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The millennium began with talks about the changing
ethnic and racial composition of the United States and how
cultural diversity will increase over the coming decades.
A decade into the millennium, and these predictions are
revealed as facts. U.S. demographic evidence from cities,
towns, and even rural areas documents that cultural
pluralism is an all-pervasive phenomenon in the U.S. and
is here to stay. Within this pluralist context, where racial
and ethnic differences vary in their external visibility,
due to color of skin, language, neighborhood, and other
factors—dress serves as an important visibility factor in
externalizing cultural pluralism. Beyond externalizing
ethnicity, dress as visual communication also facilitates
the construction and maintenance of cultural identities
among diverse subgroups in the populations and becomes
the critical locus for realizing the cultural self The
purpose of this paper is to decode the social meanings
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and motivations attached to the use of cultural markers i,
dress among college-aged multicultural students.

The paper employed a qualitative strategy of inquiry
through an open-ended survey conducted among
convenience sample of 106 male and female students
belonging to minority ethnic groups, who were enroled
at a large Midwestern university. A college campus
provided the right setting for the research questions
examined in this paper since it represents a truly diverse
and pluralist environment, where self-expression in
thought, dress and appearance is encouraged, and where
a diversity of clothing styles coexist. Four ethnic groups
were represented in the sample: Asian or Asian American
(55.7%); Black or African American (20.8%); Hispanic
or Latino (5.7%); American Indian (1.9%); and Others,
chiefly biracial (16%). The mean age in the sample was
approximately 25 years and a majority of the participants
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Respondents also remarked on their feelings of pride
or moderated pride in their cultural dress. One of the
respondents interestingly noted that he/she did not feel
too proud, rather grateful that his/her ethnicity “has
decent traditional clothes.” Others were more emphatic in

their expression of pride in their dress:

“proud and beautiful, truly like a nubian queen—

from earrings to a formal, dress.”
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(1982) define identities as “re
applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question
“Who am 12~ (p. 206). This definition applies to personal or
role identities. Ethnic identity on the other hand, is a group
identity, and has been defined as the shared identity of a
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fation and language
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dIt "means respecting my heritage and background. I
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where I came Sfrom because it is part of who I am.”

“That identify with the traditions and customs of
my cultyre”

“It’s a representation of who I am”

Some respondents perceived that wearing cultural
dress went beyond personal sel f-expression and expressed
stories of the groups cultural history, and served to initiate
cultural education. The following quotes illustrate these
complex themes of identity and expression:

It tells a story of all the goals accomplished and the
trials and tribulations they had to go through for us.”

“Ifeel that it is a good way to inspire others to learn
about other cultures and ask questions”

Another important sub-theme that emerged in the
context of identity is distinctiveness. Distinctiveness is
defined as an individual’s numeric (minority status) or
social traits that are distinct in relation to the environment
(McGuire, 1984). Being persistently different from the
reference group’s ethnicity, makes the ethnic identity
salient or important in a person’s self-concept (McGuire
& McGuire, 1981). Numerous respondents voiced the
theme of distinctiveness either from a personal or a
group perspective in using cultural dress to externalize
differences from the mainstream. To some respondents,
this externalization of ethnic difference was a way to reject
assimilation into the mainstream culture and maintain
and strengthen linkages with the ethnic culture. The
following quotes from two respondent capture the deep
personal and social struggles involved with their display
of cultural distinctiveness through dress:

“It means to me that as an African, wearing clothing
that can allow others to identify me as an African
even if it is just one article of clothing sets me apart
from other people. I feel complete and whole as an
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Some respondents experienced feelings of enjoyment
in being distinct for more personal and hedonic reasops,
They enjoyed being able to “show off” their distin ctiveness
and the attention it brought them, The following quotes
illustrate these perceptions:

I like feeling unique and having a sense of heritage,
while knowing I can be fashionable because I accept
what I wear”

“I have some cute items that I picked up when I
was in China and Hong Kong a couple of summers
ago, and I think its kind of cool to have something
obviously from another country. They're kind of like
souveneirs that I can show off”

I love wearing them. It's fun and different from
everyday jeans and t-shirts.”

Other respondents experienced feelings of pride in the
distinctiveness they achieved through cultural dress:
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meanings and motivations is important in a multicultural

society to better understand, communicate and uphold
cultural pluralism.
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Discussion Questions

Of the themes the author identifies, which one do you

demonstrate pride in the accomplishments of the culture, 1. :
Nationality, and respect for the struggle of ancestors. This identify with, if you wear ethnic or ethnic-inspired
theme also addressed pride in the beauty and uniqueness clothing?

of the cultural artifact of dress, which was recognized 2. What does the author mean when she writes “social

fur i q€

hbd"sdf{'ilhw to transform the wearer, The third theme

friti;J identity, expression, and distinctiveness” was a
theme in understanding the deeper motivations
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meanings and motivations attached with the use of
cultural marker sin dress are thematically similar yet

varied”?




