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Fashion and Status by Alison Lurie 

 

"Man from the earliest times has worn clothes to overcome his feelings of 
inferiority and to achieve a conviction of his superiority to the rest of 
creation, including members of no own family and tribe, and to win 
admiration and to assure himself that he belongs.”  - Lawrence Langner 

Clothing designed to show the social position of its wearer has a long history.  Just as the 
oldest languages are full of elaborate titles and forms of address, so for thousands of years 
certain modes have indicated high or royal rank.  Many societies passed decrees known as 
sumptuary laws to prescribe or forbid the wearing of specific styles by specific classes of 
persons.   

In ancient Egypt only those in high position could wear sandals; the Greeks and Romans 
controlled the type, color and number of garments worn and the sorts of embroidery with which 
they could be trimmed.  During the Middle Ages almost every aspect of dress was regulated at 
some place or time – though not always with much success.   

Laws about what could be worn by whom continued to be passed in Europe until about 
1700.  But as class barriers weakened and wealth could be more easily and rapidly converted into 
gentility, the system by which color and shape indicated social status began to break down.  
What came to designate high rank instead was the evident cost of a costume: rich materials, 
superfluous trimmings and difficult-to-care-for styles.  Or, as the sociologist and economist 
Thorstein Veblen later put it, "Conspicuous Consumption, Conspicuous Waste and Conspicuous 
Leisure." 

As a result, it was assumed that the people you met would be dressed as lavishly as their 
income permitted.  In Fielding's [18th century novel] Tom Jones, for instance, everyone judges 
strangers by their clothing and treats them accordingly; this is presented as natural.  It is a world 
in which rank is very exactly indicated by costume, from the rags of Molly the gamekeeper's 
daughter to Sophia Western's riding habit "which was so very richly laced" that "Partridge and 
the post-boy instantly started from their chairs, and my landlady fell to her curtsies, and her 
ladyships, with great eagerness.”  The elaborate wigs characteristic of this period conferred 
status partly because they were both expensive to buy and expensive to maintain. 

By the early eighteenth century the social advantages of conspicuous dress were such that 
even those who could not afford it often spent their money on finery.  This development was 
naturally deplored by supporters of the status quo.  In colonial America the Massachusetts 
General Court declared its "utter detestation and dislike, that men or women of mean condition, 
should take upon them the garb of Gentlemen, by wearing Gold or Silver lace, or Buttons, or 
Points at their knees, or to walk in great Boots; or Women of the same rank to wear Silk or 
Tiffiny hoods, or Scarfes.”  What "men or women of mean condition" – farmers or artisans – 
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were supposed to wear were coarse linen or wool, leather aprons, deerskin jackets, flannel 
petticoats and the like. 

To dress above one's station was considered not only foolishly extravagant, but 
deliberately deceptive.  In 1878 an American etiquette book complained, 

It is ...  unfortunately the fact that, in the United States, but too much attention is paid to 
dress by those who have neither the excuse of ample means nor of social claims....  We 
Americans are lavish, generous, and ostentatious.  The wives of our wealthy men are 
glorious in garb as are princesses and queens.  They have a right so to be.  But when 
those who can ill afford to wear alpaca persist in arraying themselves in silk ...  the 
matter is a sad one. 

 

Contemporary Status: Fine Feathers and Tattered Souls 

Today simple ostentation in dress, like gold or silver lace, is less common than it used to 
be; but clothes are as much a sign of status as ever.  The wives of our wealthy men are no longer 
praised for being glorious in garb; indeed, they constantly declare in interviews that they choose 
their clothes for ease, comfort, convenience and practicality.  But, as [the contemporary 
journalist and novelist] Tom Wolfe has remarked, these comfortable, practical clothes always 
turn out to have been bought very recently from the most expensive shops; moreover, they 
always follow the current rules of Conspicuous Consumption, Waste and Leisure. 

At the same time, as high-status clothes have become superficially less gorgeous they 
have increasingly tended to take on an aura of moral virtue.  A 1924 guide to good manners 
clearly suggests this: 

An honest heart may beat beneath the ragged coal, a brilliant intellect may rise above the 
bright checked suit and the yellow tie, the man in the shabby suit may be a famous writer, 
the girl in the untidy blouse may bean artist of great promise, but as a general rule, the 
chances are against it and such people are dull, flat, stale, and unprofitable both to 
themselves and to other people. 

The implication is that an ill-dressed person is also probably dishonest, stupid and 
without talent.  Today this idea is so well established that one of our foremost historians of 
costume, Anne Hollander, has refused to admit that true virtue can shine through ugly or ragged 
clothes, as in the tale of Cinderella: 

In real life ...  rags obviously cannot be "seen through" to something lovely underneath 
because finer themselves express and also create a tattered condition of soul.  The habit of it 
clothes, however, can actually produce a true personal grace. 

In a society that believes this, it is no wonder that many of those who can ill afford to 
wear alpaca – or its modern equivalent, polyester – are doing their best to array themselves in 
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silk.  Popular writers no longer complain that those of modest means wear clothes above their 
rank; instead they explain how best to do so: how to, as the title of one such book puts it, Dress 
for Success.  At the moment there are so many such guidebooks it may seem surprising that their 
advice is not followed by more people.  However, as my friend the lady executive remarks, 
"wardrobe engineering won't do much for you if your work is lousy ...  or if you're one of an 
army of aspirants in impeccable skirted suits all competing for the same spot.  As with 
investment advice, once everyone agrees that it's the thing to do, it's time to look for value 
somewhere else." 

There are other problems with dressing to advance your status professionally.  First and 
most obviously, it is very expensive.  The young executive who buys a high-priced suit instead 
of a stereo system or a week's vacation in Portugal or the Caribbean is giving up certain present 
pleasure for possible future success in a society that regards hedonistic self-fulfillment as a right.  
Second, there are one's colleagues to consider....  The clerk who dresses like his boss is apt to be 
regarded by other clerks as a cold fish or an ass-kisser; the secretary in her severe skirted suit is 
seen as snotty and pretentious: Who does she think she is, In that getup? Moreover, somebody 
who is distrusted and disliked by his or her equals is very unlikely ever to become their superior.  
It is also a rare boss who wants to have employees who dress exactly as he or she does – 
especially since they are usually younger and may already have the edge in appearance.  
Fortunately for the manufacturers, however, there are more ways than one of advertising high 
status.  Today, "simple," "easy-care" and "active" may be the bywords of fashion copy; but 
fashionable luxury, waste and inconvenience continue to flourish in new forms. 

 

Conspicuous Addition: Eating and Layering 

The most primitive form of Conspicuous Consumption is simply to consume so much 
food that one becomes conspicuous by one's bulk, a walking proof of having dined often and 
well.  Fatness, frequently a sign of high status in primitive tribes, has also been admired in more 
civilized societies.  In late nineteenth-century Europe and America it was common among well-
to-do men, who often, as Robert Brain has remarked, "were as proud of their girth as a Bangwa 
chief, the big belly being a sign of imposing male power.  It was a culture trait among German 
men, for whom fatness reflected wealth and status.”  The late-Victorian woman, too, was often 
as handsomely solid and well-upholstered as her furniture. 

In general, the fashionable size seems to vary, accordingly to real or imagined scarcity of 
food.  When a large proportion of the population is known to be actually going hungry, it is chic 
to be well-padded and to dine lavishly.  When (as in England and America in the 1960s) there 
seems to be at least enough starchy food to go around, it becomes chic to be thin, thus 
demonstrating that one is existing on an expensive protein diet rather than on proletarian bread, 
potatoes, franks and beans.  Today, when food prices are rising astronomically and the facts of 
world hunger have come to the attention even of café society, it is again no longer necessary to 
be very thin in order to be chic. 



Fashion and Status – Sociology101 4

Another simple and time-honored way of consuming conspicuously is to wear more 
clothes than other people do.  "More" of course is relative: when most people went naked, the 
mere wearing of garments conferred prestige.  In ancient Egypt, for instance, slaves and servants 
often wore nothing, or at most a brief loincloth; aristocrats put on clothes not out of modesty or 
for warmth, but to indicate rank.  Even in colder climates and more puritanical societies it has 
generally been true that the more clothes someone has on, the higher his or her status.  This 
principle can be observed in medieval and Renaissance art, where peasants wear relatively few 
garments, while kings and queens (including the King and Queen of Heaven) are burdened with 
layers of gowns and robes and mantles, even in indoor scenes.  The recent fashion for "layered" 
clothes may be related, as is sometimes claimed, to the energy shortage; it is also a fine way of 
displaying a large wardrobe. 

In any contemporary gathering, no matter what its occasion, the well-to-do can be 
observed to have on more clothes.  The men are more likely to wear vests; the women are more 
apt to wear panty hose, superfluous scarves and useless little wraps.  Even in hot weather the 
difference is plain.  Al an outdoor restaurant on a summer day the customers who have more 
money and have had it longer will be the ones in jackets and/or long-sleeved shins and dresses.  
If it gets frightfully hot they may roll up their sleeves, but in such a way that there is no doubt 
about their actual length.  On the beach, though the rich may splash into the waves in suits its 
skimpy as anyone else's, the moment they emerge they will make a dash for the conspicuous 
raw-silk beach kimono, terry swim dress or linen shirt that matches their bathing suit and restores 
the status quo. 

 

Conspicuous Division 

It is also possible to advertise one's rank by wearing more clothes consecutively rather 
than simultaneously.  Traditionally, the more different outfits one can display, the higher one's 
status; high society in the past has made this sort of display possible by the division of daily life 
into many different types of activity, each of which demands a special costume.  As a 1924 book 
on etiquette puts it: 

In the world of good society, dress plays an important part in the expression of culture.  
There is proper dress for afternoon wear, and another for evening functions.  There are 
certain costumes for the wedding, and others for the garden fête.  The gentleman wears 
one suit to business, and another to dinner.  Where civilization has reached its highest 
point, there has dress and fashion reached its finest and most exquisite development. 

The contemporary man does not need to have a morning coat, a frock coat, a dress coat 
and a dinner jacket (and the appropriate trousers, shirts and shoes) as he did in the 1900s.  Nor 
must the contemporary woman possess morning costumes, walking costumes, afternoon 
costumes, tea gowns, motoring outfits and evening dresses – all of which it would have been 
considered extremely improper and embarrassing to wear at the wrong time or place.  Today, the 
conspicuous multiplication of clothing continues to thrive, but now the emphasis is on sports 
rather than on social life.  The truly fashionable person will have separate getups for tennis, 
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jogging, hiking (winter and summer), bicycling, swimming, skiing, golf and that anonymous and 
disagreeable sport known simply as "exercise.”  If he or she also goes in for team sports or 
dancing (ballet, modern, tap, folk or disco) yet more costumes must be acquired, each one 
unique.  From a utilitarian point of view there is no reason not to play golf in jogging clothes, or 
ride your bike in a bathing suit on a hot day – except of course that it would cause a drastic loss 
of prestige. 

In order to maintain (or better yet to advance) status, it is not merely necessary to have 
separate costumes for each sporting activity; one must also have costumes – where relevant, 
equipment – of properly high prestige.  Just any jogging shoes, tennis racket or leotards will not 
do; they must bear the currently correct brand and model names, which tend to change so fast 
that if I were to list them here they would be out of date by the time this book appears. 

 

Conspicuous Multiplication 

Wearing a great many clothes at once is a burdensome and often unpleasantly hot form of 
Conspicuous Consumption; changing into different outfits for different activities is a nuisance.  
An alternative or supplementary way of demonstrating high status is to own many similar 
garments, so that you almost never wear exactly the same costume.  The extreme case of this is 
the person who – like Marie Antoinette – never wears the same thing twice.  Today such 
extravagance is rare and felt to be excessive, but the possession of a very large wardrobe is still 
considered charming by those who follow what Veblen called "pecuniary canons of taste.”  F.  
Scott Fitzgerald, is a famous scene, describes the effect of Jay Gatsby's extensive collection of 
shirts on Daisy Buchanan: 

He took out a pile of shirts and began throwing them, one by one, before us, shirts of 
sheer linen and thick silk and fine flannel, which lost their folds as they fell and covered 
the table in many-colored disarray.  while we admired, he brought more and the soft rich 
heap mounted higher – shirts with stripes and scrolls and plaids in coral and applegreen 
and lavender and faint orange, with monograms of Indian blue.  Suddenly, with a 
strained sound, Daisy bent her head into the shirts and began to cry stormily.  "They're 
such beautiful shirts," she sobbed, her voice muffled in the thick folds.  "It makes me sad 
because I've never seen such – such beautiful shirts before." 

The particular type of Conspicuous Consumption that consists in the multiplication of 
similar garments is most common among women.  In men it is more rare, and usually associated 
either with dandyism or with great and rapidly acquired wealth, as in the case of the bootlegger 
Gatsby.  A man who gets a raise or a windfall usually buys better clothes rather than more of 
them, and he has no need to wear a different outfit each day.  Indeed, if he were seen to vary his 
costume as often as his female colleagues do he would be thought vain and capricious – perhaps 
even unstable.  Monotony of dress is only a minor fault, though a man who wore the same de to 
the office every day for a week would probably be considered a dull fellow. 
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For a woman, on the other hand, variety in dress is essential, and the demand for it starts 
very early.  In America many girls in secondary school or even younger feel acute 
embarrassment about wearing the same outfit twice in the same week – let alone on consecutive 
days.  Even if they own relatively few garments they will go to great lengths to combine them 
differently and to alter the total effect with accessories.  So strong is this compulsion that 
quantity is usually preferred to quality, and shoddy new garments to well-made old ones.  In 
terms of the struggle for status, this may be the right decision: young girls may not be able to 
recognize good clothes, but they can certainly count. 

This female sense of the shamefulness of repetition persists into adult life.  One of the 
most doable-edged compliments one woman can give another is "Oh, you're wearing that pretty 
dress again!" (Men, who know no better, are forgiven such remarks.) Often the compulsion 
continues into old age: my mother, when nearly ninety, still liked to appear in a different outfit 
each day "so as not to be boring.”  But it seems to be strongest among women in offices, for 
whom the fact that a colleague arrives at work on Tuesday in the same costume she was wearing 
on Monday is positive proof that she spent the intervening night unexpectedly at somebody else's 
apartment. 

The constant wearing of new and different garments is most effective when those you 
wish to impress see you constantly – ideally, every day.  It is also more effective if these people 
are relative strangers.  If you live and work in an isolated country village, most of the people you 
meet will already have a pretty good idea of your rank and income, and they will not be much 
impressed if you keep changing your clothes.  If you live in or near a city and work in a large 
organization, however, you will be seen often by the same people, but most of them will know 
little about you.  Having a large and up-to-date sartorial vocabulary then becomes a matter of the 
first importance, especially if you have not yet established yourself socially or professionally.  
For this reason, it's not surprising that the most active supporters of the fashion industry today 
are young women in places like London and New York. 

What is surprising, though, is the lengths to which this support can go.  Many young 
working women now seem to take it for granted that they will spend most of their income on 
dress.  "It's awfully important to look right," a secretary in a London advertising agency 
explained to me.  "If a girl lives at home it'll be her main expense.  If she's living in town, even 
sharing a flat, it's much harder.  I'm always in debt for clothes; when I want something I just put 
it on my credit card.  I know things cost more that way.  But, well, take these boots.  They were 
eighty-nine pounds, but they were so beautiful, l just had to have them, and they make me feel 
fantastic, like a deb or a film star.  All my friends are the same." 

 

Conspicuous Labeling 

Not long ago, expensive materials could be identified on sight, and fashionable men and 
women recognized Savile Row tailoring or a Paris designer dress at a glance.  In the twentieth 
century, however, synthetics began to counterfeit wool, silk, linen, leather, far, gold and precious 
atones more and more successfully.  At the same time, manufacturing processes became more 
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efficient, so that a new and fashionable style could be copied in a few months and sold at a 
fraction of its original price.  Moreover, the economic ability to consume conspicuously had been 
extended to millions of people who were ignorant ofthe subtleties ofdress, who could not tell 
wool from Orlon or Schiaparelli from Sears Roebuck.  As a result there was a world crisis in 
Conspicuous Consumption.  For a while it seemed as if it might actually become impossible for 
most of us to distinguish the very rich from the moderately rich or the merely well-off by looking 
at what they were wearing. 

This awful possibility was averted by a bold and ingenious move.  It was realized that a 
high high-status garment need not be recognizably of better quality or more difficult to produce 
than other garments; it need only be recognizably more expensive.  What was necessary was 
somehow to incorporate the price of each garment into the design.   

This was accomplished very simply: by moving the maker's name from its former modest 
inward retirement to a place of outward prominence.  Ordinary shoes, shirts, dresses, pants and 
scarves were clearly and indelibly marked with the names, monograms or insignia of their 
manufacturers.  The names or trademarks were then exhaustively publicized – a sort of saturation 
bombing technique was used – so that they mght become household words and serve as an 
instant guide to the price of the clothes they adorned.  These prices were very high, not because 
the clothes were made or superior materials or constructed more carefully, but because 
advertising budgets were so immense. 

When this system was first tried, certain critics scoffed, averring that nobody in their 
right mind would pay sixty dollars for a pair of jeans labeled Gloria Vanderbilt when a more or 
less identical pair labeled Montgomery Ward could be purchased for twelve.  Others claimed that 
consumers who wanted a monogram on their shirts and bags would want It to be their own 
monogram and not that of some industrialist they had never met.  As everyone now knows, they 
were wrong.  Indeed, it soon became apparent that even obviously inferior merchandise, if 
clearly labeled and known to be extravagantly priced, would be enthusiastically purchased.  
There was, for instance, a great boom in the sale of very ugly brown plastic handbags, which, 
because they were boldly stamped with the letters "LV," were known to cost far more than 
similar but less ugly brown leather handbags.  Cotton T-shirts that faded or shrank out of shape 
atter a few washings but had the word Dior printed on them were preferred to better-behaved but 
anonymous T-shirts.  Those who wore them said (or were claimed in advertisements to say) that 
they felt "secure.”  After all, even if the shirt was blotchy and tight, everyone knew it had cost a 
lost of money, and if it got too bad you could always buy another of the same kind.  Thus 
Conspicuous Consumption, as it so often does, merged into Veblen's second type of sartorial 
status. 

 

Conspicuous Waste: Superfluous Drapery 

Historically speaking, Conspicuous Waste has most often involved the use of obviously 
unnecessary material and trimmings in the construction of clothing.  The classical toga portrayed 
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in Greek and Roman sculpture, for instance, used much more fabric than was really needed to 
cover the body, the excess being artistically if inconveniently draped over one arm. 

Anne Hollander has written most perceptively about the use of superfluous draped cloth 
in medieval, Renaissance and Baroque art.  In preindustrial Europe, as she points out, cloth was 
the most important manufactured commodity, "the primary worldly good.”  Beautiful material 
was as admirable as gold or blown glass, and occupied far more space.  The ownership of 
elaborate and expensive clothing was an important proof of social dominance.  A single 
aristocrat sitting for his portrait, however, could only wear one luxurious outfit at a time.  The 
display of many yards of velvet or satin behind him would suggest that he owned more such stuff 
end was able, in modern terms, to fling it around.  Even after immensely full and trailing 
garments ceased to be worn, at least by men, excess drapery survived in art: it is notable for 
example in the paintings of Flats and Van Dyck and the sculptures of Boman.  The Frick 
Collection portrait of the Earl of Derby and his family "shows the family out of doors, standing 
on bare earth with shrubbery in the foreground and trees behind.  But on the right side of the 
painting, behind the earl, next to a column that might conceivably be part of a house, fifty yards 
of dark red stuff cascade to the ground from nowhere.  So skillfully does Van Dyck fling down 
these folds that their ludicrous inconsequence is unnoticeable." 

Traditionally, as Ms.  Hollander remarks, superfluous drapery has been a sign not only of 
wealth and high rank bill of moral worth: angels, saints, martyrs and Biblical characters in 
medieval and Renaissance art often wear yards and yards of extra silk and velvet Drapery 
derived additional prestige from its association with classical art, and thus with nobility, dignity 
and the ideal.  Marble columns and toga-like folds (occasionally, actual togas) were fell to 
transform the political hack into a national statesman and the grabby businessman into a Captain 
of Industry.  As Ms.  Hollander notes, Westminster Abbey and the Capitol in Washington, D.C., 
are full of such attempted metamorphoses, frozen into soapy marble. 

Excess drapery survives today in middlebrow portrait painting, causing over-the-hill 
industrialists, mayors and society women to appear against stage back grounds of draped velvet 
or brocade, the moral and economic prestige of which is somehow felt to transfer itself to them.  
Successful academics, I have noticed, are often painted in this manner: posed before velvet 
curtains, with their gowns and hoods and mortarboards treated in a way that recalls the idealized 
drapery and stiffened halos of Renaissance saints.   

The use of superfluous fabric in costume never died out completely.  During most of the 
period between 1600 and 1900, for instance, respectable middle-class and upper class women 
wore a minimum of three petticoats; fewer than this was thought pathetic, and indicated 
negligence or poverty.  Skirts were inflated with hoops or bustles to provide a framework nn 
which to display great quantities of cloth, while overskirts, panniers, flounces and trains 
demanded additional superfluous fabric.  A fashionable dress might easily require twenty or 
thirty yards of material.  Elaborate trimmings of bows, ribbons, lace, braid and artificial Flowers 
permitted yet more prestigious waste of goods.  Men's clothing during the same period used 
relatively little excess fabric except in outerwear, where long, full coats and heavy capes 
employed yards of unnecessary cloth, adding greatly to their cost and the apparent bulk of their 
wearers. 
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A glance through any current Fashion magazine will show that the use of superfluous 
fabric today, though on a much more modest scale, is by no means outmoded.  Expensive clothes 
are often cut more generously and fashion photography tends to make the most of whatever extra 
material tile designer provides, spreading it over prop sofas or blowing it about in the air.  Even 
the most miserly excess of cloth may now be touted as a sign of prestige: a recent advertisement 
in The New York Times boasts of an extra inch in the back yoke of Hathaway shirts which, the 
manufacturer sobs, costs them $52,000 a year. 

Wastage of material in the form of trimming, though less striking than it was in the past, 
still persists.  Today, however, it is often thinly distinguished as practical.  A prestigious shirt, 
for instance, has a breast pocket into which nothing must ever be put; the habit of filling it with 
pens and pencils is a lower-middle-class indicator, and also suggests a fussy personality.  A 
related ploy, especially popular between the two World Wars, was the custom of embroidering 
everything with the owner's initials.  This may in some cases have had a practical function, as in 
the separation of laundry, but – and more importantly it also added conspicuously to the cost of 
the garment. 

 

Superfluous Personalities 

Changing styles, of course, are another and very effective form of Conspicuous Waste.  
Although I do not believe that fashions alter at the whim of designers and manufacturers – 
otherwise they would do so far more often – it is certainly true that when social and cultural 
changes prompt a shift in the way we look the fashion industry is quick to take advantage of it, 
and to hint in advertising copy that last year's dress will do our reputation no good.   

When new styles do not catch on other ploys are tried.  A recent one is to announce with 
disingenuous enthusiasm that fashion is dead; that instead of the tyranny of "this year's look" we 
now have a range of "individual" looks – which are given such names as Classic, Feminine, 
Sporty, Sophisticate and Ingénue.  The task of the well-dressed liberated woman, the ads suggest, 
is to choose the look – or, much better and more liberated, looks – that suit her "life style.”  She 
is encouraged, for instance, to be sleek and refined on the job, glowingly energetic on holiday, 
sweetly domestic at home with her children and irresistibly sexy in the presence of what one 
department at my university has taken to calling her "spouse-equivalent.”  Thus, most 
ingeniously, life itself has been turned into a series of fashionable games, each of which, like 
jogging or scuba-diving or tennis, demands a different costume – or, in this case, a different set 
of costumes (winter/summer, day/night, formal/informal).  The more different looks a woman 
can assume, the more fascinating she is supposed to be: personality itself has become an adjunct 
of Conspicuous Waste. 

Men traditionally are not supposed to have more than one personality, one real self.  
Lately, however, they have been encouraged by self-styled "wardrobe engineers" to diversify 
their outward appearance for practical reasons.  According to these experts, the successful 
businessman needs different sets of clothes in order to "inspire confidence in" (or deceive) other 
businessmen who inhabit different regions of the United States.  This idea is not new, nor has it 
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been limited to the mercantile professions.  A former journalist has reported that as a young man 
he consciously varied his costume to suit his assignment.  When sent to interview rich and 
powerful Easterners, he wore clothes to suggest that he was one of them: a dark-grey flannel 
Savile Row suit, a shirt from André Oliver or Turnbull & Asser, a Cartier watch of a sort never 
available at Bloomingdale's and John Lobb shoes.  "What you have to convey to rich people 
anywhere," he explained, "is that you don't have to try; so what you're wearing shouldn't ever be 
brand-new.”  New clothes, on the other hand, were appropriate when interviewing the nouveau 
riche; and since they might not recognize understated wealth, he (somewhat reluctantly, but a job 
is a job) would also put on a monogrammed shirt and Italian shoes with tassels. 

When assigned to official Washington, this particular journalist took care to be three or 
four years behind current New York modes.  "Washington hates fashion, especially New York 
fashion.  The message should be, I am not attempting style; I am a man of the people, a regular 
fellow.”  He would therefore wear a somewhat rumpled pin-striped suit, a white shirt and a 
nondescript tie.  Before leaving Manhattan he would get his hair cut shorter then usual On the 
other hand, if he were sent to California, or were interviewing a writer, artist or musician 
anywhere in the country; he would try to let his hair grow or rumple it up a bit.  He would wear 
slacks and a good tweed jacket over a turtleneck shirt; if the interviewee were financially 
successful he would add an expensive watch or pair of shoes to this costume.  Still other getups 
were appropriate – and available – for the Midwest, Texas, the South, Continental Europe and 
Britain. 

When this system works it is no longer Waste; nor, since the clothes are deliberately 
chosen to blend into their surroundings, can they be called Conspicuous.  But as the journalist 
himself remarked, clothes alone cannot disguise anyone, and the traveling salesman or 
saleswoman who engineers his or her wardrobe but not his or her voice, vocabulary or manners 
may simply be practicing Conspicuous Waste without its usual reward of enhanced status – let 
alone a rise in sales figures. 

 

Conspicuous Leisure: Discomfort and Helplessness 

Once upon a time leisure was far more conspicuous than it usually is today.  The history 
of European costume is rich in styles in which it was literally impossible to perform any useful 
activity: sleeves that trailed on the floor, curled and powdered wigs the size, color and texture of 
a large white poodle, skirts six feet in diameter or with six-foot dragging trains, clanking 
ceremonial swords, starched wimples and ruffs and cravats that prevented their wearers from 
turning their heads or looking at anything below waist level, high-heeled pointed shoes that made 
walking agony and corsets so tight that it was impossible to bend at the waist or take a normal 
breath.  Such clothes proclaimed, indeed demanded, an unproductive life and the constant 
assistance of servants. 

These conspicuously uncomfortable and leisurely styles reached an extreme in the late 
eighteenth century at the come of Versailles.  The political and sartorial revolution that followed 
freed both sexes temporarily, and men permanently, from the need to advertise their aristocratic 
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helplessness.  Men's clothes became, and have remained ever since, at least moderately 
comfortable.  Women's fashions on the other hand, after barely ten years of ease and simplicity, 
rapidly became burdensome again and continued so for the next hundred years. 

Urban middle-class clothing today, though it does not usually cause pain, makes anything 
more than limited activity awkward.  It is hard to run or climb in business suit and slick-soled 
shoes; and the easily soiled white or pale-colored shirt that signifies freedom from manual labor 
is in constant danger of embarrassing its wearer with grimy cuffs or ring-around-the-collar.  
Urban women's dress is equally inconvenient.  It should be pointed out, however, that 
inconvenience may- be an advantage in some situations.  A friend who often does historical 
research in libraries tells me that she always gets dressed up for it.  If she is obviously 
handicapped by high heels, a pale, elegant suit and ruffled white blouse, the librarians will search 
the stacks for the heavy volumes of documents and old newspapers she needs and carry them to 
her, dusting them on the way.  If she wears a sweater, casual slacks and sensible shoes, they will 
let her do it herself.  The same ploy would probably work for a man if he were middle-aged or 
older. 

 

Questions 

1.  What are some of the ways in which people indicate their status through the use of 
fashions? 

2.  What is meant by conspicuous consumption? Does Alison Lurie believe it is still an 
important in American society? 

3.  What does she say are some of the ways that wealthier and upper class people in 
American society today indicate their status through their clothes? 

 

From The Language of Clothes by Alison Lurie 
________ 

 
Questions: 
 
Do you know clearly and well the meaning of the word conspicuous means? Look it up at  www.dictionary.com.  
Do you know meaning of status? superfluous? Other important words?  
 
  
 


