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The ubiquity of denim

A photographic essay taken in the streets of Marseille for a micro-anthropological study on why people wear jeans in 2009 shows people of all generations, male and female, wearing denim trousers -in some instances shorts (worn by women, with stockings and boots) and a jeans overall; however, no denim skirts appear in this field research 1 . The denim wearers summed up in one word their main reason for wearing jeans. These related above all to the values of comfort, practicality and sturdiness. However, other motives were offered: "honest", "original", "timeless", "goes with everything", "America". Some of these assertions sound like contradictions in terms. A pair of jeans is perceived as an item of clothing that is original i.e. unique, and honest -it has nothing to hide, it lets the wearer be his/her true self -even though it seems everyone owns at least one pair of jeans. It is timeless, situated beyond the realm of fashion trends yet suits any outfit, can be dressed up or down. It is produced by cheap fast fashion and expensive design labels alike. Moreover, jeans all over the world are often linked with the mythology of the American way of life yet also reflect regional sociocultural practices. The adoption of jeans on a daily basis by such a large part of the population the world over is a phenomenon well charted by Daniel Miller and Sophie Woodward in their global research project A Manifesto for the Study of Denim 2 .

The variety of values attributed to this single item of clothing might explain why jeans are often qualified as unisex, i.e. clothing that is suitable for both men and women. The OED even gives jeans as a prime example of unisex dress 3 . Equally, denim trousers always figure in what is labelled as "normcore" in contemporary Western dress, a style of dressing that involves the deliberate choice of unremarkable, non-fashionable casual clothes. Both of these styles are primarily founded on items of clothing that stem originally from the masculine wardrobe.

The well-known popular tale of denim from its origins to its contemporary ubiquity is dominated by the masculine figures of gold diggers, miners, farmers, cowboys, Hollywood legends, counterculture rebels and rock stars. This short essay aims to highlight some lesser-known actors in the story of denim that help to explain its special place in the interplay between gender and dress.

Land Army women wear denim during WW1 and WW2

One of the first instances of a large part of the female population wearing an outfit of denim was during WWI, when women were recruited to tend the land and farms instead of the men who were fighting in the army at the front. They were called the Land Girls (also Land Lassies) in Great Britain and the Women's Land Army of America (WLAA) in the United States. The majority of this female workforce was seasonal labour consisting of white urban students, soldiers' spouses, clerks, teachers, secretaries and other office workers who had never done agricultural work before. A uniform of brimmed hat, gloves, men's overalls and a blue work shirt, inspired by masculine denim overalls and work shirts, was provided and required in the USA. War effort campaigns popularised the denim-clad girls' land army as well as propaganda about the good cause of women of all classes undertaking agricultural work. Widely circulated press pictures showed groups of glowing and smiling young women, eagerly wielding farm tools, an image which contributed to romancing the link between jeans and the countryside. Denim was henceforth equated with the valuable cause of hard physical labour on the land to feed the population and stand in for the men. The overall worn by both men and women for farm work, and the Lee Union-Alls jeans which were standard issue for all war workers were considered functional, practical and comfortable. Jeans thus gained respectability as the uniform outfit embodying a collective social effort in hard times. The WLAA workers eventually became wartime icons, much as Rosie the Riveter would in WW2. The same type of outfit -denim overalls, a blue shirt, blue jacket and cap -was worn by the women's land army during WW2, and by women working in factories, since dresses, liable to get caught in machinery, were considered a work hazard.

After WW1, Hollywood helped further romanticize blue jeans in the 1920s and 1930s by putting the trousers on handsome cowboy types played by the likes of John Wayne and Gary Cooper. This glamorous new image spoke to consumers who sought casual leisurewear for weekends and holidays. Publicity photos of actresses like Ginger Rogers and Carole Lombard wearing jeans convinced women that the style was for them, too. Popular magazines advertised dungarees for women as proper attire both on and off the farm, for chores and leisure. In the 1930s, Vogue had given its seal of approval, calling jeans "Western chic"4 .

Claire McCardell's 1942 denim "Popover" wrap dress combines utility and chic

In 1942, the American designer Claire McCardell sold more than 75,000 of her recent design, a denim Popover wrap dress for the woman at home. Its classification as a "utility garment" explained its low price of $6.95 (instead of $20 to $30) because McCardell's manufacturer, Adolf Klein, was able to make a special deal with labour5 . Lauded at the Coty American Fashion Critics' Awards, McCardell's popover housedress was described by Vogue as a major invention "born of necessity." In utility achieved with ingenuity, McCardell found a synergy. The modern woman could both be chic and do the cooking.

Claire Mc Cardell, praised for her practical outlook, translated the fundamentals of the denim wear she liked so much into fashion. She made coats and suits of it for town wear, using details from men's work clothing such as large pockets, blue-jeans topstitching, metal rivets and trouser pleats as a form of decoration. The style she created was a "no frills no fuss" one with clean lines in contrast to a good part of female fashions. This blending of male attributes of attire with female dress shapes and outfits enhanced her clothes with the legitimacy and functionality always granted to the masculine wardrobe but never to the feminine one. She also contributed to giving a fashionable edge to the Americana flavour of jeanswear, focussed on everyday lifestyle rather than the glamour of movie stars. The designer managed to create a lasting style many designers have striven for in their designs: "I have often said that I wish I had invented blue jeans. They have expression, modesty, sex appeal, simplicity -all that I hope for in my clothes 6 ."

Denim overalls in the fight for Blacks' civil rights

In the early 1960s Black American activists' adoption of denim overalls in their fight for civil rights has been largely overlooked in the story of denim7 . Slave owners bought denim for their enslaved workers, partly because the material was sturdy, and partly because it helped contrast them against the linen suits and lace parasols of plantation families. They used to be referred to as 'Negro clothes' and their inclusion in the civil rights movement suggested that pointed societal divide [START_REF] Komar | What the Civil Rights Movement Has to Do With Denim[END_REF] . SNCC activists wore overalls out of practicality -they were tired of mending tears from attacking dogs and highpressure hoses, as denim could withstand the abuse. Young black women civil rights workers with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) "swapped their 'respectable' clothes and processed hairstyles in order to adopt jeans, denim skirts, bib-and-brace overalls, and 'natural' hair." These young women used this newfound "uniform consciously to transgress a black middle-class worldview that marginalized certain types of women and particular displays of blackness and black culture." More importantly though, writes scholar Tanisha C. Ford, jeans quickly became the SNCC uniform, a "cultural and political tool deployed to create community and to represent SNCC's vision for a new American democracy. SNCC women's decision to wear denim was politically effective because it demonstrated the need to break down class barriers within the black community to gain greater freedoms." The images also contributed to building an image of female youth advocating for a better future in a uniform that broke the gender barrier [START_REF] Ford | SNCC Women, Denim, and the Politics of Dress[END_REF] .

A garment transcending class and gender barriers for youthful protesters

As the social revolution continued to dominate the 1960s, denim-clad rebels adopted jeans to embody the changing times. Jeans were an essential wardrobe item for the youth that protested the Vietnam War, questioned their parent's values and the government, redefined gender roles and fought for social progress -or simply the right to be different. By the 1960s, jeans had come to symbolise the counterculture, refusal of capitalist and bourgeois society and pressures, while feminists and women's lib organisers chose blue jeans as a way to demonstrate gender equity. In protest marches and camps, in hippie groups and cultural venues, both men and women wore the same style of jeans, as well as other similar items of apparel. Film characters and rock'n'roll stars helped cement the style as cool, encouraging some high schools to ban the garment, which only served to further enhance its status [START_REF] Komar | What the Civil Rights Movement Has to Do With Denim[END_REF] . Rock stars and marginal youth groups all over Western society embraced the wearing of denim. In Switzerland for example, biker clubs, school drop-outs, rock fans and other young marginals adopted jeans and their American paraphernalia to signal their dissent with bourgeois values 11 . In R. Queneau's 1959 novel Zazie dans le métro, the heroine Zazie yearns to buy a pair of blue jeans from an American surplus shop in Paris, because "that is what girls wear now". However, a man from her small hometown confuses her with a boy when he sees her wearing them [START_REF] Queneau | Zazie dans le métro[END_REF] . The novel constantly plays on the gender confusions arising in the adoption of similar dress by both sexes, notably denim.

For the historian Eric Hobsbawm, it is "protest denim" that marks the ushering in of a new era. "What has really transformed the western world is the cultural revolution of the 1960s. The year 1968 may prove to be less of a turning point in 20 th -century history than 1965, which has no political significance whatever, but was the year in which the French clothing industry for the first time produced more women's trousers than skirts, and when numbers training for the Roman Catholic priesthood began visibly to collapse. (…) It may be argued that the really significant index of the history of the second half of the 20 th century is not ideology or student occupations, but the forward march of blue jeans." [START_REF] Hobsbawm | Interesting Times: A Twentieth-Century Life[END_REF] This statement is echoed by writer François Bon, in his "Autobiography of things", remembering the acquisition of his first pair of bell-bottom jeans. That single act changes his world forever, from small town to big commercial centre and, more significantly, links him with the Beatles, then the most popular music group. «J'avais acheté à Poitiers mon premier pantalon à pattes d'eph. Je ne crois pas que le scandale ait valu pour paraître devant les copains : le pantalon à pattes d'eph, on avait tous le même. Je ne crois pas non plus que le scandale, vis-à-vis de ma mère, ait concerné les pattes d'eph elles-mêmes : plutôt l'intuition qu'en trahissant la couturière de village, puis le magasin qui avait dans la ville l'exclusivité du tissu en commerce, une rupture bien plus violente et essentielle du monde s'amorçait, qui tuerait la petite ville, ferait des centre-villes (les plus grosses), une infinie boutique à fringues jetables, et des périphéries un entassement de sous-langues (Kiabi et les autres). Mais, sur la pochette d'Abbey Road où traversaient les quatre Beatles (1969), nous savions -et je sais toujours -derrière Lennon tout de blanc mais portant cheveux jusque sur les épaules lequel (Harrison) était chaussé de « clarks », lequel (Ringo) de boots, lequel pieds nus (McCartney) et donc, marchant le dernier, Harrison avec ce blue-jean à pattes d'eph par lequel nous nous égalions à eux tous d'un seul coup de ceinture bouclée. » 14

The fabric of our lives

The twill cotton cloth used for trousers at the end of the 19 th century became conflated with the garment it was commonly used for. This alone explains denims' ubiquity and polysemy, as no other garment conflates with the textile it is made out of. The consistency of denim in people's wardrobe refutes the fashion tenet of constant change: blue twill trousers will be blue twill trousers. Capitalism may account for designer jeans but not for the ubiquitous wearing of jeans. Wear (and tear) make blue jeans intensely personal as well as comfortable. The more you wear denim, the more it adapts to your body and movements, thus becoming one of the most personal and intimate items of clothing. Jeans relieve the anxiety of what to wear for many people, they are the easy / obvious / comfortable / "normal" choice. Most people have more than one pair of jeans, as well as several other denim garments (or imitation denim). Jeans provide a solution to daily dressing whatever the occasion, creating all on their own a homogenised contemporary look, whether for work or leisure [START_REF] Miller | A Manifesto for the Study of Denim[END_REF] .

It might be argued that denim's popular and accepted association with specific groups of women in the 20 th century enables men and women to wear and embody something from the other sex without confusing or neutralizing gender. Tight jeans, usually associated with the female figure, have been worn by gays to show off their bodies and as a code signalling their sexual orientation. They were also a general masculine fashion which even Umberto Eco succumbed to and wrote his opinion about in the Corriere della Sera in 1976 16 . This style fuses the feminine with the masculine in a single pair of figure-hugging trousers. Denim skirts and dresses are often made out of trousers 17 , whether in DIY homemade garments or intricate high fashion, and the allure of these garments showing the masculine and the feminine is abiding. Pregnant women's adoption of the denim bib overall as a very common choice of comfortable and practical maternity outfit (at least in France, Switzerland, Germany) is the most telling instance of the suspension of gender binaries provided by jeans in contemporary western dress in the second half of the 20 th century. In this instance, pregnancy, the one biological trait that uniquely distinguishes a female from a male, is clad in a garment that started out as, and still is, a masculine work uniform.

Jeans are the single most conservative item commonly worn by people of all ages and genders, with a long and respectable history as work wear for both women and men, transcending generational, sexual, class and racial barriers. These same reasons encouraged their adoption as a garment of protest and counterculture. They embody many paradoxes: individualism and conformity, intimacy and ubiquity, anti-establishment and respectability, conservatism and the quest for modernity, fashionable trends and a longevity which transcends fashion. With their diverse history of adoption by various social groups over time, different generations and all genders, for personal or community purposes, jeans enable the individual who so wishes to play more subtly with gender norms in a temporary suspension of binaries eschewing the masculine oriented styles of the unisex or the normcore. 16 Umberto Eco, "La pensée lombaire", La Guerre du Faux, Paris, 1976 ; « Lumbar Thought », Fashion Theory. A Reader, ed. Malcolm Barnard, p. 3 17 See: "Hippie" skirt made from a pair of jeans and adorned with patchwork of various fabrics by Elainya Rainbow in 1967 at the Museum of Boulder https://www.historycolorado.org/denim-hippie-skirt; jeans skirt decorated with sequined flowers by Tom Ford for Gucci in 1999; denim sun dress made out of jeans by Junya Watanabe in 2002; Alexander McQueen jeans dress worn by Katy Perry for American Idol in 2022.
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