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Celebrity Culture in Fashion: Breach of Ethical Boundaries?

In the Light of Lady Gaga’s Fashions
The Introduction of the Phenomenon: Lady Gaga
Lady Gaga currently is one of the most famous and phenomenal celebrities of the moment. In 2010 Lady Gaga graced the top of Time Magazine’s annual Time 100 list in the artists category (The 2010 TIME 100, 2010) and this year Forbes has bestowed her with even more honour, for it has placed her respectively at number one and number eleven on its World’s Most Powerful Celebrity (Pomerantz, 2011) and World’s 100 Most Powerful Women lists (The World’s 100 Most Powerful Women, 2011). But apart from her apparent high status as a celebrity an sich, which the examples of these prestigious magazines demonstrate, Lady Gaga is also an acclaimed fashion icon. The Council of Fashion Designers of America (CFDA), which annual CFDA Fashion Awards are compared to the Oscars (Chilvers, 2011; Davis, 2010; The C.F.D.A. Awards Dress Up Bryant Park, 2008), has, for instance, recently presented her with its Fashion Icon Award (2011 CFDA Fashion Awards, 2011).
 Furthermore, since the well-respected magazines American Vogue and Vanity Fair, of which the former has also crowned Lady Gaga the visionary (Special Edition: Best Dressed of the Year, 2011), both have chosen Lady Gaga as the best-dressed of the year 2010 (And It’s Lady Gaga by a Mile: The Outré Original Wins Best-Dressed of the Year, 2010; The 2010 International Best-Dressed List, 2010), and she currently finds herself for the second year in a row on number one of the latter’s renowned International Best-Dressed List in the category fashion originals (Revealed!The 2011 International Best-Dressed List, 2011), this clearly establishes Lady Gaga as a symbol in terms of fashion. 
In reference to Lady Gaga’s first appearance on this list, Vanity Fair special correspondent Amy Fine Collins stated in an interview with the Today Show that Lady Gaga has “reinvented the medium of fashion. […] She is a brand new phenomenon. She has included anything and everything into fashion” (Bell, 2010). This is a remarkable statement, of which not only the meaning and truthfulness should be questioned, but particularly the context - by whom and why – in which this statement has been made. Thus, not just the statement in itself is debatable; the entire scene in which fashion as a social cultural phenomenon currently takes place is implicitly under discussion. By claiming that Lady Gaga has transformed fashion as a medium, or has at least changed the perspective as to its approach, it is implied that fashion has bogged down in something that may have little to do with the original significance of fashion. Furthermore, do the standards dictated by two leading fashion representatives actually signify that Lady Gaga is a pivot in the contemporary fashion mechanism? Clearly, not only Lady Gaga and her fashion are thus under discussion, but also particularly the phenomenon of fashion itself.
The Meat Dress

Even more than the popularity she enjoys, it is her self-created ideology that has turned Lady Gaga into a phenomenon, with the emergence of the cult surrounding her person as a result. According to Lady Gaga, she lives her life “in an open way – artistically”: she is “a walking piece of art everyday” (Silva, 2010). She also describes herself as “a show with no intermission” (Lady Gaga, 2011). Her outstanding extravagant dress behaviour, in the broadest sense of the word, is conclusive evidence of this. Her appearance is constantly subject to change in the form of an endless array of striking outfits and matching hairstyles or wigs, extreme makeup and remarkable accessories.

A good example that represents her ideology as well as her striking clothing choices is the Meat Dress, which will therefore be the starting point of this case study. Although Lady Gaga appeared at the 2010 MTV Video Music Awards (VMAs) in a total look completed with matching accessories and compiled by Nicola Formichetti, stylist and fashion director of among others House to Gaga and Mugler, the title Meat Dress refers primarily to the of “prime rib and plain steak” (Fry, 2011) manufactured dress designed by fashion designer Franc Fernandez. This dress endorses not only her predilection for experimental fashion, but also the socio-psychological meaning that she, as well as the public, although to lesser extent, has purposively ascribed to it. The meaning behind and the effect of this dress reflect not only her intentions, but also reflect the (dys)functioning of contemporary society.
The dress symbolizes for Lady Gaga equality: it visualizes an opposition to various aspects of society’s current way of thinking. Because of the remarkable and literally moral-questioning usage of meat in this context the dress calls for both action and reaction. This outward manifestation not only brings the social order such as Lady Gaga posits it up for discussion, but it also raises questions about the position and influence of a contemporary pop star. How far can and may it reach; how and within which limits? Thus, the Meat Dress and everything that is connected to it near the limits of the elasticity of the socio-cultural acceptance: where is the line drawn between what is and what is not socially acceptable? And is Lady Gaga in case of the Meat Dress touching or overstepping the invisible ethical boundaries?

Furthermore, the dress can also be perceived as a rebellion against the prevailing image of and within fashion. It breaks open the hierarchy and brings the definition of fashion up for discussion. What is fashion, why and according to whom? Is the mere fact that a creation is accomplished by a fashion designer, stylist or fashion director enough to elevate and recognize it as fashion? Can a creation that raises questions in regard to societal norms in an extreme way be fashion? And why?
As the discussion of the example of the Meat Dress demonstrates, the phenomenon Lady Gaga raises – from her own perspective as well as from a socio-cultural perspective – questions about the status and functioning of the fashion establishment. It is also remarkable that Lady Gaga is at all allowed to measure herself up to the fashion standard, especially since her physical appearance and her various styles and wardrobe pieces can, for self-evident reasons, easily be perceived as costuming. In short, what does the phenomenon of Lady Gaga mean for and in terms of fashion and what does fashion still mean for fashion in today's society?

The Fashion Context 

The Meat Dress, created by fashion designer Franc Fernandez, complemented by stylist Nicola Formichetti and praised by Vogue, engages the realm of fashion. Besides the questions that have inevitably been raised, the matter of the dress as an object in itself has remained virtually untouched. Even though the material of which the Meat Dress is made is dubious in nature and very unusual in terms of fashion, this meaty ensemble functions, nevertheless, essentially as clothing. The construction of this dress and also the brevity that is implied because of the perishable material denounce again the adequacy and applicability of fashion in this sense. To that end the Meat Dress should firstly be regarded in the context of the general definition of fashion within the academic discourse.
Sociologist and philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky (2005) recognizes two principles. He finds that fashion in general is a mechanism in modern Western societies that thrives on temporality, change, and aesthetics and which can be applied to anything; “it is essentially a sociohistorical formation limited to a single type of society [“the modern West”]” (2005, p. 15). And he recognizes an appropriated form of fashion, in which “clothing and its accessories [are] the archetypal domain” (2005, p. 5). Although renowned fashion scholar Wilson (2010) recognizes the elements of constant change and aesthetics, she describes fashion only in terms of dress and appearance. In addition, she observes, “in modern western societies no clothes are outside of fashion” (2010, p.3).

It cannot other than be deduced from these arguments that fashion is the context in which to explain the Meat Dress, as it is essentially clothing. However, Wilson’s last statement issues whether the Meat Dress can be perceived accordingly, for meat to be used other than for nutritious purposes is not generally accepted nor is it as such associated with clothing. 

According to Lady Gaga, the Meat Dress visualizes in the first place a political statement. In her opinion, everyone is equal and should stand up for their rights, because “pretty soon, we’re going to have as much rights as the meat on our bones” (A Very Good Production and WAD Productions, Inc., in association with Telepictures Productions, 2010). Furthermore, the Meat Dress represents in Lady Gaga’s perspective that she is not “a piece of meat” (ibidem). Although she has not explained herself further, this statement can be interpreted in several ways. By positioning herself as a piece of meat, she could refer to the eroticized image of the female (artist) as a sexual being and/ or a lust object, which dominates the contemporary pop culture. It is very likely, for she has publicly blamed the American commercial magazines to be responsible for creating this, according to her, bad image (Siegel, 2010). On the other hand, it is also possible that it refers to the fact that she is also only human.
 
 In other words, the dress functions in both cases as quite a literally taken metaphor. 

Wilson has also ascribed a practical characteristic to fashion: it is “an aesthetic medium for the expression of ideas, desires and beliefs circulating in society” (2010, p.9). This notion is evidently applicable to the dress, although its aesthetic value can be disputed. Furthermore, the expressionistic quality of fashion with regard to social affairs can, for reasons as described above, be corroborated by the dress. 

Wilson and Lipovetsky share the opinion that fashion also concerns individualism. Wilson (2010) recognizes in fashion an aspect that functions as an intellectual visualisation of personal objectives. And Lipovetsky (2005) finds that fashion is a means to express the individual. Since the Meat Dress is mainly intended to carry out Lady Gaga's personal vision and beliefs by means of a conceptual approach, the dress not only thus expresses her personal aspirations and ideas, but it also makes her independence known.       

Although the Meat Dress is in aforementioned sense apparently rightly received as a form of fashion, there are also arguments that undermine this impression. According to Wilson (2010), fashionable dress is a juxtaposition of prominence and inconspicuousness. She means by this that fashion is intentionally attention drawing without being inappropriate, offensive or extreme in any way. This concept does not agree with the image that the dress evokes. The Meat Dress is merely due to its construction of an unusual material that, as pointed out, denounces moral values and standards in an extreme way a remarkable, if not unseemly, way to prominently call for attention. From this perspective, the dress can only be interpreted as the complete opposite of Wilson’s statement. 

Lipovetsky, on the other hand, observes another occurrence in fashion, which Wilson’s fashion theory does not discuss. According to Lipovetsky (2005), there is a movement within fashion that is oppositional, even though the masses, who only wear mass-market, ready-to-wear fashion, constitute an almost inconspicuous appearance. This fashion movement is free, creative and experimental: 

Designers have done away with the implicit reference to universal taste […]. The theatre of texts has given way to the theatre of images, intensities, and poetic shocks; fashion, for its part, has turned its back on discreet parades in haute couture salons in favour of the “podium effect,” sound-and-light shows, the spectacle of astonishment. (Lipovetsky, 2005, p.104)

 Furthermore, Lipovetsky (2005) finds that, though he refers to the more general notion of fashion in the sense that it is collection-based fashion instead of a uniquely designed fashion item like the Meat Dress, contemporary fashion knows no bounds; everything is possible.


There is no question that the Meat Dress is an experimental and creative form of clothing. Therefore, the Meat Dress is confirmed in terms of fashion by Lipovetsky’s first description of fashion. His second statement that fashion knows no bounds is also applicable to the dress, although the purport of his finding is not undisputed. The question that namely arises is whether the Meat Dress has overstepped moral bounds. The president of PETA, an international organization for animal rights, is for instance deeply aggrieved by the dress (Newkirk, 2010). Also on the Internet the dress has from moral perspectives lead to heated discussions (Fernandez, 2010). On the other hand, the fact that the dress visualizes a political statement in an extreme way nevertheless concurs with the second principle of Lipovetsky’s theory: the creation of the dress is, although not undisputed, in itself proof that the boundaries are at the very least pushed. Furthermore, the theatrical aspect that he discerns within fashion concurs for self-explanatory reasons with the construction of the dress.


Although Wilson’s general perception of fashion is less applicable to the dress than Lipovetsky’s, there is nonetheless common ground. Wilson distinguishes a tendency in fashion that in its abnormality, “rather than expressing an eroticism excluded from the dominant culture” (2010, p. 10), questions the definition of glamour – in her view “the sexual obviousness of dominant styles” (ibidem). Since it is very plausible that the Meat Dress reflects Lady Gaga’s irritation in regard to the eroticized image of the female (artist) as a sexual being and/ or a lust object, the dress would actually express the tendency that Wilson discerns.  


Finally, Wilson has a statement, which offers at least some insight as to why American Vogue has acknowledged the Meat Dress as a fashion item: “s/he who dresses to shock must expect to be rapturously greeted as the latest thing” (2010, p. 203). In regard to the Meat Dress this is evidently the case.

The Ethical Question
The question whether the Meat Dress should in fact be considered as fashion has been: though it is not a perfect fit, the dress concurs for the most part with the general definition of fashion within the academic discourse. However, from an ethical point of view the matter is still under discussion. Or is the fact that this ensemble is and has been accepted in terms of fashion enough to accept it in moral terms? Obviously, to assume this would be jumping to conclusions. It should simply be reason enough that the Meat Dress, even though American Vogue, a magazine that holds quite a conservative stance and is not of little importance, has received it as one of Lady Gaga’s Best-Dressed Moments (Lady Gaga’s Best Dressed Moments, 2011), still aggrieved PETA and many others, as mentioned above, to examine the matter at hand further.  


Since the Meat Dress has caused grief and has gone against moral beliefs, the dress can be regarded as unethical. On a large scale the Meat Dress undeniably cuts across the moral values of every person, collective or organisation that is against animal suffering. A perfect example that underlines this is obviously the statement PETA president Ingrid E. Newkirk has released, in which she writes “meat is the decomposing flesh of a tormented animal who didn't want to die” (Newkirk, 2010). She is right in that sense: although there has been made no mention of it, it is highly unlikely that the cow, which supplied the meat for this dress, has died of a natural death. Furthermore, by placing the Meat Dress in the context of a dead cow that has been slaughtered the meaning of the Meat Dress immediately becomes emotionally charged – it is hard to believe that anyone would not feel some remorse when thinking of any living creature being slaughtered. Also on a smaller scale the Meat Dress can be perceived as morally offensive: it is generally known that the Hindus in India, for instance, perceive a cow as a holy symbol, which means that the animal should not be harmed A dress made out of a dead cow would thus be perceived as more than morally challenging.


However, on the other hand, this sensitivity towards the Meat Dress is also quite hypocritical, for although the usage of meat might be quite unconventional, the usage of cow skin, for instance, is hardly so. It is more than likely that the usage of any part of an animal will aggrieve everyone who is against animal suffering, but – apart from for instance the occasional paint splashing on Anna Wintour for wearing fur (Fager & Owens, 2009) – it makes a tough case to argue that the usage of cow skin in the form of leather, for instance, has evoked as much hysterics and media-covering as the Meat Dress has. And this, in turn, questions society’s own moral integrity.         


Lady Gaga explains her fashion choices in regard to her fans, who she finds “do not deserve sweatpants and sneakers” (Hamlin, 2011). Obviously, it is equally questionable whether the Meat Dress is what they deserve. And while it is impossible to present a suitable answer, it is evident that everything depends on the perspective. While it has just been argued that the Meat Dress has rightly been received as morally offensive, the dress should, on the other hand, in reference to the political meaning that Lady Gaga has ascribed to the dress, be regarded as an ethically sound object. In that sense, how can it not be ethical to use meat in this context – especially, considering its emotional charge – if it is only intended to serve the higher good? Is not anything that is designed to defend equality and human rights what not only her fans but everyone deserve? In the case of the Meat Dress morality clearly works both ways. 

Lady Gaga’s Other Fashion Antics in the Ethical Context

Although the foregoing offers an explanation as to why the Meat Dress can be considered a fashion item, it has remained unanswered whether the rest of Lady Gaga’s styles, outfits and other fashion antics also fit within the fashion discourse. To obtain a better understanding of Lady Gaga as a fashion icon and whether or not she is overstepping ethical bounds with her fashions, since her shape-shifting abilities and distinguished looks are often received with ambiguity, it is important that the account for her physical appearance in terms of fashion extends itself to a few more examples and that they are explored in the scope of morality.


Last Spring, Lady Gaga appeared several times in public and in fashion shoots (Harpers Bazaar, 2011; Madame Figaro, 2011; I-D Magazine, 2011) with sharp and seemingly artificial facial and shoulder implants. Though her remarkable new bone structure might not have been greeted with the same shock that the Meat Dress has brought about, it nevertheless kept people in rapture during the time that she displayed this look (Blasberg, 2011; Hattenstone, 2011). While it seems that the prostheses were actually applied on top of the skin rather than under it, since she showed no signs of surgery and they disappeared as quickly as they appeared, Lady Gaga has claimed that they were in fact bones, which she has always had, but that she had waited for the right moment to show who she really is (Blasberg, 2011). 

Whether this is true or not, it is clear that she has shed a new light on the meaning and appearance of bodily features, for these unnatural features issue the normality of bodily proportions. But, what is fact the norm? Where is the line drawn between what is normal, abnormal and in fact artificial? Furthermore, if this body modification is in fact artificial does this mean that Lady Gaga therefore approves of another ethical issue, plastic surgery? According to her, she did not have plastic surgery nor has she ever stimulated anyone to inflict pain on oneself (Blasberg, 2011). She distinguishes plastic surgery from “an artistic expression of body modification,” (ibidem) which this ‘other’ bone-structure, according to her, is.
According to sociologist Philipe Liotard (2009), who writes about the trend Do-It-Yourself Aesthetics, people have linked their longing for self-preservation to the desire to tamper with the established order: an example in which this condition manifests itself is the physical alteration experiment through, among other things, modern technology; a method to put a new meaning to life and appearance. He states that because of this the body is transformed into a malleable object that provides personal freedom in respect of, for instance, age, gender, and aesthetic ideals. For obvious reasons, it can be stated that Lady Gaga exemplifies the concepts that Liotard describes. In this light, it can only be concluded that, though Lady Gaga pushes the boundaries with her bodily modification fashions and therefore questions the borders of normality, she does not in fact cross them. In fact, though she explores the current ethics through her appearance, this can also be regarded as a step towards future ethics.       

In her fashions Lady Gaga also toys with the gender-bending principle. A good example of this is Lady Gaga's male alter ego Joe Calderone, who first appeared on the cover of the Japanese Vogue Hommes (2010). Although gender-bending is not a new phenomenon to modern society, it is still not a generally accepted subject. According to anthropology professor Françoise Héritier (2009), the matter of gender will in the future – to which she adds that it will probably take a long time before this is a generally accepted state - continue to play an important role, although in the future the frontiers will be pushed back. She refers to a new form of sexual dimorphism that will not destroy the potential of one or both sexes but will instead reinforce them within a new quality. In a world that is in a state of permanent change, Héritier predicts, people will find aesthetics in the knowledge that everyone is inherently unique, leaving the theatre and outward appearance aside.

In the song Born This Way Lady Gaga sings “no matter gay, straight or bi, lesbian, transgendered life, I'm on the right track, baby, I was born to survive”. Not only her male alter ego but also this song demonstrate again that Lady Gaga offers resistance to the established order and that she fights for equality: she accepts and respects every form of being. Moreover, Calderone figures under the guise of “you will never find what you are looking for in love, if you do not love yourself” on the cover of her latest single You and I (Lady Gaga Reveals Cover Art for "Yoü and I, 2011). Although she has not offered any further explanation on this matter, it can be interpreted that being who one essentially is matters more to Lady Gaga than gender. Furthermore, it seems that Lady Gaga implies that she is female nor male: she is herself. While this can obviously not be regarded as a form of sexual dimorphism, Lady Gaga toys with the ethical boundaries of identity and gender. She loves imperfection and according to her, “people are imperfect in a perfect way” (Fry and Gaga: In conversation, 2011): Lady Gaga sees beauty in everyone.
The theory of philosopher Françoise Gaillard matches Liotard’s. Gaillard (2009) departs from the idea that people will eventually become accustomed to the multiple transformations and that they will recognize beauty in that which at first was regarded as extreme, abnormal and inappropriate. Although so far this concept has merely been reserved for the future, Lady Gaga's ability to see beauty in extremes and abnormality and the appropriations of these concepts in her fashions may be seen as an omen. Gaillard (2009) acknowledges that the individual will degenerate into a state of permanent transformation, not only with regard to personal appearance but also with regard to personality. Furthermore, Gaillard believes that the future individual will amalgamate the penchant for collective beauty ideals with the desire to stand out, which will enable one to acquire a nomadic identity and to transform accordingly; society will in the future be under the spell of “aesthetic of ‘shock’, made up of collages, juxtapositions, eclecticism and surprise” (ibidem, p. 18).

Although Lady Gaga’s personality thus far has not been found subject to any radical transformation, her appearance, on the other hand, is; it could even be suggested that this has become characteristic of her personality. Furthermore, the nature of her frequent physical transformations and the effect that they have one the public demonstrate that Lady Gaga has many points in common with the concepts that Gaillard describes. While society may not yet have surrendered itself to this new aesthetic, it cannot be denied that the masses are nonetheless spellbound by how Lady Gaga applies these concepts. 

Since Lady Gaga is “in no way encouraging anyone to emulate [her] fashion sense, but rather setting a, hopefully, liberating example for anyone to look inside and know they can become any image or projection imaginable” (Lady Gaga, 2011),
 and it has thus far been impossible to prove otherwise, it is difficult to argue that Lady Gaga is – generally-speaking – breaching ethical boundaries with her fashion sense. This is not to say that it will or has never occurred that she overstepped someone’s moral code, for with so many people worldwide it is hard to do right by everyone. In any case it can be concluded that, based on all the aforementioned examples that concern Lady Gaga’s fashions, Lady Gaga, whether or not she is breaching ethical boundaries, in any case invites society to open a debate concerning its own moral values and standards. And is that not what is most important? 

In Conclusion

Since fashion, as described above, concerns individualism and is considered a medium to express societal and individual beliefs, it thereupon makes fashion also a perfect medium to raise socio-cultural awareness. This ensures that society’s moral values and standards are constantly re-evaluated. The problem with ethics as with fashion is that there are as many perspectives as there are individuals, which makes it impossible to come to a definite conclusion concerning them. 

Since celebrity culture has become an important aspect to individual and collective life, the positive effect is that whenever a celebrity dedicates oneself to a good cause the matter in question will be highlighted and is likely to trickle down into society, affecting individual and collective behaviour. Unfortunately, the negative effect of the widespread fame that a celebrity has is that whatever he or she does will be always be scrutinized and judged, sometimes to the effect of prejudicing a good cause.

By using Lady Gaga and her fashion as a case study, this paper has sought to understand the effect that celebrity culture has on fashion, the elasticity of culture’s social acceptability and whether fashion is bound by ethical limits. While it may seem that Lady Gaga’s fashions overstep ethical bounds time and again, this seems also to quick a verdict. Although it cannot be denied that many rightly consider the Meat Dress morally offensive, this should not overshadow the bigger ethical picture or the socio-cultural awareness that this dress has simultaneously raised on another level. For when one should take a closer look, as this paper has tried to do, it appears that the Meat Dress, for instance, was not designed to purposely oppose moral beliefs – though it unfortunately did to some extent – but was rather deliberately created to shed light on the truthfulness and function of the ethical standard that society holds dear. Therefore, perhaps a more important question is why Lady Gaga thought it was necessary to design this Meat Dress, of which the offensive connotations are so obvious that it is impossible to suggest that she did not consider them, to bring her point across. Perhaps society has become too passive to really act upon its ideals and standards on its own account and is an offensive gesture what it takes to pursue this action. And perhaps not. 


  Furthermore, by placing some of Lady Gaga’s other fashion expressions into various socio-cultural theoretical frames, it has become evident that Lady Gaga is trying to push boundaries with regard to ethical issues. She is concerned with, for instance, the normal/abnormal relation of physical appearance and gender-bending. In her doing and goings is not only the act of performance incorporated but also her dedication to liberate and inspire others; she fights for equality and general acceptance in every sense. Although Lady Gaga is apparently not always understood and, truthfully, sometimes takes matters so far that they border on morally offensive, it should also be recognized that she utilizes the notion of fashion and adornment in such an artistic way to broach moral subjects. And that should, next to all the (necessary) critical judgement, also be praised.     
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� “The Council of Fashion Designers of America, Inc, (CFDA) is a not-for-profit trade association that leads industry-wide initiatives and whose membership consists of more than 400 of America’s foremost womenswear, menswear, jewelry, and accessory designers” (About the CFDA, 2011).


� During a particular segment of the documentary ‘60 minutes: Overtime: Gaga: my bravery is in my wigs’  Lady Gaga appears accessorized with a saw (Hamlin, 2011). 





� Lady Gaga reveals in the MTV documentary ‘Lady Gaga: Iside the Outside’ how she has struggled with herself and her environment before she became famous. It shows the vulnerable human side she captures behind that of the artistic. She says, “I think, it took me to get to know my fans, and to see similar struggles in them, to access that wound in myself” (MTV Networks, 2011).


�Lady Gaga observes that she is “just like them” (Hamlin, 2011).


� Lady Gaga 2011, p. 2.
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