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Abstract. 

This study examines how fashion in Mean Girls (2004) functions not only as visual style 

but as a cultural device for constructing identity and memory. While the film is often 

viewed as a satirical portrayal of high school life, its fashion choices reflect deeper 

narratives about social power and generational belonging. The research draws on George 

Lipsitz’s theory of cultural memory and Robert Escarpit’s sociological approach to 

literature to analyze how Y2K fashion encodes both personal transformation and 

collective nostalgia. Using qualitative visual-textual analysis, the study explores 

costume, character development, and symbolic motifs within the film. Findings reveal 

that fashion is a narrative tool through which characters negotiate power, belonging, and 

individuality. Regina George’s control over appearance signifies dominance, while Cady 

Heron’s shifting wardrobe illustrates assimilation, conflict, and self-discovery. This 

research contributes to the growing field of cultural fashion studies by positioning Mean 

Girls as a cultural text that archives the emotional and aesthetic language of its era. Unlike 

prior studies focused on fashion trends or branding, this study foregrounds fashion’s role 

within narrative cinema as a memory practice and social commentary. 
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1 Introduction 

Mean Girls (2004), directed by Mark Waters and written by Tina Fey, is often 

celebrated for its satirical portrayal of high school cliques and the politics of popularity. 

Yet beneath its comedic surface lies a rich interplay between visual aesthetics and 

cultural identity, particularly through the lens of fashion. With its vivid depiction of 

Y2K fashion trends from slogan tees to velour tracksuits the film captures more than 

the style of a generation; it reflects a system of values, aspirations, and performative 

identities unique to American youth in the early 2000s. 

This paper investigates how Mean Girls uses fashion to construct and communicate 

cultural memory and identity formation. Rather than treating costumes as merely 

decorative, the analysis positions them as semiotic tools that register social positioning, 

memory cues, and shifts in personal agency. Through the integration of Lipsitz's theory 

of cultural memory and Escarpit's view of literature (and by extension, film) as a mirror 
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of society, this article highlights the film's role in mediating nostalgia, status 

performance, and generational memory. 

1.1     Theoretical Framework 

This study is guided by two complementary theoretical foundations that help unpack 

the symbolic meaning of fashion within film: George Lipsitz’s theory of cultural 

memory and Robert Escarpit’s sociological approach to literature. These frameworks 

offer tools to understand how fashion in Mean Girls (2004) is not merely decorative 

but acts as a signifying system rooted in collective memory and socio cultural 

structures. 

1.1.1   Cultural Memory by George Lipsitz 

George Lipsitz conceptualizes cultural memory as the emotional and symbolic process 

through which societies remember, relive, and reinterpret their pasts. Unlike historical 

memory that aims for factual accuracy, cultural memory concerns itself with meaning 

making through everyday symbols, including clothing. According to Lipsitz (1990), 

cultural memory is shaped by “selective storytelling” and relies on images, sounds, and 

rituals to preserve group identity over time. Fashion, in this context, becomes a lived 

artifact that communicates generational values, anxieties, and aspirations. 

In Mean Girls, fashion is a repository of early 2000s identity. The film’s visual 

elements—slogan T shirts, flip phones, Juicy Couture tracksuits—serve not only as 

costume design but as mnemonic devices. These stylistic cues trigger recognition, 

nostalgia, and emotional resonance for audiences who experienced that era, creating a 

sense of belonging across time. Fashion thus plays a key role in how viewers 

emotionally access and participate in shared memory. Through Lipsitz’s theory, the 

aesthetic in Mean Girls is not superficial but is instead a tool of cultural transmission 

and remembrance. 

1.1.2   Sociological Approach to Literature by Robert Escarpit 

Robert Escarpit provides a framework for understanding literature and cultural products 

as forms of social communication. Escarpit (1958) argues that texts are shaped by the 

relationships between author, audience, and the cultural systems in which they exist. In 

this view, literature and film are not isolated works of imagination but mirrors of 

societal norms and structures. 

Applying Escarpit’s perspective to Mean Girls, fashion is read as a code of social 

messaging. The film does not merely portray high school life but constructs a symbolic 

38

ISSN: 3031-5794https://proceedings.undip.ac.id/index.php/icocas/index
Proceeding The 3rd International Conference on Culture Sustainable Development (ICOCAS) 2025



world where visual cues like clothing define status, conformity, and rebellion. Regina 

George’s ability to control trends and dictate what is acceptable is not simply a 

personality trait but a reflection of how aesthetic authority operates in real life. The 

group’s unwritten dress code—what to wear on which days, how to look acceptable—

echoes real social hierarchies and mechanisms of control that teenagers experience. 

Escarpit’s theory also emphasizes the role of the audience in constructing meaning. 

Viewers interpret fashion choices based on their cultural knowledge and lived 

experience, which creates a feedback loop between media and society. In this way, 

Mean Girls functions not only as entertainment but also as a social commentary 

embedded in familiar codes of dress and identity. Fashion becomes a language through 

which characters express agency, resistance, or submission to social forces, making it 

central to the film’s cultural critique. This study is grounded in two interrelated 

theoretical perspectives: George Lipsitz’s concept of cultural memory and Robert 

Escarpit’s sociological approach to literature. Lipsitz (1990) defines cultural memory 

as the process through which communities recall, reinterpret, and perform their pasts 

using cultural expressions. It is not memory stored in a factual sense, but rather memory 

that is lived, visualized, and emotionally shared through symbols such as fashion, 

music, and media. In the context of Mean Girls, cultural memory is activated through 

the film’s depiction of Y2K fashion which serves as both a nostalgic anchor for 

contemporary audiences and a visual representation of generational identity. 

Escarpit’s (1958) sociological approach emphasizes literature—and by extension, 

film—as a communicative act that reflects and participates in the structures of its 

society. According to Escarpit, texts are not isolated works of art but are produced and 

consumed within specific socio cultural contexts that shape their meaning. Film, 

therefore, becomes a mirror of social dynamics, and fashion within film becomes a key 

medium through which ideology, identity, and cultural negotiation are expressed. 

By synthesizing these two frameworks, this research positions fashion not only as 

aesthetic choice but as social text. The clothes worn by characters in Mean Girls are 

read as inscriptions of collective memory and as strategic acts of communication 

embedded in the broader structure of youth culture, social power, and generational 

identity. 

2 Methods 

This research employs a qualitative textual and visual analysis, focusing solely on the 

internal elements of the film. Specific scenes were selected based on their symbolic use 

of costume and their role in illustrating character development and social dynamics. 
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Dialogue, cinematographic choices such as camera angles and distance, and mise en 

scène are analyzed to interpret how fashion articulates identity and power. 

Data were gathered by watching Mean Girls (2004) repeatedly and identifying scenes 

that visually mark the evolution of Cady Heron and the influence of Regina George. 

The analysis also considers how visual tropes like the Wednesday pink rule become 

ritualistic signifiers of group identity and memory within the filmic world. 

3 Result and Discussion 

3.1 Fashion and Character Arc 

The transformation of Cady Heron throughout the film is underscored by deliberate 

changes in costume, which communicate more than shifts in social group but also 

internal evolution. At the beginning of the narrative, her simple and utilitarian attire 

such as plain flannel shirts and jeans suggests a disconnection from mainstream high 

school culture. Her clothing visually signifies her outsider status and lack of awareness 

of social hierarchies. This is consistent with Fred Davis’s (1992) view that clothing not 

only reflects one’s place in a social world but also projects messages to others regarding 

one’s values and intentions. 

As she is drawn into The Plastics, her attire gradually aligns with their aesthetic. Her 

outfits become more form fitting, branded, and curated to suit a visual script of 

popularity. When she begins to imitate Regina, the changes in her fashion also signal 

an emerging tension between her original identity and the persona she constructs for 

social survival. “The limit between belonging and betrayal is drawn not by words but 

by wardrobe,” becomes a visual principle throughout the film. As Cady’s image 

sharpens, her relationships strain, reinforcing the idea that fashion in this narrative 

serves as both a gateway and a boundary.  

The narrative of Mean Girls is anchored in transformation, and costume design serves 

as a visual language to express each stage. When Cady Heron first steps into North 

Shore High School, her clothing is functional and conservative, signaling her outsider 

status. She wears loose jeans, plain T shirts, and backpacks, which reflect her 

upbringing outside of Western social norms. Her wardrobe evokes a sense of cultural 

neutrality, or as Lipsitz (1990) would frame it, “the absence of visible markers that 

belong to dominant memory scripts” (p. 219). 

As she becomes entangled with The Plastics, her clothing begins to reflect the group’s 

fashion codes. Mini skirts, pastel cardigans, and logo emblazoned tops replace her 

earlier attire. This transformation is not simply aesthetic; it represents a shift in social 

affiliation and internal conflict. In one scene, Cady reflects, “Being with The Plastics 
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was like being famous. People looked at you all the time, and everybody just knew stuff 

about you.” This internal monologue illustrates how fashion visibility becomes a 

mechanism for recognition and control. 

3.2 Fashion as Power 

Regina George embodies the use of fashion as a means of social regulation and 

symbolic control. Her wardrobe is calculated to evoke attention and fear, blending 

feminine appeal with subtle aggression. The statement pieces she wears, such as fitted 

tops, mini skirts, and designer logos, become extensions of her dominance. When 

Gretchen spells out the clothing rules—"You can't wear a tank top two days in a row"—

it underscores how Regina’s influence materializes through unspoken but rigid norms. 

These fashion rules are never written but operate like a constitution, observed by her 

followers and feared by those excluded. 

In a memorable scene, Regina’s fashion choice is accidentally subverted when her tank 

top is cut, revealing holes. Instead of embarrassment, she confidently walks down the 

school hallway, turning ridicule into trend. By doing so, she transforms a potential 

moment of vulnerability into yet another assertion of control. Her power is 

demonstrated not just by what she wears but by how she defines what is fashionable 

and acceptable for others. In this way, fashion becomes both a strategy and a battlefield. 

Fashion in Mean Girls also functions as a mechanism of power enforcement. Regina 

George, the group's queen bee, commands attention through deliberate fashion choices. 

Her ability to set and enforce dress codes, such as “On Wednesdays we wear pink,” 

operates as both a literal and symbolic structure of social regulation. This is reflected 

when Gretchen explains the rulebook: “You can't wear a tank top two days in a row, 

and you can only wear jeans or track pants on Fridays.” These rules elevate fashion into 

an institutional framework, defining who belongs and who deviates. 

3.3 Reclaiming Identity 

As the film reaches its climax, Cady’s visual presentation returns to a style that 

resembles her original self, but this time it is not out of naivety but conscious choice. 

Her post conflict fashion—jeans, comfortable tops, and natural hair—marks a return to 

a stable self that is no longer dictated by the desire for group approval. This is a crucial 

moment of reclamation. She no longer dresses for Regina, for Aaron, or for social 

recognition, but for herself. 

This change reflects a narrative closure in which fashion regains its function as an 

individual expression rather than a social weapon. In rejecting The Plastics' dress code, 

Cady symbolically breaks free from their ideological grip. This parallels Davis’s 

argument that fashion carries both the possibility of self invention and social constraint. 
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By rejecting the group’s aesthetic authority, she asserts the agency that had been 

compromised during her transformation. Clothing thus becomes a declaration of 

restored autonomy. 

The arc of Cady’s character comes full circle when she consciously steps away from 

The Plastics and adopts a simplified, self chosen look. In the final act, her clothing 

becomes casual and functional again, mirroring her return to authenticity. The choice 

to abandon the codes of visual conformity is symbolically significant. As Fred Davis 

(1992) argues, fashion is a language of both expression and repression: “We dress not 

only to show who we are, but often to suppress who we no longer wish to be” (p. 25). 

3.4 Cultural Memory 

Fashion in Mean Girls also operates as a mechanism for intergenerational continuity. 

It serves not only to mark the temporality of the early 2000s, but to transmit collective 

memory of youth identity shaped by consumer goods, aesthetic discipline, and peer 

culture. The recurrence of specific styles, like graphic T shirts or glitter accessories, 

highlights the film’s capacity to create associations between fashion and social 

belonging. 

The symbolic weight of these visual elements supports George Lipsitz’s claim that 

cultural memory is constructed through shared symbols and practices rather than factual 

recall. In this way, fashion becomes a mnemonic device, shaping the emotional 

resonance and narrative coherence of the film for its audience. Viewers do not merely 

see the clothes—they remember a version of themselves, their generation, or an 

imagined past. 

The legacy of these fashion choices is evidenced in the resurgence of Y2K trends across 

social media platforms, where the styles depicted in the film have found new relevance. 

This enduring appeal demonstrates how fashion in Mean Girlsbridges memory, 

nostalgia, and identity in ways that surpass its diegetic function. It allows for both 

contemporary reinterpretation and reaffirmation of collective cultural meaning. 

Beyond individual character development, the film's wardrobe archives a broader 

cultural sentiment. Flip phones, glitter belts, low rise jeans, and Juicy Couture tracksuits 

are not merely nostalgic artifacts; they are cultural referents that evoke early 2000s 

identity formation. According to Lipsitz (1990), “cultural memory is not the storage of 

the past, but the selective storytelling of it” (p. 213). Through its fashion choices, Mean 

Girls curates a stylized memory of adolescence, anchored in consumer culture and 

visual branding. 
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4 Conclusion 

This study finds that fashion in Mean Girls (2004) operates not merely as aesthetic 

styling but as a cultural and narrative mechanism through which identity, memory, and 

power are visually constructed. By applying George Lipsitz’s concept of cultural 

memory, the analysis reveals how Y2K fashion elements function as mnemonic devices 

that evoke generational belonging and emotional resonance. Robert Escarpit’s 

sociological approach to literature further allows us to read costume design as a 

communicative system that reflects social hierarchy, conformity, and resistance. 

Through the transformation of Cady Heron and the dominance of Regina George, the 

film presents fashion as a symbolic battleground. Clothing becomes a form of language 

that articulates group membership, enforces social norms, and allows for personal 

reclamation of identity. The research demonstrates that fashion in film is not secondary 

to plot but is embedded in the visual storytelling of adolescence, cultural anxiety, and 

performative belonging. 

By treating fashion as a form of social text, this study contributes to cultural memory 

discourse and teen film scholarship. Mean Girls emerges not only as a pop culture icon 

but as an aesthetic archive of early 2000s youth culture, preserving both its glamour 

and its tensions. 
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