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Abstract 

This Emotional Closet: Women’s Relationships with Clothing 

Mercedes Bron O’Bannion, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisor:  Susan Mickey 

Clothes are objects presented in society to be experienced and translated by 

others. This thesis identifies three female stereotypes found in literature: mother, virgin, 

and whore. By addressing the historical and social context that exist in American culture, 

I can begin to explain how these three stereotypes are dependent upon appearance 

perception. In exploring the identities that clothing can communicate, I hope to contribute 

an understanding of the phenomenological aspects in everyday dressing. This thesis will 

also discuss how my research informed my choices in the development and creation of an 

immersive theatrical experience, This Emotional Closet. 
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Introduction 

This is a creative research process exploring communication through the feminine 

appearance. It will survey why women wear clothing, how clothing creates the feminine 

self, and what women’s clothing communicates. I discovered a framework for thinking 

critically about this subject that informs my process in the development of an artistic 

installation This Emotional Closet. This installation (to be discussed in greater detail in a 

later section) is an immersive theatrical experience that explores the relationships women 

have with their clothing and its value in visual communication. Rather than a new study 

of how appearance is interpreted, this is an overview of sociological, psychological, and 

anthropological theories defining clothing and appearance. Through my research, I was 

introduced to three perspectives used to approach the social psychology of clothing and 

appearance management.  

In this text, the term clothes and clothing are synonymous and used to define the 

objects of apparel worn for the creation of appearance. Appearance is the total 

assemblage of clothing objects, accessories, and personal grooming that creates an 

overall look. This is a study of heteronormative women in America and their 

relationships with clothing. 

Perspectives 

A perspective is a larger framework for organizing knowledge and guiding 

inquiry; guided by a system of values, beliefs, and meanings that provide a point 

of view for study (Kaiser 33).  

In her book, The Social Psychology of Clothing: symbolic appearances in context, Social 

Psychologist Susan B. Kaiser defines three distinct perspectives from different disciplines 
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of study: (1) the cognitive perspective from psychology  which focuses on appearance 

perception- how people form impressions about one another and about themselves, (2) 

the symbolic-interactionist perspective from sociology focuses on appearance 

management, appearance perception, and their meaning, and (3) the cultural perspective 

is interdisciplinary focusing on cultural objects and their relation to belief systems.  

Kaiser uses these perspectives within a larger framework for studying contextual 

perspective which explores the meaning of clothes within a larger cultural and historical 

context. I have adopted Kaiser’s three perspectives to help provide a point of view for my 

study of clothing and a guide for answering what women wear and why, how clothing 

creates the feminine self, and what does clothing communicate. I have applied a 

perspective to each question to explain the development of my research that informs my 

choices for an artistic installation.  

Susan B. Kaiser’s social psychological study of clothing is within a larger context 

and the influence of human behavior. I approach clothes as tangible things, but I also 

contemplate what clothing means. As a Costume Designer, I research clothing 

objectively: looking at different garments in detail, evaluating key elements that best 

represent the time and place of a story. I also research clothing subjectively. Like Kaiser, 

I approach the study of clothing as it pertains to human behavior. Creating a character’s 

appearance is influenced by my understanding of their personality, needs, and intentions. 

Additionally, I consider how the audience will perceive a character. What does a 

character’s appearance communicate visually?   

Cultural Perspective and ‘What Women Wear and Why?’ 
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The cultural perspective categorizes the meanings of clothing are shared values of 

gender, social class, and age. My interest in exploring women’s relationships with 

clothing is based on my observations of how women are identified, characterized, and 

perceived in American culture. Cultural forms then are tangible aspects of culture that 

somehow represent more abstract ideas that are ingrained within the culture (Kaiser 49). 

An example of an American cultural form is the idea that women wear skirts and dresses. 

Therefore, a cultural perspective enables us to view the meanings of clothing as they have 

developed over time, as one historical context leads to another one (Kaiser 48). Clothing 

differences between gender exist within a historical context and clothing objects possess 

histories of meanings that influence what women wear and why. Because gender is 

perpetuated by culture, clothing style is used to categorize women based on age, social 

context, and personality. Ideology consists of the principal beliefs and values that 

characterize a culture, group, or movement (Kaiser 51). Clothing as cultural objects 

communicate a message of what is female. Sometimes women reinforce these messages 

or they create new meanings. A woman wearing a dress or a skirt is reinforcing the 

shared cultural value of that object being feminine. In juxtaposition, a woman wearing a 

man’s suit jacket creates a new meaning for that object based on the history of meanings 

it possesses within our shared cultural beliefs.  

Symbolic-Interactionist Perspective and ‘What Does Women’s Clothing 

Communicate?’ 

Women use appearance as a way of communicating information about their life 

knowing that others are doing the same of them.  
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We present personal information to others through our appearances and convey 

such messages as age, taste, occupation, philosophy of life, ideas about social 

conformity, and the like (Kaiser 41).  

Symbolic–interactionist perspective focuses on appearance management and appearance 

perception dependent upon social and historical context.  

Whereas cognitive researches tend to look for causality as attributed either to 

people or situations, symbolic interactionists would maintain that people and their 

appearances cannot be isolated from social context, so they should be looked at 

jointly (as people fit their lines of action together in a context) (Kaiser 39).  

Public perception affects the choices a woman makes privately while dressing. They 

represent a phenomenological view in which women knowingly dress themselves based 

on how they will be perceived by others. Perceptions ingrained in American culture used 

to identify and characterize women. For instance, a woman may be apprehensive to wear 

a garment she feels is inappropriate for her age, or a woman opting to wear a suit to the 

workplace to appear more professional. This control of appearance management is an 

attempt to control appearance perception based on the social context. It was not enough 

to choose an attractive outfit and wear it: for an outfit to be successful it must have 

elicited an appropriate response from others (Guy, Green, and Banim 77). Returning to a 

previous example, the success of a woman wanting to appear more professional is 

dependent upon whether or not others perceive her appearance as being professional and 

respond appropriately. The interaction between what appearance management transmits 

and how it is translated is vital in understanding the meanings clothing possess and how it 

communicates.  

Cognitive Perspective and ‘How Does Clothing Create the Feminine Self?’ 
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The cognitive perspective focuses primarily on appearance perception- 

specifically in terms of how people form impressions about one another and, to 

some extent, about themselves (Kaiser 33).  

Privately, women create impressions of themselves as they view their appearance in the 

mirror. This appearance is then presented in public with the intent that their impressions 

of ‘self’ are shared by others. This is based on the relationship between what the 

individual intends their appearance to transmit and how it is then translated by others. 

Self is inherently created privately as a woman assembles her appearance through 

choosing which clothing objects to wear on a daily basis. Cooley’s explains “looking-

glass self”: 

As we see our face, figure, and dress in the glass, and are interested in them 

because they are ours, and pleased or otherwise with them according as they do or 

do not answer to what we should like them to be; so in imagination we perceive in 

another’s mind some thought of our appearance, manners, aims, deeds, character, 

friends, and so on, and are variously affected by it.  

A self-idea of this sort seems to have three principal elements: the imagination of 

our appearance to the other person; the imagination of his judgement of that 

appearance, and some sort of self-feeling, such as pride or mortification. The 

comparison with a looking-glass hardly suggests the second element, the 

imagined judgement, which is quite essential. The thing that moves us to pride or 

shame is not the mere mechanical reflection of ourselves, but an imputed 

sentiment, the imagined effect of this reflection upon another’s mind. (qtd. in 

Horn and Gurel 135) 

It is my opinion that in creating an appearance, women are attempting to create a 

personality to identify with. For example, using my own experience, I identify myself as 

female, age twenty-nine, an artist, and an extrovert. By identifying myself as so, using 

color, shape, and texture I intend to communicate my personality. I express my gender, 

age, and artistic ‘self’ through the way I dress. Assemblage of appearance is dependent 

upon social context. Cues such as clothing and appearance are often used to simplify and 
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make sense of social interactions (Kaiser 34). For instance, the ‘self’ I present on a daily 

basis will change based on where I am going and who I am meeting. The ‘self’ I create 

for professional work is different than the ‘self’ I create for informal social gatherings. 

My personal choices are reliant upon a cognitive system used for categorizing people 

based on appearance. This cognitive structure is built on traits and visual cues used to 

classify individuals to provide insight of personality. Because we experience this as 

perceivers of others’ appearance, it affects the way we view and build our own 

appearances.  

The Installation: This Emotional Closet 

The Artist’s Statement 

  This Emotional Closet is an art installation that immerses participants in a space 

that has been transformed to represent the closets of women. The lighting is limited and 

there is an exaggerated abundance of women’s clothing. There are three armoires 

representative of different female stereotypes. This Emotional Closet is an artistic 

response to the research I conducted about women and clothing.  Clothes are objects that 

build appearance which communicates with the public. Women collect clothing to create 

a wardrobe, clothing creates an image, and that image creates identity. Do women 

identify themselves with the clothing they wear, and does clothing create identity? I have 

created an experimental space that explores my ideas about women, clothing, and the 

images created for public consumption. This installation is an innovative experience that 

is theatrical, immersive, and interdisciplinary. It promotes research, critical analysis, 

discussion, and reflection amongst all participants. 
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As a Costume Designer, my work requires interrogation of historical fashion and 

character analysis. This project has encouraged me to expand my research process 

beyond costumes, and challenges me to express myself as a designer, director, and 

curator. It transforms my work as a scholar into an artistic concept. Through the 

exploration of the identities that clothing can communicate, I hope to contribute an 

understanding of the phenomenological aspects in everyday dressing, and the idea that 

clothes are objects presented to society to be experienced and consumed.   

Mother-Virgin-Whore: The Performance of Space, Objects, and Bodies  

There exist three distinct stereotypes manufactured by literature and ingrained in 

society. I agree with writer Mary Anne Ferguson and this statement from her book 

Images of Women in Literature, 

Literature both reflects and helps to create reality. It is through their preservation 

in works of art that we know what the stereotypes and archetypes have been and 

are: in turn, knowing the images influences our view of reality and even our 

behavior. (qtd. in Savitt)  

Furthermore, the term literature is synonymous with contemporary American media (i.e. 

– television and film). By representing three different female stereotypes: mother, virgin, 

and whore, I am representing three stereotypes that influence feminine appearance 

management and appearance perception. In her essay Female Stereotypes in Literature, 

Professor D. Jill Savitt best defines these stereotypes, 

The list of female stereotypes and sub-types is long and varied on the surface, but 

it can be reduced to a basic core group. Whether the innocent ingénue is thusly 

named or called a modest maiden, she is sure to be an outshoot of The Virgin. 

Temptress, goddess or seductress, she’s still born of The Whore/Fallen Woman. 

Be she a schoolmarm or spinster, she’s still kin to the Old Maid. (Savitt) 
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These stereotypes are represented in the installation. The Virgin-Mother-Whore dynamic 

possesses a patriarchal through line of which women are born virgins, and made whores 

until they are made mothers. I am not defining the appearance of these stereotypes, but 

rather using them subjectively. Below, in Table 1, terms synonymous with each type. 

Virgin Mother Whore 

clean conservative provocative 

pure old Fashioned slutty 

fruitful moderate seductive 

chaste classic suggestive 

innocent conventional sexy 

virtuous frumpy enticing 

naive dowdy indecent 

youthful old risqué 

lively inappropriate 

sprightly immodest 

young 

modest 

Table 1 informs my artistic choices for the installation. These words evoke visual 

signifiers to be translated into the design of the space, the furniture, and the overall 

experience. 

The Environment 

The environment created for this installation begins with the transformation of a 

public space to represent a private space. Transforming a classroom space to represent a 

woman’s over stuffed closet reflects the overwhelming retail options that women have to 

choose from, and the overwhelming complexity that can go into creating an “appropriate” 

appearance. In the introduction to their book, Through the Wardrobe: women’s 

Table 1: 
Virgin-Mother-Whore: 

Terms Synonymous with 
Stereotypes 
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relationships with their clothes, Ali Guy, Eileen Green, and Maura Banim cite 

Featherstone’s statement about women and clothing: 

In the relatively affluent West, where shopping, consumption and fashion have 

become a lifestyle and where women experience an increasing number of 

consumer choices and demands on their times, assembling an outfit has become a 

complex task, fraught with difficulties and diverse options (qtd. in Guy, Green, 

and Banim 1)  

Featherstone uses the term diverse options, which are represented in the large 

accumulation of clothing lining the walls of the space. In the middle of the space there 

exist three distinct kinds of women chosen from a pile of options that exist in society. As 

visitors move through the space, they come upon three armoires, each representative of a 

female stereotype: mother, virgin, whore. These stereotypes represent ways in which 

women are classified socially, and also how they are commonly represented in literature. 

Within each classification there exists signifiers and strong descriptive (as explained 

through the use of the table) that can translate into design for the purpose of using 

furniture to represent women. Furthermore, this exercise begins to inform us about how 

objects communicate visually and interpret female identity without the use of human 

bodies. Within this space, and unannounced to visitors, female performers will enter the 

space, approach an armoire, undress, and dress into the clothing located inside the 

armoire. Separate from the human form, assumptions of identity have been derived based 

on the subject and signifiers provided not only in the clothing placed in the armoires but 

by the armoires. By having female performers transform their appearance a-vista, we 

witness how identity is created through our perceptions of clothing. It is my artistic intent 
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to experiment with what is private and what is public within the use of this space, and 

through my idea of how women create public images privately.  

The Performance 

 In the previous section about the environment, I introduced the entrance of female 

bodies in the space. Originally, I had wanted this experience to be created with the use of 

projections on mirrors. The private act of women dressing would have been seen on the 

mirror and the audience would have had the experience of watching themselves observing 

a woman looking into a mirror as she built her appearance. This idea lacked the kind of 

intimacy that the experience required. The idea shifted into watching one woman, a 

performer, entering the space and dressing , but this caused me discomfort as I was 

concerned about the safety of a young woman, unattended, dressing and undressing in front 

of an unknown audience. I wanted the performance to support my idea that perceptions of 

appearance are created through the use of clothing objects. I wanted the audience to 

experience how similar styles and objects transform different bodies, and that it is the 

clothing communicating perception of identity and not the person. I decided on a 

performance of three female actors in the space. Three young women, of differing body 

shapes, to interact with each armoire: dressing into the clothing of each stereotype. In the 

span of approximately fifteen minutes, each performer is transformed by clothing. They 

embody the stereotype physically and perform it accordingly. The performance of dressing 

was completed when they would step forward and act as though they were looking into a 

mirror: adjusting their garments, fixing their hair, acting as though they were that identity 

getting ready to leave the room, but without the physical barrier of a mirror present. The 
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performers were given creative control of how to perform. I presented them with the 

clothing and the stereotypes and directed them to approach each armoire as a character. 

They were encouraged to build on their own experiences of dressing and perceptions of 

mother, virgin, and whore.  

The performance was a cycle. Three women dressed in foundation garments 

consisting of a nude one piece shaper and panty girdle walking through the building in a 

single file line with a hand on the shoulder in front of them. Because of the color and fit of 

the foundation garments, the three women moved through the lobby as a procession of 

nude female shapes. Their heads down and not making eye contact with the people they 

were passing. The performance times were not shared with the public so that this movement 

through the common spaces of the building would act as a visual cue informing the public 

that the performance had begun. People would follow, curious of what will happen. Upon 

entering the installation space, with a group following, they interrupted people already 

present in the space caught filing through the armoires. Furthermore, people passing by in 

the hallway, intrigued by a group of people standing together in the installation, entered to 

join the performance. The cycle ended after each performer had completed all three of the 

types, undressed, and exit together.  

The overall experience of This Emotional Closet consisted of three types of 

performance: the performance of the space, the performance of the objects, and the 

performance of bodies to portray these three distinct female stereotypes. As discussed 

earlier, my overview of Kaiser’s perspectives informed my artistic choices in the creation 

of this experience. A cultural perspective categorizes the meanings of clothing in shared 
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values of gender, social class, and age. This was dependent on the choice of armoires used 

and the clothing that filled them. Symbolic-interactionist perspective focuses on 

appearance management and appearance perception dependent upon social context.  

The cognitive perspective focuses primarily on appearance perception- specifically 

in terms of how people form impressions about one another and, to some extent, 

about themselves (Kaiser 33).  

Symbolic-interactionist and cognitive perspectives informed the shape and intent of the 

physical performance within the space.  

The Mother 

 As I discuss my process of presenting these three stereotypes for the installation, 

it is important to address each type as an adjective. Instead of defining the appearance of 

a mother or all mothers, I am presenting styles and objects that signify a mother-like 

character that appears matronly. When approaching a mother-like character I think about 

the shapes, colors, and textures that signify her role based on shared cultural beliefs. 

Words like comforting, frumpy, and old fashioned come to mind. It’s not about 

presenting modern trends or styles of what mothers wear, but rather evoking an idea of 

what society may perceive as being mother-like. The mother is represented by an armoire 

painted to appear as an antique. The light lavender tint looked worn and faded, and the 

mirror frosted to appear dusted to imply age.  The dresses inside were shapeless in order 

to transform the young performers’ bodies to appear frumpy, and conservative in color as 

to not draw too much attention to her aging appearance. The shoes were nice, but chosen 

for their perceived comfort rather than style. In performing this type, many of the 

performers completed the look by tying their hair back in a low ponytail or bun and 
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assessing the appearance of wrinkles on their face. The armoire, the clothing, and the 

actors perform the identity of an older woman to be translated by the audience as a 

mother-like figure.  

The Virgin 

 The virgin type signifies purity, an unadulterated innocence blossoming into 

womanhood represented by a white armoire. White as a signifier of purity and innocence 

is a shared American cultural belief as evident in the perceptions of a bride on her 

wedding day. Other colors used in the communication of this type were pale pastels 

evoking thoughts of springtime. The shape created through the wearing of separates (a 

blouse and skirt) to create a soft silhouette. Unlike the mother, I did not want to mask the 

shape of the performers’ body, but instead show it modestly. The hemlines floated at the 

knees in soft florals, and the neck lines of their blouses reached the collar bone. In 

performing this type, the performers completed the look by smoothing their hair over 

their shoulders, and their blouse tucked it. While performing in the “mirror” they 

expressed a feeling of youthful joy by twirling in their circle skirts or giving a slight 

curtsy. The clothing and performers communicated a sprightly innocence synonymous 

with a virgin-like figure. 

The Whore 

 The whore type signifies sexuality. She attempts to draw attention in bright 

colors, bold prints, and flesh. The armoire is painted a color appropriately named ‘flirt 

alert.’ Its main intention being to pull attention from the other armoires. Upon opening 

the armoire we see it filled with short leather skirts, sparkling crop tops, and tall stiletto 
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heels. Cheap and slutty are the adjectives commonly associated with the whore-like 

figure. Again, I am not defining what whores wear or that by wearing these objects you 

are a whore, rather I am creating looks that imply sexuality associated with a whore-like 

figure. For this type the shape of the performers’ bodies were shown and accentuated. 

The performance of this type consisted of adjustments to their cleavage, hiding their 

girdle, flipping their hair, and fixing their lipstick. Of the three types and the way they 

were performed, the whore stereotype always resulted in laughs from the audience. I 

laughed because I related with the gestures being performed, guilty of doing the same 

before a late night out.  It is important to be reminded that the visual representation of 

these stereotypes are intended to be caricatures that quickly and clearly transmit a desired 

perception. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the reception of the space and performance was concise. I feel that my 

expectations of the experience were met. Audience perception of the installation and 

performance was positive as they informed me of how clear, concise, and intriguing the 

project was from start to finish. As I move forward with this concept, I look forward to 

shifting my expectations and experiment with performing different ‘types’ of women 

through the use of more diverse body types and clothing. Interestingly enough, I am 

intrigued to explore the anti-thesis of this installation and discover performance 

opportunities in the way clothing communicates gender (i.e.-women wearing men’s 

clothing). The most powerful and consistent feedback received about the installation, was 

an overall discomfort experienced by the audience. The inherently private act of dressing 
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within a close proximity to the audience enhanced the discomfort viewers felt being 

voyeurs. My intentions of presenting something private publicly was successfully 

experienced. 

This creative research process explored the communication value of feminine 

appearance. It surveyed the relationships women have with their clothing and appearance 

management. Through my adoption of Kaiser’s three perspectives, I discovered a 

framework for thinking critically about this subject and it informed my process for the 

development of my artistic installation, This Emotional Closet. In asking, ‘Who am I? 

What do I wear?’ I discovered that I was also asking, ‘What are you wearing? Who are 

you?’ Meaning, that appearance as a form of communication is reliant upon perception. 

The relationships women have with their clothing in the creation of identity and feminine 

self weighs not only with the image seen in the mirror, but also with the image they 

perceive others to be experiencing.  This phenomenological process of dressing self for 

others; creating public image privately, inspired and shaped the overall experience. As a 

Costume Designer, this framework has provided me with a better understanding of the 

historical and social context that shapes the culture in which we reside. It informed my 

process for creating an immersive theatrical experience and it will continue to inform my 

process in designing costumes for characters on stage.  
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