Wearing clothes. Talking clothes.

- report from the field-

Based on diary entries recorded before and during fieldwork, this paper presents a facet of my ongoing investigation of the presence of fake branded clothing in the margins of Europe. I have embarked upon the anthropological study of a phenomenon that is morally and legally contested and combated, culturally derided, and socially dismissed as belonging to the lower social strata. Given the particularity of my topic, every step of my investigation has been marked by contradictory and ambivalent feelings that provoke momentary losses of direction. Articulating these feelings in my diary has been an exercise of constructive reflexivity suited to designing and conducting research, articulating them in this paper is one of sincerity suited to the present “moment of open-mindedness in relation to fieldwork” (Rice and Berg, 2004). To put it differently and modestly, this report is about the continuous search for a better way of tackling a research topic and the lessons I have learned about the vulnerability of the Self and of the Other. 
Before fieldwork 
Back at home, when writing my initial research proposal, I pondered the right English word for defining the material objects I was planning to focus on and came up with “imitation”. I was taking, thus, into account the consumers’ perspective, rather in an unconscious manner though, due to my daily encounters with them, my own experience and, last but not least, the softness of my favourite sweater whose obviously-not-real GAP label I noticed while I started to think about my research topic. Once in London, my research was redefined, to my surprise, as the study of “fake brands.” I trembled with the negative connotations of this word and the narrowness of the dominant economic and legal perspective that abounds in figures and transforms people at my home into criminals and loved sweater into a contemptible object. 
After hours of work in the library, I was again on the right direction. The amalgam of

“faithful” and “not-so-faithful” copies of Western brands I am interested in, produced in

Turkey and consumed in Romania, is not so different from the attractive Zara or

Mango garments. This is fast fashion (Segre Reinach 2005), the term designating products ranging from cheap items sold on market stalls to brands such as Zara, Mango or H&M, which are inspired or copied from promising fashion trends, and retailed at great speed. The cultural implications of this new system is disregarded, Segre Reinach argues, through the exclusive focus on legal and economic aspects.
            Legally, all are goods infringing intellectual property law, either counterfeits or lookalike products. Waite (2004: xx) defines five types of brand attacks, among which are “counterfeiting, occurring when an item is manufactured to look like the genuine branded product, and packaged and presented in such a manner so as to deceive the consumer” and “lookalike products, aiming to confuse the consumer by using names, logos, packaging and labels, etc, that are similar to but not exactly the same as an original branded product; the quality of such products is highly variable, and can seriously damage brand reputation.” Modern brands appeared in the nineteenth century and, since then, brand is a social currency, but, at the same time, it is legally protected as private property. The Trademark Law, first passed in 1875, in the UK, aims to protect the public from mistake, confusion, and deception about the source and quality of products. These are the reasons for starting a fierce battle against the imitation products and fake brands market. Recent critiques have pointed out the law has always been more concerned with the exchange value of signifying forms and the interests of the holders rather than protecting the consuming public. “Public meaning”, “consumer confusion”, and “public naïveté” (Coombe 1998: 65) still persist as legal fictions, however, another rationale is growing stronger, namely that of protecting from “dilution” the integrity of a set of positive meanings which have been “created” by the trademark owner’s investment. 

Learning about the historicity of the notions of fake and faking was my strategy of making this critique even stronger and, at the same time, of approaching my topic from a socio-cultural perspective.  The Western history of copying can be traced from the dilemma of divine copying central to Christian theology to the numerous and permanently improving technologies of reproduction (Schwartz 1996). There were originals and counterfeits during the Renaissance, serial repetition of the same object during the modern period and, in the postmodern age, we have simulacra, object without origins or referential values (Baudrillard 1983). In brief, “we admire the unique, then we reproduce it: faithfully, fatuously, faithlessly, fortuitously” (Schwartz 1996: 16). 

Despite the presence of fakes throughout history, the concern with authenticity has appeared since the modern period, i. e. the “age of mechanical reproduction”. Benjamin (1936[1999]) predicted the major consequence would be the loss of “aura” of the work of art.  Thus, authenticity/inauthenticity have become inseparable in the vocabulary of appreciation, with their in-built judgemental bias (one is celebrated, the other is denigrated).

The copyright law was first formalised in England in 1709, reflecting a concern not so much with uniqueness or plagiarism but with economic utility (Schwartz 1996). In fashion, copying has become a delinquent act since the practice of licensing has been instituted (Crane 2000). Coombe (1998) draws attention to the convergence between the copyright and trademark laws, as the brand owner is now legally recognised as the “quasi-author” who “creates” a set of meanings for a mark by investing time, labour and money.  Thus, faking is not an inherently criminal act, but a historical product of social, legal, and economic transformations. 

The word ‘fake’ evokes deception. However, “deception is a much more complicated business that the making of an object. It is only the outward manifestation of a web woven of many strands of human aspiration and action, in which the deceived is as important as the deceiver”(Barker 1990: 22-3). Fakes are not only objects deserving contempt. They provide evidence of the “values and perceptions of those who made them, and of those for whom they were made” (Jones 1990: 11-3). 

The identification of an object as fake is contextual (Barker 1990) and it can change during its social life (Appadurai 1986). “Falsity” and “authenticity” are cultural constructs, having different meanings for different societies in different epochs (Jenß 2004). When the term “inauthenticity” is used, ethnographers may ask “what segment of society has raise a doubt, what is no longer taken for granted, what are the societal struggles, and what are the cultural issues at work” (Bruner 1994: 408). 

Apparently, consumption of fakes  can be explained as status emulation and located in the lower strata of society (e.g. Jones 1990). Their consumption can be a choice specific to the “taste of necessity” and can betray the class position of their consumers (Bourdieu 1984). Fake branded clothes can be regarded as versions that reach the lower classes through the “trickle-down” mechanism of fashion (Simmel 1957). However, Friedman (1994: 22) attempts to dispel such reductionist assumptions. For him, “the larger cultural strategies in which [consumption] is embedded… consist of identity creating or maintaining practices, of which social status may indeed be an aspect”. And Orvell (1989: 55) points out that sometime people identify with inauthentic objects. The nineteenth century America was fascinated by reproductions, and “imitation became a central category, not merely endured, but exulted in.”

This is, thus, the strong and reassuring corpus of ideas starting from which I have designed a project that would follow the objects and the people they bring together and would strive for a sympathetic understanding of their points of view. My ethnography would focus on the unexplored facets of the presence of fake branded clothing in the margins of Europe, that is, local practices, meanings and symbolic consequences, which become visible by situating it in a total social, historical and cultural field. It would be a “multi-sited ethnography” (Marcus 1986), linking the usually separated sites of production, distribution and consumption of these symbolically charged commodities in a particular chain, connecting a provincial Romanian town, Bucharest (mainly the peripheral commercial site „Europa”) and Istanbul. Hopefully, in the end, I will offer a new anthropological perpective on this topic, including an ethnography of its most unexplored aspect, namely production. 
During fieldwork
Before I left for fieldwork in the first chosen location, my hometown, I went on a short trip to Istanbul and enjoyed seeing the piles of fake branded clothes in the markets and shops all over the two neighbourhoods I had the time to visit, that is, Lâleli and Beyoğlu. Strolling into the streets around the Grand Bazaar, I caught a glimpse of a small basement workshop in front of which Gucci jeans were on sale. My companion, a Kurd from Istanbul, Ferat, was puzzled about my sudden excitement, so I began to explain my research interest and tried my best to emphasise the difference of my approach. In the end, I bluntly asked him if his Puma T-shirt was genuine or counterfeited. He mumbled something about a trip or a cousin in Berlin and we walked back in silence. This was the first sign of the offensive potential of the word “fake” I had forgotten about in the safe library environment. In Romania, despite my insistence that I am interested in local definitions, meanings and practices, I have been several times accused of condescension. Even mum warned me never use the word “fake”: “you ought not to speak like this, many will say you scoff at them, no matter if they really wear counterfeits or not.” Thus, in order to avoid hurting people’s feelings, I have decided to declare in this field setting an interest in clothing as an aspect of everyday life. 

Despite the broadening of research interest, I still risk offending people. Hearing about my research interest, some bitterly concluded: “so, you want to study how we dress in cheap clothes”, “she wants to write about how we dress in turcisme and chinezisme”; “if I had had the opportunity to travel as much as you did, I would have had more interesting things to show you”. They seem, thus, to forget clothes and their various accessories are used to judge others and to be judged by others in everyday life. As my brother puts it, “your work will not be easy: some people know they wear low quality clothing because they cannot afford better ones; you put a magnifying glass on their garments and they are taken for people lacking taste in clothes; if you manage to make them leave these feelings behind, then they will be yours.” Well, this is something hard to achieve.  As a strategy of positioning myself as “one of them”, equally criticisable, I always mention the source of the clothing I am wearing at a particular moment or declare my clothing preferences and sources, though I am not always honest.  However, I am constantly reminded that I am insider and outsider, my status changing sometimes very quickly in the course of the same meeting.
The “good” anthropologist has to substitute slowly his or her conscious and unconscious ideas with what the people in the field take to be “common sense.” I criticise myself for seen rather the shade than the light in the local clothing-scape and not suspending my taste in clothes. Stalls and shops seem to me so shabby. I can hardly find something attractive in the clothing piles.  The range of goods is limited as the most of the merchandise is brought from the same place, that is, „Europa”, the huge commercial site on the outskirts of Bucharest, within three-hour-by-bus distance of the town. It is said that the majority of counterfeited clothes on the Romanian market originate in this place where Chinese, Turkish and Romanian goods are to be found. A friend tells me the more I delve into this topic the more I utter preconceived notions about the „Europa” goods. On the other hand, I am eagerly exploring, for my own benefit, the offerings of the well developed local textile industry producing garments for the Western market, i.e. ten small factories nicknamed „the Fluffs.” 
No matter what is their position on the social spectrum, I can categorise my informants as either „satisfied” or „dissatisfied” with their clothing. Against all my anthropological sense, I am inclined to judge the first category and their taste in clothes. And I pity old men for having to wear low quality puff jackets, children for ruining their feet in bad smelling plastic Chinese sport shoes and respectable women for having to use polyvinyl handbags. Nevertheless, I can’t help thinking these clothes look better on people than stuffed or hanged inside the shops. They simply know how to wear them.  I mostly admire young women looking so elegantly in their impossible high heels and synthetic sheepskin coats and miraculously managing to keep their whitish boots clean on the muddy sidewalks. Against this background of mixed feelings, I am learning to approach the clothing-scape through the eyes of the Turnu Magurele people. However, I take advantage of every encounter with those whose experience could have changed the way they view the clothing-scape, e.g. workers in the textile factories, transnational migrant workers, and students leaving now in the capital city. 
Discussions about the difficulties of everyday life and the careful budgeting of every penny, knowledge of working conditions and opportunities make me reflect on the appropriateness of my topic for this social setting and worry I am again offending people. I have regained confidence thanks to an acquaintance, Ica, a woman in her mid thirties, university educated, earning a living from her natural care products shop. She treated me with a brilliant definition of the locals efforts and pleasures in dressing well, a word play, that is, saracie cu luciu [literally, poverty with gloss] coming from saracie lucie [dire poverty]. Other ways to present this situation are “we might be poor but they are also proud (“saraci, dar fudui”) and “better not to have what to put on the table than not to have what to put on you” (“mai bine sa nu aiba ce pune pe masa decat sa nu aiba ce pune pe ei”).  Thus, rather than considering them as worrying reasons, I think the debates around these sayings actually open for me new directions of investigation, i.e. respectability, and wardrobe as financial capital.  
In the field the anthropologists are driven by the urge to gather data, to collect 'cultural facts' to feel that they have accomplished something, to feel productive. Despite my awareness of the offensive potential of the word „fake”, I (had to) design(ed) a method for eliciting local definitions. I pieced together a list of clothing categories that can be found on the local market and started asking people of different ages and professions to explain in their words what do they mean by them. I interviewed teenagers in the high school, office workers in the financial departments of the town hall and the chemical plant, engineers and workers in the foundry; in sum, 49 people aged 16 to 62. I included the followings: clothing, favourite clothing, Turkish/Chinese/Romanian/European/original/counterfeited/branded/second-hand 

clothing. I collected data about the fakes, here either ordinary or fashionable clothes, both visible and invisible for the local eyes; brands that are not brands, fakes that are not; plus an unexpected approach in terms of materials and, more generally, quality of the proposed categories. My guide at the foundry is a friend of my mother; I do not have the heart to explain her why I am smiling from time to time. Two letters are visible on her bag, that is, CK; they are followed by a name, that is, Christian Kior [it is so similar with the Romanian word “chior”, i.e. blind, and the Turkish word “kör”, i.e. blind]! 
A young man, whose jacket has the letters C&K [Calvin Klein?] embroidered on its left front side, reasons that the counterfeit is a cheaper version of genuine garment and ends with a conclusion that surprises even him: “We wear these clothes! They suit us! They are cheaper and we afford to buy them.” It occurs to me that I am the first person who indirectly tells him he wears a fake. Another young man gives an original definition: “Counterfeited clothing lacks beauty, and cannot be loved. One can feel it. A person feels when he wears a genuine or a counterfeited garment.” I ask him how you feel this. “Well, maybe he realises this in his subconscious, even though he is doesn’t attach importance to this matter”. The engineer I interviewed at the foundry explains straightfowardly: „<I can tell you what a fake is! They see an image and choose a fabric that makes your face fall down….> <Yes, but your pocket won’t fall!> <You know, we compromise: in the end, we have to stop somewhere halfway and choose something that it is both beautiful and cheap…>. Asked to explain what they mean by counterfeited clothing, those I interviewed were able to formulate an answer, but this is not a notion that they normally use to describe something they or people around them wear. Why should they? Why should the perspective of producers and legislators be of their concern? I can write now about the local meanings but I also realise how insensitive and intrusive I had been. Critical remarks from my supervisor. At home, my desire/need for having a good bitch from time to time about the local clothing choices with my mum is rejected: “you will understand nothing with this attitude!”
While worrying about the vulnerability of the Other, I have discovered the vulnerability of the Self. Though anthropology at home sounds and is sometimes so easy, so familiar, so comfortable, this is not always the case when one has to redefine herself as researcher among family, friends, and familiar places and habits. I have not leaved in my hometown for ten years, so I am repositioning myself as an insider by reactivating networks, entering new social worlds and introducing myself as the daughter, the sister, or the former schoolmate. As in many, or rather all cases of anthropological research, people resist being studied. Or they adopt the lost anthropologist, a „child” that should be tought the local way of life. My case is slightly different. To give just two examples: my neighbour Mariana, whom I have known for all my life, first laughs, then finds rude my attempt to turn her into my research subject; our friendship will never be the same; my cousin Vali immediately starts to talk about her clothes, and the ideal wardrobe; it is her duty to help her lost and returned relative; I must be then careful with the ethnographic data I am treated with; she might exagerate or invent for my sake. 
Moreover, it is precisely my familiarity that makes people doubt I am researching something here. Many reason I know everything it is to be known, I am from here, so I can just go anywhere I want and write about clothing practices in Turnu Magurele! How come that I need to be here for such a long period is a mystery I find hard to elucidate for so many curious persons. Anthropologists working at home face challenges that are not exclusive to them, but which are often exacerbated by their 'strange familiarity' in the group they are studying. They elicit reactions from the group that are different from those that a complete stranger would encounter
My vulnerability; their vulnerability; the offending potential of my research – these are, thus,  the issues I am dealing with while conducting fieldwork at home, on the presence of fake branded clothing. Only by taking them into account I am able to move further.
Wearing clothes. Talking clothes.

I have re-started my ethnography from the gound, trying to forget what I know and really see the world from the perspective of the people I am encountering in the field. For all of them, it  is important to wear beautiful clothes, to have a clean and tidy appearances, to have fashionably garments, to be properly dress....
For the last three months, I have been following different trails (daily practices of clothing, fantasies, respectability, fashion, „Europa” clothing, fakes, inauthenticity), have been nailing down materiality to concrete things like fluffs or unravelled threads, and have been letting myself be part of whatever clothing means for people here. I feel myself very much in the field, gathering loads of data; detachment and clarity will come later.

I am thinking now to focus more on „Europa” and continue to visit it. Tomorrow is a new day of fieldwork, a new day in which I will try to be a „good” anthroplogist. It is Saturday and I am going to spend the morning with Madalina in her clothes shop, and watch her selling her merchandise. She also likes to gossip people passing by. I like too. 
„It is worth noting here that the Greek Lexicon defines an <anthropologist> not as <anthropos plus logos,> a <student of man>, but only as <scandalmonger>... . Certainly anthropologists gather information, gain insight into events and interactions, get to know people and become integrated into particular communities during fieldwork through gossip” (Gluckman 1963, quoted by Van Vleet, 2003: 420).

To conclude, in this report,  I simply wrote about the vulnerability and (in)certitudes and did not seek to emphasise the rigour and resourcefulness of the fieldworker, ignoring the importance of the generosities of my university and my field. 
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