
DE-CONSTRUCTING 
FEMININITY



“Yes, rape is 
wrong. But 
what is a 
girl doing in 
a room with 
four boys?” 
 

We should 
be teaching 
boys not to 
rape not girls 
how to avoid 
it.

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 
We should all be feminists.

Jenny Holzer
Abuse of Power Comes as No Surprised 



FEMINISM 
STEREOTYPING 
SEXUAL ASSAULT  
WOMEN 
SEXISM

These themes 
resonated with me 
since like any woman 
I have been victim 
of stereotyping and 
sexism. After being 
raped in my second 
year of uni, I realised 
really how common the 
issue was and I felt  
more passionate about 
spreading awareness 
of the injustices women 
face day to day. 



In popular culture 
sexual violence is 
often written off as 
something less sinister 
leading young women 
to believe behaviour 
like this is okay.

JUlie Beck
The Atlantic- When Pop Culture Sells Dangerous Myths About Romance.



Young 
women need 
to know 
that being 
belittled 
wasn’t the 
result of 
their own 

secret 
failings, it 
was one of 
the boring 
old gender 
wars, and it 
happened to 
most of us.

Rebecca Solnit
Men Explain Things to Me.

Jessica Glenza 
Guardian- ) Stanford swimmer to be charged with felony rape over alleged campus attack. Guardian. 

BBC
 Jeffrey Epstein: Financier charged with sex trafficking minors.



My story.
You shone a flash light in my eyes 

I took my skirt off but it wasn’t a sign 
I wanted to have sex

I lay there in pain, half falling asleep

‘Shit shirt’ (2020)



I wanted to speak to other survivors 
to get a greater understanding of 
sexual violence from not only my 
point of view, I did this by carrying 
out interviews with people around 
me, it was surprising to see how 
many people I knew had been 
through similar experiences.

Mind Charity
Trauma 



‘Wearing a beige cardigan’

‘Pine needles scratching the back of my 
neck’

‘I don’t want my body anymore I was terri-
fied of it’

‘I wanted to take off my body like a jack-
et and leave it at the hospital’

‘According to him, I liked it’

‘If you’re confused about whether a girl 
can consent, see if she can speak an en-
tire sentence’.

 Pine needle (2020)



Why tell stories?
 
38% To help other 
survivors
34% To help 
themselves
25% To support 
research 
14% For financial 
compensation.
Journal of interpersonal violence
Why do rape survivors volunteer for face-to-face interviews?

Lucy: What is the importance of victims telling 
stories?

Sarah Lafford Head of Business development at 
Birmingham RSVP: What’s important is people feel 
able to tell their stories if and when they want to. 
There is a lot of public and media focus on sexual 
abuse, a lot more understanding of how common 
it is. What comes with that is a real oweness of 
victims to tell almost like a social responsibility,  
that you must report, you must describe what has 
happened to you .. as a society the culture should 
shift so that the oweness is on us to really hear 
people, to listen to people when they’re ready to 
tell their stories, to believe people, to not victim 
blame. I think what’s important is that we as a 
society create the right conditions for people to 
tell their story, almost like a shift in emphasis.

Personal interview with Sarah Lafford Head of Business development at Birmingham Rape 
and sexual violence project



SUZANNE 
LACY 
 
THREE 
WEEKS IN 
MAY 1977

Lacy tells the story 
of the magnitude of 
sexual violence cases 
in LA, stamping RAPE 
on to a large scale map 
when each occur. 

This type of storytelling 
is important as it shows  
other survivors they 
are not alone, this 
is something which 
inspires me to tell 
these stories.



‘I 
straightened 
my hair, 
put my best 
jeans and 
top on’

Many people who have 
been raped or sexually 
assaulted claim to 
have vivid memories of 
certain sounds/smells 
associated with the 
attack.
Linda Geddes. 
BBC- Why sexual assault survivors forget details and other misconceptions.

Anonymous- Interview conducted by me,

Jeans (2020)



‘Wearing 
a polka 
dot dress, 
was just on 
the dance 
floor trying 
to enjoy 
myself’ 

Anonymous- Interview conducted by me

Alyssa Milano
Twitter



‘I showered 
in bleach.. 
the shower 
was on the 
hottest set-
ting’
Anonymous- Interview conducted by me

Anonymous comment online 

Warwick University students group chat comments
Bleach (2020)



Details such as the 
denim of jeans may 
mean nothing to you 
but are a big part of 
their survivor story.

Details in the fibre (2020)

The day (2020)

Microscopic 
scale

Planetary 
scale



National scale TRACEY 
EMIN

“Fuck you eddy” (1995)
Tracey Emin

Protest banner print (2020)

Art is a way of communicting, which makes 
it important in activism as it can be used to 
spread awareness of issues people face.



BUT ‘women are raped 
wearing a variety of 
clothing. They could be 
wearing jeans, school 
uniform or pyjamas’.

Sarah Everard S
ITV - Sarah Everard: Police officer arrested on suspicion of murder

Independent 
Majority of men believe women more likely to be sexually assaulted if wearing revealing 
clothes, study suggests

Natasha Hinde
Huffington post- ‘Overly-Sexualised’ Pretty Little Thing Ad Banned 
For Objectifying Women

‘55% of men believed 
the more revealing the 
clothes a woman wears, 
the more likely it is that 
she will be harassed or 
assaulted’.



SIMON 
EVANS

“Everything I have” (2008)
Simon Evans

Collection/Archive of 
clothing

Alanna Vagianos
Huffington post- Art Exhibit Powerfully Answers The Question ‘What Were You Wearing?’



Celebrating short 
skirts.

The miniskirt 
empowered women to 
own their bodies and be 
proud of their gender. 

A collection of skirts (2020)



‘We wanted to end 
victim blaming. The 
idea that a persons 
underwear being used 
by a defence barrister 
as some indication 
of their intentions, is 
absolutely despicable’
Rita Harrold-
INdependent.Ie

Women should be able 
to wear whatever they 
want without it meaning 
anything  sexually.



The way you look/what 
you wear/how you act, 
does not mean consent.

The relevance of lipsticks; lipsticks are a common 
‘women’s’ everyday object

The activity of getting ready is often remembered 
in assault stories.

However - the makeup you wear does NOT mean you 
were ‘asking for it’



#4 #6 #8 Chanel Miller impact statement. 
#5 #7 Rape victim reads impact statement 
in court. #1 #2 #3 A survivor on American 
university’s campus by Hannah camp. #9 
Donald Trump

Colours of trauma (2020)



A words of 
encouragement wall for 
survivors was set up by 
Birmingham RSVP at 
the Rep theatre during 
the ‘asking for it play’. 
I set up one at the 
school of art.



Using the heat press to 
print on to fabric from 
fabric paints

Polyester suede 

Polyester canvas



Triobal fleece



Polyester satin plaza



Encouragement (2020)



Encourage wall (2020)



Liberation 
manifested 
itself 
physically 
in the 
relaxed fit 
of garments 
and with it 

came a new 
set of ideals 
for women.

Smita Bagai 
1920s FASHION: DAWN OF WOMEN’S LIBERATION.



COMME DES 
GARÇONS 
‘Like the 
boys’

Sandra 
Mujinga

Mujinga plays with 
the economies of 
invisibility and opacity 
negotiating questions 
of identity and self 
representation.

Art rabbit
Sandra Mujinga- Structural Keepers

Comme Des Garcons
Wikipedia

Why is oversized seen 
as masculine? How can 
women explore their 
identity in oversized 
clothes?



Prettiness 
is not a rent 
you pay for 
occupying 
a space 
marked 
female

‘Prettiness’ is not 
something we need to be 
just because we have the 
title of ‘woman’#

Is prettiness even real? Is it 
a social construct?Florence Given 

Women Don’t owe you pretty 

Is Beauty a concept?
DougasMaximus.wordpress



Cy Twombly

Untitled (Bacchus, Psilax, Mainomenos), 2005
Cy Twombly

Lipstick (2021)
Lucy Lucas



“Exploration of the soul” (1994)
Tracey Emin

Lipstick T-shirt (2021) Exploration T-shirt (2021)



Dress codes say no 
to tight clothes but 
oversized is seen as 
‘manly’ Can this be 
ideology be broken?

Laura Bates
Time- How School Dress Codes Shame Girls and Perpetuate Rape Culture

Doinaalexei 
HOW TO DRAW A FASHION FIGURE IN A FEW SIMPLE STEPS: STEP BY STEP GUIDE WITH PIC-
TURES

BBC 
Florida high school alters 80 ‘immodest’ 
yearbook photos of students

Salida middle school dress code
pinterest

Half and half top (2021)



‘I will
Choose 
to wear a 
tight fitting 
bodycon 
dress. 
However 
those 

Occasions 
will be if/
when it suits 
me and not 
when I think 
society 
demands it 
of me’.

Georgina Wong
The Tab- Feminism and Fashion: I dress for myself

Camille Rainville
Be A Lady They Said



FASHION 
TROPES

Clothing has an identity 
depending on the fabric/
style/colour/pattern etc

Feminine- glitter, satin, 
lace, pleats, floral, pastel 
Masculine- leather, studs, 
shoulder pads, blazers, 
oversized

Experimenting with 
stitch

Thread tension: Adjust depending on the 
material 
Thin material = thread tension 2-3

Stitch length: 
Thin material = shorter stitch 
Thick material = longer stitch 

Zigzag stitch good for stretchy material such 
as Lycra.

Harry Styles
Akanksha Saxena
Times Now News- ‘Clothes have no gender’: How netizens came out in support of Harry 
Styles’ ‘dressy’ look in Vogue cover shoot 



Silk
Thinner, finer, ‘delicate’ 
fabrics have been 
traditionally associated 
with women.
Silks satins and lace 
are often used for 
women’s lingerie, 
designed to make a 
woman feel ‘pretty and 
feminine’

Leah Morgan
Huffington post- It’s Finally Men’s Turn To Embrace So-Called ‘Feminine’ Fabrics.

What does it mean to be 
feminine?

What it means to be feminine can differ 
from person to person and ultimately, being 
feminine is whatever you want it to be – it’s 
should be what makes you confident and 
happy. To me, femininity means being hard-
working, strong, self-sufficient, resilient, 
empathetic, and passionate.
Sumaya Hussaini
Women’s Republic - What does it mean to be ‘feminine’.

‘Pretty’ (2021)



Gender reality is 
performative which 
means quite simply, 
that it is real only to the 
extent it is performed.
Judith Butler. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. London: Routledge, 
1999, p.179.

Leah Morgan
Huffington post- It’s Finally Men’s Turn To Embrace So-Called ‘Feminine’ Fabrics.‘Pretty’ up close (2021)

Work in progress (2021)

Why should clothes be 
defined by gender?



Fashion tropes have 
historical meanings for 
both women and men 
so  why do we so strictly 
gender them today?



Aggressively 
oversized, 
gave the 
effect of 
holding their 
head up
Nicole Livey 
Fashion magazine- Charting the unlikely history of ruffles.

Power ruffle (2021)



BETHANY 
WILLIAMS

Olivia Singer
VOGUE-How Bethany Williams Radically Reinvented Fashion As A Force

“I’ve always loved the 
idea of taking something 
that’s discarded, giving it 
some time and making it 
beautiful”

Ruffle experimentation X$ (2021)





‘Embodied 
feminist 
goals of the 
era’

Closet core
Free Pattern- Shoulder pads and sleeve heads

Work in progress (2021)



WHAT 
MAKES A 
WOMAN 
POWERFUL? 

‘Any woman who is in 
control, who is in touch 
with her femininity and 
sensuality is a woman 
that is empowered’

All women can be 
seen as powerful for 
different reasons.

Craig Mclean. 
Independent -  Shakira interview: ‘Feeling sexy is empowering’

Contrasting power pads (2021)



Diana was 
the triumph 
of feminine 
strength in 
practice
Anne Mcelvoy-
Evening Standard- Was Princess Diana a feminist? Diana is my power T-shirt (2021)



DE-CONSTRU 
CTING THE 
POWER SUIT 
DE-CONSTRU 
CTING 
FEMININITY

“Gender is an identity 
tenuously constituted 
in time, instituted in an 
exterior space through 
a stylized repetition of 
acts… in which bodily 
gestures, movements, 
and styles of various 
kinds constitute the 
illusion of an abiding 
gendered self”
Judith Butler. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. London: Routledge, 
1999, p.179.



De-constructing and 
Reconstructing the 
blazer, a ‘GENTLEMAN’S 
classic’ into items 
of women’s wear. 
Transforming the blazer 
into something which 
isn’t strictly masculine.

BBC 
The Great British Sewing Bee 



What does 
power mean 
to me?

Power is people who 
have been through so 
much yet still manage 
to stay strong. My mum, 
auntie, friends and 
nans are all powerful 
women to me as they 
are still able to look out 
for everyone around 
them despite hard 
times they have faced.

I am powerful for 
overcoming what I have 
been through.



“Dubious Desire for Cleanliness”
Camilla Steinum
Artsy.net - Camilla Steinum’s Textile Sculptures Take a Feminist Approach to Material 

“()” 2007
Elana Herzog

Arm wrestle (2021)

Louise Benson
Tenant of Culture on Refashioning Old Clothes—and Herself



Powerful 
women in 
my family

Mothers are the 
emotional backbones 
of the family. They 
provide the holding 
place for everyone’s 
feelings and do their 
best to keep us from 
being hurt.

Barton Goldsmith Ph.D.
Psychology Today-  Top 10 Reasons Why Mums Are Important



Winifred Aldrich
6th Edition Metric Pattern Cutting for Womens Wear

Mandy Pattullo

‘I call it textile collage 
because I layer up, 
have raw edges, mix 
materials and work 
in the same way as a 
paper collage artist’

Mandy Pattullo 
Untitled 
Create whimsy  Spotlight: Mandy Pattullo, Textiles Artist

Deconstruction in progress (2021)



A Letter to my daughter 

When I moved to 
University my mum 
wrote me a letter of 
encouragement. After 
being assaulted my mum 
was there for me and I 
read back through the 
letter to remember how 
much I am loved. 

My mum makes me feel 
like a powerful woman.



Deconstruction in progress (2021)

 I want the viewer to see how many pieces 
of the puzzle it takes to make the garment 
they are stepping inside or putting over their 
head. By ironing out all the seams, taking 
away all the threads, you can see where 

stitches and folds used to be.
Margaret Burton on fast fashion



Rebecca Solnit 
Men Explain Things to Me.

‘The battle for women 
to be treated like 
human beings with 
rights to life, liberty, 
and the pursuit 
of involvement in 
cultural and political 
arenas continues and 
sometimes its a pretty 
grim battle’

 M (2021)
F  (2021)



 E (2021) I (2021)



‘I think we could 
understand misogyny 
and violence against 
women better if we 
looked at the abuse of 
power as a whole rather 
than treating domestic 
violence separately 
from rape and murder 
and harassment and 
intimidation online and 
in the work place and 
in the streets ; seen 
together, the pattern is 
clear’
Rebecca Solnit 
Men Explain Things to Me. I (2021) N (2021)



N (2021) I (2021)



Y (2021) T  (2021)



De-constructing Femininity  - School of Art (2021)

I overcame my rape 
through my own power 
with the support of my 
family and friends.



We are all powerful as 
women.

We will not be defined 
and will overcome 
challenges we face.


