
New congresswomen use fashion as a
tool to get people's attention

Image 1. Representative Rashida Tlaib, a Democrat from Michigan, plays with her children during the 116th Congress and

swearing-in ceremony on the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives at the Capitol on January 3, 2019, in Washington, D.C.
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Fashion was not just a footnote at the start of the 116th Congress. It was a rallying cry, a defiant

gesture, a point of cultural pride, a declaration of self. It was white suits and pink dresses, Native

American artistry, a Palestinian thobe, a kente cloth wrap, a hijab and a tight skirt with a fur

shawl.

The main news story from Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C., January 3 was the rise of

Representative Nancy Pelosi, a Democrat from California. Even before she was sworn in as

Speaker of the House of Representatives, it was impossible to miss her as the television cameras

swooped over the sea of dark suits. Despite a record number of women, with 102 in the House,

men still outnumber them. The men prefer to wear navy, charcoal and black. Pelosi's bright pink

dress was like the feathers of a bird, one bold enough to lead the flock.
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Not Just For The Cameras, But For The History Books

It seemed the opposite of what she'd worn only the day before, when she went striding through

the halls of the Capitol in a suit the color of cement. This was an entirely different outfit for a

significant day. It was not just for the cameras, but for the history books.

If there is any color that has come close to defining a gender, it's pink. Culturally, it has long been

assigned to girls. For generations of women who were stereotyped and bullied into polite smiles,

pink was a burden. Over time, pink ribbons came to symbolize serious women's issues, although

those were typically discussed in soft tones.

However, pink has been reclaimed and redefined, and it is not about patience and calm. The new

pink glows with outrage and the demand that past wrongs be made right.
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Pelosi was dressed to take on the leadership role in the boldest shade of pink. In a November

CNN interview, Pelosi said that no one is all-important, "but some of us are just better at our jobs

than others." That wasn't overconfident swagger. It was honest, but it was the kind of honesty that

women often don't use, because that's not what girls in pink were taught to do. They were taught

to whisper and be humble.

Changing What Power Looks Like

These women of the new Congress used fashion as a tool, turning it to their advantage. They

used their attire to lure the cameras and get people talking. They did it to make viewers

reconsider how Americans are defined, who has the right to lead and what power looks like.

Representative Rashida Tlaib, a Democrat from Michigan, wore a Palestinian thobe in honor of

her mother. Tlaib is the first Palestinian-American elected to Congress. She recalled in an essay

for Elle Magazine that as a child, she would watch as her mother sat on the floor stitching the

gowns with a lamp at her side. The decision was a statement about Tlaib's background and a

future in which it can be as welcome in the United States as Western European roots are. 

Representative Debra Haaland is a Democrat from New Mexico. She expressed her Native

American heritage in turquoise jewelry and embroidery. Her choices also underscored a

campaign promise to focus attention on missing and murdered Native American women.
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Representative Barbara Lee, an African-American, is a Democrat from California. She wore a

kente cloth wrap draped around her shoulders. The colorful woven cloth has roots in Western

Africa. It is worn by leaders there. Each of the women used fashion to press the point that different

kinds of people are important to leadership.

Senator Kyrsten Sinema, a Democrat from Arizona, paired her red-carpet hairdo with a flowered

skirt and a gray fur shawl for her swearing-in. The outfit was a rejection of stuffiness. It was the

opposite of gruff, white-haired men in dark suits. If anyone thought it was inappropriate, one

response is that Sinema won the election and her supporters surely knew what they would be

getting.

Representative Ilhan Omar, a Democrat from Minnesota, came to the United States as a refugee

from Somalia. It is a country in the Horn of Africa. She wore a hijab, a headscarf often worn by

Muslim women, at a time when both Muslims and refugees have been criticized. Many Muslim

women wear the hijab every day for religious reasons. Islam is one of the world's main religions.

Its followers are called Muslims.
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Omar also wore white, as did Madeleine Dean, a Democrat from Pennsylvania, and Alexandria

Ocasio-Cortez, a Democrat from New York. Their attire was a symbol of a new beginning, as well

as a nod to the women's suffrage movement. As Pelosi noted in her speech, this year marks the

100th anniversary of women having the right to vote. 

Congresswomen Define Their Roles — And Themselves

Fashion communicated a story about the day's place in the country's narrative and the ways in

which these new congresswomen define their roles and themselves. Their choices placed them

within particular communities, and the setting of Capitol Hill connected those communities in one

national dialogue. The fashion was personal and political. 

Their opening move was made plain in their clothes, and the full story will be in their votes.
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Quiz

1 Read the paragraph from the section "Not Just For The Cameras, But For The History Books."

It seemed the opposite of what she'd worn only the day before, when she
went striding through the halls of the Capitol in a suit the color of cement.
This was an entirely different outfit for a significant day. It was not just for
the cameras, but for the history books.

Which word from the paragraph shows a confident tone?

(A) opposite

(B) striding

(C) cement

(D) significant

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Changing What Power Looks Like."

These women of the new Congress used fashion as a tool, turning it to
their advantage. They used their attire to lure the cameras and get people
talking. They did it to make viewers reconsider how Americans are
defined, who has the right to lead and what power looks like.

Which two words would BEST replace “advantage” and “lure” in the paragraph above?

(A) strength; trick

(B) detriment; persuade

(C) benefit; attract

(D) exploitation; tempt
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3 Read the introduction [paragraphs 1-2]. 

How do these paragraphs introduce the MAIN idea of the article?

(A) by contrasting Nancy Pelosi's bright pink dress with the somber colors worn by the

men in Congress

(B) by highlighting which congresswomen wore exciting outfits and the reasons why

each of them did

(C) by comparing what congresswomen usually wear with what they wore at the start

of the 116th Congress

(D) by listing some of the different signature pieces of clothing that the women in

Congress were wearing

4 What is the MAIN reason why the author includes the section “Congresswomen Define Their Roles —

And Themselves”?

(A) to explain the significance behind the fashion choices made by some of the

congresswomen

(B) to compare the congresswomen's different fashion choices and to offer an opinion

on each

(C) to suggest that it is frivolous to pay so much attention to congresswomen's fashion

choices

(D) to show that congresswomen are able to relate to voters only through their fashion

choices
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Answer Key

1 Read the paragraph from the section "Not Just For The Cameras, But For The History Books."

It seemed the opposite of what she'd worn only the day before, when she
went striding through the halls of the Capitol in a suit the color of cement.
This was an entirely different outfit for a significant day. It was not just for
the cameras, but for the history books.

Which word from the paragraph shows a confident tone?

(A) opposite

(B) striding

(C) cement

(D) significant

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Changing What Power Looks Like."

These women of the new Congress used fashion as a tool, turning it to
their advantage. They used their attire to lure the cameras and get people
talking. They did it to make viewers reconsider how Americans are
defined, who has the right to lead and what power looks like.

Which two words would BEST replace “advantage” and “lure” in the paragraph above?

(A) strength; trick

(B) detriment; persuade

(C) benefit; attract

(D) exploitation; tempt
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(C) by comparing what congresswomen usually wear with what they wore at the start

of the 116th Congress

(D) by listing some of the different signature pieces of clothing that the

women in Congress were wearing

4 What is the MAIN reason why the author includes the section “Congresswomen Define Their Roles —

And Themselves”?

(A) to explain the significance behind the fashion choices made by some of

the congresswomen

(B) to compare the congresswomen's different fashion choices and to offer an opinion
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