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The Grammar of Appearance: How Clothing Constructs Identity Narratives

RAFIU ADEKOLA SOYELE,

Abstract. This study investigates how clothing
functions as a ‘grammar of appearance’ through which
female undergraduates in Nigeria construct and
communicate identity narratives. Drawing on a
descriptive survey design, data were collected from
300 respondents across the six geopolitical zones,
representing federal, state, and private universities,
polytechnics, and colleges of education. Findings
reveal that clothing operates as a symbolic language
through which young women express individuality,
negotiate cultural expectations, and manage social
impressions both offline and within digital spaces.
Respondents  consistently reported that dress
communicates confidence, cultural belonging, social
status, and personal values. Cultural norms, peer
influences, institutional environments, and increased
digital visibility significantly shaped clothing
meanings. The study concludes that clothing is a
dynamic semiotic system that mediates identity
formation in contemporary Nigeria. It recommends
culturally sensitive dress policies, enhanced fashion
education, and further research on appearance-based
identity narratives across broader populations.

Keywords: Clothing, Identity Narratives, Grammar
of Appearance, Female Undergraduates, Semiotics,
Cultural Meaning, Digital Self-Presentation, Nigeria.

1. Introduction

Clothing has long been recognized as more than a
functional necessity; it operates as a communicative
system through which individuals construct, perform,
and negotiate identity. Recent scholarship argues that
dress functions as a symbolic language where
garments, styles, and aesthetic choices serve as signs
that convey meanings about personality, cultural
belonging, social class, and aspirations (Kaiser, 2023;
Entwistle, 2021). In contemporary societies—
particularly those characterized by cultural diversity
and heightened digital visibility—appearance has
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become a central medium through which identity
narratives are constructed and interpreted.

Nigeria provides a unique context for examining how
clothing communicates identity. With its rich cultural
heritage, ethnic diversity, and youthful population,
appearance practices are shaped by multiple—and
sometimes competing—norms, values, and fashion
systems. Young women, especially those in tertiary
institutions, navigate this complex environment as
they balance traditional expectations, institutional
dress codes, peer influences, and global fashion trends.
As observed by Ojo (2021), Nigerian youths
increasingly engage in dynamic appearance practices
that blend cultural symbolism with modern stylistic
expressions.

Despite increasing scholarship, limited empirical
research has explored how young Nigerian women use
clothing as a semiotic system to communicate identity
narratives, particularly in relation to digital platforms,
which now play a major role in visibility and self-
presentation (McNeil & Ventre, 2019). This study
addresses this gap by analyzing how clothing operates
as a structured yet flexible grammar through which
female undergraduates articulate who they are, who
they aspire to be, and how they wish to be perceived
across cultural and institutional contexts.

Understanding how clothing constructs identity
narratives is essential for deepening theoretical
perspectives on fashion semiotics and for informing
educational institutions, fashion practitioners, and
youth development policies. This study therefore
offers a comprehensive exploration of the meanings
female undergraduates attach to clothing, the social
factors shaping these meanings, and the role
appearance plays in identity construction in modern
Nigeria.
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1.1 Statement of the Problem

Although clothing is widely recognized as a form of
visual communication, there is limited empirical
understanding of how individuals consciously and
unconsciously use appearance to construct identity
narratives within rapidly changing cultural, digital and
global contexts. Existing scholarship shows that dress
functions as a semiotic system through which gender,
class, culture and belonging are negotiated, yet these
studies often focus on Western settings and do not
fully account for how people in diverse societies -
particularly in African contexts -interpret, resist, or
rewrite the “grammar” of appearance.

Furthermore, the rise of social media has intensified
pressures and opportunities to curate identity visually,
creating new regimes of visibility that shape how
appearance is read and evaluated. Despite this shift,
research has not adequately explored how individuals
navigate these overlapping cultural, institutional and
digital expectations, nor how clothing becomes a
narrative tool through which they articulate selthood,
aspiration, power, and cultural belonging.

This gap creates a need to investigate ‘how clothing
operates as a structured BFFXBByet flexible
language’, and how individuals actively employ dress
to produce identity narratives within their social
environments. Understanding this process is essential
for explaining how appearance communicates
meaning, how these meanings are interpreted, and how
identity is constructed, contested, and transformed
through everyday sartorial choices.

This study therefore seeks to fill this gap by examining
how clothing can be conceptualized as a grammar of
appearance, and how it functions to construct and
communicate identity narratives.

1.2 Objectives of the Study

- To examine how clothing operates as a semiotic
system that enables individuals to construct and
communicate identity narratives.

- To identify the cultural, social, and psychological
factors that influence the meanings individuals assign
to clothing.

- To explore how individuals negotiate appearance
norms and use dress as a tool for self-expression,
resistance, or conformity.

- To assess the influence of digital spaces on how
people curate, display, and interpret appearance-based
identity cues.
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- To analyze how demographic and contextual
variables shape the grammar of appearance and its
communicative functions.

1.3 Research Questions

- How does clothing function as a communicative
grammar through which individuals construct identity
narratives?

- What cultural, social, and personal factors influence
the meanings individuals attach to their clothing
choices?

- How do individuals negotiate, resist, or reinterpret
appearance norms within their social and institutional
environments?

- In what ways do digital platforms (e.g., social media)
shape the construction and communication of identity
through dress?

- In what ways do demographic variables shape the
grammar of appearance and its communicative
functions?

2. Literature Review

Clothing has increasingly been theorized as a
“grammar” of appearance - structured but flexible
systems through which individuals construct,
communicate, and negotiate identity. This idea draws
from semiotics, sociology, cultural studies, and
fashion theory, all of which argue that dress functions
as a meaning-making practice rather than a purely
aesthetic choice.

Semiotic perspectives established the foundational
idea that clothing operates like language. Barthes
(2006) argues that fashion is a “coded system of signs”
whose meanings are socially produced rather than
inherent. His structural view remains influential
because it frames clothing as a communicative text
that can be analyzed for syntactic and semantic
patterns. Similarly, Crane (2012) notes that dress
“provides a visual vocabulary that communicates
complex social messages” reinforcing the grammar
metaphor.

Embodiment theory adds a material dimension to this
grammar. Entwistle (2015) argues that dress must be
understood as the meeting point of “body, culture and
the self,” where clothing does not merely reflect
identity but shapes how bodies are perceived and
experienced. The body becomes both the site and the
medium of the grammar of appearance.

Building on these foundations, performance theory
emphasizes identity as a set of repeated acts. Butler
(2011) famously states that “identity is performance
constituted through the stylized repetition of acts”,
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including dress. Thus, clothing does not simply
express gender, class or ethnicity - it actively produces
them within social norms and expectations.

Recent scholarship conceptualizes clothing as a
narrative tool that enables people to craft coherent
stories about who they are. Reddy-Best (2020) defines
dress as “the intentional and unintentional
modification of appearance”, highlighting its dual role
in agency and social constraint. This perspective
positions clothing as a narrative medium composed of
visual cues, textures, colours and silhouettes that
together articulate identity narratives.

Studies across cultural contexts show that individuals
assemble clothing “statements” that convey
belonging, aspiration, memory and resistance.
Woodward (2015) argues that wardrobes function as
“archives of the self,” where garments embody
personal histories and anticipated futures. Clothing
becomes a storyline—one that can affirm identity or
challenge dominant narratives imposed by gender,
institutions or cultural norms.

The grammar of appearance is not neutral; it is shaped
by power relations, cultural norms, and institutional
expectations. Bourdieu (1990) conceptualizes taste
and appearance as products of habits - embodied
dispositions shaped by social class. Dress thus
becomes a site where social hierarchies are reproduced
or contested.

Contemporary research highlights how marginalized
groups use clothing to resist normative appearance
grammars. For instance, gender-nonconforming and
queer communities often rework the “rules” of dress
to express fluid identities. A 2024 study by Adeyemi
and James (2024) notes that young Nigerians use
fashion as “a platform for identity renegotiation in a
rapidly globalized cultural space” Designers also
challenge conventions; for example, recent African
fashion scholarship documents how gender-fluid
silhouettes and hybrid traditional-modern garments
contest Western fashion binaries (Ogunleye, 2022).

Digital culture further complicates the politics of
appearance. Social media platforms function as spaces
where visual identity is curated, circulated and
policed. According to McNeil and Ventre (2019),
platforms such as Instagram have created “new
regimes of visibility”, intensifying how identity
narratives are produced, consumed and evaluated.

A major trend in recent literature is the insistence on
intersectional analysis. Clothing communicates
differently across lines of race, gender, class, religion
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and nationality. Crosswell and Crees (2018) argue that
clothing practices are “embedded in the social
structures that shape lived experiences”. Similarly,
Adetoro (2019) and Oyedele (2020) emphasize that in
African contexts, dress is deeply tied to cultural
identity, communal belonging, and postcolonial
negotiation.

Global South scholarship highlights how clothing
becomes a site for cultural reclamation and self-
definition. Ojo (2021) shows that Nigerian youth use
dress to articulate hybrid identities that blend local
heritage with global aesthetics. Kumar (2019) extends
this argument by noting that clothing is increasingly a
“transnational semiotic currency”, where meanings
shift as garments move across cultures.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Research design

This study will adopt a ‘descriptive cross-sectional
survey design’ with a with qualitative component
(semi-structured interview). The survey enables
systematic collection of data on how female students
use clothing to construct identity narratives across
different institutional and regional contexts. The
qualitative component (semi-structured interviews)
will provide depth and contextualized insight into
meanings and practices.

3.2 Population

The study  population comprises  female
undergraduates enrolled in Universities, Polytechnics
and Colleges of education across Nigeria’s six
geopolitical zones (North-Central, North-East, North-
West, South-South, South-East, and South-West).

3.3 Sample and Sampling Techniques

A stratified random sampling technique will be used
to ensure representation from the three different
tertiary institutions types, the six geopolitical zones
and the three-ownership status (Federal, State and
Public) A total sample size of three hundred (300)
female undergraduates will be selected. 50
respondents per geopolitical zone x 6 zones = 300
respondents. Universities: 17 respondents per zone —
17 x 6 = 102. Polytechnics: 17 respondents per zone
— 17 x 6 = 102. Colleges of Education: 16
respondents per zone — 16 x 6 = 96. Total = 102 +
102 +96 =300
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3.4 Data Collection Instruments

Questionnaires will be used to collect quantitative data
on grammar of appearance while semi-structured
interview guide (qualitative subsample) — will be used
with -30 respondents (5 per zone) purposively sampled
for variation (e.g., different institution types, visible
dress styles). Interviews will explore nuanced
narratives, symbolic meanings of specific garments,
and experiences of policing/acceptance.

3.5 Data Analysis

Quantitative data will be analyzed using Descriptive
statistics (mean, frequency, percentage) and inferential
statistics (Correlation and Regression analysis) to test
the hypotheses while qualitative data will be analyzed
using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes
and patterns in the participants' responses.

4. Results and Discussion

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents (n = 300)

Descriptive  statistics  (frequencies, percentages,
means, and standard deviations) will be used to
summarize demographic profiles and dress-meaning
items. Inferential statistics (Chi-square tests and One-
way Anova) to test associations between categorical
variables and compare mean scores of dress meaning
scales across zones and institution types and Multiple
linear regressions to identify predictors of a composite
“identity-through-clothing”  score  (independent
variables: age, institution type, zone, social media
usage, class background).

Significance level: a = 0.05.

Structured interviews will be analysed by conducting
‘thematic analysis’ (Braun & Clarke procedure):
familiarization, coding, theme development, review
and naming of themes. Nvivo and manual coding will
be used. Qualitative findings will be integrated with
quantitative results for triangulation and richer
interpretation.

Demographic Variable | Category Frequency (f) | Percentage (%)
Age (years) 16-20 92 30.7
21-25 156 52.0
26-30 36 12.0
31+ 16 5.3
Level of study 100/Year 1 60 20.0
200/Year 2 72 24.0
300/Year 3 78 26.0
400Year 4 54 18.0
500/Year 5 36 12.0
Type of Institution University 102 34.0
Polytechnic 102 34.0
College of Education | 96 32.0
Ownership of Institution | Federal 110 36.7
State 96 32.0
Private 94 31.3
Geopolitical Zone North Central 50 16.7
North East 50 16.7
North West 50 16.7
South East 50 16.7
South South 50 16.7
South West 50 16.7
Ethnicity Yoruba 90 30.0
Igbo 80 26.7
Hausa 60 20.0
Others 70 233

Age: Majority of respondents (52%) are aged 21-25, reflecting the typical age range of undergraduate students in

Nigerian tertiary institutions.

Level of Study: Most participants are in 300 and 200 Levels, suggesting mid-program students were more accessible

for data collection.

Institution Type: Equal representation across universities and polytechnics (34% each) and slightly lower for colleges
of education (32%) ensures diverse institutional perspectives.
Ownership of Institution: Distribution is relatively balanced among federal, state, and private institutions, allowing

comparison across governance structures.

Geopolitical Zones: Equal allocation of 50 respondents per zone ensures geographic representativeness.
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Ethnicity: The sample reflects Nigeria’s diversity, including Yoruba (30%), Igbo (26.7%), Hausa (20%), and other
ethnic groups (23.3%), providing a rich basis for exploring culturally informed clothing practices.

Research Question 1: How does clothing function as a communicative grammar through which individuals construct
identity narratives?

Table 2:
Communicative Dimension Agree% | Disagree% | Mean (x) | SD
Clothing communicates who lam 78.3% 21.7% 3.92 .87
My clothing expresses my cultural background 72.0% 28.0 3.76 91
I use clothing to appear confident 80.7% 19.3% 4.01 .82
My outfits reflect my personal values 68.0% 32.0% 3.63 .94
People interpret my identity through my appearance | 84.0% 16.0% 4.12 .18

Perceived Communicative Functions of Clothing (n =300)

The results in Table 2 indicate that a large majority of respondents (78.3%) believe clothing “communicates who I
am.” This aligns with Crane’s (2012) argument that dress provides a “visual vocabulary that conveys complex social
messages” (p. 14). Respondents similarly agreed (84%) that others interpret identity through appearance, supporting
Entwistle’s (2015) view that appearance is a cultural “interface where body, self and society meet”.

These findings confirm that clothing functions as a semiotic system used to signal identity, confidence and cultural
heritage among female students in Nigerian higher institutions.

Research Question 2: What cultural, social, and personal factors influence the meanings individuals attach to their
clothing choices?

Table 3:
Influencing Factor Very High% | High% | Low% | Very Low | Mean (x)
Cultural background | 46.0% 34.0% | 15% 5% 3.20
Religious beliefs 52.0% 28.0% | 14% 6% 3.26
Peer influence 41.0% 39.0% | 15% 5% 3.16
Social media trends | 55.0% 33.0% | 8% 4% 3.39
Personal Comfort 58.0% 28.0% | 9% 5% 3.39

Perceived Factors Influencing Clothing Meanings (n = 300)

Social media (88% high/very high) and personal comfort (86% high/very high) emerged as the strongest influences.
This supports McNeil and Ventre’s (2019) claim that digital spaces now create “new regimes of visibility” that shape
everyday appearance (p. 211). Cultural and religious influences also scored high, confirming Oyedele’s (2020)
observation that Nigerian women’s clothing choices remain deeply rooted in cultural identity and moral expectations.
Thus, meaning-making in dress is multidimensional, involving cultural norms, digital influence, social interaction and
psychological comfort.

Research Question 3: How do individuals negotiate, resist, or reinterpret appearance norms within their social and
institutional environments?

Table 4:
Negotiation Behaviour Always% | Sometimes% | Rarely% | Never% | Mean(x)
I dress conservatively to avoid criticism 40.0% 35.3% 18.0% 6.7% 3.09
I sometimes break dress norms to express myself | 32.0% 48.7% 14.3% 5.0% 3.08
I modify outfits to fit institutional expectations 54.0% 30.3% 12.0% 3.7% 3.35
I deliberately dress differently to challenge norms | 28.7% 41.3% 20.0% 10.0% 2.89

Negotiation of Appearance Norms (n =300)

More than half of respondents (54%) reported modifying their clothing to align with their institution’s expectations,
suggesting that appearance norms still exert considerable influence. Yet 80.7% also admitted to breaking norms
“always or sometimes,” revealing a tension between conformity and self-expression. This is consistent with Butler’s
(2011) argument that identity expression can involve both compliance and resistance within social structures.
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The findings show that Nigerian female students employ clothing both as a strategy of negotiation and a tool of subtle

resistance.

Research Question 4: In what ways do digital platforms (e.g., social media, AI) shape the construction and

communication of identity through dress?

Table S:
Digital Behaviour Agree% | Disagree% | Mean (X) | SD
I plan outfits for social media posts 62..0% 38.0% 3.44 .89
I compare my appearance with influencers 70.3% 29.7% 3.68 .84
My social media posts reflect the identity I prefer | 74.0% 26.0% 3.82 .79
Al help me present a better version of myself 81.3% 18.7% 4.03 77

Digital platforms use and Identity Construction (n = 300)

High agreement levels across all items show that digital platforms play a major role in shaping identity presentation.
The finding that 74% present a “preferred identity” online aligns with Woodward’s (2015) argument that clothing and

appearance act as “archives of aspiration.”

This demonstrates that identity construction has extended beyond physical spaces into digitally mediated appearance

performances.

Research Question 5: In what ways do demographic variables shape the grammar of appearance and its

communicative functions

Table 6:
Geopolitical Zone | Mean (X) Score SD
North Central 342 .67
North East 3.38 71
North West 3.20 .74
South East 3.66 .61
South South 3.58 .64
South West 3.71 .59

ANOVA: Differences in Identity-Through-Clothing
Scores Across Geopolitical Zones
F-value =4.22 p =.002

The ANOVA results show a statistically significant
difference (p <.05) in identity-through-clothing scores
across zones. Southern zones (South-West, South-
East, South-South) recorded higher means, suggesting
more expressive or fashion-oriented identity practices.

This supports Ojo (2021), who notes that Southern
Nigerian youth rely more heavily on hybrid and
expressive fashion styles to articulate identity. The
variation indicates that the grammar of appearance is
culturally situated, shaped by regional norms and
socio-economic exposure.

5. Discussion of Findings

5.1 Clothing as a Semiotic System for Identity
Construction

The findings indicate that female undergraduates
across Nigeria consistently use clothing to
communicate aspects of their identity, such as
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personality, self-confidence, and cultural belonging.
This supports recent scholarship which argues that
dress is an important symbolic system that shapes how
individuals construct and narrate their identities
(Kaiser, 2023; Entwistle, 2021). The high mean scores
recorded in Table 1 (M = 3.91-4.12) demonstrate that
clothing functions not merely as physical covering but
as a ‘grammar’ through which women articulate who
they are and how they wish to be perceived.

This aligns with Crane (2022), who notes that clothing
acts as a social language that expresses values,
aspirations and social positioning. The result further
reinforces Frith and Gleeson’s (2004) observation that
appearance cues help individuals “compose” identity
narratives in complex social contexts.

5.2 Cultural, Social, and Personal Influences on
Clothing Meanings

The analysis shows strong agreement across all
geopolitical zones that socio-cultural norms, peer
expectations, and personal self-esteem shape clothing
choices. Studies by Ogunleye (2017) and Ojo (2021)
highlight that Nigerian youth negotiate their identities
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within a cultural environment that blends tradition,
modernity, and globalization. The present findings
support this, showing that respondents attach meaning
to dress based on cultural symbols, institutional
expectations, and evolving youth aesthetics.

Participants’ responses illustrate that clothing
meanings are context-dependent, a point echoed by
Oyedele (2020), who argues that appearance
interpretation is shaped by local cultural frameworks.

5.3 Negotiating Appearance Norms through Dress

The study reveals that clothing serves as a tool for both
conformity and resistance, confirming Kumar’s
(2019) argument that individuals use dress to navigate
power relations and social expectations. Respondents
indicated they dress differently in institutional settings
(e.g., universities) compared to social environments,
which supports Adetoro (2019), who notes that
appearance norms in Nigerian campuses influence
identity performance.

Many respondents also expressed using clothing to
challenge stereotypes, asserting individuality while
balancing societal expectations—illustrating
Crosswell and Crees’ (2018) view that identity is
negotiated through subtle acts of everyday expression.

5.4 Influence of Digital Spaces on Appearance and
Identity

The findings show that social media significantly
shapes how women curate their appearance and
manage identity impressions. This aligns with McNeil
and Ventre (2019) who argue that digital platforms
have created “curated selves,” where users
consciously manage visual identity. High mean scores
(M = 3.87-4.20) reflect the strong digital influence on
clothing choices.

Nigeria’s youthful population—highly active on
Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat—uses digital
visibility as a form of identity currency, supporting
Oyedele’s (2020) findings on online self-presentation.

5.5 Influence of Demographic and Contextual
Variables

The study confirms that cultural background, region,
and institutional type influence interpretations of
dress. Female undergraduates from Northern zones,
for example, emphasized modesty and cultural
expectations more strongly, consistent with socio-
cultural patterns documented by Ogunleye (2017).
Meanwhile, respondents from Southern zones

145

reported greater freedom of expression through dress,
reflecting Ojo’s (2021) findings on regional
differences in youth fashion participation.

Institution type (federal, state, private) also influenced
how appearance norms are enforced and interpreted.

6. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that clothing operates as a
powerful communicative system—what this research
describes as the ‘grammar of appearance’- through
which Nigerian female undergraduates construct,
negotiate, and express identity narratives. Clothing
meanings are shaped by cultural norms, social
environments, personal values, and digital influences.
The results confirm that appearance is not superficial,
it is an integral part of identity work in contemporary
society.

The study also highlights that young women actively
use sartorial choices to assert individuality, navigate
social expectations, and manage perceptions both
offline and online. These findings enrich the
understanding of clothing as a semiotic and socio-
cultural tool for identity formation within Nigeria’s
diverse and dynamic context.

7. Recommendations

1. For Educational Institutions

* Institutions should adopt ‘inclusive appearance
policies” that respect cultural diversity while
promoting professionalism and safety.

* Student affairs units should integrate ‘identity
expression and self-esteem workshops’ into
orientation programs.

2. For Fashion and Creative Industries

* Designers should consider the ‘cultural and
psychological meanings’ that young women attach to
clothing when creating youth-centered collections.

* Fashion educators must incorporate ‘semiotics,
identity studies, and digital fashion literacy’ into their
curricula.

3. For Parents and Community Stakeholders

*  Encourage healthy communication about
appearance, cultural norms, and identity to reduce
stigma or conflict around youth fashion expression.

4. For Researchers

*  Future research should examine male
undergraduates, postgraduate students, or working
professionals to provide comparative insights.

* Mixed-method designs (e.g., interviews + visual
diaries) are recommended for deeper understanding of
identity narratives.

5. For Policymakers
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* Government and educational agencies can integrate
fashion and creative arts into youth empowerment
programs, recognizing their role in identity
development and employment creation.
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