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HOLLY THORPE

Snowboarding Bodies: Dressing for Distinction

The social significance of consumption has been an important feature of discussions about
social relations for over a century.1  For instance, Thorstein Veblen proposed in 1899 that social
classes use commodities as markers of social position and cultural style.2  In the early twentieth
century, Georg Simmel presented a significant perspective on the use of consumption and
fashion within everyday life and as an expression and marker of social “individuality.”3  More
recently, in his renowned text, Distinction, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu thoroughly examines
the social significance of consumption, and more generally, all practices for “distinguishing
oneself.”4  As these and many more recent texts illustrate, the meaning of acts of consumption
change within different social, cultural, economic and political contexts.5  In contemporary
Western consumer culture the significance of material objects for identity creation has changed
quantitatively and qualitatively.6

Consumption has become a major form of identity construction in contemporary Western society,
and within this context the body and its clothing – as a symbol of status, a system of social
marking, and a site of distinctions – have become increasingly central.
On almost any crowded urban street one will see pierced, tattooed, dieted, tanned, jewelled,
trained, or perhaps surgically or medically enhanced bodies. Bernard Rudofsky reminds us that
different cultural (e.g., Egyptian) or tribal groups (e.g., Maori) have long inscribed their identities
on the bodies of their members.7  However, in contrast to pre-modern societies, where traditional
signs marked the body in ritualised settings, the body is today a phenomenon to be shaped,
decorated and trained as an expression of both individual and group identity.8  The embodiment
of distinctive tastes and styles help people locate themselves, and others, within the
contemporary social system.
In many youth subcultures, “style [is] the message and the means of expression.”9   Style has
become a means of distinguishing group membership, differentiating the poseurs from the
core members10  and there is an increasing concern with style and fashion in creating and
performing cultural identities, particularly among youth groups. According to Bryan Turner, “social
status involves practices which emphasise and exhibit cultural distinctions and differences...such
as dress, speech, outlook and bodily dispositions.”11  He singles out dress as an important
symbol of “one’s wealth and political power by indicating one’s superior sense of taste and
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distinction.”12  Similarly, Barnes and Eicher note that “dress serves as a sign that the individual
belongs to a certain group, but simultaneously differentiates the same individual from all others:
it includes and excludes.”13  Clothing constitutes an important symbolic marker of membership
in contemporary society, and more specifically, of the snowboarding culture.
In this article I explore the symbolic values attached to bodily forms via clothing practices,
through an examination of the cultural tastes and styles of dress used by snowboarders to
distinguish themselves both from non-snowboarders and from one another.14  Snowboarding
offers a salient case study of contemporary embodiment. The activity has seen a 240 per cent
increase in participation over the past decade.15  Like many other former and existing youth
cultures, snowboarders dress, speak and behave in distinctive ways. Yet, these creative practices
continue to confuse people from outside of this cultural group. Analysing the dress practices of
snowboarders provides some insights into how contemporary youth, and more specifically
snowboarders, both construct and make sense of their continually changing worlds.
The pioneers of snowboarding, which emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s in North
America, were predominantly young, white, middle-class males whom one insider labelled as
“sort of sporto, pot-smoking skiers.”16  While there were undoubtedly geographical variations in
approach to the sport (for example, snowboarders from the East Coast of the United States
were said to be “totally stoaked” and “full of intensity” whereas the “California guys were a lot
more mellow”17 ) commentators in the early years nonetheless frequently referred to a pervasive
community spirit based on “a fun, non-judgmental scene that valued personal style.”18  According
to professional boarder Peter Line, when snowboarders were in the minority “every other boarder
was your buddy.”19  During the early years snowboarders focused on learning and developing the
activity, and were only concerned with their clothing as far as it kept them dry. Trevor, an early
snowboarder, recalls getting “on the bus in Utica, New York to go to the ski hill, wearing
wetsuits.”20

Snowboarding quickly developed in opposition to the dominant ski culture. At first glance, the
practice of snowboarding might not seem markedly different from skiing. Both activities require
participants to bind their feet to Plexiglas appendages, ride a lift up the mountain, and proceed
down the same snow-covered slopes, turning to control the speed of descent.21  Strong differences
existed, however, in the culture and lifestyle of the two activities during the late 1970s, 80s and
early 90s. Skiing was an expensive bourgeois sport framed by a strong set of rules of conduct.
Participants were mostly white, from middle and upper classes. Early snowboarders were also
predominantly white and middle class, but rather than embracing the discipline and control of
skiing they embodied freedom, hedonism and irresponsibility.22

There were a lot of drugs and drinking, and trends blew through pretty quickly.
Everyone had dreadlocks, then everyone had a gun, then everyone was a dj.
Basically, no one was making any money ...But no one really needed money,
aside from getting a season pass. Food could be scammed.23

During the early years, ski resorts banned snowboarders and it wasn’t until 1983 that ski-fields
began opening to boarders.24  While these bans made participation difficult, it did not stop
determined and passionate devotees. In fact these bans helped preserve the peculiar nature
and identity of snowboarding. It reinforced the differences that existed between snowboarders
and skiers, and has served to preserve their oppositional character.
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However, the hedonistic behaviours of snowboarders were not without detractors from within.
Some of the older snowboarders, who had worked hard to gain access to the ski-resorts, were
afraid that the irresponsible attitudes and behaviours of the younger snowboarders would
interfere with continued access.25  Australian Snowboarder warned readers not to break rules
or resort property: “riding anything and everything without concern for resort structures and
equipment or even personal safety.. .tarnishes snowboarding’s profile irrevocably.”26  But this
met with some opposition. One correspondent to Transworld Snowboarding scoffed:

What the hell is this shit about manners on the mountain?...what is this the Brady
Bunch girls with snowboards? I think we should be able to cut skiers off. All they
do is make fun of us anyway. We should be able to cuss and smoke anywhere we
want.27

Jake Burton, founder and president of Burton Snowboards, recalls “nobody really wanted us at
the resorts. Why would they? The behaviour thing was huge. It was cool to do stupid stuff.”
Taking action, Burton helped set up a certification program, explaining, “we had to be like
cops.”28

Thus, with the risk of losing access to mountain facilities, many snowboarders curtailed their
unruly behaviour, opting instead for symbolic and embodied practices to distinguish themselves
from skiers. The most obvious involved clothing.  An insider comments on the changes:

...in 1990-91, everything was purple and teal. It was awful. Then some trust fund
kids got into the mix with more money. You had kids ...wearing anything that
showed how different they were from sporto skiers: giant cut off jeans covered in
ice, a huge chain wallet, big hooded sweatshirts, backwards baseball caps, and
windbreakers ...We called it Big Jean Fantasy. The new school was rebelling,
super-rebelling against the ski industry, even rebelling against the established
snowboard industry.29

The snowboarding ‘look’ developed from a combination of elements derived
from skateboarding, urban gangster and punk styles. Snowboard graphics designer
Ken Block recalls that while “Gotcha and Billabong and Quicksilver had been
making snowboard clothes for a long time...that stuff was like florescent [sic] ski
gear for snowboarders...kids wanted to look like skaters, not skiers.”30  In addition,
snowboarders exhibited stoicism and strength by wearing clothing that offered
no protection from the snow and cold temperatures. Holly, a participant in an
early study, notes that male riders adopted this style at the expense of comfort:
I see snowboarders up there who are wearing pants that sag down to their knees
and flannels that are just covered in snow...they care more about the way they
look than if they are freezing their butt off.31

Wearing unconventional and oversized clothing unified snowboarders as an exclusive group
and clearly distinguished them from skiers.
Snowboarders embodied the masculine images of the skateboarder, the gangster and the
punk, and manipulated these into the stereotypical snowboarder style of the mid 1990s. By
aligning themselves with the styles of underclass groups, the mostly white, middle-upper class
snowboarder was attempting to make authentic the claim to being marginal, abnormal, and
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poor, but most importantly, distinctly different from the upper class skier. This image also helped
construct snowboarding as a naturally male endeavour.
Male snowboarders appropriated the fearless, aggressive and heterosexual representation of
the urban gangster. The clothing styles and tastes of gangsters such as “dressing all street style,
wearing T-shirts on their heads and headbands”, baggy clothing, low riding pants with exposed
boxer shorts, gold chains and the listening to Rap and Hip Hop music, continue to heavily
influence the snowboarding style.32  In the early stages of the snowboarding culture this image
may have intimidated many females. This no longer seems true. Many female riders wear baggy
pants, bandanas and, notwithstanding the often extremely sexually degrading language, listen
to the same Hip Hop music as their male counterparts. Many female snowboarders contribute
to the reproduction of this image by mirroring their snowboarding ‘brothers’ and dressing, talking
and behaving like gangsters.
The musical forms, philosophies and fashion trends of the male dominated punk movement
have long contributed to the snowboarding culture. Male boarders have emulated fashion
trends from the punk era to create an identity distinctly different from skiers. For example,
Heikki Sorsa of Finland rode in the 2002 Salt Lake City Olympic Half-Pipe Event sporting a
Mohawk. Despite the fact that this punk style emerged from a male dominated sub-culture,
male and female snowboarders now wear studded belts, safety pins, leather wristbands and
body piercings as fashion accessories. The appropriation of clothing styles from the male
dominated cultures of the gangster and punk no longer discourage female participation. However,
these styles continue to promote the idea that males are better suited to the sport.
The irony is that the images of the gangster and punk were originally attempts to preserve
snowboarding as a masculine activity. Yet many female snowboarders are interpreting these
images in different ways to men, thus creating hybrid identities based on the mixing and movement
of cultures. For example, while many snowboarders imitate the urban gangster by wearing
bandanas on their heads, some female snowboarders have adopted the creative practice of
crocheting their headbands. Similarly, although the punk-inspired studded belt has become a
standardised snowboarding accessory, a number of female snowboarders have reappropriated
this style, wearing bright pink studded belts. Interestingly, some male snowboarders have also
adopted these practices, in turn wearing crocheted bandanas and pink studded belts. The
resulting fusion or creolisation of the punk and gangster with snowboarding identities is not the
assimilation of one culture or cultural tradition by another, but the production of something new,
a hybrid, and females contributed to the construction of this distinctive snowboarder identity.
The creative snowboarding identity was commodified during the 1990s. When television and
corporate sponsors recognised the huge potential in extreme sports – with its rapid growth in
popularity in the late 1980s and 90s – as a means to tap into the young-male market,
snowboarding underwent rapid commercialisation. Snowboarder David Alden explains that:
“sponsors quickly learned all they had to do was dress up in Day-Glo and catch somebody on
camera saying, “Gnarly air, dude”, and they were guaranteed 15 seconds on the evening news.
We all knew that the sponsors and the media had no idea what the sport was about, but if
dressing up like clowns and posing for MTV meant a few days free-riding, most of us were in”.33

Companies utilised the alternative, hedonistic and youthful image of the snowboarder to sell
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products ranging from chewing gum, to vehicles, to hair dye. In 1999 snowboarding became the
fastest growing sport in the U.S. and by 2001 over 7.2 million Americans were enjoying this
winter activity.34

No longer an activity best suited for “13-18 year olds with raging hormones” who liked
skateboarding and surfing, snowboarding attracted an influx of participants from different social
classes (both upper and lower) as well as females and minority groups such as Asians, Hispanics,
and African-Americans.35  They challenged the affluent, young, white male hegemony in
snowboarding.
The rapid commercialisation and popularisation of snowboarding during the late 1990s fuelled
many struggles within the culture. Divisions developed between insiders and newcomers, and
between different sub-groups. Core participants include those snowboarders, male and female,
whose commitment to the sport is such that it organises their whole lives. For these participants
snowboarding has become what Robert Stebbins terms “serious leisure” and their lifestyle,
behaviour and appearance reflect their status within the culture.36  Among the core participants
a hierarchy exists that privileges physical prowess, authenticity, attitude, commitment, equipment
and clothing. Various identities exist within this core group. Some prefer big mountain riding
which may involve dropping off rocks, riding down chutes, and steep and deep snowboarding in
powder and amongst trees; others prefer the half-pipe, or jibbing and ride terrain parks on
jumps and rails. In contrast to core boarders, less committed snowboarders including novices,
poseurs or weekend warriors have lower cultural status.37  It is important to note that the
snowboarding hierarchy is not divided by gender, and core female boarders share many of the
same values and identities with core males.38  The most highly ranked participants are the
professionals and then amateurs; with both categories including male and female
snowboarders.39

Notwithstanding the diversity of the snowboarding population, a middle-class “habitus” clearly
endures.40  According to Bourdieu, middle-class pursuits “demand a high investment of cultural
capital in the activity itself, in preparing, maintaining, and using equipment, and especially,
perhaps in verbalizing the experiences.”41  While many snowboarders downplay the financial
resources required to participate, economic capital is a prerequisite.42  Snowboarding has not
always been an expensive endeavour. In the 1980s and early 90s, according to Ben, all you
needed was “a couple of hundred bucks” to become “an instant snowboarder.”43  In
contemporary snowboard culture that figure has magnified ten-fold.44  But irrespective of how
much one spends, no one can ‘buy’ insider status. As New Zealand Snowboarder puts it, respect
has “got to be earned, usually with a lot of blood, sweat and tears.”45

A clear social hierarchy has been established based on numerous qualities, some of which
include geographical divisions, commitment, bodily disposition, style, equipment, ability and
clothing. Cody Dresser, managing editor of Transworld Snowboarding believes that snowboarding
has “outgrown” all notions of a homogeneous culture.46  Editor of Transworld Snowboarding
Andy Blumberg observes these changes:

Once united we seem today divided, excluding and ignoring those not hip to
what’s the new hype this season. It almost pains some snowboarders to
acknowledge others on the chair next to them; they stare forward, through their
goggles up the hill, consciously silent. They clown style, equipment, and ability.47
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The clothing practices adopted by snowboarders contribute not only to the construction of
identity and difference, but also to this social hierarchy. While the distinctive clothing tastes of
the gangster and punk clearly distinguished core snowboarders from skiers and the mainstream
in the late 1990s, this alternative snowboarder look became fashionable during the late 1990s.
No longer did these clothing styles perform the function of producing and reproducing clear
social boundaries between insiders and outsiders. Thus, in an effort to regain authenticity, core
snowboarders moved away from the traditional rebellions of piercing and tattooing and towards
a more conservative and ironically mainstream stance, with less visual signification, and more
technically functional clothing.
Since the masses took to the slopes, snowboarding fashions have changed significantly. More
than twenty companies – including Sessions, 686, Bonfire, Westbeach, NFA, Nikita, Burton,
Volcom – provide snowboarding specific clothing. To meet snowboarders’ multi-performance
needs (or rather the desire to cash in on the snow dollar) manufacturers now offer a wide variety
of clothing ranges. For example, Burton’s 2004 catalogue offers men’s, women’s, and youth’s
outerwear lines, totalling 266 items of clothing, including jackets, pants, beanies, sweatshirts,
vests, thermal undergarments, casual pants and tops, and t-shirts; with each type of clothing
being available in a range of colour options. Burton obviously recognises the importance of
clothing as a marker of identity. Snowboard clothing carries status based on understanding the
nuances of the culture. To the initiated member, decoding a combination of t-shirt graphics and
other visual signifiers is an automatic process.48  For example, while Volcom appeals to
nonconformist youth, the older more conservative snowboarder might prefer quality rather than
the latest fashion, and thus wear Helly Hansen outerwear. The owners and managers of these
companies work hard to maintain an authentic image.49  Brands such as Burton, or Volcom,
have more cultural status than Rip Curl or Helly Hansen.
Companies that once entered the industry to cater for the predominantly male boarder are now
broadening their product lines and tapping into the female market. Roxy Snow, Cold as Ice,
Betty Rides, Monix and Nikita produce clothing primarily for women. This might be read as a sign
that the industry is ready to not only include women, but also to cater to their needs in both
fashion and function.50  However, Transworld Snowboarding journalist Tracey Fong calls the
“stereotypical girlie” fashions of pastel pinks, baby blues, glam fabrics and fake fur being
promoted by some (not all) of these companies a “disturbing trend”.51  An unintended
consequence of such clothing is that it clearly separates the ‘girls’ from the ‘men.’ Thus male
snowboarders are protected from the challenges posed by the female snowboarder, and they
continue to appear as an exclusive group.
With the increasing number of participants, turnover rates in fashion trends have accelerated.
According to Mike Featherstone “the constant supply of new, fashionably desirable goods” has
produced a “paperchase effect in which those above will have to invest in new (informational)
goods in order to re-establish the original social distance.”52  In this context, knowledge of the
snowboarding culture becomes critical: cultural insiders need knowledge of new goods, their
social and cultural value, and how to use them appropriately. Snowboarding magazines and
videos then play key roles in communicating these new culturally and socially valuable styles
and tastes. For example, Transworld Snowboarding recently informed readers that “goggle tans
are no longer considered a status symbol in snowboarding.”53
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Snowboarders turn over styles at an unprecedented rate.54  This is not a new phenomenon;
historically, the middle-classes have always maintained their “fascination with the latest trend,
which they proceed to interpret, reinterpret, and reformulate.”55  The fundamental reason,
however, remains the same: distinction. Ironically, the homogeneity of the contemporary
snowboarder’s visual appearance, especially among the young, core and elite, can be observed
in any snowboard magazine or mountain resort. As Transworld Snowboarding notes, “everyone
looks the same in snowboard clothing.”56  Indeed even young skiers are adopting the same
clothing styles as the snowboarder.57  As a result, many core members are reappropriating
unconventional clothing to reinforce difference; tight jeans (inspired by the punk culture) were
the fashion while writing this article.58  But professional snowboarder JP Solberg questions this
trend, asking “why anybody would go snowboarding in jeans so tight they don’t even come over
your boots.”59  Once again snowboarding style is becoming “more individualised”, and with
boarders demanding apparel that says, “hey, I’m a snowboarder”, designers are getting creative.60

For example, Burton has recently produced the “Night Op Jacket” which has a headlamp-like
lighting system on the hood.61  Not all participants welcome the effects of these trends. As
these correspondents to Transworld Snowboarding testify:

I was cut off and laughed at, clowned, and left to ride the lift alone by those who
wouldn’t ride with just anybody. It seems it’s no longer about riding, but how tight
your button-up looks with your bandana hanging off your tattered jeans. I’ve been
riding for six years and have never felt such dismay.62

I get pretty pissed when ?friends? are always dissn’ on my old Kemper 165 and
neon-green and purple jacket. Gone are the days when people were cool to one
another because they were all snowboarders. Judge people by how they ride, not
how they look. 63

Similarly, professional snowboarder Bjorn Leines complains:
Now the vibe is like being in high school – what gear are you runnin’? Which clique
do you hang with? That’s not what it’s supposed to be about.64

The concept of taste helps explain how the social division between skiing and snowboarding
became embodied. And it is also through the expression of taste that snowboarders maintain
similarities or differences between themselves. Bourdieu explains:

Like every sort of taste, it unites and separates ... it unites all those who are the
product of similar conditions while distinguishing them from others. And it
distinguishes in an essential way, since taste is the basis of all that one has –
people and things – and all that one is for others, whereby one classifies oneself
and is classified by others. 65

In short, taste is one of the key signifiers and elements of social identity.66  Bryan Turner also
identifies taste, the practical dimension of lifestyle, as a primary means of separating groups.
He sees social groups distinguishing themselves from their competitors by their superior bodily
gestures, speech, and deportment.67  The embodiment of taste, via clothing practices, has
been a crucial feature of social stratification and identity formation in snowboarding culture.
Willis, James, Canaan and Hurd argue that “most young people’s lives are ...full of expressions,
signs and symbols through which individuals and groups seek creatively to establish their
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presence, identity and meaning.”68  Ultimately, this article illustrates the significance of the body
as a symbol of status for the construction of snowboarding identities. I have examined how
snowboarders distinguish themselves from non-snowboarders, and each other, by means of
embodying the visual signifier of clothing. But the larger issue is how these embodied practices
contribute to the construction and reconstruction of social groups and cultural hierarchies.
The popularisation of snowboarding diminished snowboarding’s distinctive value. Core
snowboarders reacted to these challenges and embodied creative dress practices as a means
to symbolically police the boundaries between inclusion and exclusion. Distinctions, expressed
as the embodiment of tastes and styles, contribute not only to the construction of identity and
difference, but also to the existing social order by clearly distinguishing the insiders from the
outsiders. For example, although the snowboarding culture has become increasingly divided,
the bonds between core snowboarders remain strong. Professional snowboarder Romain De
Marchi explains:

More random people are becoming snowboarders…it’s kind of a fashionable
thing to do for these new people – not the same way it used to be. You know – fun,
friends, and boards. But all the real snowboarders, they still have the passion and
know the soul of snowboarding (my emphasis added).69

Shilling argues that “the body is centrally implicated in questions of self-identity, the construction
and maintenance of social inequalities, and the constitution and development of societies.”70

The body now plays a central role in producing and reproducing social groups and establishing
cultural hierarchies, and the distinctive dress practices of the snowboarder present an important
case study for gaining insight into how contemporary youth both construct and understand their
worlds.
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