
1



  2 | MODA Magazine | Fall 2020

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

BEAUTY EDITOR

CREATIVE DIRECTOR

PHOTOGRAPHY EDITOR

STYLING EDITORS

VISUAL DESIGN EDITORS

WRITING EDITORS

ASSISTANT BEAUTY EDITORS

ASSISTANT STYLING EDITOR

ASSISTANT VISUAL DESIGN EDITORS

ASSISTANT WRITING EDITORS

PHOTOGRAPHERS

WRITERS & CONTRIBUTORS

Louis Levin

Hannah Burnstein

Chuwen Xiao

Natalia Rodriguez

Arjun Kilaru, Georgianna James, & Grace Feeley 

Cheryl Hao & Ella Anderson

Elizabeth Winkler & Hugo Barrillon

Anya Hariprasad, Fiona Lu, & Sera Pensoy

Zyva Sheikh

Livia Miller, Maggie Hart, Michelle Chen, Rachel 
Gagnon, Richa Pillai, & Owen Hein-Phillips

Chiara Theophile & Sara Serfaty

Andrew Chang, Elizabeth Li, Elliot Duprey, Kayla 
Luu, Natalia Rodriguez & Vivian Fang, 

Alex LaBossiere-Barrera, Alexandra Fiorentino-
Swinton, Alexandra LeBaron, Bethel Kifle, Caitlin 
Ellithorpe, Charlie Kolodziej, Chiara Theophile, 
Emily Zhang, Esha Deokar, Glenys McGuire, 
Henry Hua, Lydia Dimsu, Matthew Wieseltier, 
Maya Paloma, Miryam Brody, Nicole Mateo, Noor 
Zalt, Olivia Lai, Priya Gandhi, Rayna Acha, Ruby 
Bromberg, Sara Serfaty, Shreya Dhar, Stefan Aleksic, 
Tatiana Jackson-Saitz, & Tatiana Jackson-Saitz



3



  4 | MODA Magazine | Fall 2020

5

6

14

16

18

20

22

30

32

34

36

38

40

44

46

52

54

56

60

62

64

68

70

72

74

76

78

Letter from the Editor

Deconstruction

To My Future Self, I Hope You’re Still Laughing - Priya Gandhi

Kaftans: What My Family History Means to Me - Sara Serfaty

Gilda the Good Witch - Zoe Bean

An Ode to Old Lydia - Lydia Dimsu

Through the Looking Glass

The Secondhand Surge: An Interview with @constant_practice - Matthew 

Wieseltier

Fashion is a Revolution - Rayna Acha 

One Man’s Trash: How Upcycling Resists Fast Fashion in Our Consumer Culture - 

Henry Hua

Renewal - Tatiana Jackson-Saitz

Be/coming Home - Maya Paloma

I Want Brash and Girlboi and Man - Charlie Kolodziej

The Bustier Edits - Shreya Dhar

D:vision

Kawakubo - Olivia Lai

The Redlining of the “Fashion Blueprint” - Alexandra Fiorentino-Swinton

Merge Visible

Constructing a Movement - Miryam Brody

Getting Started - Alex LaBossiere Barrera 

Superstructural Gaze

Eating Disorders at Boarding School, the Fashion World, and Beyond - Alexandra 

LeBaron

Stepping Away from the Gender Binary: Gender-Neutral Fashion and its Impact 

in the Fashion Industry - Chiara Theophile

Image, Identity, and the Power of Self-Perception - Glenys McGuire

Mini Skirt and Micro Morals: the Politics of 1960s and 1970s Fashion - Ruby 

Bromberg

Put Your Money Wear Your Mouth Is - Noor Zalt

The Atelier



5

Our last issue of MODA was published on Friday, February 28th. The nine months between then and 
now have been, in my mind, the most trying, painful, and formative period in the history of our mag-
azine. We’ve asked ourselves questions we didn’t know the answers to. Some were exciting. How does 
a magazine exist in a virtual world? Are we able to foster the same intimate environment when work-
ing miles apart? What mediums for publication have we not yet explored? Others were much more 
difficult. What does it mean to be a fashion magazine based in The South Side? What have we done to 
dismantle the industry's exclusionary set-up? Do we have the space and people to become an actively 
anti-racist organisation? And why aren’t we one already? In short, I - and we - had a lot of work to do.

Now, as anyone in the team can tell you, there’s one sentence I have uttered far too many times this 
quarter: “let’s view these obstacles as opportunities.” Even writing it down I cringe for my poor editors 
who’ll have to read it. Nonetheless, I stand by the sentiment behind those words. These questions were 
big, challenging, and in many ways scary. They threatened the future of our magazine and my place in 
it. But they also presented a unique opportunity - a chance to transform into something new.

That transformation has manifested itself in a number of different ways. There are tangible outcomes. 
The most obvious is, of course, this - the platform you’re on right now. Our visual design team tripled 
in size to take on the gargantuan task of setting us up in this digital world. That was, however, not the 
only team to grow this quarter. In fact, our magazine has more than doubled to a cohort of 36 editors 
and 25 writers. We’ve established new roles, developed a podcast, and begun to explore art programs 
with our wider community. Somehow - amidst all of that - we have created our longest issue ever: 84 
glorious pages.

But, for me, the most exciting outcome is far less easily appreciable. This quarter, I feel like we’ve be-
come a team. Faced with tremendous difficulties, MODA Magazine has come out the other side more 
introspective, more creative, and a great deal more tight-knit. I went into this quarter with the goal of 
resetting the magazine, but I now realise that was only ever going to be a by-product - a result of some-
thing much more meaningful: the creation of a collaborative, conscientious and loving team. And in 
that, I hope I have begun to succeed.

I know these letters normally talk about the state of fashion, but if anything this quarter has shown me 
that looking to the industry for guidance and inspiration is not where MODA’s future lies. In a world 
beset by issues of sustainability and exclusivity, we need to turn inwards, ask tough questions of our-
selves and one another, and then think creatively about where to go next. Each and every member of 
our team did that this quarter, and for that commitment and effort I’m immensely grateful.

The Editor-in-Chief role can be a daunting and lonely one. Were it not for my talented peers, I know I 
would never have been able to make it this far. So, I would like to thank all of them for their hard work 
and unending support. These pages are proof of what we can do when we put our minds to something 
and work as one. If this is a new beginning for our magazine, I cannot wait to see where we go next.

Your editor,
Louis X

Letter from the Editor
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I oscillate between two states when I think about 
graduating college. Either I feel trapped by how much I 
don’t know about my future, or I feel excited by the prospect 
of figuring it all out. Sometimes, to ground myself, I 
write out different lives that I could live. Sometimes I’m 
an artist in Amsterdam, biking to my colorful studio. 
I’m wearing black tights and a huge hunter green duster 
coat. My grey scarf is soft and covers my lips and nose. 
Sometimes I’m working at a museum in Manhattan, and 
I’m on the subway, wrapped up in my black layers.Then 
there’s LA, where I’m running my own coffee shop and 
surfing all the time. My t-shirts are well-worn and my 
sneaker collection has improved immensely. 
I don’t know if I’m fully convinced by the idea of 
manifestation, but I do agree that to imagine that 
something is possible is to give it a place in your world; 
thinking about these color palettes helps me imagine my 
future more vividly. For me, New York is a leather jacket, 
Amsterdam is a clean, white shirt, and LA is the coolest 
mini skirt. These pieces of clothing, sometimes singular 
or part of an outfit, shape the everyday of my fantasies 
about the future. Often, the realist in me pops out: New 

To My Future Self, 
I Hope You’re Still 
Laughing
By Priya Gandhi
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York is expensive, Amsterdam is too far away, and 
LA is lacking in bookstores and public transit. 
It’s true, nothing that’s worth doing is going to be 
perfect. Like everyone, I’ve had a lot of shit days, 
and, on those days in particular, I let myself dream.
We are all familiar with the concept of fashion being 
a mode of expression, but I believe that fashion can 
also be a way of experiencing yourself. Thinking 
or caring about fashion is a way of being actively 
interested in the materials that exist in our world, 
and therefore a way of being actively interested in 
yourself and your existence. Imagining a future 
for myself through fashion helps me to construct 
a whole future world that I exist in. It’s a form of 
self care for me. I let myself have desires for the 
future, and that becomes a practice in optimism. Of 
course, the things I desire in the present make their 
way into my dreams of the future. When I see my 
favorite hue of pink in these fantasies, it reminds 
me that to have hope for the future is to have hope 
in the present; to have hope for the future is to give 
your present body the agency to make it all happen.

Foucault says, “From the idea that the self is not 
given to us, I think there is only one practical 
consequence: we have to create ourselves as a 
work of art” (Essential Works, 262). I am eagerly 
attempting this; I find myself earnestly hoping 
to God that creating myself as art might lead me 
somewhere (to self- realization? A nice brownstone 
one day? Reliable health insurance?).There’s always 
going to be the cold hard reality that people struggle 
with everyday, and my scenarios of the future are 
my escape—I really, really hate not knowing how 
things will turn out. So instead of just worrying, I 
think about my clothes. I think about a shirt that I 
will fall in love with in 10 years: it will be white linen 
and fit perfectly and be found by chance, at a store 
I don’t normally go to. It might even be a gift, or a 
hand-me-down. Instead of worrying, I think about 
a pair of jeans that I’ll find at a thrift store: they 
will fit me so perfectly that I’ll think about how the 
universe leads you to things that must be for you. I 
find so much power in giving my future self these 
pieces of clothing, each piece carrying a story of my 
life to come. I give my future self amazing Sundays 
that consist of big breakfasts and walks in the park. 
I give my future self huge sweaters that keep me 
warm. I give my future self so much laughter. When 

I give myself those things in the future, I 
respect my present self a bit more. So, I may 
not know if I’ll still love pink tomorrow, but 
I know I will always be laughing too loud, 
no matter the year. I know there are life-
changing experiences to be had, and I know 
that there are so many beautiful friends still 
to meet. So one of these days, while you 
are waiting to meet them, try saying hi to 
your future self. Give them a cool pair of 
sneakers, or a watch that’s just for them. You 
might find some hope that you never knew 
existed.



  16 | MODA Magazine | Fall 2020

Kaftans:
What My 
Family 
History 
Means to 
Me

A few years ago, I asked my mom to pack 
some kaftans when she came to visit me 
in Israel. I was on my gap year, she was 
coming for the Jewish holiday of Passover, 
and we had planned to attend a traditional 
Moroccan event at the conclusion of the 
holiday. This didn’t strike me as particularly 
noteworthy—I’d grown up with a box of 
kaftans in my mother’s closet my entire life. 
The fifteen or so we had had come from my 
grandmother’s periodic trips to her country 
of origin, Morocco, similar trips of our 
relatives, or—my favorite—from Epcot in 
Disney World. On this particular occasion, 
she brought the one from Epcot, as well as 
two others.

Growing up as a first-generation Moroccan 
Jew, my identity is unique. The fact that my 
mom, a first-generation immigrant born to 
Moroccan parents, married my dad, who 

was born in Morocco and raised in Israel, meant 
that I didn’t fit quite right anywhere. On the one 
hand, being Jewish made me different from my 
non-Jewish friends. When we were kids, they 
would often come over for Shabbat dinner on 
Friday nights, which we affectionately named 
“Jewish dinner.” Meanwhile, among my Jewish 
friends, I was one of the only Mizrahi, or Middle 
Eastern, Jews, and one of the only Moroccans in 
that subset. I heard French, Moroccan-Arabic, 
and Hebrew spoken in our apartment, and 
we celebrated Jewish holidays with Moroccan 
traditions. 

Despite the traditions and community I grew up 
in, it is the tangibility of kaftans that makes my 
family heritage feel most real. Their smell, which 
reminds me of the scent of old books, and their 
texture, which has become papery over time, 
serve as reminders of a different life in a foreign 
country. Similarly, being able to wear them for 
holidays, seeing pictures of my older family 
members wearing the same ones I do now, and 
looking back at my own pictures wearing them 
makes me feel part of a longer family line. 

Growing up, I wore kaftans every year on the 
holiday of Purim, which is similar to Halloween, 
as well as during a henna ceremony at my 
brother’s Bar Mitzvah. By wearing a kaftan, I 
brought my full identity to these celebrations and 
added my own experiences to the family history 
of kaftan-wearing. This practice has allowed me to 
realize that my relatives, too, have had impactful 
life experiences while wearing the clothing I 
was wearing, and that they are not larger-than-
life—they are people, just like me. Even today, 
my grandmother often wears kaftans when at 
home, arguing that they’re just as comfortable as 
any of the other night dresses she owns. While 
my experience is different from hers, I hope that 
my children and grandchildren will see and wear 
kaftans and feel the same connection that I do 
to my Moroccan heritage. Through kaftans, my 
family history becomes more than just abstract 
ideas and stories—instead, it is something I can 
touch and smell and pull around myself to keep 
me warm.

Sara Serfaty
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Gilda Norris, owner of Gilda’s Designer Thrift 
Boutique on Hyde Park Boulevard and Cornell, 
comes from a rich lineage of fashion designers and 
shoemakers. In fact, her mother once created a gown 
that was ripped off by Yves Saint Laurent.
      
“There’s still a picture of her and my father,” Gilda 
recounted. “They were going to, I think, a police 
officer’s ball in New York City, and she had on an 
orange taffeta dress that was very slim fit. It was 
orange trimmed and black brocade and she also did 
a coat to match with the heels and everything. It was 
a big, big ball, right in downtown Manhattan. And 
the very next year, Yves Saint Laurent made the same 
thing.”

Gilda’s uncles, who made and designed shoes in 
Harlem, would also see top designers visit their store 
and later copy their original designs.

“You know, designers have admitted to it. Back in 
the day, especially in the 70s, they would go to Black 
churches in Harlem and wait for the women to leave the 
church. The old churches had these stairs in front, and 
while they’re walking down the stairs they’d be in the 
limousine with their sketchbooks sketching the outfits 
and they’d go and make them. It was their inspiration, 
but they also had the tools and the opportunities, 
whereas those Black women didn’t, to make millions 
of dollars off of them being inspired by Black women.”
Gilda went on to say that, just a few weeks ago, a fashion 

By Zoe Bean
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design student had visited her store. She spent 
hours turning Gilda’s buttery leather jackets, 
cuddly sweaters, and impeccably cut vintage 
dresses inside out and photographing them to 
“study” the patterns. She doesn’t mind when 
people photograph her merchandise, because 
the store is entirely recycled and secondhand, 
but the disrespect that the student showed her 
by refusing to spend money and making a mess 
of her store did not go unnoticed. When luxury 
designers like YSL, Calvin Klein, and Michael 
Kors appropriate original work like Gilda’s 
mother’s dress, or when fashion students 
mine stores like Gilda’s for inspiration without 
involving the owner, they are appropriating 
work.

“She [Gilda’s mother] did her own thing, and 
she really did it out of a hobby, and did it for 
women in the neighborhood. She would make 
their clothes for them, and they would pay 
her a little something, you know, they would 
buy the fabric. My grandmother was a pattern 
maker, so my grandmother would make the 
pattern and my mother would sew it. She was 
self-taught, because of her mother, and because 
back then women made their own clothes. 
Especially Black women, because it’s not that 
they couldn’t afford to go into the stores and 
purchase it, they weren’t welcome in the stores. 
They had to make their own clothing and do 
their own designs, and plus, clothing wasn’t 
made for their body type, so they did their own 
thing.”
      
Gilda developed her style in a community 
where women were their own authorities in 
fashion and dressed each other out of love for 
the art form. She told me she is most attuned 
to texture, fabrication, form, color, and, above 
all, quality. This is absolutely evident in her 
selection. Gilda’s Designer Thrift is not your 
grandma’s attic—it’s your fairy godmother’s 
walk-in closet. Here, the old, eclectic Hyde 
Park is alive and well, not yet buried under 
overpriced, greenwashed, University-endorsed 
mega-stores that cater to the affluenza-addled. 

Next time you’re out in Hyde Park, keep your 
eyes peeled for someone sporting a particularly 
saucy leather jacket, or a dress with a cut that 
hits just right. Ask them, “you know Gilda?” 
and watch their eyes light up.
      
That light is Gilda’s true work. Gilda’s attention 
to people, and her uncanny ability to dress 
them, is a service that transcends the material 
exchange of cash for goods. I visited her on a 
sleepy Sunday afternoon, and no fewer than 
four of her friends dropped in unannounced. 
They showed off new hairdos, talked shop, and 
toasted the defeat of Donald Trump with a 
bottle of champagne. One such friend was the 
director of the American Library Association 
and Gilda’s self-proclaimed biggest fan, Ms. 
Tracie Hall. Gilda immediately got to work, 
noting her taste for glamour and dressing her 
in a fuzzy, floor length cream cardigan and a 
thick black wool jacket with contrasting brown 
fur trim at the lapel and sleeves. Gilda’s years 
as a stylist for career women in New York are 
revealed in her knack for identifying exactly 
what fundamental elements make up a person’s 
style, but then coaxing them just a few steps in 
a different direction.
“You came to a space and quickly got your 
world popping, you know what I mean? It feels 
like you’ve been here thirty years. Everybody 
can’t do that. Everybody knows you by one 
name and they just show up!” Hall told Gilda. 
Gilda’s Designer Thrift expands the definition 
of sustainability. If you strive to be an ethical 
consumer, you would do well to consider 
not only the environment, but whether 
the businesses that receive your money are 
nourishing your community. 
“Sustainability means, to me, putting your 
money to good use. [Secondhand clothing] lasts 
longer, it’s good for the earth, and it’s good for 
your wallet too, actually. But the community is 
everything. I would not be here if it weren’t for 
the community.” Not only is it environmentally 
sustainable to buy secondhand clothing, stores 
like Gilda’s sustain Hyde Park’s community.
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An Ode to Old LydiaAn Ode to Old Lydia
Lydia DimsuLydia Dimsu

L
ooking back at your childhood is one of those 
things you’re supposed to do right before you 
start college, a final ode to your old life and a 

free pass to start anew the moment you step onto 
campus. So here I am, looking back. 

I track time through my proximity to the years 
when Justice training bra tank tops were considered 
the pinnacle of fashion. While I’m the last to be 
ashamed of still owning and wearing these tank 
tops on occasion, it’d be an understatement to say 
that my fashion sense hasn’t drastically changed 
throughout the years.

Like every child, my style was defined by my parent’s 
choices. When I was a toddler, though, I began to 
revolt. My parents love to remind me, whenever I 
fuss about not having enough clothing, of the times 
I emptied drawers of clothes out of our 
second floor window. If I didn’t agree 
with my outfit for the day, it 
went straight out the 
window. 

And though I’ve rid myself of that habit, I’ve evolved 
to throwing internal fits when the outfit I planned 
out in my head the night before doesn’t work out 
like I thought it would the next morning.

When I was in first grade, my mom started taking 
sewing classes at a local college—that was what 
really solidified my love for fashion. She would 
come home every night with new creations and I 
would grab fabric crayons, draw on the clothing 
she sewed, and parade around the house in my new 
“outfits.” While I realize that I am not as talented of 
a designer as six-year-old Lydia believed 
herself to be, my love for 
fashion has  only 
grown. 

“‘I track time through my proximity 
to the years when Justice training 
bra tank tops were considered the 

pinnacle of fashion’
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Sadly, middle school brought some of the most 
unfortunate outfits I’ve ever worn; I voluntarily 
chose to wear skinny jeans and bright colored 
graphic tees, still believing I could grace the cover 
of Vogue with my criminal sense of style. Luckily, 
high school came along and put a stop to that. High 
school fashion can be described in three words: 
school girl uniform. Although I can’t deny that it 
was convenient, nothing could make me go back 
to it. 

And now, after years of 
waiting, I’m finally in 
college. I’ve shed my black 
pleated skirt and itchy 
polo for multiple outfit 
changes a day; if you see 
me walking out of my 
dorm in the afternoon in 
a different outfit than the 
one I wore that morning, 
ignore me (or don’t). I’ve 
had to squeeze every outfit I’d planned throughout 
the summer into the very few weeks of bearable 
weather we had before I had to hide my maxi 
skirts and layered mesh long sleeves under calf-
length puffer coats. But on the bright side, here, I 
can wear my vintage suede trench coat and leather 

pleated skirt, layer thrifted sweaters and colorful 
turtlenecks, and never forget my long underwear to 
top it all off. I can finally embrace it all; somehow, 
30 degree weather has never been so exciting!

Most of my life was defined by fitting into a 
prescribed mold, whether that be through my 
parents’ vision, hideous middle school trends, 
or uniforms. I was so used to wearing what I  
was told to wear (whether it be directly stated 

or culturally implied) 
that the very concept of 
constructing my own 
fashion sense was the 
biggest thing I looked 
forward to when coming 
here. Now that I’m here, I 
couldn’t be happier with 
how it turned out. 

I used to look back at my 
old pictures and cringe 

at my outfits. Now, I only slightly wince. I realize 
now that I had to get those terrible skinny jeans 
out of my system to learn the joys of my wide-leg, 
patchwork-pant present. So thank you, old Lydia, 
for helping to build me into the outfits I am 
today, and for that I am forever grateful. 

“I can finally 
embrace 

it all”
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n the music video for his 2020 song “Toosie 
Slide,” Drake donned a Raf Simons Fall/Win-
ter 2001 “Riot, Riot, Riot” bomber jacket—a 

choice now infamous in the archival fashion indus-
try. Raf Simons’ seminal Fall/Winter 2001 collection 
was one of the first to introduce oversized, grungy 
attitudes and outfits. To the untrained eye, though, 
this may seem like just another piece of clothing 
worn by a celebrity influencer. Until you see the 
$48,000 price tag, that is. Even considering the 
influence of Simons’ work—not just in Fall/Winter 
2001 but throughout his illustrious career—paying 
two quarters’ worth of tuition and fees for a jacket 
seems a little outlandish. But it’s not just that bomb-
er that sells for exorbitant amounts of money on the 
secondary fashion market: in 2019 alone, a Saint 
Laurent Fall/Winter 2014 blazer sold for $14,400 
and a Pharell x Chanel hoodie sold for $9,030 on 
Grailed, demonstrating a strong culture of designer 
clothing resale.
 To try and understand the reason behind these 
exorbitant prices, I talked to Zeke Hemme, archival 
fashion expert and founder of Constant Practice, 
one of the most well-respected archival fashion 
stores in the business, with over 100,000 followers 
on Instagram. To him, archival fashion is a matter 

of supply and demand, historical significance of the 
individual piece, and a general shift by consumers 
towards shopping more consciously.
“If you view it strictly from a business standpoint, 
it’s about supply and demand,” he told me during 
our conversation. Take that Raf Simons bomber 
jacket, for instance: “The Riot bomber is really 
popular because so many famous people have worn 
it. It’s Raf Simons, and everybody knows who Raf 
Simons is if you pay attention in fashion...So if 
someone has it, they have the whole supply-demand 
aspect of it plus all the notoriety that comes with 
that collection because people have talked about it 
so much. There’s a historical significance to it. You 
can charge whatever you want for it, pretty much.”
Hemme started reselling clothes around 2015, 
when Undercover (a Japanese brand founded by 
Jun Takashi in 1990) was first gaining popularity 
in the United States. In 2016, he did a collaborative 
Cav Empt drop with Grailed. However, it was only 
in March 2019 that his business really took off. He 
attributes this boom in business, and the rise of 
archival fashion in general, to a de-stigmatization of 
second-hand clothing in the United States: “I think 
it’s just the stigma of secondhands going away. I tell 
people that a lot… in the U.S., for the longest time, 

I

By: Matthew Wieseltier

The Secondhand Surge: An 
Interview with @constant_practice 
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if you’re buying vintage clothes it’s seen as being 
poor or whatever the stigma really is.” On top of that, 
Hemme credits “the general shift of the industry to 
be more conscious, and people wanting to be more 
conscious of the environment.” He says, “There’s 
millions of pieces of clothing in the world, so why do 
you always have to buy something new?”
The clothes that Hemme sells through his business 
are more expensive than the clothes that someone 
sells simply from 
their personal closet 
because his process 
is more than just 
considering the 
supply-demand 
or notoriety of the clothing. Stores like his require 
hours upon hours of curation, and the people who 
run them scour every website known to man trying 
to find pieces to sell. “They’re curating it for you,” 
Hemme says, “so you don’t have to go dumpster div-
ing or look for the stuff online and search for hours 
to find it.” Pieces like the Riot bomber are easier to 

find, even if they are expensive, but some specific 
pieces on his website are rare enough that Hemme 
has not seen them for sale almost anywhere else, let 
alone on this side of the Pacific (Japanese brands are 
a personal favorite of Hemme’s).
Archival fashion has become a kind of art collecting, 
with archival pieces changing in value based on their 
rarity and significance. Businesses like Hemme’s 
have taken off because they take time to curate not a 

selection of clothes, 
but, rather, pieces 
of art. Unlike most 
art, though, these 
pieces are meant to 
be worn. Hemme’s 

success shows that Americans have begun to realize 
this and, in recent years, have started to seek out 
ways to wear all of these amazing articles of clothing.  
Looked at as an art form, resale culture begins to 
make more sense—after all, $48,000 for a master-
work seems far from extraordinary.

“There’s millions of pieces of clothing 

in the world, so why do you always 

have to buy something new?”
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“I can’t breathe,” we yelled at George Floyd’s 
Memorial in Minneapolis days after he had been 
murdered by the Minneapolis Police. A sea of people 
mourned and demanded justice. They wore shirts 
and masks with “I can’t breathe” and “Black Lives 
Matter” printed across the front—clothing items 
symbolizing protest, injustice, and community. 

These shirts and masks use fashion to make a 
political statement. But fashion is not new to protest 
in this country; like all other art forms, it has been 
at the center of movements throughout history. 
Fashion has been used to brutalize BIPOC just as 
it has been used for solidarity among oppressed 
peoples. 

Fashion can be revolutionary. Pan-African 
movements like the UNIA and the Black Panther 
Party, for instance, showed us the power of uniforms. 
The UNIA—a Black nationalist and Pan-African 
organization formed in 1914 and popular until 
the early 1930s—had men in their African Legion 
wear military-style outfits and had their Black 
Cross Nurses wear white dresses. Visual aesthetics 
built solidarity among members and used a clear 
identifier to promote pride in the organization. The 
uniforms were both a way for members to identify 
each other and for other communities to identify 
them; they represented a collectivized power. 

Ten years later, with the Black Panthers, the US saw 
a different form of fashion as protest. Some of the 
things that come to mind when thinking of the Black 
Panthers Party are their iconic black berets, leather 
jackets, and sunglasses. Just like the UNIA decades 
before, they wore uniforms symbolic of their goals 
and their movement. Indeed, the black berets were 
easily obtainable and represented Black Power and 
Black Internationalism. The Black Panther Party was 
a  revolutionary group that provided protection and 
resources to their communities while fighting against 
police brutality, inadequate healthcare, schools, and 

job opportunities. The Chicano liberation/rights 
organization the Brown Berets wore their berets to 
represent similar ideas of community protection. 

Berets have been symbols of revolutions since the 
1800s, when the first beret was worn as a symbol 
of militarism in Spain. Since then, Che Guevara 
donned one during the Cuban Revolution in the 
1950s as did the Black Panthers in the late ‘60s and 
the Brown Berets in the 1970s. A quote from Huey 
P. Newton, one of the Black Panthers Party founders 
says “They were used by just about every struggler 
in the Third World. They’re sort of an international 
hat for revolution,” further acknowledging that 
clothing has more power than we think. Clothes are 
able to represent communities’ struggles and, in the 
case of berets, symbolize revolution. What you wear 
can be a representation of your identity, community, 
and political viewpoints. The militarization of the 
UNIA, Black Panther, and Brown Berets uniforms 
is symbolic of what it is like to be constantly at war 
against whiteness in the US.

In 1943, the zoot suit became a “symbol of resistance.” 
The suits first gained popularity when they were 
worn by dancers during the Harlem Renaissance, 
but remained popular among Black, Latinx, and 
other people of color in the 1930s and ‘40s. White 
Americans considered zoot suits to be threatening 
because they were a rejection of whiteness; the large 
shoulder pads, longer length, and balloon trousers 
were the opposite of what middle class white 
Americans saw as appropriate. So, when fabric 
production and importation slowed during World 
War II, the suits were banned. In 1943, there were 
riots in Los Angeles where white marines and sailors 
brutalized people of color in the streets for wearing 
zoot suits. Despite the racism in the history of zoot 
suits, communities still wear them with pride.

Fashion remains revolutionary. Existing within 
the fashion industry can be a form of protest for 
marginalized people. From writing to designing 
or to photographing, existing in a white field is 
empowering. Marginalized people hold the power 
to make a statement every day when getting 
dressed, whether that is going outside in sweatpants 
and a t-shirt, wearing a beret to pay homage to our 
elders, or wearing a shirt that symbolizes systemic 
oppression in this country.

FASHION IS A 

REVOLUTION

BY RAYNA ACHA
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We live in a world that pressures us to 
consume. On Instagram, curated ads clog 
our feeds. When we order from Amazon, 
we expect our packages to arrive in two 
days or less. This world has heightened 
our desire for things and to have them 
quickly—it is a world where fast fashion 
thrives.

Take a typical consumer who recognizes 
and enjoys fashion as a source of 
empowerment and self-expression. They 
craft their own personal sense of style 
over time. They develop an awareness of 
trends and preferences over styles and 
brands. This average consumer is also 
constrained by budget—they can’t have 
everything. Fast fashion takes advantage 
of this situation, deftly providing the 
widest variety of styles by paying attention 
to current trends and designs and being 
influenced by the latest high fashion 
designs—all coated in low prices and fast 
shipping.

Fast fashion is changing the industry. 
Designers used to work with the seasons, 
designing clothing in advance for the fall, 
winter, spring, and summer. As a result 
of fast fashion, this model has changed 
from four seasons to fifty-two. Clothing 
sites like Topman or Zara release some 
400 new styles weekly. The quality of the 
clothing follows these trends—the typical 
consumer is left with clothing that falls 
apart and falls out of style simultaneously. 

This creates a cycle of buying and 
discarding that results in compounding 
waste and a deep sense of dissatisfaction. 
Aside from major environmental and 
socioeconomic effects—like exploitative 
labor practices and textile waste—fast 
fashion erodes the individuality of the 
consumer. Left with clothing of poor 
quality and a sense of being out of style, 
this consumer tends to feel trapped in 
a frequent and endless cycle of buying, 
wearing, and throwing away. Consumer 
culture in the form of fast fashion is 
warping our perception and appreciation 
of clothing. 

We need to reconnect with our clothing, 
to gain a deeper understanding of its 
form and function and to become more 
conscious of the necessity of sustainability. 
Upcycling—using the old to create the 
new—is, perhaps, part of the solution. 

Upcycling clothing is a process that takes 
advantage of the massive amounts of 
waste produced by the fashion industry. 
Simply, it means taking discarded clothing 
materials to make a new product, creating 
new, unique pieces without actually 
adding more material to the world. Any 
type of clothing that might have before 
been waste can be reused to create 
something innovative.

One Man’s Trash: How Upcycling Resists Fast 
Fashion In Our Consumer Culture
By Henry Hua

“fast fashion erodes the 

individuality of the consumer”
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Many companies have started 
incorporating upcycling into their brands. 
Stockholm-based designer brand Our 
Legacy has recently released a collection, 
WORK SHOP, that repurposes past pieces 
and left-over materials into a new line of 
styles. Re/Done is a brand specializing in 
jeans made from old Levi’s denim. Such 
a process transforms, for example, the 
denim from thrift store 42x44 straight fit 
Levi’s into a style that matches current 
trends.

Upcycling does not solely take place 
on the level of clothing companies and 
brands. Trends on Tiktok show you how 
to make a full outfit out of your dad’s 
old polo. Patchwork jeans are no longer 
a display of your mother’s thrift, but are 
instead considered stylish. The fashionable 
consumer is gaining an understanding 
of how to manipulate clothing in a way 
that is both sustainable and an outlet for 
individuality.

Upcycling enriches the fashionable 
person and combat the detrimental effects 

of a world dominated by fast fashion. 
Inspiring DIY trends, promoting activities 
like embroidering logos onto shirts and 
sweatpants, upcycling fosters sustainability 
and an increased understanding and 
respect for the design of clothing.  

The movement toward sustainability and 
mindful consumption that upcycling 
promotes has an almost inevitable quality. 
We are evolving as consumers, drawn to 
that which both focuses on our unique 
identities and our responsibility toward 
the environment. Despite industrialized 
society, time and opportunity allow nature 
to reclaim, in a small way, places typically 
sterilized by civilization. Plants growing 
in cracked concrete and trees growing 
around traffic signs show these glimmers. 
In the same way, upcycling and the trends 
it inspires allow identity to persist and 
thrive in a culture of consumption. New 
styles grow from junked fabrics and 
embroidered flowers engulf the Nike logo.
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T
here was nothing special about my 18th birth-
day. Like so many typically eventful things this 
year, it passed by with no parties or trips or 

really anything of note. Except, of course, for the gi-
ant box I received in the mail. It was covered in twice 
as much tape as was necessary, and my name and 
address, scrawled elegantly in black Sharpie, filled 
up practically the whole top. It was postmarked from 
Florida and arrived a week or two after my actual 
birthday—it could only be from my Aunt Celyta. 
 When I finally managed to wrestle the tape off 
the cardboard, I found piles of my aunt’s old clothes 
waiting inside. For a brief moment, I considered 
asking my mom if this meant my aunt was finally 
moving in with us. And then I noticed the birthday 
card that sat proudly at the top, telling me, “I’m sorry 
it’s not much or more, but I hope you have a happy 
birthday.” 
 I hadn’t gone shopping in five months, quar-
antine had given me that itch of my-goodness-I-
need-something-to-be-new, and there was a limit 
on the number of times I could chase that feeling of 
being refreshed by having my mother cut my hair. 
Within seconds, I had torn the box apart, scattering 
tops and dresses and jackets across my living room 
floor. I tried everything on, peering into the mirror 
by the door while asking my mother for her honest 
opinions and just happening to disagree with most of 
what she said. I made piles: yes! wear it now! maybe 
wear it later; probably never wear it. 
Everything I unfolded felt and smelled and breathed 
like my aunt. A long black wool coat that had envel-
oped me in a snowflake-dusted hug when we visited 
her for a Manhattan Christmas. A dusty Cartier 
watch with a dead battery that I remember dangling 
elegantly off her wrist in dim restaurants as she ges-
tured wildly to describe the drama she had witnessed 
while working at the Plaza hotel. A soft red leather 
purse she’d snap open and shut when getting ready to 
leave her studio apartment for the day. 
She had mailed me her life in New York—all the 
glamour that she had no use for now in balmy Mi-

ami. She had thought of me. 
I wouldn’t have bought a single thing in that box for 
myself. The Chanel skirt suit set? Maybe later, if I 
ever work in some office in a skyscraper. The linen 
maxi dress? Potentially, if I grew another few inches. 
Almost all of the pieces fit me, or at least came close, 
and I couldn’t exactly give them away. I was stuck 
with this box, and being stuck with it was marvelous. 
 A week earlier, I had been cleaning my room 
and discovered an old Singer sewing machine in the 
back of my closet. I spent an entire Saturday trying 
to fix it, despite never having sewed before, and now 
I had a sewing machine, embroidery thread, and an 
endless supply of both time at home and Youtube tu-
torials from people who knew far more about sewing 
than I did. 
 Over the course of the summer, I worked my 
way through the “no” and “maybe” piles, trying to 
turn each piece into a “yes.” A corner of the living 
room became the sewing machine’s space, and I 
embroidered through all the family TV nights that 
quarantine made frequent. My aunt’s linen maxi 
dress, which I imagine she wore to flea markets on 
sunny spring days in the city, became a mini dress 
cinched in the back. I embroidered little plants on 
the chest and wore it to socially distanced picnics 
with my best friend. I sewed up holes in her favor-
ite oversized soft t-shirts and wore them with skirts 
and matching earrings. I wore a v-neck top with 
layers and got to say, “Oh, it was my aunt’s” when my 
friend asked me where I found it. 
 Writing my “thank you” text message, I had 
to be careful—I didn’t want to gush, because my 
Aunt Celyta is certainly not the gushing kind. But 
she had been so worried that her gift wasn’t enough, 
and I wanted her to know that it was more. She had 
boxed up her life in New York for me, and I was cut-
ting it up and rearranging it, making it my own with 
embroidery thread, and, in two weeks, I would pack 
it into a box again, bound for my new life in Chica-
go.

Renewal
by Tatiana Jackson-Saitz
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Be/Coming Home
Maya Paloma

As a kid
my clothes were
unfortunate conditions which
might be pink
or glittered
on a good day like
Christmas.
 
Then they meant
something, and everyone else
knew before me,
playing catch up with the
cool kids—
middle school cool kids—
who looked
the way I didn’t.
 
And then my crisis:
my body, my clothes meant
everything but only because
they held my thoughts at
knife-point,refused
to let me forget
their grips on my self.
I feel its memory still,
peeling, wriggling
looseness of my skin slipping
atop my consciousness,
which sloshed like a bag of
gas station ice
melted into water.
 
Pieces I’ve collected:
Doc Martens 1460s smooth,
green cardigan

without buttons for €7,
heathered gray blouse from Target,
Kikkoman logo men’s t-shirt,
thrifted.
Four silver rings.
 
I get dressed
each morning
in this fleshly home,
mine, me
in jeans that don’t squeeze
my thighs and stomach
and a t-shirt, cropped hem curling
like my hair,
unhealed piercings throbbing and
new tattoo itching
as my skin knits itself
together.

“I get d
ressed

 / ea
ch

 m
o
rn

in
g / in

 this f esh
ly h

o
m

e, m
in

e, m
e”



39

Be/Coming Home



  40 | MODA Magazine | Fall 2020

I 
snipped open the 
package and unfolded 
the pale green maxi 
skirt from ASOS.com. 

Waiting for something to arrive 
in the mail feels like a luxury. Like 
finding forgotten money in your 
pocket or eating breakfast from 
the leftovers you cooked the night 
before. 
 My apartment is gifted 
with a large floor to ceiling mirror 
of the kind that has no business 
being crammed into the hallway of 
a small Hyde Park two-bedroom. 
I stood facing my reflection, 
trying to twist the skirt around 

in front of me. Was the zipper 
supposed to go on the side or 
the back? Which way was the slit 
in the middle supposed to face? 
Carefully, I stepped into the skirt 
and slid it up to my waist. Too big. 
There aren’t many helpful guides 
online for converting dress sizes 
to boyish hips. I ran to the kitchen 
and wrenched a magnetized chip 
clip from its place on the fridge. 
Cinched, I returned to the mirror. 
 Silly. Overwhelming 
silliness. The skirt didn’t fit quite 
right; no one had ever taught me 
how to wear one. I paired it with 
a white t-shirt, tucked in like the 

ASOS model online. My hips 
weren’t like hers, they made the 
skirt fight gravity. Gravity stared 
back at me in the mirror. Feminine 
gravity only made my body look 
more masculine, my compression 
shorts visible through the sheer, 
light-weight fabric.     
This was not the aha moment I was 
hoping for. I wanted recognition, 
for the mirror to reflect back a 
purposeful, legible me.
    I started identifying as 
nonbinary somewhat carelessly. 
Like the skirt, it was something I 
saw in the store and wanted to try 
on. I started with pronouns (they/

Charlie Kolodziej

I want 
brash 

and 
girlboi 

and man
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them) and moved to clothes, make 
up, etc. Let’s hold onto this “etc.”—
it’s the space I am still carving 
out for myself. It took time for 
nonbinary-ness to become a part 
of me, like gendering yourself 
is the act of forgiveness without 
the act of forgetting. And I am 
constantly reminded. 
          This funny thing has been 
happening lately where people 
will apologize for using “bro” or 
“dude” toward me in conversation. 
I know their apology comes from 
a place of love and kindness, but I 
want to tell them, though I rarely 
do, that they’re missing the point.  
They are forcing an over 
consciousness of gender onto my 
body. It is different from being 

misgendered via pronoun. That 
is commonplace, understandable 
even if someone doesn’t know how 
I identify. I “know” that I “look” 
“like a boy,” so I must always 
forgive; I usually don’t forget. 
To register “dude” as a mistake, 
they must first see me as male, lean 
into the masculine connotations of 
the word, and then course correct. 
This correction means that they 
know I’m nonbinary and they see 
me as male. My dirty little secret, 
and I imagine it is one shared by 
many gender nonconforming 
people, is that, beyond language, 
I can tell when someone sees me 
as I wish to be seen—mirrorlike, 
recognized.
     Often, that recognition is 

awkwardly entangled with the way 
I see myself. Another funny thing 
that happens sometimes: Midway 
through a conversation I will 
refer to myself in the third person 
the way one does when telling a 
story—“She probably thought, 
‘this dude is crazy’” or “and then he 
was thinking, ‘I can’t imagine him 
doing that’” My initial reaction 
is guilt: Am I faking it? Am I not 
nonbinary Then a turn toward 
legibility: Will other people think 
I’m faking it? Am I faking it? These 
little moments are what a popular 
conception of nonbinary and 
gender nonconforming identities 
does not allow: an accident, a 
moment to slip up when trying to 
articulate yourself. Gender 
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to be a bold fiction, often with 
violent consequences. Instead, I 
am both subject and other: guilt 
and doubt creeps in again—They 
look really nonbinary. I must 
seem like a fraud to them. This 
sort of nonbinary gatekeeping, 
real or imagined, often ticks away 
in the back of my brain. Try as I 
might, it’s likely that I am failing 
to extend the same right to others 
that I ask them to extend to me: 
to look beyond the confines of my 
outward, gendered appearance, to 
look toward something real. 
 I bought the green 
maxi skirt because I hoped it 
would provide some certainty, 

here feels like both playground 
and prison. Even in articulating 
ambiguity we demand certainty. 
This demand for certainty is not 
just from cis or gender-legible 
people who want to understand 
me as some recognizable 
amalgamation of male and female. 
It comes from other nonbinary 
people too. I feel an awkwardness 
in meeting another nonbinary 
person when they present as very 
androgenous. This awkwardness is 
different from that of most people 
meeting a trans or GNC person. 
The cis subject meets the gendered 
“other” and suddenly cisness, 
and gender itself, is revealed 

both for myself and for 
others. It was about trying to 
make myself complicatedly 
uncomplicated. Paradoxically 
perhaps, “uncomplicated” would 
be someone perfectly gender 
ambiguous, “recognizably” 
nonbinary. This ideal complicates 
the binarism of male and 
female, but fills a third culturally 
recognizable category of in-
between or beyond. It enters 
into a wider understanding of 
nonbinary-ness, particularly 
as its ethos floats around social 
media, that shouts “we love you,” 
and “we accept you!” but only 
when you are fabulous. Only 
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when your gender bending is 
instagrammable, magazinable, legible. 
        The reality, however, is that 
I won’t ever look like that, 
nor do I really want to. My 
shoulders are too broad, 
my beard too shaggy, and 
my brow too “masc.” It 
is more important that 
you see me as nonbinary 
when I wake up in the 
morning and put on a 
hoodie and gym shorts 
to walk to the bathroom. 
It is more important 
that, in the moments 
I look recognizably 
male or female, you see 
something, someone, else 
entirely.  
            Ultimately, the 
androgyny that so 
often defines gender 
nonconforming or 
nonbinary people works 
for some, but should not 
be the standard by which 
we recognize one another. 
It is worth noting that I 
am not really writing here 
about nonbinary-ness per 
se, but about my broader 
experience with gender 
and navigating this world.
I want to move away from 
the politically convenient 
certainty of I am this and 
I am that to I want to 
be this; I am becoming 
that. I don’t want to be a 
woman; I don’t want to 
be a man. I want to be, 
and I am, both and neither at 
the same time. Maybe what I am 
asking for is impossible, a reach 
beyond the slottable categories 
we have come to do our gender 
through (to get Butlerian for a 
moment). Ultimately what I am 
asking is for the world to change, 

not me to change for the world. 
“Nonbinary” as a word still feels 
not quite right. Better, maybe, 

than male or female, but still like a 
box that I put on dresses to dance 
my way out of. 

I traded out the chip clip for 
some  safety pins I dug out of the 
back of my dresser. It was early 
spring and, I’m told, the time for soft, 

green maxi skirts, so I called 
a friend before leaving my 
apartment and asked them to 

meet me at Trader Joe’s. 
Maybe my first time 
going to the store in a 
skirt, though not my first 
foray in femme, but it felt 
nice to meet someone 
there, even if I told 
him that I just needed 
help carrying groceries. 

The current interest in 
degendering fashion is 
promising, but I have no 
interest in “discovering” 
new ways to put cloth on 
my body that are supposed 
to read somewhere 
between a gown and 
pants but end up looking 
like ugly culottes. Make 
me a skirt in my size, one 
that fits the contours of 
my body the same way 
it hugs the 5’ 10” wispy 
ASOS model. And then 
let me take it off and slip 
into a pair of jeans and 
a tank top that make me 
feel masculine without 
feeling icky. Earlier I said 

I wanted recognition, but 
maybe I really just want 
sexy and effortless and
understated. I want puffy 
sweater sleeves reaching 
for a cup of coffee with 
fresh nails. I want my minor 
feelings to feel major and I 
want brash and girlboi and 

man. The line at Trader Joe’s felt 
longer than I needed it to be. Femme 
in public, waiting in that moment 
was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Later, 
as we’re carrying groceries back to 
my apartment, my friend looks at me 
and says, “so glad it’s a gorgeous day 
outside.”  

“‘I want to move away 
from the politically 
convenient certainty of 
I am this and I am that’
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weave a new bustier with 
yesterday’s white lies as they 

drip off your tongue. For a 
second, I allow myself to bask in 

the delusion of ecstasy escaping the 
creases of your cupid’s bow, your finger 

dancing over the peplum of my waist. Your syllables 
hug the fabric taut from the bottom of my ribcage 
to the plateau of my hips. I choose to overlook the 
way your eyes gloss over the callouses uprooting the 
cream of my palms as I hem, backstitch, and unzip 
the fabric until it gathers in your hands. Your gaze 
coerces the sides of my lips to turn upwards as you 
fight to stuff the bustier into my closet. Why doesn’t 
it fit right?
 Blaming youth for my assumption of the 
role of your mannequin, I try to compress myself 
to the blueprint of your love language as I look in 
the mirror. I’ve forgotten what my own used to look 
like.
 I told you I have plans at the café on 57th 
street with an old friend today. Over the phone, she 
told me of her life extending past the street I still 
use to measure the stages of my maturity––a life 
extending past the city she was raised in. I want to 
look pretty, so I mindlessly reach for your bustier. 
Your once dreamy fabric lays vulgarly in my hands. 
My fingers question the integrity of the ensemble 
for a second, holding its skeleton away from my 
own. Nevertheless, I fit it over my hips and let it 
crawl up the step ladder of my vertebrae. I can feel 
newly loose threads clawing deeper into my skin, 
latching onto my bones. It must be a figment of my 
imagination. Unable to meet my own gaze, I glance 
at your silhouette fitted to my shape. Does this look 
right?
 She’s wearing a cracked black leather jacket 
and a darker shade of purple-hued blackness that 
lonely New York nights must bring. Yet, when 
I greet her eyes, I’m embraced with a familiar 

warmth that sucks desperately at my escaping breath. 
Suddenly, I feel childish, foolish, and unbearably 
claustrophobic. Eyeing my attire, she asks for stories 
about you, about me, about us, and a wretched 
feeling slithers behind my shoulder blades. Tongue-
tied, I mumble beginnings of stories, unable to 
locate a seam where you end and I begin. I shift in 
the fabric pooling under my thighs, excruciatingly 
aware of the bustier encasing my body. Exasperated 
by my unusual behavior, she attempts to pull on the 
loose string beside my torso to free me from my 
confinement, only to watch me twist in agony as it 
buries itself deeper.  Her eyes search mine for an 
explanation. She knows how much I hate tight-fitting 
dresses.
 I fly home, my feet propelling my body before 
my brain has had time to catch up. I run up the stairs 
to the comfort of my blush pink bedroom, lulled by 
an empty promise of security, and open the closet 
door. As I swim through the never-ending proof of 
my growth through garments, my fingertips glue 
themselves to anything and everything untainted 
by your touch. Ripping costume after costume from 
their hangers, my once prized skins fall to the floor 
and lay as limp as bleeding soldiers on the battle 
front. Shrieking, I dig my fingernails into my torso, 
crescent moons forming in the barrier of my skin. I 
pull at the threads until I can no longer feel the cloth 
slice into me. As warmth gushes around me, I slowly 
pluck you out as ribs to lighten my ribcage.
 My eyelashes finally unfurl as I unravel from 
your spindle. My fingers curl around the seam ripper, 
crack the spine of the bustier, and sever the fibers 
that had handcrafted me for you. And, somewhere 
between the threads of your dirty, pretty thing, I 
exist. 

I

By Shreya Dhar

the bustier edits
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“I weave a new bustier with yesterday’s 

white lies as they drip off your tongue”
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You don’t need to know the name Rei Kawakubo, or 
even the brand Comme des Garcons, to recognize 
the now-iconic red heart with a pair of eyes. The 
bread-and-butter of modern hypebeast fashion, 
the CDG PLAY heart can be seen peeking over 
the soles of high-top Converse shoes and plastered 
across t-shirts, knits, and accessories. 

Comme des Garcons’s fashion legacy, however, runs 
far beyond the red heart. The brand was founded 
in Tokyo in 1963, and its founder and head design-
er was none other than Rei Kawakubo, one of the 
most influential fashion designers of the past thirty 
years. Almost every major fashion designer cites 
Kawakubo as inspiration, from Alexander Mc-
Queen to Helmut Lang. Marc Jacobs even said of 
Kawakubo: “Everyone is influenced by Comme des 
Garcons.” 

So what makes Kawakubo’s work so important?

In order to understand the answer to this question, 
it is important to start at Kawakubo’s beginnings: 
post-war Japan. Kawakubo was born in 1942 to a 
professor at Keio University. During the post-war 
period, Japan underwent a major cultural shift 
under the influence of Allied forces, transforming 
from a patriarchal and conservative society to one 
that eventually granted women the right to vote. 
Kawakubo studied literature and philosophy at 
Keio University and chafed against traditional gen-
der roles, particularly when it came to her career. 
Kawakubo explained, “When I was young, it was 
unusual for a female university graduate to do the 
same job as a man. And of course women didn’t 
earn the same. I rebelled against that…I never lose 
my ability to rebel, I get angry and that anger be-
comes my energy.” 

Kawakubo’s work at Comme des Garcons is suf-
fused with a particular feminist ideology; her 
clothing reassesses the concept of female sensual-

Holes, Comme des Garcons, 
Autumn-Winter 1982

K a w a k u b o
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K a w a k u b o
ity and sexual attraction. When Kawakubo began 
designing, traditional Western fashion situated 
female attractiveness in the body, and clothing was 
fitted to and dictated by the body. Kawakubo’s work 
represented a reaction to this concept of femininity 
in design. Her first collection, which debuted in 
1981, was distinctly postmodern: she challenged 
Western artistic conventions and modernist haute 
couture fashion’s fine finishing techniques, unblem-
ished surfaces, and highly intricate tailoring and 
hand-sewing. Her clothes consisted of asymmetri-
cal monochrome pieces: trousers with sweater cuffs 
at the ankles, shawls that turned into tunics, volu-
minous overcoats that buttoned left to right—like 
the boys!—and boiled wool knits with neck holes 
cut into the chest or shoulder that created abstract 
shapes on the body.

Textiles were at the core of the design process for 
Kawakubo. She worked extensively with Hiroshi 
Matsushita to produce woven textiles that were dis-
tressed at the site of production—the loom—itself. 
Sweaters were intentionally produced with holes 
and dropped stitches in the knitting to appear as 
rips and tears when worn on the body. Their goal 
was to escape the uniformity of modern mass-pro-
duced textiles by tampering with those very com-
puter-controlled looms to create random flaws.

Kawakubo’s work exemplified an anti-fashion 
aesthetic: she abandoned the hourglass shape for 
a silhouette that was jarringly incongruous with 
the human form, and, in doing so, recasts the 
traditional body-garment relationship. Despite the 
disconnect with the body in her designs, Kawakubo 
viewed fashion design as an opportunity to sculpt 
the shape of the body itself. Heavily influenced by 
the sculptural quality of kimonos and the space be-
tween the fabric and the body, Kawakubo began the 
process of deconstructing—and then reconstruct-
ing—the female body through fashion. 

Rei Kawakubo/Comme 
des Garçons Art of the 
In-Between exhibit 
at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in 2017

Lumps and Bumps, Comme des 
Garcons, Spring 1997

- Olivia Lai
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I
n our reality-star-laden media landscape, Paris 
Hilton is credited as the blueprint for mod-
ern day celebrity image-making. A tidal wave 
of media revisionism has transformed Paris’s 

reputation as a vapid, untalented “bimbo” into that of 
a business mastermind who capitalized on America’s 
obsession with the lives of the seemingly untouchable 
rich and famous. Throughout the early 2000s, she 
branded herself with precision, inventing the reality 
superstar archetype on The Simple Life that would 
be taken to astronomical heights by the Kardashians. 
It’s undeniable that she brilliantly found the pulse of 
pop culture and made it ebb and flow with her every 
move. Similarly undeniable is the connection between 
the media’s recent urge to rehabilitate Paris’s image 
and the thriving early 2000s nostalgia economy. But 
this nostalgia economy thrives the most when looked 
at through a very particular prism—whiteness.

When you think of iconic early 2000s looks, an 
image probably pops into your head: the deified 
chainmail dress that Paris Hilton wore to her 21st 
birthday party in 2002. It’s been discussed and repli-
cated countless times over the last 18 years, and Paris 
herself has been canonized in fashion history as the 
face of that style moment. A far less documented look 
is Black actress LisaRaye McCoy’s remarkably similar 
chainmail top, which she debuted at the 2000 VMAs, 
two years before Paris’s dress. “Ghetto until proven 
fashionable” is a well-documented phenomenon, 
from Billie Eilish’s celebrated penchant for oversized, 
bedazzled, airbrushed, and camouflaged clothes—all 
style staples of Black icons like TLC, Aaliyah, and Da 
Brat—to velour tracksuits, first popularized by Kimo-
ra Lee Simmons’ Baby Phat label in 2000.

The canon of fashion history has undergone some 
much-needed revision in recent years, as the re-emer-
gence of early ‘00s trends into “proper” fashion has 
led to a fight for the recognition of their origins 
which, more often than not, lie in Black culture. 

So what does this have to do with Paris? 
She’s perhaps the most accurate avatar of the 

complexity of our current cultural moment: a wom-
an whose wealth, whiteness, and blondeness are the 
principal reasons for her ability to hook the public. 
Femininity is also a key piece of the puzzle—a lot of 
the “love to hate” sentiments towards her came from 
backlash over her hyper-femininity and unabashed 
sexuality. Her recent documentary, This is Paris, dives 
into her history of abuse at boarding school and from 
various romantic partners, and how these experiences 

drove her to make something of herself—enter, her 
early 2000s HBIC (Head Bitch in Charge) persona.

But the Mean Girl is no longer cool. In typical Paris 
fashion, her 2020 rebrand is right on the pop cultural 
pulse, and she’s now the Mean Girl’s grown up, re-
spectable counterpart: the Girl Boss. A kinder, more 
relatable persona revered for her business prowess, 
grind, and innovation. Our gentler 2020 sensibilities 
no longer want the straightforward “B” in HBIC, par-
ticularly not a prejudiced “B.” This is Paris happens to 
leave out her history of repeatedly referring to Black 
people using the n-word and making other racist and 
homophobic remarks on video. 

While revising Paris’s image may help us confront 
slut-shaming and ingrained societal misogyny, that 
image is in direct tension with the moves being made 
to revise the canon of fashion and media history and 
make room for those whose contributions have been 
forced into the margins.

There have been plenty of viral, Black, hyper-femi-
nine reality TV personalities who, even now, don’t en-
joy the same kind of mainstream legacy as Paris. Take 
Tiffany “New York” Pollard, the quintessential reality 
TV personality. If you don’t know her name, you 
know her face—from the picture of her sitting pen-
sively on her bed, legs stretched out and her hands 
crossed on her lap, to the GIF of her exclaiming “Be-
yoncé?!” with wide-eyed disbelief, New York’s like-
ness is a staple of meme culture. Her looks were all of 
the very prototypically ‘00s variety that the nostalgia 
economy salivates over, often sporting slip dresses, 
gradient sunglasses, diamond chokers, and halter 
necks. Like Paris, she crafted a memorable charac-
ter that permeated pop culture in the nascent age of 
reality TV. She literally invented the term “HBIC.” 
But she has never been credited with the same level of 
media trailblazing. 

New York has become Internet-famous in a decon-
textualized way, with her images circulating around 
social media largely by those who have never heard of 
her. Paris’s notoriety, on the other hand, is dependent 
on her identity, and is enhanced by her elevated place 
in our societal hierarchy. Her privilege ensures that 
her legacy is enshrined in pop culture history.

But social media is shaking it up. Archivists are 
digging up the sources of trends, preserving history, 
elevating those whose contributions have not been 
canonized by mainstream media. Accounts like @
archivealive, @bronze_bombshel, and @nygelsartorial 
upload and preserve classic looks, magazine spreads, 



55

and other influential aesthetics. The proliferation 
of New York’s unforgettable images and phrases on 
social media has led to her slowly but surely getting 
her due, as she graced the November 2020 cover of 
Paper. Artistic credit and recognition of cultural im-
pact being distributed to those who deserve it? In the 
notorious words of Paris herself, “that’s hot.”

The Redlining of the
 “Fashion Blueprint”

by Alexandra Fiorentino-Swinton
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inah Clottey watched, uninspired, as the white 
hands on her screen toiled with crochet hook and 
yarn, creating chains that developed into basic pat-

terns for blankets or hats. Now a third-year student at the 
University of Chicago, Dinah remembers watching these 
beginner tutorials in middle school to help teach her mom 
to crochet.

It was not until this summer, when she tried her hand 
at designing crocheted clothing herself, that her crochet 
brand, ‘The Hookup,’ took form. As Dinah began to design 
pieces, she found it impossible to keep her art independent 
of her identity as an activist. She found inspiration in Black 
crocheters, who often embraced bright colors and unique 
patterns in their designs, unlike the derivative tutorials she 
had watched on YouTube. She also cites a solo encounter 
with Patrisse Cullors, Black Lives Matter Co-Founder, as a 
driving inspiration:

“ (...) Her presence—the way she carried herself...the way 
she looked...the way she smiled...the way she just interacted 
with people without words—was kind of the fuel...I could 
be like, ‘Okay, well, how can I spread my message’?”

Dinah found the answer to this question when she 
attended an event at the Chicago Torture Justice 
Center and met Dorothy, a prodigious quilter who 
creates narrative pieces showcasing injustice. One 
quilt affected Dinah particularly strongly: it featured 
an image of Trayvon Martin as a baby, holding a 
package of skittles and a drink. Dorothy held this 
quilt high as a billboard sign at various protests.

“That, to me, especially in reflecting, was the mo-
ment where I was like, ‘you can use these different 
materials to spread these messages,’” Dinah says.

After all, there are parallels between the construc-
tion of a movement and constructing a piece of 
clothing. Dinah explained the significance of cro-
chet’s use of cotton and how empowering it was 
“to create something of the resources that [her] 
ancestors [had] extracted.” Crocheting, a medium 
in which each knot finds its foundation in another, 
is also symbolic of the interdependence that makes 
grassroots organizing effective. Just as knots com-
prise a chain of crochet, activists and creators, like 
Dinah, who embrace politics in their work strength-
en the movements they believe in. 

Dinah has showcased her pieces on her retail insta-
gram @thehookup_crochetdesigns as a method of 
self expression, often dedicating space in her caption 
to inform or empower her followers. She has also 
used her platform to crowdfund for organizations 
she cares about. Recently, she teamed up with other 

CONSTRUCTING A

MOVEMENT
By Miryam Brody

D
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artists to organize a giveaway that ultimately raised 
$400 to donate to relief efforts in Yemen.

 “People view art...as a commodity... [we]don’t view 
it with as much credibility,” Dinah says. “The thing 
is, with art and activism, you know, the number one 
thing—before money—is trying to tell our own sto-
ries and having people receive [them]. Marginalized 
communities have had to learn to be creative...in order 
to get their voices heard. We may try to speak directly, 
and that may not be as effective. We spend a lot of our 
time trying to communicate so that the white gaze can 
understand us.” 

The fundamental difference in buying from inde-
pendent creators like Dinah is they often do not have 
the privilege of being apolitical or unsustainable, nor 
do they want to be. Independent creators want their 
products to convey something, and by purchasing 
from them you affirm their experience and contrib-
ute necessary resources for self-expression. Political 

List:

The Silver Room- Hyde Park

Essential Elements- South Shore

Leaders 1354- West Loop

Fat Tiger Workshop- Noble Square

Kham’ryn B Shoes + Accessories - Au-
burn Gresham

Molasses Chicago- Online collective

Jugrnaut-  South Loop

Congruent Space- Online + West 
Town 

consumerism is a necessary part of dismantling 
predatory systems, and monetary support can be 
just as powerful as physical or verbal resistance. 
Buy from independent designers at these Chicago 
shops and help transform both your wardrobe and 
the world around you.

“The fundamental difference in 
buying from independent creators is 

they often do not have the privilege of 
being apolitical, nor do they want to 

be. They want their products to convey 
something and by purchasing from 

independent designers, you affirm their 
experience and give them the resources 

they need for self expression.”
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I like asking questions. Whenever I meet a successful 
creator of any kind I always make a point of asking 
one in particular: 

What key decisions would you most attribute your 

success to?
      

Sometimes I’m met with a flurry of answers, and 
sometimes I’m only met with one, but there’s one 
response I never fail to hear: 
 

Getting started.

Much of the hesitation around creating great things 
stems from a fear of making something that sucks. 
This anxiety isn’t irrational, but rather innate, hav-
ing been hammered into our brains by evolution to 
keep us from getting kicked out of our tribe because 
we made a bad cave painting, or whatever people 
did a few thousand years back. Making new things 
is actually pretty new for us as a species. Until fairly 
recently in human history, success was a zero-sum 
game called war. Our ancestors participated in an 
endless cycle of conquering and burning each other 
to the ground, only to build themselves back and do 
it all over again. New things arose, but slowly.  
  

The problem with making things is that humans sim-
ply don't have enough experience with early versions 
of unique projects to know how to respond to them. 
You’ve probably experienced this sitting down to 
start that business, write that book, or record that 
album you’ve always told yourself you would, only to 
worry about people reacting negatively. This fear of 
social ostracism still feels warranted, but, in reality, 
it’s necessary to push through it. Your first attempt 
at anything will almost certainly suck, but, to quote 
Jake the Dog,  “Dude, suckin’ at something is the first 
step to being sorta good at something.”   
   

Fashion is interesting in its uniquely public quality 
as an art form. You might hang a beautiful paint-
ing in the privacy of your home or walk down the 

street with your music playing in your headphones, 
but rarely does your favorite jacket go unworn and 
unseen. It clings to you, publicly and shamelessly on 
display to anyone in eyeshot. This means that, more 
so than any other creative practice, there’s really no 
hiding as a designer—your work is on display wheth-
er or not you’re the one showing it off. Once your 
creation is out in the world, it’s out of your hands.
      

This is reflected in the creative process, which can 
often feel more like a trap than a tool. You might 
get wrapped up in making mood boards, sketching, 
drafting, and convincing yourself you’re a perfec-
tionist, when in reality you’re just putting off starting 
indefinitely. Living in a world as interconnected 
and on display as ours doesn’t help things either. 
Day-to-day, we’re constantly bombarded with the 
practice-polished, the facetuned, and the time-tested 
product of countless attempts. Rarely do we sit back 
and think about what the experts looked like when 
they were just getting started. Being wrapped up in 
our own abilities and talents more often than not, 
we’re more scared of failure than we value success—
but one can’t exist without the other.

Our reluctance to get started is our own fault for 
treating creativity like a recipe to be followed, when, 
in reality, it's a process to react to. My first collection 
as a designer for MODA sucked. I put in the time, 
learned a lot, and my final product was mediocre at 
best. But shouldn’t this be expected? I was a first-year 
who couldn’t sew and hadn’t designed a thing in my 
life. This year was considerably better, and hopefully 
that trend will continue. Whether or not I become 
the next Martin Margiela is totally irrelevant. The 
point is that even he sucked when he started, but he 
started somewhere. 
  

In recognizing this, we can teach ourselves to be less 
judgmental of our own early work and to see it for 
what it is: a first attempt. By putting this in perspec-
tive, that primal fear begins to fade, and we come to 
realize that our attitudes toward our uninformed first 
attempts are, in themselves, uninformed. In holding 
ourselves to the standards of the established greats, 
we forget the absolute necessity of failure. With these 
failures, with time and patience, our creations can 
only get better.

Getting Started

by Alex LaBossiere-Barrera  
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This autumn, MODA’s Beauty team constructed different architecture styles through the medium of 
makeup. While each member experimented with her own respective style, the rest of the shoot was 
understated to let the makeup speak for itself. The result is four faces that nod to some of the world’s 
most well-known buildings and architects.

Photography by Natalia Rodriguez
Beauty and Modeling by Hannah Burnstein, Fiona Lu, Anya Hariprasad, and Sera Pensoy

Sera Pensoy (‘23) crafts a thoughtfully constructed take on the architecture of the British Museum

SUPERSTRUCTURAL GAZE
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Hannah Burnstein (‘22) was inspired by the mosaic work of Antoni Gaudí
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Anya Hariprasad (‘24) pays tribute to Greco-Roman architecture
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Fiona Lu (‘22) creates a dynamic take on Brutalism.
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at Boarding School, the Fashion World, and Beyond

I first noticed that eating disorders were a 
problem my sophomore year of high school. 
Many of my friends were starving them-
selves, and each meal was a competition of 
who could eat less. Plain white pasta with 
butter. Half of a sweet potato. String beans 
dipped in ketchup to mimic french fries. In 
my dorm, my hall had a coveted single-stall 
bathroom. One day, I walked into the single 
stall expecting the usual fresh breeze, but 
instead the pungent smell of vomit made 
my eyes and nose water. Specks of grey-
ish-brown splattered the toilet seat, the wall, 
the floor. I went downstairs to tell my house 
counselor and quietly asked her what we 
should do. 

“Oh,” she said, turning away from her com-
puter, seemingly unaware that I was trying 
to be discreet in front of the other girls in 
the room, “I didn’t know someone in the 
dorm was sick. Hopefully the flu isn’t going 
around. We can call someone to clean it.”

At this, my dormmates 
looked up from their 
work, and we exchanged 
a knowing glance. There 
were many girls in the 
dorm who were sick. It 
just wasn’t the flu.

Eating disorders were seemingly pervasive 
at my school. My sophomore year, I watched 
my friends’ legs become knobby and frail, 
purple veins visible beneath the thin sheet 
of pale skin. But although eating disorders 

took a physical toll, the constant mental 
struggle, so often unaddressed in public, 
was equally draining. One of my friends told 
me that counting calories, worrying about 
her weight, and being hyper-conscious of 
her body took up 50% of her brain power 
every single day. Some wouldn’t go to the 
bathroom all day just to avoid having to see 
themselves in the mirror. For my friends, 
clothing was a daily reminder of inadequacy. 

The truth is that many smart, driven, and 
talented women are affected by debili-
tating eating disorders. It seemed, at our 
high-pressure school, counting calories was 
a way to control your life when everything 
else felt out of your control. My friend told 
me that, every Sunday, one of her neighbors 
would meticulously weigh the amount of 
salt she could have for the week as a way of 
not only controlling her diet, but gaining 
ownership of her life. 

Since arriving at UChi-
cago this fall, I have had 
conversations with many 
of my new friends about 
how similar their experi-
ences were. At a differ-
ent boarding school, a 

friend of mine said that it was common for 
girls to fast before dances, hoping to look 
good in the outfits they had ordered. Three 
days before the dance, girls wouldn’t eat; on 
the day before it, no water. After the dance, 
she told me, girls would binge on whatever 
food they had. At another friend’s school, 

“It seemed, at our high-pressure 

school, counting calories was a way to 

control your life when everything else 

felt out of your control.”



69

Alexandra LeBaron

diets would start months before an event, 
and they would whittle their caloric intake 
to only a few dozen calories per meal. This 
is not a mere desire to be skinny, but rather 
a combination of multiple mental health 
factors, potentially including the desire for 
control mentioned above and a deep psy-
chological belief that skinniness is success: if 
you don’t wear a size 0, you are a failure. 

This idea is promoted by the image and 
lifestyle that the fashion industry projects. 
On the runway, thinness has progressively 
become the ideal and the standard for beau-
ty. Starting in the 1990s, fashion campaigns 
like Calvin Klein’s with Kate Moss promoted 
a waif-thin look. Since then, sample sizes 
have gotten smaller and smaller, forcing 
wealthy buyers of high fashion to conform 
to extreme thinness. Because of this, thin-
ness, beauty, success, and wealth seem to be 
all inextricably linked. This is unhealthy not 
only for consumers, but for models as well: 
according to the National Eating Disorders 
Association, 40% of models have had an 
eating disorder. This staggering statistic 
becomes more unsettling when you learn 
that 64% of models were told to lose weight, 
despite already being medically under-
weight, according to Vogue. The fashion 
industry perpetuates the ideal of extreme 

thinness to symbolize beauty and success, 
which harms both models and young girls 
alike. As sample sizes get smaller and small-
er, the industry sends the message that only 
extremely skinny women deserve to wear 
one-of-a-kind high fashion. 

When my best friend was in recovery from 
an eating disorder, she said her old jeans 
were reminders of the size she once was, and 
an obstacle towards recovery. A follower of 
high fashion, she has always adored cloth-
ing, but following the industry from such 
a young age affected her relationship with 
her body. She thinks that runways should 
not only have models who are size 0 and 
size 18, but sizes 0 through 18. The dichot-
omy of either extremely skinny or what has 
been labeled “plus size” leaves most Amer-
ican women without representation on the 
runway, making many healthy-sized women 
push themselves towards being skinnier. 
Fashion doesn’t have to perpetuate negative 
body image. Instead of a cause for self-loath-
ing, clothing can be a creative and empow-
ering form of self-expression. It’s up to the 
fashion industry to decide which message to 
promote. 
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Let’s talk gender-neutral fashion!
 
Fashion has been reinforcing the 
gender binary for far too long. 
By defining certain items of 
clothing, certain accessories, or 
even certain brands as male or 
female, fashion has created a literal 
visual representation of the gender 
binary…. And for what? Items 
of clothing have been ‘changing 
gender’ their entire lifespan. If you 
had told Louis XIV and the men in 
his court that in the 21st century, 
it was unusual for men to wear 
heels and that they were typically 
womenswear, Louis XIV and his 
friends would have laughed you out 
of the room!

The crossing-over and blurring of 
gender lines has been featured in 
trends and fashion for as long as 
the concept of fashion has been 
around. Take the 1970s in the 
United States, where flare pants, 
one of the era’s main trends, were 
worn by all genders…You can’t tell 
me Elvis Presley didn’t rock those 
flared unitards. 
 
So, gender-dismissive clothing has 
been around the block once or twice. 
But, if fashion is built on the concept 
of a gender binary, why does gender 
fluid fashion continue to appear on 
fashion houses’ runways? And what 
makes this era of gender-neutral 
clothing different from and more 
groundbreaking than previous 
ones? This new wave of gender-
neutral clothing is important 
because it is giving visibility to 
a spectrum of bodies, identities, 
and aesthetics, and deliberately 
stepping outside of the gender-
binary box. Modern gender-fluid 
fashion is framing our aesthetics in 
a way that renders gendered labels 
pointless and welcomes diversity.by Chiara Theophile
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Gender-fluid clothing sends a clear message of: fuck 
the patriarchy! It refuses to embrace social constructs 
and doesn’t give in to societal pressures to conform. 
This era of androgynous fashion is genuinely 
dismantling gender constructs and remodelling 
them to fit a gender spectrum. Gucci’s Mx line is a 
trailblazer in the industry with regards to gender 
fluidity, and the brand does not stop there. Gucci’s 
‘Chime for Change’ campaign for gender equality, 
and the brand’s research on feelings on gender and 
fluidity in younger consumers, have made Gucci 
stand out. The brand is demonstrating that gender-
neutral fashion can be luxurious and fashionable.
 
The problem with past attempts at gender-neutral 
clothing stemmed from designers simply shifting 
things around within gender’s imposed boundaries. 
Rather than creating totally unisex lines like the 
brand ‘Toogood London’, or using a male as the 
face of a women’s collection like Louis Vuitton did 
with Jaden Smith, they were simply repurposing 
traditionally male clothing and saying that everyone 
could wear it! Take the tuxedo suit for women. While 
Yves Saint Laurent revolutionised fashion with Le 
Smoking, the first women’s tuxedo, in 1966 and began 
questioning gender lines within fashion, he simply 
took a traditionally male piece of clothing and told 
women they could also wear it. Don’t get me wrong, 

it was a groundbreaking piece of clothing, and one 
I enjoy wearing whenever I can, but Yves didn’t 
actually think to create a piece that entirely defied 
gender. Despite this, Yves Saint Laurent’s collection 
still had a plethora of negative responses at first. The 
public couldn’t handle YSL’s open challenging of 
gender norms in fashion. The collection’s organisers’ 
statement—“Yves Saint Laurent transformed woman 
into a queen who, in her smoking, dares to check the 
king”—definitely did not help.

Today, more so than ever, gender lines are blurring. 
Society does still function on a binary system as of 
2020, but it is beginning to recognize that it might not 
be the way to identify all gendered identities. The ever-
increasing presence of gender-queer and transgender 
public figures, such as Sam Smith, Jonathan Van 
Ness and Indya Moore, in the media is encouraging 
fashion brands to explore and include gender fluidity 
in their clothing. These figures—as well as moments 
in fashion history like James Blake’s skirt suit at 
the 2020 Grammys—have laid the groundwork for 
current iterations of gender neutrality, which is more 
about inclusivity rather than targeting a specific 
identity. This emerging gender-neutral clothing era 
shines a light on how much the gender binary limits 
fashion. It is tearing down the barriers created by 
fashion over the years, and I say it’s long overdue!
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Mini Skirts and 

Micro Morals: 
the Politics of 1960s and 1970s Fashion

F
ashion in the 1960s and 1970s boldly reflected 
the desire for freedom and revolt essential to 
this experimental era. With a weak govern-

ment and strong social forces, the status quo of the 
1950s was flipped on its head and Americans finally 
had the agency to truly express themselves. Phyllis 
Magidson, the curator of costumes and textiles at the 
Museum of the City of New York, explains the 1970s 
as if “you were walking around naked, but you had 
clothes on.” It became shockingly clear that fashion 
is more than the clothes you wear, it’s who you are. 
Presenting yourself to the world must be both fun 
and political.

Fashion in the 1960s and 1970s was optimistic: 
hopeful about peace, sexual revolutions, and the role 
of the US as a trail-blazer capable of anything.This 
idealism is best exemplified by John F Kennedy’s 
promise to land a man on the moon. The Space Race 
laid a strong foundation for futuristic fashion trends 
in the 1960s, also demonstrated by mid century 
architecture, Ziggy Stardust personas, and classic 
films like Star Wars. Personally, I strut around in 
silver gogo boots and shiny tight turtle-necks to pay 
homage to Neil Armstrong and his crew… at least I 
assume that’s what they wore. 

The politically active youth culture, concerned 
with opposition to the Vietnam war and civil rights, 
saturated 1970s fashion with counter-cultural trends. 
Clothing with vibrant color schemes and psychedel-
ic patterns, often the fruit of hallucinogenic trips, 
explicitly distinguished youth from the norms of 
their parents’ generation. Youth fashion reflected that 
individualism was the best weapon against authority. 
The 1970s closet embodies fashion for the sake 
of fun! Personally, all of my favorite garments are 
dotted, zig-zagged, swirly, psychedelic and totally 
groovy. Personalities like Hugh Hefner and the Play-
boy brand propagated a culture that valued con-
sumption and hedonism rather than conformity and 

productivity. Playboy told men “you don’t need to be 
working drones, you can party! Especially now that 
your babes are on the pill.” 

For women, the advent of the birth control pill was 
a radical symbol of liberation. The notion of having 
sex for pleasure, without the intention to reproduce, 
began to destigmatize female sexuality. Fashion 
styles quickly embraced the sexual revolution and 
the l960s and1970s saw the rise of mini skirts…lit-
erally. Designers noticed young girls hemming their 
longer skirts at home and, based on public demand, 
embraced the modern style in their own collections. 
There is no better staple to achieve my flirty Marcia 
Brady vision than a mod mini dress with tall boots. 
The bell bottom is my personal favorite trend from 
this era. Come to think of it, I don’t own a single pair 
of pants without flared legs. The flare reminds me of 
the 1960s and ‘70s commitment to fun even on my 
most casual or sluggish day. Flared denim, marketed 
to men and women alike, played a major role in pop-
ularizing unisex styles. Sonny and Cher, my fashion 
idols, are a great example of this gender nonconfor-
mity. The duo, who played around with traditional 
gender roles— with Cher using a lower singing voice 
than Sonny, who stood far shorter—were both icons 
of bell bottom pants during performances. And of 
course, Elvis Presley, the all-American womanizer 
also found himself in wide-legged, bedazzled jump-
suits. The influence of Disco clubs and eye-catching 
performance wear on 1970s fashion never fails to 
teleport me to the stage.

It is imperative to not view clothes as a tool to 
flatter figures, to appease, to blend in or hide. I have 
formed my aesthetic around the 1960s and 1970s 
because the clothing speaks for itself. I aim to look 
like I’ve just walked out of a time machine, paying 
homage to creative tradition larger than myself. To 
wear it is to display art. 

by Ruby Bromberg
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put your money

w e
a r

your mouth is

While masks have been a part of East Asian 
street fashion for decades, the coronavi-
rus pandemic introduced the garment into 
western culture. As often happens in capi-
talist societies, masks were quickly seen as 
profitable and commodified by numerous 
industries. Most notably, fashion and design-
ing businesses jumped on the new market, 
producing luxury masks as expensive as 

two- and three-hundred dollars. The ethics 
of designer masks has provoked controversy: 
those supporting designer masks claim that 
they are a way to bring joy to an otherwise 
uncertain time, and those opposing the phe-
nomenon claim that masks should be entirely 
utilitarian and unifying, not another means of 
social divide. I argue that the production and 
consumption of luxury masks is an ethically 
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neutral practice, no better or worse than sell-
ing any other accessory, so long as the mask 
serves its intended purpose of protection. 

Unlike couture, which is exclusive to the 
super-rich, designer accessories are accessi-
ble to a slightly larger market. It’s within the 
budget of middle- and upper-middle-class 
individuals to save and splurge on a luxury 
scarf, bag, or hat; thus, designer accessories 
make up the majority of sales for elite brands. 
Lavish masks, priced at approximately $100 
apiece, create an even wider reach, enabling 
an entirely new demographic to feel as though 
they have overcome the barrier of financial 
exclusivity. 

Those against designer mask sales have var-
ious arguments supporting their claim. The 
first is the immorality of putting an empha-
sis on socioeconomic status in an item that 
only matters because of a virus that doesn’t 
discriminate based on wealth. Masks are the 
most overt symbol of this pandemic and, 
therefore, should induce unity and togeth-
erness rather than segregation. To the same 
point, masks are only viable if we all wear 
them and, thus, should be treated as a uni-
form rather than an opportunity to make a 
statement. In addition, those against extrava-
gant masks fear that if masks become a means 
of self-expression, consumers will prioritize 
design rather than function—high fashion 
and practicality rarely overlap. The standard 
of quality inherent to expensive goods doesn’t 
seem to be applicable to masks. Consumers 
are misled into thinking the masks are opera-
ble because of their high price point, when, in 
fact, many are “decorative only” or “not CDC 
approved.” I take issue with masks that com-
promise functionality for aesthetics, especially 
when the buyer isn’t made acutely aware. It 
is also difficult to distinguish the masks that 
protect against COVID from the ones that 
don’t, so wearers of superficial masks are rare-
ly penalized and continue to spread illness. 

Fans of economically indulgent masks ap-
preciate the sustainable and creative oppor-
tunities masks offer. From an environmen-
tal standpoint, designer masks are hugely 
beneficial. In addition to being made from 
scraps of fabric that would otherwise end 
up in the landfill, designer masks are reus-
able. The majority of the pro-luxury mask 
community, however, is driven by their 
excitement about the artistic potential of 
masks. Dolce & Gabbana released a collec-
tion of face coverings in their iconic prints 
with the intent to “meet the mandatory 
and indisputable need to wear a protective 
face mask, yet in an utterly personal and 
unique way.” Off White, Missoni, Marni, 
and Balmain are just a few more design-
ers who have infused their creative energy 
into the protective gear. If face masks can 
remain operational and serve as a vehicle 
for self-expression, facilitating joy, then I 
fully support the movement. Some design-
ers have approached mask production like 
philanthropists, promising the revenue 
from their masks to COVID aid, or, like 
Christian Siriano, dedicating their ate-
liers and seamstresses to mask production 
during the height of the pandemic. 

If the fashion industry brings masks into 
their repertoire, they must be prepared to 
take extreme caution and care in produc-
tion. Contrary to the standard protocol 
in high fashion, functionality must come 
first. If designers are willing to make such 
sacrifices, I think masks have the potential 
to elevate fashion, in the eyes of society, 
to that of the sciences. Masks could be a 
gateway to interdisciplinary innovation be-
tween the medical and artistic community. 
Designer face coverings, if they are able to 
successfully fuse safety and creativity, could 
be the ticket to breaking down the gravely 
incorrect stereotype that fashion is merely 
superficial. 

Noor Zalt
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