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‘Dressing for Austerity is so much more than a history of fashion in postwar Britain. It shows the potential of an approach that connects dress to changes in politics, culture, manufacturing technologies, leisure and forms of citizenship – this is a significant contribution to the wider history of the late 1940s and the way that the period shaped consumption cultures, identities and social attitudes in the following decades… Running through Dressing for Austerity is a sense of the distinctiveness of the period, and its profound difference from our own “age of austerity”. The book looks beyond easy stereotypes of constraint and stylistic conservatism, to show the optimism and hope that was woven into the way we once dressed for austerity.’
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INTRODUCTION: AUSTERITY, ASPIRATION AND AFFLUENCE



WHEN THE WAR IS OVER …

‘Austerity Britain’ has become a catchall phrase for understanding the effects of World War II on everyday life in the late 1940s in terms of scarcity and of stoicism: scarcity as a result of the war effort and shortages of virtually everything, and stoicism on behalf of the British people in the face of such strictures. The origins of the word ‘austerity’ are difficult to trace with any exactitude, but certainly in this context, civilian life on the ‘home front’ provides a superficial starting point. The introduction by the wartime coalition government of austerity restrictions in 1942 proscribed stylistic limits on clothing, shoes and other consumer durables, correlative to a whole raft of measures instituted by the state governing the design, production, supply of raw materials and finished goods, and the rationing of their consumption. However, as the war drew to a close, reports in the popular press, memos passing back and forth at the Board of Trade marked ‘Austerity’, and a wider cultural atmosphere of war-weariness and anticipation begin to suggest an imperceptible shift, beyond the specific material effects of by now familiar restrictions towards a more ontological argument about the exercise of discipline as the foundation of a ‘new Britain’.

The purpose of this book is to explore the cultural and political dimensions of this shift from a fashion historical perspective. There was never a stylistic or ideological full stop between war and peace, rather a progression of shifts in fashion and style trends whose dissemination was a pivotal element in the wider popular cultural discourse of anticipating a new, peacetime identity. Clearly, it is impossible to understand postwar austerity Britain in the late 1940s without references to the war. However, the critical impetus of this book is to explore the period between 1944 and 1951 on its own terms, as a critical tipping point in British society embodied in distinctive austerity fashions and shifting style trends. Defined as the Age of Austerity, in recent years the period has acquired a certain cachet as the focus of notable studies such as David Kynaston’s Austerity Britain 1945–511 and, as the Great Recession deepened, as the object of popular nostalgia in television programmes, fashion and women’s magazine spreads mythologising the advantages of making and mending and disseminating retro styles with little regard to periodisation. Sandwiched between the outbreak of war and the youth revolution of the later 1950s, it is an age defined, perhaps quite accurately, by a collective mood and a set of emotional and physical responses as much as anything else.

Critical understandings of postwar austerity Britain are essentially characterised by arguments that come down on one side or another of the relative success or failure of the Attlee administration’s radical agenda for postwar social welfare reform and planned economic management. Polarised debates as to the merits of policy objectives that either created a more democratic, fairer society, or left a pre-war status quo relatively in tact have been sustained by a further oppositional framework of wartime proscription and postwar plenty. This discussion, in turn, is informed by concepts of either the ‘plight’ of the traditional middle class after the war, or the cultural ascendency of a post-welfare state working class. Fashion history writing has also in many ways created its own version of this oppositional temporal and conceptual narrative. As a consequence, the importance of this period to modern fashion production and consumerism has been overlooked, lost in both the extended indefinite gloom of wartime austerity and a smokescreen of postwar affluence – the one ending and the other beginning with Christian Dior’s introduction of the New Look in 1947. Through the timeless qualities of myth, this iconic ‘moment’ has become fashion historical shorthand for postwar consumerism as a whole. A constant temporal slippage has inhibited critical interrogation of strategies of fashionable consumption, style trends and wider production practices upon which Dior’s design was just one, albeit extremely important, influence.

Fashion-historical scholarship has undergone a number of radical changes in the ‘cultural turn’ of the last 30 years. Fashion is taken seriously because it is now recognised as an important mode of social practice that shapes cultural meanings and thus provides an ideal critical focus through which to analyse the contradictions inherent in this period of massive social change. In the past, reductive equations have been made between restrictive government clothing controls and drab, utilitarian styles; during World War II fashion change it is argued, effectively halted. This view has been radically challenged by revisionist fashion historical accounts that demonstrate the emergence of a distinctive wartime aesthetic subject to constant stylistic innovation expressed in shifting fashions and fashion trends. However it is not just reductive but also intellectually inconsistent to see fashion and consumerism in the period immediately after the war defined by the same sense of gloomy stasis that once hung over its antecedents. Historian Peter Hennessy suggests that ‘[p]‌erhaps we have succumbed too readily to the first drafts of early postwar cultural history which were written even before the decade came to a close …’.2

This book is not another generic political history of austerity, nor does it narrowly focus on a discrete category of analysis such as gender or class, nor is it a month-by-month account of the legislative mechanics of wartime and postwar clothing controls and decontrols. The following chapters examine the interconnectedness of competing forces of fashionable agency and structures of institutional control in a way that does not isolate fashion from politics, civilian production from military, or male consumers from female, or pre- from post-1945 regulations. The aim is to avoid the temporal and conceptual gloom and gloss of previous approaches and explore how the continuance of wartime austerity measures served as both a curb and a stimulus to postwar popular consumer desire. This implies a revised understanding of postwar austerity in relation to the specificities of the extension of wartime austerity restrictions and of the Utility Clothing Scheme. Here, the political dimensions of fashionable desire and its discipline are set against a contemporary climate of postwar idealism. Affordable fashions and style trends, and access to leisure and the time and money to enjoy it, combined to function as totemic symbols of change that impelled new strategies of government intervention and consumer agency.

A TIME OF ‘PEACE BUT NOT PLENTY’

An outline of wartime clothing controls has to be the starting point for understanding the philosophical foundations of Labour’s longer-term policy objectives. Chapter 1 draws on fashion historical accounts of the wartime Utility Clothing Scheme and the evolution of a distinctive British design aesthetic, central to which was the myth of a new kind of fashion democracy. Austerity measures and highly politicised attitudes to consumer wants and needs were elemental to a scheme driven at a material level by necessity in the face of successive economic crises and material shortages, but also ‘by design’. Strategies of state control, it was believed, could work in tandem with those of individual and collective self-control to fashion a ‘better Britain’.

There was a progressive shift of popular support to the left and an equation made between the need for radical reform and Labour’s growing reputation for action. The party’s overwhelming victory at the polls in 1945 was viewed as evidence of a popular mandate for it to pursue a new vision of democratic capitalism: notions of political consensus made little sense without a correlate vision of consensus consumers. An ‘improving’ agenda with its foundation in
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