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This work will explore three keywords: symbol, desire, and preservation. At first, these words do not seem to relate however, the purpose of this essay is to show that they have a relationship when viewed in the context of fashion. This will be achieved through researching past and present fashion designers ie John Galliano, as well as various theorists including Laura Mulvey and Roland Barthes. 

'Symbol' is defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as a “sign, shape, or object that is used to represent something else” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). Society utilises signs daily to portray social standing and identity. The outfit a person chooses is more than the clothes that they are wearing. It subconsciously sends a message about the identity of that person to everyone who sees them. External validation and comparison are a normal part of existence, although have been exacerbated by the emergence of social media. “When viewing mass media that objectify people, men and women internalise the message that their worth should be based on their physical body”. (Rollero 2022). The images promoted by influencers on social media are not a true reflection of a person’s life with many people using it to show a highly manicured version of reality. An influencer is someone who shares their lifestyle through the promotion of certain products on social media. It creates an ideal that without these products it is not possible to obtain this lifestyle. “The para-social interaction between social media users and influencers in the virtual world (or on social media platforms) could be transferred to users’ own psychological benefits” (Kim, Kim 2022). They use the signs associated with status to gain and maintain a following. For example, having the latest on-trend fashion item. By presenting a version of themselves that is desirable to their followers, the influencer becomes an escape from reality, desirable but unattainable. Haute-couture fashion collections are the perfect example of how symbols are used in the fashion industry. On the surface these clothes are unwearable and bizarre, the viewer must look beneath the surface to find the meaning behind this particular presentation of symbols. In this way, fashion is an invaluable tool for challenging societal norms. In Western society the beauty standard is “thin or even underweight, blue eyes, porcelain white skin,” (Marrinan 2022). Women with these features have become a symbol of desire in the West, overlooking other qualities that make someone desirable ie wisdom, intelligence, and empathy. These are qualities that are developed with age and, although crucial skills to have, they are not as important in a society that values outward appearance. There are benefits to meeting the conventional standards of beauty; “easier time getting a job or promotion…higher salaries”. (Sharma 2021) Despite these benefits, a woman who builds her identity on appearance, especially beauty that is defined by an external influence, is sure to struggle when she ages and the focus shifts from external to internal beauty. Although wider society values a woman’s beauty much less as she ages, it is not true to the fact that women become less beautiful. In many respects, a woman has more to offer as she ages and gains life experience that makes her wise. Therefore, there needs to be a mindset change. This starts with teaching young women that ageing is not something that is shameful but rather another stage of life.
	 
Archetypes are a concept used by Carl Jung who saw them as a way to “result in a deeper under-
standing of the world as not merely a series of material objects.” (Sample, M 2019 pg 46). They present a series of symbols and thus ideals to show the different types of people in a society. Archetypes do not immediately show their purpose but are often used to uphold traditional values. The ‘Maiden, Mother, Crone’ archetype is used to represent the stages of womanhood. This archetype is beneficial in providing guidance, although it does not explore the complexity of existence and reinforces ageist attitudes. Crone; “an ugly, old woman”. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). This portrayal of ageing women, although unpleasant, is a fairly common perception. It reinforces the belief that ageing is something to be ashamed of and as such, undesirable. Changing such a fundamental belief is difficult to do, however, it starts with changing how older women view themselves and the messages they are told about themselves. In most media including women, “males gaze and females are gazed at” (Fowles, 1996). Women will often be objectified in media to attract the male gaze and it can be argued that women who repeatedly see this representation of themselves will begin to see this as the only way to be desirable. If the media focused less on presenting women as objects to be viewed and instead emphasised personal style and empowerment, it would enable women who don’t fit into narrow beauty standards to be seen as desirable. Personal style is a direct antithesis of the male gaze. The women with a personal sense of style are not seeking out the gaze of others for approval, but rather considering what clothes empower her. 

In the age of social media, “micro-trends” have appeared as a result of influencers attempting to keep the attention of their audience for as long as possible. It has created the perfect environment for a “throwaway culture” (Andersen 2023), wherein possessions are not valued. Due to the rise of social media, trend cycles have gotten increasingly shorter. Instead of buying into these micro-trends, it is important to develop a personal style. “The trends prey on our insecurities about the way we look and feel…encouraging us to consume more to stay on trend.” (Crisp and Copestake 2022). Fashion is used as a status symbol however it can also be used to help people feel more confident and as an expression of personality. Personal style may not be viewed as fashionable in the eyes of wider society; however, it is an important factor in becoming more confident. 

Desire is “wanting something, especially strongly”. However, it can also be defined as “to have a strong sexual attraction to someone”. (Cambridge Dictionary, 2024). In life, there is a common desire to find something that brings us “a reason for being” (Ikigai, 2024). This is referred to as ‘Ikigai’ in Japanese philosophy. People search for purpose in many different aspects of life, be that career, family, or beauty. It is a concept that is deeply personal although is easily affected by environment and culture. Objects hold value and underpin status in a capitalist society. This is seen in the Netflix drama “Inventing Anna” (2022) which follows Anna Sorokin a woman who convinces the socialites of New York that she is a German heiress. She created a version of herself that was surrounded by all of the objects of an heiress and allowed that to speak for itself. Roland Barthes in ‘The Fashion System’ says that “it is not the object but the name that creates desire: it is not the dream but the meaning that sells.” (Barthes, R xii) It is a result of seeing someone else having said object/connection. TikTok for example is full of people with individual styles that don’t follow the fast-changing trends, showing off their outfits. In some cases, people have attempted to imitate aspects of their style. It may be that what they are trying to emulate isn’t the outfits themselves but instead the confidence of the wearer. 

Society has presented youthful women as the ideal and a quick internet search provides a multitude of anti-aging products, all selling the same thing, youth. Thinking back to the ‘Maiden, Mother, Crone’ archetypes, older women are represented as the crone. In this form she is not the one to be desired, but rather the one who has little relevance aside from providing wisdom to younger women. In itself this is not an issue however when so much value is placed on youth, it is easy to see how women become perceived as irrelevant as they age. Part of the reason youth is so valued in society is because being young is often associated with being impressionable and therefore the ideals of one person can be easily taught. 

Female bodybuilders sculpt and strengthen their bodies to such a level that transforms their body from something that is viewed, and in many cases, enjoyed. They no longer meet the standard of beauty [of being thin and feminine] and are criticised for being an “imitation of masculinity” (Freuh 2001). However, the benefit of curating their bodies so fiercely, is that the control now lies with the woman. Her body is displayed but not to be desired by men. As Joanna Freuh says in ‘Monster/Beauty’ it becomes “female embodiment ‘based in a power rather than fragility aesthetic’”. (Freuh 2001) In a patriarchal society, this becomes an issue as a woman who is more confident in herself is less easily influenced by the opinions of others. In comparison, a woman who is constantly seeking external validation from others will be easily influenced by others. Curating a personal style, or in this case, curating her body brings empowerment as she is more aware of her identity. 
Social media is constantly reinforcing the idea that the latest fashion/beauty trend will bring happiness. Large amounts of time and money are invested into maintaining desirability; however, it is exhausting economically and mentally to keep up with the ever-changing trends. Therefore, this time and money are better invested in finding out what we, as individuals desire. 



Fig 1. (Maison Margiela, 2024) [image: ]

Preservation is “the act of keeping something the same or of preventing it from being damaged”. In a cultural context, objects and traditions are preserved to keep aspects of the past alive. Fashion designers will take inspiration from different periods as well as referencing important events in their collections. Take John Galliano’s latest collection for Maison Margiela (Fig 1), although it was part of 2024 Paris Fashion Week, it heavily relied on historical references with Harper’s Bazaar describing it as ‘a breathing Toulouse-Lautrec painting’ (Gonzales, 2024). From this picture it is clear that there is more to the clothes than a well-made coat, it is rich with narrative and intrigues the viewer, all while staying true to the brand image. 
Fashion is about more than having the trendiest wardrobe, it is also about reviving and preserving the past. This does not mean wearing the exact clothes from past eras. For one, some of the techniques and fabrics used historically have been replaced by techniques that are more suited to modern-day life. Also, many of the clothes that are of historical importance were not designed to be worn as everyday items, thus needing more careful effort to preserve their condition. However, it is possible to create something that is inspired by both the physical item and the person who wore it. Conservationists go to extreme lengths to ensure that historical fashion pieces do not crumble away, taking knowledge of the past with it. This is done to ensure that the legacy of the person who wore the piece will outlive them. The iconic Marilyn Monroe ‘Happy Birthday’ dress (fig 2) recently sold at auction for $4.8 million.



 
[image: ]  Fig 2 Marilyn Monroe’s ‘Happy Birthday Dress’ (Vanity Fair, 2016)

The dress in today’s context symbolises wealth and exclusivity. When it was worn by Marilyn Monroe, it symbolised sexuality and Monroe’s ability to capture a crowd. The dress is a showstopper, made to turn heads. Kim Kardashian wore the exact dress to the 2022 Met Gala before changing into a replica of the dress. The dress outlived Monroe and is a physical expression of her legacy. By wearing the exact dress, Kardashian has brought Monroe back into the spotlight. Monroe’s life was tumultuous at this time, divorce, illness, her latest movie “The Misfits, was a disappointment” (Ott 2020). Similarly, Kardashian was coming out of a divorce from Kanye West. For both of these women, the dress was a way to distract from the negative attention they were receiving in the media. It gave society a new topic to discuss that was more focused on what the dress symbolised, sexual liberty. For Kardashian, wearing Monroe’s dress was a way to redefine herself and preserve her image in society. “She [Monroe] is constantly referred to as a sex symbol, and her images only help reinforce the ideology of sexuality even today” (Barker 2018 pg 10-11) There are many creative ways Kardashian could’ve referenced Marilyn Monroe without risking damage to the fragile dress. By wearing the exact dress, there is a distinct lack of creativity. Kardashian wore the dress to the 2022 Met Gala, an event that is all about taking the most creative spin on the specific theme of the event. In 2022 the theme was “Gilded Glamour” (Nast C, 2022). Although the choice of dress did technically fit the brief, there was very little creativity or personal expression through it. There was an opportunity for her to pay respect to Marilyn and emulate her essence. Instead of appearing as an effort to preserve Monroe’s legacy, it appeared much more to be an example of Kardashian using her wealth to gain access to an exclusive fashion piece. In today’s society, “Regardless of price, fashion today is rarely exclusive” (Palmer, Clark 2005 pg 197). Fast fashion has made accessing the latest fashion designs easier than ever with many companies producing affordable versions of high fashion pieces. Although not just anyone can attend an event such as the Met Gala, it is possible to have access to versions of the outfits seen on the red carpet. If Kardashian was to wear a dress that was accessible on the high street there would have been a lot less excitement in the media. Kardashian is preserving her relevance to society by wearing a dress that was worn by an iconic sex symbol. The skin-tight dress immediately draws attention. At a time when her personal life was drawing negative attention, the Monroe dress reminded the media of her sex appeal. “Appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact…to connote to-be-looked-at-ness”. (Mulvey 2009, pg 19). These seemingly meaningless style choices attract the male gaze and as such help to preserve Kardashian’s relevance in a culture where “women’s contribution to the modern world can be measured by their sex appeal” (Mulvey 2009 pg 52). The male gaze directs the media commentary. Therefore, if she is seen to have sex appeal then the media will have more desire to talk about her. The popular phrase in marketing, “sex sells” is applicable here. In this case, ensuring that her reputation and career aren’t sullied by her recent divorce, she has successfully used the male gaze to her advantage. 


After exploring symbol, desire, and preservation separately, it is important to consider how they work together and the relationship between them in the context of fashion. Symbols are used in fashion to make the designer’s clothes desirable, a side effect of this is that the women who are wearing these clothes have also become a symbol of desire.  If they do not use the symbols connoting beauty; “thin or even underweight, blue eyes, porcelain white skin” (Marrinan 2022), they won’t appear desirable to the male gaze. From the perspective of the male gaze, to be relevant you need to be desirable. This leads to the question: how can well-considered fashion be used to preserve older women’s desirability in a society that values youthful beauty above all else? This question will explore how well-made fashion is a tool to preserve identity as opposed to chasing unattainable beauty standards. Therefore, a better question would be “How can fashion be used as a tool to preserve personal identity in a society that only seeks to make women desirable to others?”
With further research, this question will explore themes of objectification, identity as well as the relevance of traditional crafts in the fashion industry. 

Question: How can fashion be used as a tool to preserve personal identity in a society that only seeks to make women desirable to others?
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