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Dress Practices as Embodied 
Multimodal Rhetoric  

Special Issue of the Journal of Multimodal Rhetoric 

Katie Manthey, Salem College 
----- 

My name is Katie and I am in my fifth year as a tenure-track assistant professor of English and 
writing center director. I own no fewer than three (3) super-poufy tulle skirts. I would call my 
ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜŜǊ 5ƛǎƴŜȅ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎǎΦέ 

My choices to dress the way I do for my job are deeply 
connected to the audience, purpose, context, genre, 
and style of the situation. I teach at a ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
college in the south. It is the queerest place I have ever 
been. Nearly half of the students are students of color, 
and first-generation college students. 

I am queer, fat, bipolar, cisgender, and white. I revel in 
my femmeness because society punishes me for my 
fatness. For me, right now, my construction of self is 
mirrored through my dress practices including my 
body fat. I also perform hyper femme-ness as a way to 
signal my queerness to my students.  

This special issue explores the multifaceted ways that 
dress practices can function as embodied multimodal rhetoric. In their intro to the Journal of 
Multimodal Rhetorics, Christina V. Cedillo and M. Melissa Elston explain that multimodality 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ άŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭΣ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘΣ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
communication engages, but especially those employed by marginalized individuals and groups 
with limited access to legitimized modes ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ΨǎǇŜŜŎƘΩέ ό2017, p. 7). This special issue takes 
up the dressed body as a site of communication, creating and holding space for marginalized 
folx.  

To understand the dressed body as multimodal rhetoric, we need to understand how bodies do 
rhetoric. Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ нлмр ǇƛŜŎŜΣ ά9ƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘΥ 9ƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎǎΣέ WƻƘƴǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ Ǉƻǎƛǘ 
ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ōƻŘȅ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǊ ōȅ ŀ ōƻŘȅΦ .ǳǘ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ 
theories suggest that meaning can be articulated beyond language. All bodies do rhetoric 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘŜȄǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ŎƻƭƻǊΣ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅΣ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴέ όǇΦ офύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜ 
ǘŀƪŜǎ ǳǇ ǘƘƛǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ άǘŜȄǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ŎƻƭƻǊΣ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅΣ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ 
ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ōƻŘȅ ƳƻŘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧŀƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀ ǘŜǊƳ άŘǊŜǎǎ 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦέ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ WƻŀƴƴŜ .Φ 9ƛŎƘŜǊΣ {ŀƴŘǊŀ [ŜŜ 9ǾŜƴǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

Figure 1: Special issue editor photo. 
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IŀȊŜƭ !Φ [ǳǘȊΣ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ άŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǘŀƪŜƴ ǘƻ ƳƻŘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ 
supplement the body in order to address physical needs in order to meet social and cultural 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪέ ό2008, p. 4).  

This definition of dress extends the practices it encompasses to include any body modification 
or supplement, and grounds these practices in culture. While this definition creates a broad 
opening for examining dress, this special issue focuses on the academic workplace and the 
experiences of (often multiply) marginalized folx. Workplaces can be important spaces to think 
critically about bodies because most traditional workplaces have some sort of dress code. 
Often, the underlying values of an institution are colonial notions of what constitutes 
άŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜέ ōƻŘƛŜǎΦ /ŀǊƳŜƴ wƛƻǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ΨƛǎƳǎΩ 
into policiesτespecially since typical standards of professional dress are, at the core, racist, 
ǎŜȄƛǎǘΣ ŎƭŀǎǎƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ȄŜƴƻǇƘƻōƛŎΦέ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘǎ 
through dress codes in the workplace: from dreadlocks and natural hair being banned in 
professional settings (Nittle, 2018ύ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ ŀŘƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƧǳŘƎŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎΩ 
competence by how conventionally attractive they are (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2019). 

In academia, dress practices (and the body more broadly) are often dismissed as frivolous or 
less important than the work of the mind. When dress practices are discussed, it is often 
anecdotally, such as op-ed pieces in the Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed. 
9ƛƭŜŜƴ DǊŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀ ǎǘŜǇ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀǘǘŜntion has been paid to the ways 
ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎΦΦΦǳǎŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ΨǇƭŀŎŜΩ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀǊƎƛƴŀƭƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜƳέ ό2001, ǇΦ фуύΦ LǘΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
many of the stories that get told are those of people in relatively privileged bodies: cisgender, 
white, middle class, etc. 

This special issue takes up dress practices in the academy as embodied multimodal rhetorical 
action, arguing that in order to fit in and/or be subversive, one must pay careful attention to 
audience, purpose, context, and genre. This special issue includes a wide range of stories and 
story formats: from video, to photo essay, to interactive PowerPoint. The special issue also 
purposefully makes and holds space for the stories of folx that are often not highlighted in the 
current (often anecdotal) literature: folx who are nonbinary, disabled, trans, people of color, fat 
(and often with other multiple intersecting identities outside of the white hetero-patriarchial 
norm).  
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$ÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÂÕÔ .ÏÔ 4ÒÙÉÎȭ ÔÏ )ÍÐÒÅÓÓ 

Black 7ÏÍÅÎ $ÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÎÇ Ȱ0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌȱ $ÒÅÓÓ 

Brittany Hull, Indiana University of Pennsylvania 

Cecilia D. Shelton, George Washington University 

Temptaous Mckoy, Bowie State University 

----- 

A brief note re: language in this pieceɂAs part of our work as Black women compositionists 
and scholars, we opt to utilize non-standard English in our writing as a way to reaffirm our 
various identities, and as a way to speak back against white supremacist standards of 
language in academia. We pull a page from a legacy of Black women scholars who refuse to 
capitulate their language for standardized language praxis. With this in mind, dis us and we 
cussin, reflectin, and telling it how it isɂthe way we see fit. 

 

Early career scholars spend a significant portion of their doctoral study and junior careers 
thinking critically and deeply about how to synthesize the various aspects of academic work. 
Managing research, teaching, and service is difficult. These concerns are amplified for persons 
from historically marginalized communities, whose identities, epistemologies, and even their 
very bodies are called into question. Because minority bodies are always, already under 
scrutiny and subject to explanation and qualification, they are often conditioned to be aware of 
and responsive to the presumed standards of professionalism just to survive. bell hooks (1989) 
declares, ά²ƘƛƭŜ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŜƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ ώ.ϐƭŀŎƪ 
people into the mainstream, at its very core it is deƘǳƳŀƴƛȊƛƴƎέ όǇΦ стύΦ .ƭŀŎƪ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŜƳōƻŘȅ 
dual identities and the pressure to conform to spaces where they were not welcome historically 
must be negotiated almost every day. Consequently, studies show that the varying identities 
Black women embody while navigating academia, can cause attention to dress to be a 
problematic focus resulting in sexualization and dismissal by students and colleagues alike 
(Moses,1997, p.29). Although contemporary, progressive thinking rejects respectability politics 
and encourages the embrace of difference, the tension between marginalization and inclusion 
still permeates the daily lives of scholars on the margins.   

 As three scholars entering new phases of our careers, we see dress practices as a critically 
symbolic metaphor for the challenges of thriving as Black women in academia. The difficulty of 
ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ά.ƭŀŎƪέΣ άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊέΣ άǿƻƳŀƴέΣ ŀƴŘ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ŀ ƳȅǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŀōŜƭǎ 
manifests in how we choose, or cannot choose, to compose our bodies for public interpretation 
through dress practices. Choices about not only clothes, but also hairstyles, demeanor, 
ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƴŜ ŀƭƭǳŘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǘŜȄǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ŎƻƭƻǊΣ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅΣ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ 
ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ WƻƘnson et al. We argue 
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that Black female bodies make themselves meaningful in response to a variety of audiences, 
contexts, and purposes. This article takes up an autoethnographic methodology to reflect on 
the ever-present task of asserting the meaningful perspectives, contributions, and critiques of 
black bodies. Our readers will gain insight into the way Blackness can manifest through 
ΨǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΤ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǘƘƛƴƪ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ professional 
attire vis-a-vis Black bodies and reconsider the implications and assumptions that their pre-
conceived notions have on our transfer of knowledge/instruction, both formal and informal. 

The central thread in our discussion draws on the notion that the academy is a space fraught 
with the push and pull of teaching and learning, expert and novice, informed and ignorant. We 
explore this tension in three critical spaces with important audiences for academicsτthe 
classroom, where students are watching, academic and professional conferences where 
colleagues are watching, and the public where everybody is watching. Each section is framed by 
a critical reflection of an experience with dress and embodiment in that space, highlighting 
larger themes, insights, and critiques of the academy. 

 

7ÈÁÔ )ȭÍ 'ÏÎȭ 7ÅÁÒ 4ÏÄÁÙȩ½Brittany Hull   
Prior to startin my doctoral program, I considered it vital that I presented myself as professional 
in my workplaces. This meant wearing a pantsuit, suit separates, and some sort of relatively 
comfortable flats (Image 1). The unpredictable weather in my area (eastern Pennsylvania) also 
meant that I was sometimes lugging a bag with a change of clothes or shoes in addition to my 
work bag and taking the stairs up just three flights put a strain on me. I followed this routine for 

four semesters because I was once told by a tenured 
white woman faculty member thaǘ L άƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ 
ǿŜŀǊ ŀ ǎǳƛǘέ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L άƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΦέ L ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳŜ 
ŦǊƻƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƻǳǘǘŀ Ƴȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǎΩ 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭƛƴΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴ ƭƛƪŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
άŦƛǘέ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ Ƴȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘy as a Black 
woman, and because white faulty kept implying I 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŘŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΤ L ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
know how to disagree (yet). As a result, I wore pant 
suits and suit separates daily in the classroom. 
However, after realizing that my suits and blouses 
ŀƛƴΩǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘ ƳƛŎǊƻŀƎƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
colleagues, I opted to dress as I was comfortable. 
And that meant not wearing a pant suit and blouse 
every damn day.   

When I got ready to go into another semester, I 
was a combination of nervous and excited at the 
same damn time, but I was ready to do what I 
loved; teach first-year composition. I was ready as 

Image 1: Me in St. Louis after presenting at 
my first CCCC. It was about 80 degrees and I 
was stuck in this suit and long sleeve NY & 
Company shirt because I thought it was 
"professional". I was burnin up though. 
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far as logistics were concerned. Syllabi approved and printed. Check. Desire2Learn course page 
set up. Check. Textbook selection sent to the bookstore on time. Check. Pre-semester lunch 
with cohort members to kick off the semester. Check.  I was prepared even, to not allow these 
emotions to prevent me from goin to bed on time so I could make it to campus to get a good 
parking spot. The only thought that consumed my mind the night before this first day back in 
the classroom was: ²Ƙŀǘ LΩƳ ƎƻƴΩ ǿŜŀǊΚ  

My hair was already done, as I had just recently gotten a wash and re-twist of my long locs a 
few days prior. The issue was the clothes. Whatever I chose to wear had to be a combination of 
comfy and cute, period. I searched my closet and found some cropped pants with a light blue 
diamond shaped pattern that I got from Targeè.1 Boom, I had bottoms; now, I needed a top. I 
was back on the hunt; after movin various tops around, I found a white cotton scoop-neck t-
shirt. Finally, I grabbed some black flats and a khaki suit jacket I got from H&M way before the 
bullshit where the popular retail store posted a picture of a Black lil boy2 wearin a hoodie with 
ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ά/ƻƻƭŜǎǘ aƻƴƪŜȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ WǳƴƎƭŜέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ.3 Nonetheless, after deciding on 
each item, I strategically placed the pants, white cotton scoop-neck shirt, khaki suit jacket, and 
black flats on my bed like I was solvin a puzzle. I liked what I saw and it definitely fit the comfy 
and cute vibe I was goin for. I was ready for my first day back in the classroom; now I could take 
my ass to sleep.  

¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΣ L ǿŀǎ ƎǊŜŜǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƳƛƭƛƴƎ ŦŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ƻŦ άDƻƻŘ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎέ ŦǊƻƳ 
ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ L Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ άƳȅέ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ L ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ άIŜȅ ¸Ωŀƭƭέ ŀƴŘ 
soaked up the positive vibes; everyone was excited to be back. As I moved through the office, I 
ran into a colleague, one of the other folks of color in my department. When I asked him if he 
ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŀȅΣ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¸ŜǎΣ ōǳǘ L ŦŜŜƭ ǳƴŘŜǊ-dressŜŘΦέ L ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘΤ ƘŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ 
ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΣ ǎƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΚ IŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ ά9ǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǎƻ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦέ L 
looked around the room and saw my peers dressed in business casual or professional attireτ
below the knee-length dresses, blazers, blouses, jeans, button-up dress shirts, cardigans, dress 
shoes, traditional, cultural, and religious attire.4 At the same time, I saw jeans, sandals, 
sneakers, vintage t-ǎƘƛǊǘǎΣ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ professional for the college 
classroom.  

 
     1 ¢ŀǊƎŜǘ όǘƘŜ ōƛƎ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ŎƘŀƛƴύΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳǊōŀƴŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΦŎƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƴǳƴŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ άCŀƴŎȅ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ¢ŀǊƎŜǘΦέ L ŀƛƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƴǳƴŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ racial backgrounds who are familiar with it. 
     2 Liam Mango is the child in the now viral H&M pic. A native of Sweden and the son of Kenyan parents, 
Ƙƛǎ ƳŀƳŀΣ ¢ŜǊǊȅΣ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘ ŦƻǊ IϧaΩǎ άƳƛǎǘŀƪŜέ ό²ŀƴƎΣ 
2лмфύΦ /ƘŜŎƪ /ƻƴƴƛŜ ²ŀƴƎΩǎ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŀƭ {ǘƻǊȅ .ŜƘƛƴŘ IϧaΩǎ wŀŎƛǎǘ aƻƴƪŜȅ {ǿŜŀǘǎƘƛǊǘέ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 
extensive run down. 
     3 ²ƘƛƭŜ Ƴŀƴȅ .ƭŀŎƪ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƻŦ Iϧa ǿŀǎ ǇƛǎǎŜŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘΣ ŀǎ 
discussed in this joint by by Danielle A. SŎǊǳƎƎǎΩΣ άIϧaΩǎ Ψ/ƻƻƭŜǎǘ aƻƴƪŜȅΩ IƻƻŘƛŜ ŀƴŘ Iƻǿ wŀŎƛǎƳ 
²ŀǎǘŜǎ hǳǊ tǊŜŎƛƻǳǎ ¢ƛƳŜέΣ  ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ 
prospective. Now, given the racist history of Black people being compared to monkeys and apes, 
consumers called for a boycott, to which they responded by removing the pic and allegedly hiring a 
diversity manager (Brennan & Feldman, 2018). 
     4 A number of my female colleagues practiced Islam; thus, they wore hijabs. 
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I turned ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƳƛƭŜΣ άLŦ L ŀƛƴΩǘ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴ ƛǘΦ LŦ ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΣ ȅƻǳ ƎƻƻŘΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƻŦ professional 
dress would come up again and again during my time in this department. Today, I was 
confused, but eventually, I would get pissed off. 

On the first day of class, I always tell my students to read over the syllabus and jot down any 
questions they have as we get started. As the students read, I always see some confused facial 
exprŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƳƛǊƪǎΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƧƻƪŜΦ L ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
confused. See, I write my syllabus introduction in my own speech, my mother tongue, and 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊύ ŀƛƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ classroom. 
{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ άǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǳǇ ȅΩŀƭƭΚΗέ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ǘŀƭƪƛƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
L ǎŜŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǎƳƛƭŜǎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƪƛƴŘΦ  

On this particular day, as I watched their reactions, I knew someone would ask the obvious 
question: ²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƭƭŀōǳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΚ !ǎ L ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ƻǳǊ ƛŎŜōǊŜŀƪŜǊΣ LΩƳ ǿŀƭƪƛƴ 
around and I feel my feet start to ache in pain. This was my second time wearin these flats and 
ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎƴŜŀƪŜrs. As we concluded the 
activity, my thoughts on my aching feet was interrupted by the inevitable question.  One of my 
ƴŜǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀ .ƭŀŎƪ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƭƻŎǎΣ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ά²Ƙȅ ȅƻǳ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ 
of the syllabus like that? You was usin slang and stuff, can we Řƻ ǘƘŀǘΚέ L ǿŀǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǘƘŀǘ 
someone opened the conversation about this part of the syllabus, and explained that this was 
the only part where I could be me, (everything else was required to be copy and pasted to 
follow the standards of the department) and that I felt it necessary to be myself and introduce 
myself on the page just as I had in class. Furthermore, I told him that there would be 
assignments where they would be able to write usin the language or variety they were 
comfortable with, depending on their intended audience and the rhetorical situation, and that 
we would learn all about it this semester. This response acted as an unofficial introduction to 
our lesson on the rhetorical situation. All in all, class was a success and I was free to go back to 
my desk and change outta these flats, my feet was hurtin somethin terrible; I knew this would 
be my last time wearin these damn shoes.  

A few weeks later, we was working on literacy narratives, and except for a few who was 
strugglin, everyone was doing fine. On my way outta the class one day, a student stayed behind 
and asked me if she could discuss her literacy narrative topic, and I invited her up to my office 
ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ǿŀƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƻǊΣ L ƴƻǘƛŎŜŘ Ƴȅ άǳƴŘŜǊŘǊŜǎǎŜŘέ ŎƻƭƭŜague from the first day, 
ŀƴŘ L ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ƘƛƳτhe had donned a full suit, tie, and dress shoes. He looked 
dressed to impress, and I thought maybe he had an interview later that day. After I finished 
ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΣ L ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ LΩŘ ŀǎƪ Ψōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ outfit and wish him positive vibes for a successful 
interview. Much to my surprise and frustration, he did not ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ 
ǘƻƭŘ ōȅ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ professional enough without it. He was 
promised that students ǿƻǳƭŘ άǘŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅέ ƛŦ ƘŜ ǿƻǊŜ ŀ ǎǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƛŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 
classroom. Now I was pissed. 

My experience with my colleague pissed me off, both for me and for him. Why was we tied up 
ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǎƘƛǘ ƛŦ ƛǘ ŀƛƴΩǘ really help us? I decided that day that I would start 
wearing more comfortable clothes in my classroom, and I maintained mȅ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƛƴΩǘ 
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wear the pant suit, suit separates, or them uncomfortable ass black flats anymore. I began to 
wear my favorite tees with images or quotes from Black women historical figures, such as Rosa 
Parks and Assata Shakur; tees that shared my love for Marvel comics or my favorite sports 
teams. I wore jeans, cardigans, hoodies, and sneakers. Additionally, I kept my hair pulled back 
in a ponytail unless I got it styled in an up-do.  

Even though my attire was supposed to take away from my teaching, it often made my 
students feel more open to genuine and authentic conversations with me. I had many 
conversations with students of all colors and creeds, who could connect with Marvel and my 
favorite sports teams. Yet, most importantly, I believe my approach made students of color feel 
welcome and safe in my classroom. I constantly remember the brother with the locs askin if he 
could write like I talked in my syllabus and in class. My clothes opened up impromptu 
ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ .ƭŀŎƪ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƻŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩŘ 
asked about products I used in my locs, as well as who re-twisted them in the predominantly 
white area of the campus. I even held, a conversation on the history of AAL after a student 
asked about the names on a tee I rocked to class. The shirt was worn during my participation in 
the Digital Black Lit/Literacies and Composition (DBLAC) panel at the 2018 Conference on 
College Composition and Communication (CCCC) presentation. Me and my co-presenters 
(Khirsten L. Scott, Sherita Roundtree, and Louis 
Maraj) wore custom shirts with the names of 
Black language and literacy scholars from various 
generations in the field of composition, whose 
work has impacted our own as Black early career 
scholars. Specifically, my shirt featured Lorenzo 
Turner, Geneva Smitherman, Richard Barksdale, 
and Jaqueline Jones Royster to name a few.5  
Learning more about my students was a direct 
result of my shift from professional clothes to 
those clothes that represented me, and I was 
comfortable as fuck.  

As a Black woman scholar and teacher of English, 
I know I stand out when I walk into spaces that 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ me in mind. When I walk 
into spaces where white men and women have 
traditionally been in the role of teacher or 
professor, I disrupt the status quo. My very being 
is resistance to, not only a field, but a society that 
privileges whiteness. These various criticisms are 

 
    5 As earlier mentioned, alongside with my panelist, we wore our own shirts to shout out our fam. 
Roundtree and Scott wore tees including the names of Beverly Moss, Elaine Richardson, Gwendolyn 
Pough, Carmen Kynard, Keith Gilyard, Adam Banks and Eric Darnell Pritchard among others. Lastly, 
aŀǊŀƧΩǎ ǎƘƛǊǘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŀ ǿƛǘ ά5.[!/ ²9 Dh¢ b9·¢Χέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ōǳŘŘƛƴƎ 
Black scholars of language and literacy to contribute to the field of composition. 

Image 2: A pic in my custom tee. The shirt 
reads άCook, Smitherman, Royster, Logan, 

Barksdale, Turner...Our past and living elders 
of generation 1.0." 
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a way to articulate a problem that students bring into the classroom with them - that I am not 
άǿƘƛǘŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘέ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ ! ǎǳƛǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎƘƛŜƭŘ ƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ƻǊ ǎŜȄƛǎƳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ L ƘŀŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L Ǉǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƳƴ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻƴΦ aȅ ŎǊŜŘŜƴǘƛŀƭǎ are my suit; 
ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳƛǘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ ²Ƙŀǘ L ǿŜŀǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ƪƴƻǿΣ ŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ Image 2. This 
is a conscious choice not to accommodate the sexist and racist feelings of students and faculty 
who are ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩƳ ǳƴŘŜǊκǳƴǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ, and I am perfectly comfortable 
filling that role. 

 

I Am My BrandɂTemptaous McKoy  
The ŜƳŀƛƭ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά/ƻƴƎǊŀǘǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀǘ ȄȅȊ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΗέ ƻǊ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ 
άǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ ǿŀǎΣ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ to the call for 
papers. This was one of the biggest conferences in my field and it would def work in my favor if 
I got accepted. I got accepted. I was provided the opportunity to give a poster talk. Very low 
stakes, but also very good for a newbie like myself. It would provide the opportunity for me to 
chat with some of the big names in my field and get to introduce some of those same people to 
my love for HBCUs. Showcasing my love for HBCUs was one of the various ways I planned to 
establish my brand within the field.  

What some call their reputation, I prefer to call my brand. I say this because I am a firm believer 
that we are all walking talking billboards in some form or fashion. And for some, our bodies can 
become prime real estate to showcase and exemplify other branding initiatives, goals, and 
outcomes. For example, if a Predominately White Institution wishes to diversify their student 
ōƻŘȅΣ ŀƴŘ L ŀƳ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ōƻŘȅΣ L ŀƳ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ 
initiatives as a program ŦƻǊ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ LΩǾŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ōǊŀƴŘ ŀǎ 
a Black student, doing Black work, at a white school. Not too far-fetched or different from other 
Black graduate students. What I believed separated myself? At the time, I was a Black graduate 
student focusing on an area that was severely under researched, overlooked, and devaluedτ
the Technical and Professional Communication (TPC) knowledge made present at HBCUs. So 
again, my brand became very important to me early on. Fast forward from the time I got 
ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƘŜŀŘ ƻǳǘΣ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǎǳƛǘŎŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ 
ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ǿŜŀǊΚέ  And this my friends, is where it all begins. 

As previously stated, the conference I was preparing to attend was one of the biggest in my 
ŦƛŜƭŘΦ bƻǿ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ȅƻǳ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ¢t/ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳŀƭŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ bƻǘ ǘƻ 
mention the field brings on some founding principles of what TPC really is. In other words, it 
can be chopped to professional writingτfor some. Professional is typically coded for whiteness 
ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǿƘƛǘŜ ŦƻƭƪǎΩ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎƻŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ {ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ 
clothing that is a representative of a professional within various fields, hell even in the National 
.ŀǎƪŜǘōŀƭƭ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ όaŎ5ƻƴŀƭŘ ϧ ¢ƻƎƛƭŀΣ нлмлύΦ {ǳƛǘǎΣ ōƭƻǳǎŜǎΣ ǎǘƻŎƪƛƴƎǎΣ ŎǳǘŜ ƭƛƭ ƘŜŜƭΧŀƭƭ Řŀǘ 
are some of the various pieces of clothing that are attributed to professional attire. And like 
most Black people, I have been socialized fairly early to understand what professional looks like 
on Black bodies; pressed hair or smooth fade and two steps over regular professional. Business 
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ŎŀǎǳŀƭΚΚ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŀǘΦ 9ƛǘƘŜǊ ǿŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ǿŜ ŎŀǎǳŀƭΣ ǿŜ ŀƛƴΩǘ 
mixin em too much (But when we do, we slay). As in a matter 
of fact, my Historically Black College/University (HBCU) 
Elizabeth City State University was adamant to teach us how 
ǘƻ άŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦ ¸ŜǘΣ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ 
guessed such molding would one day lead to my present-day 
resistance to professional dress. 

Back to the conference. So, I sat down and looked in my closet 
trying to figure out what was I about to wear to this 
conference. I decided to go with a tan/khaki colored suit that I 
purchased from Lane Bryant. I then paired it with a black and 
white speckled shirt, and a slight pump (Image 3). I knew this 
was the outfit that was it.  Now this is a two-day conference, 
however, I was only able to be there for one of the two days. 
So that meant I had to look good and mean it. I traveled to the 
conference certain that my suit would be a hit. It would show 
that I was serious. It would show I meant business. It would 
show that a sister was trying to simply match the standards of 

what she has been taught professional meant.  

Iight bet, I head on to the conference. I walk into the hotel with 
confidence. I pull up on the registration table and I then realizeŘ L Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀ ƭƛƭΩ ƻǾŜǊŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ 
However, THIS (my attire) is what I have been taught professional looks like, so I look the partτ
ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜǎΦ L ƎŜǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǎƻ 
excited to present my poster. As I prepared for all of the great people to come in the room, I 
ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǎǳƛǘΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ L ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŘŀƳƴ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ 
that suit was fitting me just right. Yet, given the circumstance I simply felt overdressed, so I took 
ƻŦŦ Ƴȅ ōƭŀȊŜǊΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ƛƴΦ άDŀƳŜ ƻƴ ¢ŜƳǇǘŀƻǳǎ,έ L ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪΦ !ǎ 
ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ L ǎƻ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
feel like myself. 

People came to my poster. I described my work with confidence. I smiled and was so very 
pleasant. Then I realized something, I was not being myself. I was putting on a front. I wanted 
to appear like I was supposed to be in that space, and I knew it was my job to do that through 
my speech and my dress. So, I untuck my shirt. I drop my hair. I get comfortable. I loosen my 
speech. I begin to talk to everyone like we were family. All while this embodied shift is 
occurring, I am still articulating my work to all those that came by and were interested in my 
research. I went back to my room and had an epiphany; my clothes influenced my 
performance. While I tried to put on that front, I was straight up exhausted. I had to switch to 
ōŜƛƴΩ Ƴȅ ǳƴŀǇƻƭƻƎŜǘƛŎ ǎŜƭŦΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ Ƴȅ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘe poster hour. 
!ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ L Ǝƻǘ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǊƻƻƳΣ ǘƻƻƪ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀƳƴ ǎǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǘ ƘŀŘ 
at that conference. 

Image 3: So this is the actual 
outfit at the actual conference 

LΩƳ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ΨōƻǳǘΦ 
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From that day forward, I decided I was going to wear what made me comfortable. What made 
me comfortable? Tee-shirts and sneakers made me comfortable. Yet, I still had a thought in the 
ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƳŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŧƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘ Ƴȅ 
ōǊŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀǎ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ 
any formal training. So, I decided to meet somewhere in the middle. Tee-shirt up top, slacks 
down bottom. Not only would this look show me as a professional, it would also show who I 
ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ L ƳŜŀƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƳŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΣ L ƭƻǾŜ a bad suit and 
dress like the next gal, I just know I can be flexible in my choice of dress.6 But even one step 
further, I placed a message on all of my tee-shirt so allude to what I was presenting on and so 
people could easily identify who I was on the program, without having to formally introduce 
myself. As much as I love networking, I am 
ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻǘ ŀ Ŧŀƴ ƻŦ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ 
ȅƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜΚέ ƳƻǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ 
another day. Any who, I found a way to establish 
my brand through my tee-shirts. The shirts 
started out as just regular tees I found online, 
and then I went to making custom shirts. And as 
time went on, I started to notice the pattern 
happening at other conferences by other 
participants. 

I will not dare say I spearheaded the movement 
to wear tee-shirts to conferences. What I would 
say however is that I assisted in having other 
conference members rethink how our attire 
could be used in rhetorical ways at conferences, 
instead as simply our uniforms. Conferences are 
perfect spaces to showcase your brand. These 
spaces can help you get a job, publications, 
network for your life, and learn from fellow 
scholars. The attire we choose to wear in the 
conference/ professional space is just as 
important. Our attire can serve as an outward 
declaration of resistance and a reflection of who 
you are as an individualςas I exemplify in Image 4. 
Even though I do not see an official dress code for the attire worn at conferences in my field, 
there certainly is a space where I see an assumed dress code, in addition to what that is 
ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ōƻŘƛŜǎΦ !ǎ ŀ .ƭŀŎƪ ǿƻƳŀƴΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘ 
and why. I represent a community that is far greater than myself. Black people must always be 
extra aware of their Black body in professional white spaces, including conferences. These are 
spaces that can make or break our careers and the last thing we need is to be denied an 
opportunity because we were underdressed. But we can take on what it means to be 

 
     6 LŦ LƳƳŀ Ǉǳƭƭ ǳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƴŜŀƪŜǊǎΣ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƴƻōƻŘȅ Ǝƻƴƴŀ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƳŜΧǘǊǳǎǘ L ǿƻre them to my job talks too. 

Image 4: Me pictured at CCCC 2018 with my 
ŀǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻŎƪƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ά¸Ωŀƭƭ CŜŜƭ {ŀŦŜΚέ ǎƘƛǊǘ 
in response to the conference and its location 

choice (see NAACP Travel Advisory Warnings in 
2018 and CCCC 2018 Conference location). 
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underdressed. And turn it on its head for all conference members to see, understand, and learn 
from. Learn to not only pick and choose your battles when it comes to dress, but be sure to 
actually fight your battles, and fight them strategically and unapologetically. 

 
I Am My HairɂCecilia Shelton 
People have lots of reactions to discovering that I teach college writing for a living. Surprise is 
the predominant one.  

άhƘΣ ǿƻǿΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΧǿƘŜǊŜ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘŜŀŎƘΚέ L ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ 

ά²ƻǿΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜΦ DŜŜΣ LΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǘŎƘ Ƴȅ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ȅƻǳΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƧǳŘƎŜ ƳŜΦέ 

Cue nervous laughter on both parts. This kind of exchange is somewhat universal. People 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ά9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎέ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƎǊŀƳƳŀǊƛŀƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǊƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
antecedents and dangling modifiers. 

What peoǇƭŜ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŀȅ ǎƻΣ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ά9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊέ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜ 
ƳŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǎƻ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΦ .ǳǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 
with reactions to my profession has revealed a number of patternsτsurprise and exaggerated 
compliments are common themes; another one is some kind of comment or reaction to my 
hair. 

When I reflect on my time as an instructor of college writing and how my embodiment has 
most often intersected with my choice to work in the academy, my hair stands out as a point of 
contention. I am a Black woman and have worn my hair in its natural, kinky state for the 

ŘǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ 
styles themselves have varied, they have always 
reflected the texture of my hair and aligned with the 
hair care choices that are safest and most convenient 
for my lifestyle. Three casual but memorable 
interactions illustrate the various ways for which my 
hair was a point of departure for people to indicate 
that my body was not the typical English teacher 
body. 

There is a long-standing inside joke in the Black 
natural hair communityτwe wear our hair 
straightened to the interview and then when we get 
hired, we show up with the afro! Black women have 
been conditioned to do as much as possible to meet 
white beauty standards in professional 
environments; however, the natural hair renaissance 
of the last twenty years has encouraged a new 
generation of Black women to choose not to 

Image 5: Profile of C. Shelton with a braided 
and twisted natural hairstyle. 
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chemically straighten their hair. Many Black women now enjoy the flexibility of naturally curly 
or kinky hair which can be worn in any number of styles (Image 5).  

I planned to get my hair styled in preparation for my interview for my first full-time academic 
Ƨƻō Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ !ǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ƛƴ .ƭŀŎƪ ƘŀƛǊ ǎŀƭƻƴǎΣ Ƴȅ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ 
interested in more than my hair. When she learned that the purpose for my visit was to prepare 
for an interview, we followed the script outlined above. She was shocked but proud of my 
ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ōŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΣ ǎƘŜ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ 
ŘŜŘǳŎŜŘΣ άhƘΣ ǎƻ ǿŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŜƴƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƛǊ ǘƘŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ǎŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ 
of identifying which heat protectants and flat irons she planned to use. I stopped her. 

άLΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ ǎǳǊŜΩέ L ǎŀƛŘΦ άLǘΩǎ ŀƴ I./¦Σ ǎƻΧέ Ƴȅ ǾƻƛŎŜ ǘǊŀƛƭŜŘ ƻŦŦ. 

She knew what a Historically Black College or University was. But she was not convinced that I 
could escape the inside joke about Black women and straight hair for interviews. Because we 
ōƻǘƘ ƪƴŜǿ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀ ƧƻƪŜΦ .ƭŀŎƪ ǿƻƳŜƴ Řƻ ƎŜǘ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƘŀǊǎƘƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
of our bodies in professional spaces. Everything about that presentation needed to be strategic, 
including my hair. But how did the cultural context of a historically Black institution impact my 
decision? The deciding factor in the conversation was what specifically I was being hired to 
doτteach students to write by leading the University Writing Center and teaching writing 
courses. People, even Black people, have been socialized to associate standard English with 
whitenessτƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ .ƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƛŎƘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ 
culture; and not because white people all speak without the influence of dialect and slangτ
because English teachers are associated with policing language correctness and that policing is 
a function of whiteness. 

!ǎ Ƴȅ ƘŀƛǊ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘ ǉǳƛǇǇŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜȅ ŀƛƴΩǘ ŀǎƪƛƴ ȅƻǳ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ .ƭŀŎƪ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōŀōȅΗέ 

IƻƴŜǎǘƭȅΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀƛǊǎǘȅƭŜ L ŎƘƻǎŜΦ .ǳǘ L Řƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜ Ƴȅ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǾŀǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŀƭŜŎǘ 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ ǎǇŜŀƪ Ƙŀǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ other language and 
that it was perfectly beautiful and valid and I wanted to share that with my would be students. 
But my stylist, positioning herself as an auntie figure, there to guide and protect me, would not 
yield. She strongly suggested a straightened style at least for the interview. This experience 
solidified the ways that professionalism not only colors the academy, but also shapes 
disciplinary standards in raced and gendered ways. 

I got that job at the HBCU and I wore my hair in a wide variety of natural styles over the course 
of the 7 years I worked there. In all that time, my presence as a Black woman was affirming for 
many Black students. But the fact remained that my body, for them, was a symbol of whiteness 
because the subject I taught had been a tool of white oppression for their entire educational 
careers, dampening and discounting their own linguistic resources. Even with my affirmation of 
their right to their own language (SRTOL), and my code-meshing pedagogical stance (Shelton & 
Howson, 2014), my position as an authority figure in the writing classroom aligned me with 
ǿƘƛǘŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ LΩǾŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ 
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it differently here than my stylist did, she was 
telling me the same thing. And as she predicted, 
my hair would continue to be a focal point, calling 
me back to the significance of my embodiment for 
what I chose to do for work. 

Changing hairstyles was interesting and fun but 
was also time consuming and expensive. I began 
to search for a hairstyle that would fit my busy 
lifestyle and keep my commitment to a natural 
hair care regimen. I chose sisterlocs. Just a year 
and a half before I began my PhD program, I got 
my sisterlocs installed and when I was accepted, I 
knew that they would save me time and energy. 
They became an instant identifier for my new 
colleagues. Curious white people with questions 
about hair are also very familiar to Black women. 
For the most part, my doctoral community was 
inquisitive out of curiosity and admiration and 
everyone was well informed enough to avoid the 
mistake of touching my hair without permission 
(and pulling back a nub). Even my students were 
interested in my hairstyle. I sometimes referred 
to my hair as an identity marker as I scaffolded into an assignment about critical reflection. A 
handful of times, I got follow-up questions asking more about my hair and complimenting its 
beauty. Again, a little zoo-like, but mostly harmless. 

One day, I was out to meet a friend for a lunch and writing date somewhere close to (but 
decidedly off) campus. We were in an area that students and faculty frequented, so it was not 
uncommon to see students who might say hello. We had lunch and wrote, and it was lovely. 
¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ LΩŘ ƘŀŘ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ŦƻǊ ƭǳƴŎƘ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ L ǎŀƛŘ L ƘŀŘ 
ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ ǎƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻƻΦ {ƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ƳŜ 
walk in and sit with my friend, the only other Black woman graduate student who was 
instructing writing in the department at the time. As she chattered on about the food and 
about seeing me there and wanting to speak but being unsure, she commented casually, 

άL ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ȅƻǳΣ ōǳǘ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ tell even after I saw your face. It was your hair that 
ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ƳŜΦ bƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŀƛǊΦέ 

{ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΣ ƛǘ 
reminds me of the ways that my hair, even when it is admired, marks me as other in my 
community of scholars. It reminds me that my students and even my colleagues probably, use 
my body to mark and distinguish me from other Black peopleτnot my research interests, or my 
teaching style, or my (too) big smile, or my affinity for cardigans. Though her technique for 

Image 6: C. Shelton enjoying the Dreamville 
festival & rockin sisterlocs. 
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recognizing me worked for her, it was clearly based in a ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƘŜǊ 
to distinguish between multiple Black bodies in her everyday life and one that has taught her 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ άƘŀǾŜ ƘŀƛǊ ƭƛƪŜέ ƳƛƴŜΦ Cǳƴƴȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ 
ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎƘŜΩŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊƪŜd in a professional environment herself. Another hair-work related 
experience I had just a year ago demonstrated just how common her sense-making of the world 
actually is. 

Keeping with the theme here, my hair is often a point of conversation when I meet new 
peopleτkids included. I am a parent, which involves all kinds of kid related activities. The first 
ǘƛƳŜ L ƳŜǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŜȄŎƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
Some of her questions had specifically to do with my daughterΩǎ ƘŀƛǊΥ ²Ƙȅ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōǊŀƛŘŜŘΚ 
Iƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜΚ Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŘƻǿƴΚ IŜǊ ƳƻƳ ǎǘƻǇǇŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ 
sensing that they were bordering inappropriate and visibly grateful for my patience. She 
introduced herself to me and we had the typical, our friends are kids but do we like each other 
talk. Eventually my attention turned back to the girl. She had already learned all about me from 
her friend, my kid. She was now standing facing me, while I sat. We were at eye level. She 
looked at me carefully, asking: 

ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ ǊƛƎƘǘΚέ 

ά¸ŜǎΣ L ŀƳΦ LΩƭƭ ōŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ƭŜŀǾŜ ƘŜǊŜΦέ 

Now her gaze drifted away from eye contact. She was looking around my face. She glanced at 
my daughter. Then back at me. Then at my daughter and back again. She was not looking at my 
ŦŀŎŜΧǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ƘŀƛǊΦ {ƘŜ ǘƛƭǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǉǳƛƴǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŜȅŜǎ όǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 
trueτit is not for literary effect). 

ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ L ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘέΦ 

We both stared momentarily. I realized that she was trying to make sense of what a teacher 
ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ L Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƴȅ άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎέ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ǎƭŀŎƪǎΣ ŀ 
simple shirt, a cardigan, and flats, she seemed to be grappling with how much my bodyτ
specifically the hair that she was fascinated withτŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǎƘŜΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΦ IŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ ŀ ǇŜǘƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴ όŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƎǊŜŀǘ 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀŘŘύ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ ƘŜǊ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ L ǿŀǎΦ !ƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ LΩƳ ƘƻǇŜŦǳƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙer 
concept of a teacher expanded that day, what stands out to me is how early her concept of a 
teacher had solidifiedτthese were 10 year olds. 

These three experiences are small, almost insignificant recollections; they are things I might 
have forgotten if L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻƳǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ 
my professionalism. But the truth is that these kinds of interactions remind me that I am the 
άƻǘƘŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΣ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
highlights that otherness. None of the people with whom I spoke likely saw themselves as 
microaggressorsτƳȅ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άƘŜƭǇŦǳƭέΤ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘŀǊȅέΤ Ƴȅ 
ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άŎǳǊƛƻǳǎ.έ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
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ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳŜ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƎƭŀƴŎŜΦ hǳǊ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŦƛǊǎǘ ƎƭŀƴŎŜέΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
colleagues, and neighbors take when we reveal our professional qualification, is imbued with 
white, hetero-patriarchy and it harms us. 

 

Conclusion  
We understand the risks we take by sharing these experiences, connecting them to our bodies, 
and attributing them to race and racism. We risk not being believed. We risk our experiences 
being rationalized, explained away by the possibility of what the various interlocutors we 
recount could have meant. We risk that they will be given the benefit of the doubt and that we 
will be doubted. This is not uncommon for Black women.  

But we also recognize that our testimony and our ability to make sense of that testimony in 
relationship to embodiment and professionalism has the potential to be enlightening and 
persuasive; not sharing and making sense of these narratives is risky too when we consider the 
potential to change how people think about professionalism on Blacƪ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
benefit of identifying with the complexity of our experiences for other Black women and 
women of color in the academy. 

This in-between position, one where neither sharing what you know and nor withholding what 
you know seems like a viable option, has been described as one of the indicators of epistemic 
oppression by Black feminist epistemologist Kristie Dotson (podcast citation). Dotson (2014) 
ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀǎ άǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛƴŘŜǊǎ ƻƴŜΩs 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ όǇƎΦ ммрύΦ hƴŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƛǎ 
through silencing, a form of epistemic violence and related concept, which happens when 
άƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅέ (Dotson, 2011 p. 
237). This silencing occurs in two formsτǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ǉǳƛŜǘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ άŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ƪƴƻǿŜǊέ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ǎƳƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƛǎ 
ǘǊǳƴŎŀǘŜŘ άƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ only content for which one's audience 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜέ ό5ƻǘǎƻƴΣ ǇΦ нппύΦ 

A white, Western, hetero-normative epistemology governs the controlling narratives in each of 
the environments where our reflections take placeτthe classroom, conferences, and public 
space. When the people with whom we work, interact, teach, and learn all subscribe to this 
ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎȅΣ ƛǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
acceptable. We have each experienced silencing of the kind Dotson references; the kind that 
ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǎǳƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊƻǿǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊŜǊΩǎ 
incapacity to know what we testify to based on their ignorance (for example, a three year old 
Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ άƪƴƻǿέ ǘƘŜ voting rules in Michigan, as Dotson explains). We persist in 
ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƛǘ ƛǎ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎƛƭŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ 
Ŏŀƴ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƛƭŜƴŎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘέ ό5ƻǘǎƻƴΣ 
20ммΣ ǇΦ онтύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ƘƻǇŜ 
to make space for bodies like ours. 
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Sharing accounts of the intentional ways that we compose our bodies as raced, gendered, and 
professional might help our academic colleagues, our students, our administrators, and the 
publics with whom we interface to understand professionalism as a construction that can be 
stifling for Black women and gender non-ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¢ǊŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 
silenced and the ways that we subvert those silences offers insight to bridge the gap in 
knowledge that our white colleagues likely have around our clothing, adornment, hairstyling, 
and other presentation practices. Even if not, our testimony stands as a beacon to other Black 
women in the academy: wear that t-shirt, sis; rock them big door knocker earrings; let them 
locs cascade over your shoulders; speak in your vernacular; be you! We need you! 
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Abstract 
 /ÕÒ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÓ ÈÏ× ÏÕÒ ÄÒÅÓÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ×ÏÒËÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÍÏÄÉÆÙȱ ÏÕÒ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÁÓ 

mothers. Eicher (2000) noted how dress practices are actions individuals undertake to modify 
and supplement the body in order to address physical needs in social spaces. While academic 
ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÐÒÏÃÌÁÉÍ ȰÂÏÄÙ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÉÔÙȱ ÏÕÔ ÌÏÕÄ ɉÉÆ ÎÏÔ ÉÎ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅɊȟ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÔÐÁÒÔÕÍ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃÓ 
we sometimes find it hard to embrace body positivity and reconcile the role of mother with 
our other identity positions. As female Writing Program Administrators (WPAs) of a Writing 
Center (WC)  and a Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) program respectively, we are keenly 
Á×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÏÕÒ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÅȭÓ ȰÆÅÍÉÎÉÚÅÄȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÎÕÒÔÕÒÉÎÇȱ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙ ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÂÅÅÎ 
actively resisted since the feminine is seen as inferior (Grustch McKinney, 2013; Nicholas, 
φττψɊȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÔÒÕÅ ÉÎ 7#Ó ×ÈÅÒÅ ȰÃÏÚÙȱ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÄÉÓÔÒÅÓÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÉÆ 
ÔÈÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÃÅÎÔÅÒ ÉÓ Á ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÉÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȟ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÁËÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒȱ ɉ'ÒÕÔÓÃÈ 
McKinney, 2013, p. 26). In other words, presenting as mothers can undermine our identities as 
ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÓÃÈÏÌÁÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒÓȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÏÕÒ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÆÅÍÉÎÉÓÔ 
ÍÏÔÈÅÒÉÎÇȱ ɉ-ÉÌÅÙȟ φτυϊȠ /ȭ2ÅÉÌÌÙȟ φττόɊ ÁÎÄ ȰÒÅÃÌÁÉÍ ÏÕÒ ÎÕÒÔÕÒÉÎÇ ɉÍÏÔÈÅÒÉÎÇ) work as 
ÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇȟ ÖÉÔÁÌ ×ÏÒË ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȱ ɉ-ÉÌÅÙȟ φτυϊȟ ÐȢ φɊȢ 7Å ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 
practice of mothering and the bodies of mothers are not impediments to professional spaces 
ÁÎÄ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȢ /ÕÒ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÅØÐÌÏÒÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÆÉÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÅØÁÍÉnes how our postpartum 
ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÕÒ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÃÁÎ ȰÆÉÔȱ ÉÎ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȢ 7Å 
do not equate our roles as mothers as inferior parts of our identities. We share stories of how 
we craft our academic personas to negotiate implicit dress codes and embodied norms in 
ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ÓÐÁÃÅÓȡ ÓÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ×Å ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ȰÆÉÔȱ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÉÍÅÓ ×Å ÓÔÒÅÔÃÈ ÔÈÅ ÂÏÕÎÄÁÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÏÓÅ 
norms recognizing the need for a wider view of what bodies and practices belong in 
academia.  
 
Rhetoric acknowledges how identities are complex; we all have varying experiences in the ways 
our identities intersect through race, class, gender, and sexuality. We might see ourselves 
inhabiting one spaceτthat of an academic professional, for exampleτwhereas we are also 
inhabiting the space of anotherτsuch as a mother to toddlersτas another part of our identity. 
While we are both writing this article as white, cisgendered, nondisabled, married women, we 
are also writing from the spaces of remediated and complex identities, such as wife, mother, 
scholar, professor, and colleague. The blending of identities demonstrates the complexities of 
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selfhoods we experience as academics, partners, and mothers. We see these complexities 
through the embodiment of motherhood. An example of the embodiment of motherhood 
exists with the imagery of the pregnant body. The pregnant body is a public, politicized space 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ άōǳƳǇέ ƛǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊȅ ƻǊ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ōǳƳǇ ƛǎ 
glamorized, and even seen as social capital, the behaviors of pregnant bodies can be seen as 
embarrassing because of morning sickness and other physical discomforts. Despite the 
embarrassing behaviors of pregnant bodies, women have tried to reclaim the pregnant body. 
For example, the film Labor Pains (2009) demonstrates the social capital of pregnancy when 
[ƛƴŘǎŀȅ [ƻƘŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ ǘƻ ŦŀƪŜ ŀ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǎƘŜ ǎŜŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 
she receives from looking and acting pregnant.  Another example of societal attempts to 
reclaim the pregnant body exist through how some expectant mothers have shown how 
pregnancy can be sexy through social media, like how Chrissy Teigen has shown through her 
Instagram.  

Despite genuine efforts to reclaim the pregnant female body, the postpartum body does not 
hold the same appeal. Postpartum bodies are not viewed as sexy. Postpartum bodies are 
certainly not glamorized. Most importantly to note, postpartum bodies are not seen as 
attractive bodies. Even while academic culture capitalizes on the life of the mind, we know that 
bodies still matter. How we dress for our jobs is noticed by our colleagues and our students. 
When we faced our postpartum bodies, we discovered clothes that no longer fit and a body 
that does not seem to match the identities we had so carefully cultivated within our academic 
spaces. As academic professionals, we have worked against the narrative of the uncomfortable 
and unattractive postpartum body, often angrily, to create productive spaces for our 
postpartum bodies within our university cultures, even when we felt discomfort in doing 
so.  The question we ask ourselves as mothers in the academy is simply what does it mean to be 
a mother in academia? What does it mean to have to get up each day and dress our 
postpartum bodies? 

Postpartum bodies are messy and uncomfortable bodies. To be postpartum in a professional 
space requires a reframing of identity and dress practices. However, in academia, we do not 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƭƛƴƪ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ōƻŘƛŜǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΩǎ 
ŘƛǊǘȅ ǎŜŎǊŜǘǎέ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Řƻ ƛǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘ 
(Cedillo, 2018, p. 2). What is ignored in the life of the mind is that our minds are actually part of 
our bodies, and how we dress our bodies becomes a way we rhetorically perform our academic 
personas. After pregnancy, bodies change, and may become unrecognizable versions of the 
bodies we felt we used to have. The change of our physical bodies after pregnancy may become 
a permanent situation or at other times the changed postpartum body is a temporary space, 
something we later shed, like an uncomfortable arrangement. Even as our bodies change (or 
not) we must learn to develop new rhetorical frameworks and personas to keep on task with 
the constraints we work within. 

hǳǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ƻǳǊ ǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳ ōƻŘƛŜǎ άŦƛǘέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
spaces can be uncomfortable spaces, rife with rules that enforce codes that not all of us are 
familiar with or accepting of, but are codes we must confront in order to keep our 
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careers (McKinney, 2013; hooks, 1994). In this essay, each of us will share stories of academic 
motherhood, and how we embody academic spaces and practices on our respective campuses. 
Each of our stories are different, but within them we each carry thematic threads in the ways 
we embody academic spaces within our departments, universities, and academic positions. We 
understand that academic motherhood is messyτwe embody multiple relationships of mother, 
partner, teacher, scholarτand these relationships overlap in ways that are not neat or orderly, 
ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ άƎƻƻŘ ƳƻǘƘŜǊέ όhΩwŜƛƭƭȅΣ нллтύΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ !ƴŘǊŜŀ 
hΩwŜƛƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŦŜƳƛnist 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ άŀƴȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ 
ǇŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘŀƭ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƻǊ ƻǇǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
particular focus on our own dress practices during postpartum (2007, p. 796). As educators and 
administrators, we embody a complex, relational practice with other faculty, students, and 
staff. These relationships with others in and outside of our work spaces sometimes define us in 
limiting waysτas curators of writing proƎǊŀƳǎ ƻǊ ŀǎ άŘŜƴ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ άŦƭƻŎƪέ ƻŦ 
student employees in a writing center. In reality, our roles are varied, nuanced, and echo what 
YƛƴǎŜǊ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŀǎ άǊŜƭŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ 
relationships with people other than her children (2008, p. 125). Faculty and students 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŜŜ ǳǎ ŀǎ άƴǳǊǘǳǊŜǊǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
assignments they produce, or of the student workers within a writing center. In reality, our 
roles and relationships are much more complex and our article seeks to create a space of 
άǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳ Ŧƛǘέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ǿŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ Řŀȅ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŀƭƛƎƴ 
how our dress practices fit in with the academic roles we embody.  

The individual stories we share will not provide easy answers to solving the inherent challenges 
we encounter in our professional and personal lives as academics and mothers. What we hope 
to primarily illuminate on are the embodied practices we inhabit as we navigate our academic 
positions and spaces. In this article we will each focus on our own dress practices as we discuss 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǿŀȅǎ ǿŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜ άŦƛǘέ ƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
pregnant bodies. Each of us will tell a series of stories that speak toward our past and present 
embodiments as mothers and as academics. Such stories feel uncomfortable, both for the 
ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΣ ǎƻ ǿŜΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅ 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜŜƭ ƎƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǇǇȅ 
ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘǎέ ό/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ [ŀōΣ нлмпΣ !Ŏǘ LLΣ 
Scene 3). 

 

Jessica 
The month I became Director of Writing Across the Curriculum was the same month I gave birth 
to my twins, Elise and Alma, at 36 weeks gestation. The appointments were roughly one week 
apart. On August 10, 2017 I underwent my scheduled c-section to deliver my twins. On August 
18, 2017 I was on campus for my first meeting as Director of Writing Across the Curriculum. 
Since I was only a week postpartum, exhausted from the needs of newborn twins, and 
recovering from my c-section, I did not understand how attending that meeting would be 
viewed by others as possibly being a little bananas. I did not have the capacity to understand 
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why other people around me would think that I should probably be at home experiencing my 
life as a new mother. Even when someone else at the meeting explained it would have been 
fine if I had not attended, I made a joke about my in-laws taking over my home and needing to 
be away for a while. This joke was true (my in-laws had taken over my home), but I also felt the 
meeting was an important one to participate in as our opening department meetings often 
work to set the tone for the upcoming academic year as we agree to our service commitments 
and discuss possible teaching assignments for a future semester. But this meeting also sticks 
with me because it was my first foray into academic motherhood, and the difficulties that are 
embodied with this practice. The difficulties in this balancing act have, at times, given me to 
feeling enraged; it is a rage I feel in having to constantly balance my work as a mother and my 
work as an academic, but this rage has fueled my scholarship. I have written about my 
experience breastfeeding my twins, and my ultimate failure with breastfeeding (Jorgenson-
.ƻǊŎƘŜǊǘΣ нлмфύΦ LΩǾŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀƴŜƭ ǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ άCƭƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊŜŜǊ {ŎǊƛǇǘΥ tŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ 
Motherhood Across and Against Traditional AŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ [ŀōƻǊ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎέ at #4C19 where I spoke 
toward my role as a jWPA and mother to twins. One of my particular struggles as a new mother 
within academic spaces has been through dress practices. During pregnancy and postpartum 
my body changed, and continues to change, leaving me struggling with finding clothes that fit 
my body, but also in finding clothes that fits the rhetorical persona, or embodiment, that I wish 
to represent as an academic professional. 

To illustrate my dress practices during my postǇŀǊǘǳƳ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ LΩƭƭ ǳǎŜ ŀ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 
photos to give a feminist phenomenological approach to my narrative. These images will 
illustrate my dress practices as I searched to find my postpartum fit within academic spaces. To 
be honest, I feel somewhŀǘ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ƻŦ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΦ CƻǊ ƻƴŜΣ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ 
ƭƛƪŜŘ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ƻŦ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǎƛƴŎŜ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜŜƴΣ ƻǊ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ŀ άǿƻǊǘƘȅέ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ 
ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ό.ƻǳǊŘƛŜǳΣ мффлύΦ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŀƴƪƭȅΣ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ been 
interested in being photographed. In entering academic motherhood, photos became an 
undeniable part of my personal and professional life. Another reason showing these photos 
feels uncomfortable is because I look uncomfortable. Many of the photos I took represent the 
discomfort I was feeling about my body, as my body changed dramatically after giving birth. No 
longer did I represent, at least in some ways, the standards of beauty for a white woman: visibly 
thin with smaller, defined features. After giving birth, even two years postpartum, my stomach 
still bulges out as if parts of the pregnancy have never left.  

The family photograph is an identifiable genre in how its purpose is to provide a compelling 
narrative of a happy family life. Family photos function creates and manages an appearance of 
what it means to be a happy family, complete with bodies that look healthy and smiling faces to 
signify personal happiness. Our first family photo (see Fig. 1) represents the ideal family 
photograph in some ways, but perhaps not in other ways. In the photo, my partner beams 
ǇǊƻǳŘƭȅΣ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘǿƛƴǎΣ !ƭƳŀΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƳǎΦ LΩƳ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǇǊƻǳŘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΣ 
but when I look at myself in this photo, I notice how I look pale and exhausted from giving birth 
via c-section where I encountered complications from blood loss. My face appears puffy. My 
still swollen postpartum stomach can be seen. Elise is the crying infant in my arms, and at least 
to me, symbolizes how unprepared I felt to be a mother. I remember as we arranged ourselves  
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Figure 1: First family photo, 12 August 2017. 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ 9ƭƛǎŜ ǘƻ ŎŀƭƳ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ L ƪŜǇǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƛŦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ 
correctly, like I was doing something wrong. 

That something wrong followed me beyond that first family photo in the form of breastfeeding. 
I had decided to try breastfeeding my twins, at least part time breastfeeding, since I continued 
to work even after the birth of the twins. Breastfeeding turned out to be complicated. My body 
did not produce much milk, and as to why this was never explained to me. My newborns also 
had trouble latching, which frustrated both me and the lactation consultant I worked with. I had 
to use nipple shields in order to get the babies to latch for any real length of time. I kept trying, 
mostly in vain, to get breastfeeding to work until I went to one of my follow-up appointments 
and was told by a nurse that babies that were never in the NICU tend to have a harder time 
with breastfeeding. Much like my newborns, these babies often fell asleep, mostly of 
exhaustion, in the middle of breastfeeding. No one, not even the lactation consultant, had told 
me this. I left that appointment feeling defeated, but at the same time a bit relieved as I finally 
had an explanation about why I felt like I was failing. And since I could finally wean the babies 
from breastfeeding, I felt I would not be as hungry so often and could start to work off some of 
the weight I had gained during my twin pregnancy, which was around 40 pounds. Not all of it 
was weight that left me easily and I probably still carry some of that weight now. 

I was not prepared for the ways in which new motherhood and my postpartum body challenged 
my appearance. Logically, I knew my appearance would change post-birth, but I did not 
understand that these physical changes would last much longer than just a few weeks or that 
some changes may be permanent. The changes I noticed at first were the most immediate. My 
stomach swelling took what felt like months to go down. Clothes no longer fit me, leaving me to  
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Figure 2: Jessica, 1 month postpartum, September 2017. 

continue to wear some of my maternity clothing or oversized t-shirts for over a year after giving 
birth. I understand that sharing this does not make me unique as a postpartum woman, but my 
narrative will work to elaborate how my postpartum changes forced me to reshape my dress 
practices and, in some ways, to reshape my identity from someone who had been seen as thin 
to someone who is not as thin anymore (think of a pear). Because of how my stomach muscles 
stretched during my twin pregnancy I have what is commonly called abdominal separation, or 
diastasis recti, a condition where your stomach muscles are separated leaving a noticeable 
bulge in my stomach area.  

¢ƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳ ōƻŘȅ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ōƛǊǘƘ LΩǾŜ 
included a photo of me one month postpartum (see Fig. 2). I remember taking this photo on a 
day I did not have any scheduled meetings or teaching, but went to the office to get some 
course planning and administration tasks done. I remember feeling so uncomfortable in the 
clothes I was wearing to work and feeling so uncomfortable with my postpartum body, and my 
postpartum identity of mother-scholar, that I felt the need to document that discomfort in 
some way. Certainly, the image below looks awkward, and perhaps unprofessional to some 
ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ŀǎ LΩƳ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǇǊƛƴǘ ǘ-shirt and a loose, dark colored skirt that I wore 
throughout my twin pregnancy.  

Looking at myself in my one-month postpartum photo (see Fig. 2) feels embarrassing, even 
though I know there is a natural explanation for how my body looked at that time. Before 
pregnancy and birth, I had always been seen as a small, thin person. I took pride in thinness of 
my identity, and so much so that being thin was a large component of my identity. When I was 
thin, I was able to purchase and wear clothing that accented my thin body. After giving birth, I 
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ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ƳƻǳǊƴƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ōƻŘȅΦ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳƻǳǊƴ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻŘȅΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ LΩǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ 
ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ǘƘŀƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ŀōƻǾŜΦ LΩve altered my clothing 
ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ōȅ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎƘŀǇŜ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΩǎ 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ L ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǎƘƛǊǘ Ŧƛǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘΦ LΩƭƭ ǘǊȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎƘƛǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
multiple skirts to see what looks better, what skirt might help to de-emphasize my stomach 
ōǳƭƎŜΦ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǊƛŘ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƻƭŘ ǎƘƛǊǘǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ƳŜ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ 
working to emphasize what could possibly be a pregnant belly on my small frame. In doing all 
this stressful re-imaƎƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ L ǘŜǊƳ άŘǊŜǎǎǿƻǊƪΣέ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ 
the body that I have. I cannot hide this body. This body is me and mine and it is still a hard thing 
to reconcile, but I think I am getting better about learning this is me now. 

Postpartum was also a difficult time because my body became a foreign space, a foreign thing I 
was forced to carry around with me because it was me. Identity became something I had to 
work to rediscover. In essence, I had to rehome myself through my dress practices so that my 
body was a space I could identify with again. Feelings of feeling foreign with my own body were 
not just due to body shape, but because of the added postpartum weight I was carrying. I could 
physically feel the extra weight with the heaviness in my stomach and the discomfort I felt 
when I bent over for too long (and still feel, especially after eating, thanks diastasis recti). 
Because of the extra pounds, and the continued swell of my stomach, I still had to wear the 
clothes I wore during pregnancy because nothing pre-pregnancy fit my body well and some pre-
pregnancy clothes did not fit at all. I also did not have enough money to go out and buy new 
clothes. Growing up in poverty made the whole concept of buying new clothes when I still had a 
closet full of clothes seem ridiculous. Growing up in poverty made me think, and still makes me 
think that I only really need new clothes if my current clothing is falling apart enough that it 
cannot be mended. I felt instead my body was a thing that needed to be mended. Along with 
having very little clothing that fit my postpartum body, I knew I looked pregnant no matter 
what clothing I put on. For example, I had colleagues who had not realized I had given birth only 
weeks ago commenting on what they assumed was my pregnant body. In one instance, a white, 
male graduate student asked me at the start of the 2017 fall semester if I was going to give 
birth soon. I explained I gave birth earlier that August and in efforts to deflect my own feelings 
and possibly his, I happily showed a picture of my children. Further, when I showed the above 
photo of myself at one month postpartum to my younger brother (Fig. 2), he commented how 
Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ άƧǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǿƪǿŀǊŘΦέ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǿƪǿŀǊŘ ǎƘŀǇŜ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ giving 
birth, I often wore shapewear that would, with some minimal effect, make my stomach appear 
ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŀǎ L ǿŀǎ ǘƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ L ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƛǊŜŘ ƻŦ 
looking pregnant. Since my pre-pregnancy identity was so strongly tied to being thin, I wanted 
ǘƻ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
shapewear, however, because I still received questions from well-meaning strangers about 
άǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ŘǳŜέ ŜǾŜƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ ƴƛƴŜ months after giving birth. 

My dress practices continued to evolve as I worked throughout the first nine months after 
having my twins. Much of my dresswork was focused on ways to de-emphasize my stomach 
bulge, but considering the conversations I was having with my colleagues these efforts were not 
working like I had hoped. These conversations often started with something along the lines of 
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άŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŜȄǇŜŎǘƛƴƎΚέ ƻǊ άǿƘŜƴ ŀǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŘǳŜΚέ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ 
semester, a colleague I had been working with closely on an institutional concern stated 
ŜƳǇŀǘƘŜǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŜΣ άL ōŜǘ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǘƛǊŜŘΦέ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ L ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ 
thought I was tired because I was pregnant, not because I had twin babies at home. I felt 
defeated as I left work that day because I always tried so hard to hide my body. A few weeks 
after the incident with a campus colleague, my university held an academic conference. At the 
conference I happened to visit with one of the deans who had the nerve to excitedly ask me if I 
was pregnant. I awkwardly replied I had twins in August, to which he responded that his 
daughter also had twins and commented on how wonderful it was to be a grandparent. I found 
the whole exchange embarrassing and isolating because again my postpartum body seemed to 
be controlling the conversation.  

Continuing conversations and comments about my body and dress practices emphasize how 
when I teach and when I meet with other faculty and higher-ƭŜǾŜƭ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ LΩƳ ƪŜŜƴƭȅ 
observed, even before conversation establishing my professional, academic identity begins. 
Thus, dress practices, or dresswork, in academic spaces matter as dress practices not only 
ǎƘŀǇŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΣ ōǳǘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀǿŀȅ ƪŜȅ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ ±ƛǎƛōly 
looking like a mother did cause me to feel as if, at times, my mothering role was being 
emphasized over my professional role, such as what happened when that administrator 
stopped me at the conference to ask if I was pregnant. Past research on how identity is 
ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōƻŘȅέ ƛǎ ŀ άōŀǎƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
dress choices help create personal narratives (Gonzalez and Bovone 2012, p 67). Eicher (2000) 
noted how dress practices are actions individuals undertake to modify and supplement the 
body in order to address physical needs in social spaces. Academic spaces are social spaces that 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳ άōƻŘȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ƻǳǘ ƭƻǳŘ όƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜύΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
mother I found it difficult to embrace body positivity and reconcile the role of mother with my 
other identity positions as a teacher, administrator, and a colleague. My body had shifted, and 
with this shift I turned to remediations of my body, which led me to find ways of remixing my 
postpartum body to my professional practices. While my body gave comfort to my children 
(breastfeeding, warmth), that same body did not always feel comfortable to me. It was as if my 
ƻƴŎŜ άŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ōƻŘȅέ ƘŀŘ ǎƭƛǇǇŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ άŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŎƘŀƛǊǎέ L ƘŀŘ ǇǊeviously 
occupied as an academic (Ahmed, 2017, p. 123). I can relate many instances of times I have 
stepped into a meeting, only to be greeted by questions about my children or half-jests about 
sleep deprivation. I understand this is done as a way to create relationships through seemingly 
innocuous small talk before we discuss the meeting agenda, however I still find it to be a way to 
stereotype me and feminize my professional identity in a field that is already feminized. When a 
colleague mentions the fact LΩƳ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ Ƙƻǿ 
then do I reclaim an identity built on my academic experience instead of my experience as a 
ƳƻǘƘŜǊΚ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ !ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƳƛƭŜΣ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
the remark, and then mention something about what I do in the professional spaces I occupy in 
attempts to reposition myself. 

On a day before walking into the classroom, I took a photo of myself when I was over a year 
postpartum (see Fig. 3). Much like how I wanted to document my discomfort only a year 
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Figure 3: Jessica, 1 year postpartum, September 2018. 

ago, I wanted to document how I had changed and been able to change. I felt confident again. I 
noticed how not just my body has changed, but I also wanted to use the moment to further 
document my dresswork. In this photo, I am wearing clothes that I normally wear to work and 
not an oversized t-shirt and a skirt I had worn when I was 8 months pregnant with twins. At the 
time I took the photo, I still did not fit into all of my pre-ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ όL ǎǘƛƭƭ ŘƻƴΩǘύΣ ōǳǘ L 
was recognizing myself again. Despite looking normal, it was still off-putting to me when 
ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ άL ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ǘǿƛƴǎΗ ¸ƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǎƻ ǘƛƴȅΗέ L ƘŀǾŜ no 
idea what a woman who has a multiple pregnancy is supposed to look like. Even though I 
ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ ƛǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜǿŜŀǊ L ǿŀǎ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ 
ƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǇƻǎǘǇŀǊǘǳƳΣ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ L ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƳȅǎŜƭf as tiny or incapable of 
ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǘŜǊƳΦ !ǎ ŀ рΩп ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƘƛƴ-ish, my postpartum belly 
bulge is still visible because of my smaller frame. Even today when I catch myself in the mirror 
ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛŘŜ ǾƛŜǿΣ LΩƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǇǊised by how visible my stomach remains. I remember 
walking home after work one day when I was four months postpartum and having a stranger 
ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ L ƘŀŘ άǎǿŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀ Ǉƛƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ Ƴȅ ōŜƭƭȅ ōǳǘǘƻƴ ǇƻƪŜ ƻǳǘΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ 
stranger as I walked past made me feel shaken and exposed. I felt so visible. I also remember 
feeling angry and hurt that a complete stranger to me felt like they had the right or 
responsibility to comment on my body. I thought about explaining to her I had just given birth a 
few months ago, but decided instead to keep walking. While I may have physically felt 
uncomfortable in my own body, the comments from others sometimes felt worse because they 
reminded me how others were constructing my identity in ways I could not control. 

I write this now with some distance as I am no longer postpartum. My twins are two years old. I 
have learned to see my body as a space that has allowed me to develop a director self, despite 
how motherhood has also created some limitations. I can no longer always work on research 
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when I want to and so I cannot fulfill the dangerous and idealized stereotype of the 24/7 
academic. However, encountering limitations and challenges has made me braver as a person. 
My mom body has made me braver. Before kids, I would often stay quiet, even in the face of 
injustice, which probably speaks toward my upper midwest upbringing than it does my 
personality. After I became pregnant during my first year on the tenure-track, I felt I could not 
be academically successful or tenured while also staying silent. I begin to focus on finding ways 
to become a better advocate, both for myself and for others around me who were navigating 
similar complex spaces within academia. A couple weeks after I found out I was pregnant, I was 
able to get all my professional and technical writing courses online for my fall semester, after 
the babies were born. This kindness was extended to me because of our past director of 
professional writing whose sister had triplets and probably knew better than I did what I was in 
for. Because our family leave policy mainly protected senior faculty, I worked with my 
ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ōŀǊƎŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǘ ƛƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ƻǳǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ17The results were less 
than what I had hoped for, but I was able to start conǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀƭ ƭŜŀǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ 
happy to say these conversations are continuing. As a pre-tenure faculty member, advocating 
for myself and others among upper administration and senior faculty was a scary thing to do, 
but these actions helped make me realize being silent was not an effective coping skill. Silence 
does not create change. I begin to see my new mom body as a brave space and seeing myself in 
that way made me do brave, challenging work. I continue to advocate for other mother-
scholars (and parent-scholars more broadly) within academic spaces. As a writing program 
administrator overseeing a writing program, I could advocate for the time of instructors who 
teach our writing-intensive courses, some of whom have children themselves. My advocacy 
worked to grant a pay raise for all faculty who help with our university writing assessment. 
Looking back, my postpartum body served as a catalyst for me to become a stronger advocate 
for myself and others, which was a result I never expected upon entering new motherhood. 

!ǎ L ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ƛƴ ŀ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ LΩƭƭ ŀŘƳƛǘ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀƴƎǊȅ 
about motherhood coupled with academic culture. Certainly, I love my children, and I do 
appreciate everything pregnancy, postpartum, and ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ Ƙŀǎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ƳŜΦ LΩǾŜ ƎǊƻǿƴ ŀǎ 
a person because of my children, but I would have grown as a person without them, too. 
Sometimes I feel anger over the constant puzzle I have to solve, the constant maze-like daily 
tasks I go through in order to be a functional academic mother as I research, teach, and care for 
my twins. While this balancing act is challenging, what angers me most about motherhood is 
Ƙƻǿ L ŦŜŜƭ L ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƳŜΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜΥ ƭƛƪŜ LΩƳ 
inferior, too busy, or just preoccupied to do the work everyone else is doing. All of these 
assumptions I despise. Becoming a mother while a tenure-track academic did not place me in 
an inferior position nor did it permanently preoccupy me or keep me in a perpetual state of 

 
     17aȅ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƛŎƪ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ !ƭƭ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŀŎŎǊǳŜ нΦр ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ǎƛŎƪ ƭŜŀǾŜ 
per two-week pay period. This system directly benefits senior faculty who have been able to accrue 
enough sick leave over a few years. As a new faculty member, I did not have much sick leave stored up. 
We do have a sick leave pool, but in order to use the sick-leave pool I would have to donate some of my 
sick leave. Because I had not been employed a full year, I was not yet eligible for FMLA and FMLA is 
ǳƴǇŀƛŘΦ L ŀƳ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭŜ ŜŀǊƴŜǊ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǎƻ L ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǇŀƛŘ ƭŜŀǾŜΦ CƻǊ ŦǳŎƪΩǎ ǎŀƪŜΣ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ƎƛǾŜ ƴŜǿ 
parents paid family leave in the United States. 
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busy. At times, I may look like I am locked in a perpetual state of busy, but I do find time for me. 
LΩƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƻƴ Ƴȅ bŜǘŦƭƛȄ ōƛƴƎŜ-watching after all that has happened in the past two 
years. I still read books for pleasure. I still sometimes find the opportunity to do nothing. All the 
same, I do still find it difficult to gather enough energy to hang out with friends after the kids 
are put to bed, but that is likely due to my introvert nature and not just the exhaustion I feel 
after a long day between work and parenting. What I want ȅΩall to know is that my mother-self 
has enriched my scholarship, practices, and pedagogies. Becoming a mother, and giving birth, 
can be seen as a story of power, not of defeat, not of weakness, and certainly not of giving into 
patriarchal norms. I feel as if I have created a productive set of best practices for myself as a 
mother-ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊΣ ŀǎ LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ Ƴȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŘƻƴŜΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
spend valuable time as a parent to my children and a partner to my husband. Part of my truth is 
that the academy is a patriarchal space that does not always value the risk-taking I took (and 
still take, as I am writing this, a narrative sharing some personal and painful information) in 
advocating for myself and others as a jWPA. I continue to see my mom body and all that implies 
as a brave space. I work to speak toward the rage I have feltτand feelτas I perform within 
ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ άŦƛǘέ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ-scholars.  

 

Marilee  
When I first met my colleagues at my current institution, I was 33 weeks pregnant on a campus 
visit for a tenure-ƭƛƴŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ό¦²/ύ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ƛf it would be used against me despite 
federal protections. The colleague who picked me up from the airport was unfazed, not 
indicating any sort of visual response, and we quickly jumped into conversation about my trip. 
We had a friendly visit to campus, where we were attending a sabbatical talk of another English 
department colleague. There I met other colleagues, including one who had a much harder 
time hiding his surprise. His glance went to my (rather gigantic) pregnant belly and then up to 
my eyes, then back to my pregnant body, and then back to my eyes. I believe this was 
ǳƴƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ōǳǘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ά²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘέ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ 
the whole event hilarious. The next morning, a colleague on the search committee slipped and 
ǎŀƛŘ άŎƻƴƎǊŀǘǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǳǘƘ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎΣ ƻŦ 
course, that the topic was out of bounds. My mom body has always been part of my 
relationships with my institutional colleagues.  

I now make myself wonder: from an initial reading of my body and typical dress choices what 
do observers intuit or assume, consciously or not? The messages my body shares have 
ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǿƻǊƪΤ ŀǎ IŀǊǊȅ 5Ŝƴƴȅ όнлмуύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ άǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǊŜ ƭŜƎƛōƭŜΣ 
material, and fŜƭǘέ όp. 123). What does my body and how I dress it say, and how does that 
complicate my ability to do the work of academe, and how that work is valued or seen by 
others, including the work of writing program administration?  

¦ƴƭƛƪŜ WŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜen outspoken. I speak my mind at most opportunities. My attire, in 
many ways, matches my outspokenness in that I veer toward the bold and bright when it comes 
ǘƻ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƻǊǎΦ !ƭǎƻ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ WŜǎǎƛŎŀΣ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘƛƴΦ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 
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femaƭŜ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōǊŜŀǎǘǎΦ LΩƳ ŀ ǘŀƭƭ-ish, fat, white, heterosexual, cisgender, 
nondisabled, middle-aged woman with fine, flat, jaw-length, dishwater blonde hair, small, 
deep-set green eyes, and a flat chest. I wear glasses but no makeup and almost no jewelry, 
dress primarily in comfortable, casual dresses, and am known for my collection of colorful flats. 
LΩƳ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǘƻ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ǎƳƛƭƛƴƎΣ ƭŀǳƎƘƛƴƎΣ ōƭǳǎƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƎŜǊƛƴƎ ŜŀǎƛƭȅΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ L ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 
body positive, my foundational training to believe that fat bodies are not as valuable as other 
ōƻŘƛŜǎ Ǌǳƴǎ ŘŜŜǇΦ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƘŜŀǾȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ-end of 
regular sizes before gaining seventy pounds during the course of graduate school and two 
pregnancies which took me into the lower-range of the plus sizes. I sometimes wonder how my 
conventionally attractive, slim husband finds my body attractive, and until my pregnancies I 
tried not to think about my physical form in relation to my work often, although I was and am 
certain it makes an impact on how I am understood and read by my colleagues. That said, my 
several privileged identity markers make my path through life easier and the readings of my 
body less dangerous than those without privileged identities. 

While I hold several privileged identities, I also have identities that have been historically 
marginalized. I am a woman, I am a mother, I am fat, I work in the discipline of writing studies, 
and I am from a working class background. People who inhabit marginalized identities are often 
pressured to progress beyond them. Some examples: women are asked to perform in ways that 
are more typically identified with men; mothers are simultaneously told to work full time and 
aspire to having rewarding careers and encouraged to spend as much time as possible with 
their children; fat people are told to exercise and eat healthier with the ultimate goal of losing 
weight; writing studies has worked to legitimate itself in higher education through securing 
more tenure-track positions; working-class individuals are prompted to go to college and seek 
middle or professional class jobs. Besides adding a new marginalized identity, motherhood 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ aƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 
thoughtful about my dress choices and reinforced what I already knewτit can be difficult to 
perform well (i.e. in expected ways) as a woman in academe, to be professional but 
approachable, to proudly claim my marginalized positionality while trying to pull it out of the 
margins. Below I share a few stories about how becoming a mother has made me reflect upon 
my dress practices in ways that have implications for my professional life. 

 

Dressing a Pregnant Body: Adorable and Powerful  
Dressing while pregnant was easy and lovely. I was less self-conscious about my flat chest 
because my baby bump took center stage, and people often remarked about how cute I was. 
{ƛƴŎŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ƛǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊǘƘƛƴƪ Ƴȅ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜΦ YƴƻǿƛƴƎ LΩŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŜŀǊ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ 
few months, I purchased my maternity clothes secondhand and from affordable retailers, like 
Old Navy. These clothes often accentuated the notion of being adorable by including a sash to 
tie around my middle resulting in a bow resting atop my bump. Pregnancy hormones provided 
my fine hair with a boost, as pregnant women tend to grow hair more quickly and lose less of it. 
My morning sickness was limited primarily to the first-ǘǊƛƳŜǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭŘΦ aȅ ōƻŘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ache much during my first pregnancy, and I was fairly comfortable until the third trimester of 
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Figure 4: Marilee at 38 weeks pregnant and her son, December 2017. 

my second pregnancy. During my first pregnancy, I was able to take lots of post-work naps, a 
rare luxury in my previous life. This meant I was pretty comfortable for a pregnant lady (minus 
the truly awful and persistent heartburn) and even a little pampered. I looked forward to 
getting pregnant a second time not just because I wanted another baby but also because I 
missed wearing my maternity clothes, since nothing seemed to fit my postpartum body. In the 
picture above (see Fig. 4), I am twelve days away from delivering my daughter, a 9 pound, 3.5 
ƻǳƴŎŜ ōŀōȅΦ L ǿŜƛƎƘ нср ǇƻǳƴŘǎΦ L ŀƳ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀǘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ǎǿŜŀǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǳǘŦƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ 
terribly remarkable, but I look adorable anyway because of my baby bump. My 2-year-old son 
ǇƻƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŀōȅ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōŜƭƭȅ ŀƳǇǎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǊŀōƭŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜΦ LΩƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ŧŀǘ ŀƴŘ Ŧƭŀǘ 
chested but being pregnant meant almost effortless recognition for being cute in a way that is 
largely understood to be feminine. My dress practices were easy and rewarded. 

L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜ Ƙƻǿ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ōƻŘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀǇ 
the benefits of performing as quintessentially feminine and how much L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
something I had really even seen as available to me in the past because I always felt my flat 
ŎƘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ŧŀǘ ōƻŘȅ ƳŀŘŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΦ tǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎƛŜǎΣ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ  
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Figure 5: Marilee, 39 weeks pregnant, April 2015. 

dressing in a feminine way a primary factor in my dress choices. Like Scotty Secrist, I needed to 
ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ ά²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ L ŀǎǎǳƳŜ Ƴȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΚέ ό{ƳƛǘƘ 
et al., 2017, p. 50). I had placed limitations on the extent to which I could perform as feminine. 
While pregnant, I began to think about how powerful the female body is. While I was socially 
and externally rewarded pretty much for just having a pregnant body, I also found internal 
gratification in my pregnant body and confidence in dressing it and moving in it. Once again my 
usual frustrations with my flat chest and fat body and the difficulty I had dressing them were 
less important because I could carry a baby in this body anyway. I could perform as 
quintessentially female despite those features. I could grow a person inside my bodyΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
amazing. It was an empowering feeling, and it provided me with confidence. I went on the job 
market and secured a tenure-track job, I went on long hikes, I created zany programming at the 
writing center I directed at the time. I was capable and in charge. The picture above (see Fig. 5) 
was taken during my first pregnancy, 5 days before my due date (but 15 days before my son 
was born). In it, I am standing on the precipice of a butte wearing a jersey knit maternity dress 
with a bump bow and running shoes. I hiked frequently during my first pregnancy, usually on 3-
5 mile trails in mountainous terrain. I hiked in my maternity dresses because I could, and I 
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wanted to. Pregnancy made me confident and even a bit brazen. I felt this most fully during 
labor with my firstborn. My body was made to do powerful, strong things. 
 

Dressing a Postpartum Body: Insufficient Glandular Tissue, Time, and 
Money 

In the postpartum, everything about my body felt wrong, and it was impossible to dress it. I had 
a sweet, snuggly baby, but I was tired and felt like I had very little control about how I 
presented myself. I felt much less confident. The day after my son was born, I learned that I 
have a condition known as insufficient glandular tissue, which means that my breasts do not 
have enough of the kind of tissue that produces breast milk. This has nothing to do with their 
ǎƛȊŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅ Ƴȅ ōǊŜŀǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ Řƻ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 
designed to do. My small breasts and my inability to breastfeed make me feel less feminine, not 
ŜǾŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ƭŜǎǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ōǳǘ ƭŜǎǎ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΣ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ L 
wanted to breastfeed, so I was surprised at how devastated I was when I learned I could not 
breastfeed my son. This revelation negated many of the positive feelings I had about my body 
during pregnancy as did advertisements in my social media newsfeeds for nursing garments. I 
ǿƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƴǳǊǎƛƴƎ ōǊŀǎ LΩŘ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴǘ ŀƴȅǿŀȅ όƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜŘ 
buying more of them becaǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ōǊŀǎ LΩǾŜ ŜǾŜǊ ƻǿƴŜŘύΦ L ǎŜŎƻƴŘ-
guessed my everyday decisions, my abilities, my career path, my motherly aptitude Everything 
felt harder postpartum, particularly after my second child was born. These feelings persist, even 
though my daughter is almost two years old.  

aȅ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ŘŜŎƛŘƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ LΩǾŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƛƴ ƴƻǘ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ 
into my pre-pregnancy clothing despite significant weight-loss, in a sense, represents my larger 
aimlessness about who I am and what I am hereτin this worldτto do. Since the birth of my 
ǎƻƴΣ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ LΩǾŜ ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ 
fluxτstarting new job while two months postpartum and trying to get the hang of being a 
mom, a resident of Indianapolis, and a tenure-line professor at the same time. Several 
significant parts of my identity changed in the span of just a few weeks, and I was trying to 
ƎǊŀǇǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƳƛƴŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ to make a good impression on 
new colleagues. My hair was falling out, my stomach was blown out and resembled a flat tire 
(honestly, it still does), my belly also extended beyond my flat chest (and still does) but not in a 
cute way like the baby bump. Wearing maternity clothes, which were the most comfortable in 
the immediate postpartum period, made my no-longer pregnant body look pregnant, since they 
were made to accentuate round bellies. Most of my pre-pregnancy clothes were too tight. My 
chronic insomnia combined with an infant made for long nights and even longer days.  

I began to regain a more coherent sense of self and then got pregnant again, which led me back 
into a cycle of self-questioning. I thought becoming a mother a second time would be easier, 
but it turns out almost all of it was harder. Since I was 35 at the time of my second pregnancy, I 
was considered geriatric, which required more screening, including weekly ultrasounds during 
the third trimester. The intensified monitoring of my blood pressure and blood sugar led me to 
question whether I was as good at being pregnant as I thought, whether I was as strong as I 
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thought. Having a two-year-old child while pregnant with another child also meant that I got 
less rest during the second pregnancy. Most importantly, adding an entirely new person to a 
family is a lot of work. It takes a lot of time and energy, and the household dynamics, which had 
finally begun to take on a somewhat predictable rhythm, were completely shaken when my 
daughter arrived. OƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ŀƴŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŘ LΦ  

In the postpartum, I feel like I do not fit anywhere and everythingτat work and at homeτis 
ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΦ LΩƭƭ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΦ [ŀǎǘ ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
graduate studentsτformerly an undergraduate writing consultant at the UWCτwas selected 
ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ 9ƭƛǘŜ рлΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǘƻǇ ŦƛŦǘȅ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
letter writer, I was invited to attend the award ceremony, which included a dinner. I had lost 
thirty-five pounds in the previous six months. On the day of the awards ceremony, a warm 
ǎǇǊƛƴƎ ŘŀȅΣ L ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΦ L ǿŀǎ ŜȄŎƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ 
able to wear something that had been unavailable to me for a few (at least 4) years. In the 
mirror that morning, I thought I looked cute and professional in the light brown cotton dress 
with white polka dots without being stuffy or overly formal. I paired it with kitten-heeled yellow 
sandals and left for work.  

Unfortunately, the weight across my body is distributed differently than it was when I last wore 
the dress, andτunbeknownst to meτwhen I sat down the dress gapped terribly at my bosom 
and showed my pink lace bra on my flat, flat chest. I noticed this issue a little during dinner but 
thought that I was handling it well through holding my shoulders just-so and avoiding any 
leaning. I learned the next day, however, that I had failed miserably. The student posted a 
picture of us from the event on her Facebook wall. In the photo (see Fig. 6 below; I cropped out 
the student), my bra is obviously showing. I hid the picture from my timeline, but I know several 
of my professional colleagues saw it. I thought about contacting the student and asking her to 
take ƛǘ ŘƻǿƴΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ƘŜǊ ŀ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ōƻƻōǎΣ ǎƻ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘΦ  

At the time this photo was taken, my son was almost 4 and my daughter was 16 months old, 
well after the conventionally understood postpartum period of 6 months. Even soΣ LΩƳ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
adjusting to motherhood and a self and body that is in flux. Motherhood has, more than 
anything, highlighted for me that time and money are finite resources. Everything takes time 
and/or money, and it is a lot harder to come by both of those resources as a parent. That, in 
ǇŀǊǘΣ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ Ƴȅ ǇƻƻǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǇǊƛƴƎΦ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ 
I probably should have worn it at a less high-stakes event first. I often need to wear camisoles 
with dresses in a faux-wrap styƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴŜΣ ǎƻ L ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƴ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 
been wearing dresses of this style as frequently and had, in fact, thrown out most of my pre-
pregnancy camisoles while I was pregnant with my daughter because they were old and stained 
and then tossed the rest of them into a box out of frustration around a year after my daughter 
was born because very few of my pre-pregnancy clothes were fitting at that time. The box is in 
an odd corner of the basement behind boxes of baby and toddler clothes that my children have 
rapidly outgrown.  
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Figure 6: Marilee, 16 months postpartum, April 2019. 

What I am saying is it takes time and/or money to lose weight, excavate old clothing from the 
depths of my basement, consider new styles of dress for a body that is shaped differently than 
it used to be, and purchase new better-fitting clothing. I do not have enough discretionary 
income to easily replace my clothing, and I also cannot easily find the time to go shopping in 
stores where I can try on the clothing. I often dress for comfort and my wardrobe does not 
ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƭƻǿ ǎǇŜŜŘ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ŀƳ άƭƻǎƛƴƎ 
ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ǿŜƛƎƘǘέ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǎŀƭŀǊȅ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ƘŜǎƛǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ 
meaning I may choose to wear clothes from a different time, before my body carried children, 
meaning that my body has changed because it held babies but also that I was younger when I 
ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ƴƻǿ ǎƘƻǳǘ άƎǊŀŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘέ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŜers. I do 
have an abundance of self-loathing, which was felt keenly after this event. In this experience, I 
ŦŜƭǘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΦ  
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Mom Accessories for the WCA: Vacuum Cleaners and Performances of Class 
and Gender 

In mid-August, I brought a vacuum cleaner to 
work. I thought that bringing it in before the 
ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
run into other professors who might not be 
coming to campus regularly yet. Instead, I 
ran into two colleagues from my own 
department while walking to my building. 
Both of them asked me why I was carrying a 
vacuum cleaner through the campus center; 
you might be wondering as well. I direct a 
writing center, which is a physical space that, 
like our bodies, needs care and maintenance 
and is styled in a particular way. The UWC 
ƘƻƭŘǎ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
conform neatly to typically understood 
ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƻǊ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 
get vacuumed often, and there are times 
when a small spill occurs and a vacuum of 
our own would be handy. We are not 
allowed to purchase janitorial equipment 
with our money since the purpose of our unit 
is not janitorial, but I happened to have a 
ǎƳŀƭƭ ǾŀŎǳǳƳ ŎƭŜŀƴŜǊ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ 
so I brought it in to make it easier to tidy up 

the UWC without having to put in a work order with facilities. In a sense the vacuum cleaner 
and things like it are accessories I wear across campus, accessories that contribute to 
perceptions about me and the UWC. Accessories like the vacuum cleaner (see Fig. 7), the 
printer I once carried from one UWC location to another, and the trays of cucumber sandwiches 
I bring to UWC staff meetings are part of my sartorial performance as writing center 
director.  These accessories point to a professional identity that is classed and overtly gendered 
in ways that is not the goal for most tenure-track professors. 

These particular accessories areƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƴ ōȅ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ 
ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ²/! ŀǎ άƳƻƳέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŀǎ άƘƻƳŜΣέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
domestic labor. The idea of writing centers as home-like places is a topic of much debate and 
concern. WŀŎƪƛŜ DǊǳǘǎŎƘ aŎYƛƴƴŜȅ όнлмоύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ άCŜƳŀƭŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƛƴǎƛǎǘ ƻƴ ŎƻȊȅΣ ƛƴǾƛǘƛƴƎ 
spaces may be unwittingly narrating their work as non-intellectual in the eyes of some. Fact is, 
if the writing center is home and the staff is family, that makes the diǊŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊέ όp. 26). 
She sees the home-like connotations of writing centers as problematic for female directors, 
ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜέ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άŎƻȊȅέ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎΦ Lƴ 
addition, her critique and others also poƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŎƻȊȅέ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀƭ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ άƳƛǊǊƻǊώƛƴƎϐ 

Figure 7: Vacuum cleaner at the University Writing 
Center, August 2019. 
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ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŜǇȅΣ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘΣ ǿƘƛǘŜΣ Ŏƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜέ ό5ƛȄƻƴ ƛƴ .ŀƭŘǿƛƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмуύΦ 9ƭƛǎŜ 5ƛȄƻƴ 
posits that this association of the writing center as family has 

ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƭŀōƻǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ Ƴȅ ƳŀƭŜ 
ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇŀǊǘǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎΣ ƴƻƴ-binary, and gender deviant friends get 
misgendered, ignored, and ŀǾƻƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ Ƴȅ 
friends of color get mistaken for other people of color by clients and consultants in 
common micro- and macro-aggressive behaviors. (Baldwin et al., 2018) 

Many of my experiences as a graduate writing consultant were similar, and I see these same 
concerns and interactions as a WCA. I worry more now, as I am more responsible for what 
happens in the writing center. That responsibility does have similarities to my performance as a 
mother at home. 

At ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΣ LΩƳ άƳƻƳέτwashing dishes, soothing hurt feelings, listening to the 
concerns of our home/office community, keeping the household/office organized, scheduling 
ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘǎκŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǊŜƳƛƴŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎκǎǘŀŦŦ ƻŦ ǳǇŎƻƳƛƴg 
commitments, vacuuming the house/writing center. This is necessary work, but professors 
often see themselves as focused primarily on teaching and scholarship, which seems removed 
from the kind of management and service-focused tasks of running a writing program. I feel 
caught in between identitiesτǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀǎǇƛǊŜ ǘƻΦ aȅ ŜƴǘǊȅ 
into motherhood has me reflecting more and more on my past experiences and identities and 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ άǊŜ-knowing my story, revisiting where I had come from and examining how that 
story lives withinτand influencesτƳŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻŘŀȅέ όWƻƘƴ DŀƎƴƻƴ ƛƴ {ƳƛǘƘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ рпύΦ L 
feel conflicted and frustrated about wanting to progress beyond my working-class roots but 
also irritated when I am asked or expected to participate in service-based (nurturing and 
mentoring) labor that other colleagues of similar status and rank are not. 

Class identity is one of those things that can be visible, as seen through wearing clothes until 
they almost literally fall apart, not knowing how to dress for formal events, but can also be an 
invisible status, particularly if you have a tenure-track job at a university. Writing of the 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΣ WǳƭƛŜ [ƛƴŘǉǳƛǎǘ όнллпύ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ άǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ 
everȅǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜέ όǇΦ муфύΦ hŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇΣ IŀǊǊȅ 5Ŝƴƴȅ ŀƴŘ WƻƘƴ 
bƻǊŘƭƻŦ όнлмуύ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜέ όǇΦ 
тмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ-class culture differs from other categories of 
difference. It is marked neither as an identifiable category, like gender, nor as a unified set of 
historical practices. It names, rather, a set of shared experiences fraught with structural 
ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ό[ƛƴŘǉǳƛǎǘΣ нллпΣ ǇΦ мфнύ. Students often come to college for 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
progress narrative that colleges tap into to recruit students.  

As a person raised in a working-class family, I have a hard time knowing how to be both 
working-class and middle class, how (not) to perform. I am privileged in this institution and the 
profession of WCA; I have a tenure-track appointment, an office with a window, and a fairly 
balanced assignment across teaching, administration, and research with significant autonomy 
over how I spend my time. Even so, I feel like I am like part of the almost-middle class of the 
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institution. I am the first tenure-track writing center director on this campus, and my position 
often gets conflated with that of staff members due to the significant amount of administrative 
labor and the rare academic assignment that places me in charge of a physical space. I am 
frustrated with myself by wanting more consistent recognition of my status as tenure-track 
faculty, but see it as potentially productive in gaining respect for the UWC and the discipline of 
writing studies from institutional colleagues. At the same time, I recognize the importance of 
the administrative labor of staff and the heavier teaching loads of my non-tenure-track 
colleagues and see a need for the institution to value that work through better working 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǇŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ LΩǾŜ 
άŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǊŜŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŎcessible to everyone and is a problem. These 
contradictions are evident in my dress practices, through accessories like the vacuum and 
through complications in dressing my postpartum body, which makes my identity as a mom 
visible and accessible for commentary to my professional colleagues.  

Should I be frustrated that vacuuming the writing center is sometimes part of my job? What 
ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŀŎǳǳƳ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊƛŜǎ LΩƳ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ Ƙŀƭƭǎ ǎŀȅ 
about me and my ability to be seen as a tenure-ǘǊŀŎƪ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΚ [ƛƴŘǉǳƛǎǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ άƘƻǿ 
teachers might position themselves to gather data from students in order to learn who they 
must become ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŀ ŦǳƭƭŜǊ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎέ όǇΦ нлнύΦ 
LΩŘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘǊǳŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΦ CƻǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ 
includes engaging in impression management across interactions with various groups of 
stakeholders to secure funding, persuade writers to make writing center appointments or enroll 
in our classes, and convince colleagues across the disciplines to adapt their writing pedagogies. 
These interactions, of course, include face-to-face meetings, emails, word-of-mouth messages 
from colleagues and students, but the medium is the message, and that medium includes our 
bodies. Interactions, then, also include how we hold our bodies, how we move our bodies, how 
we dress our bodies, what kind of bodies we inhabit, and the experiences, feelings, and 
ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘόƴΩǘύ ƳƻǾŜΣ 
speak, write, or look.  

The vacuum cleaner, then, can reinforce notions of the writing center as home and me as mom, 
while it can also be a display of my willingness to perform outside the typical class structure of 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊΣ ƭƛƪŜ aƛŎƘŜƭƭŜ aƛƭŜȅΣ άǿƘŀǘ ŘƻƻǊǎ ǿŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƛŦ 
ǿŜ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴ ΨǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ŀǎ ƘƻƳŜΣΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ΨƴǳǊǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪέ όǇΦмуύΦ aȅ ŘǊŜǎǎ 
practices indicate many embodied identities at all times; even though I can set the vacuum 
cleaner down or change my dress I am still performing as mom, WCA, fat, female, and more all 
at the same time. The work of mothering and the work of writing program administration are 
ƳŜǎǎȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǘǊǳŜ άŦƛǘΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŎŀǊȅΣ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǊŜƭƛŜŦΦ 
 
 

Conclusion: More Demands, Fewer Rewards  
We are expected to be tenure-line faculty members who publish as well as take on significant 
administrative labor typically assigned to staff or tenured faculty. We are not just talking about 
Ƙƻǿ ƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ 
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ŀǎ ²t!ǎ ƛǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ άǎŜǊǾƛŎŜέ ŀƴŘ therefore the least valuable of the academic labor triad 
(consistently valued in this order: research, teaching, service), but also how those concerns are 
mingled with gendered, physical realities. Female bodies are expected to perform nurturing, 
service-focused labor in academic spaces, even though that laborτwhile important and 
expectedτis not valued through increased compensation or promotion. Dress practices are 
expected to emphasize our female labor; we are expected to wear clothing that identifies us as 
a nurturing body, whether that be through wearing clothing that accentuates our female body 
ǘƻ άŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊέ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƳ ƧŜŀƴǎΣ Ŧƭƻǿȅ ǘƻǇǎΣ ƻǊ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΥ άAll bodies do rhetoric through 
texture, shape, color, consistency, movement, and function. Embodiment encourages a 
methodological approach that addresses the reflexive acknowledgment of the researcher from 
feminist traditions and conveys an awareness of consciousness about how bodiesτour own 
ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩτŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪέ όWƻƘƴǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ офύΦ hǳǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ 
dressing our pregnant and postpartum bodies demonstrate the embodied approach of identity 
creation. Like Johnson et al. (2015) we recogniȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ 
rhetorics encourage complex relationships among past, present, and future, as well as across 
ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜ ƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ άōƻŘƛŜǎ 
both inscribe and are inscrƛōŜŘ ǳǇƻƴέ όǇΦ пнύΦ 

In the classroom, women are also held to standards that require us to be seen as nurturing, and 
we are told that we must demonstrate this nurture through our cultivated identities, which 
sometimes may be seen through our dress practices. In the past we have read comments about 
our dress practices in our end of semester student evaluations. Comments will share thoughts 
about our bodies and how we dress our bodies, but will not comment about our expertise or 
teaching effectiveness. For example, a comment may share that we do not dress like we are a 
professor because we may not wear items that make us look like a professor. Alongside the 
expectations of dress, we are also expected to act nurturing, and if we act nurturing enough, 
we will be told in our evaluations that we are nice and caring and other students should take 
our classes specifically because we are nurturing. El-Alayli, Hansen-Brown, and Ceynar (2018) 
summarize these expectations, 

In expecting and perceiving female professors to be more nurturing, students are 
essentially expecting them to function like academic mothers. Increased nurturance 
demands on women in academia may cause them to perform more emotional labor 
with their students. Female professors may find that they must take on extra burdens, 
such as helping students cope with stress or insecurities, having to set personal 
boundaries with them, or providing gentler feedback to them to avoid being perceived 
as excessively harsh. (p. 137) 

Their study indicates that students hold female professors to different and higher standards 
than male professors, requiring female professors to spend considerable time and energy 
ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
job may require more time, personal, and emotional demands from female faculty than from 
ƳŀƭŜ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅέ όмплύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƻǳǊ ǊƻƭŜΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ 
crafting dress practices that emphasize our femaleness so that we can be seen as nurturing, 
caring bodies. As mothers, our bodies give ourselves away, as shown through recollected 
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conversations with our colleagues who have asked about a pregnancy when we were not 
pregnant. Our bodies carry the burdens of our previous pregnancies. Sometimes we wear 
clothing in efforts to hide our postpartum bodies. At other times our dress practices give 
comfort to our postpartum bodies in how we choose stretchy clothing or soft fabrics. Our dress 
practices have thusly been influenced by how our bodies have changed and will continue to 
change.  

Finally, composition and writing centers are frequently constructed as a place of continued 
nurturing to our students. Our students arrive without their parents, and some students are 
living far away from home for the first time, and so our academic spaces are areas where it is at 
least possible to be motherly. Just as our mom bodies are commonly seen as spaces of nurture 
for our children and our families, the academic spaces of the writing center and the 
composition classroom all hold a historical narrative toward being viewed as cozy, comfortable 
spaces (Grutsch McKinney, 2013; Ballif, et. al, 2010). Narratives focusing on nurturing may limit 
our professions, our academic spaces, and ourselves. If what we do in a writing center or with a 
writing program is a pedagogy of care, we wish to illustrate that creating an ethics of care 
needs to be a concern for all humans, not solely the work of women or mothers.  

ώIϐŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŘentity in 
isolation from all the others that make up who we are and the communities with which 
we identify or that we aspire to join. All of who we are commingles and spurs each of 
our identities in parallel and divergent ways. For faculty, administration, or tutors in 
writing centers, we too are growing and being shaped by multiple forces within, outside, 
and across us. Who we are is an amalgam of past, present, and future. There forces are 
critical, yet we rarely have the language or occasion to speak into and interrogate them. 
(Denny, 2018, p. 120) 

The passage above from Denny is apropos to our narratives shared above: both of us have 
written of the ways we support our families, ourselves, students, and colleagues, but we have 
also written of the ways we feel a lack of support. We each have described how we have 
modified our dress practices and our academic spaces to cultivate new systems of support for 
ourselves. None of this work has been, or ever is, easy work. The balancing act inherent within 
what we do is tricky, leaving ourselves to question if the time we are devoting to one facet of 
ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΦ 5Ŝƴƴȅ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ άǊŀǊŜƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻǊ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘŜέ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎhared, we created a 
space to do just that: speak up and interrogate our institutional and bodily borders. 
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Thanks, I Made It  

Handmade Clothing as an Embodied Rhetoric  
of Possibility  

Anna Hensley, University of Cincinnati 

----- 

[Craft] is a training camp for empowered autonomy. It is fearlessness toward the 
decrees of consumerism and peer pressure and, in its most expressive form, the 
violence of fashion. Craft can be a tool for overcoming fear. It is a way to be free. 

      -Otto von "ÕÓÃÈ ɉφτυψɊȟ Ȱ#ÒÁÆÔÉÎÇ 2ÅÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅȱ 
 

For most people in the United States, making their own clothes through any combination of 
knitting, crocheting, weaving, or sewing is very much a niche hobbyτsomething pursued less 
out of necessity or economy and more out of a desire to create and connect with other makers. 
But with the revived interest in traditional crafts holding strong since the early 2000s, more 
people have the means and the desire to handcraft garments that are made to measure and 
designed to reflect personal style, personal values, and diverse identities. Makers are 
increasingly recognizing the value of craft as a way to throw off the restrictive, normative 
identity options made available in stores and instead present to the world a bespoke version of 
the self. As Jessica Bain (2016) notes in her article analyzing the writing of contemporary sewing 
ōƭƻƎƎŜǊǎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎŜǿƛǎǘǎ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǊŀŦǘ ƛƴ ƴƻ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ άƻŦŦŜǊώǎϐ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ 
ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƴƻǊƳǎέ όǇΦ спύΦ  

Other researchers have situated the craft revival as a response to the disjointing pressures that 
emerge, particularly in professional life, as a result of late capitalism (Jack Z. Bratich and Heidi 
M. Brush, 2011; Maureen Daly Goggin, 2015). In a recent Washington Post article, immigration 
attorney Sumaiya Ahmed (2019) described how she turned to sewingτa craft she had grown 
up watching her mother and other women in her family engage in on a near-daily basisτto 
help her deal with the debilitating internal conflict, anxiety, and depression she experienced as 
she struggled to square the intense pressures of her nascent law career with her own sense of 
identity. Crediting the creative process of sewing with steering her away from corporate law 
firms that offered little space for the expression of her creativity and putting her on the path to 
fulfilling non-ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ !ƘƳŜŘ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ŎǊŀŦǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ 
capacity for trial and error. As I checked off projects, sewing confirmed that if I tackle 
something a little bit each day, I can progress toward my goal. In a way, my sewing practice 
ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǘƻ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΦέ  

This essay explores garment making as one way to respond to the restrictive pressures of 
normative dress practices and the institutional pressures they often represent. Like Ahmed, my 
craft practice has grown alongside my academic career, the two becoming increasingly 
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enmeshed as I moved from undergraduate to graduate student to junior professor. The process 
of sewing and knitting my own clothes has allowed me to carve out a professional identity in a 
field where, at times, my body and my identity have not seemed to easily fit. Drawing on 
material rhetorics of craft, I theorize my personal experience as a fat, queer woman who began 
to sew and knit my own clothing as a response to both significantly limited professional dress 
options and the overwhelming pressure I felt as a Ph.D. candidate in a competitive program. 
Responding to the call from Maureen Johnson, Daisy Levy, Katie Manthey, and Maria Novotny 
όнлмрύ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ άƘƻǿ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΣέ L ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘŀŎǘƛƭŜ 
process of creating and then wearing bespoke garments helped me see new possibilities for 
myself as an emerging professional. 

By theorizing my own experience as an academic and maker, I hope to demonstrate that the 
rhetorical power of self-stitched clothing extends beyond the material object. While the 
message signified through the unique, slowly produced, and often imperfect handmade 
garment is certainly important, the process of craft and the embodied experience of wearing 
handmade garments can have equally transformative effects for the maker. As Otto von Busch 
ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ƛƴ ά/ǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜέ όнлмпύΣ ŎǊŀŦǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ Ŏǳltivate fearlessness in 
the face of limits by allowing us to draw on the histories that precede us and the communities 
that support us as we create and embody new possibilities. Ultimately, I argue that wearing 
handmade clothes in the workplace is an embodied rhetoric of possibility that sends a powerful 
message to ourselves and to our colleagues, clients, and students about our collective power to 
critically transform the spaces where we live and work. 

 

The Material Rhetoric and Transformative Power of Cra ft  
Understanding the embodied rhetoric of handmade clothes builds on feminist work that asks us 
to consider how the rhetorical power of the material extends beyond the way that the object is 
read and interpreted. Rather than treating the material as inert and passive, feminist scholars 
of material rhetorics call for critical attention to the way that material forms and processes of 
material production function as sites of rhetorical agency where meaning is negotiated. For 
instance, in their work on embodiment, Johnson et al (2015) build on the move away from 
understanding the body within the subject/object binary and instead urge scholars to 
άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ Ƙƻǿ 
άƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎέ όǇΦ офύΦ  

Work on the material rhetorics of craft has likewise argued that the rhetoricity of traditional 
craft exceeds the interpretation of the object produced. In her study of the practices of the 
DŜŜΩǎ .ŜƴŘ ǉǳƛƭǘƳŀƪŜǊǎΣ ±ŀƴŜǎǎŀ YǊŀŜƳŜǊ {ƻƘŀƴ όнлмрύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǉǳƛƭǘƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ōƭǳǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊōŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎǳŀƭΣέ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƛƭǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘȅ 
άŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜώŘϐ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜ ŀǎ ǇŜƴέ όǇΦ нфсύΦ Lƴ {ƻƘŀƴΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ǉǳƛƭǘƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǎ 
significant not just because of the production of artifacts that signify the culture, identity, and 
context of the makers, but because the aesthetic and material process of creating the quilt is 
itself an epistemic, discursive process that shapes and influences the identities of the makers 
and the larger community in which they situate themselves. In the introduction to Women and 
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the Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 1750-1950, Maureen Goggin Daly (2009) 
similarly argues for an understanding of traditional needlecrafts as an important site of 
discursive meaning making for many women in history, despite the fact that these activities 
have often been overlooked or uncritically dismissed. 

Feminist scholars have built on this understanding of craft as discursive work in order to better 
understand how women use craft as a means to negotiate meaning and as an entry point into 
larger conversations. Challenging the vision of traditional craft as the work of women relegated 
to the depoliticized private sphere, Heather Pritash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood 
όнллфύ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘƭŜǿƻǊƪ Ƙŀǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
which women have constructed discourses of their own, ones offering a broader range of 
positions from which to engage dominŀƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ όǇΦ нтύΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
craft is not static. While needlework may have historically allowed women a broader means of 
ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŀŦǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
engagement necessarily changed as changing social, political, and economic circumstances 
ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
crafts decreased significantly in the 1980s and 1990s as more women began to work outside 
the home (motivated by either choice or economic necessity) and as the globalization of textile 
manufacturing made clothing cheap and readily available. When young women in the United 
States began taking up knitting and other needlework in significant numbers in the early 2000s, 
scholars like Ricia A. Chansky (2010) noted that participants in this craft revival were still 
engaging craft as a form of meaning making, but also redefining the meaning of craft in the 
process. Writing about the trend of women in their twenties and thirties taking up new craft 
ƘƻōōƛŜǎΣ /Ƙŀƴǎƪȅ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀǊǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƪƴƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
quilting with a sense of strength, not servitude, viewing the needle as a means of creative 
outlet that communicates theƛǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘέ όǇΦ сумύΦ   

While the meaning of craft has changed for many women in industrialized nations where their 
participation in craft is determined less by necessity or expectation, it would be overly simplistic 
to imagine that contemporarȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŀŦǘ ƛǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 
themselves as free and empowered in opposition to their foremothers. In a study of how 
contemporary knitters understand both their craft and their own identities as crafters, Stella 
Minahan and Julie Wolfram Cox (2010) found that many of their participants understood their 
knitting as a way to connect to previous generations of women, finding strength and 
connection (even if those connections were based on nostalgic and romanticized images of the 
past) to help them cope with the pressures and struggles of life in late capitalism. Faith Kurtyka 
(2016) found that members of a newly formed sorority used craft as a way to negotiate both 
their identity as a group and their position to long-standing sorority traditions. Kurtyka argued, 

While it would be a stretch to say that the ideologies of crafting allow for radical or 
disruptive gender roles, the creation and implementation of a vision for an artistic 
projectτa practice of craftingτfrees the women from some of the stigmas and 
expectations attached to sororities. This crafting practice also challenges them to 
collectively generate and implement an alternative vision for what a sorority might be 
like and who sorority members might be. Through the material and discursive practice 
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of crafting, the women are able to imagine other modes of existence for themselves and 
the sorority. (p. 34) 

Thus, even as the cultural meaning of craft has shifted and will continue to shift, it seems that 
the process of engaging craft still functions as a meaningful site for participants to carve out 
individual and collective understandings of identity that are less bound by the dominant 
culture. 

But the rhetorical power of craft is not contained in the process of making alone. The material 
aspects of craft remain a vital part of its discursive and epistemic constructions, which are made 
tangible in the objects produced and are enabled by the bodies that produce them. Indeed, as 
DƻƎƎƛƴ όнллфύ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άώ.ϐƻŘƛƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŀƴ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
cognitive knowledge in embroideryτthe feel of the fabric, thread, and needle, as well as the 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀ ƪƛƴŜǘƛŎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅέ όǇΦ пύΦ ²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ 
is produced or negotiated through craft, then, only emerges through the interaction of body 
and mind, and through the context of the crafter engaged in domestic work but also necessarily 
immersed in the wider world. Indeed, scholars like Bratich and Brush (2011) have noted that 
one of the things that is significant about the current craft revival is the way that it collapses so 
many of the binaries that have traditionally structured understanding. In her work on yarn 
bombing, DƻƎƎƛƴ όнлмрύ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ άCƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎǊŀŦǘŜǊǎΣ ƘŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ 
is a dynamic response against the separation of labor and domestic skills, the split between 
public and private, the disconnection between producers and consumers, and the other 
ōƛƴŀǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ŀƎŜέ όǇΦ мпрύΦ 

While many feminist scholars have explored the way that craft has allowed women to expand 
both the meaning of their material productions and their understanding of their situated 
identities, scholars like Maura Kelly (2014) have warned against assuming that contemporary 
craft communities are necessarily informed by feminist politics, having found in her 
ethnographic research of contemporary knitters that the meanings ascribed to knitting were 
contested and sometimes even deployed towards explicitly anti-feminist ends. In her study of 
handmade clotƘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άŦƻƭƪ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣέ !Ƴȅ ¢ǿƛƎƎŜǊ IƻƭǊƻȅŘ όнлмтύ ǊŜŀŦŦƛǊƳŜŘ 
ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ƻǾŜǊƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ ŎǊŀŦǘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άώLϐǘ ƛǎ 
important to acknowledge that the experience of wearing handmade clothes is often less 
positive than we would hope. There are anxieties associated with contemporary fashion, and 
because handmade clothes carry conflicting meaningsτbeing seen as creative and desirable in 
some contexts, old-fashioned and unappealing in othersτthere is a danger that folk fashion 
ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀƴȄƛŜǘƛŜǎέ όǇΦ мут-188).  

These calls for caution are apt given that the meanings around craft, both in terms of the 
process and the artifacts created through those processes, are shifting, contextual, and 
contested. But the fact that these meanings are in a continual state of negotiation is itself 
rhetorically interesting, frequently prompting reflection on the part of the maker throughout 
the process of making and through the use of the artifacts created. Comparing her research on 
ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǎŜǿƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ YŜƭƭȅΩǎ ŜƴǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƪƴƛǘǘŜǊǎΣ .ŀƛƴ όнлмсύ 
ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ά¦ƴƭƛƪŜ YŜƭƭȅΩǎ ƪƴƛǘǘŜǊǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǿƛǎǘǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
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ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ώΧϐ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ consider their craft in a range of ways, including 
όǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǘƻύ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎƳέ όǇΦ спύΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ 
potential and rhetorical power of handmade clothing, it is important to bear the contested 
meanings of craft in mind while also clearly situating the individual experience of the maker, 
which is what I aim to do with my own experience in the following section. 

 

A Struggling Academic Makes Clothes 
I have been a regular crafter since I learned counted cross stitch at the age of five or six, but I 
did not start actively making my own clothes until I was well into my doctoral program. My 
graduate school experience was one of intense conflict. Like many who go to graduate school 
with the aim of becoming an academic, I was a high-achieving student who was intellectually 
curious and had largely enjoyed the research work I had done up until that point. During my 
aŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŜƴŜǊƎƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΦ .ǳǘ ŀ tƘ5 
program is a process of being disciplined (not just in the sense of exhibiting discipline, but of 
being brought in line with the norms, values, and expectations of the discipline) and of 
professionalizing, and I struggled with both.  

I was in a competitive program that was training me to be a researcher first and foremost, but 
was realizing more and more that I cared primarily about my teaching. Faced with a choice 
between two distinctive tracks in my program, I pursued an emphasis in rhetoric based on work 
I had done during my MA program, which kept me out of composition theory courses that 
might have fed my interest in pedagogy. Because I was seen as a promising student, I was 
awarded a fellowship releasing me from teaching responsibilities for two years. I felt proud of 
the achievement but also found myself struggling as I was disconnected from the teaching work 
that had become my primary point of motivation to earn my doctorate in the first place. I had 
taught myself to knit during my first year of college using Debbie StollerΩǎ ƴƻǿ-iconic {ǘƛǘŎƘ ƴΩ 
.ƛǘŎƘΥ ¢ƘŜ YƴƛǘǘŜǊΩǎ IŀƴŘōƻƻƪ (2003) and had relied on knitting as a way to process stress and 
overwhelm throughout my BA and MA. But now the ceaseless pressure to work made me feel 
guilty about my knitting and turned what had previously been an important source of comfort 
and release into a fraught enterprise. 

L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿŜƭƭΣ ōǳǘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŦŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
know how to satisfy. My sense of self and my sense of purpose quickly started to erode, leaving 
me in a state of debilitating depression and anxiety. I worked hard to manage my mental health 
issues to the best of my ability and kept advancing, however tenuously, through my program. 
But the pressure and sense of unease only grew the farther I progressed, as I received 
increasingly specific advice about how I needed to present myself as an academic and the kind 
of profile I needed to develop as a researcher. It felt as though I was being given a hard set of 
rules to followτa kind of pre-packaged identity that reflected the kind of person who could 
succeed in the academy. And that rigid definition of success seemed to leave little room for my 
own desires, goals, and creative ambitions.  
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Alongside this sense of groundlessness and anxiety, I became increasingly aware of how my 
body was being interpreted and how it figured into the disjunct I felt between who I was and 
the academic mold I thought I was supposed to fit. I felt intense pressure to present a 
professional version of myself but struggled just as intensely to figure out what this meant and 
what it would look like. I identify as female but think of my femininity as distinctly queer and 
androgynous. I have always gravitated towards casual, utilitarian clothing because its gendered 
distinctions seem less marked. Despite the fact that so much of what is considered professional 
ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ƻŦŦ ƻŦ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΣέ ƛǘ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜǎ 
the understated androgyny of casual clothing and instead tends to clearly mark and distinguish 
masculinity and femininity.  

My struggle to find clothing to help me present a professional version of myself was only 
exacerbated by my size. At the time, plus-size clothing optionsτespecially workwearτwere 
incredibly limited. The selection available in stores was scant, overpriced, and targeted towards 
middle-aged employees working in conservative office environments. More youthful 
professional styles were becoming increasingly available through online retailers, but I found 
these options almost all privileged a traditionally feminine aesthetic that I could not embrace. 
While basic styles like dark pants and solid button-down shirts were often available, I battled ill-
fitting cuts that were uncomfortable, required constant adjustment, or simply made me feel 
sloppy.  

As a graduate student, I was not handed a clear dress code to follow, and I saw the faculty in 
my program and across the rest of the university construct their professional identities through 
their clothes in a variety of ways. But it was still clear to me that there were risks to mimicking 
ǘƘŜ άƧŜŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǿŜŀǘŜǊέ ǳƴƛŦƻǊƳ LΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳŀƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜΦ !ǎ YŀǘƛŜ 
aŀƴǘƘŜȅ όнлмтύ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άLƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀΣ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
anecdotally. Although many institutions of higher education may not have formalized dress 
ŎƻŘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƴƻǊƳŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜέ όǇΦ 
202-3). As a fat, queer woman with very little institutional power I worried constantly about 
how to dress myself in ways that projected authority in the classroom, within my department, 
at conferences, and during interviews. But how was I supposed to do that when, on a practical 
level, the available options rarely fit my body or my identity?  And on a more abstract level, 
how was I supposed to dress in ways that represented who I was when I was struggling to keep 
ƘƻƭŘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦΚ Iƻǿ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 
clear sense of how you can or should fit yourself within your profession?  

It was against this back drop of anxiety (over my body, over my identity, over where I fit within 
my field) that I got serious about learning to sew. I had actually been sewing on and off since I 
was a kid, picking a project up and sometimes finishing it, sometimes leaving it for my mom to 
ŦƛƴƛǎƘΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘǊŀǎƘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘΦ LΩŘ ƻǿƴŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǿƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ 
since my dad gave me one for my 17th birthday, but I had used it infrequently and found it more 
ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ƧƻȅΦ LΩŘ ƘŀŘ ŜǾŜǊy intention of getting serious about sewing since 
high school, harboring great dreams of building a unique, personalized wardrobe. In the 
margins of my class notes, I doodled designs of the garments I wanted to make myself once I 
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mastered the sewing machine. In 
college, when I was bored and 
ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ LΩŘ ǎŎŀƴ 
through sewing pattern offerings 
online. And, in the end, I sewed 
very little and most of the things I 
did make turned out badly.  

But while I was studying for my 
comprehensive exams, I found 
myself standing in the middle of 
Target, mortified and angry 
because I needed new underwear 
ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴȅΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
available styles topped out at a 
пнέ ƘƛǇ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 
ten inches shy of my 
measurement at the time. This 
ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ 
been disappointed at not finding 
my size in the store, but it was the 
ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ 
unable to purchase a very basicτ
literally, foundationalτgarment 

in person. My only option was to order something online from a plus-size retailer, at four to five 
times the cost of what I had hoped to purchase in the store. Not being able to buy jeans from 
Target was inconvenient ōǳǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊŜŘ ƳŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ ƻŦ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ 
been the case. Not being able to buy basic, no-frills underwear felt personal and degrading.  

In my anger, I resolved to sew my own underwear. I knew this was possible and achievable 
because throughout my many years of wanting to sew, I had followed a handful of sewing 
bloggers, at least one of whom had sewn her own underwear from recycled t-shirts, released a 
free pattern for basic low-cut briefs, and had published a clear photo tutorial outlining each 
step for constructing a durable, well-made pair of undies. The free pattern, of course, also 
ǘƻǇǇŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀǘ ŀ пнέ ƘƛǇ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅ-published pattern in 
my size that I was able to purchase for $12τroughly the cost of a single pair of underwear from 
a plus-size retailer. I pulled out some old t-shirts my partner and I had set aside for various 
reasons, cut out my pattern pieces, fought to master fold-over elastic, and within a few months, 
LΩŘ ƻǳǘŦƛǘǘŜŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ drawerful of handmade underwear.  

When I passed my exams, I celebrated by upgrading my finicky bottom-of-the-line sewing 
machine with a mid-grade workhorse machine that could handle upholstery weight denim as 
easily as a thin and slippery silk fabric. I dove into making new garments with abandon, sewing 
everything from t-shirts to jeans to jackets. I even found myself reinvigorated by my knitting, 

Figure 1: Modeling one of my first fully handmade outfits. 
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and threw myself into an intensive effort to learn to knit perfectly fitted and professionally 
finished sweaters. I was hooked on making clothes. 

hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ǎƻƭǾŜ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ǎŜǿ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ 
suddenly have an entirely new wardrobe. I was limited by time, by the shoe-string budget that 
comes from living on a graduate stipend, and by my novice skill set. Many of my early projects 
ǿŜǊŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƭŀǿŜŘΣ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ŦƛǘǘŜŘΣ ƻǊ ƳŀŘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΦ 
Adding handmade garments to my wardrobe was a slow and tenuous process, and my desire to 
make the professional wardrobe of my dreams far outpaced what my hands were able to 
ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘΦ .ǳǘ L ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǘ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ōŜǎǇƻƪŜΣ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 
garments that perfectly represented who I was to find myself feeling more grounded and 
whole.  

As a graduate student studying feminist rhetorics of the body, I was working with theories 
critiquing the Cartesian tradition and the way that it rejects, ignores, and even abuses the body. 
And yet, the pressure to achieve and to discipline myself into being a model researcher left me 
depressed, anxious, and disconnected from my body. At the same time that I was a writing 
teacher professing the value of the writing process, I was also trapped in the mindset of 
privileging the end product of professionalism. I saw myself as a CVτa list of achievements to 
detail in an application letterτŀƴŘ L ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ 
achievements. Just as the privileging of mind over body decontextualizes thought from the 
materiality that shapes it, the privileging of product over process erases everything that is 
valuable about how things come to be. As an embodied multimodal rhetoric, the act of making 
my own clothes helped collapse these binaries in a way that transformed the way that I saw 
myself and the professional life I could imagine. 

As I knitted and sewed, every project created space for a small transformation in which the 
movement of my hands and the tactile knowledge I was cultivating helped me learn, deeply, 
the lessons that I could not internalize through theory alone. Wherever I sat sewing or knitting 
became a meditative space in which my mind was fully focused on the act of creating, or where 
I was able to quietly process the feelings I was struggling with and define what I wanted from 
my work on my own terms. Every project was also a small step forward in my goal to create a 
wardrobe that felt reflective of my identity and, as such, a reminder of how progress is made 
slowly. Every shirt gets constructed step-by-step. Each technique is refined slowly, over time, 
with practice. With each mistakeτevery seam that needed to be picked out, every fit 
ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƛƴŎƘ ƻŦ ƪƴƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳƴǊŀǾŜƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
redoneτI appreciated more deeply the vital role that failure plays in learning. 

These are things I told my students as a writing teacher, and things I should have already 
learned through my own writing. However, they were lessons I could only internalize in a deep 
and meaningful way outside of the pressures of academic work and through the movement of 
my hands as they pieced together fabric and looped stitches through my knitting needles. The 
slow, physical process of garment-making helped me cultivate a tolerance for failure and 
helped me learn to respond, instinctively, with reflection and an eagerness to try again rather 



53   JoMR 3.2 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǿŜŀǘŜǊΣ ƪƴƛǘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
way I had hoped. But I ripped the sleeves and hem back and reknit them, making adjustments that 

resulted in a sweater I wore constantly. 

than with despair. But garment-making also changed the way that I looked at the world, shifting 
my perspective from seeing end-products to wondering how things were made. A rack of 
clothes that had previously represented the limited range of available options became but a set 
of artifacts to investigate for new construction techniques or an interesting set of design 
choices to draw inspiration from. For me, this was the most radical lesson of garment making. 
Sewing and knitting my own clothing became a lived, embodied rhetoric of possibilityτa way of 
seeing and interacting with the world as crafted and constructed, as shifting and changeable, as 
made and remade through our interactions.  

!ǎ L ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘƳŀŘŜ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜŀǊǘƘ-
shatteringly uniqueτmy style has always been basic and reserved. But it fit my body and it 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀǎƪΦ !ƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 
lessons I was learning about work and growth through the process of craft. At some point, 
while I was struggling to make progress on my dissertation, I looked over at my sewing machine 
and the half-finished project lying beside it and realized that what I most wanted was to be able 
to approach my academic work the same way I approached making clothes. In my career, as in 
my craft, I wanted to approach a challenge with the energizing feeling that if I could simply 
break it down into clear steps and practice the right techniques, then there was really nothing I 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘƻΦ L ǿŀƴǘed to feel confident that if I came up against a set of unsatisfactory options, I 
could simply make something that would fit my life better. The calmer headspace that came 
from knitting and sewing helped me clarify what I wanted my professional life to look like, and I 
ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜƭȅ ƻƴ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ Ƴȅ άŎǊŀŦǘ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘέ ǘƻ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ōǳǘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ 
towards those goals. 
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By the time I went on the job 
market, I was feeling much less 
conflicted and more confident 
about my future in the academy. 
But I had only been sewing 
seriously for two years and was not 
feeling confident enough in my skill 
level to rely on handmade clothing 
for interviews. I went to the plus-
ǎƛȊŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀŎȅΩǎΣ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ƛƴ ŀ 
far corner of the basement level, 
and sifted through racks of what 
Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άǎŀŘ Ŏƭƻǿƴ 
ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΦέ L ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ǎƘƛǊǘ L 
could live with and a waterfall-front 
blazer that I hated but would at 
least match a pair of pants I already 
owned. My first interview went 
well enough, although I felt 
awkward and uncomfortable in my 
jacket all day. While I had been 
encouraged to present myself in a 
way that made a statement about 
who I was as a professional, my 
interview outfit that day was really 
just a question mark. I felt as 
though I were playing dress up, 
miming what I thought a professor 

was supposed to be and anxious that I was getting it all wrong. But the significance of dress 
practices exceeds the question of whether or not we fulfill a dress code. I may have been 
appropriately dressed on paper, but I could not see myself working in the department where I 
was interviewing. Part of that might have been that it was simply not the right job for me, but 
part of it was feeling like the way that I was presenting myself was promising a version of a self 
that I could never deliver. 

On the morning of my second interview, the anxiety of the months-long job search combined 
with poor sleep and interstate travel finally broke down my lingering concerns about 
interviewing in handmade clothes. I desperately wanted the job, but I also desperately needed 
to feel comfortable and at home in my body. On a whim, I swapped out the professional but 
deeply-ƭƻŀǘƘŜŘ ƧŀŎƪŜǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŎŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ LΩŘ ǎŜǿƴ ŦƻǊ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎ 
was soft and light but warm. The lines were clean and simple but modern. I worried that I 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭƻƻƪ ǳƴǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘerview seriously, but the cardigan 
made me feel steady, at ease. As I moved through various campus buildings, shook hands with 
one person after another, ate with strangers, and demonstrated how I worked as a teacher, I 

Figure 3: I made this simple black cardigan when I had been 
sewing for about a year, and ended up wearing it to a job 

interview. 
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was neither conscious of my body nor disconnected from it. I did not feel like I was wearing 
ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΦ L ŦŜƭǘ 
confident in the way that I was presenting myself, but that confidence did not simply come 
from the fact that I was wearing a garment tailored to my body and my style. That confidence 
came from feeling firmly rooted in all of the lessons about failure and possibility that I have 
learned from making my clothes by hand. I got the job. 

 

Handmade Clothing and an Embodied Rhetoric of Possibility  
As discussed earlier, the various meanings ascribed to craft and the various ways that identity is 
negotiated through the process of craft shifts in relationship to different economic and cultural 
contexts. Like many garment makers in the United States, my own experience of sewing and 
knitting my own clothes is understood in relationship to what is (and perhaps more 
importantly, what is not) made available through mainstream clothing retailers, as well as in 
relationship to the highly exploitive and environmentally unsustainable manufacturing 
processes through which most clothing on the market is produced. In her book Folk Fashion: 
Understanding Handmade Clothes, Holroyd (2017) elaborated a theoretical framework for 
understanding handmade clothing that focuses on fashion as a form of identity construction 
ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ IƻƭǊƻȅŘΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ 
commonsτincorporating all forms of dress across time and context, and ideally open to all as a 
wide and shifting field of options from which we can pick and choose as we work to present 
whatever version of ourselves we want.  

But Holroyd quickly and insistently pointed out how constrained the ideal of the commons 
becomes as it is shaped by the economic and normative interests of the fashion industry. As she 
ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ ƛƴ 
order to construct our identities and connect with others most effectively. However, I am 
cƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀǎǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ ΨŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘΩ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎΣ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ 
ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǎǘȅƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘƭȅέ όмнύΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
words, despite the frequent insistence that we have more clothing options at our fingertips 
than ever, the influence of the fashion industry and the normative power of late capitalism 
have actually restricted the available options, resulting in a sea of sameness and stylistic 
homogeneity. The enclosing of the fashion commons is significant not just because it limits our 
ability to select personal styles that feel representative of our unique identities, but also 
because in doing so, it limits how we are able to present ourselves to others and reinforces the 
privileging of normative identities (which are made intelligible through the enclosed commons) 
and marks non-normative identities as such (by heightening their divergence from the expected 
norm).  

As was my experience when I struggled to define what professional dress meant to me in my 
own context, cultural and disciplinary expectations of what constitutes professional dress and 
professional identities are almost always presented as finished productsτas models, as sample 
outfits, as packaged examples of the kinds of looks and goals we should aspire to. Even if those 
examples might be achievable for us, only seeing the end product obscures the process of 
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ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ !ƴŘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻǊ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ 
completely ignore the very real barriers or obstacles people might face in meeting those 
expectations. This product-focused approach pays little attention to how those models or 
examples might be broadened or adapted for different identities or circumstances. The models, 
whether in the form of suggestions for interview outfits, professional wardrobe capsules, or 
models of professionalism in our field, can start to feel like rigid monolithsτideal routes to 
success that can only be easily accessed by certain people. Like the enclosed fashion commons, 
the message created by these rigid monoliths is that the field itself is enclosed. Ongoing 
discussion of the value of diversity and the importance of creating inclusive spaces makes it 
seem like the possibilities are endless, but the repetition of and reliance on a limited version of 
what it means to look professional continue to discredit and delegitimize non-normative 
bodies. It is easy to lose sight of the fact that these ideal modelsτideal versions of what it 
means to be professionalτare constructed, that they are artifices that heavily shape our 
experience but which can still be interrogated, shifted, remodeled, rebuilt. The question now is 
how to cultivate an embodied multimodal rhetoric that can begin to open the enclosed 
commons and shift focus to the process of construction. Certainly, this cannot and should not 
be accomplished through a single means, but I would argue that wearing handmade clothing 
can contribute to the project by creating a visible of what is possibleτby reminding us that we 
can make and remake our professional fields and our places within them. 

Jenny Rushmore (2015), a sewing blogger and co-founder of an online community for plus-size 
sewists called The Curvy Sewing Collective, spoke to the way that making her own clothes 
completely reframed her body image precisely by helping her see the greater range of 
possibilities available. Giving her access to well-fitting, beautifully made clothes that fit her style 
for the first time, sewing helped Rushmore disentangle her sense of worth from her dress size 
ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƘŜǊ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŀǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ άLǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŀȅǎ 
sewing your own clothes is a radical act; a chance to escape the constraints of the fashion 
industry, whether in style or size, and an opportunity to express yourself exactly, rather than 
ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΦ ¸ƻǳǊ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀ 
ƴǳƳŜǊƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǇǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΦέ Lƴ wǳǎƘƳƻǊŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 
alternatives to limited mass-produced clothing options is important, but much of the 
empowerment and sense of possibility that comes with making your own clothes is accessed 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǘ ƻŦ ǎǘȅƭƛǎƘΣ ǿŜƭƭ-
fitting dresses that mattered to Rushmoreτit was that she exercised agency through each step 
of the process, from selecting patterns and fabric, to choosing construction and finishing 
techniques while gradually building her skill set as she did so. Von Busch (2014) argued that this 
agency in the process of making is vital to the transformative potential of handmade clothing. 
Lƴ ά/ǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ wŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΣέ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άhōŜȅƛƴƎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ƻōŜȅƛƴƎ 
laws we have not set ourselves. By putting our conscience back into the equation, we can 
remind ourselves of our autonomy. Taking on fashion through craft is more than an issue of 
expressing identity; it is a way to tackle our relationship to our compliance to being governed. It 
ƛǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦǊŜŜέ όǇΦ 77-78). 
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Certainly, my own experience of 
making clothing became a way to 
ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ άŎƻƳǇƭƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ 
ōŜƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘΣέ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ 
how I oriented myself towards the 
disciplinary expectations of my 
field and the normative standards 
ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŘǊŜǎǎΦ !ƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ 
through my own bodily movements 
in the process of making, the 
seemingly monolithic models of 
what it meant to be professional 
and successful in my field started 
to break down in my own mind as 
the work and rhythm of my hands 
helped me internalize the fact that 
everything is built through process, 
and that every process can be 
broken down into manageable 
steps. My failures in my sewing and 
knitting made me more resilient in 
the places in my professional life 
where I experienced more pressure 
because I had repeatedly practiced 
the process of failure, reflection, 
and revision in a tangible, low-
stakes way. I stopped fixating on 
the discrete achievements and rigid 

expectations idealized by othersτI stopped accepting without conscience the options being 
presented to me and instead, through the model of my craft work, figured out how to bring my 
conscience and agency back into the process of defining what I wanted my professional life to 
look like, both in terms of the work I did and the way I presented myself through dress. The 
intellectual and emotional work of redefining my relationship to my discipline and the ideals of 
my graduate program did not happen in the classroom or in my research or in meetings with 
my advisors. It happened while I was cutting out patterns, threading needles, manipulating 
fabric, and knitting through rows of stitches. 

But to only focus on the way that engagement with the process of ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǊΩǎ 
relationship to power and identity would be to oversimplify the transformative potential of 
handmade clothing. Indeed, handmade clothing dramatizes the circular, symbiotic rhetorical 
relationship between process and product. What is gained in the process of making is 
remembered, relearned, and paid forward in the act of wearing the clothes. The process of 
making the garment might start to reframe our individual identities or our relationship to 
power, but wearing and displaying what we make integrates those changes into the way that 

Figure 4: Modeling a shirt I made and wore during my most 
recent Me-Made May experience. 
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we connect with others and the way that we interact with the spaces and spheres of influence 
in our lives. In 2010, British sewing blogger Zoe Edwards (2019) started an online challenge 
called Me-Made-aŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ άǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ  
ƻǿƴ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƴŘƳŀŘŜ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜΦέ aƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ 
internalized anxiety about how her handmade clothes might be stigmatized for their 
imperfections, Edwards set out to wear handmade clothing every day during the month of May, 
documenting her effort on her blog, and inviting others to set their own pledges for wearing 
and reflecting on their experience of wearing their handmade clothes. The challenge has 
continued every year since, expanding widely in terms of its participants and the online 
audience those participants reach. 

Over the years, as participants document how they wear their handmade clothes and how they 
feel about wearing the garments they have made, they reflect on and engage in critical 
conversations about a range of topics including body image, mental health, the fast fashion 
industry, sustainability, professional dress codes, motherhood, aging, personal style, the lack of 
visibility of plus-size sewists, and the influence of consumer culture in craft communities. The 
act of wearing handmade clothing is not simply a vehicle for these conversations; it is a material 
reminder of the fact that we are always embedded within these conversations. The act of 
wearing handmade clothing provides new pathways to rhetorical agency within these 
conversations where we can collectively negotiate meaning and our relationship to power. 
Shortly after the first Me-Made-May challenge in 2010, Edwards revisited her anxiety over the 
imperfections in her handmade clothes. Explaining her changed relationship to imperfection, 
ǎƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άL ŀƳ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻǊƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƳŜƳŀŘŜ-y elements of my clothes because they 
exhibit the truth that it is possible to avoid mass-manufactured clothing. That badly applied bias 
binding or concealed zip reminds me that I am contributing, in some small way, to the debate 
ŀōƻǳǘ ƻǳǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƘŀƴŘƳŀŘŜ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ 
rhetoric, signaling to ourselves and others that other paths are possible. 

Handmade clothes are not just a visual representation of the alternatives we can construct; the 
very makeup of these garments speaks to the fact that we can claim agency in the processes 
that shape and create the spaces through which we move. In her article about how sewing her 
ƻǿƴ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŦƛƴŘ ƘŜǊ ŦƻƻǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ !ƘƳŜŘ όнлмфύ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ άaȅ ǇŜƴŎƛƭ 
skirts buoy me before judges. My knit dresses keep me cozy in the office. The clothes I make 
support my body as I discuss forms of relief with clients. When I am trying to finesse a legal 
ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘƛǘŎƘŜǎ ŀǎǎǳǊŜǎ ƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ .ƻǘƘ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭ ŀǘ 
ease in her body and by offering a tangible reminder of her competence and aōƛƭƛǘȅΣ !ƘƳŜŘΩǎ 
handmade clothes allow her to do meaningful work as an immigration attorney. 

Like Ahmed, making my own clothes gives me greater breadth in how I choose to present 
ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊΦ L ŀƳ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩs narrow ideal of 
what a plus-size professional woman looks like, and I do not have to compromise my own 
embodied interpretation of femininity in the process. I can experiment with color, print, 
fabrication, and style lines in ways that are less constrained by the dictates of trends and 
traditional gender ideals. Making the clothes I wear to work each day helps me integrate 
equally vital parts of my life and keeps my work grounded in a fuller, less compartmentalized 
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Figure 5: Getting ready to teach a class in a fully handmade outfit. 

understanding of myself. My clothes and the process of their construction teach my students 
and my colleagues important things about me and where I come from, and open up important 
conversations about fashion, identity, creativity, and making as a form of self-care. The 
embodied rhetoric of  handmade clothing collapses important binariesτprocess and product, 
private and professional, practical and aesthetic, domestic and publicτmaking way for new 
possibilities. It anchors us in the fundamentals of process by providing a visible, tangible 
reminder that everything is made and can be remade, one step at a time. 
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(Un)Professionalizing Chronic Pain through  
Academic Dress ɉÓÉÔÅ ȰÔÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔȱɊ 
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ȰLooking well.ȱ 
What do you wear to work when pain wears and works you? When fretting over sartorial 
decisions makes you look like an academic dilettante? When alternative femininities reveal 
you are an embodied, sexual being? When revealing body modifications estranges you from 
the moral enterprise of the neoliberal academy where you work? 

Argument  
Fibromyalgia means workplace clothing is a commitment with no room for error. My 
sartorial decisions balance academic identity with sporting femininities or the queer punk 
sensibility that boosts my self-confidence and accommodates my pain. These dress practices 
ensure I can modulate my pain expressions to shield others from my affects, in the department 
and in the classroom. 

Fibromyalgia, body image, and body schema 
Fibromyalgia impacted my body schema, or non-visual sense of my body, and thus my habits 
and self-concept. The body and the self aren't the same, but they are interconnected. Body 
image, the visual assemblage we convey to others, includes dress practices, which become an 
effective strategy for re-envisioning the self and accommodating bodily intensities. 

Neoliberal governance and academic dress codes 
Dress is an embodied practice, with its own grammar, utilitarian and non-utilitarian 
purposes, and modes of socially, politically, and morally regulating the body. Management is 
the aim. 

Self-responsibilization, pain, and dress  
Bullet journal trackers of pain and dress, indicating that body image often trumped body 
schema unless the pain was so unspeakable it was self-annihilating, at which point self-
concept ceased, briefly, to matter. 

Neutralizing embodiment and techniques of the self  
Academic dress practices belong to a moral enterprise that normalizes palatable forms of 
sexism, racism, classism, and ableism. Breaching decorum singles me out as an 



62 
 

 
 

"inappropriate," and therefore inauthentic or incompetent, queer disabled woman of color in 
academic life. 

Embodying casual as an academic 
It's not just that the clothes are casual, but that they belong in the category of athleisure, 
signaling that I'm more interested in the appearance of fitness, sexual attractiveness, and the 
imperative to endlessly discipline the (female) body than I am in the life of the mind. 

Being the academic "bad girl"  
To balance attire that isn't "lazy dressing" with the demands of chronic pain, I find myself 
embodying alt femininities, drawing on iconographies of toughness to boost my sense of 
confidence in a world made of threat, and wearing textiles and materials often associated 
with fetish clubs, like leather, silk, zippers, and buckles, for their painlessness. 

Closeted Identities 
Into the wardrobe. 

Conclusion 
If there's anything to be taken from these stories and idea about dressing with chronic pain in 
an institution that still views itself as conservatively, normatively professional, it's this. 

Works Cited 
The articles, book chapters, books, and other materials cited in this project. 
 

 
 
)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎȡ Ȱ,ÏÏËÉÎÇ ×ÅÌÌȢȱ 
2006. 

I describe intolerable pain to my primary care physician and am referred to a 
psychiatrist, an older white woman whose boho maxi skirt, loose white blouse, and navy blazer 
convey a vaguely hippie aesthetic. I go to the appointment directly after a seminar I taught in a 
suit and tie, and she gives me a once-ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎŀȅǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƻǊƛŀƭ ƭŀǳƎƘΣ ά.ǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ 
ǎƻ ǿŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΗέ 
 
2007. 

After six specialists and innumerable tests, I am diagnosed with fibromyalgia by a 
ǊƘŜǳƳŀǘƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ ǿƘƻ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜΣ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎƛǊŀōƭŜ ōƻŘȅΦ LΩƳ ǎƻǊǊȅΦ bƻ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ȅƻǳΦέ LŦ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ 
believed, I must exaggerate signifiers of pain, and inscribe myself with disability through dress 
(Siebers, 2004).  
 
2014. 

I pass my oral defense of my qualifying exams in my go-to black J Brand skinny pants 
with ankle zippers and a green silk and cotton shirt with leather trim, a relatively painless 
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ensemble that buoys me with confidence. This body image sustains me through the flare-up of 
Ƴȅ Ǉŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ōǊŀƛƴ ŦƻƎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘ ȅŜǘ ōǳǘ Ƴȅ ŀǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇŜǊŦƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ !ǎ 
it slowly ruptures, I go on a campus visit for a tenure-track job, wearing black Corso Como 
pumps I could barely afford, gray cigarette pants, a short-sleeved white button-down with a 
silver zipper accent, and a black blazer to hide my tattoos despite it being a 75-degree day. 
Formal interview outfits are generally uncomfortable (Entwistle, 2000), and the pain makes me 
stumble through my teaching demo. I realize afterwards that my wrist and foot tattoos show. 
At lunch an interviewer whispers that I can talk to her about the experience of being queer on 
ŎŀƳǇǳǎΦ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŘƛǎŎƭƻǎŜŘΤ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ 
ǎƛƎƴŀƭŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ [ŀǘŜǊΣ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ ƛƴ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΣ LΩƳ ǘƻƭŘ L άƭƻƻƪ ǘƻƻ 
ƎƻƻŘέ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊǳǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ ǿƘŜƴ L ƛƴǉǳƛǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎsibility. Desperate to maintain 
the quality of my academic work, I start teaching in athleisure and feel my carefully constructed 
body imageτqueer punk resourcefulness meant to mitigate the realities of constant painτ
deteriorate. I go to the ER in Uniqlo sweatpants and a thin holey shirt from Target and am given 
ǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ ŀǇǇŜƴŘŜŎǘƻƳȅ L ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŀǾŜǎ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΦ L ŦŜŜƭ L ŀƳ ƘŜǊŜ 
because of athleisure apparel.  
 
2016. 

While teaching in the black leather and snakeskin-print shirt I wore when defending my 
ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΣ ŀƴ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƳŀƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘǎ Ƴȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀǘ 
the front of the room, and where the professor is. In my chosen attire, I look too young and 
unauthoritative to be one. 
 
2018. 

I overheaǊ ŀ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 
όǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘύΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ L ǿŜŀǊ ŀƭƭ ōƭŀŎƪΣ ōƻƭŘ 
geometrics, leather and lace, boyfriend shirts, sweatshirts, runner tops, backless blouses, 
pigmented matte lipstick, statement jewelry. I can better hush the pain when my body image 
emulates my self-concept, but I remain acutely aware of other women professors who dress 
conservatively, in pantsuits, large floral prints, sensible heels, pearls, nude lipsticks. What 
imparts confidence to me is not professional to them (Brown, 2017). 
 
Always. 

The through-line is that my wardrobe choices are dire, encoding narratives of gender, 
race, class, sexuality, and disability, all of which must be socially, morally, and professionally 
regulated (Eicher & Roach-Higgins, 1992). As a fibromyalgic subject, academic dress practices 
are often injurious. Its smart casual neutral style, allegedly effortless, mature, approachable, 
and elevated (Nixon, 2017; Brown, 2017) wreaks havoc on my body but trumps outfits 
highlighting immoral, undisciplined corporeality. Either I exist in an industry that will always 
ƛƴǎƛǎǘ L ƘǳǊǘ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ 
expectations around academic dress as a scholar and professor perpetually hurt by clothes. 
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Argument  
As an academic with fibromyalgia, a non-apparent chronic pain disorder of unknown etiology, I 
ŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
my pain behaviors. My dress practices often complicate the performance of academic 
professionalism, as I wear sweatshirts, racerback T-shirts, gendered form-fitting clothes, and 
blouses accented with hardware, mesh, leather, and cutouts that reveal my tattoos, as well as 
conservative attire. I select my outfits for comfort, temperature regulation, and feelings of 
adequacy and competency, but the queer punk or sporty style associated with many of my 
clothes (Hebdige, 1979; Toffoletti et al., 2018) conflicts with norms of academic dress. I visibly 
become an unacceptable body in multiple ways: as a woman professor embodying femininity 
and sexuality in a field that insists on disembodied intellectual seriousness (Gill & Scharff, 
2011); as a disabled academic whose athleisure apparel points to a stigmatized disability 
identity and a casual attitude towards research (Brown, 2017; Toffoletti et al., 2018); and as an 
academic embodying iconographies of alternative, fetishistic, queer body styles that mask my 
ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ άōŀŘ ƎƛǊƭέ ǎǘƻƛŎƛǎƳ ό/ƻƳƳŀƴŜΣ нллфΤ tƛǘǘǎΣ нллоύΦ  

I dress to strategically modulate my pain awareness and associated feelings of competence, 
toughness, and acuity, and to triage sensations so I can better perform my academic duties. 
Irritating at best, agonizing at worst, workplace clothing for the fibromyalgic academic isτ
unlike makeup, shoes, jewelry, or hairstyle, all of which can be changed or removed over the 
course of the dayτa commitment made in the morning that can only be minimally altered 
while at work. That said, body modifications impinge on how many layers can be removed, and 
clothes that suffice in the classroom might form an inappropriate identificatory narrative in a 
department meeting or at an academic conference. Skin exposure and clothing style must 
generally respect the careful boundaries drawn by the professoriate around gender, race, 
sexuality, and ability, focusing attention on the mind and not the body, on Western dispositions 
and not international cultural meanings, on a felt presence that is sexless and defanged. 

My clothing assemblages must serve as a disciplinary self-fashioning that most suitably encodes 
άŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέ ό5ŜǾŜǊŜŀǳȄ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ оύΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀmount of pain and with an 
aesthetic that imbues me with a sense of postfeminist empowerment (Donaghue, 2017) and 
that creates bodily sensations that distract me from pain. Additionally, pain being 
intersubjective and affectively contagious (Morris, 1998; Halttunen, 1995), my clothing doubles 
as your protection. My disorder may not be infectious but its affective intensities are, provoking 
spectatorial sympathy or mirror pain in viewers and reminding them of their own corporeality. 

Ultimately, I argue that the academic performance of embodiment is detrimentally preoccupied 
with disappearing bodies, particularly non-normative ones. For the fibromyalgic academic, 
ǿƘƻǎŜ ōƻŘȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘΣ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ǎŀǊǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƛƴŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ 
nomadic intensities and reframe colleaguesΩ perception of chronic pain and brain fog as trivial 
and surmountable, not debilitating, discrediting stigmas. My dress practices contend that the 
life of the mind does not erase the body, that academic dress codes are never neutral or 
universally applicable, that the embodiment of stigma is practically as well as aesthetically 
motivated, and that legibility through clothes has pedagogical value. 
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Fibromyalgia, body image, and body schema 
Fibromyalgia is an incurable, non-progressive syndrome of chronic pain and fatigue, 
characterized by widespread nomadic pain in the muscles, tendons, and fascia, cognitive and 
ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘȅǎŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ LǘΩǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŀƎƴƻǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 
presence of 18 tender points, nine symmetrical pairs, places on the body where slight palpation 
causes intense pain (Wolfe, 2009, p. 671). While these points have specific locations, 
tenderness is not limited to these places and can surface unpredictably, anywhere, from any 
physical contact.  

Scarry (1985) famously argues that physical pain is an inarticulate, private, interior state 
inaccessible to spectators but easily grasped by the pained subject. However, pain is also 
historically and culturally contingent, fundamentally intersubjective and shaped by social 
contexts around gender, race, and sexuality (Morris, 1998). Pain is thus a biocultural 
phenomenon and not solely biochemical. As it lacks objective diagnostic markers, fibromyalgia 
must be understood biocuƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΦ aƻǊǊƛǎΩ όмффуύ ōƛƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
acute pain signals danger, chronic pain no longer signifies an urgent need for action. 
Fibromyalgia is a series of sensations I have learned to notice without anger or self-judgment, 
and which I interpret within sociocultural, historical, and political frames of reference. 

Fibromyalgia remains a contested diagnosis, despite its increasing legitimacy in Western 
biomedicine, and a stigmatized identity given contemporary popular representations of the 
expression or possession of pain as a moral failing (Dolmage, 2014; Halttunen, 1995). Pre-
anesthetic as well as contemporary international cultures, such as Hinduism, acknowledge pain 
as inescapable and respond with acceptance and coexistence instead of a quest for cure. The 
discovery of effective analgesia in the eighteenth century furthered a bourgeois sensitivity to 
pain, and accordingly, revolutionized Western cultural meanings of pain as immoral and deviant 
(Halttunen, 1995, p. 304). Consequently, pain was consigned to disciplinary institutions like the 
penitentiary or asylum (Foucault, 1975). Halttunen (1995) relates this privatization of pain to 
the recasting of spectatorial sympathyτƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ Ǉŀƛƴ Ǿƛŀ 
witnessingτfrom compassion to revulsion. In short, witnessing pain from a prescribed social 
and physical distance is an edifying way for the viewer to appreciate their own social and bodily 
status, but being party to immediate pain is distasteful and endangers the viewer, rendering 
ǘƘŜƳ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ όǇΦ олт-308).   

Evoking disgust in my colleagues is less professional than teaching in sweats. While all garments 
are inherently painful, clothing allows me to conform to the humanitarian aversion to pain, as I 
can dress to modulate my daily pain experience and affect transmission to colleagues or 
students, reducing the chance that spectatorial sympathy occurs. 

/ƘŀǊƳŀȊ όнллнύ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘǊƻƴƛŎ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŦƛōǊƻƳȅŀƭƎƛŀΣ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǳǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜǊΩǎ 
self-concept, as pre-illness predispositions, habits, and assumptions about the world become 
infeasible, unsustainable practices. Chronic pain demands constant adaptability, reprioritization 
of tasks, and re-envisioning a self that fluctuates between degrees of intensity. Modifying these 
Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΣ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ άŀǊŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ 
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ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦέ όǇΦ омύ ŀƴŘ ŦƛōǊƻƳȅŀƭƎƛŀ ƛǎ ŀ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ 
annihilation and reconfiguration of the self, through a constellation of new attitudes, lifestyle 
changes, interactional dynamics, and external expressions of self-concept, such as transforming 
body image through clothing. 

Pain perception by others is highly influenced by outward appearance, or body image, in the 
ŎƭƛƴƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŎŀƳǇǳǎΦ CŜŀǘƘŜǊǎǘƻƴŜ όнлмлύ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ōƻŘȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ άƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŀ 
ƳƻǊŜ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΥ ǘƘŜ 
ΨƭƻƻƪΩ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όǇΦ мфпύΣ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ makeup, adornment, clothing, stance, 
facial expressions, and presence, or the affective resonance created by this assemblage (p. 198-
199). Consumer culture presents body image as a process of endless remodeling, particularly 
for women, for whom fashion and success are conflated and who are never fashionable 
enough. Beauty is often equated with moral goodness; those who are indifferent to their 
appearance possess flawed selves. Attention to body image for the fibromyalgic, then, becomes 
a way of repairing a self already considered flawed for its pain.  

Operating in tandem with body image, body schema comprises non-visual sensing of the body, 
including haptics, proprioception, or spatial awareness of the body and interoception, or 
ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜrnal state (Featherstone, 2010, p. 194). Body schemas are 
disturbed when bodily integrity and the habitual body are disturbed, from loss of a limb to 
ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōƻŘȅ ƭŀŎƪǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ 
or articulation, a felt body conveying impressions to its audience. Body image and body schema 
άǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƻǳǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǿŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
ōƻŘƛŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜέ όǇΦ мфрύΦ  

Where fibromyalgia reconstituted my body schema and self-concept as weak, inadequate, and 
besieged by pain. Where I once viewed myself as stoic, DIY resourceful, self-reliant, my post-
illness self is frequently forced to rely on anyone for daily tasks like washing dishes, opening 
jars, navigating stairs, and buttoning shirts. Developing a body image that projects alt 
femininities and queer punk style, with their hard, edgy, DIY connotations helped reconstruct 
my fibromyalgic self-concept as disabled but empowered while accepting the material realities 
ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ !ǎ /ƘŀǊƳŀȊ όнллнύ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άƘŀōƛǘǳŀƭ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǎƘŀŘŜ ƛƴǘƻ 
definitions of the self. Body and self are not the same thing, but they are intertwined and 
ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘέ όǇΦ осύΦ !ǎ ŦƛōǊƻƳȅŀƭƎƛŀ Řƛsturbs body schema and thus habits and self-concept, the 
dressed body for the fibromyalgic academic becomes the vehicle for renewed agency over the 
biocultural construction of her pain in professional settings. 

 

Neoliberal governance and academic dress codes 
Clothing is a visual communicative artifact, a fundamental aspect of social order that inscribes 
discursive and phenomenological meanings on the body (Entwistle, 2000, p. 326). Barthes 
(1967) famously describes fashion as a language with its own grammar and communicative and 
utilitarian purposes that establish the dressed body in a given social collective, but this favors a 
structuralist account of fashion, overlooking individual, non-utilitarian motives behind outfit 
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ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǎ /ŀǊǘŜǊ όнлмнύ Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŜȄŎŜŜŘǎ ƛǘǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅέ όǇΦ опуύΤ ǘƘŜ 
grammar of clothing is not one of strictly use-value but also of uselessness, an intensification or 
reduction of affective expression that contributes to felt bodily presence (Featherstone, 2010).  

9ƴǘǿƛǎǘƭŜ όнлллύ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ άŀ situated bodily practice that is 
ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƛŎǊƻǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊέ όǇΦ онрύ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
individuals routinely, actively engage, (re)producing social structures and hierarchies of power 
ƛƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΦ ά{ǘȅƭŜǎ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ όǇΦ онфύΦ CƻǊƳŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 
more conservative dress codes, while creative occupations are less likely to restrict what you 
wear (p. 328); thus, academic dress codes exist on a spectrum from the social science professor 
in my doctoral program who tended towards black slacks, ruffled or floral tops, blazers, and 
minimal makeuǇΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊŜ ƘŜŀǾȅ 
makeup, black miniskirts, fishnet stockings, and four-inch stiletto heels as a rule. 

LŦ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳΣ άǿƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƻƴŜ ǿŜŀǊ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΚέ ό5ƻƴŀƎƘǳŜΣ 
2017, ǇΦ номύΦ 5ŜǾŜǊŜŀǳȄ ŀƴŘ hΩ5ǊƛǎŎƻƭƭ όнллфύ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ 
semiotics of performance, representation, and identity that is more diverse now than it has 
ōŜŜƴ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ½ǿƛŎƪŜǊ όнллфύΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ άǇƻǎƛǘƛƻned in a way 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎǘȅƭƛǎƘƴŜǎǎέ όǇΦ сύΥ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƻƻ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ Ǿŀƴƛǘȅ ƻǊ ŦǊƛǾƻƭƛǘƛŜǎ 
like shopping; paid too little to indulge in even fantasies about expensive couture; too busy for 
anything but research. Nixon (2009) reminds us that neutrality and modesty characterize the 
ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊǎΣ ƴƻǘ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƭƭ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦƭŜǎƘƭȅ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ άŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎέ 
ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ōƻǳƴŘ ōȅΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ άǿƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊƛŀǘŜ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ 
assume [is] that sartorial resplendence is suspect, mere superficial fluff distracting attention 
ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǘȅ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘ ƛǘ ǎƘǊƻǳŘǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴŀōƭŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜƭƭƻǳǘέ όǇΦ нпύΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ōƭƻƎǎ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǿŀǊƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ άƎƻƻŘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣέ ƎŀǊments that 
ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ȅƻǳǘƘŦǳƭΣ ŦƻǊƳŀƭǿŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƻƻ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜΣ ŎƻƭƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǿƛŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
neutral tones like black, blue, or brown, and outfits incorporating too much black, often 
ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ άŜŘƎȅέ ό½ǿƛŎƪŜǊΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ уύΦ  

Although aesthetic lŀōƻǊ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘ 
over body, neoliberal responsibilization, or the process through which subjects of neoliberal 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƛȊŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴǳǎ ƻŦ άŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜέ ǎŜƭŦ-
representation on academics (Donaghue, 2017; Pyysiäinen et al, 2017). Neoliberal 
responsibilization refers to a praxis of governance that endows subjects with autonomy to 
transform them into self-driven, personally accountable citizens (Pyysiäinen et al, 2017). 
Individuals assume control over and responsibility for fabricating their own existence. Signifying 
systems like dress are one such site of simultaneous autonomy and governance. While a strict 
dress code may feel like a threat to personal control, implicit, unenforced dress codes render 
social reality more governable. Clothes provide the context for interaction, creating 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǊŜǊΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ hǳǘŦƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƭŀǎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƻǊȅ 
narrative of an academic department misrŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǊŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ άǘƻƻ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭέ ƻǊ άǳƴǎŜǊƛƻǳǎέ 
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scholar; the wearer becomes responsible for selecting future outfits that more accurately 
portray academic identity.  

The body in academic dress serves as a hinge between dominant norms enforced and 
disseminated through professional dress codes, as casual as those codes might appear to be. 
For instance, academic dress codes socially regulate perception of intellect, often measuring 
academic status, productivity, and collegiality in sartorial expressions of able-mindedness. 
aŜƴǘŀƭ ŀŎǳƛǘȅ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƛǘǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜ ƛƴ άǎƳŀǊǘέ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜǎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 
of formalwear with informal articles. Failing to conform to smart casual as a junior faculty 
woman of color translates into a failure of intellect or indifference to scholarly pursuits.  

Pain might be construed as incommunicable (Scarry, 1985) but adornments on the pained body 
signify. As a visual metaphor for identity, clothing can disguise or exaggerate disability, as in 
{ƛŜōŜǊǎΩ όнллпύ Řƛǎŀōility masquerade, a strategic semiotic performance of passing as disabled 
when you possess a non-apparent disability and would otherwise pass as able-bodyminded. He 
ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎs 
ǘƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜέ όǇΦ оύΦ tŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƘƛŜǊŀǊŎƘƛŜǎΣ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
dominant social positionτableτas normative, desirable, and moral. Bodies like mine have 
difficulty consistently passing or masquerading, as dress is contingent on my fluctuating pain 
tolerance. My dressed body creates a gestalt combining smart casual, athleisure, and fetish-
inspired clothing. Even departments that permit smart casual dress pause at the latter two 
categories, as activewear signifies a focus on the physical body for reasons of fitness or vanity 
and thus excessive concern with appearance, and fetishwear textiles signal deviance, 
sensuousness, and prurience. 

To preserve prescribed social distance and Cartesian dualism, academic culture wants 
fibromyalgia to pass. American academic culture still presents itself as a purveyor of bourgeois 
taste and decency, due to its nineteenth-century religious and cultural heritage (Marsden, 
1993), and neutral style is most in keeping with this sensibility. However, clothing style, fit, and 
textile become incredibly significant when assembling the professional wardrobe of 
fibromyalgia. In professional settings, I must dress to preserve what I can of my body schema, 
balancing my body image with the social perception of academic culture, while accounting for 
Ƴȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜƎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ άDƻƻŘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴέ 
might boost my self-confidence on a painful day, but also suggests a narcissistic reallocation of 
thought from scholarly endeavor to personal style. Additionally, the presence of pain 
undermines the moral intellectual enterprise, since pain is popularly, socially constructed as an 
incapacitating flaw of the self. Hiding pain becomes imperative, and clothing comprises the 
props by which to do so. 

Academic dress codes often enjoy an unquestioned stability, until you fail to conform. The lack 
of freedom in this governance praxis becomes highly apparent when pain forces me to make 
contentious sartorial decisions. Athleisure apparel or risqué cutouts render the fibromyalgic 
academic legible, but the body image that portrays apparent pain through expression or 
clothing is a felt body that stages spectatorial sympathy and is therefore unwelcome in 
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professional spaces (Halttunen, 1995; SƛŜōŜǊǎΣ нллпύΦ LǘΩǎ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŀǎǉǳŜǊŀŘŜ ŜƴŀŎǘŜŘ ƴƻǘ 
necessarily to publicize non-apparent chronic pain, but because pain will indulge no other 
clothes. Where the refusal to pass should offer a kind of agency as a personal decision to step 
out of the closet, even though it risks marginalization, repression, or violence, pain takes even 
this choice away. Even so, as with patient-driven self-care, I remain responsible for how well or 
ill I look, and how seriously I am taken as a result. 

 

Self-responsibilizat ion, pain, and dress 
To avoid the appearance of brain fog and unfitness for academic work, I tracked my daily outfits 
and pain levels. These trackers epitomize my complicity in techniques of the self and 
institutional management and reinforcement of traditional femininities and dominant norms 
around race, sexuality, and ability. By subscribing to the notion of academia as a vocation 
sustained through personal responsibility and internalization of hierarchical judgment 
(Foucault, 1975), I'm supposed to see how the pain or judging eyes are my fault and police my 
behavior accordingly.  

Instead, I ended up seeing opportunities to harness the transformative potential of non-
normative professional dress practices, such as athleisure or fetish-inspired garments, to 
highlight the fluctuating visibility of pain and endurance. Neutral, timeless academic style is not 
fashioned for all bodies, and by dressing in ways that reflect my post-illness self-concept and 
heighten my sense of my competency, thus distracting me from my own pain, I can better 
perform my academic duties. Additionally, I can teach my students and remind my peers that 
academic dress is a series of often ableist, sexist, and colonialist norms reproducing themselves 
through fashion (Crawford, 2009; Zwicker, 2009; Toffoletti et al., 2018), and that pain is only 
interior because of the academy's (moral) mandate against spectatorial sympathy, which would 
expose viewers as corporeal and titillated by voyeurism of suffering (Halttunen, 1995).  

The blank lines on the outfit trackers indicate that I forgot what I was wearing the moment I 
took it off; on the pain trackers, blankness signals that the pain that day was unbearable, 
beyond language. In the two trackers that line up in September 2016, during my usual 
autumnal flare-up, I record outfits with low levels of pain and feelings of adequacy, or high pain 
levels and a strong sense of competency, such as Splendid, J Brand pants, loose slacks; 
athleisure-style cotton colorblock T-shirts, leather and silk textiles, cutouts that show off my 
tattoos and insist that I can take the pain. These records make me self-responsibilized, but they 
don't help me internalize the discourses of academic culture and appearance any more than 
fibromyalgia already permits. 

 

Neutralizing embodiment and techniques of the self  
Academic dress codes regulate the appearance and social perception of the profession by 
disciplining the bodily appearance of its members, attempting to place them into 
predetermined and fixed social, moral, and economic categories, using mainstream criteria of 
άŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜέ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΣ ǿƘƛǘŜƴŜǎǎΣ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΦ bŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ 
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responsibilization invests the aesthetic labor expected of nonwhite women academics in 
particular, who are tacitly expected to expend a considerable amount of unacknowledged, 
unpaid time and energy on techniques of the self, which constitute the intersection between 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
of techniques of the self into structures of coercion (Foucault, 1993, p. 203).  

Academic departments often possess an institutionalized white, male, middle-class ethos that 
impacts the interactional dynamics of junior faculty who are nonwhite, female or non-binary, 
paid less than their tenured senior colleagues (Archer, 2008, p. 394). Women academics might 
be perceived as too intellectual for mainstream consumer culture but are still interpellated as 
ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴŜΦ ¦ƴǇŀŎƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ άƭƻƻƪ ƎƻƻŘΣ ŦŜŜƭ ƎƻƻŘέ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
logic, Featherstone (2010) notes that beauty and morality are tightly coupled, and that 
ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ōƻŘȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛǎ Ŝƴǘŀƛƭǎ ŀ 
particular view of the body, as bounded and compartmentalized into separate domains, each of 
which can be renovated or upgraded: a view which encourages people to judge their bodies in 
ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎέ όǇΦ нлрύΦ  

Academic norms colonize, neuter, and sterilize faculty bodies, privileging those that respect 
άǘƘŜ ƴƛŎŜǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƛǉǳŜǘǘŜ ǊŜƭating to what is considered proper and improper to wear and 
display as well as severe sanctions against breaking strongly held beliefs about covering the 
ōƻŘȅέ όǇΦ сύΦ .ŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇǊƻǇǊƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƻŘŜǎǘȅ ŀǊŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŀǊŜ 
prohibitions deriving from those beliefs. For instance, crop-tops, low-back or backless blouses, 
and necklines that accentuate the breasts are seen as streetwear or clubwear that signal 
ƛƳƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŎǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜΤ ƛƴ {Ǌƛ Lanka, the sari 
often exposes the midriff and upper back but is traditionally worn even in professional settings. 
Similarly, the staple of the academic wardrobe, the white button-down shirt, is marketed to 
women as inspired by menswear, encoding the male ethos into the wearer despite pretensions 
of gender neutrality. A conservative short-sleeved crewneck silk blouse is made improper with 
the addition of leather, suede, or lace, as such accents are haptically perceived through visual-
tactile activation that indecorously invites touch and reminds viewers that the life of the mind 
lives in flesh. 

Western academic dress codes for women, as a signifying system invested by governance, 
disciplines decolonial dress practices as it disciplines alternative femininities: with normalizing 
judgment (Foucault, 1975). The only time I wore an airy salwar-style blouse to work, a colleague 
ƎŀǎǇŜŘΣ ά¸ƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ǎƻ differentΣέ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ L ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ hǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ŀ 
predominantly white department. When I moved into my office in the hottest weeks of August 
ƛƴ ŀ ǊŀŎŜǊōŀŎƪ ǊǳƴƴŜǊ ǘƻǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǎƘƻǊǘǎΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩ ŜȅŜǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ōŀŎƪ ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ŀƴŘ 
thigh scarifications, although nothing was said. 

Lƴ !ǊŎƘŜǊΩǎ όнллуύ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦŜssional identity, 
women reported being positioned as novices based on embodied femininities. As such, they felt 
pressured to dress in ways signifying age, maturity, and wisdom: that is, in formal, unflattering, 
ōƻƻƪƛǎƘΣ άōŀŘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ŎƻƭƻǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜy also felt that proving their academic credentials 
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rested on sacrificing personal comfort and self-concept (p. 392-393). Similarly, Brown (2017) 
ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƻƭŘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ άƴƻǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜƴƻǳƎƘέ ƛƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘǊŜŀting professionalism as something achieved simply by wearing the right clothes 
established emotional distance between my identity as a feminist researcher and the demand 
ǘƘŀǘ L ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜέ όǇΦ мррύΦ {ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ŀǘ άƘƻǿ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
professionalism meant concealing or suppressing my sense of self and identity and/or 
ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅέ όǇΦ мртύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ōƻŘȅ ƛƳŀƎŜ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǎŜƭŦ-concept, feelings of 
disjunction and dysphoria result. When I choose clothes that are painless and better align with 
my post-illness body image, I cease looking like the life of the mind and start resembling the life 
of libido. 

This starkly opposes the disembodied professorial look nonwhite women should cultivate, 
ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ άƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘ-turningly fŜƳƛƴƛƴŜ ƴƻǊ ƛƴŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŀƴŘǊƻƎȅƴƻǳǎέ ό½ǿƛŎƪŜǊΣ 
2009, p. 6-8), asexual but not unsexed, emotionally approachable but authoritatively expert, 
independent but cooperative, cool but not subversive, sartorially colonized. Certain of my 
physical traits, such as slimness, the appearance of muscle tone, and my South Asian heritage, 
mark me as appropriately feminine, conventionally attractive, and an intelligent model 
minority. At the same time, being a woman of color Otherizes me as a potentially aggressive, 
meritless diversity hire, and appearing physically feminine, toned, and (re)productive masks my 
fibromyalgia almost too well. These norms ask me to whitewash, to conform to mainstream 
femininity, and to inflict pain on myself to be taken seriously as a researcher, which also aligns 
with the biopolitical imperative to domesticate chronic pain, an epidemic of the postmodern 
era with high social and economic costs in the U.S. (Morris, 1998, p. 109). 

Foucault (1975) tells us that bodily practices belong to the operations of power that strive to 
discipline citizens into docile obedience. Academic dress practices, as part of a moral 
institution, normalize palatable forms of racism, sexism, classism, and ableism through clothing. 
Dress practices that breach decorumτthat make difference visibleτin disciplinary institutions 
like school, where occupational dress tend to be conservative, isolate the wearer as a 
problematic element in the system. Fibromyalgia already singles me out as a potentially 
unproductive cog in the neoliberal capitalist machine. When pain leaves me with no other 
recourse, I challenge the construction of academic identity through garments that expose my 
tattoos and connote alternative femininities, or that signify physical rehabilitation more than 
professorial aplomb, implicitly revaluing the body and bodily style as transformative sites for 
discovery and knowledge.  

 

Embodying casual as an academic 
LƴǎƻŦŀǊ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ Ψƭƻƻƪ ƎƻƻŘΣ ŦŜŜƭ ƎƻƻŘΩ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ 
(Featherstone, 2010, p. нлнύ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƛǎ 
supposed to impress more than express. By contrast, despite luxury brands like Lululemon or 
{ǿŜŀǘȅ .ŜǘǘȅΣ ŀǘƘƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƭ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǊŜǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǘƘŀǘ 
impresses, and only if normatively feminineτthat is, thin, symmetrical, able-bodied, unmarked 
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by deviant signifiers like tattoos that contradict the health and fitness connotations of 
activewear.  

Athleisure clothes are often made from stretchy or drapey breathable materials and range from 
skintight to loose-fitting, with utilitarian elements such as moisture wicking, quick drying, or 
muscle compression. Such garments afford the fibromyalgic high levels of comfort, particularly 
with looser articles, and control over affective dysfunction, as with muscle-compressing yoga 
leggings that can help stabilize and increase circulation in fatigued muscles. That said, 
ŀŎǘƛǾŜǿŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǘƘƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ άƭŀȊȅ ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎΣέ ŎƻƴǾŜȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƛƴŀǘǘŜƴǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
body image that women academics are supposed to ward against (Brown, 2017; Zwicker, 2009). 

Fitness regimes are visually signaled, whether one works out or not, through the clothes 
themselves, and selecting such clothes for professional settings suggests that the wearer sees 
them as professional; this is especially problematic in a field that views the mind as preeminent, 
since activewear is professional in fields dominated by physical exertion or recreation. 
ά!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ ƻǊ ƳƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǎŜƭŦ-presentation required to demonstrate 
intellectual prowess without relinquishing the conventional markers of femininity that 
ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ό5ƻƴŀƎƘǳŜΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ нонύ ŀǊŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ άǎǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ 
or plural expressions of gendered, raced, and queered subjectivities in sport, fitness, and 
physical activity settings as well as wider society (Toffoletti et al., 2018, p. 2). 

Sporting femininities are suffused with fashion sensibility and class consciousness, circulating 
images of health and wellness embedded in white, middle-class, heteronormative female sex 
appeal. While I own secondhand luxury brands of professional clothes, from Theory to Tory 
Burch, my athleisure comes primarily from Uniqlo and consists of black sweatpants, muscle 
compression leggings, and moisture wicking shirts, more casual than trendy, and difficult to 
ŘƛǎƎǳƛǎŜ ŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƻǊ ǎƳŀǊǘ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΦ [ƻƻƪƛƴƎ άŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜέ ƛƴ ŀǘƘƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŀ 
normatively attractive body type. Loose-fitting garments might dematerialize the physical body, 
but looser workout tops reveal sports bra, back, ribs. Form-fitting yoga pants accentuate the 
parts of the female body that professional academic clothes strive to hide.  

The core problem of embodying sporting femininities in the academic profession is that it 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǇŀƛǊ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 
because of its corporeal emphasis. Dressing somberly and professionally imbues an air of 
formality and decorum to the wearer, signaling leadership and approachability, which is 
ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎΦ ¸ƻƎŀ Ǉŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƴŜŀƪŜǊǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ 
ǿƛǘƘ Ǉŀƴǘǎǳƛǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎƛōƭŜ ǎƘƻŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǿƻƳŜƴ 
in the professoriate be recognized as women, in the full variety of aesthetic presentations that 
ǘƘŜȅ Ƴŀȅ ŎƘƻƻǎŜέ ό5ƻƴŀƎƘǳŜΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ нофύΣ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜ 
normative feminine markers with alternative femininities.  

 

"ÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÃ ȰÂÁÄ ÇÉÒÌȱ 
Cultural norms around fitness valorize cisgendered heterosexuality and able, athletic bodies 
that are not so muscular they appear masculine (p. 8-9). I might be thin and toned, but multiple 
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tattoos, scars, and scarifications reorganize the surface of my body as a spectacle of deviance 
with implications of masochism, queer, kinky, underclass or anarchic (Hebdige, 1979; 
Commane, 2009). Even when presenting sporting femininities, I often find myself conveying alt 
femininities, particularly those associated with punk subcultural style and modern body art 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ aƻǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦƛōǊƻƳȅŀƭƎƛŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜǎ ŀ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ-class 
ethos through brand names, whiteness through Western styles, and gender-neutral status 
through menswear-inspired clotheǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜΣ άōŀŘ 
ƎƛǊƭέ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŜƳōƻŘȅƛƴƎ ƛŎƻƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ǉǳƴƪ-leather BDSM, youth 
rebellion or militancy, and body hacktivism (Pitts, 2003). These subcultures, through disposition 
and dress, typically challenge how femininities and sexualities can be performed, employing 
techniques of the self to disturb the identificatory categories set in place by biopolitical and 
institutional systems. 
 

άLƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘǳǎ pre-emptively defends an interest in 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέ ό5ƻƴŀƎƘǳŜΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ носύΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ 
indecorous bottom line argument with fetish- or anti-establishment inspired garments. Leather, 
vinyl, and hardware accents are popularly constructed as subcultural or deviant, connotations 
that are reflected in dystopian and cyberpunk film and pornography as well as in fetish club 
performances, and punk subcultures are associated with the underclass (Commane, 2009). 
Contradictorily, textiles like silk and leather connote luxury, as these fabrics are typically 
ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ hƴ ŀƴ ŀŘƧǳƴŎǘΩǎ ǎŀƭŀǊȅ L ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǇ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜ ōǳǘ 
thrift stores, where the markdown could be as steep as 70%. This is not evident in the quality of 
the clothes, however, which still communicate the bourgeois class sensibility institutionalized in 
academic departments (Archer, 2008).  
 

Practices like piercing, tattooing, scarring, and branding negotiate cultural, gender, and sexual 
identities (Pitts, 2003). Even though piercings and tattoos have become more mainstream, 
tattoos considered tastefully feminine tend to be delicate, small, easily concealed, and themed 
around art that is itself gender-marked, such as hearts or butterflies. By contrast, 
nonmainstream or heavy body modifications reject normative femininities and gender and 
sexual binaries, carry working-class connotations, and/or are associated with stigmatized 
groups like bikers, gangs, or prison inmates. Thus, body modifications exposed on the dressed 
body lend themselves to alternative femininities comprising lower socioeconomic status, 
criminality, sexual deviance, or gender fluidity. These subcultures and groups are also 
associated with aggression, toughness, bravado, and DIY resourcefulness, all qualities I sought 
out for myself as I revised my habits and narrative of self after my diagnosis. In rejecting 
vulnerability and passivity, reminders of the daily violence done to me by chronic pain, I also 
abandoned traditional feminine markers. I have a gold nose ring but no other culturally-marked 
modifications, like peacock feather or mandala tattoos. Including a magnetic implant and large 
scarifications on both thighs, I have fourteen body modifications, eight of which are difficult to 
hide. Most are coded masculine, black-and-white designs including circuitry, serpents, and a 
medical diagram of the female body.  
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I got my first tattoo the year I was diagnosed. After that, body modifications became an 
essential part of my post-illness reconstruction of self that literalized that refashioning through 
bodily inscription (Charmaz, 2002), not just as an aesthetics of self but as an aesthetics of 
existence. Expressions of pain simultaneously repel and encourage spectatorial sympathy for 
the sufferer (Scarry, 1985; Halttunen, 1995), but body modificationsτconveying past pain that 
was undergone by choiceτindicate the ability to endure and emerge anew, qualities that 
fibromyalgia had wrested from my post-illness self-concept. By visually ǎƛƎƴŀƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ 
voluntarily endured the acute pains of body modification, I might leave myself open to 
skepticism about the authenticity of my fibromyalgia. However, these modifications bolstered 
my self-confidence and contribute significantly towards the post-illness body image I needed to 
cope with chronic pain. Intervening into my skin and flesh rearranged my body schema, 
ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ǎŎŀǊǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ 
multiple earrings which also change the shape of the ear and thus how the brain grasps sound.  

Merleau-Ponty (1962) posits the body as a being interfacing with the world through 
embodiment, arguing that our perception of sensation is determined by how we understand 
external stimuli, which itself derives from how we organize experience, and not from the stimuli 
themselves. The body is the envelope through which we sense the world, but clothes impinge 
ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 5ǊŜǎǎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǳǎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜŘƎŜǎ ōȅ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŀǇǘƛŎ 
sensations, such as pressure, texture, temperature, and weight. Body modifications similarly 
ŀƭǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǘƻǳǊǎΣ ǊŜŀǊǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ ǎŎƘŜƳŀ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘŜŘ ōȅ 
fibromyalgia, permitting me agency over it once more. Body modifications exposed through 
dressed create a prurient gestalt, arousing visual-tactile response in the viewer in addition to 
ŀǿŜ όάIƻǿ ŘƛŘ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘǳǊŜ ƛǘΚέύΣ ŘƛǎƎǳǎǘ όά²Ƙȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ŜƴŘǳǊŜ ƛǘΚέύΣ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ όά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ 
ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘΣ ǊƛƎƘǘΚέύΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƘŜavier, more subcultural modifications are 
located in intimate places, such as my thigh scarifications or my rib tattoo, bringing alternative 
ǎŜƴǎǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƭƛŦŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜΦ 

In academic culture, those obsessed with body projects signal that they undervalue the life of 
the mind. Endurance is an embodied phenomenon; in academic culture, it must be the 
consequence of nurturing the life of the mind: for example, pulling an all-nighter to grade or 
write, or skipping breakfast and lunch to teach back-to-back. By contrast, with roots in fetish 
ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǘƘ ǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻƴ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎΣ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ōƻŘȅ ŀǊǘ ƴǳǊǘǳǊŜ άƛǊǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ŎŀǊƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ  

/ƘǊƻƴƛŎ Ǉŀƛƴ άƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾe ongoing 
ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ όaƻǊǊƛǎΣ мффуΣ ǇΦ ммуύΦ L ŜȄǇƻǎŜ Ƴȅ ǎƪƛƴ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ Ƴȅ 
ǘŀǘǘƻƻǎ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǊŜƭƛŜǾŜ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜŘƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǇǘƛŎ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŜǊǘ 
control over my sensory experience of the world. Entwistle (2000) describes dress as a second 
skin or shield that impacts how we perceive the world through non-visual senses, but for me, 
clothing, professional attire especially, asks me to willingly shut myself in an iron maiden. 
Projecting my desired body image, one that reflects my self-concept and buoys my self-
confidence, eases the distress that accompanies this daily decision. Through fetishistic textiles 
and body modifications that are unfeminine and untrendy, my affective presence, my felt body, 
projects the self-concept that buoys me enough to competently enact and survive my academic 
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duties. Additionally, the fabrics associated with these so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƭƻǿōǊƻǿέ ǎǳōŎǳƭǘǳǊŜǎ ōŜǎǘ 
accommodate my fibromyalgic intensities. Non-utilitarian elements of dress like cutouts or 
metal or leather accents have use-value for fibromyalgic bodies and also open extra-linguistic 
spaces for more productive intersubjective constructions and understandings of pain in the 
workplace.  

Academic dress practices seem intended to ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 
affective body where it threatens the identificatory narrative of the professoriate. According to 
/ŀǊǘŜǊ όнлмнύΣ άIǳƳŀƴ ŘǊŜǎǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǿŜŀǊŜǊΣ 
can play a surrogacy role as a field across which the ripples and convulsions of the non-
ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅέ όǇΦ ормύΦ ¢ŀƛƭƻǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƴƻƴ-utilitarian 
accents and signs accommodate my body schema and body image upsets this narrative with 
aƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǘǊŜƴŘǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
are highly corporeal, and thus anathema to the life of the mind.  

 

Closeted Identities 
My closet contains good and bad clothes, outdoor and home clothes, flare-up and normal pain 
ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣ ǎƳŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻǾŜǊƭŀǇΦ LǘΩǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ L ǎǇŜƴŘ 
more time fretting over looking stupid, meaning visibly pained, foggy, failing at smart casual 
dress codes, than I do over my comfort in professional settings. Looking smart is more essential, 
if I want to look worthy of and committed to my job. 

 

Conclusion 
¢ƻ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜ 5ƻƴŀƎƘǳŜΩǎ (2017) question, what does one wear to work in the life of chronic 
pain? What signals pain, sartorially? And if it must by nature render viewers complicit in bodily 
response, should it be signaled in the academy at all? Conforming to academic dress practices 
might endow me with social and cultural capital in the university, but at the price of erasure 
and self-inflicted pain on a spectrum from discomfort to agony. 

Even when unstable or ambivalent, meanings about the self are conveyed in everyday dress 
(Entwistle, 2000, p. 338). Bodies are processual, multiple, and always in flux, and this should 
translate into sartorial indeterminacy and hybridity, but academic dress codes embrace 
Cartesian dualism, deem masculinity and bourgeois ideology as neutral, and reject traces of the 
ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ōƻŘƛƭȅ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇŀƛƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ŘŜƴȅΦ /ƻƴŎŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǎǘƛƎƳŀǘƛȊŜŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ 
and performing professional onesτand thereby internalizing mainstream normsτis exhausting 
unpaid labor and carries grave consequences for the fibromyalgic academic, given that 
ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ƛǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŦƻǊƳ-fitting, and woven from fabrics that 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ōǊŜŀǘƘŜΣ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘΣ ƻǊ ǎƭƛŘŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƴΦ CŀōǊƛŎǎ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻτlike leather, silk, lace, cutouts 
with cutoutsτare simply textiles that the mind is housed in a body, whether or not the body is 
ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭƭȅ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƎŜǎǘŀƭǘǎ ƎǊŀƴǘ ƳŜ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ƻǾŜǊ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŜŘƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴ-visual sensory 
interfacing, and help me modulate my felt body as well, letting me control for variable somatic 
sensations and vocally express pain within the bounds of academic propriety. 
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Dress is a situated bodily practice (Entwistle, 2000), and working with/in/through chronic pain 
is a situated bodily practice as well. By dressing in ways that embody sporting and alt 
femininities instead of academic ones, connotes fleshier forms of endurance replete with 
sweat, blood, plasma, ink, tears and renders the fibromyalgic academic legible while 
simultaneously reducing her pain. This mode of dress doubles as a challenge to the ideologies 
underlying academic dress codes, the linkage between feminine styles and seriousness as a 
scholar, and the legibility of the fibromyalgic subject in the moral enterprise of academic 
culture. In a sense, dress practices aid the fibromyalgic academic in reconstructing herself as an 
Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǿƘƻ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ƻǊ ŜǊŀǎŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƭƭŜƎŜŘƭȅ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŦŀƛƭƛƴƎΦ 
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Weaponizing Wardrobes  

Reckoning with History, Blackness, and Embodiment 

T.J. Tallie, University of San Diego 

----- 

In August of 2014 I pulled my trusty ten-year old Toyota Corolla into a parking lot in Lexington, 
Virginia. As I stepped out of my car and into the bright, humid central Virginia summer 
sunshine, my eyes first took in the bone white columns and blood red antebellum brickwork of 
Washington and Lee University, my new place of employment as a tenure-track professor fresh 
out of a history doctoral program in Illinois. While I had visited the campus as part of my 
interview in February, it suddenly felt very real. As a queer, fat, black man from Los Angeles, I 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǊŀƭ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƴŜǿ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΤ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ Ŧǳƭƭ-
time African-American faculty on a campus founded in 1749 and named after two prominent 
slaveowners, one of whom had commanded the forces of the Confederacy during the Civil War.  
άhƘΣ ǎƘƛǘΣέ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭ L ƳǳǘǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŘŀȅΣ ǎǉǳƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ƳŀƴƛŎǳǊŜŘ ƎǊŜŜƴ ƭŀǿƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀƴŘ 
architecture that had been built and maintained for generations by people who looked rather 
ƭƛƪŜ ƳŜΦ  ά²Ƙŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ L ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻΚέ 

That anxious summer realization began my academic sartorial journey. As I blinked in the mid-
afternoon heat, sweat running down my face: all of the old familiar feelings came rushing 
backτL ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ƘŜǊŜ, ThŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ, How could you 
presume to take up space at such an institutionτand I felt my blood run cold with both new job 
anxiety and the weight of two and a half centuries of elite Southern privilege surrounding my 
unwieldly body. As I struggled with this onrush of feeling, I thought of the theorist Sara 
!ƘƳŜŘΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ōƻŘƛŜǎΣ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ. ά²Ƙŀǘ L ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ Ƴȅ 
breath away, are not so much the giddy experiences of moving and the disorientation of being 
ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻŦ ǎŜǘǘƭƛƴƎΣέ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ !ƘƳŜŘ ƛƴ Queer Phenomenology. 
!ƘƳŜŘ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ άƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀǊŜ ǳƴŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ 
imagineτsometimes with fear, other times with desireτmight come to feel like home. Such 
ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭŜέ (Ahmed, 2006, p. 10). As I stood and contemplated what it meant 
to find a new home in this space, to make my body welcome, I thought further about how I 
covered this body and how I moved through the world. This thinking offered a form of 
embodied rhetoric as I contemplated my own physical form existing across the contemplated 
spatial, visual, and cultural modes of my new Southern location.  As a result, I began to think 
about the power of fashion in moving through a new and potentially threatening landscape. 

How can fashion create a quotidian escape, a knowing performance in the midst of oppressive 
structures explicitly designed to exclude your body? In my four years at Washington and Lee 
University in Virginia, I cultivated a particular form of fashion aware of the multiple identities I 
ƛƴƘŀōƛǘΥ LΩƳ ŀƴ ŀōƭŜ-bodied, cisgender black queer male in the academy, who teaches on the 
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intersections on race, gender, and sexuality in a colonial context. What has it meant to do this 
in an exclusive Southern university, named after slaveholding leaders and built with the unfree 
labor of fellow black peoples? Further, what does it mean to do this in a place with a high 
degree of sartorial conformity and highly gendered policing of appearance?  

Thƛǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ΨǿŜŀǇƻƴƛȊƛƴƎΩ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ōƻǘƘ ŀǘ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ [ŜŜ 
University and now at the University of San Diego. As a queer, black, fat professor, weaponized 
fashion is a way of wearing clothing that makes me even more aware of the way my body takes 
up space than usual. While I am both able-bodied and a cisgender male, factors that make 
ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ΨŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΩ ƛƴ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǿŀȅǎΣ L ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭƭȅ ŘŜǇƭƻȅ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ 
attention to the spaces that are not designed to receive my body easily. Weaponizing fashion, 
repurposing history, and redirecting narratives are ways of reclaiming spaces denied queer, 
black, and fat bodies. Secondly, I will examine the interlocking histories of structural oppression 
and resistance at play in crafting a daily practice of weaponization. I draw from black feminist 
and queer theory primarily in order to discuss why and how my clothing practices are personal 
and quotidian series of challenges to dehumanization and erasure, an attempt to claim spaces 
not traditionally viewed as belonging to a body like mine. Finally, working with my fashion blog, 
Clockwork Black (http://clockworkblackblog.wordpress.com), I argue that my sartorial 
statements gesture to a form of praxis within the dehumanizing spaces of the university and 
imagine a playful, combative alternative.  My body, thus costumed, offers an embodied 
multimodal rhetoric that challenges existing cultural and historic processes. 

 
Weaponized Fashion   
I draw from a wide range of influences for thinking of how I create this idea of weaponized 
fashion. This idea of fashion as a daily praxis, both in and outside the classroom, was first 
modeled for me by an undergraduate professor of mine at the University of California, San 
Diego, Nancy Caciola. Caciola deploys a sense of history and playfulness in her sartorial choices 
that not only underlines her mastery of the subject, but also casually challenges the experience 
of working at a university that was never planned with queer, women, or non-white professors 
in mind. I fondly remember classes where Caciola, a medieval historian focusing on gender, the 
spirit world, and sainthood, would wear mock chainmail dresses or hand-embroidered pieces 
that invoked armor plate. I was astounded at this daily display of authority and playful self-
ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜΦ  L ǿǊƻǘŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƴƻǘŜōƻƻƪ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƻƴŜ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ 
ōŜΦέ  

It is this casual, daily lived challenge to structures of exclusion by Caciola that highlights the 
destabilizing power of weaponized fashion in a university that historic never made space for a 
body like yours. As a queer, black, fat professor, weaponized fashion signifies a way of wearing 
clothing that makes me even more aware of the way my body takes up space than usual. This 
ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ƛƴŘŜōǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ǊΦ /Ǌȅǎǘŀƭ .ƻǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ άǿŜŀǇƻƴƛȊŜŘ 
ŎǳǘŜƴŜǎǎΦέ .ƻǎƻƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƭƻƻƪ ƛǎ  

born of choices I make when I put together my appearance. My cuteness is one aspect 
of the armor I put on every day to navigate my Black body in a particularly white 

http://clockworkblackblog.wordpress.com/
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landscape. When I say that my looks are cute, I am not grounding this in the juvenile or 
frivolous. My cuteness is situated in my declaration of my agency, my Queer identity, 
and my investment in very specific forms of performance. I say that this look is 
weaponized, because I use my body and cuteness as a text to aggressively disrupt 
narratives that present Blackness, fatness, and Queer forms of identity as marginal, 
unseemly, unattractive, and unworthy. (Boson, 2014) 

[ƛƪŜ .ƻǎƻƴΣ Ƴȅ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀŎǳǘŜƭȅ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ L ƛƴƘŀōƛǘΥ LΩƳ ŀƴ ŀōƭŜ-bodied, 
cisgender black queer man in the academy, who teaches on the intersections on race, gender, 
and sexuality in a colonial context. To purposefully delimit space in an institution that 
ŘƛƳƛƴƛǎƘŜǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  

.ȅ ǿŜŀǇƻƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǎǇƛƪȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ƻǊ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŀŎŜ όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŘŜcorative 
mace is a tempting fashion accessory, I freely admit). Rather, weaponized fashion requires a 
purposeful deployment of style that borrows upon raced and gendered scripts and plays with 
ǘƘŜƳΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭǳŘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ one can occupy a space that was 
not (and still is not) designed for or actively considers bodies of color, fat bodies, or queer 
ōƻŘƛŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎŀǎǎȅ ŀǊƳƻǊΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƴ ŀōǎǳǊŘ ǘƻǇ ƘŀǘΣ ōǊŀŎŜƭŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴŜƻ-Victorian black beard. It 
can require the use of brooches seen more often as old white lady fashion but being 
ǊŜǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǿŀƛǎǘŎƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻǇ ƘŀǘǎΦ LǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭŀǳƎƘΣ ǎƴŀǊƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƴŀǊƪτall with 
clothes. 

 
Clockwork Black: Occupying Spaces and Reckoning with History ɂOne 
Selfie at a Time 
One year into my employment at Washington and Lee I began to record my outfits on fashion 
blog.  I titled the blog Clockwork Black as a riff on the film Clockwork Orange and to address 
what it meant to be a queer black academic using steam-punk inspired, nineteenth-century 
influenced fashion in my daily clothing. By recording my day to day clothing choices at work, I 
hoped to push back against the constant feeling of invisibility that I experienced on my campus 
and to actively claim a space to belong, even if that space was largely digital. In doing so, I 
chose to embrace the potential of what theorist Minh-Ƙŀ tƘŀƳ Ƙŀǎ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άƴŜǘǿƻǊƪŜŘ 
ǾŀƴƛǘȅΣέ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ǿŀƴƛǘȅ όǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
centrally involve sartorial and corporeal ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎύέ ƛƴ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ 
social aims beyond self-aggrandizement (Pham, 2015, p. 224).   

For me, Clockwork Black served multiple functions. First, the blog gave me a very real space 
(even if virtual) to feel like I was visible and alive. My daily quotidian self-photography felt like a 
way to mark my existence, to remind myself that I was seen and visible, if even in the mirrored 
reflections of my bathroom and cellphone. Indeed, both the phone camera and the actual 
mirrors in my apartment and in campus bathrooms became reflective amplifiers of myself, 
replete with all the ambivalence self-surveillance entailed (Rocamora, 2011). I became both 
hyper aware of my own existence and yet felt empowered to occupy space through this 
disclosure. Such a disclosure revealed the multiple ways in which embodied rhetoric operates. 
!ǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎƛŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ άƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ rhetorical power of the material 
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body...the body also carries signifying powerΣ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ōƻŘȅΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
This bodily signification is only one link to a particular group, which is complicated by other links 
όŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭΣ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭΣ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎΣ ŜǘŎΦύέ (Johnson, Levy, Manthey, & Novotny, 2015, p. 
40). My posing and sharing linked both the rhetorical and signifying power of embodied 
rhetoricτI was able to locate my body in the midst of its performance and draw across multiple 
aspects to find a sense of place. As a fat, queer, black body I felt a certain liberation to the 
exposure, a claim echoed by blogger Maurice Tracy, who asserted 

I live in a world where either body privilege or race privilege is always against me. So I 
point my camera at my face, most often when I am alone, and possibly bored, and I 
click; I upload it to instagram, and I hold my breath because the world is cruel and I am 
ǿƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ǳƎƭȅΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΦ ΧL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ȅƻǳΣ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ 
human, and there is a reason why I got to this size, but I owe you no explanation or 
justification for any part of my existence I owe you no explanation or justification for my 
ǎƳƛƭŜ ƻǊ Ƴȅ ǎǿŀƎ ƻǊ Ƴȅ ǎŜƭŦƛŜΦ IŜƭƭ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƻǿŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛǎ. (Tracy, 2013) 

As Tracy affirms, taking selfies is not simply a form of self-indulgent vanity.  It is also a powerful 
act of self-acknowledgment in a world fundamentally shaped by historic denials of bodies.  
Teaching African history at a predominantly white wealthy campus that housed the grave of a 
Confederate commander and an unreconstructed approach to the dehumanizing atrocities of 
slavery that literally built the institution that employed me resulted in a quotidian series of 
erasures and aggressions. I felt as if bits of my soul were being sloughed off in a cheese grater 
every day that I passed through the whitened, sepulchral columns of the campus. Pressing click 
on the phone camera and uploading the images was more than a millennial form of self-
indulgence; it was a way of reinserting myself into a space that systematically denied me every 
day. 1  

Secondly, Clockwork Black encouraged me to experiment with clothing, patterns, and style, all 
with the possibility of a potential audience. In addition to possessing an easily retrievable 
archive of individual looks I could then, with input from friends and other internet observers, 
re-curate, reimagine, and recast particular accessories or patterns with an eye toward new 
forms of self-representation. The initial motivation for the blog, and the purposeful sartorial 
display in general, began with a desire to overly embellish nineteenth century forms of 
respectability, knowing that they would fail to ever truly give me acceptance. Instead, I created 
a daily archive of photographs that allowed me relatively quickly to move into new clothing 
genres or forms, while still sticking to a generalized nineteenth-century inspired theme. I was 
drawn in part to the choice of nineteenth-century steampunk/dandy fashion because of the 
lengthy history of black peoples occupying Western sartorial trends and literally re-fashioning 
them into expectations of ostentation, power, and belonging. 

!ǎ aƻƴƛŎŀ aƛƭƭŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ άōƭŀŎƪ ŘŀƴŘȅƛǎƳ ƛǎ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
ƳǳƭǘƛŦŀŎŜǘŜŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅέ (Miller, 2009)Φ  .ƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŘŜǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 

 
     1 In the bio on my personal Instagram page (http://www.instagram.com/teejasaurus/) I refer to this 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ άǎŜƭŦƛŜ ŎŀǊŜΦέ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦƻǳƴŘƭȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ Řŀƛƭȅ 
photographic work against the regularly experienced feelings of displacement. 

http://www.instagram.com/teejasaurus/
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imbued with the exclusionary respectability of white supremacy is both a form of claiming 
belonging and an opulent and ostentatious form of resistance. Historically, enslaved black 
people have appropriated Euro-American fashion items in order to craft their own pathways to 
freedom; historical archives are rife with stories of people obtaining their freedom through 
recasting clothing in order to successful blend, barter, and bluster their way to freedom (Miller, 
2009). It is this history that I sought to tap into when I started curating my clothing every day at 
work and on Clockwork Black.  Doing so connects to the powerful histories of freedom, self-
expression, and challenge at the heart of blŀŎƪ ŘŀƴŘȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ !ǎ aƛƭƭŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀƛƴΣ άǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ 
ŘŀƴŘȅΩǎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǘƘǳǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǎŜƭŦ-worth, cultural regard, a knowingness 
about how blackness is represented and seen.  Black dandyism has been an important part of 
and visualization of tƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ (Miller, 2009). 

In my own research, I frequently write about the ways in which African peoples challenged 
European settler claims to power and authority over their bodies in the nineteenth-century 
colony of Natal in Southern Africa. Part and parcel of the claim to colonial domination was an 
assertion that Africans were inherently backward and in need of the uplifting civilizational 
power of European control (Tallie, 2019a).  Although not settlers themselves, missionaries were 
often directly complicit in this rhetorical effort and expected Africans to adopt Christianity as a 
marker of civilizational change. For many missionaries in nineteenth century Natal, the only 
visible measurement of African Christianity was their adoption of European mores regarding 
clothing and domestic inhabitance; considerable amount of writing was dedicated to the 
ǳƴŎƛǾƛƭƛȊŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘΩ ǿŀȅ in which Africans adapted European 
fashions (Tallie, 2016). On the brief occasions when Africans adapted to European styles that 
closely replicated hegemonic expectations, settlers reacted with fear and disdain. When Mary 
Anne Barker, wife of the governor of Natal, visited an African Christian community and 
observed the fashions of the women within, she reacted with a curious mix of admiration and 
derision.  

L ǿŀǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǿƛŦŜΩǎ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ ƘǳƴƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ 
air in the garden. . . . I did not possess anything half so fine. Sundry silk dresses of hues 
like the rainbow waved from the pomegranate bushes; and there were mantles and 
jackets enough to have started a secondhand clothes shop on the spot (Barker, 1879, p. 
205). 

.ŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŀŎǘion is particularly telling. She expected African men and women to emulate 
European sartorial designs in order to reinforce her own primacy in a settler society. Yet, when 
Africans did so, they threatened the very order that Europeans hoped to import in a white 
ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎƛǎǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ .ŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ ǎƴƛŘŜ ǊŜǘƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŜ 
destabilizing potential of black bodies occupying and subverting Euro-American styles on their 
own terms. 

Thus, when I pair a vest and hat, and perfect a gaze behind pince-nez, monocle, or acetate 
frames, I am explicitly choosing and curating my look as a means of survival.  It is a form of 
historic play that not only brings pleasure but re-enacts strategies of fugitivity and endurance.  
As Miller argues 
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Anyone can be in vogue without apparent strategy, but dandies commit to a study of 
the fashions that define them and an examination of the trends aroundτwhich they can 
continually re-define themselves.  ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŀŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŘȅΩǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
(fancy dress, arch attitude, fey and fierce gesture) signify well beyond obsessive self-
fashioningτrather, the figure embodies the importance of the struggle to control 
representation and self- and cultural-expression. (Miller, 2009) 

The archive accumulated then in Clockwork Black is a serious study of everyday resistance, of 
purposeful posing in mirrors and posing through histories of oppression and marginalization.  
Indeed, as a tenure-track faculty member, I listed Clockwork Black every year in my annual 
evaluations of faculty activity, both at Washington and Lee and now here at the University of 
San Diego. For me, the accumulation of these images is not only constructing an archive of 
embodied resistance; it is also a purposeful form of academic labor.  In addition to the regular 
duties of teaching, research, and academic service, I am also doing daily performative work in 
and outside the classroom with my fashion. I am telling a narrative, occupying a space, 
reframing my claims to belong. It is far from a merely frivolous act or a mere affectation; as 
Pham has described, Clockwork Black and my quotidian sartorial choices are part of a wider 
praxis of networked vanity, a pleasurable experience of self-armoring that tells a narrative even 
as I teach in buildings never designed for my body. 

That is not to overstate the power, reach, or efficacy of this undertaking. I am well aware of the 
fact that this work is symbolic and personally powerful but is not necessarily world-changing. I 
do not believe that a selected waistcoat, worn on a muggy Virginia September day, or a shared 
photograph of a tweed cap from which the flyaway curls of my black heritage escape, will end 
structural racism. Nor am I ignorant of the fact that such a practice is only possible because of 
intersecting privileges that exist simultaneously with my historic marginalizations. I am a 
cisgender man even as I am black, fat, and queer. In academia and in fashion in general, there is 
far less of a likelihood that my body will be subject to the structural, panoptic gaze that my 
female colleagues undergo. To put it simply: I have the latitude to be eccentric and ludic with 
my fashion choices and not have it reflect immediately on my academic performance either 
with my colleagues or my students. The marked difference between my student evaluations 
and my female colleagues is ample evidence of this.2 In my five years of weaponized fashion, 
my clothing has elicited one single menǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 
the tenure evaluation process for an assistant professor like myself. This is not the case for my 
female counterparts, who must navigate daily a sexist system of embodied judgment that also 
trivializes their fashion as frivolous while also dedicating outsized importance to what every 
piece of cloth signifies about their capability to teach (Baker, 2015). Similarly, Clockwork Black 
does not exist within the ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ŀƳōƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ōƭƻƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ 
ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ƎŀȊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ (Rocamora, 
2011).   

These insights were not reached in isolation.  In October 2017 I was invited to give a talk in 
²ŜƭƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻŦ άǿŜŀǇƻƴƛǎŜŘ 

 
     2 I remain, as always, deeply indebted to the patience and insights of Dr. Mikki Brock for this. 
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ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΦέ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƛƴ aŀǊŎƘ нлмфΣ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ōŀŎƪ 
to Washington and Lee to give a lecture on weaponized fashion as a professor. Both talks were 
ƳŜǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ 
Aotearoa and the Old Confederacy. Of particular concern to both audiences were questions of 
scale and acknowledgments of relative privilege in being able to undertake this work with 
Clockwork Black. I think it appropriate to recognize that academic work can be significant but 
also not radically transform lived structural oppressions. In addition, to be able to buy and 
curate clothing requires investment; it is not something simply available to everyone given the 
financial outlays necessary to do the work. I neither imagine the work I do with Clockwork Black 
to be all-encompassing, nor do I see it as a universal template that all people can also replicate.  
The work that my snarky clothing perambulations do is fun, liberating, and significant, but it is 
not comprehensive. I am as eager to stay in my lane as an academic as I am to deconstruct, 
challenge, and playfully destabilize historic structures of oppression, one waistcoat at a time. 

I spend the remainder of this article analyzing several outfit choices from Clockwork Black over 
the last four years. This requires not simply describing the outfits or relaying the reason behind 
their description. This also necessitates a thoughtful appraisal of the image itself and its 
situation within larger historic contexts in Virginia (and later in California). To do this, I am 
particularly challenged by the theoretical work of scholar Tina M. Campt at uncovering the 
everyday power visible in images of black people in a world structured by white supremacy. In 
Listening to Images, Campt explores the myriad ways in which black people articulate and 
define for themselves a futurity in the midst of histories of silencing and erasure. Studying 
state-sponsored photography in ethnographic work, passport photographs, or carceral spaces, 
Campt interprets these images in a markedly different way; she chooses to listen to the images, 
focusing on the feelings elicited by these everyday objects, when examined in larger social 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦ CƻǊ /ŀƳǇǘΣ άΨƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎŜǎΩ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦ Lǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜǎ ŀ 
method of recalibrating vernacular photographs as quiet, quotidian practices that give us access 
to the affective registers through which these images enunciate alternate accounts of their 
subjects. It is a method that opens up the radical interpretive possibilities of images and state 
archives we are most often incƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪέ (Campt, 2017, p. 5). Campt locates within 
these images, the power of the quotidiŀƴΣ άǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜέ ŦƻǊ ōƭŀŎƪ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎƛǎǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǉǳƻǘƛŘƛŀƴ 
practice of daily selecting clothing that will cover the body and create moving images, can 
create profound freqǳŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊǎΤ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǉǳƻǘƛŘƛŀƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ άƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ 
ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭέ (Campt, 2017, p. 5). While the images in Clockwork Black are not 
state-ordered, they are quotidian examples of black self-expression within a historically 
exclusive institutional space, and similarly can benefit from a careful listen. By listening to these 
images of my body, we explore the power of embodied rhetoric across visual, spatial, and aural 
modesτwe merge the symbolic and the rhetorical and make visible previously hidden histories 
of labor and violence (Johnson et al., 2015, p. 39). 

This was one of the first photos I ever uploaded to Clockwork Black, and it incorporated many 
of the items that became regular parts of my daily sartorial choices (Tallie, 2015). I paired a 
black polka dot dress shirt with maroon canvas nineteenth-century pants, secured by 
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reproduction suspenders. I added a red floral bowtie, 
maroon bowler hat, and a velvet black vest, to which 
I attached a sparkly gold brooch. The overall look is 
generally a simple bichromatic look of red/black, 
invoking both my racial heritage and the blood that 
went into the institution every day. The red also 
points to the anti-indigenous originary violence that 
created the possibilities of enslavement at education 
at Washington and Lee. The color scheme is 
embellished by nineteenth century touchesτthe hat, 
vest, and pants styles are all indicative of a Gilded 
!ƎŜ ŜǊŀ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ /ŀƳǇǘΩǎ ƭŜŀŘΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ 
then turn to the photograph itself and listen to what 
the image itself tells us through this quotidian 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ !ǎ ŀ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΣ LΩƳ ǇƻǎŜŘ 
calmly, yet directly looking into the camera, daring 

the viewer to see me, to occupy space even as I wear these formal garments at work. The 
seeming placidity of my pose and expression suggest what Campt would term a quotidian 
ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭΣ άǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƘƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ response to sustained, everyday encounters with exigency and 
ŘǳǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊǳǇǘǳǊŜ ŀ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŦƭƛƎƘǘέ (Campt, 2017, p. 10). I think of this image 
in relation to the blood-red bricks of the historic campus colonnade at Washington and Lee; I 
think of the enslaved African peoples who had to build and maintain these structures and their 
descendants who were systematically excluded from attending the institution. I take on this 
challenge by placing these histories sartorially on my body; histories that were already marked 
historically on skins like mine, and now arranged symbolically, purposefully in this image as an 
embodied rhetorical act. The location of this photograph is also intentional; I took the picture 
on campus, in a newly retiled bathroom near my office. It felt symbolic and important to 
repurpose the spaces of the campus for my own desires, beyond those of the institution. I allow 
myself a bit of playfulness by reappropriating a garish gold brooch that I had acquired at an 
antique mall; the piece hints at femininity and type of older respectability practiced by older 
women in the professional world, and thus it makes a fun and confusing juxtaposition overall. I 
think about the absurdity and the tension of having the privileged position of assistant 
professor in a place where black bodies like mine had only been seen until recently as 
background laborers. My half-smile and placidity, then, is a quotidian refusal, not an escape 
from the institution, but a direct decision to occupy space that had previously not been mine to 
claim. I think of the quiet confidence of refusing histories of erasure, and I think of the audacity 
of wearing a velvet vest and a bowler hat in a place where my ancestors were denied space. 

Three and a half years into my time at Washington and Lee, I decided to wear this relatively 
simplified outfit to work (Tallie, 2018). The dress shirt is a light blue with stylized sunrise 
ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΣ ǇŀƛǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ƧŜŀƴǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ LΩŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊƛŜǎΥ 
first, a copper wire minimalist crown headpiece, a West African bead necklace, and a skeleton 
handflower bracelet. While there is something a bit playful or even costumey about this (my 

Figure 1: Black-n-Red (September 22, 2015) 
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hand is a literal skeleton, something my 
students laughingly pointed out throughout 
the day), there is a larger point in the midst 
of the lighthearted touch. Together, these 
pieces tell a different story of space and 
ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘΩǎ ǊŜƎŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ 
combined with the self-assured facial 
expression in the image, are more 
confrontational than the previous piece.  
They speak to an aggressive occupying of 
space, and a recasting of a future. I named 
this piece Wakanda Forever, after the 
statement in the mythical African kingdom of 
Wakanda in the Marvel comic and film, Black 
Panther. While Wakanda is not a real place, 
and not without its own limitations, invoking 
it can be a call to somewhere beyond the 
daily realities of enslaved histories and 
violence. 5ƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ¢ƛƴŀ /ŀƳǇǘΩǎ 

articulation of black feminist futurity, which offers a: 
grammar of possibility that moves beyond a simple definition of the future tense 
as what will be in the future.  It moves beyond the future perfect tense of that which 
will have happened prior to a reference point in the future.  It strives for the tense of 
possibility that grammarians refer to as the future real conditional or that which will 
have had to happen.  The grammar of black feminist futurity is a performance of a 
future that hasn't yet happened but must.  It is an attachment to a belief in what should 
be true, which impels us to realize that aspiration.  It is the power to imagine beyond 
current fact and to envision that which is not, but must be.  It's a politics of pre-
figuration that involves the living future nowτas imperative rather than subjunctiveτas 
striving for the future you want to see, right now, in the present. (Campt, 2017, p. 17) 

After three years of teaching at Washington and Lee, I was exhausted. I was one of only four 
African-American faculty on the campus, I was one of less than ten out queer faculty, and the 
only person to identify as both. I was tired of being the point person for students (and 
colleagues in crisis). I was exhausted with the endless trotting me out by the administration as a 
sacrificial offering on the altar of performative change. I was tired of being the expected 
physical bridge between a racially oppressive history and an imagined inclusive global elite 
ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƻǘƛŘƛŀƴ ŜȄƘŀǳǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлмуΦ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 
that will have had to happen. I wanted to invoke the histories of violence and enslavement and 
oppression in my skeletonized hand, but I also wanted to imagine a pan-African, autonomous 
Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǌǳƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴǘ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎƛǎǘ ǇŀǎǘΦ 

Listening to the powerful frequencies in this photograph, I feel the juxtaposition of death and 
decay in the bony finger jewelry with the stubborn Christmas cactus that had begun to snake its 
way into many of my photos that spring. I feel life continuing to push, insistent into frames of 

Figure 2: Wakanda Forever (February 27, 2018) 
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death and order, their unruly resilience 
ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻΩǎ 
convention. When I see this photograph, I see a 
calm but uncompromising claim for a future that 
must comeτa future of genuine liberation, not 
one where black bodies are offered as a tepid 
panacea to structural dispossession. I see the 
future, and I call for it to arrive. Three days later I 
was offered a job at the University of San Diego. 

Six months into working at a new university, I 
took this photograph (Tallie, 2019b). The 
University of San Diego is, in many ways, 
markedly different than Washington and Lee 
University. It is located back in the southern 
California in which I was raised and is a place 
that feels far more familiar than the particularly 
blunt histories of enslaved violence I 

encountered in Virginia. Yet, it would be foolish to assume that a simple change of university 
would end any and all structural histories of oppression or exclusion. As a wealthy, Catholic 
liberal arts college with a predominantly white student body, the University of San Diego has 
familiar structural issues for me as a black professor. Indeed, in March of 2019, the university 
made the news for its inclusion in part of a wider admissions bribery scandal involving affluent 
parents purchasing spaces for their children (Robbins & Davis, 2019). This is particularly 
exhausting for black students and faculty, who are often viewed as suspect additions outside of 
the university proper, and who feel they have to prove themselves over and over again. As 
9ōƻƴȅ hΦ aŎDŜŜ ŀƴŘ 5ŀƴƴȅ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ aŀǊǘƛƴ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ά.ŜƛƴƎ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅ ǘƻƻ 
ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ŦŀǘƛƎǳŜΣΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀnd white 
ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎȅέ όά.ŜƛƴƎ ŀ .ƭŀŎƪ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣέ нлмфύ. While the University of San Diego 
does not directly inhabit spaces of enslavement in the same way as Washington and Lee, it 
represents an uncomfortable alliance between Catholic histories and genocidal violence 
ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ YǳƳŜȅŀŀȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 
thorny issue at a campus that until recently memorialized the founder of the Catholic mission 
system, Junipero Serra, in one of their campus buildings (Wilkens, 2019). 

What could this mean for my weaponized fashion? In short, it means that my dressing is still 
necessary to disrupt spaces in which I am not expected to belong; it means challenging 
conventions of who can be a professor in a space built through structural violence. It means 
some of the immediate existential factors at Washington and Lee have to shift, and so does my 
choice of clothing. While teaching about the history of ancient Egypt in an introductory African 
survey, I decided to put together this simple outfit that incorporated a scarab beetle set of 
sweater pins over a plain blue dress shirt and under a dark blue blazer. A minimalist headpiece 
and playful black eyeliner complete the look. For me, the look is elegant, and yet also 
unexpected. There are less of the immediate adornments of nineteenth century vests or 

Figure 3: Ancient Egypt, Modern Style (February 
18, 2019) 
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strategic accessories as in Wakanda futurity.  Rather, this is a simpler look that also teases at 
what a άgrown upέ professor can look like. I look directly at the camera, challenging the viewer 
to see my body and my work in thinking about Egypt and Africa more broadly, as a series of 
interconnected stories, especially in my new San Diego location. In asserting an ancient 
Egyptian history in African classes, I am also trying to pointedly take up space in classes and 
ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘΣ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƴȅǘƛme 
soon. Following the advice McGee and Martin offered to black faculty and students in light of 
ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǎŎŀƴŘŀƭΥ άwŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ōƭŀŎƪƴŜǎǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ 
excellence. You are enough. The system is what has to change, not youέ όά.ŜƛƴƎ ŀ .ƭŀŎƪ 
!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΣέ нлмфύ.  Nothing quite makes that playful assertion, like minimalist 
ancient Egyptian elements in the middle of ostensibly grown up professor wear, does it? 

Conclusion  
Clockwork Black is a work in progress, a way of charting the ways in which my black, fat, and 
queer body does not immediately or easily fit the expectations people have for a professor, first 
in rural Virginia and now in urban San Diego. By drawing on a variety of influences, I have 
crafted a whimsical and absurd fashion blog that simultaneously tires to occupy spaces that my 
body was never supposed to take up while also remaining playful and ridiculous. Dress has 
allowed me the necessary space to challenge, flourish, and imagine a world, beyond the 
limitations of history and the realities of violence. Also, there are so many hats and/or 
waistcoats, and that may be the greatest gift. 
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Ȱ)Î ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁÌ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÈÏ× ÙÏÕ ÌÏÏË ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒȢ "ÕÔ ÁÃÁÄÅÍÉÁ ÉÓ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ ÉÄÅÁÌ 
world, as we knÏ× ÁÌÌ ÔÏÏ ×ÅÌÌȢ 9ÏÕ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÌÅÎÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÕÌÔÙ ȬÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÙȭ ÁÓ 
ÓÅÁÍÌÅÓÓÌÙ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȢȱ 

ɀ +ÁÒÅÎ +ÅÌÓËÙȟ ȰOn to the Conference InterviewȦȱ 4ÈÅ 0ÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ )Ó )Î 

 
Karen Kelsky, the writer and (tenured) ex-academic behind The Professor Is In has an entire blog 
ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻƴ ά²Ƙŀǘ bƻǘ ¢ƻ ²ŜŀǊέ ƛƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀΦ YŜƭǎƪȅΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ƻƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ Ƙŀǎ 
become standardized training for graduate students throughout many universities, and she has 
built an alt-ŀŎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ƻƴ ŘŜƳȅǎǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ άWhat Not to WearΣέ 
YŜƭǎƪȅ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎǇƻƪŜƴ ǎǘǊƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘǊŜǎǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǎŎhool, through 
ǘƘŜ ƎŀǳƴǘƭŜǘ ƻŦ Ƨƻō ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎƘƛǇΦ  

²ƛǘƘ ŦŜǿ ŎŀǾŜŀǘǎΣ YŜƭǎƪȅΩǎ άŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǊǳƭŜǎέ ŀǊŜ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘΦ aŜƴΣ ǎƘŜ ŀŘǾƛǎŜǎΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōǳȅ ŀ 
άƴŜǿ ǎǳƛǘ ŦǊŜǎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǎŜŀǎƻƴ Χ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ sleeves and pants hit [them] at 
ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǎǇƻǘǎΦέ ²ƻƳŜƴΣ ǎƘŜ ŀŘŘǎΣ Ƴǳǎǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōǳȅ ƴŜǿ ǎǳƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άǎǘȅƭƛǎƘΣ ǿŜƭƭ-cut, [and] 
ŦƛǘǘŜŘΣέ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ōƭŀŎƪΣ άǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘƻƻ ǎŜǾŜǊŜΦέ hƴƭȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǎƛŘŜ ŘƻŜǎ YƭŜǎƪȅ Ƙƛƴǘ ŀǘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ-
nonconformity, suggesting (however ǾŀƎǳŜƭȅύ ǘƘŀǘ άōǳǘŎƘ ŘȅƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ώǎƛŎϐ 
ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦέ  

In an additional fashion blog post, Kelsky (herself a femme) references both Ellen Degeneres 
ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ άƻƭŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ōǳǘŎƘ ŘȅƪŜέ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳǘŎƘŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƘƛŘŜ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 
the interview process. She closes her blog by linking to the prohibitively expensive UK-based 
Butch Clothing Company. ! ŎǳǊǎƻǊȅ ǇŜǊǳǎŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǇǊƛŎƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊǘ όǊƛƎƘǘύ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 
questions about KelǎƪȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ άǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΦέ CŜǿ ƎǊŀŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ 
an airline ticket (or conference fee) for a job interviewτlet alone a bespoke suit worth more 
ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ ǎŀƭŀǊȅΦ  

¢ƘŜ άƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎέ YƭŜǎƪȅ references for transgender candidates never again surface. 
Ostensibly, with her caveat about butches now complete, Klesky assumes that her sartorial 
advice covers all bases. Nonbinary, agender, and genderfluid candidatesςςmany of whom 

https://theprofessorisin.com/2011/11/02/1877/
https://theprofessorisin.com/category/what-not-to-wear/
https://theprofessorisin.com/2011/11/07/how-to-dress-for-an-interview-as-a-butch-dyke/
http://thebutchclothingcompany.co.uk/
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identify as neither masculine or 
feminine of centerτare left to 
interpret these binaristic 
expectations of professional 
comportment on their own. 

 Of course, Kelsky is not individually 
responsible for the stuffy, elitist 
notion of academic professionalism 
that suffuses her advice. We 
recognize the value in codifying and 
thus making legible the unspoken 
rules that govern respectability 
politics in higher education. While 
such unspoken rules pervade the 
academy, we illustrate how these 
standards become exaggerated 
during three moments of academic space-ǘƛƳŜΥ ǿƘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ άƛƴ ŀ tƘ5 ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣέ άƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō 
ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣέ ŀƴŘ άƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ-ǘǊŀŎƪΦέ ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ǘƻ άŦƛǘ ƛƴΣέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 
than examining the design and limitations of that fit, we end up reifying the very standards that 
undergird extant social hierarchies and, in turn, exacerbating a climate of precarity and 
ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘΦ !ŘǾƛŎŜ ƭƛƪŜ YŜƭǎƪȅΩǎ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƘƛƎƘ ǊŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΩǎ 
imaginary amplifies ableist, racist, cissexist, classist, heterosexist, and sizeist social norms that 
render some bodies as unimaginable and thus incapable of embodying any form of 
professionalism. Because these mechanisms of exclusion often operate outside of direct verbal 
exchanges, we require an analytical vocabulary attuned to the rhetoricity of embodied, 
multimodal gatekeeping and its attendant resistance. In this essay, we take "dress" to mean all 
forms of professional comportment, extending beyond (though inclusive of) actual attire. 
Rather, the appearance of "professionalism" is produced and regulated by a vast network of 
behaviors that demand further scrutiny and re-evaluation. 

The following essay further explores the many manifestations of professional dress and its 
ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ άƭƻƻǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘǎΦέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŜŎŘƻǘŜǎ 
ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎǘƛǘŎƘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀŎŀŘŜƳŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦŀōǊƛŎΦ Lƴ 
writing out our own experiences and attending to one ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΣ ǿŜ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ 
exploration of academic professionalism and its implications for nonconforming faculty and 
students. Of course, we could not provide an exhaustive account of marginal experiences in the 
academy, but we hope that by makinƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǿŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 
considerations of how unspoken standards perpetuate extant social hierarchies.  

 

Method: Dialogic Storytelling as Sewing   
In keeping with the textile themes implied in professional dress, we encourage readers to 
visualize our method of dialogic storytelling in terms of machine-sewing, in which two pieces of 

Figure 1: A sample of prices from Butch Clothing Company. 
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cloth are brought together with a top stitch and a 
bottom stitch (and then finalized with a backstitch) 
in order to create a seam. Below, we present six 
woven narratives (pieces of fabric, if you will) in 
which we recount our experiences navigating 
professional comportment as multimarg enbies. 
Engaging in what Ratcliffe (2006) and Booth (2004) 
describe as rhetorical listening, we identify common 
threads and stitch them together to create three 
different seams. This work of stitching enables us to 
άŀŎŎŜƴǘǳŀǘŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ 
(Ratcliffe 1999, 204) among experiences while also 
ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ άōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅέ όнлтύΦ 
hǳǊ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǎŜŀƳǎ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƘŜǳǊƛǎǘƛŎ ŦƻǊ 
understanding our organizational strategy; it is also 
an important rhetorical device. In higher ed, 
successful professional comportment is understood 
to be seamless, natural. In contrast, we see 

rhetorical work as exposing the seamsτthe ableist, racist, classist, cissexist, and 
heteropatriarchal expectations of professionalism (masquerading as neutral, natural, 
seamlessτwhich press so painfully against our bodies). Throughout, we use footnotes to echo 
ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ WƻΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ƛƴ 
green times new roman fontΣ ŀƴŘ DtŀǘΩǎ are in purple trebuchet  font .  Finally, just as in sewing, 
we finish with a backstitch, putting our narratives both in conversation which each other and 
with theorists like Sara Ahmed (2012), Dean Spade (2010), Gutiérrez y Muhs et al. (2012), and 
others to illustrate the ways that academe both desires and punishes difference. Throughout, 
we map the ostensibly neutral (or altogether unspoken) guidelines for professional 
comportment, illuminating their operations as one of many mechanisms through which 
difference is regulated and punished.  

 

Seam 1: Made to Fit 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǎŜŀƳ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ƻŦ άŦƛǘέ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΦ tǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 
ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŀ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ŦŜŜƭǎ άƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƛǘΦέ /ŀƳǇǳǎŜǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ 
clothes, though, are already designed with particular bodies in mind. For those who live and 
ƳƻǾŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŜŘ ƴƻǊƳΣ άŦƛǘέ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ƻŦ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
expect all newcomers to fit extant patterns and expectations are operating under an inherently 
conservative and assimilationist framework. The following stories explore how these two ill-
fitting academics have tailored, at times, ourselves to our surroundings, and at others, our 
surroundings to ourselves.  

'0ÁÔȭÓ υÓÔ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ Ȱ.ÏÔ Á 'ÏÏÄ &ÉÔȱ 
{ƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ LΩǾŜ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǊƛƎƛŘ ŀǎǎǳƳǇ-
tions of what professional bodies ought to look like. Professional bodies are assumed to be easy 

Figure 2: A model for dialogic storytelling. 
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ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ 
easy to read: I have been read as 
a woman, other times as a man, 
but I am neither. I have been 
read as gay, but I am actually 
ǇŀƴǎŜȄǳŀƭΦ LΩƳ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŀŘ ŀǎ 
white, and indeed I am, but I am 
also multiethnic. I have been 
read as middle-class, but I have a 
working-Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ LΩǾŜ 
been read as neurotypical, but 
LΩƳ ŘȅǎƭŜȄƛŎΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŀƳ ŀ 
forty-year-old professor, I am still 
often read as a student. All this to 
say, because I can be difficult to 
read, I am also often read as out 
of placeτŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ άƎƻƻŘ ŦƛǘΦέ 

In grad school, among my 
cisgender queer friends, my 
embodiment was frequently the 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ 
your thing? Are you butch or 
ŦŜƳƳŜΚέ aȅ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜ 
myself as genderqueer (a decade 
before the term nonbinary came into popular consciousness) were repeatedly reframed in 
ŎƛǎŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀǎ άǇǳƴƪȅ ǉǳŜŜǊ ŀƴŘǊƻƎȅƴȅΦέ  

Faculty, on occasion, also fixated on my gender comportmentτespecially as I prepared for the 
job market. During a mock ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ƎǊŀŘ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƘŀŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ 
with my answers to their questions. First, they focused on my outfitτwhich, they observed, 
ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛŦ LΩŘ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻƪ ƻŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ƘŜŜƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜƴΣ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛnitial 
comments about my lack of femininity, their second critique highlighted my excessive 
ŦŜƳƛƴƛƴƛǘȅΥ Ƴȅ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘΣ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ άǘƻƻ ƘƛƎƘέ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ1 

Such discomfort about my gender incongruity would later, on the job market, be echoed in 
micro-aggressive comments by search committee members. I watched while peers with fewer 
pubs and fewer teaching/research awards got snatched up by departments. Meanwhile, the 
only follow-up responses I received after interviews (when I was contacted at all) explained that 
L άƧǳǎǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ Ŧƛǘέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ 

 
1 Jo: As an actor throughout high school and college, I was often told that my voice was ñtoo lowò for the 

(women) characters that I was supposed to be playing. I spent countless hours with coaches training me to 

use the higher register of my voice. Even now, in uncomfortable situations, I catch myself unconsciously 

tapping into that register as if still trying to inhabit a role not made for me.  

Figure 3: Image of a tweet by GPat. 
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 Applying for non-tenure-ǘǊŀŎƪ ƧƻōǎΣ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƻǇŜƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǳǇ ǘƻ the same embodied 
scrutiny. This makes sense. Since NTT faculty exist at the bottom of departmental hierarchies, 
they tend to be ignored. Indeed, in the five years I spent working on the non-tenure-track, I 
encountered just one ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ōƭŀǘŀƴǘ ŎƛǎǎŜȄƛǎƳ όŀ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ά²ƘŀǘΚ 
!ǊŜ ǿŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ !t! ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ƴƻǿΚέ ǿƘŜƴ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ introduce me to the department as G 
tŀǘǘŜǊǎƻƴΣ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǳǎƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƴŀƳŜύΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ǇǊŜŎŀǊƛǘȅ ƴƻƴ-
tenure-ǘǊŀŎƪ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ŦŀŎŜΣ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ-track job again. But I did. 
And, once again, my dread about professional embodiment was waiting for me.   

During my second round on the market, though, I decided to do professionalism on my own 
terms. Having soured on oft-shared guidelines about attire, I sought out an alternative dress-
clothes literacy. I followed lgbt fashion accounts, like Qwear, DapperQ, and i_dream_of_dapper 
on Instagram.2 I reached out to lgbt friends, who were kind enough to open their closets to me. 

And I read just about every trans blog I could 
find to discern which fashion choices would 
ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ рΩфέΣ нлл-pound frame.  

My eventual look resulted in a swishy Mixter 
Rogers vibe:3 short curly pompadour; gauged 
ŜŀǊǊƛƴƎǎΤ ƳŀƪŜǳǇΤ ƎƭŀǎǎŜǎΤ άǿƻƳŜƴΩǎέ 
ǇŜǊŦǳƳŜΤ ƎǊŀȅ ŀƴŘ ōƭǳŜ όƴƻǘ ōƭŀŎƪύ ƳŜƴΩǎ 
dress pants; clearance-rack springtime floral 
dress shirts; coordinating floral-print ties 
boasting pink, yellow, and purple blooms; 
and tight-fitting sweater vests (in lieu of 
blazers).  

But because literacy is about processτnot 
product, it feels important for me to resist a 
tidy happy story and instead expose the 
seams (the skipped stitches, the tangled 
undersides) of my fashion journey. For 
example, it seems worth mentioning the 
ways in which I was read as out of place in 
gender-segregated spaces: the clerks in the 

 
2 Jo: I love these! My gateway into genderqueer fashion was DapperBoi, though mostly I ñwindow 

shoppedò since their items were beyond my means as a graduate student/postdoc. Your story reminds me 

of the anecdotes Iôve gathered from organizers working in community arts and writing programs for 

LGBTQ+ youth of color. I consistently hear from these folks how they have been denied access to 

knowledgeτhow none of the mainstream channels through which they were to learn about their pasts and 

their possible futures had even conceived of people like them (rather, like us). So often the genres through 

which marginal communities share and build knowledge are dismissed as frivolous or anti-rigor (social 

media, letters, zines, etc.), but these queer ñephemeraò (Munoz, 1996) are the means through which other 

worlds are made possible. 
3 Jo: I so admire this vibe (and your characterization of it). 

Figure 4: A religious tract. 

https://www.instagram.com/qwearfashion/?hl=en
https://www.instagram.com/dapperq/
https://www.instagram.com/i_dream_of_dapper/
https://www.instagram.com/dapperboi/
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ƳŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƻΩŘ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ƳŜ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ LΩŘ ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ƘŜƭǇτƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 
department whose emphasis on help ƛƴ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ L help ȅƻǳέ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀƴ 
ǳƴǿƛƭƭƛƴƎƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƭŜŀǾŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ Ƴŀƭƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘΦ Lǘ 
seems worth mentioning my encounter with a recommended local tailor, who placed a 
witnessing tract in my hands and shoved me out of her shop. It seems worth mentioning the 
TSA extra pat-downs I received, every goddamn time I flew to an interview. It seems worth 
mentioning the scowling deans, the frequent misgendering, and the super awkward 
commentary about wƘƛŎƘ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳǎ LΩŘ ǳǎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎΦ  

My wardrobe, forged like so many pieces of armor, does little to deflect the bullshit I navigate 
in professional and other gender-segregated spacesτbut it does allow me to flout expectations 
of professional embodiment with a defiant, trans enbie, queer differánce.  

 

*ÏȭÓ υÓÔ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ .ÏÔ &ÉÔÔÉÎÇ )Î 
DtŀǘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛnative, DIY defiance through trans/queer embodiment calls up a story I had long 
set aside. At the end of my final year of high school, I had grand plans to sneak into my senior 
prom. I was grounded because my parents and I were fighting about everything but the queer 
relationship we all knew I was in but none of us could talk about. For related reasons, my only 
άŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎέ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ƴŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛǾŜ 
arguments. For prom, though, I had borrowed a tuxedo from the school drama closet. The vest 
had lost a button and, in my first-ever self-taught sewing adventure, I managed to stitch the 
vest to my own pants before managing to undo and redo it all in a hideous-but-functional patch 
job.4  

I remember that every article of clothing held the perennial musk of the costume closet. The 
threads were coarse and scratchy. I had to bundle the waist of the pants with a poorly matched 
belt, and I rolled up the pant legs to keep them off the floor. The vest billowed off my bodyτas 
ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǊǘΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƴŜŀǊŜŘ Ƴȅ ŜƭōƻǿǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿƘŀǘ L ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ άŘǊessing 
ǳǇέτthe sensation of smallness. 

As a professor, I no longer have to borrow clothes from a costume closet. As an adult who has 
worked/is working to rebuild a relationship with my parentsτ to collaboratively rewrite the 
scripts around (gender)queerness in which we have all been immersed τ I no longer own or 
ŦƻǊŎŜ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎŜǎΦ {ǘƛƭƭΣ L ŀƳ рΩнέ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мнл-мнрƭōǎ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ LΩǾŜ 
stabilized my hypopituitarism. Between my small frame, my ethnicity (Taiwanese American), 
and the fact that I am relatively young for a professor (30 years old), I was/am presumed-
student5 in nearly all spaces.  

 
4 GPat: Thereõs something so striking about thisτthe borrowed vestments from the drama closet 

and the experience of learning to sew in that space of tension. I canõt help but think about my 
own story of learning to tailor clothes (also poorly) after that tailor threw me out of her shop. 
Sometimes I think: to be trans is to develop a keen and embodied sense of multimodal literacy. 
When the world slams doors in our faces, we develop the skill -sets needed to build new ones.  
5 GPat: Too often, faculty dismiss this as a good problem to have: òOh, live it up while you canñ
itõs good that people read you as young.ó But such responses seem to willfully misrecognize how 
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Lƴ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ŀǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅΣ L ōŜƎŀƴ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀǎƛŘŜ ƳƻƴŜȅ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΦ 
aȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƻŦ άƳŜƴΩǎέ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƘƛǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀƴǘǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎƛȊŜǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ άŎŀƴ I help ȅƻǳ ώƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊŜϐέǎΣ L 
buy all my clothes online. Unlike GPat, I never graduated beyond my amateurish button-
replacement. However, I am fortunate enough to have found exactly one friendly tailor who 
helps me shorten pant legs and take in jackŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǎǘǎΦ LΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
ŎƛƴŎƘƛƴƎ ŀ ǾŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŦƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǘƻǊǎƻΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀōǊƛŎ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀǾȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƴǎƛǘȅ 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻŦ άƳŜƴΩǎέ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎƘŀǊǇ Ŏǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ŀ ōǊŜŀŘǘƘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ άǿƻƳŜƴΩǎέ ŀttire. The tailor had kept the chest wide so I could button the vest 
without binding, but also pulled the waist in so that the fabric followed the curve of my ribs. It 
ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻŘȅ άƭƛƪŜ ŀǊƳƻǊΦέ6 

Trading t-shirts and hoodies for collared shirts and ties, however, brought a new set of 
problems. Whereas bathroom policing was an occasional occurrence in my life before, it is now 
an everyday concern. Jeans and sweatshirts, as casual wear, get to traverse the gender 
ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳΦ ²ƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ άŦƻǊƳŀƭέ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻǎǎƛŦȅΦ 
Lƴ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǿŜŀǊΣ L ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀƴŘǊƻƎȅƴƻǳǎ ōȅ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΦ aƻǎǘ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎ ŀǾƻƛŘ 
ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŜŜǘ ƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƘŀƛƭŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴ ŀǇƻƭƻƎŜǘƛŎ άǎƛǊτƳŀΩŀƳΦέ7 If I 
put on a $9 tie, though, I am almost always read as male. Much of learning to dress 
άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 
learning to decode, anticipate, 
and recode the gendered and 
classed significations attached to 
physical appearance. 

I have a general resistance to 
focusing on bathrooms when 
discussing trans experience since 
the topic of bathroom bills has 
dominated and narrowed the 
scope of conversations about 
trans justice.8 That said, 
bathroom policing is a very real 
way that trans and gender 
nonconforming people are kept 
out of public spaces. 

 
multimarg fac being read as students is an act of conferred dominance (Johnson, 2006, pp. 23 ð24). 
Itõs feels like a stealthy way of communicating we donõt belongððthat our bodies cannot be 
imagined as professional.  
6 GPat: What a feeling!  
7 GPat: Ah, yes: to be òsõmaõamed.ó  
     8 Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ /Φ wƛƭŜȅ {ƴƻǊǘƻƴΣ άaŜŘƛŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳ 
of their choice obscures a more urgent conversation about what modes of dispossession are possible 
ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴέ όнлмтύ 

Figure 5: Image of Jo's office door. 
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In the bathroom down the hall from my officeτƳŀȅōŜ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ά²Ŝ 5ŜŦŜƴŘ hǳǊ 
¢Ǌŀƴǎ CŀƳƛƭȅέ ǇƻǎǘŜǊ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ŘƻƻǊτa woman inforƳŜŘ ƳŜ L ǿŀǎ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳΦέ9 On a 
regular basis, women will open the door, see me, and turn right back around. I experience 
inordinate gratitude when I run into a colleague who greets me with a familiar smile. In other 
buildings, confrontations are almost inevitable. 

This past August, I was teaching a summer course in the Business building, in a classroom right 
ōŜǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōŀǘƘǊƻƻƳΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ōǊŜŀƪΣ L ǿŀǎ ǿŀǎƘƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƘŀƴŘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
woman entered. Predictably, she pivoted on her heel and retreated immediately. 

At that point, most women prefer to wait outside until I leave. Some return to demand that I 
leave, at which point, I respond with my most-polite, feminine-pitched voice to signal that they 
are mistaken. At which point, the whole affair still becomes my fault. In Houston, a woman 
blamed it on my hair; the short crop made her assume she could gender me on sight, and that 
gave her the authority10 to yell at me. In Minneapolis, my blazer was to blame. In Northwest 
Arkansas, where L ƭƛǾŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ǿŀǊŘǊƻōŜ ƻŦ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǎƘƛǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƛŜǎ 
shifting me from one category of unbelonging to another. 

Like always, I tried to leave quickly. On that particular day, though, the door burst back open 
just as I reached for it. The woman returned with two friends in towτanother young woman in 
ŀ όάǿƻƳŜƴΩǎέύ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǎǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ όκŀǎǎŀǳƭǘΚύ 
some imagined offender. Everyone stopped when they saw me, drying my hands, with my 
strained, ƭŜǘΩǎ-not-make-a-ǎŎŜƴŜ ǎƳƛƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƭŀŎƪ Ƨŀǿ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŜŎƘƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ 
apparent that I was not what he had pictured. Before his surprise wore off, I darted past the 
trio and back into the hall. The door shut on their uproarious laughter,11 but it barely dampened 
the sound. 

In another place, in another memory, this is a confrontation. In England, it is a bouncer who 
ƎǊŀōǎ ƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳƭƭǎ ƳŜ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΦ Lƴ bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƴŜŀǊ-hysterical 
woman who accuses me of following her into the bŀǘƘǊƻƻƳΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ aƛƴƴŜŀǇƻƭƛǎ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

 
9 GPat: A million times yes. And, while I totally understand why youõd be reticent to talk about 
bathrooms, your sharing thi s story feels so importantððbecause it emphasizes the need for all -
gender bathrooms. For the first time in fifteen years, Iõm teaching at a campus that has about 3ð5 
all -gender bathrooms per building. Itõs amazing. And ya know, for all the bathroom panic about 
the Big Bad Trans, Iõm heartened by how many students (of all genders) use these bathrooms 
without issue. Itõs almost as if people go in thereé to pee.  
10 GPat: This is so real. Julia Serano (2007) refers to this phenomenon as gendering, the 
compulsive way people rely on superficial visual and audio cues to clock people in order to read 
them as men or women (p. 163). Your story highlights the entitlement some cis people feel to 

assess others based on their gendered standardsτand the way enbies are set up to fail in such 

bigender systems.  
11 GPat: While most of our footnotes emphasize the connections in our stories, this is an important 
way in which our stories donõt overlap. My white-skin privilege insulates me from (even the threat 
of) such physical altercations. I say this to emphasize the failures of whitewashed neoliberal 
visions of inclusion, which might say, òWell, maybe TSA needs trans competency training.ó Nope! 
Any vision of trans justice that doesnõt center racial justice is flat-out bullshit.  
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ǘƘǊŜŜ ¢{! ŀƎŜƴǘǎ ŘŜōŀǘƛƴƎ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘƻ ƎŜǘǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘƻƻ 
embarrassed to ask about my gender. In this story, though, in this place where I work, where I 
am supposed to be the poised professional, it is none of those things. In this story, I inhale the 
surge of my heartbeat, exhale the tide of memory, and I reenter my classroom. 

 
Seam 2: Accessories as Self-Assertion  
Whereas the first seam explored traditional notions of clothing and dress, we wish to make 
clear the ways that sartorial politics are socially and situationally dependent. In many ways, the 
profession dresses us. Most of us are employed by institutions with much longer histories than 
our own. Those histories have accrued into social and structural patterns suited for particular 
individuals. In this sense, all of us put on this institutional memory when we become a member 
of its communityτhowever marginal. To examine this aspect of professionalism, we turn from 
professional dress to professional comportment. Much like Susan Stryker's concept of gender 
comportment, we understand professional comportment as the ways we mark ourselves (and 
are marked) in the workplace beyond matters of attire, as well as how we are disciplined by 
institutions for our failures to conform to the roles expected of us (Stryker 2008, p. 12). Our 
narratives below illustrate how failures to adhere to such patterns can render a person 
unrecognizableτand how certain attempts to alter these social/structural patterns (so as to 
become recognizable) have the deleterious effect of rendering a person as unprofessional. 

 

 
*ÏȭÓ φÎÄ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ "ÉÎÁÒÙ #ÏÄÅɉÓɊ 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ Ƴȅ ŜƳŀƛƭΣ ǘƘŜ 
Blackboard pages for any of my courses, or my own office. Though my job contract and all my 
ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŜ ŀǎ άWƻΣέ ǘƘŜ ǿŜō ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 
generated all my university accounts under my legal name.12 This meant that my students and 
anyone who interacted with me over email would see my deadname firstςa name I no longer 
use; a name that has never felt like mine, but rather, like the name for someone I failed to 
become. 

I contacted the IT department immediately to request a change. Unfortunately, it would take 
ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ǿŜŜƪ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƴŜǿ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƳΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ L5Φ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƘƻƻŘΣ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŜƳŀƛƭ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 
check out library books. ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƘŀŘ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ƳŜ ŀƴ L5 ŎŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άWƻΣέ ǘƘŜ 
office in charge of distributing keys refused to release the ones to my office due to the 
mismatch between the name on file and the one on my IDςnevermind that my employee 

 
12 GPat: Gods yes! Iõve had to deal with this at every single institution. And youõre right: 
sometimes the process takes weeks and monthsððand the entire burden of this process is placed on 
new faculty members. Some folks might say (as they have t o me): òWell, why donõt you change 
your name?ó But that misses the point that (1) we shouldnõt have to and (2) HR seems to have 
zero problem allowing cis faculty/staff use shortened versions of their names, their middle names, 
or even a gd nicknameððbut with trans people, they act like theyõre making an unbearable 
accommodation.  
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ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ŘǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ŎŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ Ƴȅ 
identity. 

At no point during this series of events did any one person have to think anti-trans thoughts. In 
fact, it is perhaps the distinct absence of human engagement and imagination that resulted in 
my exclusion from both virtual and physical university spaces. In this instance, there was 
already a set of policies and procedures in place, almost entirely automated by computers that 
input and output in binary code. Without human intervention, it runs independently as a form 
of trans exclusion.  

Within that same computer system, the students at this universityτat many universitiesτ
Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƛƴǇǳǘ ŀ άŎƘƻǎŜƴ ƴŀƳŜέ ƻǊ άǇǊƻƴƻǳƴέ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǊƻǎǘŜǊǎΦ ²hen instructors do not ask 
students for self-introductions on the first day of class, they are more likely to misgender or 
deadname trans or nonbinary students. Those students must then decide whether or not to out 
themselves in front of a room of strangers. They must risk the discomfort of their peers and 
their instructor. They must guess at whether or not the professional in the front of the room 
will be sympathetic or hostile. Often, they decide that it is not worth the riskτthat they are 
unwilling to be the problem on that first day. So it goes that even the most well-intentioned 
members of university faculty might have no idea that they are reinforcing a violence with 
every utterance of a name.  

¢ƘŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ άŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊƛȊƛƴƎέ ǘƘŀǘ Dtŀǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ōŜƭƻǿ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ 
passive (yet effective) forms of exclusion. So often, people whose experiences fall beyond 
dominant social grammars need to find ways to (re)mark upon (and thus augment) those rules 
of engagement. For example: email signatures. Trans and nonbinary folks and allies will include 

their pronouns in email 
signatures or other 
text-based profiles as 
an attempt to center 
conversations about 
gender. Signature 
pronouns are an 
acknowledgment that 
people can never 
ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ 
gender based on 
appearance, vocal tone, 
or names. They 
respond to social and 
institutional norms that 
do not regularly 
facilitate conversations 
about gender identity. 
It is because strangers Figure 6: Image from Jo's Instagram profile. 
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will go to great lengths to guess my gender identity rather than ask directly that I must invent 
(or, some might say, impose) rhetorical situations13 in which I pre-empt or revise assumptions 
made about me. 

 

'0ÁÔȭÓ φÎÄ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ Ȱ4ÏÏ -ÁÎÙ !ÃÃÏÍÍÏÄÁÔÉÏÎÓȱ 
Recently, while teaching a unit on bisexual erasure in my LGBT Studies course, my students and 
I read an article by Gonzalez, Ramirez, and Galupo (2016) in which they forward the concept of 
άōƛǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊƳΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŀǊƎǳŜΣ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘegies bisexual and 
pansexual people employ to combat erasure and other forms of microaggressions in a world 
that can only imagine people as either gay or straight (p. 510). While the term was new to me, 
the concept itself seemed familiar, given how often my pansexual orientation has caused 
ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴƻǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŦƻƭƪǎΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǎǘǳŎƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΦ  

!ǎ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ άǎƛǊǊŜŘέ ŀƴŘ άƳŀΩŀƳŜŘέ ŦŀǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŀƴ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ άƳƛȄǘŜǊŜŘΣέ L 
constantly find myself engaged in supplemental forms of communicationτtextual, digital, and 
symbolicτin order to be recognized (both interpersonally and institutionally) as a nonbinary 
trans person. To highlight the additional labor of fighting to be acknowledged in a settler-
colonialist culture that insists people are 
only ever men or women, I forward the 
concept of nonbinary marking. Lest this 
concept be understood in the rosy terms 
ƻŦ άǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣέ ƛǘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ 
emphasize that there are, sometimes, 
steep consequences to (insisting on) 
being recognized. Indeed, not all forms of 
nonbinary marking are equal, and some 
trans rhetorical tactics are tolerated more 
than others.  

The subtle commonplace ways nonbinary 
people assert their gender, through 
implicit nonbinary marking, seems to be 
preferred in the workplace. Such tactics 
tend to be preferred because (1) they can 
be ignored, (2) the labor of 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ Ŧŀƭƭǎ 
squarely on the shoulders of nonbinary 

 
     13 CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ L ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ 5Ŝŀƴ {ǇŀŘŜΩǎ όнлмуύ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
άtǊƻƴƻǳƴ Dƻ-wƻǳƴŘǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƛǎƪǎΣ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀƴŎŜǎΦ aƻǊŜ ǎo than insisting upon any single 
άŎƻǊǊŜŎǘέ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƘƛŦǘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ǳǊƎŜ ǳǎ 
to more thoughtful engagement with the terms we us, how we arrive at them, and how they shape our 
access to shared spaces.  

Figure 7: Image from GPat's Twitter profile. 
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people, and (3) most importantly, they compel no real response from individuals or 
institutions.14  

In my professional life, I engage in implicit nonbinary marking in a number of ways: I include my 
pronouns in the signature of my university email, along with a helpful hyperlink to FAQs about 
nonbinary genders. I include my pronouns in every publication and professional bio. On my 
social media accounts, where I frequently interact with colleagues and former students, I not 
only include pronouns in all of my bios but I also frequently share (and sometimes create) 
content meant to educate people about nonbinary identities and the institutional barriers 
enbies sometimes face. Finally, in conversations with new colleagues and students, I find a way 
(early on) to refer to myself in the third person in order to communicate the pronouns I use 
(e.g. ̧ ƻǳ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŎƪ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴ !ǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ нΚέ). 

L ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƴƻƴōƛƴŀǊȅ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊƛȊƛƴƎέ ƛƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΥ [ƛƪŜ 
Jo, I decorate my office door with nonbinary insigniaτincluding a very obvious they/them 
pronoun sticker right under my office name placard. My office decor similarly boasts nonbinary 
stickers, posters, and pop culture artifacts. In recent yearsτbecause people tend to encounter 
me with such professional accessories on handτI have also begun to decorate my laptop, 
planner, and gradebook with stickers that include: they/them pronouns, trans flags, and 
popular nonbinary animated characters from pop culture (like Stevonnie and Smoky Quartz 
ŦǊƻƳ /ŀǊǘƻƻƴ bŜǘǿƻǊƪΩǎ Steven Universe).  

This latter strategy of nonbinary marking seems to be particularly effective for Gen Z students, 
who tend to notice my 
laptop/gradebook stickers with far 
greater frequency than they notice 
how I gender myself in class or in my 
email signature. In fact, I receive 
ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ōŀƪŜǊΩǎ ŘƻȊŜƴ ƻŦ 
communications per semester (in 
hallways, in emails, or before/after 
class) in which students cite one of 
my enbie-marked accessories as a 
prompt for seeking clarity on my 
pronouns, coming out to me as 
nonbinary, identifying their 
connection to nonbinary friends, or 
asking lingering questions about the 
nuances of gender identity.15 Alas, 

 
14Jo: Bingo. They donôt have to listenðor even acknowledge that they heard anything at all.  
15 Jo: Similar experience here, and these responses give me back a little of that energyτall it takes to 

come out over and over again. I want to emphasize the connection you're making here: These accessories 

are not so much personal as social. Though the labor falls on you (over and over again), you are in fact 

adding to/augmenting the discursive architecture of gender in these spaces. Your ñaccessoriesò provide 

Figure 8: Stickers! 

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/they-them-questions-answered
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these attempts at nonbinary marking are rarely as impactful for my colleagues as they are for 
my students.  

In contrast to implicit nonbinary marking, explicit nonbinary marking is a far more risky 
ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ όмύ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ƴƻƴōƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ 
ǎǇŀŎŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ όнύ ƛǘ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎƭŀƛƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ όоύ ƛǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
requires actual labor in the form of accountability or solidarity. Whereas implicit nonbinary 
marking may be disregarded as one colƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŜŎŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ ǿƘƛƳǎΣ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƴƻƴōƛƴŀǊȅ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎτ
no matter the circumstances which call for itτtends to be interpreted as unprofessional and 
uncollegial. Because explicit nonbinary marking tends to surface as a redress to cissexist 
discrimination or structural inequity, nonbinary people who engage in such tacticsτas I will 
illustrate in my anecdote belowτare often understood as line-ƧǳƳǇŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎŜŜƪ άǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ 
ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ƻǊ ŀǎ ǳƴƎǊŀǘŜŦǳƭ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŎŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊΩǎ 
άƎŜƴŜǊƻǎƛǘȅΦέ  

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ LΩǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƴƻƴōƛƴŀǊȅ ƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ōŜƎŀƴ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƻƴ 
ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ LΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƻƴ-campus interview by a 
research-heavy Catholic university. Beyond a momentary experience of surprised delight, I 
ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 
phonetic spelling of my name and the title of my job talk.  

Then, on the eve of my interview, I received two calls in succession: The first was from a 
Wisconsin-based trans group, who wanted to warn me that a well-known conservative 
professor had published a screed about me on his blog. The second call was from the search 
committee chair, who offered me vague apologies without ever mentioning the blog in 
question. Harried, he assured me everything would be fine and to come to campus as 
scheduled.  

!ŦǘŜǊ ƻǳǊ ǇƘƻƴŜ ŎŀƭƭΣ L ǊŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ ōƭƻƎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ LΩŘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻǳǘǊŀƎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ 
of my job talk (on the intersection of lgbtq issues, pedagogy, and Christianity) had actually 
turned out to be outrage over my pronouns. Not only had the professor in question ridiculed 
my gender identity as political correctness run amuck in the English department but he also 
published the day, time, and location of my job talkτwhich (unbeknownst to me) had been 
ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ άŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅέ ŜǾŜƴǘΦ16  

Recalling a past experience where an office-hours meeting with a phobic student nearly 
resulted in physical violence, I placed a follow-up call to the chair, expressed concern for my 
safety, and asked if it would be possible to limit the audience of my job-talk to department 
members only. Whatever sympathy the chair had previously communicated had evaporated. 

 

avenues for your students to initiate conversations about genderτto pose questions that they may not 

have been comfortable asking in other spaces.  
16 Jo: Well isnôt that just icing on this whole, absurd, bigotry cake.  
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Not only was my request 
άǳƴŦŀƛǊ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎέ17 
but, the chair observed, my 
request for such an 
άŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘƛƻƴέ18 reflected 
Ƴȅ άƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ 
ŀŘǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦέ  

As you might have guessed, I 
did not receive a job offer. But, 
ŀǎ LΩƳ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ōȅ 
well-meaning colleagues 
concerned about my web 
footprint: the transphobic blog 
continues to show up as a top 
result when someone googles 
όŀǎ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Řƻύ άDtŀǘ 
tŀǘǘŜǊǎƻƴ ǇǊƻƴƻǳƴǎΦέ !ǎ ȅƻǳ 
can imagine, this is one 
ŀŎŎŜǎǎƻǊȅ LΩŘ ǎǳǊŜ ŀǎ ƘŜƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ 
for store creditτif only I could.  

 
Seam 3: Marke d Bodies 
This seam tracks the ways our 
bodies take on the imprint of 
our mis-fitting. As constrictive 
clothing will impress on flesh 

όŀƴŘΣ ƛƴ DtŀǘΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ōƻƴŜύΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ȅƛŜƭŘ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ 
damage us in those places where we exceed their boundaries. In the narratives below, we 
consider the physical and emotional impact of nonbinary unbelonging, exposing the ways 
cissexist cultures act upon and almost inevitably damage trans and gender nonconforming 
bodyminds. These stories, however, are not just about taking damage, but also about pushing 
forwardτabout imagining and working towards more inclusive worlds. 

 
17 Jo: This is all so infuriating. Worse still that you are the one positioned as violating professional 

decorum, whereas internet tantrums about gender diversity and calls for public outrage about it are 

regarded as natural adversity for a nonbinary candidate to "deal with." If  I may tie this back to my thread, 

I'm thinking about how TGNC exclusion is enforced through the threat of violence without any need for 

explicit declarations or policies. Again, how inaction is enough in a transphobic system. 
18 Jo: Looking ahead to the next thread, Iôm thinking about the ways that ableist systems construct 

particular individuals as burdensome through the language of accommodation. That is, the individualist 

emphasis of neoliberal discourse makes it the responsibility of each individual to seek small 

accommodations rather than tasking the overall institution with conceptualizing and implementing more 

broadly accessible social and physical architectures. 

Figure 9: Scenes from a transphobe's blog. 
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*ÏȭÓ χÒÄ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ Ȱ9ÏÕ ,ÏÏË &ÉÎÅȱ 
In January, a week before the new semester, I was scheduled to interview a job candidate over 
Skype. Two days before the interview, I was in the emergency room, texting requests and 
apologies with my left hand while trying to hold my right elbow still for the IV: Can someone 
ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ŘƻƎΚ L ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜƴŘ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΦ LΩƭƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ 
ȅƻǳǊ ŜƳŀƛƭ ǿƘŜƴ L Ŏŀƴ ǘȅǇŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ ƘŀƴŘǎΦ L ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭ ƻƴ ¢ƘǳǊǎŘŀȅΣ ōǳǘ LΩƭƭ ǘǊȅ 
ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǎǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƭƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ƛŦ L Ŏan drive.  

L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŘǊƛǾŜ ƻƴ ¢ƘǳǊǎŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǉŀƛƴ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŜǎŎŀƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ 
company buried me in appeals paperwork for medication that had been covered under my last 
insurer. I was behind on finding a new care provider after starting my new job because the first 
doctor I saw subjected me to an interrogation about my name, gender presentation, and 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ƘŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜΣ ƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘȅ L άƴŜŜŘŜŘ 
ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘέ19 than about my physical sȅƳǇǘƻƳǎΦ CƻǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴΣ ƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ 
ŎƭŀǎǇŜŘ Ƴȅ όǳƴƻŦŦŜǊŜŘύ ƘŀƴŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜΣ άL Ŏŀƴ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ 
ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΦέ όbƻ ǎƘƛǘΣ ŘǳŘŜύΦ ²ƘŜƴ L ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ L ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ 
that the only other gastroenterology clinic in town refused to take any patients who had seen 
other doctors for the same condition. Despite my repeated pleas, they refused to admit me 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ άŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎΦέ20 

So, by the start of the new year, I had razor wire for intestines and drove myself to the 
emergency room where a CT scan confirmed small bowel inflammation. The morning of the 
interview, I was on two antibiotics and anti-nausea pills for the side effects of the antibiotics. I 
showered the fevered sweat from my face and hair, pulled on a collared shirt, and shut myself 
in my home office for a three-way Skype call.  

!ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ L ŘŜōǊƛŜŦŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΦ άLŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǘƻƭŘ ǳǎ ȅƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛŎƪΣ L 
ǿƻǳƭŘΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀΣέ ƻƴŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŜŘ,21 ά¸ƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ǎƻ ǿŜƭƭ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦέ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 
ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭƭ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŜŀǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎΣ άȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ 
ŦƛƴŜΦέ Lǘ ǘƻƻƪ ǎŜǾŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǎǘƻǇ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǎǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ 

 
19 GPat: Iõm just so fucking furious thinking about how this doctorõs transphobia landed you in the 
ER. Most of the time when people think about trans folks and healthcare, they fixate on gender -
affirming care. I donõt think it dawns on people how the simple fact of being trans can be a 
barrier to receiving health care that has NOTHING to do with a personõs gender identity. In 
medical settings, cissexism can be deadly (Grant et al., 2011).  
20 Jo: In the interest of ñexposing the seamsò and overall self-reflexivity, I note that I left the doctorôs 

transphobia out of my initial draft of this story. I began the story too lateτwith pain rather than the 

racialized and gendered presumptions that have enabled that pain to go unacknowledged and 

undertreated. I was so concerned with detailing my experiences of illness that I neglected to trace those 

experiences to the social forces that contour my access to care. As I remarked to GPat, the doctorôs 

behavior was so commonplace that I hardly registered as noteworthy. I keep this note as a reminder of 

how easy it is to forget or dismiss the connective threads among marginal experiencesðas a reminder that 

intersectional vocabularies and relationalities are difficult by design, and as a reminder to continue the 

work of finding those wordsτhowever imperfect.  
21 GPat: Seems like a òhow are you feelingó would have been appropriate here. Sheesh. 
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to order the right tests that gave proof to my claims of discomfort. Those same seven years, I 
learned to read, write, and teach through crushing fatigue, abdominal pain, and dizziness. I 
learned to distrust my bodyτto plan as though at any moment I could lose hours or days to 
nausea or brain fog. I learned to accept these things as normal. Meanwhile, I tried to cloak 
ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦέ LŦ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƘǳǊƴ ƻǳǘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀƎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ Ƴȅ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ 
as a limitation. 

bƻ ǿƻƴŘŜǊΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘΣ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ L άƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŦƛƴŜΦέ L ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ 
performing together-ness that I had no strength for self-advocacy. Before the diagnoses, before 
the rounds of medication-roulette, before the food diaries and before arriving at a permutation 
of prescriptions and lifestyle adjustments that gave me a measure of stability, I learned to 
scaffold a life around pain. By now, my personal calendar exists in a time zone of its own.22 All 
my deadlines are plotted at least seven days in advance, providing a buffer for unplanned 
medical care. Between a digestive disorder and a pituitary disorder, balancing my blood sugar is 
ŀ ŘŜƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΦ L ƘŀǾŜ Ǉƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ Ǉƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
an hour of food, so my eating schedule is scattered erratically among meetings, teaching, and 
commutes. I am also getting better at recognizing early signs of inflammation, giving me 
enough time to manage or reschedule more demanding tasks before the flare worsens. 

I am fortunate in that academic life affords such flexibility. That same flexibility has also 
fostered an unyielding environment that demands mechanistic performance.23 The expectation 
of constant productivity is damaging not just for folks with disabilities and illnesses; not just for 
faculty and stǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŜΤ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 
fully-rounded, human lives; but also for the shape of our collective profession. The primary 
genres used to evaluate faculty productivity make no space for the sorts of time and creativity 
required to build (and expand) community, to connect the deep knowledges of marginalized 
peoples to the extant grammars of academic institutions, to translate intricate research into 
public knowledge, and to channel that knowledge into systemic change ς the sorts of 
undervalued labor24 that faculty of color, trans and queer faculty, and disabled and first-
generation faculty have always done.  

When my students tell me about their own medical negotiations, I wonder if theyτas I did, as I 
doτstruggle with the calculus of disclosure.25 LŦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ 

 
     22 Here, I am particularly indebted to Price (in Kerschbaum et al., 2013), Kafer (2013), and Samuels 
(2017), for their explorations of crip time. 
23 GPat: Yes! For at least a decade, I think, newly minted academics have had to contend with 
what working class people would call the òspeedup,ó doing more for less. But in addition to that, 
thereõs this way that weõre also not insulated from expectations of the gig economy either 
(Friedman, 2014).  
24 GPat: Yes!  
25 GPat: Jo, I love this phrase: the calculus of expos ure. The first four times I was on the job 
market (twice on the NTT market, twice on the TT market), I was very careful not to disclose that 
Iõm dyslexic. And there always seemed to be a natural place to disclose: when a candidate is 
asked how theyõd work with students with learning disabilities. I only said something the last time 
because I already had a tenure-track job and figured Iõd have little to lose.  



106  
 

 
 

my high-pain/low-energy days as disinterest or even disrespect. If I did, I risked being seen as 
incompetentτa presumption already too often imposed on people of color and trans and 
queer folks (Gutiérrez y Muhs, Niemann, González, & Harris, 2012). Even now, as someone who 
writes and teaches about the impact of personal stories on shared cultures, social structures, 
and public policy, I have difficulty telling this story. More so than with race, sexuality, and 
gender, I struggle to write about my illnessτin part because the invisibility of my conditions 
ƎƛǾŜǎ ƳŜ ŀ άǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ L Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅτso I have 
not had to develop as elaborate a vocabulary for it.  

I write this, though, in a country where an estimated 1 in 5 people have an autoimmune 
condition, and 65% of people have at least one chronic illness. Despite those overwhelming 
statistics, higher education is structured around the fantasy of an always-well bodymind that 
might study disability, but could never experience it (Dolmage, 2017; Kerschbaum, Eisenman, & 
Jones, 2017; Kerschbaum et al., 2013; Price, 2011). Among the 65% of U.S. Americans with 
chronic illness, a smaller percentage identifies as disabled. This is in part because some 
conditions are more readily accepted/accommodated by the normative world than others, 
ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘƛŦƛŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭΣ ƭŜƎŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ άŀōƭŜƴŜǎǎέ ŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ 
άƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘέ ōŜƎƛƴǎΦ26 Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǘŀǎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ 
in public life depends heavily on access to adequate care. Our social and professional practices 
are structured such that particular folks have more ready access to care than others. 

 
'0ÁÔȭÓ χÒÄ 4ÈÒÅÁÄȡ Ȱ9ÏÕȭÒÅ /ÎÅ ÏÆ 4ÈÏÓÅ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȱ 

Not long after being hired on at my first tenure-track job, I found myself (once again) 
re/considering my wardrobe. While I had, at that point, mastered interview-wear and (more 
recently, though not without struggle) even casual-ǿŜŀǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ άƴŜǿ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƎŀǊŘŜƴ ŎƻŎƪǘŀƛƭ 
ǇŀǊǘȅΣέ ƛǘ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ȅŜǘ ǘƻ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƭŀȅŜǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŜŜǘ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ 
colleagues had invited me to an outdoor showing of Labyrinth, at what they advertised as East 
/ŜƴǘǊŀƭ LƴŘƛŀƴŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻǿƴƛŜ ōŀǊΣ ¢ƘŜ tŜŀŎƘΦ ¦ƴǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŀŎƻǇƘƻƴȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ 
bearded dudebros inside, I opted to wait outside while my wife, Mandy, ordered us beers. 
aȅ ŘƛǎŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊΩǎ ƳŀƪŜǎƘƛŦǘ Ǉŀǘƛƻ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ŀ different sort: an hour after sundown, it 
ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀ ōŀƭƳȅ ур ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƛƴ aǳƴŎƛŜΣ LƴŘƛŀƴŀΦ LΩŘ ǿƻǊƴ ƧŜŀƴǎ όōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƳƻǎǉǳƛǘƻŜǎύΣ ŦƭƛǇ ŦƭƻǇǎ 
(because summer), a tank top (because I needed to cover my binder), and a long-sleeve plaid 
shirt with the cuffs rolled (to cover the unflattering way the fabric of my binder poked outside 
my tank). This, I knew, was a common struggle for dfab trans people who bind. In addition to 
acquiring the medical literacy to diagnose (and then ignore) an occasional bruised rib, many of 
the dfab trans people I know have also acquired a literacy for layeringςςan implicit plea to 
ƻƴƭƻƻƪŜǊǎΥ άƭƻƻƪ ƘŜǊŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜέςςand a keen self-consciousness that comes from being (quite 

 
     26 {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ŎǊƛǇ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛȊƛƴƎ άǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ 
particular attributes as impairments, as well as the social conditions that concentrate stigmatized 
ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όaƛƴƛŎƘΣ нлмсύΦ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ όDŀǊƭŀƴŘ-Thomson, 2011; Kafer, 2013; 
Patsavas, 2014; McRuer, 2006; Schalk, 2017). 
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literally) overdressed for every situation.27 As I waited for Mandyςςwho had also worn jeans, in 
a sweet expression of solidarityςςI tried not to think about how my chest had threatened a 
gradual descent beneath the seam of my now soaked binder or how the weight of my sweat-
drenched jeans tugged at the underwear. I tried (and failed) to conjure an out of body 
experience. 

In the midst of my attempt at astral projection, it seems, I had also failed to notice that one of 
my new colleagues had approached for a chat. During my campus interview, this particular 
colleague had outed himself to me as transςςƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ƭŀǳŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
trans inclusivity. Now unburdened by such recruiting responsibilities and, apparently, outside 
the watchful gaze of image-conscious senior faculty, my new colleague seized upon a different 
ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦ !ǎ ƛŦ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ 
memberςςten years my junior and hired fresh out of grad schoolςςmade a show of looking me 
ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ŘƻǿƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƛǇ ƻŦ ōŜŜǊΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎΥ άL ƎŜǘ ƛǘΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
ǿƘƻ ǿŜŀǊǎ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜǳǇΦέ28 Returning his gaze, I assessed his weather-
appropriate shorts, his thin t-shirt (unencumbered by a binder), and his smug expression 
coupled with the jovial quality of his toneςςevoking, as it did, the presumed authority of every 
other straight, white, monied man through time immemorial. 

Tactlessness aside, my colleague had (at the very least) accomplished turning my attention 
away from the heat and toward questions of how I might respond. Given that my colleague had 
launched his creative writing career around his own coming out story, I was certain he knew 
that there waǎ ŀ Ǿŀǎǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ gender expression (what you wear, how 
ȅƻǳ ǎǘȅƭŜ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦύ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ gender identity (whether or not, and how, you identify or 
disidentify with the sex/gender combo at birth). bƻΣ L ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘΣ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƴŦǳǎŜŘ 
about the nuances of gender. Rather, his implication was that I was confused about my own 
gender identity. He meant to communicate that I was an interloperςςƴƻǘ άǊŜŀƭƭȅέ ǘǊŀƴs.  

{ǳŎƘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ǇƻƭƛŎƛƴƎ ƛǎΣ ǎŀŘƭȅΣ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘǊŀƴǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ 
(Catalano, 2015); such contests of trans authenticity tend to be initiated by more privileged 

 
27 Jo: As GPat acknowledged the divergences in our experiences earlier, I note here that I benefit from 

inhabiting a body that aligns with the shape most folks associate with nonbinary gender identities. 

Nonbinary folks can and do dress in any combination of masculine/feminine. I, however, occupy the zone 

of androgyny that begets more ready acceptance of my nonbinary identity. My slight build means that I 

donôt have to bind to be read as nonbinary or genderqueer (in spaces where thatôs a possibility), and it 

also means that binding is a less punishing (albeit still bruise-inducing) experience for me. 
28 Jo: I can't help but hear this in concert with the remarks about how you werenôt ñthe right fit.ò I hear 

how normativity compels one to fit into extant categories. Eli Clare puts it better than I can: ñInside their 

queries live unchecked curiosity, a barrage of stereotypes, and their need to locate us on diagnostic maps, 

racial and ethnic maps, gender mapsò (2017, p. 151). I think about the ways medical and social categories 

have been used to contain PoC, TGNC folks, queer and disabled folks. The (awful, tactless) questions 

thrown at you in these stories sound like people working through their own discomfortτtheir need to 

shove you into some box that will ñfitò their worldview. Without being able to assign you a fixed label, a 

set narrative, a gentrified corner of their world, theyôre left with a cognitive dissonance that destabilizes 

their worldview. It is not you; it was never you. It is the ways your unapologetic queerness tore through 

the seams of their own perspectival constraints.  
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binary-gendered folks who confuse their gender conformity and access to gender-affirming 
technologies for virtue. And while, no doubt, patrolling the borders of transness manifests in 
different ways, as a dfab enbie, I have almost exclusively experienced such policing as an 
ƛƴŘƛŎǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŜƳƳŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ LΩǾŜ recounted above, it was my makeup. But I 
Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŎŀƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎ ǿƻƳŀƴ ŜƴǊƻƭƭŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƘƻ άƘŜƭǇŦǳƭƭȅέ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ŀ 
ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǇŀǘƘƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ ǘƻ άǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦέ Ƴȅ ƻǎǘŜƴǎƛōƭȅ ǘƻƻ-ƘƛƎƘ ǾƻƛŎŜΦ !ƴŘ LΩǾŜ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜƭȅ ƭƻǎǘ Ŏƻǳƴǘ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎ Ǝǳȅǎ ǿƘƻΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǎƴƛŘŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ŦŜƳƳŜ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΣ ǿƘƻΩǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ LΩŘ ōŜ 
ǘŀƪŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜ ƴŀƳŜΣ ƻǊ ǿƘƻΩǾŜ ŎƻŎƪŜŘ ŀ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ŜȅŜōǊƻǿ ŀǘ ƳŜ ǘƻ 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ άŎŀǳƎƘǘ ƳŜέ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ǳƴōƻǳƴŘ ŎƘŜǎǘΦ {ǳǊŜƭȅΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
need to put nonbinary people in a box, but it is just as much a question of femmephobiaςςan 
assertion that any femininity expressed outside the bounds of womanhood must be understood 
as a demerit (Blair & Hoskin, 2015). Fuck that shit. 

 

Backstitching  
In stitching together our stories, we hope to have traced a broader pattern of academic 
professionalism and the ways it encodes particular bodyminds as inherently unprofessional. 
Further, by situating academic professionalism within surrounding cultural logics, we emphasize 
that many of these exclusionary practices are not unique to the academy. Rather, as Iris Marion 
Young argues, these embedded assumptions about professionalism are the result of an 
intentional centuries-long moral, scientific, and philosophical campaign to construct 
marginalized groups as ugly, unruly bodies άin contrast to the purity and respectability of 
neutral, rational subjectsέ (2002, p. 125). While surely it might be easier to profess that we 
academics have passively inherited these assumptions from an already unequal world, this 
framing dodges what Ratcliffe calls "responsibility logic,έ which asks us to listen for and respond 
to the historically situated discourses that condition experiences of un-belonging. Our dialogic 
exchange above models one possible avenue towards such response-ability. We not only make 
ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ29 but we trace these narratives30 to the social 
structures that enable them. 

Our examination of professional dress might also be seen as a form of undressing. We have 
stripped away the language of decorum and respectability in which discriminatory patterns are 

 
29 Jo: This is my first attempt at a collaborative and dialogic essay. Thank you, GPat, for inviting me to 

this conversation. The experience of sharing our stories and fitting them together has been more healing 

than I could have anticipated. So often, marginal academics are isolated (again, by design)ðwe are the 

only [fill in the blank] in any given space. To hear how someone else encounters similar institutional and 

social constraints, to have the company and reassurance of your stories, to speak with someone rather than 

ñatò those who refuse to listenðthis has been a gift. Thank you. 
30 GPat: Same! Thank you, friend. Iõve so enjoyed writing this with you and learning/listening 
alongside you. Youõre right: there is something super powerful about being able to speak with 
each other as we write this. So much of multimarg critical theorizing seems  to be responding 
to Reviewer 2, who invariably asks you to soften an already tactful critique or to clarify that 
your first -person authority is only anecdotal and not representative of a systemic problem. 
This kind of dialogic essay is not only healing bu t is also (I think) a radical refusal to genuflect 
at the citational altar ñya know? 
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often enshrouded. As Shahidha Bari (2017) observes in The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǘŀƛƴǎ ŀ άƴƛƎƎƭƛƴƎ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǎǇŀǊŜ ŀ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŘǊŜǎǎΦέ {ŀǊǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜrns are signs of vanity at the expense of deeper intellectual 
ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ !ǎ .ŀǊƛ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ƴƻ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ 
appearance is a privilege in and of itself. Folks who deviate from the center must tailor 
themselves to fit the normsςor take calculated risks to defy them. 

.ȅ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άŘǊŜǎǎέ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǊŜΣ ǿŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳέ ƛǎ ǎǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΣ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
interactions. The emotionally-tasking, time-intensive labor of DIY-tailoring extends to these 
larger professional apparatuses. For many trans and gender nonconforming folks, that means 
having to engineer ways to have their gender identities acknowledged in each setting. For folks 
with disabilities, it means forging their own access into an ableist system that regards them as 
inherently lacking. For students and scholars whose cultural backgrounds and/or academic 
interests do not align with the canon, it means translating their knowledge into the language of 
white Euroamerican theoristsτhaving to hew their truths into a shape the colonizers will 
recognize. All around usτin everyday exchanges, in blog posts, in articles and booksτscholars 
and students are sharing stories that expose the exclusionary oversights of our profession. It is 
well past time we listen. 
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Introduction  
Historically, marginalized groups have been criticized for their dress. Even if we examine events 
that happened 20 to 30 years ago, many masculine women were targets. As Brower (2013) 
outlined, Darlene Jesperson, a well-received bartender, refused to wear makeup and was fired 
in 2000. In 1989, Ann Hopkins was denied a promotion, despite her excellent work, because 
according to her work, she dressed and acted more masculine. As Brower pointed out, this 
created a double-ōƛƴŘΥ άǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ ǘǊaditional masculine traits such as 
ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊŎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎΣ ȅŜǘ ǿƘŜƴ IƻǇƪƛƴǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΣέ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ŀ 
promotion.  

More recently, we find that people have been fired because of their cultural practices. Brittany 
Noble, for instance, was a black news anchor who asked her director if she could stop 
straightening her hair and wear it naturally. The director agreed, but after a month, the director 
ǘƻƭŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ ƘŀƛǊ ǿŀǎ ǳƴǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛ άƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ǉǳŜŜƴέ 
(Santi, 2019). Similarly, a Yemeni teacher who wore a hijab in metro Detroit was fired. She was 
written up, despite her competent teacher and connection with her students, and her 
supervisors told her that she would need to resign or get fired, and tƻ άƎƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ Ƨƻō ƛƴ 
5ŜŀǊōƻǊƴΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ ƴŜŀǊōȅ Ŏƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aǳǎƭƛƳ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ όά[ŀǿǎǳƛǘΣέ 
2018).  

There are many more accounts of the expectations of how teachers dress, particularly because 
ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άǊƻƭŜ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέ όCǊŜeburg et al., 2011, p. 37). In particular, according to a 
number of the handbooks include guidelines for teacher dress (out of the 82 that Freeburg et 
ŀƭΦ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜŘύΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ άǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣέ άŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀƴ 
environment conducƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣέ ŀƴŘ άƛƴǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜέ όǇΦ от-38).  It is clear that teachers have a responsibility to the community as a whole 
ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ άǊƛƎƘǘ ǿŀȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ǎŜƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΦ Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘion to the 
handbooks that teachers are provided, they have another group to keep in mind: students. 
{Ŝōŀǎǘƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ .Ǌƛǎǘƻǿ όнллуύ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ άƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 
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ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΣέ ōǳǘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ were deemed less likeable 
(p. 200).   

These examples demonstrate the often complicated intersections of purpose, choice, and 
external expectations when it comes to analyzing dress practices as embodied rhetoric. 
Professors or instructors in particular must ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ άƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ 
ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ όWƻƘƴǎƻƴ Ŝǘ 
ŀƭΦΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ офύΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ όŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ 
ōƻŘƛŜǎύ ŀǊŜ άŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ώǘƘŜƛǊϐ ǿƻǊƪ ώǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎϐΣέ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
external expectations from institutions, bosses, peers, students, and dress codes (Johnson et 
ŀƭΦΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ офύΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀōƻǾŜ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ άƘƛŘŘŜƴέ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ōȅ the 
individuals wearing the clothes as well as implicit dress codes made by those in power behind 
ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ Lƴ ά²ŜŀǊƛƴƎ aǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ 9ȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ 5ǊŜǎǎ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ /ƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΣέ aŀƴǘƘŜȅ όнлмрύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ŘǊess practices as multimodal 
composition means realizing that appearance is something that is constructed for a purpose, 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛǎΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƳέ 
(p. 342).  In other words, purpose is not always externally apparent, and as we will argue, the 
ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
intersection of choice and necessity. As our stories will demonstrate, we are aware of the 
audiences, their implicit dress codes, and the potential messages our dress may send when we 
teach; however, we sometimes aim to subvert these dress codes due to discomfort (for a 
number of reasons), a disjuncture in our identities. And, we find, that even when we (attempt 
to) meet these implicit or explicit dress codes, they do not guarantee power, safety, or 
comfort.  

Furthermore, clothing is something that is easily added or removed from the body and can 
serve to alter or hide different areas of the body according to the weŀǊŜǊΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ 
important to recognize, as the body itself is something that a person often has little immediate 
control over in terms of appearance or external perception. One example of this is age 
ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ Ƙƻǿ ƻƭŘ ƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ƭƻƻƪǎ regardless of actual age. Another related 
example is external appearance and perceptions of ability.  Differences in ability are not always 
externally perceivable, and dress practices may work to highlight, accommodate, or hide 
differences in ability depeƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǊŜǊΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ōƻǘƘ ƻŦ 
these cases are related to the concept of self-expression, as how one dresses is almost always 
related to their perception of their identity and their place in the world.  

In this article, we wish to call into question definitions of purpose as they relate to our 
embodied teacher personas, especially as these personas relate to the question of both 
physical and emotional comfort. We will demonstrate this idea by discussing the implications of 
dress and age perceptionτparticularly, how dress can alter age perception in order to achieve 
a desired response from students. We will also discuss how external appearance may be 
complicated by differences in ability, and how different abilities might necessitate certain types 
of clothes, fabrics, and styles so that the instructor can perform the various tasks their teaching 
style and/or class requires. The question of purpose is further complicated by self-expression, 
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which involves interplay between considerations of age and ability as well as culture, 
socioeconomic status, gender, sexuality, and any other considerations of identity the instructor 
Ŏŀƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ό!ƳȅΩǎ ƻŦ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ IƛƭƭŀǊȅΩǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΣ 
and MariŜƭΩǎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-expression) will reveal how dress clearly influences our comfort and our 
ability to perform as teachers.  Further, through our photo essay, we will provide images that 
accompany stories of how we arrived at our respective levels of and definitions of comfort 
through our own unique purposes, some voluntarily, others that are a result of circumstances 
beyond our control. 

 

$ÒȢ !ÍÙ ,ÁÔÁ×ÉÅÃȡ Ȱ$ÏÎȭÔ ÙÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÅÁÃÈ ÓÏÏÎȩȱ ! Narrative about 
Ability   
bƻǘ ǘƻƻ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƎƻΣ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ Ƙƻǳse for tea. I had to teach that afternoon and her 
home was mid-way between my place and campus so I thought it would be nice to stop by for 
our visit and just head right to the classroom afterward. At least an hour into our visit, and in 
the middle of an unrelated conversation, she paused suddenly and in a mildly concerned voice, 
said, άDƻƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǎƻƻƴΚέ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ L ǎŀƛŘ, άYŜŀƘΦέ L ƎƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻŎƪ 
ŦŀŎŜ ƻƴ Ƴȅ Cƛǘōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘŜŘΣ άIf I leave here in 20 minutes, LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ 

L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻΦ {ƘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ 
looked me up and down and said, άhƘΦ LΧ L ƎǳŜǎǎ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎΧΦέ  

L ǎǘŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƭŀƴƪ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ that one in for her. Consider this data 
collection, I thought.  

{ƘŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘΣ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴǘ ȅŜǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀƴǘ όƛǘΩǎ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅύ, άΦΦΦ ȅŀ ƪƴƻǿΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΦέ  

L ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘΦ ά²ƘŀǘΚ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŏǳǘ ƛǘΚέ  

Because you are all dying to know, I was wearing a pretty expensive pair of black leggings (that 
were certainly not designed for the gym) along with a long, solid colored tunic sweater and pair 
of black knee-ƘƛƎƘ ōƻƻǘǎΦ ¢ƻ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ 
for me. It certainly was not how I would typically dress outside of the classroom. That said, five 
or six years ago (before Multiple Sclerosis and hip reconstruction surgery), the outfit would 
indeed have been different - L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ōȅ Ƙƻǿ ƳǳŎƘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŀ 
subjective assessment, but my contribution to this discussion of purpose and dress practices in 
academe revolves around this perceived difference.  

What follows here is a narrative about the intersections of identity and purpose, whether those 
are ascribed, crafted, or both, and whether and how the ways in which we often define 
purposeτrhetoricallyτŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘǊŜǎǎΦέ 
Most notably, though, is the ways in which the question of purpose is so intimately related to 
embodied multimodal rhetoric as I contend with both the impact of my body in the classroom 
and the desire to erase it from any potential impact in favor of other forms of communication 
(namely verbal and written). In fact, the idea ƻŦ άƻōǎŎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅέ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ 



115   JoMR 3.2 
 
 

 
 

have discussed at length (Lunsford and Fishman 2005; Foss 2013). As I wrestle with how my 
physical presence itself is rhetorical, I often wonder if it hinges on whether every way our 
ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ άǊŜŀŘέ ƛǎ interpreted as a purpose that is chosen rather than a purpose that is 
necessary. Ultimately, this specific story is told in an effort to highlight how the rhetorical 
concept of purpose can be perceived versus how it might actually been constructed.  

How do ǿŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ άǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΚέ !ǘ ŦŀŎŜ ǾŀƭǳŜΣ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜ - ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎΦ tǳǊǇƻǎŜ 
is also understood on a smaller scale - as part of a broader rhetorical framework wherein we 
are considering our audience and other factors that might affect the way we present ourselves. 
Outside of those beliefs about fate, the cosmos, and any other not-of-this-world determinants 
that we sometimes see as the crafting of our purpose, the whole idea of purpose is, more often 
than not, something that is chosen. Even if we do not choose it, it is common to hear people 
believe that purpose must be carried out even if they feel they were led there by some outside 
force (like God, for example). So, what if purpose is not by choice? What if the choices we make 
(and the purpose for those choices) is something that is visited upon us? In this particular story, 
I will wrestle with the purpose of my dress practices and how - because of theƛǊ άƴƻƴ-
ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ - I have been regarded as purposefully bucking the perceived norms of my 
profession. The truth of the matter, however, is that my dress practices (a primary part of 
them, at least) are a choice made not because of rhetorical purpose, but because of necessity. 
It is a choice made to facilitate comfort in the face of disability.  

hƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎƻŦŀǊ ŀǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜτin this caseς
is the necessity of function. I think this might be a cynical view of purpose especially since it 
removes the main ingredient of rhetorical aims: the audience. How am I addressing audience if 
my (assumed deliberate) purpose is to serve my own physical comfort? I knowτbecause this is 
me I am talking aboutτthat it serves my audience because they now have a teacher who is not 
suffering a physical limitation and more chronic pain due to the dress practices she has chosen. 
aȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όƳȅ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜύ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎΦ !ǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ Ƙŀǎ 
always and does always dress this way. Unless my students have furiously Googled me prior to 
showing up in my classroom (and even then their searches might not yield the evidence 
ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǾƛƭΩǎ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅύΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǎǳŦŦering a hip 
injury and being diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis, I had a fancy for pencil skirts and tucked in 
blouses.  

I know that when I ask my students to consider the rhetorical situation, purpose is always 
discussed as the chosen reason or desire for ŎƻƴǾŜȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ ! ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
purpose for writing a persuasive letter to the Dean of Students is to potentially change 
roommate selection practices for the dorms. A student might also say that their purpose is 
driven by the necessity of their comfort and mental health while living on campus, but 
nevertheless, they have chosen to take this action (the letter) and have considered their 
audience (the dean) as they crafted the letter.  
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When I think about my purpose for 
wearing leggings, stretchy-ŦŀōǊƛŎΩŘ ǎƪƛǊǘǎΣ 
and A-line dresses in the classroom, I think 
about the fact that because I have torn the 
labrum in my left hip, had it stitched back 
together and completely reconstructed, 
spent months in prescribed rehabilitation 
and additional months beyond that in my 
own healing practices, I have no choice but 
to wear clothing that allows me to 
frequently stretch my hips, legs, and lower 
back. If I am in any way to avoid either A) 
becoming a heap of useless human flesh 
on the floor or B) uncontrollably sobbing in 
a nearby bathroom stall, I have no choice 
but to wear clothing that allows me a wide 
range of motion.  

It is not out of the realm of possibility that 
this change in my dress practices 
happened as a response to a deeper 
purposeτone, perhaps, that signaled a 
level of confidence and comfort in a 
professional world that I had existed 
within long enough to, for lack of a better 

ǘŜǊƳΣ άƭŜǘ Ǝƻέ ƻŦ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŜŘ άŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΦέ {ƻΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǎŎǊƛōŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
wearing tights and pencil skirts to leggings and A-line dresses as a fashion choice. They might 
believe that the formerτsomething traditionally seen as professional dress for a female in 
academeτis a perfect platform from which to deviate. The observation might also be that this 
transition happened to come after I had secured a full-time position in the same department 
that I was once a graduate student teacher. Perhaps I had gained a level of confidence in my 
new position so much so that I decided to (rhetorically) adopt a dress practice that more fit my 
personality and/or other aspects of my physical self (heavily tattooed, large gauged earrings, 
and dramatic hair styles). My choice of dress in Figure 2 above appears to support this theoryτ
ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŀǘǘƛǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ 
teaching career evolved also into something intentional. A purpose to not only be functional, 
but to also be comfortable (and perhaps buck a trend or two). The fact of the matter still, 
however, is that in Figure 2 my dress choice for that day is a response to multiple 
environmental and physical factors: 1) during the summer months in the Midwest, it is not 
uncommon to experience extreme heat outside and extreme cold inside, both of which I 
struggle with as a person with Multiple Sclerosis, and 2) I was still in physical therapy as I 
recovered from reconstructive surgery on my left hip which made it difficult to change in and 

Figure 1: Amy takes a bathroom mirror selfie before 
teaching in June of 2013. 
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out of clothing, causing me to opt for 
these particular leggings (which were the 
most comfortable and functional I had at 
ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜύΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ 
acknowledge that we have often been 
ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ƻŦ ŀ ǘŜȄǘ ŘƻŜǎ 
ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ 
ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴέ όaŀƴǘƘŜȅΣ нлмрύΦ 

Rhetorical purpose moves beyond just 
defining goals. Instead, rhetorical purpose 
is persuasive - it wants to affect the way a 
particular audience might view a subject 
or even understand the subject 
altogether. My story is one of two distinct 
purposes: ascribed and actual. You might 
ask, do you feel that your identity is 
reflected in the clothing in Figure 2? Does 
the dress practice in Figure 2, while 
functional and comfortable, also fit your 
rhetorical purpose as a professor of 
writing at a four-year institution? I think 

ƛǘΩǎ ǎŀŦŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ ȅŜǎΦ {ƻΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ άōƻǘƘκŀƴŘέ ƴƻǘ 
άŜƛǘƘŜǊκƻǊΣέ ƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 
dress practices is one dimensional, it is multi-layered, multi-faceted, and not always an 
intentional practice. It is my hope that my story might lead us in a direction of continuing to 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ άŘǊŜǎǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣέ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 
dress practices (whether they be conventional or non-conventional) are enacted with a purpose 
that always has an audience (that is, one that is external to oneself) in mind. 

hƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘŜΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ - one that relies mostly on the consideration of purpose as 
part of the overall rhetorical situation - with a discussion of audience. I must confess that my 
audience is almost always my students. My context is providing effective instruction that avoids 
distraction by privileging comfort and authenticity. My purpose in what I wear for this audience 
and context has been informed by factors that are beyond my control (surgery; chronic illness). 
Therefore, when I think about how embodied multimodal rhetoric intersects with my own 
purpose, I already understand that I am considering these things due to the performativity of 
my work - due to the fact that there is so much stock placed in the objectification of my body 
and what L ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊΦ L ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǘƻ aŀƴǘƘŜȅΩǎ όнлмрύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ 
dress practices the following passage:  

I see all of these accessories as rhetorical objectsτmaterial things that can be 
manipulated to cater to a certain situation (audience, context, purpose). This is not an 
exercise in personal preferenceτin a society where bodies, beauty, and gender are 
commodified, the woman in the third picture is more likely to be taken seriously than 

Figure 2: Amy takes a bathroom selfie prior to teaching 
two months after hip reconstruction surgery. 
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the woman in the first picture because of her appearance, manipulated through dress 
practices, even though the person is the same in both photos (p. 339). 

I think, quite plainly, that the idea here is that the manipulation of material things is, indeed as 
Manthey asserted, not always an exercise in personal preference. Though, while sometimes our 
purpose may not be our personal preference, it might also not be about being taken seriously, 
ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƴƻǊƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘȅΩǎ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Řƻǳōǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƛƴ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀ 
world where we regularly regard irreverence and whimsy as a purpose in and of itself. 

 

Hillary: Being Presented Versus Presenting Yourself  
I student taught 5 years ago, and let me tell you, I am so glad that I teach college students. 
Every time I teach a class, actually, I tell this to ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ 
like I do in this article, though. 5 years ago, I was still somewhat uncomfortable with my body, 
and definitely uncomfortable with my teaching persona and the authorityτin particular, how 
much should I exert, and when? This discomfort, as well as the expectations put upon (new) 
teachers, reflected in my dress practices. 

Student teachers, much like many other workplaces, are to follow a dress code. As the head of 
teacher education at my undergraduate instituǘƛƻƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜ ƛǎΣ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΣ άƴƻ 
jeans, no sweatshirts, no tennis shoes, use an iron if the shirt/pants require it, keep pants 
ƘŜƳƳŜŘΣ ǎǿŜŀǘŜǊ ǎƭŜŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƭŜƴƎǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ψо .ΩǎΧΦƴƻ ōƻƻōǎΣ ƴƻ ōŜƭƭȅ 
ŀƴŘ ƴƻ ōǳǘǘǎΗΩ ¢ƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ Ƴǳǎǘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
άǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ƻǳǊ ŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻŘŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΦέ Lƴ 
other words, in order to be taken seriously as a teacher, by both your students and the other 
teachers and staff that you worked with, and eventually get a job, you needed to follow this 
dress code: to wear slacks, skirts, button down shirts, blouses. Clearly, this dress codeτor 
embodied multimodal practiceτάǳǇƘŜƭŘ ƘŜƎŜƳƻƴƛŎ ƴƻǊƳǎέ ǘƘŀǘ άǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘ ώŎŜrtain] values and 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣέ ŀǎ /ŜŘƛƭƭƻ ϧ 9ƭǎǘƻƴ όнлмтύ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ όǇΦ тύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ 
what professional dress culture looks like in elementary and secondary schools and will earn 
the respect of students and staff, this is suōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀōƭŜƛǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀǎǎƛǎǘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǎǘΦ LǘΩǎ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳōǾŜǊǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ŦŜŜƭ ǳƴŜŀǎȅ ŀōƻǳǘ 
it.  

For me, however, it was relatively easy to follow this dress code (see Figure 3). Although I did 
not have much money and therefore less variety in terms of dress clothes, I was able to look 
presentable in the eyes of the middle school and my institution. In addition, during my student 
ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀble with my body. I would 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǎ άŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǳǇέ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ Ƴȅ ŎƘŜǎǘΦ DǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǳǇΣ L 
received unwanted attention because of my figure, particularly my sizeable breasts for my 
small stature. From middle school onward, I wore clothes that concealed a lot of my body.  

Although I followed this dress code, I realized later that dressing this way did not guarantee 
professional behavior from others. I felt like my slacks and blouses matched my attitudeτ 
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respectful but friendly, confident but not necessarily domineering. However, there were parts 
of my dress practices that I really did not have much control over, namely how young I looked. 

During student teaching, I was a 23-year-old who looked like she was 16, as my parents and 
strangers at the grocery store love to tell me. ̧ ƻǳΩƭƭ ƭƻƻƪ ȅƻǳnger than everyone else your age 
when you get older! They exclaimed enviously. However, what they seem to forget is the here 
and now. Looking young does not earn the respect of your superiors, your peers, or even your 
students. And, looking young and having a prominent figure does not help in this instance.  

Boohoo, the skinny, pretty, young white cis girl has to deal with compliments. How sad. I 
ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛȊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘΦ LΩǾŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊΣ ǘƘƛƴΣ 
white, and feminine cisgender teacher, especially in a rural setting. Being a younger woman 
ƳŜŀƴǎ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ άǘƻƻ ƻƭŘέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǘƘƛƴ 
woman means you will never be fat-shamed by staff or students. Being a white woman means 
ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŀŎƛŀƭ ǎƭǳǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǿƴ ŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ 
with your hair. Looking feminine while identifying as a woman means you will never be 
harassed about looking too masculine in certain clothes or having anyone question your gender 
or sexuality. But these characteristics also mean that people, especially students, will still try to 
undermine your authority. 

Figure 3: Hillary in 2014, dressed in typical student teaching clothes: slacks, a 
blouse, and a cardigan. Layers and certain colors distract from the body, as you 

can see here! 
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I have two stories where students attempted to dismiss my authority as a teacher in the 
classroom during student teaching. While these two stories do not reflect the majority of the 
students that I have taught at this time or have taught more recently, they have stuck with me. 
They have made me reflect on the way I present myself and the way I have been presented in 
the classroom, and how these two often clash.  

The first story is about a student who constantly made loud remarks about how attractive I was 
ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ōƻƻƳƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎƻƴΣ άaǎΦ ²Ŝƛǎǎ ƛǎ ǎƻ 
ƘƻǘΗέ ǘƻ ƎǊŜŜǘƛƴƎ ƳŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŦŀǘǳŀǘŜŘ ŜȅŜǎΣ άaǎΦ ²ŜƛǎǎΣ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǘƻŘŀȅΦέ ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅΣ L 
brushed these comments off, like I was taught. I never took him aside to reprimand him. I just 
rolled my eyes or ignored him, hoping he would get the hint that I would not engage with those 
comments. Since this time, I had never thought about the power in the situation. This student, 
whether he realized it or not, was diminishing my power in the classroom. Now that I reflect, I 
realize that this student affected the way other students acted toward me in the class: students 
would look at me with sympathetic eyes, or some of them would talk more after this student 
made these comments, causing the majority of the class to lose focus. In this moment, this 
student affected the way I was being presented in the classroom; that is, by drawing attention 
away from school and to my appearance and his interest in me, he diminished the authority I 
had in the classroom. I wished for students to not be distracted by my appearance, which is 
why I dressŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΤ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘŜ 
why, it may be because of my young and feminine appearance as well as my friendly and caring 
persona.    

The second story is about a student who acted out every class period and who I believed 
schemed ways to disrupt the class instead of focusing on his work. Let me preface this by saying 
that I do sympathize with this student because I knew that he needed help, and I tried to help 
him, but he was resistant, which is perhaps why he acted in the following manner. One class 
well into my student teaching, I was on the move, helping other students with questions they 
ƘŀŘΦ !ƭƭ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǳŘŘŜƴΣ L ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ōƻƻƳƛƴƎ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳΣ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƛŦ άaǎΦ 
Weiss has a fire crƻǘŎƘέ όǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ǊŜŘƘŜŀŘύΦ hǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 
around me froze, and stared at me, petrified but curious how I was going to react. From what I 
ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊΣ L ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ƛǘΣ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōƭǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ LΩd like to 
ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƻŦŦ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻ ōƛƎ ŘŜŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎŜŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ {ƻƳŜƘƻǿΣ ǘƘŜ ōǳƭƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
about my hair came out in student teaching.  

As a natural redhead, I was showered with compliments growing up, how gorgeous it was, how 
so many people pay to have my hair color. My hair was never fiery red like Ron Weasley or 
Dana Scully (except now, because I use henna to color my hair), but more of an auburn when I 
was born, and then grew into a dark copper color. When I hit my undergrad years, my hair had 
lightened into a sandy red (slightly darker than strawberry-blond). In addition to my hair color, I 
am privileged because I somewhat meet American beauty standards in terms of body type 
(thin-ish, hourglass-shaped-ish, no physical disabilities), which is most likely why I did not face 
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any bullying. But now that I was in a position of power, particularly with middle school 
students, I was a target.  

²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘΚ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 
half-formed answer: the student commenting about pubic hair made a direct comment to my 
body, specifically about a private, sexualized part of my body. And although redheads are 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜŘΣ ǊŜŘƘŜŀŘǎΩ ǇǳōƛŎ ƘŀƛǊ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ōƻǘƘ 
students seemed to be trying to devalue my authority in the classroom, the first student did not 
make as direct comments about any specifics of my body (at least that I heard).  

In these situations, I did not have much power over how students reacted to the way I 
presented myself. Although I constructed my appearance with a purpose of not distracting 
students, because of many other factors at playτincluding my identity and the way I portray 
ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōƛŀǎŜǎτmy purpose was sometimes irrelevant. 
These experiences ultimately changed how I approached teaching these students in particular. I 
would deliberately act a bit more guarded and answer their questions directly, with less 
emotion.  

It has been two years since I have taught, 
due to my writing center position and my 
research assistant position. However, as I 
shared with the other two authors of this 
piece when we began writing this 
together, I tutor high school students 
online, and more recently, I wear comfy 
clothes to tutor. Moreover, no matter 
what, I always wear tennis shoes to 
campus, especially because of my walk (in 
any circumstances, though, I refuse to 
wear high heels). This, I have found, 
matches my teaching philosophy more 
than the rigid clothes that I wore in 
previous years (see Figure 4).  

As I am sure I will find when I enter 
the classroom again, my dress practices 
will affect the interactions between I and 
my students, probably both positively and 
negatively. Until I have a stable job, 
though, I will always have second thoughts 
about subverting the implicit dress codes 
in academia. Multimodal embodied 
rhetoric such as dress practices can 
welcome some and alienate others, but 

Figure 4: Hillary in 2019, feeling more comfortable (but 
sassy because of politics) in these clothes. 
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ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ άƭƛōŜǊŀǘƻǊȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ό/ŜŘƛƭƭƻ ϧ 9ƭǎǘƻƴΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ тύΦ L ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ǘƘƛƴΣ 
white, cis, able-bodied privileges to start conversations in and out of the classroom about how 
to work on liberatory possibilities for more marginalized teacher bodies. 

 
Mariel: Dr essing Authentically  
For a long time, especially throughout my teenage years, my clothing and dress represented an 
area of stress. I, Mariel Krupansky, grew up in a wealthy suburb of Detroit, and felt a lot of 
pressure to look and dress a certain way when I was at school. Whereas in the summer months 
one would find me sporting an endless array of t-shirts and soccer shorts, my hair pulled away 
into a ponytail (see Figure 5), the school year marked a period defined by tight, layered, name 
brand t-shirts, low rise boot-cut jeans, and burnt, stick-straight hair. While the clothing itself 
was not particularly uncomfortable, I remember a feeling that the clothes did not really look 
άǊƛƎƘǘέ ƻƴ ƳŜΣ ƻǊΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘation of my 
personal style (see Figure 6). It was an emotional, visceral reaction that I ignored for the sake of 
fitting in or, at the very least, for the sake of not being noticed. I now recognize that my 
ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ άŦƛǘ ƛƴέ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭτrhetorical choices I made about the clothing and hairstyles I 
sportedτwere indicative of a need to please others, to project an image, or to hide 
insecurities, and for those reasons, I spent years of my life feeling uncomfortable in my 
clothing.  

As I entered adulthood and established a professional life (for a time as a graduate student and 
graduate teaching assistant, and briefly as a high school teacher), dress once again became an 
area of heightened concern and discomfort. How could I craft a professional and instructor 
identity through clothing? What types of clothing did my students, peers, and professors expect 
me to wear? These questions intersected with my desire to be taken seriously and were 
intensified by the knowledge that I presented as a very young, small-framed, cisgender woman. 
Clothing was a way I could establish authority, and likewise a way to mitigate the effects of the 
things I could not easily change or did not want to change about my bodyτsuch as my height 
or youthful appearance. I shopǇŜŘ ŦƻǊ άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀƴƪƭŜ 

length dress pants and blouses, leggings paired with long 
tunics or baggy dresses, and neat, respectable flat shoes 
(see Figure 7). This clothing, I hoped, sent a clear message: 
Mariel was a serious, professional scholar and instructor. 

Similar to the way I would abandon my uncomfortable high 
school clothes during the freedom of summer, I soon found 
myself shedding my άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǘƘŜǎέ ŀǎ ǎƻƻƴ ŀǎ L ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƛƴ 
the door of my home. My clothing might have been sending 
the message that I was a serious, professional scholar and 
instructor, but it said little else. It felt like high school all 
over againτI ǿŀǎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ άŦƛǘ ƛƴέ ǘƻ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ōȅ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ 
clothing that did not reflect any aspect of my personal style Figure 5: Me, in high school, with 

straight hair and a tight T-shirt. 
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and comfort. This led me to realize that there 
was an uncomfortable dissonance between my 
roles as an instructor, graduate student, and 
other identities and roles I regularly took on 
outside of the classroom and that the work I 
was doing felt similarly fractured. I felt as 
ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ǿŀǎ άǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜτputting 
ƻƴ ŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέ όaŀƴǘƘŜȅΣ нлмрΣ ǇΦ опмύΦ Lƴ 
ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƳōƻŘȅ ŀ άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊέ ǇŜǊǎƻƴa via 
the rhetorical choices and messages of my 
clothing, I had abandoned the importance of 
my personal identity for the sake of putting on 
ŀ άǘŜŀŎƘŜǊέ ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜΥ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ 
rhetorical choices based on some abstract idea 
of what a teacher should look like, but did not 
represent the multifaceted identity of Mariel 
Krupanskyτa teacher, yes, but also an 
assemblage of countless other roles and 
identities that were ignored and hidden as I 
stepped into those sensible, but uncomfortable 
and somewhat impractical, black flats. 

In other words, the clothing on my body did not 
feel right because it reflected rhetorical choices that had nothing to do 

with the other facets of my identity, and did not reflect the different ways I wished to represent 
myself, in the classroom and out of it. Furthermore, I realized that, if I were to pursue a tenure 
track or lecturer position after finishing my studies, I would be faced by a similar fracturing of 
my identities unless I attempted now to reconnect them. While other careers perhaps require a 
more distinct separation of roles, the nature of academic work requires a certain fluidity and 
ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƻ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ŎŀǎŜΣ Ƴȅ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ 
study (rhetoric and composition) directly correlates to my area of instruction (first year writing). 
Why was I creating distinct roles for myself as scholar and instructor, when it would be much 
more beneficial to combine these roles with my other identities and let them inform each 
other?  

I do not mean to suggest that changing my clothing choices immediately resolved this fracturing 
of my professional and personal identities. It did, however, symbolize the joining of my 
identities through embodied rhetoric. My identity as a teacher, student, researcher, and 
individual are tied together, and inform all areas of my life. I am the embodiment of all 
experiences, roles, and identitiesτpast and presentτand my clothing is an important way I can 
express my personal style. I no longer dress to distinguish which role I am fulfilling at any given 
moment (see Figure 8). To do so, at least for me, feels disingenuous: I am never completely a 
teacher, student, or researcher, but am all three, all the time, just to varying degrees. And 
through this realization, I have learned that authority does not come from masking my small, 

Figure 6: A typical 
example of "teacher 

clothes" I would wear. 

Figure 7: Dressed 
authentically. 
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young-looking body, but from embracing the authenticity of who I am. Dressing authentically to 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-acceptance, 
which provides me with more confidence as I move through my various roles. My authority 
originates at this point of self-confidence and self-expression, which is largely expressed 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ L ǿŀƴǘ Ƴȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ άthis is who Mariel is, and it 
ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘΦέ   

 

Conclusion  
The best part (subjective, but still) of all this is the all-ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ άǎƻ ǿƘŀǘΚ ²Ƙƻ ŎŀǊŜǎΚέ 
moment. Now that three people have told their personal stories calling into question the 
concept of rhetorical purpose as it relates to dress practices and identity, what are we to do 
with this information? A fair question, all around. The implications will be detailed in three 
categories: pedagogy, personal growth, and professional development. Readers are, of course, 
welcome and encouraged to continue this conversation andτin some way or another, perhaps 
through a panel at an upcoming conference or via a thread on social mediaτadd their own 
implications that might be helpful as we all wrestle with this very important topic.  

 

Personal Growth 
Those of us that have served as mentors to graduate student teachers will know how deeply a 
ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ όŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴύ ƛƴŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ άƳŀƴŀƎŜέ ƻǳǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǎ 
teachers? First, whether we can present our true selves through our physical identity is an issue 
we must continue to interrogate while we work through concepts like professionalism and 
professional dress.  To be sure, this concept of physical presentation of identity is layered and 
complex (rightly so), and we do not mean to distill it or dilute it at all just for the purposes of 
wrapping this up neatly. That said, dress is often a critical part of so many pieces of our identity 
and we are not always permitted access to those aspects of dress that would adhere to our 
identities, thus hindering personal growth. So, the first implication of these narratives is 
whether and how the places we work are amenable to those parts of ourselves that we identify 
through dress. As we continue to work on those systems that might seek to prevent 
(unwittingly or wittingly) us from dress practices that provide us comfort, identity, necessity, all 
of the above or more, we can also think about how to support teachers as they move through 
these systems. After all, the personal growth of a teacher and their ability to be comfortable in 
their dress and physical presentation in the classroom relates to the next implication: 
pedagogy.  

Pedagogy 
It might be easy to think of teachersςwhen they are in the classroomςas a uniform entity 
existing to deliver information to a group of people. In fact, in a world of dress codes and 
common curriculum, it is entirely simple to view the profession in that way. What we lose if and 
when we give in to this belief is the very real fact that, statistically speaking, the primary factor 
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ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ ōƻƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΦ !ǘ 
the risk of oversimplification1 we believe that dress practices, and the consideration of
rhetorical purpose relating to them has a direct impact on the ways in which instructors engage 
with their students inside and outside of the classroom. After all, if we understand rhetoric as 
not just something that we speak and write but also something that we embody, it would 
follow that our expression (our multimodal embodied rhetoric) may dictate our ability to 
deliver the words, to teach the concepts, and ultimately to write effectively for any rhetorical 
situation. Taking into consideration the various factors that affect rhetorical purpose as it 
relates to our dress has the potential to increase the engagement between student and 
teacher. 

There exists a large body of research on student engagement and faculty behaviors as it relates 
to whether and how students feel empowered to succeed in postsecondary education (see 
aŜƛƪŜƭƧƻƘƴΤ ¢ƛƴǘƻΤ tǊƛŎŜύΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
classroom is rarely (if ever) part of these studies, we might ask oursŜƭǾŜǎΣ άƘƻǿ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛǘ not 
ōŜΚέ tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ Ŝǎǎŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ 
in pedagogical practices (and evaluating them to determine outcomes) leading to (additional) 
qualitative research that seeks to understand fŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ 
personal purpose and agency within the classroom and whether and how that might influence 
their pedagogical practices. 

Professional Development 
The stories contained within this essay all deal with, in some way, feelings about and 
considerations of professionalism in our workplaces. We have all been confronted with the 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ōŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ 
graduate level class devoted to the topic, a formal mentoring relationship with a senior faculty 
member, or through informal discussions and group interactions with our peers. The idea that 
we grow and evolve within our profession is pervasive not only in the field of Rhetoric and 
Composition but in most career paths and professional environments. 

tǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΥ ά/ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ 
Education; Participation in professional organizations; Research; Improved job performance; 
Increased duties and responsibilities; Skills Based Training; and Job Assignments.έ2 In every 
single one of these aforementioned practices, we dress. In fact, our dress practices and our 
identity play a role in whether we are able to move through many of these professional 
development practices, namely job assignments and participation in professional organizations. 
What the interrogation of rhetorical dress practices and rhetorical purpose does for 
professional development is to open a line of questioning into what the assumed norms might 

 
     1 Really, we know the body of research here spans multiple disciplines and ranges from the theoretical 
to the grounded-theory data-driven analyses of classroom practices and student outcomes. Here in our 
implications, we hope to demonstrate how these narratives might ground some of this work and 
encourage more. 
     2 https://hr.buffalostate.edu/professional-development-examples  

https://hr.buffalostate.edu/professional-development-examples
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do to create visible and invisible barriers to success for people who are grappling with age, 
ability, and self-expression. 
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Dress Your Professor  

Embodied Rhetoric as Pedagogy 

Stevi Costa, Cornish College of the Arts 
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Fashion is not considered to be synonymous with academia. If you picture a professor in your 
mind, you very likely conjure up the image of a middle-aged to straight-up-old white man in 
glasses, a well-worn blazer (preferably in some shade of brown if not an outright tweed), khakis 
ŀƴŘ ƭƻŀŦŜǊǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƻƻƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦȅ ŜȅŜǎƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘǳƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 
lifetime of intense study. The well-worn blazer and khakis combination apes the more polished 
suits of the business world, therefore signaling professionalism and authority to the students 
who expect to see someone dressed like this commanding the lecture halls in which they 
convene to learn about psychology, European history, or physics. But the well-worn nature of 
these items and their overall neutrality suggests that the body wearing them is secondary to 
ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴǾŜȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ ǎŜŀ ƻŦ ōǊƻǿƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƎŜǎΦ ό¸ƻǳ ƳƛƎƘt 
imagine such an outfit being completely camouflaged in the antique wooden lecture halls at 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ 9ŀǎǘ /ƻŀǎǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦύ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŎƻƴǾŜȅǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅ 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘǎ ǎŜƳƛƻǘƛŎǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜd to look a certain way. We 
imagine them in a particular style, and the style in which they are imagined also informs us of 
what a professor should look like, i.e. who should be a professor. Ergo, anyone who does not 
conform to this image does not conform to our idea of academia, leaving women, people of 
color, persons with disabilities, queer and gender non-conforming folks out of our academic 
imagination.  

This single image of what academic style looks like has persisted for years and dominates our 
thinkiƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΩǎ ƎƭŀŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
diversity. !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ LƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴǳƛǘȅ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ όнлмсύΣ 
ά²ƘƛƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŜƭŘ мнΦт҈ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ нлмоΣ ǳǇ ŦǊƻƳ 8.6% in 
1993, they held only 10.2% of tenured positions. Similarly, women in 2013 held 49.2% of all 
ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǳǇ ŦǊƻƳ оуΦс҈ ƛƴ мффоΣ ōǳǘ Ƨǳǎǘ отΦс҈ ƻŦ ǘŜƴǳǊŜŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎέ όCƛƴƪƭŜǎǘŜƛƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 
p. 1). It is telling, too, that the most popular book for academic jobseekers, The Professor Is In 
by Karen Klesky (2015), also holds on to this antiquated image of what is expected in the 
ŀŎŀŘŜƳȅΦ YƭŜǎƪȅΩǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƧƻōǎŜŜƪŜǊǎ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎΥ άŀ ƴŜǿΣ ǎǘȅƭƛǎƘΣ ǿŜƭƭ-cut, fitted gray, 
brown, or black suit, or skirt and jacket, or dress and jacket combo, should be acquired fresh for 
the interview season . . . Old timers bemoan the homogenization of the assistant professoriate, 
in their sea of dull gray suits. Nevertheless, own a gray suit (or again, the dress-jaŎƪŜǘ ŎƻƳōƻύέ 
(2015, p. 301-303). In her recent article on Stylish Academic, Kavita Mudan Finn (2016) further 
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ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǘƻ άŘǊŜǎǎ ŘƻǿƴΣέ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƻƻƪ άǇƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊέ όCƛƴƴΣ нлмсύΦ CƛƴƴΩǎ 
observations as an academic of color critically point out that the assumed professionalism of 
ǘƘŜ ǎǳƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƛǘŜ ƳŀƴΩǎ ŘƻƳŀƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀōƻǾŜ 
discussion points to a certain homogeneity in the academy in terms of its appearance, and 
suggests that the overly neutralized wardrobe expectations of the academy have an impact on 
ƛǘǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ōȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƴŜǿ ǎǳƛǘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 
aesthetics and physƛŎŀƭ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ Ƙŀǎ 
been traditionally imagined.  

If we choose to interpret academic fashion differently (and sometimes if we simply embody it 
differently), we are perceived as anti-intellectual, frivolous, ǘǊƛǾƛŀƭΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎΦ 
My go-to example to discuss this phenomenon with my students is Elle Woods in Legally 
Blonde, whose hyperfeminine attire marks has as both visually different from and less serious 
than her Ivy League colleagues. Thomŀǎƛƴ .ŀƛƭŜȅ όнлмтύ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƴƻǘŜǎ ƛƴ ά!ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ²ŜŀǊΥ ! 
{ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜŀƴ /ǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŎǳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 
{ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜΩǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ-dressing heroines in order to fit in within masculine spaces. When Twelfth 
NightΩǎ ±ƛƻƭŀ ŘƛǎƎǳƛǎŜǎ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ /ŜǎŀǊƛƻΣ ǎƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜǎ ǿƘŀǘ .ŀƛƭŜȅ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀƴ άƛƴ-between 
ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ Ƴŀƴ ŀƴŘ ōƻȅΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ 
ōǳǘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ƳŜƴΩǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ .ŀƛƭŜȅ ŘǊŀǿǎ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅ 
between ShaƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜΩǎ ŎǊƻǎǎ-dressed heroines and academic fashion to explain why academic 
style has become so normative, which by extension illuminates why those who choose to 
perform style differently are automatic outsiders: they threaten masculine authority by their 
very existence. Women in the academy are often expected to dress in a particular way that I 
would critique as devoid of individuality and femme expression, and this stylelessness functions 
much in the same way cross-ŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎ ŦƻǊ {ƘŀƪŜǎǇŜŀǊŜΩǎ ƘŜǊƻƛnes. By being neither too 
powerfully masculine, nor too obviously feminine, a non-cisgender man can effectively belong 
in academia. But for queer femmes like me, to disguise ourselves in order to fit in to the 
professional standards of the academy further contributes to femme invisibility by erasing the 
way we style ourselves. I love dressing up; I channel my power femmeness through clean lines, 
sharp edges, metal accents, heeled boots, and pops of color. I have an asymmetrical haircut, 
wear lipstick, and always have my nails done. I love a good blazer, but all of mine are brightly 
colored or patterned. I do not own the gray suit Karen Klesky recommends. I do not fit in 
aesthetically with how we imagine academia, although I am white and of an average clothing 
size.  

LΩǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ŀ 
professor to look like and my own embodied dress practices as object lessons through which 
students learn to see fashion and style as modes of composition that are anything but trivial.   

Semiotician Roland Barthes writes in The Language of Fashion όнлмоύΣ άCŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǳǘǘŜǊŀƴŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ 
ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ƴƻǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎǘȅƭŜέ όǇΦ млуύΦ CƻǊ .ŀǊǘƘŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ς 
describing it, evaluating it, discussing it ς that is the very ethos of fashion itself. Dressing 
oneself, in the Barthesian mode, is a way of writing oneself. Since 2011, I have taught a version 
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ƻŦ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ млмέ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǎǳōǘƛǘƭŜŘ άCŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀǎ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎέ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀǎǳŀƭƭȅ 
nicknŀƳŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ /ƭŀǎǎΦέ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ L ǘŜŀŎƘ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ ŀ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
dressing practice. By linking the two, students understand writing and dressing as sites of 
embodied knowledge. On my syllabus, I describe the course content as follows: 

In this course, we will achieve [our writing] goals by studying fashion, which has more in 
common with the practice of writing than you might think. Fashion is all about style 
What we wear tells other people a lot about who we are, what we value in the world, 
and where we come from. Writing, too, is a matter of style. Both what we wear and how 
we write are about making conscious choices to communicate to different audiences. In 
this class, we will think about writing in its relationship to style, and then use writing to 
explore the fashion industry and its complexities. As we learn to develop our own styles 
as writers, we will read fashion magazines, advertisements, writing about the fashion 
industry, and even learn how to read outfits rhetorically. We will consider questions 
such as: How do we present ourselves every day through our clothing? What does our 
clothing say about who we are as people? How do our choices as consumers impact 
other people and our environment? How can studying fashion make us more conscious 
consumersςŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΚέ 

These big picture questions, therefore, challenge students to think about how their clothing 
choices are situated in matrices of meaning that govern what kinds of bodies count as 
professional, athletic, fashionaōƭŜΣ άŎƭŀǎǎȅΣέ ŜǘŎΦ ¢ƻ ǇŀƛǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƘŜƭǇǎ 
students understand that these embodied positions they might occupy in their dress practices 
are very much acts of writing, or, at the very least, acts of inscription, in which bodies are being 
written on, written through, or written with various cultural ideologies in mind. 

!ƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ά5ǊŜǎǎ ¸ƻǳǊ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ hƴŜ 
day a week, I allow my students to assign me a dress-based theme that I must then interpret 
and wear to work using only the contents of my own closet. Some of my assignments are about 
interpreting abstract ideas or concepts, like embodying a particular ethos or wearing clothing 
inspired by a popular style from the past, while others are focused on demystifying how clothes 
ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΣ ƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ 
anymore.  The results of this project are sometimes silly, and sometimes force me to 
deliberately dress in contradiction to the ascribed professional standards of the academy, like 
the time my students asked me to come to class in my gym clothes. By giving my students the 
power to dress me up, so to speak, I offer myself as an object lesson in the rhetorical power of 
clothing. My Dress Your Professor experiments, which I also document and discuss on 
Instagram under the handle @dressyourprofessor, serve as embodied texts to discuss 
questions of power in the classroom, as well as ideas about gender, labor, class, race, and the 
environment.  

Because my clothing serves as an object lesson within the context of the class, I will use this 
article to further that practice by documenting and reflecting on some pedagogical components 
of this class that demonstrate dressing oneself as a site of embodied, multimodal rhetoric. 
¦ǎƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ǊŜǎǎ ¸ƻǳǊ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩǎ 
foundational writing assignment, I aim to show how the writing classroom can be a productive 
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space to write and edit the self within and against existing structures of power through the 
embodied rhetoric of dress.   

Writing Assignments  
Understanding classical rhetorical appeals such as logos, ethos, and pathos is foundational to 
the Fashion as Rhetoric class. My first assignment in this course asks students to create an 
editorial spread of their own style for an imaginary fashion magazine, and then produce a 
ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŎǳǊŀǘŜŘ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŜǘƘƻǎΣ ƭƻƎƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘƘƻǎ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
the rhetorical situation for which thŜȅΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƘƻǎŜƴΦ ¢ƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǎǇǊŜŀŘǎΣ 
students collect images on Pinterest of items of clothing and outfits. I choose to use Pinterest as 
the tool for this writing assignment primarily because it is a free, accessible, and easy-to-use 
piece of technology with which many students are already familiar. Rather than assuming 
students are well-versed in design programs, or that they have subscriptions to physical 
magazines that they would be willing to cut up and collage, Pinterest provides a free and 
accessible platform that students can use to compose themselves visually. Additionally, I 
choose to mirror the rhetoric of the traditional editorial spread from a fashion magazine for this 
assignment through technology because it provides a lower stakes way for students to express 
their identity. Although I am more than willing to dress up for them, as I will discuss later, I 
recognize that many students are not performance-oriented, so asking them to model their 
own closets in any way would be potentially emotionally challenging, and runs the risk of 
reinforcing the kinds of anxieties and insecurities we all have about how our clothing choices 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜ ǳǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƭƻƻƪ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŜǘŎΦ aȅ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άsee themselves at the 
center of the dƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ōȅ ŎŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ 
themselves and their clothing as embodied rhetorics ς even if this embodiment is facilitated 
through the safety of virtual mood boards (Elbow, 1995, p. 79).  

I frame the assignment for students in these terms: 

ά²ƘŜƴ ŀ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜ ƭŀȅǎ ƻǳǘ ŀƴ ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǎǇǊŜŀŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǿƻ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΥ  

1. The audience of the magazine they're designing for. 

2. The purpose of the style they're showcasing. 

For example, Elle, GQ, and Teen Vogue might all feature editorial spreads on office-
appropriate clothing with the purpose of showcasing styles that are "professional," but 
they would all do these for different audiences and therefore the clothing featured 
would look different. 

GQ would feature well-tailored classic men's suiting in upscale fabrics, paired with 
slimfit button down shirts, vintage-inspired neckties, and shoes without socks. (The no 
sock look is very important to GQ's European style aspirations.) Their readers are 
younger men who aspire to wealth and elegant styling that's fashion forward. 
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Elle would feature high fashion work looks with clean lines in luxury fabrics, paired with 
bold accessories and wicked high heels. Their readers are fashion-forward women who 
value personal style and aesthetic boldness. 

Teen Vogue would feature more traditional, affordable workwear looks sourced from 
thrift stores in interesting combinations, possibly including graphic tees that bear the 
wearers political or social values. Teen Vogue's readers are tuned in to social justice, are 
very vocal about standing up for their beliefs, and want to work to make the world a 
better place. But they're also young and have to be creative about how they spend their 
money. 

In this assignment, you get to be the fashion editor of your own magazine. You will 
compose a άlookέ of your choosing by creating a public Pinterest board. You will then 
write a 2-3 page paper that lays out your Purpose & Audience for this look, and provides 
a justification for why you believe these pieces suit your intended audience and purpose 
ōȅ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŜǘƘƻǎΣ ƭƻƎƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘƘƻǎΦέ 

.ȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŜŘƛǘƻǊ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΣέ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ άƛƴ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΦέ Lǘ 
empowers them to occupy a position of expertise ς one which may be very different from the 
way they currently occupy their space in the world ς and see themselves as the center of that 
expertise. My students are typically not Anna Wintour. Their style profiles do not reflect fashion 
as it is dictated in the pages of Vogue, but as it exists in their worlds. My students at minority-
serving campuses have centered street styles inspired by the Hypebeast movement or K-Pop 
idols, while my students at Cornish College of the Arts have produced Editorial Spreads about 
their stage styles for imaginary music magazines, effectively writing about the connections 
between their clothing style and the music they write and perform.  

I note in my assignment description that fashion magazines court specific audiences who seek 
out clothing for particularly purposes such as work, special occasions, resort vacations, and 
more. I detail the readership and style choices of a few popular magazines in my assignment 
prompt to solidify the link between visual style and audience expectations to ensure that even 
though students are creating editorial spreads around their own stylistic aspirations, they are 
also thinking about how to articulate this style to an audience of their choosing ς one which can 
be like or unlike them. In classroom exercises leading up to this writing assignment, students 
discuss how clothing, much like writing, is specifically chosen to suit purposes and audiences, 
through which they learn to grasp the concept of rhetorical situation. We discuss the idea of 
expected dress codes by comparing what we might wear to the gym to what we might wear to 
a job interview, and draw an analogy to different writing situations, such as composing a text 
message and writing a cover letter for a job. Once students grasp rhetorical situation, we close 
read fashion magazines to understand how design choices, language, and photographs draw on 
ƭƻƎƻǎΣ ŜǘƘƻǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘƘƻǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŜŀŎƘ ƳŀƎŀȊƛƴŜΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΦ ²Ŝ 
specifically examine each of the magazines I list in this prompt (Elle, GQ, and TeenVogue) to 
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illustrate how each one is tailored to its specific audience, and how rhetorical choices like 
design and language evidence this.  

To further reinforce writing with a specific audience in mind, my students learn to visualize the 
audiences theyΩǊŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴ-class activity that asks them to imagine and profile a 
person or group of people chosen from a series of stock photos (which feature people of 
various genders, racial and ethnic backgrounds, and age ranges). The stock photo exercise 
allows them to creatively imagine and invent a profile of their ideal audience by drawing on 
visual cues from the photographs. The profiles students produce in their freewrites about these 
photos help them hone in on age range, income level, likes and dislikes, and other demographic 
information when thinking about their audiences so that they can learn to more specifically 
tailor their rhetorical strategies to suit audience expectations. We practice writing pitches for 
our imaginary magazines to these audiences in class, and this in-class audience exercise then 
ŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ tƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ōƻŀǊŘΦ  

The Editorial Spread assignment incorporates multiple modes of rhetoric. Its methods of 
composition are both visual and written and incorporates both the web and the word 
processor. It draws inspiration from a real-world genre and hybridizes this with academic 
analysis. This assignment foregrounds multimodality and embodiment as central to both how 
we compose ourselves on the page and how we compose ourselves in the world. By embracing 
this multimodality, it is my aim for students to see the power they have as writers, and how 
they might use writing to productively write, edit, and empower themselves. 

 

Dress Your Professor  
¢ƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎΩǎ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎΣ L ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀ 
performative element in this course that cedes my power to my students by letting them 
choose what I wear to work. The Dress Your Professor project has been a part of this class since 
I began teaching iterations of this class in 2010. The rules of Dress Your Professor are simple: 
once a week, my students get to determine what I wear to work based on their votes and 
suggestions. I am only allowed to use items I already own and cannot purchase anything new to 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ Ƴȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΦ L Ŏŀƴ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ 
due to the timing of when voting closes relative to when I need to get ready for work the next 
morning. Footwear and outweŀǊ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳŜ όǎƻ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŜŀǊ ƘŜŜƭǎ 
ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŀ ǘŀƴƪ ǘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƴύΦ L ǇƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ άȊŜǊƻ Ǌƛǎƪέ 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ άƘƛƎƘ ǊŜǿŀǊŘέ ƻŦ ƳŜ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƛƭƭȅΦ  

This practice has indeed produced some hilarious results. I begin each semester by asking my 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ƳŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ άŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƛŎƻƴǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ 5ǊŜǎǎ 
Your Professor assignment. Emulating celebrity looks is, first and foremost, an exercise in 
understanding ethos. The idea is not to copy the outfit exactly, but to emulate the qualities of a 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ 
they embody personal style. The celebrities students choose vary wildly based on classroom 
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demographics. At the University of Washington, I once taught class dressed as Justin Bieber, 
and ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ŀǘ IƛƎƘƭƛƴŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ άbƻǊƳŎƻǊŜ wƘƛŀƴƴŀέ όFigure 1).  

I always begin with this exercise to deliberately disrupt students understanding of what a 
professor should/is supposed to look like. During the first week of class, they see me wear my 
standard attire: pencil skirts, bold print tops, boots, blazers, and metals. When I show up 
emulating Rhianna, I convey a different ethos. In my Instagram reflection, I refer to Rhianna as 
ŀ άǊƛǎƪ-ǘŀƪŜǊέ ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ άǿŜŀǊ ǿƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǎƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪ ƘŜƭƭŀ Ŧƭȅέ ό/ƻǎǘŀΣ нлмуύΦ 
In class, my students and I discuss what they thought about me based on how I dressed on the 
first day of class compared to the ethos I emulate in the first Dress Your Professor assignment. 
In most cases, my position as the instructor automatically conveys a sense of authority, 
ingrained in my students from the design of their prior educational experiences, but students 
are quick to note that they would not necessarily assume I was qualified to teach if I dressed in 
sweatshirts and baseball caps all of the time. Given that I have male colleagues from graduate 
school who did teach in sweatshirts and baseball caps, this example clearly illustrates the 
assumptions we make between gender and authoritative dress practices. Students will assume 
a masculine figure is in charge, regardless of what he is wearing, but cast doubts on a feminine 
ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƛŦ ǎƘŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƧƻōΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 5ǊŜǎǎ ¸ƻǳǊ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǎŜǘǎ 
the tone for how I use embodied dress practices to spark discussion about gender norms and 
professional dress practices in the classroom, offering myself up as a case study for my students 
to close read and analyze. 

Figure 1: An Instagram post from my @dressyourprofessor account from January 2018 in which I am 
ƳƛƳƛŎƪƛƴƎ wƘƛŀƴƴŀΩǎ άƴƻǊƳŎƻǊŜέ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ 
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From this point on, our Dress Your Professor themes follow the scaffolding of our writing 
assignments, allowing students a fun, visual, and performative enhancement to the content. 
The course is broken up into three units, each scaffolded toward the production of a major 
essay. In Unit 1, students learn about rhetorical analysis while reading both popular and 
ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜ ¢ƛƳ DǳƴƴΩǎ Guide to Style (2006) and Malcolm 
.ŀǊƴŀǊŘΩǎ Fashion as Communication (2002). They apply what they learn about how style 
communicates ideas about class, social status, personal identity, and more to the rhetorical 
concepts of ethos, logos, and pathos, and explore this in writing during their first assignment, 
which I have previously discussed. My Dress Your Professor assignments in this portion of the 
clasǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŜǘƘƻǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΦ aǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ άŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘȅ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƛŎƻƴέ 
experiment with which I open the project, subsequent assignments ask me to embody the 
ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ¢ƛƳ DǳƴƴΩǎ άǎǘȅƭŜ ƳŜƴǘƻǊǎΣέ ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘe added edge of 
άǘƘŜ ǊƻŎƪŜǊǎέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜ-ǎǇƛǊƛǘŜŘ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ .ƻƘŜƳƛŀƴǎέ όнллсΣ ǇΦ су-88). I have also 
explored the social function of clothing as a communicative tool by dressing to convey political 
ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǊ ǇƛŜǘȅΣ ŀǎ aŀƭŎƻƭƳ .ŀǊƴŀǊŘΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΦ 

Unit 2 encourages students to learn argumentative strategies in the form a persuasive letter. 
Drawing on what they learn about developing different styles of writing and dressing for 
different rhetorical situations and different audiences, students are primŜŘ ǘƻ άǘǊȅ ƻƴέ ƴŜǿ 
ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /9h ƻŦ ŀ άŦŀǎǘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴέ 
company and persuade them to change their business practices. In this unit, they read Elizabeth 
/ƭƛƴŜΩǎ Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion όнлмоύ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǘŎƘ WƻƘƴ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ 
Last Week Tonight (2015) segment on the same topic. Through long-form and short-form 
journalism, they learn about working with sources, and analyzing the structure of 
argumentation, as well as how arguments are structured differently to suit different audiences 
and formats.  

As they learn about the fast fashion industry and prepare to write their persuasive letter, my 
Dress Your Professor assignments become an object lesson in the life cycle of garments. 
FolloǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ /ƭƛƴŜΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ L ǘǊŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ L ƻǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŎƘŀƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ 
point of purchase, to the location of its production, and to the processes by which the very 
fibers of the garment were initially created. Cline argues, broadly speaking, that the fast fashion 
industry has had deleterious and nearly irreversible effects on global labor practices and on the 
environment due to US consumer demand for cheap, trendy clothing. This is always a real eye-
opener for the students and for me as I investigate my own closet for three weeks and 
document my findings with my students.  

aƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōǳȅ Ŧŀǎǘ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘŜƳ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΣ ǘƻƻΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 
particular part of the fashion economy. Fast fashion, as Cline notes, appeals to our need for 
novelty, and is engineered specifically to appeal to our wallets and sense of thrift. No longer do 
we see clothing as an investment that is meant to last for years, but as disposable. It makes 
looking stylish accessible to more sectors of the economy, and is therefore somewhat 
democratizing, but also comes with high cost to the environment and, ultimately, to our own 
wallets as we overproduce and overconsume in this arena. For the first part of this unit, my 
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students assign me the task of wearing only items sourced from one part of the retail supply 
chain: fast fashion, handmade, vintage/thrift, or couture. 

Very rarely do students choose to outfit me in fast fashion, instead choosing to see thrifted and 
handmade looks, which allows us to discuss the material differences in production and 
manufacturing that Cline outlines in her book (Figure 2). Clothing manufactured before the 
1970s has wider, thicker seams. It was intended to be let out, taken in, or otherwise mended to 
grow with the body of the wearer. It was also usually made in the United States by union 
garment manufacturers, which is another reason for its quality and longevity. By wearing 
vintage clothing found in thrift stores or at resellers as a material practice, my students can 
more clearly visualize the difference between how things once were, and how they are now.  

This point is further emphasized ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŜŜƪΩǎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ŀ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ 
ƛǘŜƳΩǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴΦ /ƭƛƴŜ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴƭȅ н҈ ƻŦ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƻƭŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ 
ƘŜǊŜΣ ŀǎ ƻŦ нлмо όнлмоΣ ǇΦ рύΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘƛǎ 
statistic has changed a little bit since that time. But the fact that 90% of the clothing we buy in 
ǘƘŜ ¦{ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǿŜŜƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƴƛǘΣ Ƴȅ 
students assign me to take my closet to task and wear an outfit that comes only from the US, 
China, or a cluster of other countries that represent common manufacturing sites such as 
Southeast Asia (including Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and India) or Central Europe (including 
Turkey and the Ukraine). Most of the time, students will assign me the task of wearing clothing 

Figure 2: An Instagram post from my @dressyourprofessor account from April 2018 in which I am 
wearing a vintage jumpsuit. 
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ƳŀŘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ /ƭƛƴŜΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ 
difficult. However, over the years, this assignment has changed my practices as a consumer.  

Each time I complete this asǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ L Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ /ƭƛƴŜΩǎ ŎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƭȅ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘǎ 
I own, but where they come from. I do not include accessories like scarves, gloves, and hats in 
this assessment, nor do I include undergarments or gym clothes. Out of the nearly 280 pieces of 
clothing I owned when I did this assignment in February 2018, I had fewer than 10 pieces of 
clothing in my closet that were made in the United States. Between that time and the time of 
ǘƘƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ LΩǾŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ол ǇƛŜŎŜǎΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳlt of my Dress Your Professor 
experiments, more than 10% of my wardrobe is now made in the United States. I always invite 
my students to consider doing this to their own closets, but I have yet to have one tell me 
ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ŏonsumer habits as a result of this class. 

I know that my consumer habits have changed because of this class, but also because I have the 
ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΣ ŀǎ ƻǳǊ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǿŜŜƪ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ /ƭƛƴŜΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
an investigation into how clothing textiles are made, arguing that the industry must reduce its 
carbon footprint by shifting to more sustainable methods of production. Cline traces the 
environmental impact of the production of synthetic fibers and natural fibers, pollutants from 
dies, and the effectiveness of textile recycling. Perhaps because they assume it will be the most 
challenging, students like to assign me one of two options here: wearing only natural fibers or 
wearing only clothing made from recycled materials. While most of our clothing is made from 
ǎȅƴǘƘŜǘƛŎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ƻǊ ōƭŜƴŘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ ǘŜŜ ǎƘƛǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƪƛǊǘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ 
ŎƭƻǎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ млл҈ ŎƻǘǘƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ 
ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŎycled or otherwise sustainably produced is a much larger challenge that opens up 
conversations with my students about the intersections of class and sustainability. 

As a result of Dress Your Professor, I have not only increased the amount of clothing in my 
ŎƭƻǎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ōǳǘ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜƎǳƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ 
made from recycled or otherwise sustainably produced materials. I currently own three items 
that fall under this rubric, primarily because sustainable fashion is often much more expensive 
than equivalent styles sold at fast fashion chains. When I discuss this fact with my students in 
class, this opens up conversations about privilege, whiteness, and environmentalism. To an 18-
year-old relying on scholarships and student loans, spending $218 on a dress from sustainable 
ǊŜǘŀƛƭŜǊ wŜŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ LΩƳ ǿŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƻǿ LƴǎǘŀƎǊŀƳ Ǉƻǎǘ ƳŀŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŜŘ 
ǾƛƴǘŀƎŜ ŘŜŀŘǎǘƻŎƪΣ ǎŜŜƳǎ ŀǎǘǊƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ wƻǘƘȅΩǎ ŦƭŀǘǎΣ ƳŀŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŜŘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ōƻǘǘƭŜǎΣ 
also subject my students to sticker shock with their $145 price tag. As a professional in my mid-
30s, I have more disposable income to invest in clothing that matches my ethical stance, but 
that is also afforded to me by my whiteness, my able body, and my cisgender femininity. With 
my wardrobe and my physical embodiment as an object lesson, students can quickly recognize 
and discuss how ethical fashion is created and sustained only by a particular type of consumer: 
a consumer who looks like me.    
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Conclusions 
By centering style as a pedagogical practice and academic inquiry through my writing 
assignments and the Dress Your Professor project, I hope to expand the style through which 
students (and my colleagues) can imagine their place in the academy. My pedagogical practices 
for this course center my queer femme identity, which I hope serves as a model for students to 
renegotiate the boundaries of various rhetorical situations for which they may have to compose 
themselves. Further, when my students draw on their material experiences as the basis for 
their writing projects, they center themselves in academic discourse, which broadens the scope 
of academic inquiry. Likewise, by offering myself as an object lesson, I aim for my students to 
experience how relationships to power shift and change as I negotiate various forms of dress 
alongside our study of the fashion industry. Sometimes, that means literally divesting myself of 
the clothes I would usually wear that convey any sense of academic credibility and authority 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƭŜƴǎΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
point of view, as evidenced by the final Dress Your Professor prompt from the Fall 2018 
ƛǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ Ƴȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƭƻƻƪ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ άƛƴŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŀōƭŜ ŦǊƻm any student 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎƛŎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘέ (Figure 4).  
 
 

 

  

Figure 3: An Instagram post from my @dressyourprofessor account from May 2019 in which I am 
wearing clothing made from recycled materials. 
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