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Vivienne Westwood is one of the most important designers studied this semester in 

modern fashion history because she fundamentally changed the purpose of fashion from mere 

aesthetic expression to a tool for cultural and political critique. She transformed fashion into a 

platform for political expression, redefined the relationship between subculture and high fashion, 

and used her work to challenge social, environmental, and industry norms in ways that continue 

to influence designers today. However, despite Westwood’s contribution to the fashion industry it 

does not come without any criticism, for someone who claimed to be punk is a misnomer; 

Westwood was a capitalist, and a very good grifter. Emerging in the 1970s alongside the British 

punk movement, Westwood used clothing as a form of rebellion against societal norms, 

capitalism, and authority. Rather than designing garments solely for beauty or luxury, she infused 

her work to challenge the expectations of what fashion should represent (Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 2024). This shift was significant because it expanded fashion beyond commercial 

production into a medium of activism and identity formation. Westwood’s designs often 

incorporated provocative imagery, historical references, and anti-establishment messages, 

making her work both visually striking and intellectually engaging (Honghirunkham, 2025). Her 

influence extends beyond trends, as she helped redefine the role of the designer as a cultural 

commentator. As a result, Westwood’s legacy lies not only in her garments but in her use of 

fashion as a powerful form of expression. 



 

One of Westwood’s most important contributions to fashion was her role in bringing punk 

subculture into the mainstream. Through her collaboration with Malcolm McLaren and their 

London boutique, she helped define the visual identity of punk, characterized by distressed 

fabrics, safety pins, slogans, and unconventional silhouettes. Looking back at her time in 

London—not amongst the working class as Westwood and others have claimed, she dropped out 

of Harrow University; went on to live with her father on generous allowance as she sold 

handmade jewelry on Portobello Road Market “she used working-class efforts at promoting punk 

ideals to sell her own products. She was always an exceptionally good grifter” 

(Comstock-Kershaw, 2023). Westwood’s earlier works exhibited SCUM manifesto graffiti 

alongside bondage gear, used the post-war workwear aesthetic while pricing items for 

upper-class metropolitans, “calling for British working-class independence but producing pieces 

in underpaying Thai and Romanian factories” (Comstock-Kershaw, 2023). One can generously 

attribute these acts to ironic genius, however there is no irony in charging designer prices for 

clothes pin-pieces.         

Vivienne's significant contribution was her ability to elevate what was considered 

“anti-fashion” into high fashion blurring the boundaries between subculture and luxury, there is 

no denying that. The transformation challenged the traditional hierarchy within the fashion 

industry at the time, where high fashion had historically been separated from street style and 

youth culture. By incorporating elements of rebellion and DIY aesthetics into her collections, 

Westwood legitimized subcultural expression as a source of innovation (Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 2024). However, to claim that Vivienne herself or her brand was punk is a misnomer: 

Westwood was a capitalist, and a very successful one at that. In a 2011 interview with the 

Guardian she admitted that “the punk movement [was] just a fashion that became a marketing 



 

opportunity for people” (The Guardian, 2011). She was right because how can someone who has 

been awarded with a Dame title by the British monarchy—a main target of early punk 

mockery—be a threat to any establishment. Despite the contradictions Vivienne's influence can 

still be seen today, as many contemporary designers draw inspiration from streetwear and 

countercultural movements. Westwood has not only shaped a specific style but also changed how 

inspiration flows within the fashion industry (Honghirunkham, 2025). Her work demonstrated 

that fashion could originate from resistance rather than tradition. 

In addition to her cultural impact, Westwood was also a pioneer in using fashion as a 

platform for political and environmental activism. Throughout her career, she consistently 

addressed issues such as climate change, overconsumption, and political corruption. Unlike 

many designers who chose to separate their brand from activism, Westwood integrated her 

beliefs directly into her collections, campaigns, and public appearances (Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 2024). She advocated for reduced consumerism with her message to “buy less, choose 

well, make it last,” which directly challenged the fast fashion model now dominating the 

industry. Her activism is something that many may consider a modern form of an evolving 

rebellion, this approach is particularly important in today’s fashion landscape because 

sustainability has become a critical concern. Westwood’s consistent advocacy positioned her as a 

leader in ethical fashion long before it became a mainstream topic, her work encouraged both 

consumers and designers to reconsider their relationship with clothing and consumption (Dobhal, 

2025). As a result, her influence extends beyond design into the ethical and environmental 

responsibilities of the fashion industry. 

While her 1970s collaborations with Malcolm McLaren and the Sex Pistols were defined 

by the visual, anti-establishment aesthetic, however later in her career her work began to 



 

transition into a high-fashion dame, which created a paradox between her early anarchic ideals 

and commercial success. Vivienne’s commercialization success is something that many would 

argue selling expensive, branded items ($500+ pieces) contradicts the anti-capitalist, DIY ethos 

of original 1970s punk aesthetic (Comstock-Kershaw, 2023). Ultimately, one can opinionate that 

while her early, anti-establishment, and rebellious, fashion was clearly "punk", the brand, in its 

later years of commercialized high-fashion success, has become harder to classify as such.  

Furthermore, Westwood’s ability to merge historical references with modern design 

further solidifies her importance. She frequently drew inspiration from 18th-century fashion, 

corsetry, and traditional tailoring, reinterpreting these elements through a contemporary and 

often subversive lens on femininity. The blending of past and present allowed her to critique 

modern society while also showcasing technical mastery, “her designs were not only 

conceptually rich but also demonstrated a deep understanding of construction and craftsmanship” 

(Victoria and Albert Museum, 2024). This dual focus on intellectual and technical excellence set 

her apart from many of her contemporaries. By reworking historical silhouettes in unexpected 

ways, she challenged the linear progression of fashion trends and instead created a dialogue 

between the eras; this approach continues to influence designers who seek to combine heritage 

with innovation (Dobhal, 2025). Westwood proved that fashion could be both historically 

informed and radically forward-thinking. Ultimately, Westwood proved that fashion could be 

both historically informed and radically forward-thinking. 

Vivienne held a complex, often contrarian view of feminism, frequently rejecting the 

label while still empowering women through fashion. She argued that Western feminists often 

adopted a "victim mentality" and that women should not try to act like men, but rather embrace 

the strength of femininity and remain focused, ambitious and not complain (Yahoo, 2015). One 



 

can say Westwood had a misunderstanding of what feminism is, especially in the context of what 

it can mean for other women in their own perspective. She believed that, "Feminists wish women 

to seem like men.... They're not men," and argued that "I've never thought it powerful to be like a 

second-rate man. Femininity is stronger." (Harris, 2023). Vivienne had actionable empowerment 

for women, but while questioning the movement's rhetoric, she still actively empowered women 

by employing female artisans through her Ethical Fashion Africa initiative, providing them with 

work rather than charity (Water, 2023). She subverted symbols, reimagined traditionally 

oppressive garments, such as the corset, to be tools of liberation, making them "wild and free". 

She frequently used her runways to send political messages promoting environmentalism and 

human rights, aiming to "prevent people doing terrible things to one another" (Harris, 2023). 

Despite her criticism of feminism, her work was deeply focused on gender equality and 

strengthening the role of women in society, as seen in the perspectives from her life and career. 

Like many great artists and designers Vivienne Westwood struggled with many societal 

contradictions in her work, she had a clear critique on capitalism yet so many of her garments are 

sold for hundreds and thousands of dollars, she was also critical of feminism yet she is known to 

have supported and empowered women throughout her career. Despite these many contradictions 

Vivienne Westwood is one of the most important designers studied this semester because of her 

lasting impact on fashion, culture, and the industry as a whole. She transformed fashion into a 

medium for political expression, brought subcultural styles into the mainstream, and advocated 

for sustainability long before it became a global priority. Her work challenged traditional power 

structures within fashion and expanded the role of the designer beyond aesthetics and the art. By 

merging activism, history, and design, she created a long lasting legacy that continues to shape 

contemporary fashion practices. Westwood’s influence can be seen in the continued blending of 



 

streetwear and luxury, as well as in the growing emphasis on ethical production. More 

importantly, she demonstrated that fashion has the power to provoke thought and inspire change. 

For these reasons, her contributions remain essential to understanding the evolution of modern 

fashion. 
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