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SUMMARY (English) 

 

This study pioneers the intersection of theology and the emerging discipline of fashion 

theory. Rejecting accounts that characterize the two disciplines as estranged, the study argues 

theology and fashion theory have reason to consider the other of consequence. This thesis is carried 

out in three movements. First, by way of assessing the emerging field of fashion theory (Chapter 

1). Next, by reexamining and reframing theology’s historic relationship to discussions on dress 

and fashion (Chapters 2 & 3). Finally, by providing three examples of constructive engagement 

between the two disciplines (Chapters 4, 5 & 6).  

The first chapter takes up the central issue fashion theory seeks to address: What kind of 

thing is fashion? Where does it come from? By what logic does it operate? Having offered a 

provisional definition of fashion built on two of its salient features—fashion’s relationship to 

change and fashion’s relationship to Western modernity—the chapter proceeds to unpack the 

reigning “multiple perspectives” approach driving the field. In doing so, the discussion sketches 

five key intersections fashion theory shares with Christian theology: art, economics, 

communication, the body, and identity. Given the considerable intellectual real estate the two 

disciplines mutually inhabit, the chapter concludes by asking if theology’s absence from the 

discussion is because theologians have neglected the subject. 

To answer this question, the second and third chapters retrace theology’s historic 

relationship to (fashionable) dress as demonstrated in some of the most important thinkers in the 

Christian tradition. The first of these retrieval chapters (Chapter 2) takes up the Catholic tradition, 

a tradition which forged its understandings on dress well before the onset of (modern) fashion. In 

following the trajectory from Tertullian’s antagonism toward the fledgling fashions of the Roman 
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Empire, to Augustine’s conflicted concessions regarding the inescapable role of the City of Man 

in the City of God, to Aquinas’s Aristotelian inspired synthesis, the chapter reveals an increasingly 

nuanced understanding of the way God takes interest in broader culture. Even so, (as Catholic 

theologian Erik Peterson’s attempt to reclaim a theology of dress exemplifies) the tradition’s 

implicit hierarchies, problematic views of nature/grace, ecclesiocentric factions, and fixation on 

virtue, leave her inadequately equipped to answer fashion’s democratizing impulse, this-world 

focus, poetics of daily life, and increasingly ubiquitous presence.  

The Reformed tradition’s approach to fashion is taken up in the next chapter (Chapter 3). 

The Reformation brought with it not only a new approach to (visual) culture, but also a new 

approach to fashionable dress.  Among sixteenth century Protestant groups offering proposals for 

reforming fashion, John Calvin’s call for social responsibility and a simplicity of dress across class 

offered an alternative to Martin Luther’s tacit endorsement of fashion’s hierarchies and Menno 

Simons’ separatist anti-fashion rigorism. This same impulse to rethink fashion is further explored 

in Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper’s attempt to forge a distinctly (Dutch) Reformed fashion, 

and Swiss theologian Karl Barth’s desire to identify fashion’s creaturely status. Having surveyed 

these respective approaches, one recognizes that behind John Calvin’s cross-pressured approach 

to sumptuary legislation, Abraham Kuyper’s concern over the relationship of French fashion to 

secularization, and Karl Barth’s depiction of modern fashion as in league with “lordless powers,” 

resides a desire to move beyond the language of personal virtue/vice to address fashion as a social 

and political force. What’s more, in so doing, these Reformed theologians not only expanded 

God’s investment in everyday life, but actually pre-figure contemporary discussions in fashion 

theory.  
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Having addressed fashion theory (Chapter 1), theology’s historic relationship to pre-

fashion dress (Chapter 2), and having evinced that “theological heavyweights” in the Reformed 

tradition took fashion quite serious within their respective dispensations in fashion history  

(Chapter 3), the discussion turns to the third movement of the dissertation: modeling a 

contemporary Reformed engagement with fashion theory.  This is carried out in three constructive 

chapters that offer a Reformed account of the political, aesthetic and poetic intersections between 

theology and fashion theory. 

The first of these constructive chapters (Chapter 4) surveys three different understandings 

of the relationship between faith, fashion and the public sphere: Habermas’s criteria of a 

“reasonable” public sphere free from fashion and faith; Lipovetsky’s fashioned erotics “opening” 

the public sphere at the expense of faith; and Charles Taylor’s reframing of faith in the secular 

spaces of fashion and the public sphere. By way of providing a contemporary Reformed approach 

to the triad, the chapter revisits Abraham Kuyper’s vision of a fashionable, faith-filled pluralistic 

public sphere. Here it is argued that Kuyper’s initial vision, amended in light of Charles Taylor’s 

concepts of “the space of fashion” and “social imaginaries,” suggests that, although not without 

tension, (Reformed) Christians have reason to continue to be invested as Christians in both the 

space of fashion and the public sphere.  

This is followed by the fifth chapter, wherein the theological implications of on-going 

debates of whether art is fashion are explored. Rejecting both polarizing and merging accounts of 

art and fashion, the chapter reexamines two critical tributaries feeding the discussion: 

philosophical and theological aesthetics. Just as the founders of the former found their bias against 

fashion challenged by new approaches in philosophical aesthetics, so too classical theological 

aesthetics’ aversion to fashion is reconsidered in light of more recent movements in the field. By 
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way of detailing one such key trajectory, and in an effort to offer a Reformed theological aesthetic 

that provides a more robust account of fashion’s aesthetics, the study turns to the Neo-Calvinist 

theological aesthetics tradition. By way of retracing the tradition’s attempt to makes sense of art 

in the modern period the discussion demonstrates various onramps and dead ends for a theological 

engagement with fashion’s aesthetics. The chapter concludes by demonstrating how Neo-Calvinist 

philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff’s recent Art Rethought offers unprecedented gains for a 

theological account of the art of fashion.  

The final chapter of the study (Chapter 6) provides a theological appraisal of the dramatic 

power of fashion to shape not only the world of high fashion, but also everyday life. To achieve 

this, the study sets its focus on three critical features of (everyday) fashion that undergird its 

dramaturgical quality: fashion’s imaginative construals of time, narration, and performance. The 

first of these, fashion’s relationship to temporality, highlights the critical role of “the new” and 

“the now” for modernity. The second of these facets reminds us that fashion is inexplicably bound 

up in the grouping of our lives into meaningful (embodied) wholes. The third facet probes the role 

of everyday dress in life’s on-going performances. Having identified and distilled these critical 

poetic elements informing the drama of everyday fashion, the chapter advances a (Reformed) 

theological account of these three strands. Taking them in turn, the study shows how Augustine’s 

aporias of time in Confessions 11 offer a theological rejoinder to fashion’s temporality; Reformed 

philosopher Paul Ricoeur lends insight into the relationship between fashion’s narrative force and 

narrative theology; and recent Reformed dramaturgical theology illuminates fashion’s 

performances as compatible with Calvin’s divine theater. 

The study concludes by acknowledging much more work remains in the critical 

intersections between the two disciplines.  
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SAMENVATTING (Nederlands) 

 

Dit onderzoek betreedt nieuw terrein op het snijvlak van theologie en het relatief nieuwe 

vakgebied van de modetheorie. Dit onderzoek wil laten zien dat deze twee vakgebieden elkaar niet 

vreemd zijn, maar juist van groot wederzijds belang. Deze dissertatie valt uiteen in drie delen. Het 

eerste deel is een overzicht en analyse van het vakgebied van de modetheorie (hoofdstuk 1). Het 

tweede deel biedt een hernieuwde historische beschrijving en inkadering van de relatie tussen 

theologie en debatten over kleding en mode (hoofdstuk 2 en 3). Tot slot worden in het derde deel 

drie voorbeelden gegeven van een constructieve verbinding tussen de beide vakgebieden 

(hoofdstuk 4, 5 en 6). 

Het eerste hoofdstuk houdt zich bezig met de centrale vragen van de modetheorie: wat is 

mode? Waar komt het vandaan? Hoe werkt het? Het hoofdstuk geeft een voorlopige definitie van 

mode gebaseerd op haar twee belangrijkste eigenschappen: verandering en de verbondenheid met 

de moderniteit en beschrijft vervolgens de in het veld dominante benadering van het “meervoudige 

perspectief”. De beschrijving mondt uit in een schets van de vijf belangrijkste raakvlakken tussen 

modetheorie en theologie: kunst, economie, communicatie, het lichaam en identiteit. Gezien de 

substantiële overlap tussen modetheorie en theologie eindigt het hoofdstuk met de vraag of de 

afwezigheid van de theologie in de discussie niet is te wijten aan een verwaarlozing van de kant 

van de theologie. 

Om deze vraag te beantwoorden gaan hoofdstukken twee en drie aan de hand van een aantal 

belangrijke christelijke denkers na hoe de verhouding tussen theologie en (modieuze) kleding zich 

historisch heeft ontwikkeld. De eerste van deze historische hoofdstukken (hoofdstuk 2) beziet de 

katholieke traditie die zich al met kleding bezighield lang voor het hedendaagse fenomeen mode 

zijn intrede deed. Deze beschrijving begint bij Tertullianus’ weerstand tegen de ontluikende mode 
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van het Romeinse Rijk, beziet vervolgens Augustinus’ tegenstrijdige concessies aan de 

onontkoombare rol van de stad van mensen in de stad van God en komt uit bij Thomas van Aquino 

met zijn door Aristoteles geïnspireerde synthese. Zo laat dit hoofdstuk zien hoe de manier waarop 

God zich verhoundt tot de cultuur en brede zin steeds genuanceerder wordt verstaan. Toch is de 

katholieke traditie met haar impliciete hiërarchie, haar problematische visie op de verhouding van 

natuur en genade, haar ecclesiocentrische groeperingen en haar eenzijdige fixatie op deugd niet in 

staat om adequaat te reageren op mode. De poging van de Rooms-Katholieke theoloog Erik 

Peterson om een theologie van kleding te ontwerpen is hiervan een voorbeeld. De hedendaagse 

mode heeft juist een sterke democratiserende neiging, een diesseitige focus op het leven van elke 

dag en is in toenemende mate een alomtegenwoordig fenomeen.  

In het daaropvolgende hoofdstuk (hoofdstuk 3) wordt ingegaan op de Protestantse traditie. 

De Reformatie bracht niet alleen een nieuwe benadering van beeldcultuur met zich mee, maar ook 

een nieuwe blik op modieuze kleding. Binnen de verschillende stromingen van de Reformatie was 

Calvijns oproep tot sociale verantwoordelijkheid en eenvoudige kleding onafhankelijk van rang of 

stand een alternatief voor Luthers stilzwijgende goedkeuring van de hiërarchie die door mode werd 

uitgedrukt en de radicale verwerping van mode door Menno Simonsz. Deze zelfde stimulans om 

mode te doordenken dreef de Nederlandse theoloog Abraham Kuyper in zijn poging om een eigen 

gereformeerde mode te ontwerpen en de Zwitserse theoloog Karl Barth in zijn wens om mode als 

een scheppingsgegeven te beschouwen. Een overzicht van deze benaderingen laat zien dat de 

calvinistische traditie probeert om mode niet alleen te zien als een kwestie van persoonlijke deugd, 

maar als een sociale en politieke factor. Bij Calvijn wordt dat zichtbaar in zijn door het kruis 

gedreven benadering van luxewetgeving, bij Kuyper in zijn analyse van de relatie van de Franse 

mode tot secularisatie en bij Barth in hoe hij hedendaagse mode zag als onderdeel van de geddeloze 
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machten. Zo breidden zij niet alleen de verbinding tussen God en het leven van elke dag uit, maar 

anticiperen bovendien de hedendaagse debatten in modetheorie. 

Omdat de “theologische zwaargewichten” uit de traditie van de Reformatie mode serieus 

nemen bouwt het derde deel van de dissertatie hierop voort: een poging om een hedendaagse 

benadering van modetheorie te ontwerpen in lijn met de traditie van de Reformatie. Dit wordt 

uitgewerkt in de drie volgende constructieve hoofdstukken waar opeenvolgend de politieke, 

esthetische an poëtische raakvlakken van theologie en modetheorie worden behandeld vanuit een 

gereformeerd perspectief. 

De eerste van deze constructieve hoofdstukken (hoofdstuk 4) biedt een overzicht van drie 

verschillende visies op de relatie tussen geloof, mode en de publieke ruimte: Jürgen Habermas’ 

criteria van een ‘redelijke’ publieke ruimte vrij van mode en geloof; Gilles Lipovetsky’s mode-

erotiek als ‘opening’ van de publieke ruimte ten koste van geloof; En Charles Taylors herziening 

van geloof in de seculiere ruimte van mode en de publieke ruimte. Aan deze drie benaderingen 

wordt vervolgens een hedendaagse gereformeerde visie toegevoegd in de vorm van een herziening 

van Kuypers idee van een modieuze met geloof gevulde pluralistische publieke ruimte. Hier wordt 

betoogd dat Kuypers oorspronkelijke visie, gewijzigd in het licht van Taylors concepten van ‘de 

ruimte van mode’ en ‘sociale denkbeelden’, wel niet zonder interne spanning is, maar toch 

ruimschoots reden geeft aan christenen om als christenen blijvend te investeren in zowel het 

domein van de mode als de publieke ruimte. 

In hoofdstuk 5 staat de discussie centraal of kunst mode is en wordt deze theologisch 

doordacht. Het idee dat kunst en mode elkaars tegenpolen zijn en de visie dat zij in elkaar opgaan 

worden verworpen en in plaats daarvan worden twee essentiële bijdragen aan de discussie 

onderzocht: de filosofische en theologische esthetiek. De grondleggers van de filosofische 
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esthetiek hadden weinig op met mode maar werden tot heroverweging gedwongen door nieuwe 

ontwikkelingen in het veld. De klassieke theologie verging het vergelijkbaar en werd ook 

gedrongen haar aversie tegen mode te herzien. Eén van de belangrijkste voorbeelden van een 

dergelijke herziening vinden we in de neocalvinistische traditie. De beweging van deze traditie op 

het punt van de theologische esthetiek wordt in dit hoofdstuk voor het voetlicht gebracht om aan 

de hand daarvan een gereformeerde esthetiek te ontwikkelen waarin mode een eigen plaats heeft. 

De pogingen van de neocalvinistische traditie om zich te confronteren met moderne kunst worden 

vervolgens beschreven om te concluderen dat deze weinig behulpzaam zijn voor een theologische 

waardering van de esthetiek van mode. Het hoofdstuk besluit met de veel behulpzamer benadering 

van de neocalvinistische filosoof Nicholas Wolterstorff in zijn recente boek Art Rethought. Daarin, 

zo wordt aangetoond, liggen goede mogelijkheden voor een theologische waardering van de kunst 

van mode. 

In het slothoofdstuk van dit onderzoek (hoofdstuk 6) wordt een theologische waardering 

gegeven van de niet te onderschatten kracht van mode om niet alleen de wereld van mode maar 

ook het dagelijks leven drastisch te beïnvloeden. Om dit te bereiken wordt vervolgens uitgelegd 

hoe (alledaagse) mode een dramaturgisch karakter heeft door drie elementen, tijd, het narratieve 

en de performance, op eigen wijze beeldend construeert. De eerste, de verhouding van de mode 

tot de tijd, laat zien hoe zij de centrale plaats van ‘het nieuwe’ en ‘het heden’ van de moderniteit 

beïnvloedt. De tweede, het narratieve, laat zien hoe bepalend mode is voor de vorming van groepen 

die ons level betekenis geven. De derde, performance, toont hoe de mode van elke dag deel 

uitmaakt van de performances van het leven. Deze drie poëtische elementen die het drama van de 

alledaagse mode bepalen worden vervolgens vanuit de (gereformeerde) theologie belicht. 

Opeenvolgend wordt getoond hoe Augustinus’ constatering van enkele aporieën in het tijdsbegrip 
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uit de Confessiones een theologisch antwoord geeft aan de tijdelijkheid van mode, vervolgens hoe 

de filosoof Paul Ricoeur inzicht biedt in de relatie tussen de narrativiteit van mode en narratieve 

theologie, en, tot slot, hoe recente gereformeerde dramaturgische theologie verheldert hoe de 

performance van mode verenigbaar is met Calvijns theater van Gods glorie. 

De dissertatie sluit af met de conclusie dat er nog veel ruimte is voor vervolgonderzoek op 

het belangrijke snijvlak van deze twee disciplines. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

WHAT DOES PARIS HAVE TO DO WITH JERUSALEM? 
 

In Jonathan Swift’s allegory, “The Tale of the Tub,” three brothers receive wonderful coats 

from their father. Upon giving the coats the father (i.e. God) warns the brothers not to amend them 

in any way. In spite of this warning “Peter” (the apostle Peter), “Martin” (Martin Luther), and 

“Jack” (John Calvin) set off to do just the opposite: bringing their frocks in line with the latest 

fashion. The results are ruinous.  

Swift’s story (an allegorical argument for traditional Anglicanism) inadvertently displays 

a well-worn assumption: theology and fashion don’t mix. This idea is not without cause. Even a 

cursory glance seems to reveal conflicting aims. Theology traffics in the eternal; fashion traffics 

in the new. Theology is concerned with beautifying the soul; fashion is concerned with beautifying 

the body. Theology evokes the solemn; fashion evinces the frivolous. Theology calls for humility; 

fashion invites arrogance. Theology carries herself with moral solemnity; fashion prances in with 

her seasonal transgressions.   

Could anything be more different than theology and fashion? 

Those so convinced may go so far as to conclude the rise of fashion is complicit with the 

fall of theology: Its constantly shifting reference an eventuation of the corrupting influence of late 

medieval nominalism; its cult of self-surveillance traceable to Luther’s undue fixation with his 

own salvation; its conspicuous celebration of market forces rooted in what Max Weber saw as 

Calvinism’s unwitting investment in capitalism. For these reasons and more, fashion’s theological 
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despisers would be little surprised that—as Aileen Ribeiro details in Dress and Morality—the rise 

of fashion has regularly been checked by theologians.1   

However, even if we do not see fashion and theology as mortal enemies, we are still left 

with the question of how, if at all, the two could possibly be talked about in the same breath. Are 

such discussions meant to fill in the lacuna of the mutual influence of liturgical vestments and 

period dress?2 Does this entail recovering theological sources feeding textile patterns—such as the 

role of Leviticus’s condemnations of mixing two kinds of cloth on the stripe’s historic association 

with the diabolical?3 Are we to take up the commercialization of religious symbolism, such as in 

popular T-shirts announcing “Jesus Is My Homeboy”?4 Does this mean cataloguing the 

innumerable references on catwalks to religious iconography (the Cross, the Resurrection, the 

Virgin Mary)?5 Or, again, does an enquiry into the relationship of theology and fashion entail 

reflecting devotionally6 or theologically7 on what “putting on Christ” might mean?8 

Although these steps might move us in the direction of bridging the discussion, they don’t 

deal with the issue head-on. For they fail to take fundamental questions about fashion itself 

seriously: What sort of thing is fashion? Where does it come from? Where it is going? Without 

																																																								
1 Aileen Ribeiro, Dress and Morality (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1986).  
2 See for example Lena Dahrén’s “Fashioning the Early Modern Swedish Nobility-Mirrored in Preserved 

17th Century Liturgical Textiles” and Tove Engelhardt Mathiassen’s “Luxurious Textiles in Danish Christening 
Garments: Fashionable Encounters Across Social and Geographical Borders” in Fashionable Encounters: 
Perspectives and Trends in Textile and Dress in the Early Modern Nordic World, eds. Tove Engelhardt Mathiassen, 
Marie-Louise Nosch, Maj Ringgard, Kirsten Toftegaard and Mikkel Venborg (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2014).  

3 Michel Pastoureau, The Devil’s Cloth: A History of Stripes (New York: Washington Square Press, 1991).    
4 Colleen McDannell, Material Christianity: Religion and Popular Culture in America (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 1995), 57-64	
5 Amy Macmillan, “Faith in Fashion,” Christianity Today, December 29, 2013 accessed online August 23, 

2016 at http://www.christiantoday.com/article/faith.in.fashion/35154.htm.  
6 Lauren Winner, Wearing God: Clothing, Laughter Fire, and Other Overlooked Way of Meeting God (New 

York: Harper One, 2015). 
7 Dan Lé, The Naked Christ: An Atonement Model for a Body Obsessed Culture (Eugene, OR: Pickwick 

Publications, 2012).  
8 Romans 13:14, Galatians 3:27.	
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addressing these primary questions any attempt to understand the relationship between theology 

and fashion will remain cursory.   

Maybe the reason few have waded into these primary questions is they are not as simple 

as they seem. In fact, they have generated an increasing amount of discussion and debate among 

academics in the last half century. Indeed, during this period works exploring fashion 

(monographs, edited collections, reference works, etc.) have steadily grown from a smattering of 

volumes, to an emerging cottage industry, to a significant wing of publication for major publishers 

such as Berg (now under Bloomsbury) and Routledge.9 Another indicator of this development is 

the explosion of schools that now offer fashion studies. These include not only degree programs 

added to existing universities, but the emergence of “elite” institutions in Europe, North America, 

and Asia dedicated to the study of fashion.10 Finally, is the proliferation of academic conferences 

on fashion that, in turn, feed a growing number of dedicated academic journals on fashion.11  

The abundance of such resources, of course, should not be a defeater. After all, theology 

has taken other cultural developments and their related theoretical discourses seriously—music, 

																																																								
9 These two publishing houses boast the most reference works in fashion studies. Berg/Bloomsbury has 

published reference works such as Valerie Steele’s The Berg Companion to Fashion (2010), Abby Lillethun’s and 
Linda Welters’ (eds.) The Fashion Reader (2011) and Joan B. Eicher’s (ed.) ten volume Encyclopedia of World Dress 
and Fashion (2011). Routledge has published Malcolm Barnard’s (ed.) Fashion Theory: A Reader (2007), Peter 
McNeil’s (ed.) Fashion: Critical and Primary Sources (2009), A four volume reference set edited by Malcolm Barnard 
simply titled Fashion (2011), and the multi-editor (de la Haye, Entwistle, Root, Black, Thomas, Rocamora) volume 
The Handbook of Fashion Studies (2013).  

10 Considered among these “elite schools” are Parsons School of Design (New York), The Fashion Institute 
of Technology (New York), Central Saint Martins (London), London College of Fashion, Royal College of Art 
(London), Instituto Marangoni (Milan), Politecnico di Milano, Ecole de la Chambre Syndicale de la Couture 
Parisienne, ESMOD (Paris, et al.), Antwerp Royal Academy of Fine Arts, and Bunka Fashion College (Japan). For a 
self-professed “unscientific” list of the “Top 50 places to study fashion” see http://fashionista.com/2010/12/the-top-
50-fashion-schools-in-the-world-the-fashionista-ranking#46 (accessed October 21, 2015).  

11 In the past two decades there has been a growing number of academic journals focused on fashion: Fashion 
Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body and Culture (est. 1997), International Journal of Costume and Fashion (est. 
2007), International Journal of Fashion Design, Technology and Education (est. 2008), Fashion Practice (est. 2009), 
Critical Studies in Fashion and Beauty (est. 2010), Critical Studies in Men’s Fashion (est. 2014), Fashion and Textiles 
(est. 2014) and International Journal of Fashion Studies (est. 2014). 
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film, literature, television, theater, social media, etc. This suggests the time is ripe for a serious 

theological engagement with this fast-expanding field.  

But where to start? 

Readers may be surprised that what follows does not turn its sights more closely on the 

ethical issues plaguing fashion. As a slew of volumes on fashion and ethics now demonstrates,12 

fashion has come under close ethical scrutiny in recent years on a host of issues: the outsourcing 

of manufacturing, the livability of wages across cultures, the dangerous conditions in which 

sweated labor operates, eating disorders, environmental issues in textile production, and the multi-

billion-dollar counterfeiting industry (“knock-offs”). For many, this litany suggests the ethical 

issues plaguing fashion provide the most suitable place for theology’s “moral voice” to speak into 

this burgeoning conversation. And indeed, it is heartening to see Christians are beginning to take 

ethical issues the fashion industry generates quite seriously.13 One hopes such worthwhile—if not 

all together pressing—issues continue to garnish thoughtful Christian attention and action. 

However, as important as ethical issues plaguing the fashion industry are, the current dissertation 

demonstrates that such issues do not get to the heart of the complex relationship between theology 

and fashion. 

Closer to the aim of this dissertation is the considerable body of feminist, neo-Marxist, and 

post-colonial engagement within fashion theory. These perspectives demonstrate not only a serious 

																																																								
12 This includes volumes such as V. Ann Paulins and Julie L. Hillery, Ethics in the Fashion Industry (New 

York: Fairchild Books, 2011), Jeanette Kennett and Jessica Wolfendale, eds., Fashion-Philosophy for Everyone: 
Thinking With Style (Oxford: Blackwell, 2011), Safia Minney, Naked Fashion: The New Sustainable Fashion 
Revolution (Oxford: New Internationalist, 2011), Elizabeth L. Cline, Over-Dressed: The Shocking High Cost of Cheap 
Fashion (New York: Penguin, 2012), Clare Press, Wardrobe Crisis: How We Went Form Sunday Best to Fast Fashion 
(Carlton, Australia: Nero, 2016). 

13 Possibly the best and most recent example of engaging with the ethics of fashion from a Christian 
perspective is Simon Ward’s recent book, The Character of Fashion, Malta: Whitebench, 2016. Also confronting 
ethical issues plaguing fashion is Christian writer Whitney Bauck’s webzine “Unwrinkling: Fashion, theologically 
and thoughtfully,” accessed November 15th, 2015 at unwrinkling.com.  
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moral resolve, but offer a full-throated theoretical exposure and reframing of fashion in light of 

their distinct vantage points. (Vantage points, it might be said, that are not always registered in 

fashion’s overt themes.) Even so, this dissertation has resisted the temptation to merely insert 

feminist, liberation, and post-colonial theologies into the feminist, neo-Marxist, and post-colonial 

engagements within fashion theory. There are two reasons for this. 

Of first concern is the way fashion theory, as with many disciplines birthed in the modern 

period, has become susceptible to the assumption that intellectual inquiry in the modern era is 

qualitatively different from that which came before it. Given theology’s considerable lineage, any 

attempt to overcome the silence between the two disciplines will inevitably entail challenging the 

academy’s faith in the rational sufficiency of the present. Indeed, an implicit argument in this 

dissertation is that such conceit plays no small part in the current invisibility (among theologians 

and fashion theorists alike) of theology’s historic, long-standing engagement with dress and 

fashion.14   

Secondly, as helpful as such a project of applying feminist, liberation, and post-colonial 

theologies might be, the impulse here is to avoid ushering theology into the conversation by way 

of an ideological frame that retains points in tension with theology’s native environment. After 

all—given not only the modern university’s multi-perspectival approach, but also fashion theory’s 

own invitation to multiple perspectives—why shouldn’t a “theological theology” also find her 

voice in this emerging discipline?15  

Exemplary of such an approach is the late theologian Colin Gunton’s understanding of 

theology as not only addressing the nature of God, but also the interrelated nature of God to life 

																																																								
14 John Webster “Theologies of Retrieval” in The Oxford Handbook of Systematic Theology, eds. John 

Webster, Kathryn Tanner, and Ian Torrance (Oxford: Oxford, 2007), 585.  
15 See R. David Nelson, Darren Sarisky and Justin Stratis, eds., Theological Theology: Essays in Honour of 

John B. Webster (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2015), 5.  
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and the world at large.16 (Indeed, for Gunton, limiting theology to intra-mural debates about divine 

simplicity, impassibility, etc. is itself part of the fragmentation of knowledge that emerged from 

the Enlightenment.17) As he claims in The One, The Three and the Many: God, Creation and the 

Culture of Modernity, you can never ultimately separate fundamental (“cosmological”) 

commitments from fields of intellectual enquiry (such as fashion theory), try as one may. So, while 

disciplines such as fashion theory may have a proper autonomy, they neither can nor should be 

“unrelated to questions arising from other realms of meaning.”18  

Following Gunton, I shall speak of Christian theology as a discipline with its own 

methodological approaches seeking to articulate a comprehensive perspective from the vantage 

point of Christian doctrine. So, although what follows does not take up the intricacies of the 

incarnation (“God dressed in human flesh”), explore the implications of social trinitarianism for 

the role of dress in navigating the dialectic between social (unity) and individual (diversity) 

identity, or expound the vast reservoir of Biblical texts on dress, what follows involves theology 

nonetheless; as it attempts to understand a facet of life and the world in light of theology’s 

methodological and doctrinal commitments.   

In light of such, this dissertation seeks to offer an initial engagement between these two 

disciplines in three movements: First (Chapter 1), by arguing fashion theory’s “multiple 

perspectives” approach and common intellectual real estate entails fashion theory takes theology 

seriously, and vice versa. Next (Chapters 2 & 3), by demonstrating the long legacy of both Catholic 

and Reformed accounts of (fashionable) dress. Third (Chapters 4, 5 & 6), by modeling the promise 

																																																								
16 Colin E. Gunton, Theology Through the Theologians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996), 10-13.  
17 While Gunton lays the blame for compartmentalizing knowledge to the modernist project, he ultimately 

traces the impulse to exclude theology from other forms of meaning to theology itself. Colin Gunton, The One, The 
Three and the Many: God, Creation and the Culture of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge, 2005), 84.  

18 Gunton, The One, The Three and the Many, 151.  
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of such interaction through a contemporary Reformed engagement with political, aesthetic and 

poetics elements of fashion.  

Before launching into our study, it should be said that bridging alienated bodies of 

knowledge is tricky, to say the least. Just as a rudimentary bridge often serves as the first link 

between two islands, what is offered here is merely an initial structure.  Because I have set out to 

make broad connections, inevitably, what follow is ambitious. Although I have attempted to detail 

my moves as much as possible in the footnotes, too many significant thinkers are invoked to do 

justice to the depth and breadth of their contribution. Exposure for such a project seems inevitable. 

Given the nature of this project, those hoping to find in these pages a definitive engagement 

between theology and fashion theory—a superhighway between the two disciplines, if you will—

are sure to be disappointed. I have not set out to explain fashion by way of theology, or vice versa. 

Nor have I sought to resolve the unsettled, at times agonistic, relationship between theology and 

fashion theory. Rather, the hope is that through elucidating the considerable historic and 

contemporary mutual investment these disciplines have, and by modeling three loci of 

engagement, the promise of new horizons in these currently estranged disciplines will emerge.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

Suspending Disbelief:  

Theology and Fashion’s New Theoretical Discourse 

 
 

“Fashion is perhaps the proverbial Pandora’s box. In opening it up to scrutiny, its 
colours, fabrics and enchantments fly out along with all their magical, seductive 
and even nerve jangling meanings that—try as one might—one can never contain 
again. This is its fascination and indeed its difficulty—its lack of parameters, lines 

or even limits.” – Tim Edwards 
 

“Sooner or later any area of study that develops sufficient critical mass will begin 
to scrutinize itself.” – Michael Carter 

 
“[…] understanding the mindset of academic discplines other than one’s own can    
be a challenging exercise in ethnography that often requires at least a temporary 

suspension of disbelief.” – John Styles 
 
 
 
Fashion’s Emerging Discipline 

In the last five decades, serious academic work on fashion has emerged. At the theoretical 

center of this international explosion of fashion studies is the discourse of fashion theory. Fashion 

theorist Malcolm Barnard describes fashion theory as the study of “the various approaches to the 

identification, analysis and explanation of fashion and clothing.”19 Two things to note in Barnard’s 

definition: First, there is a wide variety of positions (from the street to the ivory tower) on how to 

																																																								
19 Malcolm Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2014), 4. As Rocamora and 

Smelik put it, “To Theorize about fashion means to develop propositions and arguments that advance the 
understanding of its logic and manifestations.” See Agnés Rocamora and Anneke Smelik, eds., Thinking Through 
Fashion: A Guide to Key Theorists (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2016), 3. 
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understand fashion.20 Second, fashion by its very nature is a complex phenomenon that requires 

multiple perspectives.  

Those who study the history of theorizing about fashion will recognize that a multiple 

perspectives approach has not always been the case. Early theorists of fashion often framed their 

anthropological, sociological and psychological assessments in terms of universal human needs 

that dress performed: modesty, protection, and decoration.21 Using this framework as a starting 

point, these early theorists offered elaborate (albeit totalizing) stories of the phenomenon of 

fashion: fashion as the evolution from homogeneity to individuality (Spencer), fashion as an 

autonomous cultural order (Kroeber), fashion as conspicuous consumption (Veblen), fashion as 

the dialectic of imitation and differentiation (Simmel), fashion as the dialectic of modesty and 

display (Flügel), or fashion as Zeitgeist (Laver).22  

With the accumulation of these various accounts, and in light of the many academic 

disciplines that now take up fashion (anthropology, art history, classics, culture studies, economic 

history, film studies, gender studies, literary studies, marketing, theater and performance studies, 

psychology, philosophy, politics, semiotics, social history, sociology, social psychology, and 

others), the idea that any one discipline (much less a singular account) could give an adequate 

explanation of fashion is no longer tenable.23 This is why fashion theorists underscore the 

																																																								
20 In fact, according to Barnard, anyone donning dress in the modern West can’t help but form (at least tacitly) 

views about fashion. See Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 17, 23. 
21 As Michael Carter has shown, these three performances (modesty, protection, decoration) discussed in 

Thomas Carlyle’s classic Sartor Resartus remained in the backdrop of early discussions on fashion by theorists 
Herbert Spencer, Thorstein Veblen, Georg Simmel, John Flügel and James Laver. Michael Carter, Fashion Classics: 
From Carlyle to Barthes (New York: Berg, 2003). For Carlyle’s view of fashion’s essential performances also see 
Tim Edwards, Fashion in Focus: Concepts, Practices and Politics (New York: Routledge, 2011), 14.  

22 These summaries are distilled from Carter’s Fashion Classics. Carter shows the connections between these 
theorists, such that they all might be considered “fashion classics.”  

23 Roland Barthes serves as an interesting transition between the early approaches that offered totalizing 
perspectives, and the multiple perspectives approach of contemporary fashion theory. In The Fashion System, Barthes 
calls for an end to looking for any one dimension as the source of fashion. Yet, as Michael Carter points out, his 
solution of a comprehensive “system” still has traces of a totalizing account. This is seen in his insistence on retaining 
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importance of inviting multiple viewpoints in assessing fashion. As Barnard states, it is “entirely 

appropriate to insist on the necessity of using different theories in order to study fashion.”24  

Yet notably absent among not only Barnard’s but other fashion theorists’ interdisciplinary 

approach is the contribution of Christian theology.25 Why is this so? Have theologians26 not 

discussed fashion? Is there something inherent in theology itself that makes this so? Conversely, 

is it because of the nature of fashion theory? Is fashion theory by definition a secular discourse? 

Or, to suggest a third possibility, is this absence due to the historic relationship between the two 

fields? One of the central aims of this volume is to address theology’s conspicuous absence in 

fashion’s emerging discourse by offering fresh theological engagement. In light of this, we begin 

by unpacking fashion theory; for it is only once we understand the theoretical real-estate fashion 

theory carves out for itself that points of convergence and conflict between the two disciplines 

emerge: the coinciding concerns and contested accounts shared by fashion theory/theorists and 

theology/theologians.  

Before launching into our discussion, a note about how we shall proceed. Characterizing 

two fields of study within a single chapter is ambitious. Theology and fashion theory are no 

																																																								
his own founding narrative involving “un acte de pure protection,” that offers the “social origin” of a structuralist 
account. Carter, Fashion Classics, 154-155.  

24 Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 23. Barnard’s argument that fashion will remain an essentially 
contested concept implies that certain concepts have disagreements about their essence built into the concept itself. 
Indeed, gaining a clear understanding of the conceptual richness of the term requires an articulation of all positions.” 
See Marvin Carlson, “What is Performance?” in The Performance Reader, 3rd edition, eds. Henry Bial and Sara Brady 
(New York: Routledge, 2016), 72.  

25 This is not to deny the burgeoning interest in the role religion plays in mediating dress. Consider, for 
example, Gabriella Lazaridis and Linda B. Arthur, eds., Religion, Dress and the Body (New York: Bloomsbury, 1999); 
Reina Lewis, ed., Modest Fashion: Styling Bodies, Mediating Faith (I.B. Tauris, 2013); and also Lynne Hume, The 
Religious Life of Dress (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013). These studies describe the relationship of religious 
dress in performing one’s faith. In contrast, the question before us here is if the conversation can move beyond a social 
scientist’s third person account of the way (Christian) religion inscribes sexual mores, group solidarity, social control, 
etc., through dress. In other words, more than merely assisting with the derivation of identity markers among 
Christians, can theology speak into the theoretical frameworks driving the field?  

26 Unless stated otherwise, the term “theology” and “theologians” refers to Christian theology and Christian 
theologians.  
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exceptions: the former being a nearly two-thousand-year-old discipline, the latter a recent, ever-

expanding field. Offering a “sketch” of these two and how they relate is daunting. The expansive 

nature of these disciplines make it impossible to do justice to all of the various theorists, themes 

and sub-fields within a single chapter. Because breadth comes at the expense of depth—

invariably—what follows does not have the luxury of going into great detail. However, this does 

not relegate the chapter to the fleeting impressions of a flâneur strolling between two quite 

different theoretical edifices. Rather, it serves to lay out major districts in which theology and 

fashion theory find themselves inhabiting common space, even as they retain their differences. 

Therefore, to remain focused on the aim of the chapter, our survey will proceed with a tailored 

approach: fitting fashion theory and theology to five areas of overlap. The idea being, having 

offered a modest survey of the field of fashion theory as it relates to theology, we may shed new 

light on theology’s absence. 

 

What Is Fashion? 

As stated above, one of the vital questions fashion theory seeks to address is what fashion 

is.27 As every academic knows, defining key terms in a discipline involves entering contested 

terrain. This is no less true for those seeking to define the somewhat ambiguous term “fashion” 

within fashion studies.28 Although a one-size-fits-all definition may never be forthcoming, this 

does not keep us from identifying salient features often invoked when attempting to talk about 

																																																								
27 Other questions include: What conditions cause or allow fashion to occur? Does fashion have a beginning? 

What role does fashion fulfill in individual lives and society? How is fashion disseminated and how does that effect 
fashion?  

28 Although etymological approaches can shed light on different uses of the term, they do not resolve 
contested issues. For the etymology of the term “fashion” see Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 11-15 and 
Marta González and Laura Bovone, eds., Identities Through Fashion (New York: Berg, 2012), 49-50.  
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what kind of thing fashion is. (In fact, without such efforts, it is nearly impossible to have a 

discussion.) Therefore, we begin by noting two things commonly associated with fashion. 

First, as numerous fashion theorists have noted, one of the most conspicuous features of 

fashion is change.29 Indeed, when we say a garment is “in” or “out” of fashion, we are speaking of 

an on-going process (independent of any particular garment) involving the continual replacement 

of articles of clothing. This dynamic, of course, is bigger than clothing. An internal logic of 

continual, systematic change is evident in a number of arenas30: furniture, cars, technology, etc. 

can also be assessed in terms of their embrace of systematic change; that is, of objects within the 

																																																								
29 Elizabeth Wilson writes, “Fashion in a sense is change, and in modern Western societies no clothes are 

outside fashion.” See Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and Modernity (London, I.B. Tauris, 2003), 3. 
According to Joan Entwistle, “’Fashion’ is a general term which can be used to refer to any kind of systemic changes 
in social life, in architecture or even academia.” See Joan Entwistle, The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern 
Social Theory, 2nd edition (Maiden, MA: Polity, 2015), 45. The importance of change for fashion is noted by early 
fashion theorists such as Georg Simmel for whom fashion is “the changing and contrasting form of life.” Georg 
Simmel, “The Philosophy of Fashion,” in Simmel on Culture, eds. David Frisby and Mike Featherstone (London: 
Sage, 1997), 202. Similarly, John Carl Flügel distinguished between “fixed and modish [fashionable] dress” in The 
Psychology of Clothes (London: Hogarth Press, 1930), 129-130. This characteristic is also mentioned by noted 
philosophers discussing fashion. Thus Kant’s claim “all fashions are mutable ways of living” in Immanuel Kant, 
Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 143. In kind G. W. 
Hegel addresses “the immanent logic of constantly changing fashions and fads” in J.J. Malley, K.W. Algozin, H.P. 
Kainz and L.C. Rice, eds., The Legacy of Hegel: Proceedings of the Marquette Hegel Symposium, 1970 (The Hague: 
Martinus Nijhoff, 1972), 205-206. More recently philosopher Karen Hanson has claimed “Fashion is inherently 
associated with change.” See Karen Hanson, “Dressing Down Dressing Up—The Philosophic Fear of Fashion,” 
Hypatia 5 (1990), 108. Anna Margaret Branch claims that it is not “change” per se, but the ever-newness (no necessary 
tie to the past or future) of the change that is “essential” to fashion. See Anna Margaret Branch, “Identity and 
Intersubjectivity” in Identities Through Fashion, 50-51. Similarly, Lars Svendsen also accents change in terms of the 
“now” of fashion. According to Svendsen, “A fashion object does not in principle need any particular qualities apart 
from being new.” Lars Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy (London: Reaktion, 2006), 28. 

30 George Simmel, who drew a sharp distinction between fashion and clothes, saw no intrinsic link between 
clothing and fashion. Indeed, for Simmel, not all areas of life were agreeable to fashion. As he states, “the domination 
of fashion is most unbearable in those areas which ought to be subject only to objective decisions: religiosity, scientific 
interests, and even socialism and individualism have all been the subject of fashion.” See George Simmel, “The 
Philosophy of Fashion,” 190. Also see Carter, Fashion Classics, 61.  
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system moving “in” or “out” of fashion.31 However—to be clear—for fashion theorists, the focus 

is on the systematic change of items of dress and styles of personal adornment.32  

It is noteworthy that although fashion’s penchant for change has been highlighted 

repeatedly by those who theorize about fashion, it is characterized differently based upon a given 

theorist’s understanding of fashion. In fact, a theorist’s take on fashion’s change often serves as a 

litmus test for their over-all assessment of fashion. Generally speaking, theorists with a positive 

view of fashion typically characterize fashion’s change through positive lenses; those with a 

negative take deride fashion’s flux. One sees this in the contrasting accounts of French sociologist 

Giles Lipovetsky and Norwegian philosopher Lars Svendsen. Lipovetsk’s generally positive take 

on fashion characterizes fashion’s propensity for unending novelty and rotating reference as 

reinforcing social logics critical for a thriving democratic culture.33 In contrast, Svendsen’s 

suspicions of fashion’s capacity as an art, frailty as a language, etc. matches his condemnation of 

fashion’s flux as a telos-less pursuit, a never-ending hunt for originality, a mere change for 

change’s sake.34  

 A second qualification typically employed by those seeking to identify fashion is fashion’s 

provenance. Early fashion theorists such as Thorstein Veblen, Georg Simmel, and John Carl Flügel 

identified fashion with dress specific to Western modernity. This early association of fashion with 

																																																								
31 A distinction can be made between fashion fads and the systematic change of fashion. Whereas fads refer 

to specific items which become very popular for a limited time, fashion depicts the broader logic of change regardless 
of the popularity of any given item. So, while we might say there could be a “fad” regarding a particular view in the 
sciences, a religious outlook, the acquisition of a particular language, etc., it is arguable that these arenas do not 
necessarily display “fashion” in the sense of a systematic intentional logic of change. For this view see González and 
Bovone, Identities Through Fashion, 2, 28. 

32 Note that not all clothing is “in” or “out” of fashion. Uniforms, traditional ethnic dress, religious vestments, 
standardized clothes, classics and costumes for theatrical presentation are not part of the intentional, systemic logic of 
change one finds within fashion, even if style elements from these can be incorporated into fashion. Branch, “Identity 
and Intersubjectivity,” 51-53.  

33 For Lipovetsky, hierarchies depend upon tradition, while democracies require a flexibility that challenges 
tradition. See Giles Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), 31.  

34 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 21-35.  
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Western modernity could easily be construed as a case of projection. Indeed, when we look at 

major theorists who have influenced fashion studies, they overwhelmingly are moderns from the 

West (Marx, Freud, Benjamin, Barthes, Baudrillard, Foucault, etc.). Even so—and in spite of 

minority reports35—most fashion theorists continue to identify a special relationship between 

fashion and the rise of Western modernity.36 In making this claim, these theorists index a variety 

of factors, such as the rise of capitalism, the industrial revolution, technological developments, 

democratic initiatives, social mobility, etc., all of which contributed to the rise of the economic, 

social, and cultural mechanisms necessary for fashion. Thus, having surveyed the field, Joanne 

Entwistle concludes that “the evidence for treating fashion as a historically and geographically 

specific system of dress is overwhelming and convincing.”37   

Thus, for the purpose of this dissertation, these two salient features, fashion’s relationship 

to change and fashion’s relationship to Western modernity, provide the following provisional 

definition of fashion: Fashion is the rapid interplay of dress that, although global in reach and 

evident in non-Western cultures, finds its eventuation primarily in developments in the modern 

West.  

 

																																																								
35 Susan B. Kaiser suggests fashion should be understood as transnational, not merely Western or 

“euromodern.” See Susan B. Kaiser, Fashion and Cultural Studies (New York: Bloomsbury, 2012), 33. Also resisting 
a Western provenance for fashion is Jennifer Craik, The Face of Fashion: Cultural Studies in Fashion (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 5.  

36 Christopher Breward and Caroline Evans, eds., Fashion and Modernity (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2005); Giles Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 15; Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams: Fashion and 
Modernity, 16; Edwards, Fashion in Focus, 12; Fred Davis, Fashion, Culture, and Identity (Chicago: University of 
Chicago, 1992), 26, 28; Malcolm Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 17-18; Karl Gutzkow, “Fashion and the 
Modern” in The Rise of Fashion: A Reader, ed. Daniel Purdy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 
196-205; Yuniya Kawamura, Fashion-ology: An Introduction to Fashion Studies (New York: Berg,), 24-28; Ulrich 
Lehmann, Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002); Chris Breward, “Style and 
Modernity” in Fashion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 159-168; Caroline Evans, Fashion at the Edge, (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2003), 291-309.  

37 Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 44. Or again, as Baudrillard summarizes, “Fashion exists only within the 
framework of modernity.” Jean Baudrillard, “The Enchanted Spectacle of the Code,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, 
ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007), p. 465.  
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Multiple Perspectives 

The questions such a provisional definition raises notwithstanding,38 there are reasons to 

be reluctant when it comes to a one-size-fits-all definition of fashion. As previously noted, 

definitions are not theory-neutral, and therefore any definition inevitably puts forward a particular 

perspective of fashion to the exclusion of other perspectives. So, rather than working off of a fixed 

definition of fashion, contemporary fashion theorists prefer to spend their time highlighting the 

various ways fashion has been examined, understood, and explained. One way of accounting for 

these various perspectives (again, without limiting oneself to any one approach) is to speak of 

viewing fashion through a variety of (“fashion and”) angles. Behind this approach is the idea that 

a given perspective should be seen as part of a conceptual network of positions that, when taken 

together, offer a robust account of the phenomenon of fashion.39 In what follows, we will follow 

this approach: exploring various angles on fashion so as to identify important shared areas of 

concern with Christian theology. We begin with fashion’s relationship to art. 

 

Fashion and Art: Fashion involves the creation of artifacts that attend to aesthetic elements such 

as color, texture, form, and style. This is one reason fashion has historically been considered from 

the vantage point of art history.40 But in what sense, if at all, is fashion art? On this there have been 

																																																								
38 Already this definition introduces new questions: What constitutes “modern”? If there are multiple 

modernities, which of these is fashion a part of? What constitutes the “West”? Where does the “West” begin and end? 
Is anything added by placing these terms together (i.e. “modern West”)?  

39 “Fashion studies, then, is by definition an interdisciplinary field.” See Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking 
Through Fashion, 3; Also see Abby Lillethun, and Linda Welters, The Fashion Reader (New York: Berg, 2011), 118; 
Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 11; and González and Bovone, Identities Through Fashion, 1-6.  

40 Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 48. For example, Anne Hollander’s Seeing Through Clothes (Berkley, CA: 
University of Berkley Press, 1993) explores clothes in works of art so as to understand both how art illuminates dress 
and how historical shifts shape perception of clothing. However, as Joan Entwistle states, there is a danger in 
Hollander’s approach given “The body in art might present a static, tidy, more ‘comprehensive’ image than in reality 
and might therefore be easier to study.” See Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 71. For a discussion on methodological 
issues in the art history approach to fashion see Aileen Ribeiro, “Re-Fashioning Art: Some Visual Approaches to the 
Study of the History of Dress,” Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture 2:4 (December 1998): 315-
326.   
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a wide variety of views.41 Traditionally there was a desire to distance fashion from art proper by 

distinguishing between "high” or “fine” arts and "decorative" or "applied” arts. From the 

eighteenth century on, art was considered a venture involving the artist reaching into the depths of 

their subjectivity to produce artifacts worthy of disinterested contemplation. Art on this count was 

to exhibit the timeless quality of the sublime. In contrast, fashion (along with other items such as 

furniture and ceramics) was downgraded during this period to mere “craft.” Its ephemeral nature, 

“utility,” and dubious relationship with the market disqualified it as an object worthy of 

disinterested contemplation. 

But the shifting nature of both art and fashion reframed this relationship. On the fashion 

side of the equation, designers began to be identified as artists,42 fashion shows took on 

performance-art like qualities, and fashion began finding its way into a number of museums.43 On 

the art side of the equation, modern art challenged the ideal of disinterested contemplation, the role 

of the sublime was dislodged as a criterion for judging art, and a vision of art as above or outside 

utility was deconstructed. As a result, the debate as to whether fashion is art has shifted into 

discussions of how the two systems (modalities of presentation, reception, and practice) relate as 

respective aesthetic discourses.44  

Theology’s long-held engagement with art and rich reflection on the theological import of 

aesthetics indicates debates regarding the relationship of fashion’s aesthetics to art have 

																																																								
41 Zandra Rhodes and Alice Rawsthorn, “Is Fashion a True Art Form?” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, 103-

104. 
42 The Englishman Charles Frederick Worth is arguably the first truly modern fashion designer. He not only 

designed gowns for French nobility, but did so with the rise of mass production. To distinguish his work from those 
who might copy it (either through mass production or by hand), Worth positioned himself as a serious artist, even to 
the extent of mimicking the trend among Second Empire bohemians and romantics by dressing like Rembrandt in a 
velvet beret, cape and flowing tie. See Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 32. Also see Breward, Fashion, 28-34.  

43 Marie Riegels Melchoir and Birgitta Svensson, eds., Fashion and Museums: Theory and Practice (New 
York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014). Judith Clark and Amy de la Haye, Exhibiting Fashion: Before and After 1971 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014).  

44 Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas, eds., Fashion and Art (New York: Berg, 2012), 4-6. 
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theological consequence. Historically, theologians have seen God as the fountainhead of all 

beauty, and therefore have been drawn to think of art and aesthetics in terms of contemplating 

beauty. But modern art has generated new debates within theological aesthetics regarding a 

theological account of art. While beauty continues to garnish much attention within theological 

aesthetics,45 recently a movement has emerged desiring to reframe theological aesthetics in light 

of the challenges of modern art.46 To the degree that fashion’s aesthetics (like modern art) has 

dislodged beauty and contemplation as a qualification for art, it offers new theoretical challenges 

and theological terrain for those working in theological aesthetics.  

 

Fashion and Economics: As Walter Benjamin famously pointed out, art cannot be hermetically 

sealed from the form of its production.47 Straddling “a space between art and capital,”48 fashion 

must account for not only individual artist-designers producing beautiful, one-of-a-kind haute 

couture, but also the mass production of an industry that involves sweated labor, textile mills, 

dangerous factories, and fast fashion. Fashion is, after all, a trillion-dollar industry that produces 

(literally) tons of clothing daily.49 Far from the romantic vision of creativity, stunning runway 

																																																								
45 John Milbank, Graham Ward and Edith Wyschogrod, Theological Perspectives on God and Beauty 

(London: Trinity Press Intl., 2003); Daniel J. Treier, Mark Husband and Roger Lundin, eds., The Beauty of God: 
Theology and the Arts (Downers Grove, IVP Academic, 2007); Bruno Forte, The Portal of Beauty: Towards a 
Theology of Aesthetics, trans. David Glenday and Paul McPartian (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008); Ceclia 
González-Andrieu, Bridge to Wonder: Art as a Gospel of Beauty (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2012).  

46 Daniel A. Siedell, God in the Gallery: A Christian Embrace of Modern Art, eds. Robert K. Johnston and 
William A. Dyrness (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008); Daniel A. Siedell, Who’s Afraid of Modern Art?: 
Essays on Modern Art and Theology in Conversation (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2015); Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Art, 
Religion and the Grand Narrative” in Art Rethought: The Social Practices of Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 42-54. William A. Dyrness and Jonathan A. Anderson, Modern Art and the Life of a Culture: The Religious 
Impulses of Modernism (Grand Rapids, MI: IVP Academic, 2016). 

47 According to Benjamin, mechanically reproduced works of art are dislodged from space and time. As a 
result, “that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of the work of art. This is a symptomatic 
process whose significance points beyond the realm of art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of 
reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it 
substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence.” Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 2007), 221. 

48 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 93.  
49 Frances Corner, Why Fashion Matters (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2014), 70-71.  
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models, and self-expression, the mass production of fashion introduces a host of troubling ethical 

issues: the politics of globalization, the exploitation of international workers, and the sustainability 

of throw-away fashion.50  

However, it has been the role of consumption, rather than production, that fashion theorists 

have traditionally focused on.51 In his Philosophy of Fashion one of fashion theory’s founding 

fathers, German sociologist Georg Simmel, spoke of the “lower strata” imitating the “upper strata” 

such that “every higher stratum throws aside a fashion the moment a lower one adopts it.”52 

Following suit was another founding theorist, Thorstein Veblen. In his Theory of the Leisure Class, 

Veblen argued fashion is a cycle that begins with the conspicuous consumption of fashionable 

items by a higher social group seeking to display its pecuniary strength.53 In turn, lower social 

groups desiring to obtain equal social status imitate the consumption of goods the higher group 

buys. This is answered by the higher group distinguishing itself with the consumption of new 

fashionable items, and so goes an endless cycle of distinguishing and emulating.  

This idea of fashion as a game of “keeping up with the Joneses” has become a truism in 

popular culture.54 However, although such “trickle down” approaches to the consumption of 

fashion might have accurately represented previous eras in the rise of fashion, a closer inspection 

																																																								
50 V. Ann Paulins and Julie L. Hillery, Ethics in the Fashion Industry (New York: Fairchild Books, 2009); 

Elizabeth L. Cline, Over-Dressed: The Shocking High Cost of Cheap Fashion (New York: Penguin, 2012), Clare 
Press, Wardrobe Crisis: How We Went Form Sunday Best to Fast Fashion (Carlton, Australia: Nero, 2016); Safia 
Minney, Slow Fashion: Aesthetics Meets Ethics (Ottawa, ON: New International, 2016). 

51 This trend is changing. For recent accounts on the production of fashion see Barnard, Fashion Theory: An 
Introduction, 133-139 and Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 208-244. 

52 Simmel, Simmel on Culture, 202-203. 
53 Thorstein Veblen, Theory of the Leisure Class (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
54 One of the ways Simmel’s and Veblen’s views entered into popular circles was in Theodor Seuss Geisel’s 

(a.k.a. “Dr. Seuss”) The Sneetches, wherein naïve creatures, who "never will learn" become obsessed with displaying 
stars on their bodies ("stars upon thars"). This results in an exhausting cycle driven by market forces all too eager to 
play off of social competition. Theodor Seuss Geisel, The Sneetches and Other Stories (New York: Random House, 
1961), 20, 22. 
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of today’s fashion reveals something very different.55 In fact, upper classes do not always show a 

mindless consumption of designer labels,56 and emulation of style goes both ways.57 Indeed, street 

style, thrift shops, and DIY projects indicate a far more active, pluralistic, and polycentric 

consumption than the above scenario suggests;58 not to mention the active way subcultures eschew 

mainstream trends.59 Finally, as economist Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold have argued, the idea that 

consumption of fashion can be reducible to passive forces (whether the hidden power of fetish or 

mechanisms of class distinction) ignores the important role of developments in manufacturing, the 

complex history of supply and demand, and shifting economies.60 These factors remind us that 

robust economic accounts of fashion must take in a host of concerns when looking at the actual 

dynamics of the relationship between production and consumption.61  

Theologian Paul Tillich once called Karl Marx, “the most successful of all theologians 

since the Reformation.”62 In making this statement, Tillich was pointing to the theological ghosts 

that haunt economics: be it Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,”63 or Marx’s commitment to 

																																																								
55 Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold, “The Manufacture of the Fashion System” in The World of Consumption 

(New York: Routledge, 1993), 95.  
56 Terri Agins, “What Happened to Fashion?” in The Fashion Reader, 533-534.  
57 Fine and Leopold, The World of Consumption, 129; Annette Lynch and Mitchell D. Strauss present 

arguments for a “trickle-across” theory in Changing Fashion: A Critical Introduction to Trend Analysis and Meaning 
(New York: Berg, 2007), 66-72; For more arguments against “trickle-down” also see Corner, Why Fashion Matters, 
24-25.   

58 For active vs. passive consumption see Malcolm Barnard, Fashion as Communication (New York: 
Routledge, 1996), 130-131. For fashion’s pluralism and polycentrism see Fred Davis, Fashion Culture and Identity, 
107-108.   

59 Ted Polhemus, “Trickle Down, Bubble Up,” Angela Mc Robbie, “Secondhand Dresses and the Role of the 
Ragmarket,” Sonnet Stanfill, “Punks and Pirates: The Costiff Collections of Vivienne Westwood,” and “Yuniya 
Kawamura, “Japanese Street Fashion: The Urge to be Seen and to be Heard” in The Fashion Reader, 450-469; Also 
see Mary Douglas, “Too Difficult” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, 104. 

60 Fine and Leopold, The World of Consumption, 95.  
61 In fact, a detailed account of fashion must not only take up production and consumption, but also 

distribution and exchange. Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 134; Peter Braham, “Fashion: Unpacking A 
Cultural Production” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, 351.  

62 Paul Tillich, A History of Christian Thought: From Its Judaic Hellenistic Origins to Existentialism (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1967), 476.  

63 Matthew B. Arbo, “On the Idea of Commerce as a Natural Means of Human Improvement: Adam Smith’s 
Theory of Progress,” in Theology and Economics: A Christian Vision of the Common Good, eds. Jeremy Kidwell and 
Sean Doherty (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015), 93-108. Smith’s hand, according to some critics, ends up being 
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metaphysical materialism.64 Of course, Tillich is by no way the first or latest theologian concerned 

with issues related to production and consumption. During the same period as the rise of fashion 

studies, theologians have provided theological cases for the responsible use of natural resources65 

and fair labor practices.66 They’ve explored the theological implications of the forces that drive 

the market:67 challenging the assumption that production and consumption have exclusive rights 

to understanding human exchange,68 and exploring how philosophy and narrative informs 

economic views—thereby confronting the picture of economics as a purely empirical study 

grounded in nature, scientific precision, and mathematical exactitude.69    

 

																																																								
naturalism by another name. See John Cunningham Wood, Adam Smith: Critical Assessment vol. 1-2. (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 207. 

64 For the theological real estate assumed by Marx see D. Stephen Long, Divine Economy: Theology and the 
Market (London: Routledge, 2000), 88-101. For Theology’s role in shaping post-Enlightenment economics see Paul 
Oslington, “Christianity’s Post-Enlightenment Contribution to Economic Thought,” in Christian Theology and Market 
Economics, eds. Ian R. Harper and Samuel Gregg (Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar, 2008), 60-78.  

65 Recent theological engagements with natural resources include Norman Wirzba, From Nature to Creation: 
A Christian Vision for Understanding and Loving Our World (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2015); Jonathan 
R. Wilson, God's Good World: Reclaiming the Doctrine of Creation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013); 
Howard A. Snyder, Salvation Means Creation Healed: The Ecology of Sin and Grace: Overcoming the Divorce 
between Earth and Heaven (Eugene OR: Wipf and Stock, 2011); Laura M. Hartman, The Christian Consumer: Living 
Faithfully in a Fragile World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).  

66 A landmark Catholic theological engagement with labor practices is John Paul II’s, Human Work: Laborem 
Exercens (Culver City, CA: Pauline Books, 1981). A more recent Catholic theologizing about fair labor practices is 
found in Angus Sibley, Catholic Economics: Alternatives to the Jungle (St. Paul, MN: Liturgical Press, 2015). Two 
noteworthy Protestant approaches discussing fair labor include Miroslav Volf’s, Work in the Spirit: A Theology of 
Work (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001), 40ff. and David H. Jensen, Responsive Labor: A Theology of Work 
(Louisville, KY: John Knox, 2006), 99-122.  

67 William T. Cavanaugh, Being Consumed: Economics and Christian Desire (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2008), 15-24; Daniel M. Bell Jr., The Economy of Desire: Christianity and Capitalism in a Postmodern World (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 170-174. 

68 Kathryn Tanner, Economy of Grace (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 47-48; Long, Divine 
Economy, 207-208; Cavanaugh, Being Consumed, 92-94; Bell, The Economy of Desire, 170-174. 

69 Tanner, Economy of Grace, 32. D. Stephen Long credits this naïve view of economics to the outcome of 
Weber’s “fact-value” distinction which assumes economic fineries are only possible with the forfeiture of theological 
reality. See Long, Divine Economy, 177. Bell sees capitalism as taking on an implicit theology, operating its own 
school of desire to train homo economicus. See Bell, The Economy of Desire, 93-122. For an extensive critique of the 
theology implicit in economics see Robert H. Nelson, Economics as Religion: From Samuelson to Chicago and 
Beyond (State College, PA: Penn State University Press, 2002).  
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Fashion and Communication: But fashion is more than a commodity, it is also a form of 

communication. The idea that we communicate with our clothing has become a truism. Indeed, it 

is not uncommon for fashion gurus to pontificate on the “messages” our clothing sends. But do we 

really send and receive messages through what we wear?70 Asked another way, if fashion is a kind 

of language, exactly how does it work? Clearly, a pair of shoes, dress, or suit (without print on it) 

does not send discursive messages (such as “I like riding the bus,” “formal occasions excite me,” 

“I’m a sensitive extrovert,” and so on). Dress is non-verbal, relying on visual representation that 

uses a combination of denotation and connotation.71 Additionally, these visual “texts” appear to 

have multiple authors: those who design the garment, those who produce the garment, those who 

market the garment, those who buy and wear the garment, etc. Similarly, there are any number of 

different receivers.72 These observations remind us that although "fashion statements" might 

communicate, exactly how these visual statements (with their respective grammar, syntax, and 

vocabulary) communicate requires some hermeneutical lifting.   

Roland Barthes recognized this. In his 1967 volume, The Fashion System,73 Barthes made 

it clear that his intent was not to discuss the speech acts of garments (“the vestimentry code”) but 

how words about garments (“the termilogical code”) can be combined with images (“the rhetorical 

code”) to represent the garment.74 Drawing on semiotician Ferdinand de Saussure’s structuralist 

																																																								
70 Barnard, Fashion as Communication, 28-33; Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 66-67. 
71 So, according to Malcolm Barnard, while the various lines, shapes, and patterns are recognized as 

representing parts of a jacket: lapels, pockets, buttons, pleats, etc., the jacket as a whole may serve as a signifier for a 
way of life (e.g. leisured, patriarchal, late Victorian, etc.). Barnard, Fashion as Communication, 82-87. Also see 
Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 79.   

72 For a discussion on the various sources of meaning in a garment see Barnard, Fashion as Communication, 
73-80.  

73 Roland Barthes, The Fashion System (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1990) originally 
published as Roland Barthes, Systeme de la Mode (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1967).  

74 Rather than seeing meaning as external to the garment (designer, wearer, authorities) or internal to the 
garment (pink is always for girls, blue for boys, etc.) Barthes argued meaning is something produced through shared 
rules that arbitrarily connects signifiers to signifieds. Assessing the relationship between word and image puts Barthes’ 
assessment of fashion advertising squarely in the conversation of intertextuality. For fashion and intertextuality see 
Graham Allen, Intertextuality: The New Critical Idiom, 2nd edition (New York: Routledge, 2011), 59-91. 
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hermeneutic, Barthes described the mythological transformation of a garment as part of a larger 

semiotic code.75 Barthes’ impulse to think of fashion as a complex semiological system of 

differential gaps has been groundbreaking for fashion theory, launching what has been called 

fashion theory’s “linguistic turn.”76  

Barthes’ The Fashion System emerged during a turning point in his career. In the mid-

sixties, Barthes’ emphasis shifted from a focus on the differences between signs (structuralism) to 

the arbitrary and contrived (not “natural”) quality of semantic codes (post-structuralism). This shift 

in Barthes (to be further advanced by Jacques Derrida’s différance and, later by Michelle 

Foucault’s accounts of power driven discourses) underscored the plasticity of fashion’s 

semanticity. In turn, this move was taken up and developed by a number of theorists: Baudrillard’s 

1976 Symbolic Exchange and Death offered a postmodern take on fashion as the purest form of 

simulacra, an enchanting play of signs that float above signifiers;77 Fred Davis’s view of fashion’s 

“low semanticity” communicating “allusively, ambiguously, and inchoately” so as to manifest 

conflicted cultural and social tensions;78 Malcolm Barnard’s recent account of fashion as one of a 

																																																								
75 Three things to note: First, Barthes’ work on fashion was part of a larger movement of semiotic readings 

of culture. See Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking Through Fashion, 8 and John Storey, Cultural Theory and Popular 
Culture: An Introduction (Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 2006), 87-104. In addition, Barthes’ project 
is very much about decoding and thereby demythologizing fashion. His Mythologies gives examples of this process 
in regard to everyday consumer goods: toys, cars, detergent; see Roland Barthes, Mythologies (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 2013). Finally, one should note the importance of relations of contrast in the structuralist model. Rather than 
assuming that naming identifies a substantial, essential or natural meaning, the arbitrary “other than x” vicarious self-
identification of signs (“mother has meaning in relation to “father,” “daughter,” and “son”) within the language 
systems is the basis for an antirealist view of language. This, in turn, is taken up in in the post-structuralist turn with 
Derrida’s deferral of meaning and Foucault’s identity politics.  

76 As Rocamora and Smelik note, the term “turn” reminds us of the ever-shifting (i.e. fashionable) nature of 
thought in late modernity. For this as well as an overview of the linguistic turn in fashion see Rocamora and Smelik, 
Thinking Through Fashion, 7-11.  

77 Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1993), 92. 
Baudrillard takes the semiology of Barthes and radicalizes it: claiming that in a postmodern age signs no longer signify, 
but rather become merely self-referential: the celebration and exchange of signs as an end in itself. As such, fashion 
transmutes into carnival, artifice and potlatch.   

78 Davis, Fashion, Culture and Identity, 5. 
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number of signifying practices of everyday life which socially construct meanings—thereby 

(re)producing cultural groups (along with their relative positions of power).79  

Working primarily within the context of the Biblical text, structuralism and post-

structuralism had little staying-power among theologians. Soon after it emerged, structural 

hermeneutics was applied by a handful of Biblical exegetes for analysis of the Bible.80 Similarly, 

it generated a modest interest in the field of liturgical theology.81 And although some Christian 

thinkers continue to be appreciative of the questions, criticisms and aperçus theorists working 

within the (post)structuralist heritage have raised,82 many theologians have been troubled by the 

paucity of results for the (Biblical) text83 and undermining implications for thought itself.84 Rather, 

																																																								
79 Barnard, Fashion as Communication, 38-39. 
80 Although a non-theist Barthes is no stranger to theologians, having both published two essays that applied 

structuralism to Biblical texts and lead a seminar to the Protestant theology faculty of the University of Geneva in 
1971. For Barthes’ and structuralism’s reception and eventual disfavor in Biblical studies see Anthony Thiselton, 
Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009), 195-204. 

81 The interest in structural hermeneutics by liturgical theologians was registered early in the discipline. This 
is demonstrated in Robert Taft, “The Structural Analysis of Liturgical Units: An Essay in Methodology,” Worship 52 
(1978): 314-329. This resulted in structuralist attempts to correlate fashion and liturgy, such as in Nathan Mitchelle’s, 
“Food, Fashion, Furniture: Some Contemporary Applications of Structural Semiotics,” Liturgy Digest 2:1 (Fall 1994): 
4-23. More recently, liturgical theologian Gordon Lathrop has relied on structuralism [Holy Things (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 1998); Holy People (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006); Holy Ground (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2009)]. Lathrop’s structuralism has not gone without critique. See Melanie Ross, “Joseph’s Britches 
Revisited: Reflections on Method in Liturgical Theology,” Worship 80:6 (Nov 2006): 528-550.  

82 John Milbank’s critique of modernity harvests postmodern suspicions of modernity in order to retrieve a 
lost pre-modernity. See John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Blackwell, 2006). Similarly, 
Christian philosopher James K.A. Smith offers an appreciative reading of post-structural sources such as Derrida, 
Lyotard and Foucault. James K.A. Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism? Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault 
to Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006).  

83 Robert Spivey, “Structuralism and biblical studies: the uninvited guest,” Interpretation 28 (1974): 140. 
Roger Lundin characterizes structuralism as naturalistic and therefore anti-Christian: a “system of philosophical 
naturalism which has become the tacit creed of literary theory and cultural studies.” Roger Lundin, Beginning with 
the Word (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014), 58-60. In turn, Kevin Vanhoozer deems post-structuralist 
hermeneutics a form of interpretive agnosticism that results in the dissolution of the author, the book and the reader, 
respectively. Kevin Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text? (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 135-139.  

84 Contesting the anti-realist implications of structuralism, Catherine Pickstock claims, “one cannot reduce 
the sign to a Saussurean immaterialized and de-linguistified signifier, for that would be to situate language in thought, 
and not vice versa. Rather, since it is the case that one can only think with the real words of actual languages, one 
cannot dispense with the obscure way in which sounds can conjure and invoke real things, however much this becomes 
conventionalized and one finds equivalents between the different sound-attachments of different languages.” Catherin 
Pickstock, Repetition and Identity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 72. 
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drawing on the work of Hans-Georg Gadamer85 and Paul Ricoeur,86 theologians have for the most 

part scuttled (post)structuralism, seeking a more robust account of the dynamic relationship 

between the author, the participation of the reader (in all her locatedness), and the “excess of 

meaning” or “overdetermination” of the text.87 This approach is exemplified in the work of 

theologian Kevin Vanhoozer who, having credited Gadamer and Ricoeur for thwarting the 

dissolution of the text through (post)structuralism’s deferred/polyvalent meanings, draws on 

speech-act theory (as Roland Barthes had touched on years before when speaking of actual 

garments) to argue that authors continue to be seen as communicative agents, texts as 

communicative acts, and readers as responders to texts.88  

 

																																																								
85 Gadamer writes, “it becomes clear that language is something other than a mere sign system denoting the 

totality of objects.” Furthermore, although Gadamer grants the signified and the sign are arbitrary, Gadamer refuses 
to erase an inescapable relationship between the signified and the referent, “experience is not worldess to begin with, 
subsequently becoming an object of reflection by being named, by being subsumed under the universality of the word. 
Rather, experience of itself seeks and finds words that express it.” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd edition (New 
York: Continuum, 2004), 416-417. 

86 For Paul Ricoeur’s critique of structuralism see Paul Ricoeur, “Structure and Hermeneutics” in The Conflict 
of Interpretation. Translated by Kathleen McLaughlin (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1974).    

87 “Perhaps no twentieth-century philosophers have done more on behalf of hermeneutics than Hans-Georg 
Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur. In similar ways, Gadamer and Ricoeur have tried to explain how interpretation is possible 
after the metaphysical shift away from the author and after the epistemological shift away from Newtonian objectivity. 
Despite other differences, Gadamer and Ricoeur are agreed in privileging the “horizon” or “intention” of the text 
rather than the author, and in viewing the text as a well of possible meaning from which diverse readers draw different 
interpretations. In short, the text has a sense potential, but actual meaning is the result of an encounter with the reader.” 
Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text, 106. Of these two, theologian Anthony Thiselton reports, “Paul Ricoeur 
and Hans-Georg Gadamer rank as the two most significant theorists of hermeneutics of the twentieth century. But 
although much of his theological work remains implicit rather than explicit, Ricoeur will have a lasting impact on the 
future of Christian theology perhaps even more than Gadamer.” Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction, 228.   

88 Vanhoozer draws on the speech-act theories of J.L. Austin’s, Jürgen Habermas and John Searle. Kevin 
Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005). This assessment contrasting semantic theories popular in cultural studies and 
speech-act theory popular among theologians suggests anyone interested in wedding theology and cultural studies 
give Habermas’s communicative action (itself attempting to bridge these two schools) the serious consideration that 
Siobhán Garrigan does in Beyond Ritual: Sacramental Theology after Habermas (London: Ashgate, 2004). In a similar 
criticism, Paul Jobling criticizes Barthes’ “logocentrism” that gives too little attention to the intertextuality of word 
and image. Paul Jobling, Fashion Spreads: Word and Image in Fashion Photography (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 1999), 88, 90-94. 
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Fashion and the Body: The linguistic turn has not been univocally celebrated within the field of 

fashion theory.89 In Joan Entwistle’s, The Fashioned Body: Fashion Dress and Modern Social 

Theory, Entwistle claims Barthes’ focus on “written clothing” omits the material, embodied worlds 

of fashion’s everyday practices. For Entwistle, (post)structuralism’s epistemological and 

methodological strictures reduced the fashion system to representation, and thereby effectively 

erased the world “beyond the text.”90 It served “armchair theorists” at the expense of hamstringing 

the discipline, leaving theorists unable to account for “real live bodies as they are lived and 

experienced.”91 This desire to recapture the “lived experience before it is written over and 

objectified by theory”92 and the conviction that “matter is in some sense fundamental and 

independent of human representation of it”93 helped spawn fashion theory’s “material turn.”94 But 

how have fashion theorists transitioned from text to textile, from emblem to embodied practice? 

To make this move, fashion theorists have leveraged a number of resources. Alongside 

Entwistle, Llewellyn Negris has turned to the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to recasts 

																																																								
89 “For what clothes may well express could be no more than a mood, whim or temporary need, largely 

unrelated to the basic personality, let alone the social identity, of the wearer. Thus, just because an individual dons 
casual clothes on a weekend, an observer would be mistaken in assuming from this that he or she is a ‘casual’ sort of 
person. For all it might indicate is that he or she experienced a need to relax that particular weekend.” Colin Campbell, 
“When the Meaning is Not a Message: A Critique of the Consumption as Communication Thesis” in Fashion Theory: 
A Reader, 165.  

90 “The world” in this instance refers to the body. This neglect has a long history and, as some see it, is native 
to fashion itself. As early as 1858 the ontological rupture of fashion (the loss of the body) is taken up by Théophile 
Gautier. In his De la mode (Paris: Poulet-Malassis & de Broise, 1858), 10-11 Gautier states, “In the modern age 
clothing has become man’s second skin, from which he will under no pretext separate himself and which belongs to 
him like an animal’s coat; so that now days the real form of the body has been quite forgotten.” [As translated and 
quoted in Lehmann, Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity, 40.]  

91 Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 68-70; Malcolm Barnard’s (post)structuralist account of the body is a case 
in point. Barnard claims “it is the ‘decoration’ that makes the body possible.” Later expanding Barnard states, “There 
may be a material and bodily reality that is beyond representation here, but representation is all we have with which 
to identify and understand both the body and adornment.” Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 39, 117. 

92 Diana Coole, “The Inertia of Matter and the Generative Flesh” in New Materialism: Ontology, Agency and 
Politics, eds. Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 93. 

93 John Frow, “Matter and materialism: a brief pre-history of the present” in Material Powers: Cultural 
Studies, History and the Material Turn, eds. Tony Bennett and Patrick Joyce (New York: Routledge, 2010), 27.   

94 Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking Through Fashion, 12.  
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the body as the primary means by which we encounter the world.95 Llewellyn claims that, to the 

degree bodily being-in-the-world informs our perspectives, we must take seriously fashion’s 

comportments, its haptic qualities, the way it informs a subject’s practical, reciprocal experience 

with sartorial objects.96 Also seeking to reclaim embodied practice is Efrat Tseëlon who, drawing 

on sociologist Erving Goffman’s concept of “microanalysis” and “self-presentation,” sought to 

understand the lived experience of those wearing fashion: the use, contexts, and interpersonal 

meanings subjects bring to their dress as they move between various social “stages.” Finally, 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of field, capital, and habitus have been employed. 

As Agenés Rocamora elucidates, Bourdieu reclaims important ways the fashion system relies on 

a social body inscribed with logics of practice.97  

Christian theology, with its doctrines of creation, the incarnation (God enfleshed and acting 

through a body), and resurrection, has celebrated and puzzled over embodiment throughout much 

of its history.98 It should therefore come as little surprise that the turn to the body within academia 

																																																								
95 Merleau-Ponty sought to reclaim the important role our body plays in knowing. As he summarizes: “The 

perceiving mind is an incarnate mind.” This means that the world itself is not a mathematical object but “the totality 
of perceptible things and the thing of all things […] the universal style of all possible perceptions” [emphasis mine]. 
Merleau-Ponty, “An Unpublished Text by Maurice Merleau-Ponty: A Prospectus of His Work” in The Primacy of 
Perception: And Other Essays on Phenomenological Psychology, the Philosophy of Art, History and Politics, ed. 
James M. Edie, trans. William Cobb (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1964), 3, 16. 

96 Llewellyn Negrin, “Maurice Merleau-Ponty: The Corporeal Experience of Fashion” in Thinking Through 
Fashion: A Guide to Key Theorists, eds. Agnés Rocamora and Anneke Smelik (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 115-131.  

97 Agnés Rocamora, “Pierre Bourdieu: The Field of Fashion” in Thinking Through Fashion: A Guide to Key 
Theorists, eds. Agnés Rocamora and Anneke Smelik (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 240.  

98 Margaret R. Miles writes, “Christianity, understood not primarily as a nexus of ideas but a concrete 
participation in a body—the Body of Christ—provides a very strong formulation of the centrality of physical existence, 
as do the doctrines of creation and the resurrection of the body.” Margaret R. Miles, Bodies in Society: Essay on 
Christianity in Contemporary Culture (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2008), 15. Caroline Bynum writes, “Western notions 
of the individual has taproots in medieval discussions of the ontological significance of body. If we see the individual 
as unique—valued yet opaque and unknown because (in the currently fashionable term) “other”—our assumption is 
informed by hundreds of years of puzzlement over embodiment. We in the 1990’s—like medieval theologians, poets, 
and mystics—find it difficult to think that any survival that really counts could entail loss of those markers the body 
bears: sex, race, personal appearance, and so forth.” Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in Western 
Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 341.  
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has been duly registered in Biblical studies,99 historical theology,100 philosophical theology101 and 

constructive theology.102 Yet it is possibly liturgical theology, with its focused attention on the 

relationship between belief and (embodied) practices (lex orandi, lex credendi),103 that resonates 

most deeply with fashion theory’s reclamation of the body.104 This promise is evident in James 

K.A. Smith’s Imagining The Kingdom: How Worship Works. Through sustained engagement with 

Merleau-Ponty and Pierre Bourdieu, Smith elucidates what he calls “the imagination,” a “quasi-

faculty” whereby we infer the world on a tacit, precognitive, visceral level: a capability that, 

																																																								
99 Silvia Schroer and Thomas Staubli, Body Symbolism in the Bible, trans. Linda A. Maroney (Collegeville, 

MN: The Liturgical Press, 1998); Esther J. Hamori, “Divine Embodiment in the Hebrew Bible and Some Implications 
for Jewish and Christian Incarnational Theologies” in Bodies, Embodiment and the Theology of the Hebrew Bible, 
eds. Tamar Kamionkowski and Wonil Kim (New York: T & T Clark, 2010), 161-183; Jean-Louis Chrétien, “From 
the Limbs of the Heart to the Soul’s Organs” in Carnal Hermeneutics, eds. Richard Kearney and Brian Treanor (Bronx, 
NY: Fordham University Press, 2015); Mark S. Smith, “The Three Bodies of God in the Hebrew Bible,” Journal of 
Biblical Literature, 134:3 (Fall 2015): 471-488. Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and Ancient Israel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). Klaus Berger, Identity and Experience in the New Testament 
(Minneapolis, MN: 2003). Joel B. Green, Body, Soul and Human Life: The Nature of Humanity in the Bible (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008). John A. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (Norwich, UK: 
SCM, 2012).  

100 Lynda Roper, “Martin Luther’s Body: The ‘Stout Doctor’ and His Biographers,” American Historical 
Review, 115:2 (April 2010): 351-384. Aida Sewell, Calvin and the Body (Amsterdam: VU Amsterdam Press, 2010).  

101 Brian Treanor, “Embodied Ears: Being in the World and Hearing the Other” in Words of life: New 
Theological Turns in French Phenomenology, eds. Bruce Ellis Benson and Norman Wirzba (Bronx, NY: Fordham 
University Press, 2010); Christopher Ben Simpson, Merleau-Ponty and Theology (Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2015).  

102 Here I have in mind David Brown’s God & Grace of Body: Sacraments in Ordinary (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007); Luke Timothy Johnson, The Revelatory Body: Theology as Inductive Art (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2015); Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel’s, I Am My Body: A Theology of Embodiment (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 1995); Lisa Isherwood and Elizabeth Stuart’s, Introducing Body Theology (Cleveland, OH: The Pilgrim 
Press, 2000).  

103 The Latin shorthand “lex orandi, lex credenda” is derived from Prosper of Aquitaine’s famous phrase 
leglem credenda lex statuat supplicandi. One of the founders of the discipline of liturgical theology, Russian Orthodox 
theologian Alexander Schmemann, was the first theologian to argue Prosper’s phrase leglem credenda lex statuat 
supplicandi could be summarized as lex orandi, lex credenda with the verb “to be” conjoining the two (“the law of 
prayer is the law of belief”). Although Schmemann’s contention has been challenged within the field, the question of 
the relationship between ritual practices and belief continues to be at the center of the discipline. For Schmemann’s 
view of the relationship between lex orandi and lex credenda see Alexander Schmemann, “Liturgy and Theology,” 
Greek Orthodox Review 17 (1972): 86-100. For a helpful review of the ensuing debate on the relationship between 
lex orandi and lex credenda see Maxwell Johnson, “Liturgy and Theology,” in Liturgy in Dialogue, eds. Paul 
Bradshaw and Bryan Spinks (London: SPCK, 1993), 202-225 and Paul Bradshaw, “Difficulties in Doing Liturgical 
Theology,” Pacifica 11 (June 1998): 181-195.  

104 Louis-Marie Chauvet, Liturgy and the Body, ed. François Kabasele Lumbala (London: SCM Press, 1995). 
Indeed, Maria Teresa Russo goes as far as to state that the reconnection of personal identity with corporality strikes a 
particularly Augustinian note. Maria Teresa Russo, “Strong Fashion and Weak Identity: A Necessary Association?” 
in Identities Through Fashion, 194.    
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instilled through rituals, utilizes an aesthetic register precisely because it is so closely tied to the 

body. The body, in other words, is the site which absorbs social logics through embodied practices 

(such as dress), thereby digesting meanings. Notably, although Smith’s focus is on liturgics, he 

just as easily applies his liturgical anthropology to the use of the corset in early 20th century 

England, observing how “different worlds of formative ritual also have their own vestments and 

attire that both express and shape a mode of comportment to the world.”105 

 

Fashion and Identity: To speak of social logics indicates the close proximity of our discussion to 

identity markers such as gender, class,106 age,107 and so on.108 Because all kinds of dress (not just 

fashionable dress) represent identity,109 what interests fashion theorists is the dynamic between 

fashion and identity markers: the way fashion uses these markers to both reveal and conceal 

oneself,110 how fashion both reinforces and challenges these markers.111 In this regard, some 

theorists highlight fashion’s ambiguous nature (a “visual metaphor”), a medium quite suitable to 

late modern ambivalences regarding gender, class, status, and so on.112 In addition to assessing the 

impact of fashion’s representation on identity, fashion theorists and historians of fashion also give 

																																																								
105 James K.A. Smith, Imagining The Kingdom: How Worship Works (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2013), 21.  
106 Susan B. Kaiser, “Class Matters,” in Fashion and Cultural Studies (New York: Bloomsbury, 2012).  
107 Julia Twigg, Fashion and Age: Dress, the Body and Later Life (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013).  
108 Laura Bovone contrasts these social identity markers (those markers that we share with others in our social 

group) with personal identity markers (what makes us unique individuals). González and Bovone, Identities Through 
Fashion, 2. 

109 Identity is what allows us to recognize a thing as the same despite the passage of time. Fashion is more 
ambiguous than static forms of dress, yet the range of dress also has the potential of communicating more than a static 
form.  

110 J.C. Flügel comes to mind when speaking of the dialectics of modesty and display. But also noteworthy 
in this regard are Erving Goffman’s account of the use of clothing for performative shifts in various social settings, be 
they “front” or “backstage.” See Erving Goffman, The Presentation of the Self in Everyday (New York: 
Doubleday,1959), 252-254. Joanne Finkelstein’s depiction of Beau Brummel’s carefully crafted image also comes to 
into play here. See Joanne Finkelstein, The Fashioned Self, (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991), 114. 

111 In this regard non-Western cultures can prove instructive. In Emma Tarlo’s, Clothing Matters: Dress and 
Identity in India (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996) Tarlo explores the way traditional dress 
(identifying caste, region, religion, etc.) has responded to “foreign” (fashionable) clothing.      

112 Davis, Fashion, Culture, and Identity, 24-25. 
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considerable attention to tracing the history of fashion’s relationship to these identity markers, and 

how these markers have been (de)constructed with the rise of fashion.113 

 Among these markers, fashion’s relationship to gender has received considerable attention. 

As Elizabeth Wilson puts it, “Fashion is obsessed with gender” as it “defines and redefines the 

gender boundary.”114 It is not without reason that gender has received attention in the field.  

Fashion studies’ emerged in conjunction with second wave feminism, a movement seeking to 

disentangle “sex” from “gender.” In line with these developments in the academy,115 those in 

fashion studies sought to understand the unique way fashion constructed and (de)constructed 

masculinity and femininity.116 Moreover, given the concomitance of feminist criticism with 

fashion studies’ own struggle for legitimacy, fashion theorists were uniquely invested in gender 

discussions. For, as theorists have pointed out, a patriarchic academy associating women with 

fashion contributed to early work on fashion being discounted as “frivolous,” “irrational,” “trivial,” 

and even “superficial.”117  

 But fashion theorists see fashion not only challenging identity markers such as gender 

(outward identity), but also the intersubjective world of the self (inward identity).118 As a modern 

																																																								
113 Christopher Breward, “Fashion and Identity,” in Fashion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 217-

222.  
114 Wilson, Adorned in Dreams, 117; Davis, Fashion, Culture, and Identity, 33-54; Entwistle, The Fashioned 

Body, 140-180.  
115 The influence of feminism as an academic movement on fashion studies is critical, although largely 

through its influence in the development of cognates such as women’s history and cultural studies and (with Marxist 
feminists) a renewed focus on production and consumption. Styles, “Dress in History: Reflections on a Contested 
Terrain,” Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture 2: 4 (December 1998): 387.   

116 Diana Crane, “Clothing Behavior as Non-Verbal Resistance: Marginal Women and Alternative Dress in 
thee Nineteenth Century” in The Fashion History Reader: Global Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2010), 335-
354. Of course, the way fashion impacts gender has been characterized differently by various types of feminism 
(Marxist, radical, liberal, dual-systems theory, etc.). For these types of feminism see John Storey, Cultural Theory and 
Popular Culture: An Introduction (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 2006), 105.  

117 See Lou Taylor, The Study of Dress History (New York: Palgrave, 2002), 80; Entwistle, The Fashioned 
Body, 146-150; and also Styles, “Dress in History: Reflections on a Contested Terrain,” 387.  

118 “The self is more than what appears on the surface. It is a slowly developed sense of who and what we 
are both externally and internally, with the process beginning in early childhood and continuing to develop throughout 
the life span.” Annette Lynch and Mitchell D. Strauss, Changing Fashion: A Critical Introduction to Trend Analysis 
and Meaning (New York: Berg, 2007), 13.  
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discipline (drawing on theorists such as Barthes, Benjamin, Butler, Deluze, Derrida, Freud, 

Foucault, Marx, Simmel, etc.) fashion theorists have rejected the self as “a fixed, unchanging 

essence given at birth by God, nature, or chance.”119 Rather, the self is predominantly characterized 

by fashion theorists as a flexible and dynamic phenomenon, emerging from shifting psychological, 

social, and cultural influences. Because the rise of fashion has worked in conjunction with 

changing views of the self, we can think of the fashioned self as having a history.120 Urban centers 

are often characterized as playing an important role in this history: dis-embedding individuals from 

traditional sources of identity (family, religion, ethnicity) and placing them adrift among a sea of 

strangers and fleeting images.121 This reconfigured identity was famously explored in Walter 

Benjamin’s account of the flâneur: an alienated individual surrounded by (and therefore dressing 

for) “strangers.”122  

With this new dispensation, identity becomes bound up in reflexivity:123 the self as both 

subject and object.124 Yet even after this shift, fashion theorists note a further critical development 

																																																								
119 Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking Through Fashion, 10. 
120 George Simmel argued that fashion works off of two drives: distinguishing and identifying ourselves 

from/with others. As Simmel describes it, these collide within fashion, “It is peculiarly characteristic of fashion that 
it renders possible a social obedience, which at thee same time is a form of individual differentiation.” George Simmel, 
“Fashion” in The Rise of Fashion, 297. For Simmel on individualization and identity see Entwistle, The Fashioned 
Body, 116. González and Bovone, Identities Through Fashion, 28.  

121 Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History (New York: Berg, 1998), 17; See also Wilson, Adorned 
in Dreams, 138; Entwistle, The Fashioned Body, 116; Lehmann, Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity, 188-189. 

122 Benjamin spoke of the flâneur as an urban spectator who roams the city alienated from her social world. 
Notably, Benjamin distinguished between the flâneur and the badaud or “person of the crowd.” While the latter 
lacked a strong sense of self, being merely “absorbed” into mass culture with its consumptive practices, the former 
retained a sense of (self-constructed) individual identity. Gregory Shaya, “The Flâneur, the Badaud, and the Making 
of a Mass Public in France, circa 1860-1910,” The American Historical Review 109:1 (February 2004): 49. Also see 
Benjamin, Illuminations, 170-173.   

123 “The questions of who we are as individuals and what we should do with our lives are no longer answered 
for us by cultural scripts and structural restraints. We are increasingly forced to answer these questions for ourselves; 
to reflexively construct a sense of our identity, biography and future trajectory. Our embodiment is central here both 
because it is the very substance of who we are and must necessarily be molded to fit our identity choices, and because, 
as Durkheim noted, it is our principle means of announcing our identity to both ourselves and other people.” Nick 
Crossley, Reflexive Embodiment in Contemporary Society (Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, 2006), 18.   

124 Karin A. Wurst, “Designing the Self: Fashion and the Body” in Body Dialectics in the Age of Goethe, ed. 
Marianne Henn and Holger A. Pusch (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2003), 47.  
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for the self: a move from the modernist project of identity construction to the late modern project 

of identity deferral.125 Although there are exceptions,126 for the most part the late modern self has 

been characterized in negative terms: a fragmented self,127 a fragile self,128 a liquid self,”129 a 

minimal self,130 and even (in typical Baudrillardian splurge) a haunted self.131  

  Not all fashion theorists accent the aforementioned views and sentiments regarding fashion 

and identity. Sociologist Colin Campbell challenges the assumption prevalent among fashion 

theorists that “identity depends on appearance.” For Campbell, this perspective tells us more about 

the history of sociology and philosophical biases than how identity actually works.132 Similarly, 

Maria Teresa Russo questions the assumption that, inevitably, “strong fashion equals weak 

identity.” For Russo, this theory only works if the logic of fashion is reduced to the logic of 

consumerism, something Russo is not ready to concede.133 Offering a different kind of challenge, 

others have identified a more positive role fashion plays for identity, suggesting that by assisting 

																																																								
125 Laura Bovone, “Fashion, Identity and Social Actors,” in Identities Through Fashion, 74. Admittedly, as 

Malcolm Barnard demonstrates, clear lines between modern and postmodern fashion are impossible to draw. Barnard, 
Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 151.  

126 Giles Lipovetsky sees late modern hyper-individualism destabilizing the subject, yet with (what he 
considers) positive outcomes. See Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 148-150. 

127 Eugene Lunn, Marxism and Modernism: An Historical Study of Lukács, Brecht, Benjamin, and Adorno 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1985), 36. 

128 Branch, “Identity and Intersubjectivity,” 62; Russo, “Strong Fashion and Weak Identity: A Necessary 
Association?,” 187.  

129 Zygmunt Bauman writes, “The search for identity is the ongoing struggle to arrest or slow down the flow, 
to solidify the fluid, to give form to the formless.” See Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Oxford: Polity, 2000), 
82.  

130 Christopher Lasch states, “The idea that ‘you can be anything you want,’ though it preserves something 
of the older idea of the career open to talents, has come to mean that identities can be adopted and discarded like a 
change of costume.” Christopher Lasch, The Minimum Self: Psychic Survival in Troubled Times (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 1984), 38.  

131 Baudrillard writes, “Today, every principle of identity is affected by fashion, precisely because of its 
potential to revert all forms to non-origin and recurrence. Fashion is always rétro, the spectral death and resurrection 
of forms.” Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant (London: SAGE, 1993), 88. For the 
haunted quality of late modern fashion also see Evans, Fashion at the Edge, 41-64. As Evans puts it, “the world of 
fashion is a place of ghosts, figures from the past who reconvene in the present through the voracious ‘tiger’s leap’ of 
fashion” (50). Ulrich Lehmann credits fashion’s enduring logic of change to its “haunted” quality. Lehmann, 
Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity, 192.  

132 Colin Campbell, “The Modern Western Fashion Pattern, Its Functions and Relationship to Identity” in 
Identities Through Fashion, 9-22. See also Campbell, “When the Meaning is Not a Message,” 159-167.  

133 Russo, “Strong Fashion and Weak Identity,” 187. 
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subjects in the narration of their lives fashion fortifies a subject’s identity.134 These voices 

demonstrate that, strong themes in the literature on fashion and identity notwithstanding, there 

remains “no clear consensus on the nature of this relationship.”135  

Ever since St. Paul challenged (ethnic, class, gender) identity markers—markers that were 

visibly represented through the dress of his day—Christian theologians have discussed the value 

and weight of these markers.136 It should therefore come as little surprise that, with the rise of 

feminism, Christian theology has witnessed an explosion of academic work applying feminist 

criticism.137 (Similar trajectories have been worked out in theology regarding issues of race, class, 

and so on.) This shift demonstrates how numerous theologians have turned from static, one-

dimensional views of social identity. One notes a similar interest among theologians desiring to 

understand the intersubjective self. Here theology boasts a long history, stretching back to 

Augustine’s self-reflexive work exploring the intersubjective nature of identity.138 These 

																																																								
134 Twigg, Fashion and Age, 75-95.  
135 Branch, “Identity and Intersubjectivity,” 48. Branch’s immediate focus is the relationship between 

personal identity and social identity. As she states, these two forms of identity among fashion theorists are at best 
ambivalent, if not at odds with each other. 

136 Paul wrote to his Galatian audience “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 
There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus.” See Galatians 3:27-28 (ESV).  

137 The literature is extensive. Indicating the breadth of the field are reference works such as Susan Frank 
Parsons, The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) and Mary 
McClintock Fulkerson and Sheila Briggs, The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theology (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 2015). 

138 In spite of Augustine’s components approach and recourse to the idea of a generic body (without sex, skin 
color, ethnicity, health, etc.), his contribution to explaining the ambivalence of the inner person, the experience of the 
self in space and time, and the relationship between this inner self and the outward body continues to fuel theological 
accounts of identity; even as debates continue regarding Augustine’s role as the inventor of the inner self [Phillip 
Cary, Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000)]; the creator of a self without 
metaphysics [Jean-Luc Marion, In the Self’s Place: The Approach of St. Augustine (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 2012)]; the one who collapsed temporality into the self [Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1984), Volume1, 18ff. and Richard Kearney, “Time, Evil, and Narrative: Ricoeur on 
Augustine” in Augustine and Postmodernism: Confession and Circumfession, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael J. 
Scanlon (Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2005), 145-147]; the undeserving heir of the Cartesian self [Michael 
Hanby, Augustine and Modernity (New York: Routledge, 2003), 161-177.]. 
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demonstrate, as Margaret R. Miles has aptly noted, that Christian theology has long considered the 

identity business her own.139  

 

Conclusion: A Self-Imposed Absence? 

The previous section offered a provisional definition of fashion and a brief overview of 

fashion from the perspectives of art, economics, communication, the body, and identity. Of course, 

this overview does not account for all of the various angles from which theorists explore fashion. 

We have yet to scratch the surface on fashion’s relationship to history, collective memory, 

globalization, politics, psychology, and so on. Similarly, our treatment of theology’s response has 

been merely suggestive, nodding in the direction of theological works so as to sketch how theology 

proceeds regarding the said issues. Undoubtedly, much more should be said, could be said, and 

will be said.   

However, the above indicates the significant overlap theology and fashion theory share. In 

regard to art, Christian thinkers are challenging traditional approaches to theological aesthetics 

that take beauty as the sine qua non of art. In regard to economics, numerous theologians have 

weighed in on issues such as production, consumption, and the market’s logic of exchange. In 

regard to communication, recent work by theologians developing performance theory and the 

hermeneutics of speech acts suggest ways of assessing not only literary texts but also fashion 

statements. Regarding the body, Christian theology has taken the body quite seriously throughout 

its various sub-disciplines. Finally, regarding identity, Christian theology has a track record of 

wrestling with issues such as identity markers and the intersubjective world of the self. In short, 

																																																								
139 Strangely, while both fail given their mutual penchant for bypassing the very real bodies (not thin- 

supermodelesque or resurrected) bodies we inhabit, Miles claims fashion, which competes with religion to create 
identities, was never intended to bear the full weight of identity. Miles, Bodies in Society, 109-110.  
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Christian theology also has a purchase on the intellectual real estate fashion theory claims; a 

situation that suggests theology should be invited to the conversation.140  

This overlap focuses the question we started with: whence theology’s absence?141 If indeed 

theologians share the same theoretical real estate as fashion theorists, why not invite theology to 

the multidisciplinary table? If fashion theorists are serious about their desire to invite all interested 

parties bringing a unique perspective, should not theology also have a voice? Indeed, claims 

fashion theorist have made (that were quoted at the top of our chapter) now take on new 

significance: Tim Edward’s depiction of fashion theory as one with expansive parameters,142 

Michael Carter’s claim that the field has reached a stage of self-scrutiny,143 John Styles’ charge 

for fashion theorists to suspend disbelief.144   

																																																								
140 This is not to say that all theologians and theological movements would be comfortable with fashion 

theory. Indeed, as our brief survey has evinced, this depends upon the particular theologian/theologies in question.  
While we can imagine some theologians/theologies—those working off of a classical conception of art, holding to a 
“trickle down” view of consumption, defending naïve views of communication, maintaining a Cartesian dualism that 
denigrates the body, and defending identity as a static given—eschewing fashion theory as a veritable Pandora’s box; 
our survey reveals that a number of contemporary theologians would be quite at home with the kind of discussions 
inherent to fashion theory.     

141 Given the shared concerns between these two fields one wonders if the problem is not with fashion theory 
per se but broader assumptions on the nature of academic discourse. Can we account for theology’s absence from not 
only (more narrowly) the secularization of the modern university but also (more broadly) the role of theological 
language in the public square? This is an important question, offering one possible source for the rift between theology 
and fashion (studies). This question involves the history of the secularization of the university such as is treated in 
George Marsden, The Soul of the American University: From Protestant Establishment to Established Nonbelief 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) and Julia A. Ruben, The Making of the Modern University: Intellectual 
Transformation and the Marginalization of Morality (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996). It also deals 
with the issue of the distinct role of theology among the various disciplines, such as is discussed by Davies, Crisp, 
D’Costa and Hampson, Christianity and the Disciplines: The Transformation of the University (London: 
Bloomsbury/T & T Clark, 2013). It has been argued that fashion shares a unique history with the rise of secularism. 
See Robert S. Covolo, "Faith in a Fashionable Age: Abraham Kuyper and Charles Taylor on the Secular Nexus 
Between Mode and Modernité," The International Journal of Public Theology 7:3. (2013): 297-314. Also see James 
Eglinton and George Harinck, Neo-Calvinism and the French Revolution (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 81-97. We 
shall return to the question of the role of theology in the public square in chapter four. 

142 Fashion is perhaps the proverbial Pandora’s box. In opening it up to scrutiny, its colours, fabrics and 
enchantments fly out along with all their magical, seductive and even nerve jangling meanings that—try as one 
might—one can never contain again. This is its fascination and indeed its difficulty—its lack of parameters, lines or 
even limits.” Edwards, Fashion in Focus, 1. 

143 “Sooner or later any area of study that develops sufficient critical mass will begin to scrutinize itself.” 
Carter, Fashion Classics, xi. 

144 “[…] understanding the mindset of academic discplines other than one’s own can be a challenging exercise 
in ethnography that often requires at least a temporary suspension of disbelief.” John Styles, “Dress in History: 
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But if fashion theorists did suspend disbelief, what would they find? Have theologians 

taken up the subject of fashionable dress? Or is theology’s absence self-imposed? It is to this 

question we now turn.   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
Reflections on a Contested Terrain,” Fashion Theory: The Journal of Dress, Body & Culture 2:4 (December 1998): 
388. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

(Ad) Dressing The Catholic Tradition: 

Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas 

 
 

“Whatever is plastered on is the devil’s work.” – Tertullian 
 

“It is completely irrelevant to the Heavenly City what dress is worn.” –Augustine 
 

“There can be virtue or vice in our style of dressing.” – Thomas Aquinas 
 
 
 

In the previous chapter we focused our attention on fashion theory: a recent, burgeoning 

discourse that seeks to understand differing theoretical approaches used to explain (or explain 

away) fashion. In this chapter we refocus our attention on Christian theology: an ancient theoretical 

discourse that seeks to understand Christian belief and practice. Having offered an initial 

exploration of the theoretical real estate fashion theory claims so as to identify coinciding concerns 

and contested accounts with theology, here we start from the other side of the equation: Christian 

theology’s historic claims regarding dress. How have Christian theologians understood dress?145 

As we saw in our previous chapter with fashion theory, our survey reveals far more than expected.  

Jesus admonished his followers to “take no thought” of what is put on the body.146 But this 

did not stop early Christian theologians from doing just that. The following chapter takes up dress 

																																																								
145 I have used the broader word “dress” rather than clothing because the former communicates not only 

particular articles but the way these articles are employed; be it for protection from elements, adornment, a signifier 
of identity, etc. 

146 “Therefore I say unto you, take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink; nor yet 
your body, what ye shall put on. Is not the life more than meat, and the body than raiment?” Matthew 6:5 (KJV). Jesus 
here refers to anxiety about having basic needs such as food and clothing. Eugene Peterson, seeking a dynamic 



				 38	
	
	

in what broadly can be called the Catholic tradition. Of course, the theologians explored here are 

also claimed by a number of Christian traditions. What makes these theologians “Catholic” is not 

only that they are from the pre-Reformation, but also that their understandings of dress, informed 

as they were by the historical contexts in which they were birthed, have played a critical role as 

both the backdrop to Christian theology broadly speaking (small “c” catholic in the sense of 

universal), and in a special way within Roman Catholic theologies of dress in the post-Reformation 

world.147 To better understand these contexts, we begin where the Christian faith begins: The 

Roman world.   

 

Roman Dress and the Patristic Period 

Recent years have witnessed a flowering of research on dress in the Roman world.148 As a 

result we have a greater appreciation for the various and detailed ways dress functioned: From the 

relatively fixed dress codes of the Republic and early Empire, to more complex forms of 

signification associated with the middle and late Empire. Increasing material resources, emerging 

cosmopolitan centers, and an expanding multi-cultural context all contributed to the transformation 

in the Roman World from a static form of dress to a rather complex, shifting sartorial phenomenon. 

So, while we must be careful not to equate dress in the Roman world with fashion in the modern 

																																																								
equivalence, paraphrases Matthew 6:5 to read, “don’t fuss about […] whether your clothes are in fashion.” Eugene H. 
Peterson, The Message Remix: The Bible in Contemporary Language (Grand Rapids, MI: Navpress, 2003), 1776.  

147 My treatment of Catholic views is meant to be illustrative rather than definitive, as a full orbed treatment 
of Catholicism and fashion is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

148 Judith Lynn Sebast, Larissa Bonfante, eds. The World of Roman Costume (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2001); A.T. Croom, Roman Clothing and Fashion (Charleston: Tempus, 2002); Liza Cleland, Mary 
Harlow, and Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, The Clothed Body in the Ancient World (Oxford: Oxbow, 2005), Allison Keith 
and Mary Edmondson, eds. Roman Dress and the Fabrics of Roman Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2008); Kelly Olson, Dress and the Roman Woman: Self-Presentation and Society (London: Routledge, 2008).  
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sense, dress historians are right to maintain that the Roman world developed its own fashion 

codes.149  

Christianity was born into this developing system of ancient fashion and, in fact, a number 

of Christians in this period demonstrated a sensitivity to the symbolic potency dress in the Roman 

world held. In light of this cultural phenomenon early Christian theologians took up the logic of 

Roman dress, offering theological treatises, sermons, and letters by way of detailing a “fitting” 

performance of their faith.150  

One of the earliest examples of theological reflection on dress is found in the work of 

Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-c. 215). In his Paedagogus (Gr. Παιδαγωγός, lit. “The Instructor”) 

Clement’s sartorial instruction for the newly converted demonstrates a surprising awareness of the 

details of dress within the Roman world. Providing not only theological reflection on various texts 

that speak of clothing (Gen. 3:7, 2 Kings 1:8, Is. 20:2, Jer. 13:1, Dan. 7:9, Mt. 6:25, Mk 1:6, Lk. 

7:22-28, Rev. 6:9, 11), Clement goes on to expound the implication of these texts for Christian 

approaches to various types of garments, shoes, jewelry, hair, facial hair, skin care regimens, 

cosmetics, wigs, hairstyling techniques, the use of undergarments to hide or accent the human 

figure, and other bodily ornamentation available in his second and third century Roman North 

African culture. Throughout Clement’s assessment is a critical attitude toward such fashions. As 

Clement queries, how could those who obey Matthew 6:25 possibly maintain:  

Love of ornament, and dying of wool, and variety of colors, and fastidiousness 
about gems, and exquisite working of gold, and still more, of artificial hair and 
wreathed curls; and furthermore, of staining the eyes, and plucking out hairs, and 

																																																								
149 Lars Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, trans. John Irons (London: Reaktion, 2006), 19-22.  
150 Kristi Upson-Saia, Early Christian Dress: Gender, Virtue, and Authority (New York: Routledge, 2011), 

33-58. Carly Daniel-Hughes, The Salvation of the Flesh in Tertullian of Carthage: Dressing for the Resurrection 
(New York: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2011), 15-44.  
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painting with rouge and white lead, and dying of the hair, and the wicked arts that 
are employed in such deceptions?151 
 

While Clement did have a place for modest ornamentation in line with one’s age, place in society, 

character, and vocation, the thrust of his message is that in light of vices (vanity, pride, and 

immodesty) associated with sumptuous clothing, and given the calling of Christians to share their 

resources with those less fortunate, those following Christ should don simple, straightforward and 

modest attire that eschews all “strangeness” and “extravagance.”152 In short, the godly were to 

dress with a self-disciplined gentility.   

 Other theologians in this period weighed in, offering similar detailed accounts and issuing 

their own warnings regarding the dangers of dress. The church father Cyprian (c. 200–258) 

supplied his own list of what constituted a Christian approach to dress. Like Clement, he too 

outlines modest, simple, and straightforward adornment. Among his rationales is his claim that the 

God of creation is at odds with the fabricated and artificial nature of sumptuous dress. After all, 

Cyprian crudely reasons, herbs and shellfish do not naturally dye cloth, stones set in gold are not 

native to creation, nor do we find pearls lined up like necklaces along the beach.153 Ambrose (c. 

340-397) sounds a similar note, calling Christians to adorn their bodies in a way that is “natural 

and artless, unstudied rather than elaborated, not heightened by costly and glistening garments, but 

just clad in ordinary clothing.”154 In kind is the counsel of the silver-tongued orator and theologian 

John Chrysostom (c. 349-407). Like other patristic writers, Chrysostom did not hesitate to go into 

																																																								
151 Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogus, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 2, eds. Alexander Roberts and James 

Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 264.  
152 “As, then, in the fashioning of our clothes, we must keep clear of all strangeness, so in the use of them we 

must beware of extravagance. For neither is it seemly for the clothes to be above the knee […] nor is it becoming for 
any part of a woman to be exposed.” Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogus, 266. 

153 Cyprian, On The Dress of Virgins, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 5, eds. Alexander Roberts and James 
Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 430-437.  

154 Ambrose, On The Duties of Clergy in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 10, eds. Philip Schaff and 
Henry Wace (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 15.  
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specific and practical details when guiding his congregants on the way Christians should dress.155 

Echoing a similar theme, in a sermon on Hebrews 11:37-38, Chrysostom drives home the 

importance of simple and modest dress, charging his fellow Christians, “Let our garments be such 

as merely to cover us. For God hath given them to us for this reason, that we may cover our 

nakedness; and this any sort of garment can do, though but of trifling cost.”156  

 

Tertullian: Faithful Dress in a Godless Culture  

The above survey indicates dress was not an uncommon subject for Christian theologians 

in the Patristic period. More could be said about how these and other patristic voices spoke about 

dress.157 However, for the sake of this study, we shall now focus our attention on one of the most 

prolific and earliest theological voices discussing dress: Tertullian of Carthage (c. 160 - c. 225). 

Although celebrated as a great apologist and a seminal source for Western theology,158 less 

attention has been cast on Tertullian’s treatises on dress such as On the Apparel of Women I & II 

(De cultu feminarum I & II), On the Veiling of Virgins (De virginibus velandis), and On the Pallium 

																																																								
155 Aideen M. Harney, “Dedicated Followers of Fashion: John Chrysostom on Female Dress,” in Women’s 

Dress in the Ancient Greek World, ed. Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones (London: Duckworth & Col, 2002), 243-258.  
156 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Hebrews in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 14, eds. Alexander 

Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 496. Chrysostom also takes up dress in his homily 
on 1 Timothy 2:8-10 wherein he states, “[…] Paul discourses much of dress and much of modesty. And if he would 
remove those things which are only the indications of wealth, as gold, and pearls, and costly array; how much more 
those things which imply studied ornament, as painting, coloring the eyes, a mincing gait, the affected voice, a 
languishing and wanton look; the exquisite care in putting on the cloak and bodice, the nicely wrought girdle, and the 
closely-fitting shoes?” John Chrysostom, Homilies on Timothy in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 13, eds. 
Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 433. For Chrysostom’s critique of the 
making and wearing of luxury clothing items see John Chrysostom, The Gospel of St. Matthew in Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, vol. 10, ed. Philip Schaff (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 307-309.   

157 Jerome, for example, also had a number of warnings about women guilty of “cramming their wardrobes 
with dresses, changing their gowns from day to day” and men who “think of nothing but their dress; they use perfumes 
freely, and see that there are no creases in their leather shoes.” Jerome calls these ancient fashion slaves to trade in 
their fastidiousness for a less expensive, unadorned dress that is “neither too neat nor too slovenly.” Jerome, The 
Letters of St. Jerome in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 6, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2004), 29, 34, 36, 48, 254, 262, 263.   

158 According to some, Tertullian is the most important Christian writer in the West before Augustine. See 
W. Le Saint, “Tertullian,” New Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: McGraw Hill, 1967), 1019.  
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(De pallio).159 In light of the considerable attention Tertullian gives to dress, and given the fact 

that many of his arguments are found among previous and subsequent Christian theologians, an 

understanding of his works on dress merits considerable attention. We therefore turn to his critical 

works on dress.  

 In On the Apparel of Women I & II Tertullian compels Christian women to forego the 

fledgling fashions of his Roman North African context for a simple, modest, and somber decorum.  

To make his case, Tertullian offers a number of arguments. First, and most notorious among his 

points, is his claim that women are the “devil’s gateway,” who, in light of their role in introducing 

sin into the world, should go about in a “garb of penitence” rather than the pomp of fine attire.160 

This unbridled shaming of his female audience has drawn much critical attention from feminist 

scholars.161 As important as these critiques are, this is only one of Tertullian’s numerous comments 

regarding dress. Going on, he claims it was the development of ostentatious dress such as jewelry, 

colored wools, and cosmetics that lay behind the account in Genesis 6:1-4 of angels falling (in 

both senses) for the daughters of man.162 Moving away from reference to the Biblical text, 

																																																								
159 Two notable exceptions being Alicia Batten, “The Carthaginian Critiques of Adornment,” Journal of 

Early Christian History 1.1 (2011): 3-21; and Carly Daniel-Hughes’ previously cited monograph The Salvation of the 
Flesh in Tertullian of Carthage: Dressing for the Resurrection.  

160 “You are the devil’s gateway: you are the unsealer of that forbidden tree: you are the first deserter of the 
divine law: you are she who persuaded him whom the devil was not valiant enough to attack. You destroyed so easily 
God’s image, man. On account of your desert—that is, death—even the Son of God had to die. And do you think 
about adorning yourself over and above your tunics of skin?” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women I in Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, vol. 4, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 14. 

161 Simone de Beauvoir’s 1949 classic Le deuxieme sexe [(The Second Sex (New York: Knopf Publishing, 
2010), 104.] has directed generations of feminist scholars to this so-called “gateway passage” of Christian misogyny.  
George Tavard, Women in the Christian Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1973), 59.  

162 Tertullian, The Apparel of Women I, 15. In doing so Tertullian pulls from the Book of Enoch’s description 
of the fallen “watcher” Azazyel, who “taught men to make swords, knives, shields, breastplates, the fabrication of 
mirrors, and the workmanship of bracelets and ornaments, the use of paint, the beautifying of the eyebrows, the use 
of stones of every valuable and select kind, and all sorts of dyes, so that the world became altered. Impiety increased; 
fornication multiplied; and they transgressed and corrupted all their ways.” Book of Enoch in The Apocrypha and 
Psuedepigrapha of the Old Testament, ed. R. H. Charles (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), chapter 8 sections 1-2. 
Although Tertullian acknowledges the canonicity of the Book of Enoch is in question, he gives counter arguments to 
support it. Clement of Alexandria, although not directly citing the Book of Enoch, also appeals to the fallen angels as 
the source of cosmetics, jewelry and hair-dos, “All which things sinning and apostate angels put forth by their arts, 
when, lowered to the contagions of earth, they forsook their heavenly vigor. They taught them also to paint the eyes 
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Tertullian turns to an argument from nature. Sounding a proto-Marxian note, Tertullian contends 

that elements used for luxurious dress (gold, silver, precious stones, pearls, etc.) are elevated 

beyond their place and value and therefore used in a way inconsonant with their natural origin and 

utility.163 Accordingly, Tertullian calls for the censoring of dyes that change the natural color of a 

garment. After all, Tertullian reminds us, God never made “sheep to be born with purple and sky-

blue fleeces.”164 Taking the point farther, he claims that the source behind changing the natural 

colors of textiles is the devil, “the corrupter of nature.”165 Like the devil’s own inordinate lust for 

glory, those tampering with their natural endowments do so to generate a self-focused “worldly 

glory”—thereby stealing God’s.166  

 Rejecting any distinction between inner character and outward appearance, Tertullian 

charges his female readers to clearly display their modesty.167 Accordingly, Christian women love 

																																																								
with blackness drawn round them in a circle, and to stain the cheeks with a deceitful red, and to change the hair with 
false colors, and drive out all truth, both of face and head, by the assault of their own corruption.” Clement of 
Alexandria, Paedagogus, 434. This and other similarities suggest Tertullian was familiar with Clement’s teaching on 
clothing. Robert E. Roberts, The Theology of Tertullian (London: The Epworth Press, 1924), 255.  

163 “It is only from their rarity and outlandishness that all these things possess their grace; in short, within 
their own native limits they are not held of so high worth.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women I, 17. Like Marx, 
Tertullian wanted to eliminate any subjective basis for the value of objects, ascertaining the purely “natural” value of 
an object. However, Tertullian parts company with Marx on exactly what that objective value is. Whereas Marx 
identifies the “natural” (objective) value of an object with the labor used to produce it, Tertullian identifies it with the 
intrinsic qualities and utilitarian value of the object (via divine creation) before labor is imposed on it. Karl Marx, Das 
Kapital: A Critique of Political Economy (Washington, D.C.: Regnery, 2012), 7.  

164 Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women I, 17. 
165 The devil’s work of artifice is also taken up in On The Apparel of Women II, “In their own persons, I 

suppose, they convict, they censure, the Artificer of all things! For censure they do when they amend, when they add 
to [God’s work], taking their additions, of course, from the adversary artificer. That adversary artificer is the devil. 
[…] Whatever is born is the work of God. Whatever, then, is plastered on is the devil’s work.” Tertullian, On The 
Apparel of Women II, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2004), 20-21.  

166 “This […] view to the desire of glory […] has set a higher value upon the thing which it has eagerly 
desired. From the smallest caskets is produced an ample patrimony. On a single thread is suspended a million sesterces. 
One delicate neck carries about it forests and islands. The slender lobes of the ear exhaust a fortune; and the left hand, 
with its every finger, sports with a several money-bag. Such is the strength of ambition—(equal) to bearing on one 
small body, and that a woman’s, the product of so copious wealth.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 18.  

167 “For most women […] have the hardihood so to walk as if modesty consisted only in the bare integrity of 
the flesh, and in turning away from fornication; and there was no need for anything extrinsic to boot—in the matter 
of the arrangement of dress and ornament […]” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 18.  
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their neighbor by protecting them from the possibility of lust.168 And while a beautiful woman 

must not live in fear of her good looks, she certainly must conceal her beauty; for to display one’s 

beauty is to seek to exalt oneself (rather than humble oneself); it is to glory in the flesh rather than 

seek the things of the Spirit. And since, according to Tertullian, Christian husbands are to only 

require chastity (not beauty), Christian wives must not use this excuse to justify refined adornment.  

 Tertullian goes on, focusing his attention on a number of items of dress that he believes 

deserve particular condemnation. Cosmetics are to be censured for “to wear a fictitious face” 

breaks the ninth commandment.169 North Africans dying their hair blond are faulted for tampering 

with their God-given geographical lot in life.170 Older women dying their grey hair have transferred 

their hope from the house of the Lord to a perennial youth.171 Furthermore, given (Tertullian’s 

conviction that) hair-dos have no place in the eschaton,172 and in light of the fact we must give 

account of our use of worldly riches, even wealthy women must eschew luxurious adornment.173 

 But why, one might ask Tertullian, did God provide the means in creation for such possible 

developments as fine jewelry, beautiful clothing and splendid ornamentation? Anticipating this 

objection, Tertullian claims all such possibilities are a test. Indeed, given Christian women are 

called to a different kind of public life—removed from seeing and being seen at various temples, 

public shows and holy days of the Gentiles—they must also be distinct in their sober and sanctified 

attire.174 He concludes his oration with this warning: Christians accustomed to luxuriating in fine 

																																																								
168 Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 19.  
169 “You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.” Ex. 20:16 (ESV).   
170 “God did not assign them to Germany.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 21.  
171 “Here is a veritable eternity in the perennial youth of your head.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women 

II, 21. 
172 “At the present day, let God see you such as he will see you then.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women 

II, 22. 
173 “Yet in accordance with the apostle, who warns us “to use this world as if we abuse it not; for the fashion 

[Lat. habitus] of this world is passing away.” Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 23.  
174 Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 24. 
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attire will be ill-prepared for the kind of suffering entailed in following Christ. Rather than dressing 

outwardly for others, they must clothe themselves inwardly with “the silk of uprightness, the fine 

linen of holiness. And the purple cloth of modesty,” thereby acquiring God as their lover.175  

 In his treaty On the Veiling of Virgins, Tertullian weighs in on the subject on debates about 

the use of veils within the third century North African Church.176 In making his case, Tertullian 

begins his discussion by facing the issue of differing customs among believers. Rather than accept 

a plurality of customs, Tertullian argues that the church must adjudicate between differing customs 

to determine which one is in line with “the discipline of God.”177 In so doing, he wants to prevent 

the argument that distinctions in the use of the veil are merely a matter of the “lapse of time, 

influence of persons, or geographical privileges.”178 What’s more, for Tertullian this uniformity of 

custom is implicit in the apostle’s call for Christian unity (“one faith, one God, and the same Christ, 

the same hope, the same baptismal sacraments”179) and the role of the Holy Spirit in guiding the 

																																																								
175 This translation is taken from David W. Bercot, A Glimpse at Early Christian Church Life: A Modern 

English Rendition of the Writings of Tertullian (Tyler, TX: Scroll Publishing, 1991), 89.  
176 Evidence suggest “that it is at least possible that such a situation did exist historically.” Lynn H. Cohick, 

“Virginity Unveiled: Tertullian’s Veiling of Virgins and Historical Women in the First Three Centuries,” Andrew 
University Seminary Studies 45:1 (2007): 20. Furthermore, there is reason to believe Tertullian’s argument for 
enforcing the use of veils among virgins in the church might have been the minority position. See Cohick, “Virginity 
Unveiled,” 25; J. Patout Burns Jr. and Robin M. Jensen, Christianity in Roman Africa: The Development of Its 
Practices and Beliefs (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014), 446, 464. Even as, which Tertullian himself appears to 
recognize, the various views on the veiling of virgins in the North African context had developed over time. Bercot, 
A Glimpse at Early Church Life, 126-127.  

177 Tertullian, On The Veiling of Virgins, 28. Note that here Tertullian is referring to one of the elements that 
form his three-fold hermeneutic: Scripture, creation and discipline. For the early Tertullian (On Prescription Against 
Heretics and before) the heart of heresy is not incorrect doctrine but an unwillingness to submit to the authority and 
discipline of the church. With On Modesty (De pudicitia) the mark of the true church shifts for Tertullian from 
submission to ecclesial authority to an ardent striving for moral purity. Whereas the early Tertullian would see modesty 
primarily through the lens of sartorial submission, the latter Tertullian would characterize moral purity as exemplified 
in personal discipline and purity as the guarantee of not only right conduct but also right doctrine. J.E. Merdigner, 
Rome and the African Church in the Time of Augustine (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1997), 28-31.  

178 Translation from Bercot, A Glimpse at Early Christian Church Life, 123; “There are places, too, beneath 
this (African) sky, where this practice obtains; lest any ascribe the custom to Greek or barbarian Gentilehood.”  

179 Tertullian, On The Veiling of Virgins, 28.  
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church into all truth.180 In other words, for Tertullian uniformity is a necessary condition for 

unity.181 Employing an argument from experience, he claims that although practices of both veiling 

and unveiling have been allowed within the church, history has shown corruption in the church 

typically follows once the practice of unveiling is embraced—as (according to Tertullian) 

unveiling is inevitably driven by illicit desires for glory, the study of pleasing and thereby enticing 

the opposite sex, and a quest for excessive attention rather than contentment with being seen and 

known by God alone.182 Finally, Tertullian assures us a plurality of practices will be eliminated 

when Scripture, rather than custom, offers the final adjudication.183 Quoting 1 Corinthians 11:5-

16184 in conjunction with various supporting arguments (the idea of a general headship of the man 

over the woman, an appeal to “nature,” male leadership in the church, etc.), Tertullian argues that 

the church should enforce a policy that requires all women remain veiled.185  

 On The Apparel of Women I & II and On The Veiling of Virgins focus on women’s dress.186 

But in his On the Pallium (De pallio) Tertullian turns his sights on male dress. Tertullian’s central 

thesis in On the Pallium is that Christian men should give up the toga in favor of the squared off 

																																																								
180 With this move Tertullian displays a fundamental feature of the Montanist movement he helped lead: the 

conviction that the Spirit was still giving special revelation to Christians. This provided an epistemic basis for 
“certainty” on issues Christians might differ on. See David Bercot, A Glimpse at Early Christian Life, 122. 

181 “[…] customs eventually become the norm and thereby stand in opposition to the truth. For our Lord 
Christ referred to himself as ‘the Truth’—not, ‘the Custom’.” Quoted in Bercot, A Glimpse at Early Christian Church 
Life, 123.  

182 “For there is a something even among the heathens to be apprehended, which they call ‘fascination,’ the 
too unhappy result of excessive praise and glory […] The more holy virgin […] will joy in being known to herself 
alone and to God.” Tertullian, On The Veiling of Virgins, 36. 

183 Tertullian here states scripture, but elsewhere expands his hermeneutic into a three-fold litmus: Scripture, 
nature and discipline. “Herein consist the defense of our opinion, in accordance with Scripture, in accordance with 
Nature, in accordance with Discipline. Scripture founds the law; Nature joins to attest it; Discipline exacts it. Which 
of these (three) does a custom founded on (mere) opinion appear in behalf of? […] God is Scripture; God is Nature; 
God is Discipline. Whatever is contrary to these is not God’s.” Tertullian, On The Veiling of Virgins, 36. 

184 Tertullian’s argument hinges on his contention that in 1 Corinthians 11:5 Paul included virgins (not just 
married women) when calling every woman (Gr. γυνή) to pray with a covered head. 

185 Tertullian, On The Veiling of Virgins, 32-34. Tertullian’s praise of the Arab tribes of his day suggests that 
the original cultural sources for Islamic veiling would also influence North African Christian practices of veiling.   

186 Tertullian does briefly mention male dress. Tertullian, On The Apparel of Women II, 22.  
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tunic known as the pallium.187 To make this argument, Tertullian draws from an array of historical 

and cultural fodder to exegete the symbolic pedigree of the two garments. In contrast to the noble 

heritage of the pallium (worn by such dignified philosophers as Cato the Elder) Tertullian 

characterizes the toga as having a disgraceful Roman heritage (associated with dubious Romans 

such as Lepidus, Pompeius, Statilius, etc.). He admits that changes in dress, like changes in the 

natural world, appear to be an inevitable part of human history. But Tertullian wants to press the 

question of whether such changes are really in accord with nature. This contention leads to a 

number of contrasts between the two garments: The pallium works with the human form, the toga 

is difficult to manage; the pallium is humble, the toga is a tool of arrogance; the pallium bespeaks 

dignity, the toga pomp.  

 Although some have suggested On the Pallium should be understood as a rhetorical 

performance rather than a serious argument,188 Tertullian’s reasoning is strikingly similar to that 

found in On The Apparel of Women I & II and On The Veiling of Virgins. Like these later texts, 

On the Pallium displays the same appeals to virtues such as modesty and honesty,189 the idea of 

dressing in accord with nature,190 a rejection of the relativity of dress based on cultural custom, 

and a vision of clearly marked gender roles.191  

																																																								
187 Tertullian, On the Pallium in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 5-12.  
188 For a survey of Tertullian’s aims in De pallio see Vincent Hunink’s recent English translation and 

commentary, De Pallio (Amsterdam: J.C. Gieben Press, 2005), 19-24.; Daniel-Hughes, The Salvation of the Flesh in 
Tertullian of Carthage, 50-51.; T. Corey Brennan, “Tertullian’s De Pallio and Roman Dress in North Africa” in 
Roman Dress and the Fabrics of Roman Culture, eds. Jonathan Edmonson and Alison Keith (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2008), 257-270.  

189 He disdains the wearing of crowns as both a rejection of humility in light of the one who wore the crown 
of thorns, and an “unnatural” attempt to improve on the glory that God gave the human form. See Tertullian, De 
Corona 5,8,14, and De Spectaculis 18 in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3, eds. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004).  

190 Compare with De Spectaculis 18, wherein Tertullian disapproves of sculpting the body in a way that 
makes it “artificial,” thereby rejecting the creator’s work. Tertullian, De Spectaculis, 87.  

191 In regard to this last theme, some scholars have contended that a call for Christian masculinity that rejects 
the effeminiati of Tertullian’s North African context lies at the heart of his concerns. See T Corey Brennan, 
“Tertullian’s De Pallio and Roman Dress in North Africa” in Roman Dress and the Fabric of Roman Culture, 257-
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Tertullian’s On The Apparel of Women I & II, On The Veiling of Virgins and On the Pallium 

has elicited a number of readings across the scholarly gamut. There have been androcentric 

readings,192 antithetical readings,193 ethical readings,194 static nature readings,195 male ecclesiology 

readings,196 misogynist readings,197 Montanist readings,198 cultural purveyor readings,199 rhetorical 

																																																								
270; Daniel-Hughes, The Salvation of the Flesh in Tertullian of Carthage, 45-61; Clement of Alexandria echoes 
similar sentiments, railing against “sordid effeminacy” and those “crafty women and effeminate men who blend these 
deceptive dyes with dainty fabrics” Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogus, 266-267.  

192 This is the mitigated view that Tertullian, although not guilty of misogyny, did view women primarily in 
regard to how they (should) affect and relate to men. Barbara Finlay, “Was Tertullian a Misogynist? A 
Reconsideration,” The Journal of the Historical Society, 3:3-4 (June 2003): 508.  

193 Tertullian’s famous quip, “Quid ergo Athenis et Hierosolymis?” (What does Athens have to do with 
Jerusalem?) [Tertullian, On Prescription Against Heretics in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 3, vol. 3, eds. Alexander 
Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 246.] has gained Tertullian the reputation of an 
antithetical posture toward culture. For a critique of Tertullian’s theology of culture see Kelton Cobb, The Blackwell 
Guide to Theology and Popular Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 75-80, 87-90.  

194 As early as 1975 Frank Church was arguing that rather than read Tertullian as a misogynist, it is best to 
understand his strong statements on female dress in light of the way virtues such as modesty, chastity and sanctity 
(rather than faith, hope and love) drive his ethics. Regardless of whether one agrees with Forrester’s exact account, it 
is hard to ignore the central role the virtue of modesty plays in Tertullian’s thought. As he states, “salvation—and not 
of women only, but like-wise of men—consists in the exhibition principally of modesty.” Tertullian, On The Apparel 
of Women II, 18. Frank Forrester Church, “Sex and Salvation in Tertullian,” Harvard Theological Review 68:2 (Apr 
1975): 83-101. Peter Brown, in a similar statement, claims continence is an over-riding ethical value for Tertullian. 
Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 76.  

195 Peter Brown reads Tertullian’s On The Veiling of Virgins as an “angry trace” rejecting the power of grace 
to override a static and fallen human nature. “Tertullian was the first, but by no means the last, Latin writer to create, 
with a rhetor’s mastery of the ad hominen argument, the cunning artifact of an unchanging and unchangeable human 
nature, forever subject to the facts of sex.” Peter Brown, The Body and Society, 81.  

196 This is the argument that Tertullian desires to retain male “headship” over women in the church. See 
Cohick, “Virginity Unveiled,” 19-34.  

197 As previously noted (fn. 158) the misogynist reading of Tertullian has a long history. Recent examples 
seeing Tertullian as a misogynist include Jack Holland, A Brief History of Misogyny (London: Robinson, 2006), 82-
85; April D. DeConick, Holy Misogyny: Why the Sex and Gender Conflict in the Early Church Still Matter (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2011), 123; Charles Freemen, The New History of Early Christianity (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 2009), 199. Jean La Porte, The Role of Women in Early Christianity (New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 
1982), 29.   

198 Guy Métraux claims Montanists such as Tertullian were engaged in a ‘desecularization’ of material 
culture: “a process of investing meaning—even holy significance—into ordinary objects, including clothing […]” 
Guy P.R. Métraux, “Prudery and Chic in Late Antique Clothing” in Roman Dress and the Fabric of Roman Culture, 
273. True to the Montanist claim of on-going revelation, Tertullian speaks of an angel revealing to a woman the exact 
way to wear her veil. Tertullian writes, “To us the Lord has, even by revelations, measured the pace for the veil to 
extend over. For a certain sister of ours was thus addressed by an angel, beating her neck as in applause: “Elegant 
neck, and deservedly bare! It is well for thee to unveil thyself from the head right down to the loins, lest with this 
freedom of thy neck profit thee not!” Tertullian, On the Veiling of Virgins in Ante-Nicene Fathers, 37.  

199 Elizabeth Carnelley claims “Tertullian’s writings must be understood in the context of the prejudices and 
concerns of his time.” Elizabeth Carnelley, “Tertullian and Feminism,” Theology 92 (1989): 31. Mary Alice Fellman 
argues at length that to understand Tertullian’s thought we must see how it is traced, directly and indirectly, to his 
social and cultural context—including non-Christian values of his contemporaries. As Fellman contends, Tertullian’s 
work is in dialogue (neither explicitly rejecting nor embracing un-critically) the ideas and values of his larger culture.  
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readings,200 social cohesion readings,201 and anthropological/soteriological readings.202 While 

adjudicating between these various readings goes beyond the scope of our overview, one would 

suspect more than one factor influenced Tertullian’s strong anti-adornment rhetoric.  

Regardless of whether one chooses any number or combination of the above readings, our 

survey of patristic sources suggests we must also recognize how Tertullian’s response fits with the 

larger patristic canon. So, at the risk of adding yet another reading, the following is offered by way 

of understanding Tertullian as representative of the patristic response to dress.  

Why were patristic theologians so broadly opposed to the fledgling fashions of their day? 

In addition to previous readings, and in recognition of patristic theologian’s own explicit appeals 

(a restricted or static notion of creation, the call to simplicity, modesty, etc.), we would also do 

well to remember the role patristic theologians believed they played in the church. As ecclesial 

authorities, comments on dress were not merely academic. Rather, they served the patristics’ 

prerogative of arbitrating identities within the church. This role was inferred from their reading of 

the Haustafein (household codes) which detailed appropriate behavior (including dress) for social 

																																																								
Mary Alice Fellman, The Social Context of Tertullian’s On The Veiling of Virgins, unpublished thesis, Cornell 
University, May 2009.  

200 For an overview of Tertullian’s use of rhetoric, it is best to start with Robert Sider’s landmark study, 
Ancient Rhetoric and the Art of Tertullian (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971). Geoffrey D. Dunn summarizes 
this view when he states, “In On The Military Crown, Tertullian held out a positive estimation of the value of custom.  
In On the Veiling of Virgins, he held the opposite position. In both of these treatises he was writing to that part of the 
Christian community that did not support his thinking. In one, he found that custom supported him; in the other, it did 
not […]” Geoffrey D. Dunn, Tertullian (New York: Routledge, 2004), 96. See also Susan A. Calef, “Rhetorical 
Strategies in Tertullian’s De cultu feminarum” (PhD diss. Notre Dame, 1996).    

201 Peter Brown makes the case that the elevation of virginity in the church was not merely about foregoing 
the personal pleasures of one’s sexuality, but most certainly was aimed at challenging the grounds of society’s 
cohesion. See Peter Brown, “Virginity in the Early Church” in Christian Spirituality: Origins to the Twelfth Century, 
eds. Bernard McGinn, John Meyendorf, Jean Leclerq (New York: Crossroads, 1987), 429.  

202 Following up on Simone de Breauvoir’s and Peter Brown’s assertion that Tertullian posits an ontological 
difference between men and women, Carly Daniel-Hughes contends Tertullian drew on loci such as theological 
anthropology, hamartiology, revelation and the doctrine of creation to draw a close relationship between sign and 
signifier, social performances and theological meaning. Accordingly, for Daniel-Hughes, Tertullian’s statements 
about dress, though definitely shaped by gender politics, are best seen as centered in his soteriological views about 
the nature of sin, redemption and female bodies. See Carly Daniel-Hughes, “’Wear the Armor of Your Shame!’; 
Debating Veiling and Salvation of the Flesh in Tertullian of Carthage,” Studies in Religion 39:2 (2010), 179; Daniel-
Hughes, The Salvation of the Flesh in Tertullian of Carthage, 93-114.  
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categories such as virgins, older women, etc. (Ephesians 5:22-6:9, Colossians 3:18-4:1, 1 Timothy 

5:1-16, Titus 2:1-10, 1 Peter 2:18-3:7).203 As successors to the apostles, patristic theologians 

believed these categories were universally binding on all Christians, and therefore it was their job 

to both expound and enforce these identities within the church.204 This required (among other 

things) monitoring the way the members of their flock dressed. Note that for these patristic 

theologians, social identities were considered embedded in a fixed social-ontology. In other words, 

these identities were binding because they were considered built into the very fabric of creation. 

This explains why the Fathers so often appeal to “creation” and “nature” when discussing dress. 

Therefore, in going into elaborate detail on the dress befitting these various social identities, 

patristic theologians believed they were fulfilling their calling of maintaining these identities 

according to both creational and apostolic specifications, all for ecclesial purposes.205   

This being the case, patristic concerns regarding the fashions of their day were about more 

than mere modesty or simplicity; the enforcement of such was part and parcel of recognizing the 

authority of leaders to designate and describe social identities within the church. Given this 

paternalistic self-understanding, it is not hard to see why patristic theologians found themselves at 

odds with ancient fashion’s propensity for introducing and shifting identities.206 Nor is it hard to 

																																																								
203 Although the issue of the relationship of household codes to first century Roman Culture is debated, the 

majority of New Testament commentators read the codes situationally: offering an apologetic thrust (demonstrating 
that Christians are not attempting to undermine the fabric of Roman social order), relaying social order in the face of 
over-realized eschatology, redeeming cultural codes through commands of dignity and respect, etc. Some examples 
of these readings include Suzanne Watts Henderson, "Taking Liberties with the Text: The Colossians Household Code 
As Hermeneutic Paradigm," Interpretation 60:4 (2006), 420-423. Timothy Gombis, ”A Radically Different New 
Humanity: The Function of the Haustafel in Ephesians,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 48:2 (June 
2005): 317-30. Michael Parsons, “Slavery and the New Testament: Equality and Submissiveness,” Vox Evangelica 
18 (1988): 90-96.   

204 This authoritative role is implied by the title of Clement’s work “The Instructor.”  
205 Kristi Upson-Saia includes two purposes for ecclesial leaders to script early Christian dress: First, to 

persuade and motivate Christians of the orthodoxy of their position. Second, to communicate Christians’ moral 
superiority. See Kristi Upson-Saia, Early Christian Dress, 36.  

206 This being all the more the case within an oriental (rather than occidental) culture. 
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understand why they responded by seeking to curtail the currency of fashion through delimiting 

dress to a static, modest attire.  

This delimiting impulse is demonstrated in Tertullian’s concern with the presence of 

multiple meanings of the veil in his Roman North African context. Such a presence meant the 

complex signification of fashion had become manifest within the church: the veil serving as both 

a signifier of chastity in this age (wearing the veil) and an eschatological herald of the 

transformation of humanity in the age to come (removing the veil) at the same time. Similarly, 

male parishioners’ freedom to choose either the toga or the pallium also manifested fashion’s 

choice of identities. Again, such choices shifted authority/authorship from official identities—

enforced by creation, outlined in scripture, and to be established by ecclesial authorities within the 

church—to unofficial identities chosen by the laity and drawn from sources outside the church.  

Although many of the arguments of patristic theologians used to curtail fashion proved problematic 

under closer inspection, (If change is inherent to the natural world, how does one call upon the 

natural world to adjudicate change? If Scripture trumps all meaning in sartorial practice, what 

justification could patristic theologians have for offering their readings of these meanings?), as we 

shall see, Tertullian’s premise that the locus of God’s interests and activities is from within the 

Church community would be a theme returned to throughout (church) history.  

 

Augustine: (Re)Dressing the City of God 

But Tertullian’s rigorous approach, with its strong division between church and broader 

culture, Jerusalem and Paris, did not receive uncritical acceptance. Never canonized, Tertullian’s 

association with Montanism contributed to him being deemed deviant in the course of Patristic 

developments. In a culture where Christianity and Roman Civilization were to become virtually 
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coterminous, faith and the late Empire’s fledgling fashions were increasingly integrated such that, 

by the late Empire, it was not uncommon for a pious, cultured Christian to follow the flamboyant 

practice of a tight tunic with Bible scenes (rather than fanciful figures or flying dragons such as 

those donned by their pagan friends) to be sewn on the requisite huge silk cloaks accompanying 

such tunics.207   

Battling the rigorism of the Montanists of his own day (i.e. the Donatists),208 Augustine of 

Hippo (354-430) betrays this shifting perspective in his approach to dress. The important way 

Augustine differs from Tertullian’s anti-adornment posture can easily be missed. After all, 

Augustine had no problem restricting certain articles of clothing, and therefore at times sounds 

similar to the anti-adornment rhetoric of earlier Patristic authors such as Clement and Tertullian. 

Take for example Augustine’s letter to his close friend Possidius, the bishop of Calama in Numidia:	

But no woman, even those who are married, should display their hair, for the apostle 
commands them even to veil their heads. But to apply color with makeup in order 
to appear more rosy or more fair is a trickery of an adulteress, by which I have no 
doubt that even their husbands do not want to be deceived. And women should be 
permitted to adorn themselves for their husbands alone—and that by way of 
indulgence, not by way of command. For the true ornament, especially of Christian 
men and women, is neither some false shade of color nor a display of gold or fine 
garments, but good morals.209 
 

Permission of adornment for one’s husband aside, Augustine here appears close to Tertullian’s 

views regarding veils and cosmetics, demonstrating that he also stands ready to censor specific 

kinds of dress as unbefitting a Christian (woman).210    

																																																								
207 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2013), 8.  
208 While the two groups should not be confused and it is difficult to trace a historic line that neatly connects 

the two, both demonstrated a rigorous, antithetical view of the relationship of the church and broader culture.  
209 St. Augustine, Letters 211-270 in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, trans. 

Roland Teske, ed. Boniface Ramsey (New York: New City Press, 2005), 173.  
210 This raises the question of Augustine’s view of women.  
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However, in other places of his writing, Augustine revealed a very different underlying 

assumption. This difference is most pronounced in The City of God XIX.19, where Augustine 

writes, “It is completely irrelevant to the Heavenly City what dress is worn or what manner of life 

adopted by each person who follows the faith that is the way to God, provided that these do not 

conflict with the divine instructions.”211 Rather than adjudicate between customs as a way to 

delimit dress, Augustine relativized dress as a manifestation of cultural custom emerging from the 

City of Man.212 In other words, for Augustine Christians were members of both the heavenly city, 

identified by virtue of their baptismal robes, value for modesty, simplicity, etc. and at the same 

time participants in the earthly city, as expressed through a variety of dress.   

This resulted in Augustine making two important concessions to the kinds of dynamics 

necessary for fashionable dress. First, Augustine’s two cities approach to dress recognized a 

plurality of dress among Christians. Second, it explicitly sanctioned Christians adopting dress 

generated from outside the church. Indeed, at moments Augustine seems to go so far as to suggest 

God was mysteriously at work through the cultural productions and advancements of non-

																																																								
211 St. Augustine, The City of God, trans. Henry Bettenson (New York: Penguin, 2003), 879. Margaret R. 

Miles writes “Two attitudes toward dress have characterized Western Christianity. Augustine argued in The City of 
God that dress belongs to culture, differs according to culture, and has no significance in a Christian life. But Clement 
in Alexandria and Tertullian in Carthage both gave detailed advice to women on appropriate Christian dress.” Miles, 
Bodies in Society, 105. Miles, drawing chiefly from Confessions 19.19, is certainly right that Augustine placed dress 
as part of broader culture and acknowledged it differed from culture to culture. But she overstates the case. Augustine 
was not reluctant to detail the proper use of dress for the Christian life. Nor was not reluctant to join with Tertullian 
and Clement in weighing in on lay-women’s use of cosmetics, amulets, gold ornamentation and veils, to say nothing 
of his censure of upkeep, distribution, production, etc. St. Augustine, Letters 211-270, 23, 25-26. All this is to say, 
Augustine still viewed dress, by virtue of being native to The City of Man, as problematic.  

212 Augustine’s desire to demonstrate the innumerable cultural worlds Christianity can inhabit flows from his 
aim in The City of God to address the deeply troubling news of the sack of Rome (410 A.D.). With the news of Alaric 
I and his Goth armies pillaging Rome the question was raised how, if at all, the Christian faith could survive without 
the Roman world. In The City of God Augustine’s overriding aim is to disassociates Rome’s historical destiny from 
that of Christianity. Gerard O’Daly, Augustine’s City of God: A Reader’s Guide (Oxford: Oxford, 2009), 29. In so 
doing, Augustine presents his readers with a vision of the Kingdom of God as both transcending yet overlapping with 
not only the Roman world, but indeed, any number of cultures of which it “makes use.” Paul Weithman, “Augustine’s 
Political Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Augustine, eds. Elenore Stump and Norma Kretzmann 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 236. While this relativized cultures (i.e. undermined the patristic 
quest for a uniform “Christian” dress across cultures) it did so by implicitly secularizing culture.  
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Christians. For example, in The City of God 22.24 Augustine calls Christians to celebrate 

advancements in the broader culture such as “the wonderful inventions of clothing” and other 

“astounding achievements of human industry.”213 After all (reasoned Augustine), even if such 

impressive artifacts prove “unnecessary” or even “dangerous and harmful,” we should still 

recognize the ingenuity that makes such artifacts possible comes from God.214 

The implications of this approach is demonstrated in a letter Augustine wrote to a married 

laywoman, who in an act of monastic zeal had gotten herself into the awkward situation of having 

taken a vow of continence, given her fine clothing to the poor, and begun to dress like a widow—

all without the consent of her husband. Augustine advises this woman that although modesty and 

simplicity require “gold jewelry, hair-dos, and other such things” be selectively removed by 

Christians,215 Christian wives also have a duty to dress in a way that honors their husbands. 

Therefore, Augustine counsels this woman to consider the example of Esther: a married woman 

who dressed splendidly while maintaining a humble heart.216  

These modest concessions were important. While a two cities approach was not enough to 

turn around the anti-adornment rhetoric of various patristic authors,217 it introduced a significant 

																																																								
213 “Who can adequately describe, or even imagine, the work of the Almighty? There is, first, this capacity 

for the good life, the ability to attain eternal felicity, by those arts which are called virtues, which are given solely by 
the grace of God in Christ to the children of the promise and of the kingdom. And besides this there are all the important 
arts discovered and developed by human genius, some for necessary uses, others simply for pleasure. Man [sic] shows 
remarkable powers of mind and reason in the satisfaction of his aims, even though they may be unnecessary, or even 
dangerous and harmful; and those powers are evidence of the blessing he enjoys in his natural powers which enable 
him to discover, to learn, and to practice those arts. Think of the wonderful inventions of clothing [emphasis mine] 
and buildings, the astounding achievements of human industry!” St. Augustine, The City of God, 1072.  

214 These changes raise the question of whether there was a development in Augustine’s thought regarding 
culture and dress.  

215 St. Augustine, Letters 211-270, 207.  
216 Again, in a letter to a fellow bishop, Augustine counsels that although hair-dos, cosmetics and amulets are 

forbidden for Christians, appropriate ornamentation and fine clothing should be permitted within the confines of 
marriage. St. Augustine, Letters 211-270, 173.  

217 In part, this is due to the ambiguities and inconsistencies in Augustine’s understanding of the relationship 
of the two cities. Sometimes he appears to see these two cities as overlapping societies. Although separated by the 
direction of their loves (self vs. God) they can pursue “common cause” for social harmony. St. Augustine, City of 
God, 877. Yet, in other instances, the two cities appear radically incommensurate (temporal/eternal) societies. See 
James Skillen, The Good of Politics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014), 52-57.    
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plank for the rise of fashion: a recognition of the creativity of dress as a cultural manifestation and 

an acknowledgement of the relativity and plurality of dress as contingent on culture.218 Even as 

such advances did so by placing dress as native to the City of Man: a tainted cultural contingency 

to be obsolete with the arrival of the City of God.219 In the end, like the lilies of the field, earthly 

clothing for Augustine remained a conspicuous manifestation of the fleeting, temporal order, and 

therefore—here Augustine is clear regarding his Platonist sympathies—both a sign and a potential 

distraction to greater, eternal goods.220 Indeed, given clothing was introduced to hide the unique 

manifestation of sin in our “organs of shame,” it was on the last analysis condemned to this age—

an inescapable reminder of our post lapsum condition.221  

Of course, what patristic fathers such as Augustine prescribed could (significantly) differ 

from the general practice among the laity.222 Even so, although the anti-adornment posture 

exemplified by Tertullian would retain adherents in both lay and monastic circles long after the 

Patristic period, varying degrees of Augustine’s more tempered (albeit somewhat conflicted) 

concession would also retain influence among Catholics to the present day; the latter being in no 

																																																								
218 “The result is that although there are many great peoples throughout the world, living under different 

customs in religion and morality and distinguished by a complex variety of languages, arms, and dress, it is still true 
that there have come into being only two main divisions, as we may call them, in human society: and we are justified 
in following the lead of our Scriptures and calling them two cities.” St. Augustine, City of God, 547. 

219 “[…] the soul of man [sic] is estranged from that immaterial, eternal and unchangeable being in proportion 
as it craves for things that are temporal and changeable.” St. Augustine, City of God, 364.  

220 “Plotinus the Platonist has a discussion about providence, in which he proves, by the beauty of flowers 
and leaves, that providence extends from the supreme God, whose beauty is intelligible and ineffable, as far as those 
lowly tings of earth. All those castaways, so to speak, doomed to perish to swiftly, could not, he maintains, display 
such perfection of graceful harmony in their shapes, were it not that they received their form from the eternal above 
of the intelligible and changeless which contains them all together in itself. This is what the Lord Jesus tells us in the 
passage where he says, “Consider the lilies of the field: they do not work, or spin. Yet I tell you, Solomon in all his 
splendor was not clothed like one of those. Now if this is how God dresses the grass of the countryside, which is here 
today and tomorrow is put in the stove; how much more will he clothe you, you men of small faith”” St. Augustine, 
The City of God, 392. According to Paul Ricœur, passages such as these reveal Augustine’s use of “eternity” is framed 
as a purely negative quality that laces all temporality with the fall. Ricœur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1., 22-30.  

221 St. Augustine, City of God, 522, 524, 579. 
222 Indeed, as Alan Cameron argues, Augustine was considered a rigorist on cultural matters (e.g. the Roman 

Games). Christians often did what they wanted regardless of what ecclesial authorities requested. This raises the 
question of the difference between the formal theology of theologians and the lived theology of the laity. See Alan 
Cameron, The Last Pagans of Rome (New York: Oxford, 2011), 800-801. 
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small part due to Augustine’s approach being reformulated by a formidable theological proponent 

in the Middle Ages. But before Augustine’s concession could be appreciated, it had to first pass 

through a period when the fledgling fashion of the Roman period which spawned such “wonderful 

inventions” would disappear. 

 

Medieval Period and Liturgical Vestments 

The weakening of the Roman Empire concomitant with the invasion of various tribal 

groups took its toll on the ancient world’s fledgling fashion. From the fifth to the eleventh century 

the social and economic factors driving the fashion of the ancient world waned in the East and 

dried up in the West.223 Yet, in an apparent irony,224 as the interplay of ornate dress among the 

laity declined, clerical vestments flowered.225   

There are a number of factors that drove the establishment of liturgical vestments during 

this period.226 One notable influence was the strong identification of Christianity with the Greco-

Roman world. Although the laity in Western Europe often adopted the dress of their Teutonic 

																																																								
223 Melissa Leventon, ed., What People Wore When (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2008), 47. 
224 This is only an apparent irony. Fashion theorists contrast cognates of uniforms (prescribed codes of 

conduct, authorities determining dress, hierarchy and social uniformity) with the cognates of fashion (plurality of 
conduct, dispersion of social power, democracy, individuality). It follows that the rise of uniforms (anti-fashion) would 
not necessarily be at odds with the curtailment of fashion. See Paul Fussell, “Uniforms of the Faithful” in Uniforms: 
Why We Are What We Wear (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2002), 65-80. Jennifer Craik, “Uniforms of 
Identity” in Fashion: The Key Concepts (New York: Berg, 2009), 148-156.  

225 The evolution of liturgical vestments transcends this period. Angel Francisco Sanchez Escobar, The 
Liturgical Environment: The Orthodox Church Building and Liturgical Vestments (Winston-Salem, NC: The St. 
Stephen Harding College, 2015), 165-180. Indeed, as V. Pavel indicates, a distinct use of dress within the liturgy can 
be detected before the fifth century. For example, Theodoret of Cyrrhus associated the rise of liturgical vestments 
within Christianity to the fourth century. However, although some clerics distinguished themselves with their dress as 
early as the fourth century such responses were unusual and quite varied. It was not until ensuing centuries, and 
especially with the invasion of barbarians that brought new dress, that clerical vestments were clearly differentiated 
from lay dress, expanded and standardized. V. Pavel, “Liturgical Vestments,” Encyclopedia of the Early Church, vol. 
2 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 864.   

226 Archimandrite Chrysostomos, “Historiographical Problems in the study of the origin of liturgical vesture,” 
Greek Orthodox Theological Review 26:1 (Spring-Summer 1981): 3-6.  
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invaders, clergy in the West rejected “barbarian” togs in favor of the Roman tunic and pallium.227 

This distinction between clerical and lay dress was further fueled by the desire to retain the church's 

authority, historical pedigree, universality, and sovereignty in the face of shifting cultural and 

political conditions.228 Moreover, the sacramental power of the priesthood could be better guarded 

and augmented by liturgical vestments.229 These developments resulted in Christian theologians 

shifting their attention from dress among the laity to the establishment and proper use of vestments 

among clerics.230 It would not be until the twelfth century that economic and social factors 

necessary for the rise of fashion began to appear, bringing with them a refocusing of theological 

reflection on adornment among the laity.  

Theologians in the Middle Ages continued the diatribe against adornment established in 

the Patristic period.231 But by the late Middle Ages a new awareness of shifting sartorial practice 

was in the air. One recognizes this in the late twelfth century English theologian Alexander 

Neckham’s reflective query, “But who could understand the excessive inventions added to clothes? 

New clothes must lay claim to something novel, so that the change of shape may declare the 

garments to be new.”232 As Neckam sensed, fashion’s rapid interplay was once again afoot.  

																																																								
227 Samuel Bacchiocchi, Christian Dress and Adornment (Barrien Springs, MI: Biblical Perspectives Press, 

1999), 83. Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 428. James Raymund, 
“The Dress of the Liturgy VIII: First Appearances of Christian Vestments,” Orate Fratres 12:3 (1938): 121-122.  

228 Adam Serfass, "Unraveling the Pallium Dispute between Gregory the Great and John of Ravenna" in 
Dressing Judeans and Christians in Antiquity, eds. K. Upson-Saia, C. Daniel-Hughes, A. Batten (Surrey, England: 
Ashgate, 2015), 78-79. This conflict is represented in the famous confrontation between Charlemagne and Pope 
Hadrian (and his successor Pope Leo). When visiting Rome both popes requested that Charlemagne exchange his 
Frankish clothing for the tunic, chlamys, and shoes.   

229 Adam Serfass, "Unraveling the Pallium Dispute between Gregory the Great and John of Ravenna," 88.; 
V. Pavel, "Liturgical Vestments," 864.  

230 Several church counsels during this period take up the subject of clerical dress: council of Macon (581 or 
583), 2nd council of Narbonne (589), council of Toledo (633), Synod of Whitby (664), Trullo council (692) and 2nd 
council of Nicea (787). 

231 For example, Gregory the Great, in a sermon on the Rich man and Lazarus (Lk. 16:19-31) warns, “No one 
looks for remarkable clothes except out of vainglory, to appear more worthy of respect than others.” Going on, Gregory 
argues if “cheap clothing were not a virtue the evangelist would not have said so precisely of John the Baptist that he 
wore a garment made of camel’s hair.” Gregory I, Gregory the Great: Forty Gospel Homilies, introduced and 
translated by Dom David Hurst (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1990), 375.  

232 As quoted in Margaret Scott, Fashion in the Middle Ages (Los Angeles: Getty Publications, 2011), 13.  
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Aquinas: Virtuous Dress and Distributive Justice 

Italy emerged in the late Middle Ages at the forefront of the European economy.233 This 

expansion was fueled in no small part by its leadership in the wool, silk, cotton, and linen 

industries234—advancements often factored in the birth of fashion. Coinciding with these 

developments was Thomas Aquinas’s (1225-1274) important theological treatment on dress in his 

Summa Theologiae.235 Of course, the emergence of fashion was not what inspired Aquinas to write 

the Summa. Aquinas set his sights on integrating the reemergence of Aristotle’s writings (which 

had already been integrated with Islamic thought236) with Christian theology. Given the importance 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics held for such a project,237 Aquinas gave considerable attention to 

integrating Aristotle’s ethics with moral theology.238 Accordingly, Aquinas takes up the issue of 

“fashionable dress”239 by way of exploring the virtue of temperance in relation to outward apparel 

(2.2, Question 169). True to his scholastic methodology, he launches into his discussion with two 

questions: "Whether there can be virtue or vice in how we dress?" and "Whether women sin 

																																																								
233 Richard A. Goldthwaite, Wealth and the Demand for Art in Italy, 1300-1600 (Baltimore, MD: John 

Hopkins University Press, 1995). 
234 Goldthwaite, Wealth and the Demand for Art in Italy, 16-18. 
235 Here I am referring to Aquinas's explicit discussion of dress per se. It is noteworthy that he also uses the 

metaphor of dress. Aquinas thought of words we use to describe God as like "ill-fitting and secondhand clothes in 
which we try to dress God." Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologiae: A Guide and Commentary (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2014), 64. 

236 For the Islamic use of Aristotle and Aquinas’s rational for reframing his thought in line with the Christian 
faith see Curtis Change, Engaging Unbelief: A Captivating Strategy from Augustine & Aquinas (Eugene, OR: Wipf 
and Stock, 2000), 58-60.  

237 The Lawrence C. Becker, Charlotte B. Becker, Encyclopedia of Ethics (New York: Routledge, 2001), 
1709. 

238 The Second Part of the Summa Theologiae takes up virtuous action is the largest of the three parts. 
239 This is the term Thomas Gilby uses in translating the Latin exteriorem ornatum or “external adornment.” 

Although Aquinas does not use the term “fashion,” he is clearly interested in talking about the shifting nature of dress. 
So, while it would be anachronistic to read our modern sense of “fashion” into Aquinas’s use of the term exteriorem 
ornatum, his focus on the shifting nature of dress adds legitimacy to Gilby’s use of the term “fashion.” Thomas 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, vol. 44, Trans. Thomas Gilby (London: Blackfriars, 1972), 
228. 
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mortally in excessive adornment?"240 That he should take up dress in this way with these questions 

is telling. But telling of what?  

To appreciate Aquinas's discussion on dress we must first take a step back and better 

understand the category under which he places the conversation. Aquinas’s discussion of dress fits 

within his over-all discussion on temperance. Temperance for Aquinas involves the idea of 

moderating sensory pleasures—especially (though not only) pleasures involving eating, drinking, 

and sex.241 It is important to note that for Aquinas, sensory pleasure is a good that is to be enjoyed 

in moderation and proportion. So how does Aquinas determine what constitutes moderation and 

proportion?  

In answering this, Aquinas discusses two sources. First, in a penultimate sense, he points 

to an aesthetic source: the pursuit of beauty. As Aquinas states, "Beauty goes with every virtue, 

nevertheless it excels with temperance."242 Beauty's drive for a well-proportioned, symmetrical 

life pushes back against the dominance of sensory pleasure. Seen from another angle, a well-

ordered life for Aquinas entails an anthropological hierarchy wherein one's lower nature remains 

under the guidance of one's higher nature. Or again—to put it in terms of the ultimate source of 

temperance—a temperate life is one wherein the passions remain under the control of the rational 

																																																								
240 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 228. 
241 Brian Davies' claim that Aquinas desires to hold onto a mean—neither too much nor too little—should 

not be understood as capturing the entire range of meaning Aquinas packs into his understanding of temperance. While 
the idea of balance is definitely in Aquinas, one also finds the idea of a control of the rational faculty over other 
faculties. In Aquinas's own words, "To the extent that reasonable activity needs bodily activity he should enjoy bodily 
pleasures." [Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 37.] This is why, according to Aquinas, sexual 
pleasure is only to be indulged in for the sake of procreation. Still, to be fair to Davies, he is right to accent a broader 
context for Aquinas's understanding of the rational faculty. After all, Aquinas's "reason" must be carefully 
distinguished from our late modern sensibilities to anything that smacks of the Cartesian "Cogito ergo sum." Rather 
we must remember (as Davies elucidates) Aquinas's priority of reason is inextricably linked to an unabashed pre-
Enlightenment appeal to revelation and providence. Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologiae, 273-275. 

242 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 11. 
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faculty,243 thereby avoiding gratification "beyond the bounds of reason."244 This last descriptor 

explains Aquinas’s heavy accent on the queen of the cardinal virtues: prudence.245 For Aquinas 

the intellectual virtue of prudence sits above the other virtues: enabling us to make well-ordered 

choices that can recognize not only the right end but the right means for attaining that end.246 As 

such, prudence defeats impulse and passion by the power of reason. 

But Aquinas's temperance is more than what is reasonable. Arguably, the central thrust 

behind Aquinas’s view of temperance is found in its social dimension. In other words, temperance 

by definition takes into consideration one’s conduct and dealings with others.247 In this regard it is 

no accident that Aquinas precedes his discussion on dress with discussions on inquisitiveness and 

good manners. In regard to inquisitiveness, Aquinas warns of the danger of an undue curiosity 

when it comes to the power of viewing others. After all, moving beyond the routine observance of 

others can lead to concupiscence, such as when one engages in the "prurient inspection of a 

woman."248 In regard to good manners, Aquinas argues for the importance of tempering our actions 

toward others. Thus we should compose our outward manners (here he explicitly includes our 

																																																								
243 As Aquinas puts it, "beauty goes with what is well-ordered according to intelligence." Thomas Aquinas, 

Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 39. 
244 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 39. 
245 J.P. Torrell, Aquinas's Summa; Background, Structure and Reception (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic 

University of America Press, 2005), 44-46. 
246 "Prudence is a virtue of the utmost necessity for human life. To live well means acting well. In order to 

perform an act well, it is not merely what a man [sic] does that matters, but also how he does it, namely, that he acts 
from right choice not merely from impulse or passion. Since, however, choice is about means to an end, rightness of 
choice necessarily involves two factors, namely, a due end and something suitably ordained to that due end." Thomas 
Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Ordered Passion, 52. 

247 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Ordered Passion, 13. We must be careful to not make too much of the 
social implications of temperance in dress for Aquinas. For, as Aquinas claims, justice and courage has far more 
bearing on one's relationship to the common good than temperance. "The good of the community is more godlike than 
the good of the individual, so Aristotle says, and consequently the more a virtue serves the common good the better it 
is. Here justice and courage take precedence over temperance. For justice enters into our dealings with others, courage 
into the hazards of war undertaken for the common weal, whereas temperance moderates merely the desires and 
pleasures of the individual himself. Clearly justice and courage are higher virtues than temperance, while, to continue 
the comparison, practical wisdom and theological virtues are higher still." Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-
Ordered Passion, 31, 33. 

248 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well Ordered Passion, 209. 
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dress) in light of the person we are addressing, the company we are with, the business we are taking 

up, and the place we are in.249 Aquinas’s appeal to savoir faire—"an experienced discretion, a 

sense of occasion, discerning differences of situation"250—offered an important plank to the kind 

of sartorial fluctuation fashion requires;251 even as this concession remained cross-pressured by 

Aquinas’s calls for a "truthful" correspondence between our outward presentation and "our real 

thoughts and feelings."252 

Having explored Aquinas's general understanding of temperance as both an individual and 

social dynamic, we are prepared to move into his explicit statements regarding dress or, to be more 

specific, one's style of dress (Lat. exteriorem ornatum).253 As previously mentioned, Aquinas 

approaches dress by raising two questions. His first question asks "whether there can be virtue or 

vice in how we dress?" In answering this question, Aquinas launches immediately into the ebb and 

flow of dress (Lat. exteriorem ornatum) which "vary according to period and region."254 Again, 

characteristic of his methodology, he begins by listing possible defeaters to relating virtue to issues 

of one’s style of dress. Specifically, he begins by acknowledging that it is difficult to see how the 

																																																								
249 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well Ordered Passion, 213. This idea of temperance as a social virtue 

focused primarily on timing, rather than reason and the proper ordering of one’s capacities, came to be widespread in 
the medieval period: an age appropriating Ecclesiastes’ claim regarding “a time for everything’ such that action was 
never to be divorced from what is appropriate to its time. One sees this, for instance, in Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Allegory 
of Good Government (1338-1339), wherein temperance is depicted holding an hourglass.  

250 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well Ordered Passion, 213. 
251 Aquinas makes his argument for savoir faire by selectively quoting Augustine's concerns over the use of 

shifting cultural custom as a means to hide lust. Note Aquinas only quotes Augustine's first half the sentence: "For as 
it was disgraceful among the ancient Romans to wear tunics reaching to the heels, and furnished with sleeves, but now 
it is disgraceful for men honorably born not to wear tunics of that description." However, Augustine goes on: "so we 
must take heed in regard to other things also, that lust does not mix with our use of them: for lust not only abuses to 
wicked ends the customs of those among whom we live, but frequently also transgressing the bounds of custom, 
betrays, in a disgraceful outbreak, its own hideousness, which was concealed under the cover of prevailing fashions." 
St. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff, translated by J.F. Shaw 
(vol. 2), 562. 

252 Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, 215. 
253 Although one must be careful not to read the term "style" as entailing the full-orb of values and ideals that 

drive our age of fashion, there are two good reason to retain Thomas Gilby's translation of Aquinas's discussion of 
exteriori apparatu as "style." First, Aquinas is interested in addressing distinctive manners of dress. Second, Aquinas 
seeks to understand dress in light of its variation in time and place. 

254 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Well-Tempered Passion, 228.  
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shifting nature of styles of dress could relate to the fixed world of virtue language;255 can what one 

wears possibly correspond to the kinds of subjects theological, moral and intellectual virtues 

address? For Aquinas these (supposed) defeaters serve to problematize Ambrose’s connection of 

grace with style and dress with virtue. But given such a notable authority did connect virtue with 

external adornment, Aquinas suggests the onus is on us to understand how to determine vice and 

virtue in regard to dress.  

In moving forward, Aquinas is careful to direct the inquiry to where it belongs: people (not 

objects of attire) are called to temperance. But how can people know what qualifies as temperance 

in regard to dress? Here Aquinas employs objective and subjective standards. By objective he is 

not speaking of a formula to determine size and fit for all togs, but the relationship of our individual 

approach to dress to an objective (outside the self) cultural custom. Following Augustine, Aquinas 

argues that (all things being equal) the “objective standard” is social harmony; for such makes a 

recognition of cultural custom through one’s dress inherently valuable. Conversely, his subjective 

standard refers to the state within the subject as it chooses how to dress. More specifically, Aquinas 

has in mind identifying the relationship between "disordered affections" and too much or too little 

attention to dress.  

Aquinas pays special attention to these two conditions, claiming they point to vices and 

corrective virtues in regard to dress. The vice of ostentation (parading oneself about for the sake 

of undue glory256) is remedied by the virtue of humility. The vice of pampering one's body with 

																																																								
255 Aquinas's question both portends and inverts Gotthold Lessing's ugly ditch. 
256 Aquinas references Gregory the Great: "There are some who do not consider attention to fine and costly 

clothing a sin. But if it were not, God's word would not be so precise in stating that the rich man who was tormented 
in hell had been clothed in fine linen and purple. No one looks for remarkable clothes except out of vainglory, to 
appear more worthy of respect than others. That no one wants to put on expensive clothing where he cannot be seen 
by others testifies that costly clothing is only sought out of vainglory. We are also better able to conclude that this is 
a sin from the contrary fact that if the disrepute that comes from cheap clothing were not a virtue the evangelist would 
not have said so precisely of John the Baptist that he wore a garment made of camel's hair." See Gregory I, Forty 
Gospel Homilies, translated by David Hurst, (Piscataway, NJ: Gregorias Press, 1990), 375. Aquinas identifies 
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external things is met with the virtue of being "self-contained" (Lat. per se sufficientiam). The vice 

of solicitude (an inordinate focus on clothing) is corrected with the virtue of simplicity. 

Finally, Aquinas argues that although shifting fashions are not rooted in nature, the nature 

of things must instruct fashion. Those who hold a noble office should wear noble clothing to 

highlight the noble nature of the office they hold. Those who maintain lower positions of status 

should not elevate themselves with resplendent dress. Additionally, those who seek to humble 

themselves should wear simple togs. For, as Aquinas concludes, "Outward apparel is a token of a 

man's condition" and therefore the issue ultimately comes back to "the virtue of truthfulness."257  

Having answered his first question regarding dress, he turns to a second question: "Is 

women's adorning without grave sin?" Aquinas begins by taking up the arguments against his 

position: namely, that women are categorically not to adorn themselves. In light of 1 Peter 3:3, 

Cyprian's strong admonishment against cosmetics and the injunction in Deuteronomy 22:5 against 

women wearing men's clothing, Aquinas acknowledges that these suggest women are not to 

excessively adorn themselves. But he goes on and (quite subversively) reframes these injunctions, 

claiming they say nothing more than what he has already been stating for both sexes: adornment 

must be approached with temperance.258 

This reveals a pressing desire for Aquinas; namely, to reframe female fashion in terms of 

avoiding (both rigorous and immodest) excess. Indeed, one sees this throughout his treatment. For 

example, when speaking of "the contrivances women use to incite men to lust," he adds a special 

provision (Lat. aliud speciale): we must distinguish between a wife's use of "artifice to please her 

husband" and those who use fashion "who neither have nor wish to have a husband [emphasis 

																																																								
slovenliness as the flip side of this vice: given both sides demonstrating an inordinate desire for attention.  

257 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well Ordered Passions, 230.  
258 "And the same reasoning applies to men on their art." Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well Ordered 

Passions, 237. 
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mine]."259 Even more, the latter are further divided into two categories: those more egregious 

offenders who desire to rouse concupiscence, and those who are guilty of merely being frivolous. 

Again, when referencing Augustine's recommendation that even married women cover their heads, 

Aquinas adds that if women do not cover their head by way of following the prevailing custom 

they are not in sin. Or again, when reading Paul's admonitions in 1 Timothy 2:9 against "braided 

hair or gold or pearls or costly attire" Aquinas clarifies that "what is forbidden is extravagant, 

shameless, and immodest, not sober and well-styled adornment." Finally, according to Aquinas, 

Cyprian's admonitions against make-up are not as totalizing as they seem, but, rather, Cyprian has 

in mind make-up that is "done lasciviously or in contempt of God."260 Always searching for a 

mean, Aquinas points out instances where cosmetics are actually commendable—such as their use 

for "some ugliness arising from disease or the like."261 

The above demonstrates that Aquinas’s attempt to reframe dress in light of the rediscovery 

of Aristotle’s ethics (not to mention an established Christendom) differed in significant ways from 

both the anti-adornment rhetoric of Tertullian and Augustine’s modest concessions.262 We can 

summarize this difference by attending to three important facets. First, in contrast to Tertullian’s 

antithetical posture and Augustine’s modest allowances for the import of broader culture, Aquinas 

more readily acknowledges one’s Christian identity takes into account roles and norms defined by 

both the church and broader social customs. In doing so, Aquinas erases the wall Tertullian built 

(and Augustine’s two kingdoms inevitably retains) between ecclesial and civil identities. 

Additionally, although the inescapable nature of cultural custom is typically neither acknowledged 

																																																								
259 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Tempered Passions, 237. 
260 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Tempered Passions, 237. 
261 Here Aquinas reads 1 Corinthians 12:23 ("we invest the less honorable parts with honor") to speak 

of the use of cosmetics on blemishes. 
262 As Aileen Ribeiro notes, Aquinas also differs significantly from “the more hysterical sermons on dress” 

of his own period. Accordingly, Aquinas’ “philosophy of moderation and the happy mean” stands out as “unique in 
the Middle Ages.” Aileen Ribeiro, Dress and Morality (New York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1986), 41. 
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nor (as in the case of Tertullian) accepted in patristic discussions of dress, Aquinas suggests that, 

all things being equal, cultural custom, though relative, plays a normative role in determining 

dress. Finally, in recognizing the important role the subjective affections play for the person 

dressing, Aquinas offers more room for diverse standards of dress.      

It is informative to note how Aquinas chooses to use patristic authorities to substantiate his 

views on dress: mitigating Cyprian on cosmetics, appealing to Ambrose on virtue and style, and 

so on. Indeed, a close reading reveals one authority standing out among them all. More than any 

other patristic source, Aquinas thoroughly utilizes Augustine’s concessions when discussing 

dress.263 In fact, on all three of the above points Aquinas employs Augustine. Augustine’s 

recognition that dress varies according to place and time, as well as his concession that women 

may adorn themselves in light of pleasing one’s husband, are both used by Aquinas to categorically 

reject a purely ecclesial source of dress.264 Augustine’s statements in Confessions 3.8 about the 

importance of acknowledging cultural custom for the sake of harmony265 is used by Aquinas to 

claim customs of dress within various cultures play a normative role. And Augustine’s comments 

on avoiding “excessive pleasure” (On Christian Doctrine 3.12) is used by Aquinas to draw a 

distinction between outward dress and the intentions of the wearer.266 Augustine’s work provided 

an important authoritative resource for Aquinas’s advancements.  

But Augustine is not the only driving source behind Aquinas’s treatment of dress. As we’ve 

seen, Thomas's fundamental philosophical orientation was to reconcile Aristotle with the Christian 

faith. It follows that Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics plays a leading role in Aquinas’s moral 

																																																								
263 In his section on dress Aquinas quotes Augustine nine times, Aristotle and Cyprian five times, Chrysostom 

twice, and Ambrose and Gregory once. Cyprian is quoted primarily to raise and problematize, rather than solve, his 
questions; Augustine is quoted primarily by way solution.  

264 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Tempered Passions, 228, 237.   
265 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Tempered Passions, 237. 
266 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Well-Tempered Passions, 229. 
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theology.267 In this regard, Aristotle’s idea of distributive justice comes into view.268 In his 

discussion on “The Parts of Justice” (Secunda Secundae question 61 of the Summa Theologiae) 

Aquinas takes over Aristotle’s treatment of distributive justice as contrasted with communicative 

justice.269 The important distinction here is that whereas communicative justice rights wrongs 

between individual parties and is to follow a strict equality in its application, distributive justice 

follows along the lines of merit and therefore requires inequality in its application.270 In other 

words, as Samuel Felsichacker has shown, the idea of distributive justice for Aquinas is not about 

property rights and the distribution of basic human needs independent of merit (the modern sense 

of the term), but distribution to deserving people according to merit (the pre-modern sense).271 As 

Aquinas states, “in distributive justice a person receives all the more of the common goods, 

according as he holds a more prominent position in the community.”272 It is noteworthy that 

Aquinas’s idea of savoir faire—dressing in light of the person we are addressing or the company 

we are with—is an application of distributive justice as such. What’s more, Aquinas appeals to 

social ontology as the driving force behind distributive justice. As he states, “[…] in distributive 

justice something is given […] in a quantity that is proportionate to the importance of the position 

of that part in respect of the whole.”273 While a hierarchical social ontology is not explicitly spelled 

out in Aquinas’s understanding of dressing in light of savoir faire, it is certainly implicit in his 

																																																								
267 Aquinas wrote a commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics around 1271, roughly at the same time he was 

composing his second part of Summa Theologiae. Lawrence C. Becker, Charlotte B. Becker, Encyclopedia of Ethics 
(New York: Routledge, 2001), 1709.  

268 For Aristotle’s treatment of distributive justice in the Nicomachean Ethics see Aristotle, Nicomachean 
Ethics, trans. David Ross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 82-88.  

269Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Secunda Secundae 1-91, vol. 17, trans. Fr. Laurence Shapcote, eds. 
John Mortensen and Enrique Alarcón (Lander, Wyoming: The Aquinas Institute for the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 
2012), 569-576.  

270 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Secunda Secundae 1-91, 571. 
271 For an overview of the various usages of distributive justice see Samuel Fleischacker, Short History of 

Distributive Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 19-21. 
272 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Secunda Secundae 1-91, 571.  
273 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae Secunda Secundae 1-91, 571. 
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“part/whole” inequality principle of distributive justice.274  

Aquinas’s savoir faire approach to dress serves as a high watermark in the Catholic 

tradition; having subsumed the anti-adornment rhetoric of the Patristics, reworked Augustine’s 

Civitas Dei, and generously applied Aristotle’s ethics. Yet Aquinas’s synthetic blend, like 

Christendom itself, was to face new challenges with the rise of fashion: his sartorial ethic of 

distributive justice would increasingly find itself in need of being shored up with sumptuary 

legislation, only to be overthrown in with the upheaval of the French Revolution. Given modern 

democracies eschew hierarchies, it raises the question: is there a way to reframe a Catholic 

theology of dress without recourse to virtues such as temperance or pre-modern notions of 

distributive justice? Before concluding, we turn to a contemporary Catholic attempt to achieve just 

that. 

 

Erik Peterson’s Fraught Aggiornamento 

Best remembered for his work in political theology,275 twentieth century German Catholic 

theologian Erik Peterson (1890-1960) set out to provide the Catholic tradition’s theology of dress 

																																																								
274 Aquinas acknowledges the distribution looks different in different political systems based upon what 

constitutes prominence. That said, the aristocratic community is the only one that is “gauged according to virtue.”  
275 The landmark study Erik Peterson is best remembered for is "Monotheism as a Political Problem: A 

Contribution to the History of Political Theology in the Roman Empire," in Theological Tractates, ed. & trans. 
Michael J. Hollerich (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011), 68-105. In this work Peterson turned his 
considerable expertise in ancient sources to argue that the triumph of orthodox Nicene Trinitarian theology over 
Arianism spared Christianity from the widespread ancient political theology that legitimated monarchial rule by the 
cosmic rule of one god in heaven. Interestingly, in spite of the massive relevance this thesis had (and continues to 
have) for political theology, Peterson says nearly nothing about the implication of this view for the present. Peterson's 
colleague and intimate friend, Carl Schmitt, wrote Politische Theolgie II: Die Legende von der Erledigung jeder 
politischen Theologie (Berlin: Dunker & Humblot, 1970) as a response to Peterson's assumption in "Monotheism as 
a Political Problem" that one could sequester oneself from political claims when doing political theology.   

His work in political theology is often seen as detached from his work on clothing. However, given the close 
proximity the role of regal representation to theologies of monarchy play, one can’t help but wonder if his work on 
clothing was not part of his attempt to move the discussion from a theology of representation based on pre-modern 
distributive justice (Aquinas), to a more universal anthropological and metaphysical claim that would better fit with 
modern notions of distributive justice.   
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a fresh re-articulation.276 Jettisoning Aquinas’s discussions of temperance and pre-modern views 

of distributive justice, Peterson’s "A Theology of Clothes"277 sought to offer a contemporary 

Catholic theology of dress through suggesting a phenomenology of nakedness in line with the idea 

of grace as a donum superadditum to nature.278    

To accomplish this, Peterson turns his attention to how clothing "touches upon the most 

central truths of the Christian faith."279 Given this desire to offer “central” (i.e. timeless) truths 

regarding clothing, Peterson builds his work primarily on the early chapters of the Genesis 

account.280 Here the text’s description of nakedness is a focus for Peterson, who argues nakedness 

is by definition post lapsum.281 This is somewhat surprising given Genesis 2:25 clearly states 

"Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame." But for Peterson, this is merely 

reporting unclothedness, not nakedness. Indeed, for Peterson the original pair, though bereft of 

physical clothing, were dressed in "supernatural righteousness."282 In appealing to a previous 

																																																								
276 In seeking to update the tradition, Peterson’s shares a similar impulse with the reconstructive work of the 

Reformed tradition undertaken by his friend and colleague, Karl Barth. That said, Peterson’s contribution is quite 
different from Barth’s. In contrast to Barth's multi-volume systematics, Peterson produced a mosaic of specialized 
studies. Additionally, the two operated with very different propensities: Peterson demonstrating a penchant for in 
depth studies of individual texts, Barth with an affinity for detailed exegetical work supporting a big-picture re-
syntheses. For the relationship between Peterson and Barth see Erik Peterson, Theological Tractates, xiii-xv.  

277 Erik Peterson, "A Theology of Clothes" in Selection II: A Yearbook of Contemporary Thought (London: 
Purnell and Sons, 1954) 54-62; Later published in German as, "Theologie des Kleides" in Marginalien zur Theologie 
(Miinchen: Kosel-Verlag, 1956) and given a fresh title and translation in Erik Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 
Communio 20:3 (Fall 1993) 558-568. 

278 Peterson's account is Catholic in at least three senses: First, although Peterson started off as a Protestant, 
he wrote a "Theology of Clothes" as a Catholic convert. Second, Peterson claims that Protestants have lost the teaching 
of the patristics regarding the metaphysics of nakedness. (Although counterfactual examples exist. For example, see 
Reginald Wallis, The New Adorning: The Spiritual Significance of Dress and Clothing in the Word of God 
(Philadelphia, PA: The American Bible Conference, Inc., 1937), 15.) Third, as we shall see, Peterson claims a 
distinctly "Catholic" theology of nature and grace resides within the Bible's teaching on clothing. 

279 Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 559. 
280 Paralleling creation stories in other ancient Near East literature, Biblical scholars often refer to Genesis 1-

11 as offering “universal history.” However, speaking of Genesis 1-11, Walter Bruggemann notes that although “In 
these texts, there is almost no historical particularity” they are best understood as neither a form of universal history 
nor myth, but proclamation. See Walter Brueggemann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982), 11-17.  

281 As Peterson plainly states, '"'Nakedness follows upon the Fall." Erik Peterson, "A Theology of Clothes," 
54. 

282 Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 561. 
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supernatural clothing, Peterson is following a line of rabbinic and early Christian commentary that 

claimed the original couple were clothed in righteousness, innocence, and immortality—the so-

called "garments of light" or "robes of sanctity."283 Having lost this original supernatural covering 

of grace, the claim is the natural body manifested "a nature bereft of God's glory and left to 

itself."284  

Continuing this line of thought in a phenomenological direction, Peterson argues that the 

"opening of the eyes" after the fall was not merely expressing a sense of shame, but a profound, 

tacit awareness on the part of Adam and Eve of an actual change in their being. As Peterson claims, 

"Only now could the body be seen in its full corporeity, including its sexuality."285 Far from the 

Psalmist’s cry of being “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps. 139:14), Peterson depicts the 

experience of embodiment as sensing something is deeply amiss: an awareness of our body that is 

"purely physical," "functional," “lacking nobility.”286 As a result, clothing is invariably used to 

cover this experience of oneself as undignified, decaying, and disenchanted—a make-shift solution 

to a haunting sense that our body has been stripped of the donum superadditum of righteousness, 

innocence, and immortality.  

This raises some conundrums. As Giorgio Agamben has rightly noted, Peterson’s account 

of nature and grace appears to result in a naked nature. As Agamben states, “Peterson stresses the 

																																																								
283 Peterson, "A Theology of Clothes," 56. For the Garments of Light tradition see Sebastian Brock, "Clothing 

metaphors as a means of theological expression in Syriac tradition" in Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den ostlichen 
Viitern und ihren Parallelen im Mittelater (Eichst:iitter Beitriige, 4: Pustet:Regensbur, 1982), 14. Alexander Toepel, 
"When did Adam wear the garments of light?," Journal of Jewish Studies, 61:1 (Spring 2010), 62-71. Norman J. 
Cohen, Masking and Un-masking Ourselves: Interpreting Biblical Text on Clothing & Identity, 7-19.; Matthew 
Scheeben, Handbuch der Katholischen Dogmatik (Verlag Herder: Freigburg im Breisgan, 1878) val. 2, 455. One finds 
this tradition as early as Irenaeus who described post lapsum Adam as saying "I have by disobedience lost that robe 
of sanctity which I had from the Spirit." See Irenaeus, Against Heresies, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, eds. Alexander 
Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody, MS: Hendrickson, 2004), 457. 

284 Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 562. Again, Peterson explicitly relies on early patristic teaching that 
held that before the fall "supernatural grace covered the human person like a garment.” Peterson, "A Theology of 
Dress," 561. 

285 Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 560. 
286 Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 561. 
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idea that grace is a garment while nature is a kind of nudity. […] This means that sin did not 

introduce evil into the world but merely revealed it.”287 Agamben is not alone in questioning how 

we can reconcile this “Gnostic residue” of a naked nature with the text’s declaration of a good 

creation (Gen. 1:31).288  

Peterson’s understanding of all dress as an attempt to redress a body reduced to the "purely 

physical" and "merely functional” stirred old rivalries between Paris and Jerusalem. 289 Far from 

Aquinas’s recognition of the gifts of broader culture, Peterson claims all dress is merely a “cover 

up,” an attempt to avoid the stripping and re-dressing of Christ. Or again, an attempt to offer a 

surrogate to our baptismal robes, the only adequate replacement for the garments of light that once 

covered our pre-lapsum bodies.290 Driving the wedge between Paris and Jerusalem deeper, for 

Peterson it is the baptismal robe alone that promises (should we keep the garment white through a 

life of devotion) an exit to fashion’s Sisyphean treadmill, the replacement of fashion’s ephemera 

with a type of “clothing that will never be lost."291 Only the baptismal garment confronts fashion’s 

false eschatology; it alone signifies the body's true hope of resurrection, and therefore it alone can 

be trusted.  

																																																								
287 Giorgio Agamben, Nudities, trans. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2011), 64.  
288 Agamben, Nudities, 65. Here I am not only thinking of Herman Bavinck’s scathing critique of the idea of 

grace as a donum superadditum [Jan Veenhof, Nature and Grace in Herman Bavinck, trans. Albert M. Wolters (Sioux 
City, IA, 2006)] but how Catholics during Vatican II challenged classical understandings of nature and grace. See 
Stephen J. Duffy, The Graced Horizon: Nature and Grace in Modern Catholic Thought (Wilmington, Delaware: 
Michael Glazier, 1992).  

289 “In short, the clothing worn by fallen man [sic] is a remembering of the lost clothing worn by man [sic] 
in Paradise. So living a memory, indeed, is it that every new change in fashion-which we adapt so willingly because 
it promises a new beginning of self-understanding is, in fact, merely a reviving of our hope for that lost clothing which 
alone can signify what we are and can make our "dignity" visible." Peterson, Peterson, "A Theology of Dress," 564-
565.  

290 “Whoever puts on the baptismal garment takes off the clothing that he wore after the Fall: the clothing 
made from the leaves of the barren fig tree, from the skins of dead animals symbolizing our mortality. He takes off 
the colorful garb of vanity; clothing that is alluring and lustful, suggesting ‘passion and the bodily humors’; 
‘fashionable’ or ’bourgeois’ clothing.” Peterson, “A Theology of Dress,” 566. 

291 Peterson, “A Theology of Dress,” 568. 
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Far from an “update,” Peterson’s understanding of nature and grace reduced fashion to a 

post lapsum practice; its ruse a dangerous beguiler: its ephemeral nature effortlessly sinking into 

vanity; its use for sexual attraction heedlessly devolving into the "alluring and lustful;" its fanciful 

form oblivious to the apathetic economic convention of the bourgeois. Inescapably complicit in 

the shame and anxiety of a naked nature, in the end fashionable garments for Peterson are rags 

betraying a desperate attempt at a self-salvation only the Church can provide.  

 

A Promising Trajectory  

As the recent scandal that broke out over whether Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI was in fact 

wearing Prada slippers indicates, a palpable tension remains between fashion and the received 

theology of dress in the Catholic tradition.292 Indeed, in spite of his best efforts, Erik Peterson’s 

theology of clothes serves as a reminder that the anti-adornment rhetoric of the patristics remains 

alive and well, to say nothing of Augustine’s account of dress as a tainted ephemera native to the 

City of Man, and Aquinas’s pre-modern views of distributive justice.  

Even so, one recognizes a trajectory from Tertullian’s wall between Paris and Jerusalem, 

to Augustine’s cautious recognition of the City of Man, to Aquinas’s bold venture to enfold the 

gifts of broader culture as part of God’s providence. Increasingly, God has been seen as having an 

interest in the developments of broader culture. At the high water mark in this development are 

thinkers such as Aquinas and writers such as Dante who have maintained an expansive 

understanding of God’s involvement in broader culture, a vision that entails celebrating the gifts 

of those who reside outside the faith.   

																																																								
292 The Vatican, accordingly, denied the Pope was wearing Prada, claiming “The Pope is not dressed by Prada 

but by Christ.” Henry Conway, “Pope Benedict: his true legacy is his fashion sense,” The Guardian, March 3, 2013 
accessed online July 7th, 2016 at https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/fashion-blog/2013/mar/03/pope-benedict-true-
legacy-fashion-sense 
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As we shall now see, with the Reformation, this expansive view of God’s interest was 

poised to forge a new path. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

Reforming Fashion:  

Calvin, Kuyper, and Barth 

 
 

“Truly it should seem to be no matter of great importance for man to be appareled 
after one fashion or other: but yet for all that, God will have things done in order 

[…].”– John Calvin 
 

“Compare this magnificent attire from times past with the stiff uniformity of the 
clothing worn by the thronging spectators and you will agree that here too a deadly 

uniformity has doused the sparkle of life.” – Abraham Kuyper 
 

“Who or what really determines fashion?” – Karl Barth 
 
 
 
 In the previous chapter we provided an overview of the trajectory of Catholic thought on 

dress as represented by Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas. There we saw an increasing embrace 

of the wisdom of broader culture as a site where, in addition to the church, God was also at work. 

In this chapter we turn to the Reformed tradition, a tradition that (in contrast to the Catholic 

tradition) emerged concurrently with the rise of fashion. What did such developments entail and 

how did the Reformed tradition respond? 

 

The Emergence of Fashion 

As we’ve seen, while elements associated with fashion were present well before the 

modern period, fashion theorists and historians typically trace the beginnings of the constantly 
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shifting pace of clothing characteristic of fashion to the late middle ages.293 Here they identify the 

subtle emergence of the use of clothing in ways not previously recognized: as a tool suggesting 

different images of oneself in a succession; as a vehicle to change or challenge convention; as an 

unstable form satisfying an emerging delight in novelty. A number of contributing factors served 

fashion’s early development. These include the increased skill in luxury craft, advances in textile 

production, merchants desiring to introduce new tastes, the injection of Eastern textiles and styles 

from international trading, and the never-ending quest for more impressive apparel in the courts 

across Renaissance Europe.    

By the fifteenth century, wealthy Italian city-states excelled in the production and export 

of patterned silk fabrics, velvets, and a new delicate textile called lace. By the mid sixteenth 

century Spain and France invigorated European fashion. Using discoveries in the New World, 

these countries introduced an approach to dress known as Baroque:294 a formal, lavishly 

ornamented dress that would reach its zenith with the court of Louis XIV. It was also during this 

period that we see an intentional comparison of dress on a scale previously unknown. Whereas 

woodcuts, engravings, and devotional books (such as the Belle Heures and Tres Riches Heures) 

served to portray the typical garb of a wide range of classes and nationalities in the early 

renaissance, by the sixteenth century dedicated volumes (e.g. Veccelio’s Habii Antichi, et Moderni 

di Tut oil Mondo) emerged exploring historic and popular costume. Such intentional and historic 

comparisons, working in conjunction with the printing press, increases in economic resources, and 

readily available consumer goods, further fueled a fascination with the possibilities and varieties 

																																																								
293 James Laver, The Concise History of Costume and Fashion (New York: Abrams, 1979), 62; François 

Boucher, 20,000 Years of Fashion (New York: Abrams, 1987), 192; Sarah-Grace Heller is right to argue that it is 
better to think of multiple births that take place in the late middle ages. See Sarah-Grace Heller, “The Birth of Fashion” 
in The Fashion History Reader, 33. 

294 For example, Spanish Royals introduced black trimmed garments accented with newly discovered gold. 
See Linda Welters, “Europe to 1700,” in The Fashion Reader, 31.   
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of dress among social elites, among whom fashion in early modern Europe had found its footing.295  

 

Dress in the Reformation: Lutherans and Anabaptists 

The Reformation evoked a massive cultural shift, bringing with it sweeping upheaval. In 

line with the Renaissance’s fascination with Classical culture and the humanist call for a return to 

Classical sources (Lat. Ad fontes), Reformers sought to strip away tainted accretions standing in 

the way of a vibrant, purified church. A suspicion of received Catholic practices, combined as it 

was with the a desire to move the faith from a predominantly ocular (and therefore more 

symbolically ambiguous) approach to an auditory (and therefore more demonstrative) approach, 

resulted in Protestants rethinking the relationship of theology to a host of arenas within visual 

culture.296 One of those arenas was dress. 

This Protestant impulse regarding dress is apparent when comparing Aquinas and 

Protestant Reformers. Whereas Aquinas developed Augustine’s concession on the relativity of lay 

dress while calling for a principled, sober, and well-styled adornment among the laity, Protestant 

Reformers tended to emphasized the relativity of ecclesial garments while calling for a principled, 

sober, and dignified approach for the dress of the clergy.297 And whereas Aquinas believed clerical 

																																																								
295 “In the face of such diversity [of commodities], the idea of consumer choice emerges in this period with 

remarkable vigour. Those who made their purchases with pride, because the distinctiveness of their possessions was 
a marker of their social prestige, knew exactly what they wanted, and they were prepared to look beyond the 
immediately available for the style of product most to their taste.” Lisa Jardine, Worldly Goods: A New History of the 
Renaissance (New York: Norton, 1996), 77.  

296 “We now see how suspicious of the ‘eye’ the major reformers were.” William Dyrness, Reformed 
Theology and Visual Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 120. Edward Muir, Ritual in Early 
Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 150, 169. 

297 For example, Heinrich Bullinger (following Zwingli’s lead in the elimination of clerical vestments) stated 
that liturgical vestments were to be done away with because they seemed to support “Popery.” Rather, ministers were 
to dress “decent, according to the fashion of the country.” [Graeme Murdoch, “Dressed To Repress?: Protestant 
Clerical Dress and the Regulation of Morality in Early Modern Europe,” Fashion Theory 4:2 (November 1998): 181.] 
John Calvin faulted the Roman clergy who “contrived for us these priestly vestments that we see in the Mass, these 
altar ornaments, these gesticulations, and the whole apparatus of useless things.” [John Calvin, Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, ed. By J. T. McNeill, trans. F. L. Battles (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006.), 
1199. Unless noted otherwise, all subsequent references are to this edition.] Instead, Calvin believed ministers “ought 
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dress rightly distinguished an elevated position from a mundane position, the Reformers’ doctrine 

of the priesthood of believers (mixed as it was with anti-Catholic skepticism) resulted in an 

ambivalent relationship to traditional clerical vestments.298 Similarly, in regard to the dress of the 

laity, Aquinas’s drive to manifest an abiding mean stood in tension with the Protestant desire to 

reframe social relationships in light of a purified church.  

As a result, whereas Catholics on the whole recognized and enfold previously established 

social codes and rituals,299 Protestant groups—Lutheran, Reformed, and Anabaptist—offered 

various proposals for reforming the received culture. Such differences reflected not only the 

impending break up of a unified Christendom, but also the theological impulses behind emerging 

Protestant traditions. Of these three traditions we will focus on the Reformed tradition as 

represented by John Calvin. However, to appreciate how Calvin’s approach compares to other 

Protestant traditions, we begin with a brief sketch of Lutheran (Martin Luther) and Anabaptist 

(Menno Simons) approaches to dress.  

The work of Ulinka Rublack is particularly valuable regarding the Lutheran treatment of 

dress during the Reformation. In her Dressing Up: Cultural Identity in Renaissance Europe, 

Rublack details the approach to dress exhibited by Martin Luther (1483–1546). Although 

																																																								
to give others an example of frugality, should not have so much […] to the point of luxury and indulgence.” Calvin, 
Institutes, 1074. For Protestants ministers and dress see also Graeme Murdoch in Beyond Calvin: The Intellectual, 
Political and Cultural World of Europe’s Reformed Churches, c. 1540-1620 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 
113-118.  

Ulinka Rublack see dress among Protestant clerics as offering a distinctly anti-Catholic polemic. Pastors were 
ideally to be neither too fat (distancing themselves from Catholic priests who supposedly harvested the fruit of others) 
nor too thin (which suggests too scholarly and enclosed). Rather, they were to dress in a manner that communicated 
maturity (preferably with a beard), professionalism and civility. Additionally, their families were not to be too drab 
(buttoned up) nor all bright colors, but rather were to be connected to normal life. See Ulinka Rublack, Reformation 
Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 181-182. Similarly, Graham Murdoch develops the unusual 
tension Protestant clergy experience: needing to distinguish themselves without claiming undue status (as their 
Catholic counterparts had). See Murdoch, “Dressed To Repress?,” 179-200. 
  298 Indeed, some Reformers went as far as to equate Catholic vestments with disguises of the devil. Ulinka 
Rublack, Dressing Up: Cultural Identity in Renaissance Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 90.  

299 Edward Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe, 126, 149.  
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uncomfortable with fellow Lutheran Andreas Osiander's reputation for sumptuous clothing, and 

aware of colleague Andres Karlstadt's decision to emphasize his brotherhood with the common 

man by togging up like a peasant, Luther developed a unique approach to dress as a conveyor of 

sacred and secular authority. Indeed, the famed paradox of Luther's two kingdoms appears to have 

been displayed in his initial choice of clothing at Wittenberg, wherein we find Luther fluctuating 

between resembling a courtier when interacting with secular powers and, upon returning to the 

former Augustinian monastery where he lived, donning a friar's habit.300 Later in his career Luther 

landed on a combination of signifiers, including an effective use of the color red: a color capable 

of simultaneously relaying his authority as a prophet, his vocation as a priest, his expertise as a 

Biblical scholar, and his strong connection with secular authorities.301  

Luther's approach to dress was not shared by all who appreciated his theology. Students 

studying theology at Wittenberg seemed to follow Luther's respect for highlighting distinct roles: 

offering a Protestant version of student garb by using black gowns and breeches, the cap of a 

student, a feather quill behind the ear, and a kalema (a writing instrument) on their belt.302 Yet 

outside Wittenberg dress among Lutheran clergy in the early Reformation could range from those 

who—in light of the Lutheran doctrine of the priesthood of believers—were indistinguishable from 

the laity, to those who retained clerical vestments.  

																																																								
300 Rublack, Dressing Up: Cultural Identity in Renaissance Europe, 97. 
301 "The council's gifts suggests that Luther might have used his red coat at least for his best dress, just as his 

favorite biblical prophet Daniel had been dressed in scarlet and with a golden chain when he had been honored by 
King Belshazzar (Dan. 5, 29). This kind of red moreover was related to Christ's blood in the Christian tradition, as 
well as being a sign of divine justice that could be transmitted to secular rulers. [...] For Luther, this perfect scarlet, 
'purple' red, in part must have symbolized his prophetic status and connection with secular power. It also marked his 
professional standing as a doctor of divinity, which in turn legitimated his prophetic status in a historically 
unprecedented way" (97). Rublack goes on to argue that rather than Cranach's famed picture of Luther in all black 
(emblematic of Protestant austerity) Luther more likely wore a red cloak and red beret as emblematic of his status as 
a doctor of theology. Rublack, Dressing Up, 98. 

302 These props reinforced their serious status as dignified learners while helping recruits from a variety of 
stations in society (former monks, those of aristocratic descent, etc.) take up their re-assignment as Lutheran theology 
students. Rublack, Dressing Up, 101. 
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In contrast to the variety of practices among Lutheran clergy, denouncements by Lutherans 

of excessive or ambiguous dress among the laity was more uniform. (Even Luther's right-hand 

protégé, Philip Melanchthon, couldn’t resist lecturing against a popular trend of flamboyantly 

colorful garments that captured his ire.) Noteworthy in this regard is a particular genre of anti-

fashion Lutheran literature that sprang up in the mid-sixteenth century. Spawned by divinity 

professor Andreas Musculus' (1514-1581) pamphlet castigating those wearing a type of 

fashionable baggy hose (Ger. Pluderhosen), these works condemned the use of full-length baggy 

hose, silk, velvet, and gold. The condemnation was so severe that those donning such outfits were 

at times associated with Satan himself, thus the name of this genre: "devil books" (Ger. 

Teufelbilcher). True to the Lutheran emphasis on faith rather than good works, these Lutheran 

tracts were careful not to associate what one wears with good or bad works. This did not mean the 

Lutheran antithesis of faith vs. works resulted in seeing appearances as merely meaningless signs. 

Rather, in line with the Lutheran doctrine of consubstantiation, clothing was presented as 

inescapably connected to the invisible world of the user's heart, and therefore capable of revealing 

a clean or unclean spirit.303  

While sixteenth century Lutherans had no problem associating the diabolical with 

particular fashion statements, on the whole they displayed little interest in challenging the broader 

use of sumptuous clothing to maintain office or class distinction. They might go after ambiguous 

or luxurious dress within the upper class's use of a full-length hose; but wealthy men who dressed 

with a shorter Pluderhose, revealing rich fabrics and crowned with a lavishly adorned codpiece, 

would be free of censor. This irony is exemplified in the life of Musculus himself, ringleader of 

																																																								
303 As one section from Musculus's track claims, "if your slashed hose does not damn you your own heart 

still does/ which you have revealed through such clothing/ your clothes show what sense/thoughts and spirit you have." 
As quoted and translated by Rublack, Dressing Up, 111. 
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the so-called "devil books." His successful publications on the danger of certain kinds of 

sumptuous garments secured for him not only a well-to do lifestyle, but also beautiful courtly 

dress. Clearly, his carefully targeted theological criticisms were, in effect, a tacit recognition of 

the larger social order. But this reluctance to challenge the broader social order was not shared by 

all branches of the Reformation.  

On the other end of the spectrum were the Anabaptists. Often referred to by historians as 

the “left wing,” “third wing,” or “radical wing,” the Anabaptists radicalized Luther's two 

kingdoms, thereby calling for a clear separation of the church from the rest of society. Although 

unified in their return to Tertullian’s strong separation of church and society, the application of 

this doctrine was not uniformly applied. In some instances, Anabaptists served (somewhat 

ironically) as model citizens, upholding sumptuary laws with an ardent zeal.304 In other instances 

such calls for a strict separation from society resulted in a wholesale rejection of the entire system 

of early modern clothing.  

The latter was notoriously demonstrated by two groups of Anabaptists who, in 1534 and 

1535 respectively, went naked through the streets of Amsterdam as a form of spiritual protest.305 

As these incidents demonstrated, the Anabaptist call for renouncing the world, combined as it was 

with a desire to strip away the layers of dogma and ritual from Christianity, could lead to a 

wholesale rejection of the social order, including the clothing that relayed and reinforced that order. 

Indeed, by transgressing the obviousness of everyday practice, the radical wing of the Reformation 

embodied oppositional readings: both communicating an alternative view of the world while at the 

																																																								
304 Marry Miller Bates, "Insubordinate Anabaptists in Virtuous Clothing? Amish Anabaptists as Model 

Subjects in the Context of Bernese Sumptuary and Moral Mandates," Mennonite Quarterly Review, October (2008), 
526-527. 

305 Russell Shorto, Amsterdam: A History of the World's Most Liberal City (New York: Doubleday, 2013), 
47-49. 
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same time reinforcing the subgroup’s identity.306  

The Anabaptist approach to dress found a less scandalous though equally ardent approach 

in the teaching of Anabaptist leader Menno Simons (1496-1561). Simons' criticism of the use of 

anything other than simple and humble attire within the church (pace Tertullian) appears 

throughout his teaching.307 Countering Aquinas, Simons offered scathing rebukes of Christian 

traditions that endorse the use of luxurious dress to distinguish offices in broader society. Echoing 

the anti-adornment rhetoric of patristics, Simons claimed those in the Kingdom of God (and here 

he means church) were forbidden to wear anything but simple, modest, and humble attire. For, 

according to Simons, 

This kingdom is not a kingdom in which they parade in gold, silver, pearls, silk, velvet, 
and costly finery, as is done by the haughty, proud world; matters which your [Catholic, 
Lutheran and Reformed] leaders defend and allow with this meaningless provision; just so 
you do not desire these things and live for them in your heart. In this way Satan can defend 
his pride and make pure and good the desire of his eyes. But in the kingdom of all humility 
(I declare) not the outward adorning of the body, but the inward adorning of the spirit is 
sought with zeal and diligence, with a broken and contrite heart.308 
 

Simons' strong denunciation here foreshadowed the distinctive dress that later Anabaptists, such 

as the Mennonites and Amish, would wear; thereby reissuing a contemporary version of 

Tertullian’s theology of God’s absence in “secular culture”—a culture (by both Tertullian’s and 

Simons’ lights) deemed incapable of expressing little beyond the fallenness of humanity.309 

 

John Calvin, Sumptuous Dress, and Early Modern Fashion 

Like Lutherans and Anabaptists, theologians within the Reformed tradition also set their 

																																																								
306 Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (New York: Routledge, 2007), 101-102.   
307 Menno Simons, The Complete Writings of Menno Simons, trans. by Leonard Verduin, ed. by J.C. Wenger 

(Scottsdale, PA: Mennonite Publishing House, 1986), 62-63. 
308 Simons, The Complete Writings of Menno Simons, 217. c.f. 737. 
309 For Amish rejection of social and class distinctions see Kimberly Schmidt, Diane Zimmerman Umble, 

Steven D. Reschly, Strangers at Home: Amish and Mennonite Women in History (Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 2002), 62-63. 



				 81	
	
	

sights on dress. Here too we see them navigating early modern fashion in light of their distinct 

theological impulses. John Calvin (1509-1564) is no exception in this regard.  

One of the most constructive and appreciative words Calvin gave regarding dress is found 

in his discussion on the gifts God grants for our present life. Here Calvin (as Aquinas did) advises 

a mean when it comes to enjoying the good gifts of God: neither undue rigorism nor license. 

Rather, all the goods of this present life are to be used “to that end to which the Author himself 

created and destined them for us.”310 Calvin focuses immediately on two particular gifts that are 

to be received as wonderful “helps”: food and clothing. These two parallel each other in Calvin’s 

mind. Just as food is not merely to sustain us, but also adds joy to our mundane existence; so 

clothing is not merely to protect us from the elements or indecency, but also beautifies our lives. 

Indeed, when fixing on this point of the importance of embracing the simple aesthetic pleasures of 

life, such as good food and beautiful dress, Calvin asks:  

Has the Lord clothed the flowers with the great beauty which greets our eyes, the sweetness 
of smell that is wafted upon our nostrils, and yet will it be unlawful for our eyes to be 
affected by that beauty, or our sense of smell to obey the sweetness of that odor? What? 
Did he not so distinguish colors as to make some more lovely than others? What? Did he 
no endow gold and silver, ivory and marble, with loveliness that renders them more 
precious than other metals or stones? Did he not, in short, render many things attractive to 
us, apart from their necessary use?311  

 
Calvin’s unguarded embrace of creation’s visual delights and aromatic bouquets as God-given 

helps reminds us that—all things being equal—Calvin clearly had an appreciation for attractive 

dress.312  

																																																								
310 Calvin, Institutes, 720.  
311	Calvin, Institutes, 721.	
312 As we shall see in chapter five, in making this move, Calvin very much shows himself in line with classical 

theo-aesthetics. That is, the view of God as the author of beauty calls dress to be marked by beauty. In other words, 
Humanity was to imitate God’s penchant for lovely dress as seen in the beauty of creation 
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But for Calvin things seldom were equal. Never one to be known for downplaying the 

propensity of the human heart for sin,313 it comes as little surprise that, in spite of affirming 

comments such as that above,314 the majority of Calvin's discussion on (fashionable) dress aims at 

exposing its "endless problems and opportunities for sin."315  

Chief among these sins for Calvin was that of pride. Although Calvin associated dress with 

hubris in a number of places, the giving of the animal skins to Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:19-22 

served Calvin as both a locus classicus and poignant example.316 One sees this in Calvin's sermon 

on Genesis 3:19-22, "Sin's Nature, Effects, Results, and Remedy," wherein Calvin paints a close 

relationship between clothing and the shameful effects of Adam and Eve’s sin. Just as their sin 

brought on the shame of nakedness, God's giving of clothing was to serve as an ever-present 

humbling sign of humanity's sinful condition. As Calvin states, "in the matter of all clothing, God 

wanted to [...] make people ashamed and to underscore their disgrace in order to cleanse them of 

																																																								
313 Here one thinks of Calvin’s famous injunction that “man’s nature, so to speak, is a perpetual factory of 

idols.” Calvin, Institutes, 108. Or again, “The human heart has so many crannies where vanity hides, so many holes 
where falsehood lurks, is so decked out with deceiving hypocrisy, that it often dupes itself.” Calvin, Institutes, 554.  

314 In Calvin's Commentary on Psalms, Calvin picks up and elaborates on the Psalmist's imagery in Psalm 
104 of a garment as a metaphor of God's relationship to creation. John Calvin, Commentary on Psalm (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Books, 1974), 145. Additionally, in Calvin's Commentary on Romans, when commenting on Paul's 
injunction in 13:14 to "put on the Lord Jesus Christ," Calvin connects the clothing metaphor with the image of God. 
According to Calvin, when we put on Christ "thus is the image of God renewed in us, which is the true ornament of 
the soul." John Calvin, Commentary on Romans (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1974), 490. Finally, one of the 
most striking exceptions is where Calvin concludes from God clothing the lilies of the field, “Did he not, in short, 
render many things attractive to us, apart from their necessary use” and therefore we too were to approach clothing 
not only from “necessity” but for the purpose of “comeliness.” Calvin, Institutes, 720-721.  

315 As quoted by Graeme Murdoch, “Did Calvinists Have a Guilt Complex? Reformed Religion, Conscience 
and Regulation in Early Modern Europe,” Studies in Church History 40 (2004): 146.  

316 See Calvin’s Commentary on Genesis (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1975), 181-182; Pride as related 
to dress found in the daughters of Zion (Is. 3:16-24) Calvin’s Commentary on The Prophet Isaiah (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 1975), 143-144; Calvin's sermon on Deuteronomy 22:5, in The Sermons of Mr. John Calvin Upon The 
Fifth Book of Moses Called Deuteronomy, trans. Arthur Golding (London: Thomas Middleton, 1583), 774 where 
Calvin states that clothing was meant to cause us to think upon the sin of our father Adam so as to counteract pride.  
Calvin recommends counteracting pride with penitential apparel in his Institute of the Christian Religion: noting that 
penance in Biblical times often involved a change in appearance such as a "long beard, unkempt hair, and dark 
clothing, in order to appeal to the mercy of the judge." Calvin praised such action, as it "is also profitable and salutary 
for us in humble garb to pray that his severity be averted." In contrast to unmitigated statements in earlier versions, 
his final 1559 edition did not make penitential apparel normative as "sackcloth and ashes were perhaps more 
appropriate to those times" Calvin, Institutes, 1243. 
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all arrogance."317 Cutting off a possible loophole, Calvin clarifies that we must not see God giving 

the original pair clothing as the Lord acting akin to "a seamstress or a furrier of fine coats." For 

rather than give them an outfit of "linen or wool" he gave Adam and Eve, "the stinking skin of a 

dead animal." A master of rhetoric, Calvin drives his point home, "If our Lord spat in our face a 

hundred times, he could not better express how vile we are than when he clothed Adam and Eve 

with skins."318  

Given Calvin associated dress with both the chief of sins and original sin, Calvin 

understood prideful, ostentatious display as a gateway to a host of vices; one of which was unchaste 

behavior. In his Commentary on Timothy, Calvin, reflecting on Paul's injunction (1 Tim. 2:9) for 

women to dress modestly, states "where ambition reigns within, there will be no modesty in the 

outward dress." In light of these twin vices, Calvin admonishes women to have an appropriate 

"shame" and "bashfulness" so they do not dress like "tomboys,” "unchaste," "immodest," nor 

promiscuous (“casting themselves at random”). Even more, appropriate shame and bashfulness 

would get rid of the need for debates about suitable vs. superfluous adornment (including earrings, 

coifs, curling, braiding, golden chains, bracelets, etc.).319 This ties into another great vice Calvin 

associated with dress: deceitfulness.  

																																																								
317 See John Calvin, Sermons on Genesis: Chapter 1-11, trans. Rob Roy McGregor (Edinburgh: Banner of 

Trust, 2009), 329. In his commentary on Genesis Calvin repeats this theme, claiming, "The reason why the Lord 
clothed them with garments of skin appears to me to be this: because garments formed of this material would have a 
more degrading appearance than those made of linen or of woolen. God therefore designed that our first parents should, 
in such a dress, behold their own vileness—just as they had before seen it in their nudity—and should thus be reminded 
of their sin.” John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, 181-182.  

318 Calvin, Sermons on Genesis, 330. This stands in stark relief with contemporary Neo-Calvinist Cornelius 
Plantinga’s depiction of the giving of the animal skins: “God outfits human beings with durable clothing they should 
never have needed—a piece of kindness that launches the history of God’s grace from Genesis to Revelation.”  
Cornelius Plantinga Jr., Engaging God’s World: A Christian Vision of Faith, Learning and Living (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2002), 72. Here Plantinga draws from Abraham Kuyper, who argued “And if we read how God himself 
protects fallen man [sic] against the rawness of the atmosphere by clothing him in sheep’s wool, are we not also being 
shown one of the most beautiful dimensions of common grace […].” Abraham Kuyper, Common Grace: God’s Gifts 
For A Fallen World, vol. 1. eds. Jordan J. Ballor and Melvin Flikkema (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016), 313.   

319 John Calvin, Commentary on 1 Timothy (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1974), 65-66. 
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As we’ve seen, the urgency of dressing “truthfully” was present throughout the patristic 

and medieval tradition.320 But with Calvin, straightforward dress received great rhetorical 

emphasis. This is seen in Calvin's sermon on Deuteronomy 22:5, wherein he appeals to his 

listener's experience to identify a connection between bawdry behavior and those clothed in what 

he deems "trifling disguises."321 Indeed, for Calvin true godliness is consummate with accurate 

self-representation, "for even the heathen have showed us [...] if there is no regard for honesty, the 

rest of their virtues are not counted for virtues any more." Elaborating further on honest dressing, 

Calvin portends the modern trend of togging up like a “rock star,” castigating those who seek 

attention through portraying themselves as a musician about to perform.322 Moreover, Calvin 

warns that women seeking "to draw men's eyes to look at them decked out" are also dealing in a 

form of dishonest dressing. How so?  

To explain, Calvin once again turns his attention to his locus classicus: the giving of the 

animal skins. He states, "As often as we put on either shirt or coat, we are reminded that our Lord 

commanded us to hide ourselves, because his image is disfigured in us." True to his iconoclastic 

impulse, Calvin argues that rather than portraying our physical glory and resplendence, clothing 

was meant to cause us to "reflect on the sin of our father Adam." As such, ostentatious or immodest 

dress is ultimately a "disguise" because it breaks the ninth commandment: bearing false witness to 

our neighbor about our true post lapsum condition.323  

																																																								
320 This suspicion shows influence from Plato’s mimetic theory of the arts, wherein the making of something 

that is not a real thing but merely an image of a thing draws from an inferior part of the soul. See Christopher Janaway, 
“Plato,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, eds. Berys Nigel Gaut and Dominic Lopes (New York: Routledge, 
2005), 5.  

321 John Calvin, The Sermons of M. John Calvin Upon The Fifth Booke of Moses Called Deuteronomie, trans. 
Arthur Golding (London: Henry Middleton, 1583), 773.  

322 Calvin's words here are strikingly relevant. One immediately thinks of the enduring trend to dress 
like a rock star, or outrageous fads that seem to serve no other purpose than to make a scene. 

323 Calvin’s iconoclastic concerns were undoubtedly driven by fashion’s reliance on an ocular registrar to 
communicate through the ambiguity of allegorical expression.  
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Also troubling for Calvin is the way an intemperate use of clothing diverts us from 

"heavenly life and zeal to cultivate the soul.”324 In his Institutes, Calvin quotes Cato saying, "There 

is great care about dress, but great carelessness about virtue" and "those who are much occupied 

with the care of the body are for the most part careless about their own souls."325 In a similar vein, 

when preaching on 1 Timothy 2:9, Calvin explains that at the heart of all of our outer actions is an 

inner disposition toward God. Decking the outer man often stands in an inverse relationship to 

decking the inner soul: one cannot spend their life decking themselves before men and be suitable 

before God.326 Indeed, "The person who is so consumed with the right clothes and the perfect fit 

demonstrates that their soul is filthy and neglected: that they have neglected to make it clean, and 

to keep it upright.”327 Calvin elaborates on how to be "decked out" before God. What should we 

wear? God is impressed with humility, modesty, sobriety, moderation, patience, holiness, and 

other virtues. Calvin charges his audience; rather than focusing on the latest fashion, labor at being 

adorned in virtue.  

The above details Calvin’s concerns over the vices he associated with fashionable, 

sumptuous dress. But moving beyond depravity are there other reasons Calvin held such views? 

While Calvin’s personal sense of bodily shame might have played a role,328 Calvin’s value for 

self-denial arguably had a greater influence on his comments on dress. As he famously argued in 

the Institutes, the sum of the Christian life is self-denial.329 And it is precisely this self-denial that 

																																																								
324 Calvin, Institutes, 722. 
325 Calvin, Institutes, 722. 
326 John Calvin, A Sermon of Maister John Calvine, Upon the First Epistel of Paul, to Timothie. trans. by 

L.T. (London, 1579). Accessed May 10th 2009 at 
http://www.truecovenanter.com/calvin/calvin_17_on_Timothy.html   

327 Calvin, A Sermon of Maister John Calvine, Upon the First Epistel of Paul, to Timothie. 
328 According to Alida Sewell, “Calvin’s sense of shame about the body must have arisen out of his personal 

prudery and prejudices.” Alida Sewell, “Nakedness and Shame in Calvin’s Writings,” Pro Rege 37:4 (June 2009): 14. 
See also Alida Sewell, “Nakedness and Shame” in Calvin and the Body: An Inquiry into his Anthropology 
(Amsterdam: VU University Press, 2011), 191-206. 

329 Calvin, Institutes, 689-701.  
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Calvin believed would drive out vices he associated with luxurious dress: "pride," "arrogance," 

"ostentation," "avarice," "desire," "lasciviousness," and even "effeminacy."330 Conversely, Calvin 

argued self-denial produced a radical generosity and "right stewardship" of one’s possessions.331  

But why place such a strong connection between self-denial and simple dress? Here 

Matthew Boulton’s Life in God: John Calvin, Practical Formation, and the Future of Protestant 

Theology sheds light on the nexus between Calvin’s statements about dress and his value for self-

denial. According to Boulton, Calvin's call for self-denial was driven by his aim to bring the 

disciplined focus of the monastic life to the common laity.332 It follows for Calvin that all 

Christians are to eschew luxury in the name of simplicity, intemperance in the name of moderation, 

extravagance in the name of austerity, pampering in the name of discipline. Therefore, rather than 

justify a fashionably fabulous appearance by citing "Joseph's coat of many colors and Rebecca's 

earrings and bracelets"333 believers must exchange such with the simple attire of the early 

monastics: making spiritual concerns primary by having the details of everyday life ("diet, speech, 

clothing, countenance") conform to a new kind of true monastic brotherhood.334 

At first blush, Calvin’s censure of fashion seems to reinforce the narrative of theology and 

fashion as irreconcilable enemies, but there are three things that problematize this. First, 

methodologically, it should be recognized that behind Calvin’s calls for order, humility, modesty, 

																																																								
330 Calvin, Institutes, 691. 
331 Calvin, Institutes, 695. 
332 According to Matthew Boulton, "Calvin grounds his quarrel with monasticism—in an endorsement of 

monasticism." See Matthew Myer Boulton, Life In God: John Calvin, Practical Formation, and the Future of 
Protestant Theology (Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans, 2011), 12-21. 

333 John Calvin, 'On Luxury', in Calvin's Ecclesiastical Advice, trans. Mary Beaty and Benjamin W. Farley 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 1991), 84-85. Notably, Calvin differed from Martin Luther: Luther being 
reported to have worn "clothes which are indistinguishable from those of a courtier." Rublack, Dressing Up, 97. 

334 As Calvin states, "Perhaps this perversity of luxury led the anchorites in earlier times to prescribe a fixed 
standard of rather simple clothing for themselves, so that they might renounce the cupidity common to everyone. And 
then (as even well-constitute things slip into vice) the monks sought sanctity from hoods, caps, tunics, and trifles of 
this sort (or, certainly, they sought a reputation for sanctity). What would those anchorites do if they were living today? 
Calvin, ‘On Luxury,” 86.     
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honesty in dress, etc. is a perception of a founding event (the giving of the animal skins) that shapes 

all human engagement with clothing. As we noted in our first chapter, the idea of dress fulfilling 

certain nuclear tasks is not unique to Calvin, for much of the early anthropological and sociological 

accounts of fashion offered such tasks. In this sense Calvin’s methodology—drawing as he does 

on the Genesis account to suggest nuclear tasks for clothing—is not incommensurate with the 

methodology found among early fashion theorists.335  

Second, beyond method, Calvin’s remarks take on new light when viewed within the 

spreading foothold fashion was having in sixteenth century Western Europe. In this context, we 

see Calvin's call for a more straightforward, orderly dress as commonplace for clerics and 

magistrates throughout the period: all of whom found themselves increasingly relying on 

sumptuary laws.336 This concern is demonstrated in Calvin's sermon on Deuteronomy 22:5 

wherein Calvin warns that a constant mixing and matching of various styles inevitably results in 

"bringing all things to confusion" and is itself a "disorderly dealing."337 Accordingly, Calvin 

reprimands "those looking for the latest, cutting edge dress, ever-coveting the latest fashion"338 in 

light of the issue of "order."339 But exactly what “order” did Calvin have in mind?    

In William Naphy’s Calvin and the Consolidation of the Genevan Reformation, Naphy 

																																																								
335 Such universal performances (modesty, protection, decoration) remained in the backdrop of early 

discussions on fashion by theorists Herbert Spencer, Thorstein Veblen, Georg Simmel, John Flügel and James Laver.  
336 Sumptuary laws in Western Europe emerge well before the sixteenth century. Sumptuary legislation is 

first detected in Western Europe in the ninth century. By the end of the twelfth century regular sumptuary regulation 
began to emerge (1157 in Genoa, 1188 in France) and becomes even more frequent by the thirteenth century (1234 
Aragon, 1249 Siena, 1250 Florence, 1256 Castille). By the fourteenth century sumptuary legislation was present over 
most of Europe. According to Alan Hunt, the sixteenth to the eighteenth century was the high period of sumptuary 
legislation. Alan Hunt, “A Short History of Sumptuary Laws” in The Fashion History Reader, 47.  

337 Calvin cites his fellow Frenchmen as especially grievous fashion slaves who "cannot be reclaimed' from 
giving into fashion’s narcissistic desire for attention. Calvin, The Sermons of M. John Calvin Upon The Fifth Booke 
of Moses Called Deuteronomie, 774. 

338 Zephaniah 1:8 reads, "And on the day of the Lord's sacrifice I will punish the officials and the king's sons 
and all who array themselves in foreign attire" (ESV). Remarkably, Calvin includes clothing designers and stylists as 
their knack for creating cutting edge outfits clearly transgresses Zephaniah’s criticism.  

339 Calvin, The Sermons of M. John Calvin Upon The Fifth Booke of Moses Called Deuteronomie, 774.  



				 88	
	
	

goes into great historical detail to paint a picture of Calvin's struggle to secure the Reformation in 

Geneva. During Calvin’s tenure, Geneva was a city swelling with refugees, fraught with internal 

factions and under the constant specter of external threats.340 Fearing Geneva was on the brink of 

social and political upheaval, Calvin worked closely with the city’s ecclesial and civil magistrates 

to secure an orderly, duly Reformed Genevan society. Indeed, such concerns were all the more 

exacerbated in light of the emergence of the urban stranger.341 Therefore, sumptuary laws promised 

the Genevan magistrates a more stable, “open” society in which newly arriving refugees and 

citizens exchanged the ambiguity of fashionable and foreign dress for straightforward attire in line 

with the region—the removal of anonymous public action going hand in hand with accountability 

and spiritual oversight.342  

Such motives identified, it must be reiterated that Calvin’s adoption of sumptuary 

legislation was unremarkable for the period—a dispensation when fashion’s destabilization of 

dress as a signifier was increasingly kept in check by governing authorities accustomed to 

paternalistic roles in adjudicating social rank, gender identity, ethnic difference, and occupational 

groups.343  

That said, a couple things stand out regarding Calvin’s approach to such laws. First, as 

Graeme Murdoch points out, Calvin tacitly recognized the limitation of sumptuary legislation and 

																																																								
340 Geneva was “a volatile city, with an unsettled constitution, full of tensions and competing social, political 

and economic forces, surrounded by dangerous avaricious states.” William Naphy, Calvin and the Consolidation of 
the Genevan Reformation (Nashville, TN: WJK, 20), 43.  

341 Alan Hunt makes the argument that sumptuary legislation was not merely a premodern artifact enacted 
solely to protect and reinforce a crumbling feudal order but, rather, more about the challenges of the widespread 
anonymous world of cities as a result of expansive urbanization. For this so-called “recognizability thesis”—
sumptuary laws were in reaction to a growing widespread anxiety about an increasing anonymity in early modern 
cities—see Alan Hunt, Governance of the Consuming Passions: A History of Sumptuary Laws (Palgrave MacMillan 
1996). 

342 According to Bouwsma, Calvin longed for an openness and freedom in personal relationships, one where 
there was not a “discrepancy between what one is, inwardly and truly, and what one appears to be.” William J. 
Bouwsma, “Calvin and the Dilemma of Hypocrisy,” in Calvin and Christian Ethics, ed. Peter De Klerk, Fifth 
Colloquium on Calvin and Calvin Studies (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Calvin Studies Society, 1987), 3.  

343 Murdock, “Did Calvinists Have a Guilt Complex?,” 146.   
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the futility of delineating the details of an increasingly shifting body of clothing. Therefore, in 

contrast to some ecclesial magistrates of his age (including those who would follow him in 

Geneva), Calvin showed little interest in adjudicating the details of what constituted appropriate 

dress. Indeed—far from Max Weber’s theory of Calvinist introspective self-doubt—for Calvin, 

overemphasis of such details could provide weak consciences reason for undue entanglement in 

matters which he saw as indifferent (adiaphora) to salvation.344 So, while Calvin’s support of 

sumptuary legislation in the 1550’s enforced general dress regulations and earmarked a handful of 

(what for the time would be considered) scandalous practices,345 his defense of Christian liberty 

caused him to disdain the practice of ecclesial magistrates spending undue attention on items of 

adornment to be censured.  

Another distinction further reinforced Calvin’s reticence. For, rather than using such laws 

to merely reinforce social hierarchies,346 Calvin emphasized that because of social responsibilities 

to one another, all Genevans, regardless of class, should demonstrate a simplicity in their dress 

(and other manners of life).347 Indeed, if (as Calvin argued) personal wealth existed to provide for 

the needs of the poor, hoarding one’s possessions in effect broke the sixth commandment: thou 

																																																								
344 Murdock, “Did Calvinists Have A Guilt Complex?,” 149.  
345 Slashed sleeves were specifically listed as dress communicating an insolent disregard for authority. 

Originating in Northern Italy as a way to give a feign adherence to sumptuary legislation, by the fifteenth century they 
were increasingly donned by Swiss mercenaries returning from service in Rome. This resulted in a new flurry of 
legislation censuring slashed garments: in 1530 in Bern and then in 1537 from the pulpits of Zurich, Basel, and (once 
again) Bern. Citizens would be given a period of one week in which they must remove their slashes and sew up the 
openings. In 1541 the same pulpits again called for an ending to slashed clothing, and again in the so-called Great 
Ordinance of 1573 which included general warnings against immodest, extravagant, and foreign clothes. See Vincent, 
Costume and Conduct in the Laws of Basel, Bern, and Zurich, 1370-1800, 47. 

346 After Calvin’s death and in spite of Calvin’s admonition, the consistory became more pro-active in 
creating detailed sumptuary legislation, issuing comprehensive regulations in 1564 (twelve days after Calvin’s death), 
1569 and 1570. Such restrictions drew greater attention to rank and status, such as the new restrictions assuring wives 
of gens de métier and were clearly marked off. See Murdock, “Did Calvinists Have A Guilt Complex?,” 146 and 
Graham, The Constructive Revolutionary, 113.  

347 During Calvin’s oversight “The sumptuary laws were applied to rich and poor, habitant and members of 
the Council—with refreshing blindness.” W. Fred Graham, The Constructive Revolutionary: John Calvin & His Socio-
Economic Impact (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1978), p 111. 
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shalt not murder.348 It followed for Calvin that social obligations regarding choices of clothing 

were to be taken quite seriously; lest in lavishing ourselves with beautiful garments we end up 

covering ourselves in “the blood of the poor.”349 Here Calvin’s call for social responsibility and a 

simplicity of dress cutting across class lines contrasts with Luther’s and Simons’ approaches.  

Whereas Luther’s two kingdoms tended to retain sartorial hierarchies in society, and Simons’ 

radicalization of Luther’s two kingdoms recapitulated a Tertullian limitation of sartorial directives 

to the church, Calvin’s approach created a dialectic that both recognized and relativized sartorial 

distinctions across society at the same time.350  

This ambivalence toward received social hierarchies also provides insights into Calvin’s 

insistence on dressing “truthfully.” If the weight of one’s self-representation is no longer to be 

fueled by medieval social order and clear cut hierarchies, then where is one to find the counter-

balance so as to maintain social order? In Richard Mouw’s The God Who Commands, Mouw draws 

attention to this dilemma, claiming that Calvin’s reticence toward the medieval conception of roles 

was driven by his yearning for a new form of openness and freedom, one where “we are called, 

not to be un-roled, but to be as it were authentically roled.”351 This freedom in social relations, 

again, would not be possible by “shunning roles as such, but by recognizing the need to be stern 

critics of our own performances, under the gaze of the divine ‘spectator and critic.’”352 

This brings us to our third and final reason why Calvin makes an ill-fitting case study for 

theology and fashion as irreconcilable enemies. As previously noted, Calvin was not entirely 

																																																								
348 André Biéler, Calvin’s Economic and Social Thought (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 2006), 298-299.  
349 Calvin, De Luxu, 86. 
350 This mirrors the way Calvin both recognized and relativized various political forms: monarch, aristocracy, 

democracy. Calvin, Institutes, 1493. 
351  

352 Richard Mouw, The God Who Commands: A Study in Divine Command Theory (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 72-73. In making his assessment, Mouw draws from William J. Bouwsma, 
“Calvin and the Dilemma of Hypocrisy,” 3.  
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negative in his comments regarding sumptuous dress. In contrast to man’s deceitful dress, Calvin 

elevated God as “magnificently arrayed” in the fabric of the world.353 Indeed, according to Calvin, 

this is the way God wishes to be seen by us.354 This idea of creation as God’s sartorial display 

worked in tandem with Calvin’s metaphor of creation as a dramatic theater “in which the Lord 

presents to us a clear manifestation of his glory”355—as both metaphors redirected the locus of 

where the invisible God becomes visible to this world.356 Here Calvin’s expansive understanding 

of creation suggests this world held a new kind of significance. But how? 

To understand this, we must appreciate how Calvin’s emphasis on the visual splendor of 

creation contrasted with the primary way the invisible God was made visible in the Medieval 

(Catholic) imagination: The Mass. The Mass in the Medieval imagination had become the ocular 

nexus of heaven and earth. Indeed, viewing the raised host was so important in the late Middle 

Ages that it often stood for the ingestion of the elements.357 Calvin’s idea of the world as “God’s 

dress” or “God’s theater” was no accident, but a careful theological move on Calvin’s part to 

displace the Mass’s altar-bound reenactment of ritual sacrifice as the unique nexus to another 

world. In making this move, Calvin sought to reframe the celebration of the Eucharist as “a once-

for-all event freeing the faithful for engagement in vocation in the midst of the world.”358  

Calvin’s use of the word “theater” in this regard is very important. As William Dyrness has 

																																																								
353 Calvin has scriptural precedent for speaking of creation as a garment. See Psalm 102:25-27; Hebrews 

1:12-14.  
354 John Calvin, Commentaries on The First Book of Moses Called Genesis, vol. 1, trans. John King (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Book House 1979), 60.  
355 Calvin, Commentary on the First Book of Moses Called Genesis, 64. See also John Calvin, Commentary 

on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians, vol. 20, trans. John Pringle (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book 
House 1979), 1 Cor. 1:21, 85. Susan E. Schreiner, The Theater of His Glory: Nature and the Natural Order in the 
thought of John Calvin (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1991); Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A 
Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005).  

356 Randal Zachman, Image and Word in the Theology of John Calvin (Notre Dame, IN, 2007), 32-36. 
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149.  



				 92	
	
	

argued, Calvin’s idea of “theater” replaced the dramatic spectacle of the Mass with a new kind of 

dramatic participation “beyond the liturgy and into the city of Geneva and its world.”359 In so 

doing, Calvin re-invested present and ongoing time as well as the mundane details that fill one’s 

life with a new significance. In short, the “here” and the “now” of everyday life became for the 

Protestant imagination the new nexus in which the divine drama was to be enacted. This move on 

Calvin’s part granted a weight and consequence to the vicissitudes of present time and everyday 

life previously unknown in Western theology.360  

If this assessment is true, while Calvin’s calumnies might lead us to mistake him as the 

great enemy of fashion, his theological rational provided an important plank that would become 

commonplace in an age of fashion: embracing the here and now, putting weight on everyday life, 

resituating life’s drama onto the subject. Soon, as history reminds us, the Enlightenment would 

batter Calvin’s enchanted creation, leaving in its wake individuals who—untrammeled in their 

elevation of the drama of their lives—increasingly saw themselves as the authors of their stories. 

For such, fashion would be poised to play an important role in the pursuit of an increasingly 

immanent raison d’être. 

In summary, Calvin’s engagement with fashionable dress in sixteenth century Geneva 

reveals a number of cross-pressures: Calvin the pastor desired to address the pernicious vices that 

undermined a humble, pious, heart; Calvin the leader of a new kind of monasticism was sensitive 

to the danger of sumptuous dress for producing a generous, disciplined Christian society; Calvin 

the ecclesial magistrate and lawyer sought to stabilize an increasingly anonymous city by 
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maintaining legal order through sumptuary legislation;361 Calvin the Reformer shifted the theo-

drama from the Mass to everyday vocation, thereby providing theological rationale for the drama 

of everyday life.  

 

The Fashion Revolution and Nineteenth Century Europe 

By the Nineteenth century, with the rise of capitalism and the modern state,362 sumptuary 

laws fell by the wayside. With dress no longer being regulated and advances in weaving making 

fashions more affordable, sartorial ornamentation previously available only to social elites was 

increasingly extended to the bourgeoisie. In the wake of these developments, fashion as we know 

it began to emerge: Paris as the hub, seasonal dress, corporate powers, international influences, 

and an able media.363 

These cultural and political shifts marked a new dispensation for fashion. Yet, in spite of 

these developments, Christian theologians by and large rehearsed well-worn themes of the danger 

of sumptuous dress on personal piety. For example, in John Wesley's (1703-1791) sermon titled 

simply "On Dress",364 Wesley centers his attention on anything that moves away from simple and 

modest dress, associating the wearing of "gay or costly apparel'' with vices such as pride, vanity, 

anger, inflamed lust, and irresponsible stewardship.365 Wesley gravely warns, 

All the time you are studying this 'outward adorning', the whole inward work of the Spirit 
stands still; or rather goes back, though by very gentle and almost imperceptible degrees. 
Instead of growing more heavenly-minded, you are more and more earthly-minded. If you 
once had fellowship with the Father and the Son, it now gradually declines; and you 

																																																								
361 This undoubtedly drove Calvin’s concern with dressing in a way that accurately relayed to others one’s 
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362 Hunt, “A Short History of Sumptuary Laws,” 48.  
363 Kimberly Chrisman-Campbell, “Fashioning and Refashioning European Fashion,” in Fashioning 

Fashion: European Dress in Detail 1700-1915, by Sharon Sadako Takeda and Kaye Durland Spilker (New York: 
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Revolution: 1700-1790,” in The Fashion Reader, 36. 

364 John Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1978), 15-26. 
365 Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, vol. 3, 18-20.  
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insensibly sink deeper and deeper into the world, into foolish and hurtful desires, and 
groveling appetites.366 
 

Such sartorial suspicions, driven as they were by a call for personal holiness and thrift, echoed the 

anti-adornment messages passed down through the corridors of Christian theology. Wesley died 

in the early years of the French Revolution, one of the last theological witnesses from a fashion 

system on the verge of collapse.367   

The French Revolution was the final nail in the coffin of early modern fashion, causing 

shockwaves throughout the sartorial culture of late eighteenth and early nineteenth century Europe. 

The Revolution resulted in a flattening of dress from a range of costumes. including the elaborate 

styles associated with the French court, to, with the collapse of the Estates and the emergence of 

bourgeoisie male suffrage, the dominance of one of the most universal and stable forms of male 

dress in the modern world: the black suit.368 The austerity of the requisite black suit that overtook 

the sartorial landscape of the nineteenth century uniquely embodied the political ascendency of the 

bourgeois male,369 its ubiquitous presence signaling the massive shift in political life to a new kind 

of access among the bourgeoisie to shape public opinion in a public square freed from the 

“fopperies” of the aristocracy.   

This collapse of the ornate French sartorial universe resulted in a period dominated by the 

																																																								
366 Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, vol. 3, 122. According to Thomas Oden, Wesley's strong 

condemnation here is to be understood as "an expression of how the gospel fulfills the law in the daily ordering of 
economic life." See Thomas Oden, John Wesley's Teachings: Ethics and Society, vol. 4 (Grand Rapids, Ml: 
Zondervan, 2014), 82.   

367 Wesley’s condemnation of fanciful dress not only lines up with the anti-adornment rhetoric of the 
Reformation, it also prefigures the Anglomania of the late eighteenth/early nineteenth century that viewed display and 
color as  opposed to values. During this period “Black, white, and grey, the very negation of color, were the paradigm 
of dignity, control, and morality.” See Philippe Perrot, Fashioning The Bourgeoisie: A History of Clothing in the 
Nineteenth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 32.  

368 J.C. Flügel, “The Great Masculine Renunciation and Its Causes,” in The Rise of Fashion, 102-108. Also 
see Philippe Perrot, Fashioning the Bourgeoisie: A History of Clothing in the Nineteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), 112.   

369 Perrot, Fashioning the Bourgeoisie: A History of Clothing in the Nineteenth Century, 32. According to 
Francis Corner, it can be argued that the T-shirt has taken over the suit as a “democratic symbol with everyone and 
anyone.” Corner, Why Fashion Matters, 52. 
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English: a development testifying to both the stability of English production and the democratic 

sentiment represented in English attire. But by the mid-nineteenth century Paris, having absorbed 

English styles, regained her place as Europe’s fashion capital. Once again she was leading the way 

in influencing attire throughout Western Europe. Fashion historians often associate this new state 

of affairs with the rise of fashion design and haute couture in Paris: developments that coincided 

with the Second Empire in France. With Napoleon III as the new emperor (1808–1873), Paris 

could once again consider herself an imperial capital and, along with initiating changes and 

modernization that revitalized the French economy, lead the way for Europe. Consequently, this 

period in Europe was marked by a strong demand for luxury goods such as textiles and fashionable 

dress. This included not only couture, but also less expensive work patterns that could be shipped 

from Paris to be stitched up throughout Europe.370 Concurrent with Paris’s fashion dominance was 

a rapid increase in her secularity, such that by 1883 Émile Zola observed that in Paris church 

doctrine had been replaced by the religion of the cash register.371 With France at the helm, mode 

and secular modernité seemed to work hand-in-hand. 

 

Abraham Kuyper, French Fashion, and Secularization 

Dutch Reformed theologian Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) finished his doctorate and took 

his first parish in the 1860’s, the same period when Parisian fashion had resumed dominance and 

was captivating Western Europe. Kuyper, an ardent student of his age, was not unaware of these 

developments as he walked the streets of Utrecht and Amsterdam. And it is clear that by the 1860’s, 
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371 As found in Caroline Webber, “Shopaholic Confessions: One Woman’s Consumer Bliss is Another’s 
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Kuyper had intimations that this shift in the role of dress so prevalent in the modern period was 

itself complicit with the secularized modernism that marked Parisian culture. Of course, Kuyper 

was not the only nineteenth century Dutchman to view the influence of French culture with 

suspicion. After all, the Netherlands Kuyper was born into had only been released from Napoleonic 

control for a mere twenty-five years. In fact, the Netherlands was still struggling to define what it 

meant to be Dutch. For Kuyper, if the Netherlands’ Christian heritage was to influence the outcome 

of that discussion, she had to draw off her distinctly Reformed history, rather than merely 

capitulate to “external” cultural forces that had the power to increase the secularizing influences 

shaping her future. 

In 1869 Kuyper was thirty-two years old, the pastor of the influential parish of Utrecht, and 

a convert from modern theological liberalism to Reformed orthodoxy. On April 22 of this same 

year he was invited to speak to a relatively cultured group of Reformed Christians at the Odeon 

Theater in Amsterdam. Having abandoned the modernist theology of his mentors, and feeling that 

the Netherlands was in danger of being swallowed up by a new kind of Napoleonic dominance, 

Kuyper was keen to articulate to his fellow Reformed believers what he perceived to be the threats 

pressing in on a Reformed Netherlands. The title of Kuyper’s speech describes the danger as 

“Uniformity: The Curse of the Modern Life.” In it Kuyper builds a strong contrast between two 

paths: the deadening uniformity of secularized modernism and the robust multiformity of a 

Reformed Netherlands.372 In the course of the address he identifies a number of cultural theaters 

																																																								
372 Akin to Kuyper’s castigation of “uniformity,” Colin Gunton characterizes the peril of modernity found in 

the tendency to “homogeneity.” Like Kuyper, Gunton also credits the French Revolution for the introduction of “an 
underlying tendency to deny plurality and individuality.” See Colin Gunton, The One, The Three and the Many, 30, 
83, 101. There is reason to believe the common source behind Kuyper’s and Gunton’s idea of “uniformity” or 
“homogeneity” is Kierkegaard [Søren Kierkegaard, Two Ages: The Age of Revolution and the Present Age of Literary 
Review, vol. 14, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1978), 
90-91]. When reiterating Kuyper’s castigation of the French Revolution Kuyper’s colleague, Herman Bavinck (1854–
1921), explicitly references Kierkegaard’s Two Ages as the source of this idea. See Herman Bavinck, Hedendaagsche 
moraal (Kampen: J.H. Kok, 1902), 57-58. 
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in which the monotony of modernism was at work, including dreary trends in architecture and a 

leveling of European languages. It is among these arenas that Kuyper includes the growing 

influence of modern fashion on Dutch culture. Kuyper states: 

Compare this magnificent attire from times past with the stiff uniformity of the clothing 
worn by the thronging spectators and you will agree that here too a deadly uniformity has 
doused the sparkle of life. […] By comparison with the luxuriant dress of the past, male 
attire in our day is flat and undistinguishable. There is no fanciful form which has not been 
trimmed, no color combination which as not been dulled […] all that is called male, of 
whatever vocation or title, rank or status, is clothed in the same ill-fitting, undistinguished 
garments. […] Changes in [women’s] fashion are dizzying indeed, but in fact that fashion 
is the same for all. A designer’s whim in the capital of France, one hint from Paris—and 
before long every woman in Europe wears the same style of dress, has the same hairstyle, 
is shod with the same style of boot, is painted the same fashionable color. Year after year—
better every new season—an increasingly fitful industry diversifies its creations frivolously 
and without principle, and regardless of geographical region or climate, figure or color, 
social status or financial resources, every female believes she is the most beautiful of all 
by slavishly following its cues.373 

 

In his speech, Kuyper bemoans how clothing had become uniform in male and female 

fashions of the mid-nineteenth century. With regard to male style, Kuyper draws attention to “The 

Great Male Renunciation”:374 the radical transformation in male attire from the brilliant styles of 

the French court to the dour darkness so characteristic of English bankers. Fueled by the popularity 

of British fashion icon Beau Brummell, dandyism replaced the previous aristocratic look. This 

movement was especially the rage in the bohemian quarters of Paris, where elaborate dress 

matched a decadent lifestyle. Dandyism required a unique formalization of a very limited 

repertoire such that, to quote Kuyper, “there is no fanciful form which has not been trimmed, no 

color combination which has not been dulled.” This was all part and parcel of the dandy’s aim to 

be dressed “in such a way as one stands out the least” through fastidious attention to the most 

																																																								
373 Abraham Kuyper, “Uniformity: The Curse of Modern Life,” in Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, 

ed. James Bratt (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 29. Compare with a similar passage wherein Kuyper bemoans 
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exacting of fashion rules.375 For Kuyper, such deadening of dress combined with a secular zeal 

smacked against the God-given impulse humans have: “to adorn […] our clothes, or to make 

ourselves ‘beautiful’ with gold, silver, or precious jewels.”376 

The second area of Kuyper’s complaint concerns the slavish attention in female dress to 

the slightest change in nineteenth century Parisian trends. While criticism of being a fashion victim 

are not unique to Kuyper, we must keep in mind that his words reflect a unique age when female 

fashion was particularly drawn to the Parisian scene, including the newly formed fashion houses, 

Parisian fashion shows, and growing celebrity status of Parisian fashion designers. This swelling 

mania was fueled by reports of the latest trends in magazines, portraying styles that could be 

ordered and shipped via knock-off patterns directly to eager consumers throughout Europe. Of 

course, other fashion capitals such as London also played a role in nineteenth century dress. It is 

therefore important to explore the various subtexts implicit in Kuyper’s concern of not only 

modern fashion but, more specifically, his multiple references to “French fashion.”  

 What was behind Kuyper’s concern with the growing influence of French fashion? A number 

of motivations can be seen in his speech. First, as previously noted, the Netherlands had a history 

of being dominated by outside powers, the most recent of which was France. The dictates of 

fashion coming from Paris echoed an earlier era when the Netherlands was not only culturally, but 

also militarily under the “Caesarism” of Parisian control. True to his prophetic posture, Kuyper 

motions in his speech toward the possibility of the Netherlands once again falling under a new 

kind of French control.377   
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377 “France’s great king [Louis XIV] revived the plan a century later. Possessed by the same maniacal dream 

Napoleon, too, sought to complete his world empire. Indeed, in our day the same spirit of Caesarism has revived […] 
and the emperor of France openly ventures to say: ‘only the mightiest states can still maintain themselves; the time of 
small nations is over.’” See Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 23. 



				 99	
	
	

 Additionally, Kuyper’s distrust of French influence was fed by his view of the French 

Revolution as “the birth year of modern life,” forging a new secular age in Europe. Kuyper’s 

perspective can be traced to the intellectual legacy of Groen van Prinsterer, whose Lectures on 

Unbelief and Revolution characterized the French Revolution as completely antithetical to the 

Christian faith.378 Therefore the Revolution became shorthand in Kuyper’s mind for secular 

modernity, a defiant rethinking of all existence solely in terms of natural causes. For instance, in 

his Lectures on Calvinism, he would reference the “thoroughly anti-Christian” principles 

expressed in the Revolutionary slogan “No God, no Master” (Fr. ni Dieu ni maitre) as a cancerous 

reframing of state, society, science, and even church without God.379 

 Along these lines is Kuyper’s assumption that secularism entailed an element of moral chaos.  

We can see this sentiment expressed in Kuyper’s Calvinism: the Origin and Safeguard of Our 

Constitutional Liberties. Here he speaks of the French Revolution as a copy of Calvinist liberties, 

one that “in opposition to God and his righteousness, loosened the bonds of order and authority, 

undermined the securities of social life, offered free scope to the passions, and made room for the 

material and lower appetites to rule and enslave the spirit.”380 As the epicenter of secularism, 

Kuyper viewed French society as having a morally vacuous foundation. This suspicion could 

easily be confirmed in his own day by the nineteenth century Parisian demimondes at the center 

																																																								
378 Groen writes, “The Revolution ought to be viewed in the context of world history. Its significance for 
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of the fashion scene, the seductress Cora Pearl and scandalous Virginia Oldoini.381 One wonders 

if such fashionable courtesans might be behind Kuyper’s appeal in his speech for Dutch women to 

“have the good taste and modesty never to present yourselves in a foreign outfit conceived in the 

capital of France by women who no longer understand the honor and dignity of being a woman.”382 

 But the French Revolution was not only guilty of a moral vacuum; it had promised a complete 

re-writing of the past, a comprehensive social reconstruction in line with a rationally preconceived 

plan. Kuyper’s view of the natural unfolding of history placed him in conflict with what he 

perceived as a usurping of God’s sovereignty in the historical process. As Peter Heslam states, 

“The joint notions of continuity and development that were at the heart of his [Kuyper’s] thought 

allowed him to accept social change as inevitable, so long as that change grew out of and preserved 

what was good in the past.”383 Kuyper’s suspicion would likewise be raised by other cultural 

movements (architecture and language reform) which seemed to present a radical break in the 

historical process. This explains Kuyper’s unease with the dramatic changes introduced in 

nineteenth century fashion; changes which seemed to push a procrustean form over a pre-existing 

cultural fabric. In Kuyper’s speech on uniformity, one sees this with his contrast between 

indigenous dress that organically grew “like an oak” out of the Dutch culture and the rapid and 

invasive nature of the French fashion revolution.   

 This concern for the rupture of historical continuity is closely related to another source 

behind Kuyper’s critique of fashion: his Romantic impulse. Kuyper spells out the revolution in 

European fashion as bringing an insidious separation of the person from his or her context, thus 
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Fame in the Nineteenth Century (New York: William Morrow, 2003). 

382 Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 42. To further understand Kuyper’s vision for “a more noble position in terms of 
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replacing the natural, wild, and organic with the synthetic, mechanical, and artificial. Such 

polarities resonate with Jan de Bruijn’s observation that Kuyper’s Romanticism included a 

tendency to think in terms of sharp distinctions.384 And, as Peter Heslam has pointed out, they 

equally reveal Kuyper’s indebtedness to the German Romantics, such as Schleiermacher, Rothe, 

and Schelling. All three of these thinkers drew from the idea of the organic to frame the Church 

(Schleiermacher) and the world (Schelling, Rothe).385 Such influences put Kuyper at odds with the 

Enlightenment rationalism that drove the modernist impulse, forces seen by Kuyper as a knife that 

vivisects church and culture, cutting its natural relationships up into dead, dissected bits. By 

contrasting contemporary trends with images of an earlier life in rural the Netherlands, Kuyper 

somewhat nostalgically paints a picture of a time when Dutch society operated as a richly diverse 

unified whole. Here he is likely drawing from the mélange of colorful costumes found throughout 

the numerous islands of his childhood province of Zeeland. The vast assortment of styles in these 

island communities mixing together on a market day in Middleburg stand in stark contrast in 

Kuyper’s mind to the monotony of the cosmopolitan dress that Kuyper encountered in Leiden, 

Utrecht, and Amsterdam.386   

 Such associations reinforced Kuyper’s strong identification and affection for de kleine luyden 

(the little people) of the Netherlands, and fueled Kuyper’s concern over the powerful cultural 

forces that threatened to swallow up the vestiges of the traditional culture of this disempowered 

minority, as well as the potential for the Dutch Nation to stand as a light of Reformed culture. 

Since Dutch city folk and rural folk had always been different, Kuyper’s concern was not to erase 
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that distinction, but for the Dutch to find their own synthesis, one that could hold the various 

elements of Dutch society together.387 This is seen in his advice for the cosmopolitan women in 

his Amsterdam audience to craft a style that would be neither outdated nor irrespective of Dutch 

standards of decency. After all, Kuyper gave this speech wearing clothing that reflected the urban 

styles of his day.    

 But underlying all of this was Kuyper’s deep fear that modern fashion was acting to erase 

the rich heritage and diversity found in Dutch society—an erasing that would dissemble the various 

groups “from whatever district or region, guild or group, office or occupation” that marked her 

civil society.388 In other words, he feared modern fashion carried with it a redefinition of public 

space, one that left the public square not so much naked as uniform, a square filled with individuals 

disconnected from the rich fabric of social order by which to stand against the sovereign states 

wrestling for domination in mid-nineteenth century Europe. But where might he find the 

inspiration he sought to reframe fashion in light of his Reformed views? 

 It appears that Kuyper was hopeful to gain some insights on a properly Reformed approach 

to dress during his 1898 trip to America. Interestingly, upon arriving in America, Kuyper 

purchased a whole new set of gentlemanly clothes, including new shirts and collars, a white under-

suit vest and diamond buttons.389 And throughout his tour of America Kuyper displayed a 

fascination with the way Americans dressed. He considered American dress to represent a less 

strident distinction of class structure, even hinting that it might reinforce a better harmony within 

family relationships.390 Additionally, he perceived the average American as more stylish than his 

																																																								
387 “The uniformity of Caesarism is our external enemy, the uniformity of Cosmopolitanism our internal 

enemy; these two in a fateful alliance now jointly threaten our national existence.” Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 41. 
388 Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 29.  
389 George Harinck, Kuyper in America (Sioux City, IA, 2012), 57. 
390 Abraham Kuyper, Varia Americana. (Amsterdam: Höveker & Wormser, 1899), 81.  
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Dutch countrymen, and noted how Americans, regardless of their class or place in culture, gave 

close attention to detail.391 At times Kuyper could not contain effusive praise when describing the 

American sartorial landscape. For example, while observing a parade five days after arriving in 

Manhattan en route to give the Stone Lectures at Princeton, Kuyper wrote home to his wife about 

the impressive display of “a tidy body of men in blue-and-white uniforms with white hats” and 

“cloaks of blue linen draping the shoulders, and white gloves.”392 In a signature move on his 

American tour, Kuyper chalked such smart outfits up to America’s Calvinist heritage, a theology 

that produces “only well-dressed people.”393 

Beyond his speech on “Uniformity,” Kuyper does not offer sustained attention to 

fashion.394 Conceit regarding “Reformed dress” and fixation on French fashion notwithstanding—

Kuyper’s prescient sense that (nineteenth century) fashion served as a secularizing force redefining 

public space, announcing a new influence for market forces, and stripping individuals from 

traditional sources of identity (community, church, family) forged new horizons. Indeed, Kuyper’s 
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fashion centers command. Finally, also like Kuyper, Bavinck associates eenvormigheid modern dress with similar 
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foresight to detect a close relationship between mode and secular modernité stands as a watershed 

in theology’s historic engagement with fashion. 

Kuyper’s insights in these matters continue to deserve attention. But possibly most 

important is what can be taken for granted. Namely, Kuyper not only sought to counteract French 

secularism, he wanted Reformed Christians to be on the offensive by reclaiming the logic of 

fashionable dress for themselves. This idea of advances in broader culture as providing 

opportunities for the church stands in stark contrast to those seeking a clear division between Paris 

and Jerusalem. Like Calvin before him, Kuyper’s call for such a project underscored the (theo-) 

dramatic significance of everyday life.  

In the end, Kuyper’s dream for a distinctly Reformed fashion required more attention to 

the actual details of dress than he had time for.395 But even if he did, the shift from nineteenth 

century fashion to twentieth century fashion would have made Kuyper’s characterization of 

Reformed dress as properly “multiform” (in distinction from the “uniformity” of secular dress) 

increasingly difficult to maintain.396  

   

Fashion in the Twentieth Century 

The twentieth century witnessed an ever-increasing cascade of styles: the invention of 

sportswear around the turn of the century, the flappers of the roaring 20s, the bias-cut dresses of 

																																																								
395 Although Kuyper did not set about developing a Reformed sense of dress, his daughter Henrika’s penchant 

for high-necked long sleeved dresses suggests she took her Father’s invitation to practice a more modest “Reformed 
fashion” to heart. See Kitty de Leeuw, Alles Flink Dicht: De invloed van religie en ideologie op kleedgedrag in 
Nederland (Tilburg, NL: Stichting Zuidelijk Historisch Contact, 2012), p. 122.  

396 Although the hegemonic element of Kuyper’s use of the term “uniformity” arguably still holds, fashion 
became further diffused and differentiated through multiple fashion centers, forms of production and styles. As Peter 
Braham summarizes, “it seems perfectly reasonable to conclude that what we have now are multiple fashion systems 
in which fashion moves up, down and along from a variety of starting positions and in several directions, rather than 
a single system in which fashion only moves in one direction […].” Braham, “Fashion: Unpacking A Cultural 
Production,” 360. 
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the 30s, the ready-to-wear revolution of the 40s, the birth of teenage fashion in the 50s, the 

outrageous miniskirts of the 60s, the flared pants and wide collars of the 70s, the decadence of the 

80s, the grunge of the 90s, and the prevalence of street wear which continues today. Among these 

important shifts that came to characterize twentieth century fashion was the dominance of ready-

to-wear fashion produced for the mass markets of an emerging behemoth—the garment industry 

of the United States. The industry’s surge was indicative of a much larger cultural expansion, as 

fashion’s preponderance was increasingly registered not only on wardrobes displaying the 

increased tempo of newly arriving influential items of clothing (the jean, the stiletto, the t-shirt, 

the sweatshirt) but innumerable elements of modern culture such as women’s suffrage, youth 

culture, counter-culture, street-culture, consumerism, mass media, and globalization.397 In short, 

far more than clothing, fashion as a phenomenon became emblematic of a new dynamic reaching 

into all areas of modern life. Indeed (as we saw in the first chapter), it was the drive to understand 

this phenomenon that helped birth fashion theory.  

But to speak of fashion across the twentieth century does not do justice to a significant 

development that, from the 1960s onward, changed the way fashion was created, conceptualized 

and experienced. Whereas one can think of a relative unity of fashion styles from the 1920s, 30s, 

40s, and 50s, in the 60s the straightforward correlations between a decade and a dominant or 

unifying approach to fashion began to critically dissolve. As markets and sources continued to 

multiply, fashion increasingly found itself working across various sub-cultures and genres (class, 

politics, leisure pursuits, music taste, etc.) at the same time. By the late twentieth century the 

multiplying of fashion discourses and an increasing dissolution of straightforward correlations saw 

																																																								
397 For an account of the dizzying unfolding of fashion in the Modern period see Daniel James Cole, The 

History of Modern Fashion (London: Lawrence King Publishing, 2015), Kathryn Hennessy, Fashion: The Definitive 
History of Costume and Style (New York: DK Publishing, 2012), 165-422. Welters and Lillethun, The Fashion Reader, 
53-112. 



				 106	
	
	

a new practice emerging: a calculated ambiguity, a bricolage of references, and unconventional 

juxtapositions that deconstructed conventional codes of meaning.398 Drawing on both the recycling 

of vintage clothing and an increasingly powerful supply of unending new styles, “postmodern” or 

“ultramodern” fashion succeeded at retaining its memory at the cost of its history: treating the past 

as a dress-up-box to be intentionally cannibalized in an ever-changing pastiche of references.399  

 

Karl Barth, “Lordless Powers,” and Fashion’s Zeitgeist    

  Like Kuyper, Swiss theologian Karl Barth (1886–1968) interrogates fashion in light of 

larger social and political forces at play. In his unfinished draft of IV/4 of  Church Dogmatics,400 

Barth looks to the Lord's prayer, especially the petition "your kingdom come," as a basis for not 

only prayer, but resistance. Here, amidst his discussion of the sinful disorder of natural and 

supernatural forces in creation, Barth inquiries the “harmless—but not totally harmless” subject of 

modern fashion.  

Among these lordless powers of earth that lord it over us […] we may begin with the 
harmless—but not so harmless—example. Who or what really determines fashion—the 
fashion to which man thinks he must obediently subject clothes, headgear, and hairstyle, 
the alternation of assurance and then of exposure first to the rather sympathetic 
astonishment and then to the horror and amusement of those who think they must follow 
the new fashion? How is it that women’s fashions change so much more quickly and 
solemnly and intensively than men’s? Why does it seem to be to even the most sensible 
women, if not an act of lese majesty, at least an impossibility to be old-fashioned? Who 
wants it this way? The particular industry that tirelessly makes money out of it and whose 
kings, we are told, reside especially in Paris? But who has made these people the kings? 
What is it that has always made this industry so lucrative? How has it come about that since 
the end of the eighteenth century men’s clothing has become so monotonous and 
uninteresting? Conversely, how has it come about that world history might be presented 
from the standpoint of the sequence in which men have thought that they should shave or 
not shave their faces or adorn them with the boldest or most hideous arrangements of hair? 

																																																								
398 For the “postmodern” turn in fashion see Malcolm Barnard, “Modern and Postmodern Fashion” in Fashion 

Theory: An Introduction, 145-160; Andrew Hill, “People Dress So Badly Nowdays: Fashion and Late Modernity,” in 
Fashion and Modernity (New York: Berg, 2005), 67-78; and Alison Gill, “Deconstructing Fashion: The making of 
unfinished, decomposing and re-assembled clothes,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, 489-501.  

399 For fashion’s cannibalization of history see Evans, Fashion at the Edge, 21.   
400 Barth never finished his proposed five volume Church Dogmatics. The surviving draft here quoted was 

compiled by Geoffrey Bromiley who drew from Barth's class lectures and the manuscript he was preparing. 
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Who inspires and directs these processes, which are not a matter of indifference to the 
feeling of life and all that it implies? If it is a matter of rapidly changing taste, what released 
spirit of the earth pulls the strings so that this fancy passes, another which is anxiously 
watched by millions comes and prevails, and then after a while it too departs? The example 
of fashion may seem to be a trivial one. The same questions arise at a higher level in regard 
to difference and changing styles of painting, sculpture, music, and poetry in different times 
and places. It is usually said that these express the changing feeling for time and nature, 
but why precisely this expression and not another one?401  
 

To appreciate Barth’s treatment of fashion in the above quote, we would do well to start by being 

reminded of two key elements of his style in the Church Dogmatics (CD). First, Barth consistently 

writes in the CD in such a way that no single statement or line on a given subject is definitive. As 

a result there is no linear treatment of a given subject.402 Second, Barth often makes critique 

subservient to description.403 Both of these elements are evident in the above quote. First, rather 

than offering a linear approach Barth juxtaposes a number of facets forming a web of 

considerations. As a result, Barth’s complex account refuses closure to any one facet. (In this 

regard, Barth’s dialectic resonates with fashion’s own ever-shifting nature.) Second, although 

Barth is clearly giving a critique of fashion as complicit with dark forces, he does so by way of 

interrogatives that seek to clarify exactly what fashion is. Fortuitously, this supplies traction to 

Barth’s treatment of fashion, as many of his questions are still alive in contemporary fashion 

theory. Indeed, Barth’s query “how has it come about that world history might be presented from 

the standpoint of the sequence […, etc.]” wades into the intersection of fashion history and fashion 

theory.  

  But Barth’s questions are not merely academic. These questions (which seem relatively 

tame on the surface) have rhetorical intent—offering more or less implicit suggestions about 

																																																								
401 Karl Barth, The Christian Life, Translation of Lecture Fragments, Church Dogmatics IV/4, trans. 

Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Ml: Eerdmans, 1981), 228. 
402 John Webster, Karl Barth, 2nd ed. (New York: Continuum, 2000), 13.  
403 Webster, Karl Barth, 14.  
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possible ways fashion might or might not be considered linked to the operation of the dark forces 

that Barth discusses in the larger section. Therefore, before exploring these question, we must first 

address these ''lordless powers" that Barth claims harass humanity. 

Barth speaks of the “lordless powers” as a complex and layered phenomenon.404 Drawing 

on a host of New Testament texts using various terms and descriptions,405 Barth suggests these 

texts depict a dynamic that manifests itself in two steps: (first) in humanity outside God’s lordship 

and (second) in the inversion and harassment of various forces in creation. In this first step, Barth 

roots the lordless powers to humans who, having abstracted themselves from God, cease to be the 

“free lord” who they might have been.406 On this level, these powers are the sinful disordering of 

humanity's capacities (for politics, systems of thought, money, technology, dress, sport, etc.) that 

devolve into resident yet alienating epiphenomena.407 But, just as the New Testament recognizes 

fallen aspects of creation in consort with supernatural forces, Barth goes on to claim that with their 

transmutation these forces are further co-opted by supernatural dark forces that hold humanity 

captive.408  

																																																								
404 For Barth on the “lordless powers” see Also Eberhard Busch, The Great Passion: An Introduction to Karl 

Barth’s Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 139-140. 
405 Barth, The Christian Life, 217-218.  
406 Barth, The Christian Life, 214.  
407 "In the sudden or gradual movement with which man [sic] breaks free from God, he revolutionizes the 

natural forces that are coordinated with him and subordinated to him, first those that slumber and then awaken in 
himself, then the spirits of the earth that are first concealed in the surrounding cosmos but are then discovered and 
unleashed by his keen sightedness and skill. It is he who frees and automatizes these spirits to satisfy his own wants 
and to achieve his own practical goals. He is the one who discovers them and sees how useful they can be in his 
service. It is his spirit that triumphs in their exploitation. It is he who is at the helm, who pulls the levers, who presses 
the knobs. Nevertheless, they automatically and autonomously rumble and work and roll and roar and clatter outside 
him, without him, past him, and over him. He finds that he himself is subject to their law, which he has foreseen and 
to their power, which he has released. Turning aside from God, he is himself displaced, that is, jerked out of his proper 
position in relation to these forces into one that is unworthy of him." Barth, The Christian Life, Translation of Lecture 
Fragments, Church Dogmatics, 228. 

408 "[Our world] still needs a good deal of de demonizing, because even up to our own time it is largely 
demon-possessed, possessed, that is, by the existence and lordship of similar or, at times, obviously the same lordless 
forces which the people of the New Testament knew and which have plainly not been broken or even affected, but in 
many ways intensified and strengthened, by the fact that our view of the world has since those days become a rational 
and scientific one.” Barth, The Christian Life, 213. 
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To get a better sense of exactly how these lordless powers operate, it is helpful to see the 

various examples Barth includes alongside fashion in his depiction of lordless powers.409 These 

are divided by Barth into two groups: (1.) spiritual forces that find their impetus in the imagination 

(myths of empire, Mammon, and ideologies) and (2.) powers that find their impetus in our 

embodied existence (sports, desire, transportation). It is within this latter group that Barth sees 

fashion operating. But how so? 

Barth introduces a number of perspectives on fashion. From one angle, fashion for Barth 

is to be understood as a system of inexplicable, ever-shifting trends that conscript the masses into 

capricious rituals. Fashion in this sense is about "rapidly changing tastes" that wash over a 

populace, an influence arbitrating associations between a given style, a swayed mass, and a given 

epoch.410 This seems innocent enough, making Barth’s idea that trend is sourced by dark powers 

sound incredible, if not ludicrous. A more sympathetic reading will recognize that behind Barth’s 

deep suspicion lies the idea of the undue power of Zeitgeist, that is, the spirit of the times. Indeed, 

given Barth’s theology was in no small part driven by his personal experience of the mania of 

National Socialism that swept Germany—a movement conflating Hegel’s geist with the German 

people—his claim that dark forces coincide with the capricious, collective impulses of the crowd 

gains traction.411  

																																																								
409 See Barth, The Christian Life, 213-233.  
410 In this sense, Barth’s concerns work closely with those who have analyzed the limited moral capacity of 

crowds, such as depicted by Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (Chicago, IL: Aristeus Books, 
2014), 28. In a similar vein, Herman Bavinck spoke of the danger of public consensus trumping moral law through 
the power of “fashion,” resulting in a superficial, self-absorbed existence filled with managing appearances and 
superficial social performances. Accordingly: “En nog worden in vele kringen de beleefdheidsvormen hoog boven 
alle zedewet gesteld. Daar zijn er duizenden onder beide geslachten, die geen hooger roem kennen, dan om in de 
conversatie een goed figuur te maken en voor een aaangenaam mensch door te gaan. Bij anderen zijn zij lief als een 
engel; in eigen his zijn ze woest als een furie. Beleefdheid is menigmaal, naar het woord van Schopenhauer, de kunst, 
om naar voorgeschreven regelen te veinzen, een voorhangsel, dat de naaktheid van het egoisme bedekt.” Bavinck, 
Hedendaagsche Moraal, 14.     

411 See Cornelis van der Kooi, “Herman Bavinck and Karl Barth on Christian Faith and Culture,” Calvin 
Theological Journal 45 (2010): 74-75. 
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Moving on, Barth adds to his idea of fashion as capricious trend the vantage of fashion as 

controlled by “kings.”412 At first blush, Barth’s concern here seems hopelessly outdated. As 

Frances Corner reminds us, “Times have changed. In our now interdependent world, no one 

individual—and no one fashion capital—has the clout to change the way a whole subsection of 

society dresses.”413 But, in fact, the association of such “kings” with a “lucrative industry” should 

alert us that Barth has in his purview not celebrity designers but conspicuous capitalism and 

capitalists.414 Resisting capitalist potentates would not be a new theme for Barth. In his early years 

as a pastor in the small industrial village of Safenwil, Barth became a convinced socialist leading 

the fight for trade unionism.415 In fact, Barth spearheaded the campaign in Safenwil to have the 

local textile industry unionized.416 While the degree to which Barth maintained his socialism is a 

matter of scholarly debate,417 he clearly retained a deep concern throughout his career that the 

church was guilty of tacitly endorsing unmitigated capitalism. As Barth charges in CD III/4, if the 

church is to remain on the side of the victims she does not have the luxury of turning a blind eye 

																																																								
412 Barth’s use of the term “kings” to designate the individuals driving and benefitting from the world-wide 

fashion phenomenon may be drawing from a volume released roughly during the period he penned The Christian Life: 
Anny Latour, Kings of Fashion, trans. Mervyn Savill (New York: Coward-McCann, 1958), 245-247 [First published 
in German as Magier der Mode (Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt: München, 1956)]. Latour’s last chapter, “The Present” is 
a parallel to Barth’s comments on fashion: from general statements about the harrowing of our relationship to time, to 
the weight of trend on women, to the dominance of a select number of individuals at the helm of Paris’s fashion. 

413 Frances Corner, “The Demise of the Fashion Dictator” in Why Fashion Matters (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 2014), 24-25.  

414 “Again it has to be said that the command of God […] is self-evidently and in all circumstances a call for 
counter-movements on behalf of humanity and against its denial in any form, and therefore a call for the championing 
of the weak against every kind of encroachment on the part of the strong. The Christian community has undoubtedly 
been too late in seeing this in the face of the modern capitalistic development of the labour process, and it cannot 
escape some measure of responsibility for the injustice characteristic of this development. […] The main task of 
Christianity in the West is […] to assert the command of God in the face of [capitalism], and to keep to the “left” in 
opposition to its champions, i.e., to confess that it is fundamentally on the side of the victims of this disorder and to 
espouse their cause.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, III/4, eds. G.W. Bromiley, T.F. Torrance, trans. G.W. Bromiley 
(New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 544. 

415 For Barth, socialism, and his fight for union workers in Safenwil see John R. Franke, Barth for Armchair 
Theologians (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 22-28.  

416 Bruce L. McCormack, Karl Barth’s Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology (Oxford: Clarendon, 2004), 
85.  

417 The debate has a long history, as is evident in the 1976 volume George Hunsinger, ed., Karl Barth and 
Radical Politics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976).  
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to capitalism’s “exploitation of man by man.”418 Thus, Barth turns his sights on such capitalist 

“kings” who exploit human weakness, vanity, and social stigma to feed their avarice. In so doing 

Barth shows himself in league with Calvin’s own concerns for “the blood of the poor,” the call for 

Christians to resist market forces that cloak unmitigated, conspicuous capitalism behind the 

frivolity of fashion—powers Barth sees as akin to the kind of “political absolutism such as the first 

Christian communities saw at work.”419 

Continuing to expand the hermeneutical circle on Barth’s critique of fashion, Barth's 

criticism of fashion in CD IV/4 resonates with his claim in Church Dogmatics IV/1 that fashion 

was birthed as part of the "self-help" program that Adam and Eve took up after the fall.420 Barth 

sees fashion as linked to our first parent’s rejection of their creaturely and dependent status: a futile 

attempt to reclaim a God-given glory, something unattainable without supernatural grace. For 

Barth it is this act of self-help apart from God and neighbor—“the first fashion” as Barth calls it—

that results in people being “the sport of all kinds of winds and influences.” In a Kierkegaardian 

note, Barth claims such overreach in one’s creaturely status has the opposite effect: demoting one 

from “a living man” to “simply a chessman” whose individuality is absorbed in trend and society 

dissolved of significant bonds.    

This motif of fashion as inflated self-assessment is continued in Barth's Protestant 

Theology in the Nineteenth Century, wherein Barth takes up a dangerous impetus among 

nineteenth century theologians that was generated by the broader culture: the post-Enlightenment 

																																																								
418 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics III/4, 544. See David Clough, Ethics In Crisis: Interpreting Barth’s Ethics 

(London: Ashgate, 2005), 102.  
419 Barth, The Christian Life, 219.  
420 “They had helped themselves so well that they suddenly became aware of their nakedness (v. 7) and were 

ashamed of it. And then, confirming the isolation and separation from one another which had come with their 
alienation from God, they made their second and this time open attempt at self-help and brought in the first fashion, 
[emphasis mine] that of the fig leaf.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV/4, eds. G.W. Bromiley, T.F. Torrance, trans. 
G.W. Bromiley (New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 466. 
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vision of “absolute man” [sic] as the unimpeded autonomous master of all spheres of existence, 

manself included. Barth’s characterization of this impetus is possibly best summarized in his 

assessment of Hegel: “Hegel’s living God […] is actually the living man.”421 For Barth, the 

nineteenth century absorbed the political absolutism of the eighteenth century as “a system of life 

based upon the belief in the omnipotence of human powers.”422 The absolute bourgeoisie of the 

nineteenth century, as with the absolute rulers of the eighteenth century they had replaced, 

retaining the mantle of autonomous master. 

Barth’s exposition of absolute man surveys not only fashion but an array of nineteenth 

century cultural arenas: politics, science, philosophy, technology, literature, travel. As with his 

assessment of absolute man in other arenas of the period, Barth depicts fashion as playing a critical 

role in the externalization of an idealized self-concept that captivated the imagination of the period: 

human kind as unimpeded master. Barth states: 

We have only to think of the fashion of the eighteenth century. [...] If one is bent upon 
finding out what it was exactly that these people who thus adorned and comported 
themselves were trying to express (unconsciously, and therefore all the more revealingly, 
as is always the case with fashion). [...] What they were expressing the whole time, from 
top to toe in actual fact, was this: that man carries in his soul an image of himself which in 
comparison with his actual figure is still much more noble, much more graceful and much 
more perfect, and that he is not at a loss for means to externalize this image and render it 
visible. No age, perhaps, has made this confession of faith so systematically as man of the 
eighteenth century.423 
 

This claim that fashion captured the Zeitgeist of post-Enlightenment hubris drives home his 

theological contention that such fashions inadvertently revealed, claimed, and constructed an 

aspirational glory. Here Barth appears to be elaborating on St. Paul's depiction in Romans 1:18 of 

those who "suppress the truth” about their true status. Indeed, this understanding converges with 

Barth’s reading in CD IV/1 of the initial couple’s make-shift dress as a failed “self help” program; 

																																																								
421 Karl Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2002), 405.  
422 Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century, 22.  
423 Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century, 43.  
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a convergence in line with Calvin’s previous characterization of fashion as complicit with fallen 

humanity's project of pride.  

Barth’s condemnation of fashion as a force for suppression shows resemblance to his 

Catholic Colleague Erik Peterson. Yet his broadly negative assessment of fashion as caprice, 

capitalism, and conceit is softened by a different vein in his account. For Barth also speaks of 

fashion in this period as representing a longing, a misplaced but legitimate hope to actualize a lost 

image. It follows that for Barth (nineteenth century) fashion is about more than the hubris of the 

social imagination of an epoch. For it also betrayed a theological sense of one’s elusive humanity 

(sensus humanitatis). In other words, even in its constricting, prideful boast, fashion retained an 

implicit “confession of faith”: an unquiet fascination with an allusive glory that corresponded to 

humanity’s rightful claim in Christ.424   

Before concluding his thoughts on fashion, Barth adds a fascinating depiction of the overly-

serious way nineteenth century fashion sought to impose the absolute will of form on appearance. 

As to its results, they need not concern us here. We need only note the following: when 
man, as happened at that time, proceeded to take himself (that is to say, his idea of himself) 
seriously, in the grand manner, without humour, but with a certain logic, all the things 
emerged which now cause us astonishment in the matter of men’s and women’s dress and 
in the manners of the age. Man felt bound to weigh himself down in these respects with all 
the burdens and discomforts which an absolute will for form apparently demands—but at 
the same time he was able to achieve all the dignity and charm to which eighteenth-century 
man did without doubt achieve.425 
 

The above depiction moves in two directions at once. On one hand Barth draws attention to an 

undue burden fashion took on in the period. Detecting a false eschatology at work, Barth implies 

nineteenth century fashion was over-loaded by the period’s project of “absolute man.”426 On the 

																																																								
424 Barth's view here of fashion as holding an eschatological hope draws from the close relationship of 

clothing and theosis in scripture. See Dan Lé, The Naked Christ: An Atonement Model for a Body Obsessed Culture 
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2012), 207-208.   

425 Barth, Protestant Theology in the Nineteenth Century, 43. 
426 To put it in Barth’s language in CD IV/3, as a word of culture nineteenth century fashion retained a burden 

as a false witness. For, “He is the only Word which all human words, even the best, can only directly or indirectly 
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other hand, Barth does not distance himself from nineteenth century fashion per se, even speaking 

approvingly of the power of the period’s fashion to achieve an impressive dignity and charm. This 

suggests the problem Barth had with nineteenth century fashion was not that it was fashion as such 

(pace Peterson), but its failure to fully retain its freedom, rather than succumbing to a seriousness 

foreign to itself.427   

Regardless of whether Barth viewed fashion primarily as an art-form or “popular culture” 

in general,428 his argument tacitly implies that fashion has a rightful place as a creaturely reality.429 

Indeed, given the Lordless powers Barth speaks of are powers native to creation that have 

abandoned their rightful place, it raises the question Hendrikus Berkhof put forward years 

before:430 “What might the redemption of the powers look like?”431 If indeed passages such as 

Ephesians 1:10, Colossians 1:19, etc. suggest that one day the “dethroned” powers will be 

redeemed, it leaves us with an intriguing question: what does fashion under Christ’s rightful 

lordship look like?432 In the mean time, Berkhof reminds us that the church must be about 

																																																								
attest but not repeat or replace or rival, so that their own goodness and authority are to be measured by whether or not, 
and with what fidelity, they are witnesses of this one Word.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, IV/3, eds. G.W. 
Bromiley, T.F. Torrance, trans. G.W. Bromiley (New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 466. 

427 It is noteworthy that, in contrast to the seriousness of nineteenth century fashion, Barth claims art is an 
essentially eschatological act that should be marked by play and humor. Barth, Ethics, ed. Dietrich Braun, trans. 
Geoffrey W. Bromiley (New York: The Seabury Press, 1981), 506.   

428 See Jessica DeCou, Playful, Glad and Free: Karl Barth and a Theology of Popular Culture (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2013), 146.  

429 Here one recognizes a tension between “Yoderian” readings of the powers and “Reformed” readings of 
the powers. See Richard J. Mouw, “Confronting The Powers,” in Politics and the Biblical Drama (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1978), 98.  

430 Berkhof wrote about the powers long before Barth. In his introduction, he speaks of Barth’s eventual 
reception of his work. While Berkhof speaks admirably of Barth’s “deepening” of his work on the powers, he sees 
Barth going “in the same direction.” Hendrikus Berkhof, Christ and the Powers, trans. John Howard Yoder (Scottdale, 
Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1977), 9-10.   

431 Berkhof, Christ and the Powers, 36-46.  
432 Berkhof offered his own understanding of fashion and the powers. [See Hendrikus Berkhof, Christian 

Faith: An Introduction to the Study of the Faith (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 213-214.] Distinct from Barth, 
Berkhof enters into the discussion in relationship to a broader account of redressing an untenable hereditary view of 
sin. Rather than locate sin within a fallen nature, Berkhof speaks of “communality” and “situationality” as at the root 
of the problem. Seeking to relocate and redistribute the sources of sin, Berkhof credits sin to the cumulative result of 
powerfully sinister “infra,” “inter,“ and “suprapersonal” forces working within our social and situational context. To 
make this turn Berkhof demythologizes Genesis, claiming it describes a retraction or divestment of the God-given 
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dethroning fashion as a “total value system” and restore it as a segment of creaturely reality to be 

received with thanksgiving.433 

In conclusion, it is hard not to recognize similarities between Barth and Kuyper in their 

discussions on fashion. Both Kuyper and Barth draw connections between fashion and 

architecture. Both depict Parisian fashion as complicit with insidious, hegemonic forces. And both 

make similar claims regarding fashion and history. Whereas Kuyper spoke of (French) fashion as 

disrupting historical continuity, thereby inviting individuals to step outside their position in history 

as creatures, Barth depicted nineteenth century fashion as insinuated an “absolute will of form” 

over all constraints, history included. In other words, both sought to reveal a more general, 

contrastive posture in modernity that subtlety elevated the subject above history. These claims are 

all the more remarkable given neither could have imagined the cannibalization of history that 

would come to characterize postmodern fashion.434  

 

Reforming Fashion’s Dispensations     

The above confirms that Reformed theology and fashion have a shared history. Emerging 

within close proximity, they have traveled together through a number of shifting cultural 

																																																								
freedom inherit in humanity’s advanced stage of evolutionary development. These sinister powers move us from our 
elevated position as creatures free to love, to degraded self-focused (infrapersonal) creatures operating in a herd 
mentality (interpersonal), and under the sway of dark supernatural forces (suprapersonal). The result is a fated 
existence driven by allusive powers within, around and beyond.    

To further buttress his claim of fashion as primarily an interpersonal force Berkhof states we must shift the 
focus on the consequences of sin from the traditional view (here he references Herman Bavinck’s theology) of “misery, 
and suffering, death, and the corruption of nature” to a “contagiousness” account of sin’s outcome in which “structures 
and institutions, powers and ideologies” have a “decisive” role in the consequences of sin. Referring his readers to 
Barth’s aforementioned discussions of principalities and powers and Walter Rauschenbusch’s account in A Theology 
for the Social Gospel (New York: MacMillan, 1917), 69-94, Berkhof characterizes fashion’s power as a force driven 
to “inexorably dictate to individuals a certain pattern of conduct.”    

433 Berkhof, Christ and the Powers, 49.  
434 Barnard, Fashion Theory: An Introduction, 145-160. Thus Ted Polhemus refers to postmodern fashion as 

offering a “supermarket” of style to be consumed in no particular order. See Ted Polhemus, Steetstyle (London: 
PYMCA, 2010), 212-223.  
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dispensations. Here we have recounted three such episodes in their shared history: the sixteenth 

century French Reformer John Calvin who, residing during the dispensation of early modern 

fashion as regulated through sumptuary legislation, appropriated such legislation by way of his 

aim to establish a duly Reformed Geneva; the nineteenth century Dutch statesman and theologian 

Abraham Kuyper who, in the shadow of the Great Male Renunciation and French hegemonic 

secularism, identified a close relationship between mode and secular modernité; and Swiss 

theologian Karl Barth who, reviewing the hubris of nineteenth century fashion and leery of the 

unchecked forces commandeering twentieth century fashion, detected absolute man and lordless 

powers hijacking a legitimate field of cultural practice. 

Their distinct responses to fashion’s dispensations notwithstanding, all three display 

tensions within their treatment: Calvin by way of seeking to both retain and relativize sumptuary 

legislation; Kuyper by way of seeking to both condemn fashion as a force for secularism and 

redeem it for faith; and Barth by way of seeing creaturely reality and residual faith in a practice 

commandeered by dark forces and prideful imaginaries.   

But possibly most noteworthy is that these theologians engaged the dominant paradigms 

of fashion during their respective periods: Calvin with his reframing of the received convention of 

sumptuary legislation; Kuyper in his connecting fashion with larger modern impulses such as 

architecture reform, the public square and secularization; Barth, in his critiques of fashion as 

conspicuous capitalism and Zeitgeist. Indeed, these cognates of discourse, although having 

evolved significantly, continue to hold a place in fashion theory: The inescapable relationship 

between fashion and the law central to Calvin’s concessions with sumptuary legislation being more 

recently explored by Gary Watt;435 the association of fashion, public life, and secularization 

																																																								
435 Gary Watt, Dress, Law and the Naked Truth: A Cultural Study of Fashion and Form (London: 

Bloomsbury, 2003).  
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Kuyper detected being recently explored by Brooke Hodge, Fadwa El Guindi, and Gilles 

Lipovetsky, respectively436; and Barth’s approach to fashion through issues of capitalism and 

Zeitgeist being taken up recently by Tansy Hoskins and Barbara Vinken, respectively.437  

From Calvin to Kuyper to Barth, the Reformed tradition demonstrates a desire to not only 

engage with fashion, but to do so in light of a renewed sense of the critical status of everyday life 

in the divine drama. Fashion for these theologians was not dismissed as irrelevant, but taken as a 

serious subject to be actively engaged: a realm where discipleship is forged (Calvin), Reformed 

faith advanced (Kuyper) and dark forces resisted (Barth). Given the historic propensity of 

Reformed theologians to treat fashion seriously, and in light of the pervasive dynamic and 

burgeoning discourse of today’s fashion—all the more—it is time for a fresh, Reformed 

engagement.  

With this concern, we move from the first part of our study to the second; a shift from 

method (chapter one) and history (chapters two and three) to the constructive task of modeling 

what a contemporary Reformed engagement with fashion theory might looks like. We begin by  

picking up on the interest Kuyper and Barth shared on the connection between fashion and 

architecture—an association suggesting that fashion has a larger and more public role to play in 

forging the visible link between the individual and society.   

 		    

 

 

																																																								
436 Brooke Hodge, Skin + Bones: Parallel Practices in Fashion and Architecture (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 2006). Fadwa El Guindi, The Veil: Modesty, Privacy and Resistance (New York: Berg, 1999). Lipovetsky, 
The Empire of Fashion.  

437 Tansy Hopkins, Stitched Up: The Anti-Capitalist Book of Fashion (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 
2014). Barbara Veinken, Fashion Zeitgeist: Trends and Cycles in the Fashion System (New York: Berg, 2005).  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

Theo-Politics & Fashion: 

Fashion, Faith, and the Public Sphere 

 
 

“Society is founded upon cloth.” – Thomas Carlyle 
 

“The new dress embodied the ideological justification for and social legitimacy  
of the bourgeois.” – Philippe Perot 

 
“There is not a separate or distinct area of our lives, called politics, which we are 

free to choose to enter or not enter with what we wear.” – Malcom Barnard 
 
 
 
Faith and a Suitable Public Sphere 

As we saw in chapter three, on the heels of the French Revolution male dress was flattened 

from a range of costumes including the elaborate styles associated with the French court to, with 

the collapse of the Estates and the emergence of bourgeois male suffrage, the predominance of the 

black suit.438 But this is not the whole story. Although the rise of the modern suit was undoubtedly 

propelled by the French Revolution, its long history is broader than any single historical event.439 

As fashion historian Anne Hollander has noted, one finds sown into its seams not only the 

Enlightenment’s “emergent ideas of Nature and Reason,”440 but also the sober effects of the power 

of seventeenth century Protestantism.441 These differing sources remind us that, while the suit 

																																																								
438 J.C. Flügel, “The Great Masculine Renunciation and Its Causes” in The Rise of Fashion, 102-108. 
439 The evolution of the suit is an expansive history. According to Tim Edwards, “Arguably, the history of 

the suit is the history of at least western men’s fashion in sum.” Edwards, Fashion In Focus, 54.  
440 Anne Hollander, Sex and Suits: The Evolution of Modern Dress (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995), 85. 
441 “For Citizens of the rising merchant and professional classes, especially in Protestant countries, a dark 

and plain suit relieved by simple white linen reasserted its very old associations with clerical intelligence, further 
supported by suggestions of probity and religious integrity.” Hollander, Sex and Suits, 79.  
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alludes to the advance of suffrage in modern Western liberal democracies, the place of religious 

and secular influences on this advance remains a contested question.442   

In the hope of moving the discussion between theology and fashion theory forward, this 

chapter takes up this question by way of exploring the relationships between fashion, faith, and 

the public sphere. How should we understand this triad? Should this “discursive space where 

public opinion is formed”443 remain free from fashion and faith? Does fashion support the public 

sphere at the cost of faith? Or, to suggest a third understanding, are fashion and faith at home in 

the public sphere? While understanding this relationship may at first appear as little more than an 

academic exercise, as we shall see, it plunges us not only into contested views of the nature of 

theology and fashion, but secularization and the nature of knowledge itself. 

To not only understand different construals of this relationship but also offer a constructive 

Reformed account of the triad, we will proceed in two movements. First, we will take up three 

very different contemporary understandings of the relationship between fashion, faith, and the 

public sphere: Jürgen Habermas’s desire to strip fashion and faith from the public sphere; Gilles 

Lipovetsky’s argument for a fashionable public sphere at the cost of faith, and Charles Taylor’s 

depiction of a complex dynamic between the triad. Then, with these views in hand, we will revisit 

Abraham Kuyper’s hope for a fashionable, faith-filled, pluralist public sphere, arguing that 

essential features of Kuyper’s view, having been distilled from their cultural context and critically 

augmented through the work of Charles Taylor, provide a contemporary Reformed account of the 

dynamic between fashion, faith, and the public sphere.  

																																																								
442 This is not to say that the only way to assess the suit is in terms of its relationships to modernity (as Hollander 
does), one can also look, for example, at the advance of the suit in terms of its relationship to historical geography. 
Such is explored in Wilbur Zelinsky, “Globalization Reconsidered: The Historical Geography of Modern Western 
Male Attire,” The Fashion Reader, 254-261.  

443 Gerard A. Hauser, Vernacular Voices: The Rhetoric of Publics and Public Spheres (Columbia: University 
of South Carolina Press, 1999), 61. 
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To begin, we turn to where the contemporary discussion of the public sphere itself finds its 

source, the work of German philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas.    

 

Jürgen Habermas: Stripping the Public Sphere 

Thomas Carlyle’s 1836 fictional novel Sartor Resartus fabricates a commentary on the 

philosophy of “Diogenes Teufelsdröckh” as recorded in his supposed tome “Clothes: Their Origin 

and Influence.” Beneath this fanciful literary device (technically known as a “poioumenon”), with 

its odd characters, unusual mix of satire, and striking irony, lies Carlyle’s insights on the important 

role clothing plays in constructing our social world. As Carlyle (through Teufelsdröckh) states, 

"Society, which the more I think of it astonishes me the more, is founded upon Cloth."444 Here, 

amidst the several voices in play, one detects Carlyle’s call for readers to examine the 

“architectural”445 role clothing plays in ordering “civilised society”;446 its function as an emblem 

of the “invisible bonds” that bind humanity;447 its essential role in distributing social and political 

																																																								
444 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 48. Carlyle’s account of dress sets out to challenge the idea of prelapsarian naked 

bliss and clothes as the outcome of postlapsarian shame or sexual anxiety (“has thou always worn them perforce, and 
as a consequence of Man’s [sic] Fall; never rejoiced in them as in a warm moveable House,” 46). Rather, for Carlyle 
the study of clothes takes up collective ornament (30): the style of a people revealing both the concrete social order 
and their collective geist (“Man [sic] is a Spirit, and bound by invisible bonds to All Men,”) (48).  

445 Style for Carlyle is never built on whim “For neither in tailoring nor in legislating does man [sic] proceed 
by mere Accident, but the hand is ever guided on by mysterious operations of the mind. In all his Modes and habilatory 
endeavours an Architectural Idea will be found lurking: his Body and the Cloth are the site and materials whereon and 
whereby his beautiful edifice, of a Person, is to be built. Whether he flow gracefully out in folded mantles, based on 
light sandals; towering up in high headgear, from amid peaks, spangles and bell-girdles; swell out in starched ruffs, 
buckram stuffings and monstrous tuberosities; or girth himself into separate sections, and front the world an 
Agglomeration of four limbs—will depend on the nature of such Architectural Idea: whether Grecian, Gothic, Later-
Gothic, or altogether Modern, and Parisian or Anglo-Dandiacal.” Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 28. 

446 “What would Majesty do, could such an accident befall in reality; should the buttons all simultaneously 
start, and the solid wool evaporate, in very Deed, as here in Dream? Ach Gott! How each skulks into the nearest hiding-
place; their high State Tragedy (Haupt-und Staats-Action) becomes a Pickleherring-Farce to weep at, which is the 
worst kind of Farce; the tables (according to Horace), and with them, the whole fabric of Government, Legislation, 
Property, Police, and Civilized Society, are dissolved, in wails and howls.” Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 48-49.  

447 While Carlyle’s understanding of “bonds” inevitably drew upon a Hegelian inspired view of clothing as 
the manifesting the geist of a people—a reading of clothing that has lost its intellectual market value among fashion 
theorists—his belief that clothing plays a critical role in ordering our social world is foundational to fashion studies. 
See Carter, Fashion Classics, 7. More recently, the idea of fashion as (zeit)geist has been reformulated by Barbara 
Vinken. Rather than fashion being a reflection or expression of the times, Vinken has turned attention to the fashioned 
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power;448 its part in forging the intersections between public and private (“a Body round thy 

Body”),449 individual and society.450   

A number of Carlyle’s sartorial intersections are currently inhabited by the multi-

disciplinary discussion of the public sphere,451 a conversation finding its fountainhead in Jürgen 

Habermas’s The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into Bourgeois 

Society. Here Habermas, like Carlyle years before him, takes up Goethe’s452 view of the “public 

person” to identify the critical role sartorial representation played for early modern public 

authorities wielding magisterial, ecclesiastical, and civil jurisdiction.453 But early in his volume 

Habermas parts company with Carlyle, blazing new trails aimed at unfolding the social nature and 

foundations of public life as revealed in the transformation of society from one in which royal 

representation retained a monopoly on a public, to one in which the bourgeois attained its own 

public through the invention of public opinion.454  

																																																								
body as performing (and therefore playing a role) in formulating the spirit (geist) of the times. See Barbara Vinken, 
Fashion Zeitgeist; Trends and Cycles in the Fashion System (New York: Berg, 2005).  

448 “’You see two individuals, one dressed in Red, the other in coarse threadbare Blue: Red says to Blue, ‘Be 
hanged and anatomized;’ Blue hears with a shudder, and (O wonder of wonders!) marches sorrowfully to the gallows 
[…].” Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 47.  

449 Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 46. Also demonstrating this fascination between public and private is Carlyle’s 
love for distinguishing between the common naked body possessed by all and our public displays. As Carlyle notes, 
without clothing it would be impossible to navigate any number of public performances involving “the smallest 
Politeness, Polity, or even Police.” Carlyle, Sartor Resartus, 49-50.  

450 Carlyle’s view of the relationship between the individual seele (soul) and the collective geist (and later 
Kultur) is explored by Carter, Fashion Classics, 9-10.  

451 As Craig Calhoun relays, discussions about the public sphere “inform democratic theory in political 
science, the self-reflection of literary and other cultural critics, the modernism/postmodernism debate in philosophy 
and cultural studies, new approaches in ethics and jurisprudence, and empirical studies in sociology, history, and 
communication.” See Craig J. Calhoun’s review of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry 
into a Category of Bourgeois Society in Contemporary Sociology 19:2 (March 1990): 312-315. 

452 Goethe’s view of the “public man” [sic] is expressed in his Wilhelm Meister, a volume first translated 
from German by Carlyle. For Habermas on Goethe’s sense of public man [sic] in Wilhelm Meister see Habermas, The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 13.  

453 “The different hues emerged all the more preciously: the appearance of the “lord,” who was “public” by 
virtue of representation, was stylized into the embodiment of gracefulness, and in this publicity he ceremoniously 
fashioned an aura around himself. […] The nobleman was what he represented; the bourgeois, what he produced.” 
Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 13.  

454 Popularity, publicity and public opinion are not to be confused. Whereas popularity relies on publicity to 
sustain itself, it is not the same as publicity. Similarly, whereas the emergence of public opinion required (at least in 
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Although Habermas does not pursue fashion at length,455 the implications of Habermas’s 

story for fashion are evident and can (in rough form) be summarized456 as follows: 

Commercialization (such as developments in textiles) initially provided the economic resources 

necessary for liberating the bourgeoisie from the landed estate.457 This, in conjunction with the 

critical work of Enlightenment philosophers as digested and debated within various coffee shops, 

salons, Tischgesellschaften, etc., fueled face to face rational deliberation critical for the emergence 

of a bourgeois public sphere (Ger. Öffentlichkeit). Yet as this emerging public sphere expanded it 

lost its function as a critical body. In an ironic twist of fate, the same commercialization that helped 

birth the bourgeois public sphere served to replace rational-critical debate with class based market-

exchange relationships; this new form of representation resulting in a shift from a “culture 

debating” to a “culture consuming” public.458  

It is here—echoing Theodore Adorno’s and Max Horkheimer’s fears of the “culture 

industry”459—that fashion finds its place in Habermas’s narrative: the harbinger of a new 

																																																								
theory) the accessibility of publicity to anyone, publicity existed before the emergence of public opinion. See 
Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 219.   

455 Habermas touches on “fashions and consumption habits” (213) and gives a more expansive account of 
“the manner of a social control through “fashions” whose shifting rules require only a temporary loyalty” (246).  

456 For an excellent introductory summary of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere see Craig 
Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1992),1-42.  

457 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 140. 
458 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 164.  
459 “In relation to those matters taken for granted in a culture (which as a kind of historical sediment can be 

considered a type of primordial “opinion” or “prejudice” that probably has scarcely undergone any change in its social-
psychological structure), the matters whose taken-for-granted status is generated by the culture industry have both a 
more evanescent and more artificial character. These opinions are shaped within the medium of a group-specific 
“exchange of tastes and preferences.” […] To be sure, matters that are taken for granted in a culture also become 
topical in the exchanges of opinion of such groups, but they are of a different sort from the ideas sustained by 
conviction, which in anticipation of the inconsequentiality circulates, so to speak, until recalled. Like those “opinions,” 
they too constitute systems of norms demanding adaptions, but they do so more in the manner of a social control 
through “fashions” whose shifting rules require only a temporary loyalty. To be sure, matters that are taken for granted 
in a culture also become topical in the exchanges of opinions of such groups, but they are of a different sort from the 
ideas sustained by conviction, which in anticipation of their inconsequentiality circulate, so to speak, until recalled.” 
Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 246. It is noteworthy that The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere was to serve as Habermas’s habilitationsschrift under Max Horkheimer. It is 
reported that Horkheimer rejected it because it did not take a strong enough stance against the “culture industry.” But, 
according to Craig Calhoun, Habermas was not rejecting the “culture industry” per se, but seeking to reframe the 
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“feudalism” of public life, wherein suppliers display a showy pomp before customers ready to 

imitate “the kind of aura proper to the personal prestige and supernatural authority once bestowed 

by the kind of publicity involved in representation;”460 an emblem of a public sphere compromised 

by the consumptive logic of mass media, advertising, and a commercialized press;461 the specter 

of a frivolous public life consumed with petty matters of “exchanges about tastes and 

preferences;”462 a pseudo public sphere. 

The implication of Habermas’s view on the role of theology in the public sphere is also 

discernable. In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere Habermas places the liturgical 

rituals, the dress of the clergy, and the privileged language of Latin (“rather than the language of 

the people”) as part and parcel of “the staging of publicity involved in representation” designed to 

exclude the bourgeoisie (and others) from political power.463 Although Habermas credits the 

Reformation with shifting the status of religion from representative publicness (the personalization 

of the royalty’s religion upon a public), it did so by privatizing faith.464 Ecclesial authorities (such 

as those residing at the Vatican, Canterbury, etc.) being the vestiges of an age of representation in 

																																																								
discussion in a way that shifted it away from the pessimism of Horkheimer and Adorno. Craig Calhoun, Habermas 
and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1999), 3-5.      

460 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 195. Accordingly, “Representative 
publicity of the old type is not thereby revived; but it still ends certain traits to a refuedalized public sphere of civil 
society whose characteristic feature, according to Schelsky’s observation, is that the large-scale organizers in state 
and society “manage the propagation of their positions.” See also page 200 and page 231 where Habermas reveals his 
penchant for trying to keep a neat division between the two. 

461 Habermas betrays a suspicion of “Nonverbal communication.” As he states, “Nonverbal communications 
or those that, if they had not been translated into picture and sound altogether, were facilitated by optical and acoustic 
support, replaced to a greater or lesser extent the classical forms of literary production.” Habermas, The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere, 169.  

462 Habermas, The Transformation of the Public Sphere, 171. Or again, “The culture of harmony influence 
into the masses per se invites its public to an exchange of opinion about articles of consumption and subjects it to the 
soft compulsion of constant consumption training” (192). Habermas also records such superficial exchanges on pages 
192 and 201. For a helpful summary of Adorno and Horkheimer’s coining and use of the term “culture industry’ see 
John Storey, Cultural Theory and Popular Culture (Athens, Georgia: The University of Georgia Press, 2006), 49-56.  

463 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 11. 
464 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 10.  
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danger of representing little more than representation itself.465 Political theology for Habermas is, 

therefore, the logic of a bygone stage in the evolution of political thought,466 religion’s 

privatization a necessary development in the emergence of an the public sphere.467  

Habermas’s groundbreaking, seminal, and insightful theoretical framework offers 

numerous compelling features.468 Among these is Habermas’s critical probing of the dynamics at 

play in contemporary society: the expansive power of market forces that have colonized various 

spheres such as media, politics, and education;  and the counter-balancing role of “private space” 

and “public opinion” in light of the ever-present threat of the modern state’s domination; the power 

of “mass opinion” driven by an able media trafficking in appearances.469 Also welcome is 

Habermas’s questioning of the conflicted nature of public life which simultaneously calls 

individuals into communicative reasoning (with an eye to public justice) and instrumental reason 

(with an eye to private ambition). Moreover, Habermas is right to question the credibility of early 

																																																								
465 As Habermas states, “According to a well-known saying, the British House of Lords, the Prussian General 

Staff, the French Academy, and the Vatican in Rome were the last pillars of representation; finally only the Church 
was left, ‘so utterly alone that those who see in it no more than an external form cannot suppress the epigrammatic 
joke that it no longer represents anything except representation itself.’” Habermas, The Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, 8.  

466 Habermas writes, “in a liberal democracy state power has lost its religious aura. And, in view of the fact 
of persisting pluralism, it is hard to see on which normative grounds the historical step toward the secularization of 
stat power could ever be reversed.” Jürgen Habermas, “The Political: The Rational Meaning of a Questionable 
Inheritance of Political Theology” in The Power of Religion in the Public Sphere, eds. Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 23.  

467 This is not to say that the Habermas sees no role for religion in a secular society. In contrast to the early 
Habermas, who (relying on a version of Rawls) predicted religion be either abandoned or religious people take it upon 
themselves to “translate” their views into rational discourse, in recent years Habermas has shifted his emphasis, 
claiming that in a “post-secular” society religion possibly retains an under-recognized potential and therefore plays an 
important function. See Jürgen Habermas, The Future of Human Nature (Cambridge: Polity, 2003), 104. However, in 
spite of this shift in tone, the “new Habermas” is not substantially different on the question of religion’s role in public 
life from the “old Habermas.” As José Casanova demonstrates, the “new Habermas” still relegates religion to a stage 
of development to be superseded by postmetaphysical philosophical or scientific thinking. See José Casanova, 
“Exploring the Postsecular” in Habermas and Religion, eds. Craig Calhoun, Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan 
VanAntwerpen (Malden, MA: Polity, 2013), 47-48.  

468 Indeed, the vast and extensive discussion of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere among 
academics is a testimony to its seminal features.   

469 Vincent J. Milner, Consuming Religion: Christian Faith and Practice in a Consumer Culture (New York: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2009). 
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modern public spheres wherein the emancipation of a class (bourgeois) was confused with the 

emancipation of humanity (homme).470  

But these and other insightful features notwithstanding, the implicit normative specificity 

Habermas gives to the epistemic and sociological framework of the early modern bourgeois public 

sphere raises questions regarding its relevance for today’s public sphere. Regarding epistemology, 

it is hard to imagine post-Enlightenment societies ever recapturing the “transparency” and 

optimism Habermas sees in the early modern quest for a shared comprehensive view that 

characterized the bourgeois public sphere.471 Thus, it is fair to ask: given late modernity’s ever 

increasing pluralistic societies, is it really possible to build a public sphere on a “universal interest 

everyone can acknowledge?”472 (Even Habermas recognizes an implicit idealism when he 

concedes the idea of the power of liberal public discourse can come across as “simply utopian.”473) 

In fact, as others have noted,474 Habermas’s analysis of the public sphere demonstrate an affinity 

with Enlightenment rationalism over all other ways of knowing, making other forms of knowledge, 

such as those associated with both fashion and theology, inherently suspect.475    

																																																								
470 As Habermas himself admits in a later publication his account is woefully gender blind. Jürgen Habermas, 

“Further Reflections on the Public Sphere” in Craig Calhoun, Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1999), 427.  

471 Habermas, The Transformation of the Public Sphere, 203. 
472 Habermas, The Transformation of the Public Sphere, 234. Also see Jürgen Habermas, “Reconciliation 

Through the Public use of Reason: Remarks on John Rawls Political Liberalism,” Journal of Philosophy 92:3 (March 
1995): 109-131. Nicholas Wolterstorff states Habermas’s claim that postmetaphysical philosophy should engage 
rather than ignore present-day religion through a “dialogical approach” entails salvaging cognitive content from 
religious traditions such that it convinces a broad public beyond the boundaries of particular community. In other 
words, the “new Habermas” is still living with a project of appropriation. This universalizing intent, Wolterstorff 
argues, is driven by Habermas’s residing “Kant-rationality” that, in spite of rhetoric about the importance of religious 
voices offering a source for public discussion, the nature of their funding of that discussion is still in terms of their 
insights being stripped of distinctly religious content and appropriating their views as part of a translation project. See 
Nicholas Wolterstorff, “An Engagement with Jürgen Habermas on Postmetaphysical Philosophy, Religion, and 
Political Dialogue” in Habermas and Religion, 99-105.  

473 Habermas, The Transformation of the Public Sphere, 235.  
474 Agnes S. Ku, “Revisiting the Notion of ‘Public’ in Habermas’s Theory—Toward a Theory of Politics of 

Public Credibility,” Sociological Theory 18:2 (July 2000): 221-222. 
475 One thinks, for example, of the embodied forms of knowledge as proposed by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

Note that by pushing all non-rational displays as illegitimate “power-grabs” Habermas’s Enlightenment view of 
fashion sounds a similar note to post-Enlightenment (“post-structuralist”) fashion theorists who also doubt the 
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  Regarding sociology, many have criticized Habermas for confusing the public sphere with 

historical specifics, such as the developments in England, France, and Germany.476 As Simon 

Susen has argued, Habermas’s theory of the public sphere does not take seriously the condition of 

late modern Western societies—societies that contain a multiplicity of simultaneously existing, 

and sometimes competing, counter-hegemonic (“subaltern”) practices and discourses.477 In this 

regard, Habermas’s nostalgia for a shared faith in reason as found in early modern democratic 

movements among a particular gender, class, race, etc. is blind to the multiplicity of publics478 

operating within late modern liberal democracies—publics navigating modernity in light of their 

own particular beliefs, values, practices, and knowledges.479   

Such are the epistemic and sociological positions informing Habermas’s account of a 

public sphere that is to be stripped of fashion and faith. They suggest his censure of fashion and 

faith in the public sphere—with their respective non-rational, particularist, and symbolic 

																																																								
possibility of a Rousseauian “general will.” Where they part company is whereas Habermas turns to “public reason” 
poststructuralists see the public sphere as resigned to identity politics. The latter is evident in Barnard, Fashion as 
Communication, 105-107.  

476 Lambert Zuidervaart identifies problems with Habermas’s account of the public sphere as fitting into three 
categories: methodological, theoretical and conceptual problems. Methodologically, Habermas ties the public sphere 
too deeply with developments in England, France and Germany. Thus Habermas neglects the way the public sphere 
outlives these manifestations. Theoretically, Zuidervaart points to the antinomy of the normative development 
Habermas gives to the principle of publicity (Öffentlichkeit) and the institutional decline of reasoned discourse. 
Finally, conceptually, Zuidervaart detects a tension in Habermas between Kant’s tendency to treat Öffentlichkeit as a 
normative principle and Marx’s tendency to treat it as an ideological mask of bourgeoisie power. Lambert Zuidervaart, 
Art in Public: Politics, Economics, and a Democratic Culture (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
94-95.  

477 Simon Susen, “Critical Notes on Habermas’s Theory of the Public Sphere,” Sociological Analysis 5:1 
(Spring 2011): 55.  

478 For what constitutes a public and its distinction from the public, see Michael Warner, Publics and 
Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2002), 65-124.  

479 This introduces the idea of “Multiple Modernities.” Shmuel Eisenstadt, who coined the term, claims “the 
idea of multiple modernities presumes that the best way to understand the contemporary world—indeed to explain the 
history of modernity—is to see it as a story of continual constitution and reconstitutions of a multiplicity of cultural 
programs.” Eisenstadt goes on to argue these various cultural programs, “contend, from a variety of perspectives and 
through a great range of cases, with the core characteristics of modernity.” See S.N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple 
Modernities,” Daedalus (Winter 2000) 129:1, 2, 24. This leads Talal Asad to contend “The important question, 
therefore, is not to determine why the idea of “modernity” is a misdescription, but why it has become hegemonic as a 
political goal, what practical consequences follow that hegemony, and what social conditions maintain it.” Talal Asad, 
Formations of the Secular (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), 13.  
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elements—deserves reconsideration.480 Doing so by way of a very different version of the 

relationship of fashion and faith to the public sphere is French sociologist, Gilles Lipovetsky.  

 

Gilles Lipovetsky: Fashioning the Erotics of a Post-Christian Public Sphere 

In his The Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern Democracy, Gilles Lipovetsky charts a 

provocative alternative to what he characterizes as the long-held “quasi-dogmatic”481 reading of 

fashion as primarily the representation of class distinction and competition.482 Far from a tool of 

representation effectively disintegrating the public sphere, for Lipovetsky late modern fashion 

serves a host of functions that “instituted an open public space.”483 To evince this reading, the first 

half of Lipovetsky’s volume re-narrates three dispensations of fashion history: an initial 

dispensation of fashion’s emergence in the West through the provenance of the aristocracy; a 

second dispensation (“the century of fashion”, 1850-1950) driven by haute couture; and our 

current dispensation of “open fashion” that first emerged in the mid twentieth century.484 Although 

distinct in important ways, Lipovetsky characterizes each one of these stages as evincing fashion’s 

role in “democratizing” social relations in an increasingly individualized society. What’s more, 

																																																								
480 One way of understanding Habermas is to see him as deciding to side with one myth of liberal democracies 

over another myth; namely, the myth of “public reason” over the myth of “collective will.” See Asad, Formations of 
the Secular, 61. 

481 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 37. 
482 “No theory of fashion can be based solely on economic and material facts […] fashion is anchored more 

firmly in social logic than in an economic dynamic.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 40-42. Lipovetsky used to 
hold such as view in his early Neo-Marxist year. Lipovetsky’s argument against a “class conflict” reading of fashion 
stands in opposition to Pierre Bourdieu’s ethnographic work Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste 
(New York: Routledge, 1985) in which Bourdieu reads distinctions in choice solely through social judgments in line 
with class competition. 

483 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 12. 
484 What makes Lipovetsky’s historic case compelling is his view of haute couture as the “in-between” of 

fashion’s initial dispensation of class distinction, and its consummate dispensation of individualism. “Despite its 
character as a luxury industry aimed at making the social hierarchy visible, then, haute couture was a democratic 
individualistic organization that adapted the production of fashion to the ideals of the sovereign individual—even 
though, as was the case for women, that individual remained in a “minor” position within the political order. Haute 
couture was a compromise formation between two ages. On the one hand, it reintroduced the time-honored aristocratic 
logic of fashion with its luxurious emblems; on the other hand, it orchestrated a modern, diversified production in 
conformity with the ideological referents of democratic individualism.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 86.  
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Lipovetsky claims this dynamic is only possible with the withering away of faith. Thus, whereas 

Habermas rejects both fashion and faith in the public square, Lipovetsky accepts the former by 

rejecting the latter. But how does Lipovetsky arrives at this surprisingly different conclusion? By 

what logic does Lipovetsky redeem fashion’s role in the public sphere? And why does this require 

faith’s censure?  

To defend such a reversal, Lipovetsky must take aim at Habermas’s view of fashion as a 

homogenizing experience in the uniform pseudo-locution of consumer society.485 (The problem 

Habermas claims to answer with a critical-rational locution advanced in the public sphere.) In 

contrast, Lipovetsky presents fashion as a social power advancing the kind of individualizing 

experience necessary for a diversified public sphere: a power that serves the public sphere by 

securing a more robust representation for individuals sufficiently liberated from collective 

prescriptions.486 Thus, fashion is “less about class ambition” than a way out of the world of 

traditional social control through the prioritization of individual choice.487 Indeed, for Lipovetsky 

fashion serves as a transformative power, with the capacity to turn passive subjects receiving the 

practices of their ancestral heritage from some founding event or mythic period, to active agents 

engaged in daily rituals of constructing their social world on the basis of personal choice in the 

																																																								
485 Lipovetsky cautions “the classic liberal public space as Habermas describes it […] is very idealistic […] 

and has only been realized historically to a very limited extent.” So, rather than see fashion’s market-driven logic as 
distracting the public from genuine debate, “the hasty judgment about the so-called decline of the public sphere […] 
ought to be revised.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 201. 

486Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 37. Lipovetsky writes, “No doubt class rivalries accompany these 
variations and determine certain of their aspects; they do not unlock their secret. The interrogation of fashion requires 
a paradigm change. This theoretical displacement can be outlined in broad strokes: fashion’s constant shifts result 
above all from a new position and representation of the individual in relation to the collective whole.” Lipovetsky, 
The Empire of Fashion, 46. 

487 “Yet haute couture owes its very existence to the modern individualist ideology that subtended it. That 
ideology, because it recognized the individual as a virtually absolute value, had a number of repercussions: increased 
taste for originality, nonconformism, fantasy, uniqueness of the individual personality, eccentricity, comfort, and 
bodily display. Only within the framework of this new individualistic configuration could the earlier [aristocratic] 
logic of fashion be destroyed, the logic that had limited originality to the accessories of attire.” Lipovetsky, The Empire 
of Fashion, 86.  
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here and now. Therefore, as opposed to Habermas’s view of fashion as signaling a re-feudalization 

of society through a new age of re-formulated social hierarchy along commercially informed 

representational (i.e. class) lines, fashion for Lipovetsky frees individuals, legitimates innovation, 

and places a premium on the social present—all of which grant greater access to a diversity of 

views.  

The above points to the sociology of fashion in Lipovetsky’s striking reversal of 

Habermas’s view of fashion and the public sphere. Where Habermas sees fashion established class 

boundaries, Lipovetsky sees fashion blurring class boundaries. Indeed, for Lipovetsky fashion’s 

ever-expanding choices color outside the lines of what used to be clear-cut social hierarchies of 

representation;488 the power of street style, DIY projects, “bottom-up” image inscription, etc. all 

entailing “one no longer imitates one’s betters, one imitates what one sees in the vicinity.”489 

But to completely dismantle Habermas’s critique of fashion’s representation as a dissolving 

element of the public sphere, Lipovetsky must go further. Namely, he must challenge Habermas’s 

critique of representation—with its image creation, surface appearance, and seduction—as 

antithetical to rational dialogue.490 In a bold move, Lipovetsky claims it is precisely because of 

fashion’s seductive qualities that it serves as an important force in safeguarding liberal 

																																																								
488 “This democratization of labels does not entail a homogenous leveling by any means; coteries and 

hierarchies remain, but except for small minorities the frontiers are less clear-cut and less stable. The democratic 
process in fashion does not wipe out symbolic differences among brands, but it does reduce extreme inequalities.” 
Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 98. 

489 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 126. Lipovetsky is certainly right that Parisian haute couture as a 
system established in the nineteenth century involving annual fashion shows (regulated by the Chambre Syndicale de 
la Haute Couture) no longer holds the sway it once did—having migrated to a very small percentage of the top elite. 
That said, as a “laboratory” it retains distinct influence as a site where a vast range of skills and crafts (fine embroidery, 
beadwork, and decorative uses of feathers and stones) are preserved and protected. See Frances Corner, Why Fashion 
Matters (London: Thames & Hudson, 2014), 11-12.   

490 According to Lipovetsky although “we may accept the idea that the human communication incited by a 
media presentation does not look much like a coherent and systematic exchange of arguments” in the end “this still 
does not justify speaking of the disintegration of […] the place where public opinion and criticism take shape.” 
Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 201. 
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democracy’s late modern public spheres. As he puts it, “seduction does not abolish the practice of 

reason; it broadens and universalizes reason even as it modifies the exercise of reason.”491   

What could Lipovetsky possibly mean by this? In further explanation, Lipovetsky clarifies, 

arguing fashion’s seduction of the media “broadens” reason by making appealing numerous paths 

of information and interrogation (newscasts, documentaries, social media, etc.). Going on, he 

depicts fashion’s seduction of the media as universalizing the style of debate, by offering an endless 

cycling of data and viewpoints from any number of individuals: “fashion has allowed public 

questioning to expand: it has allowed subjective thoughts and existence to take on greater 

autonomy.”492 Finally, Lipovetsky argues fashion’s seduction of public discourse (its “ruse of 

reason” as Lipovetsky calls it493) means “an increase in independent thinking goes hand in hand 

with increased frivolity; tolerance is accompanied by an increase in casualness and indifference 

among thinkers.”494 Under fashion’s seduction, interpretations of the world have shed their former 

“seriousness,”495 resulting in a civil society readied for change, adaption, and progress.496 

Far from Habermas’s condemnation of fashion’s irrational role in the public sphere, 

Lipovetsky’s postmodern impulses497 lead him to praise fashion’s erotics of tolerance, its soft-

relativism, stylizing of beliefs. and endless cycling of ideas. He perceives fashion’s neonarcissism 

																																																								
491 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 201; Or, as he states (in a rift on Blaise Pascal) on page 225, “fashion 

has its reason that reason does not know.” 
492 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 10. 
493 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 9-12.  
494 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 11. 
495 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 205. 
496 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 51. Lipovetsky’s use of the term “civil society” (as with Habermas’s) 

is about the domain of private citizens outside the ambit of the state, not (as some use the term) to be confused with 
the use of the term to speak of mediating bodies of social collaboration, such as free associations (churches, bowling 
leagues, etc.) operating outside immediate political concern. Both these views of civil society (and others), as John 
Ehrenberg has demonstrated, have found circulation within a variety of paradigms in the term’s relatively short history.  
See John Ehrenberg, Civil Society: The Critical History of an Idea (New York: New York University Press, 1999).   

497 I use the term “postmodern” in terms of Lipovetsky’s disavowing of any “totalizing” grand narratives and 
praise for a fragmented epistemology embracing soft-relativism. For these character traits of postmodernism see 
Christopher Butler, Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002), 15. 
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(“the cult of individual health and life in the here and now”498) as freeing the public sphere from 

dominating ideologies with their “theological pretensions” that form collective identities.499 The 

result? According to Lipovetsky, fashion is in the driver’s seat of “a more autonomous civil 

society,” a place where individuals are “less boxed in by ponderous dogmas, more mobile, more 

attached to the quality of life and individual freedoms […] more able to bring pressure to bear on 

the state.”500 Even more, fashion’s seduction, with its tutelage of a thousand styles: the youthful 

look, the suave, hip-hop, etc. is a force undergirding a fluid public sphere, one where a tolerant,501 

autonomous,502 and peaceful relativism503 flows free from less refined appetites for “ponderous 

dogmas”504 “doctrinal orthodoxy”505 and “religious and ideological oppression.”506   

Although never explicitly acknowledged—clearly—a heavy dose of secularization theory 

informs Lipovetsky’s story of fashion as a universal tutor in the emancipatory erotics of the late 

modern hyper-liberalized public sphere. This irreducible faith in fashion emerges early in 

Lipovetsky’s narrative; being evident in his claim that this secular cavalcade of universal pretense 

was itself birthed out of a previous doctrine of universal ramifications: the incarnation.507  

Fashion was not born of social dynamics alone, nor even of the emergence of secular 
values; at the deepest level, it required a unique religious schema, that of the Incarnation, 
which led to an investment in the here and now, lending dignity to the terrestrial sphere, to 
individual forms and appearances. Fashion succeeded in taking root only in the West, 
precisely where the Christian religion developed. This is no accident: an intimate although 

																																																								
498 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 210. 
499 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 205. 
500 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 212. This might suggest that Lipovetsky has given up on the 

Enlightenment project. But this is not quite right. As Lipovetsky states: “behind the scenes of seduction, the 
Enlightenment is at work” (133). But how so? Lipovetsky explains “’Have the courage to use our own intelligence.  
That is the motto of the Enlightenment.’ The realm of consummate fashion is one that allows very large numbers of 
people to think for themselves; this is because the timeless order of tradition has exploded and terrorist systems of 
meaning have lost their hold on human mind.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 224. 

501 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 195. 
502 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 24, 35.  
503 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 236. 
504 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 212. 
505 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 237. Or “doctrinaire rigidity,” 240.  
506 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 10.  
507 Lipovetsky’s schema of an evolutionary historical development that includes Christianity as a necessary 

stage is similar to Habermas’s, both of whom show traces of Marx’s historical dialectic in their thought.   
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paradoxical bond unites the homo frivolus and the homo religiosus in the specific case of 
Christianity.508  
 

Here Lipovetsky maintains that consummate fashion’s worldly erotic,509 hedonism,510 and 

subjective freedom511 would never have eventuated without Christianity’s initial legitimation of 

the earthly sphere, the sensate body, and the individual;512 indeed, Lipovetsky sees fashion’s 

“investments in the secular realm”513 working hand in glove with the requisite logic of a 

differentiated late modern public sphere—a seductively secular sphere514 whose appetites have 

advanced beyond (what Lipovetsky sees as) Christian theology’s fixed human nature,515 

fetishizing of tradition, doomsday eschatology,516 and totalizing discourses (on God).517 

Accordingly, for Lipovetsky Christian faith is out of place in an age of fashion precisely because 

it does not share the erotics of ephemera that drive a differentiated (i.e. soft-hedonistic hyper-

individualized) late modern public sphere. About more (not less) than a descriptive account of the 

desacralization of politics,518 political theology (bringing the Christian faith to bear on public life) 

																																																								
508 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 54.   
509 As he puts it, fashion as a force is a condition in which “the ephemeral governs the world of objects, 

culture, and meaningful discourse.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion,131. 
510 This what Lipovetsky calls, “exacerbation of the desire to make the most of the earthly joys.” Lipovetsky, 

The Empire of Fashion, 49. 
511 As he states, “one is free to choose; one no longer makes decisions on the basis of a preexisting collective 

legitimacy but on the basis of the impulses of one’s own heart and mind.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 154 
512 “Consummate fashion marks the mature stage of the democratic social state.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of 

Fashion, 226.  
513 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 53. Note Lipovetsky conflates “secular” with this-world “realism,” 

“passion for perceptible detail,” and “the exaltation of the visible at work.”   
514 As Lipovetsky states, “fashion cannot be detached from the logic of pure fantasy, from the spirit of 

gratuitousness and play that inevitably accompanies the promotion of secular individualism” Lipovetsky, The Empire 
of Fashion, 28. 

515 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 23. This characterization of Christianity as refusing to acknowledge 
anything but a “fixed human nature” is strikingly ignorant of work among theologians (not only feminist and post-
colonial theologians). In making this comment, Lipovetsky betrays a determination to write as if Charles Taylor’s 
Sources of the Self (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989) was never written.    

516 “Fashion society has definitely liquidated the power of the past as embodied in the universe of tradition. 
It has also inflected the investment in the future that characterized the eschatological age of ideologies. Lipovetsky, 
The Empire of Fashion, 226.  

517 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 23. 
518 “By acknowledging the collective will as the source of political sovereignty, democracy leads to the 

secularization of power; it turns the political agency in a purely human institution detached from any divine 
transcendence, from any sacred character.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 171.  
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is not only no longer the ordre du jour (Habermas), it is a revolting faux paux repugnant to the 

political palates of late modern individuals who have come to fancy themselves as “the authors of 

their own social universe.”519 Such is Lipovetsky’s praise for fashion’s erotic force.  

Yet, for even this so-called “Francis Fukuyama of fashion”520 concedes drawbacks to his 

vision of fashion as a juggernaut for market-driven secular liberalism.521 Lipovetsky acknowledges 

that fashion’s seductive ruse of reason is not without neurosis. As he admits, its cult of the self 

succeeds at the cost of other loves; its undoing of oppressive “catechisms” and “dogmatisms” is 

possible only when innumerable (small “m”) meanings “function like thought police.”522 

Lipovetsky’s fashion is as demanding as it is glorious: a jealous deity, it brooks no deviant 

worshippers. Surprisingly, Lipovetsky concedes that fashion’s hedonistic neonarcissism, with its 

imperative “to live as one pleases right now,”523 does not promise the happiest of individuals. As 

he acknowledges, “dereliction, depression, and existential anguish” accompanies “the misery of 

fashion, which renders us increasingly problematic to ourselves and others.”524 Moreover, he 

admits its cult of self-surveillance means late modern democracies suffer “passive, apathetic, and 

abstentionist” citizens525 anemic to the public good;526 its individualization pacifying larger social 

conflict through a thousand fissures in our social fabric. Given these shortcomings, one is inclined 

																																																								
519 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 18.  
520 Mary Louise Roberts, “Review of Gilles Lipovetsky’s ‘The Empire of Fashion: Dressing Modern 

Democracy,’” Journal of Social History 29:3 (Spring, 1996), 695-697. Lipovetsky glosses and contests this title when 
acknowledging fashion “does not signify ‘the end of history.’” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 251. 

521 “The State is on the retreat, religion and the family are being privatized, a market society is imposing 
itself: the cult of economic and democratic competition, technocratic ambition, and the rights of the individual all go 
unchallenged.” Gilles Lipovetsky, Hypermodern Times (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2005), 31.  

522 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 252. 
523 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 238. 
524 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 241. 
525 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 250.  
526 “By exacerbating individual passions, consummate fashion has followed the path of indifference to the 

public good. It feeds the propensity of individuals to look out for themselves; it gives the present priority over the 
future, it promotes special interests and corporate interest; it undermines the sense of duty or debt toward the 
surrounding community.” Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion,150.  
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to question (as Martha Nussbaum does) how a public sphere filled with Lipovetsky’s fashion 

slaves can really be considered the inheritors of the high ideals of the Enlightenment, not to 

mention a world inhabited by deep love, intimate relationships, and sound minds.527 

But even if fashion’s theoretical face-lift sags, Lipovetsky remains resolute. Such is the 

price of shifting erotic energy away from (what Lipovetsky perceives as) the rigid hierarchical 

orthodoxies of theology’s totalizing discourses, discourses that would be sure to constrict the free-

play of public opinion among individuals in an “open” public square. Fashion might be a jealous 

god, its secularized subjects not the happiest, its social fabric fractured—but for Lipovetsky it 

remains the public sphere’s “worst scenario, with the exception of all the others.”528  

Whereas Habermas sought to remove both fashion’s representation and public faith as 

supporting actors in a bygone performance of political theatrics, Lipovetsky reclaims fashion’s 

representation by excising faith from not only public life, but all of life. Offering yet another very 

different understanding of the relationship of fashion, faith, and the public sphere is Canadian 

Catholic philosopher Charles Taylor.  

 

Charles Taylor: Redefining Secularism in the Space of Fashion and the Public Sphere 

Charles Taylor’s magnum opus, A Secular Age, challenges Max Weber’s secularization 

thesis529 by offering a more complex account of the various fits and starts in the West’s long 

journey to its current condition—one in which belief in God is “understood to be one option among 

others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace.”530 Important for this study, Taylor sees the 

																																																								
527 Martha C. Nussbaum, “Looking Good/Being Good: Sex, Virtue and the Costume of the Middle Class,” 

The New Republic 212:1 (January, 1995), 29-35.  
528 Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 12.  
529 Or, at least its multiple versions that amount to what Taylor calls “subtraction stories.” As Taylor claims, 

“I will be making a continuing polemic against what I call ‘subtraction stories.’” Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge 
MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 22.  

530 Taylor, A Secular Age, 3.  
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complex nexus of fashion, faith, and the public sphere as playing no small part in the story of 

secularization.531 What’s more, Taylor’s conclusion about the current relationship between this 

triad is quite different from that of Habermas and Lipovetsky. Therefore, we conclude our survey 

with Taylor’s account of how our secular age has produced a unique dynamic between fashion, 

faith, and the public sphere.  

For Taylor the rise of secularity in the West is fundamentally about the introduction of a 

new conception of moral order into society. This change, evolving over the course of centuries, 

reaches a critical secularizing mass with the emergence of what Taylor calls the “modern social 

imaginary”—a new way that people imagine their social existence and emerging social forms 

involving both shared practices and shared senses of legitimacy.532 Taylor identifies four “axes” 

upholding this imaginary with its new moral order: the market economy, a self-governing people, 

the public sphere, and “the space of fashion.”533 Neither uniform in their historical development 

nor symmetrical in the way they relate to each other, Taylor sees these four playing off of each 

other in important ways. Given the focus of this chapter, we will narrow our attention to Taylor’s 

understanding of the nature of and relationship between the latter two: the public sphere and the 

space of fashion.     

Following Habermas, Taylor describes the public sphere as “a common space in which the 

members of society are deemed to meet through a variety of media: print, electronic, and also face-

to-face encounters; to discuss matters of common interest; and thus to be able to form a common 

																																																								
531 One of the key aspects of Taylor’s book is it resist being assigned to any specific academic discipline 

(history, history of philosophy, philosophy, philosophy of history, etc.). This is (in part) because Taylor is telling a 
story, rather than seeking to offer merely an argument of causal explanation. As readers who wade through the nearly 
nine hundred-page volume can attest, this story unfolds in a complex and zigzag manner, often involving ever-
increasing re-tellings.   

532 Taylor, A Secular Age, 171. 
533 Taylor does not add “The Space of Fashion” to the first three until much later in his volume. For these see 

Taylor, A Secular Age, 176-81, 185-96, 196-207, 481-483.  
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mind about these.”534 Given his use of the term “imaginary,” Taylor is keen to accent that this 

involves the imagination of a conglomeration of people who have never met, even though they 

believe themselves to be engaged in a common discussion through media.535 It is a given for this 

imaginary that discussions engaging everyone are the means by which society comes to a common 

mind, a perceived consensus that is morally binding on government. But how did these “unofficial 

discussions” become the discussion? Again, Taylor assures us, such a view of a collective 

discourse is not merely the outcome of recognizing the power of unbridled reason (Habermas). 

Rather, this conviction is the result of a long development in the West that drew on a host of 

shifting beliefs and practices that were necessary for establishing the public sphere as a fixture in 

the modern social imaginary.     

Like the public sphere, Taylor also sees what he calls “the space of fashion” as a unique 

development in the modern social imaginary. For Taylor, this space plays an important role in the 

bourgeoisie fight for “publicness,” by which individuals secured their right to dignity.536 Yet unlike 

previous hierarchical societies such as the Ancien Régime, wherein the aristocracy’s honor and 

publicness resulted in a unification of the aristocracy, dignity and publicness among individuals in 

the modern imaginary results in agents finding themselves neither apart nor together in an ever-

shifting concatenation.537 Accordingly, for Taylor fashion’s modern spaces of mutual display and 

observation (such as the large urban spaces that Walter Benjamin describes in his Passagenwerk) 

offer strange new zones hovering between loneliness and meaning, solitude and togetherness.538    

																																																								
534 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 83.   
535 Taylor, A Secular Age, 186. See Also Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 85 
536 Taylor makes the argument that whereas in the ancien régime the publicness of the nobility entitled them 

to honor, with the emergence of the public sphere the publicness of common humanity entitles them to dignity. See 
Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition” in Multiculturalism, ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1994), 27-28.  

537 Taylor, A Secular Age, 482.  
538 Taylor, A Secular Age, 482. 
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Reading Taylor closely, one detects strong resonances between the “space of fashion” and 

the public sphere. The space of fashion, like the public sphere, sustains an ongoing discussion 

involving “a language of signs and meanings.”539 Also akin to the public sphere, this shifting visual 

discussion involving “everyone” places heavy emphasis on the most current consensus, its 

collective shifting visual-articulations giving one’s self-display the sense that it has at a given 

moment. Moreover, just as the bourgeoisie public sphere was transformed in light of the 

emergence of mass society in the modern period,540 fashion’s nineteenth-century spaces of mutual 

self-display were transformed through mass media: bringing with it a new dispensation of mass 

advertising, consumerism, and image deployment.541  

Important for our discussion, Taylor identifies the space of fashion and the public sphere 

as mutually reinforcing secular spaces. He identifies three correlations in this regard: First, both 

draw from a vision of the economy as a means of naturally binding human community together 

apart from teleology or political theology.542 Second, both assume an intra-transpolitical situation 

(the “people” exist prior to the state or church)543 which then becomes the basis for an inter-

transpolitical situation—space/sphere transcending national boundaries.544 As such, these inter-

transpolitical features of modern life have usurped what was once the sole provenance of empire 

and church. Finally, unlike empire and church, the public sphere and the space of fashion both 

																																																								
539 Taylor, A Secular Age, 481. 
540 For the relationship of the public sphere to mass society see Michael Warner, “The Mass Public and the 

Mass Subject” in Habermas and the Public Sphere, ed. Craig Calhoun (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1992), 377-
401.  

541 Taylor, A Secular Age, 482-484. 
542 Taylor, A Secular Age, 176-185, 481. 
543 Taylor, A Secular Age, 208-209. Taylor writes, “This has come through the rise of the social forms which 

I have been describing: the public sphere, in which people conceive themselves as participating directly in a nation-
wide (sometimes even international) discussion; market economies, in which all economic agents are seen as entering 
into contractual relations with others on an equal footing; and, of course, the modern citizenship state. But we can 
think of other ways as well in which immediacy of access takes hold of our imaginations. We see ourselves as in 
spaces of fashion, for instance, taking up and handing on styles.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 210.  

544 Taylor, A Secular Age, 187-188; 210-211.  
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maintain a secular horizontality (dislodged from transcendent space) and simultaneity (bereft of 

sacred time).545     

These resonances between the space of fashion and the public sphere notwithstanding, 

Taylor is careful not to paint the two as the same. One important distinctions for Taylor concerns 

the inarticulate visual displays found in the space of fashion and discursive verbal exchanges found 

in the public sphere. Taylor believes these different registrars translate into different levels of 

intentional action in the two axis: the public sphere being characterized by individuals intentionally 

participating in common action,546 and the space of fashion involving individuals who, working 

off of a tacit knowledge, unintentionally converge in chance happenings.547   

But not always. Taylor also alludes to fashion’s space taking on “heightened moments” 

(e.g. a rock concert, football game, a flash mob, etc.) where sites of more intentional convergence 

and mutual display are transformed into focused, common aesthetic actions that release powerful 

feelings of social fusion. Taylor claims that in such events visual representation can take on a 

festive sense, even evoking the sacred times and spaces that characterized the West’s pre-secular 

age. Thus Taylor’s space of fashion, though secular, retains the possibility of intimating “new 

forms of religion in our world.”548  

If religion still occasions the secular space of fashion, what about Taylor’s public sphere?  

Here too Taylor is not ready to exclude religion. For to speak normatively of a secular public 

sphere is not the same as saying all those in the public sphere are secularists. Moving beyond 

merely a descriptive account, Taylor argues that the publicness of the public sphere entails the 

																																																								
545 Taylor, A Secular Age, 392-394, 713-715. Taylor’s view of the space of fashion as divorced from sacred 

time might deserve some push-back here from a Reformed perspective; while fast fashion has dissolved traditional 
“seasonal” releases, various clothing options in some venues (New York, Paris, etc.) still respond to creation’s 
seasons.   

546 Taylor, A Secular Age, 262. 
547 Taylor, A Secular Age, 481.  
548 Taylor, A Secular Age, 483.  
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contribution of a plurality of perspectives—not only those who subscribe to an “Enlightenment 

myth”549 (Habermas), reject “grand narratives”550 (Lipovetsky), etc., but also those from any 

number of viewpoints.551 Indeed, according to Taylor, if the public sphere is to be both properly 

public (open to all) and secular (free from the dominance of any given comprehensive perspective) 

it must be a differentiated, pluralistic sphere, including a variety of perspectives (religious or 

areligious). As a result, Taylor rejects distinctions between “political thought where theological 

considerations are at work, and political thought where these are banned.”552  

The corresponding similarities Taylor affords the space of fashion and the public sphere 

speaks to their mutual influence. As Taylor argues, fashion’s expansion of private space secured 

independence from state and church, thereby facilitating the rise of the public sphere.553 Through 

fashion, individuals meet to share visual representation in an ad hoc, de-centered way. Such spaces 

witness a new social order that is neither apart nor together, an order taking on a myriad of forms 

hovering between individual and collective identity.554 For Taylor this space, with its multiple 

perspectives and ever shifting dialectic between singularity and collusion, affirms the view that 

there is no “privileged position,” as everyone has equal access to the on-going, decentered (visual) 

																																																								
549 “What is questionable is the idea that this move involves the self-evident epistemic gains of our setting 

aside considerations of dubious truth and relevance and concentrating on matters which we can settle and which are 
obviously relevant. This is often presented as a move from Revelation to reason alone (Kant’s “blosse Vernunft”).” 
Charles Taylor, “Die Blosse Vernunft (“Reason Alone”),” in Dilemmas and Connections (Cambridge, MA: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2011), 327-329. 

550 Charles Taylor, “The Future of the Religious Past” in Dilemmas and Connections, 214. 
551 Charles Taylor, “Why We Need A Radical Redefinition of Secularism,” in The Power of Religion in the 

Public Sphere, 35.  
552 See Taylor “Die Blosse Vernunft (“Reason Alone”),”327-32. Taylor adds, “Clearer examples are found in 

contemporary political thinkers, for instance, John Rawls and Jürgen Habermas. For all their differences, they seem 
to reserve a special status for non-religiously informed reason (let’s call this “reason alone”), as though this latter were 
able to solve certain moral-political issues (a.) in a way which can legitimately satisfy any honest, unconfused thinker, 
and (b) where religiously based conclusions will always be dubious, and in the end only convincing to people who 
have already accepted the dogmas in question.”  

553 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 101-102.  
554 Taylor, A Secular Age, 481-482.  
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discussion.555 Moreover, in both the space of fashion and the public sphere “the central spot 

remains paradoxically empty.”556 In this way the two axes mutually reinforce each other; their 

analogous forms betraying a shared history involving the displacement of public representation 

from the sole provenance of the honor of a sovereign, to the dignity of everyone (and the honor of 

no one in particular) as manifested through (visual/vocal) expression.557  

Like Habermas and Lipovetsky, Taylor’s epistemology plays an important role in his 

construal. In contradistinction from both the knowledge-from-above “intellectualist tradition” of 

Habermas and knowledge-from-below “erotic comprehension” of Lipovetsky, Taylor (drawing 

from Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Bourdieu, and Wittgenstein) argues for knowledge as fusion:  

critical discourse never being hermetically sealed from the unarticulated background formed 

through embodied social practices.558 This epistemic plank in Taylor’s thinking explains the close 

relationship he sees between the practices of the space of fashion (an unofficial on-going “visual” 

discussion theoretically involving “everyone” whose collective opinion is binding on current 

fashions and portends future fashions) and the public sphere (an unofficial on-going “verbal” 

discussion theoretically involving “everyone” whose collective opinion is binding on current views 

and portends future views).   

																																																								
555 Taylor, A Secular Age, 210.  
556 Charles Taylor, “Why We Need A Radical Redefinition of Secularism,” 47. Although it can be argued [as 

Pete Ward implies in Gods Behaving Badly: Media, Religion and Celebrity Culture (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2011), 56.] that the cult of celebrities harkens back to a pre-secular age when a quasi-divine personage filled 
the public sphere, this dynamic is more likely the projection of the self onto individuals and narratives. 

557 It is noteworthy that among these individual expressions there is an overlapping consensus of items (shirts, 
pants, etc.) within each individual’s togs. For the shift of honor onto dignity see Taylor, Multiculturalism, 28.  

558 One sees this in Taylor’s essay “To Follow A Rule,” wherein Taylor argues activities in everyday life 
(such as following the rules on a sign) are not primarily about having the right intellectual propositions or intellectual 
representations. Rather, basic activities such as following a rule inevitably draw on unarticulated backgrounds that are 
dependent upon social practices. Charles Taylor, Philosophical Arguments (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1995), 165-181. Or again, more recently, one sees this in Taylor’s The Language Animal, wherein Taylor argues 
that because language always relies on “the background of our action” language is never just designative, but also 
constitutive. Charles Taylor, The Language Animal (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 13. 
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This contingence between the public sphere and the space of fashion has its drawbacks for 

Taylor. Taylor reminds us, the space of fashion is more (though not less) than a place of mutual 

display where popular sovereignty is the underlying logic of a myriad of style presentations in a 

visual discourse. It is also the site where corporations vie for dominance, seeking to transform the 

space of fashion into a consumer space: mutating the language of display in fashion’s meta-topical 

space into a Logo-centric discourse under the auspices of trans-national corporations.559 Similarly, 

the public sphere stands in danger of being defined by mass advertising, image consumption, 

consumerism, and celebrity worship.   

These dangers notwithstanding, for Taylor the mutual presence of fashion and faith in a 

democracy is no accident, but rather part of the constitutive reality of public discourse; fashion’s 

rapid interplay and religious garments signaling a visual conversation reinforcing a verbal 

conversation that invites a host of perspectives; the public gaze reciprocating the public sphere. 

 

Fashioning a Reformed Public Sphere 

 

Kuyper Redux 

Habermas, Lipovetsky, and Taylor offer three very different ways to configure the 

relationship between fashion, faith, and the public sphere. These competing views demonstrate 

that the relationship among the triad continues to be contested; as any such construal relies on 

disparate views of not only fashion, theology, and the public sphere, but also secularization and 

epistemology. 

																																																								
559 Taylor, A Secular Age, 483.  
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As we saw in chapter three, over a century before Habermas, Lipovetsky, and Taylor took 

up their work, Abraham Kuyper was detecting a mutually-informing relationship between 

nineteenth century styles in fashion, receding faith in public life, and the secularization of (what 

would come to be called) the public sphere. Forged in his battle with the rise of a secular, 

hegemonic liberalism, Kuyper’s insights into fashion, faith, and the public sphere were in no small 

part due to his unique capacity to straddle three roles: cultural analyst, theologian, and journalist. 

Therefore, as we turn to the constructive task of offering a contemporary Reformed understanding 

of the triad, Kuyper’s prescient notions offer a starting point. To this end, we revisit these three 

facets of Kuyper. 

The first facet of Kuyper is that of cultural analyst. Here we witness a man giving great 

attention to the cultural currents of his time. What drove the seriousness which Kuyper afforded 

seemingly inconsequential shifts in a cultural feature such as fashion? As a critic of the 

Enlightenment project,560 Kuyper believed that knowledge could never be divorced from concrete 

cultural practices. This is evident in Kuyper’s Lectures on Calvinism, in which he uses the term 

Weltanschauung (which is often poorly translated as “worldview” in English) to communicate the 

idea of the merging of beliefs and practices into a comprehensive “life-system” or “life and world 

view.”561 As a result of this conviction, Kuyper was not merely content with criticizing concepts. 

Rather, he wanted to understand the wedding of concepts and practices into a “comprehensive and 

far-reaching power” that works itself out in disparate ways within cultural arenas.562  

																																																								
560 James Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 

2013), 33-34. Richard Mouw, Abraham Kuyper: A Short and Personal Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2011), 9-10.  

561 Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1931), 11. 
562 This concern over the power of embodied and social practice continues to inform the Kuyperian tradition, 

more recently exemplified in James K.A. Smith’s, Imagining The Kingdom.  
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Given Kuyper’s view of the critical role of cultural practices, it is not surprising that he 

took important shifts in nineteenth century European culture quite seriously. In taking up such 

cultural shifts Kuyper was concerned with more than assessing the spread of hegemonic secular 

liberalism. He was also concerned with offering a positive way forward for (Reformed) Christians 

in light of such cultural shifts. One recognizes this dual focus in Kuyper’s speech “Uniformity: 

The Curse of Modern Life.” On one hand, Kuyper—harried as he was by what he perceived to be 

a link between modern (French) fashion and an emerging new secular order unhinged from social 

ontology, theological grounding, and moral clarity—is leery of the role of fashion as a force for 

secularism in nineteenth century Europe. Yet on the other hand—in light of his view of the critical 

role cultural practices play in a Weltanschauung—Kuyper was not ready to surrender the arena of 

fashion to secular forces. Rather, he wanted to explore how Christians could enter the cultural 

arena of fashion distinctly as Christians.563 

Kuyper’s desire to redeem fashion, based as it was on his conviction of the essential role 

cultural practices play in belief, was worked out in light of various dynamics in his life. One such 

dynamic was Kuyper’s romanticism. In contrast to what he portrays as the drab, death-dealing 

force of modernism—a dynamic vivisecting and undermining a rich, integrated cultural life—

Kuyper speaks of the Christian faith as a life-giving force celebrating colorful, resplendent, diverse 

sartorial display.564 Added to this dynamic was Kuyper’s project of updating Calvinism for the 

																																																								
563 One can also see this “pro-active” response of Kuyper in light of Kuyper’s shifting strategy. Earlier in his 

career Kuyper held out the hope of restoring a “Christian Holland.” Clearly, Kuyper retained this pretense in his speech 
on “Uniformity.” Yet later in his career, his focus shifted to keeping the playing field level between liberalism and 
other Weltanschauung.   

564 For Kuyper’s romanticism see J. De Bruijn, “Abraham Kuyper as Romantic,” in Kuyper Reconsidered: 
Aspects of his Life and Work, ed. K. Van der Kooi & J. de Bruijn (Amsterdam: VU Uitgeverij, 1999). Also see Bratt, 
Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 71-72. Kuyper speaks of the desire to adorn ourselves as 
intrinsic to our humanity. He writes, “the yearning to adorn our homes or our clothes, or to make ourselves “beautiful” 
with gold, silver, or precious jewels, is common to all peoples.” See Abraham Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Christian’s Library Press, 2011), 128.  
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modern period. Because Kuyper recognized fashion as an irreversible facet of the modern world, 

he concluded that if (Reformed) Christian faith was to avoid being antiquated as a cultural relic, it 

must reclaim and employ for its own purposes (as much as is possible) cultural practices of the 

modern world, including fashionable dress.565 Finally, Kuyper’s conviction that secularization was 

not a monolithic, universal juggernaut, but a movement shaped by nations, also informed his call 

for a fashionable faith. Thus Kuyper could both condemn French fashion as a secular enterprise at 

work in Europe, and at the same time identify the promise of the American sartorial landscape for 

its capacity to help cultivate a stylish, well-dressed people exhibiting (what he perceived to be) a 

more harmonious society.566  

This brings us to a second facet of Kuyper. Added to Kuyper-the-cultural-analyst charting 

the way forward is Kuyper-the-theologian eager to counteract liberals and “moderates” seeking to 

privatize faith. (Not to mention conservative elements within his own orthodox movement leaning 

toward “Anabaptist isolationism”.) To this end, Kuyper rolled up his theological sleeves and went 

to work—elaborating on various doctrines so as to provide theological rationale for a robust public 

faith. Because this aspect of Kuyper’s work (as with the other two) could easily fill a dissertation, 

we will narrow our comments to three key doctrines Kuyper utilized so as to mobilize a culturally 

engaged public faith; namely, we shall focus on his doctrines of creation, Christology, and grace.  

Set on providing theological rationale for a publically engaged faith, the doctrine of 

creation proved to be a bonanza for Kuyper.567 In this regard Kuyper is possibly best known for 

																																																								
565 This point coincides with Kuyper’s project of updating the Reformed faith: thus the “neo” in what has 

come to be called Neo-Calvinism. It appears there is built within Kuyper’s intellectual scheme just such a way to 
reclaim fashion. Namely, the distributive justice of Aquinas could be applied to Kuyper’s divinely mandated spheres—
thus providing not only a necessary push back on fashion as a force for hegemonic secular liberalism, but also a 
distinctly “Reformed” approach to fashion. 

566 Covolo, “Faith in a Fashionable Age,” 299.  
567 James Bratt writes, “Kuyper, more than most other conservative Protestants before or after him, laid great 

stress upon creation in its own right and as the starting point of theological reflection.” Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: 
Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 194.  



				 146	
	
	

his doctrine of the cultural mandate: God’s command to creation to “be fruitful and multiply” 

(Gen. 1:28) establishing a pattern of activism in a variety of cultural arenas. The cultural mandate 

provided Kuyper and his followers with theological rationale for a posture of common 

participation with cultural projects outside the church.568 But Kuyper had more theological moves 

when it came to creation. Drawing on the multiplicity of “kinds” in the creation account,569 Kuyper 

characterized creation as replete with “diversity” and “multiplicity”: a perspective reinforcing his 

vision of a principally pluralist public sphere wherein Reformed believers found their place 

alongside other Weltanschauung.570 Even more, Kuyper employed this same pluralistic ontology 

in support of his doctrine of sphere sovereignty; according to which not only individual liberties 

and state authority but also mediating social structures (families, universities, etc.) were 

(implicitly) given by God at creation. In this way, Kuyper sought to protect social order from a 

legitimation purely through individual or state publicness: making God the ultimate public.571   

In addition to creation, other theological doctrines such as Christology and grace were 

developed so as to buttress Kuyper’s call for greater cultural engagement among Reformed 

believers. In his speech at the inauguration of the Free University of Amsterdam, Kuyper employed 

a high Christology—Christ as Lord of all—to embolden Christian activism within public life. 

Accordingly, Kuyper famously claimed, “there is not a square inch in the whole domain of our 

																																																								
568 Abraham Kuyper, Common Grace, vol. 1, eds. Jordan J. Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill, trans. Nelson D. 

Kloosterman and Ed M. van der Maas (Bellingham WA: Lexham Press, 2016), 199-203. 
569 “God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the 

creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good.” Genesis 1:25 (NIV).  
570 For Kuyper’s depiction of creation’s diversity see Abraham Kuyper, A Centennial Reader, ed. James D. 

Bratt (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 34. Also see Richard Mouw, Abraham Kuyper: A Short and Personal 
Introduction, 16-22. Kuyper also drew on this vision of pluriformity to support his ecclesiology. See John Halsey 
Wood Jr., Going Dutch in the Modern Age: Abraham Kuyper’s Struggle for a Free Church in the Nineteenth-Century 
Netherlands (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 112, 142, 146. 

571 While Kuyper never directly addressed the legitimacy of public discourse, his view of prelapsarian self-
rule as natural to creation implied that public discourse was a proper domain of a people so-blessed by God. 
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human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”572 Similarly, 

Kuyper took up the doctrine of grace and lavishly applied it to more mundane events that fill daily 

life. The resulting doctrine of “common grace” (God’s non-salvific, ad hoc gifting of good things 

in the lives of believers and non-believers alike) was to be worked out in great detail in multi-

volume works such as Pro Rege and Common Grace. Such theological developments in creation, 

Christology, and grace demonstrated Kuyper’s fecund capacity as a constructive theologian for 

(once again) providing a theological basis for collaborative participation in non-ecclesial (public) 

spaces.573  

Lastly, alongside Kuyper-the-cultural-observer and Kuyper-the-theologian, was Kuyper-

the-journalist. Here we see Kuyper employing mass-journalism so as to raise the level of political 

acumen among his Reformed followers across the nation; many of whom would find themselves 

politically engaged for the first time. As the editor of De Heraut and De Standaard, Kuyper sought 

to give a forum for elucidating, concatenating, and manifesting Reformed Christianity, thereby 

furthering the presence of an explicitly Christian voice in the public sphere. Kuyper the political 

organizer knew that extending suffrage to the bulk of Reformed believers—the “little people” 

(kleine luyden) who for the most part remained outside the arenas of cultural and political power—

was impossible without popular forms of public discussion. Therefore, for Kuyper, mass-

journalism played a critical role for a truly “public” public sphere in which people from a host of 

																																																								
572 Abraham Kuyper, “Sphere Sovereignty” in Abraham Kuyper: A Centennial Reader, ed. James Bratt 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 488.  
573 See Abraham Kuyper, Common Grace vol. 1-3, eds. Jordan Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill (Bellingham, 

WA: Lexham Press, 2016); Abraham Kuyper, Pro Rege vol. 1-3 eds. Jordan Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill 
(Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2016). For Kuyper on common grace also see Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, 
Christian Democrat, 197-204. For Kuyper’s use of common grace in Pro Rege see S.U. Zuidema, “Common Grace 
and Christian Action in Abraham Kuyper,” in On Kuyper: A Collection of Readings on the Life, Work & Legacy of 
Abraham Kuyper, eds. Steve Bishop and John H. Kok (Sioux Falls, IA: Dordt Press, 2013). For a contemporary 
Kuyperian engagement with the doctrine of common grace see Richard J. Mouw, He Shines in All That’s Fair: Culture 
and Common Grace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans).   
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religious persuasions (not to mention classes) could deliberate. Thus Kuyper’s journalistic efforts 

set about to secure a place for not only the Netherland’s educated, cosmopolitan liberals, but a 

plurality of Weltanschauung.574 Such were Kuyper’s investments in a pluralistic public sphere.575 

Drawing from Kuyper, we can distill the following components by way of constructing a 

contemporary Reformed understanding of the relationship between fashion, faith, and the public 

square: 

 

i. Modern Fashion, concurrent with the consumerism, liberalism, and 

secularism, is not reducible to these. As a cultural practice, it can be sublimated to 

accommodate a variety of Weltanschauung (“world-and-life views”). 

 

ii. Everyone (religious and a-religious) lives out of fundamental commitments 

that go beyond the resources of “pure reason.” Therefore, in light of both the 

inescapable public implications of all such commitments and in light of the need 

for parity, Christian theology is to retain her public voice. 

 

iii. No one perspective is to retain a monopoly on public discourse. Rather, the 

public sphere is to welcome a plurality of views. 

 

These three fundamental postures offer a starting point for a contemporary Reformed view 

of the relationship between fashion, faith, and the public sphere. That said, there are problematic 

features for Kuyper’s approach. First, it should be noted that for Kuyper employment of mass 

																																																								
574 Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 195.  
575 It is noteworthy that Kuyper restricted these participants to well-defined religious/ideological groups: 

Calvinists, Catholics, Labor, and Liberal Humanists. This raises questions about the plausibility of Kuyper’s vision of 
pillarization (Dutch: verzuiling) for our modern context. For Kuyper on pillarization see Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: 
Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 254. 
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media in the public sphere was primarily that of a logo-centric print media.576 As Clifford 

Anderson has argued, Kuyper was uncomfortable with the merging of the economic and the visual 

in mass-culture.577 In spite of Kuyper’s claims that Calvinism offered a democratic impulse for the 

arts, Kuyper retained the nineteenth century impulse to distinguish between morally “high” and 

“low” forms of culture.578 This suggests that although the more “postmodern” elements in Kuyper 

desired to redeem the practice of fashion, it is hard to imagine how such a project could fit with 

residuals that made Kuyper a man of his time.579  

Moreover, Kuyper’s tendency to think of culture in vertical segments is joined by a similar 

horizontal tendency. Kuyper’s way of thinking of society as properly a plurality of “world-and-

life-views” does not adequately take into account the power of broader social forces that transcend 

and push back on any and all given Weltanschauung. In other words, Kuyper’s vision of society 

as a plurality of competing “world and life views” does not sufficiently register the power of 

																																																								
576 Kuyper was not limited to logo-centric media: he also drew from other sources such as the telegraph and 

the photograph. 
577 Kuyper’s “old-fashioned Calvinist” attitudes toward public entertainment—such as his fears of conjoining 

“public” and “entertainment” (the professionalization of entertainment) would strike contemporary readers as 
unacceptable. See Clifford B. Anderson, “The Vampire Squid,” in Calvinism and Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2013), 160. Also see Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 243.  

578 James Bratt writes, “the higher-lower idiom pervaded his [Kuyper’s] understanding of culture in general 
and aesthetics in particular.” Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 247. Kuyper complains 
modern art “has completely abandoned religion and now seeks the ideal in art, but does not seek art’s ideal in the lofty 
and dignified, but in the stimulating, the sensual, and the pleasurable, which calls for satisfaction from below.” 
Abraham Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder: Common Grace in Science & Art (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian’s Library 
Press, 2011), 161. Such “higher” and “lower” is in tension with Kuyper’s understanding of Calvinism’s as wielding a 
power to “democratize” the arts. Thus Kuyper writes, “To have laid a production of your own, however poor, upon 
the altar of art becomes more and more the characteristic of an accomplished civilization […] and if it cannot be 
denied that many court these sensual pleasures in ways that are les noble and too often sinful, it is equally certain that 
in many instances this love of art leads men to seek enjoyment in nobler directions and lessens the appetite for lower 
sensuality.” See Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 142-143. For Kuyper and the democratization of the arts also see 
Richard Mouw, “Calvin, Kuyper and God’s Aesthetic Purposes,” First Things, published online May 3 2016 at 
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2016/05/calvin-kuyper-and-gods-aesthetic-purposes.  

579 Nicholas Wolterstorff is right to speak of Kuyper as something of a “postmodernist out of time” who 
eschewed the idea of an “absolute science” that can standardize knowledge. [See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating 
For Shalom: Essays on Christian Higher Education (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2004), 214.] Even so, 
Kuyper’s call for a silo-ization of competing Weltanschauung underestimates the standardizing power of the role 
stories, images and governing practices play in shaping the broad imagination of a people across any and all 
Weltanschauung.   
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homogenizing forces in a given society, forces Kuyper all too easily subsumes under distinct 

Weltanschauung pillars (such as liberalism). This “Victorian” impulse to organize society into tidy 

containers,580 joined as it was by Kuyper’s embrace of progress, was blind to the power of cultural 

practices—such as fashion—play in creating the playing field in which any given Weltanschauung 

must operate.581  

In this regard, as we shall now see, Charles Taylor’s concept of social imaginary offers an 

important assist to Kuyper’s vision of what a fashionable, faith-filled public sphere might entail.  

 

Tayloring the Triad 

Kuyper had a track record of collaborating with Catholics; so here it will be suggested that 

a cotemporary Reformed view of the dynamic between fashion, faith, and the public sphere can 

benefit from Catholic philosopher Charles Taylor’s work. Therefore, we turn to features of 

Taylor’s view that assist a contemporary Reformed understanding of fashion, theology, and the 

public sphere.     

At first blush, turning to Charles Taylor to assist a Reformed view might seem strange. 

Taylor is not only one of the world’s most celebrated living philosophers, he is also a Catholic 

scholar who, as with other Catholics, offers his own indictment of the Reformation for unwittingly 

abetting the rise of secular society.582 In this regard, Taylor sounds typical Catholic notes: the 

																																																								
580 Properly speaking Kuyper was a Dutchman, and therefore not under the queen (Victoria) and in the 

country (The United Kingdom of Great Britain) most closely associated with the term “Victorian.” Even so, as James 
Bratt has argued, Kuyper shares a number of similar features with the “Victorian age” and “Victorian mind.” See 
James Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian Democrat, 244-249.  

581 For Kuyper’s confidence in progress see James Bratt, Abraham Kuyper: Modern Calvinist, Christian 
Democrat,  200. Also see James Bratt, “Abraham Kuyper: Puritan, Victorian, Modern” and C. van der Kooi, “A 
Theology of Culture. A Critical Appraisal of Kuyper’s Doctrine of Common Grace” in Kuyper Reconsidered: Aspects 
of his Life and Work, eds. by Cornelis van der Kooi and Jan de Bruijn (Amsterdam: VU Uitgeverij, 1999), 55-56, 100-
101.    

582 For a summary of the long-standing Catholic polemic against Protestantism as responsible for ushering in 
secularism see Ephraim Radner, “The Reformation Wrongly Blamed,” First Things, June 2012. Accessed online at 
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Reformation as the theological outworking of late-medieval Scotist-Occamite philosophy;583 its 

sacramentals going hand in hand with a disenchanted world;584 its fixation on personal salvation 

to the neglect of a robust Christian humanism.585 Possibly more troubling for those in the Reformed 

tradition, Taylor sees the Calvinist wing of Protestantism as particularly at fault, with its emphasis 

on a “juridical-penal mode” playing no small part in contemporary unbelief.586 Moreover, what 

Reformed reader could blithely ignore Taylor’s depiction of John Calvin as a key architect of the 

“the disciplinary society”587 that “disembedded” individuals from a larger social ontology; a 

development Taylor credits with spawning a “buffered self” immune to external forces. 588 

Of course, an adequate response to Taylor’s critical readings of the Reformation and Calvin 

takes us too far afield of our focus.589 That, however, is not to imply one should merely skip over 

this part of Taylor’s story, inserting in its place a more positive version of the Reformation (giving 

																																																								
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2012/06/the-reformation-wrongly-blamed. Taylor indicts the Reformation as “the 
ultimate fruit of the [late medieval] Reform spirit, producing for the first time a true uniformity of believers…” Taylor, 
A Secular Age, 77. Additionally, Taylor cites the rejection of “higher” and “lower” speeds in the spiritual life with not 
only the onset of democracy, but also for the undoing of the hierarchically ordered tiers of medieval society that served 
the bulwarks of belief. Finally, on Taylor’s reading the Reformers attack of the church’s “white magic” (relics, 
sacramental objects, etc.) precipitated an assault on the world as an enchanted and magical place, rich in wonders and 
signs. Taylor, A Secular Age, 72. 

583 Taylor, A Secular Age, 73. 
584 Taylor, A Secular Age, 72-74.  
585 Taylor, A Secular Age, 74-77. 
586 Taylor, A Secular Age, 77-81 
587 Taylor characterizes Neo-Stoicism and Calvinism as “very similar.” Citing Calvin’s work on Seneca. 

Taylor, A Secular Age, 119.  
588 This short paragraph walks us through the major outcomes of the (Catholic and Protestant) Reform 

movements in part I of A Secular Age. For “the disciplinary society” see Taylor, A Secular Age, 90-146.   
589 Taylor’s picture of Calvin draws from characterizations that beg for a more nuanced corrective in light of 

the actual, historical Calvin. While Calvin certainly questioned the charged nature of churches, the mass and religious 
icons, Calvin expands other arenas that reinforce the idea of a contingent (vs. “buffered”) self, ever reliant on a 
sovereign God. In this regard, Calvin’s program is better understood as one of displacement rather than erasement.  
This is seen in three areas: Calvin’s expansion of creation as a theater displaying divine forces; Calvin’s expansion of 
the union of the believer with Christ revealing a deep participation with the divine; and Calvin’s expansion of the role 
of the auditory imagination through the charged nature of verbal imagery. [For Calvin on the supernatural in creation 
see Susan Schreiner, The Theater of His Glory: Nature & the Natural Order in the Thought of John Calvin (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1991), 22-32; for Calvin on participation see J. Todd Billing’s, Calvin, Participation 
and the Gift: The Activity of Believers in Union with Christ (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 28-38; for 
Calvin’s shift from the ocular to an auditory imagination see William A. Dyrness, Reformed Theology and Visual 
Culture: The Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 62-
89.]  
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us back our consciences, granting freedom, offering a healthy recognition of the individual, 

precipitating democratic movements, unleashing scripture, correcting abuses, etc.).590 In fact, in 

light of our current discussion, this would be a mistake. For within Taylor’s critique of the 

Reformation/Reformers one finds features of his project that both resonate with the Reformed 

tradition and undergird his understanding of the relationship between faith, fashion, and the public 

sphere. This is true on two counts. 

First, one notes that Taylor is not content with merely slamming history into reverse. 

Indeed, Taylor recognizes that our secular age has brought with it not only losses, but undeniable 

gains. It follows by Taylor’s own logic that the Reformation was not only a precursor to the 

privatization of faith, modern social imaginaries, and modern moral order inherent in a secular 

age, but also a channel for gains in “the practical penetration of the gospel in human life” that took 

place in these developments.591 Indeed, it is this recognition of positive aspects of secularization 

that remind one of Taylor’s critical (re)definition of secularism:592 More than the privatization of 

faith (Habermas) or a lapse in religious belief and observance (Lipovetsky), Taylor argues that 

secularization at its core is about a plurality of belief-options being available.593  

																																																								
590 In fact, this would be to over-react. For Taylor is playing no favorites when it comes to his critique of the 

work of Reform: Not only Calvin’s Geneva, but Charles Borromeo’s Milan and Catholic reform movements (such as 
the Franciscans) also come under Taylor’s scrutiny. Taylor even goes as far as to speak of the “Loyola-Calvin” 
formulation. Taylor, A Secular Age, 81.   

591 As Taylor puts it, “This culture has flourished where the casing of Christendom has been broken open and 
where no other single philosophy has taken its place, but the public sphere has remained the locus of competing 
ultimate visions.” He goes on to state, “Somewhere along the line of the last centuries, the Christian faith was attacked 
from within Christendom and dethroned. In some cases, it was gradually dethroned without being frontally attacked 
(largely in Protestant countries); but this displacement also often meant sidelining, rending the faith irrelevant to great 
segments of modern life. In other cases, the confrontation was bitter, even violent; the dethroning followed long and 
vigorous attack (e.g. in France, in Spain, that is, largely in Catholic countries). In neither case is the development 
particularly comforting for Christian faith. Yet, we have to agree that it was this process that made possible what we 
now recognize as a great advance in the practical penetration of the gospel in human life [emphasis mine].” Charles 
Taylor, A Catholic Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 18.  Taylor also praises the Reformers 
“affirmation of ordinary life” in Sources of the Self, 211-237.  

592 Taylor, A Secular Age, 3. Also see Taylor, “Why We Need A Redefinition of Secularism,” 34-59. 
593 Taylor, A Secular Age, 2-4.  
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A second reason Taylor’s critical views of the Reformation should not be so easily 

sidestepped is in regard to its underlying epistemology.594 In contrast to other critics of the 

Reformation, Taylor’s accent is not on faulty thinking.595 Rather, the critical role Taylor sees the 

Reformation/Reformers playing is in regard to the entire “background” that the 

Reformation/Reformers introduced: the inarticulate understandings their new practices 

suggested.596 One helpful way of thinking of Taylor’s epistemology in this regard is by contrasting 

it with that of Habermas and Lipovetsky. Whereas Habermas views fashion’s representation and 

theology’s “particularism” as out of step with a public sphere employing universal reason, and 

Lipovetsky replaces universal reason with universal erotics he deems capable of domesticating 

reason and banishing faith; Taylor argues that because all knowing relies upon the unarticulated 

background one gains in conjunction with one’s social practices—only some of which will be 

distinct to one’s particular community—the public sphere as a sphere of equal access requires an 

agonistic aspect—as an irreducible plurality of perspectives entails an on-going negotiation and 

compromise.597   

																																																								
594 In contrast to a more heavy-handed natural law approach that universalizes the access of specific pieces 

of moral knowledge, Taylor argues that it is a moral framework, rather than the specifics that fill one’s framework, 
that is (phenomenologically) universally accessible. This is why some see Taylor’s epistemology—drawing as it does 
on a fusion of reason and embodied social practice—as providing a suitable complement to that of “Reformed 
epistemology” which Abraham Kuyper is associated with. See Deane-Peter Baker, Tayloring Reformed Epistemology: 
Charles Taylor, Alvin Plantinga and the de jure challenge to Christian belief (London: SCM, 2007). For Kuyper as 
an “implicit Reformed epistemologist” see Gijsbert van den Brink, “Was Kuyper a Reformed Epistemologist” in 
Kuyper Reconsidered: Aspects of his Life and Work, 158-165.  

595 Examples being John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2006), Michael Allen Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2009) and Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended Reformation (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of 
Harvard University, 2012).  

596 This is why for Taylor it was not merely the Protestant Reformation and Reformers but the broad 
movement of Reform in Latin Christendom that helped expedite secularism. As such it introduced new forms of 
ecclesial and societal order that contained within them important shifts in the way social reality and moral order had 
previously been imagined. (Even as, the Protestant manifestation is qualitatively the most strident expression of such.)  
Taylor’s interest is in how these new pre-theoretical frameworks cleared the way for the arrival of a secular framework: 
what Taylor famously calls “modern social imaginaries” and “the modern moral order.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 159.    

597 One hears both of these epistemic principles at work when Taylor describes the space of fashion. 
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It is noteworthy how Taylor and Kuyper share common epistemic assumptions: Both work 

with the assumption of non-foundationalist epistemologies drawing from unarticulated 

backgrounds, and both recognize that practices play an important role in the way knowledge is 

constructed. But Taylor’s term “social imaginaries” adds a way of accounting for fashion as 

something that is “shared by large groups of people, if not the whole of society”598 that Kuyper’s 

term Weltanschauung misses. Namely, as a larger social practice fashion is not a static something 

that is co-opted by a Weltanschauung, for it contains within itself “unstructured and inarticulate 

understandings of our whole situations”599 that has no clear limits that a Weltanschauung can 

contain. 

In this regard, Taylor’s views of secularization and epistemology improve on Kuyper’s 

understanding of what is entailed in an inherently pluralistic public sphere; supporting as they do 

his view of the “space of fashion” as neither excluded from (Habermas) nor conflated with 

(Lipovetsky) the public sphere. Rather, for Taylor the space of fashion is described as a space that 

is inextricably involved with the emergence and logic of both the public sphere and the modern 

social imaginary. Drawing on these insights from Taylor, we can speak of three levels of 

involvement between the space of fashion and the public sphere: the micro, the meso, and the meta 

level. We will look at these three in turn.  

First is the micro-level of connection between fashion and the public sphere. On this level 

we identify how the social practice of fashion, providing individuals the right to daily choose what 

they wear, reinforces the logic of universal suffrage: the right to bring one’s distinct voice to bear 

on issues in the public sphere. Additionally, just as the perceived consensus of the ever-shifting 

styles become the immediate backdrop for assessing items of dress (what is “in” and “out” of 

																																																								
598 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 172.  
599 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 173.  
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fashion), so the on-going perceived consensus on various positions in the public sphere (public 

opinion) becomes the immediate backdrop for assessing various perspectives: the visual locution 

of fashion and the verbal locution of the public sphere being on-going dialectics. 

That said, this micro-level of analysis also witnesses to how such choices are not merely 

individual. Choices in dress communicate on a number of registrars (class, gender, race, age, 

modesty, etc.) and therefore indicate various social allegiances. As Malcolm Barnard reminds us, 

choices in dress inescapably communicate associations with the values, beliefs, and knowledges 

of various group(s).600 In this sense dress is inherently political, for it approximates a person’s 

allegiance among a matrix of groups—all of which have pre-existing histories and relationships.  

What’s more, as Taylor notes in his volume Multiculturalism, in societies formally acknowledging 

pluralism (or at least aspects of it) as a legitimate feature of the public sphere, recognition of social 

allegiances within the public sphere factors into political power in a deliberative democracy; a 

dynamic Taylor sees all the more pressing in a public sphere where the politics of equal recognition 

plays an increasingly critical role.601   

Second, the resonance between the space of fashion and the public sphere can also be 

assessed on the meso-level. Here one looks at the theories and institutions that compete with each 

other in framing the visual/verbal locution. In regard to theories, one thinks of the claims that the 

visual/verbal locution is “all-about” x, y, or z. Thus, one hears fashion is “all-about” individualism, 

consumerism, seduction, etc., and that the public sphere is “all about” rational dialogue, mass 

society, the dominance of pundits, etc. As regards to institutions, similar roles are played by 

transnational fashion conglomerates (LVMH, Kering, etc.) and powerful media conglomerates 

																																																								
600 Barnard, Fashion Theory, 96.  
601 See Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” in Mulitculturalism, ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton Paperbacks, 1994), 37.  
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(Comcast, Time Warner, etc.); as in both spaces powerful corporations compete with each other 

to commandeer these visual/verbal discussions.  

Third, on a meta-level, the space of fashion and the public sphere correspond as secular 

spaces. This is true in two senses.602 First, these spaces are “secular” in that they involve a host of 

participants operating from any number of given comprehensive positions. Thus participation in 

these arenas inevitably involves navigating a plurality of visual and verbal locutions with ever-

varying degrees of commonness and difference among participants.603 But, secondly, these spaces 

are “secular” in that, as Taylor explicitly argues, the space of fashion and the public sphere are 

immanent locutions bypassing sacred time and space. It is in this second sense, Taylor claims, that 

these spaces push against comprehensive perspectives that draw on a logic of “transcendence.”604  

In line with Kuyper’s and Taylor’s insights it follows that Christian faith (as with all other 

comprehensive perspectives drawing on transcendence) finds itself in a unique tension within the 

space of fashion and the public sphere: given such secular spaces push against comprehensive 

perspectives that appeal to transcendent sources (sacred space, time, etc.) outside an immanent 

frame.605 As a result, those participating in these spaces from comprehensive perspectives drawing 

on transcendence find their visual and verbal locutions read in terms of the secular logics of these 

spaces. Thus, for example, although a Muslim woman may choose to wear a colorful, printed 

headscarf precisely for theological reasons, the theological reasons tend to dissolve in the space of 

																																																								
602 These two spaces roughly correspond with the first two meanings of “secular” José Casanova describes 

in “Exploring the Postsecular: Three Meanings of “the Secular” and Their Possible Transcendence,” Habermas and 
Religion, 28-34.  

603 Here Taylor subscribes to what John Rawls calls “overlapping consensus.” See John Rawls, A Theory of 
Justice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 340. 

604 Taylor, A Secular Age, 542.  
605 Actually the tension is twofold. The invitation of pluralism makes for what Taylor describes as a 

“fragilization” of all comprehensive perspectives, even as those comprehensive perspectives that hold to 
transcendence find it difficult to translate such grounds into the space of fashion and the public sphere. See Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 303-304.  
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fashion and the public sphere.606 Even as, for those more hostile to religion in public life 

(Lipovetsky), theological reasons are rejected precisely because they are seen as a threat to the 

enactment of liberal secularism’s “gendered, corporeal, and spatial performances.”607  

Of course, these public pressures are not determinative—Muslim women, in their minds, 

“are” still responding to a transcendent reality. Indeed, all kinds of peoples’ aesthetic (i.e. fashion) 

choices can be riddled with transcendent meaning making.608 This reminds us, as both Kuyper and 

Taylor argue in their own way, the secular must not be conflated with secularism:609 these 

spaces/spheres are not merely hegemonic sites of market-driven liberalism (Lipovetsky) or logo-

centric spaces/spheres co-opted by transnational corporations and defined by consumption 

(Habermas). As with other cultural practices, participants can and do enter such spaces/spheres 

with two registrars: that of the performed identity that exists in homogenous time, and that of a 

received identity that draws from one’s private or subaltern (i.e. theological) meanings.610 Even as 

(and here Taylor’s assist on Kuyper is poignant) those seeking transcendence entering the space 

of fashion and the public sphere have a more acute experience of (what Taylor calls) the 

																																																								
606 According to fashion theorist Lucy Collins, in late modern public spaces dress shifts from a marker of 

identity framed in light of traditional sources (family, religion, etc.) to a performance of identity. Lucy Collins, “On 
The Street,” Comment Magazine, published online May 13, 2011 and accessed May 10, 2016 at 
https://www.cardus.ca/comment/article/2780/on-the-street/.  

607 See Nilüfer Göle, Islam and Secularity: The Future of Europe’s Public Sphere (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2015), 152.  
608 See William A. Dyrness, Poetic Theology: God and the Poetics of Everyday Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2011), 92-93. This, as Charles Taylor argues, also includes “immanent transcendent” meaning making. See Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 374, 726.  

609 Whereas “the secular” is a concept that brings together “certain behaviors, knowledges, and sensibilities 
in modern life” secularism (as an “ism”) is invested in a certain outcome for the secular. See Talal Asad, Formation 
of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 25.  

610 The work of ritual studies scholars Lawrence Hoffman sheds light on this dynamic. Hoffman reminds us 
that cultural practices have multiple meanings operating simultaneously. Some of these meanings are public and others 
are private or those shared by subalterns. The significant point is that official meanings are not necessarily the most 
formative in regard to how participants in the culture experience cultural practices. See Lawrence Hoffman, “How 
Ritual Means: Ritual Circumcision in Rabbinic Culture and Today,” Studia Liturgica 23 (1993), 78-97. See also 
Robert S. Covolo and Cory Willson, “When is a Mall a Just a Mall? The Complexity of Reading Cultural Practices,” 
The Other Journal, Feb. 2012, accessed online July 23rd 2016 at: http://theotherjournal.com/2012/02/02/when-is-a-
mall-just-a-mall-the-complexity-of-reading-cultural-practices/. 
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“fragilization” of their comprehensive perspective: as it is not only one view alongside other 

comprehensive perspectives but also a view that retains the “excess” of transcendence within such 

secular spaces.611  

With this elucidation, informed as it is with Taylor’s work, Kuyper’s sense of the need for 

Reformed Christians to take seriously the shifting visual/verbal locutions of the space of fashion 

and the public sphere takes on new significance. The use of fashion by these subalterns puts them 

in the cross-pressure of participating in a visual discussion that by its very nature retains a logic 

that is, on the whole, less hospitable to transcendence.  

The above demonstrates how Taylor’s assist nuances Kuyper’s embrace of a faith-filled, 

fashionable public sphere. But does the hermeneutical river flow the other way? Does Kuyper add 

an important emphasis lacking in Taylor’s assessment? I believe so.  

 

Kuyperian Pushback 

In his speech “Uniformity” Kuyper calls his audience to consider a distinctly 

Dutch/Christian response to fashion. Though at first blush such a claim seems out of sync with the 

current dispensation of fashion as a cosmopolitan cultural practice fueled by a multiplicity of 

fashion centers, this insight by Kuyper adds something missing in Taylor’s assessment. Here Tala 

Asad’s critique of Taylor’s view of secularization in Formations of the Secular helps us appreciate 

this insight. As Asad argues, Taylor does not sufficiently draw attention to secularization as a 

multi-faceted cultural development that takes on very different character traits within various 

cultural/national contexts. One sees this, claims Asad, in the different views on the role of religion 

																																																								
611 Taylor, A Secular Age, 303.  
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in the social imaginaries of France, Britain, and America.612 Indeed, even if we concede the 

existence of something like a transnational public sphere, national contexts (and even ethnic 

perspectives within national contexts) are not to be dismissed.613 It follows that the relationship 

between the space of fashion, faith, and the public sphere inevitably draws from these social 

imaginaries, shaped as they are through such contexts.614 From this vantage point, Lipovetsky’s 

conflation of fashion with hegemonic secular liberalism may tell us more about the French social 

imagination than the actual relationship of fashion, faith, and the public sphere. (One thinks of 

how difficult it would be for the French social imaginary to comprehend the “Christian Fashion 

Week” recently initiated by American Christians.615) 

Comprehensive perspectives (such as secular liberalism, Islam, or the Christian faith) will 

continue to provide their own logics for participating in the space of fashion: informing choices in 

dress, the selection of theories employed, and regulating the influence of institutions seeking to 

co-opt these spaces.616 Following Taylor, this is not to imply that the ground is level for all 

comprehensive perspectives entering the space of fashion: given the space of fashion works 

predominantly within an “immanent frame” (albeit with occasions of pointing to a lost 

																																																								
612 Nilüfer Göle makes a similar point, stating, “there is an increasing awareness in the social sciences that 

there is no one ideal model of secularism, whether it is defined by the Anglo-Saxon liberal model or by the French 
political laïcité, but there exists a plurality of secularisms in different national, cultural, and religious contexts.” Nilüfer 
Göle, Islam and Secularity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015), 53.  

613 As Nancy Fraser points out, given the necessity of normative legitimacy and political efficacy for public 
opinion, and given these features are not easily associated with the discursive arenas of the “transnational public 
sphere,” it is not clear we can entirely divorce the public sphere from the national context without challenging core 
assumptions that form the very basis (the Westphalian underpinnings) of public sphere theory. That said, I am in 
agreement with Fraser that it is possible to identify normative standards and emancipatory political possibilities within 
the historically unfolding constitutions of “postnational” or “transnational” dynamics of the present constellation. See 
Nancy Fraser, Transnationalizing the Public Sphere (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2014).  

614 Asad, Formations of the Secular, 5.  
615 Whitney Bauck, “Why Fashion Matters: How Christian Fashion Week Could Spur the Church to Engage 

Clothing Beyond Simply Buying It,” Christianity Today, August 27, 2015, 74-80.  
616 Iran’s recent censoring of ‘un-Islamic’ Instagram modelling being a case in point. See, “Iran Arrests Eight 

for ‘Un-Islamic” Instagram Modeling,” BBC News, accessed online May 17th, 2016 at 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36302405.  
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transcendence) comprehensive perspectives that hold to transcendence do not seamlessly enter the 

space of fashion.617 Second, because national contexts inform different understandings of the role 

of religion in a public space, different social imaginations viewing the space of fashion respond 

differently. Indeed, given the relatively close relationship between religion and public life in the 

American social imagination, one should expect collaboration between the Christian faith and the 

space of fashion. And, in fact, that is precisely what was historically the case in venues such as the 

Easter parades that were held in numerous American cities in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

century.618    

This assessment has two immediate implications for both faith and fashion. First, in regard 

to faith, far from elevating the space of fashion as consummate with the public sphere, or 

conversely, dismissing the space of fashion as “irrational,” “anti-Christian,” or “mere 

consumerism,” Christians (and other faiths) would do well to recognize the vested interest they 

have in participating in the space of fashion distinctly as believers in a secular space. For, in so 

doing, they not only acknowledge the intractable relationship between the public gaze and the 

public sphere, but also practice their resolve to neither evacuate the public sphere as “god-

forsaken” nor blithely absorb the logics it finds there.619 Even more, Kuyper’s language of sphere 

sovereignty suggests one possible way for believers to critically navigate the space of fashion: 

applying Aquinas’s injunction to practice savoir faire when dressing such that personal preference 

																																																								
617 Conversely, those from a position of transcendence are more naturally predisposed to being critical of the 

space of fashion.   
618 Such events remind us that the Christian faith has a track record of appropriating the space of fashion, 

even if doing so is not without risk. See Leigh Eric Schmidt, “The Easter Parade: Piety, Fashion, and Display,” 
Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 4:2 (Summer, 1994), 135-164. 

619 Applying Jim McGuigan’s three broad stances to the public sphere—uncritical populism, radical 
subversion and critical intervention to the space of fashion, our study suggests that the inherently secular nature of the 
space of fashion makes “uncritical populism” problematic for Christians. Jim McGuigan, “The Cultural Public 
Sphere,” European Journal of Cultural Studies 8.4 (November 2005):427-433.  
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is brought into check in light of the distributive justice various spheres (family, business, art, 

church) garner.    

Second, in regard to fashion theory, the above assessment reminds us that without 

theological voices at the table, the commitments behind the use of fashion by religious subalterns 

will be less visible to the academy. Contrary to Lipovetsky’s religiously charged depictions of 

“consummate fashion” here it is argued fashion is not sufficient to replace or take on a 

comprehensive perspective. Rather, it is a field of cultural practice that is both read in in light of 

all kinds of perspectives as well as a practice that fuels the modern social imaginary. Without 

theology’s voice, we easily miss two things. First, we are blinded to the way other comprehensive 

perspectives (such as Lipovetsky’s comprehensive hegemonic liberal readings of fashions) take 

up fashion in light of their comprehensive perspectives. Indeed, if we are to push past reductive 

accounts of practice that reduced the conversation to either a “pro-fashion” of individual 

expression vs a “con-fashion” of moralistic religious concern, we must understand the distinct 

doctrinal commitments of all those participating. For, as with views on politics, gender, and class, 

theological beliefs continue to play a critical role in both the practice and (unofficial) theorizing 

about fashion.  

Secondly, without theology’s ancient voice we easily become blind to the way fashion 

works as a participant in the modern social imaginary. Fashion theory is a fledgling discipline. As 

such, it is in danger of being unaware of the critical pre-theoretical elements that have not only 

birthed fashion but also the still fledgling theoretical discussion of fashion. If fashion theorists are 

to forego a naïve depiction of the tensions fashion has historically had with theology as merely a 

just-so story of an antiquated moralistic institution seeking to stifle human freedom, then fashion 

theorists must take theology seriously. Indeed, just as feminist, neo-marxist, and post-colonial 
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voices have called fashion theory to account for its assumptions at an axiological level, here too 

theology pushes on fashion theory at its core, requiring the discipline to have a critical awareness 

of the way fashion as part of a modern social imaginary brings with it notions of human flourishing 

and moral order.  

In conclusion, returning to Thomas Carlyle’s aphorism—“society is founded upon 

cloth”—we see that, far from providing a basis for understanding the role of faith and fashion in 

the public sphere, his insight unfolds into very different construals in our contemporary context:620 

From Habermas’s criteria of a “reasonable” public sphere free from fashion and faith, to 

Lipovetsky’s fashioned erotics “opening” the public sphere at the expense of faith, to Charles 

Taylor’s reframing of faith in the secular spaces of fashion and the public sphere. By way of 

seeking to offer a contemporary Reformed approach to the triad, we revisited Abraham Kuyper’s 

vision of a fashionable, faith filled pluralistic public sphere. Here it was argued that Kuyper’s 

initial vision, amended in light of Charles Taylor’s concepts of the space of fashion and social 

imaginary, suggests that, although not without tension, (Reformed) Christians have reason to 

continue to be invested as Christians in both the space of fashion and the public sphere. 

Additionally, this assessment reveals that theology offers a critical perspective for not only 

understanding the practice of fashion among a global multitude of religious believers, but as an 

indispensable perspective challenging this fledgling discipline at its most axiological assumptions. 

 

 

 

																																																								
620 According to Charles Taylor, Carlyle’s aphorism is important not primarily because it demonstrates the 

important role clothing plays in understanding social order, but because it signals the modern quest for a cosmic 
impersonal order upon which to ground society in light of the collapse of political theology. See Taylor, A Secular 
Age, 377-379.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

Theo-Aesthetics & Fashion: 
 

Reforming the Art of Fashion 
 

 
…as an art, fashion ranks below literature, music, theatre, film  

and, well, art.— Pierre Corthay 
 

L’art se réugie alors dans une experience qui n’est plus celle d’objects 
entourés d’une aura mais d’une aura qui ne se rattache à rien  

ou quasiment rien. — Yves Michaud 
 

…for the artist in modernity, beauty lies expressively in the contemporary 
and no recourse to the ancient ideal of sublime beauty is permitted. Fashion 
is the supreme expression of that contemporary spirit. It changes constantly 

and remains necessarily incomplete; it is transitory, mobile, and 
fragmentary. This quality ties it with the pace and rhythm of  

modern life. —Ulrich Lehmann 
 
 
 

In our previous chapter we developed Charles Taylor’s idea of a “social imaginary,” a term 

indicating the important role our imagination plays in our political construals. In this chapter we 

turn to a different source feeding our imagination, fashion’s aesthetics.  

As we noted in our first chapter, fashion has long been associated with art. This is not 

without reason. Works such as Anne Hollander’s Seeing Through Clothes and Alice Mackrell’s 

Art and Fashion: The Impact of Art on Fashion, and Fashion on Art demonstrate the robust historic 

interchange of Western art and fashionable dress, a proximity induced by larger motifs that have 

captured the societies art and fashion inhabit.621  

																																																								
621 Whereas Hollander’s Seeing Through Clothes (Berkley: University of Berkley Press, 1993) works with 

broad themes (Drapery, Nudity, Undress, Costume, Dress, Mirrors) Alice Mackrell’s Art and Fashion: The Impact of 
Art on Fashion, and Fashion on Art (London: B T Batsford, 2005) works through specific art-historical time period 
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This historic mutuality notwithstanding, a number of scholars have identified a new 

dynamic emerging between art and fashion in the 20th century. As Rebecca Arnold reports, “The 

lines between fashion in art and art in fashion became hazier.”622 Ulrich Lehmann, Peter Wollen, 

Gilles Lipovetsky, Adam Geczy, and Jacqueline Millner confirm Arnold’s claim in their various 

depictions of how modernity has increasingly witnessed the worlds of fashion and art 

converging.623 In fact, dedicated volumes are now in print exploring this new relationship.624 As 

one such volume recounts, this new impetus has been witnessed in a host of twentieth century 

collaborations between artists and fashion designers: Elsa Schiaperelli’s lobster dress painted by 

Salvador Dali, Cecil Beaton’s Vogue photo shoot in front of Jackson Pollock’s paintings, Vivienne 

Westwood’s collaboration with tag-artist Keith Haring.625 It has also been displayed in works 

depicting the influence of painting, sculpture, theater, opera, literature, and cinema on noted 

fashion designers.626 And it has been explored in a stream of exhibitions that approach fashion as 

art, such as those at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Guggenheim (New York, Bilbao, Berlin, 

London, Rome, Las Vegas) and the Victoria and Albert Museum. While it might be an 

																																																								
(Rococo, Neo-Classicism, Romanticism, Aestheticism, Realism, Impressionism, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, Surrealism, 
etc.). 

622 Rebecca Arnold, “Fashion and Art,” in Fashion: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 45.  

623 Lehmann, Tigersprung: Fashion in Modernity, xii; Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 191; Peter 
Wollen, Addressing the Century: 100 Years of Art and Fashion (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1999). 
Geczy and Milner write, “What is observable since at least the beginning of the new millennium is an increased 
marriage of the words ‘fashion’ and ‘art.’” Adam Geczy and Jacqueline Millner, Fashionable Art (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2012), 1.  

624 Mitchell Smith and Alison Kubler Art/Fashion in the 21st Century (London: Thames & Hudson, 2013); 
20 Stephania Ricci, ed. Across Art and Fashion (Firenze, Italy: Mandragora, 2016).  

625 These are just three examples of the twenty-five art/fashion pairings detailed in E.P. Cutler and Julien 
Tomasello, Art + Fashion: Collaborations and Connections Between Icons (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2015).  

626 Farid Chenoune and Florence Müller, Yves Saint Laurent (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2010).  
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overstatement to say, as Yves Michaud states, art is now read “travers la mode” (“through 

fashion”),627 increasingly, modern art and late modern fashion seem to be working in tandem.628  

 

Fashion and Art: Thief or Victim? 

This development has generated strong assessments in different directions. Those who 

deem fashion as unworthy of being considered art look at these developments with horror. In their 

minds, art is art and fashion is an industry and never the twain should meet. But since they 

increasingly do, this blurring signals the corruption of art from a world of one-of-a-kind aura-filled 

objects to a degrading kitsch that, like clothes, downgrades art to the practical, the mundane, the 

easily reproducible. For these, claims by early fashion designers to be artists—Charles Frederick 

Worth’s announcement he was a “free creator” and Paul Poiret’s declaration “I am an artist, not a 

dressmaker”—were merely the beginning of a ruse that continues to this day: a bold-faced stunt 

aimed at cashing in on art’s cultural capital.629 

On the other hand, there are those who consider fashion design a legitimate form of art and 

see calling it anything less elitism. Sure, they reason, fashion has its hands in the market, but what 

art form doesn’t?630 Clearly the multi-million dollar auctions and high end galleries that drive the 

art world should dispel the idea of fashion as unique in this regard. Is fashion the only one with its 

hand in the cookie jar? What about the money-making reproductions that fill museum stores? And 

sure, fashion is mass produced, but so were works produced by teams under the oversight of great 

																																																								
627 Michaud, L’art à l’état gazeux, 205. 
628 Some of these registrars include the abandonment of representation, self-reflexivity, the abandonment of 

a stylistic progression, the inescapable role of the market on an artpiece, and an acceptance of items that employed 
non-manual means of production. 

629 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 91-93.  
630 Nicholas Wolterstorff claims that the emergence of the fine arts depended on the arts moving from the 

economic support of patrons to that of markets. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art Rethought: The Social Practices of Art 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 9, 272.  
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Renaissance masters like Raphael. So why pick on fashion? Is this not another attempt to insinuate 

the aesthetics of snobbery? Just as photography and architecture have had to push past the 

insufferable pompousness of the so-called “fine” arts,631 here too it is claimed fashion deserves 

recognition as it also offers a creative engagement with color, form, and so on. From this 

perspective, the close proximity and cross pollination of fashion and (other forms of) art is to be 

celebrated as the flowering of an era introducing a more democratic, expansive understanding of 

the arts. 

Of course, things are much more complex and interesting than this binary suggests. These 

two views—fashion as thievery vs. fashion as victim—are not only characterizations of two 

polarities in the dispute, they betray challenging questions. For behind them lie extensive debates 

of how to define “fashion” and “art.” As we already saw in chapter one, definitions of fashion 

satisfying all comers and contingencies are elusive. The same is no less true for art.632 Given the 

debate of whether fashion deserves the status of art (or wants it, for that matter633) depends on such 

definitions, the discussion must venture into deeper sources fueling the new relationship between 

fashion and art.634  

																																																								
631 “Attempts to determine where art fits in society often place it stepping on fashion, which in turn is 

referenced as a lower placeholder. This “art versus fashion” argument is tired. It is reminiscent of the question “Is 
photography art?” Once rigorously debated, that question is now not only moot but also laughable. Similarly, it is 
likely future generations will look back with amusement on this frenzied intellectual tête-à-tête of fashion versus art 
as frivolous and irrelevant.” Cutler and Tomasello, Art + Fashion, 11.  

632 Stephen Davies, “Definitions of Art” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, eds. Berys Gaut and 
Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 227-237. So, as with fashion, here too one finds a “multiple 
perspectives” approach. See Preben Mortensen, Art in Social Order: The Making of the Modern Conception of Art 
(New York: State University of New York Press, 1997), 2.  

633 “For we must ask, above and beyond the different (albeit uneven and overlapping) areas of exchange and 
consensus in which fashion and art operates, does fashion really want to be art? And does art really need fashion? 
How would it benefit the systems? Fashion uses art in its rhetoric, derives a countless array of its idioms and expression 
from art, such as concept and installation, and vies with art for the esteem and social prominence that is afforded to 
the arts and high culture—architecture, music, theater, and art—but this, we would aver, is part of its nature, namely, 
to maintain a perverse and agonistic relationship to art. Like the very nature of desire itself, once that desire is 
assuaged, it is quelled. Fashion, then might desire to become art, but knows that to become an art might lead to its 
ruin, like garments on display that are too valuable to be worn.” Geczy and Karaminas, Fashion and Art, 5.  

634 “It would be a good idea to find a criterion that can decide to what extent fashion falls inside or outside 
the area of art, but it is doubtful If such can be found.” Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 104.  
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Further displaying the considerable investment between theology and fashion, this chapter 

takes up the theological import of this new proximity between art and fashion in three movements. 

First, we start with understanding the place of fashion in the evolving field of aesthetics—from 

theories antagonistic to fashion to more friendly approaches. Then, in order to bring theology into 

the conversation, our second movement will introduce classical theological aesthetics. Taking up 

the central role of beauty in the thought of Augustine and Aquinas, this section explores how 

classical theological aesthetics was employed (Lewis and Dante), subverted (Baudelaire) and 

reclaimed (Guite, González-Andrieu) so as to speak of the aesthetics of dress. Finally, seeking a 

theological account of the full scope of the art of fashion the third movement of the chapter turns 

to the Neo-Calvinist tradition. As we shall see, the tradition’s desire to rethink aesthetics as both 

proper to creation and a distinctly human undertaking offers not only an instructive example of a 

trajectory wrestling with art in the modern period, but affords distinct promise for thinking 

theologically about the merging of fashion and art in the twentieth century. 

We begin our journey with fashion’s aesthetics.  

 

(De)Fashioning Aesthetics  

What do we mean by “fashion’s aesthetics”? To unpack this, it is helpful to understand 

how the term “aesthetics” emerged, its initial use, and how it has been reworked.  

The term “aesthetics” was introduced by Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762), 

who derived it from the Greek term aesthemi (αισθηµι) which simply meant “to see.” Drawing on 

the Cartesian distinction between clear and obscure ideas, Baumgarten set out to offer a unified 
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aesthetic theory by speaking of sense perception and feeling as distinct forms of knowledge—a 

move aimed at appraising what constituted “good taste.”635  

  Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was the first to offer a sweeping account of Baumgarten’s 

relatively new idea of aesthetics. In his Critique of Pure Judgment, Kant presented a highly 

developed and influential concept of aesthetics as involving a sphere of disinterested 

contemplation, moving the observer beyond the particulars of an object to the universal qualities 

of the beautiful and the sublime.636 Kant’s view disqualified fashion as deserving of aesthetic 

interest; given it sullied itself with utility, novelty, and an unseemly focus on the particularity of 

the physical body.637 It comes as little surprise that Kant dismissed fashion as “a mutable way of 

living” capable of promoting little more than “vanity” and “foolishness.”638  

 Kant was not alone in seeing fashion as outside the bounds of aesthetics. Another 

philosophical titan, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), gave his own reasons for 

disqualifying fashion.639 In his Aesthetics, Hegel deemed the drapery of ancient statues as superior 

to fashionable clothing,640 for the drapery of classical sculpture aimed towards “higher intellectual 

significance, an inner seriousness of the spirit.” But fashion “conceals what is visibly beautiful” 

																																																								
635 See “Aesthetics,” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 

Hall College Division, 1967), 25. In making this move, Baumgartner appears to already be favoring certain forms of 
perception (sight and hearing) over others (taste, touch, smell). Adrienne Dengerinck Chapman, “Phenomenology: 
Merleau-Ponty and Sartre,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, 2nd edition, eds. Berys Gaut and Dominic 
Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 170.  

636 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Judgment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 35-164. This is not 
to suggest Kant’s view of disinterested contemplation appeared ex nihilo. It was the result of interactions he maintained 
with a number of thinkers who had already spilled considerable ink on the subject earlier in the century. 

637 “According to Kant, the only sense capable of aesthetic judgment were those of sight and hearing since it 
was only these sense that could achieve the requisite degree of objectivity insofar as they involved the perception of 
the qualities of an object from a distance. By contrast, the sense of touch, taste, and smell were more subjective since 
they operated only through the body and therefore retained an indirect proximity to the perceived object.” Llewellyn 
Negrin, “Aesthetics: Fashion and Aesthetics—A Fraught Relationship,” in Fashion and Art, 44.  

638 Immanuel Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, ed. Robert Louden (Cambridge: 
Cambridge, 2006), 142. 

639 From another viewpoint, Hegel viewed all arts (not just fashion) as inferior to the Greek coincidence of 
message and sensory medium. See Michael Inwood, “Hegel,” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, eds. Berys 
Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 76.  

640 Georg W. F. Hegel, “On Drapery,” in The Rise of Fashion: A Reader, 145-152. 
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through “mechanically” imposing time-stamped material over the revelation of the natural form. 

Whereas classical drapery succeeded by muting individual aspects so as to reveal the timeless 

beauty (i.e. form) of the body, fashion disrupted the body’s timeless qualities by simultaneously 

blocking the body’s natural form while imposing temporal markers. In contrast to timeless togas, 

fashion was impotent to reveal the universal and transcendent qualities aesthetics was to 

examine.641 

Kant and Hegel’s bias against fashion as a viable aesthetic in light of its inadequacy for 

providing a universal (Kant) and timeless (Hegel) significance were joined by other philosophers 

such as Schopenhauer642 and Santayana.643 Even to this day, philosophical aesthetics on the whole 

tends to be distrustful of fashion.644 This tendency is explored in Karen Hanson’s essay, “Dressing 

Down Dressing Up: The Philosophic Fear of Fashion.”645 Here Hanson queries why it is an 

intricately woven carpet, a gilded metal vase, or a whimsical stone cup can escape the scrutiny of 

																																																								
641 The witty phrase, “togas are timeless” comes from Daniel Purdy, The Rise of Fashion, 145.  
642 According to Schopenhauer “The true work of art leads us from that which exists only once and never 

again, i.e. the individual, to that which exists only perpetually and time and time again in innumerable manifestations, 
the pure form of idea.” As quoted in Llewellyn Negrin, “Aesthetics: Fashion and Aesthetics—A Fraught Relationship” 
in Fashion and Art, eds. Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas (London: Berg, 2012), 45. What’s more, for Schopenhauer 
the goal for aesthetic enjoyment is to become so absorbed in the experience of beauty/the sublime so as to forget self-
interest and desire. Combined, these highly universal, ascetic views not only eliminate fashion, but even Dutch still-
life and historic paintings of nudes. See Dale Jacquette, “Idealism: Schopenhauer, Schiller and Schelling” in The 
Routledge Companion to Aesthetics (New York: Routledge, 2005), 84-87. 

643 Although Santayana seeks to forego classic notions of “disinterestedness,” he retains the disassociation of 
aesthetics from attending/attention to the body. Thus he writes: “There is here, then, a very marked distinction between 
physical and aesthetic pleasure; the organs of the latter must be transparent, they must not intercept our attention, but 
carry it directly to some external object. The greater dignity and range of aesthetic pleasure is thus made very 
intelligible. The soul is glad, as it were, to forget its connection with the body and to fancy that it can travel over the 
world with the liberty with which it changes the objects of its thought. The mind passes from China to Peru without 
any conscious change in the local tensions of the body. This illusion of disembodiment is very exhilarating, while 
immersion in the flesh and confinement to some organ gives a tone of grossness and selfishness to our consciousness. 
The generally meaner associations of physical pleasures are also help to explain their comparative crudity.” George 
Santayana, The Sense of Beauty: Being the Outline of Aesthetic Theory (New York: Collier, 1961), 36. Also see 
Negrin, “Aesthetics,” 45.  

644 A recent examples of philosophical bias against fashion’s aesthetics include Lars Svendsen’s “Fashion as 
Art,” in Fashion: A Philosophy (London: Reaktion, 2006). 

645 Karen Hanson, “Dressing Down Dressing Up: The Philosophic Fear of Fashion” in Aesthetics: The Big 
Questions, ed. Carolyn Korsmeyer (London: Blackwell, 1998), 59-70.  



				 170	
	
	

the philosopher, whereas the same textiles, metals, and stones when applied to fashionable clothing 

and jewelry leaves philosophers feeling “a kind of rudeness in the appreciative stare.”646 

Confirming feminists in their suspicion of a certain masculine embarrassment seeking to 

counteract visual desire with “disinterest” and ascetic “judgment” (a posture that reasserts one as 

actively seeing rather than passively being seen647), Hanson attributes fashion’s censure to a 

fundamental approach dogging philosophy’s historic methodology, a bias for the changeless, the 

universal, the “spiritual.” Such philosophical suspicions that so-qualify aesthetics inevitably 

preclude the mutable, the novel, the terrestrial, the corporeal, the temporal, the particular, and the 

desirable—all of which are inherent to fashion.  

Moving to the offense, Hanson advances her own suspicions regarding philosophy’s fear 

of fashion. Referencing Freud’s views on the threat of the transient (a natural impulse to recoil at 

prospective loss) Hanson queries, “how much more likely is despair over clothes, which not only 

wear out but go out.”648 In other words, fashion’s threat is that of a memento mori; a succession of 

coverings uncovering our fate.649 We too, like fashion, are born to die. Next, she points to how 

fashion challenges the philosopher’s posture as the critical outsider safely analyzing at a distance, 

rather than a participant inescapably influenced by others and their desires. Thus, in response to 

condemnations of fashion as harboring a narcissistic focus on appearances (e.g. Kant’s “vanity”), 

Hanson reminds us the problem with Narcissus was his disconnect from the exchange of glances 

that are part of the visual giving and receiving of social life. Therefore, in rejecting fashion’s 

																																																								
646 Hanson, “Dressing Down Dressing Up,” 65. 
647 Here one thinks of John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (New York: Penguin Books, 2007), which seeks to 

demonstrate the trajectory (from Renaissance painting to modern pornography) that turning the woman into a passive 
object of sight, “she comes to consider the surveyor and the surveyed within her as the two constituent yet always 
distinct element of her identity as a woman” (46).  

648 Hanson, “Dressing Down Dressing Up,” 67.  
649 For fashion as a “sister” of death, see Giacomo Leopardi, “The Dialogue of Fashion and Death” in The 

Rise of Fashion, 206-209.  
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recognition of the gaze of the other, philosophy’s detached, transcendent approach to aesthetics is 

more, not less, like Narcissus. By making these moves, Hanson reveals the way forward for 

fashioning aesthetics: a move that would entail embracing the ephemeral, the body, a hermeneutic 

of locatedness, and the irreducibly social nature of art making. But where might this take us? What 

aesthetic theories might gain better traction? 

To account for fashion’s aesthetics one might draw from other approaches, such as that 

found in John Dewey’s Art as Experience. Building on the reality of “The Live Creature,” Dewey 

reframed aesthetics in an effort to forego dualisms of “mind and body, soul and matter, spirit and 

flesh.” In other words, Dewey wanted to offer an aesthetic that serves “the whole creature.”650 Far 

from Kant’s disinterest, Dewey rejects a non-instrumental gratuitous view of art so as to reclaim 

the breadth of human aesthetic experience that serves a variety of ends in real life. Indeed, as 

Richard Shusterman notes, Dewey’s desire to transcend dualisms took aim at philosophical 

aesthetics itself, a discipline Dewey decried for embracing binary notions such as “form/content, 

fine/practical art, high/popular culture, spatial/temporal arts, artist/audience, to name a few.”651 In 

Dewey’s mind, these binaries supported a museum concept of art, the elevation of a cannon of art 

objects revered for the pleasure of their form, gratuitousness, etc.— rather than the everyday 

aesthetic experience the arts immerse us in (such as the experience of wearing or seeing a 

fashionable garment).652 Clearly, Dewey’s “pragmatism,” embracing as it does embodied 

																																																								
650 Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Perigree, 2005), 22-23; 117. Here Dewey rejects the traditional 

hierarchical ways of understanding the human person (such as one sees in the work of Joseph Addison) wherein 
sensory pleasures are considered vulgar and morally dubious, intellectual pleasures more noble though difficult to 
attain, and imaginative pleasures (such as contemplating art) are praised for being both attainable and good for the 
health. Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 16. 

651 Richard Shustermann, “Pragmatism: Dewey” in The Routledge Companion to Aesthetics, eds. Berys Gaut 
and Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 125.  

652 It is not hard to see how someone, such as Walter Pater does in The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry 
(New York: Dover, 2005), could move from seeing art as experience to the idea of embracing the “inconstant modes 
of fashion” (152) as an end in itself. As Pater states, “Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself” (154). 
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existence, better lends itself to taking up the concerns of fashion (acknowledging instrumentality, 

engaging the body, valuing everyday experience, the weight of the present moment, etc.).  

Or again, for a different take from Kant or Hegel on fashion one might turn to the aesthetic 

implications of phenomenology. Noted for its desire to break down both the objectivist-

intellectualist prioritizing of the mind over the body, and the subjectivist-empiricist privileging of 

the senses over the mind, the phenomenological views of Merleau-Ponty, Jean Paul Sartre, and 

others draw on immediate experience and direct intuition. Thus the phenomenological school 

posits the world as always already there within our awareness—well before it can be reflected 

upon. This has major implications for aesthetics. As Adrienne Dengerink Chaplin notes, a clear 

analogy holds between the integrated nature of phenomenological perception and the refusal to 

reduce aesthetics to a purely “spiritual” or “reductive” science. This is true in terms of the scope 

of sense perception: all the body’s senses are always informing our accounts of the world—not 

just seeing or hearing.653 Additionally, when consciousness does reflect, it does so within the 

framework of the body as an inescapably intentional act. An important implication of this 

perspective is that we can never see color with disinterest, for seeing is already interested. What’s 

more, it entails the act of seeing is never apart from the entire body—a body that simultaneously 

feels, touches, hears, etc. a host of embodied perceptions associated with the sight of a color. If 

this is true, art always retains a comportment that inescapably draws upon the everyday experience 

of the body, making access to the universal or timeless as a qualification for art a fiction. For the 

goal is not to get beyond the body to some other quality (the universal) or capacity (“the soul”), as 

knowing is inextricably embodied knowing in all of its locatedness.654 

																																																								
653 Dengerinck Chapman, “Phenomenology: Merleau-Ponty and Sartre” in The Routledge Companion to 

Aesthetics, eds. Berys Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 159-171.  
654 The phenomenological school pushes against beauty as a universal qualifier for art precisely because it 

rejects seeing beyond the body to the universal. Roger Scruton, representing the idea of moving beyond the body to 
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One might add to pragmatism and phenomenology other aesthetic approaches, all of which 

open up space for fashion’s embodied, mutable, terrestrial ways of knowing.655 But these two 

examples suffice to demonstrate that not all approaches to aesthetics retain the same judgement 

regarding the aesthetic value of designing, wearing, and viewing fashionable clothes.656  

With this backdrop to aesthetics in mind, we turn to theology’s aesthetics. Here we will 

find a very similar trajectory: from classical theological aesthetics, which has been applied in the 

modern period to delimit and discount fashion, to Reformed approaches that have sought new ways 

of making sense of the art of fashion. 

 

Classical Theo-Aesthetics: Bedecking Beauty  

Long before the term “aesthetics” came into existence in the eighteenth century, Christian 

theologians had taken up the meaning and significance of perception, sensory experience, beauty, 

and so forth. Here we will sketch classical theological aesthetics by sampling two previously 

discussed theologians, Augustine and Aquinas.657 These serve as important case studies on two 

																																																								
glimpse universal beauty, writes, “Although there may be fashions in human beauty, and although different cultures 
may embellish the body in different ways, the eyes, mouth and hands have a universal appeal. For they are the features 
from which the soul of another shines on us, and makes itself known.” Roger Scruton, Beauty: A Very Short 
Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 41.  

655 For example, on might look at Foucault’s aesthetic themes, which cluster around how art reveals the 
chronological locatedness of intellectual temperaments, can stimulate radical new modes of awareness (such as 
questioning existing conceptions of personhood). See Robert Wicks, “Foucault,” in The Routledge Companion to 
Aesthetics, eds. Berys Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 200. Or again, one might turn 
to Theodor Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, wherein he declares, “The common declarations against fashion that equate 
the transient with the nugatory are not only allied with the counter image of an inwardness that has been compromised 
politically as well as aesthetically by its incapacity for exteriorization and a stubborn limitation to individual quiddity. 
In spite of its commercial manipulability, fashion reaches deep into artworks; it does not simply exploit them. Such 
inventions as Picasso’s rayonism are like transpositions from haute couture experiments, pinning dresses together 
around the body for an evening rather than tailoring them in a traditional manner. Fashion is one of the ways in which 
historical movement affects the sensorium and, through it, artworks, and this is so unusually by way of minimal self-
obtuse impulses.” Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. By Robert Hullot-Kentor (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 178.  

656 Kennick William, “Does Traditional Aesthetics Rest on a Mistake?” Mind, 67 (1958), 317-334. 
657 Arguably, a slightly broader survey of classical theological aesthetics would include Pseudo-Dionysius. 

For Pseudo-Dionysius’ aesthetics see Brendon Thomas Salmon, The God Who Is Beauty: Beauty as a Divine Name 
in Thomas Aquinas and Dionysius the Areopagite (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2014).  
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counts. First, they represent the melding of Neoplatonic and Aristotelian aesthetics with Christian 

doctrine. Second, their aesthetics are among the most ramified in the history of Christian theology.  

  

Augustine and the Aesthetics of B/beauty 

In The Portal of Beauty: Towards a Theology of Aesthetics, Bruno Forte claims that 

Augustine’s thought was dominated by the question of beauty.658 While Forte’s claim may be in 

need of some qualification,659 beauty clearly plays a significant role in Augustine’s corpus, 

surfacing in his dogmatic writings, polemical writings, sermons, commentaries on scripture, 

treatise on diverse questions, letters, and so on.660 In fact, Augustine tells us in his Confessions that 

even before his conversion he had already written (and lost!) a treatise on De Pulchro et Apto (“the 

beautiful and the fitting”).661 

 Although we no longer have this early work, Augustine’s brief description of this work 

demonstrates that, as with all of his work, classical sources played a critical role in his thoughts 

regarding beauty.662 One such place we see this influence is in his quantitative understanding of 

beauty. In line with a number of thinkers (Plato, Pythagoras, Stoics, Cicero, etc.), Augustine 

absorbed the idea of beauty as reflecting a certain quantitative harmony.663 Augustine articulated 

																																																								
658 “What is the relationship between God and beauty? Augustine’s entire life is a response to this question: 

it might be said that the whole of his thought was dominated by the twin themes—which he considered intimately 
intertwined—of God the Trinity and beauty.” Bruno Forte, The Portal of Beauty: Towards a Theology of Aesthetics 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 1. 

659 The theme of love also dominates Augustine’s corpus.  
660 Beauty is directly addressed by Augustine in his De Ordine (“Concerning Order”), De Musica 

(“Concerning Music”) and De Vera Relgione (“Concerning true Religions”).  
661  St. Augustine, The Confessions of Saint Augustine of Hippo, trans. Maria Boulding, ed. David Vincent 

Meconi (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012) (IV.13.), 92. 
662 This work was written during Augustine’s Manichean stage, which is one reason he was quick to disown 

it in his Confessions. However, in addition to Manichean influence, Karen Hanson notes Platonic, Ciceronian, Stoic 
and Neo-Pythagorean influences. Carol Harrison, Beauty and Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992), 5.  

663 As Augustine states in On True Religion, “Divine providence is at hand to show that the beauty of the 
human form is not evil, because it exhibits manifest traces of the primal numbers.” Augustine, Earlier Writings, ed. 
J.H.S. Burleigh (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), 265. 
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this classic view as the fitting together of individual things in compatible units so as to reveal 

measure, number, and proportion.664 The unity of these units is the basic concept Augustine 

employs in this quantitative depiction of beauty, a term serving to join beauty with reality.665 This 

understanding of beauty as grounded in proportionality provided Augustine with an objective basis 

for beauty—a beauty found not in individual taste but in the things themselves.666 

 But there is more to Augustine’s view of beauty. As Peter Brown notes, Plotinus’s treatise 

‘On Beauty’ appears to have sourced Augustine’s loftier, changeless, spiritual sense of beauty.667 

Thus, in addition to the quantitative view of beauty as harmonious proportion, Augustine added 

the qualitative idea of beauty as light or color.668 This move supplemented the fixed beauty of 

proportion with a more mutable beauty, such as the shifting brilliance and hues found in gems, 

flowers, etc. that appear with ever-varying degrees of resplendence.669 It also provided Augustine 

an account of the beauty of the physical world as ephemeral and elusive, a fluctuating phenomenon 

signaling beauty’s higher, invisible, otherworldly source: Beauty itself. To retain quantitative 

beauty given this qualitative shift, Augustine drew out the mental or spiritual qualities of 

harmonious order, thus his use of terms such as “form,” “number,” and “proportion.” 

																																																								
664 “For the larger Medieval tradition’s aesthetics of proportion see Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the 

Middle Ages, trans. Hugh Bredin (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 28-42. 
665 Paul Edwards, ed. “The History of Aesthetics” in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 1-2 (New York: 

McMillan Publishing Col, Inc. & The Free Press, 1972), 22. For example, when speaking of the creation Augustine 
tells us “formless matter” is “without beauty.” St. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (New York: Barnes 
& Nobles Books, 1961) (XII. 4.), 282. 

666 Forte, The Portal of Beauty, 4.  
667 Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 88-92.  
668 One sees this combination in Augustine’s statement, “What is beauty of the body? A harmony of its parts 

with a certain pleasing colour.” St. Augustine, Letters 1-99 in The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 
21st Century, trans. Roland Teske, ed. Boniface Ramsey (New York: New City Press, 2005), 21. The distinction 
between quantitative and qualitative perspectives is employed in Umberto Eco’s Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages. 
For the larger Medieval tradition’s aesthetics of light see Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, trans. 
Hugh Bredin (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 43-51. 

669 Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 87. Appealing to light and color nods towards the ‘emanations’ view of beauty 
as developed by Plotinus (and ultimately derived from Plato’s Symposium). This is the idea that Beauty, like a light, 
radiates through nature.  
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This mental or spiritual aspect of beauty signals the important role Augustine retained for 

the viewing subject. In line with this Platonic thrust, Augustine believed a symmetry held between 

sensuous beauty seen with the physical eyes, and the spiritual beauty apprehended by the illumined 

soul. (Indeed, for Augustine goodness of soul is beautification of the soul, and vice versa.670) Thus, 

the illumined soul serves as a bridge in the procession of beauty from the changeless Beauty of 

another world to the ephemeral beauties of this changing world.671 Conversion in these terms is 

understood as a journey of illumination from creation’s beauties to the source of Beauty. This is 

why (as Bruno Forte rightly claims) Augustine’s entire story can be understood as the transit from 

the superficial, ephemeral, unsatisfying beauties of this world, to the substantial, eternal, 

satisfaction of Beauty itself. As Augustine’s famously recounts in the Confessions: 

I have learnt to love you late, Beauty at once so ancient and new! I have learnt to 
love you late! You were within me, and I was in the world outside myself. I 
searched for you outside myself and, disfigured as I was, I fell upon the lovely 
things of your creation.  You were with me, but I was not with you.  The beautiful 
things of this world kept me far from you and yet, if they had not been in you, they 
would have had no being at all.672 

 
The above reminds us that Augustine set about working and reworking the Neoplatonism he had 

discovered in route to his Christian faith.673 As his lack of concern over the loss of his initial views 

																																																								
670 Thus, in line with the Stoics and Cicero, Augustine did not distinguish between beauty and the good. 

Umberto Eco, Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages, 19. Indeed, at times Augustine conflates beauty with the good and 
order, such as when he claims “We Catholics worship God, the principle of all good great or little, the principle of all 
beauty great or little, the principle of all order great or little. The more measure, beauty and order shine out in created 
things, the more are they good, the less the shinning out of measure, beauty and order, the less are they good. Measure, 
beauty and order are the general goods that we find in all created things whether spiritual or material.” As quoted in 
“Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” 47-48. For the close connection between beauty and the 
good also see Maartin Wisse, “Augustine’s Trinitarian Aesthetics in De Trinitate” in Aesthetics as a religious factor 
in Eastern and Western Christianity (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 410. 

671 “Since they have beauty of form in a lower degree than the other, higher things, which are radiant in their 
splendor.” St. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S. Pine-Coffin (New York: Barnes & Nobles Books, 1961) (XII. 4.), 
282. 

672 St. Augustine, Confessions (X. 27.), 231-232. 
673 Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 86. See Mark J. Edwards, “Neoplatonism,” in Augustine Through the Ages: 

An Encyclopedia, ed. Aland D. Fitzgerald (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 588-590. 
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on beauty demonstrates, his seminal ideas were never frozen.674 And therefore characterization of 

Augustine as a rigid Platonist, intolerant of sensible and material properties, simply don’t fit the 

full trajectory of his thought. (Augustine had, after all, de-converted from the Manichaeism of his 

past.) Nor should we see Augustine as increasingly neglecting beauty in his pursuit of the Christian 

faith.675 Rather, Augustine held onto beauty, even as he displayed a growing facility and desire to 

account for contingent and passing beauty676—nature’s shifting, ambiguous, material qualities,677 

her fractured beauty, and the privation of her ugliness.678 Indeed, drawing off of key doctrinal 

commitments such as ex nihilo, Augustine moved beyond his earlier views of art as merely 

mimetic;679 his increasingly nuanced understanding of allegorical hermeneutics fueled a growing 

desire to speak of the power of symbols to express higher truths.680 Indeed, just as in our second 

																																																								
674 Carol Harrison offers the most compelling account of Augustine’s development in her Beauty and 

Revelation in the Thought of Saint Augustine. According to Harrison, Augustine’s view of beauty is not found through 
restricting one’s attention to philosophical sources or linguistic artistry and the use of imagery but must also take into 
account his theological and scriptural sources as well. Harrison, Beauty and Revelation in the Thought of Saint 
Augustine, 36. 

675 Having digested Plotinus and Porphyry (Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 86) Augustine elaborated these 
perceptions into a unique synthesis that weaves together formal aesthetic elements, illumination and expression. 
Indeed, Augustine never abandoned his fundamental insights regarding beauty, but rather, continued to work out the 
implication of this aesthetic on multiple registers and fields of inquiry. Emmanuel Chapman, “Some Aspects of St. 
Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 1:1 (Spring 1941), 47-49. 

676 Most likely Augustine was ready to dismiss these early works because he perceived them as tainted with 
the materialism of Manichean thought, and therefore did not adequately deal with the creaturely nature of reality. As 
is evident in Augustine’s shifting doctrine of creation, the trajectory in Augustine on beauty is not turning from 
creaturely beauty to divine Beauty, but his Christian faith increasingly reworking foundational views he drew from 
Neoplatonism. 

677 Thus Augustine spoke of “the sea which provides such a great spectacle with the different colors clothing 
it like so many different costumes, sometimes green and at other times blue and purple […], the multitude of vestments 
furnished by trees and animals, and so many other things which can hardly be listed, let alone desired, so much time 
to include them all.” As quoted in Chapman, “Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” 50. 

678 Chapman, “Some Aspects of St. Augustine’s Philosophy of Beauty,” 48. 
679 Augustine, “construed the significative import of human art as symbolic of the higher meaning of God’s 

art: that is, as exceeding mimesis. This is perhaps clearest in the City of God and the Confessions, though it is not in 
any way narrowly deployed in aesthetic terms. “Margolis, “Medieval Aesthetics” in The Routledge Companion to 
Aesthetics, eds. Berys Gaut and Dominic McIver Lopes (New York: Routledge, 2005), 32; Note, however, this is not 
to say that Augustine sets out to offer a theory of art proper. In other words, He is not “describing how works of art 
provide a particular way to the transcendent or the divine.” Wisse, “Augustine’s Trinitarian Aesthetics in De 
Trinitate,” 414.  

680 Carol Hanson offers one of the most thorough arguments for a significant shift away from a spiritual, 
rational aesthetic that was essentially negative towards the more temporal, created, mutable realm. In contrast to Carol 
Hanson 
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chapter we witnessed Augustine’s synthesis retain Christian particularities while exhibiting a 

growing openness to the logic of dress as properly originating outside the church; here too we 

witness Augustine’s retention of a central role for B/beauty working alongside an expanding 

interest and capacity for empirical aesthetics.  

 
Aquinas and Beauty 
 

It was inevitable that Aquinas would draw from Augustine’s theo-aesthetics. One of the 

most important passages we see this influence is found in Aquinas’s explication of Augustine’s 

attempt to identify the persons of the Trinity with various attributes. In the course of this 

discussion, Aquinas gives three conditions for beauty, stating: “For beauty includes three 

conditions, integrity or perfection, since those things which are impaired are by the very fact ugly; 

due proportion or harmony; and lastly, brightness or clarity, whence things are called beautiful 

which have a bright color.”681 

The first of these conditions emphasizes a distinction between the perfect and the ugly. 

This distinction offers a more categorical ideal, rather than a graded sense such as one finds in 

Augustine’s more numerically focused gradations of beauty.682 The second category of “due 

proportion or harmony” appears to come straight from Augustine. However, it can be argued that 

Aquinas is mainly referring here not to the object itself but the relation between the object and the 

perceiver.683 The third category is associated with Augustine’s Neoplatonic adaptation of light as 

																																																								
681 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, trans. Fr. Laurence Shapcote, eds. John Mortensen and Enrique 

Alarcón (Lander, Wyoming: 2012), (Ia. 39. 8), 400. 
682 This quantitative gradation is displayed in Augustine’s depiction of the various levels of beauty expressed 

in degrees of geometric regularity: an equilateral triangle is more beautiful than a scalene triangle because of evenness, 
a square is even more beautiful as it has more sides and therefore an even greater evenness, a circle is still more 
beautiful for there is no interruption in the continuity, and a point supersedes the circle as a sole indivisible beginning 
and end. See St. Augustine, The Magnitude of the Soul, trans. John J. McMahon in The Fathers of the Church: St. 
Augustine, vol. 4, ed. Hermigild Dressler (Washington DC: Catholic University Press, 2002), 72-80. 

683 “History of Aesthetics,” Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 23. Indeed, as Umberto Eco demonstrates, Aquinas 
uses “proportion” in a number of ways: (1.) Suitability of matter for receiving a form; (2.) the fittingness of essence 
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symbolic of the radiation of divine beauty into the creaturely realm. Here Aquinas fuses light and 

color (“bright color”) as a way of accounting for the mutable, qualitative aspect of a beautiful 

object.  

 In another key passage, Aquinas famously defines beauty in terms of a kind of influence 

or fusion of the object with the eye of the beholder. As he states, “beautiful things are those which 

please when seen” (Pulchra enim dicuntur quae visa placent).684 To understand what Aquinas 

means in this terse phrase we need to start with the larger context. Surrounding this unassuming 

definition of beauty—a definition that seems merely to accent the personal and subjective—lies 

Aquinas’s description of the transcendental concept of goodness.685 Although holding a 

fundamental identity between goodness and beauty,686 Aquinas sees a logical distinction between 

the two. Whereas goodness relates to the appetite, “beauty relates to the cognitive faculty; for 

beautiful things are those which please when seen.”687 In this larger context, we recognize that the 

word “seen” references “the cognitive faculty.” In other words, “seeing” of the beautiful is to be 

																																																								
and existence (3.) the relationship among a multitude of fixed items (4.) the rational fit between things such as in a 
sequence of thought of actions (5.) the adequacy of a thing to itself (6.) the network of relations between any number 
or combination of items (7.) the dynamic unity of living forces that create existence. For this list see Umberto Eco, 
The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, trans. Hugh Bredin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 82-97.  

684 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (Ia. 5. 4.), 48. Here Aquinas’s merging of subject and object in his theory of 
aesthetic perception prefigures Kant’s, as does his association of beauty with a kind of disinterest, such as when 
Aquinas contrasts the “pleasant” (i.e. beautiful) object as being distinct from the useful object. 

685 Augustine’s question in De Ver Religiione of whether things are beautiful because they give delight, or 
give delight because they are beautiful, is not merely academic. Because Augustine favors the latter, the will has the 
final say, rather than the object determining a response. Yet Aquinas reverses this. (Eco, Beauty and Art in the Middle 
Ages, 71).  

686 Although not everyone would interpret Aquinas as granting beauty transcendental status (notably M. De 
Munnynck), Jacques Maritain and Umberto Eco both see Aquinas as holding such. 

687 “Here Aquinas [...distinguishes…] beauty and goodness primarily in terms of the different interests we 
take in viewing different aspects of the same things, without treating Beauty as a transcendental attribute distinct from 
Goodness.” Margolis, “Medieval Aesthetics,” 33. According to Eco, Aquinas here is picking up the favoring of sight 
from Augustine: “Augustine attributed an aesthetic character only to visual perception and moral judgement; hearing, 
and the lower sense, had to do with suavitas rather than pulchritude. This in turn gave rise to the theory that certain 
senses were especially well adapted for knowledge (maxinme cognoscivtivi), a theory taken up in Aquinas’s system, 
where the sense in question are those of sight and hearing.” Eco, Art in the Middle Ages, 66. 
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understood as a form of knowledge or perception. The appeal to sight (and hearing688) is tied to 

Aquinas’s Aristotelian understanding of the perception of forms (substantial and accidental) 

grasped via the mind of the perceiver.689 Beauty for Aquinas is not in the eye of the beholder, but 

a bridge anchored in both the object viewed and the perceiving mind.690 Indeed, given that forms 

ultimately depend on God for this perception, beauty for Aquinas serves as a kind of revelation 

about the essence of a given thing— a revelation in that as a transcendental it finds its source in 

God. 

 The focus on beauty exhibited by Augustine and Aquinas reminds us of the starring role 

beauty has played throughout the history of theology’s aesthetics, from the Middle Ages to 

today.691 From Augustine and Aquinas to more contemporary theologians, B/beauty has been seen 

as “indispensable to Christian thought,”692 given it serves as a mediator between creation and 

Creator. This is true in a variety of formulas: from more Neoplatonic leaning visions that see 

creation as luminous with divine beauty, to more Aristotelian version that accent beauty’s form in 

																																																								
688 Aquinas’s epistemology of the beautiful affords not only a special role for the eye, but also the ear.  “The 

beautiful is the same as the good, and they differ in aspect only. For since good is what all seek, the notion of good is 
that which calms the desire; while the notion of the beautiful is that which calms the desire, by being seen or known. 
Consequently, those senses chiefly regard the beautiful, which are the most cognitive, viz. sight and hearing, as 
ministering to reason; for we speak of beautiful sights and beautiful sounds.  But in reference to the other objects of 
the other senses we do not use the expression beautiful, for we do not speak of beautiful tastes, and beautiful odors. 
Thus it is evident that beauty adds to goodness a relation to the cognitive faculty: so that good means that which simply 
pleases the appetite; while the beautiful is something pleasant to be apprehended.” Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (Ia.-
IIae. 27. 1.), 260.  

689 Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (Ia.5.6), 51. “The word visa means, in fact, not just ‘seen’ but ‘perceived’ in 
the sense of being known. For Aquinas visio meant apprehensio, a cognition; so that the beautiful was id cujus 
apprehsnio placet—something the apprehension of which is pleasing. Visio is knowledge. It has to do with formal 
causes. It is not just that the sensuous properties of the things are seen; rather, there is a perception of properties and 
qualities which are organized according to the immanent structure of a substantial form. Eco, Art in the Middle Ages, 
71.  

690 Pleasant objects being those which are “desirable in themselves.” Aquinas, Summa Theologiae (Ia.5.6.), 
52. 

691 For a helpful overview of the various theologies of beauty in theological aesthetics from a pneumatological 
perspective see “Types of Beauty” in Patrick Sherry’s Spirit and Beauty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 28-
52.    

692 David Bentley Hart, The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2003), 16.  
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creaturely things as both a witness to God’s thoughts and an analog to divine beauty. As we shall 

now see, these ideas (harmonious form, seeing as connecting the object and the eye, perception as 

revelation) held important implications for understandings of dress. 

 

Beauty’s Pageantry: Lewis and Dante 

While theological views regarding beauty such as those put forward by Augustine and 

Aquinas were not drawn to the implications of such views for the arts, Christians inevitably 

employed these views in particular approaches to visual culture, including dress. Where a more 

Neoplatonic accent on beauty is applied to dress, one arrives at something akin to the redeemed 

lady C.S. Lewis describes in The Great Divorce. Amidst a petal casting procession Lewis depicts 

the dress of the woman inspiring such pageantry.  

I cannot now remember whether she was naked or clothed. If she were naked, then it must 
have been the almost visible penumbra of her courtesy and joy which produces in my 
memory the illusion of a great and shinning train that followed her across the happy grass. 
If she were clothed, then the illusion of nakedness is doubtless due to the clarity with which 
her inmost spirit shone through the clothes. For clothes in that country are not a disguise: 
the spiritual body lives along each thread and turns them into living organs. A robe or a 
crown is there as much one of the wearer’s features as a lip or an eye.693 
 

In portraying this commoner-as-royalty Lewis depicts dress as a medium seamlessly connecting 

glorified flesh with heavenly Beauty. As Lewis relays in the quote above, the light of Beauty was 

to shine through both body and clothes. And since it is divine Beauty relayed through earthly 

beauty, the clothing and body were unified by way of both proportion (quantitatively) and 

resplendence (qualitatively).  

																																																								
693 C.S. Lewis, The Great Divorce (New York: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1946), 107. 
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In this depiction, Lewis may have in mind another procession involving a glorious lady. In 

his Purgatorio, Dante also depicts a procession cascaded by flowers. The lady emerging in this 

instance is crowned Beatrice, dressed in a white veil, green cape and flame-colored gown. 

so, within a cloud of flowers that were cast 
by the angelic hands and then rose up  
and then fell back, outside and in the chariot, 
a woman showed herself to me; above  
a white veil, she was crowned with olive boughs; 
her cape was green; her dress beneath, flame-red.694 

 
This scene is very similar to Lewis’s with one significant exception. In contrast to Lewis’s 

depiction of translucent clothing offering complete revelation, Beatrice’s veil limits Dante’s 

glimpse of Beatrice. Indeed, although her white, green, and red outfit clearly signals the theological 

virtues of faith (white), hope (green) and love (red); and although he senses her intuitively through 

the force of beauty that strikes both blood and vision, she must remain veiled until Dante has 

undergone his final ordeal of purgation. Desiring to confront Dante’s blindness she commands 

Dante, “I am Beatrice. Look at me.” Given his sinful state, Dante can only recoil, bowing his head 

down in shame and looking at his own reflection. When in the following Canto Dante does finally 

confess his sins of fixing on lesser beauties he manages to see past the veil to Beatrice, only once 

again to be overcome by her surpassing beauty. To duplicate Lewis’s vision of an unveiled celestial 

lady, Dante must wait until Paradisio where Beatrice’s veil will illumine rather than block his 

vision.695  

Note that in both of these depictions the aesthetics of dress operates in a way akin to an 

icon. Through the use of explicit symbolic intent (color, style, etc.) dress conveys a B/beauty that 

radiates through the cloth. Given this intent, it is not an accident that both appeal to the idea of 

																																																								
694 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, trans. by Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Everyman’s Library, 

1995), (Pur. XXX: 27-33), 357.  
695 Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, (Par. XXVIII: 10-11), 512. 
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regal sartorial iconography; as a monarch’s dress was to serve as the revelation of a quasi-divine 

personage reflecting the Lord of Lords. 

As we saw in chapter three, with the rise of fashion the social imagination supporting regal 

iconography was challenged.696 Not only was the old allegiance between crown and miter 

irreparably damaged, but also B/beauty was irrevocably (thanks in no small part to the 

Enlightenment philosophes) dislodged from the iconographic dress of both priests and kings.697 

Even so, echoes of this former connection between resplendent dress and a transcendent beauty 

continued to haunt many,698 reemerging with particular vigor among nineteenth century Romantics 

longing to speak of fashion in the same breath as a transcendent or universal beauty. 

 

Subverting Mimesis: Baudelaire’s Beautiful Artifice 

 A fascinating attempt to salvage Beauty is found in the work of nineteenth century 

Romantic poet and dandy Charles Baudelaire. In his work, The Dandy, Baudelaire introduces a 

double-edged Beauty699 which, though eternal, appears not as a transcendent light that permeates 

creation, but as an elusive element associated with artifice. Baudelaire claims his conception 

enables us to reconnect Beauty with fashion’s mutability and artifice. In strong opposition to the 

Enlightenment’s adoration of nature exemplified in the neo-classical celebration of the nude, 

																																																								
696 This development influenced in no small part by the shift in an economic system of patronage to one of 

free markets. It was this same shift from patronage to free markets that Nicholas Wolterstorff credits for the emergence 
of the grand narrative of art history. 

697 Of course, in saying this I am aware the removal of Beauty as a transcendental from the social imagination 
is much more complex development involving far more than merely re-telling the story of the French Revolution. As 
prosperity grew among the middle class and industry made luxuriant dress more accessible, the distinction of dress 
among classes was threatened. Sumptuary laws were employed to shore the larger social ontology that preserved 
sartorial iconography, retaining the display of distinct resplendence for royalty and aristocracy. Such laws remained 
in place for centuries throughout much of early modern Europe.  

698 It is worth noting that the iconic vestiture has continued on in the Catholic church in the regal vestiture of 
the pope sitting on the papal throne. Pope Francis has taken away many of the royal iconographic elements on the 
papal throne, suggesting this long held tradition might be finally waning within the Catholic church itself. 

699 Baudelaire uses both the capital “B” and small “b” when speaking of beauty. Because in most of the 
material I will be working with here he uses the capital “B,” I will retain the capital “B” for the rest of this section.  
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Baudelaire, in a burst of defiant rhetoric asks, "What poet would dare in the depiction of the 

pleasure caused by the apparition of a beauty, separate the woman from the dress?"700 In making 

this outburst Baudelaire is not simply suggesting that one lives as if the dislodging of royal and 

papal sartorial iconography never happened. Baudelaire has no desire to reverse the rise of fashion. 

Rather, Baudelaire desires to draw attention to the creative genius of the artist—a power he 

believed held forth the greatest hope for recapturing a lost B/beauty.701 As Rémy Saisselin 

summarizes, in Baudelaire’s view, “a woman well-dressed ceases to be nature and becomes an 

approximation to art.”702 Therefore, in contrast to Lewis’s and Dante’s view of a Beauty that 

transcends the garment, Baudelaire’s “In Praise of Cosmetics” charges the flâneur to find Beauty’s 

elusive dance upon the surface of the garment itself, “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent” 

surface of fashion.703  

Baudelaire sought a new way for eternal Beauty to re-emerge in an age of fashion by pitting 

artistic beauty against natural beauty. What’s more, he does so for theological reasons. As he states, 

At that time [the eighteenth century], Nature was taken as ground, source and type of all 
possible Good and Beauty. That negation of original sin played no small part in the general 
blindness of that period. But if we are prepared to refer simply to the facts, which are manifest 
to the experience of all ages no less than to the readers of the Law Reports, we shall see that 
Nature teaches us nothing, or practically nothing. I admit that she compels man to sleep, to 
eat, to drink and to arm himself as well as he may against the inclemencies of the weather: 
but it is she too who incites man to murder his brother, to eat him, to lock him up and to 
torture him; for no sooner do we take leave of the domain of needs and necessities to enter 
that of pleasures and luxury than we see that Nature can counsel nothing but crime. […] Evil 

																																																								
700 Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life” in The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, trans. 

Jonathan Mayne (London: Phaidon, 1995), 12. 
701 Here we see Baudelaire’s subscription to the Neo-Romantic image of the artist as not imitating this or that 

part of nature, but as imitating God in their act and actualization of world-projection. This view fails to recognize the 
incomparable dimensions of God’s creative activity. The continuity and discontinuity of human and divine creativity 
given a magisterial treatment in Trevor Hart in Making Good: Creation, Creativity, and Artistry (Waco, TX: Baylor 
University Press, 2014).  

702 Rémy G. Saisselin, “From Baudelaire to Christian Dior: The Poetics of Fashion,” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 18, No. 1 (Sep., 1959), 110.  

703 Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” 12. 



				 185	
	
	

happens without effort, naturally, fatally; good is always the product of some art. [Emphasis 
mine.]704 

 
In this quote we see Baudelaire’s theological premise: the inorganic is higher than the organic. In 

other words, Beauty’s light is native to the poet’s imagination, yet foreign to (a fallen) nature. To 

retain B/beauty as the qualifying aspect of fashion’s aesthetics, Baudelaire resorted to elevating 

the artist to a role akin to Godself. Drawing from the depths of their inspiration Baudelaire’s 

painters of modern life circumvented a fallen nature—their imaginations working ex nihilo to once 

again create that which is very good (Gen. 1:31).  

To retain a theological account of fashion through the lens of B/beauty, Baudelaire rejected 

nature. This approach is in deep tension with Augustine and Aquinas’s bridging of Creator and 

nature. Baudelaire’s challenge puts the question of the relationship between the aesthetics of 

fashion and the aesthetics of nature in stark relief. Can we retain a link between God’s beauty, the 

beauty of nature, and beautiful art? Can fashion work alongside the body’s aesthetics in a way that 

harkens to the revelation of B/beauty? Two recent proponents seeking to restore the classic 

Christian view of beauty as entailing the collaboration of art and nature believe so.  

 

Rehabilitating A “Natural Beauty” 

In Malcolm Guite’s Faith, Hope and Poetry: Theology and the Poetic Imagination, Guite 

argues that it is possible to identify a “counter-movement” connecting poetic language and the 

world running from Augustine to the contemporary poetry of Seamus Heaney.705 Taking an anti-

Enlightenment re-reading of nature in a very different direction, Guite claims this counter-

																																																								
704 Charles Baudelaire, “In Praise of Cosmetics” in The Rise of Fashion, ed. Daniel Purdy (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2004), 219.  
705 Malcolm Guite, Faith, Hope and Poetry: Theology and the Poetic Imagination (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 

2012), 6. 
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movement underscores the metaphoric power of symbols to offer a transformed vision of the 

natural world.706 Rather than follow Baudelaire’s directive to linger on the surface of fashion, 

Guite argues we must “pass through the glassy surface of experience, on which we might have 

‘stayed our eye.’”707 In forging this argument Guite gives special attention to Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s work with symbols—showing how they offer a link between the world of signs and a 

sign-filled nature.708 Arguing for an “organic” conception of nature in the face of a cold, 

mechanistic view, Coleridge’s Romantic vision linked the poet’s (secondary) imagination—

having been duly opened up through the power of symbols—with the (capital “I” primary) 

Imagination that formed the (therefore) sign-filled natural world.  

How might Guite’s vision understand the role of aesthetics in contemporary fashion? 

Although Guite is interested in poetry rather than fashion, Given Guite’s celebration of Coleridge, 

would this entail fashion following something akin to Coleridge’s description of Geraldine in his 

Christable? 

There she sees a damsel bright, 
Dressed in a silken robe of white, 
That shadowy in the moonlight shone: 
The neck that made the white robe wan, 
Her stately neck, and arms were bare; 
Her blue-veined feet unsandaled were; 
And wildly glittered here and there 
The gems entangled in her hair. 
I guess, ‘t was frightful there to see 
A lady so richly clad as she- 
Beautiful exceedingly!709 

 

																																																								
706 Guite succinctly states his intent: “this book will offer a series of readings of key moments in English 

poetry that open the reader to an experience of transfiguration or enhanced insight into the world as it is […]. Guite, 
Faith, Hope and Poetry, 2.  

707 Guite, Faith, Hope and Poetry, 142.  
708 In a telling section, Guite remarks “in the tradition of Platonic and Neoplatonic thinking in which 

Coleridge participated, moonlight had come to be understood as the proper symbol for the way in which our grasp of 
eternal truth is rarely seen directly, but is rather mediated through nature.” Guite, Faith, Hope and Poetry, 155.  

709 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Samuel Taylor Coleridge: The Complete Poems, ed. William Keach (London: 
Penguin Books, 1997), 189. 
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Geraldine’s beauty (“damsel bright”) involves a combination of nature’s heavenly beauty 

(“moonlight”) with fashion’s beauty (“silken robe” and “gems”).  Geraldine brings us back to 

Lewis’s celestial lady and Dante’s Beatrice. Here again we have a woman whose untrammeled 

beauty draws us to heavenly beauty. 

Also seeking to update the Christian tradition’s mimetic tie between natural and artistic 

beauty is Cecelia González-Andrieu. In Bridge to Wonder, Gonzalez-Andrieu argues that just as 

nature’s beauty can evoke wonder, so too art (and presumably fashion) can collaborate with beauty 

(i.e. the human form), thereby provoking its own world-expanding wonder. In developing this 

doctrine, González-Andrieu also draws on the Romantic poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge as 

well as the work of William Butler Yeats, both of whom “create bridges to revelatory wonder 

through works of art.”710 In line with González-Andrieu’s metaphor of the bridge, one might infer 

that, like Guite’s transformed vision, the goal here is to bring the beauty of the body in line with 

the beauty of the garment, thereby evoking a sense of wonder. (“Didn’t she looked absolutely 

divine?”).711  

 Both González-Andrieu and Guite operate off the assumption that a Christian vision sees 

nature’s beauty as working in concert with artistic beauty. What might this mean for fashion 

designers, to say nothing of those of us living in an age of H & M, Forever 21, and Zara? Such an 

approach is not completely improbable. After all, there are designers and shoppers for whom this 

classic quest is a reality. The former do so sometimes by limiting their work to historic genres of 

dress (such as the ball gown), or by using Romantic reapplications of early modern “classic” 

																																																								
710 Cecilia González-Andrieu, Bridge to Wonder: Art as Gospel of Beauty: Art as a Gospel of Beauty (Waco, 

TX: Baylor University Press, 2012), 15. 
711 Drawing off a similar doctrine of the revelatory power of the poetic image, theologian David Brown 

remarks how the sight of a beautiful woman “might generate a fresh appreciation of the world” as a grace-filled place 
of wonder. See David Brown, God & Grace of Body: Sacraments in the Ordinary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 58; for Brown on Coleridge and the revelatory power of the poetic image see David Brown, God and Mystery 
of Words (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 61-64. 
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designs to suggest a timeless quality to the aesthetics of (typically feminine) beauty.712  The latter 

is represented by (female) shoppers sticking to signature pieces for such beauty: dresses, skirts, 

and blouses. (Tellingly, after the French Revolution menswear was no longer applicable to this 

vision.) 

Given this agenda, a “classic” approach to dress is often rehabilitated to serve as a viable 

way to wed the aesthetics of dress with B/beautiful form.  But such an approach offers meager 

help in an age of fashion.713 To be sure, when considering dressing for a formal event such as a 

wedding or gala, we might approach ourselves as an object for absorbed attention.714 Maybe some 

might be so bold as to hope to evoke wonder. But this is only one possible aim.715 In fact, as we’ve 

seen, dress in an age of fashion takes up a number of intents.716 And therefore, like the narrowing 

																																																								
712 One example of this is successful Los Angeles designer Sue Wong. Wong draws from the designs of the 

1920s and 1930s to create dresses and gowns manifesting “beauty, magic, and transformation.” Kim Calvert, “Sue 
Wong–Celebrity Fashion Designer” accessed online 6-13-13 at http://singularcity.com/sue-wong-celebrity-fashion-
designer/. 

713 Notably, González-Andrieu’s only mentions of adornment are negative ones. She speaks of the destructive 
power of cosmetic surgery and advises her readers to make a clear distinction between “beauty” and “glamour.” See 
Gonzalez-Andrieu, Bridge to Wonder, 23, 33, 34, 179, 223. Also see Cecelia González-Andrieu, “Taking Back the 
Aesthetic,” accessed online 6-13-13 at http://www.ptsem.edu/lectures/?action=tei&id=youth-2012-01. González-
Andrieu likewise here states, “Tragically, while much of the world teeters on economic disaster, the top luxury brand 
in the world, Louis Vuitton, reported a growth in revenues of thirteen percent last year and the company is valued in 
the tens of billions. And so, in the midst of the worst economic climate the world has seen in decades, The New York 
Times reports a luxury store with a waiting list for a Chanel tweed coat that sells for over $9,000. When we get to 
these levels of spending, we have gone from the self-indulgent to what I would term the dangerous. We are clearly in 
peril when a society is completely obsessed with consuming what we don’t need and what contributes nothing to us 
except to alter how others perceive us. Such blindness to our desperation and loneliness has led to the creation of false 
systems to offer the placebo of material goods as the cure to our desperate search for acceptance. The value of the 
Chanel coat is entirely fictitious, based on what scripture might characterize as covetousness. Those on the waiting 
list want what others have, or even worse, want to create envy in others, which perpetuates the sin. In most cases what 
is coveted is also purchased with fictitious money, made through the kind of financial sleight-of-hand that plunged 
the world into our current economic chaos.” González-Andrieu, “Taking Back the Aesthetic,” 3-4.  

714 As Bruce Ellis Benson notes, “The ancient Greeks saw the individual self as something like a work of art. 
Indeed, the word “cosmetic” goes back to the Greek verb kosmeo (to arrange, with positive connotations of arranging 
well). The idea here is that, in using cosmetics, one is more fully arranging one’s body to reflect the order of the 
cosmos or universe.” See Bruce Ellis Benson, Liturgy as a Way of Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 
23.  

715 Fashion theorists are deeply conflicted on whether one can fashion is art. See Adam Geczy and Vicki 
Karaminas, eds. Fashion and Art (New York: Berg, 2012).  

716 My “both/and” position here parts company with Calvin Seerveld, who was at odds with a theological 
account of fashion that relied on some kind of universal or transcendent Beauty. In an address to a cosmetology 
convention, Seerveld spoke of an inescapable choice between “The cult of Beauty” and seeing beauty as one of the 
refreshing parts of God’s good creation, a gift for shalom. For Seerveld, only the latter kept cosmetology from slipping 
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of style found in iconography, there is a limitation involved in reading fashion (and other arts) 

solely through the lens of B/beauty.717  

In the medium of fashion this approach finds a strangely secular resonance with haute 

couture—the aura-filled one-of-a-kind garment. Indeed, religious themes regularly show up on 

catwalks (the Virgin Mary being particularly popular), typically with a tinge of blasphemy.718 This 

slight profanity fits the medium, given the vision of timeless beauty that Dante, Coleridge, and 

Lewis depict is at odds with the ephemera and artifice of fashion. The audience is left in tension 

with such religious catwalks not because their piety is offended, but because they sense applying 

classical theological aesthetics to fashion leaves unspoken the vast (social) intent behind dress. 

Therefore, while it is certainly possible to portray a classic style or to evoke a sense of wonder, 

accounting for the aesthetic elements behind the larger discourse of fashion calls for different 

theological tools.  

In pursuit of such tools, we now turn to the aesthetics of a theological tradition birthed out 

of an attempt to answer the challenges of modernity.  

 

Reforming Fashion’s Aesthetics: The Neo-Calvinist Tradition 

																																																								
into a religion. See Calvin Seerveld, “Philosophizing Beauty” in In the Fields of the Lord: A Seerveld Reader, ed. 
Craig Bartholomew (Carlisle, UK: Piquant, 2000), 90-97. 

717 The temptation here of seeing beauty as the sin qua non of fashion is an old one. In this sense, it is akin 
to what Nicholas Wolterstorff has observed regarding art: “over and over one comes across claims to the effect that 
such-and-such is ‘the essential function of art.’ ‘Art is mimesis.’ ‘Art is self-expression.’ ‘Art is significant form.’ All 
such formulae fall prey to the same dilemma. Either what is said to be characteristic of art is true of more than art. Or, 
if true only of art, it is not true of all art.” Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990), 
8.  

718 As Bruzzi and Gibson summarize, “A large number of designers have, often misguidedly and offensively, 
used religious dress on the catwalk, playing with the sacred symbols and signifiers of others.” Stella Bruzzi and Pamela 
Church Gibson, Fashion Cultures: Theories, Explorations and Analysis, (New York: Routledge, 2001), 121. Examples 
of crucifixes are found in Whitney Bauck, “My Cross to Wear,” Christianity Today (Aug 2013) accessed online 
12/10/16 at: http://www.christianitytoday.com/women/2013/august/my-cross-to-wear.html. Also see Hilary 
Alexander, “The Fashion World Bows at the Altar of Gaultier,” The Telegraph (January 25, 2007) Accessed online 
12/10/16 at: http://fashion.telegraph.co.uk/news-features/TMG3358443/The-fashion-world-bows-at-altar-of-
Gaultier.html.  
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The Neo-Calvinist tradition attempted to reframe the (Reformed) faith in light of the 

challenges of modernity. This was no less true when it came to theological aesthetics. As we shall 

now see, this resulted in a series of thinkers who sought to rethink art as more broadly proper to 

creation, and more narrowly a distinctly human undertaking deserving its own voice.719 What’s 

more, this trajectory had implications for the aesthetics of fashion, with some in the tradition going 

so far as to explicitly address fashion in light of their distinct approach.  

To appreciate this trajectory, we would do well to remember where the tradition begins: 

Neo-Calvinism’s namesake John Calvin. There are three important lines from Calvin that get 

picked up and re-worked in the Neo-Calvinist aesthetic tradition. First, Calvin’s ecclesiastical 

iconoclasm and Renaissance reasoning lead him to call for a distance between the visual arts and 

the patronage of the church.720 The idea of the visual arts as coming out from under the church 

(and therefore as a practice deserving its own sphere of engagement) is a theme that would be 

picked up and developed throughout Neo-Calvinist aesthetics—from Kuyper to Wolterstorff.   

Calvin’s goal was not merely disembedding the arts from the church. He desired to shift 

the visual register to a new locus. As Calvin states in the Institutes, painters and sculptors are to 

shift their attention to what they can see around them.721 As we saw in Chapter 3, divine beauty 

reflected in the splendor of creation played a major role in Calvin’s theology. Thus, Calvin spoke 

of creation as God’s magnificent dress, wherein one looked to see the Creator displaying his 

																																																								
719 In this section I am indebted to part II “The Dutch Neo-Calvinists—Art, Creation and Beauty” in Jeremey 

Begbie’s Voicing Creation’s Praise: Towards a Theology of the Arts (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1991). While drawing 
from Begbie’s assessment I differ from Begbie in important ways. First, I broader the trajectory to include Bavinck 
and Wolterstorff (and leave out Dooyeweerd). The addition of these thinkers demonstrates a broader trajectory. 
Second, my focus is on the issue of fashion, rather than art more broadly conceived. 

720 For the sources and implications of Calvin’s anti-ecclesial iconoclasm and Renaissance reasoning see 
William Dyrness, Reformed Theology and Visual Culture: The Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 74.  

721 Calvin famously argued that “only those things are to be sculptured or painted which the eyes are capable 
of seeing: let not God’s majesty, which is far above the perception of the eyes, be debased through unseemly 
representations.” Calvin, Institutes (I, xi, 12), 112.  



				 191	
	
	

glory.722 This points to a second theme in Neo-Calvinist aesthetics: creation as the theological loci 

from which to theologically think about art. 

Finally, as we also saw in chapter 3, Calvin believed creation’s beauty was to serve as a 

mimetic basis for the arts. This included the idea that nature’s beauty was to be a model for 

humanity’s own adornment. In making this claim, Calvin very much fits with those desiring to 

draw from the classical theo-aesthetic tradition so as to link God, nature, and human creation (such 

as humanity’s adornment) together. What makes the Neo-Calvinist aesthetic tradition important is 

the way it picked up on and developed Calvin’s creator/creation distinction723 so as to increasingly 

question this mimetic chain linking God, creation, and art. Indeed, as a result of the eventual 

dismantling of these links, the tradition would eventuate new horizons for thinking theologically 

about art in the twentieth century, including emerging art forms such as fashion. 

We begin retracing this story with where Neo-Calvinism itself beings: Abraham Kuyper.  

 

Updating Beauty: Kuyper & Bavinck 

 Neo-Calvinism’s founding figure, Abraham Kuyper, lived in a very different historical 

and cultural location than Calvin. Influenced by post-Enlightenment nineteenth-century 

Romanticism and convinced that art was both a considerable domain of human activity and an 

influential force at work in modern society, Kuyper set out to inspire a new age of Reformed 

aesthetics.724 To do so, Kuyper taught courses on aesthetics and art at the Vrije Universiteit 

																																																								
722 Creation’s beauty here is both distinct, yet reflective of the Creator, serving as a “mirror in which we can 

contemplate God who is otherwise invisible.” Calvin, Institutes (I. V. 1), 52-53. Also see Cornelis van der Kooi, As 
in a Mirror: John Calvin and Karl Barth on Knowing God (Leiden, NL: Brill, 2005), 15-16. 

723 Such as is seen in Calvin’s dictum finitum non capax infinitum (“the finite does not (or cannot) 
comprehend the infinite”). The phrase (related with debates about the extra Calvinisticum) demonstrates the 
reticence of Calvin to con-join the human and divine, even within the God-man.   

724 Kuyper writes, “Understand that art is no fringe that is attached to the garment, and no amusement that is 
added to life, but a most serious power in our present existence.” Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 151.  
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Amsterdam and published four principle works on the subject: a monograph titled Het Calvinisme 

en de Kunst (1888), a chapter in his Calvinism: Six Stone-lectures (1898), a series of popular 

articles that came to form the second half of De Gemeene Gratie in Wetenschap en Kunst (1905), 

and a considerable section in a larger three volume work Pro Rege: Het Koningschap van Christus 

(1912).725 In these undertakings Kuyper employs a number of his signature theological rubrics (the 

cultural mandate, sphere sovereignty, common grace, etc.) to address a variety of subjects 

including art and worship, mimesis, the role of the imagination, and art for art's sake. At the center 

of his aesthetic reflections and in accord with the patristic and medieval tradition stands Kuyper’s 

unflinching defense of an objective beauty that (when paired with truth and goodness) Kuyper 

believed could offer a proven criteria for artistic excellence, a safeguard from art’s vulgarization 

and a witness to creation’s original and future glory. 

Although Kuyper’s accent on the resonance of natural beauty and the arts is in line with 

Calvin,726 there are a number of ways Kuyper’s discussion on the aesthetics of adornment departs 

from Calvin’s. First, as was noted in chapter four, Kuyper speaks approvingly of the role of 

Reformed aesthetics in the expansion and democratization of the arts;727 a move resonating with 

the “democratic dynamics” of fashion’s own aesthetics.728 Second, in contrast to Calvin’s call for 

a new asceticism, Kuyper looks past John the Baptist’s world-denying to Jesus, one who “was so 

																																																								
725 Abraham Kuyper, Het Calvinisme en de Kunst, (Amsterdam: Höveker & Wormser, 1888); Abraham 

Kuyper, Calvinism: Six Stone-lectures (Amsterdam: Höver & Wormser, 1898), Abraham Kuyper, De Gemeene Gratie 
in Wetenschap en Kunst, (Amsterdam: Höveker & Wormser, 1905); Abraham Kuyper; Abraham Kuyper, Pro Rege: 
Het Koningschap van Christus, (Kampen, NL: J.H. Kok, 1912.). 

726 Calvin’s words on beautiful clothing are found in Institutes (III. x. 2.), 720-721. parallel’s Kuyper call for 
garments marked by beautiful form and color. Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder: Common Grace in Science and Art 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Christian’s Library Press, 2011), 123. And, as with Calvin, this is connected in Kuyper’s mind 
with human dress properly reflecting nature. Following his discussion on the value of beautiful dress, Kuyper 
associates such dress with “the general appearance of nature, whether in its summer garb or its winter apparel” which 
“can be so delightfully beautiful.” Indeed, Kuyper notes “One need only consider the plumage of so many birds, the 
fur of so many animals, the eye of the deer, or the lion’s mane. […] God himself must enjoy beauty.” Kuyper, Wisdom 
and Wonder, 127.  

727 Abraham Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 120.  
728 Gilles Lipovetsky, The Empire of Fashion, 191.  
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fashionable that the clothes stripped from him […] were thought desirable enough to be divided 

among the soldiers.”729 Third, Kuyper speaks in glowing terms regarding our yearning “to make 

ourselves beautiful” as part of a larger human thirst for beauty that is rooted in the imago dei.730 

Fourth, Kuyper also speaks of the human quest for creativity as basic to being in the image of 

God.731 Fifth, Kuyper greatly elaborates Calvin’s call for bringing art out from ecclesial space. For 

Kuyper this serves as a critical witness to Calvinism’s important contribution to the arts. Indeed, 

Kuyper reads the emergence of the fine arts in the seventeenth and eighteenth century as a witness 

to not only Calvinism’s liberation of the arts, but as a testimony to his doctrine of sphere 

sovereignty.732  

As we saw in the last chapter, Kuyper’s desire to update Calvinism lead him to retain a 

place for fashion. Yet his elevation of beauty and the sublime as the sine qua non of art733 put 

Kuyper in tension with fashion’s ephemeral qualities, particularity visceral appeal and 

instrumentality. This is evident in Kuyper’s call for a democratization of the arts. While such 

suggests a kind of expressionism that recognizes the importance of diverse tastes, Kuyper 

understands this not as celebrating a variety of individual tastes but as beauty gaining popular 

appeal among the masses.734 This reminds us (as we saw in chapter four) that Kuyper thought in 

																																																								
729 Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 126.  
730 “[…} the yearning to adorn our homes or our clothes, to make ourselves “beautiful” with gold, silver, or 

precious jewels, is common to all peoples […] it has been created in us, by whom else was it deposited within us than 
by the One who created us […] we find in every human being a sense of beauty […] one of the features of God’s 
image according to which we have been created.” Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 128-129. 

731 Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 150. As he states elsewhere, “That artistic ability, that art-capacity, as such, 
can have room in human nature, we owe to our creation after the image of God.” Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 156.  

732 Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 148. In our trajectory Calvin Seerveld is the last Neo-Calvinist to defend 
this thesis. Nicholas Wolterstorff argues that this view is part of The Grand Narrative that he believes has stymied a 
genuine understanding of art. What’s more, it draws off of Max Weber’s dubious theory of modernization. See 
Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 26, 29.  

733 “I plead the significance of Calvinism in the domain of art. I am not in the least induced to do so by this 
vulgarization of art, but rather keep my eyes fixed upon the Beautiful and the Sublime in its eternal significance, and 
upon art as one of the riches gifts of God to mankind.” Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, 143. 

734 “Artists who honor these requirements are artists by the grace of God, and they alone will never bow 
before the tyranny of popular sovereignty in the realm of art.” Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 162.  
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terms of a hierarchy of taste, with those arts that work more closely with popular appeal—theater, 

dance, etc.—being especially vulnerable to corruption.735 Additionally, within this hierarchy, 

Kuyper did not see dress design as art proper, but part of “van winkelstand en handel” (commercial 

industry and merchant business).736 Additionally, Kuyper assumes that because beauty is an 

intrinsic good, true art must not become sullied by market forces, such as one finds in fashion.737 

Finally, given the close relationship of fashion with contemporary art, Kuyper’s assessment of 

modern art is relevant. In a telling section, Kuyper contrasts the transcendent, robust, clarifying art 

evincing beauty with a more contemporary art that “lacks a soul,” “lacks masculine power,” and 

“lacks the steadiness of lines.”738  

Kuyper’s colleague and theological successor at the Vrije Universiteit, Herman Bavinck, 

followed many of Kuyper’s moves and ideals, even as he expanded the discussion on aesthetics 

																																																								
735 Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 163. “The larger segment of the public that seeks entertainment from the 

stage lacks any lofty sense of art, watches only to enjoy and have fun, and does have fun only when amused by 
nonsense or only when sensually stimulated by the display of cowardly morals. In order to attract, the piece to be 
performed is forced to prostitute art.”  

736 In full context Kuyper clearly has clothing in mind. He states, “Van winkelstand en handel geldt geheel 
hetzelfde. Ook dit alles is op zeer lagen, kleinen voet begonnen, en gedurig is de aard er van uitgebreid en verbeterd. 
E nook dit kwam niet anders tot stand, dan doordat God mannen en vrouwen begaafde met hooger talent en rijker 
gaven omde gelegenheid van ‘t werk helderder in te zien, en er gedurig die veranderingen in aan te brengen, waardoor 
het tot hooger standpunt werd opgevoerd. Met het verkeer en de daarvoor noodige middelen stond het evenzoo, en 
niet anders met de scheepvaart. Altoos was het God de Heere, die op al deze terreinen van het leven personen verwerkte 
van helderder inzicht, meer practischen zin, krachtiger wile n hooger ondernemingsmoed, en die hierdoor hun volk, 
als we het zoo noemen mogen, weer een stap vooruit hielpen. Altoos de sterkeren, die voorgingen, en de minder 
begaafden, die volgden, en lang na den dood van deze rijkerbegaafden leefde wat zij verzonnen en uitgedacht hadden 
nog in de maatschappij, te midden waarvan ze eens leefden, voort. De kleeding verschilt onder alle volken van 
oudsher, e nook in die kleeding is een oplimmen van minder tot beter, door gemakkelijker dracht, beter uitwerking op 
de gezondheid, duurzamer stof, goedkooper bereidng en meerdere sierlijkheid, e nook deze vooruitgang is de vruicht 
van wat mannen en vrouwen, met zin hiervoor begaafd, eens uitvonden. Vooral in Azië vindt men nu nog 
kleederdrachten, die een getrouwe nabootsing zijn van wat zulk een begaafd person eens uitdacht en zelf aantrok.” 
Kuyper, Pro Rege III, 101-102. Defending non-instrumentality Kuyper writes, “There is the art of cooking, the art of 
horsemeanship, the art of fencing, the art of dancing, and many more, but all of this has nothingn to do with art. Kant 
may well have gone too far with his qualification that beauty refers only to what “serves no use,” and may have 
discredited at least architecture.  Nevertheless, the notion of liberal arts contains the basic supposition that art labors 
for the sake of beauty and not for the sake of the uses in the service of which we might put beauty.” Kuyper, Wisdom 
and Wonder, 149. For the tension between beauty as the sin qua non of art and art as useful see Wolterstorff, Art 
Rethought, 34-36.  

737 Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 160.  
738 Kuyper, Wisdom and Wonder, 161.  
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beyond classical sources. In his article “Of Beauty and Aesthetics” (“Van schoonheid en 

schoonheidsleer,” 1914) Bavinck sketched the history of aesthetics from ancient to contemporary 

thought so as to make the case that a suitable theological aesthetic must hold both an empirically-

based aesthetic from below (an analysis of humanity’s own sense of beauty, the nature of artistic 

activity, and the objects themselves) and a more idealist aesthetic from above (seeing beauty as 

having objective status). Simultaneously displaying both an Aristotelian and proto-Barthian 

impulse, Bavinck was cautious of what he believed to be neo-Platonic impulses in Augustine’s 

view of creation’s beauty. To safeguard God’s otherness and retain creation’s distinction, Bavinck 

suggested limiting the term “glory” for God and “beauty” for resplendence in art and nature. 

At first blush, there is reason to believe Bavinck’s aesthetics might be somewhat amenable 

to fashion. After all, he expresses a desire to expand aesthetics to include not only the objects of 

aesthetics, but also the experiences of the artists. To do so, he suggested employing innumerable 

methods: exploring psychological, physical, ethnological, social and biological influences on 

aesthetic experience.739 Indeed, in thinking of aesthetic experience as a particular kind of 

experience applicable to the world outside the fine arts and to be examined from numerous angles, 

Bavinck displays assumptions that resonate with Dewey’s view of aesthetic experience. What’s 

more, Bavinck’s desire to accent the discontinuity between creation’s resplendence and God’s 

resplendence opened up the possibility of an aesthetic more comfortable with fashion’s mutability, 

particularity and visceral qualities. 

But Bavinck does not go in this direction. Rather, he characterizes fashion’s aesthetics as 

reductive, homogenizing, and suppressive: 

																																																								
739 Herman Bavinck, “Of Beauty and Aesthetics” in Essays on Religion, Science and Society, ed. John Bolt 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2008), 249-250. In thinking of aesthetic experience as a particular kind of 
experience applicable to the world outside the fine arts and to be examined from numerous angles Bavinck 
demonstrates a strong resonance with Dewey’s view of aesthetic experience.  
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Het is te verstaan, dat eerst de religie, en daarna ok de kunst tegen de onderdrukking 
der persoonlijkheid haar stem heeft verheven. Er gaat van de mode, als ze in kerk 
en staat, in school en maatschappij, in wetenschap en kunst de heerschappij heeft 
erlangd, een verlammende invloed op den enkele uit. De gevaarlijkste vijand van 
het Christendom en ook van de kunst, is, wat Kierkegaard noemde, de 
onderwerping onde het getal.740 

 
In this quote, Bavinck speaks of an aesthetic levelling that takes place as a result of fashion.741 

This is revealed in Bavinck’s contrast between fashion with art. This contrast sounds strange in 

light of today’s close association of fashion and art. Why did Bavinck pit the two against each 

other? 

To fully appreciate Bavinck’s view of art and fashion, we turn to Bavinck’s understanding 

of how fashion pushes against the vocation of the artist. For Bavinck fashion—with its demands 

for stylistic consensus, its quirks and follies, its dubious relationship to principled action—stands 

in tension with his Romantic vision of the artist’s vocation as abandoned to their distinct vision.742 

Merging a Kierkegaardian call to stand against facile consensus with a Romantic image of the 

artist as a lone genius, Bavinck’s view of true artistry makes fashion suspect.743  

																																																								
740 “It is to be understood, that first religion and later art have decried the suppression of individuality. 

Fashion, as it enlarged its dominion in church and state, in school and society, science and art, has a paralyzing effect 
on the individual. The most dangerous enemy of Christianity and art is what Kierkegaard called the submission of [the 
one by] the many.” [Translation mine.] Herman Bavinck, Hedendaagsche Moraal (Kampen, NL: J.H. Kok, 1902), 
57-58. 

741 It is noteworthy whereas Kuyper spoke of “uniformity” as a pervasive idea that influences various 
elements of society (including modern dress), Bavinck more closely identifies this leveling power with fashion itself. 
Bavinck, Hedendaagsche Moraal, 14.  

742 In this regard, Bavinck is line with Kuyper’s own distinction between modernization as a deadening of 
vital aesthetic life. Kuyper writes, “The average is the standard to which it artificially elevates the one and forcibly 
flattens others, which explains the mediocrity of modern life. In fact, the flourishing of the arts is the true measure of 
the vitality of an era. Art is born out of a zest for the beauty of true unity, out of an impulse toward a fuller life. The 
curse of uniformity is thus manifest in the fact that our modern life is almost totally devoid of artistic talent of any 
kind, poverty-stricken in aesthetic vitality, and totally destitute of great artistic creations. Let no on thin that this 
deficiency is accidental. It is rather the necessary consequence of the drive toward uniformity.” Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 
36.  
 743 Note that Bavinck’s vision of the artist as a creative maverick free from social influence is in tension with 
his impulse to safeguard God’s glory as distinct from creation’s beauty. Kierkeagaard’s critique of the aesthete and of 
a merely aesthetic existence in Either/Or, stands in tension with Bavinck’s appropriation of Kierkegaard.  
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Most troubling for Bavinck was his view of fashion as driven by subjective caprice 

(“arbitrary rules”) and pervasive market forces (“particular consumer goods”). For Bavinck these 

are incompatible with beauty as an objective, unchanging condition involving harmonious form. 

As with Kuyper, beauty for Bavinck was to reside alongside truth and goodness—whereas fashion 

operated outside any principled relationship to truth or goodness.744 Given this conflict, it is only 

appropriate that following immediately on the heels of his discussion with fashion, Bavinck turns 

his sights on the failure of modern art to reconnect beauty with her transcendental sisters.745 

Although Bavinck is appreciative of modern art’s protest against an undue homogenizing of taste 

and reduction of the uniqueness of each individual, he sees modern art as complicit in fashion’s 

stripping of beauty away from her organic relationship with truth and goodness.  

 In spite of their desire to update Calvinism by granting art its own autonomy and account for 

the empirical realities found in modern life, neither Kuyper nor Bavinck granted fashion full status 

as an art form. Even so, the impulse to grant art its own autonomy, the desire to do justice to the 

																																																								
744 Wij zullen daarom de kunstenaars eeren en met hen strijden tegen elke richting, die het recht en de zelf 

standigheid der kunst mistaken. Het schoone is als zoodanig het ware en het goede niet; het heeft een eigen oorsprong 
en natuur, een eigen recht en waarde, een eigen nuttigheid en doel. Aan schoon heid en kunst komt daarom naast 
waarheid en deugd eene bijzondere plaats toe; zij zijn er niet aan ondergeschikt en dienen er niet louter als middelen 
toe. [“We will therefore honor the artists and fight against any direction that misunderstands the rightful place and 
independence of art. Beauty is not merely the epiphenomenon of truth and goodness. It has its own origin and nature, 
its own right and worth, its own value and goal. So beauty and art is therefore ascribed a special place alongside truth 
and goodness. Beauty is not merely subordinated and in submission to goodness and truth. Nor is it an outflow of 
these.”]. Bavinck, Hedendaagsche Moraal, 59. See also Bavinck, “Of Beauty and Aesthetics,” 245-260.  

745 Tot zoover gaat onze erkenning van het goed recht, dat der nieuwe beweging in kunst en litteratuur 
toekomt. Er was reden voor, er bestond roeping toe, zoo zekerlijk als naast de waarheid en de deugd ook de schoonheid 
eene gave Gods is en aan niemand haar bestaan ontleent dan aan den Schepper aller dingen alleen. Maar er kan geen 
twijfel over bestaan, dat de moderne kunst van dit haar recht op schromelijke wijze heeft misbruik gemaakt en aan 
hare heerlijke roeping in menigerlei opzicht ontrouw is geweest. Neen, het is zoo, dat was de ware deugd niet, de 
oppervlakkige, zelfzuchtige moraal der, nette" menschen, die dikwerf onder den dekmantle van het fatsoen voor geen 
misdaad terugschrikten. Doch de nieuwe richting had daarom de vrijheid nog niet, om met wat edel en goed is den 
spot te drijven en alle voorschriften der moraal als ballast over boord te werpen. [“We must acknowledge the fitting 
rights that the new movements in art and literature have. These movements have both reason and calling for their 
existence, just as certainly truth, goodness and beauty are gifts of God. Nobody derives their existence apart from the 
creator of all things. But there can be no doubt that modern art misused her right in a shameful way and was unfaithful 
to her calling.”] Bavinck, Hedendaagsche Moraal, 59.  
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empirical realities of creation, and a penchant for taking serious the challenges of modern life were 

to be picked up in the succeeding generation of Neo-Calvinist thinkers.  

 

Fashion and Reformational Aesthetics: Rookmaaker and Seerveld 

Unlike Kuyper and Bavinck, Hans Rookmaaker sought to work out his aesthetics in light 

of what came to be known as Reformational philosophy (H. Dooyeweerd, D. Vollenhoven). A 

professional art historian and critic, Rookmaaker taught art history at the Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam. In the course of his career he wrote a substantial corpus including reviews, articles 

and volumes on a wide variety of subjects (aesthetics, African-American music, art history, 

creativity, culture, entertainment, philosophy, etc.). At the heart of Rookmaaker’s approach to the 

arts was a keen appreciation for the significance and integrity of the arts combined with an avid 

desire to show their relationship to a Christian worldview. 

Notably, at a time when both the public at large and many art historians eschewed modern 

art, Rookmaaker distinguished himself as one of the first Dutch art historians to take modern art 

seriously, writing one of the first histories of modern art (Synthetist Art Theories, 1959). 

Additionally, in The Westminster Discussions, Rookmaaker demonstrates keen insight into dress. 

In relaying a story about a film star who wore the same clothing after conversion with a very 

different effect Rookmaaker notes: “It is not the dressing or the undressing that makes people 

chaste but the way we wear our clothes, the way we move, the way we express our corporality.”746 

Rookmaaker clearly held a keen sensitivity to comportment, nudity in art and the power of popular 

culture. Yet in spite of the surprising variety of subjects Hans Rookmaaker explored, his 

																																																								
746 Hans Rookmaaker, The Westminster Discussions, Vol. 3 The Complete Works of Hans Rookmaaker 

(Toronto: Piquant, 2001).  
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considerable attention to modern art, and various insights regarding dress, nudity, and pop culture, 

Rookmaaker never gave sustained attention to fashion.747  

Why is this? 

Of course, fashion theory was just appearing on the radar when Rookmaaker passed away 

in 1977. But even if it had been more prevalent, there is reason to believe fashion’s aesthetics 

would have been a challenge, given Rookmaaker’s methodology. Although quick to point out 

technical excellence in styles of modern advertising, appreciative of the search for new forms of 

pictorial language, and friendly toward the rejection of materialism in elements of modern art, 

Rookmaaker was highly critical of what he perceived to be nihilistic trends in modern art. This 

criticism, given sustained attention in Modern Art and the Death of a Culture (1970), was born out 

of Rookmaaker’s penchant for reading art as ontological disclosure; that is, for Rookmaaker art 

inevitably brings a view of the structure of reality—and it is this structure which is to be assessed 

in light of Dooyeweerd’s modal spheres.  

This is not to say that everything within Rookmaaker’s approach would be problematic for 

fashion’s aesthetics. After all, Rookmaaker’s aesthetic was in line with Bavinck’s own strong 

distinction between creator and creation. Aesthetics for Rookmaaker was to be developed as a field 

proper to creation order, rather than a transcendental bridge between creature and creator. As we’ve 

seen, one of the beneficial outcomes of this distinction was the idea of art as deserving its own 

sphere or language.748 Yet even though Rookmaaker left Kuyper and Bavinck’s classical sources 

																																																								
747 He does mention fashion in passing. See for example Hans Rookmaaker, “Modern Art and Gnosticism” 

in Vol. 6 of The Complete Works of Rookmaaker (Toronto: Piquant, 2011), 311; Hans Rookmaaker, “The Creative 
Gift” in Vol. 3 of The Complete Works of Rookmaaker, (Toronto: Piquant, 2011), 186. 

748 This theme is given great accent in Rookmaaker’s Art Needs No Justification. Rookmaaker writes, “We 
cannot try to ‘justify’ art, saying that it fulfills this or that function. This has been tried in many ways. But even if art 
sometimes fulfills one or another function, that cannot be its deepest meaning […] The artistic possibilities are there 
to be actualized, realized by man, and to be given a concrete form. God gave this to mankind and its meaning is exactly 
in its givenness. […]. Its justification is its being a God-given possibility.” Hans Rookmaaker, Art Needs No 
Justification (Vancouver, British Columbia: Regent College Publishing, 1978), 39-40. 
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feeding an ontology of beauty behind, his reading of Dooyeweerd’s aesthetic modal sphere 

retained beauty as a formal quality.749 As a result, Rookmaaker’s aesthetics would encounter 

similar tensions with fashion that one finds in the classical theo-aesthetic elements of Kuyper and 

Bavinck.  

A Rookmaakerian reading of fashion’s aesthetics had other problematic elements. As some 

have noted, Rookmaaker’s hermeneutic was drawn to “worldview analysis.”750 At first blush, one 

would think that reading aesthetics through “worldview” might gain traction with fashion. After 

all, fashion’s aesthetic quality is never removed from the stories clothing tells; that is, the distinct 

cultural worlds and narratives from which dress emerges. In this regard, Rookmaaker’s attempt to 

exegete art as always containing “human insights and understanding, of human values and truth—

human in the sense that they belong to people…” would invariably involve human dress.751  

Rookmaaker’s penchant for Dooyeweerdian metaphysics and a transcendent “T” truth left 

him predisposed to reading aesthetics through a stable, reliable, order.752 This makes it hard to 

imagine how fashion’s aesthetics of flux, particularity, and surface could be registered. Indeed, 

these qualities of fashion’s aesthetics appear to fall within the sights of Rookmaaker’s critique of 

modernity itself: a movement Rookmaaker characterized as seeking to escape from truth and 

reality.753 Fashion’s particularity is in tension with Rookmaaker’s criteria of reading art for 

																																																								
749 This is not to say that Rookmaaker held a naïve or simplistic notion of beauty. Clearly, as Jeremey Begbie 

points out, Rookmaaker wanted to do more than simply endorse the concept of beauty he found in Dooyeweerd. Even 
so, Rookmaaker continued to posit a formal view of beauty: “Beauty is expressed in line and colour, shape and form, 
rhythm and sound, rhyme and the relationship of words and composition, unity and diversity.” And he continued to 
implore Christian artists to see creating beauty as a chief occupation: “Beauty of course is something given by God as 
a gift to all to create. It is not limited to Christians. But because Christians have been made new in Christ, they are 
now in a position to appreciate God’s true intention for humankind and the world and to create beauty in art as a 
result.” Hans Rookmaaker, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture in The Complete Works of Hans Rookmaaker Vol. 
5 (Carlisle, UK: Piquant, 2003), 153, 155.  

750 Jonathan A. Anderson and William A. Dyrness, Modern Art and the Life of a Culture (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Academic, 2016), 56-59. 

751 Rookmaaker, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture, 16.  
752 Rookmaaker, Modern Art and the Death of a Culture, 18, 21.  
753 Anderson and Dyrness, Modern Art and the Life of a Culture, 57.  
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transcendent truth. Her flux out of place in light of Rookmaaker’s reliable creation. Her appeal to 

surface and “arbitrary” display feeding into Rookmaaker’s depiction of modernity as harboring a 

nihilist persuasion.  

Can Reformational philosophy offer a more positive approach to fashion?  

Also working within the Reformational philosophical tradition, Calvin Seerveld served for 

a number of years as senior member in philosophical aesthetics at the Institute of Christian Studies 

in Toronto. In several writings, Seerveld expresses concern for the role of “the Greek concept” of 

beauty has played in both the larger Christian aesthetic tradition (Augustine, Aquinas, Calvin) and 

among fellow Neo-Calvinists (Kuyper, Bavinck, Dooyeweerd, etc.).754 Indeed, taking aim at 

Rookmaaker in his chapter “Modern Art and the Birth of a Culture,”755 Seerveld suggested 

continuing to approach art in terms of beauty was in no small part responsible for Christianity’s 

woefully inadequate understanding of the aesthetics of modernism.756 To correct this deficit, 

Seerveld developed a very distinct view of art that merged Dooyeweerd’s view of the aesthetic 

modal aspect with his own concept of “allusivity” or “suggestive imaginativity.”757 In numerous 

publications Seerveld explicated art as the sphere of cultural endeavor uniquely tasked with a 

normative aesthetic based on the fabric of creation’s modal aspect of allusivity: an intentional 

																																																								
754 Seerveld associates “the grand old theory of Beauty” with Kuyper, Maritain, Dooyeeweerd and 

Rookmaaker. Calvin Seerveld, Rainbows for the Fallen World, (Toronto: Tuppence Press, 1980), 117. “Dooyeweerd 
and Roomaaker avoided any theologistic Beauty-aesthetics in posting de schone harmonie (beautiful fittingness) as 
the cohering nuclear moment of the aesthetic aspect to reality; they were more intent on the “harmony” than on the 
“beauty.” Actually, de schone harmonie is an unexamined and undeveloped presupposition, replete with ancient Greek 
overtones.” Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 122; Seerveld also writes, “For centuries before the historical 
incarnation of God in Jesus Crist reflection on beauty, epitomized by the dialogues of Plato, set up what became 
perhaps the major stumbling-block to a fruitful theory of art, a down-to-earth sense of the aesthetic, and a hermeneutic 
that can trust imaginative knowledge.” Calvin Seerveld, “A Christian View of Aesthetics” in In the Fields of the Lord: 
A Seerveld Reader, ed. Craig Bartholomew (Carlisle, UK: Piquant, 2000), 330. 

755 Seerveld, Rainbows for the Fallen World, 156-201.  
756 Seerveld sees far more opportunity in Modern Art. Stating, “God’s people everywhere should pray for 

Christian modern artists” and “Too few of Gods’ folk know how Christian modern art can vivify the menacing of the 
fall, unveil the Sabbath in human work, or lift one up to laughter of resurrection joy.” Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen 
World, 200.  

757 Calvin Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 131. 
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making that uses the free play of suggestions to stimulate the senses and emotions. When 

explicating allusivity, Seerveld would often do so inductively, drawing from examples in daily life 

such as enjoying a meal, play and even choices in cosmetics.758 

In his essay “Joy, Style, and Aesthetic Imperatives, with the Biblical Meaning of Clothes 

and Games in the Christian Life” Seerveld turns his attention to dress and fashion. On one hand, 

Seerveld is leery of the power of fad and consumerism in fashion, forces he deems responsible for 

both thoughtless, sentimental, kitschy dress and vain, slick, gaudy outfits.759 If fashion’s aesthetics 

entail adherence to such, Seerveld strong advises: “Christians […] will rightly, normally, be out 

of fashion.”760  

But Seerveld goes on to offer an aesthetic argument that takes up fashion as a messenger 

of style. On this registrar, Seerveld’s aesthetics lead him in quite a different direction. Christians 

not only have the permission to engage in stylish dress, they have a duty to do so. As Seerveld 

states, 

If one buys one durable, discriminatingly tailored cotton dress instead of three or 
four modish accoutrements made from synthetic fibers that hardly breathe, one 
takes a normative step. Instead of more and more in the name of fashion, instead of 
a multiplicity driven on by time saving reason, if one brings into service fewer 
things, which are themselves worth celebrating, one can move toward an enriched 
life.761 
 

What exactly is this style Seerveld has in mind, and how does this enrich life?  

To answer this, we return to Seerveld’s aesthetics category of “allusivity.” Seerveld depicts 

“allusivity” as a feature of created reality that is manifested in all things aesthetic. It involves “a 

																																																								
758 Calvin Seerveld distinguishes himself as possibly the only Christian philosopher to ever address a national 

cosmetics convention. See Seerveld, “Philosophizing Beauty,” 90-97. 
759 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 63-64. 
760 Calvin Seerveld, “Joy, Style, and Aesthetic Imperatives, with the Biblical Meaning of Clothes and Games 

in the Christian Life” in Normative Aesthetics, ed. John H. Kok (Sioux City, IO: Dordt College Press, 2014), 85. 
761 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 69. 
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parable character, a metaphoric intensity, an elusive play in its artefactual presentation of meanings 

apprehended.”762 By claiming the aesthetic modal sphere is about “suggestion,” “making 

allusions,” or “allusiveness,”763 Seerveld sought to move theological aesthetics away from 

“transcendental beauty,” “a God-artist analogy,” and treating “all art as essentially sacramental.”764 

Instead, aesthetics involved a particular “quality of nuancefulness” in symbolic action.765 This shift 

towards communicative action (“joining […] art and literary criticism”766) repositioned aesthetics 

away from both the privileging of the fine arts (such as the paintings that worked particularly well 

for Rookmaaker’s approach) and the role of deductive argumentation. Rather, Seerveld turned to 

examples from “our normal daily experience.”767  

Although Seerveld jettisoned beauty, the idea of artistic inspiration, and the imposition of 

sacramental art on all the arts, he left untouched an idea posited by Calvin and reiterated by 

Kuyper: the aesthetics of dress is to resonate with the aesthetics of creation. In line with the replete 

allusivity of creation,768 so should we dress. In practical terms this meant a bespoke outfit 

(“discriminately tailored”) was more allusive, and therefore to be preferred to ready-to-wear. 

Again, the garment allowing the body to breath was preferred, as such garments worked with the 

allusivity of the body, rather than garments that relied on “synthetic fibers.” Or yet again, the piece 

of clothing that is itself “worth celebrating” was to be preferred as more in tune with the 

																																																								
762 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 27.  
763 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 131-135.  
764 Seerveld, A Christian View of Aesthetics, 333.  
765 Seerveld’s linguistic turn moves it in the direction of fashion theory’s linguistic turn, even as Seerveld 

eschews structural and post-structural hermeneutics.  
766 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 133. 
767 Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 133.  
768 “What Gerald Manley Hopkins called the inscape of things—that suggestive shape of polar leaves falling 

like echoes against a leaden sky or the shapely patterned movement of mackerel flip-flopping in the bottom of a 
rowboat—points to the fact that fish, trees and air can function as objects of aesthetic awareness because everything 
in creation has a dimension of nuancefulness.” Seerveld, Rainbows for a Fallen World, 145.  
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imagination. Thus “Christian style” entailed layering the outward appearance so as to suggestively 

echo the multi-faceted modality of creation itself.  

  As helpful as Seerveld’s move is in freeing fashion from being constrained to hierarchical 

tastes, formalism, and received cultural forms, it leaves a number of questions. Does addressing 

allusively mean that Christians should not be caught in staple outfits such as the printed T-shirt, 

requisite blue jeans, and likely Converse tennis shoes? What value does the social context in which 

one wears an item of clothing have in allusivity? Is there ever justification for dressing 

unimaginatively, or even transgressively? Can theological aesthetics provide a theological 

rationale for more than thoughtful, bespoke, imaginative style? 

 

Re-Fashioning Neo-Calvinism: Wolterstorff and Art 

In line with Seerveld’s concern to locate aesthetics as a vital part of our well-being in 

everyday life, fellow Neo-Calvinist philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff diagnosed the intellectual 

and cultural developments in Western society that have resulted in a restricted, institutionalized 

art as the production of artifacts for disinterested contemplation.769 Wolterstorff accredited this 

shift to the Cartesian turn that placed man as a center of consciousness rather than the Biblical 

vision of man as agent in the world for shalom. In his Art in Action (1980) Wolterstorff defied this 

shift and sought instead to understand art in terms of a widely diverse set of actions. As 

Wolterstorff stated, “works of art equip us for action. And the range of actions for which they 

equip us is very nearly as broad as the range of human action itself.”770 For Wolterstorff, creating 

																																																								
769 Although appreciative, Seerveld does take issue with what he sees as Woltestorff’s “instrumentalist” 

approach to art, Wolterstorff’s apparent denial of the antithesis running through all of art, the breadth of Wolterstorff’s 
concept of world-projection, Wolterstorff’s overreach in criticizing art for coming into its own, Wolterstorff not 
recognizing the irreducibly faith-based role of art production, and for his lack of awareness that “creation order holds 
during historical change.” See “Cal Looks at Nick: A Response to Nicholas Wolterstorff’s Art in Action” in In the 
Fields of the Lord: A Seerveld Reader, ed. Craig Bartholomew (Carlisle, UK: Piquant, 2000), 360-365.  

770 Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 4.  
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art which gives pleasure when seen (Aquinas), expresses ultimate concern (Tillich), evokes 

contemplation (Schopenhauer), or even exposes the institutions and rubrics that determine what 

constitutes art (Duchamp) are all possible actions for artworks, but so too are many artistic actions 

usually excluded from high art institutions: songs that accompany labor, chairs that ennoble sitting, 

and so forth. In developing this thesis, Wolterstorff goes into extended analysis of what constitutes 

aesthetic excellence, the role of the mastery of material, how artists attend to “fittingness,” the 

ontological status and communicative role of world projection, norms in art, etc.—all of which 

embellish and qualify his account of art as a kind of action. 

Recently, Wolterstorff has further advanced his theory of art as a kind of action in his Art 

Rethought: The Social Practices of Art. Seeking to deepen, expand, adjust, and fill-in his thought 

in Art in Action,771 Wolterstorff spends the first half of the volume outlining and contesting what 

he calls “the grand narrative of art.”772 According to Wolterstorff, this is the narrative that art came 

into its own in the modern period as a socially other, transcendent practice. It did so by exchanging 

the construction model with the disinterested contemplation model.773 The latter approach (as 

advanced by Kant and Hegel) drove a wedge between the “fine” and the “mechanical arts.” 

According to Wolterstorff, nearly everything we take for granted in today’s art world—art history, 

art criticism, philosophy of art, and even museums—has been informed by the contemplation 

model. One of the chief problems Wolterstorff has with the grand narrative is its inability to 

adequately address works that don’t fit into traditional “fine” arts (poetry, prose fiction, drama, 

																																																								
771 Wolterstorff points to three concrete corrections he wishes to make: (1) He wishes to move from an 

atomistic view of action to one which recognizes actions as performed within the context of “long-ending, ever-
changing, social practices.” (vii). (2) He wants to employ the idea of the meaning of a work of art; (3.) He wants to 
give a better account of the grand narrative that has driven the tunnel vision of engaging art through disinterested 
attention.  

772 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 26-30. 
773 Wolterstorff does not focus on Kant and Hegel as much as Mortiz and Wackenroder, even so his 

assessment applies all the same. Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 58.  
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painting, sculpture, music, dance, and architecture) or new arts (still-photography, film, and 

ceramics).774 As Wolterstorff states, under the grand narrative “a good many recent artworks are 

not works of the arts.”775 Although Wolterstorff does not explicitly mention it, fashion design 

appears to qualify as one such example of an artwork suspect in light of the grand narrative.  

In place of the grand narrative Wolterstorff provides a new general framework composed 

of two features. The first feature regards the social practices surrounding artworks.776 Seeking to 

amend the implicitly atomistic view of making works of art in Art in Action, in Art Rethought 

Wolterstorff amplifies the social embeddedness of artworks and artists.777 Accordingly, art is never 

a socially transcendent act, but inevitably enmeshed in political, economic, classed, gendered, and 

religious dynamics.778 These larger social worlds inevitably inform the particular socially 

developed practices that are employed to generate art. After all, Wolterstorff argues, when creating 

a work the artist does not normally pluck “arbitrarily from the Platonic realm of universals” but, 

																																																								
774 Here Wolterstorff draws from art historian Hans Belting’s Art History after Modernism, trans. Caroline 

Satzwedel and Mitch Cohen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) and Arthur Danto’s After the End of Art 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997) in his assessment that given the way much art is actually functioning 
eludes the grand narrative that narrative is no longer tenable.    

775 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 56. 
776 I have attempted to follow Wolterstorff’s use of the terms “art” “works of art” “artworks”, etc. He writes, 

“When I use the term “the arts” with no qualifying adjective, I will mean the tradition (fine) arts: poetry, prose fiction, 
drama, painting, sculpture, music, dance, and architecture.  By “a work of the arts” I will then mean a work one of 
those traditional (fine) arts.  In the twentieth century a number of additional media have come to be called “arts,” 
prominent among them being still-photography, film, and ceramics.; I will call these media “new arts”; and I will call 
a work of one of them, “a work of the new arts.” By the term “artwork” I will mean a work presented by some art 
institution for attentive viewing, listening, or reading.  Some artworks are works of one or another of the traditional 
arts, some are works of one or another of the new arts, and some are not works of any art, traditional or new; 
performance artworks would be an example. Conversely, whereas many works of the arts are artworks, many are not.  
Icons functioning as icons are not, nor are songs sung as an accompaniment to work; these are not presented by some 
art institution for attentive viewing or listening. When I speak of “art” rather than “the arts,” I will mean works of the 
traditional and new arts along with those artworks that are works of any of the traditional or new arts. I will seldom 
use the honorific term “work of art.” Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, xiii.  

777 In doing so Wolterstorff is drawing on a broader theme in philosophy of art. For example, in Preben 
Mortensen’s Art in the Social Order: the Making of the Modern Conception of Art (Albany, NY: State University of 
New York Press,1997) Mortensen demonstrates the deeply social underpinnings that have driven the various art 
theories in the modern period.  

778 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 86-90. 
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rather, makes their work in conjunction with an established social practice.779 Said another way, 

artists are not lone mavericks, but rather work within shared practices that involve a tradition of 

know-how, a body of esteemed practitioners, critics, standards of excellence, criteria for 

correctness, and abiding parameters that determine what constitutes a given artistic practice.780  

The second move Wolterstorff advances in his effort to dislodge the grand narrative regards 

the shift from assessing an object of art in light of its capacity for disinterested aesthetic attention, 

to that of its importance as a site of meaning. Given “meaning” is such a multivalent term, 

Wolterstorff clarifies what he has in mind. Calling for the recovery the three-fold horizons of the 

author, art object, and observers of artworks, Wolterstorff distinguishes three kinds of meaning: 

the intent the maker had in creating (“act-meaning”), the meaning this intent brings to an object 

(“maker-meaning”), and the way a work is engaged by the public (“social practice-meaning”).781 

Works of art are sites of meaning in all three of these senses.  

Wolterstorff’s reframing of art opens the door for a new way to understand the art of 

fashion. His depiction of the slow dissolution of the grand narrative explains the changing faces 

of fashion’s relationship to art. During the height of the grand narrative, when sublime beauty was 

considered the chief qualifying feature of art, the lady’s toilette and a painter’s studio were often 

juxtaposed with each other.782 This comparison did not always fare well for fashion, given its 

discourse pushed against absorbed aesthetic attention.  More than other aesthetic activities, fashion 

was never easy to disassociate from the influence of social practice, as a speech act, and a complicit 

relationship to artifice. As the criteria of beauty waned, some (such as we saw in Baudelaire) 

struggled to find a way to recognize fashion in the wake of a dislodged beauty.  

																																																								
779 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 86.  
780 Wolterstorff critiques the “Artist as Creator” in Art in Action, 50-58 and again in Art Rethought, 52-53.  
781 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 112-114.  
782 Fashion and Art, 87 
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As Wolterstorff argues, the twentieth century has witnessed the collapse of the grand 

narrative. It is also during the twentieth century that fashion more explicitly shifted from technical 

and formal concerns (quality and style) to the centrality of concept in fashionable dress—accenting 

dress primarily a site of meaning rather than aesthetic focus. Emblematic of this shift are the 1980’s 

Japanese conceptual designers Yohji Yamamoto, Rei Kawakubo, and Issey Miyake, all of whom 

pioneered fashion as explicitly conceptual.783 It is little wonder that as art in general was organized 

around the issue of “meaning” rather than absorbed aesthetic attention, a piece from Miyake’s 

“clothes art” became the first fashion item to ever be featured on the cover of Artforum.784 This 

same movement in Japan was also evident in the early 80’s with the emergence of “The Antwerp 

Six” from the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp.785 Abandoning convention, these designers 

experimented with approaches that disturbed the fundamentals of European fashion, such as fit, 

elegance, and style. These were just the first of what would become a succession of conceptual 

designers and designs that continue to this day.  

Additionally, Wolterstorff’s account of “art-reflexive art” also sheds light on the art of 

fashion. This is true not only of designs that draw attention to the constructed nature of clothes 

through exposing seams, placing zippers in unexpected places, displaying parts of the garment that 

are typically hidden, and displacing features that are to be expected,786 but also in regards to 

																																																								
783 As Harold Koda, curator of the Costume Institute, Metropolitan Museum of Art, calls these artist, theirs 

is an “aesthetics of poverty.” The idea being aesthetics was sublimated to the “meaning” the garment was to carry. 
See Bonnie English, “Fashion as Art: Postmodernist Japanese Fashion” in The Cutting Edge: Fashion From Japan 
(Sydney: Powerhouse Publishing, 2005), 29-40.  

784 See Hazel Clark, “Conceptual Fashion” in Fashion and Art, eds. Adam Geczy and Vicki Karaminas (New 
York: Berg, 2012), 68.  

785 Ann Demeulemeester, Dries Van Noten, Dirk Van Saene, Dirk Bikkembergs, Maria Yee and Walter Van 
Beirdendonck. For the significant role these designers played in fashion see Geert Bruloot and Debo Kaat, eds, 6+ 
Antwerp (Antwerp: Ludion, 2007).  

786 Kurt W. Back, “Modernism and Fashion: A Social Psychological Interpretation,” in Fashion Theory: A 
Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New York: Routledge, 2007), 405; Alison Grill, “Deconstructing Fashion: The Making 
of Unfinished; Decomposing and Re-Assembled Clothes,” in Fashion Theory: A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard (New 
York: Routledge, 2007), 489-516.  
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broader movements in fashion such as the calculated ambiguity, intentionally obscure references, 

and cannibalization of a repository of styles in a bricolage of references (camouflage patterned 

shorts worn with a peasant styled blouse, jeans and tennis shoes with a sports coat and tie). Such 

moves join their voice to the challenge of the grand narrative. (In this case, it is a challenge to the 

idea of fashion as a systematic replacement of coherent styles.)  

Andy Warhol, who Wolterstorff also treats in Art Rethought as exemplary for his art-

reflexive art, once stated,  

I think the way people dress today is a form of artistic expression. Saint Laurent, 
for instance, has made great art. Art lies in the way the whole outfit is put together. 
Take Jean-Paul Gaultier. What he does is really art.787  
 

Here, as Wolterstorff argues, is another example of Warhol pushing the boundaries of art as 

dictated by the grand narrative.  As Warhol’s zeroing in on fashion reveals, fashion holds a distinct 

power to undo the grand narrative, with its power to blur the lines between dedicated practitioners 

and public participation;788 its refusal to leave behind the social and particular by way of a 

transcendent (timeless and universal) aesthetic; its employment of kitsch for its own purposes; its 

blurring of the boundaries between art and everyday world; its ready-to-wear that echo Duchamp’s 

logic of the ready-made; its rejection of “disinterest” and the explicit association with the power 

of market forces; its blurring of art with ordinary life; its placement of art within the warp and 

woof of cultural realities; and its recognition that the significance of all works are contingent upon 

what has come before and after them.789 

The above litany reveals Wolterstorff’s account of art in Art Rethought offers unique 

traction for understanding the art of fashion. But is Wolterstorff’s account sufficiently theological? 

																																																								
787 Andy Warhol as quoted in Mitchell Oakley Smith and Alison Kubler, Art/Fashion in the 21st Century 

(London: Thames & Hudson, 2013), 11.  
788 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 97. 
789 Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 116.  
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If art is not a socially transcendent activity pointing to the universal and timeless in what sense can 

it point above or beyond to the divine?  

In Art in Action Wolterstorff’s lays out his theological rational. Here we witness 

Wolterstorff’s Reformed impulse to amplify the creator/creation distinction that drives his views. 

As Wolterstorff states,  

Man’s embeddedness in the physical creation, and his creaturely vocation and 
creaturely end within that creation, are where we must begin if we are to describe 
how the Christians sees the arts, provided, in turn, that the arts are seen as 
instruments and objects of action. To begin there is to begin at the center of the 
Christian’s convictions concerning God the Creator and man His creature.790 
 

According to Wolterstorff, it is precisely because God is God and humans are humans that one 

should take serious working within creation’s social, material, and hermeneutic worlds. Said 

another way, because our calling is that of agents within creation called to act (i.e. constructing 

rather than merely contemplating) with the stuff of this world—employing both the realities of 

color, texture, etc., and the social, cultural and hermeneutic realities—such action is already 

theological. While this might leave some desiring a more elaborate theologically constructive 

position,791 it does provide ample room for fleshing-out a theological account. This being all the 

more when we consider the implications of the directions our actions take.792 Will our action move 

towards the biblical concept of shalom? Will they work within the grain of the givenness of 

creation?793 To use Calvin’s language, will our fashion be a help, or a hindrance? 

But Wolterstorff’s account might also be considered theological in a much broader sense.  

																																																								
790 Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 69. 
791 Philip Stoltzfus, Theology as Performance: Music, Aesthetics, and God in Western Thought (Edinburgh: 

T & T Clark, 2006), 9. Stoltzfus’s critique is aimed at setting up his own project: assessing the concept of God entailed 
by various views of performative action.   

792 Al Wolters, Creation Regained: The Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 87-114. 

793 As Trevor Hart puts it, “the notion of the world’s “givenness” as a premise and a context for human action 
and response.” Trevor Hart, Making Good: Creation, Creativity, and Artistry (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 
2014), 88.  
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Given neither Augustine nor Aquinas accented a continuum between Divine beauty, creation’s 

beauty, and the arts, the criteria of beauty for artistic assessment one finds among modern 

theologians can be considered a distinctly modern development, one that eventually conflates 

Hegel and Kant’s delimiting qualification of the beautiful and art with Augustine and Aquinas’s 

theological account of beauty as a hallmark of God and creation.794 Again, to be clear, this is not 

to deny formal qualifications constituted beauty for Augustine and Aquinas, but rather, that 

reducing the qualification of art to beauty for theological reasons was not the order of either 

Augustine’s nor Aquinas’s day.795 If Wolterstorff is right regarding this, the critical role of beauty 

one finds in Kuyper, Bavinck, and Rookmaaker’s discussions on the arts reminds us that the Neo-

Calvinist desire to update Calvinism in light of modern concerns was not immune from importing 

aspects of modernity that would make such updates problematic—the art of fashion 

notwithstanding. 

In this chapter we’ve moved past the debate of whether fashion is art to address the 

aesthetic driving the debate. Here we saw a trajectory that moved from aesthetic views that were 

suspicious of fashion (Kant, Hegel), to more contemporary approaches (Dewey, phenomenology) 

that gain traction with fashion’s aesthetics. This set the stage for looking at theological aesthetics. 

Here too we saw a trajectory, from early thinkers (Augustine, Aquinas) that appealed to beauty so 

																																																								
794 But, as Wolterstorff claims, the association of beauty with art is an artifact of this time period, since beauty 

as a qualifier of art “is not writ into the nature of things.” Wolterstorff, Art Rethought, 311.  
795 Indeed, art for much of Western history was seen in mundane terms. Creating beautiful art did happen, 

but not necessarily. As cathedrals remind us, art was typically employed as a vehicle for teaching us about God.  They 
were to be books for the unlearned. So for Gregory the Great, “a picture is provided in churches for the reason that 
those who are illiterate may at least read by looking at the walls what they cannot read in books.” Gregory the Great, 
The Letters of Gregory the Great, vol. 2, trans. John R. C. Martyn (Toronto: PIMS, 2004), 674.  Note that this frames 
art primarily as a vehicle of communication, rather than a portal of beauty. (Although it could, in theory, serve as a 
portal among other things.) Here I appeal to Meyer Schapiro, who argues Aquinas’s aesthetics of beauty and theory 
of art have almost nothing in common with our contemporary understanding of “the fine arts” or even how to 
understand symbolic representation in a cathedral. Meyer Schapiro, “On the Aesthetic Attitude in Romanesque Art,” 
in K.B. Iyer (ed.) Art and Thought (London: Luzac, 1947) as quoted in Margolis, “Medieval Aesthetics,” 34.  
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as to establish a link between God and creation, to theological aesthetics that increasingly pushed 

for beauty as providing the link between God, creation, and the arts. Finally, we took up key 

thinkers in the Neo-Calvinist tradition so as to understand how this tradition has opened up a way 

to understand the art of fashion. Among these, we’ve identified Nicholas Wolterstorff’s idea of art 

as a kind of performance or action as holding out the most promise for a theological account of the 

art of fashion: an approach that recognizes fashion’s embodied, mutable, terrestrial, social, 

performative dynamics.  In this scheme fashion’s theo-aesthetic significance is by way of 

humanity’s creaturely, aesthetic vocation as actors—a vocation that is to be carried out by way of 

recognizing one’s responsibility towards God, mankind, and creation, all for the sake of shalom.  

If art is indeed a kind of performance, it helps explain why the art of fashion has drawn 

record crowds within museums.796 Although less adept at contemplation, such crowds tacitly know 

how to act by way of fashion. For in an age of fashion we are all insiders to the kinds of every day 

performances fashion affords.  

This insider knowledge of the imaginative world informing our everyday dress brings us 

to our final chapter.  

 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
796 The record-breaking crowds at the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 2011 show “Alexander McQueen: 

Savage Beauty” is a case in point.				
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CHAPTER 6 
 
 

Theo-Poetics & Fashion: 
 

Reforming the Drama of Everyday Fashion 
 

 
“This is what fashion is all about […] the hope of something new.” 

– Bill Cunningham 
 

“People don’t want to see clothes. They want to see something that fuels the 
imagination.”–Alexander McQueen 

 
“Poetic discourse brings to language a pre-objective world in which we find 

ourselves already rooted but in which we also project our inmost possibilities.”  
– Paul Ricoeur 

 
 
 
“Plato’s Atlantis” and the Drama of (High) Fashion 

The lights are dimmed. The audience is hushed. All eyes turn to a giant screen displaying 

the torso of a woman writhing on the sand. Increasingly covered in snakes she eventually is 

engulfed in water. The result of this bizarre snake-meets-woman reverse evolution becomes 

apparent when models emerge marching across a sparkling, mother-of-pearl hued runway dressed 

in short, reptile-skin-patterned digitally printed dresses. These futuristic creatures suggest a cross 

between translucent sea nymphs and post-apocalyptic super-humans; their massive intricately 

designed stilettos simultaneously reference the grace of ballerinas en pointe and a large, menacing 

crustacean claw;797 the blending of beauty and a dangerous sublime being further evoked by “hair 

braided into barbaric horn shapes and corn rowed like archaic Greek goddesses.”798  

																																																								
797 Judith Watt, Alexander McQueen: The Life and Legacy (New York: Harper Design, 2012), 262.  
798 Watt, Alexander McQueen, 262. 
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Through such arrestingly impeccable designs, famed fashion designer Alexander McQueen 

relayed the phantasmagorical story of a future rediscovery of Atlantis in lieu of humanity seeking 

to survive earth’s melting polar caps. As McQueen relayed, “We came from water and now, with 

the help of stem cell technology, we must go back to survive.”799 Titled, “Plato’s Atlantis,” 

McQueen’s dramatic runway invited his audience to a new vision of humanity and her world.  

McQueen’s work is a striking example of the dramatic, arresting power of fashion: a 

capable force shaping the way we imagine the future, the world, and ourselves.800 As such, his 

work serves as a reminder that although fashion might be examined from various angles—its 

relationship to democracy, its association with art, etc.—it also serves as an important conduit for 

reimagining identities, narratives, and possible worlds.801 Indeed, as the success of McQueen’s 

work evinces, fashion’s capacity to re-imagine oneself as a character in a dramatic story has 

captured (and conflicted) late modernity.802   

McQueen’s work reminds us that fashion traffics in the world of the creative imagination. 

Before presenting their work on runways, designers ask themselves: What stories do we desire the 

garments to evoke? What compelling visions might we kindle? What tacit hopes might we 

piggyback on? Indeed, as those in the industry know, it is not uncustomary for designers to draw 

																																																								
799 Watt, Alexander McQueen, 261.  
800 Holland Cotter, “Designer as Dramatist, and the Tales He Left Behind,” New York Times Art & Design, 

May 4, 2011. Accessed online 6-9-13 at: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/07/ arts/design/alexander-mcqueen-show-
at-the-met-review.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0. 

801 As the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s curator Andrew Bolton explains, McQueen’s work explored motifs 
resident in late modern Romanticism: the combination of romance and horror that one found in nineteenth century 
Victorian Gothic. Andrew Bolton, Alexander McQueen: Savage Beauty (New Haven, Yale University Press. 2011), 
12-15. Charles Taylor’s work on the genesis of contemporary Romanticism proves quite helpful for assessing 
McQueen’s project. See Taylor, A Secular Age, 304. 

802 In Plato’s Atlantis, McQueen’s futuristic vision for a fuller or deeper something remains conflicted and 
problematized by the menacing nature of these new creatures. Such problematizing is common for McQueen’s 
catwalks. For instance, in his spring/summer 2000 collection, his models soar above like angelic creatures, yet they 
do so above a menacing bed of massive spikes positioned underneath the flying figures—intimating not only a soaring 
hope but also a foreboding terror. Robert Covolo, “Beyond The Low-Rise Jean: Traces of Resurrection on the 
Catwalks of the Late Alexander McQueen” in The Other Journal: Body (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2014), 30-37. 
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a narrative sketch before beginning to design a new line of clothing. Designers know that at the 

end of the day, imaginations and hopeful longings inevitably must relate the garment to narrative 

action; for drama drives the imagination in ways the mere elements of color, cut, and stitch never 

can. 

 

The Theo-Poetics of Everyday Dress 

Knock-offs are not the same as haute couture. Lavish garments appearing on the catwalks 

of celebrated designers are one thing, but what about our everyday dress? Can the ready-to-wear 

fashions from chain stores and retail outlets that fill people’s closets elicit anything like what 

McQueen’s dramatic, spectacular, one-of-a-kind garments evoked?  

Here it will be argued that the basic dramatic elements at play in McQueen’s catwalks—

imaginative construals dramatically blending time, narration, and performance—are also at work 

in our everyday dress. What’s more, these dramatic elements open themselves to theological 

inflection. To make this argument, we will proceed in two steps. First, we will draw from various 

fashion theorists to expand our understanding of how the selection and wearing of clothes in an 

age of fashion involves the dramatic elements of time, narrative, and performance.803 Having 

explored these elements, the second half of the chapter will unpack the theological ramifications 

of this trilogy.  

Before proceeding, a word about how we are using the term “theo-poetics.” Readers will 

recognize that the first half of this hyphenated term “theo” refers to “theological.” But not so clear 

is the second half of the hyphenation, “poetics.” As the subtitle “Reforming the Drama of Everyday 

																																																								
803 “Whether theology is inscribed in the genre of poetry, in the form of story, or in a thicker, more theoretical 

style of prose, it remains Poiesis: an inventive, intuitive, and imaginative act of composition performed by authors.” 
Scott Holland, “Theopoetics is the Rage,” The Conrad Grebel Review, 31:2 (January, 2013), 123.  
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Fashion” suggests, the term “poetics” is not a reference to poetry. Rather, the idea of “drama” 

points us in the direction of Aristotle’s Poetics. As it was with Aristotle, here our concern is with 

how dramas work.804 What do they do? How do they do it? To answer these questions, Aristotle 

explores a number of issues, including the importance of the sequencing of events (temporality), 

the role of plot in a good story (narration), and how actors are to perform so as to create dramatic 

effect (performance). We use the term “theo-poetics” to signal similar concerns: exploring not only 

fashion’s relationships to time, narration, and performance but also the theological implications 

these relationships hold. 

We begin by exploring how fashion shapes our experience of time.  

 

Life-on-the-Cusp: Fashion and Time 

As we stated in chapter one, below fashion’s expanded markets, new forms of production, 

unraveling of class hierarchies, emancipation from authority, and challenging of tradition resides 

fashion’s distinct mark: a logic of change.    

In his Fashion: A Philosophy, Lars Svendsen adds to the list of factors in the rise of 

fashion’s flux something else: “a new understanding of time and history.”805 Svendsen claims this 

dynamic manifests itself in modernity’s growing sensitivity to anachronisms. This is registered in 

medieval art where medieval painters painted Biblical characters with little concern regarding the 

actual period clothing these ancient subjects would have worn. In contrast, modernity is compelled 

to coordinate everything in terms of how it relates to “the new.” As Svendsen reminds us, this 

																																																								
804 Even as Aristotle’s Poetics offers important insights applicable to poetry, painting, and more. Thus, 

speaking of Aristotle’s Poetics, Stephen Halliwell writes, “the progression of thought, with its general references to 
mimesis and its visual examples, leaves little room to doubt that the inquiry applies to all mimetic art.” Stephen 
Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), 70.  

805 Svendson, Fashion: A Philosophy, 24. 
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acute sensitivity to “the new” is relatively new—a nervousness that did not gain expansive 

credence until the eighteenth century.806   

Svendsen is not alone in this view. Here he appeals to Gianno Vattimo’s work. According 

to Vattimo, “Modernity is the place where the “new” becomes the supreme value. [It is where] ‘Il 

faut être absolument moderne!’ becomes the fashionable maxim.”807 Note the tautology implicit 

in this predicament. We are to value “the new.” Why? So as to be modern. What is it to be modern? 

It is to value “the new.”808 This line of thinking is why—as Yves Michaud, Jean Baudrillard and 

others have argued—fashion’s logic of “the new” has permeated all facets of modern society.809 

What’s more, this tautology reveals that not only is “the new” presumed superior, but in making 

the claim of the superiority of “the new” modernity self-authenticates herself.  

Svendsen goes on to draw attention to how modernity’s fascination with the novel shapes 

moderns’ experience of time. How so? Modernity’s love affair with “the new” puts a distinct 

weight on “the now.” For moderns, “the now” is where it’s at. Conversely, the past is not merely 

what has gone before, but signals deprivation.810 These assumptions are evident in the 2012 Pepsi 

global ad campaign “Live for Now.” Filled with images of attractive youth experiencing 

exceptional, exuberant moments, Pepsi’s multi-million-dollar campaign unashamedly tapped into 

																																																								
806 One hears this awareness and value for “the new” in the depiction of the pre-Revolution political and 

social system as the “ancien régime.” Indeed, the term “ancien régime” would eventually come to stand for all political 
and social systems replaced by a new form. See Covolo, “The Theo-Politics of Fashion,” 97.  

807 [“You have to be absolutely modern!”] Quoted in Thomas G. Guarino, Vattimo and Theology (Edinburgh: 
T & T Clark, 2009), 8. This is a paraphrase of a statement from Vattimo, The End of Modernity (Baltimore, MD: John 
Hopkins, 1988), 99.  

808 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 25.  
809 Yves Michaud, L’art à l’état gazeux (Paris: Pluriel, 2010), 205. According to Baudrillard, “[…] fashion 

is at the core of modernity, extending even into science and revolution, because the entire order of modernity, from 
sex to media, from art to politics, is infiltrated by this logic.” Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 90. 

810 “It is Bill Gates’ style capacity to shorten the time span of durability, to forget about the “long term,” to 
focus on the manipulation of transience rather than durability, to dispose of things lightly in order to clear the site for 
other things similarly transient and similarly meant to be instantly used up, that is now days the privilege of the top 
people, which makes them the top people they are. Being stuck with things for a long time, beyond their ‘use up and 
abandon’ date and beyond the moment when their ‘new and improved’ replacements and ‘upgrades’ are on offer, is, 
on the contrary, the symptom of deprivation.” Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity, 126.  
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the high premium modernity puts on the fusion of the new-now in the modern imagination.811 It 

capitalized on something those in an age of fashion take for granted: to live ever-on-the-cusp of 

the present moment is to experience a qualitatively superior life. The emerging present tense is the 

ever-moving center of life’s drama, from this (limited) perspective the new-now is (i.e. present 

continuous tense) an ever-appearing denouement.  

Retaining the ideal of the new-now requires goods to be forever “new and improved.” To 

keep up with this ideal styles are given slight changes and continuously reintroduced so as to keep 

them part of the new-now. Or, conversely, a style dominant in a previous fashion dispensation can 

be ripped out of history, given some new element from a different period or genre and reintroduced 

as the new-now: the 50’s patterned dress constructed with a contemporary textile, a 70’s short 

sleeve collared shirt is given military epaulets.  

But according to Svendsen, not only our understanding of time but also our view of history 

has had to shift in an age of fashion. In the twentieth century the new-now logic has involved an 

increasingly feverish pace of style replacement. Whereas changes in style used to be identified 

with a given season, the frenetic speed by which new styles have been introduced has compressed 

the distanced between “the old-then” and “the new-now.” This has resulted in a collapse of the 

linear history of previous fashion dispensations, and challenged the veracity of the reigning new-

now. With this shift it is fair to ask: Can fashion’s logic of the new-now be what it used to be? 

While younger generations may never experience the dramatic revolution of a new style like 

																																																								
811 As one commercial in the campaign stated, “Stop Waiting for the right moment, take this moment, and 

make it epic!” Undoubtedly, Pepsi’s theme of moving from one “epic moment” to the next does not square with 
sacrifices entailed in achieving long term goals, such as environmental stewardship. Robert, Hill, “Pepsico’s ‘Live 
For Now’ Campaign Sends the Wrong Message,” The Huffington Post, August 8th, 2014. Accessed online at 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-hii/pepsicos-live-for-now-cam_b_5737300.html 
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previous generations, the ideal of the new-now remains, even as the mechanisms that gave rise to 

this ideal undermine its veracity.812   

 

The Stories We Wear: Fashion and Narrative 

But there are forces that push against an implosion of fashion history through the logic of 

the new-now. Even if collective dress history no longer has the sharp lines of past dispensations, 

there are still mega and micro trends that reside in broader society and within subcultures. Possibly 

the most important dynamic keeping the new-now from collapsing is the role that dress plays in 

crafting personal narrative: the importance of dress in identifying not only larger developments 

(changes in seasons, age, life stages, etc.) but our daily routine. As fashion theorist Julia Twigg 

argues, it is precisely because clothes are intimately linked with personal and social identity that 

they play a significant and distinctive part in the process of narration.813 

To appreciate Twigg’s point, one merely needs to think for a moment about the kind of 

personal gymnastics daily dressing involves. When considering what to wear we cast ourselves 

into the future. In what scenarios will this garment be worn? What impressions will it leave our 

(imagined) audience? Does it fit our “lifestyle”? That is, does it match our aesthetic vision of 

ourselves and a compelling existence? Sometimes we are drawn to a particular garment by 

projecting some action or communication it will enable in a given episode: the tie that offers the 

subtle hint of one’s slightly left or right political loyalties; the shoe that identifies us with our 

generation while being sensitive to contemporary trends or youth culture. Although such concerns 

serve as the fodder for comic relief when portrayed as the obsessive antics of a self-absorbed 

																																																								
812 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 31.  
813 Julia Twigg, “Dress and the Narration of Life” in Fashion and Age: Dress, the Body and Later Life 

(London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 75. 
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fashion victim, we must not miss the role such seemingly insignificant projections play in our 

everyday lives.  

The imaginative gymnastics of daily dress indicate dressing in an age of fashion is 

inextricably involved in the narration of our lives. Daily choices in dress fund and are funded by 

the (often tacit) art of imagining a cast of characters, sequencing events, and projecting the mood 

of a given setting. In other words, it involves imagining and creating compelling small stories that 

make up our (larger) story.814  

This close relationship between dress and the narration of life indicates more happens in 

malls than we might suspect. The shoe salesperson asks the shopper a number of questions: “What 

are you looking for?” “What will you use these shoes for?” “Will you be wearing them to work?” 

“What is your budget?” Of course, the unassuming shopper believes they are merely shopping for 

shoes, and hoping not to walk away with something dreadful. But such questions about one’s 

personal life provide the opportunity for people to momentarily step outside, to pause, and to 

identify both regular events (daily trips to work), special occasions (an upcoming wedding), and a 

defined period (how long the shoes will last). Such a moment provides the chance to intuit where 

their feet have been, and where their feet might take them; who they see having been, and how 

they might appear in the future. In such brief sessions shoppers are given an opportunity to tacitly 

rehearse, revise, and project the stories they (seek to) inhabit. They invite, among other things, a 

poetic project. 

																																																								
814 As William Dyrness states, “This way of putting things suggests that we are a collection of little stories, 

which are impacted by other stories. This is accumulating narrative includes small things, like a visit to the art museum, 
and larger things, like one’s heart transplant five years ago.” William A. Dyrness, Poetic Theology, 83-84.  
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Of course, malls are much more; many kinds of activities can happen in them.815 Even so, 

it is worth noting the important pairing that takes place in these theaters of purchase and display. 

Coffee shops, seating areas, and eating establishments are commonplace for shopping zones. These 

invite people to step outside of the purchasing mode to refresh. Often they position shoppers on 

the perimeters of thoroughfares—a prime location to people watch. This activity invites shoppers 

to observe other shoppers strolling in front of them, to tacitly consider their world and “lifestyle” 

as demonstrated through their choices of appearance. Then, having refreshed, shoppers step back 

into a store armed with a new sampling of (imagined) “lifestyles,” applying this new inarticulate 

understanding to navigate the next set of choices. When they walk out of a store displaying a newly 

purchased item they complete the cycle: becoming an object of embodied mimesis for other people 

watchers. And so the mimetic dialectic of mutual display and purchase continues.816  

The mechanisms of changing dress—from the daily shifts to facilitate a day’s activities 

(slippers when first up, outfit for work, athletic wear for the gym, jeans for the evening out), to the 

transitions in our wardrobe that mark the cycle of the seasons, to the long-range trends that 

periodize our dress such that generations become visible, etc.—all serve to integrate into 

meaningful wholes what might otherwise be experienced as random occurrences, a disconnected 

																																																								
815 This is not to say that Malls have the same effect on all people, nor that all people experience and engage 

malls the same way. Rather, Paul’s argument regarding the malls of his day (wherein meat was sacrificed to idols—1 
Corinthians 8-11) demonstrates that Paul recognized people could hold different interpretations of the same practice. 
See Robert Covolo & Cory Willson, “When is a Mall Just a Mall? The Complexity of Reading Cultural Practices,” 
The Other Journal, February, 2012. Accessed online 12-12-16 at: http://theotherjournal.com/2012/02/02/when-is-a-
mall-just-a-mall-the-complexity-of-reading-cultural-practices/. 

816 Here, distinct from Habermas’s view of communicative action, I draw off of Pierre Bourdieu’s 
understanding of agency. While Bourdieu saw agents as self-interested, strategic actors with a real choice, he did not 
see their action as typically self-consciously calculated, but rather tacitly generated from a sense pratique. In other 
words, self-narration is not a discursive activity wherein we mentally articulate “our story,” but something that tends 
“to take place below the level of consciousness, expression and the reflexive distance which these presuppose.” See 
Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1980), 73.  
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set of events, or monotonous repetition.817 This point is important if we are to understanding the 

rapid change of dress characteristic of fashion as more than merely the outcome of disposable 

income, rampant consumerism, and an imposing industry. For if dress in an age of fashion also 

serves personal poetics—the making of a compelling story out of our lives—the de-formative 

influence of market powers should not blind us to the role of choices in the ongoing practice of 

narrative construal. Indeed, since “change lies at the heart of narrative,”818 dress would not retain 

the traction it does as a vehicle of narration without the variety of shifting styles of clothing 

available in an age of fashion. 

   

In Costume: Fashion and Performance 

We’ve touched on the influence of fashion on time and narrative, but getting dressed in an 

age of fashion also entails the act of wearing clothing. Therefore, we conclude our trilogy with the 

issue of fashion and performance.  

In the last half-century, the language of “performance” has spread well beyond artistic 

performance (theater, performance art, poetry reading) to include the study of performance in 

broader ritual and social contexts. According to one of the founding voices of performance studies, 

Richard Schechner, this expansive understanding of cultural performance takes up “how 

performance is used in politics, medicine, religion, popular entertainments, and ordinary face-to-

face interactions.”819 The distribution of the idea of performance into the broader academy raises 

the question as to what holds all of these various usages of performance together. One of the most 

																																																								
817 According to Julia Twigg, “Telling life through the chronology of styles is indeed part of how life stories, 

particularly for women, are told. Clothes anchor people’s understandings of the past and measure the passage of time. 
[…] Dress reveals the historical moment in particularly vivid and concrete way.” Twigg, Dress and Age, 76.    

818 Twigg, Dress and Age, 75.  
819 Richard Schechner, “Performance Studies: The Broad Spectrum Approach,” in The Performance Studies 

Reader, 3rd ed., eds. Henry Bial and Sara Brady (New York: Routledge, 2016), 8.  
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influential answers to this question has come from Marvin Carlson. In “What is Performance?” 

Carlson highlights one understanding he believes stands out among the various ideas of what 

constitutes performance.820 

all performance involves a consciousness of doubleness, through which the actual 
execution of an action is placed in mental comparison with a potential, an ideal, or 
a remembered original model of that action. […] Performance is always 
performance for someone, some audience that recognizes and validates it as 
performance even when, as is occasionally the case, the audience is the self.821 
 

This view raises a number of questions on the role of fashion in our everyday social performances. 

How does wearing clothing in an age of fashion involve a doubleness of consciousness of action? 

What does it mean to compare our action with a (tacit) ideal? What is the remembered original 

model informing our fashion performance?  

A classic on the nature of everyday performances is Erving Goffman’s, The Presentation 

of Self in Everyday Life. Goffman’s work serves as a valuable aid in unpacking fashion’s 

performances. There are a number of reasons for this. First, Goffman’s work has been seminal 

within performance studies in its own right, having been credited with playing an important role 

in bringing the idea of performance into not only social psychology, but the purview of both the 

public and broader academy.822 Second, in line with our discussion of drama, Goffman explicitly 

employs dramaturgical language in expressing the way individuals engage in various ritually and 

culturally coded forms of behavior. Third, Goffman was deeply concerned with developing the 

micro structures of everyday interactions that drive performances—detailing the distinct 

																																																								
820 According to Carlson those three broader “usages” entail: (1.) a display of skill, (2.) the carrying out of a 

particular pattern of behavior, and (3.) the success of an activity as judged by an audience. Carlson has no intention 
of engaging in “the futility of seeking some overarching semantic field to cover such seemingly disparate usages.” 
Marvin Carlson, “What is Performance?” in The Performance Reader (New York: Routledge, 2016), 75. 

821 Marvin Carlson, “What is Performance?,” 75.  
822 Henry Bial and Sara Brady, eds., The Performance Studies Reader, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2016), 

61.  



				 224	
	
	

information agents sought to give through both intentional and unintentionally action. Finally, 

Goffman has been identified as a key theorist for those seeking to theorize about fashion.823  

So how does Goffman’s assessment fill in the details of Carlson’s “suggestive take” on 

performance? Does Goffman address “doubleness” and the “ideal” as part of performance? In 

these regards, Goffman’s The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life is something of a manifesto. 

Although Goffman does not rely on the term “doubleness,” his model goes into great detail 

regarding the twofoldedness of everyday interactions. This is evident in Goffman’s depiction of 

performances involving a frontstage wherein one offers a unified presentation to onlookers and a 

backstage wherein preparations for the performance takes place. (The backstage being a better 

place to identify and therefore orchestrate the various pieces involved—appearances, manners, 

team players, etc.824) Additionally, albeit in a lesser way, “doubleness” is also evident in 

Goffman’s depiction of the credulity/incredulity performers have in regards to their performance: 

resulting in either a belief in the impression one seeks to make (credulity) or a cynical posture 

towards one’s impression (incredulity).825 

Goffman’s account also offers a number of ways to understand the “ideal” that is used to 

assess one’s action. For Goffman there is an over-all “ideal” (i.e. goal) for performances; namely, 

the influencing of the perceptions of others regarding oneself. To this more general “ideal” 

Goffman adds more specific sub-reasons by which performers assess their performance: saving 

face among participants, avoiding embarrassment by creating a seamless presentation, establishing 

recognition (fame), and so on. However, Goffman also uses the word “idealized” to speaks of 

performances in a number of other senses. Performances can be idealized in their tendency to 

																																																								
823 Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking Through Fashion, 149-164.  
824 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday, 1959), 22-24.    
825 Goffman, The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life, 18-19.   
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“incorporate and exemplify” the officially accredited values of a society.826 They may be 

“idealized” so as to identify with the higher strata of society, or (by contrast) to identify with the 

lowest strata (such as the street beggar). In this second sense, they are ideal in that they are 

streamlined for a particular effect.  

Although Goffman never singled out fashionable clothing,827 fashion theorist Efrat Tseëlon 

sees Goffman’s work as uniquely qualified for unpacking fashion’s performances.828 According 

to Tseëlon, Goffman’s methodology breaks out of what she calls the “stereotype approach” to 

fashion: an approach limited to assessing the role of broader social structures resulting in iconic 

dress, ritualized dress, over-coded dress, and so on. In contrast, Tseëlon praises Goffman’s 

invitation to understand “the unique everyday clothes of individuals whose meaning is part of the 

individual’s set of experiences, interactions and vocabulary.”829 Therefore the real import of 

Goffman’s contribution is not in regards to his statements about clothing per se, but his seminal 

methodology of merging the implicit codes and unspoken norms that drive fashion’s everyday 

performances (normative expectations of which body parts can be exposed, style guidelines for a 

given setting, etc.) with the various performances that individuals construct and maintain as part 

of their performance repertoire.    

 

																																																								
826 Goffman, The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life, 35 
827 Goffman speaks of clothing as part of the “personal front” of the actor. Goffman, The Presentation of the 

Self in Everyday Life, 23-24. 
828 Tseëlon has employed Goffman’s understanding of performance in a number of her works such as Efrat 

Tseëlon, Communicating via Clothing [PhD thesis], Oxford: University of Oxford; Efrat Tseëlon, The Masque of 
Femininity: The Presentation of Woman in Everyday Life (London: Sage, 1995). 

829 Tseëlon, “Erving Goffman,” in Thinking Through Fashion: A Guide to Key Theorists, eds. Agnés 
Rocamora and Anneke Smelik (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 150.  



				 226	
	
	

Reforming The Drama of Everyday Dress 

We have looked at three important strands in the poetics of everyday dress as digested by 

various fashion theorists. First, we examined how everyday fashion places dramatic import on the 

new-now. Second, we considered how everyday fashion is employed in the narration of life. Third, 

we probed the role of everyday dress in life’s performances. Having identified and distilled these 

critical poetic elements informing the drama of everyday dress, we now turn to explore what (if 

any) might be the theological significance of these three strands.  

 

Reforming Fashion’s Time 

 

The Temporal Weight of Immanence 

As we saw, fashion’s logic of change accents the cusp-of-the-present, what we called the 

“new-now.” Gianni Vattimo claims this logic is not only deeply inscribed in modernity’s value for 

the new-now, but can be correlated with secularization itself. As Vattimo states, modernity’s faith 

in the new-now is also a “faith in the historical process that is ever more devoid of providential 

and meta-historical elements.”830 For Vattimo, fashion’s reinforcement of the new-now reinforces 

secularization.831 In other words, compounded with fashion’s logic of change is a phenomenology 

of time that underwrites an immanent frame: an interlocking constellation of cosmic, social, and 

moral orders understood as devoid of a meta-historical, providential perspective.832  

																																																								
830 Gianni Vattimo, The End of Modernity (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1991), 100. 
831 I use the term “secular age” to identify the close proximity of Vattimo’s claim with that of Charles 

Taylor’s:  both have argued that fashion draws from an immanent frame. For Taylor view of the relationship of fashion 
to the immanent frame see Covolo, “Faith in a Fashionable Age,” 297-314.  

832 Jose Casanova, “Exploring the Postsecular” in Habermas and Religion (Malden, MA: Polity, 2013), 30.  
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But is the weight modernity places on the present tense necessarily secular? Was not the 

Reformation birthed out of a strong sense that the church was confounded with anachronisms? 

Resourced by Renaissance humanism’s rediscovery of the classics and the powerful cultural 

transformation of the printing press, the Reformers believed the gospel needed to be freed of 

irrelevant accretions so as to be seen anew. Indeed, the iconoclasm of the Reformers—the 

minimalistic stripping of visual imagery—reveals this impulse for a new encounter with what was. 

What’s more, it has been argued that the Reformer’s desire to embrace temporal progress without 

compromising the immutability of God contributed to their accent on a clear distinction between 

Creator and creation, between (as David Hopper’s volume puts it) Divine Transcendence and a 

Culture of Change.833 According to Hopper, the Reformers were invested in “a God who variously 

addressed the immediacies of present life.”834 Clearly the Reformers believed they were on the 

cusp of a great spiritual renewal. Their (early) modern credentials being evident in a desire to 

reinvigorate a “this-world” faith seen anew.  

The friendliness the Reformers had towards the new is not to be confused with Vattimo’s 

and Svendsen’s understanding of consummate fashion. (What Svendsen calls “fashion as an ideal” 

and Vattimo calls “progress as a value in and of itself.”) This is more than positing a value for the 

new, more than a posture of “forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies 

																																																								
833 Hopper’s argument is fundamentally focused at the move by Martin Luther, Martin Bucer, John Calvin 

and (surprisingly) Francis Bacon to challenge the medieval accent on an otherworldly faith through a rediscover of 
God’s transcendence. As Hopper puts it, “it is false to conclude that divine transcendence and “otherworldliness” are 
essentially synonymous.” In turn, as Hopper contends, the Reformer’s this-world emphasis as joined with a doctrine 
of transcendence and a program of cultural transformation all contributed to their embrace of temporal progress. 
Hopper, Divine Transcendence and the Culture of Change, 61. 
 834 Hopper, Divine Transcendence and the Culture of Change, 238. Hopper’s argument is in tension with his 
Barthian impulse.  In contrast to the Reformers Hopper focuses on, Barth’s actualistic ontology reverses the Reformers 
strategy of maintaining a culture of change (becoming) through accenting a transcendent God (being). See James 
Eglinton, “To Be or to Become—That Is the Question: Locating the Actualistic in Bavinck’s Ontology” in The Kuyper 
Center Review: Revelation and Common Grace (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 105-125.  
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ahead.”835 Rather, Vattimo and Svendsen speak of fashion as a kind of faith in the cusp-of-the-

present. Driven by liturgies of novelty, consummate fashion posits a fidelity to “new forms and 

constellations ad infinitum.”836 And with this purview, while objective time remains quantitatively 

the same, experienced time in an age of fashion has “shrunk.”837 The new-now is not merely a 

desire to be where one is at on one’s journey, it is a philosophy of how to traverse temporality, 

offering a secularized version of coram deo: living life ever-mindful of the continually arriving 

weight of an immanent frame. 

 

Eternal Novelty & Confessions 11 

Svendsen and Vattimo’s claim suggests theologians seeking to address fashion’s life-on-

the-cusp must not offer a facile approval of a forward-facing existence. Rather, they must dig 

deeper, addressing how an age of fashion shapes our expectations and experience of temporal 

existence. In this matter theologians can bring something to the table. Although framed within the 

Catholic tradition in our second chapter, Augustine’s doctrines of grace and election makes him 

something of a forerunner to the Reformation. Here it will be suggested that Augustine offers the 

Reformed tradition not only patristic support for Reformed soteriology, but also important 

theological resources for engaging time in an age of fashion. In what follows we will unpack a key 

pericope in Augustine’s Confessions so as to provide a theological account of fashion’s 

phenomenology of the new-now; thereby contributing to our larger argument by displaying the 

theological concerns informing the temporal dynamics informing fashion’s poetics.838  

																																																								
835 Philippians 3:13 (ESV). 
836 Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 29.  
837 “Time and space have become ever more compressed. Objective time and objective space have, of course, 

the same quantitative properties as before, but experienced time and experienced space have ‘shrunk’.” Svendsen, 
Fashion: A Philosophy, 30.  

838 Augustine’s masterful unfolding of time’s aporias in Confessions 11 has played a foundational role in 
discussions on temporality throughout the history of Western thought. When reviewing the litany of important thinkers 
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Considered one of Augustine’s major works, Confessions has been characterized as a 

literary, theological, and philosophical masterpiece. By way of structure, some suggest a three-

part division of the work: books 1-9 retrace Augustine’s past life, book 10 deals with his present 

life, and books 11-13 are oriented to the future as they commentate on the first seven days of 

creation (Genesis 1:1-31) which themselves represent the witness of Scripture. Interesting for our 

own study, this three-fold movement of retracing the past (memoria), an intensive look (contuitus) 

at the present, and an anticipation of the future (expectatio) seem to mirror Augustine’s own 

account of memory, attention and anticipation in 11.20.839  

Confessions 11:1-3 begins with a protracted prayer for God’s help to understand Genesis 

1:1: “In the Beginning you made heaven and earth.” Having prayed for help, in 11:4 Augustine 

starts his exegesis by noting that as created things, heaven and earth are subject to change and 

variation. In 11:5-10 Augustine credits the eternal Word which exists outside time as the basis for 

all created things that exist in time. This leads to 11:11-13 in which Augustine contrasts eternity 

with time. While in eternity “nothing moves into the past,” in time “the past is always driven on 

by the future, the future always follows on the heels of the past, and both the past and future have 

their beginning and their end in the eternal present.” Whereas God stands in an eternal never-

ending present (“before all past time and after all future time”) humanity must forever be before 

the past and after the future in the ever-disappearing present.  

																																																								
engaging Confessions 11 — Heidegger, Russell, Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, etc. — one comes to the surprising 
conclusion that Confessions 11 is not merely the locus classicus of Augustine’s treatment on time, but indeed, for the 
discussion itself.  See Martin Heidegger, The Concept of Time, trans. William McNeill (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992), 5; 
Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1962), 479-480; 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, no 89. trans. by G.E.M. Anscombe (New York: Macmillan, 1958); 
Bertrand Russell, The History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1967), 352-354; Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 2002), 478.  

839 Allen D. Fitzgerald, Augustine Through the Ages: An Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 
228.   
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In Confessions 11:14-20 Augustine begins the first of three puzzles regarding time with his 

famous question, “quid est enim tempus?” The first aporia concerning the existence of time starts 

off with a rather skeptical view. If the past is already, the future not yet and the present ever-

disappearing, in what sense can we say these three exist? While Augustine is momentarily saved 

from complete skepticism by humanity’s ability to speak about the past, the present and the future, 

he still wonders where they are. In answer to this, Augustine insists we must speak about, “a 

present of past things, a present of present things, and a present of future things.”840 In other words, 

time exists in our memory, our awareness, and our expectation.  

The threefold existence of time “in the mind” leads to Augustine’s second aporia in 11:21–

26. How, Augustine queries, can time “in the mind” be measured? Without extension time seems 

incapable of measurement. To retain his discovery of time existing “in the mind” he must 

understand temporal measurements without merely appealing (as Plato and Aristotle did) to the 

movement of bodies.841 And what’s worse, he fears this challenge might entail throwing out any 

measurement of time all together. Resolute not to ignore the fact that we do measure time, and 

having shown that moving bodies are variable and therefore inadequate for relying upon for 

time,842 Augustine offers his famous solution to his conundrum: time is measured via a distensio 

animi — the soul extends itself into a present of the past, present of the present, and present of the 

future. 

The final part of Confessions 11 is driven by the question of how to relate this three-fold 

present with the distensio animi. To address this, Augustine looks at three examples: two passive 

																																																								
840 Augustine, Confessions, 11.20. 
841 For a comparison of Plato’s and Aristotle’s views of time, see Andrea Nightingale, Once Out of Nature: 

Augustine on Time and the Body (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 72-76.  
842 Augustine does not entirely rule out the importance of movement for time. In fact, he supports a 

relationship between time and movement in The City of God 11.6 and 12.16. 
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and one active. The first two examples involve passively hearing a sound and conclude that it is 

only after the sound is past, when it is “no longer,” that an impression in the mind is measured. In 

the last example Augustine moves to actively reciting a psalm. And it is here that he makes an 

important discovery: to actively recite requires a praesens intentio — an engagement with the 

threefold presence. But to engage himself, Augustine must distend himself. Augustine 

characterizes this as being “divided between time gone by and time to come.” It is to be “torn this 

way and that in the havoc of change” (11:29). Augustine closes Confessions 11 in a hymn of praise 

to the eternal God who is able to help those in the throes of the unbearable lightness of temporality. 

If we are to do more than merely launch off Augustine on a phenomenological quest, we 

must attempt to reclaim the theological impulse behind Augustine’s view of temporality.843 Rather 

than spring board off of 11.14, a theological reading requires placing Augustine’s discussion of 

time within the Confessions as a whole, and specifically in light of books 10-13. Having expressed 

his own journey as the quest to be reoriented around the heart’s true desire, Augustine reframes 

the discussion in books 10-13 to address universal humanity (i.e. his audience), and does so 

exhibiting a subtle three-fold pattern of past, present, and future. On this reading, Confessions 10 

																																																								
843 Karl Barth’s engagements of Augustine’s view of time in Confessions 11 betrays his desire to rework 

Augustine through his theological project of protecting the unique alterity of Revelation. Karl Barth, Church 
Dogmatics, trans. Geoffrey Bromiley, ed. T.F. Torrance (London: T&T Clark, 2004), I.2, 45-49. More applicable to 
our discussion is Robert Jenson’s wrestling with Confessions 11 wherein he seeks to reconcile Augustinian 
“subjective” and Aristotelian “objective” views of time. Jenson provides his own solution: Divine life is not sheer 
presence, while human life distends. Rather, God himself distends. As Jenson states, “Time is both the inner extension 
of a life, as for Augustine, and the external horizon and metric of all created events, as for Aristotle.  For time is a 
‘distension’ in the life that is God and just so is the enveloping given horizon of all events that are not God” (35). 
What does this “distension” look like? At this point Jenson’s language shifts from metaphysics to narrative. The life 
of God is “a structure of relations” whose referents are “narrative” (35).  In other words, God has his own temporality 
and by taking time for creation within his temporality, creation can itself be in time. This theological teasing of 
Ricoeur’s narrative poetics seems like an alluring solution. However, questions remain, not the least of which is how 
such a view guards against the God of the process philosophers. (To the degree the life of God is wrapped up in the 
unfolding of narrative, to that degree one wonders how such unfolding identifies God’s being.)  To ward off this 
conclusion, Jenson transposes Joachim of Fiore’s millenarianism onto his divine distensio – sketching a trinitarian 
temporality that claims God’s past and future is “identical” with the distinction between Father and Spirit. In this 
scheme God the Father is the eternal presence of the past, God the Son is the eternal presence of the present, and God 
the Spirit is the eternal presence of the future. Jenson’s view implies a God who absorbs Ricoeur’s narrative identity. 
Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), Volume 2, 31-35.   
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addresses (both his) and the human condition in terms of our past memory with an accent on the 

doctrine of creation. Memory is presented as an amazing gift, providing a capacious 

“storehouse,”844 and when Augustine does bring in the fall, he reminds us “there is still a faint 

glow of light in man.”845  

Confessions 11 moves from past/creation to address humanity’s current experience of 

being in time and fallen. In contrast to life in the capacious room of memory which still harkens 

back to creation as gift, our experience of time is presented as an exhausting balancing act over 

the precipice of non-existence on the ever-disappearing temporal tightrope. Given Augustine 

claims evil to be a lack of being, to adequately explain this picture we need not look to his theory 

of God’s eternal presence,846 nor his quest to submit to a thinly veiled Neoplatonic disdain for time 

itself,847 but rather the nature of sin. Sin fractures and destroys; it is the absence of being and is 

itself an aporia. In its grip we grope for answers as it stretches us, distracts us, limits our view, 

brings havoc and tears us apart.848    

																																																								
844 Augustine, Confessions, 10.8. 
845 Augustine, Confessions, 10.22. 
846 Robert Jenson reads Augustine as positing God as “sheer simultaneous Presence.” Robert Jenson, 

Systematic Theology, vol. 2, 30. 
847 One of the consistent claims of those who read Confessions 11 is that Augustine’s view of time offers a 

thinly veiled Neo-Platonism. Those who hold this view of Confessions 11 approach it as a project requiring one 
demythologize the said Neoplatonism from what could be a very interesting “psychological” view of time. Although 
tackling this debate is far beyond the scope of this study the following provisional reminders will help orient this 
claim. First, we would do well to remember what Plotinus viewed as time. Undoubtedly, one can find resonances in 
Augustine’s views of “eternity” with Plotinus’ own ideas of a changeless eternally-present simple state. [Plotinus, 
Enneads, trans. Stephan MacKenna and B. S. Page. 3.7.3.] But this is not the end of the story. The beings in Plotinus’ 
account who partake of this state are passionless [Plotinus, Enneads, 3.7.4.]—not exactly Augustine’s vision of the 
desiring creatures made for eternity. (Confessions 1.1) The One in Plotinus’ story refuses to intersect with the change 
of the temporal order—not exactly “the Mediator between you, who are one, and men, who are many.” (Confessions 
11.29) For Plotinus the contrast between time and eternity, heaven and earth is set in strict opposition. Yet for 
Augustine earth is filled with vestiges of heaven. As Richard Sorabji and Lewis Ayers have extensively shown, 
Augustine’s connection with Neoplatonism is truly complex, and any crude views of Augustine’s view of time as 
thinly-veiled “Neoplatonism” are fraught. See Richard Sorabji, Time, Creation and the Continuum: Theories in 
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1983), pp. 165-73; Lewis Ayers, 
Augustine and the Trinity. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 13-19. 

848 “But I am divided between time gone by and time to come, and its course is a mystery to me. My thoughts, 
the intimate life of my soul, are torn this way and that in the havoc of change. And so it will be until I am purified and 
melted by the fire of your love and fused into one with you.” Augustine, Confessions, 11.29.   
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Moreover, the ravishes of sin on time leads us into Confessions 12-13, which in its 

allegorical description of the sinless creation draws humanity to anticipate the new creation remade 

without any distension.849 Like humanity, time was made by the triune God, and therefore was 

analogically meant to carry itself in a way such that it reflected this seamless unity in past, present, 

and future. 850 As such, time was meant to be a temporal yet seamless present. In this sense 

humankind was made to live in time like the angelic creatures who inhabit the heaven of heavens. 

They do not leave temporal mutability, yet in heaven life is “with no future to anticipate and no 

past to remember, and thus it persists without change and does not diverge into past and future 

time.”851 Un-fallen temporality past, present, and future work as a new whole—call it “temporal 

present”—such that everything we know of time no longer holds.852   

Here classicist Andrea Nightingale in her compelling volume, One Out of Nature: 

Augustine on Time and the Body, provides exegetical grounds to build a distinction between 

distensio, intentio, and extendere.853 Distensio reminds us that both humanity and time are 

fallen.854  In their fallen state people are split within, unable to coincide with themselves, flitting 

from moment to moment. But this is not merely humanity’s problem, for time itself is shaped by 

the fall, and therefore comes to man no longer in its capacious fullness of presence, but as an 

infinitesimal present which, in its ever-disappearing state, reminds man of his own fleeting 

																																																								
849 “Through the rapture and joy of its contemplation of God it has power to resist the propensity to change, 

and by clinging to you unfailingly ever since its creation it transcends every vicissitude of the whirl of time.” 
Augustine, Confessions, 12.9. 

850 On the analogical relationship of the Trinity to creation in Confessions, see Lewis Ayers, Augustine and 
the Trinity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 140.   

851 Augustine, Confessions, 12.11. 
852 Augustine, Confessions, 11.31. 
853 Nightingale’s three-pronged movements of temporality reflect three periods of the redemptive narrative.  

Distensio is temporality after the fall. Intentio works within the grooves of creation to better cope with the fall. And 
extendere corresponds to God’s redemptive work which is already (though not yet) undoing the impact of the fall. 
Nightingale Once Out of Nature, 96-100. Need full data as first mention. 

854 Nightingale, unfortunately, wants to speak about a fall into time. My argument here suggests that the shift 
in our temporal experience takes place for both time and man. Time, though a good gift, is also fallen.    
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existence. This state would be unbearable if not for two things. First, by God’s grace, through 

moving inwardly in intentio people (redeemed and unredeemed) can gather disordered memories, 

thereby offering a more coherent experience of time. (Narrative offers a reprieve, albeit not a 

solution.) Even more, through moving outwardly towards God in extension (extendere) the soul is 

open to experience God’s eternal presence and therefore an additional release from distensio.   

 

Dandies in Distensio 

Having retrieved Augustine’s view of temporality in Confessions 11, we are in the position 

to explore how this theology of time relates to fashion’s philosophy of the new-now. Indeed—as 

we shall now see—with Augustine’s account of time in hand the new-now takes on theological 

import. To help us establish these connections, we briefly return to the logic of fashion. 

As has been stated, fashion’s embrace of constant change, removal of authorities, and 

existence built upon the ever-changing now requires a hyper-awareness of what presently was, 

what presently is, and what presently will be. To stay in fashion means keeping tempo with the 

present, an embrace of something which is (by design) always shifting. Yet what are we 

embracing? Unlike technology, with fashion items are not “developments” in the typical sense of 

the word. Pulling from its past, styles are retrieved and brought in from the future as the new-now.   

In this sense they are both new-now and simultaneously recycled bits that were dead and gone. So 

to embrace fashion as the new-now is to turn a blind eye to the recycling of the old. 

Exposing the conflicted nature of these cycles was the installment presented by fashion 

designer Martin Margiela in his 1997 exhibition at the Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, 

Rotterdam. In this display Margiela offers eighteen new fashion items—garments made out of 

clothes from his previous lines. Having sprayed these dubiously-new garments with mold and 
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having placed them outside, museumgoers (safe within the glass walls of the museum) were invited 

to observe as the said items transformed within nature’s decaying vicissitudes. As Rebecca Arnold 

observed, the exhibition was a monument to “the transience of fashion” and “betrays the lie of 

‘newness.’”855   

Coming back to our question: If we take Augustine’s view of distention seriously, what 

does it imply for fashion’s endless quest for the new-now?856 Here one recognizes an uncanny 

resemblance between Augustine’s three-fold distension of the present and fashion’s constantly 

shifting new-now. In fact, if we are to take Augustine seriously on this point, we could easily 

conclude that Augustinian theology should view fashion’s faith in the new-now as a distinct 

manifestation of post-lapsum life. Like the fall itself, it leads to distracted lives that are constantly 

running to stay in one place.857  

Yet there’s more to the story. After all, fashion is not merely about keeping up with the 

new-now. It is also about seeking the fullness of the present moment. And in this sense, 

Augustine’s theology of the three-fold present suggests that fashion (in a way similar to his view 

of how beautiful objects work in the realm of aesthetics) tells us something true about our existence 

and what we were made for. It implies that although the present has been reduced into an ever-

disappearing instant, fashion thinks we were meant to fit in the space of that instant. Speaking on 

this point Charles Taylor states that for Augustine 

[…] rising to eternity is rising to participate in God’s instant. Augustine sees 
ordinary time as dispersal, distensio, losing the unity, being cut off from our past 
and out of touch with our future. We get lost in our little parcel of time. But we 
have an irrepressible craving for eternity, and so we strive to go beyond this. 

																																																								
855 Rebecca Arnold, Fashion, Desire and Anxiety: Image and Morality in the 20th Century (New Brunswick, 

NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2001), 60-61.  
856 Admittedly, this question (again, to be thoroughly modern in our sensitivities) is somewhat anachronistic.    
857 “‘In our country,’ said Alice…’you’d generally get to somewhere else if you ran very fast…’ ‘A slow sort 

of country,’ said the Red Queen. ‘Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place.’” 
Lewis Carroll: Through the Looking Glass: And What Alice Found There as quoted in Elizabeth Wilson, Adorned in 
Dreams: Fashion and Modernity (London: I.B. Tauris, 2010), 1.    
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Unfortunately, this all too often takes the form of our trying to invest our little parcel 
with eternal significance, and therefore divinizing things, and therefore falling 
deeper into sin.858 
 

Augustine’s theology, in this sense, is quite fashion-able. It is not hard to imagine Augustine 

looking at fashion’s drive to be fully in the new-now, to experience ourselves as completely in the 

present, and say (paraphrasing C.S. Lewis’s injunction in The Weight of Glory) “you are 

halfhearted creatures willing to give up so much for your snippets of new-now time, don’t you 

know what is being offered?”859 Or better, in Augustine’s own words, “Try as they may to savor 

the taste of eternity, their thoughts still twist and turn.”860 

Augustine’s conversion event in Confession 8:12 is often seen through the lens of his 

struggle with his sexual appetite. And it was, but we must not miss that at the moment of his 

conversion, in his reading and hearing of Romans 13:14, that he was charged to “put on the Lord 

Jesus Christ”: a charge to exchange his old perishing garments and “put on” the eternal Word. The 

reading of the W/word draws us to Augustine’s examples of the power of intentio when listening 

to a recited verse (11.28). Through intentio that which would be lost to past and future is gathered 

together, thereby offering a more coherent experience of time. And what’s more, in reading 

Romans 13:14 Augustine found himself extending (extendere) outwardly towards God. In his 

conversion—a dual intentio and extendere—Augustine put on the eternal Word for the first time, 

and in so doing he felt not only a reprieve from distensio, but his first glimpses of a garment that 

would one day forever resolve his tension between the expectation of the future, memory of the 

past, and attending to the new-now.861 

																																																								
858 Taylor, A Secular Age, 57. 
859 See C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory (New York: HarperCollins, 1976), 26.  
860 Augustine, Confessions, 11.11. 
861 “For your Word is not speech in which each part comes to an end when it has been spoken, giving place 

to the next, so that finally the whole may be uttered. In your Word all is uttered at one and the same time, yet eternally.” 
Augustine, Confessions, 11.7. 
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If this assessment is correct, Augustine’s solution points to a critical tension between 

fashion and theology. Namely, fashion’s phenomenology of the new-now points to the hope of the 

eternal present while recognizing—albeit inadequately—the slippage within post-lapsum 

temporality. Even as Augustine’s account hints at an important factor serving as a remedial asset 

in coping with post-lapsum temporality: the role of narrative. Therefore, we turn to this second 

strand of the drama of everyday dress: fashion and narrative. 

 

Reforming Fashion’s Narrative 

 

Paul Ricoeur and the Narration of Life 

Earlier in this chapter we took our cue from fashion theorist Julia Twigg to speak of the 

narrative power of daily dress. This motioned everyday fashion brings with it not only an 

affirmation of the new-now, it also serves as an important source for taking the periods and events 

of our lives and grouping them into meaningful wholes. In other words, everyday dress involves 

not only time, but also narrative. To better understand the narrative role of everyday fashion and 

its intimate association with identity, we turn to Reformed philosopher Paul Ricoeur.862 

In the first volume of his three volume work, Time and Narrative, Ricoeur seeks to resolve 

Augustine’s aporias of time in Confessions 11 (intentio, distensio etc.) with Aristotle’s view of 

																																																								
862 The theological voice that introduced Ricoeur in North American, David Tracey, referred to Ricoeur’s 

work as “beautiful, in the Reformed sense.” As quoted in Boyd Blundell, Paul Ricoeur: Between Theology and 
Philosophy: Detour and Return (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2010), 7.  
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narrative in the Poetics (mīmēsis, mûthos, etc.), thereby creating a tertium quid:863 narrative 

poetics—the art of composing plots.864 

How do we form plots? What does the narrative process entail? At the heart of Ricoeur’s 

understanding of narrative poetics is Aristotle’s idea of “mīmēsis” (Gr. µίµησις). As Ricoeur 

evinces, Aristotle uses mīmēsis 865 as indicating a robust dramatic reenactment capable of relaying 

																																																								
863 There is scholarly debate as to whether Ricoeur needed to bring Aristotle to the Augustinian party to 

support narrative. According to Ricoeur, Augustine’s temporality is unable to provide anything like the robust 
emplotment one finds in Aristotle’s view of a more “objective” temporality (Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol.1, 24).  
But note that in stating this, Ricoeur discounts Augustine’s account of time in The City of God 11.4-8. Indeed, it is 
arguable that Augustine’s “objective time” in 11. 4-8 would unravel Ricoeur’s thesis. After all, the City of God is 
precisely a narrative displaying significant emplotment. Championing this counter to Ricoeur is R.W. Dyson. Dyson 
goes to great lengths to argue that it is more satisfactory to regard Augustine as having developed two theories of time 
rather than a single conception or analysis. But again, this is because (in agreement with Robert Jenson and Karl 
Barth’s analysis of Confessions 11) Augustine never fully realized that he was developing two theories which are 
incompatible. See Dyson, R.W. “St. Augustine’s Remarks on Time” in The Downside Review 100:340 Jl (1982), 221-
230. Also questioning Ricoeur’s turn to Aristotle as a solution to Augustine is M.B. Pranger’s “Time & Narrative in 
Augustine’s Confessions.” Pranger challenges Ricoeur’s claim that Augustine’s view of time is unable to provide a 
would-be narrator with a plausible plot. After all, Pranger points out, the Confessions are such. Holding narrative time 
as part and parcel of Augustine’s view of time in Confessions 11, Pranger claims that it is precisely the history of the 
soul that is the plot.  So, while Augustine’s engagement with “eternity” does not provide plot in the Aristotelian sense 
of a point dividing and uniting a line as a way of guaranteeing its continuity in time—it does provide plot as an ongoing 
distentio and attentio animi attached to its unfathomable source, thus creating precisely the story we read.  See M.B. 
Pranger. “Time and Narrative in Augustine’s Confessions” in Journal of Religion, 81:3 Jl (2001), 377-393.  

864 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol.1, 33 Ricoeur’s use of the term “poetics” is also used in the sense of an 
openness of language more broadly speaking. Thus, Ricoeur argues that poetic language (metaphors, narratives) do 
not weaken images of reality. Rather, because language always simultaneously involves discovering and creating, 
finding and projecting, metaphors properly serve users by providing an excess of meaning in which to work not only 
as receptive subjects, but active agents. Like Narrative’s own capacity for projection, metaphors retain this human 
capacity in that they recognize human creatures as both those who discover, and those who create. As Ricoeur states, 
“Poetic discourse brings to language a pre-objective world in which we find ourselves already rooted, but in which 
we also project our innermost possibilities. We must thus dismantle the reign of objects in order to let be, and to allow 
to be uttered, our primordial belonging to a world which we inhabit, that is to say, which at once precedes us and 
receives the imprint of our works. Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multi-disciplinary Studies of the Creation of 
Meaning in Language, trans Robert Czerny (New York: Routledge, 2003), 361-362.  

865 Aristotle’s view of mimesis should not be confused with Plato’s. According to Stephen Halliwell, “The 
fundamental point to be made is that Plato strongly tends to judge mimesis by wholly external and objective standards 
of veracity. Mimesis is taken to be crudely parasitic on reality: the artist’s aim […] is to produce the effect of a mirror 
held up on the world of the senses. Plato, moreover, usually write as though he regards the poet as directly responsible 
for, and assumes him to affirm everything to be found in his works. Mimetic works are fake or pseudo-reality; they 
deceive, or are intended to deceive; their credentials are false, since they purport to be what in fact they are not.  
Despite maintaining the analogy between poetry and visual art, Aristotle reacts against this view of mimesis by 
releasing the artist from the obligation of transcribing or reproducing reality in any straightforward way, by charging 
mimesis with the power of embodying universals rather than particulars, and by treating the poet not as an affirmer 
[…] but as a skillful maker of dramatic fictions.” Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics, 22. Indeed, Aristotle believes the poet 
does not simply represent what is, but in some sense represents it “better.” Aristotle, Poetics, 1448a, 21. In short, 
whereas Aristotle assumes mimesis is rooted in human nature and therefore vindicated, Platonic metaphysics 
condemned mimesis as intrinsically suspect and shallow.     
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“the same interior depth that an action itself displays.”866 In other words, Aristotle is not arguing 

for a thoughtless or superficial way of passively duplicating something, but an acute, intentional 

representation.867   

Further qualifying mimetic activity, Ricoeur takes up another term used by Aristotle: 

mûthos (Gr. µῦθος). For Aristotle, the term mûthos “denotes the plot-structure which is both the 

organized design and the significant substance or content.”868 Ricoeur approaches Aristotle’s 

understanding of mûthos as “the seed” to which he adds considerable development.869 This 

development involves extensive elaboration on the mīmēsis-mûthos pair, their cross-pollinating, 

mutual influence in “the art of composing plots.”870  

To further appreciate how everyday dress is involved in this narration, we need to add to 

Ricoeur’s pairing of mīmēsis-mûthos two critical features: Ricoeur’s understanding of the narrative 

arc as composed of a series of movements he calls “threefold mimesis,”871 and Ricoeur’s 

understanding of narrative identity. We begin with Ricoeur’s account of threefold mimesis. 

Ricoeur’s three-fold mimesis is a description of the narrative arc involving three 

movements: prefiguration, configuration, and refiguration. The first of these movements is 

prefiguration. Here Ricoeur details how, before emplotment can take place, there needs to be 

																																																								
866 Joe Sachs, “Introduction” in Aristotle’s Poetics (Newburyport, MA: Focus Publishing, 2006), 3. 
867 As Ricoeur summarizes, “Mimesis is a representative activity” [italics his]. Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 

vol. 1, 48. “If we continue to translate mimesis by “imitation,” we have to understand something complete contrary to 
a copy of some preexisting reality and speak instead of creative imagination. And if we translate mīmēsis by 
“representation” (as do Dupont-Roc and Lallot), we must not understand by this word some redoubling of presence, 
as we could still do for Platonic mīmēsis.” Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol.1, 45.  

868 Halliwell, Aristotle’s Poetics, 23. Ricoeur wants to extend muthos as a general theory applicable well 
beyond tragedy to include “the whole narrative field.” Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 38.  

869 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 32. 
870 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 33. 
871 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 52-87. For a helpful summary of Ricoeur’s three-fold narrative arc 

see Blundell, Paul Ricoeur Between Theology and Philosophy, 3; Hart, Making Good, 175-176; Dyrness, Poetic 
Theology, 86-90. 
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“preunderstandings of the world of action.”872 These basic materials include distinguishing the 

difference between an action and merely physical movement,873 awareness of cultural “signs, rules 

and norms” of given kinds of action,874 and a third element, an innate capacity to recognize the 

“pre-narrative structure of temporal experience.”875  

 The second movement in Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis is configuration. This is the process 

of emplotment: an intentionally arranging of isolated incidents so as to form a story. This 

imaginative “as if”876 process involves a synthesizing that draws upon both intellect and intuition, 

resulting in the “grasping together” of a set of incidents, thereby fusing manifold events into “one 

temporal whole.”877 Emplotment is a “rule governed” process drawing upon tradition and culture, 

as well as a source generating its own rules and innovations.878   

 Lastly, the third movement is refiguration. Here the movement shifts from active 

emplotment as an “author” to the restructuring of one’s decisions and interpretations in light of the 

narrative established through configuration. This involves shifting from “the world of the text” 

(the new narrative) to “the world wherein real action occurs and unfolds its specific 

temporality.”879 By returning to action, Ricoeur makes embodied knowledge established through 

action the beginning and end of the narrative arc. In other words, Ricoeur believed action precedes 

and follows thought as the fundamental way we inhabit the world.880 

																																																								
872 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 54. Here Ricoeur is in line with Hans-Georg Gadamer’s point that 

human beings are unavoidably shaped by tradition. There is no traditionless or presuppositionless starting point. Hans-
Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 269-277.    

873 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 54-55. 
874 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 57. 
875 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 59.  
876 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 64.  
877 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 66.  
878 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 68.  
879 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 71.  
880 Dan Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology (New York: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2012), 24-25.  
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In this final step, Ricoeur’s narrative spiral completes a rotation, having drawn upon prior 

(cultural, embodied) knowledge, ignited emplotment, and forged a new path of action. This 

narrative arc, fusing history and fiction, not only sheds light on how people “make something” of 

the various events and episodes of their life, it also reveals an engine at work responsible for what 

Ricoeur referred to as the “practical category” of identity.881 This signals our second critical 

feature, Ricoeur’s understanding of narrative identity. 

In the third volumes of his trilogy, Time and Narrative, Ricoeur explores the implications 

of his hypothesis that “temporality cannot be spoken of in the direct discourse of phenomenology, 

but rather requires the mediation of the indirect discourse of narrative.”882 According to Ricoeur, 

one of the “fragile offshoots” of this view is in regards to self-understanding. Rather than approach 

the self as a question of analytic theories that posit a static “subject identical with itself through 

the diversity of its different states” (e.g. Descartes’ cogito), or conversely, to hold “the identical 

subject is nothing more than a substantialist illusion” (e.g. Foucault), Ricoeur presents a third 

option he calls “narrative identity.”883  

Ricoeur’s understanding of narrative identity suggests two critical features he believes are 

necessary in order to have a self. First, it provides sameness over time—foregoing a gaseous 

evaporation of the self into “a manifold of cognitions, emotions and volitions”884—without 

recourse to a static ontologizing. Second, it provides the self-reflexive capacity to approach one’s 

life as both author and reader.885 In other words, by virtue of the emplotment process we gain a 

																																																								
881 “Here ‘identity’ is taken in the sense of a practical category.” Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. 

Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), Volume 3, 246. Also 
see Blundell, Paul Ricoeur between Theology and Philosophy, 98.  

882 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, 241. 
883 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, 244-261. 
884 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, 246. 
885 “The subject then appears as both the reader and the writer of its own life.” Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 

vol. 3, 246. 
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sense of who we have been, who we are, and who we will be. While this narrative self may not be 

a seamless identity, it provides a broader category in which to fit not only sameness in the face of 

life’s manifold change, but also a self-reflexivity (“selfness”) that Ricoeur identifies as critical for 

self-identity.  

But this talk of self-reflexivity must not leave us with the impression that narrative identity 

is an autonomous project, arising outside the inextricable social relations we are birthed into. In 

his Oneself as Another, Ricoeur highlights that the language, culture, and tradition that shape our 

world are not from us. Rather, we are immersed in these critical features with each act of 

prefiguration. Additionally, in The Course of Recognition, Ricoeur (drawing from Emmanuel 

Levinas) highlights how our story is inextricably shaped by our encounter with others.886 So, while 

Ricoeur retains an important place for the other as a co-shaper, we remain another: neither radically 

different nor the same.  

 This thumb-nail sketch of Ricoeur’s understanding of narrative poetics, three-fold mimesis 

and narrative identity further elucidates the role of everyday fashion in narration. The first insight 

we gain from Ricoeur’s is in regard to his illumination of the nature of mimesis. Fashion is often 

equated with Plato’s sense of mimesis as a passive, rote imitation. Of course, powerful fads happen: 

forming a crazed, mass, mindless duplication. But, as Ricoeur (drawing from Aristotle) has noted, 

this is not how everyday mimesis should be understood. Accordingly, dress in an age of fashion is 

not to be confused with mere imitation.887 Rather, it involves a much more active and imaginative 

figurative process. Indeed, mere imitation of a co-worker would be sure to cause embarrassment. 

Rather, the point of everyday dress is to configure a poetic response given the life we are living. 

																																																								
886 Paul Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, trans. David Pellauer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2005), 196.  
887 Indeed, in late modern fashion fads no longer have the strength and reach they once had. 
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This figuration, in other words, must be in conversation with not only the other, but also must 

retain one’s status as “another.” This process is further detailed and elaborated in a second source 

of insight Ricoeur offers dress in an age of fashion: three-fold mimesis.  

The first movement of Ricoeur’s threefold mimesis, prefiguration, reminds us that dressing 

in an age of fashion draws on a rich symbolic, embodied understanding that we have been 

immersed in from an early age. In other words, we are inducted into the “signs, rules and norms” 

of everyday dress well before we have time to reflect on these elements. For we are always and 

already encultured creatures, having been dressed and dressing long before we have recourse to 

explicitly identify everyday fashion’s logic. 

In turn, the configuration or “emplotment” process is also ongoing. Our imagination skirts 

between fiction and history as we learn to intentionally arrange successive incidents into a 

configuration. The inter/intra daily changing of dress in an age of fashion serve this process, 

assisting in the linking together of various events and episodes into continuous segments: “while 

I was lounging around the house,” “my time at the office,” “at the gym,” “on vacation.” The 

chunking together of time does not always require a new outfit. One might take off their tie or put 

on tennis shoes to signal a transition from work to home. Such shifting also signals a new scene, 

thereby synthesizing and grouping a new set of incidents into a different temporal whole.  

Third, in refiguration, we embody this change in plot through action that is reinforced by 

our new outfit.888 Of course, sometimes it takes a moment for us to “catch up” with the liturgies 

our new plot-outfit nexus calls for: from home life, to work, to the gym, to an evening out, and so 

																																																								
888 Research confirms that changes in clothing have a significant impact on a wearer’s psychological 

processes and performative capacity. It is noteworthy that wearer must know the symbolic meaning of the clothes they 
put on for this change to occur. This nicely dovetails with our argument that, to the degree our dress is part of the 
meaning-making of three-fold mimesis, our clothing changes our actions. Adam D. Galinsky and Hajo Adam, 
“Enclothed Cognition,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 48:4 (July 2012), 918-925. 
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on. Yet in all of these grouped events we continue to prefigure, configure, and refigure the small 

stories that make up the story of our day, thereby creating the story of our lives.     

The final source of insight into everyday fashion that Ricoeur offers is in regards to his 

view of narrative identity.889 According to Ricoeur narrative is critical to temporal creatures, for it 

allows them to express coherence through time. Without narrative, we would be at a loss, unable 

to have a robust appreciation for the person who is in our baby pictures—for we are temporal 

creatures. Moreover, life without narrative makes action problematic; denying the possibility of 

establishing meaning to experiences that we have undergone—meanings that we in turn rely on to 

project future action. Indeed, to the degree our identity is embedded in the stories that are our lives, 

the critical role dress plays in emplotment, self-characterization, and the setting of a given social 

context reveals the critical relationship between fashion and identity. For everyday fashion is a 

unique cultural form that serves to both temporally mark and imaginatively project ourselves to 

others and ourselves, both of which are critical in the narration process.  

One of the ironies of fashion theory is this relatively new discipline has replaced the 

certainty of fixed notions of identity as an unchanging essence or soul, given by God at birth, to 

an equally certain set of identity markers (gender, race, class, etc.890). Although this new 

“orthodoxy” promises891 more wiggle room for individuals seeking to discover where they fit 

																																																								
889 Ricoeur’s desire to reframe identity in the context of narrative stands as a counter to Descartes’ cogito. 

For Ricoeur, “the understanding of the self is a lifelong task, not an accomplishment—certainly not a starting point” 
as is the case of Descartes. See Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 21. This, however, does not mean there is not a place 
for understanding identity as more than narrative. Indeed, narrative (recounting history and time) is only one of the 
sources of “the capable self.” Indeed, for Ricoeur our sense of identity is bound up in four capacities: “the capacity of 
speech, the capacity of “an incarnated agent” to act, the capacity for recounting history and time, and the capacity for 
imputation of responsibility.” Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 115.  

890 As we saw in chapter one, dress can signify a host of things such as sex, gender, social status, social role, 
economic status, occupation, political allegiance, nationality, marital status, religious affiliation, recreation, and 
subculture. See Malcolm Barnard, Fashion as Communication (New York: Routledge 2002), 53-68. 

891 This needs more nuance, for the “fixed” identity of classical approaches certainly retained ways of talking 
about difference.  
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inside these categories, such categories can easily miss the critical role the inner self plays in 

identity. In contrast, Ricoeur’s narrative identity posits the self as irreducibly inner, a life-long task 

that transcends categories, a mystery that can be understood to greater or lesser degrees but is never 

fully grasped.892 In a Ricoeurian world, identity reduced to markers misses the dynamic way such 

markers are inscribed into who we are.893 The self “takes on” these identity markers not as labels 

or categories, but to the degree such markers (and their corresponding narratives) are enfolded into 

one’s own narrative and the narratives of the communities one belongs to. It is this configuration 

of identity markers that is referenced when giving an account of who we are. Thus, while identity 

markers do lay claim to important features of outward identity, without emplotment, they remain 

outside the one who holds these identities: for, as Ricoeur states, “I am afraid, I believe, I doubt, I 

wonder if I am going to die or survive.”894 To say it another way, a robust answer to the “who” 

question with an “I” answer is impossible without recourse to the story that we call our life.895  

Narrative retains a capacity to “give us an understanding of life, people, and what happens 

to them which is peculiar.”896 This suggests it is the particularizing capacity of fashionable dress—

the myriad of choices—that helps supply fashion’s narrative potency.897 Those seeking to move 

																																																								
892 The narrative self is written, yet retains a mystery because it is never finished. In other words, the narrative 

self is an odyssey, an ongoing story that is constantly being “written and re-written.” This is different from Ricoeur’s 
student, Derrida, whose understanding of différance suggested the self is forever deferred. Stiver, Ricoeur and 
Theology, 21-22.  

893 Ricoeur pushes against the structuralist impulse in fashion theory that ignores the author and reader and 
focuses on the text as a repository of “sociological intentions.” This is not to say Ricoeur ignores the text. Rather, 
Ricoeur’s major contribution was to introduce the text not as latent with psychological/sociological intentions, but 
rather as a proposed world which invites others to inhabit it. See Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the 
Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: A Study in Hermeneutics and Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge, 1990), 88-89.  

894 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 136. 
895 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, 246. Indeed, it is arguable that identity markers such as race or gender 

take on significance because of the way our story is imbedded in the stories of the larger categories claim. 
896 Charles Taylor, “How Narrative Makes Meaning,” in The Language Animal (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 

2016), 291.  
897 Charles Taylor’s argument for the inescapability of the particular lines up nicely with Stephen Crites claim 

that all action has a distinct “style” to it, and it is this experience of the aesthetic particularity of our actions that 
narrative captures. Stephen Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” in Why Narrative? Readings in Narrative 
Theology, eds Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 72.  
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past “superficial details” (particular choices in styles of dress) to the “point of the story” are 

sidestepping a critical role fashion plays in narrative construction.898 There is no nomological 

substitute for the felt quality of the story that is one’s life: the specific choices, the distinct episodes, 

the details of various settings. According to Ricoeur, selfness ceases to gain traction without 

enfolding such details through emplotment into our distinct stories in which we find our/selves. 

Furthermore, because such choices in dress serve as the intersection of both individual choice and 

social inscription, dress in an age of fashion retains the dialectic of being a co-shaper, displaying 

both a (fragile) individual identity as well as relaying that identity as inescapably embedded in 

social, cultural, and traditional sources (i.e. the other).  In short, fashion’s narrative capacity strikes 

at a register deeper than mere surface identity or attraction; her socially-rich, embodied 

emplotment playing a critical role in our daily poetics.  

 

Fashioning Narrative Theology 

The above contends that everyday fashion plays a role in the emplotment process. 

However, we need to step back and clarify this claim. This is not to suggest that fashion is the 

engine for narration. Such a position would over-task fashion with an assignment it is incapable 

of fulfilling. Rather, our point here is more modest. Namely, that (seemingly superficial) choices 

of dress in an age of fashion serve the emplotment process in a number of ways—triggering the 

grouping of actions into wholes, embellishing self-characterization, as an act in its own right, 

signaling small changes in the plot, suggesting new ways of being in the world, and so on. These 

noted, choices in every-day dress are neither equivalent to nor sufficient for the emplotment 

process. Rather, they are facets of this process.  

																																																								
898 Taylor, The Language Animal, 300.  



				 247	
	
	

Some might be wondering at this point if fashion’s quest for the new-now and cyclical flux 

is at odds with placing the past and future into a coherent story.899 This is a reasonable question. 

Certainly, these features of fashion can push against the kind of embellished sequencing through 

time that emplotment entails. Even so, there is reason to believe these temporal features of fashion 

are not defeaters to emplotment. As Ricoeur’s work on narration suggests, to be human is to have 

an inescapable relationship to time. Fashion’s penchant for the new-now notwithstanding, memory 

and anticipation remain features of our mental worlds; navigating past and future reside as 

unavoidable tasks. Additionally, one should note that the average person does not have the luxury 

of diving into fashion’s flux. Everyday closets sourcing everyday dress have limited options. And 

even if one did have access to dressing “off the rack,” fashion itself would push against radical 

flexibility. This is because everyday fashion is more about stability amidst marginal differentiation 

than we assume. While fringes and textiles may come and go and hemlines move up and down, 

the male suit and the female ball gown have remained identifiable for years. In other words, fashion 

is as much about supporting the continued existence of dress codes as it is about tampering with 

last season’s cut, color, and cloth.900 No, fashion is not ipso facto the great enemy of emplotment. 

Rather, the problem develops when fashion is put forward as the tool for forging a rich and 

coherent narrative.  

This problem of over-tasking fashion’s role is exhibited in a character we shall call the 

Zoolander-self.901 The Zoolander-self lacks two qualifications Ricoeur claims are essential for 

																																																								
899 Although Lars Svendsen claims that fashion becomes problematic when it is placed as “the ideal” or “the 

model.” Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy,137-154.  
900 Rocamora and Smelik, Thinking Through Fashion, 168.  
901 The film Zoolander is a fictional comedy about an international male supermodel named Derek Zoolander. 

Derek is characterized as a vacuous, image-focused, dim-witted individual who lacks backbone, depth and complexity.  
Zoolander, directed by Ben Stiller (Los Angeles: Paramount Pictures, 2001).  
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having a self: sameness and selfhood.902 The qualification of sameness is that of constancy through 

time. The qualification of selfhood is critical “self-constancy” (i.e. self-reflexivity). Note that the 

job of meeting these criteria is not accomplished solely through grouping activities in light of 

changes in dress. The self is not established merely through arranging events.903 Rather, as Charles 

Taylor notes, the issue is being able to locate oneself in terms of “a notion of how we have become, 

and of where we are going.”904 The Zoolander-self is bereft of such, as a narrative hinging on a 

succession of tastes and the groupings of events merely around wardrobe choice lacks strong 

evaluation; a capacity that arises in the dialectic of oneself with another.905 When such a mapping 

of a myriad of choices and changes operates in conjunction with this evaluative framework, it is 

possible for a person’s character to emerge and strong identity ensue.906  

Corresponding to this, the Zoolander-self lacks selfness not merely because it lacks self-

reflexivity. (After all, fashion is known for self-surveillance.907) Rather, again, it is because its 

self-reflexiveness lacks a prescriptive sequencing inspired by a greater good.908 (Indeed, in the 

																																																								
902 Though often pitted against each other in Anglo-Analytic philosophy, Ricoeur is clearly interested in 

retaining both sameness and selfhood (through narrative theory). For he believes these two features (along with the 
contribution of the other) are necessary for having a self. See Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 114, 116, 140-151. As 
Ricoeur states, “Where, finally, are we to locate narrative identity along this spectrum of variation extending from the 
pole of selfhood as sameness belonging to character to the pole of the pure selfhood of self-constancy? The answer to 
this question would appear to have already been given: narrative identity stands between the two.” Ricoeur, Oneself 
as Another, 165. For Ricoeur on the issue of establishing sameness through time see Paul Ricoeur, “Narrative Identity” 
in On Paul Ricoeur: Narrative and Interpretation, trans. David Wood (New York: Routledge, 1991), 188-199. 
Although I differ with his conclusion, I am indebted to Lars Svendsen for pointing out the relevance of Ricoeur’s 
discussion of sameness and selfhood to fashion theory. See Svendsen, Fashion: A Philosophy, 149.  

903 This is only one capacity of the self. Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 115. 
904 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 47. 
905 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 189.  
906 For Ricoeur on character, identity and identification with “values, norms, ideals, models, and heroes (i.e. 

“strong evaluations”). Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 120-121.  
907 What’s more, such surveillance can turn in on itself. As Ricoeur states, “Reflexivity seems indeed to carry 

with it the danger of turning in upon oneself, of closing up, and moving in the opposite direction from openness, from 
the horizon of “good life.” Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 180. Indeed, for Taylor, the expressivist turn works against 
strong evaluations. See Taylor, Sources of the Self, 383. 

908 Ricoeur rejects Hume’s dichotomy between “is” and “ought,” between describing and prescribing. 
Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 169. Rather, for identity in self-reflexivity we must assume an otherness as our own: 
such as in a “cause.” Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 121.  
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film Zoolander the protagonist is redeemed by virtue of finding such a good.) For, Ricoeur, 

narrative theory (and a fortiori narrative identity) holds together both description and prescription, 

such that without both kinds of assessments individuals lack the capacity to inhabit their narrative 

in a declaration of “Here I stand.”909 Or, to put it in Charles Taylor’s language, “being selves is 

essentially linked to our sense of the good.”910 Therefore, for Ricoeur (and Taylor), having all the 

right clothes at all the right places is (echoing Jesus’s warning) to gain the imaginative world, but 

lose one’s self.911  

A more helpful way to think of fashion’s relationship to emplotment is found in Ricoeur’s 

description of the relationship between metaphor and narrative. Although a number of types of 

speech compose a narrative, metaphors play an exceptional role. This is because metaphors offer 

a kind of little story in their own right.912 How so? Both metaphors and narratives produce meaning 

by virtue of “the creative imagination”; and both invite not only a way of seeing but of doing.913 

But there is another way fashion’s visual metaphors serve as exceptional building blocks for 

narratives. Fashionable dress not only retains the metaphor’s power to “see as,” but it does so in a 

way that, like narrative itself, navigates temporality visually—the self as both “seeable” and “seen 

as” in time. Again, to be clear, metaphors are not the same as plots. Plots seek to establish 

meaningful patterns, taking these experiences in time and inscribing them into a particular 

directedness. So, while everyday fashion is imaginatively and temporally suggestive, only 

																																																								
909 The character in the movie Zoolander is noted for lacking these two qualities. So, for Ricoeur, the 

imagination that says, “I can try anything” and the voice that says, “Everything is possible but not everything is 
beneficial (understanding here, to others and to yourself),” a muted discord is sounded. It is this discord that the act 
of promising transforms into a fragile concordance: “I can try anything,” to be sure, but “Here is where I stand!” 
Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 167-168. 

910 Taylor, Sources of the Self, 51.  
911 “For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life?”– Matthew 6:26 (NRSV) 
912 Kevin Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur: A Study in Hermeneutics and 

Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 87. 
913 Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur, 89-90.  
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narratives offer a possible way of being-in-the-world in line with a particular temporal sequencing 

of characters, events, goals and causes. Even so, if fashionable dress works as a kind of visual-

temporal metaphor, an imaginative expression of coherence through time, it becomes clear why 

fashion has an affinity with narrative. 

But what does this have to do with theology?   

Here Ricoeur’s work on the kinship between theology and narrative is particularly salient. 

In his essay “The Bible and Imagination,” Ricoeur claims reading the Bible is an imaginative act 

in which we recontextualize the narrative kernels of scripture into the Sitz im Leben of our day.914 

As readers enter into the narrative world of the Bible, their own (narrative) world is seen in light 

of the Biblical (narrative) world, and vice versa. Again, Ricoeur believed the Biblical narrative 

held out this promise not only because of the nature of narrative, but also because we are narrative 

creatures. Narrative is part of the condition of being human: for experience comes to humans with 

a temporal, aesthetic component that invokes narrative.915 Indeed, it is this dynamic compatibility 

between the narrative(s) of scripture and the narration of our lives that has been one of the defining 

impacts of Ricoeur’s work in the field of theology.916  

																																																								
914 Paul Ricoeur, “The Bible and Imagination” in Figuring The Sacred: Religion, Narrative and Imagination, 

trans. David Pellauer (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1995), 145. 
915 As Kevin Vanhoozer puts it, “Ricoeur’s narrative study thus makes a startling twofold claim: first, on the 

level of sense, there is a structural similarity between all forms of narrative. […] Second, on the level of reference, all 
narratives point to the same fundamental character of individual and corporate experience: “The world unfolded by 
every narrative work is always a temporal world.” Vanhoozer, Biblical Narrative in the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur, 
90. This Ricoeurian theme is recast by Stephen Crites, “The Narrative Quality of Experience,” 65-88. Even so, we 
must not take from this that Ricoeur’s narrative approach posits an unmediated common universal experience. 
Narratives always shape us through particular languages and traditions. This emphasis on culture and language as 
inescapable elements for narrative was important for Ricoeur (and Gadamer). Indeed, as Dan Striver points out, 
Ricoeur “indicated the identity-forming nature of the Scripture and actually went much further than Frei or Lindbeck 
in dealings specifically with the way different genres in the Scripture affected identity.” Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 
85.  

916 “The themes of narrative theology generally resonate with, and in some cases spring from, Ricoeur’s 
emphases on narrative.” Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 83. This feature of Ricoeur’s thought has been digested and 
responded to across a broad theological spectrum: from American Roman Catholic theologian David Tracy’s 
appropriation of Ricoeur for his account of “the classic” [see David Tracey, The Analogical Imagination (New York: 
The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1981)], to Hans Frei’s Postliberal reaction to (what they perceived to be) 
Ricoeur’s “general argument” in favor of a more “regional” approach [see Gary Comstock, “Truth and Meaning: 
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If dressing in an age of fashion works to open up the imagination, to see oneself anew, to 

suggest new ways of inhabiting possible worlds, to offer a time-stamped narrative fragment of our 

lives through embodied practice, and if narrative theology addresses our experience as narrative 

creatures by inviting us to see ourselves anew, suggesting a possible world beyond our own, 

expanding narratives past and future into its narrative, and giving rationale for why we experience 

ourselves as narrative creatures, then the narrative quality of everyday fashion displays a distinct 

compatibility with theology.917   

 

Reforming Fashion’s Performance 

Having discussed fashion’s relationship with time and narrative, we turn to the final 

element composing the poetics of everyday dress, fashion as a kind of performance. We begin by 

revisiting Goffman’s understanding of performance. 

 

“Nietzschean” Performances?  

As we saw earlier in this chapter, Goffman sought to provide an understanding of our social 

life through the lens of theater. People in their everyday lives accept and execute differing 

performances to the various audiences they face. Although Goffman does not speak of fashion per 

se, Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective has been deemed important for understanding the distinct 

ways individuals employ everyday fashion for these performances—especially in regards to 

																																																								
Ricoeur Versus Frei on Biblical Narrative,” Journal of Religion 66 (1986): 117-140; Stiver, Ricoeur and Theology, 
85-87], to Evangelical theologian Kevin Vanhoozer’s incorporation of Ricoeur’s narrative hermeneutics in The Drama 
of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2005). 

917 This statement is not meant to dismiss the massive contested theological real estate regarding the issue of 
the relationship between such resonances and Revelation, between what Karl Barth called “lights” and the “Light,” 
“words” and the “Words.” Rather, the aim here is to see everyday fashion as a (possible) light, as a (possible) word. 
For contested views on general revelation within the (broadly) Reformed tradition see Robert S. Covolo, “Beyond the 
Schleiermacher-Barth Dilemma: General Revelation, Bavinckian Consensus, and the Future of Reformed Theology,” 
The Bavinck Review, 3 (2012): 39-59.  
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opening up the typically unmarked, everyday clothes of individuals whose meaning is part of the 

individual’s set of experiences, interactions, and vocabulary. 

Goffman’s The Presentation of the Self in Everyday Life has received vast engagement 

since its release. One of the most critical readings of Goffman’s performance-theory is that of 

Catholic philosopher, Alasdair MacIntyre. Although not a theologian, MacIntyre’s After Virtue 

has had a significant impact on theology.918 But MacIntyre’s criticism of Goffman is important for 

our study not only because of his influence in contemporary theological discussion, but because 

he represents a modern version of a voice that has surfaced since the birth of theology: the worry 

that dress invites deceitful, vice-filled performances. Moreover, given the function MacIntyre sees 

the Reformation playing in the development of the modern mind and “the naked self,”919 his 

engagement with Goffman is all the more relevant to our discussion.    

In MacIntyre’s chapter “Nietzsche or Aristotle,” MacIntyre criticizes Goffman’s role-

playing theories as a kind of Nietzschean application of the mundane transactions of everyday 

life.920 For MacIntyre, Goffman displays Nietzsche’s view of a social universe bereft of objective 

standards, a universe wherein morality is reduced to little more than a check on “over-expansive 

individuals,” and a site where individual role-players strive to effect their will on others.921 

MacIntyre states this adds up to not only implicit claims regarding human nature, but a rejection 

of Aristotle’s moral philosophy.922 Indeed, for MacIntyre, the one moral good in Goffman’s 

																																																								
918 This is witnessed, for example, by the inclusion of a selection of MacIntyre’s After Virtue in Hauerwaus 

and Jones, Why Narrative: Readings in Narrative Theology.  
919 For MacIntyre’s connection of the appearance of modern selfhood with Protestantism see Richard J. 

Mouw, “The Reformation’s ‘Naked Self’” in The God Who Commands: A Study in Divine Command Ethics (Notre 
Dame, IN: The University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 55-75.  

920 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 115. 
921 “The underlying structure of his [Nietzsche’s] argument is as follows: if there is nothing to morality but 

expressions of will, my morality can only be what my will creates.” MacIntyre, After Virtue, 114.  
922 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 117. 
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universe, “honor,” is grasped at by “contrived” appearances. Appealing to Aristotle’s 

Nicomachean Ethics, MacIntyre protests: honor is to be reserved for those who merit it.923   

What are we to make of MacIntyre’s criticisms of Goffman’s performance theory? For 

starters, there is reason to believe MacIntyre misreads Goffman.924 In line with other critics,925 

MacIntyre’s “Nietzschean” reading sees Goffman’s performances as inescapably manipulative 

contrivances aimed at evincing one’s will.926 But as Tseëlon notes, Goffman’s use of “frontstage” 

and “backstage” is not to contrast a “true private” from a “false public.”927 Rather, Goffman saw 

the aim as that of negotiating a given social interaction. Said another way, “Goffman’s account is 

not the psychology of deception but rather the semiotics of dramatization.”928 What is concealed 

is not the truth but irrelevant information for constructing any given social stage with its requisite 

performances. 

Second, MacIntyre’s argument that Goffman is smuggling in a view of human nature is 

questionable. Quite to the contrary, Goffman does not set out to posit a “nature” at all. This is why 

Goffman uses the term “the self,” a term often employed in late modernity to skirt discussions 

about natures. But note that even with Goffman’s account of “the self,” there is no consensus on 

																																																								
923 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 115-116.  
924 MacIntyre’s liminal transit between Marxism and Catholicism served as a likely place from which to 

attack constructing appearances. As both traditions hold a deep suspicion of fashion. 
925 See Efrat Tseëlon, “Self Presentation through Appearance: A Manipulative vs. Dramaturgical Approach,” 

Symbolic Interaction, 15:4 (1992), 504-514. 
926 As MacIntyre tells us, “The unit of analysis in Goffman’s accounts is always the individual role-player 

striving to effect his will within a role-structured situation.” Furthermore, “in Goffman’s social world imputations of 
merit are themselves part of the contrived social reality whose function is to aid or to contain some striving, role-
playing will.” MacIntyre, After Virtue, 116.  

927 As Tseëlon states, “From a symbolic interactionist perspective, Goffman’s distinction between “private” 
and “public” is not a structural one. It not the difference between sincere and managed behavior, but between 
unselfconscious (subjectively invisible) and self-conscious behavior (subjectively visible).” Tseëlon, “Self 
Presentation through Appearance,” 502.  

928 Tseëlon, “Self Presentation through Appearance,” 502.  
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what Goffman has in mind. Is he making a claim for a “postmodern self,”929 a “coherent self,”930 

or a balance of “historicist” and “coherentist” understandings of the self?931 The lack of clarity on 

Goffman’s self suggests a different intent: an account of social reality that brackets out 

metaphysics, ethics, ultimate concerns and meta-narratives. To be sure, views regarding these 

features can be smuggled in. And no doubt, Goffman’s faith in a disengaged and instrumental 

“neutrality” is neither neutral nor uncontestable.932 Even so, although MacIntyre’s desire to call 

out any so-called “neutrality” is admirable, does it follow that Goffman’s stance signals 

Nietzschean ethics?  

Charles Taylor’s account of the “Nova Effect” offers a more nuanced corrective to  

MacIntyre’s binary options.933 In Taylor’s scheme, reluctance to bring a robust moral account is 

not necessarily evidence of embracing a Nietzschean paradigm. For such reluctance is a common 

manifestation across the ideological board in an age where all claims have become fragilized. 

What’s more, far from binary options evinced through deductive logic, one finds a host of positions 

on tap.934 Indeed, not only Aristotelian and Nietzschean ethics are live options, but a host of others. 

Therefore, while Goffman’s reluctance may or may not evince the triumph of Nietzsche over 

																																																								
929 “I argue that the Goffmanesque self is postmodern in that it consists of surfaces, or performances. It is a 

transient self which is situationally and interactively defined; a social product which does not have existence outside 
an interaction. It does not rely on a dualistic image of the self but is anchored, instead, in a metaphysics of surface; an 
interplay of images, of signifiers with no underlying signifieds, a text with no ‘reality’ behind it.” Tseëlon, “Is the 
Presented Self Sincere?: Goffman, Impression Management and the Postmodern Self,” Theory, Culture & Society. 9:2 
(1992), 121. 

930 Michael L. Schwalbe, “Goffman Against Postmodernism: Emotion and the Reality of the Self,” Symbolic 
Interaction, 16:4 (1993).  

931 Black Hawk Hancock and Roberta Garner, “Erving Goffman: Theorizing the self in the Age of Advanced 
Consumer Capitalism,” Journal of the Theory of Social Behaviour 45:2 (2014), 163-187.  

932 This approach to the self has played an important role in the rise of secularization. See Taylor, Sources of 
the Self, 493.  

933 The “Nova Effect” is the vast array of options now available. As Taylor, states, “our present predicament 
offers a gamut of possible positions which extend way beyond the options available in the late eighteenth century. It’s 
as though the original duality, the positing of a viable humanist alternative, set in train a dynamic, something like a 
nova effect, spawning an ever-widening variety of moral/spiritual options, across the span of the thinkable and perhaps 
even beyond. This phase extends up to the present.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 300.  

934 John Milbank, whose project draws from MacIntyre, offers a similar binary.   
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Aristotle, it is undoubtedly evidence of the reluctance (among social scientists) to move beyond 

empirical language in an age of fragilized belief.935     

Finally, what are we to make of MacIntyre’s criticism of Goffman’s meritless grasping for 

“honor”? To assess MacIntyre’s criticism, we would do well to remember the model of honor that 

MacIntyre holds forth. As MacIntyre states, “in many pre-modern societies a man’s honor is what 

is due to him and to his household by reason of their having their due place in the social order.”936 

MacIntyre’s use of the Nicomachean Ethics, placed alongside this example from the Middle Ages, 

signals his allegiance with a perspective we examined in Chapter 2. As we recall, dress for Aquinas 

served a pre-modern understanding of distributive justice wherein we were to give honor based 

upon an established social hierarchy. To be sure, it is doubtful MacIntyre desires to return to 

medieval hierarchies or pre-democratic societies. And he himself explicitly states his discussion 

aims to showcase the importance of existing social structures (and the narratives generating them) 

for moral evaluations of one’s actions.937 Yet given his narrative valorizes the medieval 

conception,938 it is not clear how MacIntyre’s vision of “honor” steers clear of a vision of dress 

morally coded by hierarchical social arrangements that encroach on individual dignity.939 Could it 

be that robust democracies operating on modern notions of distributive justice require performative 

negotiation to re-confirm dignity, rather than traffic in a static honor? 

																																																								
935 To be exact, MacIntyre also includes Max Weber as a co-alternative alongside Nietzsche. This does speak 

to “secularization,” but Weber’s view of secularization is significantly different from Taylor’s. So here too, Taylor 
offers an alternative.   

936 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 115.   
937 As MacIntyre states, his “crucial point” can be summarized as follows: “morality and social structure are 

in fact one and the same in heroic society. There is only one set of social bonds. Morality as something distinct does 
not yet exist. Evaluative questions are questions of social fact.” MacIntyre, After Virtue, 123.  

938 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 172.  
939 Mouw, “On Being Fair to ‘Individualism’,” in The God Who Commands, 43-54.	
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Such binaries and hierarchies aside, McIntyre’s claim that we no longer see the need to 

nest performances in a larger narrative context is absolutely right.940 In turn, such detached 

performances certainly leave open the question of “what passes for success.”941 Indeed, as 

MacIntyre accurately diagnoses in After Virtue, the disappearance of the narratives that gave birth 

to our moral language has stripped the context that is required for such language to retain 

traction.942  

Emblematic of this condition is the quintessentially modern flâneur in Water Benjamin’s 

Arcades Project.943 Wandering the urban landscape, the flâneur is conscripted by fashion as both 

actor and audience in fashion’s performances. Yet the flâneur is neither the possessor of, nor the 

witness to, performances that cohere with a larger narrative. As a result, the flâneur’s performative 

world lacks cohesion, being experienced within what sociologist Zygmunt Bauman identified as 

“pointillist” time.944 Like an unintelligible Seurat or Signac, each public performance adds a new 

dot to this colorful display…even as, from a larger vantage, it remains an indecipherable mosaic 

within an alienating urban landscape.  

 

																																																								
940 “Literary historians from Auerbach to John Gardner have traced the way in which the cultural place of 

narrative has been diminished and the modes of interpretation of narrative have been transformed until it has become 
possible for modern theorists as different as Sartre—whose views I have already discussed— and William Gass to 
understand the form of narrative, not as that which connects story-telling with the form of human life, but precisely 
as that which segregates narrative from life, which confines it to what is taken to be a separate and distinctive realm 
of art.” Alasdair MacInytre, After Virtue, 226. 

941 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 115.  
942 Thus, according to MacIntyre, “in acquiring sovereignty in its own realm [the modern self] lost its 

traditional boundaries provided by a social identity and a view of human life as ordered to a given end.” Alasdair 
MacIntyre, After Virtue, 34. This is not to say that Goffman does not have his own universal discourse of legitimation 
(i.e. a meta-narrative), but that he may assume his meta-narrative. See James K.A. Smith, Whose Afraid of 
Postmodernism: Taking Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault to Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2006), 69.  

943 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 2002). 
944 As Bauman details our life’s performances are “broken up, or even pulverized, into a multitude of ‘eternal 

instants’—events, incidents, accidents, adventures, episodes—self-enclosed monads, separate morsels, each more 
self-reduced to a point ever more closely approximating its geometric ideal of non-dimensionality.” See Zygmund 
Bauman, Consuming Life (Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2007), 32.  
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At Play in the Theater of God  

As William J. Bouwsma has argued, Calvin was not unaware of shifts taking place in both 

identities and social performances in the early modern period.945 Distinct from the medieval notion 

of agents as performers embedded in clear social ontologies—to say nothing of the late-modern 

chimera of an ever-deferred self—Calvin sought to navigate these shifting developments in early 

modernity by depicting individuals as agents set in a “glorious theater.”946 Of course, like 

MacIntyre, Calvin could also be fearful of deceptive, manipulative performances.947 Therefore he 

was sure to reframe life’s drama to include a throng of heavenly spectators (Heb. 12:1), chief of 

whom is a God who—as Adam and Eve discovered in the garden—never fails to see what we’re 

wearing. Calvin’s dramatic turn raises important questions: What might happen when today’s 

flâneurs reframe fashion’s performances in Calvin’s theater? How does the story of God’s 

unfolding Kingdom re-inform and re-invest (literally and figuratively) the dramatic performances 

of everyday dress?   

In line with Calvin’s vision of life as a dramatic performance,948 a number of contemporary 

theologians have offered theological elaboration on how the Christian faith is to be considered 

through the lens of dramatic performance.949 An important theologian in this “theatrical turn” is 

																																																								
945 William J. Bouwsma, John Calvin: A Sixteenth Century Portrait (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 

177.  
946 Calvin, Institutes, 1.6.2; see also 1.5.8 and 2.6.1.  
947 Calvin recognized, as MacIntyre fears, that having “roles” invited hiding one’s true self to meet the 

expectations of others. Bouwsma, John Calvin, 178. Also see William J. Bouwsma, “Calvin and the Dilemma of 
Hypocrisy,” in Calvin and Christian Ethics, ed. Peter De Klerk, Fifth Colloquium on Calvin and Calvin Studies (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Calvin Studies Society, 1987), 3.   

948 Of course, theatricality is bigger than Calvin. As Bouwsma details, the idea of life as dramaturgy preceded 
Calvin. Bouwsma, John Calvin, 177. Additionally, the recent turn to theatricality is in no small part due to the 
influence of Hans Urs von Balthasar’s magisterial, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Vol. 1-5 (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1983).  

949 Michael Horton, Covenant and Eschatology: The Divine Drama (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
2002); Trevor Hart and Wesley Vander Lugt, Theatrical Theology: Explorations in Performing the Faith (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2014); John Piper and David Mathis, eds. With Calvin in the Theatre of God: The Glory of Christ 
and Everyday Life (Wheaton: Crossways, 2010); Susan Schreiner, Theatre for his Glory: Nature and the Natural 
Order in the Thought of John Calvin (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995); James K.A. Smith speaks of Christian worship as  
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Reformed theologian Kevin Vanhoozer. In his The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic 

Approach to Christian Doctrine, Vanhoozer asserts an analogia dramatis between life and 

Christian theology.950 In critical response to George Lindbeck’s “cultural-linguistic” approach,951 

Vanhoozer proposes “a postconservative, canonical-linguistic theology” with a “directive theory 

of doctrine that roots theology more firmly in Scripture while preserving Lindbeck’s emphasis on 

practice.”952 Because the gospel is the triune “theo-drama” of redemption, which is God’s 

“communicative action” in Jesus Christ, doctrine is an authoritative direction as to how individuals 

and the church fittingly perform the drama of life. In this sense doctrine is more than knowledge, 

but a performance of “the way, truth, and life in the church.”953 Vanhoozer sees the theo-drama as 

consisting in a five act play, with creation (act 1) as the setting for the following acts of Israel (act 

2), Jesus (act 3), the Church (act 4), and consummation (act 5). Scripture’s performative act and 

vehicle of Spirit and Word promotes true practice in the divine theater, calling for a fitting action 

and imaginative response which refines “the dross of textual knowledge into the gold of Christian 

wisdom.”954 Or, to reverse the flow (from know-how to articulation), theology exists to unpack 

“canonical competence.” It aims (in a way akin to Habermas’s “reconstructive science”) to make 

“explicit the intuitive, pre-theoretical know-how that underlies a speech agent’s linguist or 

																																																								
“performed dramas” that ready us to perform this story in everyday life [James K.A. Smith, Imagining The Kingdom, 
137].  

950 See Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical-Linguistic Approach to Christian Theology 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005). Vanhoozer rightfully acknowledges Hans Urs von Balthasar’s 
magisterial Theo-Drama. But Vanhoozer pulls away from Balthasar in significant ways. Notably, when he speaks of 
the dramatic nature of doctrine, rather than merely the content of doctrine.  
951 Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic model is spelled out in his The Nature of Doctrine: Religion and Theology in a 
Postliberal Age (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1984). 

952 Kevin Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine: A Canonical Linguistic Approach To Christian Theology 
(Louisville, KY: WJK, 2005), xiii.  

953 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 21. 
954 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 21, 278, 281. 
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communicative competence.”955 In Vanhoozer’s dramaturgical scheme, imagination, creativity, 

and know-how are critical for faithful performances.  

Building on Vanhoozer’s gains, fellow Reformed theologian Wesley Vander Lugt further 

explores the analogues between theater and theology in his Lived Theodrama: Reimagining 

Theological Ethics.956 One of the most significant contributions of Vander Lugt’s is his 

development of the idea of “disponibility,”957 a performative capacity well-formed actors 

demonstrate that manifests an openness to what is happening, and a readiness to perform in 

response to numerous inputs (the playwright, the script, fellow actors, audience, theatre space, 

oneself and one’s body).958 Working alongside this is Vander Lugt’s account of “fittingness.” For 

Vander Lugt, well-crafted performances “fit” the developing story, the director’s guidance, other 

actors, performance traditions, the audience, and the context.”959 Again, such requires 

performative wisdom, a fluidity, and an openness in one’s performance. 

Vanhoozer and Vander Lugt’s theatrical theology calls for Christian flâneurs adept at 

improvisation, capable of a bold, imaginative “fitting performances” within the theo-drama.960 In 

making this theatrical-turn, Vanhoozer and Vander Lugt move us from MacIntyre’s suspicions to 

a much more constructive understanding of performance. Indeed, their models offer a way to 

reclaim Aquinas’s understanding of savoir-faire, shifting the criteria to theo-dramatics, rather than 

premodern notions of distributive justice.  

																																																								
955 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 300. 
956 Wesley Vander Lugt, Living Theodrama: Reimiagining Theological Ethics (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 

2014).  
957 This is the English rendition of disponibilité. According to Vander Lugt “’Disponibility’ carries the 

positive sense of being disposed toward the other, and therefore pertinent synonyms include ‘availability,’ 
‘receptivity,’ and ‘openness.’” Vander Lugt, Living Theodrama, 36.  

958 Vander Lugt, Living Theodrama, 35.  
959 Vander Lugt, Living Theodrama, 54. Here Vander Lugt appeals to contextual theology, which is “more 

like producing a work of art than following a rigid set of directions.”  See Vander Lugt, Living Theodrama, 184.  
960 Vanhoozer, The Drama of Doctrine, 22. 
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With these advances in mind, we return to Goffman’s work. Can Goffman’s work further 

elucidate this idea of fashion as a possible vehicle for a faithful, fitting performance? Here Clifford 

Geertz’s reading of Goffman suggests a way forward. Geertz flags Goffman’s work as representing 

the importance of the ‘game analogy’ in the social sciences.961 As Tseëlon notes, Goffman believed 

“people offer definitions of themselves in various interaction contexts which the audience either 

accepts or challenges. This ‘game’ is the point of the interaction.”962    

 This idea of fashion as a type of non-utilitarian game, “an end itself,” reminds us of the 

close association of fashion with play.963 Here Calvin Seerveld’s previously noted essay, “Joy, 

Style and the Aesthetic Imperative with the Biblical Meaning of Clothes and Games in the 

Christian Life” gains new traction. Although careful not to collapse the two, Seerveld clearly 

makes a strong association between clothing and games. While clothes can be worn and games 

can be played for a host of “external” reasons,964 both invite a discourse of joy, style, imagination 

and festivity.   

Seerveld’s close association of dress with play is in line with his appreciative reading of 

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s Truth and Method.965 Here Gadamer’s reflections on the close relationship 

between art and play further opens up fashion’s performances. For Gadamer play is marked by 

“free impulse” and “self-movement.”966 So, while clothing certainly can be created or worn with 

																																																								
961 Clifford Geertz, ‘Blurred Genres: The Refiguration of Social Thought’ in American Scholar, 49 (2): 165-

179 as quoted in Tseëlon, “Erving Goffman,” 160.   
962 Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere?,” 116.  
963 Tseëlon, “Is the Presented Self Sincere,” 116. As Tseëlon states, “It is a game of representation, not 

misrepresentation for some other end.” A central facet of play is its non-utilitarian nature. See Robert K. Johnston, 
The Christian at Play (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1997), 42-49. 

964 Seerveld, “Joy, Style, and Aesthetic Imperatives,” 98. 964 “Playing games no more makes you playful, than 
wearing clothes makes you dressed up.” Seerveld, “Joy, Style, and Aesthetic Imperatives,” 102. 

965 Calvin Seerveld, “A Review: Truth and Method,” in Normative Aesthetics, ed. John H. Kok (Sioux City, 
IA: Dordt College Press, 2014). 

966 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Continuum, 2004), 101. It would be easy here to 
mistake Gadamer as suggesting some kind of expressivism. We must be careful, for Gadamer is not ultimately 
interested in “the orientation nor even the state of mind of the creator or of those enjoying the work of art, nor the 
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political intent, as a speech act, etc., it is also possible to take up fashion as a form of play: “the 

self-representation of its own movement” which is part of “the ordered to-and-fro movement of 

the game.”967 This on-going public game is made possible because, (here Gadamer comes awfully 

close to Goffman), human play is “able to make representation itself the task of a game.”968 

Gadamer goes on describing play in terms of “the way that we play something in our daily 

intercourse with other people—i.e., that we merely pretend, act a part, and create an impression.”969 

Such instances where we move into character, where we no longer present ourselves 

straightforwardly are critical for shifting into play. What’s more, Gadamer believes play 

“resembles the religious act” because we have entered a world that is raised above mere 

verisimilitude.970 As Goffman hints, Seerveld connects, and Gadamer elucidates, fashion’s 

performances provide an imaginative, stylish recognition of our embodied aesthetics that occur “in 

presentation, and belongs essentially to play, as play.”971   

This idea of dress as inviting a joyful “give and take” of sartorial visual stimulation, the 

colorful mutual display as a form of playfulness, is in line with Calvin’s idea of dress as a gift to 

be received with gladness, a “help” in what could otherwise be drudgery. Indeed, it reminds us of 

Abraham Kuyper’s nostalgia for the interplay of “the endless variety of colors and shapes” that 

marked festive society.972   

																																																								
freedom of a subjectivity engaged in play.” Rather, Gadamer wants to understand play ontologically as “the mode of 
being of the work of art itself.” Gadamer, Truth and Method, 101. 

967 Gadamer, The Relevance of The Beautiful and Other Essays, 23.  
968 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 108.  
969 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 111.  
970 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 111-112. 
971 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 116. 

972 Kuyper writes, “Look how, when Minerva’s young manhood hold their masquerades, thousands upon thousands 
of people travel from villages and cities, by barge and boat, road or rail, to our university towns to feast upon the 
endless variety of colors and shapes.” Kuyper, “Uniformity,” 29.  
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But even more, the idea of everyday dress offering an opportunity for celebration has a 

Biblical precedent. In the book of Ecclesiastes, the author (Heb. “Qoheleth”) argues that humanity 

is not only to contemplate the splendor of God’s creation, but to respond to the gift of life by 

celebrating everyday delights. Indeed, in the face of our finitude and creaturely status, Qoheleth 

sees such an embrace of life’s simple joys as an act of faith. Qoheleth includes among these joys 

not only sexual intimacy with one’s spouse and a good meal, but also that of regularly putting on 

felicitous clothing.973 As Qoheleth states, “Let your garments always be white.”974  

To the degree everyday fashion invites people to a playful display that moves everyday life 

above the monotony of routine to a convivial atmosphere, reframing existence as more than 

drudgery and mere functionality, it truly is the kind of help that Calvin called believers to embrace.  

 

The Hope of Everyday Dress 

In this chapter we’ve taken up the theo-poetics of fashion—stitching together the 

theological import of the drama of everyday fashion displayed in three threads: time, narrative, 

and performance.  

In the first thread we addressed the power of fashion to shape our experience of time. Here	

we	saw	that,	working	in	conjunction	with	modernity’s	sensitivity	to	anachronisms,	fashion	

places	a	unique	weight	on	the	new-now.	What’s	more,	this	accent on-the-cusp-of-the-present 

reinforces an immanent frame. By way of a theological rejoinder, we unpacked Augustine’s 

																																																								
 973 Regarding this text, Robert K. Johnston writes, “Qoheleth’s purpose in writing as he does is to help people 
rediscover a God-centered joy […] Toward this end, Qoheleth exhorts his readers to play—to eat and drink with joy 
and to make love. For as we play, as we commune joyfully with creation and our fellow creatures, we become aware 
that life truly is a gift from God.” Johnston, The Christian at Play, 100.  
  974 “Go, eat your bred with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has already approved 
what you do. Let your garments be always white; let not oil be lacking on your head. Enjoy life with the wife whom 
you love, all the days of your vain life which he has given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and 
in your toil at which you toil under the sun. Whatever you hand find to do, do it with your might; for there is no work 
or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.” Ecclesiastes 9:7-10 (NRSV).  
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aporias of time in Confessions 11, an account that suggests lurking within fashion’s 

phenomenology of the new-now is not only a persistent immanence, but also a tacit hope of the 

eternal present without the slippage of post-lapsum temporality. 

In the second thread, we examined how dressing in an age of fashion is inextricably 

involved in the narration of our lives. In line with Ricoeur’s rejection of mimesis as rote mimicry, 

we explored fashion’s role in emplotment: (1) how it draws on existing “signs, rules and norms”; 

(2) links together episodes and events; and (3) refigures our actions in light of the plot-outfit nexus. 

Here we saw how Ricoeur’s idea of narrative identity reframes the relationship of fashion, identity 

and the Biblical narrative. Indeed, the narrative quality of everyday fashion, including its role as a 

time-stamped visual metaphor, displays a unique compatibility with (narrative) theology. 

Finally, our third thread explored fashion’s performance by way of Goffman’s 

dramaturgical perspective—a perspective deemed important for understanding the distinct ways 

individuals employ everyday fashion as a kind of performance. Challenging MacIntyre’s 

Nietzschean reading of Goffman while acknowledging his accent on the import of larger narrative 

contexts, we turned to Calvin’s view of agents as performers in the theater of God. Here it was 

argued that theologians Vanhoozer and Vander Lugt’s theatrical turn calls for Christian flâneurs 

capable of a bold, imaginative, “fitting performances.” Shifting from the nominal to the verbal 

sense of the word “play,” we further explored a link between Goffman, Seerveld, and Gadamer 

that suggests fashion’s performances invite people to a playful display that moves everyday life 

from monotony to a conviviality.  

Stepping back, the one thing that ties these threads of everyday fashion together is the idea 

of hope: hope for a reconciled relationship with temporality, the narratives we tell, and the roles 

we play. 
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In May 2000, the Bible Society sponsored a six-page fashion spread in British Vogue that 

featuring images of models in various settings with passages from the Gospels. In a subsequent 

radio interview on the BBC regarding the spread, New Testament scholar N.T. Wright stated that 

behind the spread was the idea that, “clothes are a sign of hope that we know, deep down, that we 

are to be 'more fully clothed', more fully and truly ourselves, in God's ultimate future.”975 Wright’s 

claim offers insight into not only the glorious bodies we see strutting catwalks,976 but the longing 

we find inside ourselves for a dramatic, compelling life.977 In light of Wright’s claim, our argument 

here is that behind the drama of everyday dress resides a hopeful refusal of the insufferable weight 

of immanence, a longing for narratives that transcend birth to death, and a hunger for performances 

marked by joy.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
975 N.T. Wright (personal communication, January 7, 2010). Wright’s association of the hope of new clothing 

with the resurrected body has a long lineage, tracing back to St. Paul’s who in his first letter to the Corinthians 
associated clothing with the hope of “taking off” and “putting on” a new body (1 Cor. 15:53-54).   

976 Robert Covolo, “Beyond The Low-Rise Jean,” 30-37. 
977 Here theology can take her cue from Walter Benjamin, whose Jewish messianic tradition influenced his 

push back against the classical Marxist suspicion of fashion, seeing in fashion’s cyclical reintroduction not merely a 
harbinger of the market’s overreach, or the oppression of the higher class to disrupt the advance of dialectical 
materialism, but a humanity’s collective, imaginative “tigers leap” that seeks to redeem the past, live fully in the 
present, and usher in a new world. Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, 261.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

The Promise of New Horizons 
 

 

What does Paris have to do with Jerusalem? Our study has shown that, far from the 

characterization of two disparate bodies of theoretical inquiry, theology and fashion theory have 

good reason to consider the other of consequence.  

In Chapter 1 we explored fashion theory’s “multiple perspectives” approach, an approach 

that suggests theology deserves a place at the discussion table. This conclusion being all the more 

so given fashion theory and theology share an interest in common intellectual real estate.   

In Chapters 2 & 3 we took up theology’s historic relationship to dress and fashion. Here it 

was demonstrated theology’s engagement with dress and fashion boasts a long history, stretching 

from Tertullian to Barth. In the first of these retrieval chapters (Chapter 2), we unpacked the 

Catholic tradition’s historic engagement with dress: from Tertullian’s attempt to seal off Jerusalem 

from Paris, to Augustine’s cautious concessions, to Aquinas’s positive proposal for seeing cultural 

wisdom as a divine gift.  

In the second of these retrieval chapters (Chapter 3) we followed the Reformed tradition’s 

trajectory of engagement with fashion: from Calvin to Kuyper to Barth. Emerging with the rise of 

fashion and shaped by the distinct dispensations they found themselves in, these Reformed 

theologians viewed fashion as an important social and political force to be engaged.   

In light of this precedent, the second half of the dissertation advanced this Reformed 

initiative. In Chapter 4 we offered a contemporary Reformed understanding of the relationship 

between fashion, faith, and the public sphere. Here it was argued that, in light of Kuyper’s vision 
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(as assisted by Charles Taylor), Christians have reason to continue to be invested as Christians in 

the space of fashion and the public sphere.	

In Chapter 5, we moved past debates of whether art is fashion to the aesthetic views driving 

these debates: from views suspicious of fashion to more friendly approaches. So too classical 

theological aesthetics displays a trajectory, yet one that increasingly argued for a link between 

God, creation, and the arts. This lead us to a theological tradition wrestling with art in the modern 

period, the Neo-Calvinists. Among these we identified Nicholas Wolterstorff’s recent idea of art 

as a kind of social action as holding unique promise for a theological account of the art of fashion. 

Finally, in Chapter 6, we addressed the dramatic power of fashion to shape our everyday 

experiences of time, narrative, and performance. By way of a theological rejoinder to fashion’s 

temporality, we unpacked Augustine’s aporias of time in Confessions 11. This was followed by 

employing the work of philosopher Paul Ricoeur to explicate fashion’s narrative force and 

narrative theology. Finally, we employed recent theological work in dramaturgical theology to 

understand fashion’s performances in Calvin’s divine theater. 

This study has demonstrated the mutual investment Paris and Jerusalem share. Even so, 

we’ve only scratched the surface. Indeed, as our study has argued, a number of other horizons 

await these two disciplines. May this discussion be a start.  
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