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COMMUNICATION AND CULTURE

On the matter of culture, Williams, R. (1976) Keywords, Fontana, and (1981),
Culture, Fontana/Collins, are the best places to start, and Billington, R. et al.
(1991) Culture and society, Macmillan, is not a bad way of continuing. Davis, F.
(1992), Fashion, Culture and Identity, University of Chicago Press, is quite close
to some of the concerns of this chapter, especially in the first chapter, ‘Do clothes
speak? What makes them fashion?”. Davis does not, however, go into nearly as

much detail on the matters of either culture or communication as the present
chapter.
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THE FUNCTIONS OF FASHION
AND CLOTHING

INTRODUCTION

reasons why people adorn their bodies, why people wear and have worn
“Clothes. It will be noted that, while it makes sense to ask these questions
of clothing or dress, it does not always make sense, or the same sort of
sense, to ask them of fashion.
In Sartor Resartus, which was originally published periodically between
1833 and 1834, Thomas Carlyle reports how Teufelsdrockh, Professor of
‘Things in General, imagines that the ‘first purpose of Clothes . . . was not
armth or decency, but ornament’. “The first spiritual want of a barbarous
an is Decoration: as indeed we still see among the barbarous classes in
sed countries’ (Carlyle 1987: 30-1). A little later, however, the
ofessor seems to be claiming a rhetorical function for clothes. He
describes two individuals, ‘one dressed in fine Red, the other in coarse
threadbare Blue: Red says to Blue “Be hanged and anatomised™;
Blue hears with a shudder and ... marches sorrowfully to the gallows’
(Carlyle 1987: 47-8). Teufelsdrockh then wonders, ‘How is this?” How
~can this happen when Red has no physical hold or threat over Blue?
What has happened is that Blue has accepted the necessity of performing
~ an action that is ultimately prejudicial to him, seemingly on the basis
- of what Red is wearing. What Red is wearing performs what must be

among the strongest of rhetorical functions. The Professor provides the
. answer:

Thinking reader, the reason seems to me twofold: First that Man is
a spirit, and bound by invisible bonds to All Men; Secondly, that he
wears Clothes, which are the visible emblems of that fact. Has not
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your Red, hanging individual, a horsehair wig, squirrel skins and a
plush gown:; whereby all mortals know that he is a JUDGE?
(Carlyle 1987: 48)

caving aside for the moment the claim that ‘all’ mortals would know
hat Red is a Judge, (for, clearly, only those who were members of the
ociety in which it had been agreed that these colours and materials signify
Judge’ would know this), two things are worth extracting from this
vassage. The first is that clothes here are clearly fulfilling a rhetorical func-
ion: they are convincing Blue that he should obey Red who is telling him
o be hanged and anatomised. The second is the identification of clothes
is the visible emblems of the invisible bonds between all men. Again, on
he proviso that the word ‘men’ in this passage is shorthand for *humanity’
»r ‘all members of a community’, it is clear that Teufelsdrockh considers
Jothes to have a role in the production and reproduction of society.
ndeed, he says ‘Society, which the more I think of it astonishes me the
nore, is founded upon Cloth® (Carlyle 1987: 48).

The claim, that society is founded upon cloth, is quite a claim to make.
What it means is that part of the role or function of cloth, of dress or
“lothing in this context, is to make society possible, to be part of the
sroduction and reproduction of positions of relative power within a
society. What Red and Blue are wearing in Teufelsdrockh’s example
sroduces their positions of relative power and authority. It will be noted
‘hat this is a completely different claim to the claim that positions of
‘elative authority or status are merely reflected by clothing, by what people
wear. And it can be noted what a powerful counter-argument it provides
\0 popular ideas, considered in the Introduction, concerning the triviality
»r the relative unimportance of fashion and clothing: it is hardly trivial
‘or society to be founded upon cloth, as Teufelsdrockh suggests. Many of
the issues raised here will be returned to in chapters five and six where
fashion, clothing, social class and the production and reproduction of
society will be investigated.

4 PROTECTION

With warmth, decency and ornament, however, Carlyle’s imaginary
Professor has hit upon some of the functions most commonly attributed
to clothing. The next three sections will consider each of them in turn. In
The Language of Clothes, Lurie continues her pursuit of the metaphor
of clothing as a language by arguing that ‘we put on clothing for some of
the same reasons as we speak’; these are to make life easier, to ‘proclaim
or disguise” our identity and to attract sexual attention. They are also, as
she points out, essentially the same reasons as proposed by Laver in his
Principles of Utility, Hierarchy and Seduction (Lurie 1992: 27). While
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other chapters in the book deal with ‘fashion and status’ and ‘fashion and
sex‘.‘lhe section on ‘why we wear clothes’ in The Language of Clothes
F:onmdcrs the idea of utility solely in terms of protective clothing. Clothing
1s seen as offering protection from the weather and some anecdotal
examples concerning how protective clothing may become fashionable are
provided. No attempt is made to account for how clothing communicates
or disguises identity.

Likj.‘ Lurie’s, Rouse’s account of why people wear clothes in Under-
standing Fashion (1989) refers to protection, modesty and attraction, but
Rous_e also includes communication as a major function of clothing,
offe.rlng more detail and more analysis. Rouse’s account of protection
bc'gms with the Functionalist anthropologist Malinowski, who argued that
things like shelter were cultural responses to basic physical needs. In the
case of shelter, the basic physical need is that of bodily comfort and as
Polhemus and Procter point out, this basic need for bodily comfort
‘prompts people throughout the world to create various forms of shelter’
(Polhemus and Procter 1978: 9). These various forms of shelter may range
[rom‘igluos to grass huts to three-bedroom semis and from umbrellas to
_clolhmg_. According to this view, clothing, although not necessarily fashion.
1s a response to a physical need for protection and shelter.

Fligel devotes the whole of chapter four of The Psychology of Clothes
to the notion of protection and clothing, despite argt]ing in chapter one
that, as a motive or reason for clothing, protection ‘has few if any advo-
cates’ (Fliigel 1930: 16). To be fair, however, he does debate more fully
fﬂhc!hcr protection or decoration is the primary motivation for clothing
in lhg course of chapter four. The chapter is nothing if not exhaustive,
covering surely all of the things, both material and immaterial, that
clothing could possibly be conceived as protecting body and soul from.
Clothing protects the body from the cold, the heat, ‘accidents incidental
1o dal?gcrnus occupations and sports’ (Fliigel 1930: 70-1), human or animal
enemies, and physical or psychological dangers.

_ Th_esc psychological dangers are manifold, including a whole range of
‘magical and spiritual agencies’ which may be warded off with the aid
~of amulets and other magical adornments (Fliigel 1930: 71). Moral dangers
may also be avoided by the use of thick, dark-coloured and stiff clothing,
such as a monk’s habit. This may sound implausible, but a Hasidic Jew seems
to back Fliigel up on this point. He said that ‘Hasidic clothing serve[s] as a
guard and a shield from sin and obscenity’ (Poll 1965: 146). Finally, there
s a more general way in which clothing may be said to offer protection and
that is as protection ‘against the general unfriendliness of the world as a
whole’ or ‘as‘a reassurance against the lack of love’ (Fliigel 1930: 77). Fliigel
manages 1o link this function to ‘womb fantasies’, fantasies of returning to
the ‘warm, enveloping and protecting home where we spent the first nine
months of our existence’ (Fliigel 1930: 77). It may be that similar feelings
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are also engendered by ‘favourite’ items of clothing; of course, one is not
actually protected from traffic accidents or the ill will of others, but such
items may make one feel protected in this way.

As both Rouse and Fliigel realise, however, there are various problems
involved in saying that there are basic human needs to which clothing is
the cultural response. One problem is that different cultures make
different responses to those needs. Some cultures are so different from
that of late twentieth-century Europe that it may even be difficult to recog-
nise that they are responding to a basic need for protection at all. Both
Rouse and Fliigel use the example of the Yaggans or Yahgans of Tierra
del Fuego, who were visited by Charles Darwin, to show how tenuous is
the connection between clothing and the need for protection. According
to Fliigel,

Darwin’s often-quoted observation of the snow melting on the skins
of these hardy savages seems to have brought home to a somewhat
startled nineteenth-century generation that their own snug garments,
however cosy and desirable they might appear, were not inexorably
required by the necessities of the human constitution.

(Fliigel 1930: 16-17)

Wilson is less charitable towards Darwin and the rest of the nineteenth-
century generation who, she says, would have seen these ‘savages’ being
naked in the snow only as ‘further evidence of their idiocy’ (Wilson 1985:
55). The point is made, however, that the link between clothing and
protection from inclement weather 1s not a natural one, even if it was not
strictly necessary to go all the way to Tierra del Fuego to find an example;
the Ancient Britons, for example, are well known for wearing only woad,
and the Picts are so called because they decorated their bodies with tattoos
or pictures,

It might also be worth pointing out that it is not only between different
societies and cultures that the response to the need for protection from
the weather will vary: variation can be found, even within the same culture,
in the response to the ‘nced’ for protection. There are groups of young
men in the cities of the north-east of England, for example, who display
almost ‘Fuegian® indifference to the cold, walking the streets in the
bitterest cold with only a T-shirt for protection. Rouse refers to girls in
the 1960s, who would brave snow drifts and below-freezing temperatures
dressed only ‘in the briefest of mini skirts and coats’ (Rouse 1989: 2-3).
Given these arguments, it would certainly be unwise to argue too strongly
that protection is the most important function of clothing. This is not to
suggest that nobody ever wears an item of dress for protection, that would
clearly be absurd, but variation within cultures and between different
cultures as to what constitutes protection caution against seeing protection
as the prime function of clothing.
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The cases for and against modesty as the prime reason for wearing clothes
bear some resemblance to the arguments noted above concerning protec-
tion. The argument for modesty revolves around the idea that certain body
parts are indecent or shameful and should be covered so that they cannot
be scen. Both Fligel and Rouse locate the origin of attitudes such as this
within the Judaeo-Christian tradition. Fliigel argues that a great increase
in modesty occurred after the collapse of the Graeco-Roman civilisation.
This increase was the result of the influence of Christianity, which places
great emphasis on the soul as opposed to the body. As Fliigel points out,
Christianity teaches that paying attention to the care and luxury of the
body is ‘prejudicial to the salvation of the soul’, and one of the best ways
of diverting attention from the body is to hide it (Fligel 1930: 57). Hiding
the body by means of clothes thus becomes associated with the desire to
avoid feelings of sin and shamefulness.

Rouse takes a slightly different approach, relating the wearing of clothes
to the understanding of the Genesis story in the Bible. Before the Fall,
Adam and Eve ‘were both naked . . . and they were not ashamed’ (Genesis
2 vs. 5, quoted in Rouse 1989: 8). After Adam and Eve had eaten the
fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, ‘the eyes of both of them were opened
and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig-leaves together
and made themselves aprons’ (Rouse 1989: 8). Here it is explicitly the
case that humanity’'s recognition of nakedness as a shameful condition
leads to the wearing of clothes. This quote may also be used to introduce
the idea that one of the functions of clothing, if not always of fashion, is
to distinguish masculine from feminine: Steele quotes Merriam’s humorous
account of Adam’s ‘manly, rugged ... outdoor’ style fig-leaf in contrast
with Eve’s ‘dainty, feminine, definitely slimming’ fig-leaf (Kidwell and
Steele 1989: 6).

Rouse suggests that for a long time the story of Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden was believed to be literally true that this was actually
what happened. Hard as this might be to believe, it explains the actions
of many western Europeans, and of many western European missionaries,
in judging new civilisations and cultures on the basis of whether they wore
clothes and, if so, how far they approximated to western styles. As Brown
points out ‘early missionaries often encouraged their converts to adopt
western dress” (in Roach and Eicher 1965: 10). Polhemus and Procter
recount how, having been introduced to ‘snug . . . cosy’ clothing by Darwin
and the others on the Beagle, the ‘savages’ of Tierra del Fuego suffered
ill-health and a decline in population. They imply that the clothing and
the ill-health were not unconnected (Polhemus and Procter 1978: 10).

The case against modesty as the main function of clothing is succinctly
made by Brown: “There is’, she says, *. .. no essential connection between
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clothing and modesty since every society has its own conception of modest
dress and behaviour® (in Roach and Eicher 1965: 10). This 1s not to say,
of course, that there are no conceptions of shame or modesty, but rather
that those conceptions will be different in different cultures. There is no
definition of modesty or shame that is natural or essential and therefore
found in all cultures. So, while some form of self-adornment may well be
a ‘necessary sign of full humanity’ (Hollander 1993: 83), what counts as
proper adornment will vary from culture to culture. It might also be
pointed out that, even within the same culture or society, different inter-
pretations of modesty or decency will be found.

Examples of the cultural relativity of notions of modesty or shame
abound. Hoebel recounts a ‘favoured tale among anthropologists’ which
concerns the somewhat dubious practices of Baron von Nordenskiold on
one of his Amazonian expeditions. The Baron wanted to buy the labrets
or facial plugs of a Botocudo woman,

who stood all unabashed in customary nudity before him. Only irre-
sistible offers of trade goods at long last tempted her to remove and
hand over her labrets. When thus stripped of her proper raiment,
she fled in shame and confusion into the jungle.

(in Roach and Eicher 1965: 16-17)

Polhemus and Procter tell a similar story concerning Masai women, ‘whose
genitals are covered only by an absurdly brief leather skirt’ but who would
be ‘overcome with shame” if anyone, even their husbands, should see them
without their brass earrings (Polhemus and Procter 1978: 10).

Examples of the relativity of notions of modesty or shame within a
culture might include Rouse’s example of underwear. She argues that if
‘we’ (presumably meaning late twenticth-century Europeans, although
gender is not clear) were to appear wearing our underwear while sitting
on the bus, we would still feel embarrassed and indecent, even though
the prohibited parts of our bodies were covered and we were ‘theoretically
decent’ (Rouse 1989: 8). The gender of ‘we’ is significant in this regard if
the offence of appearing in public without any clothes on is considered.
Men who appear naked in public can be charged with inde€ent exposure,
but women will be charged with causing a breach of the peace. Indecency
is relative here in that only men’s nakedness is considered indecent by
law.

Hoebel concludes that

Such circumstances make it perfectly clear that the use of clothing
does not rise out of any innate sense of modesty, but that modesty
results from customary habits of clothing or brnamentation of the
body and its parts.

9 | 52
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This sounds counter-intuitive, that modesty is a result of wearing clothes
rather than a reason for wearing them, but it is a point with which Rouse
also agrees. Using the example of young children, who are ‘conspicuously
lacking in a sense of modesty’, often to the intense embarrassment of their
parents, Rouse points out that children have to be taught which parts of
their bodies are shameful and therefore need to be covered (Rouse 1989:
9). Learnt behaviour is cultural behaviour and cannot possibly be the
result of nature or essence. This point may be used to add a further gloss
to Carlyle’s point, about society being founded on cloth (see p. 48): society
is founded upon cloth insofar as socialisation into the standards of modesty
through adornment is required in order that an individual becomes a
member of a society, and thus that society continues or is reproduced.

There would appear to be one or two forms of concealment that are
not necessarily to do with modesty. As Holman points out, some dress or
clothing performs the function of camouflage (Holman 1980: 8). It is not
only military dress or uniform that performs this function; Holman
suggests that cosmetics which hide blemishes on the skin, ‘deodorants
whose smell masks body odours’ and clothing which obscures the shape
of body parts may all be considered to be camouflaging something in some
way. All are making something, a blemish, a smell or a feature, either not
appear at all or or to appear smaller or less obtrusive, by means of covering
or masking. It may be worth speculating that more clothing and fashion
than one might originally suspect performs this function. It was, after all,
Beau Brummell, the leader of early nineteenth-century fashion and per-
sonification of fashionable clothing, who suggested that if John Bull turns
to observe your clothing then you are not well dressed. Some fashion and
clothing has the function of camouflaging the wearer in order that they
do not draw attention to themselves. The suggestion is, then, that more
fashion and clothing than might be suspected is worn simply to “fit in’
with those around one, and in such cases the name for that clothing might
as well be ‘camouflage’. In these instances, garments are being worn in
order that attention is not drawn to the wearer.

IMMODESTY AND A'l‘TRA.GTI'f)N

It should come as no surprise to learn that exactly the opposite theory of
the function of clothing to that based upon modesty has also been
proposed. On this account, the motivation for wearing clothes is precisely
that of immodesty or exhibitionism. People have argued that it is the job
of clothing to attract attention to the body rather than to deflect or repel
that attention. The body, then, is more openly on display according to the
immodesty argument, rather than being hidden or disguised, as it is
according to the modesty argument. It may be of interest to note that,
where the modesty argument stressed that a move towards full or proper
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humanity was accomplished with the wearing of clothes, the arguments
concerning immodesty stress the move towards a more animal-like status
that is accomplished by wearing clothes. Arguments that stressed modesty
as a function of fashion and clothing emphasised the humanity of the
wearer; arguments that stress immodesty tend to emphasize the animality
of the wearer.

Rudofsky, for example, is explicit on this matter; he argues that ‘man’s
and animal’s clothes serve much the same purpose — sexual selection’ (in
Rouse 1989: 11). The equation of man with animal is unproblematic for
Rudofsky, even to the point where he feels happy referring to the stuff
that animals are covered with (fur, hair and feathers) as ‘clothes’. The
only difference, it seems, is that roles are reversed between the animal
and human worlds. In what Rudofsky calls the ‘animal kingdom’, it is the
male who appears in great finery, and uses it to attract a mate. In human
society, however, he thinks that it is the female ‘who has to track and
ensnare the male by looking seductive’ (in Rouse 1989: 11). Clothing as
well as fashion are explained by reference to the need for women to attract
a mate. According to Rudofsky the woman has to keep her mate ‘perpet-
ually excited by changing her shape and colours’ (in Rouse 1989: 11). This
1s one of the few occasions thus far that fashion, as opposed to dress or
clothing, has been made available to analysis in terms of function.

Rouse also reports Laver’s attempts to explain clothing in terms of
immodesty or display. Laver employs what he calls the Seduction Principle,
the Utility Principle and the Hierarchical Principle in these attempts (see
p- 48). The first and last of these principles are used to explain the differ-
ences in the sorts of display that are achieved by men’s and women’s
dress. Women'’s clothes, he says, are ‘governed’ by the Seduction Principle
and men’s clothes are ‘governed’ by the Hierarchical Principle (in Rouse
1989: 12). That is, women’s clothes are intended to make the wearer more
attractive to the opposite sex because, throughout history and prehistory,
men have selected ‘partners in life’ on the basis of the woman’s attrac-
tiveness. Men’s clothes, however, are intended to display and ‘enhance
social status’ because women, ‘for the greater part of human history’, have
selected their life partners on the basis of their ability to ‘gaintain and
protect a family’ (in Rouse 1989: 12). So, women’s clethes display the
woman'’s sexual attractiveness and men’s clothes display the man’s social
status.

Rudofsky’s and Laver’s positions have also been associated with what
has become known as the ‘theory of the shifting erogenous.zone’. This is
the idea that clothing, and in some cases fashion, is the result of the ways
in which different areas of the body are seen as attractive at different
times in history. Fliigel, for example, clainrs that a culture’s sexual interest
in the female anatomy continually shifts from one part to another, now
the bust, now the behind, now the legs and so on. He claims that these
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shifts are reflected in the ways in which fashions change (Fliigel 1930: 160.
Cf. Laver 1969b: 241). Vivienne Westwood’s mid-1990s experiments with
bustles might be seen as an attempt to shift attention to women'’s bottoms,
as opposed to their breasts or legs, in the interests of accentuating a ‘new’
erogenous zone.

There are various problems with this type of account. For instance, it
is often unclear whether reference is being made to all clothing or only
women'’s clothing. And, if it is said to be fashion that is explained by the
theory, then it is often difficult to sce where the definition of fashion as
change ends and the shifting erogenous zone begins. As Steele argues, ‘in
the past, men wore clothing that was at least as erotic and extravagant as
women'’s clothing’ and ‘yet no one has suggested that changes in men’s
fashions reflected ... shifting sexual interests on the part of women’
(Steele 1985: 35). She might also have pointed out that, as men wear or
wore erotic dress, so women wear and have worn dress that has marked
their social or political status. Steele herself seems to be unsure here
whether it is clothing or fashion that is to be explained by these shifting
erogenous zones, but the point is made that there seems to be some
asymmetry between the treatment afforded to men and women with
regard to their clothes. The argument here is that, if it is men’s clothes
and fashions that are to be explained, then why have the fluctuations in
women'’s interests in the male anatomy not been chronicled?

Steele also argues that, while it is ‘perfectly plausible that different
fashions could emphasize different parts of the body’, it is not to say that
the changes reflect ‘society’s shifting interest in these various parts of the
body” (Steele 1985: 36). She says that fashion has more to do with the
way in which one style comes after another, as some kind of almost
‘natural” progression which adheres to the particular rules of modesty in
vogue at the time, than it does with the perceived attractiveness of a part
of the body. If it is indeed fashion that is to be explained, as opposed to
dress or clothing, then it is very easy to make the mistake of identifying
changes in women'’s fashion as a culture’s changing interest in different
parts of women’s anatomy.

Finally, Rouse is surely correct to suggest that explanagions of either
clothing or fashion of this type ‘show a considerable drsregard for histor-
ical accuracy’ (Rouse 1989: 12). There have been many periods in history
when men have worn extremely elaborate and attractive clothing. And.
as noted above, it is hardly unknown for women to dress in such a way
that their social status is displayed and enhanced, whether that status is
high or low. One might also point out that, in the same way as modesty
and concealment vary from culture to culture, so too do immodesty and
display. While not wishing to deny that a lot of clothing, and fashion, is
intended to display and enhance the sexual or social attractiveness of both
men and women, it cannot be denied that many non-European cultures
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set little or no store by such displays. Nor can it be denied that there is
variation as to what counts as sexual or social attractiveness between those
cultures that do. /

But it is probably the set of assumptions regarding the natural or essen-
tial behaviour of men and women that is most offensive in both of these
accounts. Both assume that there are modes or patterns of behaviour that
are natural to men and women, and that they are natural to them in the
same way as behaviour is natural to animals. Thus they assume that it is
natural for women to be decorative and seductive. They both assume that
it is the natural role for men to be seduced by female beauty and then
to want only to look after these seductive creatures. As Rouse says,
‘clothing cannot be reduced to a mere trigger for a biological mating
instinct’ (Rouse 1989: 15). It might be worth pointing out that these types
of accounts also seem to be firmly heterosexualist, in the sense that none
of them conceive the possibility that men and women might wear some
clothing to attract sexual partners of the same sex.

COMMUNICATION

In the previous chapter, fashion, clothing and dress were said to be cultural
phenomena insofar as they were signifying practices. They were, that is,
some of the ways in which a social order was experienced and communi-
cated. So, by means of fashion, dress and clothing, an individual’s position
in that social order was experienced and communicated. And there is
a sense in which all of the examples used so far have presupposed a
communicative function. Roach and Eicher point out, for example, that
fashion and clothing symbolically tie a community together (Roach and

- Eicher 1979: 18). It is suggested that social agreement on what will be
worn is itself a social bond which in turn reinforces other social bonds.
The unifying function of fashion and clothing serves to communicate
membership of a cultural group both to those who are members of it and
to those who are not. '

In terms of protection against the elements, the Yaggans, with snow
melting on their skins, are experiencing and communicating their place in
a particular social order just as much, and in much the same way, as the
Europeans with their snug and cosy garments. The Masai women, with
their absurdly brief skirts and brass earrings (see p. 52), are also communi-
cating their membership of a cultural group and in much the same way
as European women, who will also take certain precautions against
immodesty while wearing absurdly brief skirts. Protection, camouflage,
modesty and immodesty are all ways of communicating a position in a
cultural and social order, both to the other members of those orders and
to those outside them. This section will look at fashion, dress and clothing
in terms of their communicative functions.
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Hnlman‘s_ essay ‘Apparel as communication’ (Holman 1980) is fairly
cnmprche‘nswe on these matters. It provides an exhaustive, although not
very .dclallcd. taxonomy of the functions of apparel and is written from
a social-psychological standpoint. Roach and Eicher’s essay, ‘The language
of pcrson_al adornment’ (Roach and Eicher 1979) is both comprehensive
and detailed. It covers the matter of communication and clothing I‘;om
an anthropological standpoint. The following account is heavily indebted

to Roach and Eicher, who identify ten kinds of information which clothing
may be used to communicate.

INDIVIDUALISTIC EXPRESSION

T"hc r.clation between clothing, or fashion, and the idea of individual expres-
sion 1s more complex than may at first appear, and is dealt with in nmrlc
detail in chapter four. This section is not concerned with explaining how
clothes express, but with the different types of thing which they may be said
to express. l_l was noted in the introduction to chapter two that one kind of
popular prejudice concerning fashion, clothing and communication involved
beliefs cor.u:cming the link between colours and moods. It cannot be denied
that clothing and fashion may be used to ‘reflect . . . reinforce, disguise or
create r.nuod‘ (Roach and Eicher 1979: 8). Bright, contrasting ;Joinkuru‘ ma
r‘eﬂecl light-heartedness, at least in parts of the West. Linear contrast ;thrz
lines c‘hangc direction or intersect, may also be used to reﬂccl: inner
dynamls'm. As Roach and Eicher say, ‘thus, at least for Americans
contrasting line and colour can express exuberant mood to others and nls;;
rm’nforcc lh§ same mood in the wearer’ (Roach and Eicher 1979: 8). .
I'he wearing of what are perceived as happy, joyous lines and colours
may be used in the attempt to change a person’s mood, from down-hearted
and rqclanchplic, for example. The purchasing and wearing of new clothes
1s an mcrcasmgly well-documented way in which some p(;ople attempt lcla
alter their mood. It is increasingly well-documented as it seems that more
and more people are becoming ‘addicted’ to the feelings they get when
Fhey do wear something new. Those feelings may be of increased or re-
inforced uniqueness or of pleasure in/presenling- a different appearance
to lhc world, and it is not difficllt to understand the appeal of those
fee]mg§ to certain people. Individuals may also derive aesthetic pleasure
from either ‘“creating personal display” or from appreciating that of (11}1urq
{Rogch and Eicher 1979: 7), although these aesthetic qualities wil\l
inevitably be given non-aesthetic meanings. They will be inlerprcllcd or
usfed to stand for things that are not simply to do with aesthetics: these
will be dealt with in chapter four. ' R |
‘ Slmm.cl‘s argument that fashion depends upon the conflict between
adaptation to society and individual departure from its demands’ (Simmel
1971: 295) is also relevant at this point (see p. 11). Roach and Eicher
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suggest that the emotional survival of humans somehow depends upon
their ability to strike a balance between conforming to society and
preserving a sense of self-identity. Fashion and clothing are ways in which
individuals can differentiate themselves as individuals and declare
some form of uniqueness. Clothes that are rare, either because they are
very old or very new, for example, may be used to create and express an
individual’s uniqueness. Clothes that are neither very old nor very new,
and which are moreover mass-produced, may also be used to create this
effect. By combining different items and different types of items, individual
and, indeed, unique dress may be effected. The ways in which these types
of difference and combinations work to produce meaning will be intro-
duced and fully explained as ‘syntagmatic’ and ‘paradigmatic’ differences
and combinations in chapter four. They may also be seen and followed
up in the account of bricolage, the use of odds and ends to create new
and original works, in chapter seven.

SOCIAL WORTH OR STATUS

Clothing and fashion are often used to indicate social worth or status, and
people often make judgements concerning other people’s social worth or
status on the basis of what those people are wearing. Status may result
or accrue from various sources, from occupation, the family, sex, gender,
age or race, for example. It may be fixed or it may be changeable; the
former case is known as ‘ascribed’ status and the latter as ‘achieved’.
So, one’s occupational status may be that of a refuse collector, a local
government officer or a university lecturer. Family status 1s a result of
being a brother, or a mother, or a second cousin, for example. Status that
is the result of one’s age may be gauged by whether one is over or under
the age of eighteen in Great Britain, or whether one is an old age
pensioner, for example. Clearly, status that is the result of one’s sex, race
or family position cannot be changed, easily and is fixed or ‘ascribed’.
Occupational or marital status are more easily changed and are therefore
‘achieved’, at least in most western societies.

All cultures take great care to mark different statuses clearly. They
probably take even greater caré to mark those who are undergoing
changes in status. Anthropological accounts of clothing and fashion will,
consequently, be extremely interested in studying these phenomena as well
as those examples where status is deliberately blurred or made unclear
(see Leach 1976: 55-60). The advertisement for Levi jeans which appeared
in the mid-1990s featuring a New York transvestite being leered at by a
lascivious cabbie until ‘she’ notices some facial stubble and begins to shave,
plays upon such ambiguous status. All cultures will use clothing, if not
fashion, to distinguish male from female, most will use it to mark the
difference between secular and religious classes, and some will use it to
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mgrk membership of different families. Major changes in status, such as
going [rorp being single to being married, or going from being m.al"ricd 16
hf:mg a widow/er, will be marked by all cultures and are often accompa-
nleq b.y the most elaborate and costly changes in clothing. In many western
societies, the transition from being single to being married typically
involves the bride wearing white, and being marked by somclhini; like a
hopeymoop. In those same societies, the transition from being married to
being a widow typically involves the woman wearing black and being
marked by a period of mourning, h
‘ Various sumptuary laws, cnacted throughout the world at different
llt"ncs, may be seen as examples of dress being tied to status. Roach and
F.lc.hcr refer to an ordinance passed in late fourteenth-century Nuremburg
which declared that ‘no burgher, young or old, shall wear his hair parted:
ll}cy shall wear the hair in tufts, as it has been worn of old’ (Roach and‘
Eicher 1979: 12). This is interesting in that it is social status that is singled
out hcr.e; status as it relates to age is deemed irrelevant. They u‘ls;) refer
to a highly detailed set of laws from the Tokugawa perio'd in Japan
(1600-1867) which specified the exact fibres out of which each social class
could mz}ke their sandals (Roach and Eicher 1979: 13). Because it involves
the po:ststbility and desirability of moving between classes, it may be qaid
that this example concerns fashion, as well as clothing or dress. It ‘waq
noted in the Introduction how fashion seemed to require the [hwhuhqsibilit;f
of moving between classes in order to exist. ) '

_ The use of clothing to indicate status as it relates to age may be seen
in some of Lurie’s chapter on youth and age. She touches on the cwarﬁplc
of long and short trousers (Lurie 1992: 45--6). There mav no lm;ger be
many young boys that undergo the experience of fighting for the righr to
wear lupg trousers at school when their mothers insist that they wear
dcmear.ung and childish short trousers. But those that do will not forget
the sallsfac_tion that accompanies wearing long trousers. Lurie also refers
to the way in which very young girls wear ‘completely non-functional” AA
and AAA ‘training bras’ as ‘a sign’ that they will eventually become
women (Lurie 1992: 45-6). In the cases of both boys and girls it is the
status, the feeling that one is a growsr-up man or woman. that is indicated
by the .van'ous garments and Which is so desired. It might be worth
spcu.llalmg that the so-called ‘Young Fogey" look of the 1990s in wlﬁch
relatively young men dress in the manner of an older, or old:l'ashinncd
model of masculinity, with tweeds, sensible brogues and twill trousers, for
example, is another version of this phenomenon. o

DEFINITION OF SOCIAL ROLE

5 1ffe . .
The different types of status noted above. regarding class, occupation
sex and so on, are all accompanied or surrounded by a number of
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expectations. These expectations define or express how individuals
occupying those positions of status are to behave, and may be referred to
as roles. A person’s social role, then, is produced by their status and refers
to the sorts of ways in which they are expected to behave. For example,
the status of a wife is accompanied by the role of wife, and the status of
local government officer is accompanied by the role of local government
officer. In all societies, wives are expected to behave in certain ways and
not in others. In societies that have them, local government officers are
also expected to behave in certain ways but not in others.

Clothing and fashion may also be used to indicate or define the
social roles that people have. They may be taken as signs that a certain
person occupies a certain role and may therefore be expected to behave
in a particular way. It has been claimed that the different clothes, and
the different types of clothes, worn by different people enables social
interaction to take place more smoothly than it otherwise might. The
fashions and clothes worn by doctors, nurses, visitors and patients in a
hospital, for example, indicate the role of the people wearing them.
Knowledge of the person’s role is necessary in order that one behaves
appropriately towards them. This sort of knowledge could be seen as
helping to avoid embarrassment; as a visitor to a hospital, one already
has a good idea as to how to behave towards the doctor and what sort
of behaviour to expect from him or her. The Hollywood film Working
Girl shows how fashion and clothing signal social roles, and also how they
may be used to disguise social position. The secretary (Melanie Griffith)
abandons her cheap, working-class clothes (along with her cheap, working-
class boyfriend), and literally steals her nasty, ‘bony-assed’, female boss’s
clothes in order to appear, and be taken seriously, as a businesswoman
(as well as attracting the romantic interest of serious businessman Harrison
Ford).

Clearly, another way of looking at the relation between social role
and fashion or clothing is to see the latter as making inequalities in the
former appear to be natural or proper. For example, the differences in
clothing between doctor and nurse may be understood as legitimating
differences of power and status between the two to the extent that y
is thought proper for the doctor to be patronising and impatient G the
nurse, and for the nurse to suffer such indignities without complaint.
The difference in status, and the different expectations with regard to
behaviour, are made to appear natural and proper when they are given
concrete form in clothing and fashions. The difference in what the
individuals are wearing seems to justify treating them differently. The way
that fashion and clothing may be used to be critical of the ways that
inequalities have been made to appear natural and proper is touched on
by Roach and Eicher. They refer to the ways in which, in the late 1960s
and early 1970s,
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racial roles, the roles of rich and poor, the roles of male and female
were questioned and efforts made, particularly by the young to
articulate new roles within all these catcgorics‘ and to wear dress
that reflected these new roles. .

(Roach and Eicher 1979: 11)

These points will come up again in chapters five and six, where they will
be treated in more detail and in relation to the reproduction and critique
of gender and class identities and positions.

ECONOMIC WORTH OR STATUS

While il. is obviously closely related to social worth and also to social role
economic status is slightly different to both. Economic status is conccrnC(j
Wl(.h position within an economy. This section will look at the ways in
Wth.h fashion and clothing may indicate productive or occupational rblcs
within an economy. As Roach and Eicher point out, ‘adorning oneself can
reﬂc.ct connections with the system of production characteristic of the
parll.cular economy within which one lives’ (Roach and Eicher 1979: 13).
Fashion and clothing may reflect, that is, the sort of economic organisation
that one lives in, as well as one’s status within that economy. :

Roac!\ and Eicher suggest that the uniform of policemen (Figure 3)
preqomlnantly dark blue, with a helmet and badges, indicate what sort ‘olﬁ'
services may be expected from them. They suggest that a nurse’s uniform
dogs the same thing, also giving an indication of the sorts of services
}Vh]‘Ch may be expected from someone wearing it. Uniforms here give an
indication of economic worth or status insofar as they indicate the services
as (_:ppt)?s{:d to the roles, to be expected from an individual. This ;lspcc{
of clothing and fashion may be described as signifying the economic, or
cpnlmclual side of adornment, as opposed to the social or the Clllll‘lrul
side. And it may be found on a number of levels.

In addition to giving some idea of the sorts of services to be expected
of pcluplc, clothing may indicate what sort of job they have. Fashion and
clothing may suggest at which level in an cconomy people operate or wetk
The well-known descriptions of people and their jobs as either whiﬁ?-cnll;lr'
or blue-collar indicate what sort of jobs those people do. White-collar
means that the person’s job requires wearing a suit or smart jacket with a
shirt and tie, or that it is not a job that involves using one’s hands. Blue-
cq][ar means that the job involves manual labour. The use of the phrase
‘pink-collar’, to indicate a white-collar worker who is a woman. does nlnt
seem to have taken off in quite the same way as the others. Th‘is m;;v be
as a result of confusion with other uses, in similar contexts, of the word
‘pink’, which indicates that homosexuality is intended. However. white
and blue, in the context of collars, indicate economic status: white-collar
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workers are generally perceived as being of higher status than blue-
collar workers. It may be, of course, that this perception is only made by
the white-collar workers whose job it is to write about such matters.

Roach and Eicher suggest that, in America, ‘women’s dress is generally
more ambiguous in its symbolism of occupational role than is men’s’
(Roach and Eicher 1979: 13). They are writing about the large numbers
of women ‘who are exclusively homemakers’ here. They argue that it is
partly because industrial socicticg recognise only occupations which
produce income in the form of money that women'’s dress is ambiguous,
As such societies do not recognise homemaking as a proper occupation,
the women who are homemakers have no clearly defined or perceived
status in the economic structure. There is, therefore, no form of dress
that could ‘correspond’ to that status. And women’s dress and fashions
are, therefore, for the most part ambiguous with regard to economic or
occupational status,

They argue that nineteenth-century traditions are also partly responsible
for this ambiguity. Nineteenth-century expectations that women would
perform a more decorative role and indulge in more personal display than
men have persisted into the twentieth century. This means that women’s
dress and fashion, even when women are working alongside men in white-
collar occupations, still tend not to indicate occupational or economic
status. There are ‘occasional” attempts to indicate women’s occupational
status by means of clothing and fashion, such as the adoption in turn-of-
the-century America of something approaching the dominant white-collar
male worker’s dress. But, as Roach and Eicher say, it may be that the
comparative novelty of white-collar work for women has meant that
fashion and clothing have yet to catch up (Roach and Eicher 1979: 14).

POLITICAL SYMBOL

The workings of power are also clearly very closely connected to economic
and social status. And it is cleat that fashion and clothing are just as closely
connected to the workings of power. However, it is as well at least to try
to keep the analytical issues separate in these matters. This section revisits
some of the issues that were introduced above, in the discussion of the
definitions of fashion and non- or anti-fashion. Roach and Eicher suggest
that ‘adornment has long had a place in the house of power’ (Roach and
Ficher 1979: 15), and it must be emphasised that both fashion and non-
or anti-fashion may be analysed in terms of their political function. What
has been referred to as fashion and what has been referred to as
adornment, which is not necessarily fashion, may be used to illustrate the
workings of power. '

While the definition of power will be dealt with in more detail in
chapters five and six, it is worth indicating that fashion and clothing are
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implicated in the workings of two different conceptions or kinds of power.
These may be characterised as ‘Power’ and ‘power’. The first refers to the
power of the state, of government or party-political power; ‘power’ refers
to the workings of power between people, on a much smaller scale. The
latter, ‘power’, refers to the ways in which power works between parents
and children, for example, or between lecturers and students, and the
former refers to the ways in which power is exercised by the state or
representatives of the state. Professor Teufelsdrockh’s Hanging Judge (sec
pp. 47-8) would be an examffle of someone exercising ‘Power’.

Roach and Eicher suggest that Napoleon ‘reintroduced types of dress
that were symbols of state from the old regime to support the legitimacy
of his empire’ (Roach and Eicher 1979: 15). Modes of dress from a
pre‘v_iuus state regime are being used here 1o attempt to give a new regime
legitimacy by hijacking some of the grandeur of that previous regime. This
would be an example of the relation between clothing and ‘Power’; here
power is to do with the operation and legitimation of the state, and
clothing is being used as a way of helping to achieve that operation and
legitimation. The example of anti-fashion that was used above in chapter
one, Queen Elizabeth’s coronation gown, may also be seen as an example
of the relation between clothing and ‘Power’. The ‘traditional’ and ‘fixed’
nature of the gown is a sign of continuity, a way of making the House of
Windsor appear legitimate and proper. An example of fashion being put
Fo the service of political power may be seen in the use of beauty Spols
in t_:ighlccnrh—cemury England. Apparently, political preference could be
indicated at this time by wearing one’s beauty spot on either the right or
the left cheek. Whig women wore their spot on the right cheek and Tory
women wore it on the left; those claiming political neutrality wore two
spots, one on each cheek (Roach and Eicher 1979; 16).

Examples of the relation between fashion, clothing and ‘power’ include
the late 1960s and early 1970s youth, mentioned above. These people
adapted their fashions and clothing to try to reflect the new roles between
different social groups. Thus, attempted changes in power relations between
different races and different sexes were expressed or reflected in terms of
fashion and dress. Many workers in professions like social work are wary
of wearing anything that will mark them out as an obvious figure of powe_r
to their clients and will tend to avoid a show of opulence. (T()|1sequcnt]y
‘fashions and clothing that will mark them out as establishment or author-
ity figures will be avoided and some sort of attempt made to dress on a level
with the client. Doing this, of course, they run the risk of falling into
the ‘sandals and oatmeal-coloured hand-knits’ stereotype. In the 1970s
and 1980s, various American police forces abandoned their uniforms and
adopted civilian clothes in order to appear more friendly and approachable.
This may also be explained as an attempt to transform, or at least camou-
flage, the perceived power relations between the state and its citizens.
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MAGICO-RELIGIOUS CONDITION

It seems plausible to suggest that this section will be dealing wi‘Ih dress
and clothing, rather than with fashion. This is because magical and
religious practices rely for their effects on elements like the ﬁxed or god-
given status of officials, and the high value placed upon tradition and ic
maintenance of order. Teachings and practices that alter with the fashion
are not religious or magical practices. Reference to the magical or religious
use of clothing has been made above, in the section on protection (§ee
p. 48). Fliigel, for example, refers to the use of amulets and other magical
adornments to ward off malevolent magical and spiritual agencies (Fliigel
1930: 71). He suggests, less convincingly, that the thick, dark, stiff cloth
of monk’s habits may help to avoid or escape moral dangers. This section,
however, is more concerned with the use of clothing to indicate such things
as belief and strength of belief.

So, whether worn permanently or as a temporary measure, dress and
clothing may indicate membership of, or affiliation to, a particular rclig.iugs
group or denomination. They may also signify status or position within
that group or denomination, and they may indicate strength or depth of
belief or participation. Crawley cites numerous cases of dress being worn
temporarily for religious or magical purposes. He refers, for example, to
the Muslim practice of wearing only the ihram when undertaking the hajj
or pilgrimage to Mecca. The ihram consists of ‘two seamless wrappers,
one passed around the loins, the other over the shoulders’™ And hc notes
the Zulu practice, reported in 1857, of tearing up and trampling into the
fields the mantle worn by the king. At the festival of new fruits the king
would dance in this mantle, made of grass or herbs and corn leaves
(Crawley 1965b: 138-41).

Among the clearest and most well-known examples of religious dress
are those of the Roman Catholic clergy and the Hasidic Jews. Roach and
Ficher (1965), as well as Rouse (1989) and Poll (1965) may be consulted
on the latter. Poll provides the most detailed account, describing the dress
codes of each of the six classes making up the Hasidic community of
New York. For example, the Rebbes constitute the highest class in this
particular social order; they are the most religious and their dbserv-
ance and behaviour are entirely ruled by their religion. The Sheine Yiden
are the third group; they are known as religious professionals, teach-
ing the Talmud, performing ritual slaughter and circumcisions. The Yiden
are the lowest class in this order; their behaviour and observance is neither
intensive nor frequent.

Each of these ranks and levels of observance has a corresponding dress
code. The Rebbes wear all of the regalia, shich and zocken (shoes and
socks), shtreimel and bekecher (sable fur hat and long silk coat), kapote
(long overcoat worn as a jacket), biber hat (hat made out of beaver) and
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bord and payes, (beard and side-locks). In the middle, the Sheine Yiden
do not wear the shich and zocken or the shireimel and bekecher. but they
do wear the other things that the Rebbes wear. The Yiden, however, wear
only the minimum of regalia, the ‘dark, double-breasted suits that button
from right to left’ (Poll 1965: 142-57).

[t is clear that dress is being used here to indicate strength and depth
of religious belief and observance in a number of very intricate ways. The
different forms of dress indicate first, and most obviously, that one is a
particular type of Jew and second, but less clearly (at least to the Goyim),
which level or grade of observance one practises.

SOCIAL RITUALS

Social rituals, such as weddings and funerals, have been mentioned above
with regard to the use of fashion and clothing to indicate different
positions of social worth or status. In this brief section. fashion and
clothing will be considered simply in terms of the way in which they may
be used to mark the beginning and end of rituals, and to differentiate
between ritual and non-ritual. In many western rituals it is expected that,
while the ritual is taking place, those involved in it will wear something
different from their usual attire. One does not normally wear the things
one wears every day to a wedding or a funeral. In the former case, one
usually wears something smarter, newer or better than everyday wear. In
the latter case, what one wears is to a great extent prescribed by the rules
of the ritual.

RECREATION

Recreation may be seen as the obverse, or other side, of ritual. Where
ritual is formal and rule-governed, recreation is supposed to be more
informal, even if it is not necessarily less rule-governed. Fashion and
clothing may be used as recreation or to indicate the beginning or end of
periods of recreation. The former requires either time or time and money
and, in this respect, may begin to function as an indicator of social ass.
As Roach and Eicher point out, in societies where ‘leisure is a scarce
resource monopolised by a social elite’, having the time and money to
engage in leisure will signify membership of that elite (Roach and Eicher
1979: 19).

In the same way that fashion and clothing were seen above to signal
the beginning or end of ritual, they may also be seen to signal whether
one is engaging in recreation. Clearly some recreational activities, like
cricket or fishing, will demand a change of clothing and permit one to
show off the latest fashions in those activities. Others, like drinking in
pubs or watching television, will not necessarily demand a change of

65



THE FUNCTIONS OF FASHION AND CLOTHING

clothing. Where the latter do involve a change of clothing, it is interesting
to note that while members of lower social classes generally dress up to
go out, members of higher social classes generally dress down. Members
of lower classes will want to look smarter than they do while maybe
working manually during the day. Members of higher classes, however,
will want to wear something less formal than the relatively smart clothing
they have been wearing all day. This is clearly a substantial generalisation,
paying no attention to either the age or the sex of those involved, but it
may be usefully compared with the account of white- and blue-collar
workers in relation to Veblen's account of conspicuous consumption found
in chapter five. There it will be seen that Veblen argues that members of
the higher social classes will dress in clothes that are expensive, wasteful
and both difficult and costly to care for. Here, on the contrary, it is
suggested that in certain circumstances the opposite is true.

To point out that fashion and clothing have a recreational aspect is
partly to indicate that they may be the occasions of pleasure, that they
may simply be fun, ways of deriving pleasure. These are not necessarily
aspects that are emphasised by writers on clothing and fashion. This may
be because fashion and clothing already have enough problems in being
derided as trivial pursuits; writers may be reluctant to add to the idea that
they are only a bit of fun that nobody need take very seriously.

There are at least two misconceptions operating here. The first is that
fashion and clothing may be seen as merely a bit of fun. This chapter has
proposed that fashion and clothing are not only fun, but that they also
have social and cultural functions. It has also suggested that these social
and cultural functions are not simply appendages to the main business of
human life, but that they are essential in a number of ways to that business.
The second misconception is that pleasure and fun are simple matters.
While they will be discussed in more detail in chapters five and six in
relation to gender, it is worth raising here the issues of gendered pleasures
and of different kinds of pleasures.

Fliigel, for example, spends what will seem to some a suspiciously large
part of The Psychology of Clothes discussing the somatic pleasure of
wearing clothes. Many peoplederive a great deal of pleasure from the
feel of certain fabrics and Textiles. But Fliigel comments at length and in
some detail on the pleasure experienced by fit, young bodies in moving
those bodies and in flexing the muscles of the body. He also writes of the
pleasures to be gained from feeling clothes moving over the skin. And,
of course, he advocates the pleasures to be gained from wearing no clothes
at all, from feeling the sun and the breeze upon one’s naked skin. Similarly,
few will doubt the pleasures to be had in looking at attractive people
dressed in lovely clothes; it is hard to explain the appeal of fashion photog-
raphy and fashion magazines with endless pictures of pouting models
flouncing up and down catwalks otherwise. The pleasure gained from
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|0()kll'.lg. scopophilia, is different to the kind of pleasure gained from
touching and feeling. It also seems to work in a different way, depending
upon‘lhc gender of the person doing the looking. Berger has ‘poinled oui;
that ‘men look at women. Women watch themselves being looked at’
(Berger 19?‘2: 47). He is suggesting a fundamental difference in the
p[casqrcs gained by looking and being looked at, and much work has been
done’m developing the insight into this asymmetry. So, while fashion and
clothing may be fun, an opportunity for light-hearted playfulness thcy(arc
not on_l_v a bit of fun. Moreover, the analysis of what counts as ‘fun how
one might define pleasure, and for whom, are not simple matters. .

CONCLUSION

This Fhapler claims, then, to have outlined the functions of fashion and
clothmg‘ In doing this, it has added a little more detail to the dcﬁniti‘nm
of fa§h1(1n.and clothing established in the previous two chapters V':riuu;;
funclmps, including protection from the elements, modesty and ailr:;clinn.
wcre‘dlscussed as potential explanations of the function of fashion 1mi
clothing, but none were able to explain fashion and clothing sati';faclu;il
What counted as protection from the elements was scen to »:ar fror)r:
culture to culture and from one point in time to another. What ycn le
understood by modesty also varied between cultures and in time r;t \E’m
filso argued that fashion and clothing could not be reduced to ser\;in lh
interests of the heterosexual sex drive. The chapter then dealt witl% lhz
various cpmmunicalive functions of fashion and clothing. These functions
are consistent with the definition of fashion and Cl(;lhillg as CU]lllr'l.|
phenomena that was established in chapter two. They are consistent i(n
Ihal culture was itself established as, or defined in terms of corlnmunim—
tion. So, culture having been established as a form of cnmmllnicatinn (h(i\;
chaglcr has explained some of the things that are -:ommuni(:'ue:i hl
fas}llon and clothing as cultural phenomena. ‘ '
Chapter four will look at how meaning in fashion and clothing is gener-
ated. If fash.ion and clothing have been established as forms of CEIIUFEI'
communication in the previowS chapter, and if the sorts of things that
fashlpn and clothing may be used to communicate have been enumér'nc:d
n 1h1§ chapter, then the next chapter must analyse and explain how ll‘ch
meanings are possible, how they are gencra(edi or produced. .

FURTHER READING

Th:i: classic text. to which this chapter is indebted, is clearly Mary Eiien Roaci
b e | : ebted, i arly Mary ach
Cmdwo;:m;.MBl;bc:]le Elchc_r (1979) “The \]anguage of personal adornment’, in
of Adom‘ e . 1\;[1 c warlz,_R. A. (eds) The Fabrics of Culture; the Anthropology

ment, Mouton Publishers. 1 am not aware of this essay being rcprinl‘cd

anywhere else and suspect that The Fabrics of Culture is not the most readily
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available volume: I thought that these were good reasons for Sp‘cndmg' s.‘{};;‘much1
time simply representing and occasionally updating or augmenting Roach’s anc

s S . )
Elm"ﬂfé bvi;]\i:of 1. C. Fliigel, while not receiving as detailed a coverage as Roaih s
and Eicher’s, are just as classic and in many ways are more interesting as ft ;3y
frequently strike one as so odd. This c_»ddness may simply be the produ‘cf 0=ht e
1930s’ psychoanalytic framework to which Fliigel is commlttcfi. The first h;c cl aEJ-
ters of The Psychology of Clothes, published by the Hogarth Press and the Institute
of Psychoanalysis (1950), are well worth a look.

4

FASHION, CLOTHING AND
MEANING

INTRODUCTION

As we saw in chapter one, Davis has pointed out that it has become some-
thing of a cliché to say that ‘the clothes we wear make a statement’ (Davis
1992: 3 and in Solomon 1985: 15). Most people are content with the idea
that the clothes they wear, and the combinations they wear them in, have
or can be given meaning of some sort. Most people will also be happy
with the idea that they make choices concerning what to buy and wear
on the basis of the meanings that they perceive garments to have. And
many people are perfectly happy to let the meanings of other people’s
clothes influence the way in which they behave towards those other people.
It is probably a safe bet, however, that very few people spend much time
wondering what sort of thing ‘meaning’ is, if it is a ‘thing’, where it might
‘come from’ and how they or anyone else manages to do anything so
sophisticated as interpret it. :

As discussed in chapter two, fashion, clothing and dress constitute
signifying systems in which a social order is constructed and communi-
cated. They may operate in different ways, but they are similar in that
they are some of the ways in which that social order is experienced, under-

be assumed that the differences between these terms have been ignored,
it is claimed that fashion, clothing and dress are not only ways in which
individuals communicate. They are also the means by which social groups
communicate and through which communication they are constituted as
social groups. However, it is clearly not the case that social groups sit
around and explicitly discﬁsﬁ?ﬁ“they will use to communicate and
what they will communicate. There seem (o be major differences between
meanings on the level of individuals and meanings on the level of social
groups.
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Part Three

Appeavance
C ommuniﬁation
in Context

AILY life consists of numerous interchanges between self and

others. These interchanges require that we contnually shift or

alternate (move freely) between a focus on self-presentations
and on others” appearances: in other words, berween appearance man-
agement and appearance perception,

In Part Three, our concern is with the intricate process of appear-
ance communication, which is the meaningful exchange of informa
tion through visual personal cues. Murual processes of appearance
[“m.lgl'[“t’ﬂl .1nd .ll'llx"ll'an((_’ pcr('t‘pt'lnrl ('!!I1tri|1[l|t‘ to JPPC&]FJI]\C
communication. Both senders (observed persons) and recevers (per
ceivers) bring unique qualities, past experiences, and frames of refer
ence to social interaction. Moreover, appearance messages are unique
and complex in their own right, and they are perceived in a way that
involves a filtering of personal experiences and expectanions,

What is required for appearance communication to be meaninghul?
It may be described as meaningful when the way we look “calls out
essentially, if nor precisely . . . the same images and associations in
ourselves as it does in others” (F. Davis, 1985, p. 21). As we will see
in Chapter Seven, appearance messages have certam charactenistics that
make it somewhat unusual for these messages to eliar exactly the same
definitions, associations, or emotions in senders as they do in receiv-
ers. Nevertheless, meaningful communication can proc eced when a
sender and receiver can sufficiently mesh their interpretanons to de
velop a sense of shared understanding.

We will proceed in Part Three from a discussion of appearance as
a visual context per se, drawing from semiorics (in Chapter Scven), to
a focus on processes of social cognition influencing .1}~|:£gr.m(< percep
tion (Chapter Eight). Then, because appearance perception is only
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Chapter Seven

The Underlying Context of Appearvance

As we bave seen in our contextual study of clothing, appearance is a context
in and of iself. In this chapter, we will explore how the “parts” of
appearance fit together to convey an overall, visual impression. Culture
provides guidelines about what items of dress we should wear together, or
which appearance elements are associated with one another (for example, a
man’s shirt with a tic). At the same time, appearance elements are
mantpulated on a daily basis by mdividisals who actually participate n the
process of making meaning through everyday chowes and combinations of
these elements. Specific appearance elements acquive micaniyg, then, the
context of a visual system that allows for the emergence of ‘meantng. The
overall impression of @ person’s appearance 15 a medium for conveying
messages about the self, and appearance as a mode of commauntcation holds
some wnique propertics that will be examined in this chapter.

In everyday life, personal appearance becomes a context in and of itself. This
visual context of personal appearance may be distinguished from what we might
refer to as the larger social context, which consists of the appearances of whomever
is interacting (as shown carlier in Figure 2-14 in Chapter Two). Whar is the
difference berween appearance per se and social context? Appearance 1s a com-
ponent, of course, of social context. Whereas appearance as a context addresses
the way all the clements (that s, body, different clothes and accessonies, and
grooming) “fit” together as a whole, the larger social conrext is concerned morce
generally with how separate appearances compare with one another to define
the situation,

Appearance 15 a whole-—a framework or configuration —that is often ordered
by rules or principles of interpretation and placement. These rules are often
supplicd by culture and enable perceivers to make sense of the appearances they
behold. Cultw® provides guidehnes as to how we can interpret the meaning of
clothes Ind/or what articles of clothing should be worn together. For example,
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take note of the German man’s appearance in Figure 7-1. German culture provides
the “rules™ that compel him to wear knee socks with shorts (lederbosen) and to
wear a green hat. We can look ar this appearance and the w.
“fit together” based on these rules of association, Then, looking at the appearance
as a whole, we can interpret that this man is German based on rules of interpretation.
Of course, the sctring—a small town in Bavaria—also helps. Nevertheless, his
appearance may be contrasted with thar of persons surrounding him, such as
the man observing him to the right. This man also wears traditional German
attire, but his appearance is governed by different rules. Still other passers-by
might be American tourists whose dppearances are sct apart from these men’s.
These differences among appearances help to make up the social context thar
set the stage for rules of interpretation. Therefore, we seldom sce
appearance in a vacuum; rather, we use surrounding cue
appearance.
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APPEARANCE COMMUNICATION [N CONTEXT

arance Signs

rial versus
Wic Properties

Clothing has a dual role: It functions as a tangible thing and also as a sign
(Bogatyrev, 1976; Delaporte, 1980). The concept of sign has been defined
various ways by different authors. Some of these differences may be attributed
to the types of signs they have written about (for example, words versus objects);
still other variations are due to usage of the term in different disciplines. For
our purposes, a sign is anything that has social meaning or that refers to something
clse. The close connection between thing and sign in one object is not unique
to clothing. A car is also likely to be a sign, as are any other consumer products
that are valued by the owners. Yet clothing is one of the most cloquent and
powerful products we use; it is an expressive medium, or a concrete way of
revealing particular ideas in the mind that cannot be otherwise articulated
(McCracken, 1988). The object and sign are linked in a way that is highly visual,
connected intimately with the person (owner), and conducive to every social
dimension of daily life.

What is the difference between a thing and a sign® Essentially, the world
around us displays two kinds of marterial objects: those with and those without
any ideological significance (reference to other cultural beliefs). Yer even the
most ordinary object may become a sign. For example, a person may take a sea
shell from the beach into the home and turn it into a decorative object for the
bathroom. It now is not only linked to the beach, as in nature, but is also likely
to be associated with the homeowner’s aesthetic taste and feelings abour the
beach. The sea shell has become a sign as people interpret what it implies about
the homeowner and to whar it refers. Virtually all clothes and agcessories are
likely to become signs, or to signify information. Yet it is essential to remember
that cldthes and accessories do not have intrinsic meanings of their own. In
other words, their meanings are not merely established when the objects are
created and then ingrained as the meaning, A designer may have a meaning in
mind while creating, but regardless of his or her intent, consumers themselves
assign meaning to clothes and accessories as they interact and influence one
another. The meanings we associate with clothes emerge and change as a funcaon
of social interaction. We obtain our ideas about what clothes mean from our
observations and mterpretations in everyday life. We learn, for example, that a
bathing suit would be considered inappropriate for a formal restaurant, that
men seldom wear skirts in most Western societies (with the exceprion of the
Scortish kilt), and that certain items of women's attire (fer example, spiked high-
heeled sandals and teddies) have erotic connotations.

At the same time, clothes tend to have a pracuical function; they can serve
more than one purpose. Let’s look ar an example of how we can view clothing
in more than one way, depending on our knowledge of how it can sigmify
{mean) certain information. This example comes from Bogatyrev's (1976) study
of Russian folk costume:

s

B . a - - -
Let us imagine that we obtain the dresses of a rich peasant woman and of a
poor peasant woman from some village, for instance from Vagnor 1n the Bratislava

16

THE UNDERLYING CONTEXT OF APEARAMNCE 217

v rich peasant women embroidered their slecves with gold
::lcd‘1 ;':c;x[(r)r:r:lc\rrl'wim s?lft, and that we send these dresses to a sccondh:'md.
dealer in town. Even if the dealer should not know thar both cosmLanf.lfuclu
symbols of class distinction bﬂwcﬂ} peasants, he still would appraise the sleeves
differently, judging them as material objects (p. 15).

In this example, the appraiser is likely to rely on the material propertics of
the sleeves to assess the worth of the costumes, whether or not he or she knows
about the more abstract, social-class meanings. N

Bogatyrev goes on to note that in certain spec al cases, however, the 'TMJ-
distinctiveness of clothing may appear as a sign only. For example, a ‘rmI it .1]n.
uniform has certain details that indicate the rank and nights of the wearer in the
army. When a private sees a uniformed officer, he or shc knows the ll'lll_)liLJJ'll m.]
of the uniform; the quality or aestherics of the uniform i 1rrcl;vant. Al‘scunr_\f ..mn;‘
dealer who is unaware of military symbolism W()ll.lld be unlikely to a}ap{ Lk.u“-[ |
the differences between a private’s and a colonel’s uniform, and therefore we :lll ‘1
evaluate the “worth” of these two umiforms equally, based on their materia

pm}i:;ivwv (1976} also notes that some of the functions of folk r;u.smmc !.u.c:
also derived solely from irs property as a sign. For example, an unwu:l rlm :t 1I\r
may be obhgared to wear certain items of cosume, anld I‘lt‘l‘ghl'.b(}ll‘f nL-“;. Ir1 1‘..1 ]H[:t
wears this type of attire rather than those appropriate for a Tm.t .f[ A
quality of material and the aesthetics of the garment are irrelevant; w T |.‘
relevant is the social meaning attached to the costume, known only 1o those
who understand the culture.

Here, our focus is not so much on nxi,:nf appearance means .n.‘u nsl u|.1 iﬂ:x:l-_
appearance means, and part of the “how™ involves c_ulmr.zll,,r p.:.llttt.rl'lu w.:;:.‘m\
thinking about appearance. For example, we can consider the var 1(;[;5 .comlxi_ |I :.ml.l‘
of a police ofticer's appearance: a |]'.ll,.5|'llt.1‘,__h3d.g{:, belt, |1.1n[s1.‘s. 1@.1,1 :'l.ll:. ! ,,“}
and weapons. Each component part 1s distinctive, bur the Cﬁu:t-lt as J,t' .
perception 15 derived from the whole ensemble. When (-ll'lt p.'m « . .:\1
ensemble —one sign umit—is altered, the entire appearance :;)I:Itt!t( 15 .11“ ,:,,:l|
(Mannuing, 1987). For cxample, a baseball cap may be .su_h'.nruu tor a Tr::l o
police hat; this baseball cap may then be contrasted with the lﬂ(..‘;&:.\gL .t‘|‘ I e
to an observer by the gun. (A bascball cap may seem to wmr;burt w0 1 rn! \r \‘,
impression, whercas a gun is viewed as serious.) Aimla,lrhc entire untform serve:
to differentiate the police officer from the average anzen . . )
It becomes clear at this point that if we want to understand I.m\\ .-!l‘}‘t .\r.w:& :
means, we need to pursue three l.‘l.‘a.k,\' (1) disscct the appearance :“.m compe 1:':‘:1' .
parts and interpret the meanings of these parts, (2) :d-:ntlt:\' fhc n -c:t IJII .j.\.\u\‘ 1;"“] ’
among the component parts (Holman, ]98({3, and ‘:'3; u.ImPJT [T‘[ll 'r:\l:;v l|~,t
of one appearance (as a whole) with .mothcr. \\'hf)lc appe 1ra{1lu. . lk i|h1. .
parts and the whole of appearance communicate 1n c\-rrygj].ay‘ . wor : \"}D,(d
on the principle of contrast (Manning, 1987): (a) by what u.v;rt:us 15 ”:1-‘('.. !
or worn, () by how different clements of appearance may scem to l‘l : adic
onc another, or (¢) by how one person’s appearance may be distingumished from

The Parts and the
Whole




another person’s. Let’s explore these points by considering the appearance in
Figurc 7-3. First, we can look at the specific elements that make up this appearance
(hat, b.ungla.s.scs‘ “public enemy” T-shirt, baggy shorts, and high tops)
these items may be interpreted separately and contrasted with what i #or worn
One mighrt imagine the difference in the ensemble if the har were missing, u;;
if a uxedo jacket was worn instead of the T-shirt. Second, we can examine H(J\\-
the different articles of dress “work together” to make up a visual image. Does
the hat seem to “contradict” the shire> Do certain articles scem to go together
like the sunglasses and hat, to create a certain mood or impression’ Would \'m;
find it unusual, in conjunction with the rest of this appearance, if this male \\.'u:rc
wearing knee socks like the German man in Figure 7-1? Third, we can consider
this appearance as a whole and contrast it to other images (male police officer
or college professor).

Each of

£ 7.3

i the “principle of comprast™ apply to
we? Note the combnation of the “p
Cshirt, the long shorts, the high-top
d the ,-m:l,rr{ru;l;.- with :
Wendy Dildey

a traditional man’s hat

Semiotic Analysis of Appearance

N\
You will recall from Chapters One and Two that semiotics involves the study
of signs and that semiotics may be ctp‘orcd within the cultural perspective
Semiotics provides concepts and methods for analyzing the visual context of
appearance and its potential in communication:

Clothing usage forms a semiotic system. Because clothing can be casily ma-
nipulatable by the individual, it falls into the realm of voluntary activity. It is,
in fact, the most easily controllable aspect of the external environment of the
individual (Holman, 1980).

Semiotic analysis encourages us to note the significance of the sender and
receiver of signs, as well as the message, the channel used and the style of its
communication. Again, it is important to stress that the meaning of signs is not
smtrinsically linked to the signs themselves, but rather that the signs acquire their
meanings through processes of interpretation. The meanings associated with
signs in general, and appearance in particular, tend to be tentanve, or subject
to change, In everyday social contexts, signs begin to hold some associations
for us or make sense to us. Signs serve to represent social values, illustrate or
express personal feelings and ambitions, and depict what we wish o convey
about ourselves.

Semiotic analysis provides methods for pursuing the understanding of ap-
pearance, focusing on the component parts of appearance and how these parts
influence one another, For example, consider the South American women’s hats
in Figure 7-4. In North American culture, these hats may be evaluated as
masculine, but in the context of the culrural context depicted in the picture,
North American observers are able to surmise that these hats hold different
associations in South America. Even when we lack a cultural framework for
interpretation, then, we are influenced by the other cues (clothes and gender
in a given appearance.

Semiotics also deals with how messages can develop in one context and
possibly move across contextual boundaries (Manning, 1987, p. 44). For example,
in the 1980s the rock singer Madonna “borrowed” appearance cues normally
associated with religious contexts (for example, a cross or crucifix necklace),
juxtaposed these cues with those holding erouc cultural connotations (black
bra, corset, and black leather), and created a new kind of appearance context.
Thus, her appearance as a whole context required a new framework or sct of
rules of association, for purposes of interpretation. Individual cues (cross and
black bra) moved across contextual boundanies (religious and erotic, respectiv ely)
into a new appearance context callipg for a new mode of perception

Semiotic analysis is largely ‘.1.15.&“;

First, there is the idea that a system pr structural context exists and precedes
the emergence of a particular sign or s_t'mhot. For example, a black bra was part
of an erotic appearance context cven before Madonna used it. The bra itself,

n two principles in relation to appearance
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ippearances can be constructed in everyday life
d 2 and accessories as shown here.

,
1988; Simon-Miller, 1985). Through expression, individuals fashion (make or
create) their own appearances. Symbolic interactionist Gregory Stone (1965)
would have called these created appearances “programs.” By dev cloplng such
programs, individuals can derive a sense of personal style or derive “fashion
cr'a:crm'uts " Table 7-1 summarizes the differences between code and message
Note that code is culturally prescribed, whereas message is individually created.
This distinction is illustrated in Figure 7-7. ’

It becomes evident that codes provide a cultural frame of reference for
interpreting appearance. In other words, we come to expect certain combinations
::-t appearance parts. Imagine a male wearing a tie, but no shirt, to a job interview.
Granted, he has taken his roommate’s advice and has worn a tie, but his appearance
(and lack of a shirt) violates the convention of appropriate interview attire. Now

Appearance Message

10N as insumunon
Facilitates rx}‘rcssion {individual acts) Produces new cor

nuons (cultural codes

System of meaning Meaning as process

Jet us look at this same appearance in a different social context—a nighrclub
for women only. Now the appearance context in question shifts from a possible
meaning of inappropriateness to one of sexual suggestiveness. Different rules

of association are applied in these two social contexts, and it becomes evident

stance

that appearance context structures meaning, being mediated by social air

Thus a structuralist point of view suggests that ‘.\c_nhnul\l consider how
much our thinking {the mental images we hold or rules of association we apply)
produces social meanings or Interpretations. At the same time, changing social
: g, 1987, p. 31). Once a perceiver

realinies create new ways of thinking (Manni
has seen a male wearing a tie without a shurr, that appearance context no longer
seems implausible, but is still likely to be associated only with particular social
xts, because the principles guiding the association of a shirt with a tie are

co
still linked to stron

On the other |
ie the realm of uniforms or carcer apparel. Expression

cultural convention

ression,

1d, there are infinite possibilities for the act of
lows for

cspt‘u.ll;\ outsid
“active consumer p:j:‘[lx:i\]t]\)ll n the sign Pr[ldmtu\]: process (DY encou
of flexibility and creativity rather tharhgonformity to a socioeconomic code or
to a fashion consensus)” (Simon-Miller, 1985, pp- 80-81). Acts of expression
kecp individual contributions to fashion cHgnge al 1d help avoic translation
of personal style into an institutional mode

Now we have considered signs within the context of appearance, as well as
the manipulation of the rules of association governing these signs through the
coordination of, and interplay berween, convention and expression. At this point
ns and consider how they come to

'E_".I.'!‘.'Il'lﬂ

we need to turn to a closer nspection of sig
assume meaning in the minds of beholders

Since by definition a sign represents or stands for something clse, two component

parts of s ielincated for purposes of closer scrutiny: s
significd. The signifier is the vehicle through which CONVEYS ILS Message

Clothes and other accessories, as well as hairstyles and « r grooming, st
can be concepruahized as vehicles that have the potential for carrying a message
exciting, then the vehicle

Once the message becomes time-worn, irrelevant, or u
may ccase to convey the message in question This point raises some critic |

questions, if we desire to compare appearance messages to we rds. Why do some
ordinary words such as cat and dog continue to hold th

of vears of usage, whercas other words (groovy and radical) seem to be more

14
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FIGURE 7-7
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tradstional T oruban weds
short stories based on folktale
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j, and they are an

of African origin. Their

Amerucan cultures. Tet these codes are combined as
differens evbmac elements are muxed together and
mterpreted in a way that makes the resulting
appearance messages personglly satufying and
meanmgfil. Codes are culturally based, whereas
messages are indivdually constructed. Photo by Carla
M. Freeman
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tume-bound? A parallel may be seen when we contrast “classic” styles such as

business suits with trendy styles such as bicycle shorts. Still, appearance messages,

as sugnifiers, arc extremely C{Jmplc'\ because of the ],~<-rnm,1[ for muang and

matching, fashion change, and other characteristics related to the visual realm

Whereas the signifier is the medium that carres the message, the signified is the

actual content of the message, as shown below

20

-— o
signifier
artifact
vehicle
tangible

mage

signified

message
concept
alstract wdea

tdeology

=

VING COP

A signifier may be a x-‘rn'll‘k'tt' appearance (2 whe le) as well as a particular
unit or element of that appearance (a part—a shoe, a hairstyle, or a garment
In fact, we normally see people’s appearances in their entirety, so it is important
to recognize that -.-._r,miu-n may be compicte Appcarances or UMages Consider
the ensemble in Figure 7-8. Thas sty le was introduced to the public after World

d by this ensembile

war Il and was labelled the “New Look.” What was sygns

FIGURE 7-8
Des
1947 “New Look

ther look

ner Chre

e from the sovles of o
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was newness and a rather drastic change from the shorter, narrower skirts during
the war period
The signifier, then, is the tangible, concrete, visual. and physical artifact

(clothes) or im

(appearance) through which meaning is conveyed. The signified,
on the other hand, is more abstract and intangible; it is the concept or idea to
which a signifier refers. How do these two concepts connect and relare to the
concept of appearance sign? The appearance sign is the union of the signifier
and the sign

d; it 1s similar to a composite of a tangible arufact (part) or
tmage (whole) and an intangible idea or mes sage. Therefore, an appear

c "iﬂ':]
15 at once concrete (tangible) and abstract (intangible) ‘

The union or linkage of the signifier and signified is made possible through
codes of interpretation or understanding. The concept of code, introduced -I'n
Chapter Two, becomes the principle of association that enables us to link the
signifier with th | within our minds (and influenced by social context),
We have already considered the rules of association that link one sign with
another in an a

pearance context; such rules of association also mav be referred
to as codes. Thercfore, there are rwo types of codes that are relevant to 2

discussion of appearance:

(1) those thar link signifier with signified within a
specific sign, and (2) those that link the signs themselves within the context of
an appe:

nce. See Figure 7-9 for an illustration of these two types of codes.
Theretore, a code, in the more general sense, is an underlying set of rules

governing signs

f connecting ifier with signified) and linking signs into a
larger system of signs. A code makes it possible for appearance to convey meaning
(F. Davis, 1985; Simon-Miller, 1985).

I'he fit between signifier and signified, or the code that links them. may
range from tight and precise to diffuse and ambiguous. The next section shows
how signs may be distinguished on the basis of this fir.

’
Sociologist Nathan Joseph (1986) distinguishes between two kinds of appearance
signs, on the basis of the degree of complexity of the codes used to interpret
them: signal and symbol

appcarance SIgn, ba

A signal 1s a relatively straightforward, easy-to Interpret

a simple cognitive link between the signifier and the
signified. The cognitive process involve

in making straightforward connections
' be referred to as signaling. Some examples
ot appearance signals might include a police uniform or a business suit, when
they are worn in contexts where a percewver would nor

between signifier and signified m

lly expect to see them
and does not need to concentrate on (or even consc 1ously note) their meaning(s)
The cognitive link berween pol

ice unitorm and police officer, or business suit
and professional, is relatively straightforward. However, if these cle sthing styles
are worn in ll”l'\[‘

ted contexts or by persons one would not expect to see
wearing them, then they do not necessarily function as signals. For example, if
ion

a uniformed police officer walks into a college classroc )M, more nterpr
1s required than if she is seen in a police car. Therefore, the social context
becomes a ¢ ntical factor in whether or not a specihc dppcarance funcuons as a

signal. s

§
&
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distinct then, but is dependent on the context in which appearance signs are
viewed and the mental processes participants use to interpret them. Sggnification
1 a process of making things mean, and a perceiver is a vital part of this process
(MacCannell and MacCannell, 1982). Thus, social-cognitive processes are critically
linked to the interpretation of appearance signs. At the same time, it is important
to recognize that convention provides the means for interpreting some appearance
signs more readily than others.

At times, culture provides an explicit code or closc or tight fit between
signifier and signified. The concept of semanticity refers to the degree of associative
“fit.” or the correlation or close connection between an appearance sign and its
referent (Harrison, 1985). A code that is high in semanticity is likely to be
linked to conventional attire and to clothes that functdon as signals. On the
other hand, a “fuzzy” connection between signifier and signified, or a lack of
specific rules for interpretation, is likely to promote the functioning of clothing
as a symbol— arousing emotion and referring to values but not neatly pigeonholed.

The concept of meaning is central not only to a cultural and semiotic point
of view but also to the symbolic-interactionist perspective, whic h promotes the
idea that everyday interactions must be studied in process, in naturalistic contexts
as they occur, if we are to understand how meaning is conveyed through the
give and take of social life (Blumer, 1969a). In the symbolic realm of appearance,
meanings enable us to (1) interpret what is occurnng and (2) organize our
actions toward one another.

In everyday life, appearance signs are used as a cuc for understanding others
with whom we come into contact. Because appearance is a scemingly silent and
visible form of communication, as contrasted with conversation, it is classified
in the realm of nonverbal communmication.

Appearance as Nonverbal Communication

All too often, the importance of appearance is disregarded or overlooked in the
study of communicarion, which tends to suffer from a “discursive bias” (Stone,
1965). This means that when we think of communication, we ordinarily think
of having the ability to discuss during the course of interaction. It we want w0
change the subject when we are speaking, we can easily do so. If we want to
clarify a point that scems uncertain, there are means for accomplishing this when
CNZaging In coNversanon And, if we want to claborate on a theme or argue an
alternative viewpoint, language and the act of conversation prov ide adequate
mechanisms. In contrast, when we appear before others, we cannot discuss
through this medium of communication. We have decided before interaction
ogcurs(in the “backstage” of grooming and dressing rituals what messages we
would like to convey and to whom we especially want to convey them, Yet once
interaction begins (in the “front stage”), we cannot casily shift the subject of
our appearances (change what is signified) or repair unwanted messages through
appearance alone. If we desire o negonarte the meanmng ot our JPPL'.!!-[I‘.\('Q with
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others, it becomes necessary to resort to conversation, to explain who we are
and what we represent and whar we anticipate for interaction

At the same tume, it is important to recognize that appearance is a form of

communication in its own right, and it is not the only type of communication

that is frequently overlooked or raken for granted. Other nonverbal forms of

cnnmmnic:'ni.mu many of which are to varying degrees discursive (for example,
gestures, facial expressions, and bodily positions) are also studied less than
conversation, a linguistic form of communication (based on language).

Communication is based not only on language, bur also on the senses,
including vision, ractile sensations (feel), smell, and taste (Wilden, 1987, p
137). Vision 1s the most fundamental sense involved in appearance communication
but the other senses function as well, for cxample, when clothing is touched ur‘
worn or the aromas of others are smelled. (In cases where |wn'ci\~'|:rs are visually
impaired, tactile sensation of clothes and a sender’s physical features, as well as
the sense of smell, become increasingly significant,) .

The realm of nonverbal communication, then, includes personal appearance
as well as gestures, facial expression, and bodily positions. Where do clothes
and appearance fit into larger schemes of communication? It is helpful to look
at different types of nonverbal communication, based on varying codes and
functioning through diverse channels. Four types of nonverbal codes may be
distinguished: artifactual, body, media, and spatiotemporal (Harrison, 1985).
Each of these codes is broader in scope than is their relation to appearance. The
first two codes most directly bear on personal appearance, bur the other two
may be intricately linked to it as well.

Culture provides objects and artifacts thar are imbued with meaning in the
domain of consumer behavior. Products that consumers select and use arc as-
sociated, in a cultural sense, with qualities or artributes they would like others
to assign to them. Obviously, clothes are consumer pnxl.mts‘ and therefore
cultural artifacts, as are shoes, jewelry, or any other commodities that serve to
express identity or intent. Artifacts that carry meaning are both things and signs.

Variables such as color, texture, pattern, form, and design influence how
garments, parts of garments, or combinations of garments are perceived. These
variables appear to be subject to aesthetic rules (principles of design such as
balance and proportion) as they blend with social and cultural rules -va Figure
7-10). Social Focus 7-1 considers this blend of rules that influence perceptions
of clothing.

Although clothing is clearly classified as an artifactual code in communication,
winteracts with the other three codes in the sphere of nonverbal communication.
Personal appearance per se is connected with, and made up of, the interplay
between artifactual and body codes. Similarly, clothing-related elements and
body-related elements are what jointly compose an appearance context (Hillestad,
1980).

-
I_"ud\' codes arise from personal appearance and the movement of the body and
face. These codes govern and link variables such as physical attractiv eness, size
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2 APPEARANCE COMMUNICATION IN CONTEXT ssnSocial Focus 7-2

Personal Color Analysis
appearance of body form can be altered through the use of articles of cle '”“”P )

and accessories. Factors such as fit, clinginess of a fabric, and actual configurations -
of garment parts (for example, sleeves and skirts) can visually create or re-create 8 Most women grew up with an elaborate the marketplace) or (2) feelings of guilt if they take their
body form. Body surfaces include suc h factors as rl.u‘ color and frc.xturc of skin 3 set :Ilfhl'lllrn_ which were usually passed on color palettes seriously but instead \:(__" their old “wrong”
and hair (see Social Focus 7-2 for a discussion of the color of clothing as it 8 ;_:”":,‘_:;. 'l‘:_"[\:l‘r_:_:"l':I'll":‘r::?'gift'm:j”_'hc favorites (Rasband, 1983). !
relates to that of physical features). The appearance of body surfaces may be natural color of their hair and skin. Some Other concerns stem from the fact thar color systems
visually altered through the use of cosmetics or apparcl. For example, hose tend 8 black women were tol 1 are supposedly based on more than rules of etiquette
to change the surface charactenstics of legs. Be dy motions include individual ; '“-‘ ;;\“‘:"‘“fl"l :m: merely opinions of arbiters of good taste and behavior
posture, gait, gestures, and facial expressions. Again, clothes can influence the rins ) ) In fact, they are said to be based on rules with a factual
manner in which body motions are visually perceived. A dancer wearing and ""I‘" Yet color science docs not support the concept of
using scarves in her routine can accentuate her bodily movements, for example color palettes or categories such as tl“""_[‘:' moted by
Awareness of b\)dll_\ %h.}i‘cs in onc’s self or others may unnplcnu'm an - E;:::‘:::lh‘l:l:: _\'.\-\\r.cn\;r. rh\ 3 _[TI _\"M\". eV |.:,<-n.(- 1)
awareness of clothing elements, but it may also supersede awareness of clothing .:':..: against re \lt_l[‘__;:”]_:: ‘Ilrlf'r:f F::ﬂtr&cm: PIZ].ﬂ[lhI]I-[ rr::l,'lpr-lh II.Ii-\|:-JI'-"1‘L|:-%
= > ) " " r y & at Ccowor pre I
in importance. For instance, a man may notice a woman’s curves or legs as ".[\'ut_-lI,}:\:I‘_Iul_,::kl ,I,,Lllr,,:,(,‘I,‘,rl“,:li[:_::f and personality are related to each each other E- r (3) that
accentuated by clothes and shoes (for example, a tight skirt and high heels), but 's hardly surprising that many women individuals’ lives will improve if they wear colors in their
he may not later be able to describe the clothes and shoes, or even consciously color as a minefield and fall back palettes (Abramov, 1985)
notice them during the actual observation. The concern here s with the way 8 ]‘("'ll\:i"""'-“ that arc unlikely to Moreover, even if we assume the systems are valid in
the body looks, rather than with the clothes themselves. i ) PR, the first place, anccdotal evidence abounds thar they are
Of course, we rarcly see bodies without clothes in social situations. So itis 8§ not applied consistently by analysts. Some clients have
important to consider how clothes function with body codes to alter, clanfy What was left at one time to a kind of personal received diametri pposed advice from different an

alysts (Abramov, 1985)

exaggerate, or contradict those codes (see Figure 7-11

Research suggests that perceivers have the ability to distinguish berween med in the 1970s ir
impressions made on the basis of bodies and clothes (Conner, Peters, and cosor 1 nto “syst Of SCPMIC (A bee pe ot
. —— 2 3 -t} o < diial look et & I o
Nagasawa, 1975). Subjects were shown a series of photographs of three difterent " that cach individual looks bestr Tvoed 3 o
: ) ] N set of colors that are determined b ir ye FPet

females. One female amm‘.:'r.i rather athletic in appearance, with a stocky build - determined by skin, hair, cye ¢ I was told 1 r Lt
bone structure, and somenmes even perse ity ( Rasband . 1a
and ‘.hnrr hair. Another female appeared intellectual, w ith a shghtly more serious 8 1983). Towns and cities ; he United S green Austrian cape because it was artractive on Au i
» 3). Towns and cities throughour the Unired Srares paiii ) A "
¢ \pn ssion and her hair in a bun. The third female was intended to look friendly ] v have e ‘ tumns only Owver the years, | have been told, I'm .
3 today have personal color analysts or wardrobe consultants never supposed to wear black. always s sed al

and sociable. She had long hair and a smile on her face. Three forms of dress 3§ ho categorize the . . . u " pposed o ack, always supposed to \
g ! who caregorize their clients based on their “reading” of =ar bl ~LIITIES SUr . ol

IS sulated as v ble ith the bodily type d. One X ) : g wear black, and sometimes supposed to wear black
were manipulated as variables in conjunction with the bodily types used. One the clients’ personal features. Ironically, this process em as long as it’s accompanied by tan or beige. I've been 5
costume was meant to be sociable, one intellectual, and one athletic. The costume 8 phasizes that each consumer has individual uniqueness, told 1o wear white bur not ivory, or ivory but not un
(clothing style) was more important than the body type in the perceivers’ de even though each one is “squeezed . . . into one of three white. I've been instructed to wear only silver jewelry e
ry " c bat ald ’ res
velopment of impressions of s sciability, whereas the body was more important ! or four molds” (Abramov, 1985) but not gold, and gold bur not silver. In Phoenix, Lir
ol The e . “ - 1 I " I e
in determining the '||']'|['\r|;_\\1u'|| of being athletic, as measure d by the use of such 7§ The most prevalent system has been the “seasons I \“"“ A mxy and gold chain
k- A woman t cc asked me o

stem, in which consumers = typed as fall, winter

adjectives as robust versus frail. Even when the athletic person was pic ctured in
rained athletic. The in-

the silver because “the

1N Our

L Or 51

umer. Syst
ale

ymposed of the con

s such as this one are v

 learned thar 1 and

the sociable or intelle !
momously.” At a

al clothing, the impression re
ippear to be more athlenc as

“persona tor consume: ese |

dividuals without the athletic body type did not

=r's “ideal ¢ over 2 woman who ident

a result of wearing the athleric costume. Neither the body nor the costume

choice in clothes, jewelry, shoe d somen o s ha ;

communicated an intellectual impression to a significant extent. The social = e ’ ) plimented me for choosing a dress harmonious with

* mntertor decorating and automobile color. Academics who my Winter warm rones. Wt n hour a
IMPression was h]\’h&k[ when the models were consistent with the clothes on Wl st lor ned E N : i

5 udv color are concerned that individual choice and creanive party, another analyst expressed regret thar I was wear
them. In other words, the models were seen as more social when the athleric ; expression are diminished by color typing. In the proce ing a color so obviously inappropriate for my Sea
costume was on the athletic body, the social costume on the social body, and ; what 1s probably the complex and stimulating element of son—Autumn (Rasband, 1983)
the intellectual costume on the intellectual body. Apparently the consistency design 15 oversimplifed, and consumers may feel locked
between the two was an important factor in the subjects’ impressions Basically, mnto a svstem in which they are eventually hikely o ex VMhat 1s needed o sort our some of this color confusion
this study tells us that although there is a tendengf for perceivers to view perience: (1) boredom with wearing only the “right colors™  is research on how pegple actually perceive themselves
appearances holistically, they do have the perc@ptual ability to distinguish the (and, indeed, often great difficulty cven finding them in  and others in cesain colors, how and why people vary
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cial Focus 7-2 (continued) g
their perceptions of personal and clothing color com 1973). Perceptions of clothing color in the context of its
iations, and how these perceptions are influenced by  visual impact against a background of skin, hair, and eye
wextual factors such as culture, fashion, and. social color are even more complex than pe ns of color -

anings for certain sit
Cross-culrural res

1ations. alone, Hence, as we attempt to ul.\!‘ rstand the meanings

rch has suggested that there are  people assign to color in the context of personal

\m.nl-a(‘, al, e it bec

o

cs i |I|n_.'--ll~u.

al, and «

L i

how we perceive color and its af

and to acknowl - the intricacies in color choices and

tlerence-oriented) meanings (Adams and Osgood,  perceptions

most relevant cues for the type of impression formed. In other words, appearance
perceptions factor in the context of the type of impression in .1111'\:inn Therefore,
the body is a more relevant cue than clothes in the formation of athletic unpressions,
but clothes
sociability. The combined effect of the two is also important

e more relevant than the body in formulating impressions of

Clothing also serves to communicate jointly with discursive body codes
For example, a military salute (a discursive body code) is casier to interpret if
an observed person is also wearing a military uniform, especially if individuals
facing one another are not on a military base—a context in which military
|‘n'1\11:u|¢.‘| in civilian attire often salute. Thus either the uniform or the setting
can provide a context conducive to interpretation and definition. Similarly, a
hitchhiker’s chances of getting picked up are

probably enhanced by a neat

appearance. While a neat appearance may convey positive attributes about a
hitchhiker, the “thumbing™ gesture is imperative to conveying his or her intent,
Thus ]“(‘[u.!\('l\ dnving by (or stopping) are likely to factor both appearance
(including artifactual as well as body codes) and gestures (relying upon body

P e

Cf}dl'ﬁ] into their evaluation and decision as to whether to offer a rnide

are visible

Media Codes  In concert, the body and clothes make up appearance contexts th
and tangible, yet also refer to more abstract social forms hl\mlﬂ cultural and
interpersonal significance in context. Culture provides appearance imagery through
mass media, and the images we behold are likely to shape our perceptions of ?
desirable appearances, of what is current or fashionable, of what it means to be
male or female, and of how social reality is ordered. Movices, cartoons, television, 5

azines may all influence our nterpretations

FIGURE 7-11

Rodily movements give form

ITILSIC \'ldl.‘l XS, -1\1\ CIUSCIMCnts, and ma;

of appearance in everyday communications

In media life, appearance can become a kind of format. We come to expect
certain styles of appearance in partic ular media, and these styles serve to facilitate
shared understanding (Altheide and Snow, 1979). At the s
may perpetuate stercotypes about different groups of people (sce Figure 7-12).

ame time, the media

Spatwtemporal Codes  Some codes refer to individuals’ use of ime and space in terps of soci; al interacnon

For example, studies indicare that males occupy meee space in terms of bodily -~
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Characteristics of Appearance Messages

Appearance signs serve to communicate at various levels of complexity in social

interaction. In the simplest case, they denote or validate claims to membership -

in 2 particular group, cultural category (gender, age, social class, and ethmary), bi

or occupation, and verbal labels come to muind almost unconsciously: “female Y
GURE 7-12 executive,” “police officer,” “football player,” “ballet dancer,” “fratermuty member.” :
dia codes or formats are Media codes may exaggerate these kinds of claims to membership by using "
d in animated cartoons “communication to the quick™ (Harrison, 1981), based on codes that are high LII
eate & *”_“" af’ in sermanticity through signs that function as signals, as Figure 7-12 revealed. pi
IO 8 S On the other hand, some appearance messages are rife with ambiguiry,

Harrison, - . .
vt of these code emotion, and expression. The meanings or associations connected with these
messages are difficulr o put into words or to describe, bur sensibilities are

mats 15 based on a
F aroused and experienced (see Figure 7-13). No ready labels come to mind.

caggeraion by

ans of ;.;;—;L;um-r. or 4 Most everyday appearance messages fall somewhere in between total preasion
reatypes. What are the : ; P .t i
1::'.':?";*””‘;‘ J"’ " and total ambiguity. In real life, some interpretation and negotiation are required
nous stereotype - 2 . T

1 because of the interplay between person and context. The degree of fit between

wracters in this cartoon?

an B. Kaiser a clothed appearance and a context influences the degree of complexity of a

3 ) -

visual impression. In fact, even when an appearance message seems relatively
[ straightforward in its own right, the social context in which it is found can
F [r\‘.['l.ih'll m s ['I'Il'.'l['ll['li_f Or raisc ncw \!}IL‘*II(“]\ asto rl'll‘ .\“PT"JP[].‘[[' mnter I\I'C{:{[’i(][]

position as compared to females. Males are more likely to spread their legs apart
or fold their arms behind their heads (Henley, 197

Clothes are likely to be a factor in the amount of space one takes up because
of bodily position. Goffman (1963) observed the public behavior of women in

mental hospitals, to assess the degree of what he called “situational harness,”
and noted a link between body codes (manner of sitting) and artifactual codes
(a dress) that is often taken for granted:

The universality in our society of . . . limb discipline can be deeply appreciated
on a chronic female ward where, for whatever reason, women indulge in zestful
:n.l.il.'\lnn;t of their private parts and in situng with legs qu ISINg
the student to become conscious of the vast amount of mb discipline that is

iite spread, ca

ordinarily taken for granted (p. 27) g’

Use of time is also governed by nonverbal codes. Studies indicate that males B .}-'.J:(.'t-'R.!-. 7-13 o
guard their time more carefully, and there scems to be a cultural idea that males’ The mexsages asoaated with “wearable art” tend to be
[imc 1s more valuable—that every second counts (ienley, 1977). Sommer, ”F:’u,:M”J:.m:r:.,,.”.‘::r ‘
Gemulla, and Sommer (working paper) studied men’s and women’s watches Eigsere 7 ,_," gl
and found that artifactual codes ordering perceptions of watches are linked to
these cultural, gender-based distinctions. Males’ watches tended to be more , ] ) garment
precise, being more likely to contain second hands and other mechanisms for m;';:'if “‘m'l:'::;:*;*::J‘::, -’I':II-”-':’I-"'*;\_';Ii]T:‘tl.l-'::j'\-\'."
scheduling time, evaluating how much time an event takes, and serting alarms ogiralry i ,ﬂu-':" e ypuiest e !'::;')DJ: e
Females” watches, on the other hand, were more likely to be decorative and less 4 of Gayle M. Bon Durant:

precise in terms of “making every sccond_coun

206 ]
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Nonlinguistic
Characteristics

To complicate martters further, seldom is only one meaning J\'.\(?‘L‘t:ltt'd.\vith
an appearance message. More commonly, a range of possible meanings exist or
meanings are layered on one another, almost creating a rainbow effect of mcanit:g_
Some u‘:u‘.aning.;a are derived from cultural experience, some are negotiated during
social transactions, and some are conjured independently in the minds of par-
ticipants. For two-way, meaningful communication to occur, the meaning intended
by a pmgr.umncd 1ppcara.nu: should roughly coincide with that reviewed and
interpreted by a perceiver. Note that the meaning does not need to be exactly
the same; in fact, often a rough approximation of jontly constructed interpretation
is sufficient to allow participants to understand one another and to proceed with
communication. Alternatively, they give and take, clarify, and rearrange potential
interpretations to mesh with some semblance of understanding. Even after meaning
is assigned, there may be some “effort-after-meaning”™ (Davis, 1982) as potential
inu‘r};rcrarinns are checked, refined, and modified.

By looking at specific characteristics of appearance messages, we can better
understand how these messages arc shaped and interpreted. In everyday life,
the following characteristics tend to be interrelated and mrcrumnut.cd. together
they shape the course of appearance as a unique form of communication.

Appearance as a form of communication is transmitted primarily ir.] the visual
mode. A receiver’s gaze is required (Enninger, 1985), and information is processed
visually Asa gcm:l‘;{l rule, :1“\\‘..“'3 nce Illt'sx\l‘;__',t"- are not inrcrprctcd on tht’ i.‘r.l.‘iis
of a linguistic code { relying on words). Rather, they tend to be inn‘.rprlr:tcd
using aesthetic codes. There is a distinction between verbal cognition and visual

cognition that parallels the contrast between the use of linguistic and .N‘sthcticl

codes.

/The nonlinguistic, aesthetic quality of appearance messages assumes significance
in'two ways. First, words seem to fail us when we attempt to descrsbe appearance;
it is difficult to express appearance through words to others in a way that evokes
an image (picture) in their minds. This characteristic becomes evident whﬂcn a
friend describes what he or she plans to wear to a party. The recever of the
verbal message may conjure an image of an outfit and then be surprised to sce
the actual outfit at the party. Often, the verbal and the visual do not match. [t
is virtually impossible to describe all visible attributes (Peacock, 1986, p. 21).
Therefore, when we perceive an appearance-related object, as well as a rotal
appearance, we tend to rely on those attributes that are most salient to us.

Second, it 15 dithcult o \'Crlw.;iix.c the meaning of an appearance message.
Words may not exist to describe the emotions aroused or the feelings of appreciation
or d'..\g:u:;l.. Receivers may find it challenging to express what they like or dislike
abour an appearance.

Clothes can convey messages that are inaccessible or inappropriate to language.
So, given that appearance messages tend to be nonlinguistic, what does this
mean in relation to the nature of their communicative value? Frequently, their
mganings or significance cannot be verbalized, because aesthetic impressions are
involved, just as we see paintings or sculptures with nonlinguistic eyes. It s
difficulr to “purt into words™ the emotons, sentments, ar:fd intangible assoc jations

THE UNDERLYING CONTEXT OF APPEARANCE

that clothes often convey. Appearance messages actually rely on codes that lie
somewhere between aesthetics and language. At the aesthetic end of the continuum
are signs such as wearable art, laden with emotional content. Often preferences
and moods fall near this aesthetic side as well, when they are invoked on the
basis of observing certain appearances. It may be possible to feel when observing
appearances, but be unable to put these feelings to words, to like or dislike
without really being able o explain why. Because appearance is visual and taken
for granted 1n everyday life, there is probably a tendency not to verbalize messages

d, but rather to implicitly note them in pawng (unless they require
more dlhgcnr artention and 1 interpretation ). Therefore, it may become somewhat
annoying if clothes become a prominent topic of conversation, in a context
where the sender would prefer for them to speak silently, yet cffectively.

In the everyday world of communication, then, appearance signs are often
used to construct social realities, without verbalizing these realities. Who wants
to be told “Oh, I see you are trying to impress me,” or “You must be depressed;
you've been wearing dark colors all week™? In essence, most individuals probably
welcome compliments but not trilogies on the essence of meaning of appearance
signs. Sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1967) contends that everyday worlds involve
taken-for-granted me anings that interactants want neither to be disrupred nor
to emerge as the focal point of attention, in a manner that may disrupt the
smooth and nonstressful flow of interaction. Of course, the extent to which this
preference applies is likely ro relate to the context and the participants in interaction.

Language possesses a different kind of potential to convey messages, and
expresses those messages through a different medium, with a different effect
Therefore, it is inappropriate or musleading to speak of “clothing as language”
(Enninger, 1985; McCracken, 1988). Before understanding what appearance
messages can and cannot convey, It is important to explore how they convey.
Whereas language “materializes in sounds or graphetics, . . . clothing matenializes
in fabrics of certain shapes and colors™ (Enninger, 1985, p. 81). The aesthetic
code 15 like an underlying pattern or system that links fabric, texture, color,
pattern, volume, silhouette, and occasion (F. Davis, 1985). The body also ma-
terializes visually and 1s perceived aesthetically. Therefore, we should be careful
not to impose the structure of language on that of clothing, or more generally,
on appearance. To do so may limit our thinking abour the nature and potential
of appearance messages. Language is only one of many sign systems; appearance

is another. Each system has its own range of possibilities for signifying, suamulating,
and shaping meaning.

We might consider whether the nonlinguistic codes of material culture com-
municate things that language proper cannot or; characteristcally, does not.
Do cultures charge matenial culture with the responsibility of carrying certain
messages that they cannot or do not entrust o |.1|1g1|.1gc. (McCracken, 1988,

p- 68)

) o
However, ar timss it 1s useful to ampare clothing and appearance to language.
At times, appearance signs seem to resemble |.a‘.ut.n1u_ signs. They are both
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SIGURE 7-14

Limgustic mrrsq;;r:fr?r
Hnstrated ousbis T-shirt
in a shop windew in Paris
Photo by Susan B. Kawser

2

sth rely heavily on social
1980). In some
of T-shirts
T-shirts

ively complex in terms of their organization, and h‘ '
context in order for a message to be comprehended :Dd.n}mr:(: !
cases. linguistic messages actually appear on clodn‘s, as in '{u _t.m' °
with written slogans, labels, or proverbs. Through I:n}mum} [11;. n..li,:“,‘ oy
can display political and social attirudes, ]o_\'a]r__\' a SL.th\]i. t‘: ‘:: a ‘I.\ .:h‘ tor ".‘
\'ac.uinn[Q‘,u\ taste in music or food, sense of humor, and sc , 8

relat

Figure 7-14.

i ic Jothing + when verbal
Orther uses of linguistic codes n relanion to clothing .lppl\ wh

labels may be used to identify a wearer on th}‘ bn.‘:is of h‘ll‘g or I.‘lf‘.l'-L"l.Ull!L‘sr: htr[.:];:li_
offtcer,” ‘.‘!llI\illl‘\\i!t'[&(}l\,“ “baseball player,” or “punk. I-:m[ l\.‘:‘tl‘l1|::“ﬁ",tk .mm
to establish the “look” of an appearance before them and place th: ety
with a ready-made, verbal tag. But often, such linguistic la L.N L.l.‘
gs are not easily put nto words. Interpreting appearance
then becomes more similar to solving 2 puzzle than ll: Fl'alwlm_v:‘ o eriven

In an analysis of Russian folk costume, Bogatyrev (1976) noted t 1:1! } :\ » ..[
can more easily determine the social posinon, (u]rura_l !c\.'cl_ and taste of a wea (_'
‘ wrance than through speech. The appearance can convey
: . sages cannot necessanly be conveyed

a category
not exist and the meanin

through his or her appe
messages that languages cannot, and these me

in words ucation

lothing is clearly more aesthetic or artstic in terms of commur
T allusions, and moods

At ames, ¢ . -
"l & whe T
than it is linguistic. This is especially true w hen “emotions,
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- arc aroused” (F. Davis, 1985, p. 15),
cogmitive interpretation. Davis goes on to note that
make 2 statement as does langt
accomplish both at the same t
who we are while ¢

and meanings assigned defy simple
lotk

1€ Can somecumeces

age and arouse feelings as does art. or possibly

ne. That is, our appearances can explicitly srarte
ernatively or simultancously evoking an aura that ‘merely
suggests’ more than it can (or intends to) state precisely” (E. Davis. 1985. P
15).

Appearance in general, and clothing in particular, has the capacity for “interference
free transmission of unlimited numbers of mes ages” (Enninger, 1985). Multi
messages are the number of distinct meanings that may be associated with or
linked to a single signifier such as an item of clothing | Sebeok, 1985, p. 465)
The choice of interpretation depends on the time, place, and social circumstances

surrounding the signifier
Clothes rarely convey single meanings:

more often, their messages may be
described as c nsisting of lavers of meaning, with some lavers more applicable

than others in a specific context. For example, if one asks “what do jeans mean,”
it 1s difficult to answer with a single meaning. As Joseph (1986) notes, jeans

have variously “meant™ membership in g laborers, civil

st clites with access to Western

nghts, vouth subcultures, and foreign con

CONSLIT

ods. They have also signified “designer”™ goods, unisexuality, comfort,
carthiness, and sexiness. Because clothes are social artifacts, they have the potential

to denive meaning in and from a variery of social and cultural contexts.

Given that an article of clothing has many passible meanings, there is likely
to be a certain degree of ambiguity as to which is “correct” {Delaporte, 1980).
Moreover, the articles of clothing that are worn together may have numerous
possible meanings, and they also interact with one another to produce additional
ambiguities. To interpret, perceivers are likely to refer to the appearance context,
as well as the social context, for additional guidance. These contexts are umportant
factors in any interpretations of appearance messages, but become especially
catical when a range of possible meanings may be identified.

Ambiguity, in fact, becomes an overnding characteristic in clothing and
ppearance messages (Delaporte, 1980; F. Davis, 1985). Ambiguity is present
when a receiver (a) cannot simply or easily interpret because of a variety of
possible meanings and, therefore, does not know which one to select (see Figure
7-15
possit
her past experiences, as shown in Figure 7-16 Ambiguity can be created by the
Presence or absence of certain it

> or (&) lacks a frame of reference to understand an appearance, while also

arance to a sunilar one from his or

y being able to loosely relate the app

ns of clothing, that is, in how the parts of the
dppearance context work together, just as it can evolve from the social context
when one attempts interpretation (Delaporte, 1980).

_“’hr:u people perceive a sender’s appearance, they are not likely to “read” it

m top to bettom, or in a lincar pmgrcahjon from one part to another
Cracken, 1988). Rather, it scems that appearance tends to be perceived in

Multimessages and
Ambiguity

Nonlinear, Gestalt-
like Characteristics
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+URE 7-15

drevied thy way ro

Os look? (Her s
5 enough

neither dutinctively
fifferent from a 1980

to be certa Ir, is she simply dfessing a lirtle

caswally than usnal? Photo by Mark Kaiser

its entirety, all at once, as an integrated system. Even if perceivers were to move
systematically from one part of the body to another, interpretation would not
involve a simple “adding up” of the meanings of all of the parts to arnve at a
sum (roral) meaning of appearance, because the interaction among the parts of
the appearance influences the assessment (Lennon and Miller, 1984 1985).
Anthropologists frequently use the concept of holtsm to refer to the inter
connectedness of parts in human experience. To perceive holistically is to see

the parts in relation to the whole, to avoid stripping the part from its larger
context. When we fail to sec holistically, we are more likely to be blinded by
our own perspectives (Peacock, 1986, p. 11)

I'he psychological concept of Gestalt (Asch, 1946) is useful in understanding
holistic perceptions. Gestalt is the German word for “shape” or “form,” but it
i1s often used to describe holistic perceprual proce:

ses enabling us to organize
our impgessions with respect to the parts in relation to the whole—in this case,

—

I'HE UNDERLYING CONTEXT OF APPEARANCE

FIGURE 7-16

les’ appearances may

it

interfr

the visual context presented by a person’s appearance. The concept of Gestalt
emphasizes that the whole is often greater, or more powerful in its impact, than
the sum of the parts. (For an example of this, refer back to Figure 7-13 and
note how each element of appearance contributes to a unique whole that must
be perceived in its entirety; also see Figure 7-17

Appearance, as Prcf-t'n[ui and receved, 1s a kind of “formed expression,”

created through the use of fabrics, shapes, and colors combined 1n and across

articles of clothing, and through the way an entire ensemble of clothing looks
on one’s body (based on its size, coloring, and other features). As we have
already seen, the parts of appearance work together to convey an impression
on the base of an underlying aesthetic code. The concepr of Gestalt, as applied

to appearance, refers to the aggregate impression made possible through aesthetic
Enr 'r, 1985). Each nume a

arments and accessories

codes that present “rules of well-formedness™

creatve individual develops a new ensemble by combining
that have not previously been seen together, a new Gestalt is formed (Enninger,
1985). Figures

The concept of Gestalt can JH’|\ cither to a given article tsI'\Iu'lhln;_(.u o

and 7-6 are good examples of “created” Gestalts

an integrated system of clothing articles, accessories, and the body. Let’s look
first at a given article of clothing. Here we can focus on the parts of the garment,
including the colors, texn

. and forms that compaose it. When single garments
1€ same manner as when

are disassembled, they can no long
1ts can

the parts are a composite unit of dress (Wass and Eicher, 1980). Gam
be subdivided mto component parts, as can composite, clothed
Yet the manner 1

pcaranccs

which the parts of a garment or a total appearance connect

15 vital to interpre ation. Whether we are concerned with a \Ill‘u‘h' item of clothing
or a total appearance as an |r|[’?|.11ﬁl system of parts, underlying aesthetic codes

lnﬂl}L'I'\l C .'IF\F‘('.H.[H\'I' ['I‘Iw\l_[(_' I

nt and perceprion. These codes provide the glue
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is a lack of menrtal “balance” in one’s perception and some cognitive tension
may result. When the parts of appearance do not “gel,” a less-than-positive
impression may be produced in the mind of a perceiver. At the same time, many
perceivers have the cognitive flexibility to provide some rationale or explanation
r%r an unusual combination of appearance parts. In a study by Gibbins and
Schneider (1980), subjects were shown a woman clothed in a 1900-style coat
paired with an incongruent style of pants—harem pants. The subjects interpreted
that the woman must be “basically dressed in the harem outfit” but needed to
throw “the coat on over it for warmth or from embarrassment.” The subjects
could not believe that anyone would choose to wear the two at the same time,
together.

Because appearance codes change with ume and fashion, appearances inducing
a sense of cognitive dissonance also change. For example, a woman wearing a
business suit with jogging shoes on a city street was, at first, an image thar
seemed inconsistent. The parts did not go together. Over time, however, this
Gestalt became accepred.

- The context in which any message is transmitted influences its interpretation.  Context- FIt

All kinds of messages are more or less context-sensitive (Sebeok, 1985, p- 454). I_)L‘pfﬂd(ﬂc.c On

Clearly, appearance messages are complex, prone to be ambiguous, and holistically wor

crutted and received. Theretore, they rely heavily on context tor meaning, and "j”'

they also serve to alter the meaning of context. There are three kinds of contexts ::‘

we can consider in relation to appearance messages: (1) the appearance context app

per se, (2) the social context, including the people involved and the nature of anmy

the interaction, and (3) the cultural and historical context. 195

Changes in clothes facilitate and accommodate changes in contexts ( Joscph, !:);

4 1986). Even the slightest alteration in a person’s appearance can alter the meaning :in

of the appearance context. At the same rime, the tortal apy
15 used ro interpret individual clothing or appearanc

arance context (Gestalt)
ues. An idenncal marerial
such as the black gauze of a funeral veil “means” something very different when
it is sewn into the bodice of a nightgown (F. Davis, 1985). In this case, the
bl: auze is part of a larger appearance context and therefore becomes part
of a Gestalt-like image.

Similarly, clothes not only help to define the social and cultural and historical

wept of Gestalt is illustrared in this male’s

wnce. That i, the whole is greater than the sum
arts that compose it. Each time articles of

i, accessories, and modes of grooming are

wd or recombined into a new look, a new Gestalt
ed. Phote by Larry White

: contexts but also rely on those contexts for meaningful interpretation. A jogging
. L ) e . ) . S : suit has a very different meaning when one is lying on the couch watching
that connect component parts and distinguish meaning on the basis of “what - / . < S £

’ ‘ A television, as compared with when he or she s munning around a track or

1s worn with what.” An awareness of how component parts of appearance are i L . W
shopping in a grocery store. Wez

interconnected and interdependent refers to the Gestalt nature of appearance
messages.

How are interpretations influenced by the “breaking” of aesthetic code:
Some evidence suggests that cognitive forces lead perceivers to try to simplify
their understandings of others. When the pieces of the appearance puzzle do
not fit together and perceivers gannot explain the appearance on the basis of a
Gestalt, they may experience cognitive dissonance ( Festinger, 1957). That is, there

ing blue jeans “meant” something very different
in the late 1960s and early 1970s (unisexuality, deemphasis of materialism,
comfort, and earthiness—back to nature) than it did in the 1980s (designer
goods and sexiness).

Although all types of verbal and nonverbal messages are more or less dependent
on context for meaningful interpretation, it seems that this context-dependency
) s. Why je this? Sociologist Fred Davis
(1985) notes that there is a high degree ofbcial variability in the link berween

especially applies to appearance messa
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‘ocused
wracteristics

signifier and signified when it comes to appearance. Different groups ..r'pmp},:
artach different meanings to the same signifier style, appearance). As compared
to many other expressive products of modern culture

meanings are more ambiguous in that it is hard to get people in general to
interpret the same clothir
the signifi

symbols in the same way; in semiotic terminology,
e unstable (F. Davis, 1985, p. 18)

r-signified relaconship is q

In other words, different groups of people (for example, age groups or
occupations) can use different codes to interpret the same signifiers. For example,
what is considered to be “fashionable” differs between persons immersed in the
world of fashion (designers, retailers, and journalists) and the consuming public.
Retailers have different concepts of what shoes are fashionable, high in starus,
and n}\cmi\ e than do consumers (Kaiser et al., 1985). Within the general public,
as well, there are a varie Ty of perceptions about applic able meanings for given
¢ |l|t[1|ng and appearance styles, as people interact in different spheres of social
interaction, have different social identities, have differential access to fashion
(where they live, what they can afford, and how interested they are), and pursue

different leisure activities regardless of social class. Due to the visible nature of
appearance, styles may be imitated and adopted withour involving social interaction
to ascerrain their meanings to senders. Therefc

, they may be “stripped” from

their original contexts and take on rotally different meanings that need to be

constructed hg' the pn:ph‘ who have Jdciplcd them and others with whom tht:y
come into contact. For example, head scarves used by the Palestinian Liberation
Organization became fashionable in the late 1980s in the streets of New York.
Consumers adopted them after secing these scarves on television for a number
of yearg. Most of these consumers were probably not as concerned with ideological
connotanons as they were with acsthetics

Appearance mcu.l?;v\ are often unfocused in nature, meaning that senders cannot
readily control who receives the messages conveyed throug oh appearance. Given
that different groups ol perceivers may ||\1upnt the same cues in various ways,
this characteristic can lead to unintentional sending of messages, to individuals
with whom one may not be attempting to communicate Whereas with speech

a sender can separate |,KIIP|L in conversation and direct messages to particular

to “focus” appearance. It is available as a form of
commumcation to all potental receivers within sight. Once clothes are Erl_i._cd

receivers, It 1s not possit

on the body, one’s hair is fixed in a certain style, makeup 1s applied, and a person

CNLCrs a so

I context, the resulting appearance functions much like a “broadcast
signal” (Enninger, 1985; McCracken, 1988). That appearance 1s “rurned on”
and emits signals until the person leaves the context

A male trying to impress a f

male may dress accordingly but may impress

others instead. Similarly, unsolicited or unwanted whistles from admiring males
on the street are likely to annoy women who are onpthe way to important
business meetings, wearing skirted suits. Dependthg on the awareness of the
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individuals with whom we come into contact, any or all of them may receive
messages intended for a select few

Relative to the nature of appearance as a “broadcast signal,” it is also important
to note thar pt‘t:plc cannot dwscuss with appearance once !]\L'_\' are interacung in
a social context. The adjective “discursive” refers to the movement from one

topic to another. Any planning of ticular appearance mess

= on the part

of a sender must be done 1n advance of interaction, for the most part (in the
backstage). Appearance does not “fade” as a message, unlike discursive forms

of communication. A sender cannot free the channel for new signals, because
the signal is constant :|1|'..11g[1l11r| interaction—the whole time actors are on
stage (Enninger, 1985, p. 88).

In contrast, in verbal communication a variety of subjects can be discussed
in the same encounter, and if communication is not going well, it is possible
to change the subject or to ]}‘l'\lnul ze for a previous statement.

The n'l['ld]'«.l“\l\( quahry of appearance makes it dithcule (it not impos
sible) to “repair” messages that were not intended or that have been received
rs lack the ability to exert

poorly. In everyday appearance communication, sender
total control over how a message is conveyed in the front stage. Once clothes

have been donned and appearance has been groomed (behind the scenes of

interaction) and a sender 1s now eNgagmng in sc wial discourse, it 1s difficult o
alter the message. It 1s not easy to shift from one message to another or to
change the topic or tone of conversation, because appearance is visual and

le one’s hair in the middle of

omnprescnt. | 15 hard to change Clothcs or rest
I nt. (It is hard to change clotl r rest

a social transaction; senders of appearance messages tend to ‘stuck” with

\l]\.l: '.]]('\ arc \\l'-ll’l‘.II:'\ ;L‘\\'L‘\L‘!. Jl“]l(\i]'d“f'.‘ communication can be a |
more discursive in some contexts than in others. Imagine a male college professor
removing his jacket, rolling up his shirt sleeves, and loosening his tie. A male
stripper also engages in a discursive act

i at the discretnion

Clothes, in particular, are not only forms of communication u

of senders. They are also comm.

, or consumer products that arc purchased
at a cost. These signs arc sold, in contrast to words or discursive nonverbal
messages. They involve expense and are theretore not equally accessible to all
potential users.

As commodities and signs, clothes (and other accessories and forms of

rooming that are purchased) are t of the extended self. Consumer objects

e no inherent meanings; 1 ather, tIu ir meanungs are formed in their production,
marketing, and use. Despite fashion advertisements, store displays, and fashion
shows, however, the meanings of clothes as commodities are rarely entirely
shared (Belk, 1987)
A Gestalt approach may be taken to understand how

wapings of 'I\:u uill\ s

tend to be clustered together in consumers’ minds and to carry

same meanings: “All goods carry meaning, but none by itsclf caning

15 in the relations berween all the goods, just as music 15 in the relatiorfs marked

18
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out by the sounds and nor in any one note (Douglas and Isherwood, 1979, pp
72-73).

Rescarch suggests that products are grouped along symbolic rather than
functional lines. In one study, 80 business graduate students were asked to form
a mental picture of a person described in terms of his or her occupation. Then
they were asked to picture any products this person would be likely to own,
What resulted were products grouped in constellations for cach occupational
social role. For example, for the occupational label prof

['I].ill‘_.l}

h wine, and a BMW.
ar clicited the following products: Schaefer beer,
AMF bowling ball, Ford [m.k-up truck, Levi’s jeans, Marlboro cigarettes, RCA

In contrast, the label blue co

I'V, Field and Stream, Black and Decker tools, and McDonald’s. Almost half

the ;m'n‘]m'ls came from three categories: clothing, electronic equipment, and
cars. Clothing was the most frequently mentioned product, which is not surprising
given its communicative value, not only as a commodiry but also as

f 1 part of
personal appearance linked to one’s occupartion (Solomon and Assael, 1987)
Fashion marketing and merchandising can effectively make use of the prinaple
of product clusters and/or a Gestalt effect of groupings of products based ‘n”
symbolism rather than functionality. For example, innovative consumers may

be 1'|1c':|11r;1gt'd (in advertisements) to wear layvers of shirts and tops to create
their own “Gestalts.” By wearing layers of outerwear shirts, the traditional

distincrions among underwear, indoor-wear, and outerwear are blurred; the

idea of wearing the shirts together is symbolic rather than merely functional
Kehret-Ward, 1987

Similarly, retailers may promote the idea of combining products in use.
Howevgr, traditionally products have been grouped, shelved, and displayed in
departments according to similar attributes rather than on the basis of social

meaning or the same consumption goal. For example, shoes are generally found
with other footwear in shoe departments, jewelry with other accessories, and
s0 on. More and more manufacturers are urging or even forcing retailers to
display their products (including clothes, accessones, and shoes) together, grouped
symbolically as they might be worn and with a particular CONSUMPLIoN occasion
and goal in mund (rather than separated into different departments). Manufacturers
who produce complete costumes had been complaining that retailers failed to
accessorize clothing displays, refused to stock their entire line, and lacked the
space to make a full presentation of the manufacture

r's complete collection
Accordingly, manufacturers began to get more involved in how their merchandise
15 sold and Pr&“(.'ﬂk‘d_ and the result has been b urques w ithin major .1(';\\1\[‘{[1)1_‘[1{
stores (for example, an Esprit boutique within Macy’s and Bullock’s stores
(Kehret-Ward, 1987

The commodity characteristic of clothing and accessories interconnects with
the multimessage characteristic, as well as the € sestalt quality. Given thar different
CONsSUMEr groups may assign various meanings to a particular clothing style or
brand, fashion advertisers may strive to use this potenual to ganvey muluple
meanings to their advantage

o2

The world of advertising 1s essentially a system of

symbols, l\u]icd tu‘t_.:c(h;r from the range of culturally derermined w ays of ke Wing
,1.!1\‘] L'\[.:hll\]l”]_k.,' a sense of consumer need and desire. Advertsers would like
for consumers to regard the products as relevant to their social experiences
Therefore, advertising 1s more than a system of creating messages; it 1s a system
of discerning or discovering meaning (Sherry, 1987). The idea is to appeal to
a variety of consumers in different ways, by playing with the multimessages,
the Gestalts, as well as the other characteristics of appearance messages. Without

multiple potential meanings, an extensive and diverse audience could not be
artracted to a :“hld.](! (Zakia, 1986).

nce becomes a visual context in 1ts own 1

In summary, appear: rht. The

visual naturc of appearance, coupled with its direct and personal association
with a sender, provides it with some relatively unique characteristics that distinguish
it from other forms of communication and contribute to its complexity. In the
tation, like the proverbial customer, the interpreter is always

night (or thinks he or she 1s and proceeds according

course of interf

/. in the absence of any

\]-l.l!.:f\".n:_', informaton). Thus researchers need o focus on consumers’ inter
pretations, in their own words (Mick and Polini, 1989). Therefore, in the next

two chapters, we will look more closcly at (a) the process of social cognmition
(C 'ha]\trl ]'1!;[1!; and (&) the 1{l|-l|]1]&."~. perceivers ]\mm ro social contexts (( h\!pu‘[

Nine)
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s a form of communication a

staphor of ;

es persuasively that the
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