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As certain masculine traits come under fire 
and gender becomes ever more fluid, can 
women appropriate traditional notions of 
masculinity to help address gender inequality? 
Simon Jones finds out more.

Essay: appropriating masculinity

Peaky Blinders | Caryn Mandabach Productions Ltd & Tiger Aspect Productions Ltd 2016
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Inevitably trends can’t even begin to scratch the surface 
of the current deconstruction of gender identity but they 
do offer a glimmering insight into collective thought. As 

the things that surround us and the colours we choose are 
steeped in personal identity, when it comes to reporting on 
trend stories, the onus is not to ignore the more difficult, 
complex stories that crop up but to try and make sense of 
these directions through the filter of colour. 

Yet there’s an undeniable crassness to the idea of women 
appropriating masculine qualities or for that matter any 
behavioural patterns being arbitrarily assigned a gender. 
However if we assume that these stereotypes are fuelled by 
cultural rather than biological drivers then some interesting 
patterns are emerging that form one of the key drivers for 
our trend Grit.

There are strong cultural precedents for this idea of 
female empowerment and protest in other times of seismic 
geopolitical change; in the UK, 1970’s suede heads, an 
offshoot of skinhead subculture challenged stereotypes 
of femininity with shaved heads and Dr. Martens boots. 
Likewise, Punk’s anarchic counter-culture approach allowed 
women an equality of expression and aggression that 
would have been unthinkable 20 years previously; Punk 
female icons like Gaye Advert with her panda eyes and 
Poly Styrene with her army tin hat and goggles redefined 
femininity. As Chrissie Hynde told Rolling Stone magazine*1: 
‘That was the beauty of the punk thing: that kind of (sexual) 
discrimination didn’t exist in that scene.’ 

In many ways women’s increasingly outspoken and forceful 
presence on social media, not least with #MeToo and 
#menaretrash, is a clear response to ‘strongmen’ leaders and 
a pervasive climate of normalised harassment to women. 
In South Africa, where the #menaretrash hashtag first went 
viral, femicide has been declared a national crisis after a 
report found that a woman is murdered every three hours. 
Protests in Mexico, Brazil and the USA, among others, 
attempt to highlight threats to women’s personal freedom 
and physical safety.

#MeToo already seems to have had a positive effect on 
television and film. Rather than being sidelined to love-
interest bit parts, women are increasingly taking central 
roles in drama. Take the fierce matriarchal presence of  
Aunt Polly and trade unionist Jessie Eden in 20’s gangster  
drama Peaky Blinders. The Crown is now in its third  
season, Jessica Jones brings a dark twist to the super  
hero genre and the Handmaid’s Tale reboots dystopian 
fiction through a feminist filter. In Game of Thrones, it’s the 
dragon-enabled wrath of Daenerys that brings the series 
finale to an incendiary end.

But how is this assertiveness manifesting itself through 
our consumer choices? Certainly, there’s an argument 
that the time is right for a backlash against the hyper-
sexualisation of fashion. Ever ahead of the curve, Acne 
Studio’s SS 2020 catwalk featured women as slightly post 
apocalyptic warriors; The Road meets Scandinavian forest 
rave. Boilersuits littered the catwalks earlier this year, 
replaced for AW with leather trousers, more tough biker 
than dominatrix. There’s also an interesting return to the 

structured power suit of the 1980’s, as seen at Balmain, 
Lanvin and Saint Laurent, among others. Profits of Dr. 
Martens boots were up 70 per cent for 2019, with 20 new 
shops opening across the USA, Europe and Asia*2. 

There are also signs that women are at last making inroads 
into highly male dominated design sectors like architecture. 
Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara of Grafton  
Architects became the first all woman partnership to win  
the 2020 RIBA Royal Gold Medal for Architecture. 
Challenging gender prejudice, Voices of Women also made  
a strong impact at last year’s Venice Biennale of Architecture 
(curated by Grafton Architects) with a flash mob. The 
pressure group has launched a petition for the inclusion of 
partner Dorian Fuksas for the Lifetime Achievement Award 
given to Massimiliano Fuksas by INARCH Istituto Nazionale 
di Architettura.

Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed 
For Men (Chatto & Windus 2019), a forensically researched 
book by Caroline Criado Perez has also sparked a huge wave 
of debate and activism about the need to interpret data in a 
less gender biased way. The book has outraged readers and 
refreshed the debate about designing inclusively for both 
men and women. In response to the lack of female leaders 
in design, CEO Jessica Walsh, Founder of creative agency 
&Walsh has also set up Ladies, Wine & Design, a non-profit 
initiative to increase the currently very small percentage of 
creative directors who are women or non-binary through 
mentoring, portfolio reviews and talks. 

While design industry professionals are still overwhelmingly 
male outside textiles and fashion, raised awareness of 
this inequality and increasingly organised pressure groups 
could well start to make an impact, chipping away at male 
dominance. This makes sense; a more balanced approach 
to both sexes can only improve design, making it more 
inclusive and balanced. Maybe, rather than appropriate male 
qualities, the take home message from our trend Grit is more 
about equality than masculinity. 

architecture.com
graftonarchitects.ie
ladieswinedesign.com
penguin.co.uk 
vowarchitects.com
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*2 footwearnews.com/August 12 2019


