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Dear Mr/Mrs

Everything goes, and yet the street looks drab, devoid of originality
for the most part; designer's follies are countered by the monotony of
everyday appearance. (Lipovetsky, 1994:127)
It is a contradiction in terms: an autonomously dressed human being. After
all, we are social animals pur sang. And yet we are expected to dress as
individuals, within the frame of the contemporary standards of our culture.
Being one of the herd we are absolutely incapable of dealing with this socalledfreedom.
In our postmodern society, identities are conceived as constructions, partly
owing to the influence of such a renowned scholar as Judith Butler. Hiding
the self behind a modernist 'truth' is not possible any longer: you yourself
are responsible for constructing your own identity. As a Catholic in the
Netherlands in the 1950s you would go to Catholic school, attend a Catholic
church and join Catholic associations in the realm of leisure. As such there was
only one institution that largely determined how you would dress and how
you looked at life - one institution def ining, in short, who you were. If at the
time of modernism there was regulation of identity by institutions, nowadays
individuals appear to be at the mercy of their own identity.
As a consequence, we now consider ourselves autonomous citizens who
enjoy the f reedom to present ourselves to our own liking. But is it justif ied
to speak of autonomous citizens if this autonomy is forced upon you by the
outside world? Individuals, after all, are required to design an identity of their
own; there is no one else to take care of that task and you cannot journey
through life without identity.
There is in fact a paradox here: coerced autonomy is no autonomy. We live
in the illusion that we are autonomous, but nothing could be f urther f rom
the truth; our duties vis-a-vis our identity have grown more pronounced.
Because as postmodern individuals we do no longer automatically belong
to a group from the day we are born, we have ended up facing a struggle: on
our own we need to fill the vacuüm that has emerged. This struggle is plainly
presented by Gilles Lipovetsky:
Modern individualism is an exaggerated yet fragile sense of self - a
raw, painful condition. Our modern sense of our individuality as a kind
of wound is also, paradoxically, what makes us all so fearful of not sustaining the autonomy of the self: this fear transforms the idea of 'mass
man' into a threat of self-annihilation. The way in which we dress may
assuage that fear by stabilizing our individual identity. It may bridge
the loneliness of 'mass man' by connecting us with our social group.
[Lipovetsky, 1994:12]

18

ArtEZ FASHION MASTERS

Dear Mr/Mrs

Each individual has to add color to the vacuüm that has emerged. Thereby
we cannot do without the Other. We are all one of the herd, after all. Based on
the concepts of performance and performer/'v/ty, Butler describes the great
influence of our social environment on us. According to her, performance,
or every way in which we use our body to strengthen our identity, is highly
dependent on performativity, the ways in which we deal with social roles
(Butler, 1993]. This performativity is determined by the social environment
(call it the subculture]. The great power of this social construction cannot be
discerned by the individual, while it is precisely the balefui influence of this
setting that functions as the individual's assassin [Nagel, 2003:52].
We are, then, what our surroundings want from us. Not conforming to the
norm is not accepted. It is the kind of behavior that you also see with other
herd animals. A young gazelle on the Af rican savanna, for example, will be
expelled from the group if it has a white fur rather than a brown one. Without
a camouflage color it poses a threat to the others. People show the same
conduct whenever someone undermines group homogeneity. Deviation
from prevailing values and norms renders individuals unpredictable and
hence dangerous. The postmodernist view of individualism has turned us
into fearful beings. In our striving for a hold we now also have to search for
the group to which we belong. Once we found that group, we dress as our
peer group wants us to dress.
Paradoxically, there is no social phenomenon where this mechanism operates
more powerf ully than in the world of fashion. Nowhere else is our natura!
predilection for group behavior more visible. The more our feigned or
pretended individuality increases, it seems, the more our real dependence
will dramatically go up. It is impossible to believe that the hundreds of catwalk
shows held each year are there to emphasize our individuality. Why, then, do
we feign individuality through so-called haute couture and limited editions
of high-end brands? This is not only a form of social stratification on the basis
of property, as described by Max Weber; it is also a Trojan attack by the
masses on actual autonomy in clothing. For how is it possible that one year an
androgynous design is experienced as very fashionable while the next year
exaggerated polarized forms of femininity and masculinity have gained the
upper hand, unless the group decides what is right and wrong? The masses
act, individuals follow.
The question that remains is to what degree we progressed in the past one
hundred years. If previously it was inexcusable for a woman to wear a pair
of trousers, today it is inexcusable for a man to wear a skirt. The expression is
different, the effect is the same. Processes of globalization, computerization
and liberalization notwithstanding, the way in which we dress is as much
determined by others as one century ago.
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Door Mt/Mrs

i li mily, HM 'K • (.s IK > wiionomy. Society changes, but we always continue to
l n • ilic < MHIK • | HIWIIS who, lostered by a longing for a hold, continue to imitate
others. Autonomously dressed human beings do not exist, period.
Where does this leave us, now that also the end of postmodernism seems
near while hyper-modernism further stresses the claim to our own creation?
Eventually our frenetic attempt to arrive at autonomously dressed human
belngs will gloriously fail; no matter how hard we try, we will never become
autonomously dressed citizens. This is not to say that this is a problem; it
provides the basis of our very existence, even if urbanization processes make
us believe otherwise. The real problem is that we try to deny these. The issue,
then, is not whether the autonomously dressed individual exists, but how we
wish to deal with this lack of autonomy. Do we accept it, resulting in a new era
of uniformity, or do we still try to make something out of it, against our better
judgment? In the end we still opt for the latter: after all, such effort adds color
to life, even if it does not come from a tube.
Joris Jansen [1981J and Jeroen Visser [1981] have been two equally
independent and inseparable individuals for more than a quartercentury. Joris first earned a bachelor in Economics and next a master
in International Development Studies. Meanwhile hè works as a
freelance journalist. Jeroen is anthropologist and founder of his r
'is own
company Infinite Variety. He wrote several works on dandyism.
Both deny being a dandv
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