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					Introduction

			WHEN I WAS fourteen, I made a pilgrimage—to see a dress. It was by Yohji Yamamoto, a white gown dubbed “the Secret Dress,” with a hoop skirt and zip-away compartments from which the runway model unfurled a cardigan, hat, and gloves. I just wanted to look at it up close, as a piece of engineering. The salespeople could tell that I wasn’t exactly in the market for the dress—I looked about eleven years old at the time. They made the quick calculations that I was probably not a wealthy avant-garde child bride, and very politely asked me to take a large step back.

			It was my first close encounter with runway fashion that didn’t come through either the pages of a magazine or a computer screen. I’ve always been fixated on this strange, perverse little world, to the point where I made a career out of it. I’m probably, at this point, an incurable case. I never really know what to say when people tell me they don’t care about fashion, or that it doesn’t affect them: They wear all black. They just wear hoodies, or yoga pants, everywhere. They can’t be bothered!

			The first assertion may be true—you certainly don’t have to care about fashion, the same way you don’t have to care about contemporary fiction, the art world, SoundCloud rap, or making your own sourdough bread. The difference between those realms and fashion, of course, is that with fashion, you have no choice but to opt in—even if you’re reading this in a nudist colony, you’ll probably have to put on clothes at some point to, like, go to the DMV. And yet, fashion is still too often seen as superficial, as trivial, or only taken seriously as an art form when it’s the most rarefied of couture.

			Even if your wardrobe is as dark as Lydia Deetz’s soul, even if you exclusively wear athleisure, even if you consciously don’t put a lot of thought into what you put on your body—which, to be clear, is perfectly fine—I am here to tell you that you are making a statement of some kind. Even being anti-fashion is, in itself, a fashion statement. Ultimately, fashion isn’t so much a choice as a system that we all live under and are behaving in reaction to—like the weather, the Kardashians, or late capitalism.

			Some of the dismissal of fashion comes from a place of sexism, mixed with homophobia—straight men are by far the most likely to tell me that they think fashion is for shallow people. No one thinks it’s shallow to care about sports, cars, or video games, but fashion is still seen as a frivolous domain, mainly because it’s long been considered the domain of women and gay men. Thankfully, that attitude is dying out, and more and more straight men are embracing la mode. (Have you seen the lines outside Supreme?)

			The other, more defensible critique is that it’s a shallow and elitist industry that, like the snottiest of high school cliques, excludes people who don’t fit in. And that is . . . not entirely false. The industry as a whole has a long way to go when it comes to fully embracing racial and size diversity, among many other forms of diversity. The clothes shown on runways are often expensive and can seem irrelevant to one’s everyday life. Trying to emulate the trends seen there can be intimidating—what if I’m wearing the wrong thing? What if I make a mistake? Do these culottes look dumb?

			At one point in my life, shortly before the Yohji pilgrimage, I shared this view. In high school, I was a) an avowed Marxist, b) heavily involved in the experimental theater world, and c) insufferable (see a and b). But when I wasn’t doing things like founding a “people’s theater group” as an alternative to my school’s existing theater club, I started taking trips to the library to pore over fashion magazines and following Fashion Week from afar on sites like Style.com. I was still reconciling my politics with my consumerist urges, and while I might have disapproved of capitalism, and still do, and shopped mainly at thrift stores, it didn’t mean that I wasn’t interested in capital-F fashion. It just felt very remote—I didn’t know anyone who worked in design or media, and no one really seemed to care about the designers I was interested in.

			What ultimately made me fall in love with fashion was the creativity, inclusiveness, and progressive viewpoints I have found there. Caring about how you dress and following the runway shows doesn’t have to mean, as I once feared, being shallow and elitist. My favorite designers—people like Rei Kawakubo, Miguel Adrover, and Alexander McQueen—didn’t come from a place of on-high privilege, but instead set their sights on dismantling our expectations about what beauty and “cool” could look like. At its best, fashion still has the power to be revolutionary and world-changing, and it’s a stage that allows us to experiment with who we want to become. Even if you’re a total skeptic, you can appreciate that power.

			The way fashion works is changing, too, and many of the old signifiers are falling away. We’ve been told that millennials favor experiences over things, but things still indubitably matter. Now elitism can look like a hoodie and track pants, depending on the context (like in Silicon Valley, for example). In the essays that follow, I’ll examine what status and luxury mean to a generation that sees those concepts in an utterly different way than their precursors did.

			Even those of us who purport to not spend much mental energy on it ultimately care about how we dress and how we present ourselves. Style gives us clues about everything from class to which in-group we belong to, and we dismiss it at our peril. I want to take it seriously as a force in everyone’s lives and examine why it is, ultimately, so crucial to our self-actualization.

			Everything—from societal changes to the progress (or lack thereof) of women’s rights to the hidden motivations behind what we wear to align ourselves with a social group—can be tracked through clothing. As I say later in these pages, style reveals a society’s hidden obsessions, including ones we might not be attuned to. When we buy something, what are we really buying into? How does fashion intersect with late capitalism and technology? And how are values like feminism, empowerment, and individuality being appropriated to sell us things?

			These essays will examine the way that fashion overlaps with our daily lives—not the dizzying heights of a runway show, but the clothing we actually wear: what it reveals about how we see ourselves and how others see us. They will also look at how the fashion imagery we see every day shapes our identities.

			Over the course of the narrative, I’ll examine questions like: Why has the “French girl” persisted as our most undying archetype? As a woman, what does “dressing for yourself” really mean? How should a female politician dress? Will gender-differentiated fashion go the way of the dinosaur? How has social media affected and warped our sense of self-presentation when it comes to fashion, and how are we styling ourselves expressly for it?

			My premise here is that fashion is a key—it unlocks questions of power, sexuality, and class, tapping into history and sending signals to the world around us. It means something. Even if you’re “just” wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

		

	
					Part I

			Underpinnings

			Why We Wear What We Wear

		

	
					Chapter One

			Think Pink

			IN THE SUMMER of 2016, I started to see a predominant shade bubbling up on everything that was marketed to me. Rather than being some dictated-from-on-high runway “color of the season,” this was something aimed at the masses, backgrounding subway ads and fronting book covers as well as the windows of high-end boutiques.

			It was a variation on the pink shade I’d always associated with girlhood, not necessarily my girlhood, but the concept at large. But instead of being the saccharine Barbie pink that brings to mind a disembodied squeal of “Accessories sold separately!” it was a weirdly desaturated hue that seemed stripped of all associations with bubblegum and Sweet Valley High book spines. I saw it on tubes of Glossier makeup, on the walls of the newly sprouted women’s club The Wing, and on what felt like every Instagrammable book aimed at women in my cohort—late twenties and early thirties—from Sweetbitter to #GIRLBOSS.

			The color seemed to defy the generally accepted order of fashion, where a trend trickles down from high to low (think of the famous “cerulean speech” from The Devil Wears Prada) or trickles up from low to high (think of high fashion’s recent embrace of everything from sweatsuits to Crocs). Instead, it came from seemingly nowhere, and quickly blanketed every tier of design. Everything from the high-end Swedish brand Acne Studios to subway ads for Thinx period underwear used some variation of this shade.

			After my then-coworkers at The Cut, New York magazine’s women’s vertical, started discussing the phenomenon, I wrote an essay for the site examining the idea, attempting to separate this strain of the color from the pure Elle Woods version. “The titration of actual pinkness varies a little, but it’s still a fairly narrow spectrum—from salmon mousse to gravlax,” I wrote. “It’s a non-color that doesn’t commit, whose semi-ugliness is proof of its sophistication.” I was just trying to tease out a cultural curiosity, but along the way, I ended up stumbling into coining the term “millennial pink,” a phrase that has gone on to make untold millions for . . . people who are not me.

			In the story, I traced the phenomenon to a generational mood of “ambivalent girliness.” Women my age were starting to embrace the gendered tics we’d been told would hold us back in the workplace, like vocal fry or punctuating phrases with “like” and “um.” Now we could take pleasure in makeup—provided it was the kind that skimmed, rather than spackled, a canvas of perfect skin, and that came with collectible stickers. We could be bosses, though we’d probably use the awkward portmanteau “girlboss,” so as not to threaten anyone. We could lead while wearing sweatshirts and sneakers and nail art in that hyper-identifiable shade of curdled pink.

			The designer Rachel Antonoff has made a point of dressing cool, feminist women like Aubrey Plaza, Jenny Slate, and Alia Shawkat (often in pink), and has held fashion shows with sleepover and school-dance themes that explicitly reference girlhood. Antonoff told me she sees this new wave of pink as a way of “reclaiming something that . . . was maybe thought of before as too girly.” When she was younger, “it was imprinted on me that it was cool to be one of the guys and to not be girly . . . to not be too feminine. A phrase that I have been thinking a lot about lately, which is just rife in pop culture and films, is a man [saying] to a woman: ‘You’re not like other girls.’ And that drives me fucking insane. Let me tell you who I’m exactly like: Every girl I ever thought was cool or smart or fun or funny. Why is that a compliment? Because that’s not a compliment that women give to men.” She sees this wave of pink as a way to “reclaim these things that we thought made us less serious, less to-be-reckoned-with . . . and say ‘No, we can be serious and like pink.’ ”

			There are certainly things to embrace about this color, but a lot of its more questionable aspects got power-washed away by the frantic media coverage. Most people who’ve used the phrase “millennial pink” did not learn about it from my essay, but even I was surprised at how divorced the term became from its origin. I saw little analysis of its negative connotations. It had been reduced purely to its consumerist id: “Here are more things to buy in this color you love!”

			Only a few months after I wrote the story, the phrase, which I’d initially used to define a much narrower color range, had entered the lexicon, like “normcore” before it. It had come to encompass everything from straight-up pastel pink to Fran Drescher magenta. My lazy coinage had gone viral, and pink’s hegemony was complete. My life quickly became a chromatically themed Groundhog Day. I got daily press releases pointing me to the best “millennial pink” artwork, snacks, Airbnbs, and blushes. People at parties explained the definition to me, usually incorrectly. I went to a pink-branded Pilates studio that, like so many things in this hue, seemed to exist mostly for Instagram; its wan rosy lights, embedded in small, shrine-like structures in its walls, lit us as we studiously planked. I went to an all-pink restaurant in Nolita where the food was, mercifully, not pink. (At least, I remember thinking, my insides could be shielded from this scourge.) Even when I went to Disneyland, not my idea of a hotbed of bleeding-edge cool, they were selling millennial pink Mickey ears, which might have been the breaking point for me. Everywhere I turned, I was swaddled in pink, as sticky with it as though I’d stepped in bubblegum, longing for the embrace of a cool blue or green.

			It had started to feel as though the color itself was a shorthand directed at an entire generational cohort, shrieking “Buy me!” And as with any trend, there were hangers-on, too: attempts to make millennial teal, purple, and even something called “Gen Z yellow” happen. As far as I can tell, they didn’t. We’ve cycled through the many spokes of the color wheel, but pink has hung on, trapping us all in sickeningly sweet stasis. Like people on an endless layover, we’re stuck here for a while.

			Who is “we”? Well, there have been other color trends that swept an entire generation: the baby blue of Hard Candy’s Sky nail polish that dominated the mid-’90s, the aerobics-evoking neons of the ’80s. But I’ve rarely encountered a visual phenomenon that felt so generically aimed at an entire demographic. Like pinstripes to a yuppie or a Lacoste croc to a prepster, the shade came to stand for an entire generation’s and gender’s worldview—the Lena Dunham of colors.

			The color pink didn’t always telegraph “girl.” It was only in the 1940s that parents began to differentiate boys’ and girls’ clothes by color, and not till the ’80s and ’90s, when millennials were growing up, that various shades of pink ran riot on every holiday season’s It toy aimed at girls (see: Pretty Pretty Princess, Little Miss Makeup, Dream Phone, Mall Madness. For Barbie, a special Pantone shade, #219C, was copyrighted). But by the time I was a young adult, pink had full-fledged connotations of not just female, but young. Vapid. Incompetent. Clueless (in the Horowitzian sense). It was not a color you’d wear to be taken seriously at your job. Elle Woods wore it. So did the Plastics (on Wednesdays, at least). So when it came creeping back into our consciousness, pink had an almost return-of-the-repressed quality, oozing through the brick wall of social conditioning, defying the demand that it be put away like so many other childish things.

			Its semi-familiarity was part of its appeal. Think about the trappings of millennial pink culture—the stickers, the crop tops, the high-end jelly shoes, the many gingham things. What are they but our childhood favorites, repackaged into something palatable to our adult selves?

			Revisiting my original story, the whole phenomenon feels more insidious than I once thought, especially as I consider how the past few years have unfolded. When I first wrote about millennial pink, I thought it represented a kind of half step on the part of women toward embracing, not apologizing for, our gender—an improvement on cloaking ourselves in shoulder-padded blazers and trying to be permanently in corporate costume, the way our mothers’ generation did in the ’80s. It was a rebuff to the Lean In school of feminism, which encouraged us to subsume those feminine-coded traits in service of climbing the ladder. Now, I’m not so sure.

			The color came to stand in for a softer, non-confrontational strain of feminism, wherein women proclaimed their inclusivity while joining exclusive clubs and buying expensive signifiers of sisterhood, like a $650 sweater with a patch that reads RADICAL FEMINIST. How different, really, were these items from the dolls and tutus and teacups we were sold as children? And if we were so committed to wholeheartedly loving pink, why did we still swerve away from the saccharine side of it?

			I think the association with childhood is crucial here. For many women in their twenties and thirties, adult life has not delivered on CEO Barbie’s promises. Those of us who graduated from college are mostly saddled with student loans, underpaying gig-economy jobs supplemented by side hustles, and limited prospects for the future. (And that’s if we’re lucky!) Add to that the challenges of succeeding as a woman in the workplace, from the pernicious (sexual harassment, the gender pay gap) to the everyday irritants (men taking credit for our ideas). Meanwhile, we’re being told we can achieve anything, and that if we haven’t achieved all we wanted, it’s our fault for being weak or unmarketable or insufficiently self-promotional. Why don’t we have more Instagram followers or a more finely honed personal brand? We are transitional figures, vessels stuffed with empty empowerment, launched into an environment that hasn’t caught up to that idealized vision of gender equality.

			With all this in mind, who wouldn’t long for the prosperous years of our childhoods, and instinctively be drawn to anything reminding us of them? The color’s popularity can be read as the incomplete embrace of full-on femininity. No, we shouldn’t be ashamed of being girls. But we also shouldn’t be ashamed of being women.

			Fashion and consumption can bring legitimate joy, and I don’t necessarily begrudge anyone their millennial pink bucket bags. It’s fun to have what everyone else has, and even smart people secretly enjoy being marketed to. But I wonder if this period in fashion history, with its toothless pastels and sweet, ruffled, Regency-style minidresses, will come to be seen as analogous to the ’80s fashion backlash against strong-shouldered power suits worn with sneakers.

			If you’re young enough to be getting millennial pink nail art, you weren’t sentient for this moment. But if you’re older, you may remember that fashion reached a crisis point in the early half of that decade. Women began buying less clothing, preferring to budget for practical line items like homes and cars. Into this void came designers like Christian Lacroix, who began offering enormous, restrictive gowns complete with bustles, with prices topping out in the mid-five figures. Susan Faludi, writing about Lacroix’s collections in Backlash, her seminal work about the one-step-forward-two-steps-back landscape of 1980s feminism, called the style High Femininity. Lacroix said he designed for women who want to “dress up like little girls.” Faludi, being a third-waver, preferred the phrase “punitively restrictive clothing.”

			As with today, the trend was accompanied by a political rollback of women’s freedoms, bent on legally reducing them to impotent childhood. But the difference is that back then, the infantilization thing did not play. Yes, socialites swanned around in Lacroix’s designs, enjoying their Marie-Antoinette-at-the-hameau quality. But women, for the most part, did not want to dress up like Little Bo Peep, and the mass-market versions of Lacroix’s confections lingered on department store racks.

			Now, we’ve entered the stealth sequel to this period, what you might call High Femininity 2.0. But this time, the crucial difference is that women are buying in: to ruffles, to rompers, to all manner of smocked things straight out of an ’80s Laura Ashley catalog. If there’s a loose equivalent of Lacroix in these times, it would be the designer Batsheva Hay, who makes Laura Ingalls Wilder–esque dresses apparently designed for traversing the plains of Williamsburg and fording the Gowanus Canal. Like Lacroix’s Marie Antoinette–evoking frippery, they look back to vague memories of a simpler, “less complicated” time. There’s no frontier left, but her designs are a form of frontier nostalgia; to some commentators, they have evoked homesteading or Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints (FLDS) garb.

			These looks have a kind of hazy, appealing familiarity, too. They harken back to the vogue for lacy, frilly Gunne Sax and Jessica McClintock dresses that peaked in the late ’80s and early ’90s along with the craze for American Girl dolls—again, the formative years of so many millennials. On Instagram, Alexa Chung called her high-necked, ruffled look “A throwback Friday, if you will (to the 1800s.)” Molly Fischer, writing in New York magazine, said that trendy prairie dresses “offer conventional girliness drained of any prettiness, any elegance, any beauty: a gender norm codified as its homeliest possible husk.” Sounds like the sartorial version of millennial pink.

			The prairie look has come back at a time when the ironic distance between dress-up and reality has narrowed. Abortion rights are being rolled back; the gender pay gap has barely budged. In a more progressive time, reverting to signifiers of old-fashioned repression might feel like an interesting choice; right now, it’s getting harder to separate the hipsters from the handmaids.

			We’re in a time where traditional femininity has been repackaged as cool, as chill, as “woke.” The all-things-pink beauty brand Glossier commands us to be a body diversity–embracing “Body Hero” as part of its lotion campaign; The Wing (with an influx of series B funding from corporate giant WeWork) was touted to be “reviving the radical women’s club movement,” according to a Vice story. (What, exactly, is radical about an institution that costs more than $2,000 a year?) One of the most confounding things about the pink-tinted economy is the way it’s selling back existing things to us and making them “new,” painting them as essentials of self-actualization and empowerment. An elite women’s club isn’t new. Nor is makeup. Nor is a modest floral garment. Nor is pink. What we have here is a rebranding of the reactionary.

			This kind of virtue signaling, in tandem with a lack of real progress, is part and parcel of the pink-tinted economy. The railroad barons of the Gilded Age would never have said, “We’re building cross-country rail lines to make connections and bring like-minded people together.” But now, especially in the world of tech, their contemporary heirs make these kinds of faux-philanthropic statements as a matter of course. And while these companies might align themselves with values you agree with, at the end of the day they still just want to sell you a ticket. The CEOs of supposedly female-friendly companies are—whoops!—sometimes still guilty of denying employees maternity leave. Meet the new girlboss, same as the old boss.

			The writer Ann Friedman has talked about the insidiousness of this idea, coining the phrase “millennial pinkwashing,” which she defined on Twitter as “when you take an established feminist concept and drape it in pale-pink startup branding and sell it off to sponsors, ideally companies that are selling women fitness, beauty products, or corporate advancement.” Friedman and the writer Aminatou Sow had coined the term “shine theory,” which they define as “a commitment to collaborating with rather than competing against other people—especially other women” back in 2013, and Friedman explains that she was frustrated that a phrase they came up with had been co-opted without credit by various corporate entities. (I can relate.)

			I called Friedman to ask more about her thinking. “I started noticing more recently that [millennial pink] has become the signifying color of choice for what I would call ‘empowertising’ organizations,” she said, noting that that term is itself a coinage by the writer Andi Zeisler. “It’s not like I’m the first person to say, ‘Look at the ways capitalism is taking feminism and using it to sell stuff.’ But the color is strongly associated with the kinds of companies, conferences, platforms that market themselves to creative-slash-entrepreneurial millennial women and promise information about getting ahead in your career . . . Ultimately they’re selling brand integrations, brands that want to be in front of young women whose earning power is increasing. But it’s framed very much as, ‘We’re doing this for feminism.’ It’s kind of the background color for quotes about getting what’s yours.”

			Friedman quickly clarifies that she doesn’t have a problem with being a feminist who wants to learn how to advance her career. But “when you frame advancing your individual career as some sort of movement work, I get a little prickly about it,” she says. “The kind of women who are likely to be in the demo for platforms like this are probably attracted to certain Instagram design tropes that you and I are both very familiar with, and this color is a big part of it.” She draws a comparison to the pink ribbon–branded merchandise that is used to advertise breast cancer awareness, sometimes by companies who are contributing to that very disease with carcinogen-ridden products. Their philosophy seems to be, “Hey, if we put this color on it, it’s good for women—and don’t ask any more questions.”

			Beyond the corporate appropriation of the color, there’s also what it has come to signify in terms of politics. Millennial pink came along at a strange time. It began cresting toward the end of the optimistic Obama era, but after Trump’s election and the formation of the “resistance,” it became interwoven with, and sometimes a stand-in for, a kind of muffled dissent. I’ll never forget visiting LA in November 2016, right after the election, and browsing through the woman-owned boutique Otherwild with a friend. We picked through the sweatshirts reading THE FUTURE IS FEMALE, which suddenly felt like a callow phrase, and the assorted pins and T-shirts and overpriced pink signifiers of the newly awakened. Nearly half of white women voters went for Trump, and this merch seemed like an expensive way to telegraph that you were not one of them. Was this, I thought, protest?

			If you want further proof that High Femininity 2.0 has officially entered the political sphere, just look at the most notable fashion moment the resistance produced. Resistance movements have always incorporated fashion, but unlike with past protest waves, the signature look of the mainstream resister isn’t riot gear, a balaclava, or even a slogan T-shirt. It’s the cute, twin-eared “pussyhat” worn by Women’s March protesters—cuddly, marketable, and, yes, bright pink.

			The hordes who came out to march in their knitted headwear weren’t described as angry or radical, the way Black Lives Matter protesters often were; they weren’t ridiculed as wacky lefties or layabouts, the way Occupy Wall Street had been some years before. That was, in part, because the crowd was largely white, upper-middle class, and new to protest. (Note the much-circulated photo of Los Angeles protester Amir Talai with a sign that said, “I’ll see you nice white ladies at the next #BlackLivesMatter march, right?”) But it was also because of their accessories: hats that served as a homespun repudiation of 2016’s other political headwear, the standard-issue Make America Great Again caps. With the home-knitted headwear, as folksy and old-fashioned as a Batsheva smock, protesters turned a dialogue about President Trump’s misogynistic statements bragging about sexual assault on women into a craft project. In a way, this felt like the ultimate triumph of pinkwashing. Just like a salmon-hued conference backdrop, a corporate salute to International Women’s Day, or the Fearless Girl statue—put in place by an investment management firm—confronting Wall Street’s famous bull, a mass outcry against our government had been crystallized within the form of something tame, purchasable, and—what else?—pink.

			What changed between the eras of High Femininity 1.0 and 2.0? For one thing, we’ve never consumed in such a visible way before. Clothes and makeup used to be the primary products with which we expressed ourselves. Instagram exploded that notion. Things previously only known to close friends or significant others, like the brand of underwear you wear, the plants in your home, your workout regimen, the freelance workspaces you choose, or the bath accoutrements and night cream you use, are now public, potentially politically freighted pieces of information. They’re the particles that form the atomic structure of your personal brand. And God forbid you’re sleeping on a non-woke mattress or using an electric toothbrush that doesn’t stand in support of Elizabeth Warren’s policies.

			It might seem that we’re freer now, but we are being asked to measure up in more ways. To keep up with the digital Joneses, we now have to buy and perform self-care, social responsibility, and empowerment. And politics and ideology have never intersected so much with, well, our stuff.

			If you’re a certain kind of liberal, coastal millennial, the protest you go to is of a piece with the sheet mask you use. Both are signifiers of the person you profess to be—socially aware, practicing self-care but not to the point of self-involvement, up-to-the-minute in terms of both skincare and politics. Consider it the “pics or it didn’t happen” approach to personal growth.

			The status signifiers of today may not be as obvious or as luxe as they were in the Gilded Age, but when social currency requires constant self-reinvention and measuring up, it takes effort to have the perfectly curated bookshelf, the photo-ready medicine cabinet, and the time to spend on self-actualization and self-improvement. For people in this privileged class, social media has become an opt-in surveillance state where how pretty and how good you are are constantly conflated. There have never been so many ways to express yourself—but there have also never been so many ways to be uncool and inadequate.

			Of course, keeping pace with this parallel self, who is always morally correct and always perfectly lit, becomes a form of toil in itself. And constantly striving to make the “right” consumer choices arguably distracts us from the unglamorous, real work of changing the world.

			Remember the you-go-girl ads for Virginia Slims cigarettes? They feel light-years removed from the campaigns of today, and not just because they’re for a product we all know is carcinogenic. The template was simple: sepia photo of oppressed woman from the past—usually wearing some kind of bustle—overlaid with a full-color shot of the present-day, liberated babe. “First, you got the right to vote, and now you’ve got a cigarette all your own,” was one caption, in which suffrage and the “right” to buy a product are weirdly conflated. Of course, other than their modish thinness, they were basically the same as standard cigarettes. (“Cancer—but for GIRLS!”) Even the tagline—“You’ve come a long way, baby.”—fell somewhere between gruff admiration and infantilizing condescension.

			That broad approach wouldn’t work today; we would see right through it. But it formed the playbook for today’s millennial pinkwashing. Is the empowertising we see now really that different from what came before it? We live in a world of feminist underwear that wants to salute you on International Women’s Day and empowered razors whose makers think it’s totally cool, actually, if you prefer to grow out your body hair, even if it cuts into their bottom line. It seems we haven’t come such a long way (baby) after all.

			Even the social justice movement recently took a page from this playbook, employing pastel-hued Instagram tiles that outlined steps to, say, defund the police. Abstruse concepts were made palatable through design, in a process akin to embedding spinach in a cupcake. You needed to squint at your screen to tell the difference between a direct-to-consumer deodorant brand and an instruction manual for dismantling the police state. Whatever the content of these infographics—some were clear and concise, while others possessed only a distant-cousin relationship to facts—it was as though the intended audience for these messages could no longer absorb them unless they were presented like this, swathed in the fondant of peachy backdrops and swooping serif fonts. The medium wasn’t just the message; it had swallowed the message whole.

			I had long thought the neoliberal version of this aesthetic, steeped as it was in a wishy-washy, consumerist centrism, was irritating enough. Then, a Faludi-esque backlash swept this array of dim pastels along with it, and they began turning up in decidedly-not-progressive quarters. When some NBC employees tried to unionize, an Instagram account, purportedly created by a group of anti-union staffers, popped up. The artist Molly Crabapple summed up the vibe as “Millennial Pinkerton,” referring to the agency hired by employers to infiltrate labor strikes beginning in the late 1800s. The posts included an illustration of women’s hands, in different skin tones, all forming the peace sign against a calm salmon backdrop and the slogan “Women’s Healthcare.” It looked, at first glance—and, in this context, first glance was all that counted—like an ad for a woke gynecologist’s office, but it was actually trying to stoke fears that a union would take away benefits like maternity leave.

			The moment I realized we were officially living in a simulation was when millennial pink and its siblings on the color wheel began being used to launder QAnon conspiracy theories pushed by lithe influencers of the yoni-egg variety. This sensibility was pervasive enough that academic Marc-André Argentino coined the term “pastel QAnon” to describe it. The inverse of bellicose masculine aesthetics, none of these posts featured warlike eagles or brightly colored flags. Instead, they’d been polished to a high gloss, rendered as colorful and gulpable as a gummy vitamin. They were designed to appeal to a young, female audience poised to lap up wellness tips, parenting content—and the occasional Pizzagate conspiracy, child-trafficking theory, or anti-vax screed along with them. In one typical example cited by Argentino, an arrangement of pink and white balloons, the kind you might see at a baby shower, spelling out “COVID IS OVER” (it wasn’t), stands against a millennial pink background. The accompanying text urges us to “Open up our country” and insists on “No masks.” The image was persuasive to its intended audience in a way that a cardboard sign bearing the same message in Sharpie would not be. Another said, in the kind of curvy, slightly groovy orange font that might once have adorned the cover of a ’60s consciousness-raising manual, “wayfair scandal” (capital letters would evidently have been too strident) followed by “What You Need to Know,” before devolving into the child-trafficking conspiracy centered around a popular furniture website.

			Mimicking the structure and design of social justice posts that broke down, say, “10 Steps to Non-Optical Allyship,” this imagery seemed aimed at an audience that might consider themselves liberal, or simply apolitical, but was open to “just asking questions.” Its populist success coasted on the wake of similarly designed graphics featuring morally good-to-neutral things. I had assumed the style would just fall out of favor eventually, not metamorphose into something troubling. But now completely opposed ideologies had visually melted into one another in a way that made me think about the banality of evil. It wasn’t that the aesthetic itself was evil, of course; it was that, like all aesthetics, it had gone from novel to trite, and its newfound banality was able to cloak any horrors that might be smuggled into it. We had now arrived at a point where everything looked alike, regardless of what it meant.

			Stumbling across one of these posts always resulted in a thunderclap of cognitive dissonance. Ultimately, millennial pink under some other name would have triumphed without my input. I felt no ownership of, or claim to, the color; I was merely there as a chronicler. Yet I did feel strangely culpable every time I saw the next step in its evolution, from stealth capitalism to earnest neoliberalism to stealth fascism; it was like watching a dimly remembered classmate cycle through a series of increasingly incoherent ideologies before landing squarely on the worst one. When a group of people espousing assorted far-right views succeeded in battering their way into Congress, I saw a number of women among them, and wondered how many had been radicalized by something they saw in a pastel square.

		

	
					Chapter Two

			The Kids Are Alright

			WHEN I STARTED high school, I first encountered a New York–suburb variant of preppy style—a North Face puffer open over a Ralph Lauren polo shirt or Abercrombie & Fitch T-shirt. In college, I met its New England ancestor—irony-free Nantucket red slacks, whale accoutrements, and liberal usage of grosgrain. Prep did not strike me, at the time, as a style in itself. It felt like the default setting—something to rebel against. The only problem with constructing the perfect anti-prep identity was this: I didn’t really know who I was, other than not a WASP and not rich. So I teetered through fashion phases: the anarchist with duct-taped jeans, the neo-hippie in crochet, the emo kid in gloves made from cutoff argyle socks. I salvaged clothes from the floor of a Boston establishment called Dollar a Pound, cut them up, dyed them, and turned them into costumes for my itinerant identity. I may have spent less in actual dollars than my nattily attired classmates, but in terms of labor—the fashion equivalent of a vinyl snob’s crate-digging—I was expending more. I put more effort into my anti-fashion than my supposedly fashionable peers.

			I know I’m far from alone in this—adolescence is made for shrugging on different identities, and clothing is the easiest way to express those identities. Unless you’re Madonna, most of us don’t get to reinvent ourselves over and over again in adult life. For many of us, high school is our first fashion battleground, and the first time that class really starts to impact our dressing choices. Every American high school movie worth its salt has a scene in the cafeteria, that teenage agora, where a school’s ecosystem is skimmed and summed up, its cliques and rivalries revealed through fashion. In Mean Girls, part of the joke was the hyper-specificity of each group: cool Asians, sexually active band geeks, and so forth. A 2019 Twitter meme showed a cartoon cafeteria and asked, “Where are you sitting?” based on your taste in everything from emo music to runway fashion. Most of the people participating were not currently in high school.

			The idea of cliques persists, even after graduation. One of the ways those cliques define themselves in relation to, and sometimes against, one another is fashion. Style has always been an easy way of setting yourself apart and forging an alliance with others. And youth fashion subcultures, from hippie to punk to grunge (and all the infinite mini-categories within those categories), have been a way to assert oneself, to push gender and class boundaries and highlight the generational divide.

			The idea of teenage-specific clothing is a relatively recent invention. For most of human history, you were a child, then you were an adult, with the attendant uniforms. “Teenager” became a category of person, requiring specific clothing, after World War II, when teen idols like Ricky Nelson and Annette Funicello began to model different kinds of teen-specific style and entertainment. A youth monoculture began to coalesce, and with it a number of opposed youth subcultures—Mods, rockers, and later, punks, goths, metalheads, and emo/“scene” kids among them. The history of teen style is really two parallel histories—the dominant culture doggedly pursued by a number of opposed subcultures.

			Let’s start with the former. Teen style, first dominated by T-shirts, jeans, and varsity jackets, made a quick detour into the aspirational. In the ’80s, preppy labels like Ralph Lauren and Lacoste dominated. True preps had their own ways of distinguishing themselves; an advanced preppy move was to rip out the crocodile logo on your Lacoste polo, leaving only the outline—the ultimate sign that you didn’t care about status, except you still did, because everyone could see what had once been there.

			Abercrombie & Fitch, an outdoor outfitter founded in the 1890s, became the preppy teen brand of choice in the ’90s, under then-CEO Mike Jeffries, and crested in the early 2000s, becoming almost synonymous with the era’s teen style. The new Abercrombie bore virtually no resemblance to the original. Instead of clothes for horseback riding and hunting, there were now uniforms for mall cruising. The store published a magazine, A&F Quarterly, complete with homoerotic photo shoots by Bruce Weber and highbrow contributors: The philosopher Slavoj Žižek contributed display copy to one issue.

			The brand wasn’t shy about the fact that, like high school cliques, it was built on exclusion. “In every school there are the cool and popular kids, and then there are the not-so-cool kids,” Jeffries told Salon’s Benoit Denizet-Lewis. “Candidly, we go after the cool kids. We go after the attractive all-American kid with a great attitude and a lot of friends. A lot of people don’t belong [in our clothes], and they can’t belong. Are we exclusionary? Absolutely.” He added that the brand only hired “good-looking” people. “Good-looking people attract other good-looking people, and we want to market to cool, good-looking people. We don’t market to anyone other than that.” Abercrombie’s Look Policy contained specifications about employees’ hair, makeup, and nails. The store’s definition of “All-American” looks seemingly did not encompass non-white people at the time. A 2003 lawsuit alleged that employees of color were relegated to working in the stockroom as opposed to the sales floor. A later suit, which went all the way to the Supreme Court, concerned a young Muslim woman who was not hired by the store after being told her hijab violated its Look Policy.

			A&F also courted controversy with a series of T-shirt slogans, notably in 2002 when it was forced to recall a T-shirt that read WONG BROTHERS LAUNDRY SERVICE—TWO WONGS CAN MAKE IT WHITE, after an outcry from Asian-American groups. Unbelievably, Abercrombie’s spokesman responded, “We personally thought Asians would love this T-shirt. . . . We never single out any one group to poke fun at. We poke fun at everybody, from women to flight attendants to baggage handlers, to football
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