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It’s no surprise I’ve written a book about clothes. When I was a kid, my favourite activities were dressing up and telling stories. I used to play dress-ups with my primary-school best friend Arlette, in my mum’s psychedelic 1970s frocks and her mum’s groovy high-heeled sandals. There’s a hilarious photo of us posing in my backyard. Arlette’s wearing an evening gown in a bold turquoise and violet floral print, standing with expressive jazz hands and a cocked hip. I’m sitting in front of her in a black Laura Ashley peasant frock whose full skirt I’ve meticulously fanned in a circle around me on the lawn.


Back then, I yearned to be grown-up so these comically large clothes would fit. Now it seems cruelly ironic that the jaunty clothes I want to wear seem sized to fit children. Often I’ll walk into a clothes shop and get the dispiriting feeling that there’s no point even trying anything on: I already know nothing in the place will fit me.


This feeling is magnified when I walk into a vintage shop. (We know, in a vague sort of way, that clothing sizes have changed over the decades, but I’m talking about a more immediately obvious issue of me not being able to get the damn dress over my head, or fit my arm into the jacket sleeve, or button up the blouse.) The garments in museum displays are often tinier still. Sometimes, in costume-history exhibitions, I’ll look at a 200-year-old dress so small it’s displayed on a child-sized mannequin, and have a sudden surge of vertigo imagining the kind of historical midget who must have worn it. I feel like Gulliver among the Lilliputians – huge, ungainly, and utterly out of place.




Last year, I visited the Bendigo Art Gallery to see an exhibition of clothes that once belonged to Hollywood actress Grace Kelly, later Princess Grace of Monaco. When I compared the garments to the photos, films and newsreels depicting Grace wearing them, I couldn’t believe the relatively solid, healthy-looking person in the images could possibly have possessed the kind of dainty, bird-like body that would have fitted into these sleeves and waistlines.


Of course, it’s not exactly fair to compare ourselves to Hollywood stars, those genetic lottery-winners paid to show off their gorgeous bodies. But then clothing size and fit are deeply personal. It’s hard to talk about them with any clarity or objectivity.


We also can’t talk about the way clothes fit now without referring back to the past. Museum curators, vintage clothing collectors and dealers, and period novels, films and TV shows powerfully streamline our understanding of size and fit through history, making only certain kinds of bodies seem historically ‘true’. And we often make the mistake of imposing our own values anachronistically on the past. 


There’s plentiful archival evidence from paintings, prints and photographs that humans have always come in a variety of body shapes and sizes. And everyone in the past wore clothes. So, where are all those clothes now? Why do so few vintage shops and museum collections, so few costume history researchers, and so few glossy coffee-table books about retro style tell us about such a fundamental aspect of clothing as its size and fit?


I’m writing this book to pin down the real reasons why buying and wearing clothes can make us feel so bad. I’m sick of the repetitive, confused and anecdotal ways we talk around size and fit by mashing together issues of body image, nostalgia, public health, pop-cultural touchstones and fashion industry marketing.


I want to catch hold of and disentangle these threads. I want to understand more clearly how and why we judge our own bodies and those of other people. What might seem like simple truths about fit and size are both more complex and more equivocal than we think. I want this cultural conversation to rise above shaming and blaming.


Wearing clothes shouldn’t be a chore – it should be playful and exciting, the way it once was when we were kids dressing up. I’m hoping to recapture that unselfconscious joy again.




What’s the difference between size and fit anyway? Here’s how I see it. Fit is the feeling of your clothes interacting with your body. It’s entirely personal and subjective, because it combines a feeling of comfort with a visual delight in how your clothes reveal or conceal your body’s contours. Feeling comfortable is psychological as well as physical, since we often feel good when we believe we look good, or that we’re dressed right.


The best way to make sense of fit is through popular culture. That’s because clothing captures feelings, and culture expresses them. If we look for clues in art, music, film, TV and literature, we’re likely to see that while silhouettes may have changed over time, the pleasures of well-fitting clothes remain much the same.


Then there are bad feelings: those embarrassing moments when fit goes awry. The term ‘wardrobe malfunction’ was invented in 2004, but for much longer, clothes have caused burning humiliation, moral outrage, or mirth when we witness other people’s slip-ups.


Size, on the other hand, is a clothing industry strategy to mass-manufacture and mass-market garments. Traditionally, it has been understood as a cluster of four or five sets of body measurements arranged – or ‘graded’ – at equal intervals along a scale. It doesn’t fit anyone’s body precisely, but rather aims to fit most people, vaguely.


If fit is subtle and subjective, then size is abstract and impersonal. Fit is cultural; size is industrial. It’s completely out of our control, yet it’s the part of clothes shopping that depresses people the most.


Human bodies are far too diverse for the narrowly defined set of clothing sizes. Cultural differences and demographic variations drive the size disparities between countries and pose challenges to international brands. So, in a globalised world where it’s becoming increasingly hassle-free to buy clothes on the internet, should designers and brands be free to set their own sizes, or should sizing become a global standard?


One thing I’d like to tease out in this book is how tailoring differs from sizing. While tailoring creates the perfect, personalised fit on an individual body, sizing sets out to ensure that pre-tailored clothes will fit a majority of anonymous bodies well enough to convince shoppers to shell out their money. But how and when did sizing really take off? And does tailoring still persist in our industrialised clothing system?


We tend to get size and fit mixed up. We want mass-produced garments to fit our individual bodies perfectly, and grow upset or angry when they don’t. At the same time, we cultivate a weirdly personal relationship with the arbitrary numbers on clothing tags, allowing the size we identify with to govern our emotional response to the clothes we wear.


These misunderstandings, along with unsympathetic store layouts and poor customer service, make clothes shopping a nightmare for many. And we either sadly resign ourselves to hating shopping, or we indignantly petition designers and retailers to change their business practices so that we feel better about ourselves – for example, by offering a wider range of sizes. 


But I think it’s important to understand how the physical spaces in which we encounter clothes can themselves shape our feelings towards them. Sometimes we want to be surprised by grand, otherworldly glamour or edgy, futuristic environments; at other times, we want something cosily, reassuringly old-fashioned and familiar. We might chase awe in consumerist temples, excitement in bustling markets and factory outlets, peace in wandering unmolested, or attention in being fussed over by solicitous shop assistants.


Through the course of this book I will plunge headlong into the glass and marble atria of suburban shopping malls, the respectful hush of museums and the dusty, treasure-filled burrows of antique stores and op shops, paying close attention to how these spaces subject me to various and often embarrassing judgments about my body. This will be tough, because I have such a finely calibrated sense of dignity that I used to run from the room when humiliating things happened on TV.


It’s probably because of my sensitivity to being humiliated that I really want to distance this project from the pervasive belief that writing about clothes is vapid and unintelligent. Fashion historian Valerie Steele, director at the Museum of the Fashion Institute of Technology in New York, once said that most people think of ‘fashion’ as a remote, superficial fairyland of runway shows and red carpet gowns: ‘They don’t identify it with what they are wearing.’


Is a book about size and fit only for silly chicks? Of course not. Fashion – as opposed to clothes – is the industrial cycle of design, media and retail, which constantly renews itself to drive demand for new garments. It’s a dynamic, wealthy business sector that engages with politics, ethics and social ideologies. To intelligent, discerning people, fashion offers plenty of food for thought.


However, most fashion writing – from glossy magazines to weekend newspapers and the increasingly crowded blogosphere – is explicitly framed as ‘lifestyle’. That is, it’s all about the role clothing plays in an individual’s consumerist fantasies. The dichotomy between ‘quality journalism’ and ‘lifestyle pap’ is uncomfortably sexist, but the language of much fashion writing is undeniably gormless, burbling nonsense: ‘a pant’, ‘a smoky eye’, ‘statement pieces’, ‘pops of colour’, ‘It bags’ and other ‘directional’, ‘on-trend’ ‘must-haves’ the writer is currently ‘all about’.


Such an impoverished vocabulary certainly reflects the palimpsestic nature of fashion’s trend cycle. The treadmill of seasonal collections moves so fast that writers are flat out, just describing how outfits look on models. There’s no room to analyse fashion’s broader cultural context, or focus on such quotidian topics as size and fit for ordinary consumers.


But because the fashion world deals in exorbitantly priced luxury goods, it encourages mercilessly commercial writing that hypes the merch, rather than rigorous, critical, contextual journalism. Fashion is an insider’s world that welcomes those who flatter and enthuse, but cruelly closes ranks on anyone who bites the hand that feeds. Criticising a fashion house can get you banned from their future shows, and the publication you write for can be financially crippled by the huffy withdrawal of advertising dollars.


Pulitzer Prize-winning fashion critic Robin Givhan, who currently freelances for publications including the Washington Post and New York magazine, tutted to the Toronto Star about bloggers who are happy to trade PR junkets and designer freebies for favourable coverage. Conversely, when Givhan dared to question if designer Karl Lagerfeld was ‘spreading himself too thin’ by juggling work at different labels, Lagerfeld punished her by relegating her to a back row at Chanel’s 2012 Paris show. 


Of course, such a punitive relationship with critics isn’t unique to fashion. A major film distributor once scrubbed me from its media list for a year after I reported bluntly on the product placements and D-list celebrity antics at a red-carpet preview screening.




I am a critic, and I reserve the right to call bullshit when I see it. I’m on your side – you, the consumer who faces small everyday agonies in wearing clothes. And I suspect there’s more to be learned about size and fit in libraries and malls than at parties and runway shows.


Most of the volumes you’ll find in the ‘fashion’ section of your local bookstore are glossy coffee-table books on costume history, biographies of famous designers and fashionistas…and chirpy manuals promising to teach you how to be chic. You won’t find any ‘dress for your shape!’ type advice in this book.


Much of our angst about size and fit springs from the notion that to be socially successful, we need to constantly tend to and revise our appearance. I call this philosophy ‘orthovestia’, after the Latin words for ‘correct’ and ‘clothing’. You can see orthovestia in action in everything from personal training gurus and ‘body shape calculators’ to makeover TV shows and the oft-cited statistic that ‘80 per cent of women are wearing the wrong size bra.’


Orthovestia doesn’t solve the practical problem of finding well-fitting clothes. Instead, it fools us into believing that if our clothes don’t fit, it’s our fault for not understanding, training or disguising our bodies properly. It works by making us feel like failures who need experts to guide and correct us. But I want to show that what seems like helpful advice is really social control and moral policing.


Our bodies are not the problem. Hopefully, by interviewing designers, patternmakers, retailers and other industry professionals, I can show that clothing manufacturers don’t have it in for us. There’s no conspiracy. It’s actually quite hard to make clothes to fit the infinite varieties of the human silhouette.


Orthovestia is so ingrained in the way we talk about bodies and clothes, however, that it even infiltrates its own supposed antidote: the well-meaning community, government and media campaigns set up to instil ‘positive body image’. In fact, the whole media rhetoric surrounding body image is comically misguided; I’d laugh if I weren’t so annoyed that people believe these campaigns are remotely effective. The problem is the very notion of ‘images’ – it’s all about outer appearances.


Almost from birth, orthovestic culture teaches us that respect and social power depend on being pleasing to the eye. Women, especially, are encouraged to derive their sense of self-worth solely from other people’s appreciation of their bodies. Little girls are praised for being pretty and docile rather than for being smart, funny, curious or resourceful. 


Last weekend I made the bold decision to wear a miniskirt with bare legs. My thighs haven’t seen daylight for years. But it was a lovely warm day, and all seemed right with the world as I strolled down the street, feeling a pleasant breeze on my legs. I was wondering why I’d been such a wimp as to cover them up before.


But then I caught sight of my reflection in one of those posters on the side of a bus stop. My thighs in motion looked like a pair of disoriented albino moles squirming in unaccustomed sunlight. Cellulite made my skin resemble a hail-damaged car. My knees looked both bulky and doughy, like uncooked bread rolls. It didn’t matter how good I felt about my body. Those good feelings evaporated as soon as I saw how I looked. I began to berate myself using the unconscious judgments I’ve learned through a lifetime of immersion in orthovestia.


That’s what makes the body-image doctrine such a wrongheaded response. It isn’t interested in offering people alternative ways to think about bodies – for instance, emphasising what bodies can do, or how it feels to be in your body. Rather, it simplistically swaps images of a narrowly defined ideal body for images of more bodies. We’re still being taught to judge people on their looks…but now we’re just judging more people.


One of the silliest things about body image campaigns is their dependence on ‘role models’. Celebrities bravely submit their naked or bikini-clad bodies to public display in the misplaced belief that their ‘pride’, ‘empowerment’ and ‘confidence’ will somehow ‘inspire’ audiences to ‘love your body’.


But merely seeing a few wobbly bodies in magazines cannot possibly overcome the cultural conditioning of a lifetime. Indeed, body-image campaigns just make matters worse. Nobody should have to flaunt their body as a public advertisement to others, proving they’re happy, disciplined and accomplished. I think it’s actually much healthier not to obsess about your body one way or the other, and in the following pages, I want to find out how orthovestia got started. Some good places to start looking are organised sports, makeover culture, advertising and celebrity gossip.






My friend Sandor, who’s a high-school science teacher and a member of Australian Skeptics, jokes that the phrase ‘An American study has shown…’ is journalistic code for, ‘Get ready to read some complete rubbish.’


I did a quick online news search for phrases like these, and found a pleasingly risible example in Britain’s Daily Mail tabloid: ‘American researchers have found that the social networking site Twitter can speed up the rate at which we shed the pounds.’


That isn’t scientific reporting. It’s magical thinking…or as I call it, sciency thinking.


Much as ‘truthiness’ is something that seems intuitively true without requiring any evidence, so the journalistic mode of ‘scienciness’ invokes the authority and intellectual rigour of scientific research, but only as a rhetorical device. Even if a study is rigorous and peer-reviewed, journalists will cherry-pick the conclusions that justify our pre-existing cultural prejudices about body shape. That’s not scientific. It’s sciency.


Sciency media coverage obscures the cultural construction of our body ideals by claiming a biological or genetic basis for them, letting orthovestia slip unquestioned into public debate. Headlines will often trumpet that ‘research has shown’ particular body shapes or sizes to be healthier and more sexually attractive than others.


But as soon as we argue certain bodies are ‘right’ and others ‘wrong’ – that’s orthovestia. That’s why so many discussions about the practical problem of clothing size quickly get derailed by panicked debates over an ‘obesity epidemic’.


When it comes to clothing size, scientists have not exactly been lazing about by the pool. From the momentous invention of the tape measure to the refinement of anthropometry – the scientific study of measuring the human body – many different technologies have grappled with sizing. I will explore some of them, from 3D body scanners to online software that plots your measurements against clothing brands’ size charts.






You’re holding the very first book dedicated to making sense of clothing size and fit. But as you embark on this journey with me, I hope you’ll recognise the scenery. You see, the people of the past argued and fretted about clothing much as we do now. Today’s tall, slender woman and lean, muscular man have not always been cherished body shapes, but people have still agonised about measuring up to the ideals of their day, dogged by the media’s moral panics.


The past and present mesh like the teeth of a zipper. I’m now tugging on that zip, struggling to contain our muddled ideals and our discomfiting experiences. So come with me, and you’ll find you’re not alone in your anxieties about finding clothes. Millions of people feel out of shape.
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Westfield Southland in Melbourne is both like every other shopping centre and frustratingly unique. Bisected into two silos by the Nepean Highway and honeycombed by escalators, it disorients and confuses; I’ve consulted the store directory, but still find myself on the wrong level, the busy road separating me from the side of the mall I need to get to. I imagine this is mostly the idea. You’ll buy something while trying to find your way out.


Carefully lit and heated, it could be any day, any time. But I happen to know it’s 4.40pm on a Saturday, and I have 20 minutes to find a 3D body scanning booth set up somewhere in here by clothing retailer Target, as part of a national sizing survey. The booth is akin to both a travelling circus and a tent preacher, spreading the gospel of sizing around Australia through the showmanship of public anthropometric measurement. Shortly, I’ll be one of 20,000 Australian men and women to get a printout of my ‘true’ body dimensions, telling me which size I should really be buying, while Target harvests my data to finesse its future clothing sizing.


But that’s if I can find the damn thing. Frantic, I weave my way through a surprisingly diverse crowd of shoppers, none of whom seem to share my sense of panic. Couples of all ages and ethnicities drift idly down the concourse. Parents lead over-tired children. Buff gym guys and nerds wearing enormous backpacks become large obstacles on the escalators. Posses of teenage boys in immaculate, insouciant streetwear eye gaggles of near-identically dressed teenage girls. Centre security, meanwhile, watches the boys.


I eventually stumble across the scanning booth at the bottom of an escalator. I missed it at first, because it’s actually in the middle of the mall concourse, not in the Target store. The booth is really popular; people of all ages and body shapes are lining up to get scanned. My first impression is of a fairground shooting gallery. There are festive bullseyes everywhere – on pillars demarcating the scanning area, on the sides of the booth, on huge vinyl stickers on the floor, even on the backs of the Target staff administering the scanning. 


This air of surveillance mingles unfortunately with people’s anxieties over the intimate nature of 3D body scanning. When I excitedly announced on Twitter that I was planning to participate in Target’s sizing survey – and even after I posted my exultant, blurry photos of the Southland set-up – people reacted with mingled confusion and suspicion. 


‘What on earth is it?’ Amanda asked. ‘What is it for?’


‘I don’t understand,’ concurred Pete. ‘What does it do and why?’


This surprised me. I thought 3D body scanning was pretty innocuous and self-explanatory – a machine scans your body and records precise anthropometric data that you can then use to shop for clothes.


But perhaps the disquiet stems not just from the idea of having your vulnerable body assessed in such a robotic way, but also from most people’s experience with this kind of technology – at airport security. On Twitter, Jelli had wanted to know ‘if it’s anything like airport ones which are horrible things, and what image they get of you.’


In the queue there’s a decidedly airport-like mood of stoically suppressed impatience. The fact that we have to decant our personal belongings into little rectangular plastic trays that resemble cat-litter boxes only adds to the Homeland Security atmosphere. 


As I line up, a Target employee hands me a release form on a clipboard. I duly fill out my name, age, email, phone and postcode, but hesitate when it comes to listing my race or ethnicity. In this context, it’s an uncomfortable question. I write ‘Caucasian/Anglo’, feeling like some creepy Ku Klux Klan member. Presumably Target will cross-match these details with the anthropometric data it harvests, in order to build a picture of how body shape varies demographically. The release form also makes us promise not to horse around in the machine, and to acknowledge that Target is not responsible for any injuries we might incur in there. Yikes!


The booth is cylindrical, with a little roof on top like one of those city newspaper kiosks. The walls are clear Perspex, plastered with the Target logo. A geeky young guy manning a laptop ushers me into the booth and instructs me to stand on a set of footprints marked on the floor. My feet are roughly shoulder-width apart. A sign commands me to fix my gaze on another unnerving bullseye at eye level on the booth wall.


I’m told to hold still, my arms sticking slightly out from my body, until the scanning has finished. This is a rather stiff, unnatural pose. Last time I recall holding my arms like this, I was shambling through a park, pretending to be a zombie, for a friend’s Halloween video-art project. As I resist the temptation to moan throatily in request of brains, a vertically mounted scanning bar whizzes in a circle around me, then makes another pass in the opposite direction, presumably to check its measurements. It takes less than a minute. I’m done. 


I have been dreading the form my results will take – I’ve seen scanner-generated imagery and I’m worried I’ll get some invasive, cruelly hyperrealistic 3D rendering of my own body. Since the scanner can penetrate my clothing, I’m unsure whether it can also see through my underwear. I’ve worn nice undies, just in case.


In the end, I only get a slip of paper containing my measurements. They comprise bust circumference, height, inside leg, lower hip circumference, and three different waist measurements: ‘true waist’, ‘low waist’ and ‘mid waist’. It’s printed on the same paper Target uses for its sales receipts. My vital statistics have Shop-a-Docket coupons on the back.






The use of 3D body scanning in apparel sizing is only just going mainstream. Target framed its sizing survey almost like a carnival ride – a fun, ephemeral activity revolving around consumer curiosity about new technology. The point is submitting to the novelty. In that way, body scanning is similar to the nineteenth-century fad for public weigh-ins on sets of scales in shops, or the mid-twentieth-century fad for X-ray machines in shoe stores, ‘to examine the bones of the feet’.


There are two main scanning methods: white light and millimetre radio waves. White light scanners provide a more detailed picture of the human body, piggybacking on the same sensors used in Microsoft’s Kinect for the Xbox 360 game console. You strip down to your undies in a futuristic booth and stand on a glowing white circle as grids of white light flash over your body, like something from the movie TRON. It’s over in less than 10 seconds. No disc battles ensue.


Millimetre wave body scanners – the system used in Target’s survey – aren’t as accurate, but they have the distinct advantage of not requiring you to remove your clothes. Millimetre wave scanning uses low-powered but very high-frequency radio waves – almost a thousand times higher than FM radio – transmitted by two antennas rotating simultaneously around the body. The vertical bars I saw in Target’s scanning booth were these antennae. At such high frequencies, the wave energy penetrates clothing, but bounces off the skin. The scan collects data from 20,000 points on the body, creating a 3D surface image. 


It’s appropriate, then, that I got scanned in the middle of a shopping centre, because Canadian company Unique Solutions is using the same Alvanon booths as Target to create more than 300 body-scanning kiosks in malls across North America. Branded as Me-Ality (rhymes with ‘reality’), this system claims to make clothes shopping faster, easier and more enjoyable.


After filling out a demographic questionnaire and being scanned in the mall booth, you go to a ‘Size Matching Station’ to view your personalised, interactive shopping guide. The guide can be sorted by brand, clothing style, price and retailer, and either printed out or emailed to your smartphone. You can also log in to the Me-Ality website at any time to generate a new shopping guide.


These body scans create a new interface between the consumer and the product – a virtual fitting room. I can tell you right now that it’s refreshingly quick and non-invasive compared to the dispiriting tradition of trying on a succession of differently sized garments in an in-store change room.


But as dusk falls outside Southland, and I board the first bus in the complicated three-stage public transport journey that will take me home, my feelings of exhilaration start to fade. And by the time I’m on the train back into the city, jostled by a jovial crowd of footy fans, I start to feel icky as I realise there must be a trade-off somewhere in all this.


Unique Solutions, it turns out, plans to licence the customer measurement data it collects from Me-Ality to its partner brands, which means the information could be made available to marketers in other industries. I shudder at the idea of being targeted by personalised orthovestic regimes, such as being emailed about gym memberships or weight-loss programs. I mean, Facebook ads for dating websites and miracle anti-ageing products are already dispiriting enough.


To find out why companies like Target are so keen to collect 3D scanning data, I call RMIT fashion and textiles lecturer Kate Kennedy. Having come to academia after 30-odd years in apparel design and manufacturing, Kate is now one of Australia’s most prominent researchers of 3D body scanning. 


Kate’s design background is in uniforms and corporate apparel, so she’s familiar with catering to a wide range of body shapes. She’s designed uniforms for KFC and Pizza Hut, for ANZ, NAB, Telstra, Australia Post and NSW Railways, and she designed the Australian Paralympic team uniforms for the 2000 and 2004 games. She sits on sizing committees for peak industry bodies, including the Fashion Technicians Association Australia and the Council of Textile and Fashion Industries of Australia.


 ‘Anthropometric data and consumer policy are two different things,’ Kate tells me. But Target’s managing director Dene Rogers told the media that the scanning survey would fulfil both functions: it would help consumers discover their precise measurements, as well as ‘helping Target find out what size Australians really are today so that we can make clothes that really fit.’ 


While Kate agrees that ‘people need some direction or reference point so they can choose the size that they require’, she also says our range of body shapes is so diverse that it’s ‘too complex to categorise into a simplistic common size standard.’ 


 ‘Our problem is that we don’t know what shapes people are rather than sizes,’ says Kate. That’s where 3D scanners come in, because they measure the human body’s depth as well as its length and girth. But so far, the technology has yet to really revolutionise the way manufacturers think of sizing.


Kate also argues that virtual change rooms still need some tweaking yet. ‘The issue is you’ve got to translate the merchandise size. Sometimes if it’s standard, like men’s clothing, it works better, whereas with fashion it’s all about stretch and fit, and sometimes it’s harder to calculate. It’s part gimmick. It’s a marketing tool.’


After my call to Kate, I’m very curious to know whether Target is happy with its sizing survey, and what it plans to do with the data. The company has already splashed out on a high-profile advertising campaign for its bras, claiming that at Target, ‘the bra you buy is the bra that fits.’ Perhaps there’ll be more of this rhetoric to come?


What I actually encounter is a wall of silence from Target corporate affairs. It’s odd; I got such a quick response while the body scanner was touring Australia. Now the carnival has packed up and left, my calls and emails go unanswered. I feel like a silly small-town teenager seduced by a dashing circus acrobat, only to realise I was just a notch on his trapeze. 




__




I’ve thought long and hard about whether to tell you the particular sizes Target’s body scanner recommended for me. I worry about being at the mercy of the value judgments people place on clothing size. I judge myself that way, too – I was utterly crestfallen that the scanner told me I ought to be wearing clothing two sizes larger than I currently do.


Many women and men actively identify with the numbers on their clothing labels: ‘I’m a size 10’, ‘I’m an extra large’, ‘I’m a 38’, and so on. It’s hard to figure out which came first: this self-identification, or the orthovestic media coverage that frames weight gain and loss in similar terms – ‘Drop three dress sizes by summer’; ‘Nicole has ballooned to a size 18!’; ‘Nine out of ten men prefer size 14 women to size 10 women!’


Here’s what your size says about you: absolutely nothing. Feeling good about yourself cannot be measured against an arbitrary scale. When we make size shorthand for a personal relationship with clothing, it feels true because it’s imposed externally, in ways that seem objective because they are quantitative. Retail spaces are organised by size – sometimes very visibly, using signage and colour-coded hangers, forcing shoppers to sort themselves into a category – and sometimes less visibly, requiring a sales assistant as gatekeeper (‘Are you right for sizes?’). Levi’s jeans even display their size on the outside label.


Size, therefore, becomes a public, social interaction – a space for pride or shame. Shoppers feel pleased by the idea of fitting a smaller size, and upset by the idea of a garment in a larger size, even if the tag is hidden or removed so nobody else can know.






I’m pondering this in Melbourne’s Bourke Street Mall on a Saturday afternoon. I’ve come into the city to purchase a replacement toaster (as a freelance writer, I subsist largely on toast-based cuisine), and as I wait for my tram home, I realise why I often feel ungainly and uncomfortable in my clothes, certain that people are judging me on the street or on public transport. It’s because, right now, I’m doing the same thing to other people.


Sometimes I’ll find myself looking critically at a stranger’s body (‘Those pants… What was she thinking?’) and comparing it to mine (‘She looks about the same size as me. How come she can find skinny jeans to fit her?’). Public spaces are also hunting grounds for television news and current-affairs programs that film fat people from behind, or from the neck down, to accompany stories about obesity panic. English fat activist Charlotte Cooper memorably dubbed this media phenomenon ‘headless fatties’.


It’s this act of critical assessment, the gaze, which makes us feel vulnerable, because we can’t control how we appear to others. I’ve never forgotten something I read on a blog once: ‘I can’t hold the entire world’s face at MySpace angle height.’ But are other people’s gazes accurate? Can they tell which dress size I’m wearing simply by looking at me? I decide to test my theory immediately, by asking sales assistants.


Abandoning the tram stop, I head east down the mall, past the neoclassical splendour of the GPO, which now houses various chichi boutiques. The atmosphere is cacophonous: tram bells, tourist chatter and the hoots of boisterous teenagers mingle with buskers on Andean pan pipes, flamenco guitars and honky-tonk piano.  


To my left, department store rivals Myer and David Jones hunker down behind towering facades as grudging neighbours. They’re stayers, but the mall is a palimpsest of retail boom and bust: the large site now slickly occupied by Spanish fast-fashion behemoth Zara used to be a loud, dark cavern of Supré teenwear, and before that a shabby, rundown Katies catering to middle-aged women. 


I can’t quite face the yooffulness of streetwear emporium General Pants Co, so I head into Forever New, past a posse of imperious mannequins rotating on plinths. This Australian chain caters to young women with feminine, sophisticated and slightly retro looks at fast-fashion prices. It is preposterous that I would ever fit into any of its clothes; I only go in there to look at the accessories, which are gratifyingly colourful and sparkly. I don’t get far into the store before a perky young sales assistant bails me up. Usually when this happens, I say something non-committal like, ‘Just browsing, thanks’, but this time I ask her directly, ‘What dress size do you think I should try?’ 


As she looks me up and down, heavily mascaraed eyelashes fluttering on her cheeks, I feel self-conscious about my brightly coloured outfit (red shoes and skirt, violet tights, hot-pink top, yellow cardigan). I must look like a clown to her, I think. Impressively, she maintains her composure and assesses me as a size 14, but says that the size I take will vary according to the style of the garment; the shop has a lot of dresses with cinched waists and full skirts, as well as A-line shifts.


A little further down the mall, Sussan has an older, more maternal target market; it still offers fashionable styles and colours, but its sizing is more generous and it sells a lot of sleepwear. I am old enough to remember the very daggy ad jingle, This goes with that at Sussan. Appropriately, an older, more maternal sales assistant advises me that I would be a ‘medium to large’. Again, she says this would vary depending on the style I choose, adding that once I find something I like, she can help me with sizes.


I bypass Portmans and Just Jeans, the Just Group stablemates nestling side by side between Union Lane and the Walk Arcade. I’m ‘just’ not interested in their rather safe, overpriced merchandise. Nor am I sporty enough to feign an interest in anything at Jetty Surf or Adidas, but I go into Sportsgirl and wander around for a while. But to my astonishment, not one of the bored sales assistants greets me or offers her assistance.


Cue, on the other hand, is the kind of shop I’m usually too intimidated to enter. A sophisticated brand for young corporate types who still want to look a little edgy, its minimalist Bourke Street store looks more aesthetically coherent than most high-street chains – more like a designer boutique. Its clothes are slim and tailored, with unusual, almost futuristic finishes such as zips and sportswear-inspired fabrics. They come in a severe colour palette of black and grey, with occasional jolts of acidic chartreuse, coral and cobalt blue.


The young sales assistant’s eyes are also a startling blue as she subjects me to that up-and-down gaze. I am dubious – I’ve examined some dresses on the rack. They are never going to fit me. So I feel relieved, even grateful, when she, too, suggests I try a size 14, depending on the garment style.


This is when I give up my mystery-shopping experiment. I realise that because sales assistants are trained to make sales, they will always flatter the customer and try to find something in the store to sell them. Even my friends, family and colleagues would feel bad about telling me, to my face, what size they think I wear, because clothing sizes are so psychologically fraught.






The next day, I decide on another experiment: an anonymous survey in which I invite my blog readers to look at two full-length photographs of me and guess what dress size they think I’m wearing. I get my friend Penny to take the photos. They’re pretty confronting and dispiriting. Is this really what I look like? I’m worried that the survey is an act of extreme masochism, akin to being in a ‘guess the fat lady’s weight’ sideshow or asking visitors to a dating website to rate my ‘hotness’. I mean, wouldn’t it be better not to know the judgments complete strangers make about your body? 


The results are actually fairly accurate. In the first photo, I’m wearing a loose jacket open over a stretch jersey dress; I wanted to see how people responded when they couldn’t tell my waist size. Almost half the respondents – 94 per cent of whom were female – correctly guess that my dress is size 16; a further third guess it’s a 14. In the second photo, I’m not wearing the jacket. Size 16 is still the most popular guess, but only 41 per cent of respondents choose it now that they can see my awful, flabby silhouette in all its sausage-like glory. Only 22 per cent now think I’m a size 14; 28 per cent choose size 18.


Some people comment on my blog that height helps determine their perception of size and the photos offer no clues to how tall I am. Further muddying the waters is the difference in numbered sizing between countries; an Australian size 16 is an American size 12 and a British size 14. With my jacket on, Australian and New Zealand respondents are surest (57 per cent) that I’m a 16, while 14 is the most common guess (43 per cent) among respondents from North America. British respondents narrowly favour a size 16 with the jacket on, but once I take it off they strongly favour 18 (60 per cent).


I’m getting confused just writing this. Probably the clearest message I take from this survey is not to take my jacket off, if I can help it. And the second clearest message is that even though we can guess someone’s dress size with reasonable accuracy (nobody was under any illusions that I’m a slender sylph), it’s still an arbitrary decision that we shouldn’t take personally.


So why does size still make us feel so bad?




‘You have been an inspiration as a full-figured woman. What’s the most inspiring story that you can remember where you’ve inspired someone?’ 


Sydney Morning Herald celebrity reporter Kate Waterhouse posed this truly inspired question in October 2012 to Christina Hendricks. The star of TV series Mad Men (2007–) reacted incredulously before stopping the interview and saying angrily, off-camera, ‘I think calling me full-figured is just rude.’


In a subsequent opinion piece, a shocked Waterhouse revealed that she didn’t understand why the famously voluptuous actress would get so mad. ‘I hope she realises that refusing to own up to the fact that she is full-figured only breeds more insecurity on body acceptance,’ the terminal dum-dum wrote. ‘Unfortunately, she has now made the term full-figured a dirty word.’


But ‘full-figured’ was a dirty word long before Hendricks came along. That’s why she reacted as if she’d been insulted. And it is insulting that she should have her career achievements reduced to the size of her breasts and the ‘curvy’ shape of her body. It’s not the job of sexy actresses to ‘inspire’ ordinary women to feel good about themselves. If I were Christina Hendricks, I’d be heartily sick of being harnessed to a body-image bandwagon and made personally responsible for the self-esteem of women everywhere. 






The culture of training and rebuilding our bodies into polite invisibility has made ‘full-figured’ a dirty word, along with ‘curves’, ‘curvy’, ‘Rubenesque’ and ‘zaftig’. We all know these as euphemisms for ‘fat’ because we’ve learned to be repulsed by the sight of untrained, fleshy bodies. When women reinvest these words with beauty and sex appeal, it’s a self-defensive rhetorical move, just as fat men are emasculated, though they avidly seize the masculine power and strength implied by ‘king-size’ and ‘big man’.


Nobody wants to be called fat because we’re in the midst of a global moral panic that pins legitimately troubling public-health issues on specific body sizes and shapes. Journalists pen sciency stories that portray certain bodies as not merely unhealthy but actually contagious to the general population. Very slender models are feared to ‘infect’ impressionable youngsters with anorexia and disordered eating, while the prominence of plus-size models risks spreading an ‘obesity epidemic’ associated with increased incidence of type 2 diabetes, heart disease and cancers. 


‘To promote chubby fashion models when obesity is one of the major problems of industrialised countries seems to be a paradox,’ wrote University of Bologna economists Luca Savorelli and Davide Dragone in a 2011 conference paper that was widely quoted in the mainstream media. ‘Given that in the US and in Europe people are on average overweight, we conclude that these policies, even when they are welfare improving, may foster the obesity epidemic.’


As a result, our culture hesitates to endorse clothing sized for any ‘extreme’ body. More people may be wearing ‘plus size’ or ‘big and tall’ clothing these days, but buying clothing outside designated straight size ranges (in Australia, 8–16 for women, and XS–XL for men) immediately carries negative connotations of poor health, regardless of an individual’s lifestyle choices and body type.


Clothing size has become a battleground. Some critics argue that if clothing manufacturers offered a greater range of sizes, we would dangerously normalise unhealthy bodies. As Herald Sun columnist Susie O’Brien wrote in 2009, many people who wear plus-sizes ‘are just plain fat, and [they] would be better off being encouraged to lose weight rather than always be told it’s okay to be overweight.’


And in January 2013, Dr Rachel Pryke, an obesity spokesperson for Britain’s Royal College of General Practitioners, told the Daily Mail: ‘The problem isn’t that women are being pressurised into believing they should be a size zero. There is a greater problem in that women are being lulled into a false sense of security about their true size.’


But as plus-size model Velvet d’Amour told fashion journalist Patty Huntington in 2011, it’s hypocritical to claim we can ‘diagnose’ a person’s healthiness or unhealthiness simply by scrutinising their body: ‘Time and again the issue of health is touted as a pertinent reason for the near exclusion of fat women in modern media. Yet let’s have a look at who we deify in popular culture, without questioning for a second their physical or mental health.’ 






In September 2011, Vogue Australia was hailed as hearteningly progressive when its fashion editorial ‘Belle Curve’ became the magazine’s first ever spread to feature a plus-size model. Robyn Lawley was dressed in figure-accentuating clothes and photographed against a plain grey background to create striking silhouettes. Her agent expressed surprise and pleasure that the magazine had actually found designer clothes to fit Lawley.
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