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Garment, Self, and their Surface: An Archeology of “Stereotype”
Toshiki SATO

Professor, Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, The University of Tokyo, Komaba

I would like to examine the modern relationship between the self and garments, by looking at
The Scarlet Letter written by Nathaniel Hawthorne and Public Opinion written by Walter
Lippmann.

The Puritans depicted in The Scarlet Letter, a novel set in New England in the 17th century,
constantly carried out “endless self-observation” by reflecting on their own behavior to
determine whether their deeds are good or bad. In those circumstances, garments were regarded
as an undesirable material that covers up the self and hinders “endless self-observation.” At the
same time, garments functioned as a means of representing the social class of each individual.
In that sense, a flood of clothes was considered to be a threat that could lead to corruption or
deterioration of the social order.

I would also like to argue that in today’s highly stereotyped world, garments serve as a means to
create a visualization of the self, by looking at the concept of the “stereotype,” as argued by
Walter Lippmann, which refers to a widely held perception or fixed image — a preconceived idea
or perceived notion in particular. We discover our true self by expressing ourselves through
garments. Clothes are a stereotype, through which we find our own self. We express our
individuality by recognizing a gap between the self and a stereotype, finding a new self and
putting together such new selves, which, I argue, is the relationship between those living in

modern days and their clothing.
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