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68/ CHAPTER FOUR

Of course, what may at first seem a person’s strategic mistake in
dress may very soon come to be absorbed into the reigning fashion
per se, a circumstance that in the long run neutralizes the status
claim sought via the device.# Still, as Kennedy Fraser (1981, 210)
had occasion to observe in her review of British fashions of the late
1970s, “one of the first principles of style today [is]: that however
much the wearer cares or spends, the clothes should never look
entirely serious™ [emphasis in original]. One must not, however,
infer from Fraser’s observation that a status-sensitive unserious-
ness is new to fashion. It has manifested itself many times during
the course of the West’s seven centuries of involvement with fash-
ion.* The renown of designers like Chanel, Schiaparelli, and, more

recently, Lacroix derives in no small part from their imaginative
use of it.

BLUE JEANS

The new clothes [jeans] express profoundly demo-
cratic values. There are no distinctions of wealth or
status, no elitism; people confront one another
shorn of these distinctions.

Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America

Throughout the world, the young and their allies
are drawn hypnotically to denim’s code of hope
and solidarity—to an undefined vision of the ener-
getic and fraternal Americanness inherent in them
all.

Kennedy Fraser, “That Missing Button”

Karl Lagerfeld for Chanel shapes a classic suit from
blue and white denim, $960, with denim bustier,
$360, . .. and denim hat, $400. All at Chanel
Boutique, Beverly Hills.

Photograph caption in Los Angeles Times Maga-
zine for article “Dressed-Up Denims,” April 19,
1987

. 4. Mistakes in dress can be of two sorts, those intended, as here, and those un-
intended. For some observations on the latter and on the special vulnerabilities of
women to them, see the discussion of ambivalences of gender (chapter 3).

‘ 5. Many contemporary punk-influenced stylings are of this ilk, as were cer-
tainly those of the outrageously garbed young men and women (les incroyables and
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Since the dawn of fashion in the West some seven hundred years
ago, probably no other article of clothing has in the course of its
evolution more fully served as a vehicle for the expression of status
ambivalences and ambiguities than blue jeans. Some of the social
history supporting this statement is by now generally well known.¢
First fashioned in the mid-nineteenth-century American west by
Morris Levi Strauss, a Bavarian Jewish peddler newly arrived in
San Francisco, the trousers then as now were made from a sturdy,
indigo-dyed cotton cloth said to have originated in Nimes, France.
(Hence the anglicized contraction to denim from the French de
Nimes. A garment similar to that manufactured by Levi Strauss
for goldminers and outdoor laborers is said to have been worn ear-
lier in France by sailors and dockworkers from Genoa, Italy, who
were referred to as “genes”; hence the term jeans. The distinctive
copper riveting at the pants pockets and other stress points were
the invention of Jacob Davis, a tailor from Carson City, Nevada,
who joined the Levi Strauss firm in 1873, some twenty years after
the garment’s introduction.

More than a century went by, however, before this working-
man’s garment attained the prominence and near-universal recog-
nition it possesses today. For it was not until the late 1960s that
blue jeans, after several failed moves in previous decades into a
broader mass market, strikingly crossed over nearly all class, gen-
der, age, regional, national, and ideological lines to become the
universally worn and widely accepted item of apparel they are to-
day. And since the crossover, enthusiasm for them has by no means
been confined to North America and Western Europe. In former
Soviet bloc countries and much of the Third World, too, where
they have generally been in short supply, they remain highly
sought after and hotly bargained over.

A critical feature of this cultural breakthrough is, of course,
blue jeans’ identity change from a garment associated exclusively

les merveilleuses) of postrevolutionary France, ca. 1795-1800 (Batterberry and
Batterberry 1977, 199).

6. Excellent, sociologically informed accounts of the origins and social history
of blue jeans are to be found in Belasco (n.d.) and Friedmann (1987).
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with work (and hard work, at that) to one invested with many of
the symbolic attributes of leisure: ease, comfort, casualness, so-
ciability, and the outdoors. Or, as the costume historians Jasper
and Roach-Higgins (1987) might put it, the garment underwent a
process of cultural authentication that led to its acquiring mean-
ings quite different from that with which it began. In bridging the
work/leisure divide when it did, it tapped into the new, consumer-
goods-oriented, postindustrial affluence of the West on a massive
scale. Soon thereafter it penetrated those many other parts of the
world that emulate the West.

But this stll fails to answer the questions of why so rough-
hewn, drably hued, and crudely tailored a piece of clothing should
come to exercise the fascination it has for so many diverse societies
and peoples, or why within a relatively short time of breaking out
of its narrow occupational locus it spread so quickly throughout
the world. Even if wholly satisfactory answers elude us, these
questions touch mtimately on the twists and rurns of status sym-
bolism I have spoken of.

To begin with, considering its origins and longtime association
with workingmen, hard physical labor, the outdoors, and the
American West, much of the blue jeans’ fundamental mystique
seems to emanate from populist sentiments of democracy, inde-
pendence, equality, freedom, and fraternity. This makes for a sar-
torial symbolic complex at war, even if rather indifferently for
nearly a century following its introduction, with class distinctions,
elitism, and snobbism, dispositions extant nearly as much in
jeans-originating America as in the Old World. It is not surprising,
therefore, that the first non—*“working stiffs” to become attached
to blue jeans and associated denim wear were painters and other
artists, mainly in the southwest United States, in the late 1930s
and 1940s (Friedmann 1987). These were soon followed by
“hoodlum™ motorcycle gangs (“bikers”) in the 1950s and by New
Left activists and hippies in the 1960s (Belasco n.d.). All these
groups (each in its own way, of course) stood strongly in opposition
to the dominant conservative, middle-class, consumer-oriented
culture of American society. Blue jeans, given their origins and his-
toric associations, offered a visible means for announcing such
antiestablishment sentiments. Besides, jeans were cheap, and, at
least at first, good fit hardly mattered.

FLAUNTS AND FEINTS / 71

Whereas by the late 1950s one could in some places see jeans
worn in outdoor play by middle-class boys, until well into the
1960s a truly ecumenical acceptance of them was inhibited pre-
cisely because of their association with (more, perhaps, through
media attention than from firsthand experience) such disreputable
and deviant groups as bikers and hippies. Major sales and public
relations campaigns would be undertaken by jeans manufacturers
to break the symboliclinkage with disreputability and to convince
consumers that jeans and denim were suitable for one and all and
for a wide range of occasions (Belasco n.d.). Apparently such ef-
forts helped; by the late 1960s blue jeans had achieved worldwide
popularity and, of greater relevance here, had fully crossed over
the occupation, class, gender, and age boundaries that had cir-
cumscribed them for over a century.

What was it—and, perhaps, what is it still—about blue jeans?
Notwithstanding the symbolic elaborations and revisions (some

would say perversions) to which fashion and the mass market have
in the intervening years subjected the garment, there can be little
doubt that at its crossover phase its underlying symbolic appeal
derived from its antifashion significations: its visually persuasive
historic allusions to rural democracy, the common man, sim-
plicity, unpretentiousness, and, for many, especially Europeans
long captivated by it, the romance of the American west with its
figure of the free-spirited, self-reliant cowboy.”

But as the history of fashion has demonstrated time and again,
no vestmental symbol 1s inviolable. All can, and usually will be,
subjected to the whims of those who wish to convey more or differ-
ent things about their person than the “pure” symbol in its initial
state of signification communicates. Democratic, egalitarian senti-
ments notwithstanding, social status still counts for too much in
Western society to permanently suffer the proletarianization that
an unmodified blue-jean declaration of equality and fraternity
projected. No sooner, then, had jeans made their way into the

7. Thisis not to put forward some absurd claim rofthe cffect that everyone who
donned a pair of jeans was swept up by this imagery. Rather, it is to suggest that it
was such imagery that came culturally to be encoded in the wearing of blue jeans
(Berger 1984, 80-82), so that whether one wore them indifferently or with calcu-
lated symbolic intent, imitatively or in a highly individual manner, they would “on

average” be viewed in this light.
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mass marketplace than myriad devices were employed for muting
and mixing messages, readmitting evicted symbolic allusions,
and, in general, promoting invidious distinctions among classes
and coteries of jean wearers. Indeed, to the extent that their very
acceptance was propelled by fashion as such, it can be said an ele-
ment of invidiousness was already at play. For, other things being
equal and regardless of the “message” a new fashion sends, merely
to be “in fashion™ is to be one up on those who are not as yet.®

Elite vs. Populist Status Markers

Beyond this metacommunicative function, however, the twists,
inversions, contradictions, and paradoxes of status symbolism
to which blue jeans subsequently lent themselves underscore the
subtle identity ambivalences plaguing many of their wearers. In a
1973 piece titled “Denim and the New Conservatives,” Kennedy
Fraser (1981, 92) noted several such, perhaps the most ironic
being this:

Some of the most expensive versions of the All-American denim
theme have come bouncing into our stores from European manufac-
turers. The irresistible pull of both European fashion and denim
means that American customers will pay large sums for, say, French
blue jeans despite the galling knowledge that fashionable young peo-
ple in Saint-Tropez are only imitating young people in America, a
country that can and does produce better and cheaper blue jeans
than France.

By 1990 a nearly parallel inversion seemed about to occur in
regard to the garment’s post-1950s image as leisure wear, al-

8. From this perspective, assumed by such important French critics as Barthes
(1983) and Baudrillard (1984), all fashion, irrespective of the symbolic content
that animates one or another manifestation of it, gravitates toward “designifica-
tion” or the destruction of meaning. That is to say, because it feeds on itself (on its
ability to induce others to follow the fashion “regardless™) it soon neutralizes or
sterilizes whatever significance its signifiers had before becoming objects of fash-
ion. Sheer display displaces signification; to take the example of blue jeans, even
people hostile to their underlying egalitarian message can via fashion’s mandate
wear them with ease and impunity and, contrary to the garment’s symbolic anti-
invidious origins, score “status points” by doing so. This argument is powerful but
in my view posits, in a manner similar to the claim that fashion is nothing more
than change for the sake of change, too complete a break berween the symbolic
content of culture and the communication processes that embody and reshape it.
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though for destinations other than fields and factories. With the
introduction of men’s fall fashions for the year featuring “urban
denim,” a spokesman for the Men’s Fashion Association said
(Hofmann 1990): “It’s not just about cowboys and country and
western anymore. It used to be that denim meant play clothes;
now men want to wear it to the office the next day.”

Framing the garment’s status dialectic was the contest of polar-
ities, one pole continuing to emphasize and extend blue jeans’
“base-line” symbolism of democracy, utility, and classlessness, the
other seeking to reintroduce traditional claims to taste, distinc-
tion, and hierarchical division. (Any individual wearer, and often
the garment itself, might try to meld motifs from both sides in the
hope of registering a balanced, yet appropriately ambivalent,
statement.)

Conspicuous Poverty: Fading and Fringing

From the “left” symbolic (and not altogether apolitical) pole came
the practice of jean fading and fringing. Evocative of a kind of con-
spicuous poverty, faded blue jeans and those worn to the point of
exposing some of the garment’s warp and woof were soon more
highly prized, particularly by the young, than new, well-blued
jeans. Indeed, in some circles worn jeans commanded a higher
price than new ones. As with Chanel’s little black dress, it cost
more to look “truly poor” than just ordinarily so, which new
jeans by themselves could easily accomplish. But given the vogue
that fading and fringing attained, what ensued in the marketplace
was predictable: Jeans manufacturers started producing prefaded,
worn-looking, stone- or acid-washed jeans.? These obviated, for
the average consumer if not for the means connoisseur disdainful
of such subterfuge, the need for a long break-in period.

Labeling, Ornamentation, and Eroticization

From the “right” symbolic pole emerged a host of stratagems and
devices, all of which sought in effect to de-democratize jeans while

9. A yet later variation on the same theme was “shotgun washed” jeans man-
ufactured by a Tennessee company that blasted its garments with a twelve-gauge
shotgun (Hochswender 1991b).
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Eroticizing the once “honest workingman’s garment”
rolled up. Courtesy of Tiveeds, Inc.

: blue jeans, shortened and
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capitalizing on the ecumenical appeal they had attained: designer
jeans, which prominently displayed the label of the designer; jeans
bearing factory sewn-in embroidering, nailheads, rhinestones,
and other decorative additions; specially cut and sized jeans for
women, children, and older persons; in general, jeans combined
(with fashion’s sanction) with items of clothing standing in sharp
symbolic contradiction of them, e.g., sports jackets, furs, dress
shoes, spiked heels, ruffled shirts, or silk blouses.

Paralleling the de-democratization of the jean, by the 1970s
strong currents toward its eroticization were also evident. These,
of course, contravened the unisex, de-gendered associations the
garment initially held for many: the relative unconcern for fit and
emphasis on comfort; the fly front for both male and female; the
coarse denim material, which, through it chafed some, particu-
larly women, was still suffered willingly. Numerous means were
found to invest the jean and its associated wear with gender-
specific, eroticized meaning. In the instance of women—and thisis
more salient sociologically since it was they who had been de-
temininized by donning the blatantly masculine blue jeans in the
first place—these included the fashioning of denim material into
skirts, the “jeans for gals™ sales pitches of manufacturers, the use
of softer materials, cutting jeans so short as to expose the buttocks,
and, in general, the transmogrification of jeans from loose-fitting,
baggy trousers into pants so snugly pulled over the posterior as to
require some women to lie down to get into them. So much for
comfort, so much for unisexuality! Interestingly, in the never-
ending vestmental dialectic on these matters baggy jeans for
women again became fashionable in the mid-1980s.

Designer Jeans

Of all of the modifications wrought upon it, the phenomenon of
designer jeans speaks most directly to the garment’s encoding of
status ambivalences. The very act of affixing a well-known de-
signer’s label-—and some of the world’s leading hautes couturiers
in time did so—to the back side of a pair of jeans has to be inter-
preted, however else it may be seen, along Veblenian lines, as an
instance of conspicuous consumption; in effect, a muting of the
underlying rough-hewn proletarian connotation of the garment
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through the introduction of a prominent status marker.1¢ True,
sewing an exterior designer label onto jeans—a practice designers
never resort to with other garments—was facilitated psychologi-
cally by the prominent Levi Strauss & Co. label, which had from
the beginning been sewn above the right hip pocket of that firm’s
denim jeans and had over the years become an inseparable part of
the garment’s image. It could then be argued, as it sometimes was,
that the outside sewing of a designer label was consistent with the
traditional image of blue jeans. Still, Yves Saint Laurent, Oscar de
la Renta, or Gloria Vanderbilt, for that matter, are not names to
assimilate easily with Levi Strauss, Lee, or Wrangler, a distinction
hardly lost on most consumers.

But as is so characteristic of fashion, every action elicits its reac-
tion. No sooner had the snoblike, status-conscious symbolism of
designer jeans made its impact on the market than dress coteries
emerged whose sartorial stock-in-trade was a display of disdain
for the invidious distinctions registered by so obvious a status
ploy. This was accomplished mainly through a demonstration of
hyperloyalty to the original, underlying egalitarian message of
denim blue jeans. As Kennedy Fraser (1981, 93) was to observe
of these countercyclicists in 1973:

The denim style of the more sensitive enclaves of the Village, the West
Side, and SoHo is the style of the purist and neo-ascetic. Unlike the
“chic™ devotee of blue jeans, this loyalist often wears positively baggy
denims, and scorns such travesties as embroideries and nailheads. To
underline their association with honesty and toil, the denims of
choice are often overalls.

10. Everyone, without exception, whom 1 interviewed and spoke with in the
course of my research on fashion {designers, apparel manufacturers, buyers, per-
sons from the fashion press, fashion-conscious laypersons) interpreted designer
jeans in this light. Most felt that status distinctions were the only reason for de-
signer jeans because, except for the display of the designer label, they could detect
no significant difference between designer and nondesigner jeans. Not all commen-
tators, however, are of the opinion that the prominent display of an outside label
can be attributed solely to invidious status distinctions. Some (Back 1983) find in
the phenomenon overtones of a modernist aesthetic akin, for example, to Bauhaus
design, exoskeletal building construction, action painting, and certain directions
in pop art wherein the identity of the creator and the processual markings of
his/her creation are visibly fused with the art work itself.
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Not long after, the “positively baggy denims” of which Fraser
speaks—this antifashion riposte to fashion’s prior corruption of
denim’s 1960s-inspired rejection of status distinctions—were
themselves, with that double reflexive irony at which fashion is so
adept, assimilated into the fashion cycle. Then those “into™ denim
styles could by “dressing down” stay ahead of—as had their older,
first-time-around denim-clad siblings of the sixties—their more
conformist, “properly dressed” alters.

CONCLUSION

And so, with Hegelian interminability, do the dialectics of status
and antistatus, democracy and distinction, inclusiveness and ex-
clusiveness pervade fashion’s twists and turns; as much, or even
more, with the workingman’s humble blue jeans as with formal
dinner wear and the evening gown.

But such is fashion’s way. If it is to thrive it can only feed off the
ambiguities and ambivalences we endure in our daily lives and
concourse, not only over those marks of social status considered
here but equally over such other key identity pegs as age, gender,
and sexuality, to mention but the most obvious. Were it the case, as
some scholars have maintained, that fashion’s sole symbolic end
was registering and re-registering invidious distinctions of higher
and lower, or better and lesser—that 1s, distinctions of class and
social status—it would hardly have enough “to talk about”; cer-
tainly not enough to account for its having thrived in Western so-
ciety for as long as it has. But, as we have already seen and will see
again in chapters to follow, it does have more to say: about our
masculinity and femininity, our youth and age, our sexual scruples
or lack thereof, our work and play, our politics, national identity,
and religion. This said, one need not take leave of what has en-
gaged us here, that rich symbolic domain that treats of the defer-
ence and respect we accord and receive from others (what Max
Weber meant by status), in order to appreciate that fashion is
capable of much greater subtlety, more surprises, more anxious
backward glances and searching forward gazes than we credit it
with.
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