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Carla Jones and Ann Marie Leshkowich!

Fashion icon Princess Diana wears a salwaar-kameez, or Punjabi suit, as flash-
ing cameras record her latest fashion statement. A New York Times fashion
spread heralds the arrival of “Indo-chic,” a haute couture interpretation of
Vietnamese peasant and elite clothing. A savvy entrepreneur in Jakarta com-
missions rural Batak weavers to make items that will be marketed as “ethnic
chic” in high-end boutiques in Indonesia and abroad.

Meanwhile, an Indonesian professional woman wonders whether her custom-
made power suit will make the right impression at an interview. A Hong Kong
designer wants to experiment with traditional styles, but worries, quite rightly,
that the international fashion press will dismiss him as merely a Chinese
designer. Korean feminists don hanbok in an impromptu fashion show for their
colleagues at an international women’s conference. And Vietnamese state
propaganda posters include colorfully dressed ethnic minority women as signs
of the modern nation’s diversity and liberal acceptance of different traditions.

During the 1990s, Asian fashion became a noticeable global trend, changing
the way that people inside and outside Asia think about and practice dress.2
Taken from the chapters in this volume, the vignettes above capture three phe-
nomena that together constitute the globalization of Asian dress. First and most
visibly, fashion elites and celebrities on the global stage embraced particular
elements of Asian style for the world to see. Although present throughout the
1990s, the passion for so-called Asian chic occurred in waves. An initial peak
in 1992/93 coincided with the release of high-grossing Asian or Asian-themed
films, such as M. Buterfly, Indochine, Heaven and Earth, and The Wedding
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Banguet. Janet Jackson and Madonna produced music videos inspired by Asian
images, a Chinese nightclub for the former, and what director Mark Romanek
described as a “Zenned-out minimalism” for the latter (Corliss 1993: 69). A
second peak occurred in 1997/98, a period in which David Tang held a splashy
opening for his Shanghai Tang boutique on New York’s Madison Avenue,
Memoirs of a Geisha topped best-seller lists, and the Dalai Lama became a
celebrated pop-culture figure heralded at star-studded benefit concerts to Free
Tibet. Throughout the decade, stylistic inspirations and cultural practices from
Asia were so prevalent that they had become mainstream, even as they retained
an exotic flair. As one American fashion columnist describes the trend, “Now
everybody and his mom are ‘into’ acupuncture, organic vegetables and yoga.
Meanwhile . . . sarong skirts and kimono jackets have become part of the
working vocabulary of American fashion designers. The Tweeds catalog touts
‘the pristine appeal of yoga pants’ and Eddie Bauer calls attention to ‘the
unique mandarin collar’ on a white cotton shirt” (McLaughlin 1998).

Second, while North Americans and Europeans explored the exotic yet
familiar allure of mandarin collars, Asian men and women confronted the
mundane, but increasingly complicated, dilemma of what clothes to make, sell,
buy, and wear. As Asian economies flourished, then crashed and began to
recover, Asians of different classes, ethnicities, and genders faced the decision
of whether they should wear Western or Asian clothing. The former offered
a neutrality of appearance and the hope that one might become an unmarked
member of a modern international community in which Western suits, pants,
shirts, skirts, and dresses are standard fare, but at the possible price of a loss
of individual or ethnic identity. The latter seemed to celebrate that identity,
while at the same time marking the wearer as Other, as not fully at home in
the centers of power and normative Western fashion, even as those norms
appeared to embrace Asian aesthetics. In between these two poles lay myriad
options for combining, reinterpreting, and adapting clothing to make more
particular statements about the wearer’s identity and position, with each
possibility carrying both costs and benefits.

Third, these decisions were reinterpreted by Asian states seeking to craft
visions of national unity for domestic and international audiences by juxta-
posing stylized images of modernity, gender, and ethnicity, often in ambivalent
or contradictory ways. States such as Singapore, Vietnam, China, and Indonesia
touted versions of Asian modernity in which economic prosperity could coexist
with, or even be achieved through, commitment to traditional values. Tourist
posters echoed this juxtaposition by luring travelers with images of colorful
customs, pristine religions, and unique sites, all conveniently accessible through
modern cities and airports. In most cases, women clad in traditional dress
visually symbolized this timeless, exotic Asian-ness.

Introduction: Globalization of Asian Dress

Figure 1.1 Princess Diana in salwaar-kameez in Pakistan, May 1997. Photo by
Graham Tim/Corbis Sygma.
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Gaya

Jaket

Jaket berkancing tunggal gaya pemakaiannya bisa di-
beri aksen scarf. Gaya ini mirip gaya tuxedo untuk wa-
nita yang dirancang Yves Saint Laurent pada tahun
1966 minus blus daiam dan dasi pita. Gaya lain jaket
adalah berkancing ganda. Jaket ramping ini aksennya
terdapat pada deretan kancing plus ikat pinggang.

Figure 1.2 Indonesian fashion magazine promoting “Jacket Style” to readers, with
text instructing the reader on ways to wear such a jacket, May 1997.

Courtesy of Femina magazine.

Introduction: Globalization of Asian Dress

Far from being separate, these three aspects of the globalization of Asian
dress are intimately linked and interdependent. Princess Diana’s donning of
the salwaar-kameez (Figure 1.1) was possible because the garment, worn by
South Asian migrants, had become a visible presence on London streets. In
wearing this outfit, Diana valorized it as an element of international fashion,
and this in turn made fashion-conscious South Asian British women, both elite
and middle-class, even more eager to be seen in it. The Indonesian woman
choosing a power suit turned to a national fashion press for advice about what
international looks were “in” (Figure L.2). She also, however, took care to
adapt these styles in accordance with local informal and personal standards
of what was then considered appropriate and attractive. In both cases, the
supposedly global and local in Asian dress are intertwined, interdependent,
and mutually determining. This book is about these connections: their specific
contours, their significance for Asians, and their implications for contemporary
giobal understandings of “Asia” and “fashion.”

The chapters in this volume document the extent to which Asian dress has
been globalized. On the one hand, variations of Western clothing are the stan-
dard fare throughout much of Asia. On the other hand, the so-called traditional
costumes of many Asian countries — garments such as the South Asian sari and
salwaar-kameez, Japanese kimono, Chinese cheongsam, Korean hanbok, and
Vietnamese go dai — are experiencing a revival in those countries and their
diasporic communities. They have also become familiar in style, if not in name,
around the globe and serve as muses to inspire European and North American
designers.

While the global interest in Asian dress might seem to open new democratic
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cchange, the chapters in
disturbing side to these developments: the processes through which Asian dress
has been globalized and celebrated within and outside Asia are also profoundly
Orientalizing and feminizing. Even as the cross-fertilization of Asian and
Western styles is changing the way people throughout the world think about
and practice dress, the dress styles and dress practices associated with Asia and -
Asians have been consistently reworked through processes that might be called
“homogenized heterogeneity”: their differences are identified, assessed, and
appropriated, purportedly with the goal of deciding where Asian dress fits into
the global pantheon of clothing configurations. The result, however, is that
no matter what form these fashions may take and no matter how praised they
may be by fashion elites located in the centers of power, they get defined as
somehow lesser than, somehow Other to, and somehow more feminized than
their perennial Western foil. As our title, “Re-Orienting Fashion™ suggests, Asian
styles may be reorienting global fashion, but the very same globalization
processes that have garnered international attention for Asian dress are re-
Orientalizing Asia and Asians.
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In this introduction, we establish the theoretical backdrop for the book by
weaving together the connections between globalization, Orientalism, gender,
and fashion that led to and resulted from the explosion of Asian dress onto
the world scene in the 1990s, the period in which the contributors to this
volume conducted much of their research. We begin by exploring how Orien-
talism emerged in the colonial era as a mode of knowledge production that
defined “the Orient” as fundamentally Other, feminine, and perpetually
inferior to the West in ways that supported colonial domination. The contours
of Orientalism are particularly complex when one considers fashion, for
colonial dress became enmeshed in struggles over race, gender, tradition, and
imitation. As a result, the daily sartorial decisions that Asians made became
politically charged tools in contests over identity, status, and power.

We then turn to contemporary contexts to explore how globalization has per-
petuated the Orientalist legacy. The tenets of Orientalism have been reworked,
challenged, and reinscribed to characterize certain types of people, activities,
and items as lesser members of the global family by defining them as Other,
local, traditional, and feminine. We find the link between feminization and
marginalization of particular significance, for it can be seen not just on the con-
crete level of economic and cultural experiences, but also on the abstract level
of globalization theory. By exploring a specific example of how globalization
has been analyzed by one noted anthropologist, we argue that a masculinist
bias has diverted scholars’ attention from the issue of how the fundamental
processes of globalization - the increased movement of people, things, capital,
and ideas around the world at an ever-accelerating rate — are profoundly gen-
dered and gendering. By not exposing and critiquing these gendered dynamics,
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izing and reinforcing the material, social, and cultural inequities emerging
through globalization.

It is a central contention of this volume that globalization as an Orientalizing
and gendering phenomenon becomes apparent through an ethnographic focus
on dress practices. Understood in its experiential complexity, what people wear
is the most visible and sensitive social register illuminating key points of
articulation between the broader and more intimate processes of contemporary
globalization. By exploring how people dress at different moments, we can
reveal the relationship between individual choices, themselves subject to
varying degrees of constraint or agency, and larger interests, such as nations,
corporations, and markets, that are invested in individuals performing in
particular ways. These processes are especially interesting for their effects on
people who get caught in the middle because of their class, race, and gender
identity or their economic, social, and cultural practices. In this way, the
anthropological focus on real people making real decisions connects us to the
discursive work of Orientalism.

Introduction: Globalization of Asian Dress

The use of dress as a means to perform identity is further complicated by
the highly competitive, status-conscious, and exclusive world of international
fashion. Sandra Niessen documents (Afterword, this volume) how fashion has
long retained its power by operating as a definitional system. Fashion leaders
possess the ability to name certain groups, typically Western elites, as having
“fashion” (changing style trends over time) or being fashionable (dressing in
ways consistent with or in the vanguard of those trends). They also define large
groups of Others: those in the West who pay little attention to fashion (the
unfashionable) or who dress in opposition to dominant fashion (the prac-
titioners of anti-fashion), and those in societies deemed not to have fashion
at all (the wearers of “traditional” or “ethnic” dress). Since the colonial era,
the fashion industry has spread its production and distribution functions
around the world. Cross-fertilization between Western and non-Western
fashion systems has been so extensive as to make a distinction between the two
no longer tenable. Meanwhile, fashion’s definitional apparatus continues to
grind, locating those who are deemed to have or not to have fashion in ways
that produce new global class differences. In the Afterword, Sandra Niessen
considers how this volume’s focus on Asian dress practices sheds light on the
ways the globalization of fashion, as both an industry and a conceptual mode
for characterizing dress, challenges us to develop new understandings of what
fashion is, how it operates, who controls it, and what stakes are involved in
participating in it.

Our task here is to highlight a different, but complementary, set of questions:
Does global interaction with Asia as a form of style allow privileged consumers
who know little about Asian people and places to avoid seriously engaging
with the cultural substance of those styles? Does performing Asian style mask
or enable practices that produce new_kinds of global material and cultural
differences? How do the Orientalizing and gendering processes propelling the
globalization of Asian dress affect the daily decisions that Asians make about
clothing? What is the significance of these decisions, both for the wearer and
for our conceptions of globalization, Asia, and Asian-ness? :

Considered as a whole, the chapters in this volume imply a theoretical frame-
work for approaching these problems that combines insights from performance
theory and practice theory. Performance theory, particularly as developed by
Butler (1990), highlights the possibilities for agentive creation of identity
through the manipulation of appearance. Practice theory (Bourdieu 1977
[1972], 1984; de Certeau 1984), in contrast, emphasizes the ways in which
tastes are shaped by and constitutive of social positioning through such factors
as class, educational level, race, ethnicity, or gender. Combining the two by
focusing on performance practices allows us to see how, within a constrained
and treacherous field of already constituted identities, people nonetheless have
room to maneuver by fashioning themselves. These self-fashionings, however,
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always risk reinscribing preexisting negative characterizations, such as the ones
created through gender and Orientalism upon which we focus.

Within a global context in which Asia and Asian-ness are already saturated
with constraining significations, self-Orientalizing and internal Orientalizing
become understandable, but fraught, strategies for the performative construc-
tion of identity. The extent to which Asian dress is reorienting fashion versus
re-Orientalizing Asia rests fundamentally on the factors of who is performing,
with what intentions, under what circumstances, and before what audience.
We suggest that studying the ways in which mid-level actors decide to make,
wear, buy, or sell clothing in different Asian contexts can defy the Orientalist
stereotypes of Asian style as passive and traditional, even as those actions are
often made invisible in global cultural, rhetorical, and material practices that
feminize Asia and the fashion world.

Dressing, Gendering, and Orientalizing the
Colonial Subject

What are the conditions that have positioned dress, both in Asia and as read
by outsiders, as marked Other or feminine? What factors shape current inter-
pretations of how Asians choose to dress, and of styles that appear to be Asian
in global cities, be they Jakarta or New York? Addressing these questions
requires a historical perspective. Although only two contributors to this volume
directly discuss colonialism, we find that colonial discourse and domination
linked dress to specific kinds of meanings, meanings that continue to circulate
in the contemporary era. Edward Said’s analysis of Orientalism (1994 [1978])
provides a compelling frame for understanding these dynamics. Said argues
that imperialism created ideologies and representations of fundamental oppos-
ition between groups labeled East and West. This enterprise entailed defining
and categorizing what the Orient was, a feat of knowledge production accomp-
lished through scholarly research, “exotic travels,” and mass-mediated images
such as postcards and exhibitions.? When combined with direct military force,
colonial-era Orientalism as a way of seeing and knowing facilitated domi-
nation by Othering and feminizing colonized peoples, casting them as timeless,
exotic, passive, or oppressed, but always fundamentally different from and
inferior to those in the West. Orientalist discourse sometimes established
Western superiority by baldly defining Others as unrepentant savages or back-
ward races. At other times, however, Said finds that the discourse operated
more subtly. For example, Orientalist scholars, including archaeologists,
historians, and ethnographers, conducted extensive research to identify the
~ charming or valuable aspects of a group’s heritage. Their “discoveries” were

then celebrated in ways that suggested that the people to whom these traditions
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belonged were ignorant of their worth and hence in need of Western masters
to teach them about themselves.

Building on Said, we argue in this section that the effects of the creation of
Orientalist categories and modes of discernment are particularly striking for
matters of style in Asia. Through Orientalism, differences in appearance and
clothing were often read by the colonizers as indexes of deeper differences, even
as the colonizers’ discursive categories created the reality they supposedly
described. Knowing what styles were fashionable in the metropole, collecting
items from natives who were unaware of the value of their own cultural
charms, enforcing dress codes among settlers, or critiquing native dress styles
as imitative of the West or backwardly bare all served to make style an impor-
tant terrain for negotiations over power. While some European colonial powers
in Asia were met with forms of undress that they read as charmingly simple
or disturbingly exposed, others were presented with sophisticated forms
of civilization and appearances that took considerable discursive work to
critique.” Reducing these varied forms of difference to simply bad or excessive
style attempted to contain the threat of moral and political conflict. While
we do not suggest that all forms of colonial rule were uniform or monolithic,
we are interested in how a shared concern with matters of culture, and by
extension matters of appearance and dress, served to cement apparently
natural differences between colonizer and colonized. These discourses continue
to shape readings of dress practices today, so that even when Asian dress is
celebrated, such moves perpetuate a script of a dominant, knowledgeable West
and an inferior, ignorant Orient. Four themes — race, gender, tradition, and
imitation — show particularly well how ideas about dress and difference in
several Asian colonial-era contexts were reworked, dropped, and picked up
again in ways that made these ideas seem natural.

First, racial difference was read from dress practices under conditions of rule,
both in the colonies and in Europe. For example, Emma Tarlo’s research argues
that British colonial rule, and Indian nationalism later, relied on strategic uses
of masculine dress (1996). Tarlo describes how British colonials saw the Indian
dhoti as emblematic of the savage and effeminate Indian male: savage because
the item left the torso and lower legs unclad, and effeminate because the draped
fabric more closely resembled the voluminous shirring of European women’s
dress than the more tailored straight lines of men’s suits. That the dhoti could
be so associated with racial inferiority shaped later nationalist rhetoric such
that, as Partha Chatterjee has argued, Indian men seeking an alternatively
modern Indian national culture felt they had no choice but to wear the European-
style suit (1993).

Not all critiques of racial inferiority were made on the basis of bodily expo-
sure or simplicity of fabric. Elaborate and luxurious garments could similarly






