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Abstract  

The paper argues that nineteenth-century prostitutes reclaimed power through deliberate 

dressing. It explores how the dominant social body in England relied on clothing as a means 

of identification. As the public gaze formed identity, dress supposedly betrayed class status 

and moral standing. The paper argues that clothing served as a preventative social tool as it 

was used to identify sexual ‘Others’. Exploring the social obsession with sexual 

categorisation, it reviews the clothing stereotypes used to identify prostitutes. To escape 

condemnation, prostitutes avoided typecasts and assumed the guise of ‘moral’ women.  

By misinforming the public gaze, they evaded the confines of their ‘deviant’ status. 

Constructing their own identity through deliberate dressing, they reclaimed power from the 

dominant social body. Able to move undetected through ‘moral’ hierarchies, they threatened 

the stability of the social order. To explore how stereotypes became embedded in cultural 

ideology; the paper draws upon streetwalker depictions from Oliver Twist (1838) by Charles 

Dickens and Mary Barton (1848) by Elizabeth Gaskell.  

It examines how fashion journals and ‘moral’ commentators also perpetuated typecasts. 

Although stereotypes pertaining to prostitutes have been identified by scholars, they have 

overlooked how streetwalkers exploited this practice. Ultimately, the paper demonstrates how 

clothing stereotypes have been used by sexual ‘Others’ to subvert identity. It reveals how 

individuals can disrupt the power of the dominant social body through deliberate dressing. 

Although this study focuses on nineteenth-century prostitutes, the argument can be applied to 

any era. As dress is used to construct identity, the process of stereotyping can be manipulated 

for personal gain.  
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In nineteenth-century England, prostitutes were condemned and criminalized as Sexual 

‘Others’. The hegemonic discourse claimed ‘normal’ women’s ‘desire for sex (if it all) was 

for the pleasure of reproduction’ (Nead, 1984, p. 26). Due to their occupation, prostitutes 

were forced to shun this idealistic trait deemed biologically predetermined. By operating 

outside of conventional definitions, prostitutes symbolized the antithesis to normative, 

cultural dictates. Known as the ‘flaunting daughters of sin’ (Fisher, 1997, p. 71), their overt 

deviation publically undermined dominant gender ideology. As Sexual ‘Others’, they were 

charged with perverting the moral and physical health of the nation. To mitigate this ‘threat’ 

to the social order, streetwalkers faced legal, medical, and cultural restrictions. Stripped of 

personal autonomy, prostitutes were expelled from the dominant social body.  

Forced into a marginalized class, clothing stereotypes were used to identify streetwalkers. 

Throughout the century, dress was read as a reliable indicator of personal morality. In 1811, 

fashion manual The Mirror of the Graces referred to this established practice: ‘Fine taste in 

apparel I have ever seen the companion of pure morals, while a licentious style of dress is 

[…] token of the like laxity in manners and conduct’ (A Lady of Distinction, 1811, p. 19). As 

a preventative social tool, clothing stereotypes helped define and enforce sexual boundaries. 

Not only did typecasts stigmatise the prostitute, but they helped usurp her personal freedoms. 

With one swift glance, streetwalkers could be categorised and contained. Conventionally, 

garments were divided into two categories, ‘respectable’ and ‘immoral’. Richard D. Altick 

notes: ‘Respectability was not subject to private definition; its attributes represented a 

consensus. They included sobriety, thrift, cleanliness of person […] and […] chastity’ 

(Altick, 1973, p. 175). ‘Respectable’ clothing had to be understated, impeccably clean, and 

appropriate to social status. The term ‘finery’ indicated ‘immoral’ attire: ‘Finery […] meant 

clothes that were too showy, clothes that looked elegant and striking but were in some 

unspecified way cheap, if only because the woman wearing them was herself a cheap 

imitation of upper-class womanhood’ (Valverde, 1989, p. 168). 

Stereotypically, prostitutes curated their finery to attract and seduce. Designed to capture the 

gaze and invite the touch, streetwalkers were resplendent in clashing colours and elaborate 

adornments. Exploring Valverde’s definition, the streetwalker’s impersonation of 

‘respectable’ fashions made her easily identifiable. If vibrant hues were considered stylish, 

the prostitute would sport as many as possible. Instead of moderating her adornments, the 

streetwalker would embellish her outfits with ribbons, flowers, and lace. Challenging 

standards of conventional femininity, prostitutes revealed ‘immoral’ amounts of flesh: 
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‘Bonnetless, without shawls, they presented themselves “in their figure” to passersby’ 

(Walkowitz, 1980, p. 26). Avoiding coarse materials appropriate to their class status, they 

favoured delicate fabrics such as silks and muslins. Unfortunately, their presence outdoors 

ruined their outfits. Unable and unwilling to maintain their garments, the stereotypical 

streetwalker abstained from ‘moral’ cleanliness. Suitably soiled, her ensemble visually 

betrayed a moral and financial downfall. Embedded in cultural ideology, stereotypes were 

constantly perpetuated in literature. During an era of rigid censorship, prostitution was 

controversial subject matter. However, dress could be used to impart streetwalker status 

without being explicit.  

In Mary Barton, Elizabeth Gaskell incorporates a garish colour palette to betray Esther’s 

profession. Notorious for their vivid hues, prostitutes were stereotyped for wearing ‘the 

utmost blaze of finery’ (Acton, 1972, p. 30). It is significant then that Gaskell reveals Esther 

was known to the police ‘under the name of the “Butterfly,” from the gaiety of her dress a 

year or two ago’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 460). Esther’s identity has been constructed by the 

‘immoral’ connotations of her colourful clothing. Successfully stigmatised, her dress informs 

the public gaze of her Sexual ‘Otherness’.  

Similarly, Charles Dickens used bold colours to impart streetwalker status in Oliver Twist. 

Bet is described as ‘gaily, not to say gorgeously attired, in a red gown, green boots, and 

yellow curl-papers’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 97). The clashing tones of her ensemble betray an 

attempt to attract attention. Conventionally, hair ‘was only let down in the bedroom or 

boudoir, so seeing the hair unbound was a sign of abandonment, a sexual signal’ (Ribeiro, 

2011, p. 247). As undressed hair suggested if not promiscuity then at least indecorum, the 

public appearance of Bet’s curlpapers allude to her ‘moral’ failings. However, the deliberate 

combination of bright colours and dishevelled hair suggests prostitution. When Oliver Twist 

first appeared in Bentley’s Miscellany in 1837, Nancy was dressed in Bet’s bold clothing. 

However, Dickens transferred the stereotypes to cast Nancy in a more sympathetic light. His 

decision demonstrates how dress impacted societal reception. The less Nancy resembled the 

stereotypical streetwalker, the more sympathy her violent end would provoke.  

Despite this revision, Dickens emphasised the women’s affiliation to the streets. Alluding to 

their presence outdoors, he notes: ‘They wore a good deal of hair: not very neatly turned up 

behind; and were rather untidy about the shoes and stocking’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 68). In 1841, 

Dickens was forced to defend his controversial character choice. Charged with a sympathetic 
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portrayal of a streetwalker, he claimed societal outrage was based on his character’s clothing: 

‘Nancy, being a creature in a cotton gown and cheap shawl, is not to be thought of. It is 

wonderful how Virtue turns from dirty stockings’ (Dickens, 1999, p. lv). Significantly, 

Dickens’s statement demonstrates his understanding of ‘sullied’ stereotypes and how they 

were received. As ‘soiled and tawdry dress was a sign of a depraved woman’ (Ribeiro, 2003, 

p. 127), Nancy’s dishevelled hair and stained stocking serve as a rigid barrier between herself 

and social acceptance. Within the novel, her clothing bars her entry to the ‘respectable’ Rose 

Maylie. Guarding Rose from this Sexual ‘Other’, a servant demands: ‘You don’t suppose the 

young lady will see such as her; do you?’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 320). One glance at Nancy’s 

ensemble is enough to justify her social marginalization.  

Like the servant, John Barton reads Esther’s sullied ensemble as an extension of her 

occupation: ‘the woman who stood by him was of no doubtful profession. It was told by her 

faded finery, all unfit to meet the pelting of that pitiless storm’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 143). 

Unable to sustain fabrics suitable to the affluent woman, Esther’s delicate fashions have been 

ruined: ‘the gauze bonnet, once pink, now dirty white, the muslin gown, all draggled, and 

soaking, wet up to the very knees; the gay-coloured barège shawl, closely wrapped round the 

form, which yet shivered and shook’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 143). Adhering to stereotypes, 

Gaskell used Esther’s dirty clothing to reflect her personal morality. Her attempts to follow 

fashion betrays her status to the public gaze. Katie Baker argues: ‘Esther’s “profession” as a 

prostitute means that she wears a deteriorated type of “high culture” clothing that middle-

class ladies once wore (Barker, 2021, p. 9). Her muslin gown and shawl recall the fashions of 

bygone Seasons. In 1844, newspaper The Age announced that ‘barege shawls […] are 

fashionable’ (The Age, 1844, p. 15). As they had to be imported from France, the shawls 

indicated a certain level of personal prosperity. However, Esther’s shawl ‘has probably 

passed through several hands and so by the time she receives it, it has become worn, 

dishevelled, and degraded’ (Baker, 2021, p. 10). As a lower-class woman, Esther’s decision 

to opt for decoration over durability is detrimental to her outward appearance. As bourgeois 

fashions are unsuitable to her social status, they impart her Sexual ‘Otherness’. Reading 

streetwalker stereotypes in her clothing, John ‘swore an oath, and bade her begone’ (Gaskell, 

1987, p. 143). In both instances, Nancy and Esther’s clothing justifies immediate expulsion. 

As their identities are formed through stereotypes, Esther and Nancy appear powerless to the 

public gaze. In 1847, the Quarterly Review suggested that ‘[d]ress becomes sort of a 

symbolic language-a kind of personal glossary-a species of body phrenology’ (Eastlake, 
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1852, p. 68). The Review argued that dress meant ‘every woman walks about with a placard 

on which her leading qualities are advertised’ (Eastlake, 1852, pp. 68-69). As identity was 

based on societal perception, the individual could manipulate the qualities publicized. 

Previously, Fashion Historians have identified how clothing was viewed as synonymous with 

the wearer’s identity. Art Historians like Lynda Nead have gone one step further, applying 

this concept to the prostitute in literature and artwork. Analysing streetwalker clothing, Nead 

has explored how personal appearance led to social marginalization. However, research has 

overlooked how prostitutes deliberately manipulated this practice. To the streetwalker, the act 

of dressing become part of a performative process. Through deliberate ‘dressing’, the shrewd 

prostitute could disguise her true status. In 1861, author Bracebridge Hemyng recalled a 

confusing experience with a streetwalker: ‘I had only glanced at her before, and a careful 

scrutiny surprised me […]. She was lady-like in appearance, […] not dressed in flaring 

colours and meretricious tawdry. Her clothes were neat, and evidenced taste in their 

selection’ (Hemyng, 2005, p. 25). In the garb of a ‘respectable’ woman, streetwalker 

stereotypes have been avoided. Although Hemyng knew her true occupation, this tidy and 

muted ensemble would misinform the public gaze.   

In Mary Barton, Esther subverts her identity through dress. She hides her ‘Otherness’ in the 

guise of a ‘moral’ aunt. Recognizing the prevalence of streetwalker stereotypes, Esther 

reclaims agency through deliberate dressing. Pawning her finery, she loans an outfit ‘befitting 

the wife of a working man’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 278). Eschewing her usual elaborate ensemble, 

she opts for ‘a black silk bonnet, a printed gown, [and] plaid shawl’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 278). 

In this scene, Esther attempts to align her identity with lower-class ‘respectability’. No longer 

trying to attract and seduce, she assumes the garb of a married woman. Replacing her pink 

gauze bonnet with black silk, she alters her colour palette. As black fabric was cheaper to 

maintain, her bonnet suggests ‘moral’ frugality. Whilst The Age was confirming the 

fashionability of barege shawls, John Bull advertised ‘WINTER CLOTHING for the POOR’ 

which featured ‘warm plaid wool Shawls’ (John Bull, 1844, p. 779). By wearing clothing 

suitable to her social status, Esther’s ‘dressed’ identity gains access to her niece. Accepting 

her status as Sexual ‘Other’, Esther fears ‘some holy spell would prevent her […] from 

crossing the threshold’ (Gaskell, 1987, p. 279). However, her muted clothing facilitates the 

infiltration of social borders. 

Likewise, Nancy assumes a ‘moral’ guise for social acceptance: ‘Accordingly, with a clean 

white apron tied over her gown, and her curl-papers tucked up under a straw bonnet-[…] 
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Miss Nancy prepared to issue forth on her errand’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 98). To perform the role 

of Oliver’s sister, Nancy selects a pristine apron to signal ‘respectable’ femininity. Her 

bonnet suggests rustic simplicity; a ‘moral’ woman with no taste for adornment. Hiding her 

dishevelled curlpapers, her hair no longer implies sexual impropriety. To complete this 

camouflage, Nancy adds ‘a little covered basket […] [and] door-key’ (Dickens, 1999, p. 98). 

Instead of a prostitute on her evening perambulation, Nancy appears a ‘respectable’ woman 

running an errand. In this scene, her appearance garners public support. Her mode of dress 

overrules Oliver’s desperate pleas as the public unwittingly assist a kidnapping. Having 

escaped the confines of her ‘deviant’ class, Nancy has effectively subverted her identity.   

Through deliberate dressing, Nancy and Esther disrupt the power of the dominant social 

body. No longer marginalized, they reclaim personal autonomy as they move freely through 

social borders. Exploiting a system designed to stigmatise prostitutes, they manipulate the 

process of stereotyping. Outside of fiction, deliberate ‘dressing’ was an emerging 

phenomenon. In 1861, Bracebridge Hemyng warned the public of ‘dressed’ streetwalkers: 

‘Women who […] have lost their virtue, often contrive to retain their reputation; and […] 

frequently amalgamate imperceptibly with the purer portion of the population’ (Hemyng, 

2005, p. 4). With the introduction of the Contagious Diseases Act in 1864, the streetwalker’s 

need to subvert identity was greater than ever.   

To control and categorize Sexual ‘Others’, the Act entailed ‘the registration and supervision 

(by a special police force) of prostitutes’ (Finnegan, 1979, p. 9). Essentially, the regime gave 

the police power to detain any woman suspected of prostitution. The accused faced invasive 

internal examinations to determine signs of venereal disease. Those who refused suffered an 

immediate trial before the magistrate to contest their innocence. If they lost the case, they 

faced instant inscription on a public register as known prostitutes. Once registered, they had 

to submit to regular, monthly examinations. If disease was located, they were forcibly 

detained in a Lock Hospital. Until declared free of infection, prostitutes remained imprisoned. 

Typically released within three months, streetwalkers faced a relentless cycle of arrests and 

examinations. Labelled a success, the Act was extended in 1866. To defend social borders, 

the government took charge of the prostitute’s body. By restricting her movements, the Acts 

legally forced prostitutes into a marginalized class. In 1869, the Acts were stretched to cover 

further locations including ‘a ten-mile radius of the subjected districts’ (Walkowitz, 1980, p. 

86). As the century progressed, the cultural and legal ostracism of Sexual ‘Others’ increased.  
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Ultimately, the system encouraged prostitutes to subvert their identity. As accusations had to 

be formed rapidly, police relied on streetwalker stereotypes. By assuming a ‘moral’ guise, 

prostitutes could avoid internal examinations, frequent arrests, and a lifetime on the public 

register. Through deliberate ‘dressing’, streetwalkers evaded social marginalization. By 

carefully curating their clothing, they moved undetected through class borders. The ease in 

which they disguised their Sexual ‘Otherness’ threatened the stability of the social order. By 

donning a disguise of conventional femininity, prostitutes undermined the rigidity of 

dominant gender ideology. If ‘morality’ could be ‘worn’, then the dominant social body were 

in danger. Ultimately, streetwalker stereotypes became morally deleterious toward society. 

As they became embedded in cultural ideology, they could be easily avoided. Manipulated 

for personal gain, deliberate ‘dressing’ enabled the Sexual ‘Other’ to reclaim personal 

agency.   

Reference List 

A Lady of Distinction. (1811) The Mirror of the Graces; Or, The English Lady’s Costume. 

London: B. Crosby and Co.  

Acton, W. (1972) Prostitution Considered in its Moral, Social, and Sanitary Aspects in 

London and other Large Cities and Garrison Towns with Proposals for the Control and 

Prevention of its Attendant Evils. London: Frank Cass and Company.  

Altick, R. D. (1973) Victorian People and Ideas: A companion for the modern reader of 

Victorian Literature. London: W. W. Norton & Company.  

Baker, K. (2021) ‘“To whom shall the outcast prostitute tell her tale?” (Elizabeth Gaskell, 

Mary Barton): Elizabeth Gaskell: Rewriting Fallenness’, Women’s Studies, pp. 1-14. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.2021.1895161 

Dickens, C. (1999) Oliver Twist. Edited by Tillotson, K. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Eastlake, E. (1852) Music and the Art of Dress: Two Essays reprinted from the Quarterly 

Review. London: John Murray.  

Finnegan, F. (1979) Poverty and prostitution: A Study of Victorian prostitutes in York. 

London: Cambridge University Press.  

Fisher, T. (1997) Prostitution And The Victorians. Stroud: Sutton Publishing.  

Gaskell, E. (1987) Mary Barton. Edited by Wright, E. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Hemyng, B. (2005) ‘Prostitution in London’, in Mayhew. H. and Others. The London 

Underworld in the Victorian Period: Authentic First-Person Accounts by Beggars, Thieves 

and Prostitutes. New York: Dover Publications, pp. 1-103.  



9 

 

John Bull. (1844) ‘Multiple Classified Advertisements’. Available at: 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1900776768/GDCS?u=chesterc&sid=GDCS&xid=d46999

33 (Accessed 23 March 2021) 

Nead, L. (1984) ‘The Magdalen in Modern Times: The Mythology of the Fallen Woman in Pre-

Raphaelite Painting’, Oxford Art Journal, 7 (1), pp. 26-37. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1093/oxartj/7.1.26. 

Ribeiro, A. (2003) Dress and Morality. Oxford: Berg.  

Ribeiro, A. (2011) Facing Beauty: Painted Women and Cosmetic Art. New Haven: Yale 

University Press.  

The Age. (1844) ‘Fashions For July’. Available at: 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/DX1900050355/GDCS?u=chesterc&sid=GDCS&xid=3850a5

44 (Accessed 23 March 2021) 

Valverde, M. (1989) ‘The Love of Finery: Fashion and the Fallen Woman in Nineteenth-

Century Social Discourse’, Victorian Studies, 32 (2), pp. 168-188. Available at: 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3827615 (Accessed 1 March 2021) 

Walkowitz, J. (1980) Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, class, and the state. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  


