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				introduction

				Earlier today, I went for a walk. It was a nice day, in mid-September, so lots of people were out, enjoying the last vestiges of a London summer. This meant it was a great day for my favourite game, one I have been playing since I started writing this book. It’s called outfit bingo – and involves counting how many I see of each item included here as I walk along. Today, in the short distance between my house and the local park, and back again, I spotted two biker jackets, six white T-shirts, one pair of ballet flats, four Breton tops, three miniskirts, one Little Black Dress, several hoodies, and lots and lots of jeans. The fact it was a weekend, and a fine day, would explain the lack of stilettos and trench coats.

				I would be willing to bet that, much like the people on my walk, your outfit features at least one of these 10 items. I have certainly spent most of the time writing this book in a favourite pair of jeans and seen-better-days hoodie. The pieces selected here are unremarkable on purpose. Katie Holmes’s bradigan and Billy Porter’s amazing mechanical curtain hat for the Grammys (google it) are the fashion moments that go viral. But this is a book less about fashion and more about clothes. By focusing on the things we wear every day, we hold a mirror up to where we are at – and how we got here.

				Take skinny jeans. Worn by punks in New York in the late 70s, they symbolized a conscious rejection of societal norms that still favoured flares. Fast-forward 40 years and the skinny jean is now the mainstream denim choice – accounting for 38 per cent of women’s denim sales in 2020. The miniskirt’s eyebrow-raising story, meanwhile, developed from the flappers of the 20s, through the 60s youthquake, evolving to Geri Halliwell’s Union Jack “Girl Power” minidress in the 90s. Even today, the controversy of this item remains – and says much about the reality of gender politics now. 
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				As we’ll discover, context is all. The hoodie as worn by Mark Zuckerberg is the symbol of Silicon Valley culture. The hoodie as worn by young Black men in an urban setting is a perceived threat, one that makes them potentially more likely to be subject to racial profiling and being stopped by the police. Kate Moss is the “epitome of cool” in her trench coat, according to the Daily Mail, while Melania Trump was a kind of android First Lady in hers. Stilettos are “sizzling” (the Daily Mail again) when worn by a Real Housewife, but it’s different when they’re worn by trans women in New York. According to organizations 

			

		

		
			
				Respectable dressing on the disreputable: William S Burroughs in a trench coat, photographed by Allen Ginsberg
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				including the New York City Bar Association, these women are profiled by police through what they are wearing under the Loitering for the Purpose of Prostitution law, or what has become known as the “walking while trans” law. With marginalized communities particularly at risk, simply a choice of footwear could result in arrest. The objects here may be unremarkable, then, but once on the body – and very much depending on which body – their meaning is varied and nuanced. 

				I knew early on that what we wear has power, and changes fates. As the child of a mod, details like the precise roundness of a trainer’s toe or the specific button-down on a shirt mattered. Like most teenagers, I also learned the hard way how fashions change within the blink of an 

			

		

		
			
				Simple, but effective: Sade’s masterclass of minimal dressing – jeans and a denim shirt – still has few equals
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				eye, finally scoring the Dr Martens worn by the cool crowd at school on the week where they had moved on to army boots; or – before the vintage boom hit – worrying endlessly about the judgement of school friends if they found out what I was wearing was secondhand, as opposed to brand-spanking new and from Naf Naf. This love of vintage – which dates back to a V-neck jumper bought at the age of 14 for 20p – perhaps piqued my interest in the stories of clothing. I was intrigued by a disconnect: how the very same item of clothing can, in just in a few years, change its connotations entirely. How, for example, me in 2019 buying an 80s grey-and-black checked dress to wear as a bit of a nod to Balenciaga’s recent collections, is probably a very different take from the intentions of the original wearer, when she bought her frock – for the office? – at BHS back in the day. 

				Working in fashion journalism for 20 years, I have seen trends come and go. I have written about everything from my love of pyjamas (it’s real) to the unexpected return of the wellington boot. Reporting on fashion shows, I have seen some amazing, glamorous, out-of-this-world things. Chanel turning the Grand Palais into a double-C branded supermarket. Barry Manilow singing “Copacabana” flanked by supermodels. Extinction Rebellion staging a funeral for fashion at London Fashion Week. A Paris street scene recreated by Louis Vuitton in Paris (meta), with (squeak!) Frank Ocean on the front row, and Héctor Bellerín on the catwalk. For me, though, these moments are only part of the story. I have always been far more fascinated by clothes away from the catwalk, by what people choose to wear every day – to go to work, to dinner, to a nightclub – and how outfits tell others all about who we are. 

				When it comes to style, the people I admire aren’t those posing on red carpets, with their stylists just out of shot. It’s the ones who use clothes to say something. See William S Burroughs in his businessman drag, Sade’s take-me-as-I-am simplicity, Grey Gardens’ Little Edie in headscarves and diamante out to shock East Hampton, Prince in 

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				10

			

		

		
			
				Forever cool: Chloe Sevigny bringing quirk to the LBD in 1996 with some tiger-stripe tights. Swoon

			

		

		
			
				his trench coat and underpants, Chloë Sevigny in tiger-print tights in 1996, Jarvis Cocker around the same time in cord and nylon, Zendaya and her sadgirl hoodie in Euphoria. I aim to learn from the example of these luminaries, to make clothes work for me, as they do for them. I might signal to the like-minded with a B-52s T-shirt, wear a miniskirt to express that carefree feeling on the first warm day of the year, or blend in at a party full of strangers by wearing an LBD. 

				Not everyone appreciates the power of style. A few years ago, I swapped the usual round of fashion shows in February for a trip 
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				around south-east Asia. In the jungle in Borneo, I got chatting – inevitably – to the other Brits staying in the same place that I was. When the – again, inevitable – question arose about what we all did for a living, I told them I worked as a fashion journalist. The disapproval and disdain was palpable. “Ooh, fashion,” responded one of the group, with a roll of the eyes. What this charming individual didn’t register was that he, just like the rest of us, used his clothes to both express his personality and, unwittingly, tell others about himself. Just because he was wearing a Chang beer T-shirt, climbing shoes and a pair of drawstring shorts didn’t mean he was exempt. In fact, I could easily ascertain that he was a typical “traveller” signalling his “alternative” view to other travellers, as well as (inadvertently) the fact that he came from a more conventional background than he might like to let on. Because our clothes speak for us even if we don’t say a word – and they don’t always say what we want them to. 

				I’m not the first person to work this out. Roland Barthes, Dick Hebdige and Walter Benjamin are only three names who have thought far more deeply than me about fashion, clothes and semiotics. More recently, novelist Marlon James, when discussing clothes, said, “putting on external things can get you closer to the core of who you are”, while Henry Holland has talked about his fascination with clothing as “a form of emotional expression, telling the world who we are and how we feel”. Miuccia Prada calls fashion an “instant language”, and, in her 1981 book, The Language of Clothes, Alison Lurie – at least 30 years before Mrs Prada – clarified that there isn’t a sort of sartorial Esperanto. “Within every language of clothes there are many different dialects and accents, some almost unintelligible to members of the mainstream culture,” Lurie writes.1 How that language shifts over time, place and community is, ultimately, what interests me. I hope, as you read these stories, it interests you too – whatever you happen to be wearing today. 
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				I have always wanted to be a white T-shirt woman. Jane Birkin, sun-dappled, on a French street in the 70s. Diana Ross with wet hair on the cover of Diana in 1980. Jourdan Dunn or any supposedly off-duty model. But I default to letting my clothes start the conversation, speaking to my tastes, likes and world view – so my T-shirt might feature a cartoon character, a Beychella pyramid, Dennis Bergkamp. A plain white T-shirt rises above such blatant semaphores. It’s a sartorial humblebrag – one that allows its wearer’s uniqueness, their coolness, their charisma, their beauty, to shine through. 

				It didn’t start out that way. The white T-shirt’s ancestors weren’t seen by many people at all. T-shaped shirts, made of cotton, silk or linen, were worn under clothes by both men and women from the medieval era onwards as a way to keep sweat off more costly outer layers, and promote cleanliness (these garments could be washed more easily). 
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				THE WHITE T-SHIRT
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				A real American hero: the white T-shirt joins the war effort in 1942
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				from underwear to uniform

				They were far from sexy, but an erotic charge came from a glimpse of such undershirts, particularly on women, who were otherwise covered from head to foot. These items were, as costume historian Lucy Adlington writes, “an inevitable prelude to nudity”.1 

				The first T-shirts that we might recognize came courtesy of a Victorian-era drive to hygiene. Dr Gustav Jäger, a German hygienist, recommended the wearing of woollen undershirts. While these would not have had the close fit that we are used to, the knitted fabric meant a shift from previous shirt-like designs. The doctor’s theories inspired the foundation of the undershirt-making brand Jaeger – originally called Dr Jaeger’s Sanitary Woollen System – by British businessman Lewis Tomalin in 1880. It joined Sunspel: founded in 1860, they were producing Sea Island cotton T-shirts by 1877. 

				Soon-to-be household names were being established in the States. Fruit of the Loom, the oldest registered trademark in the country, was founded in 1851, initially selling textiles. Jockey, originally ST Cooper and Sons, arrived in 1876. And Hanes was founded in 1901. All three made what was known as the “union suit”, a jumpsuit worn under clothes. At the start of the twentieth century, this item was cut in half – to become long johns and a sort of T-shirt. The cotton crop that made the fabric for T-shirts would likely have been grown by poor, Black sharecroppers in the South, the children or grandchildren of slaves – these early T-shirts, like many cotton goods, have their place on the timeline of racial oppression.

				Hanes, in 1901, manufactured cotton T-shirts for the US Navy, and so did Fruit of the Loom in the 1910s.2 By 1913, they were officially part of the uniform.3 The British Royal Navy had similar 
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				items in the late nineteenth century, and sailors sometimes wore them without an outer layer, should they be conducting a particularly physical task. The probably apocryphal story goes that sleeves were first sewn onto the sleeveless woollen undershirts that sailors wore when a navy crew knew Queen Victoria was due to visit a ship, because men’s armpits were deemed unseemly. France also had a part to play in the popularization of the T-shirt: American soldiers who were part of the Expeditionary Forces army in the First World War, then wearing long-sleeved wool undershirts, were envious of the more practical cotton designs of their French counterparts because they dried more quickly in the damp environment of the trenches. They brought these designs home. 

				An alliance between the American man and the white T-shirt was beginning. It was helped by developing ideals of masculinity: the elite athlete, the working man and the soldier. The rise of sports in colleges from the 30s4 meant the T-shirt was moving beyond underwear, and worn for running and by off-duty athletes (Fruit of the Loom supplied colleges with T-shirts from the 1910s).5 This college connection was set by 1920 – the first known citation of the word “T-shirt” comes in F Scott Fitzgerald’s debut novel, This Side of Paradise, where it’s listed as an item that protagonist Amory Blaine takes to “New England, the land of schools”. At the same time, working men took up the T-shirt as a useful item when carrying out manual labour, whether on a farm or at sea.6 By 1938, Fruit of the Loom, Hanes, and Sears, Roebuck & Co were mass-producing T-shirts, selling them for 24 cents (around $4.40 in today’s money).7 In 1942, the US Army adopted the T-shirt.8 It was still officially an undergarment, but it was popular with soldiers – and part of their image. A soldier training in the Air Corps featured on the front of Life magazine in 1942. In a tight T-shirt, showing off his biceps and cradling a machine gun, he’s the archetypal American hero.
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				Heroes and rebels

				Brands realized that this association was a branding opportunity. “You needn’t be a soldier to have your own personal T-shirt,” read a Sears, Roebuck & Co catalogue slogan from the 40s.9 The eroticism of the tight-fit practical item was the undeniable subtext. Michelle Millar Fischer describes brands as “using a strangely ambiguous rhetoric … focusing on the image of the virile, heteronormative soldier or dad on the one hand, while offering the homoerotic signifier of the taut male torso on the other.”10 

				This was only strengthened post-war (a period when a woman in a T-shirt would have been highly unusual). Marlon Brando was the pin-up, with his breakout role as Stanley Kowalski in Tennessee Williams’s 1947 play A Streetcar Named Desire. Brando’s tight white T-shirt signalled he was a working man and ex-soldier, a foil to Blanche DuBois’s Southern belle airs and graces. It also serves another purpose – clinging to every muscle, the T-shirt reveals to DuBois a sexiness that couldn’t be tamed by the civilizing suit. 

				When Brando reprised Kowalski in the film in 1951, his smouldering presence made him a sex symbol overnight. It also put the T-shirt on the radar of an emerging generation. Brando in The Wild One two years later – in a white T-shirt he was reportedly sewn into – continued on a theme, as did a young Elvis, and James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause in 1955, in jeans, blouson jacket and white T-shirt.11 The few actors of colour in cinema at that time were portrayed wearing white T-shirts too. Sidney Poitier, playing a juvenile delinquent in 1955’s Blackboard Jungle, wore one. So did Harry Belafonte, as a politician in an interracial relationship in 1957’s Island in the Sun. All of this made it seem like an item of danger, even an item of change. The conservative establishment became anti-T-shirt – they were frequently banned at schools.12 Patriotism had been the catalyst 
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				An item of rebellion: Sidney Poitier as the mid-century juvenile delinquent, in the white T-shirt
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				to bring the white T-shirt to the civilian wardrobe in a bid to emulate soldier heroes. Young people were even keener to emulate their rebel heroes. With this factor, the white T-shirt changed from undergarment to uniform to bona fide fashion item.

				The T-shirt as sandwich board was arriving. In 1948, Republican presidential candidate Thomas Dewey supposedly distributed T-shirts with “Dew-it-with-Dewey” during his campaign (if the story is true, few took him up on the offer; Truman won a second term).13 By the 1950s, children’s T-shirts featured everyone from Davy Crockett to Mickey Mouse. The rock T-shirt wasn’t far behind – it’s believed the first was an Elvis design from 1956, apparently produced by his manager Colonel Tom Parker.14 As screen-printing became easier from the late 50s, this corner of the T-shirt market flourished. T-shirts even had a part in Beatlemania – it was possible to buy Beatles T-shirts during their first tour of the States in 1964.15 By the mid-60s, they were worn on anti-Vietnam protests, with slogans like “Make love, not war”.16 

				With the 60s came perhaps the first notable fashion moment for a woman in a T-shirt: Jean Seberg in À Bout de Souffle, the Jean-Luc Godard film, in 1960. Playing a young American in Paris, selling the New York Herald Tribune, she wears a T-shirt with the newspaper’s logo on it and pair of cropped black trousers. Seberg was the embodiment of a new take on beauty: the gamine. As Dennita Sewell writes, the T-shirt was essential to this, because it “showed off her curvaceous figure and at the same time embodied a new, youthful androgynous style of seduction and feminine power”.17 Luxury labels soon saw something here – brands like Pierre Balmain and Christian Dior sold silk T-shirts in the 60s, in line with a shift towards more casual dress codes and these different ideas of elegance. 

				By this point, the eroticism of the man in the white T-shirt had given the item a place in the style pantheon of gay culture. It was part of a look for a generation who in 1967, in the UK, finally saw gay sex partially decriminalized. Playwright Joe Orton was a poster boy, wearing a bright 
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				white T-shirt, cuffed jeans and sneakers. “He refused to fit into the 1960s stereotype of a fey gay man,” writes Terry Newman in Legendary Authors and the Clothes They Wore. “In the theatrical world, his informal sartorial signature set him apart from the typical booted and suited brigade.”18

				Sex, shock and slogans

				Orton’s place in the history of the T-shirt continued after his early death. Punk pioneers Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren named their shop Sex in 1974, after reading an entry in Orton’s diary which read: “Sex is the only way to infuriate them.”19 The T-shirts for sale in store were both powerful social commentary and, sometimes, highly offensive. One of these depicted a gay orgy, combined with the title of Orton’s biography, Prick Up Your Ears. Others included Disney characters having sex, the now-famous trouserless cowboys with their penises touching, an image of breasts where the wearer’s breasts would be, swastikas, chicken bones and sex offenders. “The perverse and the abnormal were valued intrinsically,” wrote Dick Hebdige of punk.20 Adjacent to punk was the skinhead scene, where the white T-shirt was worn with tight jeans, braces and Dr Martens as part of a look that celebrated working-class heroes. While initially multicultural, it’s a scene now associated with the National Front. In this context, the white T-shirt is the uniform of the racist. 

				The 70s also saw the emergence of the white T-shirt woman. Jane Birkin made it part of that South of France look, Joan Didion smoked in one and Patti Smith wore one printed with a photo of a grinning Keith Richards. A T-shirt ad’s slogan called it “the piece of clothing that emancipated America’s top half”.21 On these women, the T-shirt spoke to an effortless female confidence – although, notably, not everyone was allowed to opt out of effort. White T-shirt women in the 70s were all white, middle class and thin.
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				Printing with customized messages was commonplace. Sewell says that department store Gimbels (of Elf fame) claimed to sell 1,000 of these T-shirts per week in 1976, and the “I Love NY” T-shirt was created in 1977.22 Designed by Milton Glaser, it was commissioned by the New York State Department when the city had a billion-dollar deficit and massive unemployment.23 The T-shirt, worn by New Yorkers and visitors alike, was an instant hit, speaking of solidarity and hope. 

				A much-cited T-shirt moment dates to 1975, and Labyris Books, the first women’s bookshop in New York. They made a T-shirt that reads “The Future Is Female”, and photographer Liza Cowan took a picture of her then-partner, musician Alix Dobkin, wearing it. 

			

		

		
			
				A white T-shirt woman: Jane Birkin’s effortless chic, with white T-shirt, jeans and French sunshine in 1974
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				An original: the 1975 T-shirt that, 40 years and the invention of Instagram later, spawned a thousand imitators
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				Designer Rachel Berks spotted the image on the @h_e_r_s_t_o_r_y Instagram account in 2015 and recreated the T-shirt. It became a favourite of modern feminists, including St Vincent, Cara Delevingne and – when it was swiftly copied – anyone else shopping on Etsy. There was a luxury version in 2016: Maria Grazia Chiuri, the first female Creative Director at Dior, included a T-shirt with the title of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s book We Should All Be Feminists in her first collection for the brand.

				The white T-shirt was involved in parts of 70s culture that were problematic, too – see the wet T-shirt contest. The Cultural Encyclopedia of the Breast dates the phenomenon to a scene in 1977’s The Deep, where Jacqueline Bisset swims underwater in a thin white T-shirt. But the Palm Beach Post in 1975 has the first known example of the term, with a headline “Wet T-shirt Contests Pack Pubs”. Reporting on college girls baring their breasts for $75 prize money during spring break, the writer comments: “It may be enough to make feminists choke on their NOW buttons.” By the end of the 70s, depending on the context – and the person wearing it – the T-shirt could spell rebellion, racism, sex appeal, objectification, protest or punk. 

				An item for everyone

				The following decade, the T-shirt was worn by all sorts of people, for all sorts of reasons. The white T-shirt had star power again in the 80s due to its connection to iconic rebels like Brando, Dean and Poitier. Like 30 years before, it was often teamed with its sartorial best friend, the blue jean. The combination was worn by Ferris Bueller on his day off in 1986, by dreamboat Morten Harket in the animated video for A-ha’s “Take on Me” in 1985, by all three of Bananarama and by Diana Ross. 
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				The printed T-shirt was big business – the New Yorker reported that the industry sold 32 million dozen items in 1982.24 Creatives realized this allowed them to get messages – and their work – out there. Keith Haring, the artist who started by completing drawings on subway platforms, opened Pop Shop in 1986 as a way to bring his art beyond the gallery. T-shirts with his trademark babies, TVs and more were a major part of that, and ahead of their time. Thanks to things like Pop Shop, a wearable allegiance to a certain artist is now as possible as it is for a favourite band. Haring, meanwhile, has gone mega-mass – his work is found on T-shirts at Uniqlo for £12.90 a go.

				Haring also used the T-shirt as a way to speak out against a new threat: AIDS. Silence=Death became a popular slogan in the gay community after community group Act Up began using it on posters from 1987, and Haring transferred this to T-shirts, adding his cartoon-like figures. At the same time, the T-shirt was a way for the American Black middle classes to assert themselves. Author and film-maker Nelson George writes that this was the year T-shirts with slogans like “It’s a Black Thing. You Wouldn’t Understand” became popular at colleges that had a predominantly Black student population.

				Arguably the biggest T-shirt moment in the 80s, however, was in Downing Street. Katharine Hamnett was invited to Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s reception after winning Designer of the Year in 1984. Hamnett, a consistently political designer, recognized a photo opportunity. She wore a T-shirt that read “58% DON’T WANT PERSHING”, a reference to the American nuclear missiles found across Europe, to meet Thatcher. “I opened my jacket so the writing would be completely legible to the photographers in the room,” Hamnett told The Guardian. “She [Thatcher] looked down and said, ‘You seem to be wearing a rather strong message on your T-shirt’ …[she] let out a squawk, like a chicken.” Hamnett’s message was spread. She was on News at Ten, and her T-shirt was spotted on Top of the Pops and in fashion magazines.25 The style was then endlessly imitated – by 
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				Wham! and Frankie Goes to Hollywood at the time, and designer Henry Holland more recently. 

				The T-shirt was a staple of youth culture in the 80s. It came branded and box-fresh in hip-hop, as groups like Public Enemy, Beastie Boys and NWA testified. In 1988’s so-called Second Summer of Love, the smiley face covered ravers’ T-shirts across the UK. Coming to the scene on the logo of Danny Rampling’s seminal club Shoom, the smiley quickly “swept the country as the logo of acid fashion,” Jon Savage wrote in The Guardian. But such a happy symbol was quickly vilified when the unease about another generation of young people in T-shirts began: “As acid house became acieed that year, the Smiley flip-flopped from dream symbol to harbinger of wickedness.”

				Of course, when something is vilified, it becomes fodder for counterculture. The smiley face was reimagined by Nirvana in 1992, when a T-shirt – black this time – hit their merch stands, with a squiggly smile, and two Xs for eyes (it remains popular with alienated teenagers nearly 30 years later). The same year, Cobain wore a Daniel Johnston T-shirt to the MTV Video Music Awards. Johnston, then an obscure name, was signed by Atlantic Records as a result.26 

				The T-shirt as resistance banner came in the form of Malcolm X T-shirts. With slogans like “Our own black shining Prince”, a quote from a eulogy at X’s funeral, they were worn by a newly politicized generation of young Black people. Part of what the LA Times called “Malcolmania”, prompted by Spike Lee’s 1992 biopic, these T-shirts so upset the establishment that some wearers were – once again – sent home from school.27 

				The white T-shirt was a defining element of the style of Cholo, the Mexican-American subculture. Here it was oversized, and teamed with plaid shirts, baggy jeans, boots and tattoos, as part of a look influenced by what migrant workers wore, and what was worn in prisons. The T-shirt featured painstakingly ironed creases, as if straight out of the box. The fit was part of standing out from all-American 
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				norms. Speaking to the website Love Aesthetics, a self-identified Cholo known only as Chris says, “The baggier the clothes you wore, the more you showed that you were rebellious towards what society expected from you.” This sort of resistance appealed across other disenfranchised youth: Cholo style, including that crisp XL white tee, influenced wider African-American street culture, and the look has spread to Japan and Thailand.

				The white T-shirt in cinema of the early 90s was about subverting what was now an icon of Americana. Louise wears one, accessorized with a revolver and a 50s convertible, in Thelma & Louise. And a young Johnny Depp, stylized as 50s dreamboat Cry-Baby Walker in John Waters’s 1990 movie Cry-Baby, wears a white T-shirt, biker 

			

		

		
			
				By any means necessary: young people in T-shirts promoting Spike Lee’s 1992 Malcolm X
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				jacket and quiff. An outfit like this signposts what the trailer spells out – Walker is “born to be bad”.

				The T-shirt as fashion statement was beginning in the 1990s too. Designers like Giorgio Armani and Helmut Lang wore T-shirts, and labels likes James Perse began to make expensive plain T-shirts a status item. Skate and surf brands including Bape, Stüssy and FUCT provided an alternative take, with logos front and centre, and a if-you-know-you-know kind of feel. This was cemented in 1994 with the arrival of Supreme.28 The brand, that provokes actual riots with its limited “drops”, began with three T-shirts, one with their now-classic box logo. While Supreme T-shirts are not exclusive because of pricing – they cost around £49, nothing compared to, say, a £980 Gucci number – scarcity adds to the cultural currency. They are also about actual currency: the resale market means Supreme T-shirts cost £49, but end up selling for thousands.

				Tall tees and hipster T-shirts

				By the turn of the millennium, the white T-shirt was used by different communities to communicate different things. The so-called “Tall Tee”, a long and wide white T-shirt, shows how an item can transition between demographics.

				Galaxy, the brand that are known for producing these T-shirts – which go up to 8XL – were worn by young American women at college in the 80s, who wanted a big T-shirt that doubled as a nightdress, a so-called “dorm-tee”. Twenty years later, this had fallen out of fashion, but the Tall Tee had a new fanbase – typically young men of colour in urban centres, who picked up these T-shirts 
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				sometimes five at a time for $25, potentially throwing away each one after wearing it to ensure the bright white colour each time. 

				The people who were buying these T-shirts meant they were used as a means of profiling, and banned in schools for fear the item was implicated in gang culture. In 2004, they featured in a storyline in Baltimore-set crime series The Wire. Bubbles, a long-time character with drug abuse issues, supplements his income by selling what he calls “whiteys” from his shopping trolley. In 2005, Gadi Dechter wrote an article in the Baltimore City Paper about the Tall Tee, garnering opinions on the trend. Music journalist Peter Shapiro says it’s about style: “There’s the idea of not only living large, but living extra-large, and wearing a long shirt that goes down to your knees is a bold statement.” Others link it to a kind of camouflage. “If the cops are looking for a suspect, [he’s invariably wearing a] long white T-shirt with long shorts,” comments Stuart Silberman from Baltimore store Changes. “So they can’t be identified.” 

				Whatever the motivation, this under-the-radar item had already gone beyond its urban habitat. In 2000, Eminem performed at the MTV Video Music Awards in a Tall Tee surrounded by an army of identikit young men in the same outfit. Sean “Puffy” Combs also wore one, as did Jay-Z and Lil Jon. But its sheer popularity and affordability ensured the Tall Tee was a leveller between celebrities and fans. One estimate put the number of Galaxy Tall Tees sold in a year close to three million. 

				A brand catering to another demographic – soon to be lazily known as “hipsters” – was also doing pretty well with T-shirts at this point. American Apparel, founded by Dov Charney, began producing their own clothes in 2003, with the aim of providing basics for those with a design sensibility that approved of a Helvetica logo. Its sales soared, with an apparent 525 per cent growth by 2005. Part of this was through T-shirts. By 2009, the 2001 fine jersey shirt was a bestseller.29 Ostensibly plain, the skinny fit inspired by the 70s became a subtle sign 
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				of cool in cities ranging from Berlin to Montreal and London, where billboards featured Terry Richardson’s questionable ad campaigns of young women wearing these T-shirts with short shorts and knee socks. It all collapsed as Charney’s and Richardson’s history of alleged sexual harassment was uncovered in 2014. Suddenly those adverts looked much darker, and no one wanted Helvetica on their labels anymore.

				New, old, white – and more

				While American Apparel has relaunched, it’s fair to say its moment has passed. But the white T-shirt is still indisputably cool. It’s the kind of item where the search for the perfect version is seen as a noble and worthwhile pursuit. The Row – the Olsen twins’ fashion line, which began in 2006 – started with a mission to create the ultimate T-shirt. Whether or not they have achieved it is debatable, but a Row T-shirt could now be yours for £300. 

				The anonymity of the white T-shirt cemented its place as a mainstay of normcore style. Working in opposition to the idea of fashionable people as brightly coloured peacocks, this look instead wilfully fetishized the plain: supermarket jeans, grey marl sweatshirts, chunky trainers, white T-shirts. In 2014, The Cut deemed it “Fashion for Those Who Realize They’re One in 7 Billion”.

				Anonymity is not to everyone’s taste: as a blank canvas, the white T-shirt is also in the arsenal of activism. This runs from “No justice, no peace” T-shirts seen on Black Lives Matter protesters, to the T-shirt as an Instagram-friendly sandwich board to broadcast thoughts on almost every matter. Since Berks’s “The Future Is Female” T-shirt, the feminist message has sadly been so commodified 
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				as to be almost meaningless, but other messages cut through. Memorable examples include the Corbynite Nike swoosh T-shirt of 2017, “Frankie Says Fuck Brexit”, Martine Rose’s arch “Promising Britain” design, Balenciaga’s 2017 Bernie Sanders tribute and “Fuck Boris”, a statement seen as so provocative that its wearer was almost arrested in 2020. A message that everyone can get behind comes in the form of the NHS T-shirt – Sports Banger’s bootleg design pairing the health service’s logo and that of a Nike swoosh – first made in 2015. It became particularly on point at the height of the pandemic in 2020. Sports Banger sold the T-shirts over three nights in May and made £100,000 for the NHS. While founder Jonny Banger, as he is known, is adamant that activism needs to be more than a T-shirt, it’s perhaps a good place to start.

				For the majority of people, T-shirts are still basics. As such, they can be shockingly cheap. A pack of three is available at Sainsbury’s for £3. That’s the same price as a meal deal. No wonder the T-shirt is at the centre of the environmental debate. Around two billion were purchased in 2012, and they’re discarded pretty quickly.30 UN data shows the equivalent of 276 million secondhand T-shirts were shipped to Mozambique in 2017.31 The production has its impact too – up to 11,000 litres of water are used for every kilogram of cotton grown, and the cotton industry accounts for 24 per cent of all pesticide use, affecting growers’ health and that of the environment.32 Think about that the next time you chuck a pack of three white tees in the shopping trolley. Organic cotton T-shirts are better – using 186 gallons of water compared to 2,168 for non-organic. Arket, Cos, Colorful Standard and Weekday are brands to look at.

				Or maybe new T-shirts aren’t necessary at all. The old ones already to be found in your wardrobe can often be more appealing – the pieces that genuinely spark joy, the one you put on when you have had a bad day. In Emily Spivack’s lovely book Worn in New York, about writers’ and celebrities’ favoured items, T-shirts come up frequently in 
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