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CELINA 'FOX on ¢ Fashion and Fetishism ’.
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the culturally dominant mode
of dress, as opposed to
fetishism, which is the in-
dividual or group redirection
of the sexual instinct onto an
aspect of dress

During" the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, tight-
lacing was adopted by women
in sufficent numbers to blur
this distinction. The provoca-
tive sexual intent of the
phenomenon was overt, con-
stricting the waist to emphasise
movement in the hips and
bust ; the abuse it provoked,
unparalleled.

It is usual nowadays to
assume that the corset served a
wholly repressive function,
that it was a symptom and a
symbol of female oppression.
But Kunzle suggests, on the
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and an impressive array of
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On this issue, both Marie
Antoinette and Joseph II,
rebelled against their mothes
Maria Theresa, who regarded
the corset as a form of
discipline. Marie Antomette,
scandalised the French'éourt
with her unrestricted figure
during her back-to-nature
milkmaid phase. And one of
the more memorably futile
gestures of Enlightened Des-

potism was Joseph’s edict in

the 1780s forbidding the
wearing of corsets in public
schools to safeguard girls’
health and their moral welfare.
It did not do any good, even
with the threat of police
enforcement.

The flimsy fashions of the
Revolution gave women a
chance to get their breaths
back, though many succumbed
to fatal chills in the process.
But as the nineteenth century
advanced, the corset returned

. with renewed vigour ; tech-
| nical improvements facilitated

tight-lacing and the invention
of the sewing-machine
cheapened and democratised
its wear. The 1870s were,
Kunzle argues, probably the
most fetishistic decade in the
history of western costume,
small waists being further
emphasised by sheath-like
skirts and skin-tight bodices.

The ridicule and moral
opprobrium mounted. Tight-
lacing was placed on a par with
alcoholism and atheism. Hor-
ror stories warned women
about the internal malforma-
tion they risked, to the ribs,
liver and stomach. It was seen
to be the cause of fits,
consumption, nymphomama,
masturbation, and

abomon (both conscrously and

In England especmﬂy, tight-
lacing = was identified with
eeable female stereo-
types. France had a fio
tradition of erotic art, which
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In the present century,

Kunzle concludes, as a fashion
and as a social phenomenon,
tight-lacing is dead, survmng
only in the lives and i
tions of a few mdmduals
Nevertheless, he resurrects the
magazine London Life from the
inter-war period, to discover
fetishist correspondence barely
touched by Freudian insights
and mass media taboos. The
paper had a circulation which
extended to the colonies and
included features written by its
readers under such bizarre
titles as ‘ Girl Ponies of Penang
by a Malayan Rubber-

lanter .’

The author brings us up to
date with zips and leather, the
New Look, stiletto heels and
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