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Abstract

How making, dressing, and fabrication think through form. This article explores how the craft of fashion and

the act of dressing constitute forms of inquiry into identity, culture, and meaning.

Introduction: Dressing as a Question

From the moment a piece of cloth is cut to the instant it adorns a body, fashion operates as a continuous
dialogue between materiality and meaning. Barthes (1967) argued that clothing functions as a language of
signs, each garment a signifier that carries cultural codes. Building on this insight, I propose that the very act
of making and wearing clothes is itself an inquiry—an investigative process that interrogates identity, power,

and social structures while generating knowledge about material culture.

Treating fashion as a semiotic system allows us to read the fabric of everyday life not merely as decoration
but as a methodological tool for understanding how we construct who we are. This perspective aligns with
Simmel’s (1904) notion of fashion as a “social form” and Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of habitus, both of which

foreground the reciprocal relationship between individual agency and structural meaning.

e Signifier: the garment’s visual form.
o Signified: the cultural and personal meanings attached.

¢ Referent: the social context that gives the sign its relevance.
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“Clothing is a system of signs that speaks the language of the body.’

Roland Barthes, The Fashion System (1967)

Semiotics of the Fabric: Form as Thought
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Barthes described the fashion system as a “grammar” that structures how we interpret visual cues. The cut,
drape, and texture of a garment are not arbitrary; they encode social values, gender expectations, and
historical moments. Recent work by Entwistle (2015) extends this grammar to include affective dimensions—

how fabrics feel as well as look.

Consider a semiotic analysis of three distinct garments, each illustrating how material choices articulate

different inquiries:

1. Classic trench coat — Material (gabardine) — durability and practicality; Color (beige) — neutrality
and universality; Silhouette (double-breasted) — authority and formality.

2. Japanese kimono — Fabric (silk) - luxury and tradition; Pattern (family crests) — lineage and social
status; Construction (hand-sewn seams) — ritualized labor.

3. Streetwear hoodie — Material (cotton-blend fleece) — comfort and informality; L.ogo placement —

brand myth-making; Oversized cut — resistance to normative body standards.

Each element contributes to a composite meaning that can be read, interrogated, and contested by the wearer.
The semiotic “grammar” therefore functions as a set of research variables that scholars can systematically

compare across cultures and epochs.

Barthes’s semiotic breakdown of a trench coat’s visual grammar.

Making as Methodology: The Craft of Inquiry

The process of constructing clothing—selection of fibers, pattern drafting, stitching—mirrors the stages of
scientific inquiry. Designers formulate hypotheses (concept sketches), test them (prototypes), collect data (fit
sessions, wear trials), and refine their outcomes (final garments). This methodological parallel underscores

fashion’s capacity to generate situated knowledge about material culture.
Case Study: Sustainable Denim

A designer exploring sustainable denim might begin with a clearly articulated research question: “How can
we reduce water consumption without compromising aesthetic appeal?” The investigation proceeds through
material sourcing, experimental dye techniques, and consumer feedback, producing a garment that embodies

both ecological data and cultural symbolism.

Empirical data from Levi’s Water<Less™ program (Levi Strauss & Co., 2021) demonstrate a 50 % reduction
in water use per kilogram of denim when using ozone-based finishing. Incorporating such data grounds the

inquiry in measurable outcomes while preserving the garment’s visual integrity.



# Pseudocode for calculating water savings in denim production
def water savings(original, new):

"""Return percentage reduction in water use."""

return (original - new) / original * 100

original water = 8000 # liters per kilogram of denim (traditional process)
new water = 3000 # liters per kilogram (water-less process)
print(f"Water savings: {water savings(original water, new water):.1f}%")

This simple calculation illustrates how designers can embed quantitative metrics within creative practice,

turning aesthetic decisions into data-driven inquiries.

Dressing as Dialogue: Identity and Performance

When we dress, we perform a semiotic act that both reflects and reshapes our identity. The wearer becomes an
active interpreter, selecting signs that align with or challenge prevailing narratives. This performative
dimension is echoed in Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical model of self-presentation, where clothing functions

as a “costume” that signals role expectations.

Barthes highlighted the “myth” of fashion—how certain styles become idealized representations of social
ideals. By consciously engaging with these myths, individuals can either reinforce or subvert dominant

cultural scripts. The following typology illustrates three strategic modes of engagement:

¢ Subversion: Using gender-nonconforming attire to question binary norms (e.g., men wearing skirts in
contemporary runway contexts).

¢ Reinforcement: Adopting corporate uniforms to signal professionalism and institutional belonging.

¢ Hybridization: Mixing traditional fabrics with contemporary cuts to negotiate heritage and modernity

(e.g., Afro-centric prints integrated into streetwear silhouettes).

The body is a text; clothing is the writing that makes it readable.

Roland Barthes, The Fashion System (1967)

These practices demonstrate how dressing functions as an iterative inquiry: each outfit generates feedback—

social, affective, and material—that informs subsequent sartorial choices.

Conclusion: Fashion as Ongoing Inquiry



Through the lenses of semiotics, craft, and performance, fashion emerges as a dynamic field of inquiry. It asks
questions about who we are, how we relate to others, and what our material world signifies. By treating
making, dressing, and fabrication as investigative practices—complete with hypotheses, data collection, and
interpretation—we unlock deeper understandings of culture, identity, and meaning. Future research can
extend this framework by incorporating digital-fabrication methods, cross-cultural comparative studies, and
longitudinal analyses of garment life-cycles, thereby enriching fashion’s role as a living laboratory of social

knowledge.
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