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Kate Moran’s A Philosopher Looks at Clothes is part of a Cambridge University Press series in 

which philosophers take up topics such as architecture (Paul Guyer), science (Nancy Cartwright), 

and digital communication (Onora O’Neill), among others. Cambridge’s website describes the 

series as one in which “a well-known thinker offers a personal and philosophical meditation on a 

topic that we frequently encounter in our everyday lives.” Moran’s book succeeds admirably on 

both fronts: it is genuinely conversational and philosophically rigorous, making for a highly 

readable discussion that opens up rich avenues for further thought. 

 Although Moran points out the long-standing philosophical suspicion of clothing—and 

especially of clothing as “fashion” (xi)—her book joins a growing set of philosophical 

introductions to dress, most notably Lars Svendsen’s Fashion: A Philosophy (2006) and 

Philosophical Perspectives on Fashion, edited by Giovanni Matteucci and Stefano Marino (2017; 

2021). All of these works offer valuable insights and they complement one another well. Still, 

Moran’s book offers the strongest starting point for anyone interested in philosophy and clothing: 

its depth, breadth, and clarity make it the introductory work most likely to reshape how readers 

think about clothing as a philosophical object. 

 In her preface, Moran points out that while philosophers have tended to have disdain for 

fashion (though Immanuel Kant did proclaim in Anthropology From a Pragmatic Point of View 

that “it is always better . . .  to be a fool in fashion than a fool out of fashion”), the same is not true 

of clothing itself. Some philosophers who have written about clothing, such as Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau and Kant, are not surprising: consistent with their Enlightenment focus on education, 

both were interested in reforming how children were dressed. Others, however, are more startling 

in this context, such as Seneca and G.W.F. Hegel (though Hegel mostly in the context of 

sculpture). Moran points out that even Henry David Thoreau’s commonly cited dictum “beware of 

all enterprises that require new clothes” (xvii) is usually taken out of context, as Thoreau was 

concerned about inauthentic clothing that did not express the wearer’s character, not dismissing an 

interest in dress as beneath the concerns of a serious person. Taken together, these examples show 

that clothing has always occupied a more philosophically significant place than the tradition’s 

dismissals of “fashion” would suggest. This is precisely why Moran centers her analysis on 
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clothing rather than fashion: it allows her to recover a set of philosophical concerns that have been 

present all along but obscured by a preoccupation with fashion’s supposed triviality (x). 

 In the opening chapter on “Fashion, Function, and Fine Art,” Moran observes that fashion “has 

a third-personal sense and a first-personal sense” (8). The third-personal sense refers to fashion as a 

system, to the sociology of fashion and clothing. When I purchase a piece of clothing, however, my 

first-personal view is probably not that I am buying it to fit into the fashion system, but rather 

because it is beautiful or suits me. Moran deftly follows through on taking account of both 

perspectives in the remaining chapters: “Clothing, Identity, and Communication,” “The Social Life 

of Clothing,” “Legislation and Appropriation,” “Gender and Clothing,” “Children’s Clothing,” and 

“The Ethics of Clothing Production.” Her phenomenologically-oriented approach is based on the 

belief that “the experience of wearing certain articles of clothing” is an essential component of a 

philosophical approach to clothing (30). By contrast, Svendsen’s book is considerably more 

focused on third-personal perspectives of fashion as a system. Moran’s dual perspective provides 

for a rich analysis, allowing her to move between systemic critique (e.g., fast fashion’s 

environmental costs) and personal reflection (e.g., her own practice as an “ardent hobbyist” who 

sews her own clothing (19)). 

 This dual perspective is especially illuminating in her discussion of Thorstein Veblen’s The 

Theory of the Leisure Class (1899). As a sociologist, Veblen sees clothing among the leisure 

classes as indicating status, which is correct as far as it goes, but because he does not explore a 

first-personal perspective Veblen does not offer much sympathy to women pressured by the 

constant demand to demonstrate “wasteful expenditure” (qtd. on 107). Mary Wollstonecraft, Moran 

argues, offers a “more nuanced” account than Veblen, as she sees that a desire for adornment is 

common to human beings, regardless of their gender or the economic system they find themselves 

in, and is also attentive to how the desire to be fashionable stokes competition among women, 

furthering their oppression by undermining female solidarity (108-9). Moran marshals 

Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir to elaborate on the “double bind” women find themselves 

in regarding clothing and fashion: if they follow fashion trends, they are viewed as shallow, and if 

they do not, as “‘letting themselves go’” (110). While Moran does not delve deeply into 

representations of clothing in fictional works, Veblen could also have found testimony to this 

painful double bind in the fiction writers of his time, particularly Edith Wharton, who wrote 

eloquently about the sufferings of women who saw fashionable dress as a social requirement, not a 
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choice. 

 While every chapter offers food for thought, the “Fashion, Function, and Fine Art” chapter is 

especially rich. Here, Moran sets out two initial aesthetic issues with clothing. “First, clothing is 

closely related to fashion” (2), which makes it seem to violate the Kantian requirement of 

disinterestedness for an aesthetic judgment: we buy clothes for interested reasons, because they 

make us look beautiful. Second, clothing’s aesthetic qualities seem inseparable from its functional 

aspects, and the relationship between function and aesthetic beauty is a complex one. With the first 

point, Moran suggests that “beauty and desire need not always be at odds.” We can visit an art 

gallery, judge that a painting is beautiful, and then purchase it, and the same might be true of 

clothing, Moran points out (9). Moran’s portrayal of how clothing purchases are made seems 

accurate: we do not desire a jacket and then determine that it is a lovely item of clothing, but rather, 

the other way around. 

 With functionality, Moran analyzes the contributions of several thinkers to the debate about the 

role of function in judgments of taste, beginning with William Morris and including Oscar Wilde, 

Edmund Burke, George Berkeley, David Hume, and Kant. Her discussion is cogent and thought-

provoking, and she concludes by arguing convincingly for a nuanced view on this subject by 

drawing fruitfully on Kant’s concept of “adherent beauty” (17). 

 At the end of the chapter, Moran takes up the question of whether clothing counts as art and 

offers an intriguing case for at least some clothing qualifying as such. However, this section could 

benefit from a more analytically sharpened argument, one that more explicitly tracks how the status 

of clothing as art might depend on shifting contexts. Moran begins the chapter with the scene from 

The Great Gatsby in which Daisy weeps over a pile of Gatsby’s “‘beautiful’” shirts. Moran asks 

wittily, “Would Daisy have had the same reaction to Gatsby’s socks?” (1). One answer is that “It 

depends.” We might have very different aesthetic judgments about clothing on display on a rack, or 

in a museum; clothing on a fashion model; and clothing on our own bodies. This seems fairly 

unique to clothing; I may enjoy a live performance of Mahler’s Fifth Symphony more than a 

recording, but I am unlikely to completely change my aesthetic judgment of it after listening to the 

recording. Such a reversal can and often does occur with clothing. Thus, Daisy might have 

different reactions depending on whether the socks were on Gatsby’s feet, in a drawer, or tossed on 

the floor after he had worn them all day. She may not even have regarded the dirty socks as an 

aesthetic object at all. In this sense, Moran’s own example suggests that clothing’s claim to the 
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status of art is inseparable from these mutable situations of wearing and viewing, so that the very 

same garment can oscillate between the merely functional and the fully aesthetic. The challenge, 

then, is to develop an account of clothing as art that takes this volatility as an inherent aspect of our 

relationship with clothing. 

 Moran’s study ultimately shows that clothing is far from trivial: identity, embodiment, social 

power, and aesthetic value intersect in intricate ways when we wear clothes. This work offers a 

framework that will be useful not only to philosophers but to anyone who has ever wondered what 

their clothes mean. Not the least impressive aspect of this book is Moran’s clear and insightful 

presentation of Roland Barthes’s notoriously difficult The Fashion System (1967), which she 

renders accessible without sacrificing nuance. A Philosopher Looks at Clothes is an engaging and 

intellectually rewarding work that deserves to become the standard point of entry into the 

philosophy of clothing. 

Kenneth L. Brewer, Montclair State University 


