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This study examines sartorial statements and descriptions in texts by
postmodern women writers Margaret Atwood, Alice Walker, and Maxine Hong
Kingston. The texts are Atwood’s novélat's EyeandThe Robber BrideWalker’s
novel The Color Purpleand short story collectioim Love and TroubleKingston’s
prose narrative¥he Woman WarrioandChina Men,and her novelripmaster
Monkey The work defines the terms “fashion,” “dress,” “non-fashion,” “anti-
fashion,” “traditional garments,” and “costume.” It situates its discussithreat
intersection of mid-to-late twentieth-century American women’s pnasetives,
postmodernism, feminism, and fashion theory and history in order to determine the
significance of and attitudes toward sartorial habits and the culture oihgpthi
including specific garments and hairstyles.

By engaging in the close reading of sartorial passages and by laiyoric
contextualizing garments and outfits chosen by characters and descdbed an
commented upon by narrators, the study shows that while clothing and its
significance are highly contested issues, such issues have recentgdesjgyrge in
academic attention. Clothing’s significance in construction of identidiesat be
overstated. The texts strongly demonstrate the implications of sartorie aslhhey

relate to age, gender, class, ethnicity, and nationality, and the study adthress5s



in feminist literary research whereby matters of dress in my subpdsthave not

been remarked adequately and in some cases, not remarked at all. Tloh sisnas

that Atwood’s work is fascinated with the culture of clothing and yet conflicted about
the consequences of that culture for individuals. Walker's work is keenly aware of
sartorial significance as a sometimes positive and sometimes negate/ebiar one
always to be reckoned with. Kingston, who is also keenly aware of sartorial
significance, writes clothing as integral to constructed historiegnadities, and
gendered identities. The study concludes by considering the ways in \&Hiatias
judgment is almost always directed at women and the garment industry’s woeful
treatment of women in factories. It introduces the anti-sweatshop actoxsinment

and urges consumption practice that is informed and conscientious about labor issues.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION: FASHION, FEMINISM, AND POSTMODERN FICTION
The purpose oflothes-Reading: Sartorial Consciousness and Postmodern
Fiction by Womeis to examine the production and reception of knowledge regarding the
culture of clothing in Margaret Atwood’s novelat's Eye(1988) andrhe Robber Bride
(1993), Alice Walker’s short story collection Love and Troubl€1973), and her novel
The Color Purplg1982), and Maxine Hong Kingston’s prose narratiies Woman
Warrior (1975),China Men(1977), andlripmaster Monkey1987). In these works,
authors describe clothing not only to set the scene and to create charactéss, tbut a
comment on fashion and dressing as cultural, social, and sometimes polititeéprac
The texts are exceedingly aware of ways that social classifisategarding gender, age,
and class are encoded into sartorial statements. As such, they reveal how their
protagonists, for better or worse, negotiate social situations and hiesdrghaerking
(or not working) their wardrobes, no matter how meager or abundant those wardrobes
may be. The narrative visions of all three authors attend to the experiences of and
attitudes toward sartorial constructions, thereby illustrating how optimakes the
complications of social life visible” (Harvey 17).
| would add that clothing and the imperative to dress are themselves

complications of social life. Issues of class, gender, power, perforirethogity,
nationality, and anxiety all come into play in the culture of clothing, the preisentd
the social self, and the reception of that presentation. Coming from a varietyabf soci
ethnic, national, and geographic positions, women writers register a \argatstorial

attitudes and experiences. My intention is to tease out from my selecteditdxts s



attitudes and experiences. My inquiry considers the symbolic and rhetorical values
invested in different outfits through their genealogies. It also attends Wwajlsein
which the narratives reinforce or subvert those values. | ask such questions as, from
what cultural, historical, aesthetic, or political movements did particattorgl
significances originate or accumulate? How are gender, class, and ethniti@mal na
identities constructed through sartorial traditions and subversions? How do theesrrat
effect semiotic shifts in clothing connotations? How does the writing of nptieflect
the performative qualities of dress suggested by Judith Butler? Do people in the novels
use clothing effectively to enhance their own senses of self determinatioh@ ssne
time, does the fiction critique the contemporary gender-charged naturéadeeiment
and the exploitive tendencies of fashion production? These are all questions to be
addressed in close reading of written clothing—clothes reading. As myurieeraviews
will show, the significance of written clothing has been examined to some axthat
case of Atwood, to a much lesser extent in the case of Walker, and practicatiglhot a
the case of Kingston. My study, therefore, sets forth and reacts to previmisncrand
fills gaps in a discussion that rests at the intersection of feminism, riasimia fiction.
“Fashion” is defined here, following Entwistle, who quotes Quentin Bell, as an
historically specific system for the production and consumption of clothing and
accessories which is characterized by a “logic of ‘change for efgirsgke™ (44-45).
Fashion refers not just to haute couture but also to all manner of everyday dress and
“street style,” which are routinely considered by fashion theorists as kg fa#shion
system, which also includes clothing at all but the most extremely berels lof the

socio/economic hierarchy. Fashion also pertains to clothing and accessonen wll



social environments, whether they involve work, leisure, sports, shopping, or human
rituals. “Dress,” as a verb, refers to the selection by an individual ahatsrial objects
or accessories designed to cover and/or adorn the body for purposes of protection and
social interaction. “Dress,” as a houn, refers to the ensemble selected. Thosgldthis
is interested in the material as well as the symbolic properties ofrgothis helpful to
apply the linguistic analogy whereby fashion is the language, and dthesnslividual
speech act. Just paroleis tolangue dress is to fashion (Barthéhe Language of
Fashion8).

| use the term “non-fashion” to indicate a style of dress that signifiesedsstin
fashion or style. A good example is found in Atwoodat's Eye The protagonist’s
brother Stephen sports a soiled and tattered look that is carefully maintained ito orde
distance himself from boys he scornfully calls “fruity clothes horses” (23Amti-*
fashion,” on the other hand, expresses a great deal of interest by aggressiyiely de
mocking that which the fashion system—read the establishment—currentlyasfféns
or mainstream. Punk fashion was anti-fashion, but anti-fashion often and paradoxically
becomes fashionable. Fashion and anti-fashion change quickly, which sets them apart
from traditional clothing. “Traditional garments” are those such as kacause their
impulse is toward continuity rather than change. Fashion historians point out that
traditional garments do in fact change, but such changes are subtle and difficult for
cultural outsiders to see. Finally, “costume” refers to styles of dresgfts that

attempt to mimic the look of another time, place, culture, gender, or profession.



Fashion and Feminism

While Atwood, Walker, and Kingston all write the above styles of dress into their
fiction, they are also identified (sometimes problematically) ssnist, and because it is
women—or men derisively labeled effeminate—who are sneered at for a pratmeup
with clothing, feminism has a great stake in discussions regarding habiessfad
whether they are empowering or disempowering. Though academic fennise
West is credited with opening spaces for the study of formerly margid&ideural
forms, it traditionally takes a dim view of self-adornment and clothing sdarKaja
Silverman refers to the “sartorial reticence of North American femifiighich is “part
of a larger reaction against everything that has been traditionally asdotitditdemale
narcissism and exhibitionism” (193). William Keenan'’s “ ‘Sartor ResaRes/isited”
notes “hostility generated by students of feminist theory towards fashionhrilmtUK
and the US (42). And Linda Scotfsesh Lipstickraces the history of feminism’s
antipathy for fashion, locating it in current pedagogies of academicdassiowith the
second wave. This situation is ironic, given that dress studies have been nzadinal
due to “prevailing ‘masculinist’ academic prejudices against ‘women’stspf which
dress and the body appeared the most extreme” (Keenan 7). However, as the previous
guotations, this study, and the narratives it examines attest, feministrshhpia
engaged in revising its approach to clothing culture and its effects on women’s lives

In her popular bookeminism Susan Brownmiller writes, “Every wave of
feminism has foundered on the question of dress reform” (79). Indeed, ever since the
reform-inspired women’s movement of the 1850s, American feminism has been divided

by conflicting ideologies regarding what women—especially festari-should wear.



Though the postmodern spirit embraces active self-construction, a construction that
includes and enjoys sartorial surfaces as slippery markers of idelatityng and the
consumption of clothing remain suspect. In her b&dd&rned in DreamsElizabeth
Wilson, who uses the term “anti-fashion” to mean the attitude that considemnfashi
wasteful and frivolous, writes that fashion and anti-fashion ideals are redaipddsed
philosophies of authenticity and the more aesthetically-minded ideals of Madernis
According to Wilson, the idealization of authenticity, which mistakenly equlageglain
and the useful with the authentic self, is opposed to the modern, which celebrates the
fluidity of codes and the possibilities of play and subversion within those codes. There
can be no synthesis of these two world-views, and Wilson expresses what the opposition
means for fashion and feminism: “Is fashionable dress part of the oppression of women,
or is it a form of adult play? Is it part of the empty consumerism, or is & afsitruggle
symbolized in dress codes? Does it muffle the self, or create it? . . . [Tlisaghbat
fashion is oppressive, the antithesis is that we find it pleasurable; . . . no systhesis i
possible” Adorned231, 232). Thus, fashion remains a site of contention and postmodern
ambivalence.
Fashion and Discour se

While Wilson’s work maintains that the feminist division over fashion has gone
largely unarticulated (a situation that is currently and quickly changing)ssalso aware
that one can locate a great deal of fashion consciousness and discourse within the pages
of novels. The English novel has always been a site of dress critique, and, as new
populations began to write their experiences in English, the novel widened and

diversified its reflection of sartorial consciousness. In this way, thangvot clothing in



the novel becomes a specific and diverse site of the production of cultural knowledge
about fashion and attitudes toward the ways in which people present their social bodies.
In Orientalism Edward Said sets forth a commonly accepted theory regarding the power
of books as sites of knowledge production and dissemination. Said writes, “The idea. . . .
is that people, places, and experiences can always be described by a book, so much so
that the book (or text) acquires a greater authority, and use, even than theyactualit
describes” (295). Though Said’s topic is the power of the colonial text to write the
colonial place and its subject, the idea that books create cultural knowlebigeldsil

and becomes even more important as the global market makes wider groups of tex
available to wider groups of readers. Fiction and the analysis of fiction in and out of the
academy continue to produce knowledge just as they attempt to reflegt réaslia

literary study, the following privileges “the deconstruction of image or ptaakitext”
(Brewer, gtd. in WilsonAdorned272). In doing so, it “dwell[s] on fashion images and
their symbolic and communicative power” (Wilson 272) in order to consider chatacters
sartorial practices as well as narrative attitudes toward clothimg icontext of

postmodern aesthetics and ontological philosophies.

Though close reading of clothing may seem novel, philosophers, historians,
cultural critics, artists, and feminists have been fascinated with ggadf dress and
adornment for a very long time. In 1575, Montaigne speculated about the origins of
clothing and noted, as many since have, that human beings are the only creatures in
nature who dress themselves (Kim et al. 15-17). Just as our languages setfi@apart
the animal kingdom, so do our clothes. Montaigne contemplated the nature/culture

dichotomy, noting that clothing is clearly not natural. He knew, as Carlyle didn#rat



“Iis by nature dNaked Animal(Carlyle 4, emphasis original). Clothing of any sort, then,
denaturalizes the body, and theorists from an astonishingly wide range oficdsgipl
approaches have worked to explain fashion as an intriguing and mysterious sigtural
system, which, unlike spoken language, carries enormously significant amslial
material properties. Theorists and critics of clothing include dress hrstdfiaylor,
Steele, Ribeiro, Wilson), economists (Smith, Veblen), anthropologists (Crawley
Schwarz), psychologists (Hurlock, Flugel), sociologists (Simmel, Cranej<Elefy

artists and art historians (Laver, Hollander), and literary/filmecsrigSwift, Carlyle,

Hazlitt, Barthes, Silverman). Elizabeth Wilson writes that “fashion igcdiffto theorize
because it pertains to more than one set of practices, and cannot, therefore, be quite
encompassed within a single discourse of academic ‘discipline”™ (“The New
Components” 221). Lou TaylorBhe Study of Dress Histodescribes various methods
of research and makes clear how complex dress studies are while confirening
impossibility of imposing monolithic theories that explain in total the phenomenon of
human sartorial practice.

But while studies in dress have a long and complex history, they are also noted for
being marginalized in the academy. Taylor quotes Dr. Samuel Rush Meyrick atesChar
Hamilton-Smith, who in 1821 “wrote that costume history was burdened with ‘the
intemperate and hasty charge of carrying with it the inferiority of nogbgorthy of
consideration of a man of letters™ (2). Indeed, it is conventional in acadentiiwgwri
about clothing to begin with a sort of apology or explanation pertaining to the perceived
triviality of the topic, and in a discussion regarding ethnographic studies, Tagkasqu

anthropologist Ronald Schwarz, who wrote in 1979, “clothing is a subject about which



anthropologists should have much to say yet remain mysteriously silent . . pDessri

of clothing are so rare in some texts of social anthroplogy . . . that the casuahnagder
easily conclude the natives go naked” (195). However, the influences of feminist
postcolonial, and ethnic studies, and what Vincent B. Leitch calls “the triumph wfadult
studies,” has resulted in a surge of cross-disciplinary studies that included se&s-
disciplinary clothing studiek. This surge is part and parcel of the turn to postmodernism
in scholarship that Fredric Jameson calls “aesthetic populism,” a turn thasanea,
exciting, and more credible spaces for the analysis of fashion, includimgrfas

fiction. Furthermore, postmodern studies are fascinated with issues ofyicdeatit
surfaces, both of which pertain to dress.

Within this epistemological climate, one can notice a flurry of academic
publication regarding dress and fashion. Just a few examples include Gillesttkyts/e
The Empire of FashioflL991); Benstock and Ferris©n Fashion(1994); Joan
Entwistle’sThe Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern Social TH20660);

Diana Crane’s Fashion and its Social Agendas: Class, Gender, and Identity in Clothing
(2000); William Keenan'®ressed to Impress: Looking the P&001); Malcolm
Barnard’sFashion as Communicatid2002); Johnson, Torntore, and Eichét&ashion
Foundations: Early Writings on Fashion and Dr¢2603); Burman and Turbin’s

Material Strategies: Dress and Gender in Historical Perspe¢20©3); David Kunzle’'s
Fashion & Fetishism: Corsets, Tight-Lacing & other Forms of Body-Scul (20@4);

and Kuchler and Miller<lothing as Material Cultur¢2005). In what seems to me a
brave and surprising move, Ali Guy, Eileen Green, and Maura Banim, the editors of

Through the Wardrobe: Women'’s Relationships with Their Cldq2@31), discuss their



contributors not only in terms of their academic positions, accomplishments, and
publications, but also in terms of their personal sartorial styles and how thapdeé

the business of having to present themselves as clothed bodies within the pretimects of
university. Given the current out-of-the-academic-closet attention to fashi®

certainly important, perhaps even vital, for literary criticism to lendatse to a widely
diverse, rigorous, and fascinating discussion.

In “Accounting for Fashion,” Anne Hollander notes that “the hunt for meaning in
cultural trends focuses on clothes more than ever in these self-conscioumdays;rent
clothes are now found to be emotionally loaded in ways that only stage and screen
costumes once were” (105). The use of costumes as visual signifiers on ¢hanstag
screen is well-known, but we also know that novelists have also always dressed and
accessorized their characters so that clothing in prose fiction is “emotitoeaded” as
well. The extra-significance of “written clothing” as opposed to real cigtis
emphasized by Roland Barthd@sie Fashion SystemWritten during Barthes’
structuralist period]he Fashion Systeattempts to exhaustively describe and define an
enclosed system of signifiers within two French fashion magazines. Fashiarimeaga
address a much different rhetorical situation than novels, so Barthes’ metaatbasr
not fit novelistic analysis; however, his discussion does speak to the extracamgpefof
written clothing, which carries more connotative meaning than real clothoagibe it is
relieved of material conditions and contingencies. According to Barthesaf ‘R
clothing is burdened with practical considerations (protection, modesty, adoynment
these finalities disappear from ‘represented’ clothing, which no longexsstnprotect,

to cover, or to adorn, but at most to signify protection, modesty, or adornment.” Later in



the passage, he writes, “only written clothing has no practical or aegthedtion: it is
entirely constituted with a view to signification” (8). In the context ofdictiHollander
acknowledges the significance of written clothing when she writes, “nevahst poets
have always considered the resonant meaning in everyday dress” (105), a res@tance t
becomes amplified in the everyday world of the novel.

Because the “resonant meaning” of clothing is so prevalent in fiction, fashion
historians often turn to literary texts for documentation regarding not only vetzl
but also social attitudes, subtleties, and realities of dress in everydalydiféenstance,
Hollander'sSeeing Through Clothésscludes a section on dress in realistic fiction of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Aileen RibeDoéss and Moralitys absolutely
permeated with literary citations, and Taylor’s study notes, “Novelgivarmperceptive
and helpful accounts not just of the actuality of period dress, . . . but can also provide a
special form of emotional insight into behavior patterns which make up what John
Harvey terms ‘the complication of social life made visible™ (92).

But while dress historians make much of literary fashion statementsyfitera
critics typically overlook such discourse as mere description, unlesmargaachieves
symbolic status—Hester Prynn’s scarlet letter and Faith Brown’s pinknsbdoe of
course a couple of American literature’s most famous and much-discussgolesa
But worked up into a literary symbol or not, clothing often suggests a great deal of
significance. IrDressed in FictionClaire Hughes notes, “attention to dress provides, of
course, only one way of looking at a text, but it is surprising that so few litetacg c
have taken the trouble to give such attention in a systematic fashion” (5). oficthe w

“systematic” is key here, because while there are few extended studies®in prose

10



fiction, there are a great many journal-length articles that condatbimg within the
context of single texts, authors, and sometimes periods. Classic realismismajaad
modernism draw the most discussion in short pieces regarding literary cloBong
instance, many feminist critics have analyzed the importance of dresgini&MWoolf's
Orlandog, a novel that “makes fashion central” (Benstock, Ferriss, and Woods 213).
Systematic studies remain rare, however. They include Rib&agision and Fiction:
Dress in Art and Literature in Stuart Englantennie Batchelor'Bress, Distress and
Desire: Clothing and the Female Body in Eighteenth-Century LiteraHughes’Henry
James and the Art of Dresand her work mentioned above, which considers selected
nineteenth and early twentieth-century realist novels within the traditiowgisk canon
in order “to show how an author’'s employment of dress and its accessoriesamaiie
the structure of that text, its values, its meanings or its symbolicrpaif@r Hughes
notes that white dresses are “the most insistent dress-note throughout,” wisith cal
mind another book-length study of fashion in fiction: John Harvig\ga in Black
Because Harvey is more interested in black as a color imbued with myriagirghan
historical and political nuances than the fashion aesthetics of literar piessaselves,
he consults a wide range of art, fashion plates, memoirs, and other historical dscument
He is a literary specialist, though, and relies heavily on novels, partyctilase of
Dickens, because novelists’ “famed skill is precisely in reading the inrearingeof
externals,” and their work “may still register better than other souaces ¢f the large
spiritual politics of the time that were reflected in the inner and outerrpeygether”

(19).

11



Harvey’'s book spans close to a millennium of Western Civilization and closes
appropriately with a chapter called “Black in Our Time.” Harvey erglénat his
analysis of black in our time departs from a focus on literary texts becausgaipbis
and films have taken over the task of making style visible. Even so, his discussion of
black in the twentieth century refers to novels by Kafka and Pynchon. While Harvey i
correct to note the importance of film as visual media recording visual guitsre
attention to prose fiction indicates that, even so, clothing is still an essésraing of
many a novelistic vision. In addition, his selection of Pynchon’s postmodern texds bri
me to the point that while one can locate a handful of book and dissertation titles that
focus systematically on fashion in literature, | am aware of only one bookistugty
that features a contemporary postmodern author who writes in English: Cynthiag Kuhn’
Self-fashioning in Margaret Atwood’s FictioBecause of this dearth, my extended study
of the culture of clothing in post-modern novels by contemporary authors will add to and
facilitate discussion that links two remarkably significant culturaltpes—the
production of texts and sartorial selves. My dissertation will also advance thsisona
the ways in which fiction presents and critiques cultural knowledge regarding the
theoretically fragmented and fluid nature of postmodern identity.

Fashion and Postmoder nism

Because of its ambivalent nature, its complicity with constructed notions of
identity, and its penchant for parody and play, fashion is very often postmodern in spirit.
According to Linda Hutcheon’& Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction
(7-15), postmodern forms challenge and collapse the boundaries between &t and i

and theory, elite and popular culture. Postmodernism loves to tip its hat to the past, but

12



such tipping is “not a nostalgic return; it is a critical revisiting, an ironilogiiee with the
past of both art and society” (4). The postmodern spirit values what Hutcheon calls “the
ex-centric” and therefore tends to displace that which or those who occupy #reatent
dominant culture. Fashion is clearly amenable to all of the above mentioned gjualitie
though Hutcheon ignores it in her list of postmodern forms. Clothing is a literal
boundary between art and life as it metonymically marks and constructs e soci
presentation of the living body. Though considered by most as a form of popular culture,
it occupies spaces from the most elite museums to the biggest and most revildabaf big
chains, thereby collapsing the elite/mass culture divide. Haute couturetaodlsiral
styles always come off as bizarre and eccentric, but such eccentiiertynzdinages to
make its way into the cultural mainstream (albeit in a toned-down versiorgbyhde-
centering that which held sway before. Fashion is also obsessed with theddasea
to parody historic forms as well as combine them into new creations of paatibloegh
| would argue that sometimes fashion’s borrowing from the past is indeedgmostal
Whether it’s being ironic or nostalgic, fashion obtains “the important postmodern concept
of ‘the presence of the past” (Hutcheon 4). According to Hutcheon’s very complex
definition, fashion is eminently postmodern.
Wilson has also identified current fashion as reflective of the postmodern spirit.

Referring to the relatively recent change in fashion cycles wherglurality of styles
exists at any given time, she writes,

Its eclecticism and oscillation is part of its ‘postmodern-nessiroly

and cynical self-parody also seem very postmodern, its knowingness about

its own performance. Thus the ‘confusion’ that so puzzled fashion writers

13



in the 1970’s, the apparent ending of the orderly evolution of one style out
of another, is explicable once it is seen as part of postmodernism.
(“These New Components” 223)
Wilson stresses the way in which fashion is implicated in the postmodern construction of
identities, both individual and collective. She notes postmodernism’s discussions of
fragmented identity, which is “of interest to dress” (8) because clothmbeased to
create a sort of coherence of being—what | would call the put-together persona, or in
more negative terms, the held-together persona. This idea is very nicetgitdldsh a
passage from Atwoodlsife Before Manin which the protagonist Elizabeth is in a state
of depression because, though her husband is attending to her needs, she is mourning the
suicide of her lover. A disembodied third-person narrator tells us,
Sheis notin. She’s somewhere between her body, which is lying sedately
on the bed, . . . wearing a black turtleneck pullover, a straight black skirt,
a mauve slip, a beige brassiere with a front closing, and a pair of
pantyhose, the kind that come in plastic eggs, and the ceiling with its
hairline cracks. (4)
“Not in,” Elizabeth seems as disembodied as the narrator, an all-voice who needs no
clothes. The plastic egg, which must be cracked to get to the pantyhose, andhiipe ceil
cracks reflect Elizabeth’s fragmented state. The pantyhose encésgsheist as the all-
black-on-the-outside but not-coordinated-on-the-inside outfit creates a vissalafe

wholeness that she clearly does not experience on a psychic level. Noteittietreetk
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and a straight skirt are certainly constrictive sorts of garments. Theissgémingly all
that holds her together at this point.

Just as postmodern identity is discussed as fragmented, it is also discussed as
fluid. Wilson notes that whether clothing’s “fluidity . . . offers an alternatvihé
stagnant fixity of ‘old-fashioned’ ideas of personality and core identityit is contrarily
used to “fix identity more firmly,” we can still understand it in the contexboftructed
identities (“These New Components” 9). This sort of thinking recalls Judith Butler
very influential post-structuralist wo&ender Troublewhich considers sexual identity
as “aneffectof discursive practices” (24, italics original). Dressing is a disgairs
practice, and though Butler does not discuss clothing, the cover of her book depicts a
brother and a sister both wearing dresses, thereby disrupting conventional modes of
constructing gender through dress. Through an extraordinary analysis regfaeding
ontological theories of Lacan, Kristeva, Foucault, Irigaray, Cixous, and otheles; But
determines that problems regarding lack of personal agency expressedurgide
theories of ontology can be addressed through knowledge of the discursively-produced
nature of our selves. Such knowledge is emancipatory because once we understand the
discourses through which we are subjected, we are better equipped to pick and choose the
gualities we want as we construct and perform our identities. Fashion witieges
fashion would agree here. Rather than considering fashion as a repressive force tha
creates passive victims who blindly act within its thrall, we can considerait
constructive, contradictory, and subversive force to be “used and abused” as wateegoti

our way through a very complex, competitive, and capitalist culture.
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On the other hand, the ambiguous nature of fashion denies a too simplistic
celebration of the freedom to create identities. For instance, though Wil3te@se’ New
Components of the Spectacle” does not mention Butler’'s work, it does suggestsarcritici
of its postmodern stance on identity when it says, “in a fragmenting world, |[$e@he
that they can in some way ‘choose’ the identity they were born with, or redefihe
rework it. Yet ultimately we do not choose our bodies, so postmodern playfulness can
never entirely win the day” (8). Wilson makes an excellent point, and just as 8utle
work informs my work, | am also interested to see how my objects of study releste
idea of ontology and personal (re)definition. For instance, postmodern feminists tend to
be fond of Madonna and point out her ever-changing personas as a mark of power and
self-determination, a sort of feminist refusal to settle into stiflingsroMadonna
practically personifies Butler's suggestion of created self-hood. And yegguste do
not choose our bodies,” we also do not choose our socio-economic or geopolitical
situations. Madonna is enormously wealthy. To cast her as feminist rolegptaien
model has got to be useless to the majority of the world’s women. The fiction, on the
other hand, is populated by a plurality of personalities coming from myriad socia
positions and occupying myriad body types. It therefore presents more viable
conceptions of ways real women in the real world are able to practice the self-
determining sort of self-construction advocated by Butler's feminist theory

Fashion and the Novel

Though this study situates itself in the context of postmodern cultural production,

as suggested earlier, narrative presentation of the clothed body is cedaitdyas the

novel itself. If we accept the commonly held notion set forth by lan WHEtEsRise of
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the Novethat the novel in English coalesces as a form in the late seventeenth century, we
know that written clothing has been encoded into the novel’s narrative structure from
early on. In the following passage from Aphra Bel@fsonoko,the narrator describes
sartorial trade and dress in South America: “Then we trade for Featiméch they
order into all Shapes, make themselves little short Habits of ‘em, and glori@ashdé/r
for their Heads, Neck, Arms and Legs, whose Tinctures are unconceivable. | tad a Se
these presented to me, and | gave ‘em tKihg’s Theatre it was theDress of the
Indian Queen (10). Behn goes on at length to describe the captivating native dress, and
so proclaims the West's historical fascination for and influence by sdrtonstructions
of the Other, a fascination that is equaled by the Other’s fascination foradartor
constructions in the West. And Ribeiro writes, “Eighteenth-century novels acé# full
references to the social disasters that might ensue if the dress was nptiajgpto the
situation or the class of the wearelDr€ss95). Hughes discusses DefoRgxanaas a
novel “where dress starts to become an engine of the plot. This is not the storyeof sing
fixed images, but of dress in movement, metamorphosis, unpredictable and treacherous”
(DressedL1).

In the nineteenth century, Charlotte Bronté’s Rochester and eponymous narrator
Jane Eyre both judge little Adéle’s delight in sartorial fripperies, sdhbatader is to
understand such delight reveals a poverty of mind and, especially in the caseetd Adél
mother, morals. As Adéle prepares to meet the ladies of Rochester’s evening
entertainment, Jane turns her head away from her charge to hide her condgscendin
smile, a smile resulting from her thought that “there was something ludiasowsll as

painful in the little Parisienne’s earnest and innate devotion to matters of (Ar&3s
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Adéle’s habits of dress include a penchant for pink satin, a color and texturd figure
the novel as particularly and perniciously frivolous. Thereftaae Eyre’slress talk
sets forth the conventionally didactic association of female sartorightiaind display
with female vacuity. On the other haddne Eyrecritiques the way plain and
substandard clothing is used by the horrid Mr. Brocklehurst in order to sartanealky
and maintain the very low-class social situations of the orphans at Lowood. By
depriving them of anything remotely pretty or fine to the touch, he intends to keep them
“humble” and “to mortify in them the worldly sentiment of pride,” though pride is
acceptable in his own offspring. The nasty and oppressive nature of the orphans’
treatment is opposed and emphasized by Brocklehurst's daughter, who exglanmriser
visit to Lowood, “ ‘Oh, dear papa, how quiet and plain all the girls at Lowood look; with
their hair combed behind their ears, and their long pinafores, and those litdadHoll
pockets outside their frocks—they are almost like poor people’s children! ... ‘they
looked at my dress and mama’s, as if they had never seen a silk gown before0{29)
course, the orphans’ social situation is worse than that of “poor people’s children,” and
Brocklehurst intends for them to be stuck so that they can become drudges for tbe likes
him. Disallowing decent clothing serves such a purpose. Jane, who Cinderella-like,
moves from rags to riches in marriage nevertheless retains her propeegtrand
sedate preference for understatement. Upon her engagement, Rochester “ddntiged [
to go to a certain silk warehouse.” Jane narrates the shopping excursion:

[T]here | was ordered to choose half a dozen dresses. | hated the business,

| begged leave to defer it: no—it should be gone through with now. By

dint of entreaties expressed in energetic whispers, | reduced the half-dozen
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to two: these however, he vowed he would select himself. With anxiety |
watched his eye rove over the gay stores: he fixed on a rich silk of the
most brilliant amethyst dye, and a superb pink satin. |told him in a new
series of whispers, that he might as well buy me a gold gown and a silver
bonnet at once: | should certainly never venture to wear his choice. With
infinite difficulty, for he was stubborn as a stone, | persuaded him to make
an exchange in favour of a sober black satin and a pearl-grey silk. (273-4)

Though she accepts the quality of silk, the super-sympathetic Jane, thereiotansa

her signature colors and the novel’s didactic injunction against sartorial odlor a

ornament.

One could go on and on citing examples which demonstrate that the writing of
clothing and metadiscourse regarding the morals and politics of dress continue
throughout the novel’s history. This practice reaches a manic level of logthrbagh
the voice of serial killer Patrick Bateman in Bret Easton Ellis’s contstal@merican
Psychg a novel strongly rejected by many in the media and boycotted by the National
Organization of Women as overly violent and misogynistitthile American Psychés
painfully graphic in its sexual/slasher type torture scenes, | briqghtre because it is
also quite radical in terms of its postmodern style and critique, which includesgeaie
the-top focus on clothing mentioned above, and in doing so, it also provides an example
of not-subtle discourse criticizing designer-driven postmodern sartoriaitydand
conspicuous consumption.

American Psychgresents a horrific have/have not New York City in which

people areompletely surfacenoral vacuums, thereby taking to its logical conclusion the
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fear that commercialized surface identities will result in persoeshbid of internal

morality, political conscience, and human sympathy. This idea is thedyetidatulated

by Llewellyn Negrin’'s “The Self as Image: A Critical AppraisdlPostmodern Fashion

Theories,” an article that sets forth fashion theory’s failure to questiortiteof

appearance” insofar as it loses sight of morally based identity traitsastictizenship,

democracy, duty, work, honour, reputation and morals” (111). Ellis creates hyperbolic

postmodern surface identities, and Bateman presents himself and everyone within his

purview in the language of fashion. Here’s an example:
The three of us, Todd Hamlin and George Reeves and myself, are sitting
in Harry’s and it’s a little after six. Hamlin is wearing a suit by lambj a
great-looking striped spread-collar cotton shirt from Burberry, a silkytie b
Resikeio and a belt from Ralph Lauren. Reeves is wearing a six-button
double-breasted suit by Christian Dior, a cotton shirt, a patterned silk tie
by Claiborne, perforated cap-toe leather lace-ups by Allen-Edmonds, a
cotton handkerchief in his pocket, probably from Brooks Brothers;
sunglasses by Lafont Paris lie on a napkin by his drink and a fairly nice
attaché case from T. Anthony rests on an empty chair by our table. I'm
wearing a two-button single-breasted chalk-striped wool-flannel suit, a
multicolored candy-striped cotton shirt and silk pocket square, all by
Patrick Aubert, a polka-dot silk tie by Bill Blass and clear prescription
eyeglasses with frames by Lafont Paris. (87)

The book practically overflows with such language, which signifies an extreni®feve

narcissistic excess and an obsessive need to wear names other than one’s ogvn. Whil
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Bateman and his social set’s obsession with fashion and the “right” way tohivegr t
challenges the old misconception that only women concern themselves withtaisss, i
censures the idea that contemporary high fashion distinguishes individual edentiti
While clothing works to set one apart from others, it also paradoxically works &izeci
one into a group identity, and the Wall Street characters, for all their expansive
careful dressing, seem to lotile samegiven their wool suits (linen in summer), silk
ties, and obligatory “suspenders, slicked back hair, [and] horn-rimmed §l&&8es

Note that often the clear-lens glasses are non-prescription and thereforerdentlity
whatsoever, a situation which harkens back to Hawthorne’s Mr. MocoHyerBlithedale
Romance Moody wears a black patch over one eye, and since throughout the course of
the narrative, the patch shifts from one eye to the other, it is a garment of pure
significance; it carries no utilitarian function at all and signifieguise, artificiality, and
moral ambiguity. American Psycho’'8ateman uses his disciplined and stylishly
integrated suits to cover-up his lack of humanity and to disguise and pull together
(unsuccessfully) his disintegrating sanfty.The reader begins to realize that the
overflow of designer name-dropping does not endorse postmodern role play, and the
book is as morally didactic and critical of over self-fashioning as anyeeigtit-century
book of manners or nineteenth-century novemerican Psychavrites more clothing
than any novel I've read to date. Ellis plays heavily on the novel's history afgvrit
dress, a history with which seasoned readers, though they may not realizedtyare
familiar. Through its excesémerican Psychdefamiliarizes the novel’s encoding of

clothing, as this study intends to.
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ThoughAmerican Psycho’sver-abundance of dress description encodes the
monster protagonist and his social set as amoral, it is not of course the desdopgon a
that accomplishes this effect. According to Barthes’ “Introduction to the Gtalict
Analysis of Narrative,” every narrative consists of units of meaning octifumal units.”
Functional units, or functions, are divided into three graduated levels of meaning,
depending on their descriptive purpose. According to this theory, “a narrative is never
made up of anything other than functions: in differing degrees, everything in it
signifies.” And, “in the realm of discourse, what is noted is by definition notablen E
were a detail to appear irretrievably insignificant, resistant taaditfonality, it would
nonetheless end up with precisely the meaning of absurdity or uselessne®sT(3i8-
comment denies the idea that sartorial detail is at any point insignificaatuse the
preferred term, trivial. Barthes description of narrative units or functions lbegs t
guestion of exactly how to identify a single unit. He answers this by sayirhtba
function is clearly a unit of content: it is ‘what it says’ that makes oftaratnt a
functional unit, not the manner in which it is said” (90). Any bit of language that
signifies the beginning of a specific action, a psychological quality, omamsahere
constitutes a functional unit. Barthes separates functional units into twedifeéasses,
which he names “functions” and “indices.” A function is a correlative unit because
signifies an action that correlates to the completion of the action latex matrative. In
other words, correlative units involve acts and signal consequences and chronological
relations. On the other hand, an integrational unit, or “index,” refers

not to a complementary and consequential act but to a more or less diffuse

concept which is nevertheless necessary to the meaning of the story:
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psychological indices concerning the characters, data regarding their

identity, notations of ‘atmosphere,” and so on. . . . In order to understand

what an indicial notation ‘is for,” one must move to a higher level of

characters’ actions or narration, for only there is the indice clarified. (92)

While Barthes, following Aristotle, notes that indices are lower on the scale of
importance than functions in the narrative, he also notes that “Some narraivesaty
functional (such as folktales), while others on the contrary are heavilyah@ach as
‘psychological’ novels).American Psyches obviously a psychological novel, and while
Patrick Bateman’s obsessive notation of sartorial detail (indices) takerapch space
as the plot, which is advanced through description of his actions (functions), it is the
revelations of his horrific acts that fill the clothing with loathing on the patefeader.
While the reader initially reads the clothing to signify wealth, taste, dleesssthetic
sophistication, and narcissism, Bateman’s actions create a discourse in wisintdrmial
practices become associated instead with depravity. In this wayjveanat only
represents clothing, but also attaches moral values or lack thereof to wayssofgire
Atwood, Walker, and Kingston
My clothes-reading begins with Margaret Atwood because of all the vagati

read in this study, Atwood’s have been the most remarked upon as fashion-inflected.
Literary critics are well aware of Atwood’s thematic concerns vadéniity and its
intersection with gender, class, geography, and nationality, all of whickfkeeted in
complicated matters of dress. Chapter Two, “Artists, Academics, Owwsatatr Vamps:
Fashion Anxiety and Signature Styles in Atwood’s Toronto,” focuses on the ri2atéds

EyeandThe Robber Bridéo consider Atwood’s profound fascination with clothing and
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the ways in which that fascination registers issues of identity, anxretysuavival. The
theme of survival is often discussed in the context of Atwood’s work. According to
Atwood, survival is a theme that pervades Canadian literature and sets itatatrétapart
from American and British literatures, which is an idea she articulat®grvival: A
Thematic Guide to Canadian Literaturén a literature obsessed with survival, victims
become key figures. Atwood writes, “I found a superabundance of victims in Canadian
literature. . . . stick a pin in Canadian literature at random, and nine times out of ten
you'll hit a victim” (39). For purposes of this discussion, Canadian victims become
Canadian fashion victims. In Atwood’s work, a fashion victim is a woman who tries too
hard to pander to the male gaze, who is dressed and arranged by a man into a sartorial
stance that contradicts her true desire, who dresses herself in a way tfzaticisriter

true desire, or who simply gets it wrong—that is chooses an outfit that is constantl
uncomfortable in a psychological sense or that calls the wrong kind of critexatiat to

her body and selfhood.

Atwood’s version of fashion victims abound in her work, which is permeated with
clothing narration and which works to place characters temporally, geogigphica
socially, ethnically, economically, and psychologically . Characters botk angb
struggle with the social imperative to present themselves through the podcete
fashioning and performance. For most sympathetic characters, the strpgmbyty
causes extreme anxiety, and Atwood excels at writing not only how clothing roa&e
look, but also how it feels to choose and to wear certain garments and how they
sometimes behave in unwanted ways, causing embarrassment and awkwandssituat

Because Atwood’s characters both enjoy and struggle with clothing, they ®kpees
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only true essence of fashion: contradictory multivalence. And because theyyrac m
social, economic, cultural, and psychological backgrounds and widely diverse kartoria
styles, they challenge the idea that Western fashion is some sort of a mofmide and
style. In addition, Atwood also sets forth, considers, and critiques feminist gheorie
regarding the body, dressing, fashion magazines, and the gaze, all in a lggister rso
that such theorizing comes out of the academy and into popular culture. Though literary
critics such as Cynthia Kuhn, Lorraine York, and Fiona Tolan have written about
clothing inCat’'s EyeandThe Robber Bridethey have missed a great deal of sartorial
significance, particularly in the case©ét's Eye These novels are rich enough to
engage further consideration and contextualization of clothing’s signifieeitite
Atwood’s presentation of twentieth-century Toronto.

Chapter Three, “ ‘And She Dress to Kill': Signifying Outfits and Alice Wetke
In Love and TroublandThe Color Purpl¢’ addresses the import of clothing in
Walker’s prose fiction. For instance, through®be Color Purpleclothing and sewing
are absolutely central to Celie’s self-actualization and to Walkertatha vision. An
essay entitled “Dressing the Spirit: Clothworking and Language in The ColdePur
notes this fact, elaborating the ways images of clothing, sewing, and quiltvaylato
“reinforce” themes regarding “self-definition,” “the human spirit,” and comnyuni
(Tavormina 221). While this and a few other articles about clothing and most especially
quilting as practice and metaphor are valid and cover much that is to be said about
sartorial detail infhe Color Purplethey do not, as | intend to, discuss the ways in which
clothing is presented as problematic. To consider clothing in the context of Walker’'s

work as simply celebratory is to reduce both clothing’s and the works’ cornyplésor
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instance, while all of the other texts | discuss include protagonists who hatweergl
easy access to clothing selection, Walker writes clothing as lack, arlassuests rarely
address.

While feminists argue about whether women are empowered or disempowered by
certain sartorial choices, he Color PurpleCelie’s initial state is one of abject
indignity and oppression, which is emphasized by the rags she wears. @etidys f
challenges the stereotype of the poverty-stricken southern black familyskdte not
poor. Her father, step-father, and husband all enjoy the privilege of propertysbiypne
so her lack is due not to poverty but rather to misogyny. As the owner-farmers of
property, the men in Celie’s life have control over and withhold the financial resources
that could provide her with at least decent clothing. This sartorial lack ischotydeer
sisters-in-law who tell their clueless brother to provide Celie withesdothes. For the
first time in the novel, Celie’s is recognized as a human being by someon¢hatheer
sister Nettie, and to have some human dignity in this culture, one must have something
decent with which to cover her body.

So inThe Color Purplelack of clothing is connected to the oppression of women
and lack of choice, which is certainly problematic. Clothing is also central to the
narrative vision of several storieslmLove and Troublenone of which, so far as |
know, have been discussed in terms of their clothing. ThieeColor Purpleln Love
and Troublecomplicates issues of dress, thereby revealing them to be irreducible to
simple significance. For instance, in “Roselily,” a bride spends her wgeddnemony
contemplating how she will cope with the fact that in her marriage to a Mosdim she

will be required to don the veil. She has accepted his proposal in order to escape the
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drudgery of working in a “sewing plant.” This is ironic, given the fact that the
manufacture of a quintessentially American garment (her factory seng jea

practically forcing her marriage to a man in which she will face a nellgm involving

a garment marked in the American imagination as quintessentially oriémtal.

“Roselily,” the culture of clothing is highly problematic indeed, and in it, Walkexglsri

up feminist issues regarding both purdah and garment sweat-shop labor. Clothing and
fashion are also problematic to the protagonist in “Her Sweet Jerome,” an uedducat
beautician who further alienates her educated communist husband by supplyingthim wi
unwanted, tacky suits and ties, all of which are described by the narratortidejegia

And “The Revenge of Hannah Kemhuff” depicts how the mis-reading of garneaus |

to tragically fatal consequences. So while it is common to think of Walkerls agoa
celebration of clothing and quilting, a more careful reading reveals that picates

issues of dressing in many interesting ways.

Chapter Four, “Bound Feet and Bobbed Hair: Performing Race, Culture, Nation,
and Gender through Sartorial Style in Fashion in the Narrative Texts of Maxine Hong
Kingston,” examines sartorial detail and metadiscour3dhe\Woman Warrior, China
Men, andTrip Master Monkey Though clothing in Kingston has hardly been noticed,
her narrative vision displays subtle awareness of sartorial signifiescecludes what
Joseph Allen’s “Dressing and Undressing the Chinese Woman Warrior” galls a
“essentially sartorial story” (28). Allen’s phrase refers to the Kubgth re-imagined in
The Woman Warrigrand though Allen’s article is concerned exclusively witie
Woman Warrioy Kingston’sChina Menoffers another example of an essentially sartorial

story. Its opening chapter, “On Discovery,” is also a re-telling of an old Editade in
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which cross-dressing figures heavily. “On Discovery’s” protagonist Penig reduced
to a feminine construction born of pain and immobility because a group of women
capture and submit his body to the removal of his masculine military accoutsament
order to replace them with traditional signs of femininity in old China: foot-bindidg a
ear-piercing. Allen’s article concludes that Kingston’s version of Mutaphasizes the
somatic over the sartorial, a point that is well-supported and applies equally to “On
Discovery,” in which sartorial changes also effect somatic changede YAllan applies
notions regarding the Western male gaze to his reads of various Mulan imdgeries
submit that Kingston’s “On Discovery” critiques that gaze by defanzirag the
constructed nature of its object. In additidnpmaster Monkey’protagonist Whitman
Ah Sing is extremely aware and critical of sartorial choice and dispai{ingston’s
novels the gendered aesthetics of clothing and clothing talk positions Chineseahmeri
garments, histories, ideologies, and identities into the cultural landscapeeoicAn
letters, a landscape which is never fixed and continuously transformed by mgitead w
and their traditions.

Because the criticism surrounding Kingston’s work has been so concerned with
her incorporation of cultural myths, the silencing of Chinese American ssibjeet
emasculation of the male Chinese American subject, and the “authenticity” debate
initiated by Frank Chin’s essay “Come All You Asian American Writers oRbal and
the Fake,” Allen’s article is extremely rare in its focus on fashion. Thetlghc and
postcolonial fashion theories are also concerned with cultural authentidityjesdassues
rarely come up in the Asian American literary debates. Given this lack ofynfiuther

examination of sartorial aesthetics in Kingston’s three long works of fictisa will
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situate her voice into the novelistic tradition of including clothing discourse tanhr
parcel of national/cultural/ideological reflection and construction.

Kingston, Walker, and Atwood all write sartorial indices and metadiscourse
regarding fashion and dressing. Their works therefore lend themselves to-cheitheg
and the idea that while a poetics of clothing continues as a tradition in prase, ficti
postmodern novels written by women both celebrate and interrogate the culture of
clothing, reflecting its extraordinarily contradictory significamsehuman and literary

practice.
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CHAPTER TWO
ARTISTS, ACADEMICS, OUTSIDERS, AND VAMPS:

SIGNATURE STYLES IN MARGARET ATWOOD’S TORONTO

It's difficult to know what to wear when you dokbhow who you are. In Canada, self-examinatiomis a
institution; the search for an identity, practigadh industry unto itself. So it is not easy toneoup with any
shappy synopsis of the national style.
David Livingston
“Reflections on Canadian Fashion”

Atwood and Canadian Fashion
Coral Ann Howells writes, “Margaret Atwood is the most written-about Canadia

writer ever, and there is an enormous amount of academic criticism on her work
produced not only in North America but also in Britain, and increasingly in Europe,
Australia, and India” (6). It may seem nothing can be added to this daunting discussion,
but inVarious Atwoodd_.orraine M. York invokes Derrida to remind us of the always
open-ended complexity of Atwood’s oeuvre, which continues to “surprise and impress
her readers”:

[Clritical and theoretical discussions of her texts [have] exceeded the

boundaries of one set of hard covevarious Atwoodsthen is a

necessary supplement to an energetic and heterogeneous critical

discourse—a supplement . . . an addition that simply signals the never-

completedness of the prior text, and that itself, of course, is never to be

complete. (“Intro” 1)
Atwood’s work, without a doubt, supports such “never-completedness,” and for the close
reader of fashion in fiction, her texts’ preoccupation with the clothed body is aspecif

point of departure from which to supplement the discussion. In Atwood’s narrative
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world, the gaze that notes and critiques what people wear is inflected bydéslass,
gender, nationality, and propriety. In b&at's EyeandThe Robber Bridethe

“surveillant gaze” more often than not emanates from the eyes of Canadiamwand

in both novels, the gaze is loaded with judgment regarding the other Canadian, a
judgment which is often humorously ironic but at the same time reflective aiuprf
anxiety over the self, its own sartorial constructions, and whether or not those
constructions are properly appropriate and/or effective. In doing so, the reweds a
sort of longing to dispense with the whole business. Though the texts are practically
hyper-aware of the playful and postmodern possibilities that dressing offeraJsbey
present an ironic, fashion-resistant, anti-consumerist meta-discoursadhasts desire
for a culture in which selfhood is figured as more essential and not constructedhthroug
sartorial choice, which becomes a burden necessitated by survival in the Caoeaidian s
milieu.

Readers of Atwood are well aware of her attention to sartorial detail, thosgh it i
usually discussed only in passing. Cynthia Kul8e#-Fashioning in Margaret Atwood’s
Fiction is the only book-length study of clothing in Atwood’s work, and its literature
review explains that critics have noted Atwood’s written outfits and proposexdisari
narrative functions served by them. For instance, written clothing set<haracter
types by utilizing sartorial stereotypes. Clothing illustrates “eonadichanges” and
“transformations,” it signals gender constructions and identity politipspitides for
disguise and deceit, it is figured as both constrictive and libratory, amdpitydends to
narrative setting and verisimilitude (Kuhn 19-22). Kuhn’s study presents a complex

series of quotations from prominent scholars of fashion and of Atwood in order to pull
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together ideas regarding clothing as a contradictory site of identityafiomand
dressing as a practice that is specific to feminine construction and feragistance to
socially inscribed images of feminine bodies and behaviors. Kuhn finally focu3éson
Robber BrideandAlias Grace utilizing Atwood’s phrase “flesh dress,” which refers to
the body, elucidating ways in which clothing acts as a boundary delimitatisgcahgnd
metaphysical space, and showing “how Atwood illuminates power politics through the
linking of dress, body, and story” (42).

Though Kuhn’s work makes valid points, it does not atter@aits Eyeexcept in
a very cursory manner; nor is it (or other Atwood criticism) interestgémealogies of
specific outfits or the historical contextualization of the Canadian fashemesas my
research is. For instance, though she spends a lot of time discussing Atwood'thase of
term “flesh dress,” she overlooks the fact that Atwood, who writes and parodiss art a
prolifically as she writes and parodies fashion, almost certainly wouldidesmreaware of
Czech/Canadian artist Jana Sterbak’s controversial 1991 exhibit in Ottasteiadl
Gallery, which was entitled “Vanitas: Flesh Dress for an Albino Anoréc8terbak’s
work was a dress made of sixty pounds of flank steak stitched together to fyeea |
fitting, sleeveless sheath. The exhibit showed the dress on a hanger accompanied by a
photo of a model wearing the literal flesh-dress. As the meat decaydwptschanged
and conformed to the dressmaker’s form on which it had been draped. Sterbak replaced
rotted meat with fresh meat as the exhibit wore on. The piece suggested tieeféemal
as meat and was interpreted as a comment on the way in which fashion attempts to but
cannot deny the decaying body, a body that becomes devalued by a youth-worshipping

culture (Arnold 87; McLerran 535-552).
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Though a sustained critical focus on clothing in Atwood’s work is unusual,
readers have noted the surfeit of material culture that pernt@attesEye J. Brooks
Bouson’sBrutal Choreographieguotes Manguel, who writes that the novel “reads, in
part, like ‘an anthropological catalogue of the evolution of Toronto’s tribal customs fr
the forties to the eighties.” And Towers, quoted by both Bouson and Davidson, writes,
“the reader ofCat’s Eyeis nearly overwhelmed by the mass of documentation. A social
historian of the next century could find no better source for what middle-classaohihdr
Toronto . . . wore, ate, sang, or played with during the 1940s and 1950s” (Bouson 160;
Davidson 18). In an interview aboQat’'s Eye Atwood acknowledged her desire to
catalogue the material stuff of nostalgia:
| wanted a literary home for all those vanished things from my own
childhood—the marbles, the Eaton’s catalogues, the Watchbird Watching
You, the smells, sounds, colors. The textures. Part of fiction writing |
think is a celebration of the physical world we know—and when you're
writing about the past, it's a physical world that’s vanished. (qtd. in
Ingersoll 237)

ThereforeCat’s Eyeis an excellent text for the close-reader of clothing, a highly visible

and significant element of the physical past.

In much of Atwood’s narrative world, the past is a Canadian past in which a
specifically Canadian gaze attends to clothing and appearance as an indipetpepf
Canadian femininity and social behavior. Atwood’s writers of fashion press, such a
Rennie inBodily Harmand Kat in “Hairball,” and her frequent references to women’s

magazines call attention to writing and reading about fashion in Canada. rbhteega
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Cat’s Eye the fact that women’s magazines work to socialize the protagonist Elaine and
her girlhood friends has been well notéght’'s Eyerefers toGood Housekeeping

Ladies’ Home JournalandChatelaine all of which are apparently available in Elaine’s
home, a situation which seems rather odd, given her mother’s distaste for fashion and
domestic matters. Nevertheless, the magazines are there for Elaings® g&d play cut
and paste games in times of illness or solitude. At her friend’s house, Elaine and he
playmates use the Eaton’s catalogue for scrap-booking, a game in whichtloey and
glue down models they call their “ladies.” Unlike the Eaton’s cataloguendlgazines
also contain domestic and etiquette hints and advice. In her private reading, Elaine
experiences anxiety over thadies’ Home Journal’$Watchbird watching YOU.” In
“Optics and Autobiography in Margaret Atwood’at’s Eye; Molly Hites tells us that

the watchbird cartoon appeared in taglies Home Journaluring the nineteen-fifties

and sixties. The watchbird with its admonishments regarding dress and behadasact
a constant reminder to readers that they were objects of a social gaze, elodethieey
must rigorously manage their bodies and behaviors. The novel’s inclusion of the
historically factual watchbird reinforces its theme of the enforceddkoonstruction of
feminine identity” (Bouson 164) and makes Elaine realize that “there will bachtoe
imperfection, or to doing things the wrong wagat's Eyel54).

It is interesting to note, however, that while ttaglies Home Journal'watchbird
was clearly intended to regulate feminine construction, it appeared doei@ptd War
atmosphere in which “conformity (and the subtext of paranoia) . . . was typical,” and men
were also targeted in terms of personal regulation. Valerie Stédly’'¥ ears of

Fashion: New Look to Noghows an American Institute of Men’s and Boys’ Wear
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“Dress Right” advertisement, which is clearly aimed at a male audidifeeadd
features four images of men “properly” dressed for various social sediigsstructs,
“Wherever you go . . . Whatever you do . . . Whether you know it or not . . . You're being
watched! Dress Right -- you can't afford not to!” (17). So while it is common ¢toghs
the imagistic construction of the feminine self, it is also true that ninéféen
conservatism and conformity applied to the construction of masculine identigila w
Cat’s Eye’sl is female, though, and while the female-watching watchbird was the
product of American culture, which very certainly influences Canadian culture, the
Canadian press, which produc&isateaine also worked throughout the twentieth century
to present a strong interest in fashion and feminine behavior. During the pre-wdy per
daily news publications constantly reported on the couture fashion worn by society
women who acted as role models for readers. As seemingly tireless orgahized-
raising teas and galas, Canadian society women were extremely vibitdesaof taste,
fashion, and demeanor. According to Helen Palmer’s study of Canadian couture,
The daily newspapers constantly reported detailed comments of women’s
events that focused on who attended . . . and what they wore . . ..
Clothing was given the majority of copy with description that identified
colour, textile and often the dress might be identified by country of origin
or else as an import. All of these descriptions signified the importance of
fashion in establishing a woman'’s prestige at an event. Such reports
fuelled competition amongst women to rival one other, a successful dress
that generated press attention, served as a symbol of their participation at

the event. (73)
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To think that a dress conditioned “success” is to realize the remarkable pawer of
dress. Itis also interesting to note that a specifically female peatton prompts a
stereotypically male preoccupation: competition.
This competitive sartorial situation is very clearly reflected@he Blind Assassjn
where we see Atwood mimic the journalistic social register and presemntdOmtenen
who sport the couture fashion provided by both tastefully “old” and garishly “new”
money. Furthermore, the moneyed familie¥ e Blind Assassiachieve their fortunes
through button, textile, and clothing manufacture and trade, a narrative situation that
reflects a strong history of clothing manufacture and trade in Carsl&anada’s social
hierarchy began to loosen, Canadians, increasingly conscious of forginga@rsitional
identity, continued to focus on dress as one indicator of Canadianess. Into the fifties, the
press continued to offer detailed descriptions of what “tasteful” Canadiannwoere
wearing—and doing. Palmer writes,
detailed descriptions were numerous and appeared virtually daily
throughout the postwar period. Not only did they make it possible for
readers to follow the social leaders and events, but at every opportunity,
they were given [the] chance to know what were the most fashionable
styles worn in Toronto. . . . As leaders of Canadian style and promoters of
Canadian etiquette, society women achieved press recognition primarily
through their dress, and in this way acted as public models for others.
(127)
In addition to presenting descriptions of fashionable Canadian women'’s outfiisetise

also set-forth terms of a distinctly Canadian style that tended towaid-@anadian
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conservativism: “Torontonians themselves did not consider their dress extravagant, b
modest, . . . . The Canadian opinion, that to be too fashionable was in some way un-
Canadian, was in fact typically Canadian as it was so self-depretafind, “This self-
effacing stance was inherently Canadian, and contrary to American waysiefF227).

And, in the 1989 edition of the short-liv€hnadian Fashion AnnugDavid Livingstone
wrote,

Modesty, something the world could use a little more of, does have
its plus side. Itis an ally of sensitivity and open-mindedness as well as
being conducive to experiment, all of which are important to fashion
design, which need not always—or only—be a business of show-offs.

Too fixed, too aggressive a sense of self can lead to the sort of fatuous,
overreaching pretensions that sometimes mar the fashion industry in the
United States, where designer organizations sometimes take on snooty airs
that seem out of place in the New World. (17)
Livingston’s remark works to unify the Canadian impulse toward Anti-American
“unpretentiousness” in fashion as well as the impulse to define a Canadian look, though
Canada includes a wide diversity of geography and people who sport a divessjtigof
and who, for the most part, remain unaware of Canadian fashion history, manufacture,
design, and trade, even as they consume Canadian fashion publications and Canadian-
made garments. While scholars of Canadian fashion are working to construgatetnte
and disseminate Canadian fashion’s history and contributions to Canadian industry and

identity and to its place in the scheme of international fashion (Palmer, jiftterary
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critics can point to Margaret Atwood'’s fiction as a space that records, watsstand
criticizes Canadian ways of dress.
Cat’s Eye

Cat’s Eyereconstructs Canadian ways of dress from the post-war years through
the nineteen-eighties by telling the story of Elaine Risley, an attisthas returned to
nineteen-eighties Toronto from her home in Vancouver in order to attend a retraspecti
showing of her paintings, which are described and which illustrate the peopleaees pl
of her past. The narrative moves back and forth in time, thereby reinforcing the
postmodern preoccupation with the past, and Elaine narrates her own story in order to
come to terms with her troubled Toronto childhood. As a young girl, Elaine had settled
with her family into one of Toronto’s new post-war suburbs and had befriended three
other girls her age. Throughout her childhood years, Elaine suffered at the hands of the
girls and even at the hands of one of the girl's mother. In the novel's presam, Ela
reconstructs significant memories, the most pivotal of which concerns theitisee
desertion of her as she goes to retrieve a hat her friend/enemy Cordéfieohasinto
one of Toronto’s scary and dangerous ravines. Elaine falls through the frozen slurface o
the ravine’s stream and in her near-frozen state experiences a healing vasingr
Mary-like figure who appears for her comfort. The experience marks the efared’'&
torture by the girls because she then realizes that she does not need suchoosmpani

As Elaine reconstructs her Toronto experiences, she and the reader retlize tha
the girl responsible for her torture, Cordelia, was at the same timeemxpeg her own
sort of torture in her fashionable, upper-class home, where her father neyteddtes

for the person she was. In her adulthood, Elaine understands, as she had not before, that
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many of the figures who haunt her childhood memories, particularly Cordelia, wer

suffering their own private hells. This understanding has been fully realizbd bBeok

ends with Elaine’s flying out of Toronto and wishing in a melancholy sort of way that she

could see Cordelia and enjoy her company as an adult, but as happens in real life, that

person who haunts her present has disappeared into the past, never to be seen again.
All of this narration of past and present is accompanied by fashion talk. We know

the period under discussion and we realize characters’ anxieties and peesotimatitigh

their sartorial selves. Kuhn notes aging artist Elaine’s “ambivaletutce toward

clothing and appearance,” which is the result of her ostracism by her girlinedsfdue

to her “lack of social knowledge” and her “lack of vestimentary enlightenni&nj’

This interpretation simplifies the situation because Elaine’s ostrasidoeito Cordelia’s

insecurities and anxieties rather than to Elaine’s “lack of social knowfettigeigh the

lack does become a target for ridicule and seems to the child Elaine a point of self-

insufficiency and therefore anxiety. Fiona TolarGat's Eye Articulating the Body”

briefly attends to clothing and notes, “The most predominant motif that recurs throughout

Cat’s Eyeis that of clothing and fashion, and it is through this medium that Atwood

articulates both sexual difference and group identities” (179). While clothinigsimdn

create a “prominent motif” i€at’s Eye time, memory, and loss are the prominent

themes, which are supported by the clothing motif and which are figured in thengcurr

imagery of black holes. The speculative language of astrophysics @d¢eaitgal space

in which Elaine can “exist in two places at once” (1), the past and the present. The

memories and losses that accrue with the passage of time and the ways im&hich t
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affect selfhood are the novel’'s primary concerns, concerns that are éxptatied in the
oft-quoted third and final paragraph of the short opening chapter:
But | began then to think of time as having a shape, something you
could see, like a series of liquid transparencies, laid on top of the other.
You don’t look back along time but down through it, like water.
Sometimes this comes to the surface, sometimes that, sometimes nothing.
Nothing goes away(3, italics mine)
So Tolan is right on when she writes, “Time in the novel is largely expressed through the
physical: through evolving fashions and disintegrating bodies” (174). This technique of
presenting the material culture of life lends to what Leila O. Mitcladl ¢the texture of
[Atwood’s] fiction” and is typical for Atwood (45).

Though Tolan states that clothing and fashion are “the most predominant motif”
in Cat’s Eye her examination of clothing and fashion is conducted at a level of
abstraction. Because her bddlrgaret Atwood: Feminism and Fictidraces
Atwood’s novels in terms of their anticipation, reflection, and interrogation of evolving
feminist theory, she concentrates on feminist disapproval of fashion as corssameri
culturally oppressive. Therefore, her essay leaves mattsf Eye’sfashion statements
and their significance unremarked. Eidt's Eyecontains several remarkable outfits:
most notably Elaine’s powder-blue sweatsuit, her Pre-Raphaeliteipgeter two
different art-student styles, one bourgeois and one bohemian, and the eccensiofoutfit
old women on mass transit systems—streetcars and jets. All the outfitaisgexific
body shape and mindset as Elaine matures and changes physically and mematiéxt T

is framed, however, by Elaine’s perception that it is in the old women’s sometimes odd
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and sometimes “don’t give a hoot” attitudes toward dress that one experiences not only
freedom from the anxieties of dress, but also a space for play. In her own changing
sartorial choices, however, Elaine remains understandably serious and concerned about
achieving specific and audience oriented effects, going for either graugydthe need
to align herself with a look and the ideology that goes with it, or for camouflagaca
Atwood frequently uses. In Atwood’s work, camouflage can signal either an ertpuls
be invisible or an impulse to be recognized as a person other than who she is, an impulse
towards disguise or masquerade.

The word “masquerade” implies the artful use of clothing, accessories, and make
up so that the coded body becomes layered with (deceitful) sartorial sigmifiersing
Joan Riviere’s seminal essay “Womanliness as Masquerade,” EleonoriaiRes) ¢
“Margaret Atwood’s representation of a socially acceptable feminirdyuently shows
‘womanliness’ as a masquerade, thus stressing the notion of sexual identity as a
construction” (145). And in her analysis@t’'s Eye MadeleineDavies suggests the
plainly clothed body is less implicated in masquerade and therefore contains more
transparency of meaning than the fancifully clothed one. Referring to Bl&ire
Raphaelite style outfit as opposed to Elaine’s signature powder blue sweshauit
contends, “The latter is more reliable for less costume is involved . . .” (67). iCakatr
inflected, “costume,” like “masquerade,” suggests disguise and acting, whiubteas
above, are significant strategies for Atwood’s characters as theyategbgir social
situations. But Davies’ comment about reliability raises questions becailseste
attributes qualities of “nebulousness” and “shape-shifting” to Elaine and hes oshi

does not make clear why the sweat suit, which Elaine has chosen, should be “more
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reliable” than the Pre-Raphaelite purple dress, which Elaine’s lover Jssehbsen.
As readers, we, unlike the people in the world of the novel, are privy to the fact that the
sweat suit is Elaine’s choice (an index of independence) and therefore aretpmit
the question remains: Precisely how do the purple dress and the powder blue $weat sui
signify? The chapter that features Elaine’s purple dress and her long, logse hair
signature styles for Pre-Raphaelite women, begins with the words “Josafranging
me” and calls to mind Atwood’s prose poem “lconography,” which begins like this:
He wants her arranged just so. He wants her arranged.
He arranges to want her. This is the arrangement they have made.
With strings attached, or ropes, stockings, leather straps. What else is
arranged? Furniture, flowers. For contemplation and a graceful
disposition of parts to compose a unified and aesthetic whole.
(Good Bone$3)
Atwood'’s use of the subjective “he” and the objective “her” grammaticallyatech
relationship in which he acts and she is acted upon. The piece is extremely powtsful
economic articulation of gender power and its association with female appearah
sexuality. Though “she” probably does not like his arrangement of her, she has so
internalized his expectations that “[iJt can never be known whether she likes it &ynot
this time, she doesn’t know herself.” Because of the “ropes, stockings, leedber’st
arrangement refers implicitly to rough sexual situations, but in the end] dlscalt
visual vigilance: “Watch yourself. That's what mirrors are for, ttosysis a mirror story
which rhymes with horror story, almost but not quite. We fall back into these rhghms

if into safe hands” (94). The phrase “almost but not quite,” the idea of rhythms, which
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are comforting, and the notion of safety all suggest the very sticky, ambivaten¢ of
the arranged situation between men, women, and sexuality. Acquiescence is problemat
because often it is not what she would choose in the best of all possible worlds, but rather
provides a secondary sort of empowerment. The poem thereby reveals femal®timit
in a world where “[h]e has the last word. He has the word” (94).
Elaine, the young art student and pupil of Josef, who has arranged her outfit,
“catch[es] a glimpse of” herself in “the smoke-mirror wall of the alex’ and
recognizes her nineteenth-century style (331-2). Reflected and photaynagatyes
abound in Atwood’s work, and the above scenario accords with Sharon Rose Wilson’s
observation that such images reflect a distorted sort of vision that belies @efmara
alienation from herself and from the world. While reflected images distoonyitiey
also “paradoxically . . . contribute to characters’ . . . recognition that they do live
conditioned textual ‘frames’ (of fairy tales, advertising, comic books, tmmance
stories, prescribed sex roles, nationality) resembling mirrors and papksj (298).
Elaine sees herself framed, and her outfit reveals to her and the readéuthehlaer
relationship with Josef. Just as Josef has “arranged” Elaine’s appeahnanaeginal
Pre-Raphaelite painters, whose heyday was between 1848 and 1853, arranged the dress of
their models, who wore flowing fabric and vivid colors. Pre-Raphaelite style was
intended to lend itself to the idealized medieval nature of the artists’ Romalnjects:
Natural phenomena and contemporary subjects . . . were treated as if
they were medieval, as well as the other way around; the lucidly drawn
draperies of a Guinevere or a Beatrice would be rendered in the same way

as the complex folds of a contemporary lady’s dress, and vice versa. The
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visual inconsistencies in two such modes led to fancy dress’ actually being
designed by the artists and worn by the ladies of the Pre-Raphaelite circl
(Hollander,Seeing70-71)
Because the artists of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood designed andéedt e
sartorial statements of their models and then captured them in paintings, the Pre-
Raphaelite women are quintessential signifiers of passive objects oflthgara. The
models, most of whom were from the lower classes (ladies did not model), frequently
became the lovers and sometimes the wives of the artists, and some wsrin dhiesr
own right, though their ambitions were severely frustrated by their statusnasn and
as mothers and though their production has only recently garnered scholarigrattent
(Marsh,Womenl7-29). The feminine Pre-Raphaelite look also included a deportment
whereby the subject appears romantically melancholy and languid, sgiyitiitaine
“move|s] through the days like a zombie, going from one hour to the next without
direction” (Cat’'s Eye331). Thus Atwood’s powers of observation register awareness of
the fact that certain styles are accompanied by certain physical postamidgttitudes,
which is articulated by fashion historian Barbara A. Schreibten and Women:
Dressing the Part
Because we are concerned with the interplay of fashion and identity,
particularly gender identity, we use the teappearancen its broadest
possible sense. If dress or costume implies merely the covering or
decoration of the body, we encourage readers to incorporate other, more
subtle cues in their definition of appearance. Postures, manners, and body

gestures all play important roles in coalescing our private responses to
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socially legislated conventions. To examine garments outside of the realm
of physical experience is to look at a lifeless prop. (2)

As the incarnation of a Pre-Raphaelite woman, Elaine is indolent almost to the
point of lifelessness. Recognizing her somewhat morbid countenance in the smoke-
mirror wall, Elaine remarks, “I should be holding a poppy” (332).

Because of its opiate properties, the poppy is a common sign of languor and
death, but more significantly, the poppy alludes to Dante Gabriel Rossetti’'s 186Gt port
of his unhappy model cum wife Elizabeth Siddal, who had died in 1861 at the age of
thirty-two from an overdose of laudanum. Rossetti had married Siddal afteoyears
treating her as a mistress and years of carrying on with other mimitelgiich he gained
a reputation as a philandering man. By most accounts, Rossetti had tired of &iddal a
married her because of her fragile health and seemingly eminent death,hdishic
betrayal of her had contributed and for which he needed to assuage his consciesrce. Aft
their 1860 marriage, Siddal, who was already addicted to the opiate, deliveretd@rstill
daughter, which seemed to unhinge her. Siddal, who was the most promising artist of
what Pre-Raphaelite scholar Jan Marsh has dubbed the Pre-Raphaaiitecsiste
ingested an overdose while her husband had gone out for a few hours one evening after
they had dined with the poet Algernon Swinburne. There were rumors that Rossetti had
gone to see his latest mistress, prostitute and model Fanny Cornforth, though Marsh
believes his claim to have been at the Working Men’s College (21). In any case,
Rossetti came home to find Siddal unconscious, and though medical help was summoned
and her stomach was pumped, she died. It is not known whether or not Siddal's death

was suicide, but her misery was certain, and Rossetti’'s remorse becavas faith his
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oft-noted act of placing his unpublished poems into Siddal’s coffin, only to retriave the
later by exhuming her grave. Rossetti’s portrait, called Beata BedtgixDante’s
Beatrice, shows Siddal seated with her face pointed slightly upward. Hereyssad,
her long neck is exposed, and she holds a poppy. Marsh writes, “[t] he pose and
expression of the figure, who is represented as in a trance at the momentnyf frassi
earth to heaven, strongly suggest those of an addict who is feeling the inenedidietis

of a fix — for which trance might be an approximate descriptiBistérhood215-216).

And though feminist scholarship such as Elizabeth Prettejdin@sArt of the Pre-
Raphaelitesvorks to revise the common idea of the Pre-Raphaelite women as passive
sitters for active artists, the many paintings of languid femaledsgsmggest passivity; in
addition, the biographies show that attempted action on the part of the women was
consistently frustrated by social circumstances, even though the Pre-Rephaal
supported women’s claims to civil rights.

So while Elaine’s Pre-Raphaelite outfit, rooted in the European past as it is, may
involve costume and register as too outré for the then provincial Torontonian sensibility
it is an extremely significant and reliable image that reveals & dgag not only in
regard to the way Elaine looks and carries herself, but also in the way s dekeed
emphasizes, the nature of Elaine’s relationship with Josef, which is exploitfve, se
defeating, and probably dangerous. Bouson writes that the outfit leads to “a selfse of se
alienation and inauthenticity” (177). The outfit may be all wrong for Elaine igndys
sexual exploitation, but it is quite reliable in its marking of Elaine’sistas Josef's

lover.
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The sweatsuit is also a reliable indicator for the reader, but in the world of the
novel, Elaine has chosen it specifically for its “unreliability” as an atdicof who she
is. As narrator of her own memories, Elaine says that the sweatsuit hagt&smns,”
and in the sense that it registers as plainer, this statement seems toog s@ying, just
as it comes off as very Anglo-Canadian; however, the sweatastarry pretensions in
the sense it allows her to pretend to be something she is not. In fact, Elainersonside
“her disguise as a non-artist,” because in Canada, an artist is a “téawgrgort of thing
to be,” stereotypically “overblown, pretentious, and theatrical.” The swegtsui
unreliable—at least to those on the street—because Elaine imagines thatstiédéca
businesswoman out jogging” or “a bank manager, on her day off’ (16, 19). On two visits
to the gallery featuring her paintings—two days in a row—Elaine sports the pbiuee
sweatsuit. On the first day, Elaine walks to the gallery to have a stioweptook at it, a
sort of reconnoiter mission, and on the second day to go in and to discuss the paintings’
placement in the exhibit, a mission that definitely smacks of business fathexxercise
or leisure, as her outfit suggests. Clearly the Pre-Raphaelite outfit wonddrece her
artistic vocation more reliably than the jogging suit, which also transmiengiens to
jogging or working out (as Elaine admits), thus suggesting a body that is pllyysica
disciplined with rigorous exercise.

Writing about the well-documented influence of sports on both high and popular
fashion, Elizabeth Wilson describes sports’ “ethos of physical health aathBived
efficiency,” which is suggested by athletic outfits. Because of spotie iearly
twentieth century, particularly bicycling, “trousers become one means wha&ogben

express an aspiration towards an athlete’s body. For similar reasons both gexes ha
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adopted jogging suits, T-shirts, and running shoes for daily waddr(ed166). Thus,

while sweatsuits retain for some sensibilities traces of athletien®iens, they also tend
toward gender neutrality. The color powder-blue, however, suggests femininssoftne
and indicates Elaine’s vulnerability, especially in the face of the gallemen, who are
aggressively attired in comic-book green and purple or black, punk-inspired styles. Her
the gaze aimed at Elaine is threatening and decidedly not male or conserizdine
describes the gallery manager Charna in satirical terms that engphasggressive and
over-the-top nineteen-eighties demeanor, a look that can hardly be imagined to pander to
a male gaze fantasizing about submissive femininity: She wears a ‘eddolidind

porcupine haircut, a purple jumpsuit and green leather boots” and “about ten heavy silver
rings strung on to her fingers like knuckle dusters” (93).

Like many women in the eighties, both Charna and Elaine wear pants, and while
women’s adaptation of pants is more complicated than a simple desire to eXgetss at
sensibilities and bodies, the effect of sports on popular clothing cannot be overstated.
her survey of twentieth-century popular sports, Schreier notes, “The onpelslision
between public and private sports clothing is blurred to the point that sports wear is now
marketed as active wear” (“Sporting Wear” 122-3). Elaine, who “used to jog” but quit
because “it's bad for the knees” walks “quickly” during her nostalgic walks imtiow
Toronto and does some “desultory stretching exercises” in her ex-husband’s
apartment/art studio, but otherwise, she does not strike the reader as pigracuiiztic.

And since oultfits originating in the fitness craze and the gym become populsioitem
Canadian mass fashion by the eighties (Routh 157-8), Elaine’s choice isuarym

the thick of stereotypical eighties style and ethos, which suits Atwood’s teclofique
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marking time with the stuff of the material. The sweatsuit, therefore,Eaitse’s desire

to “blend in,” though the desire seems odd given her meeting’s purpose to determine the
placement of her paintings in a retrospective, a possibility for self-ssiprethat seems
rather more important than casual. And while she may “blend-in” on the streettfier
makes her painfully conspicuous in the space of the gallery where she allayadi¢he
worker to make the paintings’ arrangement decision for her.

Davies assumption that contemporary “plain” dressing is necessarily “more
reliable” than a more stylized or dressy outfit is reductive because bothadartor
statements are coded, and because Elaine has chosen the sweatsuaalsptuifi
purposes of disguise, it could not be considered more reliable. Elaine tells us tiest she
two sweatsuits, one blue and one cerise. Elaine has forgotten a lot, so perhaps she has not
noticed, but the reader has, that the kind though flashy-dressing girlhood neighbor Mrs
Finestein had told her that blue and cerise are her best colors (240). But best color
comfort notwithstanding, Elaine is extremely uncomfortable in her choideeet svear
because she seems hyper aware of her outfit and of people’s reaction to it, and
unfortunately for her, she is “ambushed” by an unexpected “Living section” repdbe
interviews her at the gallery meeting. Elaine imagines the integvitabe sizing up her
outfit: “Your clothes are stupitd.Sure enough, the resulting news story remarks that
Elaine “look[s] anything but formidable in a powder-blue jogging suit tha€a better
days” (248). So in the end, though she’s chosen the outfit for disguise,
“unpretentiousness,” and perhaps some would imagine comfort, it is not comfortable.
The sweat suit seems appropriate only in the sense that Elaine truly doasdstii¢he

meeting in a negative rather than a positive fashion for the very reason that she’s
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constantly worried about her look. In either outfit, in-style though paradoxiaatly
fashionable athletic or eye-catching Pre-Raphaelite, the true Elaine-+emuatee, there
are many Elaines—is obscured. The “powder-blue sweatsuit” presents aablerel
index of her vocation, which is enormously important to her sense of self.

Elaine’s Torontonian impulse toward “unpretentious” fitting-in is also redtbot
the choice of outfits worn to her “Art and Archeology” class, which she atteradseay
young woman entering a post-high school, art student phase. Unpretentiousness means
scrupulous avoidance of “making a spectacle of yourself.” One of Elaine’s childhood
friends, the “ten and three quarters” year-old Carol, had made a spectactetifthe
stealing and applying some of her mother’s discarded lipstick. Elaine veithiees
scolding and the bruises Carol suffered for “making a spectacle of liandeth Carol's
outraged mother called “such a cheap thing!” (182). Elaine comments on the memory:
“Making a spectacle of yourself,” as if there’s something wrong imtbee act of being
looked at” (182)2

Carol’s severe punishment for copying what she sees adult women do underscores
the deep contradiction and social danger inherent in attempting to maintain ¢agedel
balance between the natural and the constructed female self. In Atwoadts/rar
vision, lipstick always figures as a hugely important signifier of femipsyehologies
and constructions, whether those constructions are conventional or subversive. Many,
many females in Atwood’s work “draw on” their mouths as they get readsotoal
situations, and those with questionable motives or morality often draw on lips that are
larger than their natural ones. Also in Atwood, certain colors (most notably dageoran

or purple) connote dubious morality or possible insanity. For instance,@dtenEye’s
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Cordelia begins to lose emotional stability, “Her lipstick doesn’t seem torfinbath,”
and later, “She’s gone back to the too-vivid orange-red lipstick, which turns her
yellowish” (280, 281). When Cordelia is doing well, “her lips [are] an understated
orangey-pink” (326).The Blind Assassinsorrible and manipulative Winifred’'s
“lipstick was a dark pinkish orange, a shade that had just come in—shrimp was the
proper name for it . . .. Her mouth had the same cinematic quality as the eyebrows, the
two halves of the upper lip drawn into Cupid’s-bow points” (231)Lddy Oracle
Joan’s psychotic mother overcompensates for her thin lips: “Her lips were thshéut
made a larger mouth with lipstick over and around them, like Bette Davis, which gave
her a curious double mouth” (64). The eccentric—maybe crazy—old women on the
streetcars in nineteen-fifties Toronto also draw on big lips: “Their lipstiauths are too
big around their mouths . . . .Cét's Eye5). Even Elaine’s mother, who is decidedly not
fashionable, “draws on a lipstick mouth when she goes out” (37). Elaine, who harbors
the memory of Carol’s punishment for sexualizing herself with lipstick, teavdsrd soft
colors, like the powder blue of her sweatsuit. In reaction to the aggressive look of
Charna at the Subversions art gallery, she notes, “I should have some clotted-neck
vampire lipstick, instead of wimping out with Rose Perfection.” But here, the tagiag
gets in the way of the should have: “At this age the complexion can't stand thpse gra
jelly reds, I'd look all white and wrinkly” (93).

To draw on vampire-colored lips would be a way for the aging Elaine to make a
spectacle of herself, and the “making a spectacle of yourself” memargawerful one.
It's reinforced by another, more troubling memory involving the “molestation” and

murder of a high school age Toronto girl, whose body had been discovered in one of

51



Toronto’s and Atwood’s ubiquitous ravines. What stands out in this memory for Elaine,
who was also in high school at the time, is the way in which the press presented
“extensive descriptions of [the victim’s] clothing” :
She was wearing an angora sweater and a little fur collar with pom-poms,
of the sort that is currently fashionable. | don’t have a collar like this, but
would like one. Hers was white but you can get them in mink. She was
wearing a pin on her sweater, in the shape of two birds with red glass
jewels for eyes. It's what anyone would wear to school. All these details
about her clothing strike me as unfair, although | devour them. It doesn’t
seem right that you can just walk out one day, wearing ordinary clothes,
and be murdered without warning, and then have all those people looking
at you, examining you. (266)
The press’s attention to the murdered girl’s outfit emphasizes the exglgyddgitimate
feminist complaint that female victimhood is associated with female clothsgale
victimhood never is. But it's also interesting to note that while Elaine remarks on
“extensive description,” the description we actually get is restrictdeeteweater and its
accessories—the angora, the fur collar with pom-poms, and the be-jeweledipits wi
useless eyes and hard shiny sparkle which contrasts with and therefore epespihasi
soft, touchable depth of the sweater. Hollander tells us that the sweater has its root
the working apparel of male laborers in cold climates. In the twentieth cemtoegame
elegant by way of its use by British aristocrats. Also in the twentettury, Coco
Chanel “was the first to use them [sweaters] for feminine fashion—not gdiesl” Sex

and Suitsl70).
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As feminine fashion, the sweater obtains more possibility for clingy phalkitd
tactile softness than the typical male sweater. Angora is of coursg fneeand soft
wool made from the fibers of Angora rabbit fur. The murdered girls’'s angorgy alith
the collar’s fur, present the conventional association of fur and femaleaerdtie
lovely look and feel of angora, its pleasing and fashionable aesthetic becomess loya
the crime and its association of feminine textures and female victimizatioilander
writes, “Their [sweaters’] rough, lower-class male origins nevesatembined with
their stretching and clinging capacities to keep them pleasantly rakishramgl fda
women, and these flavors have only enhanced their latter-day faintly pdifecese
elegant garments. So has the sweater’s ancient lowly associationammhwinter
stockings and undergarmentS8ex and Suit$70). It's highly doubtful that the ancient
or even the early twentieth-century significance of the feminine sweafisters in most
peoples’ minds, but the association of furry sartorial surfaces and sexuabtylast on
Elaine and calls to mind for her another memory: “I think of a doll | had once, with whit
fur on the border of her skirt. | remember being afraid of this doll. | haven’t thought
about that in years” (266). The reader had been presented with this doll eanker in t
narrative:
For Christmas | get a Barbara Ann Scott doll, which I've said | wanted.
.. . Barbara Ann Scott is a famous figure skater, a very famous one. She
has won prizes. I've studied pictures of her in the newspaper.The doll of
her has little leatherette skates and a fur-trimmed costume, pink with whit
fur, and fringed eyes that open and close, but it looks nothing at all like the

real Barbara Ann Scott. According to the pictures she’s muscular, with
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big thighs, but the doll is a slender stick. Barbara is a woman, the doll is a
girl. It has the worrying power of effigies, a lifeless life thés e with
creeping horror. (142)
Thus the lifeless, fur-trimmed girl in the ravine and her dangerous sexuécsigoe are
associated with the also lifeless, uncanny, fur-trimmed doll in the box. Elarearud
envies the victim’s apparently news-worthy outfit, which as Routh points out, trgly wa
at the height of popular fashion in the late fifties: “Cheap rhinestones werevbeesy
in necklaces, earrings, and the ubiquitous scatter-pin and were even apptity alite
sweaters. Rhinestones were part of people’s concern with status. . . . Pearls laad jewe
or fur collars might finish the necklines of angora or cashmere sweartédy. (The
envy for fashion, however, is tempered because it provides yet one more reason for
Elaine to be anxious about “making a spectacle of herself.”
Desiring to “blend-in” with the young women in her “Art and Archeologyssla
Elaine adopts their look, which is studiously bourgeois. For the most part, the female
students (there’s only one male in the class) intend to get married. To beatasrti
Elaine wants to, is highly unconventional in nineteen-fifties Toronto. Intending ty,mar
the conventional young women wear conventionally proper and properly feminine,
understated outfits:
What they wear is cashmere twinsets, camel’s-hair coats, good tweed
skirts, pearl button earrings. They wear tidy medium-heel pumps and
tailored blouses, or jumpers, or little weskits with matching skirts and

buttons. | wear these things too. I try to blend in. (301)
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Cashmere, like angora, is soft and invitingly touchable, though not as long-haired and

deeply textured. Less fuzzy, it is less conspicuous, and the double layering afthe tw

set with its open and usually loose cardigan is more modest than a singld-kwyeater

that clings and calls attention to the breasts, which on the murder victim phhasred

by the sparkly pin. So twin sets are able to retain their femininity whiggifreyit over

with a sense of modest propriety. But, as the critics have noted, the twin seticalbyac

an icon of anxiety for Elaine because her introduction to it reci@atis Eyeas a

memory that symbolizes what Kuhn calls her “lack of vestimentary enlighteh(@&it
Because Elaine had spent her early childhood in the Canadian bush and because

her mother is too disinterested in clothing to teach her anything about dress,adi

never seen or heard of twin sets or many other urban consumer items showed to her by

her friend Carol. It seems unlikely that nine-year-old girls in the nineteties would

care or know about twin-sets, but Carol's mother wears them, and as Elainieesascr

in a provocative manner that features the “fifties bra [which was] esskmttbe high,

pointed and even separated uplift that fashion demanded” (Routh 115): Carol’s mother’s

“breasts prong[ed] out, the buttoned sweater draped over her shoulders like &¢npe” (

So Carol knows what twin-sets are and lords this information over Elaine as if not to

know is to be hugely ignorant. Cold waves are another feminine consumer item of which

Elaine had never heard, and Carol’s reaction to this lack of cultural knowledge is “You

didn’t know what acold waveis?” (57, italics original). This memory resurfaces much

later in a dream experienced by Elaine following the botched home abortion ofdher ri

in love, Susie. Susie is definitely not the twin-set wearing type:
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She wears jeans and black turtlenecks, but her jeans are skintight and she’s
usually got something around her neck, a silver chain or a medallion. She
does her eyes with a heavy black line over the lid like Cleopatra, and black
mascara and smoky dark-blue eye shadow, so her eyes are blue-rimmed,
bruise-colored, as if someone’s punched her; and she uses white face
powder and pale pink lipstick, which makes her look ill, or as if she’s been
up very late every night for weeks. (307)
So Susie’s over-stated look with its bruised and abused appearance indexes danessy |
and an accident waiting to happen, which does when she becomes pregnant by Josef, the
artist arranger of women who has become tired of Susie and avoids her until in
desperation she pokes some unmentionable sharp instrument into herself. Not having
anyone else to turn to, the near-death Susie calls Elaine, who goes to heertpartm
discovers the situation, throws up, calls an ambulance, rides with Susie, and hears the
judgmental and non-sympathetic remarks of the paramedics. Deeply disturlresl, Ela
dreams about Susie, who in the dream says to her, “Don’t you know what a twin set is?”
(351). Therefore, the twin set becomes associated not only with “lack of vetstigne
enlightenment,” but also, like the angora sweater, with vulnerable femaialisgand
Elaine’s realization that even though Susie, unlike Elaine, sported a dangestisugge
make-a-spectacle sort of ensemble, she and Susie are a lot alike in tnaly sgmorant
dallying with the art teacher.
While Elaine had adopted the conservative and bourgeois look of femininity worn
by the Art and Archeology “girls in cashmere twin sets,” in order to “fit injoiés not

take her long to trade that look for one that is more suited to her anti-bourgeois, beatnik
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sensibility, a sensibility that's at odds with traditional Torontonian sergibilShe

adopts this look after attending the more artistically substantive andugytrife

Drawing,” in which she meets Susie and for which she at first dresses inagiaiggike

one of the “girls at university, in their cashmere and pearls.” Pearls, whiehl ilife

and constantly ilCat’'s Eyeare worn with feminine sweaters, remain a quintessentially

feminine bauble. While it's common these days to see men wearing all manner of

jewelry, including diamond earrings, one never sees a man, even a gay mansjn pear

except in the case of shirt-fasteners. Unless worn in drag, pearl neckiagesamnid

earrings are simply not gender-bending or subversive accessories. |athés aeist

phase, Elaine would never wear the conventionally feminine pearls. She quickigreegis

and adopts the anti-fashion look after her first class for which she had madestaleemi

of wearing a plaid jumper and a white blouse with a Peter Pan collar” (301). The new

look is an understated version of Susie’s, who at this point, is still physically. intact
| switch to what the boys wear, and the other girl: black turtlenecks and
jeans. This clothing is not a disguise, like other clothing, but an
allegiance, and in time | work up the courage to wear these things even in
the daytime, to Art and Archeology; all except the jeans, which nobody
wears. Instead | wear black skirts. | grow out my high school bangs and
pin my hair back off my face, hoping to look austere. The girls at
university, in their cashmere and pearls, make jokes about arty beatniks
and talk to me less. (302)

Thus, by simply changing her clothes, Elaine rejects mainstream fengionstruction

and aligns herself with the more gender-neutral beatnik style. Elaiee $ashion
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statement had originated with youthful appropriation of anti-establishmsthiesies and
rejection of post-war bourgeois culture. The black turtleneck remains a clited of
look.

Elaine’s succession of outfits, which are presented in non-chronological,
flashback style, are framed by the sartorial presentation of anonymousvolden on
public transportation. Though non-chronologi€ét’'s Eyefeatures a tight structure in
which a science-engendered consideration of the mystery and nature oibsewthe
novel just as it opens it, thereby framing the text with its primary awazerag in
regard to structure and especially germane for my discussion is tmelagcframing
device, which exists like a matte, within and adjacent to the time-spaceryndpth
Madeleine Davies and Molly Hite note and comment upon the visionary possibilities
offered the aging female body @at's Eye’sclosing scene in which Elaine, who is on a
plane traveling back to her home in Vancouver, notices two older women who are
traveling together. Elaine’s gaze registers the women'’s clothing, makedipge,
which is past that of sexual expectation, which in turn suggests the reason for thatfact t
they are complementary rather than competitive and that they “don’t vetain
regard to what people think about their physical presentations. This presentad¢caBlai
enviable and delicious sort of liberation: “They seem so amazingly carefree. . . .
They're rambunctious, they’re full of beans, they're tough as thirteen, éhiayiocent
and dirty, they don’t give a hoot” (462).

As a framing device, this scene parallels “Chapter Two,” in which Elaine and
Cordelia, tough and thirteen, gaze at and register the clothing and demeanor of othe

women on the bus they are riding. The parallel bus/plane scenarios recall George
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Simmel’s comments about urban life and the ways in which it is implicated in the

proliferation of fashion and style consciousness:
Interpersonal relationships in big cities are distinguished by a marked
preponderance of the activity of the eye over the activity of the ear. The
main reason for this is the public means of transportation. Before the
development of buses, railroads, and trams in the nineteenth century,
people had never been in a position of having to look at one another for
long minutes or even hours without speaking to one another. (qtd. in
Wilson, Adorned135)

The bus and the plane settings provide a space for the extended gaze along with
the critique the gaze prompts. Though at the point at which they are thirteen and on the
bus, Elaine and Cordelia very definitely “give a hoot,” it is the older, stranigessed,
and seemingly madly-behaved women they admire and aspire to emulate one day. And
though the women on the plane, reflecting their own time of the late eighties, wear
cardigans rather than the flashier sort of get-ups on the bus of the nindiesntfiey
wear their “desiccated mouth[s] lipsticked bright red with bravado” like the wame
the bus, whose “lipstick mouths are too big around their mouths” (461). Here, a mouth
that sports lipstick too bright or too big signals an eccentric sort of insoudreatade
achieved only with age and perhaps even a certain degree of madness, which isdsuspecte
of the women on the bus. The feminine mouth construction becomes so parodic that,
calling attention to itself, it loses its force of artificiality. And faet that the women
wear lipstick at all suggests play and pleasure in self-construction tiagimethe anxious

sort of “giving a hoot” experienced by Elaine and Cordelia.
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The parallel action and imagery©ét's Eye’ssecondary framing device feature a
decidedly female gaze, young then mature, considering the clothed constrantions
behaviors of other female bodies, which illustrates how a popular novel can work to
disrupt and even temporarily de-center the male gaze, suggesting new, faystH w
seeing that are not filtered through male desiteExpressed through envy and aspiration
is a feminist approval of female being in the world that is not at all in littemale-
centered expectations or constructions of feminine appearance or behavior. #nd yet
this vision, there is still room for “dressing up,” pleasure, and play. Howevevjslos
of feminine “not giving a hoot” about what people think about her outfit is complicated
by Elaine’s mother who is emphasized throughout the text as indifferent to clothes,
though “this indifference does not extend to holes, frayed edges, or dirt” (237). Even this
capitulation to appearance is contradicted by Elaine’s brother Steven, whosg atethe
deliberately marked with holes, frayed edges, andtiElaine envies her mother’s
devil-may-care attitude toward clothing, and for h&pt giving a hootvould be a
luxury” (236, emphasis original). But herein lies the contradiction. Elaineteen who
doesn’t sew and “hates to shop,” is so averse to choosing an outfit that her husband
“picks out [her] dressing-up clothes . . . .” (236). We don’t know what sorts of outfits
Elaine’s father chooses, and though they are presumably acceptable, the nikat lfec
does this necessitates a degree of passivity on the mother’s part. Throligbriier
give-a-hoot attitude, Elaine’s mother becomes another woman sartoriadipgad by a
man.” After all, one’s outfit must be arranged by someone. Neverthelessyingtai

hoot, as men are allowed to do, is what Elaine and the novel wish for.
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The Robber Bride

In The Robber Bridewhich is also very concerned with the presence of the past,
three female protagonists, Tony, Charis, and Roz, are haunted by a single “othari,wom
Zenia, and the events by which she had caused each protagonist her own brand of psychic
trauma’? But while Elaine’s tormentors remain in the past and haunt her only
psychologically, the three protagonistsTine Robber Bridexperience a tormentor who
not only returns from the past, but who also returns from the dead. The antagonist Zenia
is a vamp(ire) returned from her faked death in order to haunt them in her past form as
excessively dressed con artist and man-eating husband stealer. And ahibé the
protagonists sports a signature sartorial style that emphasizesswmrgbéristory, the
glamorous tormenter Zenia presents a style of spectacular and uncedlaxer
dressing.

While in Cat’'s Eyeclothing talk works by presenting time and personality types
through stereotypical garments and outfiise Robber Brides much more idiosyncratic
and dream-like in its fashion statements, which though historically indicateva|sar
suited in an emphatic way to reflect the personal histories of its protay@sstuation
that illustrates the necessity for the caution one must exercise when miningfoovel
historical patterns of dress. For instance, Hughes points out William Thaskeray
admission in “an early introduction” Manity Fairthat he had dressed his characters in
the style of the 1840s rather than that of the novel’s 1815 setting because he thought the
clothing of the Napoleonic period was too ugly (3-4). This little bit of authoned tr
also reminds us of how our eyes become accustomed to current fashion, while g&st styl

often appear ridiculous if not romanticized. Furthermore, during the latter et of
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twentieth century, from which vantage the tale is told, a dominant silhouette écom
more difficult to pinpoint as varieties of styles become available to and chpsen b
consumers at the same time. Routh writes of Canadian fashion in the eightiesodthe br
variety in styling indicated the ongoing independence of the consumer and hey dght t
range of choices” (174).

ThoughThe Robber Bridenarks the sixties through the early nineties with their
appropriately historical sartorial signs, its protagonists wear mdre stiles, constants
that work hard to signify their senses of self and individual angst, angsings$rtdm
both childhood trauma and physical self-perception. The protagonists’ static gnatur
styles index and emphasize the repression of their unspeakable pasts, whilergeconda
characters, such as the protagonists’ children and the waiting staff aixigeel cafe,
wear nineteen-nineties post-modern and fringe fashions that more accurately
chronicle/parody fashion history and a fin de siecle impulse toward the spactawll
morbid in fashion, which in turn suggests collective repression of social angst and dark
realities: sex(ism), death, and war.

That the dark villainess Zenia, who has had affairs with and discarded eheh of t
protagonists’ men, is a shadow figure who contains the other women’s dark and angry
repressed selves and who forces the women to face and to acknowledge if reteinteg
those split-off selves, has been well established by close readers of Atwoothtt€ha
Beyer notes that “Zenia presents herself as an absence onto which other women c
project their desires and fears. Zenia is revealed to be as much a comsbycttie
characters and the reader, a fiction in which excesses of all sorts oghegwssired can

be imagined and narrated . . .” (153-4). J. B. Bouson writes, “But if Zenia is depicted as
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the competitive other woman who self-consciously performs the feminine madgque
while she acts as a ‘double agent’ in the ‘war of the sexes’ (184), she isaafssythic
projection of the three characters” (“Slipping” 150). Jean Wyatt'sihianaead points
out that Atwood is careful to show that each protagonist has lost or repressedrspmethi
specific that Zenia embodies: but more broadly, each protagofdieedRobber Bride
encounters in Zenia Lacan’s “uncanny, the piece of the real that she has madithcee
as part of the symbolic compact, the image of her own wholeness, the image of an
uncastrated self capable of unfettered and unlimited self-expression” (42).

Alice Palumbro writes, “As the lost twin of Tony, Charis, and Roz, Zenia eitacts t
return of the repressed, and is the repository of their submerged aggressiogeathd an
(83). Kuhn puts it this way: “Zenia acts as a mirror for the three women, antedfie
her they see not only a cultural standard, but also their own ‘negative gifts’ (316).
Increasingly, the three women recognize attributes that they'vesssa out of an effort
to perform the Good Girl act” (55). And finally, Lorna Irvine’s discussion of Atwood’s
presentation and parody of runaway consumption and “trashy” consumer products
includes not only the idea of individual repression but also of collective repression:
“Cat’s EyeandThe Robber Bridare deeply invested in the analytic world where
repression returns, revealing deep personal and cultural traumas” (216).

What the women have repressed is anger, envy, loss and violence experienced in
childhood, and alienation from their bodies. This repression and alienation ard frgure
clothing choices and, in Roz’s case, a fierce preoccupation with clothing chbikes
Elaine inCat’s Eye all The Robber Brid@rotagonists are born to mothers who never

attend to their daughters’ edification regarding the cultural imperative e dre
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appropriately for one’s surroundings and for one’s sense of power and selfhddee In
Robber Bride Tony’s, Charis’s, and Roz’s mothers, who also carry the weight of
traumatic histories, are all so obsessed wigir ownpreoccupations of selfhood that
they are oblivious to their daughters’ needs for sympathetic maternalveekigment,
which would include the recognition that a daughter is a physical being who @annstde
negotiate an often cruel world in which she will be perceived in part through her
necessarily sartorial self, a self that's a construction no matter hoshonses to dress.
This failure on the part of the mother stands for a much more significant faileeris
of motherhood, which is very obvious in the case of Tony, an historian of war, who has a
fascinating fascination with the sartorial accoutrements of battle andikdhédah
Price of Barbara Kingsolver'8he Poisonwood Bibleeveals her psychic split by reading
and speaking a secret backwards language. Tony had been unwanted and unloved by her
British war-bride mother, who had constantly, loudly, and even publicly battled with her
seemingly cowed Canadian husband. Tony Fremont’s split-off angry self is Ynot
Tnomert, an avenging Barbarian, whose violent and pillaging fantasy lifelsever
suppressed anger and rage at her parents’ failure to love and nurture her.

Tony’s mother, Anthea, fails to attend to the most basic of Tony’s need for
recognition, a situation illustrated by their shopping trips, during which Antbea, f
whom “clothes are a solace,” spends plenty of time trying on and inspecting tortfit
herself but not for Tony:

[W]hen she’s [Anthea] feeling “blue,” as she calls it, she goes shopping.
Tony has been dragged downtown on these expeditions many times, when

Anthea couldn’t figure out where else to stash her. She’s waited outside
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change rooms, sweating in her winter coat, while Anthea has tried things
on and then more things, and has come out in her stocking feet and done a
pirouette in front of the full-length mirror, smoothing the cloth down over
her hips. Anthea doesn’t often buy clothes for Tony; she says she could
dress Tony in a potato sack and Tony wouldn’t notice. But Tony does
notice, she notices a great deal. She just doesn’t think it would make any
difference whether she wore a potato sack or not. Any difference to
Anthea, that is. (139)

Through Anthea, Tony learns that her body is worthy of no more than a potato sack, and

Anthea’s leaving her child alone to wait outside the dressing room provides amogfanc

image of mother/daughter alienation. The image foreshadows the lonelomgss T

experiences after Anthea’s desertion of the family when Tony is shilda cAnthea runs

off with the husband of one of her bridge-playing friends, and after her defetion, s

sends “packages for Tony with clothes in them that never fit: sun suitss, diairt

weather dresses, too big or sometimes—atfter a while—too small” (153).

Tony learns to escape her lonely pain by losing herself in the study of history.

She becomes a professional woman who has no children but continues to shop in the

children’s department, which is where she tellingly buys many of hdredditecause she

is very small and, according to her, “They fit, and there’s less tax.” Addrfeam her

own albeit small but now-adult body, Tony displaces her sartorial interest onto her

scholarship, which features a specialty in military dress and accesso8ke has a

“book-in-progress:Deadly Vestments: A History of Inept Military Couttinghich will

include a chapter taken from “her lecture on the technology of fly-front fagteni. .”
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(23-24). Tony's research presents myriad details regarding the wayscim spieicific
sartorial choices and designs have resulted in death for soldiers, a situatiefershior
as “Murder by designer! She can get quite worked up about it” (24).

Tony’s friend Roz would like to make over Tony'’s little-girl wardrobe and
“thinks Tony goes in for too much floral-wallpaper print, although Tony hasutlgref
explained that it's camouflage” (17). Because Tony is an expert in baslg, drfits that
she, like so many Atwood characters, would go for camouflage, but the reader has to
wonder exactly how a floral print renders one invisible. Kuhn asserts that Tony’s
“clothes serve an important purpose for her, however. Since her queen-of-the-barbaria
persona/ twin Tnomerf Ynot is capable of murderous deeds, Tony needs ‘camoflage,’ so
she goes around ‘disguised as herself, one of the most successful disgb&esKuhn
has taken the “successful disguise” quotation out-of context because it comesaira poi
the novel in which underage Tony is in a drinking establishment and gets away with
staying because no one would think that someone who looks so young would actually
attempt to fake her age, a narrative discussion which has been recycldth&dtdible
Woman Nevertheless, Tony continues her effort of sartorial camouflage d<ladged
adult, and at that point, her plan seems very non-strategic, especially because as a
accomplished academic, Tony struggles to maintain a presence of authsirigghe
exacerbated by her diminutive stature and her gender. If invisibility denote
powerlessness on the part of a woman, disguise with an impulse toward invisibility won’
work. Tony experiences sexism in her discipline where colleagues, inclednades,
guestion her choice of topic, believing it to be inappropriate for a woman, who should be

researching domestic (read women’s) rather than military hisfory.
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On the back cover of her book, her photograph shows her “frowning slightly in an
attempt to look substantial” (8). It is extremely contradictory that one wiyng to
look substantial would choose to dress like a child, and the choice firmly implies Tony’s
self-alienation. Tony’s juvenile sartorial style is emphasized by hmyess, which “are
in the form of raccoons,” and are a part of the outfit in which Tony is introduced to the
reader. And though, as Kuhn points out, Tony’s plan to replace her worn-out raccoon
slippers with wolf slippers presents a more feral and therefore more poineafié on
Tony’s feet, the progress is bitter/sweet. She needs to lose the @skirdyrall together.
For a short time during her college years, Tony does attempt a more sapdusti

sartorial presentation. Preferring to blend-in as one wearing camoufadg do, Tony
instead comes off as conspicuous at a party she attends after an invitationdsbnthe/
man on whom her heart is set. The party takes place on a Toronto campus in the
nineteen-sixties, and Atwood signifies the setting with the stereotyygaalook of the
time: “Most of the women have straight hair, worn long in a ballerina ponytail or wound
into austere buns. They have black stockings and black skirts and black tops, and no
lipstick; their eyes are heavily outlined. Some of the men have beards. Téaetheve
same kind of clothes that West does—work shirts, turtlenecks jean jackets . . .” (124).
Tony, on the other hand,

is wearing the sort of clothes she usually wears, a dark green corduroy

jumper with a white blouse under it, a green velvet hairband, and knee

socks and brown loafers. She has kept a lot of her clothes from high

school, because they still fit. She knows that she will have to acquire

other clothes. But she is not sure how. (124)
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At this point in the narrative, Tony meets Zenia for the first time, anch4krgs
not dress to fit into the crowd so much as she dresses to stand out—to be as spectacular as
possible. This “bash” scene recdllat's Eyebecause just as Elaine discovers that her to-
be boyfriend has painted his bedroom “glossy black” in order to “get back at the landlord,
who is a prick,” Tony discovers that Wes and Zenia have painted seemingly every
surface in the apartment, including the toilet, glossy black. According to,Z&hia is
a revenge party. The landlord’s kicking us out, so we thought we’d give the old fucker
something to remember us by. It'll take him more than two coats to tosep” (The
Robber Bridel27). The glossy black surfaces of the apartment serve to create a surreal
sort of imagery in which Tony is disoriented and certainly out of place. Looking for
West, she ends up outside the bathroom door, from which a “large, hair-covered man”
emerges. Seeing Tony, he says, “Shit, the Girl Guides,” and Tony “feelstaioout
inches tall.” Tony’s sense of smallness is taken to the point of obliteration whgoeshe
into the bathroom, “which will at least be a refuge,” to discover that even the hasor
been painted black. In the black atmosphere, Tony is deprived of her reflection (125).
This obliteration of Tony’s reflection prefigures the sense of nothingnessilsfeel in
the presence of Zenia, who will replace Tony’s lost reflection in the bladkaiteor: In
the presence of Zenia she feels more than small and absurd: she feels mahEkiste
Robber Bridel26).

Coming out of the bathroom, Tony sees Zenia, who against all the black is
dressed not in beat black but rather “in white, a sort of shepherd’s smock that comes
down to mid-thigh on the long legs of her tight jeans. The smock isn’t thin but it

suggests lingerie, perhaps because the front buttons are open to a point helret wit
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nipples” (125-6). Tony begins to realize that West belongs to Zenia, and thevey no

that she can compete with such a raw display of sexuality. During this scenedAtw

parodies novelistic situations in which the sympathetic female enjoys anamsly

thick and luxuriously glossy head of hair, thereby implicating the novel in tbewtse

of oppressive and impossible feminine constructions. Introducing Tony to Zenia, West
has his arms around her waist, under her smock; his face is half hidden in her
smoky hair. . . . ‘And this is Tony,” says West's voice. His mouth is behind

Zenia’'s hair, so it looks like the hair talking. . . . [Tony] wishes she knew

someone who would bury his face in her own hair like that. She wishes it could

be West. But she doesn’t have enough hair for that. He would just hit scalp.
(127-8)

As intimidated as she is by Zenia, Tony is taken in by Zenia’'s show of interes
who she is. For the first time, Tony opens up about her mother’s disinterest in and
desertion of Tony and about her father’s suicide, which had occurred after Tony’s
graduation from high school. Zenia becomes the caring mother figure she neveidhad, a
in the process, takes her shopping:

[Tony] has different clothes now, too, because Zenia has redesigned her.
She has black corduroy jeans, and a pullover with a huge rolled collar in
which her head sits like an egg in its nest, and a gigantic wraparound
green scarf. ... The pageboy with the velvet hairband is gone; instead,
Tony’s hair is cut short and tousled on top with artful wisps coming out of
it. Some days Tony thinks she looks a little like Audrey Hepburn; other

days, like an electrocuted mop. Much more sophisticated, Zenia has
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pronounced. She has also made Tony exchange her normal-sized horn-
rimmed glasses for bigger ones, enormous ones. (133)

Audrey Hepburn was noted for her small and innocent though sophisticated appearance,
and her look prefigured those of sixties tiny girl models such as Twiggy and Jean
Shrimpton. Such a style would certainly seem to fit Tony’s body and colldge-gir
selfhood, but the description above is clearly one of an over-stated, ridiculous look.
Zenia's make-over assistance is designed to come-off as caring anougeaed Tony
desperately needs to believe in Zenia’s good will, though deep down she knows the
ensemble doesn’t work, and Zenia'’s sartorial sabotage is as ill-willed kssthibe
blackmail, and the husband-stealing she will inflict on Tony. At this point, however,
Tony, fierce in her fantasies only, is too needy and grateful for the attémtion
acknowledge the underhandedness of Zenia’'s assistance, even though she can see that
buried in all that fabric, she ironically looks more “juvenile” than she had before.

After Zenia is out of her life, Tony returns to her girlish style with @ePPan
collars and polka dots, so she retains that style throughout the four decades of the novel.
Likewise, Charis has a signature style that does not change. Roz, who wants to makeove
Tony’s look, never attempts such an idea with Charis. This is fitting as Chadd)as
changed her name from the harder sounding Karen, frequently disassocialé§bterse
her body. Though she practices yoga, bathes in herbal concoctions, rituéityg thea
skin with ablutions, she is not much concerned with surface looks; rather, she is obsessed
with cleansing because she feels polluted. For Charis, who had been phybicsdig a
by her mother and sexually abused by her uncle, the body is a burden that needs constant

cleaning, not masking or decorating. Like Tony, Charis was a war-baloytdarsingle
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woman, which of course was socially devastating at the time. Charis’ unwkdrmot
Gloria, like Tony’s unhappily wed mother, Anthea, had dressed very bourgeois and lady-
like proper. Her style is so carefully put together as to make her seemalytnesecure
in her own sartorial impulses and, by extension, her own being.

Kuhn notes that “Like Zenia, both Gloria and Anthea present polished veneers but
are corrupted beneath to different extremes: Gloria’s abuse and Andvaaidonment
have devastating effects on their daughters” (61). The point is quite tritdagks
sympathy for the mothers who have suffered devastating circumstances in their ow
turns. Having grown up on a working farm where animal “poo” covers the front yard,
Gloria had escaped at sixteen to forge her own way. Her mother had nevefdegéter
that she was “soft” and that she should have been a boy. Through her undefined
relationship with a soldier, who, according to Gloria, had been killed in the war, Gloria
becomes the single mother of Charis, a difficult thing to be in post-war Canada.
Comments made by Karen'’s relations tell us that Gloria and the soldier were
scandalously unwed, though Gloria attempts to hide the fact by wearing a wedding
Gloria, who teaches grade two, releases her frustration through the phlyasmbh
Karen and had once hit a student, which almost cost her her job. Having severely beaten
Karen’s legs with the sharp side of a pancake flipper and verging on the edgeabf a tot
breakdown, Gloria takes Karen to her mother’'s messy farmhouse. Because of “her
nerves” she needs a rest from Charis.

Though Kuhn refers to Gloria’s look as “polished,” her outfit on the trip to the
farm signifies the epitome of insecure bourgeois aspirations: “Her motheawaorery-

coloured linen outfit with a sleeveless dress and a short-sleeved jacket &ee ihad a
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white straw hat and a white bag and shoes to match, and a pair of white cotton gloves,
which she carried” (230). The extreme put-togetherness and its perfeathechand
muted monochrome good-taste color reveal an inability to show any hint of indiwdualit
or quirky imperfection. She follows sartorial propriety to its middle-clageme,
breaking no rule, calling no undo attention to herself. While Kuhn is correct to note that
Gloria uses her gloves as props, emphasizing the drama of her despdéespair of the
deepest sort. Gloria leaves Karen with the grandmother, who, though hard, has healing
hands and becomes a comfort to Karen, but is and has been no comfort to her own
daughter Gloria. The next time Karen sees her mother, the setting is a msiitaian,
a cold, hard, and gray place where Gloria has suffered shock treatments, andhtioé dept
her despair is reflected in the unkempt look of a totally unhealthy, empty, non-
constructed persona:
a door opens and her mother comes into the room. She walks slowly,
putting a hand out to touch the furniture as if to guide herself.
Sleepwalkingthinks Karen. Before, her mother’s fingers were slim, the
nails polished. She was proud of her hands. But now her hands are
swollen and clumsy and there is no ring any more on her wedding finger.
She’s wearing a grey house coat and slippers that Karen has never seen
before, and also she has never before seen her mother’s face.
Not this face. It's a flat face with a dull shine on it, like the dead fish in

the white enamel trays at the fish store. (252)
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Karen sees the grayness of her mother’s iliness spreading as she isitakeasional
visits and knows that Gloria is dying: “Nobody could stop her, because that was what
she wanted to do” (253).

Thus, Karen ends up motherless and living with an aunt and uncle, who do not
much like her and in whose post-war prosperity suburban house she suffers sexual abuse
at the hands of her uncle. There she learns to disassociate herself from hexddathra
attempts to discard all the pain of her past by changing her name from Karen to become
her repressed alter-ego Charis, a woman whose signature style is safinang b
reflect her “soft” nature and her organic, hippy-like lifestyle. Chassfthess” is
opposed to her grandmother’s hardness. The “hard” grandmother had typically worn
male clothing—overalls and men’s work boots—to facilitate her farmingtyie and
had accused her daughter Gloria of being too soft, not a boy. But Gloria, whose up-tight
outfits and abusive behavior come off as hard, ironically accuses the soft Kaegngf
“too hard.” Charis’ softness, her sartorially flowing body and personal pbiitgas
part of her fashion statement: “After she became Charis she was hardemdagh to
get by, but she’s continued to wear soft clothes: flowing Indian muslins, longeghthe
skirts, flowered shawls, scarves draped around her” (41).

This sartorial softness is then contrasted to the hardness of the next ganerati
Like her mother, Chatris is also an unwed mother, though since her daughter August is
born in a nineteen-seventies urban environment where anonymity is possible, she does
have to suffer the gossip and disgrace to which her mother had been subjected. While
Charis had changed her nafmam the harder sounding Karen, August has changed her

nameto the harder-sounding Augusta, and her sartorial style is carefully put¢oget
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produce a smooth and shiny “hard” surface appearance: “her own daughter hi@s gone
polish. Lacquered nails, dark hair gelled into a gleaming helmet, though not a punk look:
efficient” (41). “Her brittle suits [and] her tidy little soldiers’ bebtause Charis to

worry about Augusta’s hardness, but the military tenor of the description—which
resonates throughotihe Robber Bride-bespeaks of strength, and Charis’ reluctant but
loving acceptance of Augusta’s self-construction and Augusta’s love foisGignal a
breaking of the hard/soft female family dynamic, which is reflectetbihiog choices,

and which has been devastating. Though Charis perceives as Augusta aariard”
materialistic, she nevertheless nurtures her daughter and allows her hense/fs

selfhood and self-construction, which lends August a sense of strength and no-nonsense
self-assuredness that will carry her through. The narrator syntigotjaalifies the idea

of a hard girl through acknowledgment of the mother’s perception, participation, and
acceptance: “Her daughter is a hard girl. Hard to please, or hard for ©halease”

(40). Here, the pleasing becomes the duty of the mother rather than the daughter, and
hardness is disassociated from the girl's essence to be re-assudthtthe girl's

feelings, which marks a healing of the mother/daughter, soft/hard dyad.

It's obvious that of the three protagonists, Tony, Charis, and Roz, Roz is the most
style-conscious. She has gobs of money, and the narrator, focalizing through Tony, says
that she “shops munificently” (28). While Roz carries with her an esserigalipine
kind-hearted softness, a softness that registers on her generous and sponglyeblody
learned to play the hard-ball game of high-stakes business and thereforect® hstr
public persona in the hard-edged style of glammed-up power suits. When the three

women meet at the trendy Toxique café, where they discover that the suppoaddly de
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and buried Zenia is alive, well, and in Toronto, Roz arrives from her office “pacloed int
suit that Tony recognizes from the window of one of the more expensive desigasr stor
on Bloor. . . . The jacket is electric blue, the skirt is tight. Her face is cgraiiull
brushed, and her hair has just been re-coloured. This time it's auburn. Her mouth is
raspberry” (28). A hard-edged style, though, is difficult to pull-off in a softly rounded
body:

Her face doesn't go with the outfit. It isn’t insouciant and lean, but
plump, with cushiony pink milkmaid’'s cheeks and dimples when she
smiles. Her eyes, intelligent, compassionate, and bleak, seem to belong to
some other face, a thinner one; thinner, and more hardened. (28)

Thus, Roz is also placed into the hard/soft dichotomy. The word “milkmaid” hints at her
steerage class “roots,” and the “bleak” look in her eyes reveal that dempéatbility to

shop designer fashion, she is miserable. Roz, who is tall and large-framed, has trouble
squeezing her body into the “tarted-up” (to use a favorite phrase of Atwood) business sui
of the prosperous eighties, which saw a backlash against the conservative and dull-
colored business suit advocated by John Molloy’s famous books of 1975 and 1977,
Dress for SuccesndThe Women's Dress for Success BoBkth books were extremely
influential, and “Legions of ambitious women adopted the deliberately antefashi

uniform promoted [by Molloy]: comically feminized business suits with shalldis

and demure knee-length skirts, high-necked blouses with jabots and vests, and men’s-
style shirts with bow ties” (Szabo 124). As the eighties wore on the suit jacket dnd ski
remained a staple of the corporate woman’s wardrobe; however, the silhouette becam

tighter and more exaggerated as the colors became brighter and mor@j@dehitd, as
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Roz laments, shoulder pads became enormous. Steele writes that “in the 1980s, the
injunction to ‘dress for success’ had not been forgotten. Many working women adopted a
uniform that combined a broad-shouldered jacket and a very short skirt.” She quotes
Davis, who had written about “the rather masculine, almost military sthyd¢svere
fashionable among some women in the mid-1980s: exaggerated shoulder widths tapering
conelike to hems slightly above the knee” (134). Steele speculates that womexl adopt
the exaggerated military silhouette because it distanced them from “wnuesic
stereotypical inferences of feminine powerlessness and subservienad)"isvhi
undoubtedly true, but the tight-fitting, shorter skirts and the high heels often worn with
them added a sexual dimension to the power suit and suggested women had not yet (and
still have not) figured out how to dress for respect, respect that does not come with
sartorial/somatic judgment. Szabo notes, “For women it was a sexy, big-shouldered
skirt-suit designed by Donna Karan conveying, as Melanie Griffith states 1988 film
Working Girl ‘a head for busness and a bod for sin”” (124). For women, the head and
“bod” remain inextricable, and therein lies their dilemma in the public world of bgsines
a world in which people virtually never focus on the bodies or outfits of men.

Roz, who wears feet-pinching high heels, has the head for business but not a
Melanie Griffith style bod for sin, though her body is as capable as any other's.
Her size, however, devalues her extreme competence in the eyes of her husband and
those with whom she works. While it would seem that the ability to take up space, to fill
a room with her presence, would be an advantage, Roz experiences her body as a
drawback in a culture that prefers its women to be small or at least thin. Roedthas tr

slim down through diets, but she enjoys her food, and tells herself, “It's not asifathe
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anyway. She’s just solid. A good peasant body, from when the women had to pull the
ploughs” (79). Thus the class issue, which has caused Roz to feel like an outsider with
her blue-blooded husband and in the upper echelons of Toronto society, is connected to
Roz’s appearance.

Zenia, on the other hand, who seemingly has no roots at all, is a sort of every
man’s fantasy and every woman’s fantasy self; she has both a head for business and a
body for sin. At one of Roz’s “dinner parties in the early eighties,” Zdteads “in a
tight red suit with jutting shoulders, a flared peplum at the back of the jackaigskire
curve of her neatly packed bum; Zenia in spike heels, hip cocked, one hand on it” (97).
The red, the peplum, the jutting shoulders, and the spike heels are all details Molloy
would abhor, and at a later point during the same eighties time period, Zenia shaws up a
Roz’s “wearing amazing lizard-skin shoes, three hundred bucks at leasitlameg&ls so
high her legs are a mile long, and a cunning fuchsia-and black raw silk suit it a |
nipped-in waist and a tight skirt well above the knees” (353). While Atwood’s sartoria
description comes off as humorous, the situation is not funny for Roz, who has “serious
thighs” and bemoans the return of the mini skirt, asking herself—and the reader—what
were you supposed to do if you have “serious thighs”? Though during the eighties, there
were a variety of skirt lengths from which to choose, the point is that Roz &®viess
body, which is noted by the men on the board of Roz’s women’s magazine
WiseWomanWorld Though Molloy’sWomen’s Dress for Succeasd popular wisdom
preach that a woman'’s authority is compromised by clothing that c&ligiatt to her
sexuality, Zenia’s male colleagues appreciate her body right albindper professional

acumen, which, like her body, is partially faked. Zenia has managed to weasalher
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onto the board diViseWomanWorldnd to change the impulse of its features, so that
rather than a hard-hitting feminist journal, it becomes shallow and predjdesdtiering
fashion, beauty, and sex tips. Zenia has pushed to change the magazine’s name from
WiseWomanWorltb the simpleMoman Both titles resemble and therefore call to mind
Condé Nast’s fashion magazinegv-andWWwD, Women’s Wear Daily

The wholeWiseWomanWorldcenario also calls to mind Gloria Steinem’s 1990
article “Sex, Lies, and Advertising,” in which Steinem laments the deohige short-
lived feminist magazin&ls. Steinem’s article details the ways in which the editorial
content of women’s magazines is controlled by advertisers who insist upon content that
supports, features, and generally reinforces its surrounding ads, while magezated
for men and general audiences do not have to bend to such censorial pressure by
advertisers. ThMs. editorial staff refused to publish what it felt was damaging,
demeaning, or misleading content, content that advertisers wanted to be adj#ueint t
ads. According to Steinem, advertisers go so far as to require the editoriat obnte
women’s publications to mention their products and to insist that editors refrain from
placing any information that could be considered “negative” in the vicinity of adse “T
point is to be ‘upbeat.” Just as women in the street are asked, ‘Why don’t you smile,
honey?’ women’s magazines acquire an institutional smile”N&).folded due to the
refusal of advertisers to take its readership’s intelligence and indemensieriously. If
the publication would not succumb to its demands for ad-inflected copy, advertisers
refused to buy space. Because of their ad-driven editorial restrictiongnigom

magazines are what Steinem refers to as “catalogues.”
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Roz had been invited to take owdiseWomanWorldyhich “was about to go
under because it couldn’t attract big glossy lipstick-and-booze advertising’ (B42)
enjoys the feminist content ¥WiseWomanWorldso that even though she injects the
magazine with cash, it's not until Zenia completely changes the formatt tiegfins to
make money, which is a sad comment on female readership and feminine culture. The
idea of wisdom is lost with the change of titleMmman and “gone are the mature
achievers, the stories about struggles to overcome sexism and stacked odds. Gone too are
the heavy-hitting health care stories. Now there are five-page spregosngrfashions
and new diets and hair creams and wrinkle creams, and quizzes about the man ia your lif
and whether or not you’re handling your relationships well” (367). Therefore, Atwood
slams with humor the familiar and lamentable content of popular women’s magazines
which unfortunately makes women appear to be mentally vacuous indeed.

For serious readers of Atwood, Zenia, who embodies the airbrushed and digitally
altered fashion photo fantasy, calls to mind Kat, the protagonist of “Hairball,” & shor
story inWilderness Tips Like Zenia, Kat had spent time in London, working for a
fashion magazine. Kat's London rag had been c#ledazor’s edgeand Atwood’s
description othe razor’'s edgealso parodies popular women’s magazines: “Haircuts as
art, some real art, film reviews, a little stardust, wardrobes of ideas¢hatclothes and
of clothes that were ideas—the metaphysical shoulder p&t#ipall” 36). In London,

Kat had “Ramboed through the eighties,” and like Zenia, she is an outré fashidrosta
takes her hard-edged style to Toronto where, to her surprise, she discovessathere’
fashion industry: “Kat had been away too long. There was Canadian fashion now? The

English quip would be to say that ‘Canadian fashion’ was an oxymoron” (39).
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Kat, whose mother had christened her the softer-sounding Katherine, likes her
paired-down name because it's “street-feline and pointed as a nail” (36%. aSteed-
edged, husband-stealing woman who commits the outrageous act of sprinkling her
recently removed ovarian cyst with cocoa powder, wrapping it in tissue, and sgénding
disguised in a trendy box of chocolates to the wife of her boss/lover Ger (shortened fr
Gerald) in order to shock the wife and reveal the affair. Though Kat has “shaved off
most of her hair” (37), she acts and dresses in vampish style that’s a lotrikés Zand
though she temporarily wins her war of the sexes through sex and manipulation, in the
end, she, like Zenia and other manipulative Atwood characters who are oveddiess
punished. Before their respective punishments, however, Kat and Zenia use their
awareness of the fantasy of empowerment through the construction of exabgedate
never-ending feminine beauty, which is promoted by women’s magazinesinaheta
readership:
What you had to make them believe was that you knew something they
didn’t know yet. What you also had to make them believe was that they
too could know this thing, this thing that would give them eminence and
power and sexual allure, that would attract envy to them—but for a price.
The price of the magazine. What they could never get through their heads
was that it was done entirely with cameras. (“Hairball” 37)

But while Kat promotes the fantasy through photography and outrageous style, Zenia

embodies the fantasy. Zenia’s enhanced-by-plastic fantasy body resdmnablef a

Barbie doll with which the daughters of Roz and Charis play, and Zenia’s personal

background is also a fantasy, consisting of nothing more than a series of made-up
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scenarios, like the scenarios in the girls’ games, “games in which Bgdseon the
warpath and takes over the world and bosses everyone else around, and other games in
which she comes to a nasty end” (383). Both Kat and Zenia come to nasty ends.

Like Barbie, Zenia changes her clothes a lot. And like Barbie, Zenia hasea, car
but also like Barbie, the real business of her life is about appearance, the saundace,
fantasies, fantasies of an endless play of outfits on a never-aging bodwyialsZeturn
from the dead represents a return of the repressed, what is also rem#ssddat of
mortality, the dread of mutability and death. In the fantasy world of agelessress
immortality, the business of procreation has no place, and like Barbie, both Zenia and Kat
will never have body-changing pregnancies, so that their narrative situdustsie
Walter Benjamin’s remark that “the modern woman who allies herself witiofas
newness in a struggle against natural decay represses her own reprquhveég
mimics the mannequin, and enters history as a dead object” (qtd. in Evans 186). This is
not to say that all non-child-bearing women in Atwood'’s fiction are non-productive.

Tony, for instance, is not a mother and yet is extremely productive and matewell.a
She studies, writes, and teaches and also nurtures her husband and her friends. But Tony
is clearly no flashy fashionista, as Zenia and Kat are.

The non-life-giving situation is problematic for Kat, who unlike Zenia is not a
shadow figure but rather a character born of realfsst thirty-five, Kat mourns the fact
that her body has produced a cyst rather than a child, and in her anxious and feverish
perversion, she preserves, names, and talks to her cyst before sending it on itgeexplos
mission. The story closes with Kat's realization that her hard-edged, misitaht

appearance-based approach to life and to love has resulted in the sabotage of her own
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well-being and sense of fulfillment. Though Kat had enjoyed a period of power and
creativity, she was clearly dispensable because power had resided withle¢h@oss
Gerald after all. Her punishment is to face the realization of her own biologgsahgan
a state of lonely meaninglessness.

Zenia, on the other hand, seems never to age, which causes wonder on the part of
her victims, who age naturally. The fantasy woman, the representation cegpfears
and desires, must be punished with her violent return to the subsurface of consciousness.
Zenia’s punishment is her narrative banishment from the fictional real world thirtdes
tortured protagonists: Tony, Charis, and Roz, who at the end of Zenia’s string ¢t decei
and betrayals, are still wearing the signature styles that mark whartéhe Those
signature styles include not only what the women put on for public appearance, but also
the cozy comfort clothes they wear at home where they are allowed to drop the
constructed proprieties demanded by the urban Toronto setting. Roz lounges or dresses
for work in her “orange velour bathrobe”; at home grading papers, Tony wears her
“Viyella dressing gown and her cotton socks and her grey wool work socks over them
and stuffs her bundled feet into her [raccoon] slippers” (7); and Charis, who seemingly
spends quite a bit of time wearing no clothes because she spends quite a bit of time in the
bathtub, sleeps in a “white cotton nightgown,” as Roz does, does yoga in nothing, and
works in her yard in overalls and a man’s boots, as her grandmother had.

Unlike the three protagonists, the antagonist Zenia has no home and therefore
dresses only for public performant®eThe only times the reader encounters Zenia
dressed in anything other than some vampish and outrageously detailed outfit is when, at

the end of book, Charis finds the homeless Zenia in a hotel, wrapped a terry robe, and
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during her nineteen-seventies period when she lives with Charis and presents a body
bruised and brutalized by physical abuse and disease. Both the abuse and the disease tur
out to be faked, and yet their appearances, which evoke Charis’ sympathy, géitsug

the organic and the fallible in an otherwise perfected, ageless body, a botlyeha

Robber Bridereveals to be an illusion. Toward the end of the book, when each of the
protagonists goes in turn to the Arnold Garden Hotel in order to confront Zenia about her
faked death and the reason for her return to Toronto, Roz notices that she “really is
looking terrific,” and yet to Charis, who catches her pre-constructed sk tertry

bathrobe and turban, she looks surprisingly old. In addition, Tony notices that “her dark
eyes are . . . shadowed by fatigue” (434, 406).

The eyes shadowed by fatigue recall the nineteen-nineties fashion imagery
dubbed “heroin chic,” and sure enough, Zenia in her decadence is carrying and using the
drug. Her decadence is finally showing and her punishment is near. As it turnsnoat, Ze
had faked her death in order to escape the wrath of some Irish “armameritsvtypes
had been angry because Zenia had done “a shell game involving some armaments that
turned out not to be where [she] said they'd be” (406). Upon her return to Toronto, she
reveals herself to be darker, even more criminal than anyone had assumeduéhitise
the protagonists’ respective confrontations with Zenia, who is unabashedly brutal in her
conversations with them, Charis has a vision of Zenia's death. When the thieéhget t
Arnold Garden Hotel to check on the veracity of Charis’ vision, they discover Zenia’s
dead body floating, Ophelia-like, in the hotel's fountain, just as Charis had predheted s
would be. According to the inspectors who come to investigate, Zenia’'s deatredccurr

as the result of one of three means: accident, suicide, or murder, for which Tony, Roz,
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and Charis all have motive, though the inspectors are not privy to that information. Zenia
has an overdose of heroin in her dead body and old needle tracks on her arms.
Appropriately, she was also ill with ovarian cancer. And so in the end, Zenia thg fantas
is Zenia the toxic, a body filled with poison and disease, a character who embodies
Rebecca Arnold’s statement about fashion’s tendencies at the end of the kwentiet
century to reflect “basic fears concerning feminine sexuality andhesent ‘evil.”
Such fears “have been brought dramatically to the surface, exhibited aslsgeata
danger and seduction, with violence an ever-present reminder of punishment for such
display” (85).

The previous quotation is taken from a discussion that considers the ways in
which avant-garde couture and street fashion at the end of the millennium reflected a
desire to distance itself from traditional imagery of healthy and -@detperfection as
well as feminine modesty and docile submissiveness. Atwood’s description adrttie t
Toronto urban scene does not miss this desire and the way it has been encoded onto the
clothed body. Such resistance reveals cultural acknowledgement of thedidk#
fantasy. Inits production of hard-edged styles and seemingly brutalized, bogres
fashion imagery in the late twentieth century changed so that “models wene ishever
more brutal images that both flaunt and fear the anxieties of decay, disebphysical
abuse” (Arnold 81-2). In this way fashion, like Zenia, reflects cultural aesie
resulting from the myriad traumas of the violent century and the increasiragysine
and technological world in which we live. Aware of its complicity in the production of
anxiety, fashion participates in ironic defiance of its own imagery, theesaaling itself

to sometimes be a self-critical cultural form. The defiance, howevereis ddéirk and
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dangerous in its imagery. Arnold’s account of the dark images of fashion at the end of
the twentieth century is marked by themes of erotic violence, decadence, and tee
same themes permeate Caroline Evans’ fascinating and beautifuliyatiaisbook
Fashion at the Edge: Spectacle, Modernity, and Deathlinksg, she writes, “On the
edge of discourse, of ‘civilization,” of speech itself, experimental fashiomciout what
is hidden culturally. And, like a neurotic symptom, it can utter a kind of mute resistanc
to the socially productive process of constructing an identity.” Furthernfweyrites,
“If the imagery of late twentieth-century fashion seemed dark or bleak, it enbgdause
it signaled an attempt to chart new social identities in a period of rapid chembge,
reflecting contemporary concerns with death and decay” (6).

Like Zenia, fashion “at the edge” reveals cultural consciousness of anthfast
for collective anxieties as well as dark desiresTHe Robber Bridethe trendy café at
which Tony, Charis, and Roz meet is very tellingly named “The Toxique,” andviage
staff is dressed in an aggressive, erotic, and in-your-face style, at wiacis Gvrinkles
her nose” because “these cloths are too tough for her” and because they “ramind he
some of the things they used to sell in Okkult [a store in which Charis had worked]. At
any moment there could be rubber scars and fake blood” (61, 62). Alexander McQueen’s
designs of the nineties actually did feature garments that appear to erephaith fake
blood. Arnold describes McQueen’s work of the period as “a series of colledieped
in brutal sexuality. His first collection, in 1993, saw models walk the runway in
distressed white muslins, brown-red mud splattered across their brehsisgisthey
were victims of some terrible violence or surgery” (85). McQueen’s subsedgsghs

continued in a similar mode, and “the look encapsulated the late twentieth-century
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fascination with a sleazy glamour that lives off its own deathly surfacendguis back
on ‘natural’ fashion and cosmetics, using deliberately shocking referaseefrm of
resistance to the constant clarion call for health and beauty” (Arnold 86). The words
“sleazy glamour” are perfectly suited to the fashion statements dgoyrteoth Zenia and
people at The Toxique where “the waiters may have eye shadow or nose rings, the
waitresses tend to wear fluorescent leg warmers and leather mits;’shod “people
with pallid skin and chains hanging from their sombre, metal-studded clothing slouch
through to the off-limits back rooms or confer together on the splintering stditsaba
down to the toilets” (27). During an evening at Toxique, Tony waits for her friands
“From the young woman, or possibly man, who appears beside her, dressed in a black
cat-suit with a wide leather stud-covered belt and five silver earringslineaa, she
orders a bottle of wine and a bottle of Evian” (398).

The preceding quotations illustrate Atwood’s keen observation regarding fashion
and the way it speaks what Ryan Gilbey called “disruptive undercuri(gmtds’in Arnold
86). As always, Atwood'’s descriptions of the material stuff of culture areatec Her
extraordinary sense of observation results in the construction of a fictiomeit®d avhere
clothing signifies not only in regard to characters’ psyches and motivationssbun al
regard to the cultural zeitgeist. Through it all, Atwood like other writerisanradition
of great novelists, is also a moralist. As such she remains ambivalent in her humorous
and satirical presentation of women'’s fashion statements, which she wlatetyas sites
of anxiety and constructions of overly-sexualized femininities. Though her work
realizes the centrality of clothing and fashion in a world of ever-fastegehé is also

critical of fashion and of those who pay obsessive and excessive attention to personal
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appearance. After all, because we all must die, the end is marked for everyaosie by di

appearance, a fact with which both fashion and fiction are wont to grapple.
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CHAPTER THREE
“AND SHE DRESS TO KILL”: SIGNIFYING OUTFITS IN
THE COLOR PURPLEAND IN LOVE AND TROUBLE
Walker, Sartorial Sensibility, and the Critical Record

Margaret Atwood'’s sartorial statements and their often over-deterrmaane
implicate clothing as lending to a general angst experienced by tgraratio have
internalized contradictory injunctions to uphold standards of feminine beauty angsto res
feminine frivolity and artistry in self-fashioning. Alice Walker'stfan registers a different
sensibility, which is less imbued with the dominant culture’s anxieties born of diztdry
cultural commands regarding sartorial expression. Rather, Walker’s tenargi@pple with
the dominate culture’s notions of female beauty and with African Americaure'sl
responses to those notions. In Walker's nd@ved Color Purpleand her short story
collectionin Love and Troublgfictional representations of clothing serve the traditional
narrative work of suggesting characters’ cultures and values as weltiasabpnd
intellectual states. Contradiction reigns again, however, because whhiegland
hairstyling become spiritually inflected with notions of well-being andaeifialization in
The Color Purplein In Love and Troublecapital T-trouble is quite often sartorially
inflected.

Much has been written about quilting, both literal and figurative, in Walker’s work,
but little has been written about her fiction’s sartorial statentérighile “Everyday Use’s”
Dee is frequently criticized for her flashy nineteen sixties ltomkove and Trouble’sther
stories are virtually ignored in terms of their sartorial senses, and only $aysdbat | know

of attend to clothing iThe Color Purple Mary Jane Lupton’s “Clothes and Closure in
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Three Novels by Black Women” and M. Teresa Tavormina’'s “Dressing thi& Spir
Clothworking and Language ifhe Color Purplé Lupton’s “Clothes and Closure”
recognizes the centrality of clothingTae Color Purple’lot and writes, “Like many
novels written by women,The Color Purplé'show([s] a particular interest in clothing as a
sign of character, race, and gender, and as a vehicle for the transform#tiesalf”’ (409).
Referring to “Phebe the dressmaker” in Jessie FauSetisedy: American Styld_upton
writes that “Jessie Fauset’s enterprising seamstress is born ageist filty years later in
Alice Walker'sThe Color Purplé (413).*® Lupton approves of Celie’s transformation via
clothing-construction and entrepreneurialism and moves on to criticize Steedre8ps
1985 film version of the book because “the issues of gender identity and feminist ezonomi
are ignored, as is the theme of clothing as anything other than decoration” (415).

The other clothing conscious article about Walker’s work is M. Teresa Tavésmina
“Dressing the Spirit: Clothworking and Languagdime Color Purplé’ Tavormina’s title
suggests her point that, for the black character, clothing is imbued with the pasitecos
the spiritual and the communal self rather than anxiety:

Reference to cloth, clothing, and clothworking aboun@ha Color
Purple Again and again we read about people’s clothing, especially Shug’s.
Both Nettie and Celie have a keen eye for what people wear, and are sharply
conscious of their own dress as well, at times embarrassed by it, at times
pleased. Most important, sewing and designing clothes becomes Celie’s
refuge and then her work. The meaning of these ubiquitous references goes
beyond a realistic description of a common female interest or activity,

however. By the end of the novel, Walker’s clothing and clothworking
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images have reinforced several major themes: The nature of salfidefi

the creative power of the human spirit, and the growth of familial and societal

bonds out of shared life and history. (221)
Thus, Tavormina notebhe Color Purple’postmodernist break from realism, for which it
has been heauvily criticized, and lends credence to the idea that attitudes totixamng m
black-authored fiction come from the culture’s own historical/creativeecand certainly in
the case ot he Color Purpleclothing carries positive—even spiritual—connotations. My
work extends the discussion of clothingTine Color Purpletaking issue with its detractors
and historically contextualizing black fashion statements, which has not been dorte.hithe
It then clothes-reads Love and Trouble’sartorially sensitive texts, thus attending to the
aforementioned critical gap.

The Color Purple
In the fictional world ofThe Color Purplewhich is populated predominantly by

black people, narrative attitudes toward clothing are underpinned by a sharedandture

history of lack, a lack which had been experienced by people denied the basic human need

for at least decent clothing, which is opposed to a history of access and chuite, if
abundance. While it had been typical for nineteenth-century European-Amaetitcae t
praise “the natural woman” and to discredit the woman overly dressed or made-up in
“fripperies,” Linda Scott's=resh Lipstickpoints out that the black slave woman who worked
in the fields epitomized “the natural” because she was disallowed persooiligg or
sartorial choice. Scott reminds us that “[s]eldom given access to groominipiaated
almost never allowed to bathe, slave women wore their clothes, usually issued tmteean

year with little regard to size or gender, until they were rags. Thiesawomen were
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routinely made to do ‘men’s work’ and were forced to wear breeches while they did it
Scott goes on to write about the ways in which slave women were denied persoitgl ident
through the denial of hygiene and clothing. Their look was as natural as could be, and
therefore “[t]o talk of free white women being ‘forced’ to wear corsetsagical fashion
icons, thereby becoming ‘slaves to fashion,” seems an insensitive exaggerégbhof the
physical and institutional forces articulated in the black female’slawaural’ look” (17).

Fashion writer Constance C.R. White also discusses the lack that marked the
“circumscribed” sartorial state of black slaves. She quotes Michel& Bladh: “They
[slaves] were condemned to wear a rough cloth of beige, brown, or blue-and-beige line
cotton, which often came from factories up north . . . . This plantation-issue fabedacé®
known as Linsey-woolsey, or Negro cloth, and carried with it the unpleasantadissoof
slavery even after emancipation” (18). The passage goes on to note thaktecteodes
on the books” regarding what blacks could or could not wear and that the Linsey-woolsey
had the “same effect as branding.”

Ted Ownby’'sAmerican Dreams in Mississippkamines plantation and store records
to show that, though it was rare, slaves had occasional opportunities to make cash purchases
for themselves. Slaves acquired money through extra work and occasional payments and
gifts from their masters. Ownby’s account reveals that slaves tiypspeant their rare cash
on non-essential garments or accessories or luxury cloth, such as silk, to produce more
fashionable clothes than those they had been issued, which, as Ownby notes, were plain,
rough, and uniform. Rather than purchasing “goods for everyday survival” as one may

expect, the data suggests “that slaves were using their ability to makenter choices as
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ways to identify themselves as something other than workers and to reject theaappe
created by slaveowners’ practice of handing out the same clothes to eV¢#B66).

An interesting study entitle8tylin’: African American Expressive Culture from its
Beginnings to the Zoot Swtso discusses the surprising and variegated array of garments
and accessories acquired by antebellum slaves (White and White 5-36). Through its
examination of primary sources, including many advertisements for theeaptunaway
slaves Stylin’ contends that “No matter how poorly they were treated, most southern slaves
had a few special items of clothing with which to dress up,” and “through the ways they
fashioned their appearance, African and African American slaves diedoaeoften
surprising degree of social and cultural space” (26, 10). In the context of slagtgringl
ceases to be wasteful extravagance and becomes instead a rare opportanibnomy and
resistance to control by whites, including non-effective sumptuary lawseenaahe South
Carolina Negro Act of 1735, which forbad slaves to “wear the cast-off clothesrof the
owners.” This injunction was ignored not only by blacks but also by white owners, who use
clothing as a reward because “they had something to gain by exploitingttreakdesires
of their human property” (White and White 14). So while we need to qualify the idea that
slaves had absolutely no sartorial autonomy, that autonomy remained limitedan Asfinid
African American resourcefulness notwithstanding, the social condition sfahe was still
marked by rough fabrics and plain, loose garments.

The general lack of access to somatic decency and sartorial choicedteckih
Celie’s post-emancipation and yet slave-like condition in Walker's 1983 &uhtzze-
winning novelThe Color Purple The Color Purplas an epistolary work; its protagonist

Celie writes letters to God and later her sister Nettie. In Celigts letter to God, she
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expresses her state of utter abjection. Her stepfather, whom she had beenliedettsber
biological father, has taken and given away her second baby born by him. As @eins m
the loss of the baby, she writes how her “father” berates her appeditagutebreasts full of
milk running down myself. He say Why don’t you look decent? Put on something. But what
I’'m sposed to put on? | don’t have nothing” (4). Later, after Celie has been mafrieaof
man who fully expects and forces her to function as one of mules of the world, her husband’s
sisters come to visit. Noting that Celie needs something to wear, the st Kate calls
attention to Celie’s lack:

Buy Celie some clothes. She say to Mr.

She need clothes? he ast.

Well look at her.

He look at me. It like he looking at the earth. It need something? his eyes say.

(21)

So Kate, who is “dress all up,” takes Celie to the store for her first new dress.iswha
interesting at this point is that Celie, who is extremely sensitive to amecagpve of color,
a fact reflected in the novel’s title, would prefer a dress of red or purple. Thousfioithe
has “plenty red,” her choice is limited to “brown, maroon, or navy blue” because Mr.

“won’t want to pay for red. Too happy lookin” (22). Like the slaves who

wore the “Negro cloth” mentioned by Constance White, Celie has to settle fdsldntied
shades rather than the bright secondary or pure primary color she would prefels@nd

like a pre-emancipation black woman, Celie’s sartorial self is markeckyfahoice, lack

of variety, and lack of pure coldt. The forced suppression of Celie’s sartorial desire is akin

to her suppression as a creative human being; in addition to which, love of color is quite
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literally written into the historical/cultural record as a speciljcAfrican American
sensibility. Therefore, Celie’s feminine desire for color is culturailyased as well, so that
the suppression she endures relegates her existence and self-deternminetioa of both
gender and culture.

Walker’s title, The Color Purplecertainly and forcefully announces the book’s
rhetorically central stance concerning the joy and beauty reflecte@ding tnd vibrant color,
and an acute sensibility toward color is much discussed as a specifically [dtukiadoy
writers of black history and culture. Calling attention to the fact that aljltustorical, and
geographic situations create different fashion sensibilities, Whitesyfiblack consumers’
predisposition to certain styles is influenced . . . by history, folkways, andyarti
environments.” Calling attention to the color issue, she quotes Veronica Jones, black owne
of a retail fashion business: “We like color. We like softer fabrics” (3). Usimigph to
illustrate the sheer variety of fabrics that southern slaves purchasedey had the
opportunity, Ownby also notes the different design aesthetic of Africaniganeslaves:
“Cloth had long been crucial as a way of marking individuality and hierarchyricaff
societies. Scholars . . . have analyzed the tendency of slaves to use an A#taticathat
emphasized contrasting colors, irregular striped patterns, and a willnignesx patterns
and fabrics that European Americans saw as incongruous and gaudy” (56). Whitkiend W
not only note but also emphasize the way in which the African aesthetic struck white
viewers. Among many others they quote in regard to white dismay over what sedmeed t
very strange combinations of colors and garments is Fanny Kemble, who aoted sl
manner of dressing up on Sundays, which to her eyes involved “the most ludicrous

combination of incongruities that you can conceive . . . every color in the rainbow, and the
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deepest possible shades blended in fierce companionship” (28). Kemble's reaestsnatt
remarkably different cultural attitudes towards design aesthetics antbdlse Eurocentric

sense of its own superiority, though from a position of hindsight, such posturing comes off as
incredibly simplistic.

A preference for bright and contrasting colors also informs African Aareric
quilting, a matter reflected in fiction by Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, and Tdarrison
(Kelley). Lisa Jones’ wonderfully entitlé8ulletproof Diva: Tales of Race, Sex, and Hair
also proclaims positive attitudes towards vibrant and contrasting color as part of
specifically black sartorial sensibility. Endorsing Jean E. Pattolsr to Color: The Black
Women'’s Guide to a Rainbow of Fashion and Bealdges writes, “Don’t take refuge from
the hard eye of the status quo aesthetics in muddy colors that ‘recede’ ydeinto t
background” (167).

On the other hand, while White and Jones assert a style that clothing watchers ma
have noticed, colorful dressing is only one practice of dressing within an excgeativegke
group, living diverse lifestyles, working in diverse fields, and populating diveggens,
both urban and rural. In addition, there is a post Civil War opposition between blacks who
presented styles flamboyant and sometimes sexualized with an impulse itedvadualism
and those who presented a conservative style with an impulse toward respeatabil
community values. Evelyn Brooks Higginbottom writes about the Women’s Convention of
the National Baptist Convention, which believed that conspicuous consumption and flashy
fashion would undermine black solidarity by creating divides between affluent and poor
blacks. And Stephanie Shaw discusses ways in which black women “across the class

spectrum” were taught to practice moderation in personal consumption in ordeeto fos
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community cohesion and also to present young black women as virtuous in the face of sexual
assault by white men (Higgenbottom and Shaw, cited in Benson 284). White and White also
note the call to moderation and “dressing with simplicity” by black wr{tH02-105). These
practices in black fashion history mark a trend that shuns bright color dressiugfiashy

and self-consciously conspicuous. So while black fashion has created its ownadsthet

has shared with American fashion at large the divide between ideologiesterity and

impulses toward conspicuous display, though ideologies of sartorial austerity are not
articulated in writing by black voices until choice becomes a possibility.

Opting for individual assertion and personal preference for joy in color, Celie not
only desires but also seems to crave color in what has otherwise been for hevsin al
hopeless and colorless existence. Her epistolary journey is marked by the etoompafr
color into her world. For instance, when Celie has begun to express herself through the
design and manufacture of pants, those pants are almost always brightlgl.c8qreeak
chooses a pair the “color of sunset,” while Shug is feeling new fabrics IGidraped all
over the place. Celie remarks, “it all soft, flowing, rich and catch the light arfar cry
from that stiff army shit us started with, [Shug] say” (219). And when Celieagatsid to
creating pants for Sofia, “one leg be purple, one leg be red” (223). Thisqargeetscheme
includes the two colors Celie had wanted for her first dress and thereforeesigimilarge
degree of her new agency and the way in which vibrant color appeals to herlsartoria
imagination and symbolizes the bright turn her life has taken.

Celie makes clothes and wears outfits that are definitely and conspicugessly e
catching, and she turns her pants-making into a capitalist enterprise, iars tuzit

challenges bell hook8lack Lookswhich applies to a later era in the twentieth century but
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carries on the rhetoric of resistance to conspicuous fashion. In a discussion atiout Bla

Nationalism, hooks’ disavows marks of black fashion as communal resistancedgo whit

appropriation and colonization of black culture. She writes,
When young black people mouth 1960s’ black nationalist rhetoric, don Kente
cloth, gold medallions, dread their hair, and diss the white folks they hang out
with, they expose the way meaningless commodification strips these signs of
political integrity and meaning, denying the possibility that they careses a
catalyst for concrete political action. As signs, their power to ignitiearit
consciousness is diffused when they are commodified. Communities of
resistance are replaced by communities of consumption. (33)

Hooks contends that white appropriation of commodified black styles results in just another

act of cultural imperialism so that black presence and politics are rerateeat. In

addition, black styles present an essentialized idea of blackness that deniesrtiiy oif

individual African American communities. Rejection of black style is concomaaht

rejection of consumerism as if to wear a specific garment is to be lost enssotrof

consumerist daze of political unconsciousness. This idea is supported by the worktof Stua

and Elizabeth Ewen who write that “Consumption is a social relationship, the dominant

relationship in our society—one that makes it harder and harder to hold togetheatgo cre

community. . . . To establish popular initiative, consumption must be transcended—a

difficult but central task facing all people who still seek a better wayesf(ljtd. in hooks

34). Though it's questionable that consumption is society’s “dominant social retgbiéns

capitalism’s tendency to turn just about any political style into a styletyta’'s sake has

been well-established. In addition, black nationalism has traditionally rgéedsa
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conspicuous consumption as harmful to black uplift, and yet its efforts to re-cfaatnA
American history and to establish a national identity has resulted in stylessstie
wearing of kente cloth, that bespeak an alternative cultural heritagel @&syweabe in that
heritage.

Hooks’ point that meaning gets depoliticized by commodification and therefas is |
in Afrocentric style statements is supported by the fact that black Aanergho sport such
styles as aesthetic and/or political statements are often unawhesasigin or the meaning
of those designs and are also unaware that the purchase of non-African copies,avhich ar
widely available and less expensive than authentic hand-weaves, negativesythéfec
success of African artisans (Boateng 212-226). Textile manufactureaba glisiness, and
since labeling provides inadequate information, African or supposed Africiiesexte
imbued with the same production and labor problems as all textiles. An ideological
contradiction results from the fact that means of production are hidden froongeeer. In
addition, sartorial connotations change with context, and in America, Africalesetbtain
new significance that loses traditional African significance and regipealfgity. Some
people, for instance, do not know that kente cloth originated in Ghana where its use tends t
be formal. Boateng writes, “The use of kente for items like umbrellas, beléshabd
furnishings is considered to degrade a cloth that is normally reserveddorareal use”

(221). On the other hand, it is also true that black people living in the work-a-day world,
outside of the academy, in and out of politics, find a sense of cultural self-worth angl dignit
through their clothing and through the inclusion of African-inspired stylesuld also

argue that African-inspired textiles and black hair styles retain cuttistenction regardless

of white appropriation, though it is true that their political punch diffé$eBhose who
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celebrate rather than denigrate sartorial expression consider the Usearf And African
American inspired design by both black and white designers and the populatioe afslarg
situation in which a distinctly African or African American aesthetftuences other
aesthetics and therefore reveals Africa and African Americansudisieatplayers on the
global stage. In other words, the use of African American design refldists imfluence
rather than passive appropriation.

In regard to the vexed relationship between feminism and clothing, bell hooks aligns
radical black feminism with traditional white and second-wave feminism in tialdang of
play and expression through clothing, which is presumed to automatically indigatye and
excessive consumption even though the purchase of a plain garment is no less an act of
consumption than the purchase of a conspicuously expressive garment. | use the word
“conspicuously” because the plain garment is also expressive—a garment eaihot a
expression of some sort. One gets the sense that for hooks, radical politics ane ewen lif
simply too serious and fashion too frivolous, though she does not say so out right. On the
other hand, Lisa Jones, who also complains about white appropriation of black culture,
maintains that style is serious and black style is empowering for those vadeess & power
is limited by class and economic circumstance:

Style is political, of course: It's about danger and choices, who is madg fami
and who is made slave. . . . For black women without access to the room of
one’s own to make leisure-time art, our bodies, our style became the canvas of
our cultural yearning. It has been, in recent history, not just a place of self-
mutilation, but a place of healing. . . . Racism wounds us in gender-specific

ways. Men, an elder once told me, are made to feel stupid, and women to feel
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ugly. Claiming beauty (and the power in that), and the dissemination of it to
the young women who follow us, is serious, in my mind, serious as boys
pointing cannons at oil wells. (91-2)

The previous quotation precedes a discussion about Coreen Simpson, fine-art
photographer and designer of the super successful Black Cameo. Unlike white cameos, i
which “the model holds her head down in a demure way or seems vulnerable,” Simpson’s
Black Cameo looks up, therefore signaling pride and defiance (Simpson gtd. in Jones 94).
Hooks would agree with such defiance.Black Looksshe condemns Shahrazad Ali’s
“conservative tract” entitle@he Blackman’s Guide to Understanding the Black Woman
because in its misogynist stance toward black women it promotes “a rejedbiaclottyles
that emphasize our diasporic connection to Africa and the Caribbean” (110). In this
sentence, hooks contradicts her earlier stand. The wearing of “black bigtesiies a way
for black women to cultivate—a word that etymologically indicates postmodeurault
construction—the beauty of which Jones writes. While hooks would agree that black women
need to recognize and claim their own style, she cannot resolve the conundrum through
which black style and beauty are constructed, enhanced, and highlighted throaggl sa
construction and accessories and are therefore corrupted through their convghamass
consumer culture. Whether over-stated, under-stated, resistant, conservatvey, Waite,
unless the wearer designs and produces her own fabrics and garments, sihtetylents in
the west and increasingly around the globe are constructions that occur natbystem of
what hooks calls “white supremacist capitalist patriarcBya¢k Looks32). Though one can

avoid excessively loud sartorial statements and constructions that requereastirces
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than others and though one can adopt practices that are conscious of the means arproducti
and distribution, one cannot opt otit.

In The Color Purplea book that largely fails according to hooks because she
measures a book’s value according to its politics, part of Celie’s oppressiontds due
inaccessibility to the specifically black beauty of which Jones writes.isStast by her
father, her husband, and even by her future lover Shug Avery as ugly. Celie hedinater
the idea of ugliness that serves to validate her oppression, and even Shug'stweordis
to her are “You sures ugly” (48, italics original). The emphasis on “is” signals that Shug
has been told before hand of Celie’s ugliness, a point Celie confirms by fadloywiher
guotation of Shug's ugly words with the phrase, “like she ain’t believed it.” In oibwels,

Shug had not believed that anyone could be so ugly as Celie had been described to her.

Seeing is believing. IMhe Same River Twic@/alker discusses Celie’s ugliness as a

condition of cultural ideas regarding what constitutes beauty:
In Celie’s rural and small town turn-of-the-century culture, through the $ortie
at least, the voluptuous, the portly, that stout female form was admired. Even
a very fat female was admired if she was also good-natured and ‘light on he
feet,’ i.e., a good dancer. Skinniness, boniness (though not slenderness, which
was admired if the body was also curvaceous and perceived as strong), was
considered, in a woman to be almost a deformity. (51)

The quotation is interesting in the sense that it speaks to the idea that replaciagdae s

of beauty (thinness) with a different standard (voluptuousness) is simplyertteggor

thinking and not the answer to the well-being of womankind. Nevertheless, whiles Celie

shape would be considered ideal by many in the U.S. today, in her own socio/historical
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context, “Being skinny is [her] major ‘fault” (51§ While Celie’s shape is natural, cultural
expectations devalue that shape, sadorial lackfurther decreases her value as a woman:
[Celie’s] other ‘ugliness’ consists of a furtive, beaten down manner (she
cowers), unkempt hair and poor and slovenly clothing (she has no one to teach
her to care for herself and no one to buy her clothes or even notice she’s still
wearing her dead mother’s clothes, tattering, years after her motbattg.d
As she begins to create herself through her writing . . . and her love of Shug
and Nettie, she begins to take on an outer beauty that approximates her
extraordinary loveliness of spirit. (51)
In The Color Purplepride exhibited in the ability to stand straight and to hold up one’s
head—Ilike Simpson’s Black Cameo—performs beauty, and as Celie learns to hold up her
head, she also acquires a wardrobe, which includes the pants she creates.awhsell
Celie makes the return from her successful stay in Memphisto Mr.__ ’s farreelshe f
and looks different. She has become stronger and more confident. Indeed, she has come into
her own, and her outfit reflects the fact: “Got on some dark blue pants and a whitgtsilk s
that look righteous. Little red flat-heel slippers, and a flower in my hairsd gk
house and him sitting up on the porch and he didn’t even know who | was”
(224).
Hooks would like the fact that Celie designs and sews her pants so that she is not
alienated from her labor; however, her turning the pants-making into a smakdsisends
the novel’s clothing production into the capitalist marketplace. Mary Jane Luptes,wr
“Walker has taken Celie as far on the road to success as Walker’s ‘woreeomsimics will

permit before she runs the risk of mimicking the values of the dominant culture,” and
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“[Celie’s] capitalism is meant to be distinct from that of the Black bousigoivhich would
imitate the style and language of the majority in an act of self-aliendddd). Lupton is
treading a very fine line here. Free enterprise is free enterprisbenipeacticed by Celie,
the dominant culture, or the Black bourgeoisie. While capitalism is clearty guits
tendency to exploit labor and to create economic and class divisions, it remains thei@conom
system under which we and increasingly more people live. Entrepreneuriahvii@nCelie
not only empower themselves through economic independence but are also in positions to
employ other women and, through their managerial practices, to amelioratmthgons
whereby capitalist enterprise abuses and exploits its labor force. ddpitalism is
traditionally pitted as contrary to communal values, Celie’s empowermentitefed by an
increasing sense of her own place within her own little community.

Trudier Harris is stronger in her rhetorical stance against Ceépitatist practice
and slamdhe Color Purplebecause of its departure from realism. Harris expresses distaste
for the “ridiculous” and “preposterous” love triangle situation and maintains thag iend,
Celie “haseffaced herseihto free enterprise” (“From Victimization” 9, 14, emphasis
added). To write that a protagonist who has evolved from a silent, cowering figoiie w
turned in upon herself to a protagonist who has expanded her presence through speech and
somatic bearing is a read that forces its politics. Harris, like manok liferary critics,
deplores the book’s depiction of black life, which she fears will be taken by vepiéetator”
readers to represeall black communities (“On Th€olor Purpl€). Regardless of such
criticism or the degree to which Celie participates in the capitalstamy, she has
definitely noteffaced herselibut rather, haasserted hersetb become a more expansive

presence in the world she occupies. Certainly, her class situation is improved, @nid she i

103



position to radiate her new-found independence and power, to enhance the status of her
sisters and progeny through employment, role-modeling, and the financial support
necessitated by formal education.

Central to Harris’ dismissal of Celie’s progression is the implausilafiher rags-to-
riches, “ugly duckling turned princess” scenario. If one rests judgmentTupo@olor
Purple’sadherence to or departure from realism, it certainly fails in regard toititsgrof
clothes, which may seem to be represented as historical artifacts, but can realgt be
metaphorically. Women wearing pants, for instance, is the book’s centrghoetar its
gender-bending impulse. Sophia, who is presented as much larger than Harpo, is
nevertheless able to wear his pants, which calls attention to the novel’s yrtabiiintain
generic realism. This causes a narrative situation in which the readgifftcalty
deciphering what is real and what is fantasy, a difficulty analyzee@bidoks, who writes,
“historical accuracy is altered to serve didactic purposes—to teach tlez hestory not as it
was but as it should have been” (“Writing” 224he Color Purplestrikes hooks, therefore,
asnot true a situation that results from readerly expectations or what Ralph Elliserirgf
to the novel, called “the implicit realism of the form” (63). Form is problemafitie Color
Purple, and Harris’s comment that the Africa portions of the book are analogous to the
whaling chapters in Moby Dick is particularly apt (“@he Color Purplé 155). On the
other hand, postmodern novels are known for exceeding the bounds of genre—all the long
works in this study blend realism and fantasy—and, Celie’s pants, as weoglhiee, are as
symbolic as Cinderella’s glass slippers and Hester Prynne’stdetide. Perhaps Walker
should have taken Hawthorne’s cue and callee Color Purplea romance.

Tavormina’s “Dressing the Spirit” recogniz€ke Color Purpleprecisely as it verges
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into the realm of fairy tale because it “reflects on certain aspedte @ihderella myth”; in
addition,The Color Purplés clothing also reflects a specifically African American aesthetic
attitude. Celie’s pants, according to Tavormina, resemble “native Afliess as Nettie
describes it” because “Folkspants are genuinely comfortable clothessiexts and
adornments of the people wearing them, rather than a shamefaced, constrigrmpeay

of the self. Only the ‘colorless’ whites, accordingitee Color Purplefeel naked and
ashamed without clothes” (222). Through contrast, therefore, sartorial metardesoThe
Color Purpleand in Tavormina’s essay constructs white people’s clothing as imbued with an
historically familiar association: shame. On the other hand, “For black peadpldifferent:
‘Since they are covered by color they are not naked.’ Instead, they dresmfortand
celebration, like the Sengalese, ‘these shining, blueblack people wearingtdoillia robes
with designs like fancy quilt patterns.” Furthermore, in Africa, “men anchen both
preshate a nice dress” (Walker, qtd. in Tavormina 222).

Black fashion writing supports this dichotomy. Given the different historidaital
backgrounds that work to create different attitudes towards North-Amewiags of
dressing, White observes that “Black women and men are interested in dressing up, a
characteristic also found in Latin cultures; it is the direct opposite of Wglep which is
under-stated and puritanical” (2). White’s statement is overstated sitrcblack and white
society are extremely varied and both cultures include subcultures thatcenfdnciful
dressing; nevertheless, the Atwoodian fear of “making a spectacle of baeskihe
impulse towards invisibility reflect a tendency toward the “understategatdnical”

aspects of which White writes. The desire for eye-catching and fashiondostyke flies in
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the face of “shame-faced” attitudes toward dress and refuses respeesatalint of time,
money, and self-regard, therefore causing moral anxiety.

Sartorial history in the European West is replete with admonitions, most often
directed against women, regarding any sort of extravagance or stylssnwhech was
usually interpreted not as a sign of aesthetic pleasure or individual crelativigther as a
sign of a frivolous mind, wasteful expenditure, vacuous morality, and sexual wantonness.
The raillery becomes a part of the Caucasian mind-set and is carnegdanto Victorian
feminism and dress reform, where participation in fashion becomes a simptifieaf s
feminine passivity and sexuality rather than agency. There is contradittihese
criticisms because they work to cast a woman as both a passive victim ohfastiat the
same time an agent of selfish desire. The fashionably dressed woman has Heactebns
as both, a situation from which many black and poor immigrant women of all colors had
been excluded and which Atwood expresses in the sartorial anxiety of women ietlwventi
century Toronto. This difference in sartorial history and sensibility isaweafl by the fact
that black fashionability is more readily recognized as signifying “alyigolitical subtext
of struggle, a determination to renegotiate the social contract” (White arid Y2&).

The word “puritanical” has negative connotations in the sense that it signasrplea
denied for the sake of greed masquerading as moral rectitude, and certainlytémes Pur
from whom many white Americans and Atwood too claim descent, were rigid aodssier
their suppression of desire and pleasure, including sartorial plédstinés suppression had
been codified and institutionalized in sumptuary laws, but George Francis Beerig Day
Life in the Massachusetts Bay Companynts out that while colonial “magistrates

considered it desirable to curb the extravagancies of dress that followeshth@nLmode,”
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they were ultimately unable to do so (60-70). In reference to the Massachasetts B
Company, Scott points out that “if defendants [brought to court for violating sumptuasjy la
could prove that he or she had a personal fortune of at least 200 pounds, they were exempt
from the rule” (24). Therefore the laws were in effect more about the maingenaclass
divisions than moral rectitude.

Before the eighteenth century, the enactment of sumptuary laws in theagest w
common and often designed to retain class divisions, all the while harping on magal iss
Though it focuses on Europe—mostly England—rather than the Americas, Ribeiro’s
thorough accouriDress and Moralitydetails the long history of sartorial suppression and
sometimes rabid raillery against fashion. Her introduction notes, “This booklisaeal
history of the criticisms directed at clothing on the grounds of its ‘imntgrad term which
is synonymous with clothing which reveals or emphasizes sexual areas of yhéligpdan
idea corroborated by the American Puritan law which stated that “no garnadirées made
with short sleeves, whereby the nakedness of the arm may bee discoveteul’ Dgw 62).
According to the accounts of Dow, Scott, and Ribeiro, though such laws were enfotced wit
various punishments, they always met with a resistance which inevitablyedridem
useless.

In regard to the American South, Ownby examines sermons, poems, letters, and
diaries to show how white women of the anti-bellum period were also constantly adeabnis
for desiring fashion. Such admonishment encouraged the thrifty virtue of dutifuigstawi
meet a family’s needs for clothing and linens and discouraged what was presahted a
frivolous vice of sartorial desire. Ownby writes, “Evangelical preacleesdlto condemn

women’s taste for luxurious and frivolous clothing, often in ways that joined the weaknes
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of the upper classes with what they saw as the special weaknesses of {@men”
Therefore, both white and black women in the south were historically reproachéut&y w
culture for attending to sartorial finery, white women because they werg ‘hevolous”

and black women because they were constructing sartorial selves thaesseddhe
bounds of their position within the social hierarchy. In this scenario, white wonzetdsal
extravagance challenges their own cultural/political mindset and milieuf witic its
rhetoric of “protecting” white womanhood, is implicitly sexist and horribly awador black
and white women, while black women'’s sartorial extravagance challenges iae cutture
that explicitly oppresses them in terms of both race and gender. Therefonegiséance is
more explicit and more readily constructed as heroically subversive.

Celie’s signature garment, pants, works against gender oppression and toward
renegotiating a new and equal role for black women, but Shug’s style is flasinyinis and
unapologetically sexy, a style through which her body challenges therstauodl@eauty that
count against Celie. Though Shug’'s sexual behaviors suggest an insecurity of stspw
her problem is not with a lack of confidence in her body or its expression, though she has the
same negatively perceived attributes as Celie. Mr. 's father, who does not
understand his son’s attraction to Shug, puts it this way: “Just what is it abouiubis S
Avery anyway . . . she black as tar, she nappy headed. She got legs like basel{@bpats”
Thus, Alphonso sets forth three physical qualities historically used to belitéck
woman’s value and provides just one example of the ways in which Walker’s work
participates in a situation articulated by Patricia Hill Collins:

Literature by Black women writers provides the most comprehensive view of
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Black women'’s struggles to form positive self-definition in the face of
denigrated images of Black womanhood. Portraying the range of ways that
African-American women experience internalized oppression is a prominent
theme in Black women’s writing. (Collins 83)

And Trudier Harris writes,
Black women throughout their history in the United States have been
victimized by a standard of beauty alien and inapplicable to them.
Gwendolyn Brooks, Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, Paule Marshall, and
others have written of the consequences for the dark-skinned black woman,
the one who was not light and did not have ‘good hair.” (“From
Victimization” 10)

Indeed, literature and criticism by black women authors often express the papostire to

denigrated imagery, and black hair has been a major aspect of that denigrasariptidns

of hair textures and styles are ubiquitous in black writing by both men and women befcause

beauty standards engendered by racism. In “Black Hair/Style PolKickena Mercer

writes, “If racism is conceived as an ideological code in which biologic#atts are

invested with societal values and meanings, then it is because our hair is perctsive

this framework that it is burdened with a range of ‘negative’ connotations” (248r in

the article comes the following: “ ‘Good hair,” used to describe hair on a blasbper

head, means hair that looks ‘European,” straight, not too curly, not that kinky. And, more

importantly, the given attributes of our hair are often referred to by desnguch as

‘whoolly,” ‘tough,’ or. more to the point, just plain old ‘nigger hair™ (249).
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Though hair is not clothing, it is a part of the body we “dress, TdredColor Purple
is almost obsessed with the condition of hair. As such, it reflects and challengad\tte
mid-twentieth-century internalization by black people of racistualtis toward hair with
African qualities of texture, an internalization described and decrieddoylgs Cleaver’s
essay “As Crinkly as Yours.” Lisa Jones puts it this way: “Hair is thalllesrd end-all.
Everything | know about American history | learned from looking at black pedmdé’s It's
the perfect metaphor for the African experiment here: the price of the (fickatjourney no
one elected to take), the toll of slavery, and the costs of remaining. Itistladl hair” (11-

12).

The importance of hair as a marker of black identity is evidefh@&Color Purple
through numerous queries about hair, which are raised as characters question ared describ
each other’s selfhoods. Just as Alphonso berates Shug by noting that she’s “nappy headed,”
Shug questions Celie about her absent sister Nettie and her hair: “What kind shdrkks
to wear? Shug ast. What her birthday? What her favorite color? Can she cook? Sew?
What about her hair?” (123). Once again, color is important, and clothing and hair take the
rhetorically emphatic first and last positions in the query. Before Celiened Shug, she
wondered about Shug’s clothing and hair style: “What she wear? “How her haih&? W
kind lipstick? Wig?” (27). When Celie describes Sophia, she notes, “Hair notty butfa lot
it, tied up on her head in a mass of plaits” (32). And, when Nettie wonders in a letter how
Celie has aged, she writes, “I try to picture what the years have byaugi the way of
weight and wrinkles—or how you fix your hair” (232). Seemingly everyone isetbad

with hair, and Celie is often apprehensive about her hair’'s lack of style, whidlelgdrar
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lack of clothing. She worries about her own unkempt state as she prepares to méat Shug
the first time:

[T]he first thing | try to do is change my dress.

But too late for that. By time | git my head and arm out the old dresstheee

wagon pull up in the yard. Plus a new dress won't help none with my notty head and

dusty headrag, my old everyday shoes and the way | smell. (46)
In this scenario, Celie has no time to freshen-up, so she has to meet Shug “as igHh to whi
Shug reacts: “You suiis ugly.” Shug, on the other hand, wears flamboyant flapper style
and, according to Celie, is “dress to kill. She got on a red wool dress and chestful of black
beads. A shiny black hat with what look like chickinhawk feathers curve down side one
cheek, and she carrying a little snakeskin bag, match her shoes” (47). In the eexesent
Walker produces an unusual juxtaposition of style and nature: “She look so stylish it loo
like the trees all round the house draw themselves up tall for a better lookiie @olor
Purple, trees are the stuff of the spiritual, so clearly, if the trees approve ather hould as
well. Stylish Shug changes both clothing and hairstyles throughout the book, ansl Celie’
participation in such feminine stylin’ works to cement sisterly bonds.

In The Color Purplehairdressing becomes a bonding act that connects and nurtures
female and generational bonds, which reflects a tradition for peoples whose ancasi®r
to America as slaves. White and White write that “[t{jhe way African Agamrslaves styled
their hair was important to them as individuals, and it also played a substaetial tioir
communal life” and “in the years before the Civil War, when the vast magdriayrican
Americans was enslaved, the styling of hair, far from having negative ctionstavas one

of the few areas of which it could be said that whites allowed blacks a riglatnrendered
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scope for cultural expression” (38, 39). Constance White also comments on hair and
suggests that African American attention to hair reflects Africéilicddis: “African-
American women may have inherited their attitudes toward hair from thetaAfsisters; in
Africa, hair is treated with loving attention. Women think nothing of spending several hour
creating spectacular coiffures, incorporating human hair or synthetic bemseons to
achieve the desired effect” (183). Helen Bradley Griebel’'s discussibe Alrican-
American Headwrap” discusses the importance of the head in the West African hoch
figural aesthetic and describes “elaborate hairstyles embellistteflawers, beads, shells
metal and feathers [and] by shaving the hair close to the scalp in ornamestalspar by
applying clay to the hair and sculpting it into various shapes” (218). Therefore, the
centrality of hair in the psyche of black-authored literature reflects baghtaayhof racial
denigration and also an enduring, positive aesthetic, an aesthetic that cent@ielyges
puritanical admonitions about ornate self-fashioning and frivolous expenditures of time
Writers like Shane White and Graham White, Constance White, and Lisa Jomes all s
positive aspects in black hair styling and challenge the idea that haghttrang suggests a
desire to be white. Rather, hair straightening is just one method among manyg ofoice
creative hair styling. Many successful and confident black people senaititeir hair, and
white people, after all, constantly color, curl, straighten, and otherwigetlsgyt hair as
well. Jones calls hair play “hair freestyling,” and referring to tbekvaf bell hooks, which
she respects, she calls into question the common idea of “internalized self eatrield
that has lost a great deal of ground and yet is not so easily dismissed. Thesistoyy i
complex, but through it all, in conditions of internalized oppression or self-love, haimemai

a sartorial aesthetic of considerable priority.
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In The Color Purplewhen Celie meets Shug for the first time, Shug’s “shiny black
hat” covers up the fact that she’s “got the nottiest, shortest, kinkiest hae][©edir saw,”
and yet Celie “loves every strand of it” (55). In this way, Celie, who withmow Shug’s
hair, challenges internalized hatred of black hair. In addition, the dressing ¢ Saings
presented as act both maternal and nurturing: “l work on her hair like she a dollsbrelike
Olivia—or like she mama. | comb and pat, comb and pat. First she say, hurry up and git
finish. Then she melt down a little and lean back gainst my knees. That feelhysthrey
say. That feel like mama used to do. Or maybe not mama. Maybe gandma” (55).

The Color Purplepays ubiquitous attention to women'’s hair which has become burdened
with the American de-valuation of nappy hair; yet, Celie also challehgeddvaluing just

as she inscribes it. Hair is such a loaded signifier of blackness that litst@egtialities

come into Shug’s and Celie’s conversation about what God and Jesus look like, a
conversation that contains the familiar observation regarding the BibkZsgtieon of Jesus’
hair:

Nettie say somewhere in the bible it say Jesus’ hair was like lamb’s
wool | [Celie] say.

Well, say Shug, if he came to any of these churches we talking bout
he’'d have to have it conked before anybody paid him any attention. The last
thing niggers want to think about they God is that his hair kinky.

That's the truth | [Celie] say (202).

The denigration of kinky hair is tempered by the acknowledgment that Jesus baiiaol
hair and therefore suggests the manufactured and false nature of racigiahstinS§o while

the socially “negative” aspects of black hair are registered in chegsacbnsciousness, Shug
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and Celie creatively work their hair in response to what Mercer calls & i@riproblems’
created by ideologies of race and racism” (248). Outside of a public context pewgrie
feel free to let their hair down, hair ceases to carry its negative. s€efie “loves every
strand” of Shug’s hair even though it's the “nottiest” and “kinkiest hair” she vedseen,
and when Celie frets that her “hair is short and kinky because [she] don't straighten
anymore,” she remembers that “once Shug say she love it no need to” (266). Timgs, in
Color Purple hair carries more contradictory significance than clothing. As a gpt&uifet
of racism, black hair and the care of black hair register both the internalizatecishf
attitudes and active resistance to those attitfdes.

In Love and Trouble

In The Color Purpleclothing lends itself to senses of both emotional and
spiritual health while, on the other hand, in Walker’s 1973 first collection of short staries
Love and Troubleglothing often detracts from senses of emotional and spiritual health.
Oppression and loss of spirit are directly written into style statementoseliR,” “Really,
Doesn’tCrime Pay?,” “Her Sweet Jerome,” and “The Revenge of Hannah Kemhuiffi” A
while clothing in the well-known “Everyday Use” is usually read as typicatlicative of a
selfish and shallow nature, | read the story as more ambivalent toward its fstsf'soni
fashion statement.

“Roselily,” In Love and Trouble’érst story, is especially cogent to contemporary
discourses regarding women’s habits of dress because its eponymous protagonist
contemplates a future in which her identity will be marked by the “robes andweeit’ by a
woman of Islam, a style of dress referred to as hijab. The fact that hijahevi@sget of

recent school dress-code legislation in France and remains hotly contesietemporary
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discourse provides a fine example of how something as supposedly trivial as whah wom
wear becomes exceedingly charged with political significance. Theoge Muslim

women recognize the historically dynamic and extremely complex, cwtadetirmined
meanings of hijab, and though they are working hard to challenge its common tatempre
in the West, hijab is often, nevertheless, simplistically read to signify sppnesf the

female body and selfhood (Alvi, Hoodfar, and McDonough; El Guindi; Heath). This is, of
course, a correct reading in certain contexts where the extreme cadenogien signifies
extreme social and political constriction; however, there are also mgaadns women
choose to veil. Oppression occurs where choice is denied as it is, for instance,whée

in the past, forced unveiling caused oppression. We naturally associate hijaievivtiadie
East where different styles of veiling pre-exist the Qur'an, though vedingually

mistakenly thought to be initiated by Qur’anic law. Alvi, Hoodfar, and McDonough glosel
examine sacred Muslim texts and write, “the authority for the religiopsritance of the
veiling of Muslim women was based more on later Qur'anic commentaries than on the
Qur’an’s own prescriptions” (186).

Islam adopted a cultural and social practice that evolved into a religious one, but
there are many Muslim women who do not wear hijab. Popular ignorance surrounding hijab
results in simplified and stereotypical oppositions between extreme madestppression
in the East and extreme display and sexual license in the West. Women whe ssaotic
object to what they see as the simplistic and condescending attitude of femvhost
consider Islam and its ways of dress to be unacceptably misogynistic. Thaughahced
rather than simplistic and sympathetic rather than condescending, a isoguastioning of

hijab and Islam registers in “Roselily,” thereby illustrating Wakkésllowing comment:
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| am intrigued by the religion of the black Muslims. By what conversion
means to black women, specifically, and what the religion itself means in
terms of the black American past: our history, our “race memories, our
absorption of Christianity, owwhangingChristianity to fit our needs. What
will the new rituals mean? How will this new religion imprint itself on the
collective consciousness of the converts? Can women be free in such a
religion? Is such a religion an anachronism? (qtd. in O’Bf9n
As suggested above, Roselily is confronted in a very personal way with black

American Islam, which, like its Eastern counterpart, also emphasizespuatglto

sometimes include extreme covering of the female body. Black Isldme ldriited States is

diverse and not all groups wear hijab, but all Muslims are required to dress witktynode

and there are at least three communities in which women appear fully coveesd, fa

included. American Muslim scholar Amina Beverly McCloud explains the constnucti

an American Muslim woman, a construction that begins with sartorial expression:
The notion of ‘Muslim woman’ refers directly to dress and adab [social
discipline and etiquette]. The Muslim woman is one who looks Muslim,
wearing a scarf that covers her hair, neck and bosom. Her dress touches the
ground, her sleeves close at the wrist, and whether she wears a blouse and
pants or a dress her clothing must be loose enough so that it does not show her
form. The Muslim woman is obedient to her husband, takes constant care of
her children, and soft spoken [sic]. She does not want much, is content, and
understands that this behavior is pleasing to God. . . . This conception of

Muslim woman has determined life for many African-American Muslim
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women for decades, though not all have accommodated this notion in its
entirety. (147)
The rest of McCloud'’s thorough survey of contemporary African American Muslim
communities supports such an image of Muslim womanhood, and knowing that this
description will raise eyebrows among women of all cultures and colors, McCloud quote
another Muslim writer who elaborates, “even as Islam instituted [. . .] ar¢inécal structure
as the basis of relations between men and omen, it also preached, in its ethical vb&e . . . t
moral and spiritual equality of all human beings. It is because Muslim womerhtsear t
egalitarian voice that they often declare (generally to the astonishmsom-duslims) that
Islam is non-sexist” (Ahmed, gtd. in McCloud 147-8). Astonishment indeed. The idea that
enjoying spiritual equality necessitates social inequality is orierthay feminists simply
cannot abide.

In our cultural situation and moment in history, Muslim women struggle to promote
their own senses of spirituality and modesty as mattersa€ein a world they see as
excessively material and sexually permis$fvén regard to marriage, there is “considerable
diversity” in Muslim family arrangements; however, “primarily be@atree Qur'an urges
marriage and prohibits casual gender mixing, marriage is understood withaarAfri
American Muslim communities as protection and a secure status” (McCloud @) If
stops to ponder the socio/historical situation in which black women have had to suffer
racism, sub-standard employment opportunities, poverty, desertion, and palyssed of
every kind, a desire for protection and security is logical, but a protectedositcan also be
problematic. Attributing the idea to Farah Jasmine Griffin’s “Conflict andr@s:

Reconsidering Toni Cade®he Black Woman: An Antholggypavis points out, “a woman
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who is to be protected is also often expected to obey” (28), a comment born out by
McCloud’s description of the woman of American Islam. For Roselily, howevegqbiat
and obedience will rule the dashoiceis not of the first order.

“Roselily” is not a traditional narrative because it is not propelled by plbierahe
story is constructed through and around language from the traditional Christddmg rite
and is set on the porch of a rural Mississippi home where Roselily is beingdhtaraie
Muslim man from Chicago, the urban north and center of the most well-known and also one
of the least orthodox of American Muslim organizations, the Nation of Islam. Dolan
Hubbard identifies Walker’s structure in “Roselily” as “a call (méise discourse) and
response (feminine discourse)” and says that in the “first stdnyliove and Trouble
Walker uses a country wedding to illustrate that what is good for the black marale/aps
good for the black woman, who needs to be freed from an unyielding masculine ideology”
(217). The story sets forth the most memorable words of the Christian mareage rit
“Dearly Beloved, we are gathered here in the sight of God to join this man amebthamn in
holy matrimony. If there’s anybody here that knows a reason why these two should not be
joined together, let him speak or forever hold his peace” (3-8). These phrasgmeatede
and interspersed by the language of a third-person narrator who focalizet/Roseli
ambivalence regarding her own ontological predicament between Christiaghityiam;
between single motherhood, which is heavy with work and financial insecurity, and
marriage, which is heavy with the certainty of pregnancies and homemakingstase
cultural/familial memory and Black Islam’s willful break from th@ ‘salled Negro” history
in the United States. In this way, Walker establishes and interrogates, witlhghe

exquisite economy, fundamental and competing ideas concerning black Americap.ident

118



Noting Roselily’s wedding outfit, Mary Helen Washington writes, “The vebe and veill
she is wearing are emblems of servitude that [Roselily] yearns tedeff (92).

The wedding is clearly Christian, and in Christian weddings the bride typiwedys
a gown or a dress, which would articulate the body, whereas, a Muslim bride oftsrawea
caftan-like outer garment called abaya, which hides rather than aiietihe body. The
narrator’'s unexpected use of the word “robe” rather than “dress” or “gowigjistically
suggests Roselily’s Muslim future in which the robe and veil are emblemalkstapih’s
“everyday use” of hijab. Hijab signifies a religion and a lifestyle dleahand extreme
sartorial modesty and austere behavior. These demands are emphasizedtiffystiversty
of [the groom’s] plain black suit.” Roselily “feels shut away from him” becau$ésaguit
and “his religion. A lifetime of black and white. Of veils. Covered head” (5). The
preacher’s speaking the phrase “to join this man and this woman” calls tolyRosaind
items that are associated with confinement rather than with the freedoshelstituggles to
associate with her marriage and its attendant break from poverty. To Rdbeljlyining of
this man and women suggests “ropes, chains, handcuffs, his religion. His place of worship.
Where she will be required to sit apart with covered head” (4).

This association of confinement and segregation with sartorial expressepeadad
after Roselily has thought about her acceptance of the unnamed man’s proposal, vhich ha
been the hasty result of her “impatience” to be done with her going-nowherediferral
town where she’s employed as a garment shop worker doing the non-creative, horribly
repetitive sewing of seams. Unlike Celie, who designs and chooses fabricsci@atien
of her pants, Roselily is alienated from the creative aspects and finishedtpraiduer

labor, and the narrative ironically and alliteratively juxtaposes opposing idéaseddm and
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confinement in sartorial terms: “Her husband would free her. A romantic hush. &ropos
Promises. A new life! Respectable, reclaimed, renewed. Free! In rdbeidn(7).

Because Roselily is oppressed in her job as a seamstress, clothing hamparsehef s
autonomy on both sides of the marriage vows. Though the “joining of this man and woman”
offers a seemingly delicious freedom, the passage’s final positioning dfdaded “robe

and veil” puts the kibosh on that imagined freedom in no uncertain terms. The phrase is
followed by white space so that it reads like a door closing.

Because reference to hijab is repeated on each of the first five pages ahd 8gix
half-page text, it becomes the story’s central image—a metaphor for copfihéo what
Barbara Christian identifies as the social conventions inherent in both Chiystiad Islam.
According to Christian, social conventions offer a sort of path-of-leastaresesout of an
oppressive situation, and yet such conventions need to be resisted if one is to be true to her
personal spirit—her agwu (31). While Roselily wears the marriage veil ofti@hrig, her
sartorial musings emphasize not only the problematic patriarchal natine refigion hijab
signifies but also the problematic nature of literally having to wear hot, uociadle, and
constrictive garments: “She cannot always be bride and virgin, wearingatesil.

Even now her body itches to be free of satin and voile, organdy and lily of the valley.
Memories crash against her. Memories of being bare to the sun” (6). At&hnotes,

Roselily is resistant to her outfit and what it signifies, which, accordirtg tcaditional

meaning, is false. Roselily is not a virgin; she has four children by an untold numbaer,of me
as her community is certainly well-aware. The clothing is, to use Christiam,

“contrary” to everything Roselily is and feels, so that in “Roseliliy,” pbsitive

connotations attached to clothing, their spirit-lifting and body-affirming gesiset forth in
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The Color Purpleare undermined by a sense of powerless resignation. Roselily seems to
have retreated into silence; in the world of the text, her ambivalence rentaimalized.

Her objection to the robe and veil remain unarticulated just as her body in hijabnalin
individually unarticulated as it stands for a body religious and politic.

“Really, Doesn’'tCrime Pay?” posits the conventional association of feminine
attention to the body and fashion with mental vacuity, in this case mental vactligsha
resulted from unfulfilled artistic aspirations. Since the aspiration rdfisad to shopping and
somatic ablutions, the narrative creates a strong opposition between welkegroom
nothingness and unkempt intellectual activity. The story is written in firsopeand its
narrator describes her hands as “Helena Rubentstein hands,” which indidadée ikanot
a serious writer,” who would have bitten nails and ragged cuticles. Her “whiteilgnd fr
shirt” also indicates her state as a “fluff of nothing.” The narrator recountglbgonships
with two men; one is her husband Ruel, who desires that his wife exist only to play the role
of kept suburban housewife, a woman living to shop and to have babies. He is ashamed of
her desire to writed lot of foolish, vulgar stufland answers her expressions of emotional
dissatisfaction with suggestions that she go shopping. The protagonist does his bngding; s
goes shopping and buys

six kinds of face cream, two eyebrow pencils, five nightgowns and a
longhaired wig. Two contour sticks and a pot of gloss for my lips.

And all the while | was grieving over my story. Outlined—which is as
far as | can take stories now—but dead in embryo. My hand stilled by

cowardice, my heart the heart of a sla{l5, italics original)
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Walker presents the preceding in italics to indicate the words as writvmgten text within

the written text. The unfulfilled writer/protagonist does not want babies, so theetexorth

the familiar creating art/giving birth metaphor. Because her husband want$®€yhanolanot

the art, she is stymied by cowardice so that she follows the orders of anothHesrafat¢

has the “heart of a slave,” a slave to shopping and self-fashioning. She descabéabe

“a womb without a brain that can be bought with Japanese bathtubs and shopping sprees”
(18).

The other man described by the narrator/protagonist is Mordecai Rich, who
appreciates her art, and under the influence of his appreciation, she “glotwgjtiwiy and
wholesome satisfaction: “I am dressed in dungarees, my hands are a mesi$ ofl swveat.
| glow with happiness” (18). Unfortunately, Mordecai Rich, with whom the protagorsist ha
an affair, disappears and later publishes her good story under his own name. To add insult to
injury, he has announced that “his next book will be called “The Black Woman'st&tes
to Creativity in the Arts” (21). With this development, the narrator loses hey sattempts
to murder Ruel, and is placed in a mental institution. In this scenario, men drive a woman
into a state of mental vacuity and then blame her for being there. The story entlseaft
frustrated artist is back with her husband who blames all on Mordecai and who comtinues t
try for a baby, though one will never be born because his wife, with secret aemiserkes
birth control pills. His active, grimy life in his fields cultivating peanutsastrasted to her
clean but barren existence. She is “perfect and beautiful in every limb figvaiti his
return and “cooking supper as if [her] life depended on it.” Having become such affluff
nothing,” she describes her life of emptiness as a life of shopping “twdag,'abuying

meaningless clothing and make-up, and amusing herself by “painting [herao&/n(23).
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Thus, “Really,Doesn’tCrime Pay?” forcefully reminds us that participation in rites of
fashion and beauty lends itself to but cannot complete feminine creativity and self-
determination. When precipitated by male injunctions and when practiced as ameextre
form of self-absorption, such rites result in alienation from both community and ones sens
of outwardly directed creative powers.

In “Her Sweet Jerome,” extended and elaborate descriptions of bad choigés in st
emphasize the class division within a marriage and, by extension, within a tthackuaity.
Though the protagonist is known in her town as a “colored [woman] with money,” she is
clearly marked somatically and sartorially as low-class. An uneducatedngdbyed hair-
dresser, she marries a school teacher who enjoys her and, because hetjitezrfegher’s
money but despises her style and her demeanor. The protagonist, Mrs. Washington, shows
her fashion non-sense by purchasing for her husband stereotypically flasteg ci@de
from cheap fabrics. Because the protagonist suspects that her sweet Sdraviiegi an
affair, the story opens with her rifling through his wardrobe:

Ties she had bought him hung on the closet door . . . glorious ties, some with
birds and dancing women in grass skirts painted on by and, some with little
polka dots with bigger dots dispersed among them. Some red, lots red and
green, and one purple, with a golden star, through the center of which went his
gold mustang stickpin, which she had also given him. She looked in the
pockets of the black leather jacket he had reluctantly worn the night before.
Three of his suits, a pair of blue twill work pants, and old gray sweater with a
hood and pockets lay thrown across the bed. The jacket leather was sleazy

and damply clinging to her hands. She had bought it for him, as well as the
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three suits: one light blue with side vents, one gold with green specks, and
reddish that had a silver imitation-silk vest. (24)
Thus, the narrative illustrates the unnamed protagonist’s low class status trough
description of her attempts to dress her husband in flashy color and “st@amtgtion”
fabrics. The protagonist’s self-fashioning is equally tasteless. AVaoghan, she has “a
predominate taste for pastel taffetas and orange shoes. In the summaeetipaad twenty
dollars for big umbrella hats with bows and flowers on them and when she wore black and
white together she livened it up with elbow-length gloves of red satin” (27)omanr who
emphasizes her presence by sporting large, billowy styles and “sjtdief eyes “with
expensive mauve shadow” hardly needs to “liven it up,” which registers as a lcoovea
and yet Mrs. Washington’s descent into madness and suicide is not at all the sinfédf/c
The protagonist’s husband, Jerome Franklin Washington the third, is an educated man
carrying on a secret dalliance with a group of revolutionaries. Mary Helshikggon
identifies Jerome as one who “considers himself one of the elite, the ‘black disigge
(93). But his tendency to refer to his friends as “comrades . . . jokingly (or not kgl
all [his wife] knew)”; his friends’ use of phrases such as “slave tradegfent overthrow,”
and “off de pig”; and the revolutionary tenor of the books he reads suggest a middle-cla
man during the heyday of radical black nationalism, a man with definite raehrahgs that
bespeak anti rather than pro-bourgeois aspirations. Searching for clues tavitvedom
her husband is cheating, the protagonist finally locates, under the bed, the answer to his
absences and his obsession: books with covers on which

Fists and guns appeared everywhere. ‘Black’ was the one word that dppeare
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consistently on each coveBlack Rage, Black Fire, Black Anger, Black
Revenge, Black Vengeance, Black Hatred, Black Beauty, Black Revolution.
Then the word ‘revolution’ took oveiRevolution in the Streets, Revolution
from the Rooftops, Revolution in the Hills, Revolution and Rebellion,
Revolution and Black People in the United States, Revolution and [&ath.
4, italics original)
The badly dressed protagonist has an epiphany. Her husband has been courting violent
revolution rather than another woman, and “she didn’'t even know what the word ‘revolution
meant, unless it meant to go round and round, the way her head was going” (34). Even
though Washington is enamored with radical black power, he beats his wife and despises
for her uneducated, proletarian ways, thereby making a joke of lip service he pays
socialism and black solidarity. The tragedy of the situation is completedsagdfiome
Franklin Washington the third, whom the reader likes for her hard working and generous
spirit, “sets the marriage bed afire” in order to burn the books which she linglystical
associates with a female lover: “Trash! she cried over and over, . . . ‘Oullll Kill
you!” (34). She “cracks-up” and dies in the flame of her own fire, thereby makirgrac
mockery of her earlier self assurance that “A final crack-up in her own hase
impossible” because “she did not think her husband’s lover bold enough to show herself on
his wife’s own turf” (30).
“Her Sweet Jerome’s” presentation and condemnation of hypocritical black
nationalism and Roselily’s marriage to a Muslim man substantiate AmandeigsDa

statement that
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for African American writers in the 1960s and 1970s, interpreting black
experience largely meant doing so in the context of the black nationalist
movement. With its emphasis on community, a revolutionary future, and
present subjectivity, black nationalism was proposed as the route to
liberation—liberation that was to garner support in the works of black artists
and the development of a black aesthetic that stressed racial stability and
solidarity. (24)
Davis goes on to a focus on ways writing by black women exposed violence perpetrated
against black women and how that violence contradicted the black nationalist bédicto “
unity” (24). Likewise, Madhu Dubey writes, “the works of 1970s black women writers
insistently questioned, at a thematic level, the gender assumptions of blaoklrsit
discourse. Especially in the black women'’s fiction of the period, elements of the bla
nationalist construction of black femininity directly enter the texts asgahemmaterial” (20).
Walker’s work inln Love and Troubléinks sartorial sensitivity with feminist critique that
exposes the macho positioning of men in the black power movement, a positioning that
effectively, and to the movement’s detriment, excluded the forces of feminineityeand
work.
Though clothing was—and is—a significant component in the construction of black
nationalist identities, both male and female, its presence in fiction ig eatétessed in
critical discussions. However, Dubey’s book, which is committed to a formal examioé
selected novels by Morrison, Walker, and Gayle Jones, mentions Walker’s writing of
clothing once. In a consideration of Walker’'s 1976 ndwetidian, she notes the way in

which Meridian’s “closely cropped hair, railroad cap, and dungarees signaifeal of the
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conventional signs of femininity.” Therebyyeridian challenges, in the most dramatically
visible terms, Truman’s conception of the black woman as a nurturer of the black
nationalist’'s newfound sense of manhood” (127). Dubey’s statement calls attentien to t
fact that black nationalist groups often expect their women to be what Dasis call
“reproducers of warriors and supporters of male needs” (26), a fact that draicksts such

as hooks and Walker have exposed and challenged. In “Roselily” and “Everydayhdse,” t
protagonists are imagined as fully subscribing to two different black natiocatiseptions

of feminine sartorial behavior. The narrative attitude to these sartat@isnts imbues
specific garments or looks with interrogatory significance.

While Roselily is inwardly resistant to her induction into black Islam, Dee,of the
four characters in “Everyday Use,” is outspoken and sartorially expresgsoug her
adoption of a new Afro-centric sensibility. “Everyday Use,” which is prgbdad most
anthologized of all Walker’s short stories, has a great deal of criinakcsation
surrounding it so that seemingly everybody who is anybody has said everything about
“Everyday Use.” “Everything” includes remarks about Dee’s Afro{tefdshion statement,
which critics typically see as negatively signifying Dee’s suprifand selfish nature.
Nancy Tuten writes that “Commentaries on Alice Walker’s ‘Everydag/ Ypically center
on Mama’s awakening to one daughter’s superficiality and to the other’s deeg-sea
understanding of heritage” (125). In such reads, the story’s central metaphorltthe qui
posited as standing in opposition to Dee’s clothing: Quilt/art/tradition/commioyeity as
opposed to fashion/mass culture/fleeting/individual/disloyalty. For instdéyavid Cowart
writes about Dee’s “fashionable politics,” which become “the foil to an authosiain of

the African American community, past and present, and its struggle for ildm8réit71).
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Furthermore, Dee “styles and dresses herself according to the doftatesddish
Africanism” but “succeeds only in becoming a phony” (172). Dee, who like her sbtit-of
not-exactly Muslim boyfriend, is “all pose . . . [and she] despises her sistenphezr, and
the church that helped to educate her.” Cowart recalls hooks when he writes, “®Vanger
seems to think that the African American past can be rescued only by bein@didieuti
(178).

Though Cowart recognizes the nuanced timber of a text that is ambivalenthather t
simply condemnatory, Houston A. Baker, Jr. and Charlotte Pierce-Baker acalpgyt
vehement in their castigation of Dee and her choice of outfit, which, to their way ohthinki
displays a reprehensible impulse toward a sort of mindless individuality aydfieom
community. Community in this context consists of Mama, the story’s narrateyMxena’s
oldest daughter, who has left home and returned for a visit; and Maggie, Mama’s younger
daughter, who has remained at home to live with Mama until, as Mama tells us, $he “wil
marry John Thomas (who has mossy teeth in an earnest face)” (50). As the staripepens
and Maggie are waiting for Dee’s arrival in the freshly swept yard of timegle, rural
shack-like home. Dee, we find out, has changed her name to Wangero Lee-Wanika
Kemanjo, which symbolizes pride in her new identity as an Afro-identitfiedrisian. She
arrives in a car and is described by Mama as she emerges: “It is harditersexdearly
through the strong sun. But even the first glimpse of leg out of the car telissnigee”

(27). Dee/Wangero, to whom, for convenience, | will refer as Dee, is wearing
A dress down to the ground. . . . A dress so loud it hurts my eyes. There are
yellow and oranges enough to throw back the light of the sun. | feel my

whole face warming from the heat waves it throws out. Earrings gold, too,
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and hanging down to her shoulder. Bracelets dangling and making noises
when she moves her arm up to shake the folds of the dress out of her armpits.
The dress is loose and flows, and as she walks cldge it. (28, italics

added)

Mama also describes Dee’s elaborate hair style, which resembles dqgpteed as
the Afro began to lose its force. Robin D. G. Kelley’s “Nap Time: HistoriciziegAfro”
describes such styles and writes that they were promoted to re-invitje aifeo by
diversifying it. Dee’s hair “stands straight up like the wool on a sheep. Itdes &tanight
and around the edges are two long pigtails that rope about like small lizapjsedisag
behind her ears” (28). Dee is definitely done-up. According to Houston A. Baker, Jr. and
Charlotte Pierce-Baker s “Patches: Quilts and Community in Alice \Walksreryday
Use,” Dee’s outfit marks her as a sort of African American postéfagithe foolishness of
the fashion conscious. They write,

[lln her stylishness, Dee is not an example of the indigenous rapping
and styling out of Afro-America. Rather, she is manipulated by the style-
makers, the fashion designers whose semiotics the French writer Roland
Barthes has aptly characterized. ‘Style’ for Dee is the latest vetneemost
recent fantasy perpetuated by American media. . . . Assured by the makers
of American fashion that ‘black’ is currently ‘beautiful,” she has conémm
her own ‘style’ to that notion. Hers is a trendy ‘blackness’ cultivated as *‘art
and costume. (160)

The most obvious problem with this rather condescending assessment is that it somm

known, at least since the publication of Dick Hebdige’s oft-cited 1979 @&obiculture: The
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Meaning of Stylethat since the emergence of post World War Il youth culture, “consumers
are no longer perceived as ‘cultural dopes’ or ‘fashion victims’ who imitatedia leaders
but as people selecting styles on the basis of their perception of their owneademtd
lifestyle. Fashion is presented as a choice rather than a mandate” (BraMalkrie Steele
writes, “Fashions no longer ‘trickle down,’ they usually ‘bubble up’ from various
subcultures” (89), and Christopher Breward puts it this way: “The precious andaéiatocr
designer, dictating global skirt-lengths at a whim, may be an overblowmattaseenost at
home in the spectacular context of Hollywood film or the glossy magazine” (2&)vaBrt
goes on to discuss the historical and present influence of designers who are invrdtemy
out of the fashion system, and yet the point remains that consumers determine sthiaisfa
succeed and which do not by accepting or rejecting what they are offerd¢desrsértorial
behaviors influence what designers and ready-to-wear manufacturees Deas style
statement has evolved in a much more complex trajectory than suggested bgsPatc
Afro-centric dressing in the United States, which expressed itself mugaiorms of
which Dee’s is only one, did not take its cue from “the fashion designers.” Though Dee’
style did indeed become trendy, as initially expressive and politicallypdige fashions
usually do, its manifestation was due in part to “The Black Panthers and other black
nationalist and civil rights groups” who “used clothing as a synthesis of pratestH-
affirmation. Nationalist groups’ incorporation of Afrocentric style pig¢eesre incorporated
into Afrocentricity because the constituency wore them and popularized thewis (R@).
Black artists were powerful initiators of Afrocentric style, includihg afro hairdo. Artist
Kwame Brathwaite relates that in 1962, the African Jazz-Art Society adgStin Harlem

(AJASS) “devised a show which they called ‘Naturally '62: The OriginaicAh Coiffure
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and Fashion Extravaganza Designed to Restore Our Racial Pride and Standards’. . . T
goal of the show was to prove to the world that ‘Black is Beautiful’” ( n. pag.). Thetyoc
featured a group of models and entertainers, free of make-up and straightensbdaiere
called the Grandassa Models. The show included music and “commentary on the Africa
fashions.” The affair was hugely successful, and, according to Van Dyk,eags'the
impetus for the popularity of Afrocentric fashion in America” (30).

In regard to hair style, Maxine Leeds Craig writes that Abbey Lincalret with the
Grandassa models and that their “fashion shows promoted the link between black pride and
what had begun to be called variously the ‘aunaturel’ ‘au naturelle,’” or &hdbok.” (26).

The entertainers and Grandassa models “were sympathetic to or involved withl thghts
movement and felt that unstraightened hair expressed their feelingsabrade” (25).
Likewise-minded students at traditionally black universities had also begun tslspudr
unstraightened hair which at the time was called “close-cropped.” Though itetnesam
did not accept the unstraightened hair as aesthetically pleasing, dh&rstudents,
entertainers, and models had initiated what would become the afro hairstyle.

The second problem with the Bakers’ dismissal, which is suggested in the previous
discussion about Afro-centric fashion trend-setters, is their assumptioneiatddyle is
non-indigenous. Afro-centric fashion takes its designs, its colors, fabrics, sidswand
accessories from a variety of influences both western and African. heites, “Afrocentric
fashion references the apparel traditions of multicultural Africaudhicy the tradition of
both the colonizers and the colonized. The story of batik (which is Indonesian in origin) is an
example of the former.” All of this borrowing results in styles that “avenvexclusively or

integrated into Western dress.” And, “Afrocentric fashion is analogous stevidgashion.
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Both appropriate much from oppositional fashion expressions; consequently both expressions
are fragmented” (Lewis 28). What is recognizably African Amerabass, then, like the
quilt, is a pulling together of fragments to create a new whole. Because iit$a@ss from
a plethora of culturally distinct communities, in Africa and the West, it sepits a sort of
multi-cultural American bricolage. Therefore, contrary to what ‘fegcQuilts and
Community in Alice Walker’s ‘Everyday Use’” claims, Dee’s oui$iindigenous.
In typical fashion, “Patches: Quilts and Community in Alice Walker’s ‘ifday
Use” reads Dee as a sellout to fashion so that “Individualism and a floutimgeémation in
order to achieve ‘artistic’ success constitute acts of treachery.hdfmore, “Quilts, in
their patched and many-colored glory offer not a counter to tradition but in factfamcms
of the only legitimataradition of ‘the people’ that exits” (158, italics added). These
emphatic statements and veneration of the quilt lead Sam Whitsitt's “in @pitAll: A
Reading of Alice Walker’s ‘Everyday Use’ to ask some provocative questiams. F
instance, Whitsitt notes that quilts and the art of quilting are currentiofeble. Referring
to Barbara Christian’s insight that Walker's work features a “cekiiaid of ‘contrariness,’ a
‘willingness at all turns to challenge the fashionable belief of the dag,states,
if the symbolic value attributed to the quilt can be taken as a “fashionable
belief of the day,” we might have a dilemma, since the very story which surely
contributed to the success of such a belief could likewise be questioning it,
and this would produce a dilemma, as well, for those critics who want to
ensure that Walker holds an honored place in the history of quilting and who
likewise feel that any questioning of that history would be dishonoring it.

(444)
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My purpose is not to question the history or the value of quilting, but rather to call into

guestion the total dismissal of a young woman who practices her art and exress

identity inotherways.

Critics who dismiss Dee as superficially fashionable ignore thelfacWWalker

identifies with all of the women in “Everyday Use” (Washington 101-2), and that thowgh De

does not quilt, she is in fact an artist. Mary Helen Washington writes that as “the

photographer and collector of art, [Dee] has designed her jewelry, dress, and hair so

deliberately and self-consciously that she appears in the story aseeatthn” (101). As a

teenager she had cut and re-fashioned an old suit her mother had been given (yEveryda

26). The Baker article ignores this facet of Dee’s black female crgatiliite it commends

the same craft ifhe Color Purple
Celie’s skill as a fabric worker completely transmutes the order of Afro
American existence. Not only do her talents with a needle enable her to wear
the pants in the family, they also allow her to become the maker of pants par
excellence. Hence, she becomes a kind of unifying goddess of patch and
stitch, an instructress of mankind who bestows the gift of consolidating
fragments. (165)

After making a typical Walker narrative journey, Celie stays home, ahdpethat

is the reason her clothing construction rates and Dee’s does not. Or perhaps Ree'that

outfit would have been fashionable at the time while Celie’s pants would have goné¢ agains

the fashion grain, as if to be in tune with fashion is automatically bad. Susah Farre

approves of Dee’s “fighting spirit” and her dress. She correctly notes hovalddmires the

dress and writes, “Dee is concerned with style, but she’ll do whatever isargdess
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improve her circumstances” (181). The “but” in the statement implicitly sugtiedtthere’s
something inherently negative and superficial about liking style. Dee isntgddong way
from perfect. She is arrogant and self-centered, and of course, the readenegpa
warm, fuzzy sensation when Mama firmly hands the quilts Dee had wanted to the ‘tffangdo
Maggie who then smiles. And yet, would critics of Dee really want her, aegtbgsion all
young black women, to stay at home quilting? Would we contain the talents andaspirat
of the likes of Dee, so that her only option is a life in which she quietly stays home to sew
quilts or appropriately plain garments and marry a boy with “mossy teeth”? Theitiadual
condemnation of Dee reads like the traditional berating of a woman who puts down the
needle and stands up and speaks for herself—albeit rudely in this case. f&datrenby
now practically cliché women’s pen/needle metaphor, Whitsitt writes,
For women writers prior to the mid-1900s, taking up the pen rather than the
needle was a transgressive act which the metaphor of the needle fdcilitate
Today, however, this same metaphor runs the risk not only of being quite
conservative but also of establishing a ground which can make a woman
writer who does not ‘quilt’ or use the metaphoric ‘needle’ appear a
transgressor or betrayer of that community. If the metaphor once helped
women to get out of line, that same metaphor today runs the danger of
working to keep women in line. (445)
In demanding the quilts and in denying her mother’s and sister’s appreciatiotucdicul
artifacts, Dee’s tone is out of line, and in her flashy outfit, which is out of coatéver
mother’s rural home, she has, according to some, made a spectacle of henself, of

“inauthenticity.” And though the narrative certainly critiques her natistadhven desire to
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break with her immediate past, she, as Whitsitt suggests, is yet a pibathafrhan
patchwork that makes up a community. And if we are to criticize Dee’s wdlfidrance of
her family history, what are we to make of the fact that her own mother doesnit taothe
inquire whether or not she has “gone and married” Hakim-a-barber? (30). Deeviergls
young. One can imagine that, like Walker in search of her mother’s gardenjlDiepive
it out one day. And if, as the narrative contends, the value of the quilt lies in its everyday
use, what could be more everyday useful than the clothes on one’s back? Why shouldn’t
they, like the quilt, express one’s identity or aspirations as well as heriampiullses?

| read the casting of Dee’s outfit as inauthentic as a misread ofidamdashion.
The misreading of clothing is something that each of us risks every timegoate the
public sphere, a fact neatly set forth by “The Revenge of Hannah Kemhsféiyain which
the (possibly willful) misreading of clothing leads to the most horribly ¢ragi
circumstances. Walker’s inspiration for the story came from a story ofdteeris and goes
like this. During the Depression, a young mother of four, Hannah Kemhuff, goes to a bread
line because she and her husband are out of work and the family is hungry. Though the
family is experiencing extreme economic hardship, they have good haddwmeclothing
that Hannah's sister in Chicago had received from her well-to-do emplaykhad sent to
Hannah. Being proud, Hannah dresses her family and arrives at the line withchieeldea
high. She quickly notices, however, that everyone else is dressed in tatters, egenabou
Hannah knows, some have good clothing at home. Upon seeing the tatters, Hannah asks her
husband, “What does [the ragged clothing] mean?” (64). Hannah cannot decode her
neighbors’ outfits, but they, upon seeing Hannah and her family “all dressed up infiteir]

warm clothes, though used and castoff they were, began saying how crazywgbeglhave
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worn them” (64). Because Hannah has dressed her children to appear clean arel/dacent
in the face of hardship, the food-distributing but mean-spirited white woman, Sarah M
Sadler, refuses Hannah food. Hannah, who is telling her story to a root worker named Tante
Rosie, says, “all of us dressed to kill | guess [Miss Sadler] thought—and she totkmpyg s
in her hand and looked at them like they was dirty, and then she give them to an old gambler
who was next in line behind me! ‘You don’t need nothing to eat from the way you all
dressed up, Hannah Lou,’ she said to me” (65). Plead as she may, she leaves without food,
and her children end up dead from starvation, a result too terrible to imagine. Tante Rosie
helps Hannah to achieve a sensational “revenge” that quite gratifies the beddee
damage that had been done to Hannah'’s family is something from which she ceversie

In In Search of Our Mother’s Gardend/alker tells her mother’s version of this
story, which is much less sensational but true. Walker's mother had experienced the
Depression, had been hungry, had taken government distributed food vouchers to a Red
Cross bread line, and had been refused by a white woman who had been incensed by her not-
ragged-enough clothindgn(Searchl5-21). Walker’s mother, with the help of family,
managed, and Walker uses the storini®earchin order to celebrate her sense of
community and the rich rural and Southern heritage that informs her writing. Both versions,
however, suggest how we can become morally entrapped by sneering at a patonés ¢
In this case, attitudes toward clothing detract not from the spiritual healthwégrer, but
that of the onlooker.

In the narrative worlds dh Love and TroublandThe Color PurpleWalker’'s most
compelling works to date, clothing signifies at the level of action. Celi@tspa mundane

garment if there ever was one, becomes practically magical. In “Eyedgig” Mama’s
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overalls are ennobled by Mama’s proud work ethic while Dee’s proud outfit is brought down
to earth as her mother refuses her the quilts. In “RBalgsn’tCrime Pay?” feminine

clothes and grooming are infused with the traditional significance of ictigdlleand spiritual
vacuity, and though cheap and tacky, Mrs. Jerome Washington’s clothes signify not so much
that she is cheap and tacky, but that she is a victim of uninformed ignorance. While
protagonists may not agonize over what to wear, they may suffer the consequences of
choosing the wrong outfit. Walker’s fiction reveals the ideological contradginherent in

self-fashioning, and in that fiction, as in life, clothing and hair matter.
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CHAPTER FOUR
BOUND FEET AND BOBBED HAIR: PERFORMING RACE, CULTURE, NATNQ
AND GENDER THROUGH SARTORIAL STYLE IN THE NARRATIVE TEXT®F
MAXINE HONG KINGSTON

As Asian American academic theory struggles to conceptualize and to acdatem
an ever larger, shifting, multicultural, multinational, and diasporic group of @gdpéerary
texts—primary, secondary, and theoretical—continue to include in their foromdaifocus
on identity. Though currently conceptualized as almost radically post-stiy st
national, geographically de-centered, and discursively constructed, and thougindhe w
“subjectivity” is preferred over the word “identity,” identity remains thgantheme in the
context of Asian American letters. For instance, Lingyan Yang'sdiib@g Asian
America: On Asian American and Postcolonial Asian Diasporic Women [ctigdlls”
criticizes Sau-ling Cynthia Wong'’s “Denationalization Reconsideredni@intaining “the
problematic binary opposition between Asian America as primarily ‘domestic’
‘Americanized’/nationalist/ First-Worldly here and postcolonialgynaerely global
/diasporic/Third-Worldly there” (142).

Yang argues that such a binary creates a theoretical divide betwiaes Bsrn in
American and Asians born outside America; furthermore, it “underestiesftee complex
and dynamic historical connections and dialogues between the two” (143). Acdording
Yang, Asian American theory must reflect its multiethnic and multiculteaographic by
acknowledging the importance of a global, postcolonial perspective: “A ngoreus and
historicized critique of Empire . . . in the global context will only strengthendomestic’

Asian American critical and political inquiry” (145). The more recent@oty
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Transnational Asian American Literature: Sites and Trarsmscurs and notes, “[ijn our use
of the phrase ‘sites and transits’ . . . ‘site’ also denotes attitudes and poktigsested
moment ofidentityin place and time, , .” (Lim, Gamber, Sohn, and Valentino 1, emphasis
added). Here, identity is reconsidered to include the notion of “passing” througarnime
space so that locatedness within the United States becomes a temporarypmarke
subjectivity. The shifting in time and space of such identities lends an eveer great
instability to the postmodern sense of anti-essentialism, thus reemph#sezgigcursive
nature of identities that are constructed. And revalidating Lisa Lowe’s mtifdil@rgument
in Immigrant Acts, Transnational Asian American Literatdezlares that “Asian American
identity, instead of being essentialized and fixed, is produced in a complicatedbleinst
fashion by ‘Asian American cultural production’; that is, it is constructedraadined” (3).
In this context, the cultural production of Chinese American writer Maxine Hong
Kingston remains as pertinent as ever because it always already guiedentity as non-
essential and constructed. Though in its impulse to “claim America,” Kingstamis
represents what Sau-Ling C. Wong calls a “domestic perspective” ratheh¢hanorte
worldy “diasporic perspective,” it absolutely looks to China in the constructioa of it
historical cultural context and its imaginary geography. Kingston’s mom narratives,
The Women Warrior, China MeandTrickmaster Monkeyall set forth Chinese American
identity as constructed through history, class, place, myth, popular culturey gege, and
ethnicity, and since both China and the United States are implicated in the recgerie
memories, and constructions of all the preceding categories, the domegtécpeescannot
be extracted or disentangled from the diaspGritn the real world and in the literature that

seeks to articulate and respond to its conditions, the site of intersection fontbasational
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and discursively influenced attributes is the Asian American body. The Asiancsam

body is socially constructed as a clothed body, and while Asian American bialtas aites

of a great deal of discussion in Asian American letters, literary schidasistually ignores

the clothing that is central to the articulation of said bodies. The work of Dorinne Kondo is

an exception. Kondo’s bookbout Face: Performing Race in Fashion and The&deuses

on the theatrical performance of race and gender rather than the evenjdayaiece of

race and gender. It specifically addresses Japanese influenced eodtdavid Henry

Hwang’'sM. Butterfly, and is therefore not apropos to my study of Kingston; however,

Kondo appreciates the significance of sartorial construction as it redates performance of

identity and possibilities for intervention into “regimes of truth.” Kondo writes,
these essays contend that both [couture fashion shows and theater] can offer
opportunities for aesthetic/political contestation. Both are key arenas for the
performance of identities, from the ‘individual’ to the ‘national.” Spectacle
and staging are necessarily elements of each, whether on the thetdgeal
on a runway, or in the more mundane settings of everyday life, as we perform
ourselves with the costumes, props, and theatrical conventions at our disposal.
Accordingly, both fashion and theater highlight the performativity of gender,
race, and nation. And through enacting/subverting familiar tropes of these
and other identities, Japanese fashion and Asian American theater in turn
become interventions—contestatory and/or problematic—in circulating
Orientalist discourses. (5)

The performative body enacts identity and therefore its costume is piglitica

inflected. Kingston’s texts, which are both somatically and sartoriaiigaous, reflect the
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significance of Kondo’s insight. While somatic consciousness fits Kingstiistsurse
squarely into the company of many Asian American writers and femirastsrial
consciousness fits her discourse into the company of Kondo. Sartorial consciousness,
however, is for the most part absent in the huge critical apparatus thds attéfingston’s
work, which is a gap that my work intends to address. | know of only three essays that
consider clothing in Kingston: Marilyn Elkins’ “No More ‘Tight Red CheongsamsiaA
American Women’s Treatment of Fashion” briefly attend§lie Woman Warrioand
contends,
The women writers of Asian American literature manage to treat theagsue
fashion with the complexity that [Anne] Hollander suggests it deserves, for
they refuse artificial binaries which vilify or glorify their claaters for
attention to dress. They usually dismiss the assumption that a woman’s
attention to fashion indicates spiritual or intellectual vacuity. (171)
Elkins makes some interesting points, but her short discussion barely scratchefaite of
Kingston’s attention to sartorial detail. My research delves much more deepgrahaly
into Kingston’s clothes-writing.

Joseph R. Allen’s “Dressing and Undressing the Chinese Woman Watrriorcthyorre
notes that the “White Tigers” chapterTie Woman Warrigiwhich recounts the story of the
cross-dressing Fa Mulan, is an “essentially sartorial story.” Adls@arches and sets forth
myriad versions of the Mulan myth and concludes that Kingston'’s telling “iatares the
somatic with the essentially sartorial story to create one that drawgentraat even more to
the biological rather than cultural signs of gender” (369). Kingston’s version ofutaaaM

story does indeed draw attention to the biological signs of gender; however, because
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Kingston’s Mulan functions exceedingly well as a military hero despite tnuati®n and
child-bearing, she challenges social constructions of the female bodyothdtnestrict her
choices due to biological contingencies. Though feminist theory has deterirahgeérnder
is in no way biologically but rather entirely socially constructed, gteofi tends to be more
ambivalent in its epistemological presentation of gendered constructions. Wikeles like
Kingston, Walker, and Atwood all set forth and challenge the restrictive soastiractions
of gender, they also write situations in which the female body biologically engender
reproductive consequences for heterosexual women, consequences not experiented by ma
bodies and consequences that cannot be constructed away, except through seriolus surgica
intervention. Mulan’s baby and the botched abortion in AtwoGdss Eyeare cases in
point. Nevertheless, the point remains that Allen recognizes “White Tiges”
sartorial/somatic tale, thereby suggesting the value of a sartomalii€ approach to her
work.

Finally, Mita Banerjee’s “The Asian American in a Turtleneck” suggasartorial
focus but is really interested in genre. It does, however, note Kingston’saartor
consciousness by stating that both Kingston and hpmaster Monkeyprotagonist Wittman
Ah Sing attempt to “deconstruct” their ethnic-identified identities by donnisackbl
turtlenecks, a move which dresses the “postasian” self in “plain Americ&mnggtand
which also “implies a politics of cultural representation” (62-3). Though it afies
sartorial consciousness, “The Asian American in a Turtleneck” conflati&i's
turtleneck and Kingston’s sweatshirt, thereby “mis-reading” sarsigaificance by

simplifying it.?’
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Given the dearth of critical treatment regarding clothing in Kingston, manase
attends to a narrative practice that situates Kingston’s work into thetrgréiion of writing
fictional fashion and reveals that, in Kingston, clothing signifies in various walys aften
politically inflected®® In TheWoman WarrioandChina Men for instance, characters who
are sartorially inscribed are characters who have crossed the boundaoiestoés, laws,
and cultures. The boundary is sometimes in the mind rather than the geo/political avorld, s
that inThe Woman Warrioespecially, sartorial inscription sometimes signifies a crossing of
the line that separates eccentricity from insanity, a boundary “not delineatpace”The
Woman Warrior8). This is not to say that we always see characters changing clothgs durin
moments of transformation, though that does happen; but rather, transformative moenents ar
sartorially conspicuous because the narrator lingers on an outfit. Inapprajpothing that
is never changed out of and that calls attention to itself is especially indioatnsanity.

Just asThe Woman Warrior'8rave Orchid says that the difference between sane people and
insane people is that sane people have variety in their talk-story, her ishmliethat the
difference between sane people and insane people is that sane people alsodtgve vari

their sartorial styleTripmaster Monkeyon the other hand, with its pervasive sense of the
theatrical, is much more overt in its sense of clothing as costume and aalppliti

significant. Focalizing through and sometimes lapsing its voice with thdasron-

conscious playwright and actor Wittman Ah Siigpmaster’snarrator, delivers direct, that

is to say non-diegetic, commentary on the sartorial choices of others and hopriapgior
inappropriate certain looks are and for what reasons. Wittman, who takes thslsftape
trickster Monkey King as his imaginary alter-ego, is hyper awareeopower of both

stereotypes and sartorial transition.
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Though Chinese American literary criticism’s concerns and debgasineg the
representation of Asian American identity have spent few words on clothinggalk, i
discourse is permeated with references to the Asian body just as fensicmirde is
permeated with references to the female body. For instance, Viet ThagbrigRace and
Resistance: Literature and Politics in Asian Ameritigs its hat to Lowe’s$mmigrant Acts
by stating “[t]he fact that the Asia American body is composed simultaryethwsugh race,
class, gender, and sexuality has become an accepted truism of Asian Améiazdn cr
practice, exemplified in Lisa Lowe’s justly famous charactaonabf the Asian American
body politic as being marked by ‘heterogeneity, hybridity, multiplicif6). Nguyen
therefore writes about the significance of the body as a site upon which tinesigesc
properties of cultural identities come together, and the Introduction to his stsdpigh the
“crisis” in Asian American studies whereby intellectuals settlenl antigid sort of theoretical
practice that evaluates literary production according to how it reflectsfdwe political
thrusts: assimilation to dominant (read capitalist) political and culpuagkices or resistance
to dominant political and cultural practices (4-7). AccordinB&ae and Resistancguch
bifurcated critical practice reduces the literary texts it tleptsverlooking the fact that the
texts present “flexible” strategies for negotiating the Americamemic, political, and often
racist/sexist landscape (4). Nguyen further notes that such reductiorsigmopdurality of
Asian identity especially in terms of political and economic positions, ethyaeid class.
The literature, however, is avowedly ambivalent about identity and its sésfegi
negotiating America. Nguyen recognizes and bases his study of a whrdetian American
fictional texts on the premise that

For Asian American cultures, one particular object invested with both
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symbolic and cultural capital is the body. . . . Thus bodies in Asian
American literature are never just individually significant but point instead t
the intersecting relationships of race, class, gender, and sexualigstribe
meaning and substance to the very idea &saan Americarbody in the first
place. (17, italics original)
Referring to the work of feminist Elizabeth Grosz, Nguyen assertssélingersecting
relationships mark the Asian American body as notgustitural product butthe cultural
product™ (17, emphasis original). Aste cultural product,” the body fuses both individual
experience and the public face of the body politic. And as the cultural product, thddmody a
features forcefully in Asian American texts; therefdtace and Resistanceads its diverse
selection through a focus on the Asian American textual body produced within Asian
American novels, yet in one sentence dismisses clothing as integral to tipddwal
construction of the racialized body: “While critics who have dealt with the bodygagect
have focused their attention upon methods such as plastic surgery, exercise, and fashion, ra
as a form of signification through racial formation is also a method for tranisig the body
symbolically” (18). Nguyen does not name critics to whom he refers.

In feminist theory, the body is and often already had been the site of setticat c
and utopian discourse, and yet such discourse is typically disinterested irakartori
construction. For instance, Donna Haraway’s famous “A Cyborg Manifesto: 8cienc
Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” imagimadically
hybridized body that has transcended the bounds of biology, and Héléne Cixous’ equally
famous “Laugh of the Medusa” also posits the body as the site of a new fenbenaidin

imagined through the body. Cixous writes, “Write! Writing is for you, you @rgdu; your
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body is yours, take it” (309). And later in the essay, she imagines a fenainqweage
(écriture feminingthat emanates from the body:
Women must write through their bodies, they must invent the impregnable
language that will wreck partitions, classes, and rhetorics, regulatidns a
codes, they must submerge through, get beyond the ultimate reserve,
including the one that laughs at the very idea of pronouncing the word
“silence,” the one that, aiming for the impossible, stops short before the work
“impossible” and writes it as “the end.” (315)
Feminist theories attend to the body, therefore, as a specific site of empan, and yet
that body is seemingly never imagined as a clothed body. It is remarkaldediheourse so
focused on somatic constructions disregards sartorial constructions, a situatiemthist
scholarship such as mine seeks to address.
Propriety, (In)sanity, and Chinese Style
The Woman Warriois an unconventional series of stories about Kingston’s female
relatives, including her mother and two aunts, one paternal and one maternal. Thausorie
interspersed with mythological and imaginative flights of fancy. The openapgeahis
entitled “No Name Woman,” and in its privileged position, it sets the pattern foriabr
consciousness. Effectively blending the sartorial and the somatic, “No NamerfVoma
presents a powerfully poignant tale of transgression and transformation. Kingsts beg
“No Name Woman” and therefofithe Woman Warrioby skillfully introducing issues of
imposed silence and orality, not telling and telling, with the oft-quoted sententas,must
not tell anyone,” my mother said, ‘what | am about to tell you. In China ycherfatd a

sister who killed herself. She jumped into the family well. We say that ytharfaas all
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brothers because it is as if she had never been born? (3he text, a narrative within a
narrative goes on to re-tell Brave Orchid’s story about the narrator Mswaimet, who had
become illegitimately pregnant after her husband, whom she barely knew gmaalisent

for years. Like many Cantonese villagers, he had journeyed to the Gold Mountairkio w
The villagers punish and disgrace No Name Woman and the entire family Qy cruel
ransacking the home in a fearful nighttime raid. They tear apart clothiriggydése loom’s
work-in-progress, break dishes and furniture, spill food, and kill livestock. When tideterr
scene is over, No Name Woman, rejected by her family and community, spend$ithe nig
alone under the cold black sky, gives birth in the pig sty, and finally jumps into tig fam
well, taking her newborn with her.

“Powered by Necessity,” Brave Orchid restricts the details ofdrezlling to “all the
useful parts,” which include a description of the villagers’ use of masks antylesite
ratchet-up the histrionic nature of the raid and the fear it's meant to impose¢heA
villagers closed in, we could see some of them, probably men and women we knew well,
wore white masks. The people with long hair hung it over their faces. Women with short
hair made it stand up on end. Some had tied white bands around their foreheads, arms, and
legs” (4). Here, disguise is used both to hide identities and to instill fear. hiteeofithe
masked faces and bands is the color of mourning in China, and it would standout, ghostlike
and frightful, against the deep dark of a rural night. Standing-on-end hair also canjures
sense of dreadful alarm. Such sartorial detail works to Brave Orchid’stadeebecause as
a cautionary tale, this talk-story is meant to frighten Maxine, who has just lmegun t
menstruate (a hugely significant biological and socially inflected transtoon), but details

regarding No Name Woman'’s personality and sartorial self are left @tauBe Maxine is
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looking for “ancestral help,” she fills in the left-out details using her owrarkable
imagination. The first and therefore most significant of those details vgath¢he aunt
looked and presented herself sartorially. Maxine writes, “If | want to lehat @lothes my
aunt wore, whether flashy or ordinary, | would have to begin, ‘Remember Bathewned-
in-the-well sister?’ | cannot ask that. My mother has told me once and tloe alseful
parts” (5). Because No Name Woman'’s look and sartorial sensibilities aneaessary for
Brave Orchid’s didactic purpose and because they would further actualizes\sbpposed
to be not said, Maxine invents them.

In her rare but short discussion of clothing as it features in Asian Ameriesatdite
by women, Marilyn Elkins states the following: “Maxine Hong Kingstaeman Warrior
(1976) uses fashion to help illustrate both the no name woman’s conflict with her role as a
grass widow in China and the generational conflict her niece feels asgefiestation
Chinese American woman” (173). Elkins’ thesis is that Asian American womtanswyr
“refuse artificial binaries which vilify or glorify their charactier attention to dress” (172).
However, while her reading of “No Name Woman” does not vilify the charactettition
to dress, it certainly sees her as being punished for her attention to héalssator Elkins
writes, “Because the narrator’'s mother hints that a search for beautyareipden
connected to the aunt’s infidelity and subsequent rejection by her community,rétemar
envisions the no-name woman as paying too much attention to her looks and rejecting
ordinary loveliness.” (173). But in fact, the only language in Brave Orchid®iatthat
“hints” at a “search for beauty” is that which mentions No Name Woman'segxtiothes,
shoes, and combs, all of which the raiders see fit to destroy or steal. @eetadml for

Brave Orchid, these items are “necessities.” Only the comb could be constfaesasty-
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only, unless as Maxine imagines, No Name Woman had short hair, hair that could not be
contained by a bun when one is engaged in manual labor. No Name Woman is a rural
woman, and Valery GarrettGhinese Dresshows a photo of a rural Cantonese woman
wearing a typical comb and writes that though their clothing was of rough cotton
construction, such women “dressed their hair with many colorful and elabonate hai
ornaments, especially on festive occasions” (164-5). No Name Woman'’s $artoria
accoutrements as listed by Brave Orchid seem basically run-ofihelmKingston'’s
account, it's Maxine, not Brave Orchid or No Name Woman, who is searching for beauty,
and Maxine imagines her aunt as courting the gaze through art. Maxine writesistain
her being in love, she often worked at herself in the mirror, guessing at theartal@sbapes
that would interest him, changing them frequently in order to hit on the right comhinat
She wanted him to look back” (9). In the novelistic tradition that attends to hair, Maxine
fixates not so much on No Name Woman’s wardrobe, but rather on her hairstyle, which is
interesting because since ancient times hair had been politicallycghih China where
changes in hair style have marked changes in political power.

Much has been written about the significance of hair style in China, and Lung-kee
Sun’s “The Politics of Hair and Issue of the Bob in Modern China” drives home his point
regarding sartorial propriety in traditional Chinese culture by quoting Confueation to
the service of Guan Zhong, a prime minister whose work had saved the empiredmg “b
overrun by barbarians.” Confucius famously expressed his gratitude in saetonisd t‘But
for Guan Zhong, we should now be wearing our hair unbound, and the lappets on our coats
buttoning on the left side!” (353). This observation by Confucius is also quoted in Valerie

Steele and John S. MajoiGhina Chig which further notes that the “odd phrase—with hair
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unbound, buttoning garments on the left—was apparently even in the time of Confucius a
stock phrase that meant ‘living like barbarians” (16). As Steele and Major eatnpnoper
decorum in sartorial presentation was highly significant in terms of cultdewality for a

people with elaborate sumptuary laws enacted to maintain social order andmite sa
civilization as superior.

During No Name Woman'’s time, a time of extreme political disintegratidn a
violence, women’s hair and whether it should be long or short, was not only hotly debated,
but also became the focus of right-wing terrorists, who used a bobbed head as amoexcus
torture and maim the bodies of politically or fashionably progressive womera Niakhe
Woman had bobbed hair, as Maxine imagines, she was only one of many women during the
chaotic years of War Lord violence who suffered violent deaths due to the ditrtjesly
were sexually wanton, a charge leveled not because pregnancy signifird bexause
short hair signified sexuality, which is ironic because the feminist argunanthe
opposite—that short hair wéssssexually alluring. Thus, conservatives and progressives
alike countenanced hairstyle as a stereotypical marker of sexual pyodlieting the global
appearance of the bob and the controversy it created, Sun cites myriad contemparasy sour
and writes,

The bob appeared in the first year of the republic and was put into practice by
a few but failed to become a fad. . . . It raised its head again under the
impact of the New Culture movement of the May Fourth era (1915-1925), in
the context of iconoclasm. Articles by both women and men proliferated in

newspapers and journals, arguing that it was too time-consuming and
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unhygienic to keep long hair; furthermore, hair-maintenance was “detament
to women’s personality,” for it turned women into men’s toys. (356)

According to Maxine’s account, the men had left her ancestral village in 1924, a ye
described by historians as “the extreme point of political disintegration” (ab&3; Chang
21) and noted by Kaige Chen'’s filkarewell My Concubinas “The Warlord Year.” It was
also the year that Lu Xun published his satirical essay “On Moustaahegssay that
playfully referred to the Chinese obsession with hair as a signifier obeder (Sun 3563°

“On Moustache” begins with Lu Xun’s observation that his mustache needs
trimming, which leads to a discussion of his sporting a Japanese-style moustaatis-ete
with ends pointing upward rather than down, which was the Chinese style. Lu Xun’s
moustache was a point of personal style that he had to over and over again explain to
“patriotic” types who noticed its foreignness. In the end, because he’s tired ahéxgphis
style choice and because the pomade used to create the upwards point of the ends costs
money, he decides to let it grow down naturally and cuts it level so that it has rat elids
Observing how people had noticed the change and then the matter was done with, Lu X
jokingly concludes, “I don’t know whether this [the fact that the matter wasd}loses
because in the absence of two tips they had nothing on which to base an argument, or
because now that my moustache was like this | was no longer responsible for Gitgia’s f
(108).

Also in 1924, a short story by Lu Xun called “Soap” notes in passing the fact that
young women in China, like those in the West, were beginning to bob their hair. The
protagonist of the story complains to his wife, “Just think, it's already inp@oy taste the

way women wander up and down the streets, and now they want to cut their hair as well.
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Nothing disgusts me so much as these short-haired schoolgirls” (214). The speaker i
hypocritically prurient, which reflects Lu Xun’s progressive ideals, bupthet is that these
excerpts address the way in which hairstyles signify political conteatid consciousness.
Like Lu Xun’s fiction, Sun’s article forcefully illustrates how hair stylboecame a point of
political significance and violent upheaval because it describes graphis $cmneChinese
novels and journalistic accounts in which women are marked as leftist because of the
bobbed hair and are consequently captured, tortured, and mutilated to death by
“counterrevolutionary thugs” (362).

Removed from urban centers, No Name Woman lived in a rural village “on a farm
near the sea,” and while Brave Orchid’s account ignores No Name Woman'’s self-
presentation, Maxine’s embellishment determines her hairstyle as shausbéonly the
older women in our picture album wear buns.” Maxine surmises that the young No Name
Woman plucked her brows and forehead and “combed individuality into her bob” (9). There
is no indication on the part of Brave Orchid that No Name Woman'’s terrible fate had
anything at all to do with hairstyle, and yet the villagers are extrerieir zealous
adherence to the conservative Confucian patriarchy progressives el atallenging.

In the context of Maxine’s family/village history, No Name Woman isamelt defiant.

What the young Maxine doesn't realize is that in the context of Chinese history and
revolution—political, social, and cultural—her imagined bobbed hair is a sign ofretyre
dangerous defiance. It marks not only No Name Woman'’s transgression and subsequent
transformation into “a spite suicide” and a “weeping ghost” but also China’s\wwinpdditical

transformation.
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Just as the bob hairstyle features in Maxine’s sartorial construction of ide Na
Woman'’s “individuality,” it also features as a stereotypical sign of wadkpassive Chinese
American femininity as Maxine remembers her torture of a sixth-giademate. In “A
Song for a Barbarian Reed Pipe,” Kingston writes of an after-school scendteegirls’
lavatory, where she has been followed by a tall Chinese American gimh she despises for
the girl’s silence and weakness. Critics have pointed out how Maxine’s loatlgjegdasated
by self-loathing and how the story reverberates Witk Woman Warrior'sheme of moving
out of silence and into the power of voice. It is interesting to further note thewadnych
the textual space given to clothing and hair style in “No Name Woman” isgpedaith the
torture scene. As Maxine reconstructs the scene, she itemizes basreahating the girl,
who at this point in the story is uncharacteristically separated from hecfwetolder sister:
“I hated the younger sister, the quiet one. | hated when she was the last chosetefonhe
and |, the last chosen for my team. | hated her for her China doll hair cuty IHeatat
music time for the wheezes that came out of her plastic flute” (171). The “China dol
haircut” suggests a bob or perhaps a pageboy, which is simply a longer lengthdbibiis a
style is reiterated as Kingston writes that “[s]he wore black bangslajed straight hair
hung, the same all these years, no ringlets or braids or permanents,” and Itjietr Isra
turn[ed] with her head, not swinging side to side like the pretty girls” (175-6).indeit
later, however, that the girl's hair had to have had some movement becauseaaiter has
managed to bully her into tears,

[s]he shook her head, and some hair caught in the tears; wet black hair stuck
to the side of the pink and white face. | reached up (she was taller than I) and

took a strand of hair. | pulled it. ‘Well, then, let’'s honk your hair,” | said.
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‘Honk. Honk.” Then I pulled the other side—‘ho-o-n-nk’—'a long pull; *ho-
0-n-n-nk’—a longer pull (177).
The honking reads as funny. Maxine, however, is angry. She inflicts and latgptatte
rationalize her rage, focusing on the Chinese American girl’s accoutreafid¢atsininity—
her silence, her hair, and her clothing. She tellingly admits, “If she had thatdtind feet,
the toes twisted under the balls, |1 would have jumped up and landed on them—crunch!—
stomped on them with my iron shoes” (178). Wanting to distance her sense of sedfsas far
possible from the girl who resembles herself, Maxine “grew her hair longedier neck]
in case it was a flower-stem neck,” and she vows to “wear black alwayaideeshe “hated
[the other girl's] clothes—the blue pastel cardigan, the white blouse with thetbaliday
flat over the cardigan, the homemade flat, cotton skirt that she wore whehasyeglse
was wearing flared skirts. [Maxine] hated pastels” (176-7). Everythind/tane hates
about the girl has to do with her exceedingly feminine, that is to say quiet, (raukbst
unpretentious appearance and demeanor. Maxine associates not only voice but ailgo hair w
“personality”: “Don’t make me pull anymore, or you’re hair will come out andrgagoing
to be bald,” says Maxine. “Do you want to be bald? You don’t want to be bald, do you?
. If you don't talk, you can’t have a personality. You'll have no personality and no hair”
(180).

This extended focus on sartorial style precedes a remarkable moment tibtrdosi
Maxine, and her torture of the girl like her is akin to Cordelia’s torture of ElaiAévood’s
Cat’'s Eye Like Cordelia, Maxine is suffering a profound sense of non-being due to the
perceived devaluation of her young and unsure female self. Devaluation isecpaltri

affair. For unrevealed reasons, Cordelia’s father cannot accept her ag vWotimatter
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what, Cordelia cannot please her father. Maxine is also cowed by male forbe and t
perception of her own inadequacy as one of the girls who is nothing more than “a maggot in
the rice.” Voice is key to existence, and Maxine is also torn between thefpibpeud and
bossy Chinese feminine voice she hears at home and the silenced “Americaneemiice”
she observes in the wider culture. Both Cordelia and Maxine experience seses@tan
existential sort. They are led to unconsciously doubt the worth of their own exsstende
also unconsciously, project their fears and insecurities onto bodies that redermtdern. It
is remarkable that Maxine once again fixates on hair as a marker of pigysonéack
thereof.

Maxine’s crisis culminates with the lavatory scene, which is followed hbglsoc
retreat. After the incident, she withdraws from the world outside of henfama an
eighteen-month-long mystery iliness that inflicts “no pain and no symptomss’ Thi
withdrawal is recalled as a satisfyingly peaceful time, and Kingstiaesahat “[n]othing
happened.” And when she goes back to school and sees the girl she had bullied, she notices,
“[s]he wore the same clothes, hair cut, and manner as when we were in elemdatal;ynsc
make-up on the pink and white face, while the other Asian girls were startinptthear
eyelids” (181). Though the girl has not changed, Maxine had “watched the seas@®s chan
the peach tree” (182), and she emerges to embark upon a gradual assertion of hedvoice a
her identity, an identity that is fiercely resistant to being definedrdicgpto feminine social
or sartorial constructions. Having taken literally her mother’s statetingnif they failed,
she and her sister would grow up to be wives or slaves, Maxine constructs heal satfan

a style that is decidedly unfeminine and unrefined in either the East or thewhister
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classmates are sadly struggling to force their features into a caiostroicwhat they
consider to be American pretty.

Maxine’s confusion is complicated by the fact that her self-presentatmnlagard
and unkempt puts her at risk of insanity because the crazy people she knows are not only
those who cannot articulate themselves but also those who are sartoriallydwkwa
Nevertheless, an arranged marriage is to be avoided at all costs, and so ginee Ma
“thought every house had to have its crazy woman or its crazy girl,” she riskstbai one.
Kingston writes, “my sister did not start talking among nonfamily until a gier | started,
but she was neat while | was messy, my hair tangled and dusty” (189). Imibislbeance
of things past, an unkempt appearance supersedes silence in the constructionyf insani

In Maxine’s imagination, insanity is always accompanied by sartor@opriety.
For instance, Moon Orchid, Maxine’s aunt who arrives from China, is convinced—rather
forced—by Brave Orchid to find and confront her younger husband who had emigrated from
China long ago and had since married a woman younger than Moon Orchid. Though the
husband, a medical doctor, had continued to send Moon Orchid money, he had gone about
his new life as if she did not exist. This situation so incenses Brave Orchathéhaill not
rest until Moon Orchid locates the man and demands in a face-to-face mieating t
integrate her into his American life, thereby displacing the young Aarendfe. When
Moon Orchid arrives from Hong Kong, she dresses very well but also very inappaypria
No matter what the task or the occasion, Moon Orchid is dressed up, perpetually egdrdres
for day-to-day life in Stockton, and especially overdressed for days shevigodise family
to work in their laundry, “wearing stockings, dress shoes, and a suit” (136). Hertyrabili

change her look according to social surroundings and circumstances is opposee to Bra
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Orchid’s practical and flexible sartorial habits and is also analogous tdexibility that

disables her in the face of the changes and disappointments which are the stuff of her

immigration experience. Moon Orchid’s confrontation with her husband is a disadter a

sends her into a state of progressive paranoid insanity which is marked by somatic

sartorial sinking: Her “skin hung loose, like a hollowed frog’s, as if she had shrunla insi

it. Her clothes bagged, not fitting sharply anymore” (155).

The Woman Watrriorecalls other people Maxine has known who have transgressed

the borders of sanity. For instance, “[tlhere was Crazy Mary.” Crazy Mayneighbor of

the Hongs’ who is unkempt and sartorially inappropriate:
She often had rice on her face and in her hair. Her mother cut her hair neatly
around her ears, stubble at the back of her neck. She wore pajamas, a rough
brown sweater buttoned crooked, and a big apron, not a work apron but a bib.
She wore slippers, and you could see her thick ankles, her naked heels and
tendons. (187)

Maxine's memory of Crazy Mary triggers and is therefore followed in thebieker

recounting of a “witchwoman” who went to the slough where people picked berries.

Remembering the witchwoman, Maxine waxes fantastical:
She came riding to the slough with a broom between her legs, and she had
powdered one cheek red and one white. Her hair stood up and out to the sides
in dry masses, black even though she was old. She wore a pointed hat and
layers of capes, shawls, sweaters buttoned at the throat like capes,vée slee
flying behind like sausage skins. . .. Sometimes she carried her broomstick

horse like a staff. (188)
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Though the reader recognizes insanity in this sartorial description, the chideMa
and her siblings see a scary “witchwoman,” whom they forget once she disapgpéars
forgot her, never seeing her again. She had probably been locked up in the crazyhouse too”
(189).

Maxine’s catalogue of crazy women also includes one from her motherstdajk
“the village crazy lady . . . whom the people stoned” (92). This story is set in China during
the Japanese invasion of 1937-1945. A group of Chinese refugees, including Brave Orchid,
is encamped near a river. On a peaceful day, the camp’s inhabitants anegetmeyi
cessation of fearsome bombing raids until their peace is broken by the presemaentdn
inappropriately and extravagantly disporting in a sort of self-stylized cestdimgether, the
costume and the movement recall a Chinese opera performance:

The village crazy lady put on her headdress with the small mirrors,
some of them waving quickly on red stalks. In her crazy lady clothes of reds
and greens, she greeted the animals and the moving branches as she carried
her porcelain cup to the river. Although her bindings had come loose, her tiny
feet made her body sway pleasantly, her shoes like little bridges. . .. The
villagers turned to look at her. She dipped her fingertips into the water and
flung droplets into grass and air. Then she set the cup down and pulled out
the long white undersleeves of her old-fashioned dress. She began to move in
fanning circles, now flying the sleeves in the air, now trailing them on the
grass, dancing in the middle of the light. The little mirrors in her headdress
shot rainbows into the green, glinted off the water cup, caught water drops.

(94-5)
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The woman had “undulated toward a clearing where the light of the afternooadstebe
concentrated,” and so the refugees are naturally afraid that her glintnegsnand water
drops will signal Japanese planes. Brave Orchid had noted already that the “bdrabeng
people insane,” and the lady in her mirrored headdress has clearly become unBirigbd.
make-shift community succumbs to its fear and accuses her of being a sy Japanese.
In her insanity, the “crazy lady” claims supernatural power:

Someone took the crazy lady’s cup and threw it at her. It broke at her

feet.

“Are you a spy? Are you?” they asked her.

A cunning look narrowed her eyes. “Yes,” she said, “I have great powers. |

can make the sky rain fire. Me. | did that. Leave me alone or | will do it

again.” (95)
Brave Orchid recognizes delusion when she sees it, but the displaced villagecs are
frightened to heed her pleas that they simply take the woman’s dangerous hedfdtiess
they stone her to death. The crazy woman'’s fate alludes to the terribledésiatement of
women with bound feet after bound feet in China came to be constructed as shameful to the
woman and by extension to her country, a situation which has been thoroughly discussed by
Dorothy Ko and which I will set forth later.

Maxine “did not want to be our crazy one,” and yet she does all she can to appear
non-wifely, and to her way of thinking, possibly insane. She describes her behavior: “I
dropped dishes . . . . | picked my nose while | was cooking and serving. My clothes were
wrinkled even though we owned a laundry” (190). At a later point in Maxine’s

reconstruction of the past, she tells of affecting an even stranger look incodikrdurage
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the attentions of any and all FOB marriage candidates: “I put on my shoes withrthe ope
flaps and flapped about like a Wino Ghost. From then on, | wore those shoes to parties,
whenever the mothers gathered to talk about marriages” (194).

The intensity of Maxine’s fear of marriage is matched by her disdaihédi®B
boys who are sartorially and somatically conspicuous: “FOB’s wehsridang gray slacks
and white shirts with the sleeves rolled up. Their eyes do not focus correctliy-estaitl—
and they hold their mouths slack, not tight-jawed masculine. They shave off thieuresfe
(194). Thus, Kingston not only emphasizes Maxine’s fear of marriage to a sartoriall
inappropriate male but also alludes to the ways in which sartorial and somatscastgfl
mannerisms are culturally specific, learned behaviors. The FOBs gtedas outsiders
just as tourists are so often marked by Bermuda shorts, t-shirts, and camsgiashat
elicits the sort of dismissal and derision commonly reserved for outsiders.

Maxine’s disdain for FOB style is matched and repeated through the focalized voi
of Tripmaster Monkey’grotagonist, Wittman Ah Sing, a young man who is very conscious
of dress and manners and who also determines insanity by decoding somatal/shrésr.
The sight of an old woman selling trivets she has made from bottle caps andoyaptspr
Wittman’s judgement: “He looked at her thick feet chapped and dirty in zoris. Thgir sor
feet is how you can tell crazy people who have no place to go and walk everywhere” (4)
Coming across an FOB family in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park, Witimks to
himself,

Mom and shamble-legged kid were each stuffed inside of about ten
homemade sweaters. Their arms stuck out fatly. The mom had on a nylon or

rayon pantsuit. (‘Ny-lon ge. Mm lon doc..” ‘Nylon made. Lasts forever.’) . . .
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Next there came scrabbling an old lady with a cane. She also wore one of
those do-it-yourself pantsuit outfits. On Granny’s head was a cap with a
pompon that matched everybody’'s sweaters. (5)
Wittman cares not for money or material possessions, but he’s sartorially $nehdigh to
look down upon cheap synthetic fabric and families in obviously coordinated outfits (another
tourist give-away). Wittman'’s sizing-up (or perhaps sizing down ) interthptaarrative
flow as the FOB commentary continues:
The whole family taking a cheap outing on their day offu. Immigrants. Fresh
Off the Boats out in public. Didn’t know how to walk together. Spitting
seeds. So uncool. You wouldn’t mislike them on sight if their pants weren’t
so highwater, gym socks white and noticeable. F.O.B. fashions—highwaters
or puddlecuffs. Can't getit right. Uncool. Uncool. The tunnel smelled of
mothballs—F.O.B. perfume. (5)
This is the sort of talk that prompts Sheng-mei Ma to write that “Kingston psetiia
Chinese body as the source of Asian American self-hatred.” Wittman dehem#rese and
other people with Asian characteristics “in order to confirm his own diffesedespite his
similar physical characteristics to the Western undiscerning €§@x” She goes on to write
that both Wittman and his AJA friend Lance “are pathologically sensitive tioddequacy
of their physical attributes and compensate by marrying Caucasian woittea\word
“pathological” and the idea that a Caucasian woman is worthy only due to pathaogy ar
harsh to say the least, and anyway, Wittman'’s first choice is not Cauc&$ians the
beautiful dancer/actor Nanci Lee, whom we medtripmaster’'sopening chapter and who is

dressed in a black leotard and a black skirt. Ma points out that “Wittman adores.&&anc
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for the false assumption that she is able to break away from the ethnic bontiageaster
Monkey,however, very clearly registers the discrimination of Asian bodies bylitie fi
industry, for which Nanci Lee auditions. Ma notes this when she writes thapmaster
Monkey “even Nanci is stereotyped by her Oriental face in the film industrydt Th
Wittman'’s desire is fueled by his “false assumption” is debatable. Wittimas Hier to be
extremely beautiful after all. Whatever his motivation, however, Nanci ileravhave
Wittman and so he ends up married to his second choice, the blonde Tafa. And while it's
true that Wittman is “fascinated” with Tafa’s blonde hair, he also questidrfashanation
and then turns it into a fascination with the different shades of dark hair that he sées on ot
people and his own head. Noticing a group of Asians at a Mattel presentation he’s@ttendin
with a co-worker, Wittman determines,
[tihese four heads were each a different black. Kettle black. Cannonball
black. Bowling-ball black. Licorice. Licorice curls. Patent-leatilack.
Black sapphire. Black opal. And since when have ashes been blonde? Ashes
are black and white. Ash black. And his own hair. What color was his own
hair? He pulled a mess of it forward. It's brown. But he always put ‘black’
on hisi.d.s. I've got brown hair. (59)
Upon realizing that his and other Asians’ hair is often actually brown, Wittm#rtiée
dearness of those four people,” and so he decides to recognize as many shades sf brown a
degrees of black he has named: “[w]e’ll come up with many, many namesKdr 8ar
while Wittman freely admits that he has been “[m]ade racist by othergedmps” (57),
Tripmaster Monkegxposes and critiques that racism, in this case by turning its novelistic

attention to hair.
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Before determining that the four Asians at the presentation are dear M/iiman
had been typically harsh in his criticism of one of the four’s sartorial Bgdause she is
sporting a cheongsam, a graceful garment much maligned in Asian Amletiess because
of its associations with the sexual stereotyping of Chinese and Chinesea&meomen.

For instance, Marilyn Elkins’ article about fashion in Asian American fictidn¢hvl cited

in my discussion about “No Name Woman,” is entitled “No More ‘Tight Red Cheongsams’
Asian American Women'’s Treatment of Fashion.” EIkins’ title alludes to ameftre
emphasizes a line in Diane Mei Lin Mark’s poem “Suzie Wong Doesn’t Live,Hare

which “the tight red cheongsam/embroidered with peonies” is rejectedtaseatypical sign
of submissive “Madame Butterfly/and the geisha ladies” (qtd. in Elkins 177). Elkiss doe
not mention it, but because the poem conflates cheongsam and “geisha ladies,” it also
critiques the way in which Chinese and Japanese cultures are conflated and hoadogeni
which is characteristic of Orientalism. The qualification of the cheongsaftight” and

“red” and “embroidered with peonies” signals its association with femiixeadity, and
Elkins notes, “In the United States, the fiBuzie Wongmbued the dress with qualities of
eroticized exoticism for members of mainstream culture” (178, n 1). Elkinkersimg to a
1960 film calledThe World of Suzy Wong film in which Nancy Kwan plays a prostitute
and which seemingly always comes up in cheongsam discussions. In arahdidle
cheongsam in Singapore, Beng-Huat Chua writes, “At the sleazy exisdhat most
Orientalist image of the stereotyped Chinese woman reminiscent of théuypedstiund in

the Hollywood film, The World of Suzy Woh{282). Wittman adds his ethnic weight to the
negative sentiment created by such imagery because he is “against girleavho w

cheongsam.” Knowing that Chinese-American beauty contests include cheag)aa
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official contest garment, Wittman'’s narrator denigrates the young woynealling her “the
one in Miss Chinatown Narcissus Queen drag” (58).

Predictably, historians of fashion are a bit less harsh in their discussions of the
cheongsam, though they certainly document the ways in which the garment hasbgen us
objectify the female body, especially through film and advertising. @hewlso cognizant,
however, of the great variety with which the garment was and still is worn arsd of it
historical/political significance. Antonia Finanne writes, as the “migeno$ fashion in
China during the Nationalist period,” thi@ao “became a stage for debates about sex,
gender roles, aesthetics, the economy, and the nation” {14%)iting about the cheongsam
during the 30s, by which time it had achieved its current silhouette, Hazel Gl thtat
“In reality, most women would not have worn the very fitted or revealing versiongetepic
in the [advertising art] posters. Nevertheless, the poster images, wereelikevies,
influential on what the ordinary woman would weatr, or, at the very least aspire tohthroug
their reference to contemporary life” (158). Valery Garréitgnese Dress from the Qing
Dynasty to the Presedeclares the cheongsam’s stereotypical quality by stating, the
cheongsam is “the iconic garment by which Chinese women are still known throughout the
world.” In addition, it “provides constant inspiration for fashion designers in the’West
(147). Like the sari, the cheongsam is iconic, but unlike the sari, the cheongsarm st
resentment. Also like the sari, the cheongsam inspires fashion beyond the botders of i
origin and therefore illustrates the way in which the East influences thie Wdashion, it's
often taken for granted that influence moves from West to East, though theréhis muc

evidence to the contrary.
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The cheongsam, which is associated most strongly with Hong Kong, where “it has
become the equivalent of a ‘national dress’™” (Steele and Major 155), is an icon ofeChines
womanhood. Steele and Major point out that while the gipao, better known in the West by
its Cantonese name, the cheongsam, is widely regarded as ‘traditional’ Ghiewseéit is
actually “a hybrid design, combining elements of Chinese, Manchu, and westaing:

(47-8). The cheongsam, which means long robe, has had an extraordinary evolution, and its

significance varies widely according to time, region, construction, and wseel Blark puts

the matter this way:
The Cheung Sam has gained special associations with Chinese women during
the twentieth century. Introduced at the end of the Qing dynasty, in the late
nineteenth century, it history is bound up with social, economic, and political
change, and with patterns of migration. In mainland China its popularity has
risen and fallen, but Chinese communities outside the mainland have ensured
its continuity. (155)

Some scholars trace the evolution of the cheongsam to the Manchu gipao. The
Manchus were, of course, a semi-nomadic, horse-riding people who conquered the Ming
dynasty in 1644 and ruled until their fall in 1911. Their usual dress had consisted of a “long
loose-fitting robe, which covered their feet and had an overlapping front flap stextdd
with loops and toggles at the right shoulder” (Clark 155). The garment also had long sleeve
to keep the hands warm and covered, which was considered proper. There were also side
vents to provide for freedom of movement, an important consideration for an active, mobile
people. Undergarments were worn to prevent the display of skin beneath vents. Both men

and women wore a similar robe. Qipao means banner gown, which referred to thatfact t
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the women associated with gipao were those who were associated with the Mammghvu ba
system in which troops were dispersed throughout China in order to maintain control.
Individual troops were distinguished by their own flags or banners. During thease the
gipao was practical (much less voluminous than the traditional gowns worn by Onierese
and figure-concealing. It was also quite androgynous because it “hiéat sitmucture for
both men’s and women'’s costume, differentiated by gender-specific ornam&nt@hang
119). Therefore, when Han women under the banner system adopted the garment, it carried
connotations of gender equality rather than those of female sexuality. Mancha wome
dressed much like their men and they did not bind their feet.

During the nineteen-twenties, many women, particularly “women of tleegeng
middle class,” adopted a long robe-like garment that replaced their trabitieni@ three
piece ensembles of loose trousers, jacket, and/or skirt. Some suggest that thegrgawh
was adopted from the long robe worn by Han men, and yet others believe “the gipao may
have evolved from the long, sleeveless vest calletht)&’ (Steele and Major 48). The
Manchu gown, the Han robe, and thajia are all male attire, so even though it is impossible
to impose a strict and linear genealogy onto the cheongsam, it is sure that/tbaresent
contained an impulse toward androgyny. And whatever its origin, "the styleéguogpular
among young urban women” (48). When the Qing dynasty ended, the loose-fitting gipao
was worn in Southern China and Hong Kong by wealthier women and was also adopted as a
girls’ uniform in some schools (Clark 156). According to Garret, “[ijn 1927, when iNanji
became the capital of the Republic of China, two styles of clothing wersdesigormal
wear for women. One was “a black jacket and blue skirt cut in the style @i eartiits,”

and the other was the cheongsam (147). As the 20s rolled into the 30s, the dress changed due

166



to notions of modernity and Western influence. The dress became increasinglgrfdtevas
worn with modern accessories, such as silk stockings and Western high heels. oilmages
women in cheongsam proliferated in China and elsewhere through films, which were
enormously popular in China, and also through the production of hugely popular calendar
posters, which were a Shanghai art form circulated to promote a variety oftsroduc
Throughout its heyday in the 30s and into the 40s, the cheongsam was worn by many urban
women in different classes and life stages; the fabric, the length, ¢ve skyle, and the
presence of leg slits varied according to fashion, the season, and the wearer. Thowgh popul
associations with cheongsam are “exotic chinoiserie and eroticism,” $eeldie also been
worn with simplicity and modesty. Chang points out that during the 30s, “women with an
emerging Socialist consciousness continued to wear theirs in with sinfici§), sic).

During the 50s and 60s, the cheongsam’s popularity waned and it was outlawed by
The Cultural Revolution (1966-76), which considered it too feudal, too capitalist, and too
sexy. How odd that a single garment during a moment and place in time can be edresder
too feudal and too capitalist at once! Like the banning of books, the banning of garments
attests to their power to signify and to disturb. However, the cheongsam “gainedipopular
in Hong Kong in the 1950s because of the similarity of the shape to western fashid¢n, whic
in turn, influenced the cheung sam” (Clark 159). Hong Kong cheongsams were mastem
by skilled tailors, many of whom had emigrated from Shanghai. Becauseesitrtstive fit
and because of the advent of the western miniskirt in the 70s, the cheongsam’s popularity
even in Hong Kong faded. It came to be seen as “old fashioned and too obviously ‘Chinese,’

especially for the younger generation who wished to be seen as ‘modernk {613r
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Today, however, its style is worn as a uniform by many women who work in service
industries, and it continues to be worn in beauty contests.

The association with beauty contests and service provided by women is contrary to
feminist ideals and contributes to the cheongsam’s disregard, what Antonia Feafiats
“sorry state”; however, such disregard is complicated by the garmentyy ugamen in
politics who represent China and Singapore and by women who are celebratinlg specia
occasions and/or who want to assert their cultural identities. The cheongsagnjalyed a
rehabilitation of sorts due to Hong Kong born and New York based designer Vivien Tam,
who during the 1990s featured lovely long gowns and relatively loosely-fitted gogsmeed
by the cheongsam. In its focus on the gi pao, Beverley Jackson’s Sha@intsh&et All
Dressed Ugists couture designers who “look to Shanghai’s past for inspiration”:
“Designers from Dior to Saint Laurent to Lacroix, Valentino, Prada, alidu@, Vivienne
Tam, Amy Chan, and Shanghai Tang” (77)And the cheongsam’s reemergence in
Singapore is such that Chua Beng-Huat actually uses the phrase “power cimsdmng$as
discussion about dress and the process of Asianisation. In the face of globhscatiga
cheongsam is able to assert an image of tradition and traditional Chineseirapposition
to Western values and change. Finally, in 2007 Hong Kong artist Wessie Liregfciaat
installation accompanied by a book callegsionable Cheongsanihe installation was
interactive and worked to challenge popular and simplified conceptions of the chreongsa
and its significance. The cheongsam is a garment with remarkableggptayver, and its
history is indeed indicative of a garment’s capacity to mark political amdraltpheaval
and flux. Though its history is much too complex to entirely relate here, these basi

developments along with the advantages of the big picture and hindsight reveal that
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Wittman’s dismissal of “girls who wear cheongsam” is reductive. Beciausalso typical
in Asian American letters, it also reveals that sartorial significenakvays conditioned by
its context.

China Menand Sartorial Style

Just as the cheongsam in China was a late and non-traditional garment thiat lsame
a quintessential signifier of Chinese femininity, the queue in China was ldarohairstyle
that came to be a quintessential signifier of Chinese masculinifjhewWoman Warrioand
China Men the queue is imagistically equated in the narrator’s mind with her fatbegs
ago persona as a Chinese male. Because Maxine’s father, BaBa, does boutdtksgprast
in China, she has only the sparest of details and therefore must construcstihed phe
does for No Name Woman. She has heard immigration stories that include officiadripiesti
about queue-cutting. For instance, upon her interrogation at Ellis Island, Brave kadhi
been asked by an immigration official, “What year did your husband cut off higdPigta
(96). It is interesting to note that betwedme Woman WarrioandChina Men a similar
gueue-question immigration account is narrated a full four times, revealing hely itea
weighs in the mind of Maxine and how in the absence of her father’s history shemelies
“the power of images and the imagination in construction of believable ‘rééfity
“Bondage” 6).

The queue’s history in China is exceedingly old; it does not originate with the
Manchus. Similar hairstyles were worn by tribes in the west and the noahlsck as the
Han period, which flourished between 206 B.C.E and 220 C.E. (Godley 54). Throughout the
gueue’s long history, it had marked foreign (read tribal) presence. AccordirglleyG

“The End of the Queue,” “[i]n its efforts to purge the country of alien influence$/itig
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dynasty (1368-1644) reverted to what was seen as Chinese dress and hairgh@er Em
Taizu . . . forbade those who wanted to be considered genuine ‘Han’ Chinese to wear foreig
queues” (55). As the Manchus (1644-1911) advanced their rule and displaced the Ming, they
enforced queue-wearing: “Han Chinese men were legally required tothleaivent of their
heads and wear their hair in a single plait” (Steele and Major 29), and thereavious
edicts and struggles surrounding hair style as a sign of submission, which samesulied
in the execution of patriots who refused to shave their heads. Godley writes, “Indiéed, we
into the eighteenth century it was held politically dangerous to yearn, eupibaltyisfor the
old cap and gown of the Ming, since hair was the obvious sign of resistance—aitdct w
can only have hardened Qing determination to enforce its particular band of ulyif¢&m).
As in the case of the cheongsam, the queue’s history is very complex, and theneyare ma
accounts of resistance to head-shaving, a resistance that signifiesetifhct. For
example, participants in the Taiping movement were referred to as “losg brathairy
rebels,” and in “1853, the rebel leaders issued a proclamation: ‘The Chinese hawe Chine
characteristics; but now the Manchus have ordered us to shave the hair around the head
leaving a long tail behind, thus making the Chinese appear to be brute animals. ... You are
all Chinese people; how can you be so stupid as to cut your hair and follow the demons?’”
(qtd. in Godley 61). And Godley also quotes “Arthur H. Smith’s [1894] best-s€llnngese
Characteristics’ which sets forth a Westerner’s conclusion:
It was inevitable that such a conspicuous and tangible mark of subjection
should have been bitterly resisted, even to the death by a great number of the
Chinese. But the Manchus showed how well they were fitted for the high task

which they had undertaken, by their persistent adherence to the requirement,
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compliance with which was made at once a sign and a test of loyalty. The
result is what we see. The Chinese are now more proud of their cue[sic] than
any other characteristic of their dress. (64)

Thus, the queue was gradually though never universally accepted, and by “the 1800s,
gueues could be found throughout East Asia” (61). Though there was hairstyle variation in
remote locales and though those in rural areas could go for relatively loadsperthout
shaving, the queue had become generally worn by all Chinese, including Han Chynese. B
the time of the Opium War, Chinese surrender to foreign power was marked lititing c
off of queues, which at the time was “a mark of deep disgrace to a Chinaman” (qtd. in
Godley 64). One of the interesting aspects of this situation is that it @quireat deal of
barbering. When perusing photos from the late Ming, one notices that street scenes ofte
include an itinerate barber shaving the head of a seated customer. As ther@sty dggan
to topple, however, reformists such as Sun Yat-sen began to question the queue’s
significance as a sign of bondage and also as a sign of outmoded feudalism. As a result
gueue-cutting was resurrected to signify defiance, modernism, and patyiatid by 1910
had become something of a mania. Succumbing to the inevitable, the Qing government
“resolved overwhelmingly [in December of 1910] that the throne permit all €histedents,
diplomats, government servants, and soldiers to remove their queues” (68).

While historians always present the queue in terms of political sigreé¢&hina
Menis unusual in its association of the queue with fashion (or lack thereof). Ghima
Mencomes the following:

“When did you cut off your pigtail?” asked the translator.

“In 1911,” said the legal father. It was a safe answer, the year he
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would have picked anyway, not too early before the Republic nor too late, not
too revolutionary nor too reactionary. Most people had cut their hair in 1911.
He might have cut it for fashion as much as for revolution. (58)
Frustrated by her father’s silence and her lack of detail, Maxine witea only look and
talk Chinese. There are no photographs of you in Chinese clothes nor against Chinese
landscapes. Did you cut your pigtail to show your support for the Republic? Or have you
always been American?” (14). In order to be Chinese, one must look Chinese—dress the
part. InThe Woman WarrioandChina Men shear repetition of the association of the queue
with BaBa’'s Chinese past renders a style detail that reinforces tge wh&hinese maleness
with queues. This association is also worked into Maxine’s construction of herdather’
participation in “the last Imperial Examination ever given” (24). Fred&iageman, Jr.
notes, “the last traditional exams were held in 1905, and although Kingston’'sheal fa
would have been far too young to have sat for those, her mythical father takes them” (209)
The “far too young,” seems an overstatement though Maxine’s description of the
examination “ordeal” is very certainly “fancifully described” (Waken2®9).

As he journeys on foot to the place of the exam, the fourteen-year-old BaBarsfeeps
reaped field.” He “spread his bedroll” and the “wooden pillow under his neck lifted his thick
braid, which Grandmother had woven tight to last for days, and it trailed on the ground” (24)
Thus,China Menimagines that typically novelistic thick and luxurious head of hair, even
when a good percentage of the hair would have been shaved. When he arrives at the
examination site, BaBa stays up all night in an effort to continue studyinghenkast
moment. He uses his queue to stay awake: “He looped the end of his pigtail into the ring [in

a beam overhead] and tied it tight. Then he sat in his chair to study some more. When he
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dozed, his own hair jerked his head back up” (26). After this method fails to keep him
awake, BaBa stabs his thigh with an awl, all of which, though imaginary, accahdhevi
historical record regarding the exam’s extraordinary importanceresas of improving
one’s socioeconomic situation in old China.
Kingston’s story of BaBa in China is the product of myth and imagination, while the
story of him as a young immigrant in the United States is fed by both Bravel®rchi
accounts and, more importantly, the movies and photographs. Kingston writes of BaBa's
time in New York when he lived with roommates, since Brave Orchid had not yet
immigrated:
On Saturday Ed [BaBa] and Woodrow went to Fifth Avenue to shop for
clothes. With his work pants, Ed wore his best dress shirt, a silk tie, gray silk
socks, good leather shoes with pointed toes, and a straw hat. At a very good
store, he paid two hundred dollars cash for a blue and gray pinstripe suit, the
most expensive suit he could find. In the three-way mirror, he looked like
Fred Astaire. (63)

Thus, through sartorial detail, Maxine’s father is imagined as transfontea Western

man of fashion, though the transformation will not protect the father from financial

difficulties or from racial prejudice. Perhaps just as significantly, howéweugh sartorial

detail, Maxine’s father is transformed from a rural peasant into an urbaaboattown. In

China, as in the United States, the urban/rural divide is marked by sartogetmiit, and

men in urban China had begun to wear Western accessories, if not Western suite(Fina

80).
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As many critics have noted, the China Men’s encounter with racial prejudice a
stereotyping is figured and foreshadowe&hina Men’sopening chapter,“On Discovery.”
Like Kingston’s rendition of the Mulan story ithe Woman Warrior’'S$White Tigers,” “On
Discovery” is another retelling of Chinese cross-dressing invoked to acodatencross-
cultural identity. However, as Donald C. Goellnight points out, while “On Discovery’s
cross-dressing premise and its existence as a “controlling mythhw@dthina Menparallels
the Mulan story’s function ilVoman Warrior its privileged position as the opening tale of
the book means that the “Tang Ao story also has affinities” with the opening siignoén
Warrior, “No Name Woman”:
Just as the no-name aunt is forced into a position of powerlessness and
silence, both physically and linguistically (for her indiscretions, sheverdr
to suicide and denied a name) by the traditions of Chinese patriarchy that deny
her existence once she has transgressed its laws, so too Tang Ao the sojourner
finds himself forced into a position of powerlessness and silence by the Laws
of the Ruling Fathers (the white majority). (230)
Tang Ao is the protagonist of the mythical “On Discovery,” Kingston’s sigaficiew title
for “The Women’s Kingdom,” which is a chapter from a Chinese novel flitelRomance
of the Flowers in the Mirroby Li Ju-chen (1763-1830). “The Women’s Kingdom” tells the
story of Lin Chih-yang, who, on a journey across the sea, comes to the Land of Women,
which is governed by transvestite women. The queen captures Lin, and her maélkipierc
ears, bind his feet, and begin a routine of cosmetic application so that he may bedpieepa
become the queen’s (or king’s as she is referred to in Ju-chen’s trarneidjeRoyal

Concubine. This is a remarkable story, humorous and pathetic at once. By detailing the
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torturous and eventually silencing debasement to which Lin is subjected, the author
effectively defamiliarizes the treatment to which millions of Chinesmen were routinely
subjected. Once Lin has been installed as Royal Concubine, we get the following:
Such melancholy does not become this gay occasion. Itis of course a
misfortune to be born female; that conceded, you have risen as high as any in
the world. Just think! You are now First Lady of our realm. What more
could you ask for? For the future, if you bring forth children, your days of
happiness will be lasting. Rather than go about pretending to be a man and so
contravene the law of nature, is it not far better thus resume the feminine role
and share our throne like a queen? (Mair 1056)
Addressed to a man, such directives as “smile—don’t look unhappy” and reference to “the
laws of nature,” which is ironically opposed to the idea of “the feminine rolegll réictor
Shklovshy’s words in “Art as Technique”: “Habitualization devours words, clothes,
furniture, one’s wife, and the fear of war. ‘If the whole complex lives of many pgopba
unconsciously, then such lives are as if they had never been.” And art exists timatyone
recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, to make thatsioyie(20).
Thus, Kingston openGhina Menwith the retelling of a male-authored Chinese text that
already adheres to her feminist ideals. Her revision is minimal but segmtifiand it is to her
credit as an artist that she can imply so much so economically. Tang Aolsatiamis an
extremely shortened version of Lin’s. It barley occupies two pagestdrdonly the
sartorial/somatic adornments at the hands of the women are appropriated. As Chegng not
Kingston explicitly introduces the concept of silencing when an old woman wieldiagra

piercing needle jokes that she is going to sew Tang Ao’s lips togéttieu(ate Silences
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102-3). So threatened, Tang Ao says nothing after that. (It takes much longer and more

brutal methods to silence Lin. He manages to escape eventually, howevers\iett hi

miraculously unharmed, big and manly.) Thus, through the imposition of feminine $artoria

conventions onto a male body, Li before her and now Kingston enlarge the “discovery” of a

new land to also signify the “discovery” of what it means to suffer the body of anyoma

particularly a body trussed and confined by social and sartorial restrictions

The most striking and painful of Tang Ao’s transformation to womanhood is of

course the binding of his feet. Kingston’s description of the process goesdike thi
They bent his toes so far backward that his arched foot cracked. The old
ladies squeezed each foot and broke man tiny bones along the sides. They
gathered his toes, toes over and under one another like a knot of ginger root.
Tang Ao wept with pain. As they wound the bandages tight and tighter
around his feet, the women sang footbinding songs to distract him: “Use aloe
for binding feet and not for scholars.” . . . Every night they unbound his feet,
but his veins had shrunk, and the blood pumping through them hurt so much,
he begged to have his feet re-wrapped tight. They forced him to wash his
used bandages, which were embroidered with flowers and smelled of rot and
cheese. He hung the bandage up to dry, streamers that drooped and draped
wall to wall. He felt embarrassed; the wrappings were like underaedr
they were his. (4)

One striking aspect of this description is the way it ends by suggesting windihko

considers the most important aspect of the bound foot: the unseen. The process of

footbinding was exceedingly private and restricted to feminine space. Astsiusdmatic
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reality—the pain, the smell, the disfigurement—all become intensely iatjrpavate, and
hidden. Ko writes that prior to the nineteenth century “[visual representation of the bound
foot, even fully shod, . . . was taboo even in the ars erot@iatérella’s Sistergll). She
also notes the multiple layers that were worn to cover and to adorn the bound foot: “binding
cloth, sock, soft-soled slippers, and outer shoe or bootie. Leggings, leg-binders, ankle
bracelets, and pants or a long skirt completed the ensemble at the lowerGiodgt€lla’s
Sisters221). Thus the flesh is remarkably encased, and to emphasize the extremelg intima
nature of the bound foot and its cover, Ko writes that the “embroidered slipper, dgpeeial
sleeping shoe, was such a synecdoche of a woman’s sexuality that its vessioosky a
man other than her husband sufficed to intimate illicit union” (215).

Ko has thoroughly examined material and textual records in both the West and the
East and determined that once the bound foot became publicly visible, its demise was
inevitable because its attraction was in its “concealment” and its \itiel@alization. She
situates anti-footbinding movements into China’s new awareness of its glohiairposder
the gaze of a host of other nations, so that the practice had become an embarrassment to be
eliminated as quickly as possible. Ko also writes about the “great legiiith
Westerners had gone in order to see the foot unshod by providing the following example:
“John Thomson, the photographer of things Chinese,” who, though “assured by Chinamen
that it would be impossible . . . by the offer of any sum of money, to get a Chinese taoma
unbandage her foot,” finds through persistence and the offer of an unsaid yet pigsuma
large amount of money a woman who agrees “to countenance an act of such gross indecency

as unbandaging the foot of her charge.” (qtd. in Ko, “Bondange” 21)
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The photographer recorded his reaction: “Once ridded of its ornate fagade, however, the
bound foot was a let down that could not live up to its analogical splendor: ‘And yet, had |
been able, | would rather have avoided the spectacle, for the compressed foot, which is
figuratively supposed to represent a lily, has a very different appeaadaaour from the
most beautiful and sacred of flowers” (21). The quotation testifies to the dferdetween
the bound foot of the literary imagination and the bound foot of corporeal reality.

Prior to the nineteenth century, Chinese discourse surrounding the bound foot was
considered dubious and was produced almost exclusively by men, so that the discourse
worked to create and perpetuate the idealization of the “lotus,” though it als@st tim
deplored the practice. Much of the musing was concerned with locating an origih,isvhi
impossible to pinpoint and is thus, as Ko writes, discursively produced. Typically,rschola
say footbinding began sometime between the end of the Tang dynasty and the beginning o
the Song. Legend has it that an emperor’s favorite consort “danced for him having bound her
feet to represent a new moon.” The practice was copied by ladies of the coadiatetr
outward to the gentry and finally to most all Chinese women (Garrett 116).\ritien
search for origins, Hu Yinglin (1551-1602) commented on literature’s influence luorias
“Even in the early years of the Song [eleventh century], the majority mienalid not bind
their feet. Then in the Yuan dynasty, poeomyrics, songs, and dramas all harped on the
subject, leading to its extreme popularity today” (qtdCinderella’s Sisterd29)3* During
the Qing dynasty, the practice became almost universal (132).

According to Ko, women'’s voices do not come into the record until the very late
nineteenth and early twentieth century with anti-footbinding rhetoric, but even then the

voices are filtered through the writing of men, who, whether connoisseurs oreefprm
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present the body as an abstraction, so that the “erasure of the physicakgyavhale body,

so prevalent in the anti-footbinding discourse, rendered any realistic descappain

difficult” ( Cinderella’s Sister28)® Antonia Finnane’s account presents the Western point

of view and demonstrates it is likewise a discussion that considers the feet Igt not t

women. From her boolkZhanging Clothes in China: Fashion, History, Natioomes the

following: “Along with the commentary came pictures: bound feet shod and bound feet bare

as much isolated from their owners as the limb that was removed from the droemed w

in the Pearl river and sent back to England for scientific analysis” (30). Kusdexa

reformist novel in which anti-footbinding rhetoric is presented in an equaéynthedied

mannerHuang Xiuquiby Tang Yisuo, depicts the patriotic letting out of the feet of its

eponymous heroine, whose recovery is quick and miraculous. Ko puts the matter this way
To the novelist, the bound foot is an external sign useful in its symbolism, not
an embodied reality. Xiugiu’s feet cease to be an issue after she “l#jerate
them: she travels, reasons, and acts, willfully ignoring the pile of bent bones,
the donut twist that could not be straightened or uncooked. The body of the
footbound woman appears as though feet were a change of clothes that could
be refashioned at will. Huang Xuigiu's agency is built on her will at the
expense of her absent body. (29)

While feminist writers work to revise the record of both footbinding and its demise by
considering the silenced voices emanating from the bodies of women, Kingstog's Ta
Ao’s experience is an embodied experience, and in addition to suffering the somatic
indignities that render his body feminine, he also discovers that once his feet have bee

bound, it is difficult and painful to reverse a process that cannot be undone: “Every night
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they un-bound his feet, but his veins had shrunk, and the blood pumping through them hurt
so much, he begged to have his feet re-wrapped tight” (4). To unwrap is to suffer so that just
as “the women sang footbinding songs to distract” Tang Ao, unwrapping songs were used t
distract women suffering the reverse process.

The issue of unwrapping recalls the crazy woman with the mirrored headdress
Woman Warriowhose “bindings had come loose” (94). The story takes place during the
Japanese invasion of China which occurred between 1937 and 1945. As Ko’s studies point
out, the demise of footbinding was not a clean break or a straightforward lingeggsion;
rather, it occurred over many years, and the change was marked by biratiens, such as
the employment of foot inspectors who imposed upon women’s extreme and hitherto
respected senses of privacy and who levied fines against women, patriadchnsteh-
makers who continued to countenance the process and product of footbinding; school boys
wearing cloth banners declaring, “I refuse to marry a footbound woman”; andibiatsa
who collected piles of used binding cloths and aired them for public viewing—odors, blood,
sweat, and tear stains notwithstanding. In the anti-footbinding atmosphere, the footbound
woman was re-figured; she now represented one of China’s “Three IlIs”: “opnokirsy
and gambling” and footbinging (Ko 51). The footbound woman’s subjectivity was now
attached to a body of shame, and she was considered both “parasitic” and “infargtle.” N
only were such women declared by the state to be unmarriageable, but Finoemad a
says that “[r]evolutionaries in their droves abandoned small-footed wivesderflaoted,
educated women.” Examples of “abandoning husbands” include “Sun Yatsen, Lu Xun, Guo
Moruo, Chen Duxiu, and Chiang Kaishek” (83). Therefore, the foot-bound women of post-

imperial China were often women of severe social and economic displacement, and
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Kingston’s crazy woman stands in testimony to their terrible plight, atglygically
overlooked in the history of footbinding and its end.

In “On Discovery” the tables are turned on the male-authored discourse of
footbinding so that rather than a man writing about a woman’s body and its sartorial
presentation as ideal, a woman writes about a man’s body experiencingehalityadf that
presentation. IThe Woman Warrior'$White Tigers,” Kingston also evokes the mythical as
a means to feminist ends. “White Tigers” re-imagines the famous womaonfamMulan,
who disguised as a man in a suit of armor, takes her father’s place as gtansicr
subsequently conquers despotism. Mulan’s cross-dressing parallels Tamandog/et is
much different because for a woman'’s body to be sartorially constructed ezfdthe
perceived male is to increase her social/cultural/political caphaévior a man’s body to be
sartorially constructed and therefore perceived as female is to sietrisa
social/cultural/political capital. Mulan’s cross-dressing leads toget@ction and the
fulfillment of filial piety, whereas Tang Ao’s cross-dressing, whehmyway forced upon
him, leads to passivity and silence. If the needle as metaphorical pewbreen’s writing
into the realm of the feminine, Mulan’s sword as a metaphorical pen imagigdtiugitates
a more cutting and radically militant voice. The protective armor and Maxmainative
accessory of choice, the sword, provide a psychological shield from the slingscansl @
misogynist sentiments and racist bosses against whom Maxine’s voice isuschall
ineffective The Woman Warrio#8). The imaginary military garb outfits her as a s/words-
woman, rather than merely a woman writer, who, released from the trappiegsioiity,
will find a powerful and liberating female voice, after which she drops the amesichange

for a softer, cozier shawl, a token that she still needs protection of sorts from deepl
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ingrained misogynist words and sentiments: “When [ visit my family newap my

American successes around me like a private shawl,” (52) writes the acutieMaho has

found not only her voice, but also the worth of her existence, though she bares the scars of
racist and sexist slurs and actions that continue to affect women of color.

As one of her final deeds, Maxine’s Mulan rescues from the palace of the fat baron
she has beheaded (who recalls the fat bosses of Maxine’s working life) a groatbotihd
women who are so immobilized that “some crawled away from [Mulan], using theirelbow
to pull themselves along” (44). After their rescue, however, the weakened womédrosome
recover to become legend with a legend: “They wandered away like ghoss., ithabuld
be said, they turned into the band of swords-women who were a mercenary army. They did
not wear men’s clothes like me, but rode as women in black and red dresses” (4405). Int
imaginative flight of fancy, women magically recover from the violendeatbinding and
their construction as, at best, weakened subjects and, at worst, passive objdetsgiGhal
the notion that women must dress like men to be equal to men, they do not cross-dress, yet
they enact the sort of power wielded by men, which becomes manifested in acts of
aggression and war. TtheWoman Warrior the ultimate female revenge is enforced by
women dressed as women, who “as witch amazons . . . killed men and boys” (#6¢ In
Woman Warrioy the male/female power divide is turned on its head because “White Tigers”
finally imagines radical power as distinctly and sartorially femaleus, Kingston, like
Walker, Atwood, and myriad other writers, imagine the fictional body as a clothed body
this way, fiction registers the extraordinary significance of sattstyée in the construction

of human identities, real and fantastical.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION: FASHION AND FEMINIST RESPONSIBILITY

Maxine Hong Kingston, Alice Walker, and Margaret Atwood are all women writers
representing North American voices during the mid-to-late twentiethirgenDiffering quite
radically in terms of geographic and cultural backgrounds, they shareradieonitlook that
attends to clothing as a postmodern site of contested identity constructionswbBod Ahe
culture of clothing is a site of intense fascination, but the necessity to doeeg@ose one’s
self to the gaze of others instills anxiety; for Walker, fashion paradlyxiegresents
repression on one hand and independence and joy on the other; and for Kingston, clothes are
especially significant in the construction of historical, cultural, and natideatities. In all
cases, clothing is very clearly implicated in issues of gender, the empemteand
disempowerment of women. And in all my study’s texts, attitudes toward clothing are
mixed—positive sometimes, negative others, but never neutral. During these’write
heydays of second wave feminism, concerns for clothing were almost univeesilby
mainstream feminism as negative, and yet their fiction remained meittyatflecting a
keen consciousness regarding the inability to simply ditch dress as frivolous diye ove
feminine.

Times have changed a lot and we now live in an era in which preoccupation with
fashion is evident in both academic and popular culture. On the book tables in Costco sit
piles of pulp-ish, pink paperbacks whose titles love the word “shopping.” Such display
presents a popular and surface celebration of conspicuous sartorial consumption which is

opposed to popular anti-consumption movements and culture jamming, while at the same
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time, serious fiction and scholarship work to reflect and construct clothinglatiand
histories in the material and literary records in a more balanced, nuansterreg

In the meantime, women working to advance their numbers in the tough worlds of
education, business, and politics continue to be judged according to their wardrobas as me
almost never are. We've all heard the comments about women in politics: Madeline
Albright looks like an old battle-ax; Hillary Clinton’s pants-suits are dowdy @edictable;
Michelle Obama is tastefully stylish; Sarah Palin is characterigeledleft as an over-
spending clothes-horse and by the right as a babe, a term Rush Limbaaghlyagushed.
This focus on the somatic and sartorial style of women, no matter how they chooss,to dres
should be exceedingly disturbing to women. It is the very stuff of anxiety in dresfieand t
attention to Palin’s wardrobe simply perpetuated the dress double standard straletidg
from the far more substantive issue of her appalling ignorance in mattersofAstat while
it's certain that Barak Obama spends a great deal of money on his impesutiédlit does
not occur to the viewing public to couple its judgment of his political acumen or perf@manc
with judgment of his wardrobe, though that wardrobe no doubt lends to his dignified bearing.
Other than a buzz about John Edwards’ pricey haircut, men’s sartorial styldsoaesc
simply go unremarked. Whatever position a feminist thinker occupies on the politica
spectrum, whether she enjoys the aesthetics of fashion and the culture of clothtes v
(or he) would be hard-pressed to countenance this sartorial double-standard. WWomen ar
berated for what they wear and then berated for “giving a hoot.” The faet igerry often
not giving a hoot is luxury they cannot afford,Gat’s Eyerelates. The literature of Atwood,
Walker, and Kingston all register this sexist social situation imyljorgt clearly. Matters of

dress are a feminist issue.
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Labor is also a feminist issue that surrounds clothing because, as United Students
Against Sweatshops (USAS) points out, “90 percent of garment factory workeveraen”
(Featherstone 70). My study’s introduction posited a question regarding whetheit®r not
subject texts address the exploitive tendencies of fashion production, and by thealmwk | r
that they do not, except in the case of Walker’'s Roselily, who upon her contemplation of
marriage to the Muslim man from the north, refers to the job she will no longer have to
endure. Walker writes it like this:

She wonders what it will be like. Not to have to go to a job. Not work in a
sewing plant. Not to worry about learning to sew straight seams in
workingmen'’s overalls, jeans, and dress pants. Her place will be in the home,
When she is rested, what will she do? (7)

The passage does not suggest the sensational sort of sweatshop conditions that are
sometimes exposed by the press and that correctly cause outrage. Buit satgests a
tedious, non-creative sort of routine that workers in all kinds of employment positions have
to live with. It also expresses the sometimes unconsidered situation whemebywsmen
working in garment factories gain a sense of independence they are loath to leesgard to
the narratives and clothing-related labor they set forth, one might also point tortgs’' H
laundry businesses as work of an intense and laborious sort. Certainly one could go into an
analysis of the association of such work with immigrant and Asian populations, bistahat
job for another study. The point is that my subject texts all focus on clothing lasas e
the construction of identities rather than as a labor problem, which is approptizéeh\as

issues are just that—two different issues.
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Nevertheless, a feminist study that focuses on the cultural aspects oaksiyta
runs the risk of coming off as insensitive to the plight of garment workersaitrérde zones
and rogue American shops that disregard fair standards of pay and working conditions.
However, labor literature, such as Andrew Ross’s “The Quandaries of Consasesl B
Activism” and Liza FeathersoneXudents against Sweatsh@ps-authored with student
activists), points out the problems that result from conflating moralisticangumption
rhetoric with labor activism. One of these problems is related to clasodiaisd therefore
is akin to the point made above between those (usually men) who can afford to not give a
hoot and those (usually women) who cannot. Expanding upon the point that it is remarkably
more effective and certainly less paternalistic to work towards worgelfsbrganization
than to attempt the policing of consumer behavior and of factories from the outside,
Featherstone writes about the affluence of typical anti-sweatshop statieistss who have
been very effective in pressuring elite schools to clean up their sweateddahsinlg
agreements with offending clothing manufacturers, and who have learned along thatway
sub-standard working conditions exist in myriad industries and jobs, including the High tec
manufacture (people are seemingly never lambasted for consuming technatabsgrvice
industries:
The sweatshop issue is, in a sense, a natural one for affluent students.
Like many First World anti-sweatshop campaigns, the student movement
arose in part out of a sense of privilege. The group was born in a period of
economic prosperity, when affluent students were feeling unusually fortunate,
and less worried about their careers than their predecessors in the joliess ear

1990s. . . . While less affluent students are more likely to organize on their
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own behalf, against tuition hikes or campus racism, upper-middle-class white
students have the luxury of organizing against their own privilege. Ironically,
that sort of radicalism can be challenging for working-class students, who ma
feel they're in college not to critique privilege, but to court it. “All these
problems are caused by an elite,” says Liana Molina [a student who grew up
near a manquila and grinding poverty in Juarez], yet we're striving to be part
of that elite. | came [to school] to get a degree, to get a better job. (94)

The impulse to improve one’s material lot in life is also apparent among womemgorki

the factories of the global south. While it is certainly important to continue ssyseefor

corporate responsibility, the closing of factories is sadly too often thi: oésnedia

campaigns, which, rather than work in tandem with union organization, simply and often

sensationally inform consumers about abuses. Consumers, who are rightly outregee, be

mollified by retailers who simply switch production to another factory, tlyesabing their

own reputations but leaving in their wake unemployed women who had depended upon their

jobs. The disconnect between the haves and the have/nots in regard to attitudes about

consumption is also noted by Ross, who cites Schor: “ ‘voluntary simplicity’ isywidel

viewed as an option for secure middle-class people who can afford the statust leessuttsa

from eschewing materialism” (775). Therefore, “those bent on integratingdaboerns

more into the sphere of cultural politics” (772), though undoubtedly sincere in their anti-

consumerist rhetoric, are often unaware of the intensely complicatedosisustirrounding

clothing production and consumption, globalism and capitalism. Atwood, Walker, and

Kingston, writing prior to the advent of the North American Free Trade Agneeamd

global manufacture, all write work that is very aware of the significance®tifing as an

187



aspect of culture which is as old as civilization itself and as important to hunmityids
language.

The problem of sweated labor (and it is a problem) remains a feminist/labott subjec
for different texts and different studies. Conscientious consumers who reaitteetha
would have to construct their own clothing or go naked in order to avoid buying garments
can do best by attending to the information provided by or becoming active within one of the
several anti-sweatshop organizations represented on the Worldwide Web, includipg’ &
Clean Clothes Campaign, Great Britain’s Labour Behind the Label, and Ttesl (Btates
based Sweatshop Watch. Such organizations provide admittedly inadequate information
regarding offending companies, but they are helpful. For instance, from aatist\p
websites, | have been alerted to avoid buying products from Levi Strauglk,Ralren, or
Tommy Hilfiger, though these companies may change their practices afsam, given the
fact that consumer pressure can affect profitability. AmericareEaglthe other hand, is
known to stock its stores with clothing made by American Apparel, a comparbases its
reputation on clean labor. But simply ditching the culture of clothing is not condacive t
solving the plight of sweatshop abuses. While feminist writers present the aflalméhing
as it relates to both group and individual consciousness, feminist sociologists, ecanomist
labor lawyers, and activists are in a position to lend their time and expertises&dfthelp
strategies of women in the garment industries, women who want the same thalbdava
living wage for themselves and their families, decent housing and healthhre,adl

likelihood, a few lovely garments.
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Endnotes

! Leitch qualifies his use of the “triumph,” notitigat while cultural studies are being reinvigoratéey have
been so only in a theoretical sense and have Afair sesulted in good employment situations fordgigtes

because “university programs often bear skimpyevig of [cultural studies’] success” (8).

2«Used and abused” is a term used by Hutchedrhim Poetics of Postmodernismindicate the self-conscious

appropriation and ironic or parodic use of estdigitsart forms.

% In Lunar Park a strange and raunchy, part fact, part fictioacknmemoir horror story narrated by the
satirical and self-absorbed voice of Ellis, he @sithat Gloria Steinem’s criticism Afnerican Psychéed to
NOW'’s boycott, and “In a world filled with blackdnies, Ms. Steinem eventually married David Bdie, t

father of the actor [Christian Bale] who playedrig&tBateman in the movie” (160). David Bale haxcsi died.

* In Sex and SuitfAnne Hollander writes that the “integrated,” &etlessly” modern style of the man’s suit is
“often an affront to post-modern sensibilities,”ialn “tend toward disintegration.” Suits are “neittpost-
modern nor minimalist, multicultural, nor confessd’ (3). This accords withmerican Psychdn which suits
effectively present a disintegrating and confessisrlf as visually intact. The book amounts ®¢bnfession
of a disintegrating character, but because higdwppearance is so together, no one within thihwebthe

novel acknowledges any of Bateman’s confessions.

® In The Study of Dress Histariou Taylor objects to the “loose” use of the wétribal” to refer to urban

group identities. Due to Ted Polhemus’ populat &xreet Stylethe term has “unfortunately become lodged in
the common parlance of the media and the popuémspi(212). Taylor prefers Daniel Wojcik’s carejull
defined term “neo-tribalists” because it works tstidguish between counter-cultural urban styles an

ethnographic tribal styles, which are very diffdrentheir practices and meanings.
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® It's interesting to note that the Watch Bird atsmmes up in Kingston'Sripmaster Monkey Tripmaster's
protagonist Wittman Ah Sing is contemplating a htowdress-for-a-business-interview cartoon at the
unemployment office when he remembers the Watcth. Bithe cartoon addresses hand grooming and Wittman
reacts: “Do other people really push that bitafskin down and cut it off? This is a Watch Bikdtching a

Nail Biter; this is a Watch Bird watching you” (246

" Canadian fashion historian Caroline Routh write very competitive fashion industry of Montrési the
eighties had arrived at the point where clothingpaated for more than forty percent of all manufaog jobs

in the city” (178).

8 That the phrase “making a spectacle of yoursefbnates for women opens Mary Russo’s article “Fema
Grotesques: Carnival and Theory.” Russo writesgf€h’s a phrase that still resonates from childhdaiho
says it? The mother’s voice—not my mother’s periagpighe voice of an aunt, an elder sister, omtio¢gher of
a friend. It is a harsh, matronizing phrase, amsldirected toward the behavior of other womé&he’ [the

other woman] is making a spectacle of herself” {213

° For a good discussion of the evolution of bedessee Linda Welters’ “The Beat Generation: Suincal
Style.” Though Welters does not focus on Canadagsiotes a University of Toronto alumnus who “riscal
black wool jersey top she wore with a black skirtbffee houses and jazz clubs from 1956 to 1958. T
alumni’s “friend, an art major took the black coptéurther: she wore black turtlenecks, skirtsckiogs and
shoes — and she had long straight hair” (157). othdiscusses the beat/cashmere sweater with stdds
dichotomy inNegotiating with the Dead: A Writer on Writingniversity students wearing “camel-hair coats,
cashmere twin-sets, and pearl button earringsbpp®sed to “the others,” who “wore black turtlereekd . . .
black ballerina leotards under their skirts, pdmtse not having been invented yet and skirts beiagdatory.”
According to Atwood, this was a “terrifying” lookand “you didn’'t have to do anything in particularinspire
this terror: you just had to understand a certange of likes and dislikes, and to look a certa@ty w less
manicured, paler in the face, gaunter, and of @uorsre somber in your clothing, like Hamlet — dillunich
implied you could think thoughts too esoteric fodinary people to understand” (18).
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% For a discussion that interrogates psychoanalytiories of the gaze and suggests feminist poisibil
through presentations of alternative female wayseeing in popular culture, see Lorraine Gamman and

Margaret Marshment'She Female Gaze: Women Viewers of Popular Culture.

™ Arnold E. Davidson maintains that the “unravelswgeater” worn by Elaine’s brother Stephen “forestvesi
his later work on cosmological string theory, wbkcomes to doubt just before his death” (35). ifsn’s

interpretation seems a stretch to me.

12 According to Alice Palumbo,Cat's Eye(1988), The Robber Brid¢1993), andAlias Grace(1996) focus on
the relations between the present, the past, anfiitfctions of memory” (73), and Lorna Irvine wsitéhat The
Robber Bridé dramatizes the psychological hold the past hathermpresent both in the lives of individuals as

well as in the passing decades of the latter gaheotwentieth century” (211).

13 Rebecca Arnold notes that attention to appearianeslitary settings could be construed as efferténa
behavior but is not because of the soldier’s cotimed¢o action and violence. She writes, “militargrcissism
and attention to the details of outer appearanedegitimized by their link to potential violende, duty

discipline and power . . .” (38).

4 Donna L. Potts, who mistakenly writes that Tonghis least concerned of the three protagonists with
enhancing her appearance—that distinction belan@htairis—notes how Tony’s name and qualities res&mb
those of Athena. It's very interesting to notewkoer, that no one, so far as | know, has commetetie
resemblance of Tony’s name, Antonia Fremont, toniiae of historian Antonia Fraser. Atwood reviewed
Fraser’s bookThe Warrior Queensn a 1989.0s Angeles Times Book Revientitled “The Public Woman as
Honorary Man,” which is reprinted in AtwoodW&'riting with Intent Fraser’s book retells the historical
accounts of many women who led armies and indeedtdes in times of fierce and extremely violent
conflicts. Fraser’s history, like Atwood’s noveknies the sisterhood feminist idea that womemare
aggressive and non-violent, and several of Frag@aisior queens are mentionedTlihe Robber Bride,
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including Zenia, whose name is a form of Zenoti&wood'’s Antonia Fremont, like Antonia Fraser, is

fascinated with matters of violence and war, aifeg®on that she as a woman is not supposed t@psss

15 carol Ann Howells writes that “Zenia seems to &al but she has a double existence for she betortg®
different fictional discourses, that of realism afdantasy.” Most notably for Howells and othefgnia

inhabits the “fictional discourse” of gothic fanya@1).

16 Kyoko Amano’s short article,The Robber BrideThe Power and the Powerless,” argues that whileym
critics “see Zenia as the one who is in possegsigower because of her female sexuality,” Tonyai@&h and
Roz gain power from their lack of Zenia-style sdikydecause “they gain personal space in the ateseh
their men” (7), which is quite true as each of phetagonists does indeed acquire not only a roona thome

of her own.

7 See, for example, “Nothing Can Be Sole or WhbiattHas Not Been Rent’: Fragmentation in the Qnilt
The Color Purpléby Judy Elsley; “Sister’s Choices: Quilting Abstics in Contemporary African-American
Women'’s Fiction” by Margot Anne Kelley; “Servinguting, Knitting: Handicraft and Freedom ihe Color
PurpleandA Women'’s Stoiyby Catherine E. Lewis; “From ‘Text as Quilt’ tQuilt as Text": Alice Walker’'s
Rewriting of The Color Purpleas Film Script” by Stefanie Sievers; “Alice Walke€ommunity, Quilting, and

Sewing” by Jae-Hyuk Yeo; “Alice Walker's Americarui): The Color Purpleand the Literary Tradition.”

18t is interesting to note that Celie also folloinghe steps of real-life and real success-storjcAh-American
modiste Elizabeth Keckley, who bought freedom fislavery for both herself and her son through se\aimdy
later realized self construction through her posiths dress-maker for Mary Todd Lincoln and hessgbent
authorship oBehind the Scenes or Thirty Years a Slave and Fears in the White Hous&eckley’s history
suggests Celie’s rags-to-riches scenario is nahptausible as critics have charged. A more refigote is
that of Ann Lowe, who though broke in the end, ‘tagiety years creating fashions for the natiordp society”

and who “outfitted the entire Jacqueline Bouvienfl&ennedy bridal party” (Alexander 50).
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9 1n Walker'sThe Temple of My FamiliaCelie’s granddaughter Fannie addresses blacknerafe for color in
a conversation with her therapist. Discussing CGelieuse as opposed to a neighboring poor whitéyem
house, Fanny remarks: “I think part of the reasmytpaid black people barely enough to keep bodysanl
together was because they were afraid that if dvey had the slightest excess of funds they woaidt pheir

houses. They knew how black people love color awl We look good in it” (297-8).

2 Though black fashion is often considered in theytar imagination as neo-African, some of it isqurgly
American. For instance, Korbena Mercer’s “Blackrigtyle Politics” shows how both the Afro and
Dreadlocks are specific to the New World in thessetiat “Neither style had a given reference paimtxisting
African cultures, in which hair is rarely left toayv ‘naturally” (256). “Natural” as a positive abgtic
emanates from Western Romanticism, not Africa. ,Ahdugh both styles are perceived as natural—ao iaf

also call a natural—they are both, to some extaidtivated, as almost all hair is.

2L Atwood’s novelSurfacing illustrates this fact well by showing a protagonigto dumps the trappings of

human culture—goes back to nature—as completetha<an in order to gain insight concerning her own
condition and placement within that culture. Pdter drop-out includes replacing her clothing vatihanimal
skin, a movement that seems primitive and theraefuyee natural, and yet the skin is not naturaldodomatic

selfhood. Of course, she cannot survive outsidaultfire and returns to an indeterminate future.

2 \Walker's Mem inThe Third Life of Grange Copelamkperiences a life trajectory which is the invesbe
Celie’s. That s, just as Celie gains beauty, Meses it due to grinding poverty and abuse fromhusband
who becomes disgusted with his wife’'s body as @ngfes from plumpness to skinniness. Once sheneysk
her husband Brownfield is able to validate histirent of her because her body has been devalwhat;ed to

being “ugly.”

2 Atwood discusses her Puritan ancestry in a coatierswith Canadian writer Victor-Lévy Beaulieu,

published inTwo Solicitudes
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2 Walker's interest in hairstyles extends to her-fiotion. In her collection of essaymything We Love Can
Be Saveds a selection called “Dreads,” in which she redsther own experience and delight in sporting

dreadlocks.

% The idea of “choice,” commonly set forth by Muslimemen in both the East and the West, is counteyed
Russell J. Rickford’s 2003 biography of Betty Shahdhe wife and widow of Malcolm X. Rickford'sgearch
reveals that Betty Sanders did not choose IslatheraBetty Sanders chose Malcolm X. One of thab@haz
daughters reported that the first thing her mottael done after Malcolm’s murder and after “leawting

Nation was undo the top button of her shirt.” Rick also notes, “It was a humble transition timathat first
year [after Malcolm’s death] consisted of little madhan dangling jewelry and colorful dressespavsl
emergence from the veil and a lass bashful depottni@69). Though Shabazz remained a Muslim, “She
rejected the notion that women should be unyielgidgcile as a matter of piety, an idea that manysliin

men of all colors and backgrounds embrace,” ane t8Honged to that growing school of Muslim womastho

that refuses to equate Qur'anic edicts of femimhoelesty and virtue with submission to patriarct842).

% ThoughThe Woman WarrioandChina Menhave been respectively identified and promotesh@sioir and
non-fiction, they both include imaginative and mg#h flights of fancy that render their genericqedanent
problematic, misleading, and contentious. LinddadHeon notes that postmodern fiction lays “claim to
historical events and personages.” She identfies mixed-bag texts as “historiographic metafictiand
writes that their “self-awareness of history ardidin as human constructs . . . is made the grofordtheir]
rethinking and reworking of the forms and contaftthe past” (5).The Woman WarrioandChina Menare
both intensely self-aware of such constructedneddtzerefore defy simple generic placement, ahdavorks
of Atwood and Walker. Kingston discusses the géssee in her “Conversation” with Laura E. Skandera

Trombley.

%" Clothes-readers would take exception to the fzat while Tripmaster’swittman sports a black turtle neck,
Kingston’s “Cultural Mis-Readings by American Rewirs,” from which Banerjee quotes, reports her wgar
not a turtleneck, but a sweatshirt, a garment deéttidedly different connotations than the turtldne€Critical
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articles such as Patricia P. Chu&ipmaster MonkeyFrank Chin, and the Chinese Heroic Tradition,iakih
note the resemblance between Wittman and Chinesa&iéam writer Frank Chin, along with Daryl J.Ma&xda
“Black Panthers, Red Guards, and Chinamen: Corstguésian American Identity through Performing
Blackness, 1969-1972,” may suggest that Wittmalasksturtleneck signifies the performance of black
masculinity; however, Wittman'’s sartorial statenseaite eclectic and therefore resistant to steramtlypigeon-
holing of any sort. For instance, over his turéiekahe wears a “blue chambray workshirt,” a garment
associated with field and factory work rather ttiag Panther field jacket with its military connadeas.
Wittman never dons the quintessential Panther rezadthe beret, but rather takes pride in his leig which
he ties back in a “samurai-Paul Revere-piraticaildir(44). Here, Kingston subtly reminds us that
ponytail/pigtail like hairstyles have been wornlirave, military, defiant, and heroic men of bota West and
the East. When he dresses for work, Wittman istmoed?anther like. He wears a Brooks Brotherstseiihad

purchased from the Salvation Army, along with amatching Wembley tie and Wellington boots.

2|t is interesting that the dressing of novel cbees is noticed by “scholars of Chinese fictiomflare
familiar with the long, seemingly endless descops of clothes of almost every new character intced to

the readers” (Zamperini, gtd. in Finnane 64).

% For discussions of silence in Asian American amdcAn American women’s writing, see “ ‘Don’t Tell’
Imposed Silences ihhe Color PurpleandThe Woman Warridrand Articulate Silences: Hisaye Yamamoto,

Maxine Hong Kingston, Joy Kogawaoth by King-Kok Cheung.

% Jung Chang’s compelling memaffild Swans: Three Daughters of Chitedls of how in 1924 her
grandmother became the concubine of “General Xué&hg, the inspector general of the Metropolitatide
of the warlord government of Peking” (25). Changrandmother, who was fifteen at the time, was ictemed
desirable for her beauty, her bound feet, and loeig; shiny black hair,” which was “woven into acthplait
reaching down to her waist” (23). Chang notes tih@tgeneral, who spent very little time with hésan
concubine, did not speak to her of anything othantthe most trivial matters, which was in keepiitp “the
traditional saying: ‘Women have long hair and shtelligence” (32).
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31 Qipao (banner gown) is the Mandarin word for chgsam (long gown).

32 Of course, this sort of thinking is not restrictedashion. In his re-consideration of Edwardd3ai
Orientalism,Arif Dirlik writes, “while we have no difficulty hinking of ‘Westernized Chinese,” which is the

subject of much scholarly attention, we do notmofttgnk of the ‘Sinified Westerner™ (101).

33 Aficionados of global fashion are well aware tBaanghai is the fashion capital of China.

3 Ko's text does not identify the time of the Yuagrsty, which was a Mongol conquest dynasty ofydss

1279-1368.

35 n this vacuum, | was given an account by my hudtsapopo (grandmother). Popo was a Chinese
American woman born on the Big Island of HawaiieSV¥as as silent about her history as Kingstontssfiat
thereby standing as testimony to the frequent thefinséence in Chinese American letters. She ldadyever,
tell me the story of her mother Tu Sam, who had ignated from a Cantonese village with her husbaad Y
Tuk. Tu Sam had an older sister whose feet wenadho As a witness to her sister’s suffering, sheided she
would not have it for herself. For unknown reasdmes parents acquiesced. As a result, she hauiy
outside of her class. Unlike Tu Sam, Yap Tuk wakkd, a mountain people who did not bind their woime
feet. Yap Tuk and his wife immigrated to Hawaiiext they both worked on a rice farm. They had nine

children.
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