Dissertation proposal

For my Dissertation, I propose to explore the homosexual influences on Men’s fashion and how the effeminate styles of dress choices have influenced the fashion trends within both the gay subculture but also the heterosexual society. In order to do this I am going to explore and analyse my three chosen Keywords that link to my practise: Androgyny, fashion and Subculture, whilst also looking at theorists that are related to my chosen topics of study, in order to full analyse and answer the question of my dissertation.  

Subculture

My first keyword that I am going to Explore is Subculture.  The word subculture is a reference to a group in society that has identifiable reason for being or a set belief that sets them outside the main or dominant culture, the hegemony, or better known as the heterosexual community. {Gelder & Thornton (1996)}. In his book “the meaning of Style”, Hebdige emphasises that subculture “As in genets novels, this process begins with a crime against the natural order, though in this case the deviation may seem slight indeed – the cultivation of a quiff, the acquisition of a scooter or a record or a certain type of suit. But it ends in the construction of a style, in a gesture of defiance or contempt, in a smile or a sneer. It signals a refusal” {Hebdige (1979:3)}.  This is very in depth research that emphasises that the homosexual subculture was not necessarily accepted by society until the 60’s, which meant that effeminate dress styles in public view was illegal and therefore could end up you being imprisoned.  This also gives an insight that homosexual men and women were not really treated respectively during the early 20th century, therefore made them challenge the laws in order to display the homosexual identity to the heterosexual society, without being discriminated.  In his writing, Hebdige focuses on the youths of the subculture and how they grew into the gay scene by challenging their sexuality through the adoption of style, but also talks about how they stylised the future of “queer fashion” in the cultural scene such as the teddy boys, Mods, Skinheads and punks. This is valuable research as it underlines how trends from the past have influenced men’s fashion of today.
In the gay subculture, various strategies were developed by gay men to “manage” their identities in worlds where they were seen as “immoral and ill, pathetic and dangerous”. {Pearce, (1973:32)). These were reflected in behaviour, demeanour and, most importantly the way men dress.  Sociologist Martin P. Levine has identified 3 such strategies: Passing, Minstrelization and Capitulation. 

· Passing- Involved dressing and behaving in such a way as to become “invisible” as a gay man, to be able to negotiate the wider world under a disguise of heterosexuality.
· Minstrelization- Adoption of cross-gendered behaviour through feminine dress, behaviour and speech, described by many (observers and participants; both gay and straight) as “camp”.
· Capitulation - Arose from the sense of guilt and self-hatred about one’s homosexuality resulting from the belief that homosexuality was a form of gender defiance. {Levine, (1998:51)}.  
This research is key to my research as it paints a picture on how men illustrated their homosexuality to the heterosexual society, but also shows how men portrayed their queer nature to the society, inspiring other gay men to emphasise their homosexuality through dress (which later set the trends). In the gay Subculture, many gay Men had “developed a semiotics for identification and/or invisibility within the larger culture, as well as communication among themselves. Since the 19th Century, gay men had imbued certain elements of dress with symbolism, using them as means of attracting other men, or revealing their secret identity to one another”. {Fischer (1977:22)}. Oscar Wilde and his circle of Aesthetes wore green carnations as an indicator of their sexuality.  Dick hebdige also states, “As the screaming queen was the most visible manifestation of homosexuality, dressing up in this way was, for many young gay men, a means of identification, of becoming part of a recognisable group” {Hebdige (1979:85}. This is a great in depth piece of information as it shows that semiotics and the idea of identification in the subculture was key to attract other homosexuals and not to expose their identity to the heterosexual society- in other words the semiotics in the gay subculture was basically a code that only other homosexuals will know.     
   In Today’s society, since the 60’s, the adoption of the Queer dress styles by heterosexual men marks the importance and the relevance of the gay subculture: “Gay styles actually sets trends, its what people take fashion from. Apart form a few things gay culture is basically what becomes straight culture 6 months later”. {Sontag (1969:291-2)}. This emphasises that the gay subculture influenced the heterosexual society to move with the times, through the adoption of “gender-fuck” styles which were a combination of the heterosexual way of dress, combined with the effeminate; this led to the forming of the stereotypical clone, which is great resourced research as the subculture later set trends within both the straight and gay communities. The importance of gay dress is acknowledged by the dress historian Amy De La Haye, who stated, “Gay and lesbian dress is crucial to the study of subculture”. {Collard, (1994:14)}.  

Androgyny 

My second keyword is Androgyny. Androgyny, the concept of challenging the gender – binary barrier in fashion was first developed by effeminate homosexual men of the early 19th century; though apparel and adornment had provided an indication of homosexuality since the 17th century. Therefore dressing in this way created a cross gender identity. {Cole, (2000:2)}.  Theorists such as Karl Heinrich argued that “male homosexuals had a female soul trapped in a male body, and therefore possessed the personality characteristics of a woman”. Richard Von Krafft Ebing subscribed to this degeneracy theory, which contended-that “medical, psychiatric and social problems were transmitted from generation to generation”. {Miller (1995:chapter 2)}. This is also illustrated through the work of Michel Foucault who stated, “ Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was transposed from the practise of sodomy into a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphroditism of the soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a Species.” {Foucault (1976: 5}. This is key knowledge to my research because it was this emphasis on binary gender division and the related theories of female souls trapped in male bodies that were to have an overwhelming impact upon the development of homosexual identity and as a consequence dress choice in the 1st half of the 20th century. 
    From the time of Oscar Wilde’s Trial of 1895, the image of the homosexual was emphasised on the public through Wilde’s very flamboyant, romanticism, dandy demeanour; “Wilde became an object of revulsion in England, so much that the word Oscar became a popular term of contempt”. {Crisp, “Naked civil servant”, (1970)}. Alan Sinfield draws attention to the fact that at the time of Wilde’s trials, “Effeminacy was still flexible, with the potential to refute homosexuality, as well as to imply it.” {Sinfield, (1994:6-7, London}.  

Fashion 

My third key word, which I am going to explore, is fashion, particularly “queer” fashion. The issue of ephemerality, and particularly the characterisation of an active interest in clothing as feminine and frivolous, has been a prevalent, and an active, issue for debate in studies of twentieth- century men’s clothing. {Cole, (2000:2)}.  In “the face of fashion” Jennifer Craik notes that “rhetoric of men’s fashion takes the form of a set of denials” one of which is that “men who dress up are peculiar (one way or another)”. {Craik, (1994:176)}. The notion of a mans interest in fashion, acting as a signifier of his homosexuality, is mentioned in most works of 20th century fashion, but usually in the form of a denial that all men interested in clothes or fashion were or are homosexuals. {Bernard (1996:chapter 1)}.  This is analytical research that I can explore, because in the past, specific colours or accessories worn by men was seen as effeminate and against the rules of masculinity; but in todays society the rules of what types of colours or garments worn by men, has eased and has changed with the times as homosexuality is slowly being accepted into the heterosexual society. What many of these analytical topics do offer is an opinion that (for various reasons, the most notable being their status as “Outsiders” and the self association of some gay men with the feminine), gay men were ahead of “Fashion” and influenced changes in men’s fashion through their challenges to the hegemony of Men’s dress codes and also to be accepted in a heterosexual society.  Professor Elizabeth Wilson has argued that dress serves to “stabilise identity” and that the identity that dress makes firm in both single and shared: “the way in which we dress may assuage that fear [of not sustaining the autonomy of the self] by stabilizing of individual identity.” {Wilson, (1985:12)}. For many men growing up with the questioning of their sexuality, experimenting with clothing offered a means of exploring that sense of Difference.  With the rise of exaggerated male styles, theorists began to note the similarity between masculinity and femininity.  Jamie Gough said “Gay masculinity is not, in any simple way, “real” masculinity, anymore than “camp” is femininity. It is more self-conscious than the real thing, more theatrical and more iconic”. {Gough, (1989:12)}.  Judith Butler progressed this theory, declaring that gender is performative, that is, something homosexuals do.  Dress, therefore, is a visible and conscious marker of this constructed or performed gender; “If gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or produces its cultural signification, are performative, then there is no pre-existing identity by which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or false, real or distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory fiction. That gender reality is created through sustained social performances means that the very notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity are also constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative character and the performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality.”  {Butler (1990:24)}. This gives an analytical resource of information as it illustrates that many young gay homosexuals adopted very effeminate pieces of clothing as a means of expression and freedom to be who you are, but also allowed them to create a persona through the garments.  This also emphasises that men’s fashion became iconic examples that are being forecasted into the future trends, such as Jean Paul Gautier, who created a trend in 2014 that represented the modern punk. {Vogue (2014) Jean Paul Gautier’s fashion show: punk couture}.  
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude, I feel that using my knowledge of the research that I have resourced in this proposal; through the chosen key words, Androgyny, Subculture and Fashion, I will be able to explore how the historical impact of the homosexual subculture on Men’s fashion, and how the trends are being evolutionised in trends of today and the future, looking at how designers are forecasting the idea of the contemporary dandy or the modern punk in the future.  To analyse this I will focus on the social history of fashion in the gay subculture and how it shaped fashion in the heterosexual society today, by the adoption of effeminate influences, such as adornment and colours, associated with androgyny and femininity.
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