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ostrich feathers, pale gray colors, ruffles, and baggy shape. Therefore the signs within 

this garment system are categorized as material, shape, accessory and color.  

 

a. Silhouette 

Beginning with the form, rather than create a straight cut silhouette that has no 

form, McQueen choses the signifier of a baggy design. Women in the twenty-first 

century are encouraged to seek beauty and 

attract men by exposing their bodies. 

Today, designers create fashion that shows 

more skin, is risqué and pushes consumers 

to purchase more promiscuous attire (Gray, 

“Alexander McQueen: Challenging Gender 

Norms in Fashion”). McQueen was against 

this idea and shook up the norm by 

defining beauty with the excess and the 

unusual, and drew attention to the 

womanly figure by covering it up (Suchy, 

“Alexander McQueen: Skirting 

Controversy – Nvate”). McQueen hoped to 

make a splash by muddying the distinction between masculine and feminine, between 

soft and hard, and between what is preposterous and beautiful. The baggy design gives 

women more space for mobility rather than constraining their movements. Furthermore, 

by leaving certain areas of the body cached behind loose fabric, the emphasis is steered 

3.1 Ready-to-wear 2011 Feather Dress.  
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away from the women’s bodies and is fixated more on their face. The baggy silhouette’s 

signified is therefore looking deeper into a woman’s soul, into her personality and who 

she is rather than her appearance.  

 

b. The Gray Area of Androgyny 

Androgyny, also known as the third sex, is a natural mixing or combination of 

male and female signs. Androgyny is much like the color gray. Mixing black and white 

paint creates gray. Therefore, the color gray cannot be considered either black or white, 

but becomes a combination of both (Wilhelm, 5). Gray is the transition between the two 

colors. According to color historian Eva Heller, “Gris est trop faible pour être considéré 

comme masculin, mais trop menaçante pour être considéré comme une couleur féminine. 

Il n’est ni chaud ni froid, ni matérielle ou spirituelle. Avec gris, rien ne semble être 

décidé” [“Grey is too weak to be considered masculine, but it is too threatening to be 

considered a feminine color. It is neither cold nor hot, neither material nor spiritual. With 

grey, nothing seems to be decided.”] (226). The signifier of the color gray in McQueen’s 

feather dress is an unemotional color. Its signified is that of being detached, neutral and 

indecisive much like androgyny is neither male nor female but neutral, indecisive, a mix 

of both (Kemmis, “The Color Gray”). By utilizing the signified gray, McQueen gives 

way to gender bending by blurring shapes and colors making them indefinite and creating 

a sense of calm and composure as well as relief from this chaotic binary gendered 

imposed world.  
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c. Ruffles used as a Weapon rather than as a Form of Oppression 

Ruffles, as noted before in Chanel’s semiotic analysis, are a common feature of 

women’s clothing. “Women were more likely to use undergarments to construct their 

fashionable figures – corsets to rearrange their flesh, petticoats and ‘bums,’ or crescent-

shaped bustle pads, to enhance the hips. Their dresses served primarily as an outer 

covering, cut and trimmed to emphasize the form they had built” (Kidwell, 57). Much has 

not changed from the 1920s to today. Women still endeavor to achieve a look that society 

wants to see, one where waists appear tiny but still have a large bust and bottom area. 

This can be evidenced by Louis Vuitton’s red tight fit dress made for Michelle William’s 

grand debut on the Red Carpet at the 84th Annual Academy Awards in Hollywood in 

2012. The strapless Louis Vuitton dress emphasizes the woman’s shape of her body, 

keeps her body in place utilizing a corset, reduces mobility due to the tightness around 

the legs and creates a strong hourglass appearance through the ruffles surrounding her 

upper waist (see Figure 3.2 and 3.3). Women have historically been treated as inferior to 

men in many cultures and time periods. Highlighting feminine features in fashion can be 

used to objectify women and further instigate the notions of superiority and inferiority of 

men defined by gender norms (Gray, “Alexander McQueen: Challenging Gender Norms 

in Fashion”). When a man sees a woman revealing her feminine features and body, he 

immediately believes she has had prior sexual experience, which is almost never true. 

Viewing a woman as having sexual experience leads a man to believe she is less logical 

than a man because she gives herself away more often. This leads to the creation of a 

superiority and inferiority complex among different sexes and causes this gender binary 

and objectification.  
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In contrast, Alexander McQueen uses the signifier of ruffles to contest the norms 

of dress for women. Rather than accentuating women’s curves, the woman’s slim waist is 

cached under the signifier of the baggy ruffles, and rather than having straps that 

perfectly frame the bust area with defined cups that push up her breasts, the upper half is 

flat and the shoulders and neck are covered, hiding any female erogenous areas. The lack 

of skin showing from McQueen’s design contrasts with the current trend of flesh that is 

seen in fashion. Society has taken advantage of skin as sexy, but McQueen utilizes the 

baggy ruffles, flat bust and slim waist as a signified of going against what society desires 

to see by covering up the body and making it seem more androgynous and equal to that 

of man. McQueen defines beauty as the personality and core of a woman, not her body 

and gender. For this reason, McQueen chose to cover up the woman with excess to hide 

her body and allow her to reveal her true self. Through this design, McQueen sends a 

message that women do not have to wear revealing clothes and continuously expose their 

body, but that they can be seen for who they are by confronting these gender norms.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 2012 Louis Vuitton. Note the 
emphasis on the silhouette figure and 

extravagant ruffles. 

3.3 2012 Louis Vuitton. Note the signs of 
a corset seen on the back on the back of 

the dress. 
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d. Feathers 

At the beginning, Ostriches and exotic birds were used for feathers. Today, the 

majority of feathers are imitations of exotic birds made from chicken, rooster and geese 

feathers. This is one of the many changes that the fashion world has experienced. While 

feathers have to this day remained a sign and language in clothing, over the years the 

signified has changed. The feather was first 

introduced in the Middle Ages, when men and 

women in elite social classes decorated their 

headdresses with plumes and jewelry to display 

their status (Goldstein Museum of Design, 1). 

The amount of feathers, typically exotic, 

commonly found on hats conveyed the high rank 

wearer (Goldstein Museum of Design, 1). In this 

case, feathers were used as an opulent way of 

garnering attention from others. This goes 

against what feathers were made to do, which is 

to attract attention or to intimidate.  

In other cases, as seen in the Moulin Rouge, feathers are an erotic sign. However, 

the main signified of the signifier of feathers is of emancipation, mobility, individuality 

and freedom. This signified was first introduced onto the signifier of feathers by Yves 

Saint Laurent’s 1960 design to promote sexual liberation. He paralleled women to being 

as free as birds (Stratford, “Birds of Paradise. Plumes and Feathers in Fashion”). 

McQueen uses the signifier of feathers in his design as a protective purpose, just like 

3.4 2009. An example of how Alexander 
McQueen ruffles up white swan feathers 
as a means of scaring anyone who tries to 

get close to the woman. 
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birds use feathers as a protective function. He uses the ruffling up of the feathers as a 

signified to protect women and scare away anyone who tries to place gender stereotypes 

on them or violate their right and to show men that women are fierce and intimidating 

(see Figure 3.4). His dramatic use of feathers gives the signified an even harsher and 

intimidating feel to women so as to not make them seem fragile. Birds had always 

fascinated McQueen and even more specifically birds of prey, “Birds in flight fascinate 

me. I admire eagles and falcons. I’m inspired by a feather but also its color, its graphics, 

its weightlessness and its engineering. It is so elaborate. In fact I try and transpose the 

beauty of a bird to women” (Bolton, 70). The woman therefore, is no longer a woman or 

a bird. She is a new creature, a hybrid, genderless, mysterious and unknown. Free to be 

perceived as she wishes.  

 

i. Ostrich Feathers 

McQueen specifically used the signifier of Ostrich feathers in his feather dress 

due to his close connection with the Prince of Wales. The Prince of Wales was one of 

Alexander McQueen’s first customers as well as the first man to present McQueen with 

the award for British designer of the year in 2001 (The 

Telegraph, “Alexander McQueen”). Till the seventeenth 

century, Ostrich feathers were worn on hats of cavaliers 

to proclaim their social status as physically and sexually 

dominant males (Williams, 129-130). Although, Ostrich 

feathers have now become a commodity to the public, 

one of the sole aristocrats to still use it is the Prince of 3.5 The emblem of the Prince of 
Wales’ feathers. 
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Wales. The Prince of Wales wears a heraldic badge called the Prince of Wales’s feathers 

that consists of three white ostrich feathers emerging from a gold coronet with multiple 

differing crosses (see Figure 3.5) (Prince of Wales, “Prince of Wales's Feathers”). Due to 

the hardness, toughness and durability of the feather, the ostrich feathers on the badge are 

a signified of a “shield for peace” that surrounds the aristocrat, in the old times a signified 

of a shield for jousting (Williams, 65). Due to McQueen’s close connection to the Prince 

of Wales, McQueen’s signifier of ostrich feathers is very similar in that its signified is 

that of a shield to protect women once again from imposed cultural gender norms and 

male dominant power.  

 

ii. Duck Feathers 

Being of Scottish origin, McQueen was known as a Romantic Nationalist. This 

was noted in his 1995 collection Highland Rape that spoke to the ethnic cleansing and 

rapes that the British forces committed in the Scottish Highlands in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century (Bolton, 84). His collection was a powerful and heartfelt declaration 

of his Scottish national identity. His nationalism to his Scottish identity as well as Celtic 

is also seen through his choice of the signifier of duck feathers in the feather dress. Ducks 

can walk on land, swim and fly, therefore allowing them to roam the earth and sky. This 

allows the duck to be a signified of freedom and liberty, much like other birds. For the 

Celtics, whom McQueen felt close too, ducks symbolized a balance between the physical, 

emotional and spiritual worlds that can only come when freely expressing oneself, like 

ducks do (Morton, “Duck”). McQueen utilizes the signifier duck feathers as a signified 

for women to express themselves freely like ducks do to create a state of balance in the 
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world. This state of balance is further emphasized by the use of a feather’s weight in old 

times as a scale of Balance and Order (Panek, “A Seeker's Thoughts”).  

 

e. Feather Dress Conclusion 

Feathers and birds are a recurring motif in McQueen’s collections. Although in 

the past feathers were generally a signified of value and refinement, it is evident that 

contemporary designers such as Yves Saint Laurent and Alexander McQueen have 

transformed the signified of feathers into freedom, spirituality, balance and strength. 

Rather than focus on the victimization of women through fashion, McQueen chose to 

focus on the predatory traits women behold. “These are clothes for strong women” 

(Hoare, 148).  

 
C. Antler Dress 

 

The next ensemble to be decoded is the 2006 ready-to-wear antler dress from The 

Widows of Culloden collection (see Figure 3.6). The signs found within the Gazelle dress 

are the resin antlers, lace, exaggerated forms, silk tulle bridal veil and ruffles. Therefore 

the signs within this garment system are categorized as form, accessory and fabric.  
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a. Silhouette 

Unlike, Chanel who wanted to omit the natural form of the woman and many 

unnecessary constricting frills; McQueen utilizes a woman’s silhouette to exaggerate her 

form, waist and hip lines and movements (Howes, 4). McQueen says, “I was interested in 

the idea that there are no constraints on the silhouette. I wanted to exaggerate a woman’s 

form, almost along the lines of a classical statue” (Bolton, 105). McQueen chooses to 

embrace femininity by utilizing its signifiers of exaggeration of the idealization of the 

female form. McQueen wants to show that although women are restrained through the 

exaggeration of their female form, the exaggeration of the body is a signified of 

underlying strength of women and their utilization of sensuality as a form of attack, much 

like the femme fatale. McQueen embraces the female form and tries to use the least 

3.6 2006 Resin Antler Dress. 
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amount of male forms possible in his designs to show that women are strong even 

without men. They did not need male signifiers to be strong. Their sensuality as a 

signifier was already a signified of strength in its own. “When you see a woman wearing 

McQueen, there’s a certain hardness to the clothing that makes her look powerful. It kind 

of fends people off” (Bolton, 60). In this case, women’s fertility becomes a power and 

armor. In the antler dress, McQueen utilizes the silhouette to embrace the darker more 

primal power of women, rather than replacing their power with more masculine 

signifiers. “I try to push the silhouette. To change the silhouette is to change the thinking 

of how we look” (Bolton, 150). He further emphasizes women’s power of sensuality 

through the use of the signifier of ruffles.  

 

b. Ruffles 

Ruffles always served as a symbol of higher class, however in this case, McQueen 

creates the signifier of ruffles by using exaggerating amounts of tulle to make incredible 

volume, further more exaggerating the signified of the power of the women and her place 

in society.  

 

c. Lace 

Lastly, McQueen creates an erotic effect through the use of the signifier of lace 

which creates a see-through effect that reveals the body beneath the clothing, therefore 

breaking through the masculinity of the body to portray their signified of the power of the 

sensuality of a woman.  
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d. Resin Antlers and Veil 

The signifier of resin antlers represent a deer’s antlers, which are only grown by 

male species. Placing the signifier on women is a signified of the strength and equal 

power females have to males. The signifier instills strength and protection to women who 

are more vulnerable. Antlers shed and grow ever year, therefore bearing a second 

signified of fertility and rebirth. This can be seen as sign of women being reborn as a 

something unknown and genderless, a hybrid.  

 The antlers as a signified of masculinity pierce through the silk tulle veil. “When 

we put the antlers on the model and then draped over it the lace embroidery that we had 

made, we had to poke them through a £2,000 piece of work. But then it worked because it 

looks like she’s rammed the piece of lace with her antlers. There’s always spontaneity. 

You’ve got to allow for that in my shows” (Bolton, 179). Throughout history, veils have 

been a signified of symbolism and status (Choron, 58). Throughout the years, the 

signified transformed to strength in women’s sensuality. It came to be used to cover the 

face of women during special occasions such as weddings or funerals, so as to not kill 

men with their beauty (Choron, 63). This inhibition of a woman’s power and sensuality 

disturbed McQueen. The antler dress was part of The Widows of Culloden Collection that 

was designed to tell the story of the countless widows that stemmed from the 1746 Battle 

of Culloden (MET, “Widows of Culloden”). Therefore, the utilization of a veil as a sign 

of mourning was a must since women were forced to shield their beauty from other men 

during their time of mourning. Thapan’s theory of deconstruction of fashion to obliterate 

constructed societal norms comes into play here when McQueen utilizes the signifier to 

create an effect of romantic entrapment, but then deconstructs its signified by piercing it 
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with a fierce, masculine strength. This causes a shift in the veils signified from 

entrapment of feminine power and beauty to strength and sensuality. “I spent a long time 

learning how to construct clothes, which is important to do before you can deconstruct 

them” (Bolton, 30). 

 

e. Antler Dress Conclusion 

 Unlike Chanel, who endeavors to strengthen women by chiefly making them 

equal to man, McQueen decides to utilize the social constructs of the idealized feminine 

form to his advantage to show that women do not need men or need to assimilate to 

masculine gender norms to be strong. McQueen has helped break down gender 

stereotypes for women and men even more so by helping to liberate, strengthen and free 

women from their sexuality by transforming them into genderless hybrid creatures with 

strong feminine and masculine signs of power. He uses what women were born with as a 

means of instilling them with a sense of power. Therefore, overcoming this sense of 

inferiority of the male body and making the features of the female body equally as 

powerful. In this case, rather than work against gender performativity, McQueen utilizes 

gender performativity to his advantage to instill fear of women’s sensuality in society. 

McQueen goes on to say, “I try to modify fashion like scientists by offering what is 

relevant to today and what will continue to be so tomorrow. I do this to transform 

mentalities more than the body” (Numéro, “Alexander McQueen”). McQueen still 

manages to change society’s reaction to this repetitive social act because he changes the 

context of the signs and symbols in a way to remove explicit difference between men and 

women.  
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D. Spine Corset 
 
 
 The last concept decoded by Alexander McQueen is 

that of the 1998 haute couture spine corset (see Figure 3.7). 

The signs found within the spine corset are the corset and 

the curled dog tail. Therefore, the signs within this garment 

system are categorized as form. McQueen believes the back 

to be the most androgynous part of the body, the most erotic 

and the most vulnerable (Tutter, “Gorgeous Metamorphoses: 

Alexander McQueen and Francesca Woodman”). To 

McQueen “the bottom of the spine – that’s the most erotic 

part of anyone’s body, man or woman” (Fisher, “Bright Star: 

The Rise and Rise of Alexander McQueen, the Bad Boy of 

British Fashion”). Many feminists consider corsets to this day “a product of patriarchy 

dominated sexual culture” that defines women’s bodies as sexually desirable and 

encloses them in rigid positions that create a cultural sense of enslavement (MacNevin, 

“The Corset: Is It Feminist”) (Workman, 70). Unlike Chanel, who viewed corsets as 

gender enslavement, McQueen utilizes the aluminum corset as a sign of female 

empowerment. Once again, he utilizes a woman’s femininity as a valuable and powerful 

construct that should be exalted. He uses a woman’s sexuality as a means for revenge in 

this world that has victimized her power and autonomy. He “wanted to create a femme 

fatale, a strong woman, a sexual woman, a dangerous woman” (Kunzle, 245). McQueen 

3.7 1997 modern aluminum 
corset with black leather. 
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utilizes the notion of the femme fatale once again to place a signified of sexual power on 

women’s corsets.  

 

a. Corset in S&M culture as Female Strength 

To define the corset as a sign of sexual power, McQueen looked to the S&M 

culture he was known for portraying through his designs. In S&M, “the dominatrix wears 

her corset as armor,” therefore controlling whoever is around her and protecting herself 

(Steele, “The Corset: A Cultural History,” 116). The signifier of the corset in this sexual 

context shifts from a signified of “women’s plight as ‘exquisite slave” (Workman, 64) to 

a signified of “female sexual empowerment” (Steele, “The Corset: A Cultural History,” 

118). Although McQueen shifted the signified of the corset, the form of the corset that 

creates a small waist “remained a signifier of nubile femininity and fertility” (Steele, 

“The Corset: A Cultural History,” 119).  

 

b. Curled Dog Tail 

 An additional androgynous edge is added to the spine corset through the signifier 

of the curled dog tail at the end of lower back. The curled dog tail could be alluding to a 

signifier of a human animal hybrid or to a huntress wearing remains of her prey. In dogs 

with curly tails, the more aroused a dog gets the tighter its tail curls, this is also called a 

gay tail. The signifier’s signified here is an erotic function of the androgynous area of the 

body that is felt by both man and women alike. The androgynous’ of the signifier is 

furthermore emphasized through the placement of an erect tail, which can be seen as a 

signifier of an erect male erogenous zone, onto a socially deemed feminine product, such 
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as the corset. The signifier is transformed into a metamorphic hermaphrodite with a 

signified of male strength, allowing for women to defend their backs against predators. 

McQueen does not utilize male signifiers very often, but when he does it is to create a 

hybrid. He attempts to evoke women that instill fear by making them into an 

androgynous weapon. When utilizing the word weapon throughout this paper, it is not 

meant to denote the transformation of a woman into something that could inflict bodily 

harm to someone else. The use of the word weapon is used to represent the 

transformation of a woman into a weapon of defense as a means of contending against 

another cultural or societal force. The woman is neither man nor woman, but rather a 

creature. She is genderless. 

 

c. Spine Corset Conclusion 

  McQueen makes it so “the modern-day woman wears a corset on the outside of 

her clothing as a sign of her sexual liberation, power and prowess rather than the 

traditional idea of the corset as a tool of repression and restriction” (Stover, “The Return 

of the Tight Squeeze”). McQueen breaks through gender boundaries by utilizing the tools 

gender performativity offers and bending them. Rather than see repetitive social acts and 

constructs that society imposes onto women to create a gender binary as a sign of 

weakness and limitation of gender expression, McQueen utilizes these gender cultural 

norms as a means of elevating femininity from its currently disgraced state as weak and 

derogatory. Essentially, McQueen is “valuing women for being women” (Shaw, 17). 

 
 

E. Prelude to Analysis 
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 In the next chapter, we will do a quick compare and contrast of the two methods 

in which Alexander McQueen and Coco Chanel went about endeavoring to break the 

gender norms of their relative time period. Analyzing the methods in which the two 

designers utilized the power of their signs during their respective time periods will allow 

me to uncover whether there was an evolution of gender stereotypes and whether signs 

are being used to break down gender norms in a different manner today. An analysis will 

be done on the utilization of signifiers as a way of constructing and deconstructing 

societal gender norms of the time, the utilization of objects that are close to designers in 

their garments as statements of women’s strength against brutal forces of society, the 

utilization of male or female signs to make the female stronger, and the evolution of 

female signifiers from the early twentieth century to today. An accumulation of all the 

data in the next chapter will help us infer whether there has been an evolution of gender 

stereotypes, signs and methodologies between the two designers and their respective eras 

and will help us uncover where were revolve around the question of the breaking or 

reinforcing of gender norms through fashion today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER 4 
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Is there Evidence of An Evolution? 
 

 
After decoding some of the signs found within Alexander McQueen and Coco 

Chanel’s designs, one can infer that they both helped break gender norms through two 

very different yet similar means. McQueen and Chanel both utilized similar signifiers to 

construct and deconstruct gender identity but differed in their approach and methodology. 

In this chapter, this study will compare and contrast the signs utilized by both designers 

in order to allow me to uncover whether there was an evolution of gender stereotypes and 

whether signs are being used to liberate gender norms in a different manner today.  

 
A. Accessibility 

 

The first matter that will be discussed is the similarity and evolution in the 

accessibility of Alexander McQueen and Chanel’s clothing from the twentieth century to 

today. As aforementioned, in the earlier twentieth century, Chanel’s clothing was 

available to the upper and middle class, but not to the lower class. Although, her clothing 

was not available to the lower class, her accessories, such as her costume jewelry, was 

accessible to all classes. Much like Chanel, McQueen too believed in the idea of creating 

designs that were accessible to all classes. He too deems that “the idea of mixing luxury 

and mass-market fashion is very modern, very now – no one wears head-to-toe designer 

any more” (Bolton, 102). The inspiration of her clothing on the other hand was accessible 

to all classes through the trickle-down effect. Her inspiration would be taken and 

recreated by different designers into garments that were more affordable for the lower 
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class. This allowed the lower class to rebel against cultural norms and endeavor to break 

gender norms as well. The same is seen today with McQueen’s designs. The difference 

herein lies in that there has been an evolution in the number of mediums clothing can be 

sold through now. With the creation of the Internet, websites now allow ordinary every 

day people to rent or purchase McQueen clothing at discounted prices. This gives the 

lower class the opportunity to wear the haute couture and ready-to-wear outfits designed 

by McQueen himself allowing them to experience what it feels like to break through 

gender norms through the creators who started the movement themselves. This digital era 

has allowed luxury designers to cater to an even vaster audience then a century ago, 

therefore allowing the breaking of gender norms through their own designs to permeate 

even lower in the social strata.  

 
B. Manipulating Culturally Gendered Constructed Signs 

 

It is clear from the last two analyses that both designers utilized many signs to go 

against how society defined gender. In the 1920s and 1950s, society imposed this ideal of 

women as constricted, refrained from doing manual labor and impelled to do domestic 

labor which was mirrored in the clothing designed for women by male designers. Their 

clothing was revealing of the erotic feminine areas and over-emphasized the naturalness 

of the female body. Men on the other hand, were free to work, fight in the war and dress 

comfortably. Chanel reacted by allowing women to move more freely, take a more 

authoritative non-verbal stance and allow them to feel empowered to take action through 

her dress and designs. She did this by mainly creating designs that were loose, covered up 

the natural shape of a woman’s body and did not emphasize physical gender differences, 
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with the exception of a couple of designs such as the Camellia dress. Although to this day 

women have made huge strides, society is still trying to contain women to their limited 

domestic role. To support this claim, recall the data presented in chapter three. Today 

women are being limited from excelling in the workforce through the lingering wage gap 

between genders and the lack of qualified women who are not being placed in executive 

level positions. However, the difference lies in the designs. Unlike the 1920s and 1950s 

that over emphasized women’s bodies by covering them up with frills and ruffles, 

clothing designs imposed by society today revolve around tight and revealing clothing. 

This causes a reversal in McQueen’s reaction to society’s imposed gender norms. Unlike 

Chanel, who chooses to make women’s clothing more revealing and loose and 

deemphasize women’s physical features, McQueen chooses to cover up women’s body’s 

by adding extra ruffles and frills, while still leaving plenty of space for women to move 

freely, and emphasizes a woman’s natural features. This way caching the skin that society 

so fervently wants to see, while simultaneously going against society by using a woman’s 

body and sexuality as a weapon rather then allowing it to be seen as weak and 

derogatory. The similarity herein lays in the designer’s transformation of societal gender 

constructed signs to go against how society wants to view women. The difference is in 

the method in which the designers had to attack these novel gender stereotypes. It is clear 

that there has been an evolution of gender stereotypes, but this will be delved into even 

deeper in the next chapter.  

 

 

 



	
  

	
  

76	
  

C. Silhouettes 

 

 During Chanel’s era, women’s busts and curves were emphasized to make it 

difficult for them to labor in the workplace, to eroticize the female figure in a derogatory 

manner and to further emphasize the physical gender differences between male and 

female bodies. Chanel blurred gender boundaries by freeing women from curved bodies 

by flattening the bust, therefore creating an androgynous body shape. This allowed 

women to feel equal to men. McQueen utilizes the same signs today as a means of 

freeing women from similar gender constraints. He makes women’s bodies more 

androgynous and equal to man by flattening women’s chests and hiding their female 

erogenous areas to go against what society desires to see. This androgyny is further 

explored in both eras by both designers through the exploitation of the back, or the 

bottom of the spine, as an erotic yet androgynous area. Once again blurring gender lines 

through their designs in similar manners across a century.  

 
D. Can a Male Designer be a Feminist? 

 

 The most evident difference between the methodology of the two designers that 

could be seen as problematic is the fact that Chanel is a woman endeavoring to break 

gender norms for women, while McQueen is a man endeavoring to break gender norms 

for women. In a recent 1994 headline of an article in the New Straits Times, Chanel is 

remembered stating that when she “first banished corsets in favor of comfort, she argued 

that women know best what women want.” The article went on to elaborate on how 

Chanel claimed that: 
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“Men were not meant to dress women, Coco Chanel once said of her right to 

design for her own sex. “Was he mad, this man?” she said of Christian Dior and 

his exaggerated New Look of the Fifties. “Was he making fun of women? How, 

dressed in ‘that old thing’ could they come and go, live or anything?” (New 

Straits Times, “Sex In the Wardrobe”) 

 

Chanel makes a sound argument. What actually lies behind what seems to be male 

feminism is misogyny. Most men feel that by standing up for women they are ultimately 

saving them, which is simply just another version of misogyny. However, this does not 

mean that men cannot deem themselves feminists. To be a feminist a man needs to want 

to help women without the idea in mind that he is saving them (Berlatsky, “Can Men 

Really Be Feminists?”). A true male feminist acknowledges that as long as women are 

free, men will not be either, which is exactly what McQueen does (Berlatsky, “Can Men 

Really Be Feminists?”). McQueen is quoted speaking about being aware of the difference 

between what it means to be a feminist and misogyny stating: 

 

“I design clothes because I don’t want women to look innocent and naïve, I want 

women to look stronger! I don’t like women being taken advantage of. I don’t like 

men whistling at women in the street. They deserve more respect. I like men to 

keep their distance from women. I like men to be stunned by an entrance. I’ve 

seen a woman get nearly beaten to death by her husband. I now what misogyny is. 

I want people to be afraid of the women I dress.” (McQueen) 
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Questioning femininity is essentially questioning what it is to be a woman and a man, 

because women are inescapably associated with femininity and men with masculinity. 

This ideology of misogyny “is a cage for everyone, as long as women aren’t free, men 

won’t be either” (Berlatsky, “Can Men Really Be Feminists?”).  

Whether Chanel would consent to what McQueen is doing or not, he is still 

helping women break through gender norms, and not necessarily saving them. What 

further supports this statement is the fact that he himself was openly gay. In 2005, a New 

York Times article revealed statistics regarding awards given by the Council of Fashion 

Designers of America. The data showed that out of the thirty-seven prizes awarded by the 

Council of Fashion Designers of America since 1986, eight went to women and twenty-

nine to men (De Castella, “Fashion Week: Why Are Women Finally Designing Women's 

Clothes?”). What made this statistic even more interesting was the fact that twenty of 

those men were openly gay (De Castella, “Fashion Week: Why Are Women Finally 

Designing Women's Clothes?”). Ever since this article was posted, a younger generation 

of female designers has arisen such as Isabel Marant, Stella McCartney, Miuccia Prada 

and Sarah Burton. This raises the question of whether men are still trying to control 

women by designing clothing for women themselves and if they are giving women the 

permission to change gender norms only on their command. Further analysis shows that 

in the twenty-first century this is not the case. Twenty of the male designers who won the 

award were gay, which shows that the majority of the designers also come from a 

marginalized community much like that of women. Women and the gay community are 

similar in that after decades of hiding and being ashamed of who they are and what they 
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want to be, they finally are accepting their sexuality and beginning to endeavor to live 

how they choose. Gay males related to women because they too have suffered through 

similar levels of oppression such as women. McQueen states, “I came to terms with not 

fitting in a long time ago. I never really fit in. I don’t want to fit in” (Bolton, 35). 

Through this close relationship with women, the gay community represents another piece 

of the marginalized community that is trying to break gender norms as well and 

overcome the gender stereotypes society imposes on them. 

The argument that women design for themselves while men design for women as 

an object is also misleading. As a gay designer, typically “men design what they would 

wear if they were a woman” (New Straits Times, “Sex In the Wardrobe”). When 

designing for his female alter ego, McQueen is endeavoring to bring himself closer to the 

female species. McQueen elaborates on this notion by explaining how when designing 

for women on the runway he either was designing for his female alter ego or for his 

powerless, sexually, physically and mentally abused sister. This was his image of women 

and he did not want that. That is why “Janet became “the blueprint” for his clothes, a 

woman who was “vulnerable but strong.” Sometimes the woman on the runway was 

McQueen himself, other times it was Janet” (Wilson, “Fierce, Feathered and Fragile”). 

There has been an evolution in the last century in that as the attempt to blur gender lines 

evolved, women were no longer the only ones who felt marginalized in society. It was no 

longer men versus women, but it now was a multitude of smaller marginalized groups 

that felt genderless as well that understood women’s constraint of gender norms. Women 

are no longer the only beings who know what women want to wear, but the gay 

marginalized group who has also experienced the same suffering as women in the last 
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century feels the need to break through the gender norms imposed on them. This is why 

McQueen designing for women in the twenty-first century does not make him a 

misogynist but makes him a feminist.  

 

E. Extent to which Signs are emphasized 
 

 Both designers utilize an object that is very close to them in many of their 

garments as a statement of a woman’s strength against the brutal forces of society. 

Chanel utilizes the sign of the Camellia flower in her clothing as a signified of strength of 

women both physically and sexually. Birds and feathers are a signifier of the same ideas 

of eroticism and intimidation that are reflected as a signified onto women of their 

freedom and power. In both cases, these powerful erotic signs are used as a means to 

protect women, scare away anyone who tries to place gender stereotypes on them and 

show that they are fierce and intimidating. This allows the designers to remove the 

derogatory ideology that has been stereotyped on women both of the twentieth and 

twenty-first century as week and fragile and allow society to see women as a beautiful 

force to be reckoned with. The difference herein lies in the designer’s choice of the 

object. Chanel’s use of the Camellia is more subtle and enchanting. She doesn’t 

necessary utilize it is powers to the fullest extent, still allowing some leeway for female 

gender stereotypes to seep through her designs due to the era in which she lived. 

McQueen on the other hand, doesn’t hold back in his utilization of the birds and feathers, 

consequently creating a full-blown androgynous creature. It is neither male nor female, 

neither bird nor woman. We will reintroduce the extent to which each designer could use 

their skills in culture in the conclusion, which will examine even the use of male 
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signifiers.  

F. Obscuring Masculine or Feminine Text 
 

Chanel pushes the liberation of women further by using signifiers from male 

garments in women’s to blur gender lines. Wool, three quarter sleeves, black and bowties 

were all signifiers that were worn more often by men than women as a signified of 

authority and labor. Today, McQueen refuses to solely use male signifiers to empower 

women, but rather, he decides to utilize more feminine sensual characteristics and mix 

male and female signs as signifiers instead as a signified of their equal strength to men 

and make the human body more androgynous. Unlike Chanel, who endeavors to 

strengthen women by chiefly making them equal to man, McQueen decides to utilize the 

social constructs of the idealized feminine form more often than Chanel to his advantage 

to show that women do not need men to be strong. Although McQueen embraced more of 

the female form then male signifiers, he too occasionally used male signifiers such as 

Ostrich feathers and antlers to create a “creature” or “hybrid.” Both designers use male 

signifiers to make woman more equal to men and they both go one step further and use 

male signifiers to completely blur gender lines, turning humans into an androgynous 

weapon, neither male nor female. However, there has been a clear evolution in the 

visibility of male signifieds in garments from the 1920s to today. Chanel used to obscure 

masculine text through the use of finishing touches so as to avoid making extremely 

harsh gender statements and sidestep some gender controversies. McQueen on the other 

hand refused to obscure any masculine text and decided to set it free.  
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G. Evolution of Femininity 
 

 It is evident that Chanel placed an emphasis on the incorporation of male 

signifiers in women’s garments and was critical of the construction of feminine signifiers. 

This is noted by her view of the corset as a means of gender enslavement. To Chanel, 

corsets were a female signifier used to restrict movements and construct an over 

exaggerated feminine body with artificial curves that ignored the natural lines. Today, 

there has been a drastic evolution of the female signifier of the corset and in the definition 

of femininity. The corset is no longer a signified of an artificial restricted woman but it is 

seen as a signified of female empowerment, sexual power and modern femininity. The 

evolution of female signifiers, such as the corset, and their impact on the modern day 

connotation of femininity, will be further analyzed in the subsequent chapter.  

 
H. Conclusion 

 

 In this chapter we have compared and contrasted the ways in which Chanel and 

McQueen utilized similar signifiers as a way of constructing and deconstructing gender 

identity. We also uncovered the way in which both designers have utilized similar 

signifiers and evolved or transformed their signifieds over the years. Lastly, we examined 

the methods both designers used in constructing gender through their garment systems 

and evaluated how they were relevant to their time periods. In the last chapter, we will 

explore in more depth the evolution of gender stereotypes, signs and methodologies the 

designers used and attempt to uncover where we stand on the question of gender 

liberation through fashion today. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 
 

Evolution Conclusion 
 
 
 Fashion of the 1920s, 1950s and today have a critical impact on self-expression. 

Each era used similar signs with an altered signified or different signs to aid in the 

breaking of gender norms and stereotypes. From these reflections, an evolution of gender 

stereotypes was drawn from a difference in the extent to which Chanel and McQueen 

used their signs as powers of gender bending in society and an evolution of female 

signifiers from the 1920s to today. In this final chapter, this study will expound on the 

evolution of signifieds and signifiers in the breaking of gender norms from the early 

twentieth century to today. Finally, this study will aim to emphasize that if we can better 

articulate the meaning behind fashion designs as a means to influence our own gender 

understanding, we can better recognize the importance of the power that fashion has on 

societal gender views and its influence over not only individuality, but culture as well.  

 
A. Evolution of Gender Stereotypes of Femininity and Masculinity 

 

 From the 1920s to today, there has been an evolution of gender stereotypes of 

femininity and masculinity. In the early twentieth century, women were compelled to 

cover up their body with frills and extra fabric while simultaneously over emphasizing 

and over exaggerating their female body features making them seem weak and fragile. 

There sexuality was confined, as it was inappropriate for women to show skin because it 

was fetishized by culture. Exposing skin or fetish fashions, which always started at lower 

class levels, was perceived as the costume of “perverts and prostitutes” (Lunning, 109). 
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Rather than crave women’s flesh, men were threatened by it, a concept that is very 

different from what culture perceives as attractive today. The response to gender 

stereotypes taken by both Chanel and McQueen was more of a feminist protest 

antifashion against the patriarchy that has managed over the centuries to oppress women 

and to relegate them to inferior roles through their fashion garments. Chanel endeavored 

to close the gap between classes and gender roles employing a utilitarian antifashion 

outrage strategy. She created a counterculture that distanced women from cultural norms, 

weakened them and scandalized its dominant culture group.  

Chanel attacked these gender stereotypes by deconstructing the societal norm of 

femininity and masculinity by uncovering women’s bodies, streamlining and erasing the 

waist from the silhouette, emphasizing plunging necklines and backs and exposing arms 

and lower legs. She essentially created an “androgynous dress code that would broaden 

the discussion of the relationship between the sexes” (Buxbaum, 32). The signifier of 

exposing neck, back, arms and calves was assigned a signified of female liberation. As 

women began to smoke, drink and become more promiscuous and blunt about their 

sexual attractiveness they began to expose their sexuality even more, therefore signifying 

their freedom to utilize their sexuality as they please in society. We can see Chanel’s 

attack on this gender stereotype take an even more modern stance in the 1950s, when the 

hemlines rose even more, consequently bearing more skin around the calf area. As time 

progressed however, women’s body exposure lost its signified of female liberation and 

challenging social convention. As more women began adopting the fashion of exposing 

their bodies through their clothing, the signified of less clothing adorning the body shifted 

to the signified it is today.  
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 To back up my inference that the revealing of skin through clothing became 

inefficient as a signifier of female liberation and that its signified changed, this study will 

call upon historian James Laver’s 1969 theory of Shifting Erogenous Zones (Reilly, 40). 

The naked body as a whole is anti-erotic because it leaves nothing to the imagination. 

Therefore, when adorning clothing, over time different parts of the body are exposed 

consequentially becoming eroticized (Reilly, 40). When a particular body becomes 

overexposed, it is no longer sexually enticing, so a new area of the body needs to be 

exposed. This explains why styles of women’s fashion change in order to reveal different 

body parts (Reilly, 45). In Chanel’s case, in the 1920s the legs, arms, back and neck 

became eroticized through her clothing as she covered and flattened the breasts. 

However, as the years progressed, the signifier of exposed calves and back no longer 

threatened men as the erogenous zones changed from the back in the 1930s, the shoulders 

in the 1940s and 1950s and again the legs in the 1960s (Reilly, 47). Psychologist John 

Flugel writes about how the fashion industry tends to fixate on one particular body part 

until its exhausted all of its erotic potential (Nasrulla, 73). Chanel’s eroticized signified 

wore off as men began to deconstruct and reconstruct the signifier’s meaning to fit 

society’s ideals. Men had gotten so used to seeing this scandalous erogenous zone that 

they became disinterested in its and it lost its effect. It normalized into society’s cultural 

norms and no longer emphasized the power of a woman’s sensuality. In response, Chanel 

deconstructed her fashion garments and reconstructed them, shifting the eroticized zone 

over time, allowing it to remain a signified of women liberating their sexuality against 

what society’s norms were at the time. 

 The continuous shift in erogenous zones through fashion has led to women’s 
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bodies being extremely exposed in society today. This continuous shift in women’s 

fashion has allowed men to manipulate the tool women were using as a mediator of 

gender power to their own advantage. Men have deconstructed and reconstructed the 

signified of exposing skin in fashion from a signified of female liberation from societal 

constraints to a signified of objectifying women. They have transformed women’s 

exposure of skin in fashion into a tool that makes women feel weak, exploited and akin to 

sex objects that are just pretty to look at. Once again, women are being dumbed down to 

what they could actually contribute to society. Unlike Chanel who was trying to uncover 

women’s bodies to go against the gender stereotypes of her époque that forced women to 

cover up, today McQueen goes against the gender norm of women exposing their bodies 

by covering them up. David Wolfe, creative director of The Doneger Group, a fashion 

merchandising and consulting firm in New York claims, “you can get shocked for only so 

long, we are reaching the saturation point with extremism” (Nasrulla, 24). McQueen 

expresses women’s femininity and female power without showing skin. In the early 

twentieth century, there was a utilitarian outrage at the fashion garments being created 

with extra layers of fabric. In the twenty-first century there is a reimplementation of extra 

fabric and frills placed over the body that is utilized to make a mockery of societies own 

tool to make women inferior. McQueen realizes that no matter what women endeavor to 

do to break free from these gender norms, society will always manage to deconstruct and 

reconstruct their signifier’s signified. That’s why he decides to use women’s own bodies, 

sexuality, and femininity as a weapon of defense while simultaneously making a mockery 

of any form of oppression society tries to inflict on women by deconstructing and 

reconstructing their signifieds.  
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B. Evolution in the Extent to which the Fetish Culture is accentuated 
 

 Aside from the evolution of gender stereotypes and different ways in which 

Chanel and McQueen tackle the breaking of their époque’s gender norms, there has also 

been an evolution in the magnitude with which designers use their signs to break gender 

stereotypes. In the early twentieth century, Chanel did not accentuate female and male 

signifieds as strongly as her counterparts today. In fact, fashion was by no means 

masculine as noted by her obscuring of male signifieds with female signifieds. What 

arose during this time was a shift from the focus of what lied underneath the feminine 

body to the female being herself adorning clothes. The reinforcement of female sexuality 

had its limits. Although Chanel managed to bind women’s breasts, straighten the 

silhouette and create a boyish look, she suggested more of a remote sophistication or 

sporty independence rather than overt eroticism, which is noted today. Unquestionably, 

women no longer had to mold to the traditional standard of beauty of the time, which was 

a big bust and small hips, because they could hide their bodies under their clothing. This 

allowed them to liberate themselves both physically and socially and created a new era of 

feminine independence (Blackman, 11). What Chanel managed to give women through 

her signifier of the straight silhouette was a signified of respectable freedom of sexuality. 

She gave women the liberty to enjoy physical freedom, but the eligibility and appearance 

of a woman were still important. She created the early twentieth century signified of 

androgyny that gave women greater independence and merged genders signifying a 

desire to inscribe masculine power upon the female body.  

 However, the fetish culture Chanel instilled in a few of her garments the majority 

of the time remained underground. Chanel played with the vocabulary of the fetish 
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female by removing key signs such as the corset to flatten the chest and replaced it with 

leather accessories, such as the belt from her boyish look ensemble, or silk in her dresses; 

however, she never made a strong long lasting statement regarding the fetish culture of 

the time. Much like exposing ones skin, fetish fashions, which started at lower class 

levels, were known as the costumes of “perverts and prostitutes” (Lunning, 109). As 

aforementioned, women were still constrained to their appearance and eligibility if they 

wished to survive in their society. Since Chanel was restrained in the magnitude with 

which she could use her vestimentary signs, individualism and difference became the 

prime focus of fashion in the twentieth century. Fashion garments signified power, 

specifically relating to gender and social class.  

This study assumes that today’s fashion has come to signify disenchantments with 

the world. Due to the deconstruction of fashion as a cultural response to social and 

political unrest, growing recognition of both heterosexual and homosexual male standing 

in today’s society, and fashion turning into a visual arts tool that communicates 

sociopolitical ideas and incites revolution, today’s fashion garments have become a 

global symbol. The use of fashion garments as global signs that are globally 

manufactured, globally marketed and globally distributed, have forced the individual to 

become a homogenized citizen of the world (Bonnie, 214). This homogenization has led 

to a blurring of gender stereotypes and an evolution in the cultural norms of femininity 

and masculinity within the dominant Western culture. This globalization has led to a 

pastiche of multiple classes, decades, cultures, statuses from eighteenth and nineteenth 

century and today (Bonnie, 214). The fetish culture has now infused its way into fashion 

and its tool has been utilized to erase help the marginalization of social classes. By 
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utilizing the reverse of the trickle-down theory, the trickle-up theory that takes the fetish 

culture from a lower marginalized class and makes its way up into upper class fashion, 

designers have strived to create a more homogenized culture (Simmel, 130 - 155). 

Garment codes that initially differentiated marginalized groups such as the fetishists, 

queers, and women from the main culture are now slowly entering mainstream societal 

norms.  

The second deduction is that while female and male signified were underplayed 

during Chanel’s era, today female and male signifieds are overemphasized. McQueen 

takes on a more aggressive embrace of sensual passion than Chanel did in the earlier 

twentieth century. Today McQueen manipulates a woman’s full figure to convey a full 

range of powerful sexual appetite, freely indulged and shamelessly savored (Segal, 90). 

Today McQueen over exaggerates female and male signifieds and makes a mockery of 

old constraints, therefore rendering them fictive. By utilizing the full force of the female 

fetish culture and not caching it behind male signified, McQueen has managed to break 

gender barriers. Through the utilization of female fetishist culture the line dividing what 

is being aroused and what causes the arousal is ambiguous (Steele, “Fetish: Fashion, Sex, 

and Power”, 12). This is an indicator that fetishism overlaps different sexual variants 

(Steele, “Fetish: Fashion, Sex, and Power”, 12).  

 
C. Evolution in Female Signifiers 

 

Lastly, there has been an evolution in female signifiers. We can very evidently see 

the change in female signifieds of certain signifiers from the twentieth century to today 

by utilizing the commutation test. The commutation test, mentioned in chapter one, is a 
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test that allows us to spot if there is a change in the signified, or plane of content, by 

introducing a change to the signifier, or plane of expression (Barthes, “Elements of 

Semiology,” 65 – 66). By combining different signifiers within the syntagm, the user can 

generate a change in meaning from the substitution that changes the expression but not 

the content. In this case, the signifier of the corset will be used to show the evolution of 

female signifieds. As the commutation test explains, the corset has a fixed element, the 

corset itself, so the variation is seen in the change of the signified, or the adversary of 

wearing the corset under garment rather than over garments. When the signifier, or the 

corset, is worn under garments it is a signified of liberation constraint or women forced to 

were corsets to meet the ideal beauty of the time and look attractive. However, when the 

signifier is worn on the outside as it is in the twentieth century, the corset becomes a 

signified of sexual power. Obviously, in today’s corsets designed by McQueen, other 

elements of the garment participate in the signification as well, such as the hybrid tail 

found at the end of the corset. Without the tail, the change in signification would be 

impossible (Barthes, “The Fashion System,” 61).  

Female signifiers have also evolved within the female fetish culture. When 

Chanel created signifiers that exposed more skin, she deconstructed the female fetish of 

the fashionable Victorian world and constructed women as alluring sexual objects to be 

desired by men since it was something, which was frowned upon during her era. Today, 

female fetish is deconstructed and conventional prettiness is left behind. A tough, 

menacing and threatening woman is created instead (Lynch, 108).  
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D. Evolution in Cultural Norms of Femininity and Masculinity 
 

Each and every one of these evolutions culminates in an evolution in both the 

cultural norms of femininity and masculinity. Since the twentieth century, the definition 

of femininity has evolved. Although its signified is still associated with traits such as 

being weak and dependent, we are beginning to see a shift in the signified to embracing 

one’s own identity. Today, femininity is not about being weak, submissive and afraid of 

revealing and using one’s own body, but it is about harnessing one’s body’s strength, 

power and sexuality. The shift in the signified of femininity has respectively caused a 

shift in the signified of masculinity. When women chose to wear male signs in their 

clothing, they chose to redefine not only what it meant to be feminine but what it meant 

to be masculine as well. By wearing male signs, women managed to feminize masculine 

clothing. The deconstruction of these gender norms has allowed women and men to get 

one step closer to gender equality. It has now become more acceptable for men to 

perform duties previously performed by women, such as cleaning and cooking, and for 

women to enter the workforce that was solely carried out by men in the past. 

Nevertheless, until women’s fashion with masculine signs compromises men’s 

power, and men’s fashion with masculine signs gives women more power and equality, 

will androgyny ever truly exist? Until designers continue taking what is thought of as 

powerful and respectable from males and applying it to women because they do not want 

it to be viewed as erratic, emotional and frivolous, we continue to emphasize the gender 

roles of men and women. By blurring the cultural norms of femininity and masculinity 

through fashion, designers have come a long way and are getting closer to creating a 

genderless hybrid. Designers need to continue to challenge gender stereotypes and gender 
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performativity before society ceases assigning power based on gender and reaches true 

androgyny, something that McQueen got really close to accomplishing through his use of 

animal characteristics rather than gender characteristics to place power.  

 
E. Conclusion 

 

The lasting footprints of the twentieth century movements are remarkable. Since 

the 1920s, women have steadily been obtaining greater independence in choosing what 

they should wear, when they could wear it, and in front of whom. With the help of 

Chanel and McQueen, women have gained more power in their gender liberation and 

more control over their bodies. Instead of using their voices to help change the political 

status of women, Chanel and McQueen use their clothing designs to give women greater 

freedom of choice in what they wore and how they presented themselves. They 

encouraged women to go against societal norms and stand up for their wants and desires. 

As aforesaid, McQueen was aware that clothes, no matter how sharply tailored, 

ultimately could not protect women from the societies imposed constraints. That is why 

both designers adorned their garments with controversial signs, accessories, specific 

fabrics and animal parts. The signifieds that are constructed that liberate women, will 

continue to be torn apart, deconstructed and remodeled by society as they try and keep 

control over a woman’s gender role in society. However, with the help of designers such 

as Chanel and McQueen, new methods of overcoming this reinforcing of gender norms 

will arise until these gender stereotypes of femininity and masculinity are diluted into 

androgyny. By having designers such as Chanel and McQueen create designs for women 

to wear that do not restrict them to society’s standard gender norms, Chanel and 
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McQueen have given women the chance to have their cultural values to shine through 

throughout history. 
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