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INTRODUCTION

“Ali visible: things are emblems, what thou seest I1s not there on Its own account, strictly
taken, is no! thore at all Matlter exists only spirtually, and to represent some Ideas, and bady it forth
Hence Clothas, as despicable as wo think them, are so unspeakably significant  Clothes from the
King's mantle downward are omblematic  On the other hand, all Emblematic things are properly
Clothes, thought-woven or hand-wover. must not the Imagination weave Garments, visible Bodies,
whorain the else invisible creations and inspirations of our Reason are, like Spirtts, revealed "

from Sanor Resartus. The Lile and Opir ons of Her Teufelsdrockh by Thomas Carlyle, 1869.
(in Cordwell and Schwartz, 1579, 1)

Communication and clothing

Human communication 15 a well studied subject. Philologists, linguists, psychologists,
anthropologists and others attempt to decipher the origins and uses of spoken, written, and body
language at 1ts most basic level; this 15 the "how" of communication  The "what” of
communication 1s tahen up by these and a battahon of other scholars- arts theorists, sociologists,
discoutse analysts, cte In addition to the self-conscious studies of these "experts”, individuals
colleet the forms and analyze the practices of human communication through still more
communicative practices. nanatves, personal aichives, socializaton.  The symbolic forms of
human social nteraction are explained, catalogued, and practiced unmversally, albeit the

methodologies difter depending on the context and individual purposes of the iesearcher.

Despite the miensive work done cn owselves, theie has never been or will never be a
definttive theory on any form of communication.  Fnst, the definition of what constitutes a
“communicative’" practice is varable, Unexpressed thought, indiscrinumately aimed actions and
musinterpretations are 10 _d out of consideration 1ff one 1s Inmuted to a definition of a purposeful
exchange between two people, even though these phenomena make up the majority of human
activity. The motvations of persons other than ourselves [and, according to some theoiies,
ncluding ourselves] can never be absolutely known: nusinterpretation can be deliberately sought.
The study of communication would be rendered down to a mere empiicle cataloguing of very few
practices if this defimtion was followed  Conversely, some may consider all human action,
mtenttonal o not, as communmication, even ncluding "passive” perception of the environment.
Objects and energies are assigned meanings, o1, just as important, ignored, teflecting personal and
soctal values, denmuting subsequent actions, and forming an individual's way of being and

conceiving the wortld wound them.
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The sccond baimer to achieving a conclusive detimton ot the practices of commumication s
the constant mutation of its forms. Difterences momtent, meanmg, and methods wathin and actoss
cultures make it nearly impossible to mpose a theoretical construet which will give bumans o
purposc or a meaning to all thatis accomplished dunmg a bictime Oaly two broad statcments can
be claimed with relative safety hunans ate soctal anmals 1¢ we seek mteraction with our own
kind and/o1r anthropomorphized substtutes - and ow socral wges aie expressed throueh
commumecation - r.¢ mdividually and socially signiticant mediations with the ey gonment 1 he
reasons and mamfestations of the human way of beme is to be deaded mthe competitive arenas ol
science, weligion, philosophy and wdeology, then methodologies providing the substance to cach

other's arguments

Rather than attempt to devise or nnpose a meantug on to Tite w pencral, a more productive
venture is to examince a specific practice . A companson of the simlanties and ditference s amony
people and a conesponding exammation of the vanous theoties that have been apphied 1o a subject
can reveal much about a form of communication “the hnuts 1o the expressive abihiy ot a paven
form, the way the form 1s undeistood by s pracutioners and observers, the pattesns of changpe,
and the place of the activity m relation to other social practuces can be oxannned, thereby
contributing to the practice tself and its conception This can only be undertaken with an mirtial
caution that what constitutes the spectfred form of communication s partially the residt ol cultunal
conventions and partly the determination of the mvestigator  Fo separate communication mio
individual communicative practices will necessartly ignore the mterconnections whic hoforn the
whole of human undetstanding. But this 1 @ necessary evil, as no worke conld coherently
encompass the entire process of human understandmy as all theory comes fronya subjccuve point

of view, that of a socially and bologically himited individual

Onc airea that scems 1o be of umversal anterest 15 the practices ol human adomiment
Clothing 1s a form of commumcation that 1s iterally closest to the selt (Back, 1985, 3)  tinhke
other widely spread forms of commumication, 1 ts matettally Tinked o an imdividual™s body
Clothimg is defined as any deliberate mampulation of the body, wncludimg han style, omaments,
masks, decorauons and muulations It s a conscious posiny or stylg of the body, for the

purposes of asscrting pesonal or group adenuty and associations (Kuper, 1974, 344 b A an

1 By conscious, | do not 1nean the wearer themselves chooses the clothineg (e g ababy who 1o adorned his It 1o

say In the matter], or that the "authentic'meanings of the garmant are known [a g adoptinrg 1he costume of snothor
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artefact, 1t preserves content and context across tme. It can cary messages ac1oss soctal setungs
that may be susceptible to manipulation i other forms [e g clothing can't debate], giving clothing
the power to achieve contiol over a social situation (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1965, 187).
Clothing can convey much about the cultuie 1 which itiesides, as comparative analyses reveal a
broad 1ange of values beauty ideals, gender conceptions, age categonies, status positions It 1s
alsoan expression of self-awareness and indrviduality (Sieele, 1985, 64)  Garments are acquited
and kept for personal reasons, embodymg senuments and associations that exceed any mntinsic
quahty of the cloth iselt (Squne, 1974, 17)  "Nommal ™ individuals are people who aie attentive to
dress, as clothing dentitics the seif i relation to social eiivitonment (Bubolz Eicher and Roach,
1965, 189)

Personal adomment pracuces aie found m every society, but the forms and the meanings of
clothing are conteatually-dependent. Some conceive diess as an act of peisonal aesthetics,
expiessing individual tastes and drives to an audience (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 7). For
others, dress 1s a matter of following preset cultutal norms or conforming to "practical” concerns.
I Inall cases, the avenues of expression are hmuted by custom. The selection of ¢lothing 1 based
on the social status and the psychological and physical comfort of the individual, displaying both
imposed <ocial categortes and chosen preferences (Slater, 1983, 130). What 15 defined as
physically comfortable, socually appropriate, and propeily expressive varies from group to group,
but the urge toredesign the human form is universal. Justine Cordwell wonders if this indicates a
fundamental dissatistaction with the way we look; otherwise, why would we have spent “tens of
thousands ol years panting, daubmg, plastenng, pinching, cutting, prcking, dycing, and
distortng [the] body i the name of beauty, digmty, vinhity, fecundity, and so on?" The best
answet to her question ts discovered 1 a 1972 quote from an anonymous East African: "Because 1t

shows we are human bemgs " (Cordwell, 1979, 47)

It 1s the intent of this paper to examine the uses and puiposes of human adornment
pracuces A Western-cultural bias was unavordable, as the available iescarch material all stemmed

- b} .
from thes tradiion. = Despute this, Thope to explan some of the 1easons why and how clothing is

culture]  Clothing is deliberately placed on a body by some cultural force, adopted over an ifinte potential of other
options

“Practical” clothes, as t will be shown later, are as much a part of fashion and convention as the most whimsical,
purely ornamental design  "Decency” can be a practical consideration to one person, while "warding off spirits” can be
just as important and as vaiid to another

Tho desire to accomplish such a study in the first instance is of Western ongin, doubly damning me to the status of

navel-gazer
3



used as a communication device. An interdisciplinary approach was selected to avoid the prtfalls of
making the material fit the theory. The privileging of one "style” of thought over another is much
like the way clothing is worn: only our own current fashion seems to be the natural and obvious
way of approaching the matter. Through the use of many different sources and examples, the
relativity of the fashions of the mind and of the body will be foregrounded.

Fashion

Their daring Folly, Fickleness
In Dyst, Furniture and Dress,
That strange ndiculous Vice, was made
The very Wheel that turn'd the Trade
Their Laws and Cloths were equally
Object of Mutability
For, what was well done for a time,
in halt a Year became a Cnime,

Yet whilst they alterd their Laws,
Still finding and correcting Flaws,
They mended by Inconstancy
Faults, which no Prudence could foresee

Bernand de Mandeville, Fable of the Bees, early eighteenth century (in Konig, 1973, 30)

*Fashion is the great governor of this world It presides not only in matters of dress and
amusement but in law, physics, politics, religion, and other things of the greatest kind Indeed the
wisest of men would be puzzled to give any better reason why particular forms in all these have
been at certain times universally received and at others universally rejected, than that they were in or
out of fashion"

Henry Fielding [1704-1754] (in Glynn, 1978, 13)

Before an explanation of the social significance of clothing can be undertaken, a
clarification of one of the key concepts in the Western use of clothing must be accomplished
Clothing has an ambiguous value in this culture, as attention to appearance is elevated to a status of
paramount importance yet is disparaged as superficial matter. The difficulty of hinking our
“sartorial decisions" to the "grand spiritual passions" of humankind makes concerns about clothing
style and self-presentation seem trivial (Bell, 1976, 16). Despite this, there arc people who pay
thousands of dollars to reformulate their bodies into an ideal shape through drugs, diets, exercise
and surgery; others go so far as to commit crimes to acquire expensive items of clothing. Pop
psychologists write endlessly about the futile obsessions with surface appearances which result in
serious mental, physical and social repercussion; still, everyone laughs at the stereotypes of the
superficial clothes-horse and the "bimbo" fashion model, two figures who completely conform to
social ideals only to be disparaged for achieving near-perfection. This stigma may be carried over
to some studies of clothing: not unlike the study of popular culture, status-based values are



imported to the supposedly objective iealm of social studies, privile ging some subjects as At or
Culture, worthy of meticulous study to 1eveal the complesities and nuances of these high forms,
and devalumg other subjects to the realm of bhindly followed mass entertainment  In the study of
clothmg, 1t s fashion that specifically carnies the stgma, as opposed to the mote exouc and

"sipnificant” styles of anuque and "native™ clothing

All clothmg 1s not fashron Fashion s a descuptive term applicable to more than just
clothing wchitecture, art, design, Interary styles, laws, sccience, polities, religions and other things
fall under this formof social conttol (Komg, 1973, 54), It describes a patticular way an object or
a pracuee s circudated withina group A fashionable object or practice gams rapid and widespicad
acceptance, once it rcaches a certam fevel of mass use, 1t just as qurchkly looses its desirability.
Practitioners o1 owners of the unfashionable item will fose status Something new will replace the
formeity-tashionable item, distmguishing those who adopt it fnst. Because the fashion cycle 1s so
over-deternined by automonous, anonymous forces (Steele, 1985, 46), 1t 15 rejected by some
people who value mdividuality and selt-determmation 1 But, as exploted later m the section on
the unttorm, the rejection of fashion s itself a fashionable pose, adopted by those who wish to

discrimunate themselves from the mob of nundless adheients.

Fashton 1s a cultwally-specitic process that can only occur under a unique set of
condttions.  Despite the tomes wiitten on the History of Fashion which span the Buth of
Civilization to Modein Times, tashion as a widespread social practice has only existed 1 the West
tor a Little over two hundied years A brief review of this shorter history of fashion can reveal the
soutce of the stigma, and aliew toralook at clothing untainted by personal prejudices against the

latest Iength ot hemlimes ot widtl, of collar

For centunies only the most puvileged members of Western socicty, the courtly nobihty,
could engage 1 anything iemotely hnked to tashion. Only they were able to afford lavish
expenditures on clothing  As theu puvilege went Lanrgely unchallenged, tashion did not need to
change very quickly as the compettive urge towards distinction was limuted to an inclusive elite.
Atter the lrench Revolution and other less diastic Western political and economic ieforms, the

dutation of a tashion cycle became mercasingly shorter As status became less attached to class at

I Those who follow fashion firmly believe it to be an expression of their autonomy and individualtty, allowing for a
constant and creative ranovation of themselves
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time of birth and more to economic power, newly moneyed middle class groups gained the
pretence to display their wealth (Konig, 1973, 146).

In addition to the change in political power, a change in the soutce of style was brought
about by the empowerment of the moneyed bourgeoisie The courts’ fashion needs were served
by royal dressmakers and tailors, unrecognized servants in large households  Dress styles were
ascribed to their wearers, not those who made the garments. The clothing of the nobitity was
viewed more as a reflection of their "natural” positton of privilege than an attempt to flaunt then
power. The role of clothing changes once soctal competition begins to propel its creation
Conspicuous consumption of goods was [and remains] a way to indicate status for the new regine,
the body is the perfect place to display coveted items (Finkelstein, 1991, 5) Tiendsetters are those
least afraid to be conspicuous, flaunting their possessions for all to sce v open competivon
(Konig, 1973, 151). As the playing field widely expanded in teims of stihes invoived and the
numbes of people in the fashion game, fashionable changc moved at o Guicher pace, making it a
riskier practice 1n which to engage (Konig, 1973, 169). As fashion became more mmportantn the
newly competitive arena of class, the role of the unrecognized private servant was transformed mnto
that of the very public couturier, him or herself a memoer of the nising bourgeorsie (Glynn, 1978,
19). Gradually, the influence of these designers increased to a near authoritanan level duning the
second half of the nineteenth century, preying on the fears and pretensions of ther chients
(Boucher, 1987, 391).

Though there was greater individualization of fashion through its attribution to famous
designers, mass uniform fashion made its first appearance during the nineteenth century as well 1t
the classes dressed alike before the advent of fashion, it was due to cultural traditions and scaenty
of goods, not personal choice. The forces of fashion "requires™ people to dress ahike to show then
allegiances to the current 1deals - aesthetic, moral, and others - proclaiming therr worthimess of
membership in the larger group which the fashion reriesents A novel way of manufactunng
clothing enabled people to reconcile the desire to be fashionable without sigmificant risk to then
social position, while reorganizing the garment manufacturing industry to encourage profits and
efficiency. The ready-to-wear industry first began in men's fashion, followed by the manufacture
of pre-made furs. This change broke the centuries old tradition of made-to-measure clothing By
standardizing sizes and styles, more people could be in fashion at alesser cost At this ume, there
were two separate clienteles in the fashionable world: the upper bourgeorsic who kept the same



personalized distinctions of the nobles, and the lower bourgeoisie, who purchased pre-made
fashionable clothing (Boucher, 1987, 386)

By the end of the first World War, the old world bourgeoisie was beginning to lose its
anstocratic hold on fashion Society gentlemen and matrons lost control to the designers, due to
the rapidly decreasing number of skilled tailors and dressmakers, conditions of material scarcity,
the rise of the nouveau riche, and an accompanying shift in emphasis from production to
consumption (Glynn, 1978, 20 and Boucher, 1987, 408). The mass media were a major
contributor to the emphasis in hfestyle and fashion. The professional model and the modern
runway tashion extravaganza was born, complete with full accessorization, music, lights, and
audience The fashion show as Event replaced the private showing of clothing in boutiques, worn
without accessories by nameless shopgirls  Designers of the past expected their distinguished
chients to know how to wear their clothing: their modern counterparts believe that they must

provide a complete pachage to their mass audience (Glynn, 1978, 22).

Designers have become media stars, and media stars have become their models, parading
before the cameras in the latest modes  Tactful little designer labels giew to become logos and
ins1gnia incorporated into the pattern and design of the clothing themselves. Jean Patou licensed
his name to scarves, corsets, perfume, and accessories in the 1920's (Glynn, 1978, 21), but his
efforts are pale 1 comparison to the modern day omnipresent signs of Coco Chanel, Anne Klein,
Calvin Klem, Guccr, and other fashion supreme beings. Fashion 1s very individualized today,
with designer labels, brand names. and celebrity role models laying claim to the foundation of
styles. Gilles Lipovetsky notes that just as stars are an aestheticization of the actor, fashion is an
aestheticization of clothes (Lipovetshy, 1987, 233), imbuing people and objects with a mystique

that far surpasses practical abilities

lromcally, the individualization of style is accompanied by a type of conformity.
Confornuty 1s implemented in the mass adoption of a fashion in the widespread attempt to capture a
piece of the mysuque of the style or the celebrity attached to 1t. and as an inevitable offshoot of the
industrialization of garment-making. A second rule of conformity is found in the necessity to
display mdividual idiosyncrasy in dress (Lipovetsky, 1987, 53). The two or three types of
fashionability of pre-World War One umes have gradually fragmented into hundreds of sub-styles.
One can achieve many different "looks” (Lipovetsky, 1987, 146), claiming individualism while

conformung at the same time



The stigma applied to fashionable behaviour derives from its historical evolution from the
penultimate in distinctive behaviour akin to high art to a generally-practiced, mass produced
custom. In the eyes of some critics, it suffers from its attachment to popular media figures who
appear to serve no purpose other than self-promotion. There does not seem to be any controlling
agent, as no particular class or group directs the flow of fashion. Lower class subcultural groups,
essentialized historical eras, and foreign cultures all inspire trends. While some criticize fashion
for following the whims of a few elites, others lambaste it for its lack of glamour and prestige, as
fashion is merely dictated by mob rule. Mass fashion can be praised for obliterating the
competitive imitation of class-based fashion systems, but is problematic for the same reason,
lacking a predictable, dynamic structure (McCracken, 1985, 40-41). Though clothing production
and distribution techniques have encouraged a wide range of stylistic choices, detractors will point
out that style is usually different ways of expressing the same idea (Mayer, 1979, 4).

To critique fashion for its lack of choice, or, alternatively, for offering too much choice to
the point of erasing any meaningful communication, declares the desire to impose a theory of
mechanical causation to a loose social practice. Fashionable styles are derived through a series of
choices, deliberate and accidental. rnade within constraints (Mayer, 1979, 4). The possibilities of
expression are always limited, contradicting both the lofty individualistic high art aspirations
attached to the ancient styles of the nobles or the equally high reaching populist ideals of the
modern casual wear (Mayer, 1979, 3). As Iain Chambers points out, fashion has many histories,
and is endlessly recycled and renovated into new contexts. The styles and meanings of other
sartorial traditions are quoted, out of context, by the latest cycle of fashion, offering new
interpretive possibilities without engaging in any truly original, creative act (Chambers, 1990, 67-
8). In total, the clothed human body, in all its different guises [dressed, undressed, posed],
provides a map of the different social histories [politics, economies, aesthetics, sciences],
categories [gender, age, race, status] and values [art, utility, comfort, prestige] (Chambers, 1990,
71). The various ways in which these categories are analyzed provides another historical map, this
time of one of abstract discourses, theories, and tools of the intellect rather than one of material
culture.



Theories of fashion and dress

"It would seem that fashion, as a field of cultural activity, has managed to barricade itself
against systematic analysis, t has put up rather successful fight against meaning Perhaps it would
be more positive to say that fashion has always existed as a challenge to meaning where meaning I1s
understood to involve some notion of coherence, a demonstrable consistent "

Evans and Thornton, 1991, 48

It1s the inuicate process of decontextualized quotation that complicates the study of diess
and adornment. Though styles are falscly claimed by individuals or social movements as theirs
alone, the ongins of the imitative chain are lost in the endless passages of history. The theoiies
proposcd on the subject of diess mirtor the Iimitations and diversity of the clothing itself.
Theoretical fiamewoths beg, borrow and steal from one another, teformulating ideas and methods
mto new meaning-creation systems, but most theories would hke to claim nnovation and
independence from then "compeution”. An embatrassing number of theoretical arguments begin
their appeal by procliuming the novelty of thent subject matter: "You ate about to discover the Truth
of .., a Truth that has never been told before * The impetus to declare the unique standing or
previous neglect of one's subject matter 1s an cgotistical ptoposition, as it not only discounts the
theorctical work accomplished by other disciplines from which the rescaicher inevitably diaws
thewr materal, but also dismisses the work and thoughts of the partictpants of the event under
study, as their endeavours have not been placed within "legitimized” discourses and "proper”

channels of dissemination

To declare the study of human adornment as an unchaited atea is laughable. The range of
work done on the manipulation of the human form 1s vast in scope and detail.  In addition to the
obvious rcams of material wiitten by the vatious academic disciplines, the ways of human
adotnment ae taught by the popular media [fashion magazines, tilm and televisual images of
fashion, popular cthnologies, advertisements] and through inteipersonal contacts [individual
advice, social sanctions, sumptuary fegislation, centres of trade and other public spaces).
Everyone has somethig to add on this subject. The seemingly universal concern with clothing

merits further consideration. Why do humans value self-piesentation so highly?

A review of some of the most common theories applied to the study of adoinment can
demonstrate the location of the study of dress in Western academia. This list can only partially
show what types of theory has been applied to diess in contemporary Western culture; it can also

suggest absences, oveisights, contradictions and overlaps between the theories. No theory can
9



stand on its own, limited as it is by its own narrow discourse.  Together, they form a
complementary, multi-disciplinary overview of one aspect of the human conditionfs], providing a

vague contour to the behaviouts and the meanings ascuibed 1o a shared practice

The most common analysts petformed on clothing 1s a staghttorward histoncal analysis
Popular magazines and gigantic picturc tomes examne clothimg from a utthitanan, pohtical
economic framework. The authors of these "common-sense”-stvled works attempt 1o raee causes
of styles by explasning the mfluence of pohitical ticatics, dynanue feadets, trade toutes, prospenity
levels, and surrounding events. Quite often, there 18 a notable bias towards the clegance ol the
European elite and the changes in fashion tather than the mote state and bedraepled wear of the
“average” citizens. This 1s pethaps eaplamed by the fact that records o1 muaternal examples were not
kept of the clothing of the lower classes  As these works tely heavily on viswtl proofs, they must
analyze only what they can display. In essence, these works attempt to trace "hrecolage” m action
without the burdens of postmodern theory. The theory nmphies that stylistic detals are moved trom
context to context, thereby reordering ther meanings while stll famtly recalting the past (€ Tatke,
1975, 175).

The benefit of historical analysts 1s located in the detad and sllustration o a comples
practice. Dress is demonstiated to be a part of the workings of society, even b it s mosty
relegated to a reflection of the wider [and more scrious] issues of the times The chiet diawhack of
this method is an essentialized evolutionary theme, attrtbuting all change mdress 1o a fughly
specialized process of natural selection. The strongest soctal curtents will be mirored m clothg
(Bell, 1976, 103). Unfortunately, the "survival of the fittest™ metaphor often talls apart under
examination, for contradictions to the bounty of highly sclective material proot aie casy to find
While one war may drastically affect the styles of the particapants, another will have a neplipihle
influence. Garments are not tieated m an equal manner certin detils are descrbed as bemy
governed solely by the forces of cconomics [eg hembines and constiicive underwear by
prosperity; fabrics by tade toutes] while others are ruled by political events [coat and dicss cuts by
treaties, wars, and chartsmatic leaders] (Bell, 1976, 97)  Things that do not chanpe e lelt
unattributed o1 unquestioned, and entiie historical eras are frozen ito a smpular style These
characterizations do not account for the full plutality and dynamics of diess (Bell, 1976, 99 100)
Adornment practices tanscend simple polincal-ccononie cquations, s they do not follow a smple
linear history (Bell, 1976, 104).
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Another context based model provides a more complete and convincing analysis by limiting
its subject matter to a specific tme  Sociological-anthropological analyses avoid the deterministic
proposition of the simple historical analyses by concentrating on a specific group. Cultural studies
frequently employs this type of methodology. Often direct observation is employed, using the
accounts of the members of the group itself to guide the analysis. The orientation is placed on

people creating a social environment rather than the environment dictating their expressions.

These studies are not without problems as well. An essentialization of the costume and the
meanings attributed to them may occur, when the assertions of the group members are overvalued.
The researcher may be deceived into believing that the stated ideology of the group is mirrored in
their dress [e.g. opposttional groups declaring their position through entirely non-contradictory
forms of dress| Conversely, the researcher can impose their own biased evaluations onto the
group [ethnocentrism]. Like the historical analyses, sociological-anthropological analyses can

eternalize the costume of a group, ignoring the transitory nature of style.

The third general theoretical framework shares the belief that clothing is an expressive
medium within a temporal and geographically limited context. In representational or aesthetic
theories, significances are attributed to aesthetic acts in clothing. Quoting Joanne Bubolz Eicher
[1972):

“In analyzing the aesthetic of dress, we are concerned with the body as an art form, the

body as plastic, the body as an art gallery . Greatest virtuosity in aesthetic expression via the display

of the human body 1s managed through the use of a wide variety of media, textiles, and cosmetics

being the most common these media, either act on the body plastic and reshape it or they create

the illusion of reshaping, or they are simply added to the body with Iittle regard for the basic body
form " (in Cordwell, 1979, 47)

Specific styles and garments are analyzed, proposing social ideals, discourses and auteur
influences The auteur analyses are the most deficient of the three components of theories of dress
aesthetics, for pure innovation 1s impossible in clothing. All designers are born into a world in
which fashion already exists, determining "aesthetic affectations” to a large degree (Bell, 1976,
90). In some nstances, art history methodologies are directly transposed onto the study of
fashion. This is problematic as clothing has different social uses and contexts than art. The
examinations of ideal types and the lineage of style is beneficial, fleshing out mere historical
descriptives and properly placing the symbolic value of clothing within a time and place. But,
again, an upper class "high art” bias is carried over from the historical analyses, perhaps as a

justification of the study of a "common" practice
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Just as representational analyses attempt to perform a “reading” of clothing, so too does
semiotic analysis Semiotics abandons any claims to authonal intention m favowr of the
determinisms of social convention This theoreucal apphcation forsakes any notion of atility,
placing clothing putely in the realm of the symbolic.  As long as the analyst s cognizant of the spht
between the material realities and the abstract meanmgs of clothing, this type of analysis can
provide a guide to the 1deological value of clothing within a particular context Roland Batthes'
book The Fashion System does just this, separating "real” garments from theu representation on

the pages of the fashion magazine This is unhke many aesthenic analyses which do not
differentiate the representation of clothing - its portrait or photograph - fiom the clothing as a used,
material items. Semiotic analysis introduces the possibihty of instabihity and muluplicity of
meanings in clothing, signifying social ideals outside of practical application [e g -utility used to
describe or justify essentially impractical clothing] (Barthes, 1983, 8). Thoughts, 1deas, and
associations, as channelled through descriptive language, crystahize around individual garments
and styles, varying as the garment 1s moved from one context to another (Davis, 1985, 18)

The drawback of this theory is the difficulty i proving its claims, for 1t 15 dealing almost
exclusively with the intangible elements of clothing. Semuotics, representational theoties and
psychological theories are meaning generating theories, they apply a distinctive mythology to 1ead
many objects and events without necessarily dealing with the material object itself  In the atiempt
to read between the lines, or folds so to speak, they create depth whete, as postmodernists and
post-structuralists would argue, there 1s none  They can be accused of manipulating then object of
study linguistically to conform to the tenets of the larger theory Their conclusions may only be
meaningful to those versed in the applied methodology, for the discourses that allow that partculi
understanding is not necessarily a widely shared belief system  The thiee theories share a

beneficial trait: clothing and its meanings are the products of conventionahzed social signiticances

There are several forms of psychological theory used to understand clothing  The mental
effects of wearing particular 1items 15 examined [e.g. symbolic (dis)empowerment]  “The most
popularized version of psychological theory 1s the psychoanalytic approach  Seducton and forms
of gendered power are interpreted in particular styles and garments. There are a few problems with
applying seduction theory to the study of all clothing, as 1t may be only the product of modern
Western culture. For example, Quentin Bell notes the dress of heavily robed Middle Easterners
does not comply with the seduction thesis (Bell, 1976, 48)  As well, sexual significances can only
be attributed to a limited number of clothing items and styles  These items themselves onginated

the same epistemology that allowed psychoanalytic discourses to emerge, proving the analysis to
12



be more an exercise in reflexivity than discovery. Despite this drawback, it is important to note
that clothing does have a role in shaping sexual divisions These analyses can illustrate how this

socialization process is accomplished.

These five perspectives are not mutually exclusive. Their methodologies overlap, creating
idiosyncratic analyses or founding new schools of thought. The plurality of theoretical discourses
only murrors the multiple discourses that construct clothing styles. Just as fashion creates and kills
itself (Brun, 1987, 30) so too do the theories that attempt to apprehend its context and content. No
clothing style or theory 1s umversal, both are products of their context of emergence. Both spread
in an rregular manner, some becoming fashionable while others fade into oblivion, some "details"
becoming standard while others are abandoned for more expressive rmeans. Theory and fashion
are forms of social communication, therefore it should not be surprising if both are socially

variable, subject to the creative and interpretative powers of individuals.
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THE UNNATURAL HUMAN BODY

The decorated ape

Manl Is there such a being without clothes?
Enc Gill, 1931, 34

Animals, humans: two separate categoties mn the munds of most Westerners past and
present. Nature, culture: two more polarities used to sphit this Eatth o sepaate fields of
meaning. Anmmals belong to natute, they defme i« presence Humans create and ae created by
culture. When the categories overlap, chaos ensues. The anmmial "imside™ us must be controlled,
rationalized, and marginalized mto safely contamed rituals - communes mto "natwe”, "wild men
weekends", "party animals”. The ammals permutted to jomn us m the human zone must be
domesticated, cultured mto a more human way of hiving, otherwise, they aie "wild” and therelore
dangerously anti-social. 1 On the other side, human culture 1s known (o destrtoy nature pollution,
extinction, slash and burn farming, and other assorted envionmental disasters show ous
dangerous face. The native populations of Aftca, Asi, the Amcncas and Oceania encountered by
European colonists were polatized in this sphit, once victimized by a penocide attack on then
Natural Otheiness, but now tevered for then mysticized symbohc huks to 1 Nobler Natute For
centuries, the division hine between the two sets of constiucts has been mamtamed thiouy h vanous
systems of belief. While Western eligions reject the tenets of evolution, a theory that sug pests the
presence of a contmuum rather than binaty opposittons, enlightened scientitic thought nanages to
rework the sphit into a moie tangibly justificd scheme  Humans are detined by our mtellipence, our
opposable thumb, out language, out tools, owr selt-consciousness  The screntfic method has
destroyed its own findimgs as contradictory evidence reveals humans to be less than umque m o
abilities, placing us once agam on a continuum, and knockmg us off our pedestal - But we sull
marvel at our 1eflections found m that Other place. the fanuly pet who acts a little too much ke one
of our specics, the wild primates who prove ow customs to be instinet rather than thoupht, cven
our own mfants, who, though not yet indoctnnated mto Cultuie, are shown 1o be functonal,
perceptive individuals at burth, rather than mcitieceptacles awaitmg the proper stmulation to jom

the 1est of humanity

1 Tarzan of the Apes, Lord of the Flies, the myths of the wolf-raised wild children, chiaraclor, of Classie borros (the
wolf-man, the vampire) and many war stories are examples of this version of the deqgraded human  Thie, recummng
theme suggests that an irrational animal lurks inside of everyone, ready to escape onco returnod 1o 7 pprovolaneg
context, but this creature must be repressed for the good of humanity A parallel betwaen thase characters and the
psychoanalytic construct of the "id" 15 evident
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A key signifier of culture 15 the practice of human adornment  Bernard Rudofsky asserts
that the urge to alter the human body, to rearrange it and mutilate it into new shapes. 1 strictly a
human desire  This urge 15 particulatly felt by modern industrialized humans, who., according to
Rudofsky, regularly change the proportional ideals of the body, as opposed to "primitive man”
who holds an unvarying body ideal (Rudofsky, 1971, 93) Since "primitive" people are unlikely
to have the will, or the means, to record detailed changes 1n appearance, as fashion 1s not a
universal urge, Rudofsky’s claim 1 dubious, bearing the mark of a sphit between eternal nature /
progiessive culture - The clothing of non-Western societies, or lack of :t, has always been of great
interest to the well-Tayered Eutopeans An unclothed human 1s at best a curiosity, as demonstiated
m the anthropological mterest n the "naked savages” of the exotic tropics, at worst a degraded
object of contempt, inked to madness  Enc Gill points out that a person without clothes must be
described by special adjectives - naked and nude - for it is assumed that people are clothed (Gull,
1931, 35) There 15 a great variety m the quantity of clothing worn by people, but only the

Western nudist strives to be unadorned. Clothing 1s the human norm

The diversity i the materials and methods of dress has led some to theorize the origin of
this very human practice. A utihtarian explanation of the origins of dress suggests it to be a
practical necessity - As the "naked ape”, humans must replace our lost protective covermg, keeping
ourselves warm and shaded with pelis, plant matter, and then modern day simulations Clothing
becomes our second skin, taking on the duties of sheltering the nner body, but revealing 1t on the
individual's own terms - Gull charactenizes 1t as part of the "housing problem" where clothing
shields us from the elements  He extends his analogy to show clothing as representing different
rooms of the house  dinner jackets, bedclothes. special clothing for the ballroom, the church, etc.,
thereby showmng the hmuts of the utilitarian argument. None of these functions has anything to do
with warmth and shelter, but 1elies on social context to define appropriate coverings (Gill, 1931,

26-28)

Though protection may be the ongin of clothing, it is at best a secondary interest in the
practices of diess (Gill, 1931, 27). The body is capable of withstanding contextual inconsistencies
for the sake of fashion and tradition. Extieme cold is disregarded as easily as intense heat if
conventions call for a style that contradicts comfort (Squure, 1974, 14). 1 Clothing is a matter of

adornment and display., not decency and use value.

1 Canadian winters provide ample opportunity to witness this phenomenon in action  Obstinate teenagers can be
observed walking in -30 C weather clad In unzipped bomber jackets and running shoes, while other people are
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Some see this trait as evidence of our distnction from the 1est ot the anmal kingdom A
self-awareness of our appearance, manifested in umiversal concerns with omnamentation, appears at
first to be unique (Gill, 1931, 89) The reverse 1s the tule ammals "dress” up as much as humans
The plumes, pelts and scales of nature's beasts come i a tange of colowrs and styles that would
make even the most creauve designer green with envy  The ditterence between the anmial
kingdom and 1ts most egotistical member 1s the quahfication of adornment  Wheteas aniials
naturally acquire colour and textures for the purposes of sexual attraction or protection thiough
trompe d'oerl. humans artificially cover ow largely naked bodies n toreign matertals Joften
plundered from animals] or induce distigutement (Rudofshy, 1971, 12)  Agamn, language can be
used to place similar phenomena into opposttional binaries. The same practices ate elassitied mto
different meaning stiuctures, labelling human adornment as a cultwal actvity and animal

adornment as something beyond 1eason

"All the evidence is against the view that Man 1s by mstinct a Naked Ape " Geolticy
Squire prefers the idea of humans as the "decorate ape” (Squue, 1974, 13), a label that reconciles
the nature/culture dualism into a continuum once again. Adornment 1s natuwral and cultural; the two
are not mutually exclusive. Though practical concerns do govern the quantity and quality of
garments to a degree, other motivations aie 1 operation oramentation, custont, symbolism
(Squire, 1974, 13). The lack of tangible purpose mn adornment 1s not hnmuted to homo sapiens
The extravagant plumage of some birds disables flight, and brightly coloured anmmals can attract
predators as well as ward others oft {for mstance, humans on the prowl tor decorations!|
Naturalists assign specific purposes to adornment features 1n other hiving things, whereas human
adornment is attributed to vamity and meaningless posturig  Rather than dismissing human
practices, they must be reconsidered 1n the same purposeful "scientific” mannetr  Fashion and
adornment considered as specific patterns of behaviour within a context, not as items of clothing

(Konig, 1973, 46), can put us back mnto the mahgned and/or overvalued category of nature

bundled to the point of mummification European colonists of the seventeenth through nineteenth canturies provide
an example of unsuitable overdress in hot climates, where they retained therr traditionat forms of dress, diuplayirig
allegiances and difference against all practical logic (e g padded confining military uniforms, long dark missionary
robes, layers and layers of undergarments under iong skirts)
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Transformations

*...'homme a cherché un refuge dans le vétement qu: en a attendu une métamorphose de toute son

existance."
Jean Brun, 1987, 28

Adormnment serves much the same purposes for humans as it does for the rest of life on this
planet. Body styles can either draw attention to their wearer or they can camouflage individuality.
Humans are fortunate in that we are often able to choose between these functions, allowing for
contextual adaptation, but increasing the complexity of dress. This is the process of masking. The
strictest sense of "mask" refers only to a face covering, but the term can be stretched to extend to
all body coverings. Unable to alter our anatomy [stature, pigmentation, etc.], humans use masks
to partially transcend physical barriers. Masks hide the body, change the skin, and transform the
wearer into an alternative order of being (Brun, 1987, 57-58). "As repressed material, one might
speak of the body as the 'unconscious' of clothing" (Evans and Thornton, 1991, 53). The
transvestite potential of clothing enables basic human activities, transforming the hunter into its
prey through the use of animal skins for the purposes of camouflage (Brun, 1987, 56). The hunter
not only becomes less visible to its prey, but a transformation in a metaphysical sense can also
occur, potentially allowing the wearer to assume [at least in mind if not body] some of the qualities
of the animal (Brun, 1987, 56). Animistic religions commonly use the transformational power of
garments to symbolically and psychologically link themselves to their gods, in the hopes that a
spiritual union will bestow desirable characteristics onto the believer (Brun, 1987, 59).

Masks come in many forms and have many uses. Transformation is the key purpose in all
cases, but the desired effect of change varies according to context of the wearer. Analyses of the
effects of masks have been performed in several areas. Psychological studies show how
individual and group anxieties and desires can be transformed into expressible forms. The
relationship between the individual wearer and the embodiment of the larger social meaning or
category of the mask is also explored in these investigations. 1 The social aspects of mask
wearing are analyzed in terms of their value regarding social control, group identity, transgression,
and social status. Cultural analyses look at the artifact as a means to preserve cultural knowledge,
illustrating or negating cultural tradition through performance (Tooker, 1983,16-17).

1 Think of the Western “superhero”. These comic book characters are almost always masked and/or costumed,
possessing a "normal” life and a secret wWentity (eg- Clark Kent - Superman; Bruce Wayne - Batman; Selina Kyle
-Catwoman) The two identities are kept distinct, and the risk of overlap and disclosure is a constant threat to the
security of the character. In their superhero guise, they are allowed to perform actions of violence that are beyond the
sanctioned ability of the social order. An increasing psychological probe of these characters highlights the interplay
between their motivations (childhood trauma etc.) in the creation of ther alter-egos and the needs of society.
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The findings of these studics are largely patticuliun to the occasion undet mvestigatton  Inall cases
masks are a social device, conforming to the expectations of the soctal croup withm a specitie
context (Brun, 1987, 38).

In our socicty. the practices of mashing appear to be of hittle mportance Masks i the
literal sense of the word are localized into contexts of seculan performance such as costunie paraies,
Halloween, stage and circus performances, and a handtul ot festivals Masking, extendmy the use
of the word to encompass all clothing, 15 a universal actvity - Role plavang thiouph the adoption of
full body mashs allows one to operate m the soctal world and 10 satisty one’s own desiies 1 he
degree of self-consciousness mn the donning ot social 1oles s viewed i ihie care and selection of
clothing to match an occasion (Finkelstem, 1991, 155) Unitorms are the most obvious example
of this practice. The wearer of a umform assumes a role, becommg a prisonet of then clothmg, and
the institution that it represents. To the rest of the soctal world, the indrvidual wearmyg, the unitorm
is effaced into a single-purpose automaton  They are distimguished by then mask, but e jomed to
similarly attired individuals under another order (Brun, 1987, 38)  Civilian clothing, ac complishes
the same funcuon, ailowing for display and distinction or for anonymity i the cowd (Wilson,
1985, 156). Individuality can be mashed i or out of existence, dependimg on the desies of the

person and the context.

The tra- ~formation that occurs with masking 1s primanly a psychologucal one, for the body
is not usuaiy physically empoweied or disempowered by otmamentation. D I untnportant
whether thesc idenuty changes are tangibly "rcal” o1 meicly pretense to the wearer of the niash, 1t s
the social effects of masking that are significant, the way i wihich the mashed person s percerved
and gives order to the envitonment m which they are placed  Inthe West, the face niasks of other
cultures e removed from the context which gives them meanmg, as m the case of the thbal atitact
displayed as an "object d'art”. The mask looses 1ts status as purveyor of wdentity or as an attilic sl
face, no longer iepresenting a Larger whole or its orrgnal tituahistic mceanmyps I this new conte at,
it is relocated on the continuum of natusc-culture, re-assipned a value of exotic Otherness, and ticd
to the moie ammalistic side of humanity (Halpin, 1983, 223-224) “The tansfonnative powers, of
the mask are lost in this context. In then ongmal social locaton, masks are power objects i
themselves, conferring authority onto then bearer  In the formof the Western unform as well as

their more conventional meaning, masks act as units of mediation that allow for the ¢xchange of

1 A woman of average build In civilan clothing would not receve much authorative status, but, placed inside a military
or police uniform, would be conferred with greater authonty and t-sated as if she had greater physical ctrength
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power across bodies. They are power-generating and power-concentrating (Crumrine, 1983, 2),
focusing privilege and responsibility onto the body of an individual Social hierarchies and mythic

connotations are embodied mto then design, and enacted 1in a 1itualistic context (Crumrine, 1983,

3).

The wearer of the mask can disclamm responsibility for their behaviour as their actions
become symbolic of the larger whole 1ather than their own motivations. A built-in protection 1s
thus found in the ability of masks to stip pcople of their individuality. As Laura Makarius writes:
"If masks protect then weaters, 1t is obviously because the latter needs protection, whether they are
out on some dangetous eapedition, such as hunting, o1 are regarded as being surrounded by
maginary dangers” (Makanus, 1983, 196). A potent example of this statement 1s the executioner,
who, while in a very powetful position as an individual, must protect his identity by covering his
face with a mask. He 1s protected from the consequences of his acts, m a practical sense -
exccution can be a duty business - and in a symbolic sensc, for his appearance and identity
disappear under the larger sign of his mask (Makarius, 1983, 197). The protective function of
clothing, acuvated through tts abihties to confer alternative identities, eatends beyond blatant
masking. Itcan render the weater highly visible, sanctioning exhibitionist activity and postures of
power that would normally not be allowed, or it can conceal identity through uniformity, allowing

actvity to go unnoticed and unattributed to an individual.

What you sce 1s what you get
As previously stated, masks may allow the performance of unconformist activity, but they
do so in a conservative context. Clothing in genetal peimits and controls role playing. Simonc de

Beauvoir iematked upon the power of clothing in this regard:

"Even If each woman dresses in conformity with her status, a game is still being played
artifico, like an, belongs to the realm of the imaginary It is not only that girdle, brassiere, hair dye,
make up disguise body and face, but that the least sophisticated of women, once she is 'dressed’
does not present herself to observation, she is, Iike the picture or the statue, or the actor on the
stage, an agent through whom s suggested someone not there- that 1s, the character she
represents, but is not. It s this identification with something unreal, fixed, perfect, as the hero of a
novel, as a portrait or a bust, that gratifies her, she strives to identify herself with this figure and thus
to seem to haerself as stabilized, justified in her splendour " (in Goffman, 1959, 57-58)

Clothing confers a role onto tts wearer, a process that necessitates a belief in the coherence
between a conception of the world and the ability of appearances to reflect that order (Squire,
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‘ 1974,9). Itis at this point that the taboo of imposture comes mto play  Masks are cor textually
based. requiring a synchrony between action and location  The audience requures that the
performer pay great attention to their appearance to propetly embody the assumed rol ., for the
audience 1s "ready to pounce on chinks 1n his symbohic armour 1 order o diset *dit his
pretensions” (Goffman, 1959, 59) A performer must be authorized to play the role des gnated
through clothing; the way the clothes themselves are arranged and worn otter clues of imposture
The audience can be duped by a well executed performance, unablie to discern mtention trom
appearance. The closer an imposter's appearance comes to the "real” thing. the more it vill
threaten the audience’s belief in authority and the capacity tor them to 1ecognize something penunie
(Goffman, 1959, 58). A fine line 15 drawn between outright impostuie, when a specitic mdividua,
engages in a completely false 1dentity [a con-man] and a collective wge towards partial
fraudulence, when people attempt to disguise "figure faults” or diess beyond then means (o
achieve a heightened status (Goffman, 1959, 60))

Clothing enables posturing. The morality of a posture is, once agan, based on the content
and a scale of authenticity versus artifice. The difficulty mn ascribing an absolute value of
legitimacy as opposed to deception lies in the tnability to locate an ongin to the meanings conveyed

‘ through clothing' the intentions and character of the wearer aftect the selection of clothing. but
clothing shapes individual moods, controls action, and forms expectations about the wearer The
power of appearances is so strong that it can convince the wearer of a garment that they wie
possession of the characteristics embodied in the gamment  Eric Gill states that spiit and matter are
resolved in the clothes we wear (Gill, 1931, 99), and offers the following statement as an exaniple
"It is not the coat that makes lim gentle but 1n the coat he 1ecognizes what 1 becomng to hig

natural gentility and without which he cannot live up to his nature” (Gill, 1931, 3)

Simulations

“It 1s only shallow people who do not judge by appearances The true mystery of the world
Is the visible, not the Invisible "

Oscar Wilde The Picture of Dorian Gray, 1891 (in Finkelstein, 1991, introduction)

The confusion of appearance enabled though dress 1s mahgned as deceptive even thougli it

is universally practised In some discouises, such as the psychoanalytic approach, appearance 15

set up as an ideal that should reveal intertor meaning  The manifest appearance, through an ormate

. construction of displaced and repressed signs, offers unwilling pathways to allow the emergence
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of meaning 1 ¢. truth, a conception Jean Baudrillard labels "depth peeking through the break"
(Baudnllard, 1990, 53) The process of interpretation can recall latent meanings. This conception
of appearance reflects the common assumptions people make when evaluating someone's clothing.
Clothing 15 assumed to say something about an individual, willingly and unwillingly divulging
secrets about its weaer in a web of coherence and contradiction. | Meaning creating discourses
seek to end the fraudulence of appearances, (Baudrillard, 1990, 54) decoding them 1nto an
underlying system of ongin - Baudrillard counters this more traditional outlook with his theory of
seduction, claiming the manifest, superficial content overrides the mythic latent meaning
(Baudullard, 1990, 53). Attacks made on "false" appearance stem from the stigma placed on
seductive powers which are based on the reversibility of signs. By abandoning the idea of truth,
Baudrillard leaves the meanings of appearance on the surface in shifting significations, offering an
explanation to why the constant manipulation of signs 1n clothing continues to hold our interest

after centuries of playing the same game

The trompe d'oeil of dress and adornment renders the body into an artifact devoid of any
so-called natural way of being (Baudrillard, 1990, 61). Modern medical science has allowed for
even more mampulations, cosmetically altering the body according to fashion. In the age of plastic
surgery, the expiession "false face" takes on new meaning (Rudofsky, 1971, 35). The 1dea of
nature 15 subverted and/or rejected in favour of artifice. The allure of body artifice is opposed by
those who reject what they considered to be deception and vanity, both being defiances of Nature.
A fear of the seductive potentials of these de/reforming technologies spurs their rejection. "To
seduce 15 to die as reahity and reconstitute oneself as illusion", negating the possibility of finding a
truth to appearance (Baudnllard. 1990, 69) The absence or denial of a basis of truth to the human
body provides relief to some from their physical limitations and the meanings attached to them
le.g. gender, race, size. beauty ideals]. but causes concern for others who prefer the myths of

naturalism and the transparency of social categonies working through biological determunations.

Human artitice - a brief survey

Judgmg by the media attention given to modern plastic surgery, one would assume 1t to be
an mnmnovative practice. In fact, it is merely the attachment of a scientific, medical discourse to a
practice that can be alternately conceived as an anthropological or aesthetic one. Selective alteration

] For instance, we assume an outfit can tell a person's class of origin (something that they may wish to conceal) and
their class ambitions A person of sloppy appearance Is assumed to be disorganized in thought and disposition, while
an overly-lidv person can be labelled “anal retentive" Appearance Is given credit to revealing true personality over the
wishes of the clothed individual



of the body is another universal practice. Within Western culture, ear piercing is rarely connoted
with mutilation any more. I Less intentional alterations, such as the constriction of the foot
through poorly designed yet fashionable shoes, are much less noticed. The modern shoe is,
according to Rudofsky, an "instrument for deformation"”, bought in identically-sized, badly-shaped
designs (Rudofsky, 1971, 111). 2 Asa comparison, Chinese foot binding is often cited as one of
the more offensive artifices, rendering the victim disabled for the sake of a beauty ideal.

The body is altered in ways other than overt mutilation. Many devices have been designed
to interfere with human anatomy: bustles, pads, heels, wedges, braguettes, brussicrc:;. cod pieces,
hoops, crinolines, etc. (Rudofsky, 1971, 122). The corset, only abandoned around the tumn of the
last century, was a sign of virtue to be worn by both sexes, justified by medical assertions as
solving "natural” deficiencies of the human body even though it caused severe physical problems,
such as constriction of internal organs and shortness of breath (Rudofsky, 1971, 103-09) At
other times slightness of body is rejected in favour of selective fattening. Bustles, padding, and
garments that exert pressure on body parts to make them appear larger encourage a sumptuous look
of leisure and affluence (Rudofsky, 1971, 100). The ideal female bosom is an area of vanable si1ze
and shape, ranging from near flat-chestedness to a monobosom to separated, protruding breasts
Ideal body weights waiver from extreme corpulence to emaciation. Quentin Bell points out that
achieving the perfect figure will always require an expense, whether that be fatness as a sign of
wealth in a milieu of scarcity or slimness achieved through leisurely pursuit of exercise and medical
intervention; both situations follow the rule of conspicuous consumption.

The symbolism attached to weight varies greatly from culture to culture. Personal scales of
body size are sublimated to public ones (Schwartz, 1989, 449). In Western society, an obsession
with body size and proportion has taken many forms over time. Hillel Schwartz compares the
current dilemma of the Western body to schizophrenia. Three bodies co-exist in one
consciousness: a heavy, fat, old body of the present, representing social anxiety and self-
consiousness; a thin, free body of the past linked to nostalgic memories; and a streamlined body of
the future, the technologically enhanced cybernated figure (Schwartz, 1989, 411 and 443). This
schizophrenic co-consciousness is discovered in the discomfort many feel with their own

1 Occasionally, in a masochistic context, it is re-introduced  While in New York Ctty a few years ago, | saw a small store
with a sign in the window which read ' “Ear Piercing - With or Without Pain™,

The top of the human foot should be twice the width a3 the heel A quick look at pointy-toed Western footwear will
establish the degree to which this practical rule is ignored The Weal of the small, shm foot 1s Ingrained particularly in
women in Western culture The onginal version of the story of Cinderella is a horrific example of this ideal of beauty
the characters of the ugly stepsisters mutilate their feet for the sake of fitting into Cinderella’s delicate, anatomically
incorrect glass slipper so that they may meritthe affection of the prince (Rudofsky, 1971,9-10)
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physiques, necessitating constant transformations [ workouts, surgury, diets] to gain access to the
“true” interior self (Schwartz, 1989, 426). This self is invariably the thin body, the infant
unconstrained by the burdens of worldly existence. A whole fleet of professional detectives-
doctors, statisticians, dieticians, trainers, homeopaths - are deployed to free the trapped thin
person, but actually maintain its imprisonment through their utopian discourses and universalized
standards (Schwaitz, 1989, 450), differing the achievement of the ideal through ever-changing
standards  As 1t 1s a "repressed” body, a pure idealized, unrealizable creation of the mind, the thin
body can never surface, preserving the necessity of these professionals. The intensity of conflict
between the three body "fragments” has resulted in a crisis situation for some, manifested in
psychic diseases hike anorexia, .bulinna, and other obsessive eating disorders. The balance
between social 1deals and personal power gets out of control for some individuals, resulting in life

threatening emaciation or obesity.

The conception of the body is fragmented in another manner. The head and the body are
often conceived as two separate entities. The "headless” body is more strongly identified with the
social realm, clothed and trained 1n size and posture The head, more specifically, the face, is the
source of personal identity and distinction. The body is disguised and covered; the face is
highlighted and foregrounded. But the head is subjected to much reworking and deformation as
well.  Changes in this area are often attached to the expression of personality and "natural”
attributes such as intelligence. One of the more severe deformations is the practice of skull
moulding. Ancient Egyptians, American Indians, and late nineteenth century French provincials
engaged in this practice of reshaping their heads, achieving a streamlined, cylindrical shape. Not
surprisingly, this fashion in France occurred during the height of the phrenology craze, another
trend that promotes the belief in the ability of appearances to convey inner truth (Rudofsky, 1971,
97-98).

Though one might not place it under the category of body manipulation at first thought,
hairstyles and facia! hair are areas arranged into elaborate designs governed by conventions and
fashions For example, the male beard is shaped into many designs and has a long list of associate
values. It can connote authority and wisdom [e.g. religious figures, prophets] and be a symbol of
virility and manhood (Rudofsky, 1971, 125-6). A beard may also suggest a desire to hide
something and an unwillingness to confront others. Contradictions occur in hair growth and
removal for women as well. Selective body shaving reflects different cultural ideals of femininity
and beauty, and is tied to hygiene and sexuality. In North America, the shaven leg is a
contradictory sign in regards to sexual "looseness". While it is almost manditory to shave from the
knee to the calf, some consider it to be a sign of sexual impropriety if one shaves above the knee,
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implying that the woman expects someone [i.e. a sexual partner] to see/feel above the hemiline of
her skirt. In other cultures, hairy legs and armpits in women are thought to be sexually attracuve,
connoting earthiness and animality.,

These various practices of body manipulation are located on a scale of value as artifice
Prestige is often given to the "natural” over the artificial, the untouched body endowed with
notions of authenticity, timelessness, and sincerity that extends beyond pure social ereation and
fashion (Baudnllard, 1981, 46). The natural reality of the body seems to be demed through the
contortions of adornment. But this observation returns us to the natwe-culture duatism, throwmg
up "unnatural” cultural practices against an alternative ideal of the "natural” human body Body
ideals and the garments which enable them, like masks, are doubly-artificial. as they are the
product of human labour based on non-existent models (Brun, 1987, 63)

The natural pose

Just as technologically-assisted body shapes attempt to rephicate a mythic ideal, the natwal
body is a fictional construction in its own right. The body 1s raw material tor expenmentation
The styles and shapes of the past and of others appear to be gruesome o1 unnatual, but our own
current ideal remains unquestioned, otherwise, 1t would not be an ideal (Rudofsky, 1971, 94)

Rudofsky writes about our dissatisfaction with a permanent image "When the excriement
over a new fashion flares up, symbols of old come miraculously alive; strange cruelties and
mutilations are accepted in homage of an idol, were its nature fully understood, would scaie the
wits of its adherents” (Rudofsky, 1971, 13). The ideal of the natural body 15 a product of fashion
in its own right. A survey of posture styles, gait, health, and expression soon shows that theie 1s
no decontextualized way of being. In the 1830s, the artists of the West were plagued by &
mysterious condition called consumption, a stance replaced by the pose of depravity by the turn of
the century. Fashionable 1llness 1s the flip side of compulsive health, a phase n which we e
currently engaged. Posture, from the upright primness of the Victorian era [undoubtedly facilitated
by the constriction of corsets] can be contrasted to the slouching, purposively slovenly styles of the
hippy generation (Konig, 1973,48). Relaxed movements or stiff upper hip, the line between a
natural pose and an artificial one doesn't exist other than in differences invoked to distmguish one
group from another (Konig, 1973, 50).
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Some fashion theorists have attempted analyses that link prevailing style to the "spirit of the
age” (Flugel, 1950, 148). Though the interpretive function of some of this work is questionable as
it reuospectively attaches systems of meaning to distant times, the observations of past styles aie
mtetesting and valuable to plot the course of fashion (Flugel, 1950, 148) By attaching conteat to
style, our own artificiality may berevealed, but more commonly 1t only serves to reinforce ideas of
progresston and cexoticize diffeience  An inteiesting case is the peiception of the Euiopean
travellers who settled in foreign lands  The mussionaries and early colonists who chastised the
perceived naked anmmality of native populations were quick to attack therr cultural traditions,
seeking to end then practices of ornamentation and cieative muttlations. Unable to understand the
symbohism of thenr cosmetics, the European intruders thought it better to remove the cause of then
wotries by banning certain practices (Bram, 1979, 10). While horrified by the "savagery" of
native adornment, they temained blissfully unawatre of the inappropriateness and decadence of their
own garments, spotting wigs, powder, and ught lacings in iugged wildeiness lands (Biamn, 1979,

9).

This ethnocentiic attitude 1emains in the description of alternative practices. Plastic
surgery, a telatively reasonable, scientific thing to do in the West, is opposed to mutilation,
picercing, scaufication and other unpleasant sounding customs performed by Others (Bram, 1979,
9). Robert Biain notes the lustorical inconststency of carly Western attacks on alternative traditions

of ornamentation

"The wrony 1s that having effectively killed pnmitive body painting, we are ourselves
becoming more interested in our bodies The stigma on cosmetic surgery Is disappearing, plastic
forms are available to hide or reshape the body, and there 1s almost no anatomical feature which
cannol be made more perfect or at least more conformist  Thighs are slimmed, paunches removed,
buttocks and breasts raised Instead of secretly rouging her lips and dyeing her harr, the modern
woman may indulge in wholesale body sculpture, whitthng her body in the interests of fashion
Poster paints are used on the face, lashes are painted red, har streaked with green, nails panted
purple, tnangles and strpes more frequently associated with American Indians are appeanng on the
faces of fashion models and Punk Rock groups " (Brain, 1979, 14)

While the cultural practices of "naked" savages had to be contained, Western cultural ideals

assumed the stature of nature.

The natural nude

Clothing is a sign of culture, coding the body m accordance to artificially imposed
categorical differences. It 1s a tempting thought to believe that an unclothed human would be
stripped of these cultural distinetions and retuined to a natural state of being, equalized with cvery

other human body. The myth of the universal unadorned human figure is a powerful image, but
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there are many problems with this ideal notion (Hollander. 1978, XII). Humans are, unarguably,
social animals. As such, protection 1s found m collectivity A naked person in this context s an
anomaly, for nakedness ensures individuality to some degree  Unclothed, a person becomes then
own garment, making the individual personally responsible for all conduct as they e unprotected
by a uniform that carries pre-coded meanings and authorizations (Brun, 1987, 38)  Clothing
provides a way of "writing" over these body ditference, creating homogeneity whete none evisted
previously (Brun, 1987, 40). Two very different bodies can appear to come trom the same mould
if dressed in a similar way, stylizing the body into a type or an ideal form that disguises unwanted
difference (Hollander, 1978, 86) The protection of the uniforms lost to an unclothed human, a
condition that is, in effect, against our nature (Brun, 1987, 40). For most cultures, a naked body
is an incomplete body, requiring the packaging of cultural categories to complete it (Rudotshy,
1971, 27).

Artistic presentations of nudity show 1t to be a pose in its own right, as the depictions ol
proportions, attitudes. and the values attached to the body change over tme and space  Annc
Hollander writes that though the natural state of humans 1s to be decorated and clothed, we requnre

a deep respect for nakedness:

“Nakedness is not a customary but rather an assumed state, common to all but natural to
none, except on signficantly marked occasions These may be riual, theatncal, or domeslic, but
they are always special, no matter how frequent "

She argues that nudity is a necessary concept in Western representational art as it provides a
point of reference and origin for the symbolic importance of clothing (Hollander, 1978, 84) Asan
expression of artistic values as well as social allegiances, the relationship between clothing and
nudity as a lived social experience can be described in a simlar way. Perthaps the only vahd
distinction one can make to differentiate humans and other animals in the matter of adorment 15
that humans are the only ones able to take clothing off (Gill, 1931, 163) Nakedness 1s not a
return to a state of nature, but part of the "self-perpetuating visual fiction™ of clothing itself
(Hollander, 1978, XV).

The poses of nudity are revealed through historical and cross-cultural analyses  In Western
art, two major connotations surround its depiction. Nudity can represent unadorned mnocence,
linking the human form to nature, or 1t can suggest a divine artistic achievement, showing the
standards of ideal beauty for the time, place, and artist (Hollander, 197K, 85)  Actoss cultuses,

differences in attitudes towards dress and undress are viewed in incidents of culture shock, where
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certain areas of the human body acquire the status of taboo for one group but are much less
significant Jor at least possess a different signification] to another. Baudrillard states that in a
culture that does not perceive nakedness as objective truth, the concept of nudity, and all its
lascivious cennotations, cannot exist In non-fetishistic culture, the separation of body and face
does not exist, for the whole body 15 a symbolic veil, a representative of the individual
(Baudnillard, 1990, 33) Mario Perniola examines the different conceptions of nudity in three
traditions important 1n the creation of the modern Western world The ancient Hebrews linked
God to clothing, as God "dressed” the earth. The metaphysical was valued over the physical
body, and nudity had an absolute negative significance for this cultwe. The ancient Greeks
adopted an opposing position, setting nakedness up as a Platonic absolute truth. This manifested
itself through art and in an emphasis on athleticism, celebrating the vessel that contained the soul
(Permiola, 1989, 238-39) Neither of these traditions eroticized the body as does the Christian
tradiion. Rather than setting up distinct poles between dress and undress, a dynamic between the
two states creates i tension between the naked body and the garments that cover it (Perniola, 1989,
243). Withm this context, undress has its hmits; the erotic tension 1s lost at a certain point
(Perniola, 1989, 246) A truly naked figure is a rare sight i the depiction of the body in this

tradition, as the body holds no interest outside of the continuum.

Nudity as Clothing

Nudity is not unlike a style of clothing, worn in different ways according to cultural
traditions. To achieve "natural” nakedness., one must be well trained in the artistic stance of the
day. It 1s a posture to be worn  Hollander can thus state: "Clothes, even when omutted, cannot be
escaped” (Hollander, 1978, 87). Eric Gill offers a supporting statement to this thought: "A naked
man is, m fact, well dressed” (Gill, 1931, 168). Nudity is appropriate at particular times and
places, replicating the contextual contingencies that govern dress. Gull goes so far as to suggest
that the skinatself 15 a suit of clothing, ornamented with details, in a context of display that can

only be broken by an insistence of base corporeality:

“A 'naked’ man is clothed in silk - with hair in appropriate places, and delicately ornamented
with nipples and navel - a marvellous mechanism of muscle and bone displayed and yet still
covered Real nakedness does not exists from man unless he be flayed " (Gill, 1931, 166-7)

The body only loses its continuum of skin/clothes when it undergoes a process of
"denudation”, wounded to 1eveal its physicality that extends beyond aesthetic social construction
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(Perniola, 1989, 245). The flesh is easily eliminated in the depiction of nudity. Representations i
traditional art, computer simulations and prostheses can generate a tealistic umage ot a body that
never has existed. a pure simulation that carues all the effects and meanmgs of a corporeal
equivalent (Perniola, 1989, 261). In some cultures, nakedness mdicates the ultimate negatve
state, as it is linked with privation, degiradation and shame; the people ot the Nea East, the
Egyptians, Babylonian, and Hebrews considered it in this vein, for nudity was reserved tor slaves

and prisoners (Perniola, 1989, 237).

Nudity 1s revealed to be one more sign 1n the processes of adornment Undetr wiap, 1itisa
secret, an ambivalent referent assumed but not seen.  Uncovered, the shin becomes a sign,
circulated with its own meanings (Baudntlard, 1990, 32). The "metaphysies” of clothing and
nudity, to use Perniola's phrasing, assigns an absolute value to visibility (Permola, 1989, 242)
Gill recognizes the reciprocal relationship between the two polarities, while indulging in another

opportunity to criticize the Puritan disdain for appearances

“Everybody, excep! the puritan, loves clothes, everybody, except the puntan, loves the
naked body The whole difficulty lies in the reconciliation * (Gill, 1931, 164)

Clothing and body are tied together, ideally, each emphasizing the attiactions of the other
A love of adornment accompanies a love of the body: disdain for one usually 1s followed by a
disdain for the other (Gill, 1931, 165). In the Western tradition, eroticisim 1s located i the place
where clothing meets body, and ts conditional on the possibility of moving fiom one state [diess)
to another [undress] (Perniola, 1989, 237). This condition recalls the powers of seduction as
outlined by Baudrillaid, where the reversibility of signs 1s the operating prnciple  Hollander

understands this when she describes the dialectic of dress:

"People's clothes have the effect of making their inferred nude bodies seem more, not
less, desirable Nakedness, of course, has its own fierce effect on desire, but clothing with
nakedness underneath has another, and it 1s apparently even more potent Clothing that envelops,
swallows up, and seems to replace the body also enhances its importance, differantly but no less
powerfully * (Hollander, 1978, 85)

Modesty

The seductive body 1s feared by some, as 1t is an unstable, transitive form of power
Ironically, the repression of seduction is sought through copious attention to diess  The
suggestion of nudity 1s but the consequence of enclothing the body, thereby emphasizing what is
denied (Perniola, 1989, 251). Clothing can make the "spiritual”™ visible, a pracuce recogmzed by

the Christian tradition in the use of symbolic forms of ornamentation  But this same system of
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belicf engages m a icjection of the flesh, assigning it a negative value. The effect of attempts to
repress what lies under the robe manifests itself in the form of codes of modest dress, ptinciples
that only insistsupon the "rceturn of the icpiessed” and an croticization the body.  An alternative
tradition exists i some tribal woups that view Western-styled full body covenng as an immodest
act. l'or these people, nakedness 1s the modest fashion, with only "hailots” covering themselves in

unabashed display (Rudofsky, 1971, 26-27)

The concept of modesty is a complicated one, often overlapping terms such as shame,
bashfulness, tmudity, and frugahty (Elhs, 1942, 7). It 15 essentially a moral value attached to the
body and 1ts ictation to clothing, an attempt to reject the potential seductive power of dicss. What
constitutes modest behaviour tanges from the covenng of particular aicas of the body to demands
for layers of clothing  Clothimg itself has no particular value under a code of modesty, a thought

expressed by Knight Dunlap na 1928 aucle entitled "Development and Function of Clothing”.

‘Any degres of clothing, including complete nudity, is perfectly modest as soon as we
become thoroughly accustomed to it Conversely, any changes in clothing, suddenly effected, may
be unmodest If it 1s of such a nature to be conspicuous clothing itself has not modesty or
immadesty.” (in R Schwarlz, 1979, 26)

Modest weat vaties with social station, age, location, activity, the tume of day and year
(Rudofsky, 1971, 28) When it s followed, it is aiefusal of the display function of clothing, as

attracting the gaze of others is asign of vanity and ego.

For a culture with a stiong sense of propriety concerning diess, modesty seems an almost

natural iesponse. In s 1942 book Studics in the Psychology of Scx, Havelock Ellis devotes an

entie section to the subject of modesty, begimming with the affinmation that it is:

“an almost nstinctive fear prompting to concealment and unusually centering around the sexual
processes, while common to both sexes # is more pecubarly feminine, so that it may almost be
regarded at the chief sacondary sexual character of women on the psychical side  The woman who
1s lacking in this kind of fear 1s lacking also In sexual atiractiveness to the normal and average man *
(Ethis, 1942, 1)

While his gende stereotyping is rather sweeping in scope, he makes a vahid point about the
unportance ol modesty in the process of attraction. The absence of modesty 1s not unlike an
absolute absence of clothing: modesty 15 to seduction as clothing is to nudity Immodesty is not
the negative absence of modesty but its necessary muror image (Ellis, 1942, 1), creating degrees

of sigmiticance m dress and tntentions 10 its wearers. Modesty assuimes a natualized status as 1tis
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socially engrained. but proof of its contingency on cultural notms 1s found in the mnocen
transgressions of children who have no qualms about touchmg and revealing any part of any one's
body until taught otherwise (Rudofsky, 1971, 27). Simularly, the destgnation of modest and
immodest forms of the body change with fashion, tied in to competition between rval groups
(Konig, 1973, 134), and the creaton of taboos that can then be transgiessed tor erotie PUIPOSEes
and symbolic defiance. The idea that modesty is a natural impulse may arise from the contlanon ot
the ideals of modesty and feelings of embarrassment, the negative emotion provohed when we

unintentionally transgress the moral dress code.

Reveal and conceal

Though some sense of modesty is nearly umversal, the form that 1t takes is very different
across societies. The Christian version of modesty has been particulaly emphatic, enforang s
tenets through the inducement of shame of nakedness, 1eplacing immodest symbols with
"appropriate” Western clothing (Brain, 1979, 11). Modesty operates by the mcentive of tear,
making individuals acutely aware of their physical comportment  Rather than mahe people torget
about the carnality of the body, clothing performs the opposite function. Covermg an area s
essentially the same as packaging it for display. The codpiece, once a popular item of clothing tor
European men, illustrates this function most vividly (Rudofsky, 1971, 56) Within the present
western context, the ever-changing shape of the female bosom, redesigned by the bia. 18 another

example. It is not how much 15 covered, but how clothing 1s worn, as stated by Geoftiey Squie:

"The most nun-like wraps can prove indecent If the wearer intends to make them so,
complete nakedness, as in the symbolic picture of Truth, or the model for a 'lfe-class, may be utterly
innocent Usually it is manner not matter which matters * (Squire, 1974, 14)

Modesty is a contradictory and self-defeating notion (Rudofsky, 1971, 26), as proponents
claim to be rejecting display and self-consciousness but "achieve this goal through caretul image
planning Modesty confirms that diess is primartly a social activity, as 1t operates on the assumed
expectations of an audience reaction, whether that be in the pursuit of shock value or as a deterrent
to transgression A Japanese tradition offers a reconcihiation ot the demands of modesty with
adornment. No concept of the ' divine nude” exists 1n this culture, the naked body has the status of
defencelessness and shame Irezumu, an ancient, intricately beautiful style of tattooing, permits
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the body to be "diessed” at all times, giving it a look of artificiality. Some enthustasts of this art
form make a down payment to mdividuals with full body suits of tattoos, and "collect” their
purchase upon death, a museum of nezumu exists m Japan with the ornamented skins pinned to the
wall (Biain, 1979, 64). While imually created by modesty, irezumu becomes a matter of pure
display in this context  Unhike the hypocnitical traditions of Western modesty which seives to
create an crotic, transgressive body, other traditions such as this Japanese one recogmize the
importance of display that must accompany all foims of adornment. The aims of dress are
contradictory ones, wheic the atiactions of the body ate emphasized but denied on moral grounds
(Komg, 1973, 30).

Display and deception

The unclothed body, as opposed to the postuted elegance of the nude body, is an object of
shame and vulnerability. Modesty is a code designed to prevent the loss of control over the body,
both in terms of personal embatassment and the loss of social power to seductive power.
Adornment 15 used to cmpower the body,wrappingit with signs of authority [self-contiol and
institutional/social contol].  Clothing gives a speaific perceptual knowledge to the body,
conveying uscful mformation to a knowledgeable audience (Finkelstein, 1991, 112 and 108).
Clothing can show one's sense of 1espect of order, insepatable from the individual self but tied to
the collective m the form of mass forms of dress (Finkelstem, 1991, 107). Fashion and style
changes only can operate with the acknowledgement of an audience (Konig, 1973, 57),
exhibitionism, outside of the negative values that this term usually caries, allows for oppositional
constructs, nvalries, and moral laws to be played out in the social wotld. Social events and places
are designed to enable the display function of clothing, such as malls, theatres, bourgeois salons,
receptions, courts, and festivals (Konig, 1973, 58). The body 1s transformed 1nto a commodity 1n
this context whete sumptuous ttems can be displayed or 1ejected (Finkelstemn, 1991, 5) and

allegrances can be declated supporting or opposing prevailing powers. |

The social function of display is self-cvident to all of humanity. The appeatance one adopts

1s largely deternuned by one's content. Joanne Finklestein acknowledges this fact:

"Realizing the cultural and historical contingencies of these mterpretations should
determine that any insight into an essential self which we derive from reading the outward signs Is

I The rejection of sumptuousness can be a conscious decision, such as "old money" attempts to differentiate itself

from the ostentations of "nouveau riche", or as an oppositional statement in an individual attempting to ink themselves
symbolically to an underclass
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better understood as a reading of a cultural moment than it is an analysis of personality Yet this is
not often the case " (Finkelstein, 1991, 4)

Unfortunately, our belief i the ability of appearances to transmit knowledge about an
individual often overextends the ability of clothing to accomplish this funcuon  Because clothing
carries social meanings, it must use codes that are understood by many people. These codes ae at
times very loose ones to allow interpretative possibilities, but comprehension is complicated
because of the need for accessibility. Conventionahzed meanmgs limt the range of possible
expressions; unconventional coding results 1in misunderstanding and possible negative
repercussion. 1 While limuted in one respect, the vagaries of coding obscure defimuve meanimgs,
but allow for creativity, play, and change. In the end, we mustiely on what we percerve, but we

can easily be deceived.

Appearance is thought to be able to convey abstract qualities of chatacter, thereby
necessitating a careful attention to appearance (Finkelstein, 1991, 2) The labout put into
appearances negates its motivation, as 1t 1s primarily a construction rather than a profound
unintentional revelation of our spirit The body becomes a manufactured object that advertises the
place, power, and abilities of individuals bestowed onto and assumed by them within a social
context (Finkelstein, 1991, 4). All people know that everyone works to create impressions, but
still we attempt to divine truth from appearances. Finkelstein resumes the problems of our tiust n

the facades we present to the world.

"It would seem that the ideas we hold about personal identity, incorporating as they do
these divergent views, suggests that our knowledge of human character and our speculation about
the nature of our own consciousness and that of others are incoherent and unsystematized
narratives, interwoven with contradictory ideas and assumptions " (Finkelstein, 1991, 1)

It is as if all were involved na perpetual "conspracy” to allow arufice vo go unrccogmzed,
(Finkelstein, 1991, 3) for we are shocked when actions contradict appearance  "Foere 1s an nony m
the hypocrisy in the modern era. While we reject the past theoties of appearance, the
physiognomists and phrenologists who claimed they could deduce the character of individuals
based on their looks and body shape, modern Western society embraces the ideals of self-
transformation, believing that exercise, weight loss, plastic surgery, and make-overs will allow us
to achieve the perfect unity of spint and matter (Finkelstem, 1991, 7)

1 The often cited case of the misunderstood punk rockers can illustrate this point The use of unconventonal
materials for adornment was interpreted solely by mainstream individuals as acts of aggressive opposition, rather than a
statement on the assumed transparency of meanings and uses of objects
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Artifice and nature are not mutually exclusive categories. Artifice is a part of nature,
manifested in the universality of display across all living things. The categorization of adornment
as artifice and artifice as deception is the result of the contradictions of our "ideology” of
appearance. Appearances do deceive, but only because we wish them to do so. The negative
viluations placed on artifice could be the legacy of Puritanism, or simply the frustration everyone
fecls at the lack of transparency of meaning in the social world. Concepts such as modesty are
invoked to control the potential chaos, but 1n the end, are done in by the very contradictions which

provoked their creation.
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UNIFORMITY

The "language" of clothing

The amount of time and resources people devote to the personal selection of clothing as
well as the quantity of published and broadcast informadion on the subject indicite an "obsession”
with self-presentation. Regardless 1f it be mere conventional common sense, neatly everyone
believes clothing conveys information about its wearers: thus, great care must be taken to ensue
that the proper information be present. Dress 1s a "language” designed to impart meanings,
governed by rules which allow this process to occur. Like all languages, the tales of diess vaty
according to the culture in which they are located. A plurality of nattonal and local "dialects”
results in a wide range of adornment styles. One can study clothmg to better understand the
history and composition of an individual and a population, as 1t is a concrete mamfestatton of
ideas, values, categories, and understandings of a social group (McCrachen, 1988, 58)

Dress communicates on the basis of 1ts symbolic properties (McCracken, 1988, 57) In
this way, it more closely resembles an extra-linguistic aesthetic code. like pamting and sculpture, m
its complexity and vagueness, rather than a [more] linear hnguistic code (FF Davis, 20)  As John
Berger writes, seeing comes before words, explaming our surroundings to us but never fully
encompassing them (Berger. 1972, 7). When one ascribes meaning to clothing, one does so first
from a position of selective perception ["meaningful” details versus nielevant ones| and secondly
from a Linguistic descrimination, recogmzing the categories that desciibe peiceived detals and
oppositional constructions. It 1s generally assumed that people conscrously choose and mvolutanly
encode meanings into the garments they wear, but, regardless of itentionahty, all meamngs are
considered a transparent reflection of/on their wearer. In addition, when one sees the clothing of
others, one locates one's self in relation to them, spatially, temporally, and culturally, through
categories created in and worked through language.

Meaning 1s created by individual items of clothing and their minute detanls which mutually
inform the surrounding garments and the context in which they are placed, creating an "ensemble”
or a "Jook" that defies strict categorical containment  Interpretation rehies on many factors the
identity of the person [social position, gender, agel, the occasion, the location, and the moods of
both the observer and the observed (F. Davis, 17). Despite the assumed transparency of meamngs
to an individual observer or wearer, meaning 1s deliberately ambiguous in dress  In this regard, it
is under-coded, allowing for interpretive flexibility from context to context  Clothing allows
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people to be social chameleons, moving thiough different social spaces with a limited number of
garments at then disposal, while still remaining socially acceptable and understandable [o1
unacceptable and confusing.af that s the goal]  For example, a person who attempts to convey an
appearance of elegance and sophistication can chose from a vanety of different styles  Their choice
will be read i different ways an extremely fashion conscious group will evaluate against one
standard while a less pretentious group will use a completely different set of values. The
“elegance” of the outfit could be read as a sign of class aspirations or declaration, artistic talent or
lack of, social conformuty or individualism, forward thought or nostalgia, ctc  All people famuliar
with the cultural tadiuons of the dresser will be able to read the intentions of the dressed person -
the attempt to appear "elegant” - but will evaluate the success of this attempt in different ways.
based on a deduction of the "mvoluntary” signs [e g :their real economic position revealed by
cheap jewelery] Judgement can be accomplished without finding the outfit inherantly socially
unacceptable, but placing the dressed person on a scale of acceptance n relation to the individual
observer und their peer group  The signs 1n clothing are ambiguous 1n that they have no absolute

value, allowing for many different evaluations,

Despite its ambiguity, the codes used to manipulate meaning in clothing encourage
repetition and 1estatement of 1deas, not innovation. This is balanced by its combinatorial
possibilities which obscure what meanings are actually 1n play. As clothing is limuted in the
number of socrally significant discourses avatlable to 1t, it is repetitive and conservative by nature
(McCrachen, 1988, 68). The meanings [social categories, aesthetic values] pre-exist their
encoding mto the material forms of clothing, specifying in advance what messages are
communicable  The absence of generative freedom enables communication to occur, limiting the
possible meanings mto a socially-transmissible structure (McCracken, 1988, 67). Combination of
meanings embodied 1nto garments allow for greater expressivity and ambiguity, obscuring the
determmacies m the spaces between details | Generally, this system 1s designed to promote

effective communication within the largest possible range of expiession

The surptise. revulsion and/or humour expiessed towards one who cannot communicate
effectively with then diess is pethaps a form of shock felt that a person 1s unable to work in this

flextble, accessible. and seem ngly umversal commumication system. Those simply unable to keep

] Combining formal wear with sports clothing i1s an example of this A tuxedo conveys an atttude of seriousness,

ceremony, dignity, wealth, and ‘eisure  Running shoes indicate activity, casualness, work, comfort, and commonality
When placed together, the seventy ot the tuxedo, and possibly the social occasion at which it worn, 1s mocked,
though still accepted in part, resulting in a more expressive yet more confusing message
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a minimal degree of combinatorial convention are [self-]designated as social outcasts. This 1s 1
contrast with those who deliberately play with combinatonial possibthties to create witty o1
transgressive comments. Fashionable rebels are largely respected. for theu use of clothing
signifies a sign of their intelligence For example, popula entertainers and artists can diess against
general conventions, displaying transgressive sexuality and "mappropriate” wconography - They are
considered daring and are often revered for their personal style  While some people may not
approve of the messages 1n their clothing [e.g the combmation of overt sexuality and symbol ot
traditional authonty], the uansgressive clothing still uses conventional, mtelligible meanmgs
Social outcasts are largely unable to encode meaning, combiming mundane ttems aganst any
convention, displaying a total absence of common-sense in the combination of tabiies [¢ g
"winter" weight with "summer" weight]. colours, worn-out items, and untashionable garments
The meticulous attention paid to dress by fashion rebels separates them from the slovenly charactet
of the sartorially-retarded. |

The relationship between sigmfied and signifier is unstable m clothing as it 1s based on
abstract meanings attached to socially constructed items  Communication can be prevented
altogether at times, or have entirely different significations for distinct groups (€ Davis, 18)
There is no dictionary of meaning for clothing. But, at the same tme, the meanigs attached to
material objects are not as flexible as abstract thoughts  As its messages precede then encodig
individual styles, they are constrained to that method of expression  The wearer of clothing has
little combinatorial freedom if effective communication is the desired mtent (McCracken, 198X,
66).

Clothing operates on a purely symbolic level, being a tangible sign of an abstiact wdea
While spoken and written language classifies and gives shape to objects, actions and eneigies,
thereby rendering them socially significant, clothing 15 used to express concepts such as nmmaterial
power relations, social affiliations and 1deologies  The manipulation of a symbolic property
attached to a stylistic feature 15 difficult to achieve, for a specific item or treatment 1s exc husive to
that pre-existing 1dea; the 1dea 1< not arbitrarily attached to a style or item of diess  Clothing gives
definition 1o social constructions, and attaches them onto individual bodies  In this way, power

relations manifest themselves 1n a material way, demonstrating their scope through quantity and

1 | am unable to theonize why there are people who are, simply put, unable to dress "properly”  Usually transgressive

behaviour has some positive motivations behind it a sense of moral superiorty, a desire 1o be admired lor bravery, 1he:
expression of creativity Those who are extremely poor dressers do not seem to have any motivation, in fact, most
seem oblivious to the reactions of those around them, a curiously anti-social attitude,
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quality of expression  In other words, clothing expresses the unexpressable. After it becomes the
tepresentative of a formerly intangible power, it can serve to re-shape social o1ganizations, giving

certain people aceess to privileges and 1esponsibilitics. I

Michel Foucault refered to a vague, unaccountable concept of "power™ m many of his
works, and 1s often cniuqued for leaving the term undefined. The social relations expressed
through diess are a visible sign of Foucault's agentless power. His thesis of productive power
witlingly working thiough the body of mdividuals is demonstrated in the way people use clothing
to label then place i society  The material form of clothing 15 [over-]determined by abstiact
meanings emerging from an unaccountable body of unwritten laws, and becomes symbolic of
these tules 2 Individuals accept certain ways of dressing in accotdance to the conventions of
diess, including and distinguishing themselves fiom their fellow citizens. A place is accepted
along a comphicated continuum of soctal privileges and responsibilities, with dress acting as an
mmportant means to aceess a designated and/or chosen role. The mability to locate a source to the
labeling of social categories stiengthens the hold of convention, as it 15 not imposed by a defined
gioup. 3 In addition, the great majotity of people more or less unquestioningly obey the 1ules of
diess, and acciprocally act as a sanctiomng body to prevent transgression, thus ensuring the
stabihity of the diess code as a whole. Even within tansgiession, theie 1s an mplicit rccognition of
the conventions of diess as it plays with the negation o1 subveision of a commonly practiced
convention ‘The appropriation of a hughly symbolically-charged garment mn a disiespectful conteat
canignite passtons like few other things [e.g. 1ehgious o1 political iconography employed i a
manner that challenges its meanings]. Rather than change the meaning of the garment, the
appropriated use only re-enforces the importance and sigmificance of the symbols, recognizing its
vilue to the ongimating group. This can only occur when the meaning of a particular garment
approaches a direct conrelation between the form of adornment and the idea it represents, the

symbol becommg its meaning

1 An example of a transformation can be found In the introduction of uniforms in some schools in the United States
This was accomplished as an attempt to eradicate the fiercely competitive fashion rivalries between the students, and
to encourage them through the discipline of the uniform to take school more seriously

2 Auteur theories of dress history attempt to locate an agent to meaning but these are critiqued for this very reason,
as individual designers are largely products of the aesthetic, cultural values of therr ime, hmited by the technologies
and matenals available for consideration

Peer groups, family, occupation, matenal and technological imitations, economics [personal and global], cultural

traditions, religious and civil legislation, climate, political afflilations and other determinants control what 1s available for
any individual
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Clothing can be rigid in this regard, bemng succinet and absolute in meaning — Yet 1 1
broadly expressive as it is an creative, aesthetic form, and personal as it 1s attached to individual
bodies. Clothing is an ideal medium for the expression of values and attitudes Tt can present
controversial meanings that may not otherwise be explicitly stated (McCrackhen, 1988, 69),
tempered as 1t is by artistic license and the embarrassing potential for musteading and unintentional
coding. Its meanings can become naturalized and unnoticed 1t practiced m a mass fashion, creating
a social cohesion only noticed when juxtaposed with an muuding meaning system  Once again,
quoting McCracken:

"Culture can therefore trust to this instance of matenal culture messages that language

might abuse It can encode In clothing and material culture informat.on It does not wish 1o sae
transformed " (McCracken, 1988, 68)

There is a limited way to describe clothing styles 1 language (McCrachen, 1988, 65) ‘The
nuances of meaning in clothing extend beyond the enunciative abilities of language  Carolne
Evans and Minna Thorton describe the application of hngwistically-based "meaning generative
systems” [semiotics, sociology, psychoanalysis] to the "meaning destioying system” of clothing
and fashion necessitates many assumptions and restatements of cultural norms, such as fashion's
traditional association with femininity (Evans and Thornton, 1991, 48). While these discourses
attempt to link clothing to the body: "[t]he Body always manages to sound rather dis-embodied, the
problems of language, specifically the contrast of fashion's seductive patter and the severities of
contemporary analytical discourse, are ones which, pethaps, are pnimary when tackling the
question of ascribing meaning to fashion" (Evans and Thornton, 1991, 49)  When clothing nears
an absolute correlation of material form and underlymg idea, 1t can become subject to parodies that
can undermine its determinacy of meaning (F. Davis, 20). I The umverse of meanmg i clothing
is limited by material possibilities and available discourses  Even so, clothing extends beyond the
strictness of grammars and vocabularies (McCracken, 1988, 65) Clothing avoids absolute
polarnties, creating multiple oppositions and allegiances in material form [e g outfit x = this group
and/or this group, a bit of this group, but not this group] It provides the hope of overcommg
binary opposition of theoretical, political discourses n its hmited recombinant possibilities (Brun,
1987, 32). Buteven these possibilities are pre-fabricated, thereby constiaming the combmations

possible. The limitation of potential meanings guarantees interpretation, novel combinations,

1 A parody of clothing can take the form of an appropriation by another group  For instance, the innovative styles of
youth subcultures lose their potency once the “code” 1s “cracked” by mainstream culture, resulting in their political
degradation through parody [e g the styles associated with rap music adopted for comedic purposes by white middle
class comedians and advertisements] Atthis point, a war of authenticity, a rejection of the style by the original group,
or fts transformation into “camp” are some of the strategies that may be adopted 10 revitalize symholic propertiss
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though rare, inhibit communication, a situation that is against the social purpose of clothing in the
first place (McCracken, 1988, 66).

Dress patterns provide an opportunity to study social order as they classify individuals as
members of subsets of meaning (Rugh, 1986, 1). Clothing makes the body culturally visible,
determining its shape, size, and composition as well as its social significance (Silverman, 1986,
145). Dress can reveal several orders of classification. Cultural categories differentiate individuals
in age, sex, rank, marital status, occupation, and/or location by attributing definitive forms of dress
[e.g. styles exclusively for men versus women, children versus adults; class differentiation].
Cultural principles, the ideas through which the categories are formed. are similarly expressed
through ideals such as modesty, levels of sumptuosness, and matenals. Special events 1n life are
marked with ceremonial wear [e.g. weddings, graduations, inductions into groups]. Clothing
takes on 1ts full powers of display in this context. Social distance and proximity can be shown,
creating collectives and restricting interaction between groups. Clothing may also symbolize entire
historical eras, locating ideas and individuals on a ume Iine signified through stylistic change
(McCracken, 1988, 59-61). The scorn manifested towards people who are "out of style" - i.e.
historically and unfashionably anachronistc -1$ a reaction to their assumed identification with an

ideology of the past that is no longer deemed appropnate.

Despite the desirability of assigning a particular social place and value to individuals,
contradictions appear in diess codes and their meanings. Incompatible or hypocritical 1deas can
emerge in the combination of signs. For instance, the dismissal of sumptuousness in dress is often
meant to be a rejection of the concerns of appearance as frivolity, but this can only be accomplished
through the self-conscious adoption of another style of clothing, therby reinforcing the importance
of image-making A person's "avant-gardness” can be conveyed through appropriations of antique
fashions, while claims to individualism outside the conformity of mamnstream art and politics may

be declwred by a mass of idenucally dressed "rebels".

These categories are all pre-existent to their encoding in clothing, reinforcing rather than
creating social divisions. Clothing might assist subsequent differentiation, but never directly
causes it. To enable all these different principles to operate at the same time and to permit transition
from one category to another, clothing is always under-coded. The exception to this rule 1s the
uniform, which has as 1ts goal to defimtively ploce individuals under a common order (F. Davis,

19). The concept of the uniform 1s simply an exaggeration of the principles in operation in all
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clothing. By examining the absolute case of the uniform, an understanding of the way clothing

gives and reflects order in the social world can be achicved

The uniform

The uniform is a significant concept as it marks a complete unon between imdiaduoal
appearance and social discipline (Roche, 1989, 212) It allows for the development of compley
systems and social transformation on a large scale by identitying the power, authonty, and
responsibility of groups, displacing the ttaditonal necessity of personal knowledge ot indwviduals
to judge their character. Political organization as we know 1t today 15 not possible without the
invention of uniforms, as they mndicate the cocrcive and authontative himbs of povernment the
military and the police. Similaly, war on a large scale way made possaible through the
differentiation of troupes by colour and cut of gamment (Langner, 1965, 120) These special foces
are sepatated from the mass by appeatance, obtamming an mmmediate reaction because ol the

symbolic propertics of their clothing (Langner, 1965, 125)

The concept of the mihitary uniform dates back to the sixteenth century, and then it was
only adopted when cconomic conditions allowed for this form of sumptuous, vicatious display
(Boucher, 1987, 248). Until the 1cign of the French kmg Lows X1V, nulitary costume mostly
consisted of civilian diess with a few practical additions for the necesstties of war makimg - Onee
widely adopted in the form the western world now knows, the nulitary unorm soon lost any ks
to practical nced and became an object of display above all "The officer’s wnifonm rose w the
highest foims of couitly elegance soon after 1t was established (Roche, 1989, 212) Umitors
became signs of wasteful expenditure m then impracticahty, discomfort and glamour, symbolizing
manliness while disabling its wearer physically (Bell, 1976, 148)  More approprate to the
nineteenth century fancy diess ball o1 concert than for battichield, these wnrtorms requaed
meticuous attention to self-piesentation i the name of discaipline Formenly functional detids
became increasingly ornamented, and comfo:t considerations were supplanted by 1 tightness that

would emphasize a look of strength rather than enable 1t to be shown

The conspicuousness of these stylish umforms soon made them impractical on the
battlefield once cfficient nifles weie developed  But uniform reform is always dithicult 1o
implement as the ganments possess a "spititual” vatue apart from practical considerations (el
1976, 150). To ovetcome 1esistance, highly decorated unnormms were tetamned for formal

occasions, and fighting umforms seive more practical purposes on the field (Bell, 1976, 151)
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Military dress umiforms have the status of fashion. with stylistic details being appropriated into
civihan wear [e.g the codpiece, épaulettes, frogs, braid, medals and buttons as ornaments,
millenary style] (Boucher, 1987, 248) The military uniform 1s more symbolic of the relationship
between the state, the army, and fashion rather than a display of a warrior spirit, practicality, and

permanence (Roche, 1989, 215).

Rank
The relation of state and force i1s congealed in the uniform, with the representatives of the

state and its laws "clothed with authority". The uniform supports many symbolic functions in 1ts
design (Langner, 1965, 124). It first and foremost transforms the authority of government into
corporeal power. Additionally, 1t ranks people within the orgamzation, supplementing individual
position with badges and insigma. It sets up relationships of superiority, stratifying members of
the organization into defined ranks. The higher ranked individuals will show their superionty
through greater emphasis on the ceremonial aspects of the umform (Konig, 124-25). This
ornamental function serves the double purpose of enhancing personal status, and distinguishing its
wearer from the rest of the umformed group But individualization is not the primary function of
uniforms. They are designed to achieve conformity within the ranks, not distinction. Elite
decoration gives hierarchy a visible form, but everyone is reintegrated into the larger collective by
the overniding common elements of the uniform (Joseph, 1986, 77). Respect [or contempt,
depending on the political stripe of the viewer] is given to the uniform itself, to the symbolic values
it represents, not to the person wearing it (Reche, 1989, 213). An example of the physical and
psychological effects of rank distinction 1s found in the different treatment received by a captuied
general versus a captured soldier of lower rank (Silverman, 1986, 131). Though the captors are
not under the authonity of a high ranking enemy prisoner, they will most likely grant him privileges

and respect.

Community

The uniform operates as a dramaturgical device, providing a symbolic medium for group
interaction and boundanies (Joseph, 1986, 71). Not only does it identify who is included in the
collective, but ensures institutional goals and stability. It literally embodies the attributes and
vilues of the group, covering the bodies of individuals with the symbols of the institution. The
uniform has an existence independent of the wearer, with all interaction mediated by 1ts cloth. It

serves to remind the wearer and all those s/he encounters of the proper code of behaviour (Joseph,
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1986, 66). The interpretation of this code 1s dependent on the context 1 which the umiforn is

placed [e.g. agent of icpressi~~ versus upholder of peace].

As a gioup emblem, the uniform allows members ol a community 1o 1ccognize one anothel
and be recognized by others, changing and stabilizing then social position (Konig, 95) Tt prevents
its wearers from suddenly changing allegiances ot retusing to do then duties (Bell, 1976, 118) 1
Uniforms provide legitimacy to an organization, vahdating 1t thiough a decluation of mass
membership (Joseph, 1986, 73)  They build unity through the creation of an “csput de corps”
(Langner, 1965, 126). 2 Ironically, the monopolizaton of aspecttic set of signs as the prioay,
not exclusive means to indicate membership provides the condittons tor imposture (Joseph, 1980,

67).

Segicgation of members from civihian society and theu re-mtegiation into a specrabized
collective 1s achieved in a visible mannet (Joseph, 1986, 76)  Indwvidual categorical dhiterences
between the members are lessened, if not erased Ideally, civitian social class distnctions e
eliminated, cieating a form of demociacy within the hicrarchy (Joseph, 1986, 79)  Reprondl
difference are effaced in the melting-pot effect of the uniform, 1eplacmg other distinetive torms of
adornment (Roche, 1989, 227) The umform can bestow prestige onto the mdividual, uniting,
strangers formerly of various status levels into a community that will tank on 1ts own prnciples
(Roche, 1989, 223) 3

Proof of the crasure of mdividual difference mspned by uniforms s found m the recunmg,
debate over the acceptability of individuals to show personal allegrances while part of a untforned
collective. For example, the Sikh tradition of wearing turbans has caused much debate m the
context of Western umformity. In 1959, a uniformed Britush tansport worker wished to retam s
symbolic headwear despite the prohibitions of the umiform code, resulting i a largre public de bate
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police and other police forces have faced sinlar contioversies In

these cases, the rights of the group leaders to mmpose unitorms and the nights of the mdividual

1 Soldiers in battle cannot suddenly decide to stop fighting or to change sides, for thay will be attacked by the anemy
because they wear the signs of opposition

2 The phrase "esprit de corps” is interesting  Translated literally, it means “spirit of the body” az well a5 "upirt of the
troupes” The role of the uniform in creating a social cohesion is apparent in this exprension
This, of course, Is not always the case Racial, gender, and dlass privileges and prejudices are carned over from the

cwvihian world  But this 1s in spite of the homogeneity the uniform altempts to inspire, reflecting ocial cateeone,
imported to specialized collectives rather than the ideology of the group toelf

42



members of the group to adopt the uniform of his religious and national group come into conflict
(Cohn, 1989, 303).

Unmiforms attempt to bestow a master status onto individuals, creating a look of
immutability to change outside of fashion (Flugel, 1950, 33). They are empowering in this way;
attempts to undermine the unity of meaning through the adoption of a symbolic form of adornment
of another belief system thereby become a threat to the integrity of the uniform. Religious groups
use uniforms to suggest unity across time and space, adopting a conspicuously antique look to
symbohze what they belhieve to be the eternal nature of their beliefs [e.g. Amish, Hutterites,
Quakers, and other fundamentalist groups from the East and West} (Bubolz Eicher and Roach,
1979, 17)  Additionally, rehigious organization, like the military, 1s dependant on garments to
disunguish the "flock” from the officials, joining the select few together in uniform (Slater, 1985,
130). Nationalism and religious belief must be shown to transcend history and fashion to achieve
a legitimate status. Uniforms enable this necessity. The uniform provides a way to advertise one's
behet system through the display function of clothing (Bell, 1976, 101). The common
consciousness of those sharing a belief system and their umty of purpose 1s symbolized through
dress (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 18) It also serves as a piotection to the potential)y
disrupting influences of non-believers. A 1962 quote from Solomon Poll, a Hasidic Jew, reveals

the purpose of his group's distinctive form of dress:

"With my appearance | cannot attend a theatre or mowvie or any other place where a religious
Jew 1s not supposed to go  Thus my beard and my sidelocks and my Hasidic clothing serve as a
guard and a shield from sin and abscenity " (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 19)

Discipline and authority

As indicated in the previous example, uniforms also serve to create discipline in their
wearets. They are a symbol of obedience and intent, educating the body in posture and habits
(Roche, 1989, 218-19). Like a theatre costume, they entirely designate what role is to be played.
The umtorm displays the duties of its wearer to perform their assigned role. Observers of
uniformed people will require them to perform their functions. The public acts as external censors
to enforce the organization's codes of behaviour (Joseph, 1986, 65). The individual's desires and
needs are erased by their uniform, effectively becoming agents trapped inside the rules of the
institution 1t represents (Brun, 1987, 38) A loss of individual critical ability 1s expected, with all
responsibility tansferred to the insutution (Brun, 1987, 39-40). When one dons the uniform of a
particulat group, one 1s expected to give up all claims to free action and thought, to act only under
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the limitations of the group's rules (Langner, 1965, 127). This loss of individual freedom s offset

by several benefits.

A two-tiered certification of legitimacy is butlt into the uniform  The wearer is given a
special status in the eyes of the general public, legitimized as a representative ot an order Second,
the individual 1s declared as trustworthy, honoured by the institution through the contertal ot then
symbols (Joseph, 1986, 68). The internal hierarchy of the organization 1s designed 1o make
entrance and subsequent promotions an honour to be sought, symbohized tist through the unitorm
and enhanced through special insignia to re-mdividualize people on the basis of personal merst
(Joseph, 1986, 65).

The mihitary uniform becomes a trophy to be worn, not unlike the ceremonial display ot
prey by hunters [e.g. wearing carcasses] (Flugel, 1950, 29). The untform can be used for the
purposes of intimidation, terrorizing the opponent through display [posture, medals, symbols of
the "warrior"] (Langner, 1965, 125 and Flugel, 1950, 30) A umiformed individual can appea
larger in stature through the use of garments that will promote the look of a stronger, sturdier
body, increasing its visibility (Flugel. 1950, 34). The choice of materials [strong, dutable fabtics,
hard mietals and leathers] and an emphasis on verticality, i addition to bulky protective armoun and
weaponry, give the body an appearance of structural integrity it might otherwise lack - At the same
time, the umiform suppresses the mdividuahty of the body, depersonalizing 1t mto a 1egimented
conformity (Joseph, 1986, 68). Invisibility ensures a degree of protection, providing safety in
numbers (Joseph, 1986, 690).

The distinctive status of the uniform occasionally creates problems for its wearers  The
ideology it comes to represent may be rejected by another social collective  Those who continue to
wear the uniform are endangered by their affiliations to the group  Social contiol groups have
often become the targets of violence when their actions are interpreted as overly-repressive ‘The
visibility of the umform, formerly a benefit, now targets its wearers  During the late 1960 s 1n the
United States, a loss of respect for the police was combatted by removing some officers from
uniform to reduce the mulitaristic connotations, thus ehiminating a sign to which hostility was
directed (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 16)
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As well, a competing group can use the symbols of the uniform to undermine the authority
conferred on 1t (Joseph, 1986, 87). | The uniform can be a sign of over-conformity, its wearer
criticized under a competing ideology of individualism (Joseph, 1986, 94). It can also be a symbol
of lack of authority and status, such as the uniforms worn by low paid service workers [janitors,

fast-food outlets employees, security guards].

The lay-uniform

"Soldiers with medals, desk warriors in suits, slaves to fashion in tee shirts. Inside every
uniform there 1s a human being hoping to stay hidden "
(in Bond, 1986)

The uniform enjoys a special status. Not all clothing is considered a uniform. Most people
limit the concept to the dictionary definition: "The official or distinctive clothes worn by the
members of a particular group, such as policemen or soldiers, especially when on duty"
(Webster's Dictionary). But the same functions of the uniform apply to all forms of clothing in
varying degrees Uniforms display, mask, authorise, protect, enhance, erase, separate and unify.
The section of this paper concerning sumptuary Iaws, which deals primarily with civilian dress,
describes the mmportance of clothing in creating unity and distinctiveness within and between
groups, a social use of clothing most evident in the traditional concept of the uniform. It is very
easy to forget the degree to which all clothing is controlled by social convention. Andrea Rugh

describes the constramnt to individualism:

“Normally, although a person is not compelled to wear a particular fashion, choice is so
circumscribed by normative prescriptions, sanctioned inducements, conventions, and socially
cherished values that for any individual there may, in fact, be ittle latitude in what clothing he or she
finally adopts " (Rugh, 1986, 2)

In the pages of the fashion magazine, individual creativity - the designer's as well as the
wearer's - 1s foregrounded. Fashion 1s associated with leisure and enjoyment, removing it from
ideas of nstitutional constraints and the work ethic implied in a genuine uniform. Despite this
lingustic distinction, civilian dress forms are equally prone to regimentation. Contradictions to the
“auteur” ethic are found on the same pages; fashion in popular media 1s always conveyed in terms

| Army garments have been appropriated by several subcultural groups Certain militant groups borrow its symbolism

to express a similar solidarty and intent to action, while others wear elements of the umiform to parody t, making anti-
military statements through the "Inappropriate” recontextualization of military garments It makes one wonder why the
military continues to operate army surplus outlets as the availabilty of such goods degrades the value of the uniform to
the status of fashion
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of life style information, a way of being and an attitude towards the social world (Wilson, [985,
157). The "professional” look, the sporting life, the “ingenue”, the postures of leisute, sexual
attraction, and respectability are portrayed m picture and defined in text  "This season's looks”
may be a stylistic deviation to the norm of the last batch of fashions, but a new code 1s bemg
constructed just as the old one 1s shelved It 1s very difficult to escape the unitorm, we ate only
able to change which uniform we may chose to wear, with all of us spotting owr allegrances and
beliefs for the world to see.

Unity

As previously stated, dress as a medium of communication is a conservative form.
repeating previously existing messages displaced onto ttems of clothing. Garments that most
closely approach the ideal of the uniform - any form of prescribed dress o1 formal wear - 1ncicase
the redundancy of information to firmly place individuals within the symbolic system ot meaning
But even the most casual of clothing restates cultural norms, beliefs, standatds and styles (Back,
1985, 7). Class, rank, and professional allegiances wete the categonies most emphatically
displayed through the adoption of a uniform style in the industial era, but the post-industrial
emphasis on consumption as opposed to production has increased the visibility of pohtical and
leisure interests in dress (Wilson, 1990, 33). | An expansion in the number of visible subcultural
groups ndicates a rejection of the mamstream symbols of validation  The spurned symbols are
usually ones that would not be accessible to economically o culturally ahenated groups, such as
sumptuous forms of dress. The impetus to remain part of a collectivity 1s shown i the formation
of alternative, often exaggerated dress styles These groups, marked by then own style of
uniform, attempt to access new, different opportumitics for rewards based on distinctive
consumption patterns (Konig, 6). While some groups would claim to be brcakimg with uniformuty
[e.g political dissidents' some marxists, feminists, student activists], they are merely exchangmg
conventional dress for a more visible, self-consciously chosen uniform that serves to embody then

political opposition.

Regimented dress proves to be too useful to abandon its principles  Uniforms permit
recognition, instantaneously associating an ideology with a body The legiimating powers and the

1 Unity serves as a mask of ideological contradictions Michael Harrington points out that the mass availability of

quality clothing and the pressure to be well dressed has made poverty in the United States invisible 1o a significant
degree Harnngton goes so far as to suggest that the affluent "handed out" these costumes so that the poor won't
offend the rest of society, making it easter to be well-dressed than fed, housed, or kept healthy (Harnngton, 1965,

163-164).

46



security derived from visibly associating oneself with a collective lends to their appeal (Konig, 64).
Imitation of dress gives individuals the security of not being alone in action or thought, conferring
the status of representative of 8 movement rather than an eccentric or a criminal (Simmel, 1989,
167). Dress indicates what is important to the individual and pride in their group, and conceals
what should not be revealed, such as contradictions between the ideals embodied into the clothing
and the lived expenence of their wearer (Rugh, 1986, 5).1 The group's values are universalized
into a timeless representation in the concrete form of clothing. Individual imitation of the dress of
others valorizes personal differentiation from other groups, symbolically linking people together in
a show of sohdarity. (Simmel, 1989, 168). This 1s in contrast to imitation used to achieve
acceptance 1nto a higher social strata: "Imitation is not the simple pursuit of prestige nor the work
of some generalized force; 1t 15 a culturally purposeful acuvity motivated by an appreciation of the
symbolic liabilities of one style of dress and the symbolic advantages of another" (McCracken,
1985, 48). Most of the time uniforms of this type are adopted consciously, allowing individuals to
continl their social categorization to a significant degree. People can write over nherited social
categories by selecting a sub-cultural style that will override less controllable labels such as

economic status.

Distinctive styles can also retrospectively come to symbolize political-economic
movements. Occasionally these fashions are perceived as more uniform than they were at the time
of their initial wearing. For example, the style of 1920's "flappers" has become symbolic for a
hedonist proto-feminism, reduced to a few stereotypical garments rather than a full, representative
range. 2 Simularly. the upper class styles of the Victorian era have been constructed into a polemic
of extreme prudishness versus hypocritical erotism, instead of being viewed as a product of a
variable morality scale representing a "respectable sexual 1deology”, rational for its time (Steele,
1985, 85-87). Retrospective labelling or constructing unified systems of meaning onto
essentialized forms of dress is the mirror image of exteriorizing our own personalized meaning
systems, reflecting the current ideology of individualism onto people of the past. Humans seem to

1 An interesting discrepancy between means and political ideology can be masked by dress Marxist-socialist
intellectuals possessing middle-class incomes [at the minmum] may chose to hide their wealth and take on the
clothing of the working class, a practice that masks therr privilege which allowed them to pursue the education that
permitted them to form their ideological beliefs in the trst place

Historical picture books, period films, and antique fashion shows rely on these stereotypical depictions of fashion
and its wearers Only the styles of the urban, upper-middle class are deemed notable, representing virtually all of
western womanhood as table-top Charleston dancing party-goers dripping in pearls, fringe and feather boas, free to
indulge in vices previously reserved for men [smoking, drinking, sex] The clothing of working class women, older
women, and career women Is largely neglected in favour of the "society-page” grrl
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seek uniformity to shape a potentially chaotic social world, visibly labelling meanngs of others and
of ourselves onto the body.

Differentiation throusth imitation

In Western society, clothing is very much connected to individualism and self-expression
The style of garment 1s regulated by fashion, a dynamic process that works on cycles of sty listic
obsolescence. Attached to fashionable change 1s the dea of personal change. both i teims of a
developing aesthetic taste and socio-political view A fashionable "look” thereby comes to
represent a whole body of popular culture, including everything from preterences mn music to
racial, ethnic, and gender sympathies to political behiefs. Subcultural styles themselves move
and out of mainstream fashion (Kaiser, 1990, 521), with elements of design appropriated trom the
current "cause-célebre” into the elites’ defimtion of politcally sympathetie glamowr A caretul
balance between personal differentiation and inclusion into larger social values 1s negotiated at the
individual level. In economic terms, individualism, as opposed to mass fashion, 1s based on the
rarity of goods; highest fashion 1s comprised of the newest, rarest items, while the commonplace 18
considered at best fashionless as it conveys no personal or socially distinctive meanings, at worst
shamefully out-of-style displaying meanings no longer in favour (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979,
9).

Fashion is not an absolute value, as 1t does not polarize people mto a sunple binary of
inclusion or exclusion There is a long scale of attitudes towards tastion and degices of
conformity, ranging from near disconcern with prevailing styles to those who see fashion as a
means to social advancement (Konig, 62) The attitude one takes towards fashron will always be a
conscious choice [though tempered by ones' upbringing and social context], based on a peisonal
assessment of the value of visibility in dress  The desirabihity of conspicuousness 1s the important
element in deciding how one should conform. Clothing 15 read as tangible evidence of personahty,
achievements and discrimination. Distinctively fashionable clothing can make a person
conspicuous and individualized, but distinction only works 1n a positive way if 1t conforms with
principles accepted by the community as a whole, thereby re-integrating the highly fashionable mto
a system of shaied meanings (Komg, 112) This 14 the case of the trendsetter, a person who
wishes to lead a taste group, as opposed to an oppositionally distinctive person, who suuply
wishes to stand alone. People who do not wish to attract attention will diess in a mainsticam style
They only achieve this self-conscious self-effacement through a recognition of what constitutes

high fashion versus an equally visible unfashionability. These people attempt to wear a uniform of
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mvistble distinction A person desiing greater social vistbility 1s equally 1if not mote concerned
with conformity, devoting much attention and study to tiends sct by those even mote fashionable
than themselves e.g high tashion designers or "in vogue” subcultural gioups). A fashionably

diessed person wears the uniform of visible distinction

Soctal meanmgs n clothing ae created through oppositional contiast, reflecting the drive
towards social distinction  Elements of design - colowt, cut and matetial - ate combined nto
garments which conespond to distinctions m social categories [e g.. white collai/blue collar, colour
analysis "seasons”, casual/tormal, masculine/teminine] (Sahlims, 1976, 180)  Utthty does not play
alarge role n the selection of what clements are attached to the categories.  Appropuiate diess is
defined m terms of "respectabihty” of appearance, not the protective ot practical qualities of
clothing (Veblen, 1953, 119). There is no practical reason why manual workers are limited to
plam, plaid, and cheched patterned shirts i one cut and a hmited 1ange of fabrics, nor why
business wear takes the form that it does. For the most part, the categories are 1espected on the
basis of socral convention, 1esulung m a umformuty of dicss styles for a defined context that

distinguish the patticipants trom non-participants.

Conformmty to one's social sitwation 15 enforced through a range of social sanctions.
Intation and distinction are flip sides of the same coin, cach group preventing its own inutation by
groups 1t does not want to imtate wselt  Inutation by outsiders 1s discouraged through the
strangeness of alteinattve styles of diess due to conteatual distance, at umes leading to highly
exaggerated styles to mamtam the gap e g. the volume of upper class clothing; the eatravagance of
subcultural styles such as punk 1ockers]. Unfamibanty with a fashion will discourage
expertmentation as the embatrassment of miscoding 15 a constant threat  Deliberate creation of
objects that will not be understood s a way of ensuting group solidarity and recogmtion "Their
function iy fust to be distinctive signs, to be objects which will distingwish those who distinguish
them  Others will not even see them” (Baudullard, 1981, 48) Occasionally economic and
matetial batiers prevent mutation, when items of adornment ate so scarce that it takes a specialized
hnowledge o acquire them The unttornuty of social groups becomes a deliberately exclustve
practrec - Sumptuary laws are the most extieme way of enforcing social inclusion and exclusion,
legislating the matkers of soctal conventions onto the bodies of classitied individuals (Konig,
F19Y - Insevere condiions, one 1s given hittle latitude m the implementation of individual style
Durnmg a time of conthet. it s mappropriate to wear the signs of enemy A tragic example of the
drawbacks of opposittional diessing is tound m the use ot colours to indicate membeiship 1n stieet

gangs. Innocent people have been attacked because they wandeted into a gang territory wearing
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the colour of an enemy gang. becoming victims of a symbolic use of clothing.  Suulaily,
European colonists in America. Asia and Africa were discouraged. occastonally by legal sanction,
from adopting native costume even though their dress was ndiculously 1tl-suited tor the conditions
in which they lived. Their layered. tilored diess was symbolic of then cultural and moral
"superiority” over the mhabitants of these lands, to show sartorial sympathy towards mote pracucal
native styles of dress might have indicated a question of the colonists rnight to rule. Antagonistie
social groups are limited to their uniforms, for any deviation may suggest a pohitical comprise
(Rugh, 1986, 4).

Uniform dress represents social groups and contexts. Individuals are uniformed on the
basis of social categories and spaces. The distinctions are based on previously constructed
categories, reinforcing and naturalizing them. The broadest division 1s that of gender, where
biological sexes are assigned different styles (Sahlins, 1976, 181) Traditionally n the West sinee
the time of mass industrialism, men's clothing has been much more defined n terms of
occupational status [i.e. production] while women's clothing reflected the ability to consume
(Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 14). This code in dress is gradually moving from a simple
binary opposition of masculine/feminine to a wider range of gender positions in the modern
western world, including several homosexual and androgynous styles that are largely divorced
from economic position (Sahlins, 1976, 184). The recurtent craze for so-called men's wear looks
in women's fashion and the shapeless styles of sportswear ate examples of this by anchig out

Age represents another significant division n dress styles. The importance and attitude of
particular age groups 1s shown through the styles accorded to them Different rules apply to people
of different ages, assigning subjective personality traits onto entire age groups  Young people are
supposed be "rebellious” and more erotic in dress; older people are expected to be out-of-style and
plainly attired. The rebellion of youth extends solely to the rejection of imposed dress codes; when
left to their own devices, the great majority of modern western teens will buy exactly the same
clothing, nght down to the brand name, reaserting the rule of the umitorm despite vociferous Clams
to individuality (Slater, 1985, 134). Clothing is designed and marketed in accordance to
stereotypical depictions of life style atutudes. Age categories and the values attached to them are
historically and geographically vanable. An analysis of clothing styles can help reveal the attitudes
and formation of these groups. The defimition and role of children has been studied i this mianner
Small children as depicted 1n Eutopean portrarture of the eighteenth century appear as uny grown-
ups in miniaturized versions of adult clothing  This can be contrasted to the frail, ornate,

incomplete dolls of the Victorian era whete children had a completely separate wardrobe (Komg,
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97). In the modern day, age gioupings in clothing have become increasingly fragmented in the
fust two decades of hife. "Designer categories” curtently include differentiation between infants,
toddlers, preschoolers, schoolchildren, preteens, subteens, and teens (Sahlins, 1976, 184). This
situatton 1s to the obvious benefit of the clothmg manufacturers, as it encourages the purchase of
new clothing when children chronologically mature cven if they haven't grown out of  their
old clothing,

Outstde of age and sex differentations, distinctions are primarily based on puiely social
categortes that have no links to the biological status of the body. Sclection of diess is largely
context based. At the most basic level, time of day, week and year is goveined by conventional
forms of diess that may have httle to do with chmatic conditions (Sahhins, 1976, 182). For
instance, 1t 1s more aceeptable to wear less clothing during the evening [e.g. a strapless party diess]
than 1t 1s dwing the daytime, even though temperatures are cooler at night. People often must be
ill-clad to appear well dressed, ignoring practical concerns for the sake of ieputation (Veblen,
1953, 119) Normally, pcople intentionally dress to suit the social environment (Bubolz Eicher
and Roach, 1979, 9), but thete is no better way to ensure visibility than to dicss agamst
expectations 1 Mashall Sahlins has dichotomized the process of selecting a garment mto two
categories - ceremonial dress versus wortkmanhke dress. The choice ot « 2 style over the other is
made depending on one's role at an cvent. The degiee to which clothing conforms to the
necessities of activity, what Sahhin's calls workmanlhike clothing, 15 contrasted to a4 more
ormamental and symbolic way of dressing. The split is bascd on the status of the individual within
an mstitutional context, showing how hicrarchy is displayed through style (Sahlins, 1976, 186)
Thorstein Veblen notes that clegance is defined by the absence of the signs of manual labour [e.g.

weat marks, sotl], as neatest 15 a sign of leisute (Veblen, 1953, 120).

Employment 1s a gicat determunant of diess  Specralized forms of dress arc uscd to
announce occupation and positon. The labelling function of clothing can be exploited to the
exticme m groups which sport what amounts to a formal unifoum [health care piofessionals,
monarchs and arstociats, trade untons of old, authorities] (Konig, 9). Some professions, such as

the clergy, come to be synonymous with "the cloth” that they wear (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967,

1 Despite the nsks involved, inappropnate dress can be used to make a powerful statement of opposition, especially
in acontext where clothing 1s highly symbolically charged Weddings make extensive use of symbolic garments, so it
is a context ripe for restrictions and violations [e g wearing white to “compete” with the bride, red and black used to
oppose the marnage, informality or excessive display of sexuality to trvialize the solemnity of the ceremony]}



370). Once in uniform, their value as an individual is virtually erased. embodying their profession
and the expected group ideology.

Even as important as employment is in determiming the shape of clothmg today, the degiee
to which it demands particular forms of dress 1s sigmificantly less prescribed that 1t was at other
times and places. By the end of the fourteenth century in England, there were forty-erght ditterent
official costumes, or liveries as they are called i this professional content, tor each type of master
craftsman and trader. Their purpose was, in the words of a 1347 mercer wmon act, "for cher ishing
the unity and good love among them and for the common profit ot the mistery”, creating sohidatity
among those 1n a competitive job market (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967, 371) Livertes setved to
advertise the skills of the worker. Hiring fairs were organized to umite employers with employees,
As most of the workers were illiterate, their dress served as means of mtroduction at these
occasions (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967, 376) Paid workers are made to weat clothing as
identification to protect their employers as well as advertise the workers' abihities The vistbility of
the uniform allows for surverllance of the individual, ensuring that they tulfil the promuses of then
garb. For this reason, fourteenth century builders who were employed by the church and state
were made to wear liveries so that they could be rdentified, as they were prone to leaving jobs
unfinished in search of higher paying opportunities (Cunmington and Lucas, 1967, 378)

Liveries were worn to frateinal meetings and served to indicate rank within the gurld as
well as the general field. By the fifieenth century, the wealthiest elite members of some companies
were the only ones entitled to full garb, including hood and gown (Cunmington and Lucas, 1967,
371). But the designation of employment hierarchy can easily turn to a method of outright social
control, as in the case of eighteenth century black servants who were compelled to wear ceremonial
silver collars engraved with their employers name and address, a practice denoting a servitude
linked more to slavery than to the employment of free men (Cunmington and Lucas, 1967, 377)
Servitude can be linked to sumptuousity, with masters adorning dependant workers in the goal of
improving their own status (Bell, 1976, 139). Quoting Quentin Bell, occupational diess can
indicate the status of the employer as well as the employed-

“At a very early moment in history people of wealth found that their own backs were not
broad enough to bear the weight of all the sumptuous dress that they would tike to display  The
priest or the chieftain, not content with dressing finely himself, employed servants, or persons In
servile postitions, to dress for him, these vicarious consumers [wives, eunuchs, retaners, etc ) wero
at first employed in productive or miltary tasks But here too the law of conspicuous wasle came Into
effect It s patently more futile to put a servant into a fine dress and bid him to do nothing than 1t 15 to
have him usefully employed * (Bell, 1976, 140)
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Fashion and uniformity

In the case of outnight hierarchical environments like the work place, uniformity is an
obvious and expected trait to discover  Similarly, the styles of other cultures and other times
appear highly regimented, codified by precise legislation mirroring strict social divisions. The
compettion between ranks, power groups, social classes and sexes created and drives the fashion

system in a never-ending game of one-upmanship (Flugel, 1950, 138).

In the contemporary North American context, the role of class as a visible social division
appears to be of lesser importance than European monarchical models and other authoritarian
systems  Since the industrial revolution, fashion has moved away from announcing social position
in terms of rank and wealth to a display of identity, or, equally, to mask individuality with
anonymous urban mass conformity (Wilson, 1985, 155-56). Postmodernism as heralded in
popular culture, fashion magazines in particular, re-enforces the 1deal of personal taste as regulator
of individual dress  The fieedom to choose promised by the tenets of democracy and liberalism is
advertised by the clothing manufactwers and distributors, encouraging all to revel in the pleasure
of surface appemances while somehow expressing the true inner self at the same time. A
seemingly unlimted choice of goods is offered, allowing for a mix-and-match style of historical
and cultural traditions (Kaiser, 1990, 523).

Mote evidence of the breakdown of the competitive drive between groups can be found in
the gradual disintegration of the fashion system as we have known it for centuries. Leaders
[aristocracy. high society, fashion designers] are becoming followers, Major design houses
branch out and down nto less elite and less distinctive designs, while "best dressed lists” and high
society fashions tuke on the glow of high camp from a time long past. The mass fashion of
democratcally formed subcultures, supplemented by imports from around the "global village",
now circulate and mspure those in charge of production. Benetton et al move closer to a generic
ideal whete rich and poor, man and woman, adult and child, all cultures, races, and religions will
select then dress based on personal colour preferences, not in uniforms imposed from on high.

Quoting Holly Brubach

“[Most Gap clothes] look as If they had always existed, as if no designer had ever messed
with them beyond adding a band of contrasting corduroy to hine the cuff or deciding to turn out a
classic cotton turtleneck in burnt orange " (Brubach, 1992, 80)
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Undoubtedly. the fashion system 1s undergoing a change After a century of rule, the chite
designers have become accountable for therr mampulations of the human body  But conforumty 1s
still enforce by social pressure, and fashions do change accordimg to a visible scheme As well,
the seeming universality of dress in terms of status division could sumply be a case of
misinterpreting the "clues”. Fashion can contribute to and serve to mask soctal merta, pronusig
change when there 1s none. The 1llusion of democracy and social equakity 1s fostered by umtomuty
acting as a shield to descrimination and status differences (Baudntlard, 1981, 50-51) Though
contemporary fashion claims to distnguish on the basis of mdividual creativity and men,
identifiable collectives are created through distinctive consumption patterns, thus cnabling power to
acton group members in different ways  The irony of the fashion system s tound m s promotion
of individuality, separating people on the basis of personal wdiosynciasies and social categories, by
means of squeezing everyone into a limited number of molds (Abtamov, 1985, 212) The etiquette
book is unwritten, but "regimental” umforms we adopted and enforced by collectives on 4

voluntary basis.

A second irony compounds fashion's uniformed mdividuality  As clothing becomes fess
formalized as an overt system of control, the risk of "musreading” its messages has mereased
Stylistic changes attached to personal social competition have replaced the fashion wars between
oppositional groups. It is no longer a case of pure economic disparity, with SUMPLHOUSTESS
changing in relation to class  Groups consisting of all social levels battle on an acsthetie front
The case of youth subcultures provides an example  Headbangers tend to wear a particular cut of
Jeans, often ripped or patched, denim or leather jackets with elaborate drawings on the back, and t
shirts and long hair, deliberately appearing "rough atound the edges”  Pieppies tend to wea
cotton turtlenecks, knits, printed shirts and blouses, straightcut denim and cotton pants m all
shades, and have a very udy appearance. These two groups do not generally soctahze together and
often deprecate the other. There 15 little 1if any economic or pohucal conflict between the groups,
only differences being in taste and attitudes  There 15 no power to be won or lost i this stylistie

battle, only opposition for opposition's sake.

Even if these difference do exist, they are increasingly erased — As all slowly become
equalized at a categorical level, fashion as a whole becomes increasingly regimented, with
everyone wearing the same types of clothing (Finkelstemn, 1991, 127)  The ambiguity of relying
on personally chosen affihations and tastes confounds clothmg's communicative potential Je g a

retro-style or out-of-style; member of a group or a "wannabe"/"poscur”] (Kaiser, 1990, 527,
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requiring sophisticated interpictation skills to distinguish the intentions of diess styles. I The
overabundance of choice may be indicated in a tetuin to "basic” styles, colows and fabrics, laigely
fice from superfluous adornment (Kaiser, 1990, 525). 2 Jeans, demim and leather bomber
jachets, tencheoats, long-sleeve mock turtle-nechs, shoit sleeve t-shirts, tank tops, "httle black”
dresses, blazers and i few other modern "classies™ are sold at the local no-name bargain stoie and
the designer boutique At the same tme, the widespicad use of textually based systems of
meanmgs on clothmy - the omnipresent prnted t-shirt - has mcicased, literally labelling people.
Though the style of clothing 1s identical, individuals stamp themselves as property of a political
ideal fe.g . images of civil nghts leaders, quotations], media products [e g.: conccrt,CC]Cb“l)’ t-
shints], trmes and places [e g commemorative tshints], or design houses, though none could lay
claim to "designing” a t-shut. Though it lacks a nameable catalyst, the prevathing fashion of the
day 1s pust as muc b a uniform as hierarchical styles The legions of the jean-ed and t-shut-ed may
mahe clamms to mdividuality, comfort, environmental friendliness, and freedom, but these qualities
possess the same pretenstons as the courtly nobility who attempted to show how special and high-

nunded they were dunmg then reign over fashion

The confidence and secunty ganed through keeping up with prevailing styles 1s scemingly
universal (Bubolz Eicher and Roach 1979, 9)  Fashion provides a means for the expression of
social identity The body 1s tramed, 1eshaped and rediessed into an expression of the social body
(Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, 85), regardless of the mythic ideals of personal expiession and
fricedom attached to the clothing of a particular time  Clothing may be losing its ability to
indviduate on the level of style as designer-rule evaporateg but distinction i terms of moral values
and health concerns teplace social rivalies (Brubach, 1992, 80). Whoever 1s the cleanest, the

most natital, envionmentally friendly and pohitically correct 1s the best dresser.

Antifashion

Today's claims of distinction often take the form of "antifashion"”, a position that rejects the
frwvolity of tashion Antifashion defines a fixed code of diess, limited to a group of pcople in a
geographucal space  An antitashionable pose attempts to cultivate an everlasting image, one that is

beyond the modish quick changes of fashion.  Antfashion attempts to symbolize continuity ac10ss

1 Antony of celebrity adulation is found in fashion  Artists known for their distinctive dress style are copied by their
legon of fans, thus rendering the artist a part of the crowd, and necessitating constant transformation

2 The vastiges of class-based difference remains at the level of matenal Natural fibers [100% cotton] snobbery s
rampant, with all sort of claims made to justify the purchase of the more expensive matenials  But as quality of
synthetics 1mproves, this may not last for long



time, freezing cultural ideals and identity into the matenial form of the garment. Ceremomal wea,
such as the robes of the clergy, is antitashionable, connecting individuals in hustory through then
common uniform (Polthemus and Proctor, 1978, 13)  This 18 contrast to tashion, which
involves the speedy diffusion of style over a wide space and many ditferent hinds of people
Fashion 1s an advertisement for anideology of soctal mobiluy, invokig notons of progress and
change (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, 12 and 19)

Despite 1ts attempt to appear timeless, antifashion only appears not to change  The deals
embodied in garments provide the continuity, using the notion of authenucity to write over any
changes to the style. For example, technological innovations in ginment preparation have greatly
changed tradition costumes, but these alterations go unrecogmized as they do not fit i with the
myths attached to an "eternal” costume (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, I4)  Modern monarchiedl
ceremonial costume provides an illustration of a changeable antifashion, 1t 15 susceptible 1o tashion
but giving the impression that it isn't. The Queen of England's ceremonial gowns hink her 1o her
royal predecessors, but it is unlikely that Elizabeth T or Victona would approve of the costume tor
themselves. Similarly, folk costumes appewr to be paralysed m time, though many changes occun
Antifashionable folk costumes usually were fashionable at one time, but were tanstormed mto the
official ceremonial wear of 1 populace, granted or imposed by then rulers  Another example 1y
found in the costume of spanish bullfighters, who changed fashions regulatly unul the late
eighteenth century; after that time, the style of wardiobe was suddenly frozen into an
antifashionable uniform (Konig, 89)

In its modern western usage, antifashion 1s a deliberately chosen pose ‘The pretensions of
proponents of antifashion are revealed when the concept of fashion is propetly defined outside of
the particular forms and meanings of clothing associated with fashion by the medra and design
houses. Fashion 1s motivated in part by economic necessity  The planned obsolescence of style
by the designers and by the distinctive fashion elite ensures the continued prospenty of the ganment
industry (Silverman, 1986, 133). Psychological discomfort, the seemingly natural fear of negative
distinction, is the means to promote change Under this system, people are enconraged to acguine
more and more possesions, never wearing the same garment twice to a public occaston (Ash and
Wright, 1988, 59) Traditionally, fashion was relegated to the upper echelons of European society
as its members were the only ones with suffient leisure time and funds to engage m engage s
practices. Political and economic reform at the end of seventcenth centwry gradually mcreased the
disposable income of many people and reduced discrepancy between classes, allowing fashion to

flourish at increasingly lower levels of society  Fashion thereby became hnked to sociil
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ascendency and bourgeois tastes during this time. But, as with any power group, there will
always be those who oppose it. Several widespread movements specifically rejecting
predommating bourgeois power emerged during this century, necessitating an oppositional stance
against the bourgeors form of fashion  This rejection mirrors the bourgeois rejection of
sumptuousity, with fashion moving from the multiply layered and lavisciously decor=ted styles of
European nobility to the well-taylored elegance of the bourgeoisie to the casual frumpiness of the

modern fashion 1ebel

Anufashion, once unwillingly reserved for the poor, now is adopted as a sign of timeless
distinction agamst the frivolous, spendthrift bourgeoisie and/or the perceived patriarchal imposition
of fashion. But this symbolic oppositional form of dress is unable to escape the process of
fashion, only avoiding a manifestation of its current domant form. Fashion is defined as a
special form of 1egulated behaviour, driven by compention between individuals and groups for the
purposes of exclusion and elite formation (Konig, 128). This definition firmly places the
fashionable and the so-called anufashionable within the same process. The form and ideology of
antifashionable dress may differ significantly from the conservative, upwardly mobile styles of
conventional high fashion, but the end effects are the same. Fashion implies a fluidity 1n social
organizauon, marking differences i social position while creating the conditions to permeate
higher strata through imntation. Western antifashion is as socially ambitious, but suggests
revolution rather than idividual progression. It does not matter if this social change is in fact
possible, for it is only the impression that it can occur that is sufficient to motivate a competitive

use of clothing (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, 14).

Eventually, most oppositional groups come to the realization of the hypocrisy of the attempt
to reject fashion while aspiring to oigamzed Hcial change. Antifashion is a fashionable counter-
effect of the failed attempts of one group to copy another (Konig, 65). The fashion of the ehite
group 1s rejected when it proves impermeable to the socially ambitious group An alternative style
is adopted by default, forming a menacing symbolic opposition. To the chagrin of opposition
groups, elements of antifashion are often plundered by fashion, destroying the "timeless" quality
of therr garments and requiring a change 1n wardrobe to maintain distinction. This hegemonic use
of fashion dilutes the potency of oppositional symbols and re-integrates dissidents back into
conventional forms of social competiion  Antifashion is but another form of fashion m this
context. Most often, the "destruction” of fashion promised by oppositional groups 1s simply a case
of "dressing up by dressing down", adopting a costume to fit their role (Polhemus and Proctor,
[978. 17)  Only a stable, authoritarian society will be able to avoid symbolically competitive
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forms of dress. The negation of fashion 1s simply an inversion of the process of imtation
(Stmmel, 183). The antifashionables do not reject the facade of Appearance, as some practiioners
claim, but are very conscious of theit outward appeatance, convey mg anideology ot ndividuahiny
within a reformulated collectivity (Simmel, 184) Both fashion and antifashion endow clothing

with the power to CAPIress mner meanings, giving prumacy to the visual,

Antifashion 1s not "unfashion”, but 1t can use antique styles to symbolically forge a bond
with "timeless” ideals (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 10). Antitashion 1s not a display ot
individual eccentricity, for it demonstrates collective bonds between people Durmg the late 1960«
and early 1970 s, a form of antifashion swept the youth ot Notth Amenica and Brtam Fashion
was rejected along with the other tenants of nuddle class life In an intoduction to Rene Konig's
book, Tom Wolfe denounces the self-styled oppositional stance of these young tashion ebels,
declaring their pose of antfashion to be not much more than the prevarling style ot the nme
Instead of adopting more sumptuous clothing, the "funky chic” style appropriated poverty as ats
look. Wolfe notes the hypocrisy of this mode, as a symbolic unity i diess to the under-privilege
did not necessarily reflect accompanying charitable activity. The status quo remamed virntually
untouched as revolutionary dress was largely a mere fashion rather than a reflection of soctal
activity (Komig, 1973, 16-17) The national form of diess imposed after the Communist
revolution in China provides a better example of an attempt to use antitashtonable clothmg o
achieve an ideological and a matenial change n society. All were gartbed m a sexless, shapeless
style to encourage a new national spirit, erasing all opposition and ditference under the
commonality of the peasant uniform (Scott, 1965, 127).

In contemporary Western society, a similarly widespread antifashion style has been
adopted in the form of sportswear But, rather than promote symbolic unity, the producers and
distributors of these garments attempt to imbue these plam umiforms with the status of fashion,
(Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 10) emblazoning their clothing with signs of mdividual creativity
despite their unchanging form. In particular, jean pants have achieved a specral status
Omnipresent jeans are linked with the myths of the Wild West, the teen rebels of the 1950 s, and
an eternal proletarian spint, thereby placing them firmly in the category of anufashion At the same
time they are made to communicate the mstant sex appeal promised by a designer label, altered with
the latest fad treatment - stone wash, acid wash, tearing, shiedding, cutoffs, cullots, overalls,
painter pants, bell bottoms, hip huggers, straight leg, tapered leg, skin ught, 1olled cuff, stirup
pants, button fly, patches, studs, lace, coloured, plaid, pinstrip, printed, cotduroy, leather, and,
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the very latest, undyed - making them an object of fashion. Holly Brubach explains how this
duality 15 possible:
“A dress by Valentino or a jJumpsuit by Jean-Paul Gaultier has implicit in its design a
description of the sort of woman who would wear it and of the life she leads Beyond a few dim
echoes of James Dean and ranch hands, however, blue jeans have no such powers of suggestion,
they've been afixture of our wardrobes for such a long time now that it's hard to regard them the way

we do articles of fashion  So it's left to the manufacturers to create a context for jeans, something to
trigger the consumer's imagination " {Brubach, 1982, 81-2)

There are different forms of sartorial competition. Fashionable competition is to be
expected, as fashion operates on the process of distinction at an individual and group level. Those
who wear the highest fashion declare a superior social status over less finely dressed individuals.
Competition occurs at the level of style, with all implicitly accepting the value of clothing but
constantly renovatng its forms  Antifashion styles compete as well, but do so by entrenching
oppositional, immovable ideologies into diess styles (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, 26). Fashion
and antifashion both propose moral superiority over one another, expressing different views of the
social world. Fashion demonstrates a behef in a sliding scale of power accessible through
consumption, while antifashion sees power in terms of strong oppositions. As fashion is more
flexible, it usually dominates. Genuine antifashion cannot suddenly emerge as a competitive force
in a general context of fashion; it can only compete as a legitimate force through conflicts between
societies.  Within a wider context of fushion, anufashion 1s only another pose, borrowed by the

fashionable for polincal, symbolic opposition.

Bernard S. Cohn outhnes the interesting case of a conflict of culture and power manifested
in the uses of clothing. He examines the dynamics of competition in India under the colonial rule
of Britain  For the British traders, textiles and clothing were a means to achieve profit [i.e. social
ascendency], a position much different to that of the Indians who had no concept of western
materiahism (Cohn, 1989, 311). The British position was somewhat hypocritical, requiring a
major cultural redefinition of the part of their "hosts" while enforcing an1830 East India Trading
Company law which prohibited the adoption of native dress by its employees. To obtain valuable
trade treaties, the British had to redesignate certain cultural objects into commodities, divorcing
them from their tradiional cultural significations (Cohn, 1989, 310). While the British tradition
viewed cloth m a utilitarian light and used clothing as a means to display social position, Indian
traditon used cloth as a medium to transfer power from one individual to another. Clothing
hterally was authority in certain contexts, incorporating power onto the body of the wearer, thereby

acting as more than a metaphor of power (Cohn, 1989, 312-13)
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A ceremonial use of clothing demonstrates the difference between the two cultures The
Mughals, a group in the north of India, symbolically transterred honour and power through robes
of honour called khilats (Cohn, 1989, 313-14) Gufts of tobes and cloth were placed in archwval
treasure rooms or chests, passed from generation to generation as a title would be passed down
"In a very direct way, these objects constitute the relationship between mdividuals, tanulies, and
groups” (Cohn, 1989, 313-14). When British company officials were honouted with these
antifashionable items, the robes were used 1n a completely different manner  The klulats were
“recycled” in other gift giving occasions, reducing the symbolic impottance of the robe to that of
any other commodity (Cohn, 1989, 316). "In short. prestation and counter-prestation had become
a contractual exchange” (Cohn, 1989, 318). The separateness of the two cultures was maimtamed
in the use of common matetial objects, the Indians on the side of antifashion and conservative
authority, the British recoding these same 1tems as objects of fashion circulated as a means to

achieve power.
The claims of antifashion

“Strange that when so much else has changed there still exists such a strong hostility to
fashion amongst so many radicals No one objects to changing tastes in decoration, changing
fashions in medicine, holidays, and food are hardly noticed as such, although none 1s devaid of the
snobbery and competitiveness of which fashion 1s so often accused, and socialisis feel no guilt for
adding fashionable gadgets - videos for example - to their tong list of worldly goods " (Wilson, 1990,
28)

Elizabeth Wilson remarks on the strange attack launched by the anttashionable, selectively
targeting one form of consumption over another This perhaps demonstiates the symbolic potency
of clothing as a communications medium  Fashion 1s assaulted on many fronts, besieged by a
wide variety of groups. The recurring bouts of fashion-bashing may stem from the long-standing
suspicion of vanty, seduction, and the deception of appearances (Brubach, 1982, 79) "To 1eject
fashion as irresponsible and superficial, according to Wilson, 1s simply the 1everse of moralism

(Wilson, 1990, 36), replacing one dogmatic way of thinking with anothe:

In the past, health concerns, a rejection of conspicuous consumption and vanous ant
bourgeois movzn.cnts denounced the style of the day, all being essentially anti-frivolity  “Today,
the rejection of fashion 1s based on a "need" for greater responsibihity, both financial and
environmental (Brubach, 1982, 79). Uulitarian pleas include arguments i favour of cconomic

frugality and functional supeniority, comfort and increased attraction, durabihity and the ability to
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reflect the modern condition (Sahlins, 1976, 167). A cry for rationalism in clothing is the impetus
for many rejections of fashion, but the suggested alternatives involve a uniform ideal of beauty in
their own right (Wilson, 1990, 29). The problem with pragmatic arguments against fashion is that
clothing is essentially a symbolic system, not an object designed to satisfy any material need
(Sahlins, 1976, 170). A "useful” object in itself is a false idea, "for 'utility’ is not a quality of the
object but a significance of the objective qualities”, a product of fashion and context as much as the
garment to which the label is attached (Sahlins, 1976, 169). Function is often a mere alibi for the
processes of distinctior  The elite who purchase plain-styled clothing justify their prestigious
expenditures on garments for practical reasons - they purport them to be of better quality than the
cheaper "knock off" designs. Their claims are highly exaggerated, as the likelihood of their
clothing ever approaching a state of wear before fashion trends will dictate the inappropriateness of
the new item of clothing is very remote (Baudrillard, 1981, 32). The rationale of function is a
value itself, reflecting a limited moral judgement applied to some social groups more than others,

rather than a universal, eternal, practical nature (Baudrillard, 1981, 31-32).

In a sumilar vein, fashionable diess has been attacked for medical reasons. In particular,
nineteenth century England saw a proliferation of mini-fashion revolts. The Rational Dress Society
was formed tn April 1888 in the goal of rationalizing clothing by designating appropriate supports,
weights and coverage. Its first issue of 1ts publication, the Gazette, declared its principles:

“The Rational Dress Society protests against the introduction of any fashion in dress that
either deforms the figure, impedes the movement of the body, or in any way tends to injure health.
It protests against the wearing of tightly-fitting corsets, of high-heeled or narrow-toes boots and
shoaes, of heavily weighted skirts, as renderng healthy exercise almost impossible, and of alt tie-
down cloaks or other garments impeding the movement of the arms It protests against crinolines or
crinolinettes of any kind as ugly and disforming The object of the R.D.S is to promote the
adoption, according to individual taste and convenence, of a style of dress based upon
considerations of health, comfort, and beauty, and to deprecate constant changes of fashion that
cannot be recommended on any other grounds * (Newton, 1974, 115-117)

Though fashion as a concept was challenged, the gender gap was not. Like many of the
other small dress reform movements, this organization did not endure very long, its last publication
printed in July 1889. As medical "knowledge” is as subject to fashion trends as clothing [e.g. "in"
diseases, health fads], these arguments are usually based on moralisms and aesthetic complaints
rather than scientific facts. As Stella Mary Newton points out, dress reformers have invoked "art",
"hygiene", and "rationality” as eternal concepts to justify their claims (Newton, 1974, 2); not
surprisingly, the use of these thiee "universals” begets very different ideals to what constitutes

proper dress
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Parallel to these arguments ts the notion of authenticity of clothing  Antitashion s utopran
(Polhemus and Proctot, 1978, 25), both mn tetms of cmbodyimg collective social deals and
conforming to the human body's "natwal” shape and requirements Authenticity s used as an
argument by the political nght, who condemn the toregiounding ot the soctal constiuction of dress
and the categories it reflects through theatical forms of diess, as well as the Tett, who otten display
a nostalgia for mythic rutal and proletarian diess. Both sides express the desue tor an authentie
form of dress that will allow the "essential” self to be 1evealed, not surprismgly, "natuie” otten
needs to be encouraged by the imposition ot diess retorm (Wilson, 1990, 38) Authenticity s
another mask for distinction, this tme mvoking the prestige of the "natural” The “smeetiiy”
shown thiough lack of adornment serves to distinguish agamst other conspreuously consumptive
forms of ornamentation, showing authenticity to be but a puicly socral cieatton (Baudidland, 1981,
46).

Antifashion works under the same nrinciples as does tashion, but obeys a dilterem
authority force. Socially unanchoted protessions, such as mtsts and students, have enjoyed
greater freedom i experimenting m dress as they are better able to adopt an alteinative posiion to
mainstream authonity (Bell, 1976, 182) Subcultural groups often work aganst tnadional
[bourgeois| forms of power, but remain highly ot ganized and soctally accountable for then diess
and other actions within the confines of the group and tts untform “The antifashion code at work,
though expressly alternative to the class-based competition of the fashion code, 15 "other diected”,
governed by peer group influence (Bell, 1976, 179) "The meanings embodied i subcultug al
antifashion are reworkings, or biicolages, of past styles of fashion and antifashion  “These
sedimental meanings are icconteatualized, revitalizing the gaments’ power o commumcate as
part of a total system of sigmficance (Clarke, 1975, 175)  An cnhancenent ol opposttional
meaning 1s encoutaged by the appropiration of elements of other untorms, allowmng for parody
and contiadiction to emerge 1n a new conteat (Clarke, 1975, 178)  The beneht of drawimg from
available resources 1ather than relying on complete, mcompichensible mnovation enables Froup
membets to participate and others to understand the style without sactiicmg its ditference As
style comes to objectify a gioup's self-mmage (Clatke, 1975, 180), the tanstormed meatmps of 1t
antifashionable style are made available to future style-makers as a resource, demonstratmg an
economical communication system of diess workmg m a recyclable semiotic code For o time |
subcultural antifashion scives to symbolically unite 1ts members 1nto a purposively 1olated froup,
thus demonstrating their dissension, but theu distinctive style soon ¢vaporates as it s ot porated
back into the social whole (Lind and Roach-Higgins, 184), 1¢stonng the members of the group to

the larger commumity. Agam, clothing serves w distinguish parts from the whole, but 1e mtegiates
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them 1nto variable interdependence to derive status, enabled by the shared resource pool of possible

meanings

Gendered fashion and antifashion

An antifashionable pose emerges to differentiate one group from another more dominant
group, but this pose and its ideals can hypocritically and ironically become the norm, subject to the
competitive rules of fashion.  The history of western men's modern dress illustrates the
transformation of a utopian, oppositional style into the fashion-oriented standard. The so-called
"Great Masculine Renunciation™ of fashion occurred as a backlash agamnst the excessive self-
announcing styles of the pre-revolutionary fiench nobles (Flugel, 1950, 111)  The distaste for
ornamentation was at first applied to both sexes. But as class distinctions softened, gender
distinctions hardened, and the plain masculine suit came to visually mark the divide of power.
Kaja Silverman describes the ' phallic verticahty” of male dress as marroring masculine values of
stabihity and permancence, as opposed to the erratic changes and frivolous ornamentation of female
diess, (Stlverman, 1986, 147) a difference which permutted a form of vicarious expenditure by
men without compromising the ideals of their dress (Silverman, 1986, 140). The plainness of
style was adopted as an affordable uniform that would symbolize the 1deals of "liberté, fraternité,
égulnéﬂ(Hugcl. 1950, 112) But the fasudiousness of the eighteenth century dandy points to the
presence of fashion that exceeds the anufashionable design of the suit. A different form of beauty
and self-possession was created, best described as the blasé pose of indifference or "cool"
(Wilson. 1985, 180-2) Rather than link all together 1n a uniform devoid of adornment, men are
tudged by the smartness and cut of their suit, reinscribing difference between those educated and

affluent enough to acquire the current ideal “antifashionable” look and those unable or unwilling to

follow the rules

Modern fenunism repeated many of the same ideals to equality as post-revolutionary men,
though they expanded the "fraternité” to include the other half of humanity. To display their drive
towards equality, some feminists rejected [and still reject] conspicuously feminine dress 1n favour
of imitations of male dress (Silverman, 1986, 149). Fashion was |and still is] rejected as a
dictatorial conspiracy designed to paralyze women 1n movement as well as in sp it (Brubach,
1982.79)  Flamboyance 1s 1eplaced with masculine sevetity, though these clothes may be no
mote functional o1 comfortable (Wilson, 1990, 32). More effective than the simple adoption of
genenie male work clothing s a parody of male clothing, for it emphasizes the social construction

of gender rather than a pure rejection of the feminme.
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The study of oppositional clothing tends to focus on male attue, espeertdly i subculune
analyses. As subcultural groups most often form around media products, musical froups n
particular, and these groups are predommantly male i composttion, the cdothing of temale
adherants tends to replicate that of the men (Wilson, 1090, 1) Despue this, modernn diess can
escape the polarization of masculine/patiarchal power and tenmnime disempowerment [both
theoretical analyses of fashion and m social practice] by rejectimg the spht between "phallic” ponet
dressing and loose, unsttuctuied "femmme” styles (Evans and Thornton, 1991, 577 An
interesting counter-argument to femunime fashions - patichal thess supgests that the use of
fashion and dusplay, rather than stict masculine umtornuty and antitashion, 1s a preater way o
provide an oppositional voice agamst the constrictions of patrrarchal seventy and utiity “The
exploiation of fashion has allowed a rare creetve outlet as well as an wiea ol ccononi
independance for women [as an empowered consumer and as producet] when othet avenues of
exptession were denied due to sex (Evans and Thomton, 1991, 53) As well, parments that have
become symbolic of the physical and mental 1epression of women, such as the corset, can be e
interpreted as an device that empowets through distinction " Ihe corset mmpans the persondd
attractions of the weater, but the loss sutfered on that score 1s oftset by the pam 1 weputabiliy
which comes of her visibly incieased expensiveness and ity (Veblen, 1953, 121) Only the
elite can afford this Tuxury, no matter how umcasonable a price it seems to pay - Fmpowerment i
achieve through the physical manipulation of one's body, attractmp attention for the paze] m
fetishistic and other ways. Unfortunately, the mass nature of tashion, its untcalistic and otien selt
destructive 1deals, and the predommant male presence m the world of design detract from this
thesis of empowerment achieved through femimme "plasticity” At a widespread level, there have
been changes in women's clothing due to gicater soctal mobility — As more women enter public
areas of the social worild, their diess begis to reflect social hierarchues of the workplace and <lass
status to a greater degree (Bell, 1970, 191) This form of diess 18 not oppositional, and ¢conforimns

to fashion conteatualized n a hictachical uniformny.

Fashion, antifashion and class competion

Social status repeatedly contiols the fashion practice of a group  As previously stated, only
those in a posttion to soctally advance will compete i the arena of fashion, cach aticimpting to out
display their rank and merit - In Western society, the nuddle classes have been m this position,
using thewr numbers to gam political power and theiecby gain the potentional to achieve preatcr

privileges.. Flanking the nuddle class are two groups that do not have the sane opportunity to
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social mobility. ' The relative inability to change social status results in the adoption of
antifashonable styles by both the upper class and the working class.

In the case of the upper class, antifashion reflects an "eternal”, unchallengeable position of
privilege. The symbolism of lasting quality pervades products aimed at this group, unchanged by
fads of any sort [e g the frumpy wear of the British aristocracy] (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978,
68). Simularly, the working class has httle potential for advancement. A style of functionality over
form is adopted (Bourdieu, 1984, 200), a rejection of the frivolous expenditure on ornamentation
of the aspiring middle class  In his study of French class-based consumption pattern, Pierre
Bourdieu describes the difference in attitude towards appearance between the classes. He remarks
that there 1s sigmificantly less anxiety manifested towards appearance 1n the working class. This 1s
shown i the proportional amount of time and money invested in the cultivation of the body, and
the lack of formality of dress in the domestic space (Bourdieu, 1984, 201 and 206). Bourdieu sees
this difference as a result of the likely social and economic profitability of investing into "body

captal”.

“The interest the different classes have in self-presentation, the attention they devote to tt,
their awareness of the profits it gives and the investment of time, effort, sacrifice, and care which
they actively put into it are proportionate to the chances of material or symbolic profit they can
reasonably expect to see from it More precisely, they depend on the existence of a labour market
in which physical appearance may be valorized in the porformance of the job itself or in professional
relations, and on the differential chances of access to this market and the sector of this market in
which beauty or deportment most strongly contributes to occupational value * (Bourdieu, 1984,
202)

Antifashion 15 an unintentional oppositional style under this scheme, but 0 too is the drive
towards distinction 1n fashion  Uniformuty operates as a homogemizing force within groups and as
a differentiating device n the larger social whole, communicating the perception of social mobility
and the oppositional positions possible within a limited range of meanings and understandings

Conclusion

To be distinctive, one must obey the rules of the community in order to exceed them. No
matter how one attempts to escape uniformity, it must exist to provide a basis for individuahty
(Konig, 113). Opposttion only emerges as a distinctive feature in a place of shared, conventional
practices; otherwise, there 1s no communication, only a chaos of colours, textures and shapes that

1 Not to imply that the classes are three homogeneous groups, a great range of positions exists within large,

undefinable class groups, some of which are socially derived {1e born into an economic level] and others which are
self-imposed [1 e selecting an education / career path]
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. relate nothing about the social whole. Uniformity and ritual mean nothing without something to
oppose it, to underline its significance as a shared practice and the embodiment of a set of values
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SUMPTUARY LEGISLATION

Once thare was a time when men could tell lords
From other folk by their dress, but now

A man must study and muse a long time

To tell which s which

Thomas Hoc.cleve {(in Jones, 1380, 10}

The law of fashion

In all discussions on the subject fashion, clothing, and adornment, there is an attempt by
theorists to organize their object of study mto a system, stuatified into grammas of symbolic
meaning and/or ovetlapping historical discoutses. Whether explicitly or implicitly stated, fashion
is explamed m teims of a code, a set of orgamizing rules that enable different significations to
compete for donance o1 to symbiotically cieate a [peiceived] homogencous meaning  This
labour of systematizatron can be challenged, usually by invoking an cqually structuring discourse,
as an imposition of an artificial theoretical framework onto an informal social practice. Such claims
hold greater sway m these so-called postmodern times, as the eclecticism of dress makes it very
dithicult to impose a coherent theory of meamng A visual survey of any urban public space
ieveals a great range of stylistic possibilities; the degice of foimahty, the iconography, the
materials, the suggested cultural onigins and purposes of particular garments are mixed and
matched according to loose principles of group wdentification, economic 1esources, curtent fashion
tiends, and individual requuements. In the face of such seceming chaos, 1t is easy to thiow one's
hands 1n the air, and leave the mess to the organizing powets of subcultual analysts and fashion
forccasters A nostalgra for "simplet” tumes, when people woire then social allegiances on their
sleeves, hiterally and hguratively, 1s a strategy employed by some, usually of a moie conservative
and orderly nature - Others reject this historie sunphicity, viewing it as an undesirable, repressive
outlook to what 1s a potentiatly cicative outlet. To them, the ficedom of choice and the exploration

of tashion alternatives metts the price of unorderly mass discordance.

One arca of fashion astory allows for a re-cvaluation of the mythic notion of the siumple
confornmst past. Sumptuary laws have extsted vutually for all of human history. At therr most
formal state, they exist as witten laws, enforceable thiough coercive means.  Informally,
indwvaduals are taught from buth the approprateness of particular styles, colouts, and ways of

wearing clothing These laws ate enforeed 1 subtler ways, primarily through practices of social
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inclusion and exclusion. The western world has largely abandoned forna. « wptuary law at the
present time. Laws dealing with the morals of public exposure and the imposture of unitormed
officials remain with us, but even these are limited to vety specitic contents and intentions ot
instance, strip club workers may be required to keep certain parts of then body covered at all umes
and flashers are arrested as perpetrators of a form sexual assault, but compatable tegulations ae
not applicable in the less lascivious context of a nudist camp  Simulatly . one would not be artested
for dressing as a member of the armed forces, of the police, or of the monarchy it attending a
costume party, but it is considered treacherous to adopt the 1esponsibilities and prvileges of

members of these groups facilitated by imitating their dress

The quantity of formalized sumptuary legislation has been steadily reduced sinee the
eighteenth century, allowing for the popular concluston that modern tmies are more complicated
due to the unregimented anarchy of diess. The past, in a monolithic "olden days” trameworh,
appears as an orderly, simplistic time in comparison, regardless it one finds this order unjust o
not. This common perception 1s the reverse of what 1s indicated by sumptuary laws  The presence
of strict sumptuary legislation indicates a different kind of social compleaity, one that iequued
great prudence, creativity, and much conformuty in the presence of even more diversity  The
uncertainties of dress have always called for the imposition of a explanatory framework, just as
they do in the present ime. Modern investigators make order from the mess by grouping,
regrouping and subgrouping individuals into social formations based on consumption pattens,
thus restabilizing the social world into a momentary stasts In the past, legislatve bodies atiempted
to do the same thing, by insuring a permanence to their groupings by legally defyng then subjects
to change The residues of sumptuary laws of the past temam with us in the form of wiitten
documents, their ludicrousness emerging in the staghtforward designation of the order of things
While our unwritten rules of fashion appear self-evident [e g blue eye shadow 1s " 1éclassé ™, don't
wear white after Labour Day], their rules seem at best quaint, at worst mean spiited and politically
offensive. As time passes, modern analyses begin to take on some of the same quamtness as then
precursors, as we can look back "knowingly" onto the alien rules and regulations that governed

more recent generations, perhaps even ourselves. |

1 The image of a former high school punk rocker, mod, head banger etc looking at their yearbook when they are

middle aged comes to mind at this point  Even the most conventionally dressed person will doubt their past samty in
view of material evidence of past fashion habits, as what was once a deliberately planned and naturally accoplod
aesthetic becomes contrived and ugly under the different and equally naturalized rules of the present
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A bnief history of sumptuary legislation

Propeily speaking, sumptuary laws refer to all aspects of social presentation, i.e.
sumptuous display. In addition to clothing, the quality and quantity of expenditures on food at
soctal occasions and household possessions are included. For example, a resolution was passed in
Rome 187 B C., enutled Lex Orchia, which limited the number of guests at a feast (Hurlock,
1965, 296). But 1t s clothing that receives the hion's share of attention, both in terms of laws and

academic consideration, as 1t 15 the most public area of sumptuous display. Encoded sumptuary
rules are first noted 1n Ancient Greece and Rome Solon of Greece [639-559 B.C.] established a
rule of three garments to be worn at a time for women, and set expenditure mits based on the
amount of wealth possesseu by a family (Hurlock, 1965, 287). Roman society attempted to order
tts people by assigning particular tunica to social status (Black and Garland, 1980, 38). Common
people wore white or natural wool tunica, while knights and magistrates adorned their garments
with two purple stripes  The tunica had specific names’ tunica angusticlavia was adorned with
wider purple stitpes, tunica laticlavia was worn exclusively by senators; victorious generals wore
tunica palmata, a toga picta of purple silk embroidered with representations of their battles 1n gold
thread; tunica etecta or regilla, an ungirdled garment, was worn by young men under the age of
majority or as a wedding dress for women (Black and Garland, 1980, 39). In addition to the cut
and the style of a garment, the number of colours that could be wom at one time was under the
code of law. Peasants were allowed only a monochrome outfit while officers could sport two
colours, and commanders had the privilege of three (Hurlock, 1965, 297). Only the members of
royal household were allowed seven hues all at once. In Aurellian times {231-275 A.D |, gender
acquited its own palettes and textures: only women were allowed yellow, white, red, or green
shoes, and silk was similarly denied to men (Hurlock, 1965, 298). Like all sumptuary legislation,

these tules eventually fell into disuse, and were abandoned by the third century.

The ancient Romans had a compatatively easier time complying with their legislation, as
their wardrobes more closely approached the 1deal of a uniform. More complicated dress rules
plagued other imes. In particular, the reigns of the British monarchs Edward 111{1327 -1377] and
Ehzabeth T[1558 - 1603] are highlighted as two of the mosi severe [and, therefore, transgressive]
periods in sumptuary legislanon  Rather than specify the types and forms of costurme to be worn
by ranked individuals, therr sumptuary laws designated prohibitions of particular treatments -
fabrics and decotation. An example can be found in a law by Edward I, the first Enghish
monarch to enact sumptuary legislation  One of his laws restricted the use of ermine and pearls in
clothing to royals and nobles with incomes over one thousand pounds, though this rule did not
apply to the use of these materials on headdresses (Hurlock, 1965, 298). During his reign, these
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laws were enforced through confiscations of offending garments and fies (Black and Garland,
1980, 77). Despite the severe quantity of laws passed by Edward and his successors o the
English throne, it appears that dress regulations wete often ignored, as indicated by wntings of
conservatives who criticized the confusing state of dress and status.  An often quoted passage trom
the early fifteenth century by Thomas Occliff displays a distaste for breaches of the fashion mores
of his time:

"And this, In my thinking, 1s an evil, to see one walking in gowns of scarlet twelve yards
wide, with sleeves reaching to the ground, and Iined with fur, worth twenty pounds, or more, at the
same time, If he had only been master of what he paid for, he would not have enough to have lined a
hood ...and certainly the great lords are to blame if | dare say so much, to permit thet dependants to
imitate them in their dress In former times, persons of rank were known by their apparel, but, at
present, it 1s very difficult to distinguish the nobleman from one of lower degree " (Black and
Garland, 1980, 87-89)

Further proof of the ineffectiveness of Edwardian legislators' attempts to contiol the rules
of fashion is found in material evidence. The case of the poulan, shoes with extremely long
pointed toes that were wildly fashionable in France in the 1480 s, demonstiates widespread
defiance. They supposedly originated from the necessities of a medieval lord burdened with a
protruding tumour on his foot (Simmel, 1989, 170), though this pracucal OLIZIN WAS S0on
forgotten for the sake of pure fashion Some ecclesiastic and civil authorites ok 4 dishike 1o these
strange, impractical affectations, necessitating legal incursions as the toe length giew to greater and
more ridiculous lengths. When this fad spread acioss the Channel, Edward 1 decreed that no
knight under estate of a lord, esquire, gentleman, o1 any other person could wear shoes o1 boots
with points exceeding two inches in length. The penalty for an mfiaction was a fine of forty
pence. Despite all attempts to curb the ever increasing toe length of footwear, poulains continued
to grow, achieving lengths of 18 inches and longer after Edward's death (Laver, 1969, 71-72)

Edward I1I's laws fell into disuse just as the dress hieraichies of the Romans once did, but
future European monarchs continued the practice  In France, the offensive length of poulams was
regulated by rank, with princes sporting twenty-four inches of point while the poor only were
allowed a measly six inches (Hurlock, 1965, 298) Ineffective laws that attempted to egulate
styles were replaced by economic limitations to expenditure under Richelien m the carly
seventeenth century (Lipovetsky, 1987, 46). Charles IX, though gomg down m history as an
ineffective ruler (New Age Encyclopedia, 1979), managed to enact more sumptuary laws during
his reign [1559-1574] than anyone clse. His laws included the regulation of quahity and quantity
of ornamentation based on rank, such as the prohibition of silk to all but princesses and duchesses

His laws stayed in effect until the storming of the Bastille, whereupon the General Asseimbly
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banished all formal dress regulations (Hurlock, 1965, 298). Encoded laws were quickly replaced
by informal sanctions against all sumptuous display as luxury connoted nobility, a connection that

was safer to avoid during post-Revolutionary times (Hurlock, 1965, 301).

Concurrent to Charles I1X's reign over adornment in France, the tradition of sumptuary
laws was re-invigorated in England during the Elizabethan period. Elizabeth I was particularly
sensitive to the importance of appearance, to the extent that she had a proclamation drafted that
attempted to set official patterns fer her depiction 1n portraits and have all "debased” images of
herself destroyed. Though this legislation was not passed, it was largely adopted on a voluntary
basis, and indicated the peicerved importance of the relationship between image and power
(Braudy, 1986, 275-76) Hei father, Henry VIII, had been concerned with adornment practices as
well, passing laws such as one declaring that countesses had the unique and mandatory "privilege"
of wearing a train before and behind their skirt, fastened to a girdle. He also decided that men
should keep their hair short, but a beard was to be encouraged (Hurlock, 1965, 298). Elizabethan
law was a 1e-emphasis of the pre-existing Tudor statutes of 1533 and 1554, and added several new
proclamations.  Colour, quantity, quality, price, style, and materials were specified in the
tracitional vein of sumptuary legislation, but a new emphasis on surveillance and detection of
violation was encouraged. Penalties now included public humiliation, such as the case of Thomas
Bradshaw, a merchant tailor who had his garments repeatedly torn in public, and was then forced
to walk home in this condition (McCracken, 1982, 55)

Western society does not uniquely possess a history of regimented dress, though its
traditions are rendered more visible as they are preserved 1n the form of laws 1n written, accessible
forms. Scholarly mterest has made this history more visible as well. In addition, the stiong
impetus towards change in fashion results in the creation of a developing history, one that makes
styles from the past mnto interesting, foreign objects operating under exotic regulations and
meanings In other societies, the "anested development” 1n clothing styles may render fashion a
lesser interest to histortans and sociologists. The rules that govern appearance 1n such mstances
are as numerous and as entrenched as the formalized legislation. of the monarchs of Europe, but
are less apparent i tetrospect Japan is an exception to this Eurocentric history of fashion laws,
having a rich history of laws contiolling sumptuous display on the basis of income for the
purposes of testricting imitation between soctal groups (Bubolz Eicher and Roach. 1979, 13)

In the European case. the lack of change in costume style is often the result of imposing or

adopting regional costumes. The gentry passed down their fine costumes to the peasant classes in
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provincial regions, or feudal lords granted a style to a peasant group during a time of celebration to
encourage unity (Konig, 1973, 111) These "traditional” costumes appear to be frozen i e,
though some uniforms may be relatively recent adoptions and are quite frequently subject to
purposively unrecogmzed fashionable changes  Examples of this type of costume ae otien
featured in tourism advertisements or cultural festivals, when these seenungly ageless forms of
dress are brought out to display the unity of a cultural tradition, a umity that most hkely doesn't
exist. 1

A fashion can be made symbolic of political. economic and other social movements or
groupings, (Wilson, 1985, 47) 1esulting or necessitating the appeatance of paralysis in style to
naturalize the group's ideals. The imposition of uniforms in some commumst countiies, such as
China, is an example of this phenomenon  Groups will adopt a version of a taditional costume to
invoke symbolic links to the ideals of the past For example, social activists will adopt the the
styles of the working class to invoke a notion of unity with the designated oppressed gioup
Though these groups attempt imtially to propose change within the larger social whole, the ultmiate
purpose of the costume is to unify its members across time and space nto an etemal ideology
Religious organizations provide the most vivid example of the use of "tmeless” costume, selt-
consciously adopting antiquated styles, hnking the current membership to then spintual
predecessors, even if the doctrine and the ceremonies have considerably changed since the ume of
the costume's origin. Sumptuary legislation, written o1 unstated, 15 a conservative, stabihizing
force under the pressures of change (Hurlock, 1965, 297)

Morals

As previously mentioned, one of the purposes of modern legislation 15 to mamtamn a level
of moral standard in clothing. Primarily our legislation is related to sexual morality, prescrnbing
the covering of certain fetishized areas of the body, such as the gemtals and surroundimg aicas
Differences based on sex are common and are the basis for challenges Women have often been
the target of legislation, which usually stems from the fear of then "seductive powers”  Celine
Renooz, a psychologist, wrote of the imposttion of modesty onto women 1n a 1898 work entitled

Psychologie Comparée de I'Homme et de la Femme. She argues that modesty attributed to women

1 For example, the Ukrainian white peasant blouse and intricately embroidered accessories, and the Scottish kilt and

tam, are eye-catching uniforms worn on "cultural” occasions The costumes are never worn outside of a ceremonial
context but are made symbolic of the group These anachromistic outfits attempt to create the spint of a mythic
community of olde, 1mplying simplicty and idealized traditional links that probably never existed at tha ime of the
costume's original popularity
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is merely an acceptance and inversion of masculine sexuality, where shame is imposed onto
women: "This reversion of psychological laws has, however, only been accepted by women with a
struggle " (Elhs, 1942, 3) At some times, the struggle is taken to the streets in the form of
costume nnovations, necessitating some quick legal action to maintain the "natural” order between
the sexes  The attempt to popularize the bloomer pant and shorter skirts at the beginning of the
twentieth century are examples of imposed modesty. In the present day, each summer 1s inevitably
marked by a defiance of the law governing the covering of women's breasts, where one or more
women, usually young (and, not surprising, thin), will go topless with the stated purpose of
sunbathing in a public place. Their arguments cover much ground, claiming the law to be an
outdated convention, personally restrictive, discnminatory to women, and proof of the irrational
feushizaton and denaturalization of the female body. As sun tanning is currently on the
environmental hit hist due to the risks of ultra violet rays and their links to skin melanomas, this

yearly protest may soon be a thing of the past. I

Cosmetics and other forms of adornment have traditionally been linked to vanity, sexuality
and trickery m the West. The Purttan influence encouraged legal action against the deceptions of
ornamentation, while remaining oblivious to 1ts own form of costume. The missionary attack on
native costumes 1s an intensified version of the same attempts to rid the female portion of Western
society of uts practices of attraction, both being linked to the "devil's influence" (Brain, 12).
Examples of sumptuary laws directed at changes in women's fashion are numerous. The 1920 s
saw a fluity of activity on both sides of the ocean when skirt lengths gradually began their chmb
up the leg In 1925, the state of Utah declared that a skirt that was three inches or more above the
ankle merited a fine. Similarly, the state of Ohio announced that any woman over the age of
fourteen could not wear a skirt that did not reach "that part of the foot known as the instep”.
Agamn, these laws proved to be just as meffective as their precursors, as skirt styles continued to
rise despite attempts to keep them safely brushing the pavement (Laver, 1969, 232). Colonial
New Jersey sought to save bachelors from the deceptions of designing women. Under the same
penalties as witchcraft, a law was passed that prohibited women from "betraying" men into
mattimony with scents, cosmetics, washes, paints, fake teeth, false hair, and high heel shoes
(Hurlock, 299)  Similar legislation was passed in England in 1649 entitled "The vice of Painting

1 A recent demonstration on Parliament Hill, featuring a few topless women, was met by the leering gazes and video

cameras of several thoysand men Unfortunately, the women invoived in this worthy challenge of social convention
failed to see the rony of their actions, as they essentially set their bodies up as transgressive, spectacular objects on
display, only proving the validity of the law ~Rather thar make their oppositional gesture in a suitable location - the
beach, a parc whers people sunbath, private property - they decontextualized 1t by turning it into a media event, asking
for the gaze of others rather than denying its validity

73



and wearing Black Patches and Immodest Dresses of Women." A later act of Parliament attempted
once again to protect innocent men from false-faced women, stating:

"All women, of whatever age, rank, profession or degree whether virgins, mards, or
widows, that shall, from and after such act, impose upon, seduce and betray into matnmony, any of
his majesty's subjects, by the scents, paints, cosmetics, washes, artificial teeth, false hair, spanish
wool, Iron stays, hoops, high-heeled shoes, and bolstered hips, shall incur the penalty of law in
force against witchcraft and like misdemeanours and that the marriage, upon conviction, shall stand
null and void * (Brain, 1979, 12)

Madame Renooz's comments on the reversibility of gendered modesty speak to the double
bind in which women were placed During the Victoran era, the legistation prescibed modest
appearance, not for the moral, economic, or health benetit of women, but to save men from the
deceptions of artificially induced attractions Largely devoid of actions n the soctal world,
experimentation in fashion for women of means could serve as a outlet of expression In her 1974
article "Externalities of Change: Deference and Demeanor in Contemporary Fashion", Joan Cassell
suggests that the attacks on women's fashions have had very hittle to do with the mtonsic
foolishness of any paiticular style of costume, but are 1eactions to their attempts to escape social
control, symbolized i dress (Cassell, 1974, 66). Her argument can fit nto any attempt (o repress
alternative forms of dress, ranging from the long unkempt hair of "lppies” in the late 1960's and

early 1970's to the eradication of native costumes during the colonial period

Laws opposing symbolic movements towards freedom have been repeatedly challenged
The concept of freedom when applied to fashion does not necessarily 1ctan ats taditional
meanings: a politically symbolic move may manifest itself i a constricting garment  Aesthetie
freedom 1s an equally potent form of action as 1$ the rejection of crippling garments such as corsets
and long, layered skirts Simularly, what may be labelled a move towards a more practical, less
restrictive form of dress can seem, in retiospect, merely symbolic  For example, the controversy
over the use of corsets encompassed arguments for and against the garment based on medical
evidence, the requirements of nature and the sensibilitics of taste  The 1ssue moved mto the
political arena on more that one occasion, with feminists and doctors arguing on both sides of the
issue Eventually, famed designer Paul Pouet claimed final victory, declarig mself the agent of
liberation by removing corsets from his styles  Prudence Glynn poits out that though Ponret may
have freed the waists of turn-of-the-century women, he promptly bound them at the ankles with
hobble skirts (Glynn, 1978, 23) A parallel contradiction can be seen m the more recent case of the
mini skirt. The late 1960 s saw the introduction of unprecedented shortness i skt length, a style

that was paired to the concept of liberation by means of its association with youth culture and a
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daring show of leg. This freedom was a purely aesthetic one, for short skirts, as born out m their

recent re-inttoduction m the late 1980 s, prove often to be more uncomfortable and awkward than a
floor-length sknt, 1estricting movement m therr tightness, requiring mote tune to be spent on the
beautificationofthe Jegsfe.g.:hamr iemoval, toming of calf muscles thiough exeicise] and causing
consternation as they thicaten to ride up to indecent heights. Practical hiberation and aesthetic
liberation do not often cross paths in the symbolic realm, lcaving the door open for public debate
on many fronts, and the cnactment of various social sanctions towards those who thieaten the

prevailing mores of the time.

The tension between the urge towards adotnment and the prohibitions against it extend
beyond gender differentiations. Power groups, regardless of political affiliations, always have an
axe to grind against oppositional fashion trends. Sumptuary laws have been enacted by plain
puntans and embellished hedonists, monarchists and republicans, in societies based on hietaichies
of class and socicties attempting to destioy hicrarchical divisions. Moralists and physicians

become the agents of justification, as all sumptuary law carries the stamp of 1cason.

Many laws are passed under the pretences of combatting imposture.  Prohibitions against
sumptuous display take two moral positions  Fust, and more common to the American contient,
arc reprobations against pretence and display, imvoked m the name of modesty under God. Puritan
law in colonial America sought to restrict the use of sumptuous matetial to control excessive
display through diess as a practice that would be both impractical for the 1ugged conditions of New
Wotld hving as well as a sin under ichigious doctrine fe.g.: no sitver, gold, silk, slashed sleeves,
watts, beaver hats, cte | (Hutlock, 1965, 299). But many a time the motivation against ornate
dress remanns as a pure attempt to protect "God-given' hierarchical privileges. As Elizabeth and
Stuart Ewen stater "Since man's place in life was thus fixed by social custom it was heresy for him
to attempt to ris¢ above his class cither in mannet of living or diess, because God called him to this
place at buth.” (Ewen and Ewen, 1982, 123). A Massachusetts Act of 1651 that tried to curb

pretensions i the undeserving proclaimed.

" our utter detestation and dislike that men and women of meane condition should take
upon themselves the garb ot gentlemen, by wearnng gold or silver, lace or buttons, or points at their
knee or to talk In bootes or wamen of the same ranke to weare silke or tiffany horlles or scarfes,
which though allowable to persons of greater estates, or more liberal education, yet we cannot but
Judge 1t intolerable in persons of such condition " (Blumberg, 1974, 491)

Stemnmung trom European feudalism, a hy pocttical position on the evils of fancy diess was

promoted by those most hikely and able to engage i sumptuous display. The expression "clothes
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make the man" is indicative of the not-so-hidden motivations of the nobihity of the past and the
pretendants to their thrones. When demociatie challenges emerged among the newly moneyed
bourgeoisie, the naturalized splendow of the nobles became entienched 1 Law, protecting them

from the evils of imutation and 1ival sumptuosity (Ewen and Ewen, 1982, 122)

For almost five centuties, splendour had been teserved tor the elite of Futope Both God
and feudalism had ensured this order. Conveniently, religious doctine encouraged the acceptance
of one's position 1n the social scale  For the tich, this requued mdulgence of tersure and tashion,
and the conspicuous consumption of clothing  For the poor, thei clothimg was a tanwible
expression of their origins, for they might have mhented then clothing frony a great preat ereat
grandparent (Ewen and Ewen, 1182, 119-120) "It shabby togs of plowien betay ed Kinship to
fallen man, a life defined by labours of the soil, the vestment of clergy and of nobihty bore no such
shame.” (Ewen and Ewen, 1982, 119). Clothing was a natutal expression of the soctel world, and
to attempt a shift in these 1elations through disgursing oneselt as a higher tank was o violation of
God's rule (Ewen and Ewen, 1982, 121)

Economics

For the most part, diess segulation among the classes was and sull s controlied by
economic availability (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967, 380). For mstance, the coloun wed was very
popular, and restricted, in nud-fifteenth cenitny Germany. The German princes of this tiune are all
depicted wearing the colour in then pottiris  The eaclusive use of the colowr nspred mutation,
requiring cnactment of a prohibitive law  Proving that 1estiictions only foster the move 1o
defiance, a pcasant 1evolt contamed the demand that all be allowed (0 wear the banned red Coaks
(Laver, 1969, 86). Their insistence upon therr tght to wear the colowr was puiely a4 symbolic one,
for, as James Laver points out, the peasants couldn't attord red cloaks cven it they were pranted
the right to wear them (Ewen and Ewen, 1982, 125). For the most part, sumptuary lepislation
reflected the predominant economuc reality of the tme, though that "reality” was undoubiedly
showing signs of stiess, thereby necessitating a law to bolster the order A 1530 English law
shows the tendency of the economic order to be nurored m sumptuous display Tt allowdd thiee
ellens of velvet for headdress of a member of the upper bourgeorsic and homdspun cloth fog
commoners Ermine and sable were teserved for aristocrats, foa and polecat for simple townstolh,
and goat and lamb for the peasant class (lowen and Ewen, 1982, 124)  These divisions mierely e
enforce current economic avatlabihty, but, by codifymg ditterences between groups, the Laws may

encourage transgression.  Goods are valued for then attachment with social status, a sumpluary
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law re-enforces the difference between groups. This Iink cieates the conditions for accession to

power by means of muitation thiough consumption patterns.

Some of the more effective sumptuary laws bungs this into consideration, limiting
expenditures on cJothing to those of a certain econonmuce level, rather than prescribing by rank
and/or class  But these laws are vulnerable to a nsing moneyed class, especially 1f the power
group 15 one based on bith - An Elizabethan Jaw attempted to negotiate wealth with rank, declanng
that the highest fevel of sutmiptuaty pracuces are 1eserved for landed lotds of inherited hineage, for
those with icomes over frve hundied marks per year for hife, permitting them to share same level
ol exceptions as Baron's soas and all above that rank, gentlemen attending the Queen, and
cmbassy employees (Bwen and Ewen, 1982, 214) - While Henry X1 enacted hypocritical
legislation [considermg hrs ewn love of display] to protect hunself and his court from "copyright
imfrmgement” by vitue of buth (Black and Garland, 1980, 95), Elizabeth's laws made some

CONCesstons to pUIC‘.\’ ceonomic factors

Wihile attemipting to preserve the status quo, sumptuaty laws can influence commeice. The
determuination of the customary styles through legislation encourages quahty and quantity of
matenals used  The value of objects s controlled as well, re-enforcing the prestige or the
commonality of patticuln objects  Acquismition and exchange of goods 15 theieby controlled
idiectly by law on some occasions (Finkelstean, 19910 138) At other ttmes, theie exists anothet
Kind of sumptuary legislation, one that seehs to protect econonne interests on an industnal level
rather than a class level An Enghsh law m vigour during the seventeenth to mncteenth centuties
was designed to lessen the importance of tmported Iinens by mandating bunial 1n woolens
(Hutlock, 1965, 296)  The desuability of certam fashions has occastonally thieatened the
cconomie sahience of wegions, tequining prohbriion ot certan sty les and matenials — In the siath
century, a ctiaze for Itahan and brench velvet caps was discowaged by law by forcmg the populace
of England to wear domestic wool caps, wn the hopes of encoutaging trade withm the country and
<aving local mdusties (Hurlock, 1965, 297) A sinular action was employed by Hemy IV of
France, who, possessing no tove for estravagant diess hamselt, created aws to prevent foreign
tpottations ol materals  The bourgeosie tuwed to wool once agam, white the courtiers
continued t¢ weat toreign silhs, though m much pluner sivles (aver, 1969, 103) For different
redasons, plam sty les were all but legislated as mandatory atter the French Revolution, symbolizing
d new cpabitdnanisne and an opposttion to teudal waste (Bwen and Ewen, 1982, 127)  The
mtention ot the new diess requuietient was soon undermined through practices of less noticeable

sumptuosness, ieplacing tashy colours and omamentation with layers of plam clothing and fine
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tailoring (Ewen and Ewen. 1982, 131). At other times, the move towards simple clothing 1
induced by general economic scarcity. During umes of war, sumptuary laws are enacted to
preserve national wealth, in an attempt to avoid bankruptcy (Hurlochk, 1965, 286).

Class

The previous examples illustrate the importance of class and rank n the creation of
sumptuary legislation. The principle of distinction 1n rank, between econonuc groups, powet
groups, persons of status, and religious sects, has governed diess patterns tor centuttes - A beliet
in the ability of dress to reflect and 1elate rank is necessary for a society to adopt sumptuary
restrictions Costume in the fourteenth thiough the sixteenth centunies camned the value ot a
uniform that could reveal the rank of the wearer. Challenges launched agamst this beliet iequied
law to support convention (Wilson, 1985, 23). To ensure that this most visible ot signs cornrelates
to other life style symbols. legalized conventions have been enacted agamst traudutent rank
(Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 10y The necessity for laws only emeiges at time of compention
and confhict, for the patterns of economuc distribution normally ensure ditterentiation along class
lines. Enforcement of sartorial distinctions rest on previously subtle, unspoken ttadition and past
laws (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967, 380). Feudal states, for most ot then history, did not 1reqguine
legislation, as distinction was expressed through national and region costumes, not through
rivalries of imitation When power hierarchies are challenged and class boundanies are
overstepped, the rule of law 15 put into effect (Hutlock. 1967, 300) A rismg muddle class s
inevitably the catalyst for legislative action. The French Counsel of LeMans forbid the use of
particular colours. styles, and ornaments to the muddle class, resulung from the pressures of
imitation this group inflicted upon the privileges of courtly nobihty (Boucher, 1987, 179) In
1294, the rulers of France attempted to lumt the number of new gowns tor the lower nobles
dukes, counts, barons, knights, squires - as well as restricung the use of furs, witk, and the colowm
purple (Boucher, 1987, 180) These concerns demonstrate the arbitrtary natuie of fashion, as
usefulness, beauty, and other values one could attribute to clothing are of secondary importance to
their symbolic values. The law cares not if people are pootly diessed, butaf they are ton well

dressed

The disunction principle 1s widely recognized, but Grant McCracken and Quentn Bell also
note another equally important principle n operation n the creation of sumptuary legislation “The
purpose of customary dress 1s not to distinguish but to classify, gender, class, rank, occupation,

and faith are all designed to conform to general aesthetic pattern and to tashion, providing
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coherence 1n what could potenually be a chaos of affiliations (Bell, 1976, 20). Using a 1597
Ehzabethan proclamation, McCracken illustrates how these laws serve to bind different ranks and
classes together  This law indicated what noble persons were permitted to wear, with each
superior category entitled to all the privileges as the category beneath that rank (McCracken, 1982,
55)

1 KNIGHT'S SON Velvet In jerkins, hose, doublets, or satin, damose, tafetta or grosgrain in gowns, cloaks or coats
2 KNIGHT 1 and velvet in gowns, cloaks, coats, embroicery with silk or nether stocks of silk

3 BARONS SON 1 and 2 passemain lace or lace of gold, silver or silk
4 BARON 1 and 2 and 3 and gold and silver cloth, tinselled cloth, silk or cloth mixed or embroidered with gold or

silver
5 EARL 1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and purple silk
(McCracken, 1982, 55-56)

McCracken notes that this law not only separates the ranks from one another, but locates
them on a shding scale of conformity (McCracken, 1982, 55). A progressive scale orders the
society mto an interdependent network, each deriving status from those above and below their
rank. Anaffity to the ideal Great Chain of Being 15 to be found in this vertical organization. The
necessity for a complex ordering indicates a threatening diversity of rank, wealth, occupation and
status (McCrachen, 1982, 56) Diess 15 revealed to be part of political orgamization of & nawuon,
unifyig and separating people nto recognizable units (McCracken, 1982, 57). Rather than the
static monoliths ot class imagined by us modern "progressives”, social organization through
clothing 15 shown to be a subtle tapestry of class, wealth, religious doctrine, power and

interconnective privilege.

The mevitable failure of sumptuary laws

Repeatedly, all legislation designed to curb imitation, expenditure, or transgression of
moral standards farls - From the stait sumptuary laws are doomed, for their very cieation indicates
the passing of the prevarling order  As 1t 15 a matter of private consumption, enforcement is a
problem Evasion stategies are numetous A person may wear restricted garments in private 1n a
personal act of defrance (Finkelsten, 1991, 138). Expensive undergarments contaning prohibited
materials [lace, colours, silk] can remain undetected  Women of the fourteenth century leamed the
craft of embrowdery to embellish plam clothing. thereby avoiding cost restrictions: alternative furs,
such as cat and dog hair, could be use 1n nwffs, giving the 1llusion of a more elaborate costume
(Hurlock, 1965, 300)  Consumption can also adopt a vicarious form, as outlined by Thorstein
Veblen and others  After the French Revolution. the traditional sumptuosness of the nobility was

no longer appropriate for the sober bourgeoisie, but the fine fabrics, treatments and wigs were
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displaced onto the servant class as a means to show one's prospenty. despite the impractical nature
of this wardrobe in the performance of service. Quentin Bell notes that though the muaster ot a
home may adopt a plan swit, all his dependants - fanuly members and servants - will be veny well
dressed as signs of his financial power (Bell, 1976, 139) The vesuges of this tradition 1emaims
with us to this day. seen mn upper-nmuddle class restaurants, theatres and hotel service statt who are
requi-ed to wear old styled. military-influenced umforms, tuxedos and evenmg gowns despite the
considerably less formal dress of those they are attending  Controlling this type ot display s
considerably more difficult, as the responsibility 18 removed from the person perpetiating the

offence. Ineffect, it 1s agentless sumptuousness, and thus no one can be punished

Sumptuary legislation attempted 1o 1ecognize vicatious consumption on a few 0ccasions
through the enactment of laws designed to place servants and apprentices in hine with the rank of
their masters. A 1582 Common Council of London law ordered that no apprentice could wear any
apparel other than that which he received from his master, a ruft of only one and a half yards long,
and stockings only white or 1usset, the 1611 Council added to this st no hat valued at over five
shillings., no spanish shoes, "nor hair with any tutted or lock but cut shortin a decent and comely
manner”. Servants had to negotiate between the conventions of then staton and that of then

masters, a line that was easily ttansgiessed (Cunnington and Lucas, 1967, 380)

The nature of fashion is itself contradictory to the putposes of sumptuary legislation  As
J.C. Flugel writes, fashion implies a fluidity to the social order, as 1t operates on a prnciple of
difference in social posttion  Fashion changes only according to pressures placed on 1t thiough
imitation. If the possibility exists that the upper echelons of the hierarchy are penetiable by those
of lower standing, imitation will be attempted A change in fashion will otherwise not occu, and
sumptuary legislation will not be necessary  If sumptuary laws are required to sustian social
distinction, a power breakdown has already occurred, the compention in clothing bemyg but a
symptom of the changing umes (Polhemus and Proctor, 1978, 14)  Competition, be it related 1o
sex, rank, wealth, or status, will pre-exist fashion (Flugel, 1950, 138)  Atlemipts to freeze the
fashion cycle with legislation will fail as then measures are inevitably too fate 1f the legaslation 1s
overly stringent, the power group rishs a rebellion, as in the case of the cighteenth century attemp
to abolish the sombiero in Spain, which resulted i the ejection of the Prime Minister from his,
office, or in the case of England after Elizabeth's stnict rule over the fashion of her land, wiidh
required a great penmissiveness i her successor (Hutloch, 1965, 301)  Sumptumy laws are
deficient in another manner they do not prevent innovaton, as they can only legislate apains

known styles (Flugel, 1950, 139) The creation of new garments and styles can re-mvigorate the
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fashion race outside of the interests of the law, as witnessed in the emergence of post-revolutionary

France.

S v ouary ows occasionally cause their own downfall in a very direct manner. Designed

tor < nough the social order by reserving fine dress for the higher ranks, they can
¢ to diess better than they may wish  Medieval Italian doctors at university were

+ ... . thisdeficiency (Byrd, 1979, 145) Lesser nobles and persons of small fortunes fell into
financial ruin in the attempt to keep pace with the higher nobility in France during the seventeenth
and eighteenth century (Hurlock, 1965, 296). A most interesting case of the necessities of rank
and class 1s the medieval knight, as described by Terry Jones  Originally, in the eleventh century,
kmights were drawn fiom a class shightly above well-to-do peasants. By the thirteenth century, the
rising costs of equipping oneself with the proper protective garments. which thereby warranted a
bigger, more expensive horse, transformed the knight into an aristocratic figure, as enly noblemen
could afford the buidens incuried by duty (Jones, 1980, 5). The costs continued to escalate until,
by 1278, only half of those eligible were taking up the uitle, the rest preferring to pay a fine instead.
Military service became a status symbol, with the full colours of anstocracy adopted and the ntle
descending thiough noble bith, but a parallel tiagic-comic figure of the ruined "knyght of force”
also emerged at this ume (Jones, 1980, 6) The fourteenth century saw protests 1n the English
Parliament over compulsoty service abroad in the Hundred Years Wai, so, to offset the
unpopularity, the Kings of England enacted sumptuary legislation and other privileges, making the
knighthood into an exclusive club of sorts. In 1379 an unsuccessful petition attempted to restrct
the use of tur, jewellery. gold, wilk 10 the knightly class, but the effects of this rise 1n prestige were
already beginmng (o show (Jones, 1980, 7) The conversion of the title into a prestigious position
shut out those ot lesser means, but promoted imitation  The definition of the knighthood became
mote and more obscured as those seeking prestige could copy their dress style, thereby blurring

the social distinctions the laws had attempted to enact (Jones, 1980, 10)

fashion prevails

Rather than 1estnict the development of fashion to a non-competitive arena, sumptuary laws
often have the exact oppostte effect, launching an additional challenge to those already posing a
threat to the rubng powers  The laws provide evidence of a fashion process m action, enabling 1t
by re-enforeing social divisions and mahking theu assoctated privileges scaicer and therefore moie
valuable  The vast histories of changing styles and numeious examples of sumptuary taws would

seem to indicate the mevitability of competition thiough adornment and the possible universality of
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fashion. But, according to Bell, fashion as 1t 1s today is a Ewtopean product created through
particular conditions. It1s notan mevitable cycle of nivalry, the "static authoritatianisim ot the Fast”
prevented its establishment for centuries Fashionable change can only occur when there v a
power inequity or rivalry which allows one group to dress more sumptuously than anothet, which
then generates defiance, creating an urge towards soctal change  Bell further states that change n

clothing goes against human natwe

"A man or a woman in a stratiied society, whether at the top or the bottom of the social
scale, 1s so far from desiring novelty in dress that he hardly conceives it to be possible, and when ho
does er-.cunter It his reaction is one of shock, astonishment, ndicule, or disqust " (Bell, 1976, 115)

It 15 only through competitive social conditions that fashton s allowed to flourish - A stuet
hierarchy operates only on ditferentiation, not mtation, where diess aystallizes ditterence mto
material forms (Konig, 1973, 94) Sumptuary laws ate unnecessaty under these conditions - Acall
instances when a mass of sumptuary legislation 1s suddenly inttoduced to difterentiate social
groups, the same conditions exist - An elite control of certam symbols 1s the senunotic equivalent to
political and/or economic dommance  When that positton 1s challenged, sumptuary kiws e
brought into effect to piotect then former monopoly over symbolic gamments (Bubolz Ficher and
1979, 12). Once the access to this "text” has extended beyond the contiol of a small donunant
group, illegitimate use and imposture s feaed  In the case of clothing, social unrest can aeate an
ambiguity of roles, reflected in the disorder of diess style, making a correct "readmg™ hard to
perform (Bubolz Eicher and Roach, 1979, 11)  The ehite. fearmg then mabihity to decipher the
signs that surtound them, attempt to 1estore contiol with law  Unentforceable, the Taws operate
much the same way as censorship codes desperate gestures to retiench customary powers when
the production ar.d distribution of communicative goods has passed from the hands of an chte o
the hands of another group (Lwen and Ewen, 1982, 129)  And, as m the case ol censored
material, these protective laws create the temptation of forbidden trut by marcasing the value of the
symbolic m=anings Elite groups must erther mvent new, more exclusive signs that are beyond
appropriation, or engage in a game of exaggeration to remain the fashion leaders (Bell, 1976,
109).1

Sumptuary laws are a statement of questioned dominance  They attempt to locate where

distuinctions exist and where allegiances should lie  They are only enacted when a threat is

1 This explains some styles of the 16th to 18th centuries  Towering wigs, enarmous panier dresses, and excysuive

ornamentation defies all practicality and abandons beauty for the sake of pure compsatition  When the excester, of 4
particular style reach their breaking point (1e physically incapable of extending tha dimensions), (1, dropped
completely, creating its own shock value

82




perceived, as a hostile, exclusionary action, they only encourage defiance. Sumptuary laws will
always be ineffective for that reason, as they are the products of fashion, a recognition of 1ts
forces, rather than a force enacted against fashion. All dress regulations are therefore doomed
from the outset  Nevertheless, the prominence and quantity of these laws over the course of
western history indicates the presence of a belief system. Sumptuary law designates a faith in the
transparency of physical appearance, as clothing is expected to reflect rank, role, and the
accompanying personahty  But it also shows the inherant falseness of this belief, as imitation,

impostuie and competition thicaten the cohesion of social straufication (Finkelstein, 1991, 139)

The chaos perceved in the modern day 15 a result of the challenges and counter-challenges
made 1 the competitive arena of fashion It has come to the point where one expects
misiepresentation of class, as the inhabutants of Western society have come to assume a
conspicuous attention to fashinability (Finkelstein, 1991, 139) Modern western social
organization has made almost all of us "slaves to fashion™ to some degiee, creating a "sartorial
conscience™ from the remnants of law and then mandatory defiance of centuries past, though what
constitutes the signs of tashion have changed significantly  The regulation of the fashion code has
moved from the formalities of the state and the church to the pages of the fashion magazine,
assunung the torm of entertaiment to entice a larger audience  Subtle censures carry more weight
than any formal law  the "loud” tie, the "bad" hat, the "improper” skirt, the "cheap" scent can lead
to complete dishonour if the violaton reaches the attention of the wrong person (Bell. 1976, 19)
In a complete reversion, the law has now become a mandatory employment of fraudulent status
symbols. Status is disguised in an attenapt to level everyone into one homogenous, affluent class,
at leastin terms of appearance (Blumbe:g, 1974, 491)  Proof of this lies in the operation of the
fashion ndustry In all other areas of culwral production, stiict copynight laws protect authorship
tghts - Witers, composers, and arusts can sue 1if their work 1s copied, but a huge mathet
designer hnock-off styles flourishes i the modern tashion industry, creating the appearance of a
short, shiding scale of affluence rather than sharply defined polarities (Blumberg, 1974, 491)
Sumptuary laws highhighted ditferences and nequity, thus encouraging challenge The
widespread abandonment ot this practice has lead to mass fashion nvalry. Over the years,
competition has been watered down as the r rird between the creation of a distinctive style and its
appropuation has been virtually nullitied, aeaung the appearance of a democratic, egalitarian
soctety Challenges to power groups are thus lessened. as privilege 15 disguised mto less visible
torms, reduced to « discreetly stiched label in the back of a collar or an insignia on a handbag.

Though sumptuary laws may have all but vamished n this conteat. the same belief i the power of
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. external appearances expressed by material goods still rules our way of interpreting the social
world (Blumberg, 1974, 492).
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CONCLUSION

Fashion and antifashion are uniforms, a fact readily seen in any cloching store or sccial
space whete small groups of 1dentically dressed people mingle amongst themselves. I The
necessity for change, whether that be the cychcal change of fashion or the implosion of
antifashion, 15 caused by the eventual expressive inability of clothing; the repetition of meznings
neutralizes thenr communicative power into a white noise, unnoticed due to mass conformity The
contradiction between the display function and the homogenaity of clothing emerges in all the
versions of the uniform  Individual idiosyncracies are legislated into existance, becoming another
type of untformity, necessitating constant chance.  Juha Emberly describes how the fashion

apparatus must opetate on the basis of its own demal

"And yet in order to produce a space of desire for that 'liberation’ the fashion apparatus
must ensure that sufficient alienation, self-loathing, boredom and stenlity exist n the necessary
production of its own contradictions, the fashion apparatus holds the subject within a spectrum of
choices which close at the extreme ends of total freedom on the one hand, and absolute control on
the other " (Emberley, 1987, 48)

Fashion mnovations must be consideted novel, even though fashion 1s nothing but the
eternal recychng of detatls in new contexts It must also be considered beautiful, to encourage
acceptance and consumption  The beauty of a new umiform quickly wears off into what Thorsten
Veblen calls "an aesthetic nausea™  Styles of the past seem grotesque, stripped of their naturalness
by the cunient myths of pracucality and progressive fashion  The rhetorics of fashion erase the
memory of its own past, discrediting preceeding styles in fayour of the current mode (Barthes,
1983, 300) To jyusuty change, clothing cannot abandon some claim to utility, but, ultimately, all
clothing s pure acstheties. The "tutliy” of dress 15 the source of fashion's ugliness, permitting
old styles [and the values attached to them] to be discarded 1in favour of the new and "improved”

unitorms of the present (Veblen, 1953, 124-125)

Roland Barthes 1easserts Veblen's declaration of the ulumate negativity of fashion when he
states that "nothimg " 1« at the nucleus of fashion  All its meanings ate the cieation of a rhetorics of
detarl, the smallest elements are able to transform the entire signification of a garment, even
retrieving a mass of senseless shapes, colours and patterns from the void of meamnglessness mto a

coherent social discourse (Barthes, 1983, 243)  Sourcing Hegel, Baithes notes that clothing

1 An interesting annecdote, as reported by Richard Arnold, a former Paramount studio employee, shows the degree
to which humans seeh their own kind A large crowd scene was being shot for one of the Star Trek films where extras,
clad n the unitorms of the different divisions of the imaginary Star Fleet organization, were told to mil around as if they
wero attending an informal social function  Much to the director's chagrin, the extras proceeded to form large units
based on the colour of therr uniforms, despite iepeated attempts to mix everyone together
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transforms the abstract, shapeless body into a "real” [1 e. socially significant] body. suggestng
ideal forms (Barthes. 1983, 258) These ideals cannot materially exist, then shadowy dlusions are
superimposed onto the naked [not nude] body  Unreproducible as they are mtangable, they are
subject to unnoticed change The present version of the natural w ay of bemng seems to nunor the
“eternal” 1deal of the clothed body There 1s no physical model on which a compatson can be
based, so historical contigency can be 1gnored and the past can be chastised tor it mpracticahues
and odd sense of proportion  Fashion thus narrates the body 1nto existence, stgnitving agamst the
substance of flesh and cloth n an elaborate, muluplicative system of meamngs (Barthes, 1983,
277).

Fashion histories attempt to remscube dividual ownership ot styles onto the elites that
physically create or stereotypically sport them  Fashion becomes separated from the collective
memory and attached to nameable monarchs and designers (Lipovetsky, 1987.51)  As one selects
one's own wardrobe, a sumlar attribution of taste takes place, only retrospect, when faced with
the horrors of past fashion docs our conformuty to larger convention reappear, as one hopes to
disclaim personal choice over the now embarassing styles of old  But mdividualism itselt 1y a
fashion, a style of the intellect and of ideology Fashion, politics, economics, and acsthetics are
subject 1o its discourse  Like any fashion, mdividualism rules with an non fist, and so personal
style and creativity m diess are expected to the degree that they become a formal requirement
(Lipovetsky, 1987, 53). Mass individuahsm returns fashion to the mutative style of the umform,
showing that nimickery and difference are not contradictory, but part of the social fund on of
clothing (Lipovetsky, 1987, 52)

Unarguably, the clothing we wear affects owr identity  We do not judge the suttability of
clothing by mere pracucal concerns. Is it properly made” 1< it comtortable”? Does it sunt my needs?
Each ime we try on a new outfit, we automatically tun to a nurion t¢ see how well we can wear o
new role embodied by its uniform (Dichter, 1985, 30) In this way, clothing 1s selected o 1etlec
our self-concept, how and where we see ourselves m the wider social conteat “The deal of ow
"authentic” self 15 contrasted to a "contnved” costume, with clothig miaculously able to
commumicate both transparently truthtul intertority and masqueradmg decept (Davis and Lennon,
1985, 177) Conformuty to the occasion and the "need” to project a personal statement must o
exist in clothing, but individuahzed communication m a larger context of uniformuty results i the
use of stereotypicul means of display (Silverman, 1986, 32) Clothing 15 heralded as the best way
to display our mdividuahty within a mass society  Iromically, this is achieved through the

consumption of mass produced goods
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Like a cybernetic system, the "negative feedback” of uniformity only becomes apparent

when "positive deviance” intrudes upon this "homeostatic constancy”. But fashion 1s not a
mechanical device 1t1s a flexible, creative medium manipulable by individuals within a context of
collective agreement  It1s not designed for efficiency, as ambiguity is an integral component of its
system It operates with varying degrees of economy, overcoding as i tue case of a genuine
uniform, or undercoding to permut social flexibihty. Clothing communicates through polar
oppositions and thenr subsequent transgression, 1 creating powerful, evocative meanings through

contrasts and combinations as the variables relate to one another (Rugh, 1986, 3).

This mterdependent tension in clothing extends into the categories and groups which are
represented by its torms  Leader and subject are fused together through the commonahty of their
uniform, cach deriving thenr status in relation to the other (Roche, 1989, 74)  Exhibitiomistic
display requires an appreciative audience, with all shaning a common understanding of the rules
operation and the stakes mvolved (Roche, 1989, 78). A mold must be formed so that it may be
bioken  The ideal of the uniform s just that - a non-existant original against which all the
vatiahons and appropriations can be measured  Attempts are made to define the original into
existance, be it social hierarchies defied by sumptuary legislation or beauty ideals achieve through
manipulations ot the body. A natural mdividuahty will break these molds. for the social world and
the human body proove to be too nregular to conform to any ideal despite their temporary
plasucity  The varranons i the shape, size, colour, place, and time of the human body requues its
teotgantzation mto meamingful patterns  This make-work project of labellmg individuals propels
enlire ccononues, giving stucture to soctety  Despite all efforts to render the world transparently
symbohic and etticient, ditterences te-emerge as bodies refuse to conform to tyranical patterns and
as alternatve social organmizations re-create social structure . When 1t comes to the clothing that we

wear, ditference begets sameness, and vice versa.

1 eg long ' short, wide * narrow, hight / dark, decorated / spare, modest / immodest, form concealing / form tevealing,
appropriate ¢ inappropnate, gansh / good taste These values are historically vanable, but seem absolute during a
definitive time and place
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