
Clothes Make the Flaneuse 
 
While scholars like Rachel Bowlby have written about flannerie in Virginia Woolf’s novels, and 
critics such as Reginald Abbott, Jennifer Wicke, and Lisa Cohen have examined the significance 
of clothing in her writing, little research has been done on the relationship between how dress 
and being dressed affects a woman’s experience of walking in the city, thereby contributing to or 
detracting from her status as flaneuse.  
 
The flaneur, or man about town, has often been described as an upper middle-class, well-dressed 
man about town. This is despite the fact that his class status is evidenced not so much by his 
clothes (following Veblen, conspicuous consumption was much more of a pubic exhibition of 
male wealth by women’s dress) but by his leisurely, observant, perambulatory journeys in the 
city. Female flannerie has been discussed as possible only when women’s experiences walking 
and observing are similar to those of the flaneur.1 However, I argue that the experience of 
flannerie is different for the flaneuse because it is mediated by fashion; although she may walk 
through the city streets observing her surroundings with a scrutinizing eye, her attention is both 
observant and introspective, she is both seeing subject and visual object. She is attentive to her 
surroundings, but she is often also self-surveillant about her appearance and how others see her. 
In short, as John Berger and Iris Young would suggest, she sees herself being seen.2 This double 
vision does not prevent her from being any less a flaneuse; if anything, her observations of urban 
life, of the material reality and specularity of the city streets, make her more of what I term 
(borrowing from Percy Shelley) an unacknowledged legislator of the city because she see’s only 
the city, but also her place within it.  
 
This paper will explore the link between clothing and flannerie, specifically in conjunction with 
Virginia Woolf’s interest in women walking as various forms of and reasons for perambulation 
intersect with and are influenced by interest in and discomfort with fashion and clothing. Readers 
of Woolf’s fiction can no doubt call to mind countless instances—the narrator of “Street 
Haunting,” Orlando, Clarissa Dalloway, Doris Kilman, etc.—where women walk the city streets 
of London. How these women are dressed, what articles of clothing they wear, inform their 
experiences of walking in public and also, I argue, determine their status as urban flaneuses. 
Being well-dressed versus being badly, inappropriately, or shamefully dressed contribute to 
whether and how women investigatively navigate the city in Woolf’s fiction (as well as in the 
fiction of other modernist writers), whether or not, in their perambulations, they indeed 
participate in a feminine form of flannerie.  
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