






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































It is easy to forget that there is a history to the clothes we wear. All societies observe certain
rules, some of them quite strict, about the way in which men, women and children should
dress, or how different social classes and groups should present themselves. These norms
come to define the identity of people, the way they see themselves, the way they want others
to see them. They shape our notions of grace and beauty, ideas of modesty and shame. As
times change and societies are transformed, these notions also alter. Modifications in clothing
come to reflect these changes.

The emergence of the modern world is marked by dramatic changes in clothing. In this
chapter, we will look at some of the histories of clothing in the modem period, that is in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Why are these two centuries important?

Before the age of democratic revolutions and the development of capitalist markets in
eighteenth-century Europe, most people dressed according to their regional codes, and were
limited by the types of clothes and the cost of materials that were available in their region.
Clothing styles were also strictly regulated by class, gender or status in the social hierarchy.

After the eighteenth century, the colonisation of most of the world by Europe, the spread of
democratic ideals and the growth of an industrial society, completely changed the ways in
which people thought about dress and its meanings. People could use styles and materials
that were drawn from other cultures and locations, and western dress styles for men were
adopted worldwide.

In Chapter 1 you have seen how the French Revolution transformed many aspects of social
and political life. The revolution also swept away existing dress codes, known as the
sumptuary laws. Let us look briefly at what these laws were.

In medieval Europe, dress codes were sometimes imposed upon members of different layers
of society through actual laws which were spelt out in some detail. From about 1294 to the
time of the French Revolution in 1789, the people of France were expected to strictly follow
what were known as ‘sumptuary laws.” The laws tried to control the behaviour of those
considered social inferiors, preventing them from wearing certain clothes, consuming certain
foods and beverages (usually this referred to alcohol) and hunting game in certain areas. In
medieval France, the items of clothing a person could purchase per year was regulated, not
only by income but also by social rank.





















What were these new values? What created the pressure for change?

Many changes were made possible in Britain due to the introduction of new materials and
technologies. Other changes came about because of the two world wars and the new working
conditions for women. Let us retrace our steps a few centuries to see what these changes
were.

Before the seventeenth century, most ordinary women in Britain possessed very few clothes
made of flax, linen or wool, which were difficult to clean. After 1600, trade with India
brought cheap, beautiful and easy-to-maintain Indian chintzes within the reach of many
Europeans who could now increase the size of their wardrobes.

Then, during the Industrial Revolution, in the nineteenth century, Britain began the mass
manufacture of cotton textiles which it exported to many parts of the world, including India.
Cotton clothes became more accessible to a wider section of people in Europe. By the early
twentieth century, artificial fibres made clothes cheaper still and easier to wash and maintain.

In the late 1870s, heavy, restrictive underclothes, which had created such a storm in the pages
of women’s magazines, were gradually discarded. Clothes got lighter, shorter and simpler.

Fig. 9 - Changes in clothing in the early
twentieth century.

Fig. 9a - Even for middle- and upper-
class women, clothing styles changed.
Skirts became shorter and frills were
done away with.

Fig.9b - Women working at a British
ammunition factory during the First
World War. At this time thousands of
women came out to work as war
production created a demand for
increased labour. The need for easy
movement changed clothing styles.

Yet until 1914, clothes were ankle length, as they had been since the thirteenth century. By
1915; however, the hemline of the skirt rose dramatically to mid-calf.

Why this sudden change?







































Mahatma Gandhi’s dream was to clothe the whole nation in khadi. He felt khadi would be a
means of erasing difference between religions, classes, etc. But was it easy for others to
follow in his footsteps? Was such a unity possible? Not many could take to the single peasant
loincloth as he had. Nor did all want to. Here are some examples of other responses to
Mahatma Gandhi’s call:

Nationalists such as Motilal Nehru, a successful barrister from Allahabad, gave up his
expensive Western-style suits and adopted the Indian dhoti and kurta. But these were not
made of coarse cloth.

Those who had been deprived by caste norms for centuries were attracted to Western
dress styles. Therefore, unlike Mahatma Gandhi, other nationalists such as Babasaheb
Ambedkar never gave up the Western-style suit. Many Dalits began in the early 1910s to
wear three- piece suits, and shoes and socks on all public occasions, as a political
statement of self-respect.

A woman who wrote to Mahatma Gandhi from Maharashtra in 1928 said, ‘A year ago, [
heard you speaking on the extreme necessity of every one of us wearing khadi and
thereupon decided to adopt it. But we are poor people, My husband says khadi is costly.
Belonging as I do to Maharashtra, I wear a sari nine yards long ... (and) the elders will not
hear of a reduction (to six yards).’

Other women, like Sarojini Naidu and Kamala Nehru, wore coloured saris with designs,
instead of coarse, white homespun.

Changes in styles of clothing are thus linked up with shifis in cultural tastes and notions of
beauty, with changes within the economy and society, and with issues of social and political
conflict. So when we see clothing styles alter we need to ask: why do these changes take
place? What do they tell us about society and its history? What can they tell us about changes
in tastes and technologies, markets and industries?









