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1

Introduction

Take the meeting of world leaders known as the G8, which

met in Evian, France, in June 2003. It was a gathering which

had important discussions to conduct, and important

decisions to make. What is intriguing, though, is the fact

that as they emerged to have the collective photograph

taken, the political leaders of the eight most powerful

countries in the world – though the Chinese were not there –

all of whom were men, all wore basically the same outfit –

dark suit, light shirt, tie, polished shoes. The Presidents of

Russia, France and the United States of America, the Prime

Ministers of Japan, Italy, Great Britain and Canada and the

Chancellor of Germany had all adopted this uniform. So had

the leaders of lesser nations who were allowed to put their

case to the mighty, with two exceptions, the President of

Nigeria and the representative of Saudi Arabia. Prince

Abdullah Ibn Abdul Aziz Al Saud was in flowing Bedouin

robes, Olusegun Obasanjo was in equally flowing Yoruba

costume. But the South African, Thabo Mbeki, wore a suit as

well-tailored as that of any of his confreres, as did the

presidents of India, Malaysia and China.

1 World leaders in Evian, 2003



It is instructive, as a thought experiment, to wonder what

a gathering of their predecessors four hundred years ago

would have looked like. If it had been possible to gather the

Kings of France and Spain, the Ottoman Sultan, the Shah of

Persia, the Mughal Emperor, the Emperor of China, the

Shogun of Japan and whoever might be given the eighth

place, perhaps already the Stadhouder of the Netherlands,

then there would have been no uniformity in their dress,

even though, as in 2003, they were all men.

Representatives from lesser powers, say the Alafin of Oyo,

the Mwene Mutapa, leaders of the Iroquois confederacy, any

remaining Inca notables, would only have added to the

sartorial diversity on show. Moreover, none would be

dressed as their successors now are.

Or take Hluhluwe, a small country town in northern

Zululand, in a poor area of South Africa, living off sisal,

pineapples, timber and rhinoceroses (via tourists), on a cold

winter’s weekday in 2003. It could have been anywhere,

except that I happened to be sitting outside the

supermarket for half an hour or so. The men there were

dressed in cotton trousers – occasionally jeans – shirts and

jackets, often of leather. The women generally wore skirts

reaching halfway between the knee and the ankle, though a

few wore cotton trousers. For the rest, most wore jerseys



and woollen jackets, although a very few had blankets round

their shoulders, generally to carry a baby. Both men and

women wore socks and mass-produced shoes, often sports

shoes. A number of men wore woollen hats – it was June,

after all – and the women generally had some sort of

headscarf or other covering on their heads. The few boys

who were not at school, probably because they had no one

to pay for their fees and school uniforms, wore knee length

trousers and shirts. I saw no girls hanging around there.

The sight was, somehow, South African in its details, in the

way the headscarves were tied, in the woolly hats, in the

length of the skirts, but even in this politically most ethnic,

most Zulu, of areas, there was no one who wore anything

which was in any way obviously ethnic, except perhaps for

the rather too fat man who had on short shorts and sandals

as only a white South African can, and two dancers in Zulu

warrior gear who were attracting tourists by the game

reserve. For the rest, the people of Hluhluwe had long been

accustomed to dressing in a casual version of Western

clothing. And no doubt, if they could afford it, the men

would wear suits and ties to church on Sundays, and to

other important events, and the women smart dresses.

This scene, simple enough, could be replicated in tens of

thousands of shopping centres across the globe. There are

of course all sorts of minor variations, and often quite

substantial ones. In general, I would imagine, the women

are more likely to diverge from the standard western norm

than are the men.

These two vignettes from the early twenty-first century

raise a question that is profoundly historical. How has this

cultural homogenization come about? How has it come to be

that when the President of France and the Prime Minister of

Japan meet they are wearing essentially the same clothes,

while their predecessors, say Henri IV and the Shogun

Tokugawa leyasu, would not have been? What process has



resulted in the people of Hluhluwe wearing clothes that are

basically the same as those worn by men and women in

Leiden, the Netherlands; in Salta, Argentina; in Bangkok; in

Charleston, South Carolina; and indeed in most towns in

most countries in the world? Just as importantly, why was it

was the President of Nigeria and the first minister of Saudi

Arabia who held out against the trend, if that is what they

were doing? Where, and why, do large proportions of the

population not wear variations of the common mode? Why

are bodies covered, almost everywhere? Even in winter,

there would have been much more bare flesh in Hluhluwe a

century and a half ago. Is it true that women are more

constrained by “tradition” than men, and if so how has that

come about? Is it true, as Ali Mazrui commented thirty-five

years or more ago, that “the most successful cultural

bequest from the West to the rest of the world has been

precisely Western dress”? He continued: “Mankind is getting

rapidly homogenised by the sheer acquisition of the

Western shirt and the Western trousers. The Japanese

businessman, the Arab Minister, the Indian lawyer, the

African civil servant have all found a common denominator

in the Western suit.”1 It is to these sorts of question that I

hope to give some answers in the course of this book.2

These answers can obviously be subsumed under the term

“globalization”, itself a consequence of North American and

European technical prowess, economic growth, imperialism

and sense of cultural superiority.3 For all its potential

modishness, this term does refer to a phenomenon which is

real and important. Among many other things, notably in

the speed of information movement around the globe, the

material culture of the world has become (partially)

homogenized. But to demonstrate this obviously requires a

global approach, one in which the courts of King

Chulalongkorn of Siam and the Meiji Emperor are as central

as that of the King-Emperor Edward VII, in which, if it is



necessary to find individuals, the most important are

perhaps Kemal Atatürk, the Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal

Nehru, not Christian Dior, and in which the Herero long

dress is as important as the New Look, probably more so

because it has lasted much longer.

It should be obvious that I have not approached the

writing of this book as a professional student of clothing, nor

even more of the history of cloth. I was amused to discover

Max Beerbohm’s comment on Thomas Carlyle, who wrote

one of the first treatises on clothing, to the effect that

“anyone who dressed so very badly as did Thomas Carlyle

should have tried to construct a philosophy of clothing has

always seemed to me one of the most pathetic things in

literature.”4 In stereotypical gendered behaviour, it was my

sisters, not me, who, when we were young, would regularly

visit the costume galleries of the Victoria and Albert

Museum in London, and I cannot remember having done so

until I was well on the way to completing this book.5 Rather

I am an African historian, and have taken pleasure from the

idea that the continent will no longer be seen as a site of

naked savagery. Specifically, I have long worked on colonial

South Africa, and in that context I have written about the

ways in which aspects of European culture were adopted,

and put to their own uses, by the colonized. In this sense, I

hope, this book is an extension of that work. If so, it must

depart from the assumption that what people wear, like

what they believe, can only in part be imposed from above,

or outside. Rather, in the long term, the rules for external

covering have to be internalized. This book is about how

that has happened.

It should be clear that this approach is not the usual one in

the history of clothing and dress. While I am in this a

“lumper”, generally those concerned with dress and

clothing are what would be termed “splitters”, if we were



engaged in the study of natural, rather than social, history.6

In other words they emphasize the differences between the

various costumes which they study, just as some

taxonomists are more likely than others to see the

organisms they study as belonging to different species. The

reasons for this lie both in the most common reaction of

almost anyone, at least in my experience, towards clothing

and dress, which is to look for and to stress the particular,

and also in the history of the discipline of dress history. On

the one hand, the history of textiles has tended, naturally

and rightly enough, to be about questions of production

and, to some extent, distribution, in other words on the

classic subjects of economic history, most notably of course

with regard to the origins of the Industrial Revolution but

also much more widely. On the other, dress history as such

had its origins first in antiquarianism, both temporal and

spatial, and then within the broader field of art history.

Initially, the study of apparel was one of the ways by which

art historians attempted to date, and perhaps to place,

paintings.7 The finer the distinctions which could be made

between what was being worn in a given year, and the next,

and between the costume of one town, and the next, the

better this task could be accomplished. As the discipline

began to claim a higher status and to establish itself, this

was primarily on the basis of work with collections, and on

the basis of research into objects. There are of course

dangers in such work. In general only the clothes from a tiny

minority of the population, primarily from the highest strata,

and in the relatively recent past, have survived. Moreover

there are on occasion reasons why, even within this

selection, certain sorts of clothes are overrepresented (for

instance, silk, unlike wool, cotton or linen, cannot be

recycled, and therefore garments made of such material are

much more likely to have survived). I have the highest

regard for the professionalism of such practitioners, who



possess skills to which I cannot aspire. It should, however,

be evident that their investigations into individual objects –

their dating, provenance, manufacture and so forth – must

lead to a concentration on the particular, and an avoidance

of discussions of long-term similarities. In addition, many

such scholars have been trained in schools of fashion, or are

in other ways associated with them. The result can be an

emphasis on the ephemeral, which fashion, important

though it is and has been (as I hope this book will

emphasize), of necessity is.

On the other hand, the drive towards the study of dress in

general, and indeed dress history in particular, has been fed

by ethnographic and anthropological enquiries. At their

best, these are concerned with the structures of meaning

which are given to dress codes. Thus one of the first, and

probably still one of the most innovative, works in this

genre, by Petr Bogatyrev on folk costume in Moravian

Slovakia, took its inspiration from structural linguistics.

However, in order to lay bare the structures in question it

was necessary again to stress the differences between the

dress worn by individuals of specific statuses – how the

headgear of married women differed from that of the

unmarried, and how the shame of unmarried mothers was

marked sartorially, so that they married in other dress than

putatively virgin brides, and so forth.8 Even without the

structuralist arguments within which Bogatyrev was

working, most ethnographic work on costume was long

either in some sense ethno-nationalist or effectively

“othering” its subjects. It was rare for the student of

ethnographic material culture, in which dress should be

included, to follow the admonition – admittedly made only in

1996 – of Claude Lévi-Strauss that “if we really wanted to

display the ethnography of New Guinea, we should display a

Toyota alongside the masks”.9



In one respect I am attempting to follow the conventional

definitions.10 In these, distinction is made between, on the

one hand, “dress”, which refers to the complete look, thus

including for instance hair styling, tattooing and cosmetic

scarification as well as items of apparel, and, on the other,

“clothing”, which refers to the items of apparel, generally

but by no means always made of some form of textile,

leather and so forth. Further, “costume” is used sparingly,

and to refer to dress which is donned in order to

demonstrate, unambiguously, a specific identity. Finally,

there is “fashion”, which of course is not specifically related

to dress, but which refers to those things, material or

otherwise, which at any given moment are, according to the

Oxford English Dictionary the “conventional usage in dress,

mode of life, etc., especially as observed in the upper circles

of society”. This is a definition which only holds good if the

“upper circles of society” are taken very widely, to include,

for instance, pop singers just as much as – currently much

more than – duchesses. Who sets the fashion can change as

quickly as the fashion itself, but the whole point of fashion is

that it changes fast, and works to include and to exclude

those who do, or do not, adhere to its dictates.

What is clothing for? The Germans describe the uses of

clothing as Schutz, Scham and Schmuck – protection,

modesty and ornament. These are all relative, even the

need for protection against the elements. The inhabitants of

Tierra del Fuego, which would seem to be one of the

harshest climates in which humans have lived, were usually

close to naked, and presumably coped with their need for

warmth without clothing. Of course, it is in general much

better to be scantily dressed when wet, as the cooling

effects of water are exaggerated by soaked clothes. As for

the rest, modesty is close to a human universal, and the end

of innocence was signified, not only in the Book of Genesis,

by the putting on of clothes. What constitutes modest dress,



however, could vary from the leather cap covering the glans

of the penis, with which a Zulu gentleman, in the past, was

decently dressed, to the full body veil, the burqa, of Afghan

women. There are equally those who, at a given moment,

may wish to flaunt their bodies, rather than conceal them.

And as for ornament, the malleability of fashion over the

centuries has been extreme. Universals of male and female

beauty simply do not exist, nor are there ways to predict

what will be seen as enhancing that beauty.11

Though clothing then protects our bodies against the

elements and against the unwanted gaze of our fellows and

attracts the wanted gaze, it nevertheless does more. It is

one of the ways in which we make statements. It forms a

language, if a restricted one. There are relatively few things

that can be “said” through clothes, but they are very

important things. Essentially, people use clothes to make

two basic statements: first, this is the sort of person I am;

and secondly, this is what I am doing. Such claims, for that

is what they are, need not necessarily be true – a sign has

after all been defined as something through which it is

possible to lie12 – and often include a considerable degree

of wishful thinking. They may also be forced upon the

wearer of the clothes by some other people, as in the case

of those slaves who were not allowed to wear shoes or a hat

or, in parts of the Arabian peninsula, a full facial veil, and

the choices are almost always constrained by economics.

Furthermore, like every language, verbal or otherwise,

clothing at any given time and place has a grammar, usually

constructed out of a set of oppositions, and can always be

analysed as a semiotic system.13 This requires, though,

that clothing systems be treated, for the purposes of

analysis, as static, while in fact, like the grammars of all

living languages, they are in continual flux. Indeed sartorial

grammars are likely to change faster than those of many

other sorts of language because one of the things that



people often want to make clear through their clothing is

that they are up to date and in fashion.

They are also languages which have to be learnt, either as

a child or as a (young) adult. This may lead to a situation of

bilingualism, and potentially interesting moments of “code-

switching”, or to the fairly complete replacement of the one

code by another. There are two points which need to be

made on this: first, individuals can make clear statements

by wearing clothes from one sartorial idiom in

circumstances which would really call for another; and,

secondly, like all those who learn a language, they can

make mistakes, which may lead to embarrassment. This

may, of course, be a consequence of the fact that dress

codes, indeed like verbal and all other codes, are not

necessarily constant across all sections of even a

“monolingual” society. There are, in other words, usually

interacting dialects. And just as it is necessarily possible to

understand the meaning of even the most personal piece of

verbal art,14 so individual choice in clothing – what I feel

happy in, what suits me – can only exist within the contours

of the total system, one which may be more or less

restrictive of that choice.

There is of course another side to this. As with all language

it is possible to be misunderstood, wilfully or otherwise.

Indeed it is probably easier for mistakes to be made with

non-verbal languages than with verbal ones. There are

circumstances in which people do not realize what the

message they are sending out may be, or even that they

are “saying” anything at all. The failure of communication

can cause major difficulties. As against this there are

moments in which people are making claims through their

clothes which are simply thought presumptuous, and are not

accepted. Such occasions can lead to ridicule, to great

embarrassment and to considerable social tension.



The things that people say, or are forced to say, through

their clothing are thus above all statements about an

individual’s identity, which is of course continually shifting,

being manipulated and reformulated, by clothing as much

as by anything else, and which is likely to be dependent, in

part, on the situation in which people find themselves. They

are thus about gender, social status, age, occupation and so

forth. Like the axes of multivariant statistical analysis, these

may be stronger or weaker, and are, to a greater or lesser

extent, correlated with each other, so that it may be

possible to determine which is dependent on which, and to

what extent. Within these, however, one axis is ever-

present, namely that of gender. It is hard to conceive of an

outfit worn by an adult, anywhere in the world and at any

time, which does not in some way, blatantly or subtly,

pronounce the gender of its wearer, and this even when the

cut of the clothing is ignored.

In this book, I have attempted not to be lured into value

judgements on either the aesthetics or the economics of

clothing (or indeed on the political or other statements

which the wearers of clothes use them to make). There has,

however, been a strong streak of puritanism within the

analysis of matters sartorial. Thomas Carlyle, in his Sartor

Resartus, commented that the “first purpose of Clothes …

was not warmth or decency, but ornament”.15 So far as can

be judged, given the structure of this work, in which it is

difficult always to be certain which opinions are meant to be

seen as Carlyle’s own, this was something to be deplored.

Marx, as we shall see, was equally critical of the styles of

clothing of his day. Again, and more explicitly, Thorstein

Veblen saw extravagant clothes as part of the ways in which

those who could afford to do so demonstrated that they did

not need to labour. It was not a tendency of which he

approved.16 More recent authors, notably Pierre Bourdieu17

and Mary Douglas18 from among the canonical theorists,



have analysed the ways in which particular societies – what

is known as Western, in Bourdieu’s case that of France –

have used clothing in the creation and the marking of social

differentiation. This is of course a process which is in fact

universal, and was never uncontested, although as Mary

Douglas commented, consumption was not necessarily

competitive but could also be used to allow inclusion.

However much those who wished to determine the structure

of society might wish it otherwise, the establishment and

marking of status gave opportunities and goals for those

who wished to take on a better position, as well as for those

who wished to deny them the possibility of social mobility. In

this sense, the history of most, though not all, hitherto

existing sartorial regimes has been the history of struggle –

class, gender-based, ethnic or national.

Structure of the book

In this book, I will discuss the history of sartorial

globalization from approximately the sixteenth century until

the early years of the twenty-first. In chapter 2, I attempt to

give a summary survey of the ways in which, some half a

millennium ago, the rulers of societies from Peru eastwards

to Japan attempted to impose rules correlating, by decree,

social status with forms of dress. The regulations, which

covered much more than just dress, are collectively known

as sumptuary laws. The chapter also discusses how,

particularly in Great Britain and the Netherlands, such laws

came under fire, and slowly disappeared, allowing the

development, much more than before, of a demand-driven

economy, at least in clothing. In chapter 3, I discuss how, in

England and France above all, the later eighteenth and early

nineteenth centuries saw the emergence both of a culture of

fashion and of many of the characteristic features of later

European dress. In particular, this was the period of what is



known as the “Great Masculine Renunciation”, by which

male dominance in the public sphere was signalled by

sober, mainly dark clothing, and the exclusion of women

from public affairs by the brightness of their clothing, and

indeed the impracticality of much of what they wore.

Chapter 4 deals with the first expansion of the European

sartorial regime outside the European peninsula. Particular

attention is paid to how, on the one hand, the early English

and Dutch colonists in India and the Indonesian archipelago

began by accepting the mores and dress of those among

whom they lived, but increasingly, as the colonies became

further established felt, on their own skins, the pressure to

conform to more general European norms. The further

development of this process is described in chapter 6. On

the other hand, in the great European colonies of the

Americas, South and North, European dress styles were

quickly part of the structure of colonial rule, although, as the

movements for independence developed, the first forms of

colonial nationalism in dress came into being, particularly in

the British North American colonies, where resistance

against imperial domination was signalled by the

demonstrative wearing of “home-spun” cloth.

The spread of European-style clothing throughout the

globe was a consequence, in the first instance, of European

economic and political power and its associated prestige.

However, this could only be achieved through the

development of more efficient methods of production and,

notably, distribution. In chapter 5, I discuss the introduction

of various forms of new distribution and production

techniques, notably new ways to provide efficient sizing of

clothing, through the tape measure, the development of

mail order businesses, the sewing machine and the paper

pattern, all first used on a wide scale in North America. In

addition, there was the large department store and the

beginning of shopping as a leisure activity. Together with the



establishment, in Paris, of a competitive market in women’s

haute couture (which paralleled the more understated

London-based male tailoring industry), and eventually the

introduction of ready-to-wear fashion, these trends created

the conditions for the clothing market of the developed

world in the twentieth century.

The following chapters deal with the uneven adoption of

European clothing outside of Europe. In essence, they

revolve round the paradox between, on the one hand, the

assumption that modernity, in its many facets, and

treatment as equals with colonial and other rulers required

the adoption of European attire and, on the other, the

potential use of African and Asian sartorial symbols to

signify nationalist resistance. In chapter 6, I continue the

discussion of the sartorial history of the major colonial

settlements, arguing that in a number of places, notably in

Australia and Latin America, modernity demanded the

capture of costume by the suit and the dress, but that this

was at best partial. In India and Indonesia, in contrast,

European clothing rules might be used within the contexts

of local political struggles, but very often it was some

version of Asian dress which was employed to make the

points of independence. Missionaries, who were among the

major spreaders of European cultural norms to other

continents, also mainly propagated the sort of dress they

were themselves used to in their home countries, although

there was often a distinction made between the dress of the

missionaries, male and especially female, themselves and

that which they allowed their converts to wear. As

missionary converts were so frequently at the forefront of

anti-colonial nationalism, this could only lead to

considerable tensions.

It would be mistaken to believe that the adoption of

European attire was inevitably or even primarily a

consequence of colonialism. In many of those regions which



avoided formal colonization, autocratic rulers required of

their subjects that they adopt what was seen as modern

clothing, on the assumption that by changing their outward

appearance they would also change their habits of mind. As

chapter 8 argues, this was the case in eighteenth-century

Russia and in twentieth-century Turkey and Iran, and also,

though in a less forcible way, in post-Meiji Japan. Perhaps it

was the fear of modernity and its accompanying political

message which kept colonial rulers from propagating

European dress. However, as chapter 9 shows, the political

desire for acceptance, an integral part of anti-colonial

nationalism, generally led colonial elites to stress their own

respectability, in part by adopting the dress of their rulers.

The clothing of the West, to which many outside Europe

aspired in their various ways, was, of course, not static. In

chapter 10, I discuss a number of the major shifts. While

male formal clothing has remained relatively static, clothing

for women has changed drastically, becoming much looser

and much more revealing. In particular, the old prohibition

on women wearing trousers has disappeared. In general,

indeed, there has been a relaxation of rules and what was

once considered informal wear – including the lounge suit

for men – has become acceptable in settings where

previously it would have been unthinkable. At the same

time, the distribution of clothing in a whole variety of chain

stores has become much more sophisticated and much

more global, while the production of ready-to-wear

garments, as always seeking out the locations for cheap

labour, has to a remarkable extent relocated to parts of

Asia.

Nevertheless, the globalization process has not been

complete. In the last substantive chapter, chapter 11, I

discuss how the assumption of Western clothing, or at least

particular versions of it, has been tempered by forms of

cultural nationalism, by the desire of men to control women



and by religious constraints. As a result, in many parts of

the world the extent of Westernization has been heavily

influenced by considerations of gender. This has led,

certainly among Muslims but also in much of Africa, to the

creation of alternative modernities, in which a number of the

precepts of the assumed homes of modernity, in Europe and

North America, are at least partially rejected.
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The Rules of Dress

Since clothing is inescapably a demonstration of identity,

wearing clothes – or for that matter not doing so – is

inevitably a political act, in the widest possible sense of that

word. There are circumstances in which that politics is more

blatant, or more contentious, than in others. Generally men

and women say things, through their clothes as well as in

other ways, that are acceptable to the mass of their fellows

around them, and to the powers that be, and it is in the

interest of those who hold power to make that daily practice

an unexceptional and unthinking routine. In general, when

we get dressed in the morning, we do not think of that as

being as political as, say, voting or rioting. All the same,

conservatism is just as much a political choice as any

radical rejection of the status quo; it is just much more

common.

Given this, power holders since the earliest recorded times

have been concerned to regulate the dress of their subjects.

In very crude terms, there are at least three main reasons

why they have done this, although the reasons given here

overlap enormously and cannot in practice be disentangled.

First, dress can be a sign of political allegiance, or its

converse, in a very direct sense, as for instance whether the

portrait of a leader is worn on one’s chest or one’s arse.1

Secondly, rulers and others with power may wish to use

their power to impose what they consider to be moral

behaviour on their subjects, however little they may feel

inclined to practise such morality themselves. Morality, in

this, is likely to be equated with frugality or with sexual


