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Agenda

I. Fashion and the body

II. Fashion as expression of identity, exercise of agency AND/OR  
tool of oppression

III.How do these ^^ become articulated in the marketplace and 
through consumption

LET’S MAKE THIS A 
DISCUSSION

At any point, feel free to debate 
and contest, raise points for 
discussion, ask questions etc.



Take-aways from Perusall



What does fashion have to do with the body?
Discussion in small groups 



Body and dress operate dialectically
- Dress adds meaning to the body and provides means by which 

bodies are made appropriate and acceptable to social 
situations

- Body gives life and fullness to dress (experience of dress as 
alive and “fleshy”)

Dress is both social and personal 
experience
- Dressed body is always situated within a particular social 

context

- Dress is actively produced through routine practices directed 
towards the body, which results in ways of being and ways of 
dressing

Entwistle 2000

“Dress is an 
embodied practice, a 
situated bodily 
practice that is 
embedded within the 
social world and 
fundamental to 
microsocial order”



Dress and Habitus 
(Bourdieu)

Fashion system together with social conditions and 
social norms affect the dress in everyday life

- Habitus enables improvisation and adaptation to these conditions: 
allows for agentic perspective while recognizing the influence of 
the social world

- Changes in society are (slowly) reflected in the habitus; habitus 
is a relatively open structure and constantly modified

Useful for understanding how dress styles are gendered 
and how gender is actively reproduced through dress

- Suit as an example of the standard “masculine” dress

- Women are seen as located in the body, whereas men are seen as 
transcending it

The habitus  = set of dispositions and naturalized skills 
that one has developed through their 
upbringing in a certain cultural milieu

Entwistle 2000



Man, Icon, Artist… of the Year



… Woman of the Year



“A man’s clothes, like his body, 
should indicate his transcedence and 
not attract attention; for him neither 
elegance nor good looks call for his 
setting himself up as an object; 
moreover, he does not normally consider 
his appearance as a reflection of his 
ego.

...woman, on the contrary, is even 
required by society to make herself an 
erotic object. 

The purpose of the fashions to which 
she is enslaved is not to reveal her as 
an independent individual, but rather 
to cut her off from her transcendence 
in order to offer her as prey to male 
desires; thus society is not seeking to 
further her projects but to thwart 
them.”

Simone De Beauvoir, 1949, The Second Sex (p. 556)



Women as erotic objects
Female body as feminine and by association sexual 
(Entwistle 2000)

Consumer culture provides women with a lexicon of 
clothes, styles, and accessories coded as sexy

- Such resources do not exist for men (to the same extent)

Women’s worth in society is connected to whether 
they are seen as sexy or not

- Trivialisation of women; submissive femininity as the 
stereotype to adhere to

Different sexualization of bodies can be seen as a 
way to uphold the patriarchy

Östberg 2022
See the full editorial here. 

https://www.gq-magazine.co.uk/article/woman-of-the-year-lana-del-rey




Tool of Oppression Expression of Identity / 
Exercise of Agency





Historically, women’s role in society 
has resulted in fewer legal rights, but 
also fewer fashion options 

Patriarchal expectations and norms of 
shape and constrain individual choices

- “If she is submissive to the established 
order, she will assume a discreet and 
stylish personality”(De Beauvoir 1949, 
560)

Some of the fashions subjected to women 
throughout the history have been uncomfortable, 
restrictive, and even life-threatening.





Claiming agency through fashion
“Resistance emerges when the consumer is conscious of 
the process of subjectification and tries to defy the limits 
imposed by it” (Zanette & Brito 2019, 367)

Different forms of resistance

- Direct resistance; problematizing and contesting oppressive 
discourses

- Resistance through reversal; e.g., instead of challenging the 
contemporary fashion and ideals of femininity, suffragettes 
chose to conform

- Complicit resistance; recognizing oppression, but partially 
succumbing to it (Zanette & Brito 2019)

Individual choice and paradox of conformity



Oppressive or 
empowering?





Self-expression

Lipstick as a key signifier of 
femininity

I. A pleasurable, self-chosen 
and skilled feminine pursuit

II.A normative, oppressive 
beauty practice that 
maintains the narrow 
feminine ideals

Gurrieri & Drenten 2019



Gurrieri & Drenten 2019

Priviledge

Lipstick has been historically 
associated with ideal female 
beauty 

(embraces youth and privileges whiteness)

I. Imposes constraints on those 
who do not fit the dominant 
ideal 

II.Opens up opportunities for 
both economic and political 
resistance 

Brief history of beauty as protest and power

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/brief-history-of-makeup-as-protest-and-power


On Makeup as a Tool for 
Queer Resistance

Morality
Lipstick as a marker of 
morality

(rules governing access and 
application of lipstick)

I. Oppress by moralizing and 
controlling bodies; what is 
acceptable and appropriate

II.Resist and challenge 
gendered norms; use of 
lipstick as a tool of 
political engagement and 
activism

Gurrieri & Drenten 2019

https://lithub.com/on-makeup-as-a-tool-for-queer-resistance/
https://lithub.com/on-makeup-as-a-tool-for-queer-resistance/


“the empowering characteristics of beautification, however, 
are difficult and perhaps impossible to represent in a sexist 

context; therefore, while beautifying may be a positive 
experience for women, being viewed as a beautified object 

in current western society is almost always opposed to 
women’s equality and autonomy” 

(Cahill 2003, 42)



Commodification of 
empowerment
Freedom, choice and opportunity can be achieved 
through consumption 

>>>> Postfeminism / neoliberal feminism

A shift from objectification to 
subjectification 

- Visible in consumer culture and media 

- Creates new forms of self-policing and 
commodification as women come to embody the ideal 
neoliberal subject 

- ‘Female gaze’

Patriarchal marketing and absence of 
representation (Gurrieri 2021)



How does age relate to fashion?



Twigg 2007

Age and fashion

Ageless style

- “The new cultural ideal of successful aging is indeed to age without showing 
the visual signs of doing so”(Twigg 2010, 486)

Aging successfully is a marketplace intervention with neoliberal solutions 

- (Rules of patriarchal marketing apply here as well)



Role of age-ordering in determining dress 
choices of older people

- No fashion for older people as such?
- Considerations of color, cut, and return to 
childishness 

...maintained through moral ordering of dress 
that discipline the body

- Lapses of dress
- Sexuality

Intersection of gender and age
- The “rules” tend to be harsher especially on 
older women

Twigg 2007



Dress to resist and redefine the dominant 
meanings of age
Tensions between age resistance vs. age denial

- Internalization of society’s devaluation of older 
people

- ‘Growing old gracefully’

Role of consumer culture
- Increased representation and visibility, destigmatising 
ageing 

- ...or new, more subtle forms of age-ordering? 

Farinosi 2022: Deconstructing the stigma of ageing: The 
rise of the mature female influencers

Farinosi 2022; Twigg 2007

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/13675494221102188
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/13675494221102188


Can empowerment be marketised? 



Summary

Body and dress operate 
dialogically

Fashion system together 
with social conditions 
and social norms affect 
the dress in everyday 
life

- Concept of habitus; 
gender as reproduced 
through dress

- Habitus is a somewhat 
open structure and 
constantly modified

1 2
Fashion can be used to 
express identity and take 
control 

- Opportunities for 

resistance 

But it also creates tensions 
between oppression and 
empowerment

- Considerations of self-
expression, priviledge and 
morality

3
Freedom through consumption / 
market place ???

- Choices are made within the 
fashion system; are we free to 
choose?

Individual empowerment ≠ 
equality

- Systemic inequalities in the 
society


