
new materials; innovations in the field of design; diﬀusion of
new behaviours, among other issues (Albani, 2014).
When using material culture as a field of study, there is a
way to explore, through artifacts, the meanings of those who
produced it or those who used it. Objects as a component of
the social world began to be understood as such from the 1970s.
Through the study of material culture, objects that assist in the
understanding of human action and thought were used. In this
sense, material culture refers to the artifacts made by specific
people. (Glassie, 1999; Gies, 2013).
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ABSTRACT

This work seeks to discuss the symbols of the typical beauty pageant
costumes, using as a specific context the case of the "Rainha das Rosas"
contest, held more than fifty years ago in the city of Barbacena, Minas
Gerais, Brazil. The objective was to understand the evolutionary process of
these suits and to identify how they reflect the characteristics and specificities
of a given event inserted in a specific space and time. Therefore, the research
has a qualitative character, using bibliographic references that discuss the
Costume. It also has a descriptive-exploratory character, with a case study
being organized on the central object of this research, which consisted of field
activities – documentary sources, images of the event, and interviews. As for
the results, the assimilation of the values of a given culture and the
representation of a specific people stands out. In the specific case of the
contest and the municipality of Barbacena, one can note the strong
influences of the families that idealized the event – families of Italian and
German immigrants – where the costumes allude to medieval European
peasant clothing. Roses are also a substantial and founding element of the
festivity, even with the costumes' modernization – produced in more
luxurious fabrics and diﬀerent colours.

: Beauty pageants; Rainha das Rosas; typical costumes.
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Introduction
This study seeks to present the symbols of the typical pieces of
beauty contests, using as a specific context the case of the
competition Rainha das Rosas, held more than fifty years ago in
the city of Barbacena, Minas Gerais, Brazil. The objective was
to understand the evolutionary process of these suits and to
identify how they reflect the characteristics and specificities of
a given event inserted in a specific space and time. Therefore,
the research has a qualitative character and is presented in two
stages: the first through bibliographic references in which the
theoretical approach was based mainly on the categories
'Material Culture and Fashion'; o 'Costume as a representation
of local cultures', and the evolution of 'Design Elements in
Fashion', essentially in Costume. In the second stage, of a
descriptive-exploratory nature, we organized a case study on
the central object of this research.
It is known that in Brazil – a country with continental
dimensions – there are diﬀerent peoples composed of diﬀerent
cultures, traditionality, and specific rituals. In this sense, in the
city of Barbacena – located in the Campo das Vertentes of the
State of Minas Gerais – the 'Festa das Rosas' is a traditional
festival. For more than 50 years, the 'Festa das Rosas' has
become the largest event on the city's tourist and social
calendar. Along this historical path, the festivity was visited by
people from all over Brazil and from other locations in the
world. The event has tourist, economic, and social importance
for the city since it involves the entire municipality – rose
producers, traders, and prestigious people in general. Within
the party, since the first edition, there is a contest whose
purpose is to elect the most beautiful woman in the city, the
‘Queen of Roses and Flowers’. During the election,
competitors wear typical costumes that recall the traditionality
of the event.
43

Fashion is part of material culture expressing diﬀerent signs
and being understood from diﬀerent perspectives. Fashion is
created through a cultural union in which cultural creators,
sellers, buyers, and the public are involved (Crane, 2011).
Design plays a fundamental role concerning the representation
of social life, contributing to showcase the material and visual
culture of the period in which it is inserted (Cardoso, 2008).
In past societies, the dress code was evident and quite
demarcated. The costumes transmitted signs, communicated
and represented the social identity of those who wore them. In
general, fashion is a reflection of the society in which it
operates, and may represent values, perceptions, and
interpretations that a given culture has about itself and its
temporal and geographical space, thus as time progresses,
conceptions tend to change (Lipovetsky, 2009).

nationally-known as "The City of Roses". This title was
used by the city as it became a major supplier of roses to the
city of Belo Horizonte and the states of Rio de Janeiro and São
Paulo. The municipality of Barbacena has stood out for many
years in the production of flowers. One of the reasons for this
production is that, in the middle of the 20th century, many
European immigrants – Italian and German, who immigrated
to Brazil to escape the economic crisis that hit Europe after the
Second World War – arrived in this region, staying there and
starting to grow Flowers (Alvim, 1997; Resende and Toledo,
2014).
In an attempt to revitalize the cultivation of flowers after a
period of crisis, in 1989, the city hall and other city entities
organized the new ‘Festa das Rosas’. In 1999, the producers,
searching for new markets, reorganized themselves, creating a
new association, ABARFLORES – Barbacenense Association of
Producers of Roses and Flowers – becoming a valued tool for
publicizing the “Festa das Rosas” event (Resende and Toledo,
2014).
According to research conducted by Matos (2010), the Festa
das Rosas in the city of Barbacena is considered an identity
brand in the city. It started in 1968 and it was in this first event
that an election started that would become, over the years, a
symbol of tradition, beauty, glamor, and status among
Barbacenenses: the coronation of the Queen of Roses. Since its
creation, the festival has already elected 50 queens. (Matos,
2010).
According to information found in the newspaper
'Barbacena', in the print edition dated October 17, 2007, the
contest that elects Broto (Flower Bud), Brotinho (Little Flower
Bud), and the Rainha das Rosas e Flores (Queen of Roses and
Flowers), is one of the most anticipated moments of the event
and is considered one of the main segments of the festivity.
From a cultural perspective, within the festivity in question,
one of its golden points is the election of the most beautiful
Barbacenense through the contest 'Queen of Roses and Flowers'.

Symbology of Rainha das Rosas
During the field activities, we analysed documentary sources
and images of the event, especially of the costumes. In total, we
interviewed ten former participants to understand how they
assimilate the signs represented by the clothes they wear. The
sampling was selected according to the intentional and nonprobabilistic methodology. As a result of the social isolation
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, we conducted the
interviews remotely, either by telephone or videoconference.
To present the specificities and the specific context of the
location object of this study, Barbacena is a municipality
located in the Campo das Vertentes region, located in the state of
Minas Gerais (demonym: Barbacenense). According to IBGE
(Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics) data (2017),
the city has an estimated 137,313 inhabitants. Over the years,
the municipal economy relies on the production and sale of
roses.
According to Resende and Toledo (2014), the municipality
is specialized in the production of flowers, especially in the
cultivation of roses. It was in the 1970s that the city became

Figure 1 – Evolution of costumes (1968, 1971, 1976, 1996, 2018)
Source: Personal collection – Marly de Castro Moreira; Valeria Campos Ayres; Fernanda Andrade. http://rainhadasrosas2018.com.br/galeria-de-fotos-new/
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Throughout its history, many women from the city
participated in the contest, which has diﬀerent representations.
The former participants see the party and the contest as an
important local tradition. However, especially for the
competitors of the older editions, this is a tradition that
gradually loses its initial characteristic – the dissemination of
rose production.
Regarding the costume used, no research contemplates
such a theme. However, the evidence points to their inspiration
coming from the costumes of European peasants, given that
the first producers of roses in the city, who were also the
creators of the first editions of the event, were European
immigrants. They viewed the festivity as an opportunity to
explore their cultures (Resende and Toledo, 2014).
It can be observed through images found in newspapers in
the city – Jornal Barbacena – in various editions, and through the
photographs sent by the former participants during the
interviews (Figure 1) that the costumes have undergone a
certain professionalization, as the fabrics used have become
increasingly colourful and glamorous. To some extent, this
happens because, at present, the contest has sponsors, mainly
from clothing stores. Consequently, there must be a constant
investment in the aesthetic-symbolic aspects that the contest's
clothes will have. Over the five decades that the contest entered,
such attire was being increased, being produced in more
luxurious fabrics and with the use of ornaments – essentially
roses – larger, constituting a communicative element,
transmitting specific signs of the local culture.
The 'Festa das Rosas e Flores' may have been grounded and
influenced by the combination of diﬀerent cultures from other
countries – Italy and Germany. As elucidated by Dornas and
Almeida (2015), Brazil is characterized in terms of its historical
formation as being plural, with diﬀerent social and ethnic
origins, which can be applied in the reality of Brazilian
municipalities, insofar as they received influences from diﬀerent
people from other locations. In this sense, mergers between
traditional and new cultures can occur, and this can be
understood as a way of evolving societies, as new cultures are
produced.
In this light, Ono (2004) highlights that the artifacts have a
duality: they are simultaneously the product and mirror of
society, understood as actors in the social and cultural history
of a specific group, expressing intangible values and diﬀerent
meanings. The characteristics of diﬀerent social cultures, when
united, substantiate a material culture with the potential to
spread artifacts that hold unique meanings that will mirror the
influences arising from a society.
The results showed initially that the study of clothing
through material culture allows assimilating the values of a
given culture, being one way to understand the representation
of a specific people. Typical costumes are appropriate elements
of fashion design, referencing the culture of a people through
a set of artifacts that are passed down through generations,
making it traditional and characteristic of that community. In
the specificities of the contest and the municipality of
Barbacena, it is evident that the costumes received strong
influences from the families that idealized the event – families
of Italian and German immigrants – characterizing the
clothing with the medieval aspect of European peasant
clothing. Also noteworthy is the adornment of the costumes
with roses, an element that stands out as the festivity founder.
Through these brief notes, the history of clothing – taking
the costumes of the aforementioned contest as a specific
context – helps to understand the communication made
possible through fashion artifacts (Calanca, 2008). Clothes are
cultural artifacts due to the idea linked to them (Baudrillard,
1989). In this sense, fashion is a system that transmits messages.
For Barthes (1979), fashion would be understood as a system of
signs since through clothing there are propitious elements that
classify social demarcations.
Fashion is a social device that influences life in society
(Lipovetsky, 2009). The issue related to the distinction and
demonstration of social status originates in the processes of
fashion transformation (Bourdieu, 2003).

REFERENCES

Albani, M. M. (2014). Os Trajes Típicos Alemães de Nova
Petrópolis-RS: Leituras e Percepções. In: 10º Colóquio de Moda – 7ª
Edição Internacional. pp.1–10. Available at: http://
www.coloquiomoda.com.br/anais/Coloquio%20de%20Moda%20%202014/ARTIGOS-DE-GT/GT06-MODA-CULTURA-EHISTORICIDADE/GT-6- Os-Trajes-Tipicos-Alemaes-de-NovaPetropolis-RS-Leituras-e-Percepcoes.pdf [Accessed 15 Dec. 2020].
Alvim, Z. (1997). Imigrantes: A vida privada dos pobres no campo.
In: Histórias da Vida Privada no Brasil. São Paulo: Companhia das
Letras. V. 3: República: da Belle Époque à Era do Rádio.
Andrade, R. (2006). Por debaixo dos panos: cultura e materialidade
de nossas roupas e tecidos. In: Tecidos e sua conservação no Brasil: museus e
coleções. São Paulo: Museu Paulista da USP, pp.72–76.
Barthes, R. (1979). Sistema da Moda. São Paulo: Ed. Nacional; Ed.
USP.
Baudrillard, J. (1989). O sistema dos objetos. São Paulo: Ed. Perspectiva.
Bourdieu, P. (2003). O poder simbólico. 6. Ed. São Paulo: Bertrand
Brasil.
Calanca, D. (2008). História Social da Moda. São Paulo: Editora Senac.
Cardoso, R. (2008). Uma introdução à história do design. São Paulo:
Editora Blucher.
Crane, D. (2006). A Moda e seu Papel Social. São Paulo: Ed. Senac.
Dornas, A. and Almeida, M. das G. de (2015). Relações
contemporâneas: moda e cultura, o designer Ronaldo Fraga e suas
coleções literárias. Revista Observatório da Diversidade Cultural, [online]
2(1), pp.165–176. Available at: https://
observatoriodadiversidade.org.br/revista/revista-odc-volume-2no-01-2015/
[Accessed 2 Jan. 2021].
Geertz, C. (1989). A Interpretação das Culturas. Rio de Janeiro: LTC.
Gies, S. (2013). Design de Moda Brasileiro – uma abordagem da
cultura material. Arcos Design, [online] 7(2), pp.113–127. Available at:
https://www.e publicacoes.uerj.br/index.php/arcosdesign/article/
view/12186/9545 [Accessed 4 Jan. 2020].
Glassie, H. (1999). Material Culture. Bloomington: Indiana University
Press
Hall, S. (1999). A identidade cultural na pós-modernidade. Rio de Janeiro:
DP&A.
IBGE – Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística. (n.d.).
Barbacena (MG) | Cidades e Estados. [online] Available at: https://
www.ibge.gov.br/cidades-e estados/mg/barbacena.html [Accessed
14 Apr. 2020].
Linke, P. P. (2013). A moda, a indumentária, o traje popular e o
figurino. Anais do VI Congresso Internacional de História. [online] Available
at: http://www.cih.uem.br/anais/2013/trabalhos/188_trabalho.pdf
[Accessed 13 Mar. 2021].
Lipovetsky, G. (2009). O império do efêmero: a moda e seu destino nas
sociedades modernas. São Paulo: Cia das Letras.
Matos, J. B. A. (2010). Papéis de Mulher – Moda, Identidade e
Gênero. In: VI ENECULT – Encontro de Estudos Multidisciplinares
em Cultura. FACOM-UFBA. Available at: http://www.cult.ufba.br/
wordpress/24501.pdf [Accessed 10 Feb. 2021].
Ono, M. M. (2004). Design, Cultura e Identidade, no contexto da
globalização. Revista Design em Foco, [online] 1(1), pp.53–66. Available
at: https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=66110107 [Accessed 4
Dec. 2020].
Resende, W. T. and Toledo, M. (2014). Especialização regional
produtiva em Barbacena (MG) e municípios vizinhos: o cultivo das
rosas / Regional production specialization in Barbacena (MG) and
neighboring cities: the cultivation of roses – DOI 10.5752/
P.2318-2962.2014v24nespp179. Caderno de Geografia, [online] 24(1),
pp.179– 190. Available at: http://periodicos.pucminas.br/
index.php/geografia/article/view/7601 [Accessed 02 Apr. 2020].
Tylor, E. B. (1977). Cultura Primitiva: Los Origenes de la Cultura. Madrid:
Ayuso.

45

Ceremonial dress

Clothing in the court of Catherine of Brandenburg,
Elected Prince of Transylvania (1626- 1630)

Weddings belonged to the most festive occasions and clothes
worn during marriage celebrations were gala attires, the most
valuable pieces of a person's wardrobe. The appearance of
participants contributed to the magnificence of the ceremonies.
Family members, the domestic nobility, diplomats representing
the major European courts participated these events. The Holy
Roman and the Ottoman Emperors sent large delegations to
the wedding celebrations of Catherine and Gabriel.
The delegation from Brandenburg was the most numerous.
A letter written from Transylvania to the court of Brandenburg
concerning the arrival of the Princess underlines the
importance of the retinue, suggesting that the Princess should
come with her entire household “in order to be esteemed and
respected as she arrives.” (Bardeleben, 1916, p. 156) The
Elector of Brandenburg paid great attention to the appearance
of her entourage. In his letter of invitation he asked the
recipients to appear in their most festive attire (“dich ufs
Stattlichste mit Kleidungen gefasst machen”). He also asked them to
provide two servants in matching clothing: red livery trimmed
with silver or white silk mixed with silver. Since the same letter
was sent to the participants, this request aimed at a possibly
uniform clothing for the servants. The noble pages and lackeys
wore black and gold colored liveries.
The focus of attention was the princely couple. The groom
wore Hungarian style attire throughout the festivities.
According to John Kemény's description when the Prince first
met his bride he wore a white and silver garment ornamented
with flowers, a long coat (mente) lined with marten fur and a
brown velvet cap lined with sable and decorated with a large
black plume and white egret feathers in a huge diamond jewel
(see Figure 1). On the second day he wore a silver velvet
garment with ruby jewels, the buttons decorated with
diamonds. His blue hose was embroidered with silk, his
footwear was made of red cordovan leather decorated with
gold. (Kemény, p. 348)
The bride – wearing exquisite fabrics and dazzling jewels –
was a central figure of the wedding display. In this case not
onlythe process of dressing required assistance but the wearing
of clothes as well. On the first day of the celebrations
Catherine wore a gown of cloth of gold decorated with flowers
in various colors; her train was carried by four of her court
ladies, dressed in white atlas, according to the English style,
their hair tied simply and adorned with a small feather. The
maidens had to follow the bride while she was dancing with
illustrious guests. Besides it being necessary for practical
purposes – enabling the movement of the bride –, the
identically dressed ladies enhanced the beauty of the spectacle.
The Princess’ gown had a low neckline and she wore dazzling
jewels. Not only the Princess and her ladies-in-waiting were
dressed according to the English fashion of the time, but also
her sister, the Duchess of Braunschweig and all the German
ladies. The major elements of this style – a single feather on the
head, low neckline and standing lace collar – are observable
also on diﬀerent depictions of Catherine.
The English fashion was not followed in Transylvania or
Royal Hungary at the time. The appearance of the Princess
and her entourage could have been extravagant for the
Hungarian guests. Péter Apor in his moralistic writing
Metamorphosid Transylvaniae (1736) remembered the 17th
century nostalgically, because „in those days the blouse reached
right to the neck, and they did not shamelessly flaunt their
breasts as if at a jumble-sale, as women and girls do today (...)
as if they were oﬀering them to men.” (Apor, 2003, p. 26)
Concerning Catherine's way of life, there is an interesting
coincidence between public opinion in Transylvania and
abroad. The allegorical painting, The Banquet of Herod and the
Decapitation of John the Baptist (Figure 2) by Strobel the Younger,
depicts a banquet attended by many important political
personalities of contemporary Europe. Various scenes in the
painting are dominated by the idea of vanity. On the right, a
group of women surround Salome. These female figures have
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The first half of the seventeenth century was one of the
most prosperous times for the Principality of Transylvania in
terms of economy and culture, as well as its international
political role. The reign of Gabriel Bethlen (1613-1629) began
the “Golden Age of the Principality”, and Transylvania
reclaimed its international importance during the Thirty Years'
War. After the death of his first wife, Zsuzsanna Károlyi,
Bethlen married Catherine of Brandenburg (1602-1644), sister
of the Elector of Brandenburg, George William (1595-1640) in
1625. As a result of this marriage, the Prince became related to
the Western European Protestant rulers: King Christian IV of
Denmark; Frederick V of the Palatinate; and the brother-inlaw to the King of Sweden, Gustavus Adolphus. The
Principality thus joined the alliance of the Protestant powers
and Bethlen led a further military campaign against Habsburg
forces. (Péter, 2002, pp. 1-203)
Catherine of Brandenburg was elected successor of her
husband by the Transylvanian Diet soon after their marriage,
in 1626. After the wedding a large number of German
courtiers remained with her in Transylvania. The rivalry
between the courts of the Prince and the Princess characterized
their three years together. Her opulence, conspicuous
extravagance and loose morals were frequently criticised; her
décolleté was also thematised. Although she ruled only for a
brief period (1629–1630) after the death of her husband who
left no oﬀspring, she is a remarkable example of an elected
female ruler in early modern Europe. (Bánki, 1994, pp.
311-326; Koncz, 1878, p. 19.)
Our study focuses on the ceremonial use of dress through
the particularly important example of the wedding festivities in
Košice (Kassa, Kaschau) in 1626. Criticism concerning the
clothes of Catherine of Brandenburg are considered. The final
section is a study of Catherine’s two inventories enlisting
clothes and textiles. The fabrics and colors she wore are
compared to those worn by Bethlen.
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been identified as Elizabeth Stuart, widow of Frederick V of
the Palatinate, Eleonore of Brandenburg, widow of the
Swedish King Gustavus Adolphus, her daughter Christina, and
her sister Catherine of Brandenburg (the second woman from
the right).(Harasimowicz, 1998, pp. 297-306)
Colors and textiles worn by Catherine of Brandenburg
We do not have a full inventory of the wardrobe of Catherine.
The longest known list of her clothes consists of 46 articles of
clothing, described in 44 entries. It is part of a longer inventory
of Catherine's properties that were kept in the castle of
Munkachevo after her abdication. Her own clothes were listed
within the inventory under the subtitle, “Clothes of the
Princess.” (Radvánszky, 1888, pp. 252-262) This is certainly not
a complete list of Catherine of Brandenburg’s clothes but
investigating this smaller sample can provide insight into what
she actually wore.
Additionally, there are several lists referencing textiles that
belonged to the Princess. Similar to the case of clothes, some
textiles appear on more than one list. Therefore, again to avoid
double counting, only the longest list is used in the analysis that
follows (Radvánszky, 1888, pp. 252-262). It is related to the
property debates between the abdicated ruler and her
successor. The list contains 549.75 ells and 17 bolts of cloth
referenced in 49 entries from 1634.
The various articles of clothing include twenty skirts, eight
jankers (shorter coats), seven korczovagys (a kind of bodice), four
subas (longer coat), three petticoats, two bodices, a cloak and a
cap. Their material and color is given in most cases. The
decoration of the clothes is occasionally given, the color of fur
or lining only rarely.

Table 2: Distribution of materials in Catherine of Brandenburg’s clothes

Table 3: Distribution of colors in Catherine of Brandenburg’s clothes

Since the decoration contributed to the value of the clothes,
it was also recorded. The skirt listed in first place was decorated
with beads of pearl. The majority of the gowns were
embroidered with gold or silver thread, some with silk. Edgings
were used similarly in abundance. One of Catherine's skirts
had seven rows of golden edgings on it. Her nightgown (háló
suba) of silver cloth was decorated with velvet flowers. The cut
of the articles of clothing played a less important role, at
least in terms of financial value. As a result, it is only
mentioned in particular cases: two skirts are described as
“ruﬄed,” another as “being similar to a peacock's tail.” The
color of the lining is given only in a few cases. A coat (suba) of
cut velvet was lined with black velvet; an ash color atlas cloak
with a floral pattern, trimmed with gold and silver was lined
with sea-color velvet; a shorter coat (kis suba) of cherry color
velvet was lined with marten fur, and embroidered with gold
and silver threads.
Following is an anlysis enlisting textiles of Catherine of
Brandenburg. However, we have no further information on
subsequent use of these materials. We do not know if she kept
them for her personal use or gave them away. They might have
been used as material for clothing for the Princess, her
courtiers, or some for clothes for her servants. Keeping in mind
the range of possibilities that existed, from furniture to
caparison, one can assume that most of these textiles remained
very likely in her environment in one way or another.
Table 4 shows the twelve diﬀerent fabrics occurring on the
list. There is usually more than one piece of the same kind of
material on the list, which were summed, for example, five

Table 1: Clothes in the inventory of Catherine of Brandenburg

Table 2 shows the distribution of materials for the above
clothes. The material of these articles is given in all cases. All
of Catherine’s listed clothes were made of silk; in one case the
type of textile is not given but its high esteem make it probable
that it was silk based. Atlas was used most often, in twenty cases.
Velvet was the material of her clothes in twelve cases. Cloth of
gold was used five times and cloth of silver, four times. Two
articles of clothing, jankers, were made of taﬀeta. In one case
the material is specified as taﬀeta velvet. One item received
special attention: it was described to have been made of “a
most beautiful material, which was brought from Tartary.” The
material of a cap is given as silk.
The listed garments are of various colors. These colors are
registered in Table 3, sorted by their frequency. Black was the
most frequent color listed: it appears twelve times. It is followed
by white, which was the color of seven garments. Yellow and
sour cherry are both given four times for the color of clothes.
There are three additional colors that occur more than once:
body color three times; blue as well as grey (“ash color”), twice.
According to our list, Catherine had one article of clothing in
the following colors each: sea, carnation, blackberry, parrot,
lavender flower, peach blossom, and royal purple. One of her
petticoats is described in the list as “green atlas of black color.”
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pieces of taﬀeta of diﬀerent length. The total quantity of each
fabric is given in ells in the second column. Taﬀeta was the
material of which Catherine owned the greatest amount: 256
ells. She had 86.875 ells of atlas, which is less than half the
length of the taﬀeta, placed first. Cloth of gold is ranked third
in the table (45.875 ells). There are similar amounts of tabby
(37.625 ells) and velvet (37.5 ells), followed by double taﬀeta
(28.375 ells). There are less than twenty ells of the remaining
materials in each instance: canvas (17.5 ells); tercenella (14.75
ells); damask (7.25 ells); camlet (6 ells); and cloth of silver (1.5
ells). A piece of material is registered as 10.5 ells of atlas or
tabby.

Table 5: Colors of textiles in the court of Catherine of Brandenburg Figures

In terms of materials the registers show remarkable
similarities. This is equally true for the material of clothes
belonging to the two rulers and their textiles. More than half of
their attire was made of velvet and atlas. Both of them owned
a few garments made of cloths of gold and silver as well as silk.
The diﬀerences are even smaller in the case of textiles
Catherine and Bethlen owned. Taﬀeta and atlas are listed in
the greatest quantities; velvet, tabby, damask, cloths of gold and
silver, double taﬀeta, damask, and camlet were also owned.
It is a remarkable coincidence that the above tendencies are
reflected in the preserved clothes of the two rulers. Both gowns
are made of a velvet material. The colors, however, are
diﬀerent: Catherine's dress is plum blue (see Figure 3, left),
while the mente of Bethlen is vivid red (see Figure 3, right). Both
are richly decorated with gold and silver embroidery.

Table 4: Distribution of textiles in the court of Catherine of Brandenburg

Besides the above textiles measured by the ell, the length of
three longer pieces of cloth was given in bolts. All three were a
lesser quality taﬀeta (köztafota), seventeen bolts altogether. Table
5 shows the distribution of colors in the textiles. Altogether
137.75 ells of textiles were white, which makes it the most
frequent color among the cloths. This amount is more than
twice the length of the yellow materials, ranking second
(52.875 ells). Catherine had similar quantities of red (49.125)
and blackberry color textiles (47.125). These are followed by
black, hair, sea, carnation, and peach blossom colors. Less than
20 ells of material was recorded in each of the remaining
colors. It is interesting that green appears only among these (11
ells). Blue is the last color listed. However, its shades (sea and
blackberry) are in the top ten.
The three pieces of taﬀeta measured by the bolt were in
three colors: nine bolts were white; seven bolts were red; and
one bolt was yellow.
There is a striking diﬀerence in the dominant colors used
by the two successive rulers and their courts. The dominant
color of Gabriel Bethlen's garments was red and its shades
(sour cherry and royal purple). In contrast to her late husband's
color preferences, red and its shades are not even in the top
three among the colors of Catherine's clothes (Table 3). The
most frequent color in the list of her clothes is black. Her
mourning after the death of her husband is a possible
explanation. White, the counterpart of black, is in second place
in the case of Catherine's clothes and much less important in
the case of Gabriel's. While Bethlen's wardrobe shows a
preference for bright colors in general (Koncz, 1878, pp.
31-79), Catherine wore rather pale tones. A similar conclusion
can be drawn in comparing the colors of the textiles most
probably used for clothing their court attendants. The colors of
the textiles bought for Bethlen's court were predominantly red
and its shades. In Catherine's environment red was less
dominant, while white, black, and blue were more important.
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Figure 1: Portrait of Gabriel Bethlen, 1626. (Unknown artist, Hungarian
National Museum, Historical Picture Gallery, cat. no 839) and a portrait
of Catherine of Brandenburg (Unknown artist and place)

Figure 2: Strobel the Younger, The Banquet of Herod and the Decapitation
of John the Baptist (Museo del Prado, cat. nr. 1940)

Figure 3: A gala dress of Catherine of Brandenburg (Hungarian National
Museum, cat. nr. 1954. 664) and a mente of Gabriel Bethlen (Hungarian
National Museum, cat. nr. 1950. 177)
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Methodology

The curse of “Kuweni”: metaphorical approach to
analyze power and style of folklore

Folklore, having an intimate relationship with culture mainly
depends on oral traditions. It transmits knowledge across
generations. Therefore, the application of the knowledge
component of folk in a methodical manner can be identified as
‘folk-science’ (Gupta, 2007). Studying folklore has diﬀerent
approaches, yet this paper sets a long-established scientific
approach to the study of folklore, following the work of
nineteenth century scholar Gomme. According to Gomme
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(1885), folklore divides into four main areas as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 2 highlights another approach of analyzing folklore.
Humans nourish culture through folklore. According to the
social-scientific approach, understanding of the components of
folk culture is vital in the study of folklore. Among the sub
categories shown in Figure 2, this study uses folk art or ‘Artistic
folklore’, ‘Folk-literature’, and ‘Folk practices’ in reviewing the
Kuweni’s narrative.
The Kuweni’s story is studied based on the narrations and
aﬃrmed through available, albeit limited, literature, due to the
lack of geographical references except a few in performing arts
(stage dramas and films) which characterize Kuweni yet are
debatable to the approach used in this study.
Figure 3 shows the analysis of folklore of Kuweni in which
the study primarily takes qualitative yet metaphorical
approach, adopting a mixed method integrating the scientific
and social-scientific approaches (concluded from Figure 1 and
2) to analyze the literature and expressively used mythical
folklore in SL context, focusing on the Kuweni’s story. Therefore,
the power and style related elements of Kuweni’s folklore are
identified.
Figure 4 indicates the components of scientific and socialscientific approach which are used in this study to compare,
contrast and analyze the characteristics of Kuweni to identify
the physical and emotional behavior that symbolizes the rise
and fall of power and style of “Kuweni” and its impact on the
country at the time.

ABSTRACT

Throughout the history of Sri Lanka, folklore has played a significant role
in defining the characteristics and hierarchy of people in society, with power
and style expressed through figurative language. This study reviews the
folklore of Kuweni to shed light on how the rise and fall of power is
expressed through the dress styles and adornment of ancient Sri Lanka, as
described in folklore traditions. “Kuweni”, in folklore, was the first female
ruler and her story represents a significant turning point of the antiquity of
the Sinhalese- the Sri Lankan nation. There are diﬀerent mythical
characteristics intertwined with the story of Kuweni. As it unfolds, Kuweni
can be identified as the main inducement behind the victory of Prince Vĳaya
who conquered the country, and Kuweni betrayed her own tribe in order to
seize power for the prince. It is believed that the Sinhalese nation originated
from Vĳaya who captured the power of Sri Lanka with the help of native
princess Kuweni. Accordingly, the evolution of Kuweni’s character from an
individual woman to a lover, wife, mother and a single parent finally getting
murdered by her own tribe is an intriguing narrative of cultural significance.
Through analysis of literature, and a metaphorical approach to the analysis
of expressively-used mythical folklore of Kuweni, this study explores the
representations of her character’s power through style. Particularly, the
study contributes to the contextual understanding of power and style that
existed in the country at that time.
: folklore, Kuweni, body adornments, power, style
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Folklore can be identified as a great source of knowledge and
experiences that are descended upon the lips of people
successively, so as the customs and superstitions that are
embedded to their lifestyle which penetrate over the generation
as a code of belief or actions (Gomme 1885; Gupta 2007).
There is no possibility to eliminate the traditions, customs or
beliefs enrolled in folklore that come from generation to
generation, as myths or superstitions have no scientific basis.
Folklore tales are expressions growing from a long history hence
they are ‘the popular explanation of phenomena’ (Temple
1886, p. 196). Folklore is significant in characterizing and
symbolizing concepts and unveiling historical knowledge. This
study takes a metaphorical approach in investigating folklore of
“Kuweni”, the iconic first female ruler of Sri Lanka (SL) in a
systematic review of literature to explore the power and style
that existed during the pre-history of SL.
Temple (1886, p. 206) states that, ‘What I would strongly
urge is that we should remember that the world of which we
have human record is so old that all things- even those which
appear to us as primitive- must have a history, and that before
we compare we should, so far as we are able, ascertain that we
are historically justified in making the comparison.’ Being
related to far history or having less evidence is not a justification
to be considered as a myth or a superstition. Folklore by means
are ascends of oral history and are very limited in physical
evidence and in literature. However, the metaphorical data that
can be extracted from both the narratives and the literature can
be used to analyze folklore. In particular, the story of Kuweni in
SL, likewise the approach of this study in investigating the
power and style, the ideation of the character development was
done through the figurative language therefore was a
comparison with the general folklore literature.

The story of Kuweni is a well-known narrative in SL history
which verifies the origin of the Sinhalese nation in the island. It
is believed that before the arrival of Prince Vĳaya, the son of
King Sinhabhahu from ‘Lata Rata’, North India, three main
communities were in SL as Yakka, Naga, Dewa. Kuweni: a Yakka
princess, helped Vĳaya to seize the power of the country, who
came to SL with his 700 companions who were expelled from
Lata kingdom. Kuweni and King Vĳaya had a son and a daughter
named Jeewahaththa and Disala. Vĳaya established his kingdom
in “Thammenna Nuwara” with his fellow ministers establishing
other villages by their names. Later, King Vĳaya wanted an
enthronement according to the North Indian customs and his
ministers brought a princess from Madura puraya, South India.
Since Kuweni was an exile, she ran away
with her two kids. Keeping the children outside of the Yakka
village, she returned to her Yakka relatives only to get killed by
a Yakka man due to her betrayal. One of her uncles who saw
the kids outside of the village advised them to run into the
forest saying their mother was killed. Terrified, kids ran to the
forest eventually leading to the origin of the Indigenous
community (Vedda) (Geiger, Bode and University of California
Libraries, 1912 and Weerasekara, 2016).
Kuweni cursed Vĳaya and Sinhala nation when she was killed
and that is known as the curse of Kuweni (Kuweni Sapaya) where
king Vĳaya and all his successors started to experience
nightmares of a big black leopard. Since there were no
descendants to the throne, his nephew, Panduwasudeeva became
the next heir. The new king also experienced the same and
became sick. Subsequently, “Kohombayak kankariya” was
introduced to SL as a cure (Seedaraman, 2016).
The Kuweni’s narrative was first revealed in Deepavamsaya on
which the Mahavamsaya was based, which were the great
historical chronicles of SL written in the Pali language by a
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gifted with charm to acquest the heart with her sensual qualities
(Sturkenboom, 2014).
Making a splendid bed well coved with a canopy for their
first night presents an idea of Kuweni as a native royal woman
familiar with royalty and customs. Mahavamsa story highlights
another powerful quality: her ability to create anything as she
wished which shows the magical powers she owned as a
superhuman. In the West, these kinds of superhuman
personalities can be defined as ‘fairies’. In Indian folklore, these
gorgeous women with enchanting qualities are known as
“Apsara” (Teverson and Lothspeich, 2019). Kuweni’s specialty is
that she can be identified as a soul with mixed attributes where
the devil and the fairy can be seen situationally inside the same
person hence her characterization depends on the situation
and her emotions.
According to the Mahavamsa, when Kuweni asked him to
massacre all the yakkas who were assembled at siriwattupura for
the wedding ceremony of the Yakka king, Vĳaya, who was an
ordinary human asks from Kuweni, ‘how could I defeat the
yakkas who are invisible? I will utter cries, and where thou shalt
hear that sound, strike ! and by my magic power shall thy
weapon fall upon their bodies’ (as stated in Geige and Bode
1912, p. 58). Vĳaya slew all the yakkas and was bestowed with all
the garments of the yakka king, and this symbolic act of passing
of the garments shows the power-shift from yakkas to Aryans.
Therefore, Kuweni can be identified as being vital behind the
victory of Vĳaya and her trust upon Vĳaya made Kuweni to use
her supernatural powers against her own community. This can
be identified as a very strong symbol to understand about the
power concept and the power-shift from Yakka and from Kuweni.
The seven-day celebration of the royal wedding with music
and dancing and other ceremonial events where all the
relations assembled stands as a metaphor for their customs and
traditions and the royal celebration of matrimony. Figure 6 and
2 describes the Ceremonial / Festival Customs as an important
subsector. Thus, Kuweni being a yakka princess, was interested in
the arts which prevailed within their community and that
aesthetics might have helped her to enhance her charm as a
woman.
As mentioned before, Kuweni cursed Vĳaya during her
demise and was reborn as a bagini Yakkini; a female devil called
Bagini (Seedaraman 2016). Figure 7 shows the emotional
transformation of Kuweni from good to evil.

Buddhist thero named Mahānāma circa 5th century BC.
Diﬀerent authors later translated it into Sinhala (SL’s native
language) and English. Being a yakka princess, Kuweni had
powers inherited from her ancestry. She had therianthropic
powers as when Vĳaya landed on the island she was in the form
of a female hermit spinning cotton by a wheel. ‘Then the
yakkhini seized him, and hurled him who cried aloud into a
chasm. And there in like manner she hurled (all) the seven
hundred one by one after him.’ (Geiger, Bode and University
of California Libraries 1912, p. 56). Eventually, Vĳaya realized
that Kuweni is a female devil with supernatural powers.
Indian and Sri Lankan folklore share similarities regarding
these supernatural personalities, but they are quite complex in
terms of good and bad behaviors, human or not. Teverson and
Lothspeich (2019) states that, ‘India has its own ways of
speaking about classifying its stories, and its own lexicon of
symbols, motifs and themes, in its diﬀerent languages and
regions, and among its various ethnic communities’. Most of
the Indian folklore are in written forms. Kuweni’s story has been
prevailing mainly from word of mouth and its main written
evidence is the 7th chapter (regarding Vĳaya’s arrival to SL) of
Mahavamsa.
Folklore includes witchcraft, magic or wonders which is
classified under the superstitious beliefs, since this is a 19th
century theory, other scholars have also drawn this method
(Gomme 1885; Davies and White, 2015). Magic and
supernatural powers can be identified as the manifestation of
power and the ability to transform herself can be identified as
a special technique of adorning herself into the situation as
shown in Figure 5. In the story of Kuweni and Vĳaya there are
many important incidents where Kuweni uses transmogrify to
adapt into the situation. First situation is spinning cotton as a
female hermit and capturing the fellow men into a pond by her
spell bounds. It is said that Kuweni could not harm them
because of the pirith thread (a thread which is tied into their
hand by God Upulwan) when they landed in SL.When Kuweni
agreed to get the power to prince Vĳaya, and the two parties’
reunion to work as a team, the fellow men of Vĳaya used to
cook rice with condiments from the trade ships which were
devoured by Kuweni (Geiger and Bode, 1912). Therefore, this
can be identified as an exemplification of her power and the
prosperous life she led within her territory.
The clothing, adornments and sensual pleasure of Kuweni is
romanticized in a figurative language. ‘When the yakkhini had
taken the first portions (of the 26 meal) that Vĳaya handed to
her, she was well pleased, and assuming the lovely form of a
sixteen-year-old maiden she approached the prince adorned
with all the ornaments. At the foot of a tree, she made a
splendid bed, well-covered around with a tent, and adorned
with a canopy. And seeing this, the king's son, looking forward
to the time to come, took her to him as his spouse and lay (with
her) blissfully on that bed’ (Geige and Bode 1912, p. 57).
Upon receiving the food, she was pleased and transformed
her appearance from a hermit to a very attractive sixteen-yearold young maiden. It is said that once she was adorned with all
the ornaments, in Sinhalese meaning “swarwabharana,’’ she
totally changed her appearance to a youthful and gorgeous girl.
This metaphorically shows her physical and psychological
transformation where the prince, infatuated by her beauty,
accepted her as his spouse. It subtly sets out the sexual
consummation between Vĳaya and Kuweni, and she did not
perform promiscuity with every man, so physically and
psychologically she transformed herself to a lovable woman
and was devoted to her husband and this can be identified as a
turning point of her life, and the Sinhalese nation.
The shape-shifting from one human form to another clearly
depicts her superhuman powers, and her depiction as
devouring the treasures from trade ships which were going near
the coast shows Kuweni as a very powerful woman within her
territory. The ability to attract the prince to win his heart and
to be his spouse by developing an intimate relationship from the
very first meeting clearly shows Kuweni as a woman who was

Conclusion
Kuweni can be identified as a uniquely ambiguous personality,
who cannot be defined neither as a devil, nor a human, nor as
divine. The metaphorical review signifies the conversion of
Kuweni’s emotions into physical changes and subtly shows the
transformation of power. In ordinary life we, humans play
diﬀerent roles according to our emotions, however as in
folklore, Kuweni diﬀers from us due to her exceptional
personality and power immersed through her emotions. Thus,
Kuweni can be identified as the turning point of the “power”
shifting from natives to Aryans- extermination of Yakkas- in
antient Sri Lanka, leading to the origin of a new community in
the island. The ability of Kuweni to transform, create and
ravage, self and others in diﬀerent ways denote the emotional
power behind her character. Her power-centered personality
signifies the nature of femininity expressed in Sri Lanka at that
time. The symbolic analysis of Kuweni also implies shapeshifting behavior of the character in relation to emotions and
the style of femininity that is vital in the power shift. The
character of Kuweni symbolizes a unique, yet ambiguous,
individual with diﬀerent personalities expressing power and
style throughout her life: she acts as a fairy during their
consummation, a human who mothered two children and
finally a devil who curses for the injustice which happened to
her and her children. As the review highlights the charisma
inherited in her character, developed in many stages of the
lifestyle suggests further investigation of style shifting in ancient
SL female through folklore.
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Analysis of folklore: Scientific Approach (adapted from Gomme, 1885)

Figure 2: Analysis of folklore: Social-Scientific Approach (adapted from Gupta, 2007 and Islam, 1985)
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Figure 3: Analysis of folklore of Kuweni

Figure 4: Identification of Power and Style of Kuweni (adapted from Gomme, 1885; Temple, 886; Islam, 1985 and Gupta, 2007).
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Figure 5: Manifestation of power of Kuweni in the form of witchcraft (adapted from Gomme, 1885 and Geiger, Bode and University of California
Libraries, 1912).

Figure 6: The Festival/ceremonial customs related to the story of Kuweni(Gomme, 1885 and Geiger, Bode and University of California Libraries,
1912).

55

Figure 7: Transformation of the Kuweni with emotions (Geiger, Bode and University of California Libraries, 1912 and Seedaraman, 2016).
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are generally perceived positively by others, though they tend
to be unaware of others. By contrast, hedonic power is indirect
and attractive, related to being, and characterised by a sense of
connectedness to, and empathy with, others (Freedman, 1986;
Kaiser, 2013). Again, what strikes us is a male/female
dichotomy, but again, let us not jump to a simplistic conclusion.
Most human characteristics are on a spectrum, and we could
cite male and female examples of both kinds of personality.
Before discussing the role of dress in this scenario, we
should consider the role of dress generally. It plays a crucial role
in how we are perceived. Clothing is a powerful form of
communication, largely because we have invested it with
shared symbolic meanings (Kaiser, 2002; Adam and Galinsky,
2012). We have a tendency to categorise people according to
noticeable characteristics. We feel a need to evaluate those we
meet quickly; therefore, we rely on visual, immediately
apparent qualities, and then use those to develop stereotypes
(Hogg and Vaughan, 2018). Perhaps the most obvious aspect of
appearance is dress; it is no surprise then to find that dress is an
example of stereotyping (Mair, 2018), and thus, is a prime
candidate for the demonstration of power.
Power, as we have seen, is itself subject to stereotyping. The
qualities of strength and powerfulness are typically male, and
are manifested through the associated male characteristics of
active doing and direct control. The typical dress of powerful
men is the business suit, and this is no accident. The suit, with
its broad shoulders and vertical lines of tie and lapels,
emphasises the qualities of agonic power. Hedonic power, on
the other hand, operates indirectly, is associated with
attractiveness, and is characterised by connectedness with
others – qualities associated with femininity. It is tempting to
conclude that this is epitomised by a dress, but, unlike the suit,
the dress embraces a wide range of shapes and styles. A better
approach might be to identify clothing that highlights the
feminine characteristics of hedonic power: a tailored dress that
is shaped to the female figure, without sexualising it, for
example, or a skirt suit that emulates the male business suit
without emphasis on the more obvious masculinity.
How then should a woman who aspires to political
leadership approach the diﬃcult business of clothing choice.
To some extent, all candidates for high oﬃce need to address
this: Jeremy Corbin, for example, when he led the labour party
in the 2019 British election, exchanged his usual casual outfits
for a smart, dark suit. However, this dilemma is more pressing
for a woman. Hilary Clinton, for example, is reputed to have
complained during her campaign for the Democratic
nomination for president “Nobody asks Bernie [Sanders] what
shoes he’s going to wear”.
While there have not been a huge number of female
presidents or prime ministers, there are nevertheless, too many
to be included in this short paper. I will, therefore, confine this
discussion to a comparison of two British Prime Ministers:
Margaret Thatcher (1979 – 1990) and Theresa May (2016 –
2019). In many ways, the two were similar: both were strong
women with a reputation for tough politics, both were
determined to be leaders of their party (both Conservative),
and both were ultimately ousted by their male colleagues. Yet,
they were also quite diﬀerent in their interpersonal style, and
this is reflected in their clothes. Margaret Thatcher once said
that when she went to Russia to meet the then leader, Mikhail
Gorbachev, her most diﬃcult decision was around her clothes.
She was very aware of the power of clothes, and claimed that
she had learnt lessons over the years (Thatcher, 2012).
Certainly, her style changed dramatically. In the early days, she
presented herself as more empathetic, more responsive and
connected with others: more hedonic, we might say. This was
reflected in the softly tailored clothes she wore. However, these
were quite quickly replaced by a more masculine style, with
sharp-shouldered suits, dark colours, and a shorter, more
structured hairstyle. Even allowing for the fashions of the time,
which favoured broad shoulders, Thatcher’s style was striking,
and very reflective of her agonic style of leadership. During the
course of her premiership, her clothes became more masculine,

First Ladies, first women, and the presentation of
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ABSTRACT

Women’s interest in politics has always existed, though in the past their role
has been seen as supportive, and active involvement was traditionally
discouraged. The increasing prominence of female politicians in the last
hundred years has highlighted the dichotomy between the role of woman as
political wife and that of politician in her own right, and has resulted in a
certain ambiguity in the way she is both presented and perceived. We are
all judged by our appearance, but for women this is more palpable: not
merely because women focus more on appearance more than men, but
because they are more likely to be appraised in those terms.
Whereas for men self-presentation is primarily concerned with
eﬀectiveness, for women, the focus is largely on attractiveness. While the
traditional role of political wife involves the latter, the female politician has
to find a way of achieving the former. Both, however, are scrutinised
according to appearance and how the dress.
This paper will explore these issues, within the context of the psychology
of the Self, and with reference to recent examples of women in both roles. It
will consider how the role of personal style is manipulated to achieve the
projection of certain qualities, and how this in turn impacts on selfperception. The paper will examine the symbolic nature of clothing, its
significance in the political arena, specifically for women, and to what
extent this may determine their own sense of identity.
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This paper explores the nature of women in the political arena,
and examines the role that dress plays in how they are
perceived, as well as if, and how, this impacts on the way they
perceive themselves. In particular, I will consider the diﬀerence
between First Ladies, those who are partners to political
leaders, and what I will call First Women, those who themselves
are political leaders. At the heart of this discussion will be the
nature of power and how it is manifested.
In comparing the clothing style of the two groups, it would
be easy to make simplistic distinctions: first women dress more
masculine, first ladies more feminine; first women wear
trousers, first ladies dresses; and so on. It is possible, however,
immediately to draw on exceptions to this: Kaja Kallas, the
prime minister of Estonia, for example, wears very feminine
clothes, and Hilary Clinton adopted her signature trouser suit
while still acting as first lady of the United States (it is probably
worth noting, though, that both have been criticised for their
clothing choice). Having said that, it is worth exploring the
subject in a little more depth, to see if there are indeed
diﬀerences, and if it is possible to discover a discernible trend.
Before discussing how power plays out on these clothing
choices, we should begin by considering the nature of power
itself, and its relationship to dress. Psychologists define power as
the ability to alter the behaviour of others, or change the world
around them. it is assessed by physical strength, interpersonal
power, and perceived control over others and personal
environment; and it is characterised by qualities of boldness,
aggression, and powerfulness (Hogg, 2010). This, of course,
immediately leads us to think ‘male’. We know that generally
men are taller and physically stronger than women, and
interestingly, these are also the qualities that determine their
attractiveness (Kaiser, 2002). It seems then that men are set up
to be perceived as powerful, and we might ask where does that
leave women. However, it has been argued that power can be
manifested in two ways: agonic and hedonic, a concept first
proposed by ethologist, Michael Chance (Chance, 1988/2017),
and later adopted by Rita Freedman (1986) to describe
diﬀerent expressions of power. Agonic power is direct and
active; it is related to doing, and is characterised by a strong
sense of self-belief. Individuals who exhibit these characteristics
57

and increasingly exaggerated, until eventually, she became
something of a caricature, as personified by the whiskydrinking, cigar-smoking image of her in the satirical show
Spitting Image.
Margaret Thatcher was famously ejected by her cabinet
colleagues, and forced to resign. It would be foolish to claim
that this was due to her clothing choices, but it does highlight
an aspect of dress that I have not yet touched upon. Discussion
so far has focused on how our clothes influence how we are
perceived by others. There is, however, a corollary to this: the
way in which our clothes influence how we perceive ourselves.
Just as others invest us with certain qualities based on what we
wear, so we too make the same judgements, and perceive in
ourselves the qualities we seek to present, eventually becoming
that persona. This phenomenon, which they called “enclothed
cognition”, was ably demonstrated by Adam and Galinsky
(2012) in an experiment involving a white coat, which
participants were told was either a scientist’s lab coat or a
painter’s coat. Those who were given the ‘scientist’s’ coat
performed significantly better on a maths test than those given
the ‘painter’s’ coat. Thus, if we wear powerful clothes, we are
perceived as powerful, we see ourselves as powerful, and we act
powerfully. Margaret Thatcher bolstered her hold on power by
the clothes she wore, but as the style became more embedded,
so she was criticised for being arrogant and out of touch, and
this was what ultimately led to her downfall.
In contrast to Margaret Thatcher, Theresa May has
remained true to her style throughout her political life. Her
clothes, though tailored, are feminine in style, and she is known
for her kitten heels and statement necklaces. It is reasonable, I
think, to describe her style as demonstrating hedonic power, a
state that is enhanced by adornment, as for example, the
statement necklaces. Hedonic power can be very eﬀective by
drawing people to you, though this was not apparently a quality
exhibited by Theresa May. The problem with this approach,
however, lies in the very fact of its eﬀectiveness. Hedonic power
epitomises the feminine, and can therefore be perceived as
submissive.
As Prime Minister, Theresa May was the embodiment of
the ‘glass cliﬀ’, a term developed by Michelle Ryan (2005) to
describe a phenomenon in which women are likely to be
promoted to leadership roles in times of crisis or downturn,
when the risk of failure is high. May was elected leader at a
time of uncertainty in British politics, and was ousted by a
group of aggressive male colleagues.
Did her clothing style cause her downfall? Almost certainly,
this was not the case, but her feminine demeanour will have
made her more vulnerable. Her fate was probably sealed when
she was persuaded to dance on to the stage to deliver her
keynote speech at the Conservative Party Conference.
The dilemma faced by women leaders is generally not one
faced by political wives. Here I will confine my discussion to
First Ladies of the United States, because this is an iconic role
that epitomises the position. The role then of a first lady is to
be supportive, and to help boost her husband’s reputation and
popularity. This is not to say first ladies cannot achieve power;
many do, but they do it through displaying hedonic attributes:
attractiveness, empathy, connectedness, and above all
likeability. Michelle Obama (First Lady 2009 - 2017) was
generally well-liked. Before she became First Lady, she had held
powerful positions in her own right, and as First Lady she was
able to exert influence, though always within appropriate
(feminine) areas. We could contrast her with a previous First
Lady, Hilary Clinton (First Lady 1993 - 2001), who was asked
by her husband to chair the task force devising a plan for health
care reform in the United States, but whose proposals were
rejected out of hand, primarily, it is believed, because she
strayed into the agonic world of policy (Starr, 2007).
Throughout her sojourn in public life, Clinton has battled with
the spurious attention her clothes have received. She adopted
the trouser suit as a kind of uniform, to overcome this.
Unfortunately, although for diﬀerent reasons, she has suﬀered

a similar fate to Margaret Thatcher: her uniform has become a
shorthand for satirists to caricature.
Clinton’s style was forged during her years as First Lady.
This served to compound the dislike she engendered in the
White House. Michelle Obama, while not always escaping
criticism, reinforced her own likeability by her choice of clothes
– flattering, approachable, and often bought from the high
street. Melania Trump (First Lady 2017 - 2021), who followed
her into the White House, was generally disliked. She was
perceived as disengaged and uninterested in people. She wore
high end, often couture, clothes, and much of the dislike
seemed to coalesce around this.
Trump was not the only First Lady to be criticised for her
extravagance. In the nineteenth century, Mary Todd Lincoln
(First Lady 1861 - 1865) was also blamed for spending too
much, as was Jacqueline Kennedy (First Lady 1961 - 1963) in
the nineteen sixties, though she was, to some extent, forgiven
because of her excellent dress sense, and women saw her as a
model to emulate. By contrast, however, Roslynn Carter (First
Lady 1977 - 1981) was criticised for her thriftiness, especially
for wearing outfits more than once.
The issue of spending, I think, highlights the diﬃculties
associated with hedonic power. Just as women are expected to
be beautiful, but not to be seen to try (Jankowski et al., 2016;
Kaiser, 2002), so feminine hedonic expression should be
powerful, but not too overt; otherwise, it risks straying into the
realm of the agonic, as with Hilary Clinton. Similarly, the
political wife must dress beautifully, though appropriately, but
this must be achieved without too much cost. Historically, men
have had financial control over women, and even today, in a
situation such as the Presidency, there is apparently still a sense
that power lies in the holder of the money. There is a
traditional proverb that says, “he who holds the purse strings
controls the power: It follows then that the President of the
United States, as possibly the most powerful man in the world,
must be in control of his wife’s purse strings. While her role is
to enhance his reputation, she must not be seen to waste his
money, even when the money is in fact her own.
I began this paper by asking if there might be a diﬀerence
in the clothing style of first women and first ladies. Clearly,
there are diﬀerences in how certain styles are perceived. We
have seen how Margaret Thatcher consciously embraced the
elements of male attire that signal power, and how that
contrasted with Theresa May’s preferences. However,
Margaret Thatcher’s style was extreme, and as we have seen,
there are as many diﬀerent approaches as there are women
leaders. Some have intentionally adopted her approach, others,
for example Kaja Kallas, have knowingly gone to the other
extreme, and some have tried their best to divorce themselves
from the conversation, usually without success. Thatcher and
May dressed diﬀerently, but in the end both fell from power.
First ladies also cannot easily be categorised. Their clothing
style is perhaps more feminine, and it is likely that this too is a
conscious decision. Nevertheless, if we were shown the outfit
without the wearer, would we be able to distinguish the wives
from the politicians. I suspect it would be very diﬃcult. The
diﬀerences, if they exist, are subtle.
While we cannot see a clear distinction between the two
groups, it is possible to discern a common theme. Whether
admired or criticised, the clothes of all the women I have
discussed, have been commented on. Like most women in the
public eye, dress is often what they are defined by. This is not
true of men in the political arena. There are occasions when
male politicians are criticised for their sartorial choices, but this
is usually when they are caught unawares on holiday. Male
consorts appear to be free of any criticism: neither Dennis
Thatcher nor Philip May were subject to scrutiny. During the
last century, since achieving the vote, women have made great
strides in the world of politics. The suﬀragettes of 1918 (UK)
could barely imagine seeing a woman leading their country in
1979. It is unfortunate that they could probably not imagine
that these women would still be judged by the clothes they
choose to wear.
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power, who does not and more importantly how to gain access
to power.

The racial politics of dress
Bria Justine Mason
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When I dress up for work, I dress with the intent of appeasing
the audience in which has the most power. I dress up with the
conscious intent of using dress to achieve a goal, even if that
goal is to be taken seriously by my white counterpart. What I
choose to wear is a political decision and statement.
Although I am a part of the same demographic in which I
am placing at the forefront of my research, that being African
American women, what ultimately granted me access to my
participants had to do with place. Working within the same
organization as my participants had greatly helped me to
understand the degree in which they had been socially
excluded from others. This is because they too recognized that
I do not and will not have access to the same power positions
within our organization that they wished to belong (Gary and
Holmes, 2020). Identifying as an African American woman is
not what solely helped me to gather data in order to answer
how dressing up is a factor in gaining power within professional
settings. What truly made me an insider was more about where
I had been placed within the organization.

ABSTRACT

The racial politics of Los Angeles transmit not only into the personal lives
of individuals, with popular protest groups spreading messages of equality
due to power imbalances, but also into professional spheres. For instance,
the simple act of getting ready for work for African American women seeking
inclusion within the workplace is an art, carefully placing, ensuring and
double checking that seams are not too tight against the curvature of the body
and hem lines are not too short. This act is somewhat ritualistic, in which
particularities about how outfits are composed are hidden unless highlighted
or asked about. Beyond the scope of the act of dressing itself, it is important
to highlight how the clothing in which this particular demographic chooses
to wear directly contributes to the degree in which power can be exercised.
This is because in America the concept that having majority Black women
within professional spheres is not yet an acceptable norm. For African
American women within professional settings, dress is the most important
factor in leveling out power imbalances from organizations made up of
predominantly white male coworkers. Examining the notion of power is
imperative, especially if dress is a pertinent component in ultimately
remaining in and gaining access to societal power. In this case, a qualitative
research study of five Los Angeles based African American women working
within a professional setting was conducted that examined the notions of
power and dress. This paper details that dressing up proves that power
imbalances due to social exclusion lie at the intersection of place and race
for African American women in the workplace.
KEYWORDS:

Methodology
All participants for this research were given coded numbers to
conceal their identities. Every single participant preferred to be
referred to a number rather than a code name, as they did not
want to take any risk choosing a name that may already exist
within the large organization that we all belong to. The
conversations that took place between me and all five
participants were done through using a combination of inperson and online mediums. Because of COVID-19, it was not
ideal for using in person visual methods to gather data, such as
photo elicitation (Noland, 2006). This lent me the opportunity
place how I would gather data aside and rethink what I would
ask for the interview questions (Atkinson, 2017).
Traditional qualitative research methods were used, such as
taking fieldnotes and partaking in participant observations
(Atkinson, 2017). All of these were done within a variety of
meetings, ranging from formal to completely informal.
Examples of this were meetings in which the participant acts as
the sole representative for their entire and respective
department and meetings with just myself and the participant
with the purpose of just getting to know one another. When
asking participants the simple questions “what are you wearing
and why?”, answers were almost always given as a function of
events going on that very same day. Before a formal meeting,
participant number two responded to these questions with “I
have got on this Ann Taylor top. It needs to look super nice. I
have a meeting with [the boss] today and I want to ask if I can
hire another staﬀ member”. In an informal meeting with just
participant number five and myself that was based around
debriefing the day’s events, the participant expressed wanting
to undress and “get out of these [work] clothes” as an act of
relaxation during the conversation. The participant did not
want to wear anything and did not need anything.

Power, Race, Los Angeles, Dress, African American Women

Introduction
The essence of this research project came from a selfrealization of how clothing fits my body within the context of
professional settings. This realization shifted from being selfaware to self conscious, as the more aware of my outer
appearance I became the more conscious I became about the
overt and covert feedback I received from outsiders
(Woodward, 2007). Ultimately, his cyclical loop of feedback
pertaining to my appearance led to an internal shift in who I
thought I was and who I thought I could be. Out of this, I
learned that what I wore altered how I felt and my identity.
In the case of this research, identity, with race being the at
the forefront, acts as the foundation in which how much power
one will hold. For instance, in places like America where
Caucasian Americans are the majority, a set lifestyle standard
that is deemed to be the norm is a factor that has granted this
population power. For minorities who do not fit this
demographic, power must be gained through alternative forms
in order to level out this imbalance. In places like Los Angeles
where fashion makes a statement, dressing up within the
workplace aids in hearing the voices that would have otherwise
been silenced (Godart, 2014).
The Context

Results

The setting of this project takes place in Los Angeles and in an
area where those of varying political ideologies strongly oppose
one another (Hahn and Almy, 1971). Just to set the scene, ultraright wing and liberal rallies often lead to riots. Two major
political parties, with conservatives priding themselves on
sustaining traditions and liberals taking pride in furthering
social reformation initiatives, are prevalent within Los Angeles
(Craig and Richeson, 2015). This dichotomy is also injected
within working spheres and professional settings, namely where
my research took place. By conducting research in such a place,
one can easily identify the areas where power exists, who has

In using qualitative research methods to participate in deep
hanging out and in interviewing all five African American
women. Originally coined by anthropologist Cliﬀord Geertz,
the term deep hanging out is used describe informally immersing
oneself in a social or cultural group and setting as a data
collection method (Geertz, 1998). I used thematic analysis to
uncover several emerging themes. To begin, all five women
were well aware of the power imbalance that existed between
themselves and the white males that worked in the same
professional setting. This imbalance manifested and was
exemplified in numerous ways, including reports of the
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participants being interrupted, ignored and talked over in
group settings. Also, within this professional setting, one out of
fourteen persons within a leadership role is an African
American woman and none exist out of six on a senior
leadership level. According to all participants, the lack of
diversity within these spheres is accompanied by a lack of
awareness regarding culturally insensitive practices, so these
imbalances in power will continue to persist (Aniagolu, 2012).
Barth (1969) came to the conclusion that identity is indeed
dependent on inclusions and exclusions. In the book titled
Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture
Diﬀerence, the author states, “It makes no diﬀerence how
dissimilar members may be in their overt behaviour – if they
say they are A, in contrast to another cognate category B ...
they declare their loyalty to the shared culture of A’s” (Barth,
1969, p.15). Social exclusions, inclusions and boundaries are
what defines the composition of groups. Knowing where one
does and does not belong, acknowledging these boundaries and
knowing where one can belong is what aids in our research to
become trusted insiders.
When adding dress as a factor in leveling out power
imbalances, all participants reported that in comparison to
white males and females, wearing clothing that is “poised”,
“dainty” and “feminine” is key in being heard and is strongly
advised when actively striving to move upward within the
organization (Flicker, 2013). It was heavily emphasized that
what is being worn matters for women in the workplace, so
much so that the companies’ dress code and policy is extremely
lenient for women and little to no rules exist. For men, collared
shirt and slacks must be worn. What is deemed to be a
“freedom” by my participants who were all women under
scrutiny because of judgements and misconceptions
surrounding their race also came at a cost, that being the
elimination of a standard set of rules that would level out the
power imbalances that exist based oﬀ judgement due to their
outer appearances.
All five of these African American women were excluded
from obtaining power within a professional setting and used
clothing as a way to help level out this power imbalance. The
more the clothing conservatively hid the curvature of their
bodies, the more they were heard when they spoke, and the
more power was gained.
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Discussion/Conclusion
The results of this qualitative research study indicate that dress
does indeed increase the degree in which African American
women are able to exercise power within the workplace. The
racial politics within this professional setting acted as a
microclimate to the polarized political setting of all of Los
Angeles. In this case, it was imperative to use classic qualitative
research methods without documenting a series of visuals that
highlighted what participants wore, as the most of my
interactions took place online versus in person. In using online
video calls to answer how
African American women can gain access to power through
the use of clothing, all five participants could quickly correlate
what they were wearing and how it was in function of a greater
goal in which they sought to achieve within the workplace.
Dressing up, or the act of doing so, is a conscientious eﬀort that
levels the imbalance of social exclusion that exists because of
race within this space.
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number one on the New York Times bestseller list. This also
increased the popularity of his own novels. Not surprisingly –
considering Sanderson’s short time as a published author and
his recent fame and popularity – very little has been written
about his novels aside from some blogs and newspaper book
reviews. Despite the lack of critical scholarship, Sanderson’s
openness with the public about his writing process and
perspective as an author allows conclusions to be drawn about
the use and significance of dress in his novels. Dress in
Sanderson’s novels is used in establishing cultural boundaries,
social hierarchies, and gender hierarchies, and functions as an
important feature of characterization. This is never more
apparent than in his in-progress epic fantasy series, The
Stormlight Archive.
Despite the inherent analytical challenges fantasy novels
pose, dress can still be viewed as a fabrication of an identity.
Many theorists – such as Anne Hollander, Elizabeth Wilson
and Joanne Finklestein – assert that dress can be used to
construct an identity and signify the belonging to or rejection
of certain groups or cultures. Going a step further, some
theorists, such as Erving Goﬀman, believe that dress is a type
of performance, where one uses clothing as an element of
social performance and presentation (1959, p.16). Elizabeth
Wilson states that dress satisfies “a number of social, aesthetic
and psychological functions; indeed it knots them together, and
can express all simultaneously,” (2003, p.3) which can be seen
clearly in the characterization and experiences of two primary
characters, Jasnah and Shallan, who engage in the
performance of self throughout The Stormlight Archive. While
the aforementioned theorists generally focus on real world uses
of dress, fiction emphasizes the intentional construction of
dress and can be analyzed much in the same way that costume
design in film and theater can be analyzed. Because fiction is a
product of intentional and conscious choices, every element
can be assumed to be important.
Clair Hughes and Cynthia G. Kuhn approach the use of
dress in writings by Henry James and Margaret Atwood,
respectively, as a function within the novel itself; the approach
used in this analysis. Hughes (2001) looks at the historical novel
and analyzes Henry James’s use of dress as a method to
reinforce thematic and symbolic patterns in his books. Kuhn
(2005) examines self fashioning in Margaret Atwood’s novels
and the role of women and fashion from a feminist perspective.
Both scholars focus on one author’s use of dress through his or
her career as a meaningful element in his or her books instead
of trying to glean relevant contemporary social information
from the novels.
Jasnah is Shallan’s educator and the sister of Alethkar’s
king. Alethkar is a militaristic and heavily gender segregated
nation. Alethi men are expected to be warriors, going so far as
to ban men from reading or writing, and women are meant to
be scholars, scribes, and artists. It is a society which uses wealth
and soldiers as means of spreading their “superior” culture and
dogmatic Vorin religion. Jasnah relies on the high-class
expectations of women by playing into the role physically –
despite openly disagreeing with the religious establishment and
being branded a heretic – in order to more eﬀectively navigate
social interactions to further her scholarly research. She
intentionally manipulates her image and shields herself with a
carefully managed identity in order to thrive in her situation.
For Jasnah, dress is “the cultural metaphor for the body….the
material with which we ‘write’ or ‘draw’ a representation of the
body into our cultural context.” (Wilson, 1992, p.6) Joanne
Eicher and Barbra Sumberg write in “World Fashion, Ethnic
and National Dress,” “In a world of shifting identities, dress
often indicates an aspect of identity, for both group exclusion
and inclusion are made apparent through the processes of
modifying and supplementing the body.” ( 1995, p. 298) This
intentional manipulation of image and persona has a profound
eﬀect on Shallan, who uses Jasnah as the basis of her own
persona performance later on in the series.
Jasnah is a self-declared heretic, uninterested in the doctrine
of the Vorin church. Despite her lack of enthusiasm for the

Challenging conventions: characterization through
dress in Brandon Sanderson's “The Stormlight
Archive”
Patricia Shields Way
Shields Archival, LLC
ABSTRACT

My paper will examine how Brandon Sanderson uses dress to create
identities within his nations and communities in The Stormlight Archive
series. By focusing on two major characters, I will prove the crucial role of
dress in this series, including an examination of how dress and fashion
function as representations of social “in” and “out” groups within the
dominant ethnoreligion. The first character to be examined is the sister of
the leading nation’s king, Jasnah. Despite openly disagreeing with the
religious structure—and even being named a heretic—she plays into the
physical expectations of a high-class woman in order to eﬀectively navigate
social interactions and further her cause. The second character, Jasnah’s
apprentice Shallan, manipulates her image to navigate her dire situation.
She is without money or provisions, and therefore must rely on the
assumptions that she is a powerful noblewoman to survive her challenging
circumstances. It is my assertion that Sanderson’s approach to writing and
world building perfectly allows for the use of contemporary dress theory
within his fictional world. Dress in Sanderson’s novels is used to establish
cultural boundaries, social hierarchies, and gender hierarchies, and
functions as an important feature of characterization.

: dress in fiction, dress in fantasy, dress in literature, dress
theory, semiotics of dress
KEYWORDS

In the realm of fiction, the epic fantasy is a niche genre that
rarely gains notoriety among mainstream readers. Usually
lumped with science fiction and often overlooked as a genre for
nerds and geeks, such work is rarely studied or analyzed
academically in the way, for example, Dickens, Twain, Joyce,
or Pynchon have been. J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis have
received extensive study – and most recently George R. R.
Martin has garnered the focus of literary analysis – but there
are huge gaps in analysis and study of fantasy novels
particularly in the area of cultural studies.
However, fiction, in general, receives attention from
scholars and theorists as important source material for period
research and social commentary. As seen in Aileen Ribeiro’s
Fashion and Fiction, (2006) novels are studied for their historically
relevant information on contemporary dress. Alternately,
clothing in novels may be studied for its symbolic contributions,
one example of its use is foreshadowing. There is a strong basis
for this type of analysis. As Tom Wolfe states:
Novelists have been drawn to fashion as an essential ingredient of
realistic narration. This was out of sheer instinct, and not theory.
Early in the game they seemed to sense that fashion is a code, a
symbolic vocabulary that oﬀers a sub-rational but instant and
very brilliant illumination of the characters of individuals and
even entire periods, especially periods of great turmoil. (1973,
p.19)
But often these analyses rely heavily on the fact that the
world in the novel is much like our own, allowing readers to
reach conclusions because of their own experiences. Much of
dress analysis in scholarly works relies on the similarity of the
fictional depiction of the world compared to the contemporary
world. Fantasy novels do not easily lend themselves to such a
direct comparison.
Although Sanderson has only been writing professionally
since 2005, he has published 19 full-length novels alongside a
number of novellas, novelettes, short stories, and even a
graphic novel series. He gained prominence when he was
chosen to finish Robert Jordan’s immense Wheel of Time series
after Jordan’s death in 2007. Sanderson worked closely with
Jordan’s widow and editor on the final three books, gaining
renown in the fantasy world after the three novels reached
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religious practices, she sees the advantages of adhering to
cultural custom in order to navigate relationships or political
maneuvering. She is described as irreproachable in her
appearance, the epitome of Alethi noble dress. Her first
appearance in the
novel is described, from Shallan’s
perspective, as such:
She was tall and slender, with clear skin, narrow black eyebrows,
and thick, deep onyx hair. She wore part of it up, wrapped
around a small, scroll shaped golden ornament with two long
hairpins holding it in place. The rest tumbled down behind her
neck in small, tight curls. Even twisted and curled as it was, it
came down to Jasnah’s shoulders… She had a squareish face
and discriminating pale violet eyes…. This woman was the sister
of a king. Reserved, statuesque, dressed immaculately in blue and
silver. Like Shallan’s dress, Jasnah’s buttoned up the sides and
had a high collar, though Jasnah had a much fuller chest than
Shallan. The skirts were loose below the waist, falling generously
to the floor. Her sleeves were long and stately, and the left one
was buttoned up to hide her safehand.” (Sanderson, 2011,
p.91)
In contrast to her branding as a heretic, every aspect of
Jasnah’s appearance conforms to the ideal of a perfect and
pious Alethi noblewoman, especially in donning a sleeve and
covering her safehand. The safehand is a specifically female
requirement, where Vorin women are expected to keep their
left hand covered at all times. The right hand, and the
dominant hand, is considered their freehand and may be left
uncovered. The only exceptions are female ardents, women
who have devoted their lives to the Vorin Church, and
prostitutes. The modesty of the safehand mirrors the social
standing of the wearer as well as being an indicator of the
religious traditions and cultural evolution of her nation.
Highly ranked women are further constrained by the
expectations of covering their safehand with a sleeve, instead
of a more convenient glove. Sanderson poses the tensions
between glove and sleeve as not a matter of fashion, but a
matter of class, and expectation.
Sanderson uses Shallan to explain the tensions between the
upper and lower classes. “Like all Vorin women, she kept her
left hand- her safehand- covered, exposing only her freehand.
Common darkeyed women would wear a glove, but a woman
of her rank was expected to show more modesty than that. In
her case, she kept her safehand covered by an oversized cuﬀ of
her left sleeve, of which was buttoned closed.” (Sanderson,
2011, p.67)
Despite the safehand being innately restrictive – like most
of Alethi and Vorin conventions – women, in an act of
subversion, often turn their safehand into a functional object,
either physically, through hidden pockets, or socially, through
the manipulation of contact and exposure. While the semiotics
of dress can signify elements of the wearer, the wearer has
control over her body and can literally signal emotion or
relationship through her safehand. In Way of Kings, Shallan
encounters an annoyed Jasnah who “looked straight at her,
then lowered her safehand to her side in a mark of
frustration.” (Sanderson, 2011, p.146) Through her flawless
appearance and comprehensive understanding of social
conventions, Jasnah subverts and manipulates cultural codes to
further her own cause, which is initially to gain access to people
and documents that no religious heretic would normally be
allowed to access then to become queen of Alethkar and unite
all the nations together.
While, Jasnah is limited by her own form and what she
adorns her body with, Shallan is able to create an entirely new
physical image. Shallan is one of the few characters that possess
supernatural powers. She is able to create illusions, including
illusions that allow her to change her physical form visually, an
ability called lightweaving. Watt states, “We obey the power of
dress when others wear it, and we obey it when we wear it
ourselves.” (2013, p.124) Watt believes that as one dresses
themselves, and chooses what to wear, their choice then aﬀects

how they feel and act. If someone is dressed as a superior or
authority figure, others are more likely to follow him or
her, even if his or her authority stretches no further than the
ensemble they chose to wear. Shallan utilizes this in two major
ways; one is to portray an image of a respectable and
commanding noblewoman:
The woman she glimpsed in one breastplate looked too tall, too
stately, to be Shallan herself. Instead of tangled hair, she had
flowing red locks. Instead of refugee rags, she wore a gown woven
with golden embroidery. She had not been wearing a necklace
before, and when she raised her hand toward the leader of the
band, her chipped fingernails appeared perfectly manicured.
(Sanderson, 2014, p.27)
Her image allows her to garner the support of defected
Alethi soldiers to act as her personal guard on the Shattered
Plains. This action saves her life, and her eﬀect is so great that
she wins the soldier’s loyalty. Despite subtle changes in the
moment, her return to her true form is noticed and Shallan has
to work extra hard to maintain the loyalty of her newfound
army:
Vanth took her arm, pulling her to a stop. His grip firm, even
painful. “You don’t look like you did before,” he said. She hadn’t
realized how much he towered over her. “Did my eyes mistake
me? I saw a queen in the darkness. Now I see a child.”
“Perhaps you saw what your conscience needed you to see.”
Shallan said. (Sanderson, 2014, p.282)
The second is her invention of a con woman named Veil in
order to infiltrate a secret order, the Ghostbloods, and discover
their connection to the deaths and betrayals of people in her
life:
Veil was not Shallan. Her features were diﬀerent enough that the
two of them would be distinct individuals to anyone who
happened to see them both. Still, Veil did bear echoes of Shallan.
She was a darkeyed, tan-skinned, Alethi version of Shallan—a
Shallan that was a few years older and had a pointier nose and
chin. (Sanderson, 2014, p.737)
Veil’s appearance is not completely unlike Shallan’s
physically, but significantly varies in the type of clothing Veil
wears and the way in which Veil carries herself:
She couldn’t go like this, dressed as a lighteyed woman. She
hurried to Tyn’s trunk and dug through the clothing.
A few minutes later she stood in front of the mirror, wearing
loose brown trousers, a white buttoned shirt, and a thin glove on
her safehand. She felt naked with her hand exposed like that. The
trousers weren’t so bad – darkeyed women wore them when
working the plantation back home, though she’d never seen a
lighteyed lady in them. But that glove…
…
She pulled on one of Tyn’s white coats. The stiﬀ thing went
all the way down to the top of her boots, and she tied it at the
waist with a thick black hogshide belt so that it was mostly
closed in front, as Tyn had worn it.
…
It did look kind of silly. But then, she felt everything about this
outfit looks silly. A gloved hand? Trousers? The coat had seemed
imposing on Tyn – it indicated experience and a sense of
personal style. When Shallan wore it, she looked like she was
pretending. She saw through the illusion to the frightened girl
from rural Jah Keved. (Sanderson, 2014, p.483)
Shallan’s illusions allow her the freedom to experience
many facets of her character that would not have been possible
as a Veden noblewoman. She finds freedom in the androgynous
clothing she wears as Veil, a disguise that allows her to go
unnoticed in places. In contrast her red hair, light eyes and
expensive clothing would have marked her as a target.
(Sanderson, 2014, p.486) Shallan’s use of illusions gives her
power to fully be whoever she wants to be.
Throughout the series, Jasnah and Shallan use their
appearance and adornment to navigate and thrive in their
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situations. Sanderson’s depictions and descriptions of dress
doesn’t just serve a function within the novels, it also allows the
reader to innately understand diﬀerent facets of Sanderson’s
fictional world. As Khun states, “While fashion may function as
an integral part of realistic narration, clothing also carries
symbolic weight, and the impact of additional connotations
may be received on a subconscious level rather than a
conscious one.” (2005, p.3) She goes on to assert that “Dress
belongs to the social landscape: part communication, part
performance, and part code. Clothing is so much a part of the
daily scenery that viewers may become insensitive to its
meaningfulness. However, when we examine dress closely, it
quickly becomes apparent that as a cultural representation, it
conveys an entire network of associations. Dress can both
document and
challenge cultural codes.” (2005, p.3)
Sanderson is no exception as he has consciously built a realistic
world in which dress theory can be applied and analysis can be
performed. Much like theatre or film, fictional dress in writing
is both an extension of society’s own relationship with clothing,
as well as an intentional performance of character. Dress in
fiction is an extension and magnification of the expectation
that dress signifies meaning and can be broken down into a
code.
Sanderson successfully utilizes dress as a tool to create
personal identities as well as cultural divisions, identify and
challenge gender constructions, and subvert the idea of
religiously imposed restrictions. Semiotic cues and social
relationships as displayed through dress can be utilized subtly
to communicate with the reader without detracting from plot.
Ingenuity on the author’s part can quickly set up relationships
and identities with a couple sentences. While epic fantasy often
calls for a strong focus on world-building details, Sanderson
goes a step beyond to use dress as a means of commentary and
characterization. He creates a fully realized world, of his own
creation, while staying relatable to the reader. Dress is crucial
in his goal of characterization and world-building and he
eﬀectively uses dress to his advantage. Indeed, Sanderson
exemplifies exceptional use of this technique in his novels, and
eﬀectively communicates with his readers in a way that brings
about a deeper understanding and more profound experience.

REFERENCES

Goﬀman, E. (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New
York: Anchor Publishing.
Hughes, C. (2001) Henry James and The Art of Dress. New York:
Palgrave.
Kuhn, C.G. (2005) Self-fashioning in Margaret Atwood's Fiction:
Dress, Culture, and Identity. New York: Peter Lang.
Ribeiro, A. (2006) Fashion and Fiction: Dress in Art and Literature in
Stuart England. London: Paul Mellon Centre for Studies in
British Art.
Sanderson, B. (2011) The Way of Kings. New York: Tor Fantasy.
Sanderson, B. (2014) Words of Radiance. New York: Tor
Fantasy.
Sumberg, B. and Eicher, J.B. (1995) “World Fashion, Ethnic,
and National Dress,” in Eicher, J.B. Dress and Ethnicity: Change
Across Space and Time. New York: Bloomsbury.
Watt, G. (2013) Dress, Law and Naked Truth: A Cultural Study of
Fashion and Form. New York: Bloomsbury.
Wilson, E. (2003) Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Wilson, E. (1992) “Fashion and the Postmodern Body,” in
Ash, J. and Wilson, E. (ed.) Chic Thrills: A Fashion Reader.
Berkeley: University of California Press.
Wolfe, T. (1973) “Introduction” in Köing, R. The Restless Image:
A Sociology of Fashion. London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd.

64

(Mansfield, 2006).² With no further details of the style of coat
or hat, these items of clothing can be interpreted as either
masculine or feminine. Similarly, the colour grey is neutral.
Grey is the mid-point between opposites and a combination of
opposites in much the same way Raoul is depicted as being
neither clearly a man or a woman. Raoul’s full name is Raoul
Duquette and it illustrates this combination of opposites.
Although Raoul is a typically French, male name, Mansfield’s
choice of Duquette is illuminating. ‘Du’ is a close homophone
to ‘deux’, translating as two, and the second syllable of his
name ‘quette’ is a feminine suﬃx in the French language. Most
words which end in a double consonant are feminine, for
example, la fillette, la chaussette, la layette, la baguette, la
toilette, amongst others. With Raoul’s name Mansfield has
encased the concept of duality (Du or ‘deux) in the middle of
two opposite and clearly binary gendered names. Additionally,
it is conceivable that Raoul’s first name is adopted by him and
is not his true name. Although Mansfield was not known for
cross-dressing she was friends with or moved in the same circles
as those who did. Within this circle was Vita Sackville-West
whose relationship with Virginia Woolf began with a meeting
in 1922 and who before that had had a relationship with Violet
Trefusis. In this relationship Vita called herself Julian and
dressed as a man, not unlike Radclyﬀe Hall who called herself
‘John’ in her relationships with women (Souhami, 2013).
Furthermore, Raoul introduces himself to the reader by saying
‘[m]y name is’ instead of ‘I am’ indicating that there may be a
diﬀerence between who Raoul presents himself as in public
and who he is in private (p. 48).
In public Raoul wears traditionally masculine clothing, that
is, overcoats, ‘evening suits’, ‘patent leather boots with light
uppers’ (p. 50) and a ‘black silver-spotted tie’ (p. 55) but in
private his choice of a ‘blue kimono embroidered with white
birds’ (p. 54) suggests femininity. From the mid-nineteenth
century kimonos and Japanese culture became highly
fashionable in the West and this continued into the early
decades of the twentieth century in line with the vogue for
oriental styles and ‘orientalism’. Beci Carver in ‘The Modernist
Kimono’ describes how Mansfield herself ‘wore a kimono, cut
her hair short, bought a Japanese doll […], spoke of visiting
Japan and “took on a Japanese air”’ (Carver, 2015). Western
adoption of the kimono was as a dressing gown or bathrobe
and therefore something to wear at home in private. This was
in contrast to its traditional use in Japan where ‘from the 16th
century kimono became the principal item of dress for all
classes and both sexes’ (V&A, 2020). As the kimono was a truly
androgynous garment Raoul’s kimono supports Mansfield’s
ambiguous description of Raoul’s sex and gender. However, I
believe this interpretation alone is not accurate for 1920’s Paris.
Terry Satsuki Milhaupt asks ‘what happens when one culture
appropriates an object from another? In its new context,
divorced from its social, economic and political meaning, the
object takes on a new life’ (Milhaupt, 2016). In the kimono’s
case when it was brought to the West it was regarded as a
feminine garment and was predominantly worn by and
marketed to women (Savas, 2017). Additionally, with the
western opinion of kimono wearing geishas as a type of
prostitute the kimono became associated with a sexually
alluring woman and was eroticised (Milhaupt, 2016), a belief
which was only added to by the 1920s media portrayal of the
morally questionable ‘flapper’ or ‘modern woman’ wearing
kimonos (Savas, 2017).
Raoul’s wearing of a feminine kimono in private and more
masculine dress, ie overcoat in public hints at a diﬀerence in
performed gender according to where he is and the possibility
that Raoul in public is a cross-dressing woman. In public,
Mansfield clearly enforces the impression that Raoul is
performing a part. In the café, he speaks of having ‘come on to
the stage at exactly the moment you were expected’, of life
being opposed to ‘granting you these entrances’ and ‘keeping
you in the wings until it is too late’ (p. 45).
Furthermore, he describes coming back to the café as
‘revisiting the scene’, the waiter has ‘twenty photographers […]
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Cross-dressing by women during the inter-war years
(1918-1939) was a social and political statement which took
advantage of the ability to create and perform identity through
dress. Marjorie Garber states that ‘[c]ross-dressing is about
gender confusion. […] Cross dressing is about the power of
women. Cross-dressing is about the emergence of gay identity’
(Garber, 1992). This paper focusses on the power women
gained by cross-dressing and explores this through a reading of
Katherine Mansfield’s depiction of cross-dressing in her short
story ‘Je Ne Parle Pas Francais’ (1918) (hereafter referred to as
JNPPF).
Mansfield, in ‘JNPPF’, creates the protagonist of Raoul
Duquette. Raoul is a writer living in Paris who has a
relationship with Dick Harmon. Dick leaves Raoul only to
return to Paris with Mouse, his new love. Not long after, Dick
leaves Mouse as well and returns home to England and his
mother. Critical scholarship commonly identifies Raoul as a
homosexual man and Mansfield’s deliberate depiction of
gender ambiguity is used as evidence for this conclusion
(Henstra, 2000). However, I argue there is further complexity
to be found in Mansfield’s depiction of Raoul and I argue
Raoul can be read as a woman cross-dressing to ‘pass’ as a
man. I support this reading through an examination of Raoul’s
clothing and accessories.
At the start of the twentieth century the fashionable
woman’s silhouette in London and Paris was an exaggerated S
shape, with an extremely large bottom and balancing chest. By
the 1920s, and with the discarding of tightly laced corsets in the
1910s, the fashionable woman’s silhouette had altered
significantly. In a relatively short period of time dresses became
less structured and hemlines rose drastically; as Pamela Horn
explains, ‘skirts grew progressively shorter, starting from a point
just above the ankle in 1919 and moving to the knee in 1926’
(Horn, 2013). Being slim became fashionable and without
structured corseting a strict regime of diet and exercise was
needed to achieve a ‘boyish’ shape (Foxcroft, 2013). This shape
in turn required more ‘masculine’ sportswear. With Chanel
dressing women in jersey, a fabric formerly only used for men’s
underwear, even the new fabrics women were wearing were
traditionally masculine (Steele, 1992). Furthermore, the
fashionable elite ‘shingled’ their hair, strapped their breasts flat
and wore tubular dresses which hung from the shoulders
without any waist or bust definition. ¹ The more daring dressers
and sportswomen adopted masculine styled pyjama lounge
suits and sports trousers. This departure from a traditionally
feminine style of dress was called ‘la garconne’ which translates
literally as tomboy and this new ‘flapper’, androgynous style
came to represent the new woman of the 1920s.
In ‘JNPPF’ Mansfield takes advantage of this reduced
distinction between male and female dress, to create gender
ambiguity in the character of Raoul. She introduces Raoul in
the café wearing an ‘English overcoat’ and ‘grey felt hat’
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snap their fill of him’ like a film star and Raoul considers his
musings on life to be influenced by ‘American cinema’ (p. 45).
Raoul’s appearance in public, in masculine clothing, is
described using stage or cinema vocabulary. In particular, the
colour scheme of the café is suggestive of a black and white
film. Raoul is dressed in grey, as is the waiter ‘grey, flat-footed,
and withered’, the workmen who drink there are ‘powdered
over with white flour, lime or something and a few soldiers,
bring with them thin, dark girls with silver rings in their ears’ (p.
44). Madame, the owner of the café, completes the silverscreen colour palette as she is ‘thin and dark, too, with white
cheeks and white hands […] shining out of her black shawl’ (p.
44). From stage to screen and back again Mansfield continues
the idea of Raoul’s performance when he compares himself, in
his kimono, to Madame Butterfly from the opera Madama
Butterfly composed by Giacomo Puccini. Therefore, with these
costumes Mansfield creates an image of gender ambiguity but
also hints at a masculine public appearance and feminine
private appearance, in eﬀect, Raoul is a woman cross dressing.
Mansfield’s descriptions of Raoul do create gender
confusion and by cross-dressing, Raoul, the woman, gains
power and independence she would not otherwise have in
1920’s Paris. The overcoat hints at this as it is a garment which
is worn to cover clothes and the body, both of which display
gender, it also provides warmth and security. Secondly, Raoul is
free to roam the city unaccompanied which would not be safe
for a woman to do or would not be regarded as respectable
(Wolﬀ, 1985; Pollock, 1988; Parsons, 2000). He travels on the
metro alone, he frequents cafes alone and rents a ‘bachelor flat’
(p. 49). There are records of women ‘passing’ as men in the
inter-war years. Frequently, they chose to do so for economic
reasons or to gain independence. Susan Gubar describes men’s
clothing as ‘a costume of freedom’ and regards female crossdressing in Paris at the start of the twentieth century as ‘not
only a personal or sexual statement on the part of women; it is
also a social and political statement that exploits the rhetoric of
costuming to redefine the self ’ (Gubar, 1981). There was
another side to cross-dressing that of the experimentation of
the elite whether out of curiosity or a public performance of
sexuality. Raoul finds it ‘extraordinary how one can live
without money’, the mirrors in his flat are ‘unpaid for’ and he
is behind in paying his rent (pp. 50 and 54). Additionally, in
Paris, cross-dressing by women was forbidden by law since
1800 and Garber explains that for women to obviously crossdress in public was ‘a privileged marker of class’ (Garber,
1992). Due to Raoul’s lack of money he is unlikely to be
experimenting with cross-dressing for curiosity. To gain male
freedoms and independence a cross-dressing woman would
have to ‘pass’ as a man and there is some evidence to support
the fact that Raoul does more than cross-dress but actually
‘passes’. Alison Oram has researched this area and ascertains
that in every year of the 1920s there was an average of five
stories in the popular press of women ‘passing’ as men (Oram,
2007). Although this number is small it should be remembered
that these are only the women who were ‘discovered’ and not
necessarily the true numbers that felt the necessity to ‘pass’.
Mansfield indicates that Raoul is successful at ‘passing’ as he is
referred to as ‘Monsieur’ by strangers in the café and on the
metro, he rents a ‘bachelor flat’ and tells Dick about his
‘submerged life’ (p. 53). Raoul explains:
I date myself from the moment that I became the tenant of a small
bachelor flat on the fifth floor of a tall, not too shabby house, in
a street that might or might not be discreet. Very useful that … .
There I emerged, came out into the light, and put out my two
horns with a study and a bedroom and a kitchen on my back (p.
49).
Raoul’s performance as a man can be dated from this point
as he says ‘I date myself ’ from then and ‘I emerged, came out
into the light’. These words are evocative of a birth and a new
start for Raoul. Raoul’s comment that it is ‘very useful’ that
where he lives might be discreet indicates he has something to
hide, something which needs to be kept secret. Therefore,

neighbours who turn a blind eye and do not ask questions are
very useful. Once again Mansfield’s use of ellipses indicates
that there is more to say on this subject but Raoul chooses not
to explain his meaning. Finally, Mansfield’s imagery of a snail
with its ‘two horns’ and house on its back further her
exploration of Raoul’s male and female selves. Snails are
hermaphrodites meaning they have both male and female sex
organs. This imagery represents both Raoul’s male and female
performances.
Mansfield identifies the male and female selves of Raoul
and with his clothing indicates that one is hidden from public
view. Raoul describes this as ‘my submerged life’ (p. 53). When
Dick and Raoul first have dinner Raoul tells Dick everything
about himself and says he threw
every card that I possessed at him and sat back and watched him
arrange them in his hand.
‘Very curious and interesting …’ […]
But I was quite breathless at the thought of what I had done.
I had shown somebody both sides of my life. Told him everything
as sincerely and truthfully as I could. Taken immense pains to
explain things about my submerged life (p. 53).
With these words Raoul indicates that he has been playing
a game and is showing Dick his ‘cards’, that is, showing him
what he has been hiding and keeping from him. Like a card
game Raoul’s game is potentially risky so much so that he is
‘breathless’. This ‘game’ can be interpreted as Raoul’s ‘passing’
and cross-dressing. Raoul shows Dick ‘both sides of his life’, his
male and female sides, and Dick responds by finding it
intriguing. Again Mansfield finishes Dick’s words with ellipses
to indicate something unsaid and imply there is more to be told
than that which is revealed.
Mansfield suggests from the start of ‘JNPPF’ that there is
something hidden and more to Raoul than what she presents.
Raoul describes people as ‘ like portmanteaux- packed with
certain things […] half emptied suddenly, or squeezed fatter
than ever’ (p. 44). This simile suggests that Raoul views people
and himself as a suitcase, as an empty vessel which can contain
and conceal. Mansfield continues her discussion of multiple
selves when Raoul imagines the portmanteaux going through
customs he asks ‘“[h]ave you anything to declare? Any wines,
spirits, cigars, perfumes, silks?”’ (p. 44). Again his question
implies something hidden and the items which may be hidden
are clearly divided into those commonly regarded as masculine
(wine, spirits, cigars) and feminine (perfumes, silks) indicating
that a person may contain both a male and female self.
Additionally, Mansfield highlights Raoul’s hidden femininity
with his description of the ‘thin gold bracelet’ which he wears
above his left elbow (p. 50). Simon Bliss explains that
[i]n the 1920s, women who eschewed jewelry were either
expressing a particular sexual identity through transgressing
“normal” modes of dress (i.e. through cross dressing) or
involved in activities, such as sports, where jewelry wearing was
impractical (Bliss, 2016).
As this delicate, rather feminine bracelet is hidden from
public view under Raoul’s clothes it symbolises his hidden,
private female side and as Bliss explains Raoul’s lack of
jewellery in public is consistent with Raoul being a crossdressing woman.
With Raoul, Mansfield creates a character where the male
and female selves are inextricably linked and by an in-depth
analysis of Raoul’s clothing I believe Raoul can be read as a
cross-dressing woman. This reading is in accordance with
fashions of the time and is supported by Mansfield’s deliberate
ambiguity with regards to Raoul’s gender, the suggestion of a
submerged self and the suggestion of Raoul’s public
performance. Mansfield then subtly explores the power and
independence which this cross-dressing infers on Raoul.
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ENDNOTES

¹ The shingle was a very short tapered haircut exposing the
hairline at the back of the neck.
² Further references to this edition are given after quotations in
the text. I have chosen to use masculine pronouns when
referring to the character of Raoul for consistency with current
scholarship and to reflect the gender of his chosen name.
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‘finery’ indicated ‘immoral’ attire: ‘Finery […] meant clothes
that were too showy, clothes that looked elegant and striking
but were in some unspecified way cheap, if only because the
woman wearing them was herself a cheap imitation of upperclass womanhood’ (Valverde, 1989, p. 168).
Stereotypically, prostitutes curated their finery to attract
and seduce. Designed to capture the gaze and invite the touch,
streetwalkers were resplendent in clashing colours and
elaborate adornments. Exploring Valverde’s definition, the
streetwalker’s impersonation of ‘respectable’ fashions made her
easily identifiable. If vibrant hues were considered stylish, the
prostitute would sport as many as possible. Instead of
moderating her adornments, the streetwalker would embellish
her outfits with ribbons, flowers, and lace. Challenging
standards of conventional femininity, prostitutes revealed
‘immoral’ amounts of flesh:
‘Bonnetless, without shawls, they presented themselves “in
their figure” to passersby’ (Walkowitz, 1980, p. 26). Avoiding
coarse materials appropriate to their class status, they favoured
delicate fabrics such as silks and muslins. Unfortunately, their
presence outdoors ruined their outfits. Unable and unwilling to
maintain their garments, the stereotypical streetwalker
abstained from ‘moral’ cleanliness. Suitably soiled, her
ensemble visually betrayed a moral and financial downfall.
Embedded in cultural ideology, stereotypes were constantly
perpetuated in literature. During an era of rigid censorship,
prostitution was controversial subject matter. However, dress
could be used to impart streetwalker status without being
explicit.
In Mary Barton, Elizabeth Gaskell incorporates a garish
colour palette to betray Esther’s profession. Notorious for their
vivid hues, prostitutes were stereotyped for wearing ‘the utmost
blaze of finery’ (Acton, 1972, p. 30). It is significant then that
Gaskell reveals Esther was known to the police ‘under the name
of the “Butterfly,” from the gaiety of her dress a year or two
ago’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 460). Esther’s identity has been
constructed by the ‘immoral’ connotations of her colourful
clothing. Successfully stigmatised, her dress informs the public
gaze of her Sexual ‘Otherness’.
Similarly, Charles Dickens used bold colours to impart
streetwalker status in Oliver Twist. Bet is described as ‘gaily, not
to say gorgeously attired, in a red gown, green boots, and
yellow curl-papers’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 97). The clashing tones
of her ensemble betray an attempt to attract attention.
Conventionally, hair ‘was only let down in the bedroom or
boudoir, so seeing the hair unbound was a sign of
abandonment, a sexual signal’ (Ribeiro, 2011, p. 247). As
undressed hair suggested if not promiscuity then at least
indecorum, the public appearance of Bet’s curlpapers allude to
her ‘moral’ failings. However, the deliberate combination of
bright colours and dishevelled hair suggests prostitution. When
Oliver Twist first appeared in Bentley’s Miscellany in 1837, Nancy
was dressed in Bet’s bold clothing. However, Dickens
transferred the stereotypes to cast Nancy in a more sympathetic
light. His decision demonstrates how dress impacted societal
reception. The less Nancy resembled the stereotypical
streetwalker, the more sympathy her violent end would
provoke.
Despite this revision, Dickens emphasised the women’s
aﬃliation to the streets. Alluding to their presence outdoors, he
notes: ‘They wore a good deal of hair: not very neatly turned
up behind; and were rather untidy about the shoes and
stocking’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 68). In 1841, Dickens was forced to
defend his controversial character choice. Charged with a
sympathetic portrayal of a streetwalker, he claimed societal
outrage was based on his character’s clothing: ‘Nancy, being a
creature in a cotton gown and cheap shawl, is not to be thought
of. It is wonderful how Virtue turns from dirty stockings’
(Dickens, 1999, p. lv). Significantly, Dickens’s statement
demonstrates his understanding of ‘sullied’ stereotypes and
how they were received. As ‘soiled and tawdry dress was a sign
of a depraved woman’ (Ribeiro, 2003, p. 127), Nancy’s
dishevelled hair and stained stocking serve as a rigid barrier
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The paper argues that nineteenth-century prostitutes reclaimed power
through deliberate dressing. It explores how the dominant social body in
England relied on clothing as a means of identification. As the public gaze
formed identity, dress supposedly betrayed class status and moral standing.
The paper argues that clothing served as a preventative social tool as it was
used to identify sexual ‘Others’. Exploring the social obsession with sexual
categorisation, it reviews the clothing stereotypes used to identify prostitutes.
To escape condemnation, prostitutes avoided typecasts and assumed the
guise of ‘moral’ women.
By misinforming the public gaze, they evaded the confines of their
‘deviant’ status. Constructing their own identity through deliberate dressing,
they reclaimed power from the dominant social body. Able to move
undetected through ‘moral’ hierarchies, they threatened the stability of the
social order. To explore how stereotypes became embedded in cultural
ideology; the paper draws upon streetwalker depictions from Oliver Twist
(1838) by Charles Dickens and Mary Barton (1848) by Elizabeth
Gaskell.
It examines how fashion journals and ‘moral’ commentators also
perpetuated typecasts. Although stereotypes pertaining to prostitutes have
been identified by scholars, they have overlooked how streetwalkers exploited
this practice. Ultimately, the paper demonstrates how clothing stereotypes
have been used by sexual ‘Others’ to subvert identity. It reveals how
individuals can disrupt the power of the dominant social body through
deliberate dressing. Although this study focuses on nineteenth-century
prostitutes, the argument can be applied to any era. As dress is used to
construct identity, the process of stereotyping can be manipulated for
personal gain.
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In nineteenth-century England, prostitutes were condemned
and criminalized as Sexual ‘Others’. The hegemonic discourse
claimed ‘normal’ women’s ‘desire for sex (if it all) was for the
pleasure of reproduction’ (Nead, 1984, p. 26). Due to their
occupation, prostitutes were forced to shun this idealistic trait
deemed biologically predetermined. By operating outside of
conventional definitions, prostitutes symbolized the antithesis
to normative, cultural dictates. Known as the ‘flaunting
daughters of sin’ (Fisher, 1997, p. 71), their overt deviation
publically undermined dominant gender ideology. As Sexual
‘Others’, they were charged with perverting the moral and
physical health of the nation. To mitigate this ‘threat’ to the
social order, streetwalkers faced legal, medical, and cultural
restrictions. Stripped of personal autonomy, prostitutes were
expelled from the dominant social body.
Forced into a marginalized class, clothing stereotypes were
used to identify streetwalkers. Throughout the century, dress
was read as a reliable indicator of personal morality. In 1811,
fashion manual The Mirror of the Graces referred to this
established practice: ‘Fine taste in apparel I have ever seen the
companion of pure morals, while a licentious style of dress is
[…] token of the like laxity in manners and conduct’ (A Lady
of Distinction, 1811, p. 19). As a preventative social tool,
clothing stereotypes helped define and enforce sexual
boundaries. Not only did typecasts stigmatise the prostitute, but
they helped usurp her personal freedoms. With one swift
glance, streetwalkers could be categorised and contained.
Conventionally, garments were divided into two categories,
‘respectable’ and ‘immoral’. Richard D. Altick notes:
‘Respectability was not subject to private definition; its
attributes represented a consensus. They included sobriety,
thrift, cleanliness of person […] and […] chastity’ (Altick,
1973, p. 175). ‘Respectable’ clothing had to be understated,
impeccably clean, and appropriate to social status. The term
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between herself and social acceptance. Within the novel, her
clothing bars her entry to the ‘respectable’ Rose Maylie.
Guarding Rose from this Sexual ‘Other’, a servant demands:
‘You don’t suppose the young lady will see such as her; do you?’
(Dickens, 1999, p. 320). One glance at Nancy’s ensemble is
enough to justify her social marginalization.
Like the servant, John Barton reads Esther’s sullied
ensemble as an extension of her occupation: ‘the woman who
stood by him was of no doubtful profession. It was told by her
faded finery, all unfit to meet the pelting of that pitiless storm’
(Gaskell, 1987, p. 143). Unable to sustain fabrics suitable to the
aﬄuent woman, Esther’s delicate fashions have been ruined:
‘the gauze bonnet, once pink, now dirty white, the muslin
gown, all draggled, and soaking, wet up to the very knees; the
gay-coloured barège shawl, closely wrapped round the form,
which yet shivered and shook’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 143). Adhering
to stereotypes, Gaskell used Esther’s dirty clothing to reflect her
personal morality. Her attempts to follow fashion betrays her
status to the public gaze. Katie Baker argues: ‘Esther’s
“profession” as a prostitute means that she wears a deteriorated
type of “high culture” clothing that middle class ladies once
wore (Barker, 2021, p. 9). Her muslin gown and shawl recall the
fashions of bygone Seasons. In 1844, newspaper The Age
announced that ‘barege shawls […] are fashionable’ (The Age,
1844, p. 15). As they had to be imported from France, the
shawls indicated a certain level of personal prosperity.
However, Esther’s shawl ‘has probably passed through several
hands and so by the time she receives it, it has become worn,
dishevelled, and degraded’ (Baker, 2021, p. 10). As a lower-class
woman, Esther’s decision to opt for decoration over durability
is detrimental to her outward appearance. As bourgeois
fashions are unsuitable to her social status, they impart her
Sexual ‘Otherness’. Reading streetwalker stereotypes in her
clothing, John ‘swore an oath, and bade her begone’ (Gaskell,
1987, p. 143). In both instances, Nancy and Esther’s clothing
justifies immediate expulsion.
As their identities are formed through stereotypes, Esther
and Nancy appear powerless to the public gaze. In 1847, the
Quarterly Review suggested that ‘[d]ress becomes sort of a
symbolic language-a kind of personal glossary-a species of
body phrenology’ (Eastlake,
1852, p. 68). The Review argued that dress meant ‘every
woman walks about with a placard on which her leading
qualities are advertised’ (Eastlake, 1852, pp. 68-69). As identity
was based on societal perception, the individual could
manipulate the qualities publicized. Previously, Fashion
Historians have identified how clothing was viewed as
synonymous with the wearer’s identity. Art Historians like
Lynda Nead have gone one step further, applying this concept
to the prostitute in literature and artwork. Analysing
streetwalker clothing, Nead has explored how personal
appearance led to social marginalization. However, research
has overlooked how prostitutes deliberately manipulated this
practice. To the streetwalker, the act of dressing become part
of a performative process. Through deliberate ‘dressing’, the
shrewd prostitute could disguise her true status. In 1861, author
Bracebridge Hemyng recalled a confusing experience with a
streetwalker: ‘I had only glanced at her before, and a careful
scrutiny surprised me […]. She was lady-like in appearance,
[…] not dressed in flaring colours and meretricious tawdry. Her
clothes were neat, and evidenced taste in their selection’
(Hemyng, 2005, p. 25). In the garb of a ‘respectable’ woman,
streetwalker stereotypes have been avoided. Although Hemyng
knew her true occupation, this tidy and muted ensemble would
misinform the public gaze.
In Mary Barton, Esther subverts her identity through dress.
She hides her ‘Otherness’ in the guise of a ‘moral’ aunt.
Recognizing the prevalence of streetwalker stereotypes, Esther
reclaims agency through deliberate dressing. Pawning her
finery, she loans an outfit ‘befitting the wife of a working man’
(Gaskell, 1987, p. 278). Eschewing her usual elaborate
ensemble, she opts for ‘a black silk bonnet, a printed gown,
[and] plaid shawl’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 278). In this scene, Esther

attempts to align her identity with lower-class ‘respectability’.
No longer trying to attract and seduce, she assumes the garb of
a married woman. Replacing her pink gauze bonnet with black
silk, she alters her colour palette. As black fabric was cheaper to
maintain, her bonnet suggests ‘moral’ frugality. Whilst The Age
was confirming the fashionability of barege shawls, John Bull
advertised ‘WINTER CLOTHING for the POOR’ which
featured ‘warm plaid wool Shawls’ (John Bull, 1844, p. 779). By
wearing clothing suitable to her social status, Esther’s ‘dressed’
identity gains access to her niece. Accepting her status as
Sexual ‘Other’, Esther fears ‘some holy spell would prevent her
[…] from crossing the threshold’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 279).
However, her muted clothing facilitates the infiltration of social
borders.
Likewise, Nancy assumes a ‘moral’ guise for social
acceptance: ‘Accordingly, with a clean white apron tied over her
gown, and her curl-papers tucked up under a straw bonnet[…]
Miss Nancy prepared to issue forth on her errand’ (Dickens,
1999, p. 98). To perform the role of Oliver’s sister, Nancy
selects a pristine apron to signal ‘respectable’ femininity. Her
bonnet suggests rustic simplicity; a ‘moral’ woman with no taste
for adornment. Hiding her dishevelled curlpapers, her hair no
longer implies sexual impropriety. To complete this
camouflage, Nancy adds ‘a little covered basket […] [and]
door-key’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 98). Instead of a prostitute on her
evening perambulation, Nancy appears a ‘respectable’ woman
running an errand. In this scene, her appearance garners
public support. Her mode of dress overrules Oliver’s desperate
pleas as the public unwittingly assist a kidnapping. Having
escaped the confines of her ‘deviant’ class, Nancy has
eﬀectively subverted her identity.
Through deliberate dressing, Nancy and Esther disrupt the
power of the dominant social body. No longer marginalized,
they reclaim personal autonomy as they move freely through
social borders. Exploiting a system designed to stigmatise
prostitutes, they manipulate the process of stereotyping.
Outside of fiction, deliberate ‘dressing’ was an emerging
phenomenon. In 1861, Bracebridge Hemyng warned the
public of ‘dressed’ streetwalkers: ‘Women who […] have lost
their virtue, often contrive to retain their reputation; and […]
frequently amalgamate imperceptibly with the purer portion of
the population’ (Hemyng, 2005, p. 4). With the introduction of
the Contagious Diseases Act in 1864, the streetwalker’s need to
subvert identity was greater than ever.
To control and categorize Sexual ‘Others’, the Act entailed
‘the registration and supervision (by a special police force) of
prostitutes’ (Finnegan, 1979, p. 9). Essentially, the regime gave
the police power to detain any woman suspected of
prostitution. The accused faced invasive internal examinations
to determine signs of venereal disease. Those who refused
suﬀered an immediate trial before the magistrate to contest
their innocence. If they lost the case, they faced instant
inscription on a public register as known prostitutes. Once
registered, they had to submit to regular, monthly
examinations. If disease was located, they were forcibly
detained in a Lock Hospital. Until declared free of infection,
prostitutes remained imprisoned. Typically released within
three months, streetwalkers faced a relentless cycle of arrests
and examinations. Labelled a success, the Act was extended in
1866. To defend social borders, the government took charge of
the prostitute’s body. By restricting her movements, the Acts
legally forced prostitutes into a marginalized class. In 1869, the
Acts were stretched to cover further locations including ‘a tenmile radius of the subjected districts’ (Walkowitz, 1980, p. 86).
As the century progressed, the cultural and legal ostracism of
Sexual ‘Others’ increased.
Ultimately, the system encouraged prostitutes to subvert
their identity. As accusations had to be formed rapidly, police
relied on streetwalker stereotypes. By assuming a ‘moral’ guise,
prostitutes could avoid internal examinations, frequent arrests,
and a lifetime on the public register. Through deliberate
‘dressing’, streetwalkers evaded social marginalization. By
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carefully curating their clothing, they moved undetected
through class borders. The ease in which they disguised their
Sexual ‘Otherness’ threatened the stability of the social order.
By donning a disguise of conventional femininity, prostitutes
undermined the rigidity of dominant gender ideology. If
‘morality’ could be ‘worn’, then the dominant social body were
in danger. Ultimately, streetwalker stereotypes became morally
deleterious toward society. As they became embedded in
cultural ideology, they could be easily avoided. Manipulated for
personal gain, deliberate ‘dressing’ enabled the Sexual ‘Other’
to reclaim personal agency.
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The fashion industry has been increasingly criticised
globally by media, politics and the public in the past twelve
months (Hibberd and Mohammad Ali, 2021). The fashion
industry has shown increased vulnerability to crisis from
product recall, economic issues and environmental disasters
(Comyns and Franklin-Johnson, 2016). Sustainability crisis has
been high on the agenda with retailers placing emphasis on
their supply chain management and building Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) into their business objectives (Comyns
and Franklin-Johnson, 2016). Li, Chow, Choi and Chan (2016)
highlighted the increased pressure of the fashion industry
dealing with sustainability pressures in addition to financial
crisis, and echo the more recent views of Silva and Bonetti
(2021) as the world faces its biggest global crisis during the
Covid-19 Pandemic. This highlights that vulnerability to crisis
for fashion retailers is higher than ever before, and with
increased consumer pressure and the watchful eye of social
media.
The ongoing global pandemic has accelerated the way
fashion consumers interact digitally with their favoured
retailers and has changed the way these retailers operate (Silva
and Bonetti, 2021). WGSN (2021) highlights that these changes
to consumer engagement is unlikely to U-turn post pandemic.
Claeys & Cauberghe (2014) stated that in times of crisis,
negative word of mouth can take place publicly creating
further harm to the brand. This echoes the study of Mortiz and
Youn (2020) who state that social media can be used by
consumers as a platform to produce negative word of mouth
surrounding retailers in turmoil. Mortiz and Youn (2020) also
suggest that through crisis management, online communities
can be used to a brand’s advantage in times of vulnerability.
This notion of the co-creation of value between consumers
and fashion retailers is emerging as a critical requirement for
doing business in a rapidly changing retail environment. A
environment in which consumers prefer to engage with brands
that provide them value beyond the purchase through meeting
consumer expectations (Diers-Lawson, 2019). This has been
particularly evident during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic,
where consumer attitudes have been subject to rapid change
and uncertainty around the future of fashion retail has been
rife (Black, 2020). As fashion brands lose power reporting a
decreasing lack of agency, Busch (2019) suggests this creates
challenges in moments of crisis. Change has been accelerated
by a demand in transparent practice, Covid-19 as well as an
e-commerce revolution. In this respect, an online community
of consumers can have many benefits to retailers as they are
recognised as value co-creators (Nyadzayo et al, 2020).
Through online platforms, consumers are able to create
communities prolonging engagement with brands (Yang et al,
2016), facilitate interactions around shared values and content
(Richter and Kick, 2007) and support or even enable brands to
cope with crisis situations (Yuan et al, 2020.). This research will
evaluate how responses of online communities aﬀect retailers
in crisis. Thus, illustrating the crisis response from online
consumer communities and how the consumer response can
impact the future of that given fashion retailer.
Due to the uncertain future of fashion there is a gap of
research analyzing the co production of value in the
relationship between fashion retailers and consumers in times
of crisis (Gistri, Corciolani and Pace, 2018). Fashion retailers
find themselves in a unique position, with multiple layers of
external and internal crises and Public Relations can be a key
communication tool in dealing with crisis management.
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Through online platforms consumers are able to create communities
prolonging engagement with brands. Thus, presenting a comparative
analysis of fashion brands with strong consumer relationships (i.e, Boohoo
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The fashion industry has long been in the spotlight for its
contribution to crisis and its worryingly global impact (Auke
and Simaens, 2019). Before the onset of COVID 19, the
industry practice was already being challenged by underlying
pressures and pre-existing crises which included digitalization
and sustainability. (Brydges, Heinze and Retamal, 2021).
Arguably one of the hardest hit industries in the world, the
fashion retail industry finds many organisations struggling to
survive the 2020 Covid-19 Pandemic (Vogue Business, 2020).
As it currently stands, the fashion industry is in a unique place
of crisis. In addition to internal in-house supply chain demands
and consumer pressures for transparency and sustainability,
many fashion retailers now find themselves facing external,
political and global crises through Covid-19 and Brexit. Covid19 has seen the making and breaking of certain retailers, and
has highlighted the weak industry links who have been labelled
victims of the pandemic. Silva and Bonetti (2021) highlight the
impact of Covid-19 on the industry, creating unique pressures
around online presence in addition to an increased focus on
sustainability. In a post-Covid world, fashion retailers must
become increasingly competitive and be guided by digital
acceleration in order to increase and maintain market shares
post-pandemic (Silva and Bonetti, 2021).
Gistri, Corciolani and Pace (2018) define a crisis as an event
unexpected by the organisation and stakeholders which may
have detrimental eﬀects to the business objectives, reputation
and stakeholder relationships. Gistri, Corciolani and Pace
(2018) state the crises previously investigated by academics do
not qualify as “real crises”. Yet they identify several large scale
and important crises that have taken place within this sector
including the Rana Plaza disaster, Victoria’s Secret’s Perfect
Body Campaign and, as part of their own study, Monclear’s
publicly reported crisis of the retailer plucking from live
poultry. Crisis in any industry can ultimately influence
consumer trust and brand value (Jeon et al, 2014; Nyadzayo et
al, 2011; Pitt et al, 2003; Zachary et al, 2011) and it is this trust
that is not only integral to public relations but also to the notion
of value co-creation. Trust can be described as a ‘facet of
brand value’ that can significantly impact consumer bonds
(Shin, Casidy, Yoon and Yoon, 2016).

Public Relations and the Value of Stakeholder
Relationship Management
Gregory states that, “PR is more than a tactical tool used to
purely communicate information or add gloss to a story”
(Gregory, 2015). The CIPR define PR as “The planned and
sustained eﬀort to establish and maintain goodwill and mutual
understanding between an organisation and its publics.”
(CIPR, 2020). Gregory continues to argues that PR allows
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practitioners to manage these stakeholder relationships, to
enable and create equilibrium. “The PR function has a part to
play in engaging with these ‘close’ stakeholders including any
who can be regarded as troublesome” (Gregory, 2015). As well
as managing the relationships of enabling stakeholders it also
continues to enhance its reputation and keep organisational
friction to a minimum . Watson and Zerfass (2019) also echo
the thoughts of Gregory as they state that “cultivating
relationships, listening and issues management is more
important than talking and image building is”. To
organisations, PR can create visibility, build reputation and
cultivate relationships.. Grunig argues that the value of public
relations can be found in the relationships it cultivates with its
publics/stakeholders, so therefore how can this value be utilised
with consumer communities in times of brand peril.

eﬀort to ‘remediate the situation’ and will ultimately eﬀect the
brands performance (Nadeau, Rutter and Lettice, 2020).. In
contrast a moral-harm crisis relates to ‘significant rumours or
lapses in the character or values of the brand’ and is suggested
to have a more detrimental eﬀect than product-harm crises
(Nadeau, Rutter and Lettice, 2020). This can be tested against
fashion retailers to categorise the crises types and examine the
varying impacts on consumer trust and loyalty.
Methodology
This study utilises a comparative analysis using a process of
discourse analysis to determine the impact of crisis on the
fashion online communities Discourse analysis can be defined
as “reading what other people have said” (Powers, 2001) and
“involves studying textual sources or passages of naturally
occurring talk”(Saunders, Thornhill and Lewis, 2019).
Discourse analysis will allow a comparison of social media
responses from the identified consumer groups to examine
reactions during the crisis. The analysis will take into account
owned media surrounding the crisis and consumer response at
the time of crisis on specific posts. Owned media can be
defined as “company content that is provided and fully
controlled”(Theaker, 2021). In response to the convergence of
crisis management literature the analysis will identify the
following:

Crisis Management and Fashion
In reviewing non-fashion crisis literature, there are many
studies and theories that can be applied to the fashion industry.
The first study concentrates on whether the crisis is a multibrand or singular brand (Zhang, Zhang, Lei and Gao, 2020).
Within the fashion industry some crises can be brand specific
but other crises, such as Rana Plaza, can involve multiple
brands. They discuss the broader impact of a multi-brand
crisis, as this can create wider industry “spill over” and be
detrimental to brands that are not even directly involved in a
crisis (Zhang, Zhang, Lei and Gao, 2020). This can be applied
in the case of the Rana Plaza collapse due to the nature of it
being defined as a multi-brand crisis. Not only did the retailers
involved in this crisis suﬀer severe loss of trust, reputation and
engagement, but the wider fast-fashion industry
was also placed under scrutiny. Zhang, Zhang, Lei and Gao
(2020) describe this as ‘negative spill over’ and claim that the
“spill over” from a given multi-brand crisis can even aﬀect
competitors of the brands responsible for the same crisis.
In a fashion related study, Comyns and Franklin-Johnson
(2016) examined the response of retailers involved in the Rana
Plaza crisis in order to assess their post crisis communication
strategies. Comyns and Franklin-Johnson (2016) state that pre
crisis reputation and crisis history can also have great eﬀect on
how the consumer reacts as well as media framing. In support
of Zhang, Zhang, Lei and Gao (2020) they also propose a
diﬀerent outcome and response for organisations depending on
whether the crisis is collective (multi-brand crisis) or individual
(singular). They state that brands will have one of two
approaches when communicating post-crisis and these
strategies are denial or accommodative response. In crisis,
defensive response can be defined as a strategy where the brand
takes no responsibility and can deny involvement. Whereas an
accommodative response involves a brand not only accepting
responsibility but apologising (Comyns and Franklin-Johnson,
2016). Their study continues to compare the diﬀering
responsive strategies of fashion retailers involved in the Rana
Plaza crisis. This is echoed in the studies of Nadeau, Rutter and
Lettice (2020) who believe social media communities can
directly influence consumer reactions. These reactions can
either be in support of the brand where the consumer decides
the allegations are untrue and they continue to support, or they
then adopt a new and negative perception of the brand. There
is a gap in research to examine the prior value creation through
online communities and how this can lead to a supportive or
unsupportive response for the consumer during crisis. Research
has shown that social media not only allows for negative word
of mouth but can also be a useful brand tool as it can mediate
the impact of crisis and collate counter critical comments from
trusting and loyal consumers (Mishra & Sharma, 2019).
Nadeau, Rutter and Lettice (2020) also state that the
impacts of crisis vary depending on whether the crisis can be
defined as product-harm or a moral harm. Product harm crisis
have been long studied and relate to the failure of a product or
service within a brand. Although this has a negative impact,
brands have more control as they are able to recall and make

1. Pre-Crisis Reputation and Review of Retailers in question
2. Nature of crisis and definition of a multi brand or singular crisis.
3. Posts Crisis Response strategy and response of consumer reaction.
4. Analysis of type of crisis, being product harm or moral crisis.

Brand Analysis
The non-random sampled retailers are fast-fashion retailer
Boohoo.com, and the Arcadia Group with special focus on
Topshop.com. Both retailers have fallen ‘victim’ to the
Covid-19 pandemic and have suﬀered a balance of internal
and external crisis in the past 12 months.
Boohoo Group PLC
Boohoo.com have been scrutinised by consumers and media
after recent failings of its UK supply chain, with spotlight on
working conditions and the impact of fast fashion. Boohoo
Group PLC have been in the media-eye during the pandemic
as a financial saviour for high street brands such as Debenhams
and Oasis. This analysis focuses on the sustainability failings in
Leicester June 2020. This is an internal crisis that focuses on a
singular-brand, as Boohoo.com alone if held responsible.
However, significant industry “spill over” can be seen as media
placing emphasis on the fast-fashion industry. The overall
failings of Boohoo are highlighted against fast fashion
competitors and other brands within their company portfolio.
Pre-crisis, Boohoo have had very little crises and have
successfully held their reputation, other than general industry
“spill over” that surrounds the negative discourse of the fast
fashion. Boohoo have a high engagement rate with their
consumers through various social media channels. Emphasis
can be placed on the post-crisis response from the retailer, as
they were seen to apologise publicly for their failings and have
worked to correct. Consumers have been able to witness a
successful accommodative communication strategy adopted
even though the crisis can be defined as a ‘moral crisis’ due to
its detrimental impact.
Arcadia Group
Arcadia group have long suﬀered from crisis after a spotlight on
the organisation’s financial situation in 2019. Although defined
as a multi-brand crisis with limited spillover, this paper will
focus on the final financial collapse of Topshop, as part of the
Arcadia Group. The Arcadia Group is no stranger to crisis, and
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has suﬀered consequences of media and public scrutiny for the
behaviours of their CEO Sir Philip Green. Therefore, their
pre-crisis reputation is currently low, creating low levels of trust
and engagement. Examining Arcadia’s previous crisis response,
it shows very little communication or acknowledgement of the
crisis, adopting a ‘defensive response’ making little eﬀort to
apologise or engage their surrounding communities. This is
especially seen when analysing the existing multiple ‘moral
harm’ crises surrounding Philip Green i.e. the BHS scandal
and previous financial turmoil. The concentration for the
analysis will be focused on the administration announcement in
late November 2020.

Giving me more than enough time to “be here in time for
11hristmas” thanks topshop
31st December 2020
So ru gonna stay as an online store? You would be stupid
not to with over 4 million followers
2nd January 2021
STOP POSTING AS IF YOU ARE AN UPFRONT
BUSINESS!!!
Shame on you Topshop
4th January 2021
SCAMMERS.... DO NOT BUY FROM HERE ANYMORE
FOLK
Just highlighting that even though I posted my comment
above last Thursday , today being Tuesday, I have yet to
have any admin on this page question my comments! I
THINK THAT SAYS IT ALL !
January 31st 2021
Why would people order from yous when you can’t even
send out what people order and when trying to contact I
just get ignored
Give me my money back.Poor customer care.You don’t
deliver Send my money back kindly
You are making impossible to contact you! I sent my return
back over two weeks ago and I haven’t got my money
back jet. The order: 498275760.
Beside being poor quality, the item sent was the wrong
size. Where’s TopShop customers service? I want my
money back.
4th February 2021
I still haven’t received my refund! Also can’t contact
you guys anywhere and ASOS won’t help me.
They do not do refunds anymore. Forget about it. Went
in store in Dec and was offered an exchange only.
Absolute farce top shop.
Don’t let topshop disappear from the high street
Another iconic British brand has gone!( snapped up by
another foreign company which will not do well just
like others before them!) Maybe we should all stop
buying!
Hi, so far I still haven’t received my refund! . When did
you send me that money back???Why are you working
so irresponsible?????
Yeah, please take that awful advert away that keeps
assailing me on YT... ‘you’re Jamie....you’re Joni...’
WTH... Annoying drivel.
Where has Topshop customer service gone? Its an actual
disgrace. Asos wont deal with my query because it was
before Topshop was acquired. Topshop wont answer my
emails or DMs. How am i meant to get my issue resolved?
How can I return my shop bought item that I purchased
the day
before the most recent lockdown was
announced now topshop has been bought by asos
Topshop has been taken over by ASOS thats probably
why the link doesn’t work
Happy to take money for 12 month delivery when they
knew they were going under.
15th February 2021
So sad we want our Top Shop back!!!
walked passed your metrocentre store yesturday and
so sad its totally empty shell
Gutted about the voucher I didn’t get to spend

The discourse analysis will examine pre and post-crisis to
determine how much power consumers have in times of crisis.
The analysis will take place on social media posts from each
brand at the time of the crisis.. The overall aim is to assess the
impact of the above four factors and then analysis consumer
responses to indicate if value has or hasn’t been co-created.
Findings
Topshop
28 November 2020
Hi, will you offer returns of existing orders if you go into
administration? I need to return things received this week
Are u shutting for good Topshop??
When are you going to communicate to your staff about
things that they have to hear about in the media first?
Not looking good.
Think they were trying one last attempt to save which has
unfortunately not happened feel for all the staff now worst
possible time to lose jobs
Management of stores were contacted at 11am prior to
information being published. Followed by an email at
11.30 to all employees when it started circulating social
media.
3rd December 2020
“Why are you not accepting topshop gift vouchers in your
shop in Galway?”
better be quick won’t be long until administrators stop
refunds as well
oh gosh even I’m waiting on refunds from topshop and
miss 10hristmas10
Less than 2 weeks but got refunded back from miss
selfridge little while ago so hopefully topshop does the
same.
5th December 2020
Aren’t you offering bluelight discount anymore
Dont even bother ordering from here, orders dont arrive,
they dont reply to any emails or messages or help in any
way! Absolutely discusting service I’ve had to contact
trading standards
I wouldn’t bother purchasing anything from Topshop. They
charge you and dont send your items out.
7th December 2020
Wheres my refund for order 489409560 youve had the
return in your warehouse for 9 days.... wheres my
money??? Your not even responding on Resolver so the
case will just get escalated...
How do you chase an order customer services phone
number now closed?!
You can email them or fb message them but they don’t
reply! I’m waiting for an order that’s not even been
dispatched yet too
17th December 2020
When can I expect to receive my refund? I have tried
contacting you on multiple social media platforms, and I
still can’t get an answer...
21st Decemeber
dont make me laugh.. i ordered something at the
beginning of the month & im still waiting for it!! says the
depot 11hristma it on the 11th of 11hristma & yet nothing!
th

my favourite shop always has been
I’m not so keen on the ASOS website it’s not the same I’m
gutted you’ve gone

BooHoo
July 3rd 2020
Not as shady as your factories in Leicester xx
https://www.forbes.com/.../with-allegations-of-slavery.../
https://www.theguardian.com/.../boohoo-boomsleicester...
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July 4th 2020
#boycottboohoo for slave labour
#GoTransparent
Disgusted in myself I've bought boohoo in the past.
Never again.
https://twitter.com/joelycett/status/
1248697983769739264...
Shame on you Boohoo for using SLAVE LABOUR in
your clothing factories
You pay your workers just £3.50 per hour.
No hygiene or social distance measures in place
through Pandemic.
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/.../boohoos-sweatshop...
https://amp.ft.com/.../0b26ee5d-4f4f-4d57-a700...
I used to love your clothes but not now that I know
you benefit from slave
labour! https://www.theguardian.com/.../
leicester coronavirus...
#GoTransparent
15th July 2020
need!
oooh
I can see this top on you x
this with your jeans 4 your night out x
love this top!!
that is such a cute top!!!!x
14th July 2020
Shame I can’t leave any feedback. Received my order
today and LOVED everything!
obsessed with everything in this pic
17th July 2020
How nice is this x
Omg you would look glamorous in this
I bought this, it’s lovely!
I've been really feeling slit dresses ya know honestly.
Such a vibe
Please restock these
All sold out are you getting them back in x
20th July 2020
My order was despatched in 2 parcels. I have only
received one of these parcels. The other states on the
Hermes app that it’s being held up, there has been no
updates since Friday despite paying next day delivery.
Have already DM’d but no reply
I received a voucher code from my birthday giving me
30% off my next purchase, when I input the code it only
gives es me 10% off?
Your website won't let me put in any codes including
£1.99 Delivery x
Beautiful
Looks great!
She looks amazing
July 24th 2020
Love these posts that Boohoo are sharing, having two
daughters these pictures are so important for the
younger generations, we’ll dine Boohoo
AMAZING TO SEE THIS!!!!!!
Not all women have cellulite I’ve never suffered with it
these posts are ridiculous
This is such a great thing to show the world, we
are all humans and imperfect but beautiful anyway
Thank God for this Fed up seeing all these
perfectionis . That is finally beautiful and
natural girl Love it
29th July 2020
Un liking your site due to poor working conditions for
your staff. I will never buy from boohoo again
How can I get help regarding an issue with returns? I’ve

stuff to return but says it’s to late when it’s only been a
week. Phone lines always closed no email and no one
replies to my Facebook messages?????
3rd August 2020
see girl it’s about the angels
I still haven't received my refund for being double
charged by Boohoo! Quick enough to take it off you
(twice!!!)
Have often bought from them and had no issues
thank you Boohoo. It's about time that we showed
how we truly look. The models still look amazing and
well done to them for having the balls to do it as well
I'm shocked. I have had multiple items from them jeans, dresses, tops, blouses, work trousers, tee shirts
and everything is exactly as pictured and lasts ages, still
wearing all of it to this day. I buy 90% of my work wear
from them and never once had any problem.
I've had issues with boohoo in the past too! Their
clothes aren't great quality and are very often see through
Are you sure you ordered directly from Boohoo and
not a third party site selling lookalikes on Facebook??
I've had great experiences. Every time. I order mostly
from the plus range. Great prices and delivery.

Conclusion
Both brands ultimately have a huge following and consumer
base but from the analysis it is evident that each has very
diﬀerent pre-crisis reputation and online communities. It will
clear upon analysis that, although Topshop had more social
media followers due to a longstanding existence on the high
street, that the brand has much less engagement. It has
significantly less likes, comments and shares in comparison to
Boohoo.com’s Facebook. However the content is product
focused and overall shows a lack of content relevance and
engagement with its followers. Together with a negative precrisis reputation and lacking engagement with its existing
online communities leads to negative commentary found in the
discourse analysis. Tension can be seen pre-crisis from the
consumer who is ultimately worried around financial
reimbursement and staﬀ who feel a lack of communication.
Very few comments exist relating to the sadness and sympathy
for the brand’s situation. This is a reflection on the absense of
existing engagement with its online communities, and therefore
a lack of value-co creation through these online platforms are
seen. Topshop is not seen to use the platfom well to
communicate during crisis. Due to a defensive crisis approach,
means consumers are left neglected and this is reflected in the
negative commentary seen.
Boohoo show a much higher level of engagement across its
Facebook page both pre and post crisis. Boohoo.com has less
Facebook followers by almost 1million, however their content
diﬀers immensely to Topshop.com, creating relevant content
and a tone of voice that goes beyond the posting of product.
These posts see significant engagement value co-creation precrisis. From 2nd July 2020, numerous consumers posted in
regards to the Boohoo factories, and some shared links to news
reports directly onto their posts. Between 5th July and 29th July
only one further comment was made in regards to this brand
crisis. It can be seen that Boohoo did not publish any product
focused imagery for 9 days post-crisis, as these seem to be the
posts that consumers utilised to comment directly about the
brand, in comparison to the non-product related content. This
could be deemed an eﬀective strategy to keep negative
commentary away from social media pages but instead using
other platforms media-facing in order to issue accommodative
responses. Given the nature of the moral-harm style crisis, the
amount of commentary is minimal. Shortly after the crisis,
from August onwards, consumers can be seen defending
Boohoo in response to other consumer product related
complaints.
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chart listing all existing lodges at that time a group of
freemasons dressed in contemporary clothes but wearing large
aprons which may have been actual stonemason aprons. Their
role, and thus status, in the lodge is already being diﬀerentiated
by the wearing of badges (termed 'jewels' by freemasons)
derived from the tools of stone masons and hung from ribbons
around their necks. This status is purely internal and may not
relate to the status of the individual in wider society. The
ceremonies (termed Degrees) that introduce a member to
freemasonry form a symbolic apprenticeship and in this early
period were indicated by the position of the apron flap.
Buttoned up to a coat button for the first degree, folded behind
for the second and forward for the third. Members who had not
undergone the dramas were barred from ceremonies that
involved that level. The apron signalled their entitlement or
otherwise to access. The grouping of freemasonry in a book of
religion shows a misunderstanding of the organisation's nature
from the outset as freemasonry states itself not to be a religion
or a substitute for it.
See Figure 3: Scots Rite costume for the 16th Degree of the Rite c.1810.
See Figure 4. Adoption Rite dress for the Mistress of a Lodge c. 1847.
Freemasonry spread to France in the 1730s where it was
adopted by the aristocracy. The ceremonies were expanded
into an extended series with cumulative narrative which drew
on Old Testament sources but also expanded into chivalric
allegory. Each level in the rite had distinctive costume with an
apron but also other elements, particularly the shoulder sash
derived from the insignia of knighthood. The use of regalia to
indicate progression through the ceremonies of a rite is one of
the two bases for diﬀerentiating members of freemasonry.
Completion of one section of the rite conferred no increase in
rank but gave access to additional ceremonies and distinct
ritual spaces denied to those who had not progressed. In
parallel to this development 'Rites of Adoption' were created
that saw the first introduction of women to the world of
freemasonry. There is not space in this paper to deal with issues
of gender in detail but it is notable in surviving records that
these early lodges did not permit women to wear the apron.
When independent freemasonry for women developed in the
late 1800s the male regalia was adopted, generally unaltered.
See Figure 5: Mixed media apron for a Master Mason. Possibly Irish,
c.1780.
See Figure 6: Moira apron c.1810.
In England the original Premier Grand Lodge had been
joined by a rival organisation in 1751 which styled itself the
Athol or 'Antient' Grand Lodge. It adopted additional
ceremonies and regalia. This period saw a diversity of aprons
often home made in techniques as diverse as chain stitch,
beadwork or, as here, mixed media including plaster, embossed
metal strips and embroidery. The individuality of the members
was thus openly expressed in their dress with little control from
the Grand Lodge bodies. The converse of this are
commercially produced aprons, usually from engraved copper
plates. These were speculatively produced and it was the
makers that asserted power over the freemasons by tempting
them with novel symbolism. The apron illustrated is in
commemoration of the Acting Grand Master of the Premier
Grand Lodge, the Earl of Moira. Its content was entirely
externally designed by the maker and intended to be popular
with the Earl's supporters. It had however an active lifespan of
only a few years because of changes at the union of the two
rival bodies.
See Figure 7: The regalia of the United Grand Lodge of England for
Provincial Ranks, Grand Ranks and Rulers.20th Century
See Figure 8: Apron of a Master Mason under UGLE. 20th Century.
On the amalgamation of these two Grand Lodges to form
the United Grand Lodge of England in 1813 these diﬀering
approaches to ritual and ceremony led to a decision to
standardise and codify regalia. The then Grand Master, the
First Duke of Sussex, stating in a circular produced by UGLE
that this was for 'the sake of that perfect unity which ought to
subsist throughout the Craft, by which the English Mason will
be recognized as uniform with the Antient Brotherhood
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ABSTRACT

The regalia of freemasonry started as a simple lambskin apron representing
initiation and the symbolic link to the stone mason. Over three centuries it
has become a wide range of decorated aprons, sashes, badges and garments.
This costume indicates function, seniority and progression through the
dramatic ceremonies that punctuate the life of a member. In parallel to this
diversification of function and codified appearance the regalia began to take
on national and gendered characteristics and even accommodate the
expression of individual identity. The paper outlines this evolution with
reference to primary sources and artefacts held in the UK and elsewhere.
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KEYWORDS

Freemasonry is the term given to a group of organisations
which use ritual drama based on the building of the Temple of
Solomon to create a shared experience between members who
may otherwise not have had a common bond. This allowed it
to bridge the religious, political and class divisions of the 1700s
and subsequently create a way for the increasingly itinerant
workforce of the industrial revolution to make local
connections wherever they ended up. This method of drama
and regalia was later adopted by Friendly Societies and even
Trades Unions with diﬀerent legendary histories serving to
create the dramas and symbolism.
Freemasonry's actual origins are obscure but it now exists in
diﬀerent forms across the world not all of which see each other
as compatible with its principles. For the researcher the
diversity of these 'freemasonries' can be confusing. Members
initially undergo three interactive dramas based around the
story of the building of Solomon's Temple in the Old
Testament of the Bible. They are grouped in lodges which take
their name from the temporary buildings used by stone masons
in the medieval period. The overarching organisations are
generally called Grand Lodges although other terms are used.
The earliest of these is the Premier Grand Lodge of England
which is held by its successor body the United Grand Lodge of
England (UGLE) to have been founded in London in 1717.
This paper focuses on UGLE as being the most accessible
source of information but with reference to other constitutions.
See Figure 1: Frontispiece to the 1723 Constitutions of the Premier Grand
Lodge of Freemasons in London. Engraved by John Pine.
The Book of Constitutions of 1723 written by James
Anderson for the Premier Grand Lodge is the basic rulebook
for all organised freemasonry across the world (Grand Lodge of
England 1723). Its frontispiece provides a starting point for the
analysis of masonic costume. In the centre the Dukes of
Wharton and Montagu, both of whom had been Grand
Masters, are dressed in the robes of the Order of the Garter
and Peer's robes respectively and behind them are men in
civilian and clerical dress. This represents the outer world of
costume and status. In the background a figure holds a large
pile of stonemasons aprons. These, the 'badge of a freemason'
(Newell 2015:9) represent a novel use of costume to subvert the
existing hierarchy of society which foregrounds the plate and
create a new internal world 'veiled in allegory and illustrated by
symbols' (Emulation Lodge of Improvement 1986:107-108).
The apron, which is worn by all freemasons of the 'Craft'
lodges that are at the heart of the organisation, is the key
symbol that this paper analyses. It represents the symbolic link
with the operative stone mason's protective leather apron.
See Figure 2: Detail from Picart's chart depicting freemasons in a lodge
room setting.
The earliest depiction of freemasons in regalia occurs in
Bernard Picart's 'Costume de Toute Religions' published from
the 1720s as a part work (Picart: 1723-37) and shows beneath a
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throughout the world' (W. White and E. Harper:1814). Aprons
for the progression through the three degree ceremonies were
the only ones to reflect 'rite' and these continue in wear today.
A plain lambskin for the first or 'Entered Apprentice' degree,
the addition of light blue rosettes on the lower corners for the
second or 'Fellowcraft' degree and finally a rosette added to the
flap and all edges trimmed with blue for the 'Master Mason'.
All other aprons and associated jewels would indicate the role
in the lodge, province (region) or national administration
(termed Grand Rank). These aprons therefore indicated status
and not ritual progression. Aprons for roles inside the lodge
would have sky blue ribbon, those for Provincial and Grand
Rank would be edged with wider ribbon of dark blue and
trimmed with gold lace and embroidery. At these levels the rank
jewel was added to the centre of the apron in gold embroidery.
Status conferred privilege in the ceremonial salutes given and
in the seating position of the individual in larger meetings.
See Figure 9: HRH The Duke of Sussex as Grand Master c.1813
The regalia for the most senior ranks, termed 'Rulers' was
richly embroidered with pomegranates, lotus flowers and ears
of corn diﬀerentiating the ranks. In appearance it reflected the
embroidered court uniforms introduced by the Prince Regent
who had himself been Grand Master while Prince of Wales.
Surviving early regalia for rulers of this period indicates how
seriously the Duke of Sussex took this codification. All bear the
makers label of the Duke's own tailor, ensuring conformity.
From this point regalia was strictly controlled by those ruling
freemasonry and the immense diversity of aprons ceased
almost overnight. This was increasingly evident in the editions
of the Constitutions as dress regulations expanded and became
more explicit. That individuals continued to assert their
individuality from time to time is evident from a Provincial
Rank apron in the Museum of Freemasonry which has paste
gemstones surrounding the central device, quite against
regulations. In some cases local practice even drove the dress
regulations themselves with existing aprons also showing that
after the death of the Duke the Provincial Rulers chose to
decorate their aprons more elaborately, adding embroidered
decoration to the edge ribbon before the Book of Constitutions
acknowledged this as appropriate.
This evolution of regalia representing of rite and rank
exerted (and still exerts) agency on their wearers. In the English
system the need to be a good and active freemason in order to
receive promotion to higher ranks is a significant motivator.
This status is purely internal. It confers nothing in the outside
world and if the member resigns or moves to a diﬀerent form
of freemasonry it is lost immediately. Internally it is seen as an
honour for the lodges as well as the individuals and a lodge
history will typically list any members that have received their
'Gold Apron' (as the Grand Rank insignia is known
colloquially). It follows from this that those who control the
number and position of ranks in the system have significant
leverage on the membership.
The awareness that there are more symbols to discover and
the perception that the freemason who is entitled to the regalia
of a further degree holds knowledge that you do not possess is
an alternative key motivator to progression and active
membership. In some respects completing a series of
ceremonies in a rite resembles the unlocking of challenges in a
computer game that allows you access to other areas, for
freemasons quite literally in the sense that room arrangements
and even spaces in the building may be oﬀ limits until you have
completed the process. Here again there is a contrast between
England and continental Europe. The additional ceremonies in
England exist in more than twenty separate organisations
accessible only to existing freemasons, each of which has a rank
hierarchy as well as a ritual progression.
An awareness of these internal power structures may seem
niche to researchers who do not specialise in them but the
regalia also has agency outside freemasonry. The typical
reactions to 'the other within' reflect the way that freemasonry
has adopted symbols from wider society and repurposed them.
A fuller review of non-UK regalia is outside the scope of this

paper but two aprons showing the overlap between masonic
symbolism and national character keys into an example of how
this reaction to the symbolism of freemasonry can invert the
power of the regalia.
See Figure 10: Apron of the Grand Lodge Lessing at the Three Rings See
Figure 11: Apron of the Czechoslovak National Lodge
The diﬀerent symbolic styles adopted to indicate national
aﬃliation is sharply indicated in a pair of aprons from the
1930s Czechoslovakian republic. The National Czechoslovak
Grand Lodge had regalia in art nouveau style designed by their
Grand Master Alphonse Mucha creating a distinctive
appearance unlike that of any other nation. The German
speaking Grand Lodge of Lessing at the Three Rings (Lessing
zu den drei Ringen) in the country adopted the far more
austere German style of regalia. Both organisations were swept
away on the closure of freemasonry after the invasion by Nazi
forces. The Nazi regime opposed freemasonry and the lodge
fittings and regalia were seized in occupied territories to be
displayed in both propaganda magazines and a museum
exhibition in Belgrade. The aprons that had been worn proudly
by members proclaiming both their membership and cultural
identity were now characterised as evidence of Jewish
conspiracy and their meanings overturned. This is an extreme
example of the ways in which external bodies or popular
culture assert power over the symbols of freemasonry to create
new meanings for them that would not be recognised or
accepted by its members. In most cases a critique of
freemasonry is simply a convenient way to express another
prejudice. It can stand for opposition to elitism, sexism, a
distaste for religious tolerance and invented conspiracies of all
kinds. Freemasonry's status as an 'other' allows all these
meanings to be superimposed without an easy rebuttal. The
perceived status of freemasons and their costume in wider
society is thus as complex as internally and just as synthetic in
that it is externally controlled using invented and imposed
narratives that draw new meanings from the symbolism of its
regalia without reference to its intended significance within
freemasonry.
The material culture of freemasonry, as distinct from its
membership and history, is little studied academically. It
represents a wealth of material for costume historians blending
as it does cultures, classes and status in a unique way from a well
defined point of origin in the early 1700s. While it is more
typically worn only during the lodge ceremonies in England at
least it is now seen from time to time at public events including
the Lord Mayor's Show in the City of London where
freemasons in full regalia process in considerable numbers.
Access to the artefacts of freemasonry is more generally
through museums and particularly those of freemason bodies
and there are limited print resources although Amie Newell's
book 'The Badge of a Freemason' is a good and scholarly
review of American regalia. . The Museum of Freemasonry in
London also has significant online resources. The current Book
of Constitutions for the United Grand Lodge of England is
publically accessible online and has a large section devoted to
regalia and how it is to be worn (and by extension what may not
be worn). The final power that the regalia of freemasonry
exerts is to allow us to engage with the many human stories that
lie behind the design, making and usage of these items. It is this
last power that make them a very suitable subject for study.
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Particularly in areas of conflict, displays of flags are heavily
used to demonstrate national or political identity (Bryan 2018),
which often extends to clothing containing national colours or
displaying political symbols. The power of flag-flying was
harnessed by the propaganda wing of the Nazi party, who
organised a ‘Hoist the Flag’ (‘Heißt Flagge’) event in 1936,
where alarms sounded and prompted residents to raise the
Nazi flag outside their homes (Führer, 2019 ch. 7).
Similarly, the Italian National Flag colours were used on
clothing by the futurists to promote Italian Nationalism and
pride (Braun 1995 p.36). However, this was far from the only
reference to a political agenda in Futurist fashion.
Futurism was an art movement which started in early 20th
century Italy. Despite all but one of the key contributors being
from a fine art background, they focused a lot on creating the
fashion uniforms of future Italians, who would live in a thriving
fascist ‘utopia’. The garments (see figure 1) were mostly bold
asymmetric takes on traditional male suits and were designed
to be cheap to make and quick to wear out, therefore
prompting the wearer to buy more and boost the national
economy. Giacomo Balla, often called the “father of futurism",
wrote several manifestos explaining how the clothing resonated
with his political beliefs; with the use of the colours of the
Italian flag to promote nationalism, the “brilliant primary
colours and reflective, even phosphorescent surfaces” were
designed to contrast traditional brown and black clothing and
show the bright future of modernism (Braun 1995 pg. 34-35).

The dress of the far-right: how fashion choices of
far-right groups have reflected and encouraged
radical beliefs, from the Italian Futurists to the US
Capitol rioters of 2021
Jennifer Potter
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ABSTRACT

While writing my Undergraduate dissertation, I researched the dress of the
early 20th century Italian Futurists. How the Futurists chose to dress is
closely linked with fascism (Braun 1995). In this paper, I will compare
selected examples of Futurist fashion with the current dress of far
right groups in Europe and America, in order to understand the role of
dress in the ‘non-verbal communication’ (Barnard 2002) of fascist
identity.
Through analysis of the clothing sold on far-right websites and the
clothing worn at several far right demonstrations, I found that the dress of
some 20th and 21st century fascists are almost polar opposites. The 1920s
fascist dress focused on exaggerating an idealistic future, with tailored
garments that utilised the most up to date fabrics available and a focus on
‘the new’, being designed to only last months and be replaced by a new trend
(Braun 1995). This is linked to a certain kind of fascist ‘utopian’ vision.
The far-right dress of the 2020s is more dystopian, including purposely
worn and distressed looking military style clothes.
From this analysis I concluded that 20th and 21st century fascists
often present themselves very diﬀerently. The far-right of today visibly
engages with a victim mentality, suggesting that their ideological views are
being unfairly persecuted or oppressed, and they promote fantasies of
victimhood through their dress/clothing.

: Modern Fashion, Futurist Fashion, Fascism, Far-right,
Political Semiotics
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Introduction
While writing my undergraduate dissertation on post-digital
fashion and consumerism, I researched the dress of early 1920s
Italian Futurists. The dress chosen by this group is often closely
linked with the facist beliefs of some of the members, inspired
by a modern ‘antihumanity’ of ‘ceaseless innovation’ (Braun
1995). This idea of dress as an expression of far-right beliefs
was also infamously reflected in the dress of the Nazi soldiers,
who were known for uniform excess (Dunn 2009, p. 31).
In my dissertation, I concluded that there are many links
between futurist fashion and post-digital fashion. With this in
mind, I decided to investigate whether there were links to farright political views within post-digital fashion. However, I
quickly discovered that the links are purely visual, and the 21st
century post-digital designers such as Prada or Alexander
McQueen who made reference to futurism did so only because
of the visual success, rather than political references, of this
style (Paulicelli 2009, p.191).
With this in mind, and with rising far-right extremism
present in the current global political climate (Lazaridis et al.
2016; Mohammadi and Nourbakhsh 2017), I decided to
research what the far-right are wearing today. By referencing
Barnard’s theory of ‘non-verbal communication’ in dress, I will
present my research on current far-right dress, then compare
this with historical far-right groups, and investigate the beliefs
and ideology which have led to their dress choice.

Fig. 1. The Anti-neutral suit (1914) by Giacomo Balla.
Meanwhile, in early 20th century Germany during and
after world-war one, nationalism was key to dress choice, with
German clothes being preferred. French fashion was despised
for being “trashy”, although many Germans privately bought
French clothing despite their outward hatred of France
(Guenther 2004 ch.1). Later, leading up to world-war two, the
Nazi Party’s propaganda began to manipulate these antiFrench views, by suggesting that it was Jewish people who were
to blame for the problems within French fashion. This then led
to a horrifically anti-Semitic, and extremely violent, campaign
which eventually removed Jewish people from the fashion
industry altogether in Germany by 1939. This was really the
end of the fashion industry in Nazi Germany, because the
Jewish people who had the skills and knowledge to create
clothing had either been killed or had fled the country
(Guenther 2004 ch.4). As a result, there is not much to analyse
in terms of fashion development.
However, one place we can clearly see the dress of 1940s
Nazi Germany is in the uniform of the soldiers, particularly the
SS soldiers. The uniform, which can be seen in figure 2 appears
very modern, particularly the asymmetric cut of the jacket and
strong lines. The inclusion of these fashionable elements would
have elevated the status of the soldiers wearing the garments,
and through links to modernity would have promoted the false
idea the Nazi Party were at the forefront of positive social
innovation.

Background : Historical Examples of Political Expression
through Dress in the Far-Right
Political Identities or view points on political issues are very
commonly expressed through dress across the political
spectrum (Barnard 2002, p.66-67). We can see this everywhere
in politics, from the heavily politicised ‘power-dressing’ women
in the 1980s (Edwards 2018, p. 575), to the wearing of colours
which promote a political cause such as the purple, white and
green of the suﬀragettes (Parkins, 2018, ch. 4).
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Fig. 3. Riots Outside US Capitol Building (2021) from ITV News.
Fig. 2. Hitler inspecting his Nazi soldiers (1940).
The Far-right of Today: The US Capitol Riots and Farright Clothing Shops
Looking now to the far right of today, a very clear starting place
where we can see far-right extremism was at the US Capitol
riots. These riots were attended by members of the Proud
Boys¹ and Oath Keepers¹ as well as many other individuals
with and without known links to far-right groups. While most
individual identities have not been published as this is an
ongoing case, it has been confirmed that the attendees were
mostly male, and almost all white (Pulver 2021).
The riots started on the 6th of January 2021, when US
congress, inside the Capitol Building, was due to certify the
results of the 2020 presidential election, declaring Democrat
Joe Biden as the winner and confirming that he would be the
46th President of the United States. At a rally taking place at
the White House, less than two miles away, the departing
Republican President Donald
Trump was giving a speech denying the results of the
election, with unproven claims of voter fraud (BBC News,
2021). This speech ended with a call to action: ‘We fight. We
fight like hell and if you don't fight like hell, you're not going to
have a country anymore. So let's walk down Pennsylvania
Avenue .’ (Trump quoted in BBC News, 2021). ²
Within the hour, thousands of Trump’s most extreme
supporters infiltrated the capitol building, smashing windows,
breaking down doors and chanting the names of the
politicians, both democrat and republican, who were their
targets (BBC News, 2021). Due to the high media presence
already in the building to record congress certifying the
election, there are very clear pictures and videos taken of the
rioters available for analysis (Stelter 2021). Given that
photographer Saul Loeb (who took photographs in figure 3 and
4) stated that ‘[his] responsibility was to cover the joint session
and then any other events that were happening around that’
(see Yuko 2021), it seems there may even have been
photographers on-site who were anticipating the riots.
In figures 3-6, the rioters have an overarching appearance
of dishevelment, with many sporting baggy, dark coloured
clothing and several having long unkempt hair and beards.
There are also references to military apparel within their
clothing, from the military style vest in figure 5, to the printed
image of a gun on a hoodie in figure 6. The Nazi reference
‘Camp Auschwitz’ of the hoodie in figure 4, confirms yet again
that those attending have extreme view points which contradict
conventional morality.

Fig. 4. Selfie from US Capitol Rioters (2021) from ITV News.

Fig. 5. Man Carrying Confederate Flag in US Capitol Riots (2021),
photographed by Saul Loeb.

¹ Both extreme far-right white supremacist groups (BBC News, 2021)
² Pennsylvania Avenue is the direct road from the White House to the Capitol

Fig. 6. Man Dressed in Bold Clothing in Capitol Riots (2021),
photographed by Saul Loeb.
83

Referring back to Barnard (2002, p. 129), this refusal to dress
according to a standard of presentation befitting a government
building could be a form of rebellion in itself. By creating a
unique style of a worn and bedraggled dress, these rioters are
appear oppressed and downtrodden, while also showing
disrespect to the building they are entering. It could give an
apparent visual image to an observer of an oppressed group
rising up and fighting a bourgeoise ruling government.
However, the clear problem with this line of argument is that
these protesters are arguing against democracy, and against the
rights of minority groups to peacefully exist, as is evidenced by
their use of Nazi references. It is unclear whether those taking
part in the demonstration are purposely putting on this facade
of fighting oppression, or if they genuinely have the misguided
beliefs that a fascist, Nazi-like government would be good for
working class people. I assume that it is a mix of both: that this
facade is consciously created by those leading far-right groups,
and is then whole-heartedly believed to be an accurate
representation of reality by their followers.
The same style of clothing is reflected when examining the
garments sold on the online clothing store Thor Steinar, which is
widely regarded as having very far-right ideals (Colborne
2019). The clothing prices are very expensive, starting at
around €35 for a simple t-shirt. However, as can be seen in the
catalogue in figure 7, there is again a heavily implied workingclass oppression in both the dress and the photoshoot styling.
The trousers are baggy and oversized, and look worn,
presenting the idea that the wearer has been working in manual
labour. The area behind the model is a run-down, vandalised
and littered car parking structure, again suggesting an
oppression.
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netnographic research was gone, which aims to study cultural
groups in virtual environments and seems appropriate to a
volatile social phenomenon such as fashion. According to
Kozinets (2014), the first step consists of taking the captions
and comments of the posts, still without the researcher
interpretation.
Instagram has become one of the most popular means of
disseminating cultural and social events today. Members of the
network can only post their photos there, but when someone
posts a look and tags a brand, this person has a motivation for
this association, and it’s from this argument that the hashtag
indexing search engine was used in this qualitative research.
The second step is already the data that the researcher
produces through interaction with members of the social
network (KOZINETS, 2014). Thus, the search started with a
confirmation of the posts marked with #putapeita, and on
March 27 of this year there were about 4300 images. It is
noteworthy that, in this work, posts related to the brand that
have not been tagged with #putapeita, which are known to
exist and that are not few, were excluded. Then, the images
were analyzed and based on what they displayed, highlighting
the relationship between the captions and the places where they
were made. In the vast majority of posts, people post people
wearing the t-shirts and speech spelled out in the images is
related to the themes that the t-shirts highlight.

Fashion, gender, and resistance:
the t-shirts discourse
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Marcos Namba Beccari.
UFPR
ABSTRACT

More than a system of imposing standards, fashion can be considered a
cultural key for thinking about social movements. But it is also a
phenomenon that incorporates the functioning of the capitalist system and is
only available to certain sections of the population. In this article, we will
investigate the phenomenon of the Brazilian brand Puta Peita’s t-shirts,
which uses minimalist design and uses feminist and emancipatory phrases.
Its flagship is the print of the phrase "Fight like a girl" and gained national
visibility in 2018, with several appearances in the campaign for vicepresidency candidate of Brazil, Manuela D'ávila, sided with Fernando
Haddad, former minister in Lula’s mandate. The Puta Peita t-shirts stand
out for being used in political events and manifestations, but also in public
spaces without political relevance, such as shopping malls and parks, which
seems to indicate that they also perform roles of fashion and style. The
research will use post-structuralist theories in feminist criticism and will
analyze the power relations existing in fashion practices, based on
netnography and discourse analysis from the perspective of Michel
Foucault.

Fashion as a Reflection of Social Transformations

: feminist fashion. fight like a girl. fashion behavior. fashion
discourse. empowerment.

Before, the social understanding of fashion passed through the
economic question and the perception of class divisions, but
nowadays it’ss necessary to deepen the reflection, due to the
plural and simultaneous manifestations of consumption within
society. Clothing demarcated class and gender separation, but
allows for a more complex social reading in the world currently.
For the sociologist Gilles Lipovetsky, it was during the
“second half of the 19th century that fashion, in the modern
sense of the term, took over” (LIPOVETSKY, 2009, p. 79). In
the Belle Époque movement, although more liberal for cultural
manifestations, there were the greatest prohibitions in relation
to the body and sexual pleasure for women. At the same time,
men’s fashion became sober, indicating that these changes in
women's fashion would contribute to the control that was being
formed (LIPOVETSKY, 2009). It was possible to observe the
normative devices acting to cover up morals and encourage
modesty, sumptuous functions, religious obligations, social
customs, state laws, etiquette (small ethics) (LIPOVETSKY,
2009). They regulated individual actions and defined what was
good and what was appropriate, being a guide of parameters
for those who seek to constitute a life that is ethical and
aesthetically consistent with what is believed. From the
reflections of Michel Foucault, who dedicated his life and work
to forms of subjectivity, it can be said that fashion would act as
a device of subtle morality, close to what Foucault called
biopower (2008, p. 3). Fashion norms would say what is ugly and
what is beautiful, what is trendy or tacky, what is fashionable or
not. According to the logic of normativity, even if there are
advances, fashion is a product of the modern era and has
always classified subjects. So, we can see that even today,
fashion continues to fit people into a compulsory standard of
conducts.
Putting normativity as a starting point is a central key to
understanding the functioning of fashion since people started
dressing their bodies, and from there only, it may be possible to
think of fashion as a tool to counteract that same normativity.
To analyze this paradigm shift from Michel Foucault point of
view, it’s necessary to observe between the lines of this counterconduct.
The standards of conduct to which society is exposed until
today are more evident and within what would configure the
'docility of bodies', sexuality had become an object of concern
and analysis, subject to surveillance and control (FOUCAULT,
1988). This survey takes Puta Peita as a brand that proposes a
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Introduction
From the social point of view, fashion has been an important
factor in the constitution of self and in the individual identity
construction, therefore, it can be seen as a cultural key for
thinking about social movements. On the other hand, fashion
is also a social phenomenon that incorporates the capitalist
system functioning, in which there is a need to always sell and
innovate.
We can consider that until the middle of the last century,
fashion was used as a materialization of power, where the elite
dictated the rules and the lower classes copied and re-signified
as they could. But at the end of the 19th century, with access to
fashion provided by the rise of prêt à porter, cultural symbols
began to make sense to people and fashion became part of
everyday life.
Since then, fashion has played several roles, ranging from
the issue of social diﬀerentiation and class distinction to the
expression of personality and subjectivities, through the
processes of aﬃrmation of identity that usually happens in
youth.
With the globalization process, there was a kind of
homogenization of the conduct standards and, consequently,
of types of clothing, but in the last decades it’s possible to notice
a new consumption behavior immersing. Despite the changes
happening slowly and in a timid way, it can be said that they are
robust changes, as they aﬀect structural issues. They have
already been perceived by large corporations and influential
names in the sector and may have gained a central role in the
current fashion system. What would be a counter-conduct
seems to be close to becoming the dominant trend. These
measures of resistance in fashion, called in this research of
counter-conduct, seem to have the potential to deprive the
legitimacy of the old fashion system, shifting the role of fashion
definitively and surpassing the common sense that defends its
frivolous and superficial character. A counter-conduct that is
born as a consequence of the awareness of the actors.
This research took as object of study the posts in the social
network Instagram, of Puta Peita’s users. The brand produces
T-shirts with feminist phrases and other current themes, which
converge with here is considered counter- conduct. In order to
understand the language and symbols of the posts,
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function of contesting current standards, and in some cases, a
confrontation function.
Sexuality issues, gender issues, political ideologies, etc., have
been growing and today they stand out in the current social
debate. For the author Judith Butler, feminist studies were not
able to welcome subjects who didn’t belong to the intelligible
gender ("those who establish and maintain relations of
coherence and continuity between sex, gender, sexual practice
and desire") (BUTLER, 2017, p. 43) And regardless of what
the consumer calls himself, more and more people are
diﬀerentiating themselves and using fashion as a tool to build
their subjectivities.
Based on Butler's theory, it was seen that at the end of the
20th century, other subjects began to emerge, seeking space
and social recognition, and if there are people who don’t fit the
expected standards of conduct, let alone the clothes chosen for
them. Fashion, as a phenomenon that reflects social behavior,
appropriates concepts when it begins to designate a type of
clothing that can cope with the expressions of these new
subjects.

A violent relationship acts on a body, on things. It forces, it
submits, it breaks, it destroys; it closes all possibilities; therefore,
it has no other pole beside it than that of passivity; and if there is
resistance, the only choice is to try to reduce it. A power
relationship, on the contrary, is articulated on two elements that
are indispensable for it being exactly a power relationship: that
the "other" (the one on which it is exercised) is fully recognized
and maintained until the end as the subject of the action; and
that, in view of the power relationship, a whole field of possible
responses, reactions, eﬀects, inventions is opened.
(FOUCAULT, 1995, p.243)
In short, here power is not treated as a form of violence, nor
as something that submits others to the will of the dominant. It
is not seen vertically, but neither does Foucault assume the
existence of vertical impositions of power, which occur from
top to bottom and whose limit is the expression of violence.
The author himself recognizes that "undoubtedly, the
mechanisms of subjection cannot be studied outside their
relationship with the mechanisms of exploitation and
domination" (Foucault, 1995, p.236). But, in this study, the
subjections speak of a pulverized, distributed domination,
which aims to structure the actions of others. Power actions, for
Foucault, are not necessarily repressive or destructive, they
create strategies that justify them, covering up an alleged
cruelty and, thus, becoming legitimate in the eyes of others.
Living in society is, in any case, living in a way that it is possible
for some to act on the action of others. A society 'without power
relations' can only be an abstraction (FOUCAULT, 1995,
p.245).
In order to relate the success of the t-shirts to these
constructions, it is important to understand the notion of
discourse in the Foucaultian perspective. The speeches
circumscribe what is likely to be said, thought and done within
society at a given time (FOUCAULT, 2000). That is, a
formation of several statements that define conditions of
existence within the same epistemic system, governed by the
same system of regularities, and not reduced to verbal or
linguistic statements. Therefore, a discursive formation refers to
the rules that allow the appearance of diﬀerent statements, and
that will give a chance for the discourse to happen. These rules
will connect statements with subject positions, so there is only a
discursive practice if there are subjects crossed by speeches,
which in turn allow for diﬀerent statements. These same rules
also allow the dispersion of statements, understanding this
notion as something contrary to cohesion and continuity, at the
same time that it is favorable to transformation and rupture. So,
it is possible to say that the discourse carries with it the
contradiction, the possibility of struggle, of resistance, of
domination.
Since it favors normativity, the discourse of fashion can also
be used as a manifestation of a break with pre-established
standards. If clothes can be “a device for expressing the
identification of subjects with their adherence groups”
(LIPOVETSKY, 1989, p. 13.), they are carriers of social codes
capable of including or excluding socially. From this
perspective, in this work we propose that fashion operates in a
normative manner to the same extent that it can potentially
favor the visibility of new subjects.

The T-Shirt as a Support
According to Diana Crane (2010), the white shirt is the piece of
clothing that most represents the current woman: an unfinished
text, which can be written diﬀerently by whoever wears it,
regardless of gender, class or identity. In large cities, it can be
said that clothes move freely, being used by subjects who
participate and act in cultural transformations. The T-shirt can
even be considered an inclusive and aﬀordable piece, due to its
lower production costs than those of other garments.
Therefore, it’s possible to understand why t-shirts have been
used as a support, and can present everything from commercial
advertisements such as brands and products to ideological
positions, such as sexual or political preferences.
As already mentioned, we have seen a change in the
costumer behavior, who seems to be more predisposed to
consume based on values and to demonstrate their political and
ideological positions through the artifacts. But it is pertinent to
question the real intention of people when using these pieces
with content, as consumers' goals are not always to act
according to the messages that the manifested fashion
expresses. It can then be concluded that the fashion market
often appropriates gender debates and transforms a minority
discourse into market trends, trivializing the phenomenon.
In this paper, it is assumed that nowadays fashion allows the
exercise of two functions that at first seem irreconcilable: to
establish a normality, at the same time that it has a function of
confrontation / counter-conduct. For this, it was necessary to
recognize the relational character of the correlations of power,
which only occur due to the multiplicity of points of resistance,
which when distributed, can provoke "the uprising of groups or
individuals in a definitive way, igniting certain points of the
body, certain moments of life, certain types of behavior"
(FOUCAULT, 1988, p. 92).
In order to understand these distributed pockets of
resistance, this research bets on the power of the t-shirts seen
within this contemporary sense, as a disruptive construction
movement of the most diverse modes of resistance. As if it
were a support for messages that manifest an uprising by a
certain group of consumers, mainly in Brazilian capitals.
Therefore, to portray the form of communication of the
utterances of the t shirts and the reception of this utterance by
the consumer is to perceive the power relations that are being
displayed there. It is noteworthy that in this study, power is a
concept that appears through the approximation between
cultural studies and Michel Foucault's thinking on the subject.
The author understands power as an action among other
actions, for productive purposes, where "there is no binary and
global opposition between the dominators and the dominated"
(Foucault, 1988, p. 104).

The Puta Peita
The Puta Peita t-shirt brand was born in Curitiba, a capital of
southern Brazil. It has as a fundamental characteristic the use
of the all-type image, that is, an image constructed by words,
which surpass the communicative value of an image, due to the
message. The intentionality of the speech is manifested
through the diﬀerent types of sentences. Puta Peita generally
uses short, imperative phrases, as if issuing orders, advice or
requests, and the phrases can be aﬃrmative or negative.
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Figure 1

Figure 4

Figure 2
Figure 5

Figure 3
(Figure 1-3 Source: https://peita.me)
Figure 6

Figure 1 shows the slogan ‘Be whoever you want’ and figure
2 behind the slogan ‘Never look down’. The brand also oﬀers
the shirt with this phrase upside down, making a joke with the
interpretation of the slogan discourse (figure 3). Still on the
third figure, the woman on the left wears what became known
as the brand's first shirt, which is the flagship and also the most
sold: ‘Fight like a girl’, a slogan that was registered by the brand
with the responsible agency in Brazil.
Many other slogans were derived from the 'Fight like a girl'
T-shirt, usually changing the verb ‘to fight’ for another verb,
related to the professions and attitudes of women who were
often unfeasible, such as 'Play as a girl '(Figure 4), 'Search like a
girl', 'Drink like a girl', 'Lead like a girl', among others. In
addition to adult T-shirts, the brand produces other products
such as children's pieces, ecobags, masks (Figure 6), scarves,
socks, coats, mugs, buttons, and even bottle openers (Figure 5).

(Figure 4-6 Source: https://peita.me)
Still focusing on women and feminism, some slogans
emanate solidarity and empathy ideas, such as 'You matter to
me' (Figure 6), 'I'm with her', 'Woman, let your voice go', and
'Understand that you are a part of it'.
The slogan that is the brand's flagship also gave rise to other
feminist slogans, which change the word girl to others that also
emphasize social roles of women or even places of prejudice,
such as: 'Fight like a mother' (Figure 7), 'Fight like a fat woman'
(Figure 8), 'Fight like a trans', 'Fight like an indigenous woman'
(Figure 9, written in the tupi-guarani language).
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family to continue her work. And the profit from what was sold
through the Puta Peita website would be used in actions to
empower vulnerable girls and women (GALLON, 2021).

Figure 7

Figure 10
Source: https://peita.me
A little later, still in the same year, Lula's arrest was decreed,
and before surrendering, he made a speech at the headquarters
of the Workers' Party (PT) in São Paulo. Next to him on the
stage (Figure 11), was the feminist deputy Manuela D'Ávila, the
main figure of the PCdoB (Communist Party of Brazil) and
who, with Lula's arrest, became vice-presidency candidate,
sided by Fernando Haddad, choice of PT in the impossibility
of Lula to run. She adopted the brand almost as a uniform
campaign and began to appear in all media with Puta Peita
product line: t-shirts, ecobags, among others.

Figure 8

Figure 9
(Figure 7-9 Source: https://peita.me )
In addition to being short and direct, the slogans printed on
the t-shirts have simple and clear typography, and the words are
aligned to the left, as in a journalistic text. This aesthetic choice
subverts one of the premises of fashion, which most often finds
its diﬀerential when it prioritizes adornment and details that
contain originality. The brand's creator, designer Karina
Gallon confirms:
Our layout was designed to hold attention from afar. As if we
were a walking poster, we invaded the streets and challenged the
other side of the force, taking the word of feminism to other
contexts, addressing issues that were still thorny and militating
outside militancy spaces
(GALLON, 2021).
The brand was born in a small group of young feminists in
2017 and entered the market oﬀering only T-shirts and stickers.
It gained visibility in the world women's march, which took
place on the international women's day (March 8), in Curitiba,
in the state of Paraná, Brazil. In early 2018, progressive city
councilor Marielle Franco was murdered, and Puta Peita
initially developed the ‘Fight Like Marielle Franco’ t-shirt to
give a gift to the family and staﬀ of the councilwoman’s oﬃce.
But the impunity of the crime was so relevant in the Brazilian
social scene that the brand decided to sell the t-shirt and even
launched a second model with the question that the country
has not yet managed to solve: ‘Who killed Marielle’?
It is important to highlight that the brand determined that
a part of the production was donated to the councilwoman's

Figure 11
Source: https://noticias.uol.com.br

Figure12
Source: https://peita.me
In figure 12, Manuela is already on the campaign trail, on
the TV program Roda Viva, on TV Cultura, on June 25, 2018.
With the rise of Jair Bolsonaro candidacy, on September
25th there was a historic demonstration led by women, which
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took place in 114 cities in Brazil and other capitals of the world
and was highlighted in social networks by the repudiation
phrase ‘Not him’. Puta Peita then launches the 'Not him' t-shirt,
contributing to the brand consolidation as a protest brand, in a
very polarized social context.

confrontation / against conduct), we understand that protest
brands operate in a normative manner in the same insofar as
they potentially contribute to a disruptive construction of the
most diverse modes of resistance.
Thus, fashion, as a regulatory power, also has subversive
power, when appropriated by resistance practices and used in
such a way as to question these same standards and practices
proposed by the system. And in contemporary times, perhaps
what Foucault suggested: “an uprising of groups or individuals
in a definitive way, igniting certain points of the body, certain
moments of life, certain types of behavior” (FOUCAULT,
1988, p. 92).
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Figure 13
Source: https://peita.me
Since then, it can be said that the brand has become a
statement, a symbol of political disagreement with the current
government and everything that it represents. A proof of this
was what happened in Curitiba, on the 2nd round of elections
that elected the right-wing candidate Jair Bolsonaro as
president of Brazil. An employee who was working at the
voting session was released by the Electoral Justice because she
was wearing a “Fight like a girl’ t-shirt: the judge considered
that she was doing 'implicit propaganda' (MAROS, 2018).
Karina Gallon is a designer and created Puta Peita, and she
does not omit the intention to use the brand as a protest:
Whoever wears a Chest resignifies the phrase in its context of
struggle and gives it genuine strength. Most of the prints are
partnerships with movements, institutions and social projects,
women who are in the militancy and / or companies that are
committed to fighting oppression. The profit or part of the
production of the phrases in partnership is donated to finance
these causes. (GALLON, 2021).
According to Gallon, t-shirts are a “tool for coping with
daily oppression”, and perform the mission of bringing
controversial statements from the context of the
demonstrations to people's daily lives, and therefore bring
visibility, protagonism and encouragement for women.
Regarding possible questions or criticisms about Puta Peita
being monetizing feminism, Karina is blunt: “We do not sell
feminism. We are feminists who sell t-shirts ”(GALLON, 2021).
Final considerations
In addition to a system of imposing standards, fashion can have
a function of resistance and transformation. More than
products taken from discursive eﬀects, clothes can act as tools
for the deconstruction of universal values.
In recent times, the fashion industry has been subject of
harsh criticism. Large companies use to pollute the
environment, deplete natural resources, and invariably fail to
comply with ethical obligations in hiring and treating workers,
most of the time, women. And there are still the issues of
objectification of the female body and the aesthetic standards
that fashion contributes to maintaining. For this study, we take
as a starting point, the fashion and the body as places of
conflict, where resistance and normativity can coexist.
From this perspective, in this work we understand that Puta
Peita is contributing to the seasonal fashion logic, by launching
a T-shirt for each new social event that gains space in the public
debate, and with that promotes repeated and continued
consumption.
But, if nowadays fashion allows the exercise of these two
functions that at first seem irreconcilable (establishing a
normality, at the same time that it has a function of
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Power and wellbeing through garment choice;
experimental garment design concepts for women
who wear men’s clothing.

Archival fieldwork

Dr Philippa Jackson.
Leeds Beckett University.

Using historical references as a starting point enables the
garment designer to identify shapes and ideas, developing them
to suit current needs (Seivewright,
2007); the process allows the researcher to examine fabric
and construction details, inspiring new ideas (Jenkyn-Jones,
2011; Taylor, 1998). Indeed Almond (2013) found that primary
research with historical garments enabled clearer
understanding of garment construction and of social and
cultural connections through linked research.
The Victorian era, as noted by Petrov (2016), has been
identified as period which marks the standardisation of
menswear garments as we know them. Victorian shirts and
trousers were the initial focus of design focused archival
fieldwork. Whilst in the archive, a fascination developed with
shirt shapes, proportion and the construction methods used,
with focus on Victorian square cut shirts.
For this study, each artefact was recorded using primary
sketching in pencil, and by photography with an iPhone;
construction details where intricately recorded. Recording
through sketching adds depth to research and enables the
designer to find and translate shapes for the onward design
work (Seivewright, 2007; Jenkyn-Jones, 2011).

Method

ABSTRACT

This paper, derived from the researchers PhD, aims to evidence how
qualitative interview findings from 10 women who wear men’s clothing,
were used to establish design concepts for the development of experimental
garments. Archival research into Victorian menswear created links to the
establishment of traditional menswear. It evidences that menswear still
resembles the styles established in this era, as such it mirrors the persistence
of social attitudes to gender as binary. As a designer my interest lies in
menswear shapes and detail, and oversized fit. Detailed observation of the
proportional cut and intuitive construction of the Victorian square cut shirt,
referenced these interests. This pathway provided design inspiration and
theoretical input from an era identified with inherently split gender roles.
The clothing preferences of the women participants were comfort, shape,
space, coverage, practicality, and function; the overarching need was for
feelings of wellbeing. Women expressed how these attributes abated feelings
of sexualisation and provided freedom, and in this sense, they felt powerful.
The women used the qualities of large size and men’s clothing, to achieve
power and control through freedom to move, function, and to take ownership
of their bodies. Responsive design concepts originated in haptic exploration,
and drawing on the archival research, grew from the designers deep-seated
need to empower by remaining loyal to these findings and to the women’s
needs. The participant enquiry method was rigorous, fostering a familiarity
with each woman which forged this sense of duty for meeting her needs. The
study argues that women can gain a sense of power through the clothes they
choose to wear. In turn, by prioritising wearer well-being, clothing designers
can both empower women and create thoughtful and considered outcomes.

Findings - The Victorian square cut shirt.
The most extensive and valuable fieldwork was with Victorian
square cut shirts at The Manchester Art Gallery costume
archive at Platt Hall. The key observations are below, see figure
1.
• Scale, the relative size or extent of something,
• Proportion, the comparative measurements or size of
diﬀerent parts of a whole.
• Reinforcement. Binders, gussets.
• Gathering, and creasing due to storage

: Gender, practice, responsive, power, design.

KEYWORDS

Introduction
In today’s culture, attitudes towards gendered readings of the
body are undergoing change. Entwistle (2000) claimed that
gender distinctions in clothing, ‘…often become fundamental
to our “common sense” readings of the body’ (2000: 144).
Historical research compounds the observation that gendered
readings are embedded and repeated in clothing; Victorian
man dressed conservatively, he was inconspicuous, but quietly
paid attention to detail, fit and quality (Craik, 1994).
Womenswear was decorative and incapacitating, indeed
Veblen (1899) described how womenswear purposefully
rendered her incapable of useful duties. These gendered
distinctions, although diluted, are still evident in clothing today,
and it is these distinctions which cause and enable the notion of
women who wear men’s clothing. When considering fashion as
a tool in identity construction, Boultwood (2003) finds
creativity in the way that ‘we use clothes, and hence fashion, to
signify our politics, aesthetic, interests, personal concerns etc.’
(2003: 24). This study employed in-depth investigation to
unfurl how each participant created a self in her own individual
way, through her interaction with gender in clothing and
internalised motivations for clothing choice. The women were
seen to exude control over their identity and a sense of power
was evident.
Beginning with the Victorian square cut men’s shirt, the
practice works with and for the needs of the women;
throughout this study, I have investigated who they are, what
they do, how they feel. The practice responds to their
preferences, and develops experimental garments that are
sensitive to the intricacies of their thinking. It is loyal to their
individual identities, yet challenges by providing newness and
diﬀerence in shape and construction.

Shep and Cariou (1999) provided the original drafting and
construction methods for the square cut shirts, see figure 2.
The sizes of the shirt pieces are drafted proportionally using
the length of the skirt as a gauge, the skirt is the body of the
shirt; the sleeves and collar for example, are
approximately half of the skirt length. The use of
proportion accords with the women’s play on proportion in
their dressing. Fabric is cut from selvedge to selvedge, and all
pieces are square or rectangular leaving no wasted fabric
(Lindqvist, 2015; Shep & Cariou, 1999). The importance of
the shirt construction is the making method, which is intuitive,
with the maker required to gather and manipulate garment
pieces into place with basic instruction.
Participant enquiry
Method
Ten women between the ages of 20-52 were recruited from
within the staﬀ and student cohort at Manchester Metropolitan
University. The call requested women who wear men’s clothing
for fashion. Due to the distribution of the call all women were
staﬀ and students from Manchester Metropolitan University,
with seven coming from arts, the remaining three from
sociology, social care and psychology. The women were aged 20
to 53; nine were white British and one Asian British.
Participants were asked to keep an online clothing diary on a
closed Facebook group, which was a method previously used
successfully by the researcher, and by Boultwood (2003). The
qualitative method of semi structured interviewing was
implemented here. As used by Boultwood (2003) and
Brownbridge (2012), this method created a ‘detailed picture of
the respondent’s beliefs or feelings’ (Boultwood 2003:92). The
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flexibility of this method was exploited and aimed to produce
relaxed and conversational interviews, whilst ensuring topic
continuity. Each interview was manually transcribed verbatim
by the researcher; the process fostered an invaluable familiarity
with each text and individual. The qualitative method of
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al.
2009) was the underpinning approach; the approach could
embed a sense of the personal and analysis focused on
individual experience. Grbich (2012) informs that the
researcher should ‘prepare to confront the phenomenon with a
blank sheet, rather like taking the position of an alien from a
distant planet’ (2012: 95), thus observation can be with without
prejudice.

Dressing the body was used to disguise or emphasise areas of
the body, often seen as balancing the bodily proportions (Tate,
2004). Bigger clothes can make the body feel smaller (Jessica).
Notably, Bugg (2006) finds that clothing can add shapes to the
body, restrict or free it, and Svendsen and Irons (2006) state that
clothing can ‘rewrite the body, give it a diﬀerent shape’ (2006:
77). Female body shape was often obscured and skin covered,
notably, Boultwood and Jerrard (2000) consider that fashion is
about covering the body with the ideal. Participants used
contrasting baggy shapes, with slim or fitted shapes and Ella
elaborates, ‘It’s like wearing work jackets that aren’t shapely,
but then having trousers like this that cinch me in a bit’ (Ella).
Nev described her body as ‘thick’. With reference to media
images of women’s bodies, Nev creates a style which aﬀords
her, ‘…acceptance of the body’ (Tykla, 2012: 658); or harmony
in a combination that feels right (Woodward, 2005). Nev’s
aesthetic was oversized menswear, often cut down or rolled up
to make it shorter, along with some womenswear. Sometimes
the waist was emphasized and often the ankles were shown as
these were the narrowest parts of Nev’s body; also noting
current trends. Grogan (2017) and Grogan et al. (2013) found
that women tend to use clothing to achieve the body shape they
want.

Findings

Space for the body and coverage
Loose clothing was considered to be ‘calm’ (Eva W.), thus
aﬀording well-being. Space between the body and clothing,
could be a disassociation of sorts, so the body holds less
significance for the wearer. Women with diﬀerent body shapes
accorded with Ella who favoured, loose clothing that ‘hangs
oﬀ’, with the body not allowed to ‘get in the way’ (Ella). This
word hang suggests weightless, suggesting how the participants
may feel physically and mentally lighter. In contrast, tightness
can reduce body confidence (Grogan, 2017; Grogan et al.
2013), and participants expressly disliked tight or restrictive
clothing that would sexualise or reveal the body.

Functional and practical menswear and ‘diﬃcult’
womenswear’
The women rarely chose to wear skirts and dresses for work,
because they were ‘diﬃcult to navigate’ (Noelle). Cover-all
menswear was straightforward, functional, practical and
concealing, and was viewed positively. Feminine womenswear
was non-functional, problematic, revealing, indeed Emily said
‘I think I feel a bit more vulnerable in a dress ‘. However, for
Eva W, the shirt dress was ‘simplistic’ and ‘purposeful’ (Eva W.).
Ella stated that pockets gave skirts and dresses ‘functionality’
and ’it’s a more considered garment... you just feel a bit more…
you’ve got your shit together kind of thing’. Practical pockets
were noted to be uncommon in womenswear, unlike nonfunctional characteristics such as frills, bows and ‘…things on
things’ (Isabelle). Butler’s (2006) gender theory of
performativity placed compulsory heterosexuality as
foundational to gendered societal structures and organisations
including fashion. This can be seen in the women’s comparison
of gendered clothing. For most women, womenswear was
encumbered by notions of fit, denoting how a garment should
look, and embedded ideals about female or feminine. However,
menswear worn by a woman was not prescribed in the sense of
fit, thus is was easier to style in a variety of ways and just
‘cooler’ (Ella). Negative associations with womenswear and
femininity, could drive avoidance of the feminine for the
women, and this could indicate why women may choose to
wear men’s clothing.

Physical and psychological comfort
Findings from the interviews supported the claim of
Woodward (2005), that comfort is associated with both physical
and psychological wellbeing, and the suggestion of Matte and
Broega (2017) that ‘comfort is a multidimensional and
subjective experience’ (2017:1). When discussing clothing
comfort, some women (Emily, Jessica) related to feeling ‘free’
(Jessica) when covered up in menswear, and feeling confident,
and sexy in trousers and being able to move and ‘dance better’
(Emily). As seen by Boultwood (2003), Bugg (2006) and
Woodward (2005), it is clear that emotions evoked through the
wearing of clothing can influence a person’s bodily behaviours,
such that the right clothing can physically and mentally benefit
the wearer. Indeed, Emily’s feelings when wearing trousers
expanded to, ‘I don’t really know maybe it makes you feel
powerful…’ (Emily). Haf enjoys playing with her femininity
and men’s clothing, for example she describes wearing boxers
and how she finds ‘…playing with that like a feminine body in
boxers!’ (Haf) and that ‘it just makes you feel powerful to be
able to go and wear men’s clothing’(Haf). According to Craik
(1994), 'masculinity constructs body techniques that
communicate power and authority over the body’ (Craik
1994:158). Emily finds that she can be ‘…more business-like’
and gain confidence in new situations by heightening the
masculinity of her outfit.
As a woman who wears menswear most of the time, Keeva
enjoys the way in which she can use clothing flexibly, such as
wearing ‘girls [clothing]’ if she is feeling ‘a bit fancy’ (Keeva).
Going on to say that this femininity, ‘…makes me feel like good!
Powerful I think!’ (Keeva). Gendered identity, is a complex
demonstration of how you would like to be perceived or
accepted, which, ‘…reflects people’s understanding of
themselves in terms of cultural definitions of male and female’
(Wood & Eagly, 2015: 461). Eva W. discussed how she creates
gender balance in outfits with relation to calibrating
‘sexuality…presence…confidence…’, and said,
‘As a woman…I want to be judged as Eva W. who is creative
or who has something to say … or is able to move through this
city with confidence. I would hate to feel stifled in the city
centre because the clothing I was wearing pre-judged me.’ (Eva
W.)

Practice
I wanted to design creatively in response to the preferences for
comfort, shape, space, coverage, practicality, and function, and
to develop experimental approaches to the garment designs.
The proportional cut and construction techniques of the
square cut process became integral to the experimental
approaches for garment development, and directed the
practice methods towards intuitive and responsive making.
Methods and therefore outcomes incorporate focus on the
body. This is not a technique for mapping the body shape, as
commonly seen in design for women, but working to
collaborate with the body to create shapes that promote wearer
wellbeing and empowerment. Negrin (2016) suggests that the
gendered body in any form impacts upon clothing when it is
worn, and this is felt internally by the wearer and expressed
externally. This idea for practice which prioritises the person,
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placing them at the centre of design, was embraced in the
development of garments for this specific group.

stitch line, then sewing the creases in as tucks using a lockstitch
sewn close to the edge. This method manages volume at the
gathered neck of square cut garments, which could seem
feminine and flouncy around the face. Space in the body of the
garment is maintained by natural tapering of the haphazard
tuck as it travels away from the point of gather. Similarly,
Lindqvist (2015, 2016) uses drape lines, to denote how fabric
wishes to hang and these lines become the pathway for garment
development. By accepting the chance outcome of the crease
properties, the fabric somewhat dictates the structure of the
garment, see figure 6.

Practice methods and outcomes

Space and coverage
The physical and psychological comfort of the women is
addressed, by setting an overarching ethos for space and
coverage; wear qualities are free movement, function, and
feeling smaller in the clothing. Inspiration for the provision of
space is found in the large scale and boxy shape of the
Victorian square cut shirt, and in associated construction and
shaping techniques such as gussets, and gathering. Lindqvist
(2015) considers the moving body within garments, similarly
this work focuses on the provision of fluid space between body
and garment. Crucially, this method was seen where free
movement was sought in the testing of garments during
development, and in the bodily movements of the participants
when trying on. See figure 3.

Conclusion
The women participants in this study used clothing to control
bodily appearance and gendered perceptions. The right
combinations of clothing were seen to create a balance, and
this elicited well-being. Power is seen in the sense of the
women’s control and ownership of their style, which may
influence the viewer. The practice created garments developed
through the implementation of considered design approaches,
generated with the women’s well-being in mind. As the
designer-maker, the research and design process has placed me
closer to the work, through intricate understanding of the
group of women. This clothing design method, prioritising the
wearer at the heart of design, has produced meaningful results,
which respond deeply and specifically to the preferences of the
participant group.

Function and practicality
Physical and psychological comfort are addressed symbolically
and physically through physical reinforcement, and by allowing
construction to be visible. See figure 4.
Square cut shirt binders oﬀer reinforcement to the garment by
layering and the gusset strengthens areas of stress.
‘Over-sewing’ is a method of reinforcement defined by the
researcher as a process of stitching beyond where stitching may
conventionally stop; it is important to diﬀerentiate from
‘overstitch’, a decorative stitch to bind fabric edges.
Backstitching is a technique used at the end of a stitch line to
secure it and prevent unravelling, and over-sewing exacerbates
this standard stitching process by adding layers.
Women were historically denied Pockets, because they
interfered with dress silhouettes (Matthews, 2010). Here
pockets bring function to garments for women, make
associations with menswear garments and provide warmth and
storage.
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FIGURES

Figure 1. Key observations in Victorian square cut shirts at The
Manchester Art Gallery archive, Platt Hall (2017) Authors own
photograph taken at Platt Hall, Manchester.

Figure 3. Testing for space and freedom to move. Testing during
development, and in the bodily movements of the participants when trying
on. (2019) Authors own photograph.
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Figure 6. Haphazard tucks (2019) Authors own photograph.

Figure 4. Function and practicality – binders, over-sewing, and pockets
(2019) Authors own photograph.

Figure 5. Responsive making in half scale; exploring proportion alteration
in square cut shirts (2019) Authors own photograph.
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Becoming avatar: co-creating girls’ physical
education kit On 3D gaming bodies

aﬀective, discursive and material
Education.

Zoe Ann Jeﬀery
University of Bath

The uniformed body, fashion and affect
School uniforms, including PE kits, have been described as
being a way to convey the values, beliefs, ethics, traditions and
identity of a school (Wilken and Aardt, 2012). It has also been
suggested that they act as a social equaliser, to promote
inclusion and solidarity (Wilken and Aardt, 2012). In contrast,
school uniforms can be viewed as a site of power and
surveillance and as a means for schools to monitor and observe
the wearer of the uniform (Craik, 2003). Many feminist
authors have considered uniform polices for girls and the
wearing of skirts or dresses troublesome,
particularly as it is often assumed that the girl wearing the
skirt/dress is cisgender (Wolfe and Rasmussen, 2020).
From a wider physical culture context, media and
technologies are shaping girls’ experiences of their health and
bodily practices. Teenage girls are classed as consumers for
latest trends in both fashion and beauty. Francombe (2014)
suggests that ‘through the consumption and application of
‘product’ the young female engages in aetheticised recreation
as a form of leisure’. Unlike the branded or sports style
clothing that teenage girls are particularly drawn to outside of
school, PE uniforms do not have an aesthetic focus. Instead,
the school PE kit is designed, as Craik (2003) suggests, ‘to
produce a certain array of body techniques. Swain (2002)
argues that school uniform can confirm gender hierarchies
and, therefore, gendered identity. For example, the skort, a
piece of material fabric that functions as a short but has the
appearance of a skirt, imposes an agency of its own onto girls’
bodies in its reinforcement of the ‘feminine’. Ringrose and
Rawlings (2015) suggest ‘the wearing of skirts as uniform is a
school and social requirement, an object of academic- social
and gendered legitimisation’. They propose ‘there is no choice
for girls but to operate within the relations of power that the
skirt dictates, with the power to read sexual intentionality onto
girls.

Kathryn Brownbridge
Manchester Metropolitan University
Christof Lutteroth
University of Bath
Emma Rich
University of Bath
ABSTRACT

For almost four decades, research within the field of physical
education (PE) pedagogy has studied girls’ disengagement.
Findings from these studies have highlighted several barriers to
engagement such as the kit. The exploration of how PE kits
aﬀect young girls has not been widely researched within the
social sciences and therefore, a gap in the literature has been
identified. This pilot study, which is part of a wider PhD
project, seeks to understand how the uniformed body aﬀects
girls felt experiences of PE. The kits worn for PE can be viewed
as a means to discipline and control the body. Therefore, by
giving power and agency back to girls to re-design the
materiality of their PE kit, an improvement in engagement
within PE
may occur. A new materialist co-creative
methodology was developed that applied fashion design
principles and 3D video gaming to enable girls to re-imagine
their school PE kit. Using print design on custom-made
content for the SIMS 4 video game, four girls ages 10 -14 redesigned their school kit and wore them virtually in the game.
The findings showed that using a co-creative approach,
incorporating fashion design and video game avatars, to help
facilitate the design of a kit relevant to the girls does have the
potential to engage girls within school PE lessons. It is
suggested that for more robust and conclusive findings, a larger
study should be undertaken in UK secondary schools.

Methodology

: Physical Education, Virtual Fashion, Gaming, Agency,

To understand further the complexities of teenage girl’s
navigation of school and PE, the methodology focused on
revealing the aﬀective capacities of the PE kit as one part of
the girl’s experience through material-discursive intra-actions
(Barad, 2003). It explored how the material and relational
practice of co-creation with art and design could disrupt
existing knowledge and help girls reimagine their PE lessons.
Due to COVID 19 restrictions, the pilot study took place
remotely using Microsoft Teams.

KEYWORDS

Aﬀect

contexts of Physical

Introduction
This paper is part of a wider interdisciplinary PhD project
focusing on the re imagining of school physical education
experiences for teenage girls through new materialist aﬀect
theory.
For almost four decades, research within the field of
physical education (PE) pedagogy has studied girls’
disengagement within PE lessons (Scraton, 1989; Flintoﬀ and
Scraton, 2001; Oliver and Kirk, 2015). These studies have used
a post structuralist epistemological focus on performativity
(Butler, 1990) and power and resistance (Foucault, 1975) to
deconstruct gender through language, discourse and meaning.
Through this focus researchers have developed socio-critical
activist methodologies involving teenage girls (Oliver and Kirk,
2015), that give them a voice to change parts of their PE
experiences for the better. Although some change has occurred
by using these methods, many teenage girls still do not engage
within school PE.
Therefore, this study shifts the position away from language
to that of matter and re focuses attention to what Barad (2003)
calls intra-actions. The concept of intra-action would suggest
that teenage girls are in constant flux with human and nonhuman matter in their everyday experiences of PE, and that
this matter has the capacity to produce aﬀect. In order to
understand this better, the study looks to the material spaces
and the PE kit as objects that do things (Bennett, 2010) and asks
what these material things do to influence teenage girls

Sample size
The sample consisted of four girls from various schools in the
South West of England. Arabella in year 5 primary, Taya in
year 8 secondary, Rachel in year 9 secondary and Ellie in year
10 secondary.
Ethics
Full ethical approval was sought to carry out the pilot study,
and full consent and ascents was given by the participants and
their parents/carers before commencement. Pseudonyms were
given to the participants to ensure anonymity. The sessions
were recorded within Microsoft Teams.
The session was broken down in to three parts.
1. Visual flash cards of the girls’ current PE kit versus trend
driven sportswear were used (figure 1) to invoke aﬀective
reactions and encourage discussion. 2. Guided questions and
flash cards with words and pictures depicting how the PE kit
feels on the body were also used as a way for the girls to
articulate how they feel.
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3. The participants were then asked to re-design their
PE kits using the whiteboard on Microsoft TEAMS,
which would later be made into custom content for a
SIMS 4 avatar for them to discuss with the researcher.
Results and discussion
The PE kit can be viewed as dynamic matter (Wolfe,
2017) that entangles with the body in an aﬀective
assemblage. Building upon Deleuze and Guitarri’s (1988)
work in a Thousand Plateaus, De Landa (2016),
describes assemblages as the emerging parts of a whole.
Each of the girls who took part in the study told their
story through narrative and visuals of both individual
and relational embodied encounters with the kit. The
emergence of aﬀects was dependent on several elements
within the assemblage, including where the kit is worn,
what activities are being performed and who is in the
same spaces where the kit is worn.
Whilst Taya (13), Rachel (14) and Ellie (14), all in
secondary school, experienced some form of negative
felt bodily aﬀect when wearing the kit, the youngest
participant Arabella, did not feel any negative impact of
how the PE kit felt on her body, rather the negativity she
did feel was towards the kits’ aesthetic design.
“It feels actually very nice, so I would keep the materials
the same. It’s just the way it looks. I think the materials
are very good, I just really don’t like plain things, I would
add more personalisation, I would feel happier, I would
feel more like me”.
This suggests that, to Arabella the composition of the
garment means more to her and comes to matter when
it has defining characteristics of who she is. She feels
whole when something has been personalised with
distinctive features.
Ellie, Rachel and Taya’s relationship with the PE kit
and how it aﬀected them was more complex, as it was
co-dependent on the spaces within their secondary
schools in which they were wearing the kit. Aesthetics
also played an important part for the three girls when it
came to the look and style, however it was also evident
that the feeling of the kit on the body created intensities
and changes that altered their sense of corporality. For
Ellie, this complexity was further intensified as she did
not regularly engage within PE lessons and either forgot
her kit or sat out on the benches. On describing how she
felt when wearing her kit, Ellie said how she preferred
the older style of leggings which were plain black.
‘’I really hate the look of the new leggings; they just don’t
look nice with the school branding’.
Ellie also mentioned the way the clothing fits on her
body, saying that she felt self conscious wearing the kit
even when she was sitting on the benches in the sports
hall. She explained that the kit draws attention to the fact
that the girls all have diﬀerent body shapes due to its
uniformed aesthetic; she revealed that this was because
of the way in which the kit exposes her size, suggesting
that she felt some form of body stigma at certain times.
For Taya, the experience of the kit was very diﬀerent.
Her school kit comprised of a compulsory skort.
Although she did not mind the look of the skort, she did
say that it was very short and tight which sometimes
made her feel uncomfortable. Circumstantially, this only
occurred in the changing room space.
“I sometimes get a bit embarrassed by my legs. It’s like I
have quite skinny legs and arms and sometimes I do feel
exposed with them being out.”
Rachel’s experience of the kit had multiple aﬀective
levels, on one hand she was unhappy with the aesthetic
of the kit including size and shape, remarking that the

top was far too long and the jumpers they have to wear made her look
and feel shapeless. However, there was also another level to her
experience that included material-discursive connotations implied by
the rules of the uniform policy and media scaremongering over girls’
dignity when wearing leggings or skorts. This experience is similar to
the findings within Ringrose and Rawlings (2015) and the way in
which the agency of the skirt has discursive inferences to the
sexualisation of girls. These connotations place onus on girls to cover
up their bodies to prevent male gaze and other consequences, such
as rape culture (BBC News, 2021).
“So, we have this rule where we have to wear a skort over our leggings
because it's distracting apparently and the skorts are tiny. So, you can
either wear a skort, just a skort, which is tiny, and no one likes it, or you
have to wear leggings with a skort over the top because it's too
distracting, which we all find irrational. So, I just wear my leggings and
it's really, it's like really down putting when Miss goes can you put your
skort on because it's too distracting” (Rachel).
Re-Imagining the Kit
Branded sportswear such as Nike, Adidas and Puma are a staple
uniform for many of today’s young people, particularly as they are
synonymous with celebrities in popular youth music cultures. Many
young people place importance on displaying labels and being
noticed in branded clothing (Swain, 2002).
“We always used to wear Nike leggings or Puma. The brand name
leggings you can wear them on the weekends and wear them when you
go out with your friends and they are just normal leggings, but you can’t
do that with the school ones. I like branded leggings” (Ellie).
The older girls in this study were avid followers of TikTok and
Instagram influencers in fashion and beauty including Selena
Gomez, seen in figure 2 wearing Puma. Taya and Ellie were both
impacted by the look of the PE kit and chose to re-design their kits in
keeping with fashion sportswear brands. They particularly liked the
idea of designing a kit that you could also wear outside of school.
Ellie chose to make the school logos less obvious and smaller in
placement. She also kept the re-design of her kit in keeping with
branded sportswear such as Nike and Adidas, choosing to opt for a
more cropped version of her PE kit top with recognisable Adidas
branding down the sides and a smaller placement of the school logo
on the leggings. This interesting finding shows a loyalty to
commercial fashion/sportswear companies rather than the school,
being more comfortable to identify as fashion consumers than school
pupils.
Taya decided to design a pair of leggings instead of a skort, with
the name of the school going down the leg in a sporty font. She also
went for a more cropped version of a t-shirt opposed to the
compulsory polo top in her school kit. Rachel’s design (Figure 3)
completely revamped the kit using colour blocking in black and red
with a simplistic aesthetic, and shorts instead of a skort. Sizes were
requested in both male and female sizes in the PE top and hoodie,
suggesting that the aesthetic of the design would be suitable for both
girls and boys.
Arabella, the youngest, designed her own personalised logo for the
PE kit t-shirt using a heart shape and tree silhouettes to represent the
school. She was expressive and comfortable experimenting with
shape and colour.
When it came to the designs being shown on their individual 3D
avatars (see example in Figure 4), all girls were surprised and excited
about the way their own designs looked. Taya and Ellie, in particular,
liked the idea of having a mix and match PE kit that they could swap
out pieces and wear them in diﬀerent contexts. Although Ellie
suggested that the kit may not increase her engagement in PE, she
did say that she would wear the kit more often, suggesting she would
feel more comfortable wearing her design. The girls liked the way the
avatars mirrored themselves, pointing out similarities of hair and
facial features, they also said that the clothing looked ‘nice’ on their
avatar bodies.
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Further Study
The next stage of the project will be in a state secondary school
and will focus
particularly on the material-discursive
connotations of the kit within material spaces, along with
further research on teenage girls’ experiences of virtual fashion
on gaming avatars. This could potentially lead to better
understanding of the aﬀective assemblages that teenage girls
encounter within PE.
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Figure 1: PE kit visual flash cards (JD Sports, 2020)

Figure 3: Rachel’s re-designed kit

Figure 2: Singer Selena Gomez modelling for Puma (Puma, 2021)

Figure 5: Experimental discursive traces of aﬀect

Figure 4: Ellie’s avatar
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embedded in the power of cloth and the importance of the
dressed body.
‘In 1957, when she was 24 years of age she married
Suryakant Desai who owned a business in Tanzania. After the
wedding, Jayaben stayed on in India, giving birth to their first
son and later completing a tailoring course. She then joined her
husband in Tanzania where they had a second child’.² Her
sewing skills came in handy, not only for stitching her own sari
blouses but also allowing her the opportunity to earn her own
money, tutoring pupils from her home. In other words, her
husband did not suppress her from working, going against the
then dominant perception of South Asian women.
It’s fair to say, the Desai family enjoyed the class privileges
aﬀorded to Asians settling in Africa at that time, occupying a
middle ground between the white ruling classes and the black
unskilled, labour class.³ However, as the countries in East Africa
gained independence from white colonial rule, there emerged
a process of Africanisation, contributing to a growing tension
between the Asians and Africans. Tanganika and Zanzibar got
their independence to become Tanzania, it like many East
African countries adopted policies to promote the African
population. East African Asians who still held a British
passport, fled to the UK, which reached its zenith in 1972 with
the compulsory expulsion by Idi Amin ordering all Asians in
Uganda holding a British passport to leave within 90 days,
resulting in approximately 30,000 Ugandan Asians arriving in
the UK, many of whom were Guajarati and Punjabi.⁴

Jayaben Desai: the sari-clad lion
Uthra Rajgopal
In 1976 six South Asian immigrant workers walked out of
the Grunwick Film Processing Laboratory in Willesden, northwest London, demanding their right to join a union. Little did
they know that this would ignite a historic two-year dispute
which brought together thousands of working-class people in
solidarity of their cause and would ultimately destabilise the
British government. They were led by an Indian woman who
became the leader and spokeswoman of the Grunwick strike,
always seen wearing a brightly-coloured sari, worn in a
distinctive drape. Her name was Jayaben Desai.

Arrival in Britain
In the late 1960s, Jayaben and their children arrived in
London: a city and country swept up in a tide of growing
racism and xenophobia. They had to live in very poor
accommodation, sharing rooms amongst families. Despite
being educated and coming from the urban middle class of
East Africa, many migrants were desperate to take up any job,
wherever they could, often at much lower rates of pay and
status then they had previously enjoyed. The Desai family, like
countless other East African Asian migrants eﬀectively had to
start their lives all over again.⁵
Image 1. Poster from the play ‘We are the lions, Mr Manager’ Neil Gore.
Jayaben Desai leading the Grunwick Strike 1976-78.
Dimensions (WxH): 30cm x 42cm. Paper. Colour
From the collections at the Working Class Movement Library, Salford.
Ref: POSTER/SUBJ/THEATRE/0072
Copyright: Townsend Theatre Productions

Working at Grunwick
In 1974 Jayaben Desai took up a low-paid job in the mail order
department at Grunwick at the site on Chapter Road in
Willesden, North London. ‘At this time, the mail order
department was a vital component of the business as many
people would send their 35 mm films by post, to be processed
there. The company was successful because of its rapid
turnaround of film processing, its quality of work and its cheap
rates. As cameras became more widely available, the business
rapidly expanded and to cope with the summer rush, they
frequently hired seasonal workers. By 1976, when the strike
broke out, Grunwick employed half of its work force in the
Mail Order Department at is premises in Chapter Road. It was
this department, the very heart of the business that allowed the
business to prosper. The staﬀ in the mail order in 1976 were
nearly all immigrants, mostly East Africans of Indian origin,
who were from the Gujarati community’.⁶ Many were also
women and in the absence of a company uniform, many chose
to wear a sari, often with a cardigan over it to keep out the chill
weather.
Working conditions were very diﬃcult. For example,
members of the mainly Asian female workforce had to ask
permission to go to the toilet and were threatened with
dismissal if they failed to keep up with the very fast pace of the
work. When the line manager compared her and her
colleagues to chattering monkeys, Jayaben replied,
‘What you are running here is not a factory, it is a zoo. In a zoo,
there are many types of animals. Some are monkeys, that dance
on your fingertips, others are lions who can bite your head oﬀ. We
are the lions, Mr. Manager’. ⁷

Background
Jayaben Desai was born in 1933 in Dharmaj, Gujarat, India.
This state had and still has a long and sophisticated tradition of
textile production, going back thousands of years, not only in
spinning and handloom weaving of cotton and silk cloth for the
national and international markets, but also, in block printing,
embroidery and finished, tailored garments. Gujarat was also
the home of Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), the civil rights
leader who finally led India to Independence from British
colonial rule. Cloth played a highly political role in this
movement. Gandhi called for swadeshi, the boycott of foreign
goods, such as clothes which had been manufactured in the
Lancashire cotton mills, relying on the cotton grown by the
farmers of India, exported at rock bottom prices and then sold
as finished goods back to India at vastly inflated prices. To stop
this exploitation of people, labour and land, Gandhi
championed hand spun and hand-woven cotton cloth, known
as khadi.
As a teenager, Jayaben Desai was aware of India’s
independence movement and remembered the imprisonment
of Nehru and Gandhi by the British authorities. Jayaben also
remembered listening to Gandhi’s lectures on philosophy,
broadcast over the radio.¹ Therefore, it is more likely than not
that from an early age, she was aware of the political message
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With those defiant words (and after a culmination of a
series of intimidating and racist incidents between the
management and the workers) she led the workforce out on
strike on 20 August 1976. ‘The events that followed contributed
immeasurably to increasing the level of respect shown to newly
arrived South Asian immigrant workers’⁸, many of them
women – especially by their colleagues in the existing workforce
- and brought together an otherwise racially divided trades
union.
George Ward, the owner of the factory, himself an AngloIndian played on the idea of Asian female shame - how being
seen in such a public demonstration was not only demeaning to
herself but to her husband and entire family. However, Amrit
Wilson who knew Jayaben Desai recalled that she stated that,
‘George Ward would come to the picket line and try to mock us
and insult us. One day he said, “Mrs Desai, you can’t win in a
sari, I want to see you in a mini”. Jayaben replied, “Mrs
Gandhi wears a sari and she is ruling a vast country”. ⁹

The Gujarati Hindu community, like many diﬀerent
communities from South Asia, had their own distinct culture,
not only in their food but also in their dress. One of the most
distinctive forms of dress was the way in which the sari was
draped.
The sari, a long rectangular, highly versatile length of
fabric, adopted by many women in South Asian societies is a
multi-faceted, multi-transitional, one-size fits all garment which
has been celebrated for thousands of years for its purity as a
whole length of unstitched cloth. A sari is usually 45 – 52 inches
wide and could range between four to nine yards in length.¹⁰
The dimensions are governed by the way it is draped. Typically,
in the 1960s and 1970s, saris were woven in a 52-inch width of
6 yards. There are numerous ways in which a sari can be
draped, each signifying the wearer’s sociocultural identity,
including their community or region.

decorated end part of the sari) over the front of the right
shoulder, instead of being draped across the left shoulder in the
more commonly seen Nivi style. Due to this way of draping,
this Gujarati style can be easily identified from both the front
and the back. In addition, the pleats that fall from the waistline
to the feet usually face the left in the Nivi style but face the right
in the Seeda Palla Gujarati style.¹²
Furthermore, this style of draping was worn by the urban,
middle class, mercantile communities in Gujarat.¹³ From the
available archival images of Jayaben Desai taken in public, on
the picket line and in her own home, there is a consistency in
the way she presented her dressed body. As Merleau-Ponty
writes in his theory of the experience of dress as being, ‘a
subjective act of attending to one’s body, making the body an
object of consciousness and as an act of attention with the
body’, it is clear from the available evidence that Jayaben Desai
consciously chose to drape her sari in this Gujarati style.¹⁴ By
Jayaben taking this action, through her dressed body, she was
signifying her regional, cultural and class status. Her enclothed
body positioned her as a middle class, Gujarati wife, connecting
her back to her country of birth and thereby, India’s long and
historic association with the political power of cloth.
As the scholars Anitha and Pearson have stated ‘Jayaben
and other strikers visited the homes of the women workers to
address any concerns they might have had about taking part in
the strike and to persuade their families to allow them to join,
but Jayaben recalled that many young women’s parents
remained worried about the shame that participating in such a
public protest might bring on the families, risking gossip and
disgrace for defying the gendered norms within their
community by taking action which put them in the public
eye’.¹⁵ I propose that Jayaben Desai, dressed in this specific
Gujarati-style of draping the sari, broke down barriers within
the Asian community, allowing her access into their homes, to
sit and speak with them as she was seen as someone who was
respectable and more traditional, because of the way she
dressed.

Image 2. Jayaben Desai. Date unknown. (Photograph credit: Sally and Richard Greenhill /
Alamy Stock Photo Image ID: WWJ93F)
Pleats from the waist are facing the right. Seeda Palla Gujarati style of drape
Pallu draped over the right shoulder, brought to the front of the torso. Seeda Palla Gujarati
style

Image 3. Group photo of South Asian women supporting the Grunwick Strike Committee.
The banner behind them states ‘Grunwick Strike Committee. APEX. We demand union
recognition’. Note, they are all wearing saris, draped in the Seeda Palla Gujarati style.
Photograph printed in Race Today Voice of the Black Community in Britain, April/May
1977, p.52. From the collections at the Working Class Movement Library, Salford.
(If you are the copyright holder please contact us)

The sari

Once we train our eye to recognise this style of drape –
which essentially acts as a cultural and class signifier - we can

The Seeda Palla Gujarati¹¹style of draping a sari, as worn
by Jayaben Desai, involves bringing the pallu (usually the most
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also observe a sense of uniformity amongst younger women
who were at the forefront of the strike.
In the photograph in image 3, we can see a group of South
Asian women, standing and sitting proudly, all in saris, in the
same Gujarati style drape. They present a united front of
resilience and determination. I propose that it is no coincidence
that they are all wearing their saris in the same way. This was a
deliberate, conscious act, aimed at presenting a dignified,
united front, using their dressed bodies as a powerful mediator,
conveying the message of their gender, status and regional
identity.
I propose that Jayaben Desai’s method of draping the sari
played a pivotal role in two ways. Firstly, it was a signifier to
other Gujarati women within the South Asian immigrant
community, providing a sartorial call to arms to stand together,
as a unified whole and thus encouraging them to join ranks and
support the strike. Secondly, it silently and ruthlessly
undermined the white patriarchy management. I propose that
they wrongly believed that South Asian female immigrants,
particularly those in ‘traditional clothing’ were docile,
subservient and under the mercy of their husband’s control.
They believed these women provided cheap labour, were ready
to work in the jobs that white people did not want and were
thus easily exploitable. How wrong they were. In fact, because
Jayaben Desai like other South Asian female workers were
allowed to wear their own clothes and not expected to wear a
company uniform, the sari acted as a shield and a sword or to
put it another way, a dual image as a perceived sheep and an
actual lion.

ENDNOTES

¹ https://grunwick40.wordpress.com [last accessed 24.05.21]

and see Dromey and Taylor, 1978: 27.
² Jayaben Desai did not feel ‘abandoned’ by her husband. On
the contrary he was very supportive and from a cultural point
of view this was not uncommon, particularly when a marriage
alliance involved an overseas partner, usually the bridegroom.
To a certain extent, moving overseas was regarded as
aspirational.
https://www.wcml.org.uk/our-collections/activists/jayabendesai/?keywords=Desai [accessed 24.05.21]
Also see Dromey and Taylor, 1978:25.
³ Anitha and Pearson, 2018: 38-63.
⁴ For a more detailed picture, see Anitha and Pearson, 2018:
38-63.
⁵ Anitha and Pearson, 2018: 38-63.
⁶ Dromey and Taylor, 1978: 13-20.
⁷ Dromey and Taylor, 1978:29
⁸ https://www.wcml.org.uk/our-collections/activists/jayabendesai/?keywords=Desai quoting Desai’s obituary written by
Jack Dromey [accessed 24.05.21]
⁹ https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/amrit-wilson-grunwickstrike [last accessed 24.5.21] Anitha and Pearson, 2018: 121.
¹⁰ Katiyar,2009: 33
¹¹ Chisti, 2010: 105
¹² https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=28aAWbXFwUs
[accessed 24.5.21] and https://www.youtube.com/
results?search_query=gujarati+draping [accessed 24.5.21]
¹³ Chisti, 2010: 105.
¹⁴ Entwistle, 2000: 28-30.
¹⁵ Anitha and Pearson, 2018: 114-130.
¹⁶ https://grunwick40.wordpress.com [last accessed 24.05.21]

Conclusion
To conclude, while there has been much scholarship on
worker’s rights of South Asian immigrants, highlighting issues
of trade unions, gender and labour, there has been little
attention on the dress of Jayaben Desai. In all the available
images, the remarkable sight of Jayaben Desai, dressed in a
sari, standing in front of hundreds of supporters and fearless in
the face of the wall of towering policemen, is an enduring and
empowering image. Not least because at this time, immigrants
coming to Britain like me and my family, were faced with the
rise of the National Front and escalating, confrontational, often
violent racism, with constant taunts from people telling us to
‘go back to our own country’. Yet, Jayaben Desai never once
compromised her sense of dress by adopting the western
fashions and even more remarkably, her visible presence,
striding forth in a sari with a loudspeaker brought the mainly
white male trade unionists together, joining her in supporting
her campaign for union recognition.
Despite eventually losing the Grunwick strike, Jayaben told
the final meeting of the strikers that they could be proud. “We
have shown that workers like us, new to these shores, will never
accept being treated without dignity or respect”. Not long
before she died in 2010 Jayaben Desai said “I am proud of
what I did. They wanted to break us down, but we did not
break”. ¹⁶
The events of 1976-78 are still remembered as an
important moment not just in local history, but in the fight for
equal rights for women and ethnic minorities. They brought
people of diﬀerent races and backgrounds together in support
of the rights of migrant women workers, shattered stereotypes
about South Asian women in Britain, and changed the face of
trade unionism.
Finally, I would like to thank all those South Asian women
who fearlessly stood on the picket lines to campaign for people
like me and my family the right to join a union and for better
treatment in the workplace. While there are still inequalities in
the workplace that exist – at all levels of employment – I am
personally extremely grateful for the sacrifices and hardships
they endured, and their work will always continue to inspire
me.
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subject’s cultural identity and promote westernization, as well
as encourage them to buy imported fabrics and fashions. This
was part of the wider imperial preference system that
encouraged trade within the Empire as a form of economic
protectionism (Glickman, 1947).
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Changes in the organization of the government
Unlike the previous Ottoman government that did not have a
framework for the existence of municipal councils as legal
entities, the British organized municipal councils in all the
districts of the island. However, the Ottoman governing system
was mostly based around tax collection, which was continued
and modified by the British (Markides, 2013, 93). Additional
changes were made in spending funds for creating a basic
infrastructure, such as roads, bridges and ports. During the
Second World War, the colonial government created various
oﬃces, like, the Oﬃce of the Controller of Supplies in the
capital, Nicosia. It was tasked with the implementation of
economic policies, rationing and approving any importations
into Cyprus. All imports of clothes were prohibited without a
specific license. However, textile goods could be freely imported
from within the British Empire (Cyprus Blue Book, 1946, 19-24).
The municipalities had frequent correspondence with the
Controller of Supplies for various matters, including the
distribution of textiles. Some of these letters are currently held
at the Municipal Archive of Limassol (Moyssi & Stivarou,
forthcoming).
In Limassol the British appointed its first mayor,
Christodoulos Caridis (Χριστόδουλος Καρύδης) in 1878 who
was re-elected until 1885. They also appointed a British
governor of the district of Limassol, the first being Falkland
Warren between 1878-1879 (Παπαπολυβίου 2006, 193).
Additionally, the colonial government introduced mandatory
auditing of the municipal financial accounts, which were later
published in the Cyprus Gazette. Most of the income reported by
the municipalities in the late 19th century was received through
taxes, indicating that the municipalities had a more active role
in tax collecting rather than administration (Varnava & Clarke,
2014, 43). Warren accounted the newly imposed taxation by
the municipality for the various public works that were
completed through the first year of British rule (Warren, 1879,
16). From the unpublished Minutes Book of the Municipal Council of
Limassol for the years
1878-1880 we can see that a usual subject of discussion was
the imposing of new taxes and tariﬀs for market regulation. In
the first meeting of the municipality, the attendees were, the
Civil Commissioner Captain Bury, President Christodoulos
Caridis and the councillors De. Hadjipavlou, M. Mavroskoufis,
Moustafa Efentis and Ali Agas. Gradually the municipalities
gained further responsibilities and powers over the local
population that allowed them more freedom to form their own
policies.
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Postgraduate student, University of Cyprus.
Aﬃliate researcher, Patticheion Municipal Museum, Historical
Archives, Research Center of Limassol.
ABSTRACT

Cyprus was a possession of the Ottoman empire from 1571 until 1878
before passing into the hands of the British Empire in 1878 until 1960.
During the transfer of power, Britain created a completely diﬀerent
government system based on an extensive and bureaucratic colonial civil
service, the implementation of new laws that included the regulation of
fabrics and record keeping of imports and exports of fabrics and clothes.
During the Second World War, the colonial government implemented a
rationing scheme that included textiles, as it aimed to prevent shortages and
the appearance of black markets. However, as seen from archival
correspondence and newspaper articles, the shortcomings of this scheme led
to widespread dissatisfaction among the Cypriot population and a thriving
black market. After the war, a committee from the Supplies, Transport &
Marketing Department proposed in a report from 1947, that Cyprus
should industrialize its textile production. On the other hand, the local anti
colonial struggle also used fabrics as a means of protests, launching a
boycott of imported British goods and encouraging the use of traditional
garments. Thus, the British colonial government used textile production as
a means of manifesting their political power within Cyprus. This paper
aims to shed light on this mostly unexamined aspect of the management of
textile in relation to the power imbalance in colonial Cyprus.

: Cyprus, Colonialism, Europeanisation, Textile
regulation, Controler of Supplies
KEYWORDS

Introduction
Between 1571-1878 the island of Cyprus, was under the rule
of the Ottoman empire. During these three centuries of
Ottoman domination, textiles became a sign of power and the
Greek Cypriot elites sought to emulate the garments worn at
the Imperial Capital, Constantinople (ΡιζοπούλουΗγουμενίδου, 2006, 47). In 1878, with the Cyprus Convention,
the island was handed to the British in exchange for military
support against the Russian Empire and an annual tribute. By
1914, the Ottoman Empire had joined Germany in the first
World War and Cyprus was annexed by Great Britain. In 1923,
Turkey waved its rights on Cyprus with the Treaty of Lausanne
and in 1925 Cyprus was proclaimed a Crown Colony, until the
establishment of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960. The British
rule was characterized by rapid social and economic growth in
the urban districts. In contrast, there was slow development
and extreme poverty in the rural areas. Nevertheless, a new era
of westernization dawned in Cyprus. First the bourgeois
adapted their dress to the contemporary European fashions (fig.
1), and by the 1940’s this had started being passed down to the
general masses (Moyssi, 2015, 110).
During WWII textile rationing became a contested area
between the locals and the British regulators (Moyssi &
Stivarou, forthcoming). Later during the anti-colonial struggle,
textiles acted as an empowering factor for the locals, who
boycotted the importation of British fabrics (Moyssi,
forthcoming). At the same time, English speaking newspapers
such as the Cyprus Herald, the Times of Cyprus and Cyprus Mail,
featured a multitude of articles and advertisements that
promoted European fashion trends and helped popularize
western fashion against the traditional Cypriot dress (fig. 2)
(Clothes to Order!, 1882, 5; Christmas party dress, 1955, 3; A dress for
summer, 1958, 1). Consequently, Britain was able to influence its

First and Second World War
In 1916 amidst the First World War, the British decided to
create the Macedonian Mule Corps, made up of Cypriot mules
and muleteers, as a means to carry provisions to support the
eﬀort in the Macedonian front. In order to entice the locals to
enlist the government oﬀered, aside from payment and
everyday food provisions, the supply of underwear, a harness
and a military uniform. These supplies were supposed to be
alluring to Cypriot villagers who were living in poverty
(Παπαπολυβίου 2018, 28-34). During the course of the Second
World War, various countries, including the British Empire,
implemented emergency legislation to provide for the rationing
of needed goods, including textiles. Parts of the
aforementioned laws dealt with the regulation of the prices of
various commodities as well as fabrics, many of them remained
in force even after the war (Cyprus Gazette, 1940, 55). Such an
example is the Defense (Sale of Government Clothing and other Textiles)
Order, 1946 that specified laws governing approved retail prices
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for textiles, the issuing of clothing booklets and approved
retailers (Supplement No. 3to the Cyprus Gazette, 1946,
114-116). Aside from the published laws, the Municipal
Archive of Limassol has a variety of files dated to 1943
detailing the organizing structure and correspondence between
the various oﬃcials and the local suppliers that were involved
in the rationing scheme (Moyssi & Stivarou, forthcoming).
Although the intended target was to avoid the creation of black
markets, these appeared as soon as rationing was implemented
and the price of textiles and other commodities, skyrocketed, to
the dismay of the local population (Κεντρικό Οικονομολογικό
Γραφείο ΑΚΕΛ, 1943, 2).
In Cyprus the chief authority for the distribution of textiles
was the Municipalities. In the case of Limassol, the
Municipality under the elected Mayor Ploutis Servas, who was
a member of the communist AKEL party. The distribution of
textiles was implemented in 1943 and the city was divided
according to its parishes such as Agia Triada, Arnaoudia,
Tzami Tzetit/Agiou Antoniou, Tsiflikkoudia, etc. Each parish
received its rations on diﬀerent dates (MAL 572/225/41/28).
During that period, the Oﬃce of the Controller of Supplies,
regulated how much fabric each person was entitled to. At the
same time the fabric was sold by the meter and could not
exceed the quantity for one suit or as it is called in the letter of
the Controller, Mr. Joanides ‘one full costume’ (μιας πλήρους
φορεσιάς). Because the measurements varied, the Oﬃce had
decided on 19½ - 20 pics per piece as an average price (MAL
572/225/41/1).

factory near Paphos that produced Grade 1 silk. The
committee believed that the lace and embroidery workers
should be encouraged to establish a co-operative selling center
and keep the profits for themselves. Smaller but established
productions also existed for hosiery, wool and cotton
underwear. While for other extremely small industries such as
rayon with only 4 looms (MAL 575/225/41/207-197). The
report concluded by giving some recommendations for the
government, for the major industries.
The approximate value of machinery required to produce
the textiles outlined in this report was £400.000 and the annual
turnover would have been around £1.500.000. The
Committee emphasized that these industries would provide
skilled regular work for a large number of people that were
unemployed and at the same time produce wealth for the
island, instead of what was currently happening (MAL
575/225/41/199-198). After the war, the Europeanisation of
the way of dress is evident in the populations of the cities (fig.
3).
The anti-colonial struggle
The aspirations of the Greek Cypriots for enosis, reunification,
with Greece were already iterated to the British with their
arrival in 1878 and continued throughout their presence on the
island. The Colonial government used this nationalistic feeling
in order to entice the Cypriots to participate in both World
Wars (Παπαπολυβίου 2018, 34; Alecou, 2016, 12, 16). Cypriots
continued their petitions to the British government through
political means and finally launched an armed anti-colonial
struggle between 1955 and 1959 lead by the organization
EOKA. At the same time EOKA encouraged civilians to
protest the colonial government through passive resistance, its
most popular form was the boycott movement against
imported fabrics and clothes and the return to traditional
textiles and loom weaving, and the people wore alatzietina,
traditional cotton dresses (fig. 4). This movement aimed at
making a concrete eﬀort at disempowering the colonial
government economically with boycotting the consumption of
British goods (Moyssi, forthcoming; Hamatsou 2010, 131-135).
For curtailing EOKA fighters Britain mobilized around 40,000
troops and lunched a massive counterinsurgency in a futile
struggle to retain its colonial possession. Finally, Britain realized
that its attempts had proven costly and unsuccessful and so
opted for a political solution, granting Cyprus independence in
1960 (Dimitrakis, 2008, 390). Thus, the colonial government
did not seek to spend anything further for the development of
infrastructure, including the textile industry.

Market regulation in Limassol and the 1947 report on
the textiles industry in Cyprus
Market regulations (Αγορανομία) was applied from the first
year of British rule with the supervision of agricultural
products and the examination of weights. The municipality
additionally applied its market rules over all perishables,
including fabrics such as cotton goods and leather (Warren,
1879, 16; Markides, 2013, 98). Eﬀorts were made by the
colonial government to industrialize and increase the textile
production of the island, with cotton becoming one of the
main exported items of the island in the 1930s (Walker, 1936,
400). Among the new oﬃces created, was the District
Controller of Supplies, Transport and Marketing of the
Municipality of Limassol who applied market controls. A great
variety of excellent quality silk, cotton and flax fabrics, were
manufactured on handlooms while small factories existed at
Geroskipou for silk and flax. The trend towards
Europeanization is reflected through the importation of the
sewing machine which made it possible for local sewers to copy
western fashions (Tortora, 2015, 134).
In May 1947 a report titled ‘Report on the Textiles Industry
in Cyprus Issued by the Supplies Transport & Marketing
Department Cyprus’, was created by a government-appointed
committee with the aims to investigate the possibilities of the
textiles industry in Cyprus and to make recommendations for
government policy that would encourage proposals for the
creation of textile manufacturing facilities. Hence, a
submission date for the proposals was placed for the 30th of
June 1947 and authorized by the Controller of Supplies,
Transport & Marketing, P. P. Taylor (MAL 575/ 225/41/207).
The report detailed the production of various types of textiles
in Cyprus with most of the figures given having been gathered
in 1938. Starting with the cotton textile industry, the current
production was 600 tons and the aimed production, to cover
the local needs, was 1.200 tons. Another important local
industry was hemp that produced 650 tons annually. On the
other hand, 100 tons of unwashed wool were exported, and
150 tons of washed wood were imported. For this, three
schemes were proposed: First to start exporting well accoutered
wool, secondly to manufacture certain piece goods and carpets
by hand spinning and hand looming. Finally, the manufacture
of piece goods by up-to-date machinery. The production of
flax amounted to 300 tons annually. For silk, there was a filature

Conclusions
With the arrival of the British, the functioning of the
administration changed and new ways of controlling the
market and textiles were introduced. During the course of the
First and Second World Wars the government encouraged the
participation of Cypriots and regulated the import and export
of textiles. Furthermore, they implemented a policy of
rationing fabrics to the locals which became a point of
contested power between the Limassol municipality, the
colonial government and the local tailors (Moyssi & Stivarou,
forthcoming). The 1947 report concluded that the
industrialization of the Cypriot textile industry would greatly
improve the economic conditions of the Cypriots (MAL
575/225/41/197):
This Committee is of the opinion that the time is long overdue for
Cyprus to industrialise. For years before the war it was the
dumping ground of over producing countries. This state of aﬀairs
could not help people as a whole (except to keep them poor) but
on the other made a few very rich. Most countries in the world,
long ago, found that to keep its ever growing population in regular
work must industrialize and in no case has any of these countries
had to go back to importing the particular goods it decided to
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manufacture. In some cases they have already become experts to
the world markets. In most cases the start of the industrialisation
was done with Government help on the lines suggested by this
committee.
But after the war, although the government considered
following a policy of industrialization due to the anti-colonial
struggle and a losing grip on the island, these proposals were
not widely followed. For example, in Limassol there is no
evidence of the implementation of the 1947 scheme.
Additionally, during the 1955-1959 anti-colonial struggle
the Cypriots engaged in passive resistance with boycotts of
British textiles as a form of economic pressure against
imperialism. Nevertheless, the dressmakers continued to be
influenced by European patters and the popularity of the
European dress was not hindered even if they were made in a
traditional way (Moyssi, forthcoming). In conclusion, the
British colonial government empowered their position on the
island through two ways by using textiles. The first one being
the bureaucratic and economic control of the local production
and import as well as market regulation and taxation of textiles.
While the second being the ideological influence of the local
Cypriots by introducing European fashions and way of life in
the cities.
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FIGURES

Fig. 1. Christodoulos Sozos, mayor of Limassol between 1908-1912, with his sisters in
European dress, ca. 1900-1910 (Patticheion Municipal Museum - Historical Archives Research Centre of Limassol).
F. 3. Costas Partasides, mayor of Limassol, and his entourage in European dress. Limassol,
early 1950’s (Patticheion Municipal Museum - Historical Archives - Research Centre of
Limassol).

Fig. 4. School uniforms made with alatzia, Limassol, ca. 1955-1959 (Patticheion
Municipal Museum - Historical Archives - Research Centre of Limassol).

Fig. 2. The prominent Hadjipavlou family (front, right) in western dress following current
European trends and their servants (back, left) in traditional Cypriot dress. At the
Hadjipavloumanor house in the village of Zanatzia, ca. 1914 (Patticheion Municipal
Museum - Historical Archives - Research Centre of Limassol).
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For instance, the present paper will consider how
Colombia's nation branding is being constructed and mystified
through fashion. Precisely, this research executed a visual
analysis to observe nation branding operations by state and
non-state actors. This research wants to invite International
Relations and Fashion Studies scholars to debate how both
disciplines interconnect with one another and continue to study
the impacts of fashion in global politics.
Colombia is a Global South country. Moreover, this
characterizes its context as a state that is part of a continent
that has been colonized. Considering postcolonial fashion,
Alexandra Karentzos (2019) indicates that Said's theory of
Orientalism can be applied in other hemispheres of the Global
South. For example, in Latin America, it is possible to talk
about this same phenomenon as Tropicalism and the exoticism
of fashion in countries such as Brazil. Karentzos explains how
Tropicality is the representation of the tropics from a western
imagination and experience. This situation can precisely be
observed in Alexander von Humboldt's travels.
In the country, designers, brands and even the government
have grasped these tropical traits and have translated them into
their national identity interpretation. The cultural and fashion
writer Vanessa Rosales (2015) has coined the term Caribbean
Chic in order to illustrate how tropicalia is represented in
fashion.
It is necessary to state that the Caribbean Chic aesthetic,
even though it tries to embrace Colombia as a whole, does not
represent the country in its totality. As Colombia has diﬀerent
regions, and one of its primary and most important is the
Andes, where the capital is located. Nevertheless, even though
this aesthetic does not represent the entire country, this idea can
be used for nation branding, because it connects very easily
with other nations of Central America, the Caribbean and
even other tropical hemispheres; it is, in fact, a transnational
concept.
Fashion and clothing are elements that can impact the
perception of National Identity, and governments can use them
as instruments of meaning construction. According to Simona
Segre Reinach (2011), each nation has a particular interest in
being recognized as a place of creativity and aesthetics, and it
is a chance for them to take part in the global exchange. In
today’s context, fashion has been transformed into a target of
government policy and states are eager to promote their
cultural industries in order to be positioned as innovative and
ideal places for living, tourism, and investing. “Furthermore, it
contributes to defining the aesthetic of a place which in turn,
can shape the design and marketing of cultural
products”(Rantisi, 2011: 260).
Considering Craik’s paper is Australian fashion and dress
distinctively Australian? It can be suggested that Colombia has
taken a similar path to Australia’s, the South American country
has mostly explored two versions of ‘Colombianness’ which are
swimwear and indigenous motives. These two tropes have
facilitated the construction of a Colombian fashion identity,
and it is possible to imply that swimwear has mostly been used
to define the nation’s image.
This has been made explicit in the management of the
images that swimwear brands use to endorse their products,
especially internationally. These brands that promote elements
of luxury in their DNA present their products alongside female
models with slender figures and more importantly, they depict
this Caribbean Chic and Tropical traits that help them position
themselves as Colombian. As Craik has mentioned, “the
swimming body is bound up with notions of national identity”
(Craik, 2009: 430).
Colombian swimwear brands are representing the
Colombian body as a figure that is more synchronized with
relaxation, leisure, outdoors, tropical elements and the bathing
suits are designed as elements of décor and ‘fashionability’.
Furthermore, these brands are targeting women, so most of
them portray the female body as Findaly and Perthuis (2019)
have called the Fashionable Ideal: slender, not very curvaceous,
naturally toned and mostly white. Australian swimwear brands,
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ABSTRACT

In a globalised world where borders are increasingly diﬀuse, and
cyberspaces are creating alternative geographies that are redefining the
world, nation-states are looking for new practices that will enable them to
stand out in the international system. Fashion and fashion identity are
aspects that result advantageous and are craved by countries that intend to
portray themselves as culturally rich. Nation branding, on this matter, is an
approach that not only allows the country to achieve this, but it permits it
to continue, enhance and commodify its cultural aspects.
Colombia is a nation-state that has long been correlated with negative
connotations of state failure and violence. To change this narrative and
appear more appealing in the international system, the country has used its
fashion industry as a vehicle to attract foreign investment and create a story
where its geography, biodiversity and cultural syncretism are romanticised.
As state and non-state actors have incidence in the present international
system, this research observed the social media activity of ProColombia, the
state entity in charge of the country's brand, and non-state actors such as
luxury swimwear brands. The social media of both actors was examined
through visual analysis, more accurately, where methods of expressive
content, mise-en-scène and sites were applied.
This careful analysis evidenced that both state and non-state actors
have been feeding a myth where tropicalism has been prevalent. Swimwear
brands are showcasing an ideal feminine body that is distant from the
narco-aesthetic and resonates with the fashionable ideal. Besides, these
brands are using colonial references to exoticise Colombia's image. On the
other hand, although the state actor is not explicit about colonial references,
it certainly exoticises the country's biodiversity and is aiming to cater to the
country's goods towards global north audiences.

: Fashion and diplomacy, International relations of fashion,
Nation Branding, Colombian Fashion
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As the Latin American studies scholar David Bushnell (1993:1)
would say, Colombia is a Nation in spite of itself. Colombia has
been through a long internal conflict that lasted for more than
half a century with non-state actors such as guerrilla groups,
paramilitary, and cartels. This situation caused the state to lose
international and national legitimacy and generated negative
connotations and stereotypes.
During Juan Manuel Santos's government (2010-2018),
Colombia held a peace process with the guerrilla group FARC,
which gave the country optimism to rebuild its historical
memory and rebrand its international image.
Colombia was selected as an ideal case study because it is
one of the Latin American countries with a relevant textile
manufacturing history. Textiles were the reason that allowed
this nation to achieve industrialization. With the private sector's
help, the state has established fashion events and commercial
exchanges that have facilitated investments in the country and
have aided its cultural diplomacy.
As it is desired to observe state and non-State actors,
governmental actors such as ProColombia were considered.
ProColombia is a governmental organism in charge of
exporting the nation's goods worldwide. It has a sub-branch
called Marca País, which is responsible for the promotion of
Colombia's international image and lure tourists and investors.
On the other hand, the non-State actors that will be
considered will be luxury swimwear brands such as Juan de
Dios, Agua by Agua Bendita, Maygel Coronel, and Verde
Limón Swimwear. These brands were selected because they
evoke an aesthetic that has been persistent since the peace
process began. The brands illustrate a dreamy tropical vibe, a
Caribbean Chic style that has been used by designers such as
Johanna Ortiz and Silvia Tcherassi and has been strongly
associated with the South American country.
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on the other hand, (such as Billabong, Quicksilver and Mambo)
portray the Australian body as outdoorsy, an exercising body
that is confident around natural elements and is adventurous.
As many International Relations theorists' believe, the
international system is anarchic; no supra-state establishes the
order. In a current panorama where mobility
and social media are blending borders, branding has
become a necessary tool that maintains the state's Westphalian
structures, alongside international cooperation. Moreover, in
the international sphere, states are not the only ones that have
the power to condition what happens in the globe, non-state
actors such as organisations, terrorist groups or even bloggers
have incidence in this field, and they also may be able to
cooperate alongside state bodies.
Moreover, states are engaging with Nye's ideas of soft
power and are using fashion as an instrument of nation
meaning construction, and cultural exchange. This paper
focused on the Colombian case and observed how state and
non-state actors are using fashion to mystify Colombia's image
and cater it to international audiences. Besides, these players
are using social media to reach a bigger audience and attract
tourists and investors.
Through an eclectic theoretical approach, where
International Relations and Fashion Studies perspectives were
implemented; and visual analysis was established as an
appropriate methodology to observe the social media activity
of ProColombia and luxury swimwear brands. The present
paper has perceived that both state and non-state actors are
adhering to tropicalists traits to present Colombia in the
international arena. That is to say, both ProColombia and the
swimwear brands are exoticising their country and presenting
a simulacra of reality by insisting on its biodiversity and
cultural mixture. Also, both actors are engaging in eurocentric
ideas by targeting their products and messages towards global
north counties. More definitely, this could be noted in the video
of Marca País, where white British influencers were hired to
attract British and European audiences.
On the other hand, all swimwear brands displayed strong
tropicalist and Caribbean Chic references that demonstrate a
'Colonial Nostalgia'. Botanical illustrations inspire Juan de Dios
and Agua by Agua Bendita's aesthetic, and nature is presented
as undiscovered and untouched by men. Verde Limón
Swimwear, Agua by Agua Bendita and Juan de Dios, also
adhere to the fashionable ideal concept, where mostly white
and slender women are the protagonists of these Instagram
posts. Furthermore, they are bounding the Colombian female
body to the fashionable ideal tropes and are associating it with
notions of leisure, fashionability and eﬀortless beauty. Even
though the brand Maygel Coronel does not advertise these
fashionable ideal traits, it certainly is presenting complex
expressions of colonial romanticisation. It is possible to state
that these swimwear brands are naive of what their colonial
nostalgia implies in a nation-state such as Colombia and by not
problematising this colonial past they are intensifying the
status- quo.
ProColombia, on the other hand, is not entirely following
this colonial nostalgia, but it is resorting to local and ethnic
motives that intensify this national symbolism. In addition,
ProColombia has demonstrated that they want to present
Colombia as a place of creativity, with substantial fashion
importance and a recognisable aesthetic in order to attract
investors and tourists. Besides, the documentation of fashion
events where the country and Colombian brands are present,
help increase connections with actors in the fashion industry
and other state and non-state performers.
This research is a stone that makes part of the Fashion
Studies and International Relations study path; it took essential
perspectives from each discipline to understand the impacts
that state and non-state actors have in the nation branding
phenomenon. The limitations this research faced were mainly
associated with the current outbreak that has shaken the
international system. Being away from Colombia and secluded
in London due to this situation, limited my options to access

archives. I needed to design an optimum method that would
allow me to answer my research questions from home.
I urge researchers to continue the path that connects these
two disciplines and conduct a replica of this study by
incorporating interviews or archival studies to understand
more deeply the awareness Colombian state and non-state
actors have about the notions of national identity they are
selling abroad.
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