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In the past fashion has always been segregated by region, history books are divided 
not only by time period but continent, country, and even city. Fashion used to be so 
completely individual to place, and even bordering areas often had entirely different 
styles and trends. Yet as technology has grown and globalization has become the norm, 
those lines have blurred as influence from different cultures blend. However, this is not 
a new concept, since the beginning of technological advancements allowing individuals 
to travel and trade across oceans the west has adopted the styles of the wider world 
for example; throughout the Edwardian Period clothing showed strong influences from 
Japan especially amongst sleeve styles, and the use of Brocade in Byzantine fashion 
only came about because of its influx of trade with China. This concept has become so 
well known that now there are specific names for pieces created in this manner such as 
the cheongsam combining traditional Chinese and Western dress or the modern versions 
of the shweshwe dress originating from western influence on South African fashions. 
Despite this happening in multiple cultures one of the most prominent areas of western 
influence on fashion is in India, so much so that there is an entirely new category of 
fashion dubbed as Indo western in which designers create garments dedicated to this 
style.

The origin of Indo western fashion is often a subject that creates conflict between experts 
as some believe its creation began in Goa at the time of Portuguese rule while others 
say it is a result of the British Raj. Wendell Rodricks a well known Goan designer and 
social activist previously listed as one of Americas top 10 designers believes “Goa was 
the birthplace of Indo-Western garments.” The author of “Moda Goda” a pictorial and 
illustrative fashion book documenting Goas distinct style over the ages explains that 
Goan styles were first influenced by the Portuguese at the time of colonization in 1510. 
Of the western styles brought, the goan people adopted 80 garments from Portuguese 
Malacca Strait- ( the outcome of the blending of Chinese and Portuguese styles.) Along 
with Portuguese influence Goan clothing was also altered through trade with nearby 
cultures such as Persian Embroidery and Buddhist drapes and when the Mughal Empire 
came into power and took over what was then called Hindustan in 1526 this also had 
an effect on the styles of the region. The combination of cultures came together to create 
the traditional garments of Goa during different periods of time however at the time of 
the Goan Inquisition many of these garments were seen to be too revealing. Throughout 
this violent period of history beginning in 1560, almost all Goan’s were forced into 
Catholicism. The Portuguese brought over 16000 Christians who were mostly Hindu and 
Islamic converts to trial throughout the almost 300 year period and punished those that 
violated the ban against the practice of Hinduism and Islam or resisted the conversion to 
Catholicism. The Portuguese imposed a modest way of dressing and prohibited the use 
of Indian dress. People who wore the “dhoti” a piece of cWlothing similar to a loincloth 
“were forced to wear suits and shoes” says Rodrick. Older residents of the state recall 
native visitors on their way to Panjim would stop by a small bridge patrolled by the 
Portugese and change into western clothing before entering the capital. This restriction 
on dress lasted until 1806 when the inquisition ended yet it unofficially lasted well until 
1970 even after Goa joined India in 1961. The Portuguese had ruled India for over 
450 years and the mindset that Indian dressing was still inappropriate led to a newly 
formed style of clothing now called Indo western style which combined the practicality 
of western dress with the intricacy of traditional Indian clothing. 



Others believe that Indo western fashion didn’t truly come into existence until the British 
Raj in 1858. When the British took over in India there was a stark difference in clothing 
between natives and foreigners for example men from both continents placed great 
importance on headgear but the British would take off their hats in presence of someone 
important, whilst taking off the turban would be unfathomable in public for the Indians. 
Previously, the British were only seen as traders but as the British Raj came into power, 
natives began to see themselves as less than the fair skinned foreigners as their native 
dress was seen as a reflection of their illiteracy. Although the British originally came to 
trade fabrics such as cotton and indigo and learn beading techniques from India and to 
use within their own style of dress, Indian women and men began to try and emulate the 
British styles. This became significantly more prominent as British women came to India 
in search of grooms that had migrated in previous years. Once the native women caught 
a glimpse of their “beauty” as well as the rights the women had, they were awed and 
impressed by their privileges and in turn inspired by their lace gowns. As many of these 
foreign women found they had extra time on their hands, they filled it by teaching the 
locals in arts and crafts such as knitting and crochet. This began to cause a change in 
attitude towards dress, “According to the new role models in the society, the men wanted 
to be bold, smart, confident and strong as the English men in their western attire and 
women wanted to be demure, fair, dainty, beautifully dressed up in flowing fabric.” One 
of the most significant areas this change in dress can be seen is within film. In a Hindi 
movie named Sagina released in 1947, the hero Kishore Kumar sings “Saala main to 
Sahib ban gaya.......” in which the lyrics mean “Oh! I have become a sahib, look at my 
suit and look at my boot, as if I am a white man from London.”  To which a man replies 
“Here comes a crow trying to be a peacock by attaching a peacock feather.” and 
Kishore then sings “ a low standard man like you will not understand the high standard 
of leaders, you cannot understand the scheme in my mind. I have become like a sahib. 
You people wearing the loincloth will not be able to change your destiny. I will change 
your destiny for you. Now I am like a sahib, a white man from London.” This attitude 
very simply reflects the attitudes of Indian men and women throughout the British Raj in 
terms of dress. In a more recent film named “Chokher Bali,” the main protagonist’s wife 
Ashlata dresses in a traditional Bengali Saree without a blouse as it was intended to be. 
Yet, the protagonist teaches her to wear a blouse and she begins to feel like a European 
women. Originally Sarees were worn without a blouse or a petticoat, instead, they may 
have worn a breast band named a “Pratidhi” but only if they were from the upper-class, 
but after the British Raj these styles were adopted. Thus it can be said that the modern-
day saree is actually an Indo western creation.







Regardless of the origins, Indo western fashion has never been more prominent in society 
than it is today. In fact the style is so popular that there is an entire separate category 
of dress dedicated to Indo western clothing. In India, designers will often release an 
Indo western collection alongside their traditional collections and it is regarded as a 
highly respected art form. Renowned designers such as Punit Balana and Rahul Mishra 
consistently release Indo western wear during Lakme fashion week, through combining 
contemporary silhouettes with a traditional spin-- but it’s not only happening in India. The 
West has begun to adopt the styles of Indo western fashion as is seen through the recent 
collaboration of highly respected Indian Designer Sabyasachi and Christian Louboutin. 
The Ultra Exclusive and limited collection of shoes showcased the best of the intricate 
nature of Indian styles combined with the sleek powerful looks of France. Indo western 
fashion is no longer simply a way for Indians to emulate the west, it is an entirely new 
category of clothing that has allowed modern day Indians to take back control. It is a 
way for them to keep the practicalities of western wear whilst remaining true to tradition 
and keeping the Indian culture alive.

Yet what I believe is most interesting about Indo western wear is that it has been adopted 
by the masses. In many areas of India, the streets are filled with women wearing skinny 
jeans with a traditional khurti and jumkas. Men are often seen wearing aviator sunglasses, 
button-down shirts and mojris. Even at formal events, women are seen wearing ball 
gowns created in the embroidered fabric of a lengha or silk cigarette trousers with 
beaded paisley appliques, a blouse, with a saree wrapped around them, and men 
are more often than not seen in sherwanis which originated from the combination of a 
British suit and Indian Khurta. No other costume in the world has created a space where 
it is so easy to combine elements of clothing and that’s one of the reasons I believe it 
to be so successful and such a large market. This style of clothing can be Avant-Gard, 
designer, or ready-to-wear and is adaptable according to the needs of the consumer and 
ranges in affordability. After its original creation whether that be in the British Raj or the 
Portuguese colonization of Goa it was clothing created for a people in need of finding 
their own unique identity. 

Furthermore, Indo western fashion isn’t simply a style of clothing it is actually a method 
which has begun bridging the gap between the new and old fashioned views on modesty. 
Before the British Raj and Portuguese colonization of Goa modesty was not considered 
greatly in terms of fashion and clothing. Women would often show off their bodies by 
being covered in only simple draped fabrics whilst men would wear loincloth like trousers 
now called “lunghis” made from wrapped fabric without shirts. Many areas of India 
have warm climates and therefore wearing little clothing allowed individuals to remain 
cool. However, after the countries colonization modesty was imposed on natives and the 
people began to believe they must be covered in order to fit into this new elite society. Yet, 
after India gained independence this notion adapted. Many women returned to wearing 
traditional clothing such as sarees, lenghas, anarkhalees salvarkameez etc whilst men 
often kept wearing the clothing of the west. This change created newly formed rules 
that are especially prominent today.  For women in particular showing off many areas 
of the body whilst in traditional native clothing is perfectly acceptable yet it is not at all 
acceptable when wearing western clothing. 



In a saree or lengha women often show off their bare midriff, chest and back because 
of the nature of the garment. In the past, the shoulders were also seen as a taboo body 
part, but thanks to newly emerging strapless blouse trends, shoulders are often now 
shown as well. Sarees are often also draped tightly around the hips and derriere to 
show off the wearers curves. If a woman is seen in public in a traditional garment such 
as this she would receive very few looks and would be considered to fit in. However, if 
those same body parts are shown off in a crop top and a pair of skinny jeans women 
will often receive looks and be told their outfit is shameful and inappropriate. This has 
gone so far as to say that many women and men in India believe that if a woman is to 
wear skinny jeans and is raped, it is her fault for being too provocative. In many villages 
in India such Khedar the town elders even have banned t-shirts and jeans as they are 
not “proper” dress and encourage rapes. Although this concept would have thought 
to only be prominent in rural areas where many are uneducated, recently a viral video 
showcased a woman in Gurgaon Delhi yelling at young girls at a restaurant and telling 
the surrounding men to rape them because one of the girls was wearing a dress she 
considered too short. 

This often hypocritical view of modesty is now being bridged by that of Indo western 
styles. As I mentioned previously wearing a Kurtis and skinny jeans is seen as acceptable 
in comparison to skinny jeans and a t-shirt and wearing a sari blouse with western 
trousers is also seen as relatively modest. I think the popularity of Indo western styles is 
allowing young women who are growing up in a globalized day and age where they 
may not necessarily remain in India for their entire lives, or are working jobs in which 
wearing traditional Indian clothing isn’t appropriate, or simply just want to wear western 
clothing, to do as such without being seen as disrespectful or going against traditions. 
It can be seen as a stepping stone into the re-acceptance of western trends and styles.

Overall Indo western dress is an integral part of fashion history for India. It has adapted 
and changed throughout various times of both oppression and rejoicing strength of 
Indian citizens and will continue to do so over the next hundred years to come. Although 
originating in a time where Indian men and women aimed to rid themselves of their own 
culture or were forced to do so, it has now become a symbol of pride of one’s identity, 
a tool to move forward from hypocritical societal ideas as well as an Avant-Garde art 
form. I believe Indo western fashion will be the leader in encouraging other cultures to 
combine the practicality of the modern day west with their traditions and styles to create 
a more accepting and united society as a whole.
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