“Using the work of one of the theorists discussed in class, examine a single cultural phenomenon using their analytical tools”.
What is a cultural phenomenon? A cultural phenomenon is an interesting, although complex notion reflecting the dynamic relationship between society, culture and human behaviour (Saaida, 2023, p. 2). In other words, it is understood to be associated with established beliefs and values forming the underpinnings of cultural systems, supporting individuals and societies in their understanding and interpretation of the world, moral structures and decision-making processes (Saaida, 2023, p. 2). The purpose of this essay is to examine the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads, which rose to prominence in the 1980s, through the application and discussion of Judith Butler’s theory on gender performance and performativity. Judith Butler, a prominent figure in contemporary philosophy and gender theory, has significantly contributed to reshaping people’s understanding of identity, gender, and the construction of social norms (Murphy, 2018). Through various groundbreaking publications, particularly ‘Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990), Butler challenges conventional notions of gender, arguing that it is not a fixed essence, but rather a performative act, continually enacted and reinforced through social interactions (Butler, 2006, p. 33). 
 Interestingly, Butler's theories intersect with the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads. These exaggerated shoulder enhancements became iconic symbols of power dressing, particularly for women in corporate settings (Almond, 2019, p. 6). Thus, representing a visual assertion of authority and competence, reflecting the shifting dynamics of power and gender in the workplace (Almond, 2019, p. 6). The connection between Butler's theories and the popularity of shoulder pads lies within their shared interrogation of gender performance and societal expectations (Felluga, 2011). Both appear to highlight how individuals conform to or resist societal norms through appearance and behaviour. Shoulder pads, like gender, are not inherent but adopted and performed, signalling adherence to certain ideals of femininity and power (Felluga, 2011). Therefore, in exploring the relationship between Judith Butler and the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads, it is possible to gain valuable insights into the complex interplay between gender, power, and identity in contemporary society (Felluga, 2011). 
First and foremost, as a means of being able to apply Judith Butler’s theory of gender performance and performativity to the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads, it is important to delve deeply into the historical context of feminism in the 1980s and how this provides an explanation for the upsurge of shoulder pad fashion. The 1980s marked a significant period for feminism, characterised by both progress and challenges. Feminism continued its Second Wave momentum, persistently advocating for reproductive rights, workplace equality, and challenging gender stereotypes in the media (Moran, 2004, p. 4). Likewise, feminists sought equal pay and opportunities in the workplace, shedding light on the pervasive “glass ceiling” that hindered women's advancement (Balabantaray, 2023, p. 1). Moreover, the decade fostered a deeper understanding of intersectionality within feminism, recognising that women’s experiences of oppression were shaped not only by their gender but also by other intersecting factors such as race, class, and sexuality (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1242). Therefore, during this period when women faced extremely difficult challenges within society, they increasingly turned to fashion, characterised by bold colours, exaggerated silhouettes and luxurious fabrics, as a means of expressing power and asserting their presence in various spheres of life (Almond, 2019, p. 9). 
One particular fashion trend that captivated attention throughout the 1980s was the resurgence of shoulder pads (Almond, 2019, p. 2 ). However, it is important to acknowledge that it was men who were traditionally seen as dominating the shoulder pad fashion, primarily in the context of formal and professional attire, such as suits and blazers, as a symbol of their success and influence (Almond, 2019, p. 10). Consequently, emphasising a sense of power, authority, and masculinity because men were perceived as the breadwinners and providers, always demonstrating traits such as strength, assertiveness and emotional stoicism (Almond, 2019, p. 10). 
Nevertheless, the traditional association of shoulder pads with power and authority in men’s fashion had a significant impact on women’s fashion and perceptions of femininity (Almond, 2019, p. 13). As women sought to break into traditionally male-dominated spaces, such as the corporate world, they adopted elements of men’s fashion and style, including shoulder pads, as a means of signalling strength and competence (Almond, 2019, p. 10). Shoulder pads emerged as a defining feature, emphasising broad shoulders and a narrow waist, revolutionising the silhouette of garments and becoming synonymous with power dressing (Mower, 2015, p. 2). Power dressing refers to a style of dressing that is intended to convey authority, competence, and confidence in professional or formal settings (Almond, 2019, p. 11). It often involves wearing tailored suits, structured clothing, and high-quality materials that fit well and create a polished look (Mower, 2015, p. 2). Power dressing typically includes classic and timeless pieces, such as blazers, dress shirts, trousers or skirts, and formal shoes (Josie, 2023). These structural elements, incorporated into clothing added volume and angularity to the shoulders, creating a bold and assertive look for women (Josie, 2023). Symbolising the empowerment of women in the workforce, shoulder pads became emblematic of ambition and confidence, commanding attention and asserting authority (Almond, 2019, p. 19). Consequently, power dressing is not just about the clothing itself; it is also about how the individual carries themselves while wearing it. Confidence, poise, and self-assuredness play significant roles in conveying power through dress (Mehta, 2023). Over time, the idea of power dressing has evolved to encompass a broader range of styles and interpretations, although the core principle remains the same: dressing to project authority and confidence (Almond, 2019, p. 19). As a result, these rapid changes regarding dress challenged gender norms, blurred the lines between masculine and feminine aesthetics and reflected the evolving attitudes towards identity and individualism in the 1980s (Tang, 2023, p. 152).
Equally, Judith Butler’s book ‘Gender Trouble’ has revolutionised the way people think about gender, and therefore, offers intriguing insights into the cultural significance of shoulder pads in the 1980s. Butler's work on gender performativity suggests that gender is not an inherent or fixed aspect of individuals but rather a socially constructed performance. According to Butler, gender identity is continually produced and reinforced through the repetition of everyday actions and behaviours, it is a “doing” rather than a “being” and, therefore, cannot be predetermined by one’s biological sex (Salih, 2006, p. 55). Butler reinforces this idea in the first chapter of Gender Trouble, highlighting gender as “the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory framework that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler, 2006, p. 45). In the context of the 1980s, the prominence of shoulder pad fashion can be seen as a reflection of broader societal changes and challenges to traditional gender (Almond, 2019, p. 10). This movement can be seen as a form of gender performance, as they were predominantly associated with power dressing and notions of masculinity (Almond, 2019, p. 10). However, their widespread adoption by women in professional settings also subverted traditional gender norms, challenging the binary distinctions between masculine and feminine attire (Almond, 2019, p. 11). By exaggerating the shoulders and creating a more assertive silhouette, shoulder pads challenged the idea that women needed to adhere to narrow standards of femininity to be taken seriously in professional settings (Almond, 2019, p. 11).
Furthermore, Butler would argue that the exaggerated shoulder silhouette facilitated a performative expression of power and authority traditionally associated with masculinity, while simultaneously destabilising fixed understandings of gender identity (Butler, 2006, p. 12). Thus, shoulder pads could be interpreted as both reinforcing and subverting gender norms, illustrating the complexities of gender performance and the fluidity of identity in fashion and culture (Goodman, et al., 2007, p. 101). Therefore, when considering Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity alongside the fashion trends of the 1980s, we can see parallels in their disruption of established gender norms. Both Butler's work and the adoption of shoulder pads challenge the idea of gender as a fixed and immutable category, highlighting its performative nature (Butler, 2006, p. 45). Whether consciously or unconsciously, women who embraced shoulder pads were participating in a form of gender performance, subverting expectations and redefining what it meant to be feminine in a patriarchal society (Butler, 2006, p. 45). In this way, the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads in the 1980s serves as a tangible expression of the broader shifts in gender discourse that Butler's work has helped to catalyse. While they may seem like unrelated topics at first glance, a deeper examination reveals how both contribute to a richer understanding of the complex interplay between fashion, culture, and gender identity (Oberhagemann, 2023, p. 28).
However, it is equally important to recognise that Butler’s work on gender performance and performativity has also come under significant criticism. The gender essentialism critique of Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity is one of the primary points of contention among scholars and activists. Essentialism, in this context, refers to the belief that there are inherent, fixed qualities that define gender, such as biological differences between men and women (Heyman & Giles, 2006). Scholars who support this view would argue that Judith Butler’s theory undermines the experiences of individuals whose gender identity aligns with traditional norms or who feel a strong sense of innate gender identity (Boucher, 2006, p. 112). They would contend that by asserting that gender is solely a social construct enacted through repetitive performances, Butler overlooks the biological and psychological aspects of gender identity (Morgenroth & Ryan, 2018, p. 1). This is because, from an essentialist perspective, gender is perceived as being rooted in biological sex, with distinct differences between male and female bodies that influence behaviour and identity (Heyman & Giles, 2006). Therefore,  Butler's theory of gender performativity fails to acknowledge the role of biology in shaping gender identity, reducing gender to a purely cultural or linguistic phenomenon (Heyman & Giles, 2006). Overall, the essentialism critique of Butler's theory of gender performativity highlights tensions between social constructionist approaches to gender and essentialist understandings of gender identity grounded in biology. Although Butler's work has been influential in challenging traditional notions of gender, it has also sparked debate and criticism regarding the relationship between biology, culture, and identity (Heyman & Giles, 2006).
Nonetheless, as a response to the proposed criticisms of essentialism against her theory of gender performativity, Judith Butler would likely assert the inadequacy of biological determinism in explaining the complexities of gender identity (Felluga, 2011). Similarly, Butler would emphasise the multifaceted nature of identity, and argue against the reduction of gender as solely associated with biological factors, instead advocating for an understanding that incorporates the role of social, cultural, and psychological influences (Felluga, 2011). Thus, clarifying that her theory does not deny the existence of biological differences between sexes but rather focuses on how gender is enacted and reproduced through repeated performances within cultural contexts (Butler, 2006, p. 45). Additionally, Butler stresses the importance of intersectionality in understanding gender, acknowledging the diverse experiences shaped by intersecting factors such as race, class, sexuality, and disability (Veenstra, 2011, p. 1). Overall, this reaffirms the significance of Butler’s theoretical framework in challenging traditional understandings of gender while advocating for an inclusive approach that recognises the complexity and fluidity of gender identities and experiences. 
In the context of the shoulder pad fashion trend of the 1980s, Judith Butler's theory of gender performativity offers insights into how fashion choices can be understood as a form of gender expression and identity construction (Butler, 2006, p. 45). To reiterate, from a Butlerian perspective, the intersection of gender performance and fashion, in this case, the adoption of shoulder pads, explores how clothing and style choices are utilised as a performative act through which individuals express, conform to or challenge societal expectations of gender presentation (Almond, 2019, p. 2). Therefore, women wearing shoulder pads are likely to have been engaging in a performance of masculinity or adopting a traditionally male-coded aesthetic as a means of asserting authority and breaking gender norms (Boucher, 2006, p. 117). Conversely, the exaggeration of the size and shape of shoulder pads could also be interpreted as a subversive form of gender play, challenging conventional notions of femininity and emphasising the constructed nature of gender roles (Almond, 2019, p. 11). In this way, Butler’s theory invites a critical analysis of fashion trends like shoulder pads not just as aesthetic choices but as meaningful expressions of gender identity and social power dynamics. 
Fashion operates as a form of performance, where individuals use clothing to embody different facets of their identity or make statements about gender and sexuality (Tajuddin, 2019, p. 21). The meaning of fashion in relation to gender varies across social and cultural contexts, influenced by factors such as location and subculture (Tajuddin, 2019, p. 20). While the fashion industry has historically perpetuated gender norms, there is a growing demand for greater inclusivity and representation, challenging traditional standards and promoting acceptance of diverse gender identities and expressions (Tajuddin, 2019, p. 23).Top of Form
In conclusion, the cultural phenomenon of shoulder pads in the 1980s serves as a compelling case study for examining the intricate dynamics of gender, power, and identity within society. Through the application of Judith Butler's theory of gender performance and performativity, we have gained valuable insights into how fashion choices, such as the adoption of shoulder pads, can be understood as deliberate acts of expression, resistance, and negotiation within the broader landscape of gender norms. The resurgence of shoulder pads during the 1980s was not merely a fashion trend but a reflection of significant social and cultural shifts, particularly within the context of feminism’s Second Wave. Women, increasingly entering male-dominated spaces such as the corporate world, utilised shoulder pads as a visual assertion of authority and competence, challenging traditional gender roles and expectations. 
By critically analysing the intersection of Butler's theoretical framework with the cultural significance of shoulder pads, the complexities of gender identity and the performative nature of societal norms have been highlighted. Shoulder pads, once emblematic of masculine power, were adopted by women to navigate and subvert these norms, demonstrating the fluidity and constructed-ness of gender identities. However, it is essential to acknowledge the critiques Butler's theory has faced, particularly regarding essentialism. While Butler's framework offers a valuable perspective on gender as performative, it does not fully account for the diverse experiences and intersections of identity, including those rooted in biology. Nevertheless, the examination of shoulder pads through Butler's lens underscores the interconnectedness of fashion, culture, and identity, inviting further exploration into how clothing choices shape and reflect societal understandings of gender and power. As society continues to evolve, so too will people’s understanding of gender dynamics, ensuring that voices from various perspectives contribute to a more inclusive and nuanced discourse on identity and expression.
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