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Donatella Versace and Jean-Paul Gaultier, Yves Saint Laurent and Giorgio Armani, Dolce &
Gabbana and Gucci: fashion is at once a familiar yet mysteriously elite world that we all
experience, whether we're buying a new pair of jeans, reading Vogue, or watching the latest
episode of America's Next Top Model. Lars Svendsen dives into this world in "Fashion: A
Philosophy", exploring the myths, ideas, and history that makes up haute couture, the must-
have trends over the centuries, and the very concept of fashion itself. "Fashion" opens with an
exploration of all the possible meanings encompassed by the word fashion', as Svendsen
probes its elusive place in art, politics, and history. Ultimately, however, he focuses on the most
notable type of fashion: clothing. With his trademark dry wit, he deftly dismantles many of the
axioms of the industry and its supporters. For example, he points out that some of the latest
fashions shown on catwalks aren't actually fashionable' in any sense of the word, arguing that
they're more akin to modern art works, and he argues against the increasingly popular idea
that plastic surgery and body modification are part of a new wave of consumerism. Svendsen
draws upon the writings of thinkers from Adam Smith to Roland Barthes to analyse fashion as
both a historical phenomenon and a philosophy of aesthetics. Whether critiquing a relentless
media culture that promotes perfect bodies or parsing the never-ending debate over the merits
of conformity versus individual style, Lars Svendsen offers an engaging and intriguing analysis
of fashion and the motivations behind its constant pursuit for the new.
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1 1 86189 291 8ContentsPreface1 Introduction: A Philosophy of Fashion?2 The Principle
of Fashion: The New3 The Origins and Spread of Fashion4 Fashion and
Language5 Fashion and the Body6 Fashion and Art7 Fashion and
Consumption8 Fashion as an Ideal in Life Conclusion ReferencesPrefaceFashion has been
one of the most influential phenomena in Western civilization since the Renaissance. It has
conquered an increasing number of modern man’s fields of activity and has become almost
‘second nature’ to us. So an understanding of fashion ought to contribute to an understanding
of ourselves and the way we act. Despite this, fashion has been virtually ignored by
philosophers, possibly because it was thought that this, the most superficial of all phenomena,
could hardly be a worthy object of study for so ‘profound’ a discipline as philosophy. But if
philosophy is to be a discipline that contributes to our self-understanding, and if fashion really
has been – and is – as influential as I claim, it ought to be taken seriously as an object of
philosophical investigation.This book has had a long, but not difficult, birth, and much has
changed en route. Innumerable approaches have been attempted, only to be abandoned
because they proved to be blind alleys. And the final book is not what I had originally planned.
It has become, not least, a more critical book than I had initially envisaged, since the subject
matter forced me to adopt an increasingly critical perspective. I first began to think about
writing a book on fashion five years ago, when I wrote A Philosophy of Boredom. In that book
there was only enough space to touch briefly on the subject. The following year I published Art,
in which the prime focus was the aestheticization of our world – and fashion is naturally an
important phenomenon in that context. I felt that both books left a number of loose ends that
ought to be tied together in a book on fashion. In the years that followed I gave a number of
lectures on fashion, but the book I was going to write kept getting pushed aside by other
assignments. Now it has finally been written.My thanks to Ellen-Marie Forsberg, Anne
Granberg, Helge Jordheim, Ingrid Sande Larsen, Thomas Sevenius Nilsen, Erik Thorstensen,
Ingrid Ugelvik and Knut Olav Åm#x00E5;s for their comments on the text. All instances of
negligence, imprecision and errors still remaining are of course my sole
responsibility.1Introduction: A Philosophy of Fashion?
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writing a book on fashion five years ago, when I wrote A Philosophy of Boredom. In that book
there was only enough space to touch briefly on the subject. The following year I published Art,
in which the prime focus was the aestheticization of our world – and fashion is naturally an
important phenomenon in that context. I felt that both books left a number of loose ends that
ought to be tied together in a book on fashion. In the years that followed I gave a number of
lectures on fashion, but the book I was going to write kept getting pushed aside by other
assignments. Now it has finally been written.My thanks to Ellen-Marie Forsberg, Anne
Granberg, Helge Jordheim, Ingrid Sande Larsen, Thomas Sevenius Nilsen, Erik Thorstensen,
Ingrid Ugelvik and Knut Olav Åm#x00E5;s for their comments on the text. All instances of
negligence, imprecision and errors still remaining are of course my sole
responsibility.1Introduction: A Philosophy of Fashion?Whatsoever sensibly exists, whatsoever
represents Spirit to Spirit, is properly a Clothing, a suit or Raiment, put on for a season, and to
be laid off. Thus in this one pregnant subject of CLOTHES, rightly understood, is included all
that men have thought, dreamed, done, and been: the whole external Universe and what it
holds is but Clothing; and the essence of all Science lies in the PHILOSOPHY OF
CLOTHES.Thomas Carlyle1‘What’s with the glasses?’ she asks.‘Reef says it’s fashionable to
look like an intellectualthis season.’Bret Easton Ellis2As early as the fifteenth century fashion
was considered so important in France that Charles VII was asked to establish a separate
ministry of fashion.3 Even though few would plead for such an institution nowadays, fashion
has definitely not diminished in importance. Since the eighteenth century it has been
increasingly democratized in the sense that it is no longer the sole preserve of a small group of
affluent people. Hardly any present-day Westerner lies outside its domain. News-agents’
shelves overflow with fashion magazines, printed in bright colours on glossy paper, and fashion



material fills innumerable pages of lifestyle periodicals and daily newspapers. The major
fashion shows in Paris, Milan, New York and London are covered even on national TV news
broadcasts. Fashion is clearly seen as important enough to warrant such a lavish degree of
attention – or maybe the converse is true, maybe it is all the attention that makes fashion
important. Fashion is directed at both sexes and we would seem to have abandoned the view,
previously widespread, that only women are obsessed with fashion. Increasingly both young
and old are pulled into its orbit. And if we widen our gaze from the realm of clothes and
consider fashion as a phenomenon that encroaches on all other areas of consumption, and
that its logic also encroaches on the areas of art, politics and science, it is clear that we are
talking about a phenomenon that lies near the centre of the modern world.Fashion affects the
attitude of most people towards both themselves and others, though many would deny it. The
denial, however, is normally contradicted by our own consumption habits – and as such it is a
phenomenon that ought to be central to our attempts to understand ourselves in our historical
situation. The emergence of fashion as a historical phenomenon shares a main characteristic
with modernism: the break with tradition and an unceasing endeavour to reach ‘the new’.
Fashion, as Walter Benjamin wrote, is ‘the eternal recurrence of the new’.4 I would go so far as
to claim that an understanding of fashion is necessary in order to gain an adequate
understanding of the modern world, even though it is definitely not being asserted that fashion
is the ‘universal key’ that is solely capable of providing such an understanding.At the same
time, fashion would seem to be one of the least important things one could imagine. In many
contexts using the prefix ‘fashion’, as in ‘fashion philosophy’, is synonymous with dismissing it
as something that lacks substance and gravity.5 From the very outset fashion has had its
critics. There are texts from the fourteenth century that describe how ridiculous people look
when they don attire that diverges from what is strictly functional. Right up until the 1980s
‘serious’ studies of fashion had a tendency to express moral condemnation, maybe even
contempt, for their subject matter. All this has changed, however, over the past couple of
decades. This book is mostly critical of fashion, but it does not condemn it. A central ambition is
to establish a more reflective relationship to fashion and as such to change our attitude
towards it. This will not completely liberate us from fashion, but we can achieve a relative
degree of independence from it.This is not a history of fashion, even though the book will draw
heavily on its history.6 Nor is it a normative aesthetical investigation in the sense that I intend
to assess the aesthetic value of various fashions. The aim of the book is more descriptive than
normative within the area of aesthetics. Generally speaking, it is the question of fashion’s
relevance for the formation of identity that has preoccupied me in this investigation, although
fashion can of course be analysed from many different angles. Since this is a philosophical
investigation, I intend to concern myself more with the concept of fashion, various
representations of fashion and claims as to what fashion can bring about, rather than its actual
design. You could say that the subject of my investigation is the discourse of fashion.

As early as the fifteenth century fashion was considered so important in France that Charles
VII was asked to establish a separate ministry of fashion.3 Even though few would plead for
such an institution nowadays, fashion has definitely not diminished in importance. Since the
eighteenth century it has been increasingly democratized in the sense that it is no longer the
sole preserve of a small group of affluent people. Hardly any present-day Westerner lies
outside its domain. News-agents’ shelves overflow with fashion magazines, printed in bright
colours on glossy paper, and fashion material fills innumerable pages of lifestyle periodicals
and daily newspapers. The major fashion shows in Paris, Milan, New York and London are



covered even on national TV news broadcasts. Fashion is clearly seen as important enough to
warrant such a lavish degree of attention – or maybe the converse is true, maybe it is all the
attention that makes fashion important. Fashion is directed at both sexes and we would seem
to have abandoned the view, previously widespread, that only women are obsessed with
fashion. Increasingly both young and old are pulled into its orbit. And if we widen our gaze from
the realm of clothes and consider fashion as a phenomenon that encroaches on all other areas
of consumption, and that its logic also encroaches on the areas of art, politics and science, it is
clear that we are talking about a phenomenon that lies near the centre of the modern
world.Fashion affects the attitude of most people towards both themselves and others, though
many would deny it. The denial, however, is normally contradicted by our own consumption
habits – and as such it is a phenomenon that ought to be central to our attempts to understand
ourselves in our historical situation. The emergence of fashion as a historical phenomenon
shares a main characteristic with modernism: the break with tradition and an unceasing
endeavour to reach ‘the new’. Fashion, as Walter Benjamin wrote, is ‘the eternal recurrence of
the new’.4 I would go so far as to claim that an understanding of fashion is necessary in order
to gain an adequate understanding of the modern world, even though it is definitely not being
asserted that fashion is the ‘universal key’ that is solely capable of providing such an
understanding.At the same time, fashion would seem to be one of the least important things
one could imagine. In many contexts using the prefix ‘fashion’, as in ‘fashion philosophy’, is
synonymous with dismissing it as something that lacks substance and gravity.5 From the very
outset fashion has had its critics. There are texts from the fourteenth century that describe how
ridiculous people look when they don attire that diverges from what is strictly functional. Right
up until the 1980s ‘serious’ studies of fashion had a tendency to express moral condemnation,
maybe even contempt, for their subject matter. All this has changed, however, over the past
couple of decades. This book is mostly critical of fashion, but it does not condemn it. A central
ambition is to establish a more reflective relationship to fashion and as such to change our
attitude towards it. This will not completely liberate us from fashion, but we can achieve a
relative degree of independence from it.This is not a history of fashion, even though the book
will draw heavily on its history.6 Nor is it a normative aesthetical investigation in the sense that
I intend to assess the aesthetic value of various fashions. The aim of the book is more
descriptive than normative within the area of aesthetics. Generally speaking, it is the question
of fashion’s relevance for the formation of identity that has preoccupied me in this investigation,
although fashion can of course be analysed from many different angles. Since this is a
philosophical investigation, I intend to concern myself more with the concept of fashion, various
representations of fashion and claims as to what fashion can bring about, rather than its actual
design. You could say that the subject of my investigation is the discourse of fashion.The
book’s eight chapters may be read relatively independently of each other. They cover a wide
range of topics, since fashion is related to many areas of interest, such as clothing, the body,
consumption, identity and art. I intend to concentrate mainly on dress fashion, even though
many other types of fashion exist. Fashion is not just a matter of clothes, but can just as well be
considered as a mechanism or an ideology that applies to almost every conceivable area of
the modern world, from the late medieval period onwards. This mechanism, however, has been
particularly obvious within the area of clothing, so this will be centre stage in the following
presentation.‘Fashion’ is a notoriously difficult term to pin down, and it is extremely doubtful
whether it is possible to come up with necessary and sufficient conditions for something
justifiably to be called ‘fashionable’. Generally speaking, we can distinguish between two main
categories in our understanding of what fashion is: one can either claim that fashion refers to



clothing or that fashion is a general mechanism, logic or ideology that, among other things,
applies to the area of clothing.Adam Smith, who was among the first philosophers to give
fashion a central role in his anthropology, claims that fashion applies first and foremost to areas
in which taste is a central concept. This applies in particular to clothes and furniture, but also to
music, poetry and architecture.7 In his opinion, fashion also has an influence on morals,
although the influence here is considerably less.8 Immanuel Kant provides us with a
description of fashion that focuses on general changes in human lifestyles: ‘All fashions are, by
their very concept, mutable ways of living.’9 But changes have taken place in human lifestyles
that can scarcely be described as ‘fashion’, something with which Kant would agree. The
Romantic poet Novalis wrote that the only ‘true improvements’ in human life are within the field
of morals, and that all changes in our lives are ‘without exception, fashions, mere changes,
mere insignificant improvements’.10 The philosopher and sociologist Georg Simmel makes a
distinction in The Philosophy of Fashion (1904) between fashion and attire, considering fashion
to be a broad social phenomenon that applies to all social arenas, in which clothing is merely
one instance among many.11 In his opinion, such areas as language usage and manners are
also subject to fashion, although clothing is very much the centre of interest in this connection.
Something similar applies to the philosopher Gilles Lipovetsky, who writes: ‘Fashion is a
specific form of social change, independent of any particular object; it is first and foremost a
social mechanism characterized by a particularly brief time span and by more or less fanciful
shifts that enable it to affect quite diverse spheres of collective life.’12 Lipovetsky gives us here
a very broad description of fashion, one which precisely emphasizes that it is a question of a
general social mechanism and not just clothing. Fashion in attire is simply to be considered as
one fashion phenomenon among many. It is difficult to conceive of any social phenomenon
whatsoever that is not influenced by changes of fashion – whether it is body shape, car design,
politics or art.Others, however, link fashion exclusively to clothing: the art historian Anne
Hollander, for example, defines ‘fashion’ as the entire spectrum of attractive clothes styles at
any given time, including ‘the haute couture, all forms of anti-fashion and nonfashion, and the
garments and accessories of people who claim no interest in fashion.’13 The position of the
cultural historian Elisabeth Wilson lies very close to this definition: ‘Fashion is dress in which
the key feature is rapid and continual changing of styles. Fashion, in a sense is change, and in
modern western societies no clothes are outside fashion.’14 But is it the clothes themselves or
a quality they have that constitutes ‘fashion’? Wilson’s definition is ambiguous, because it both
links fashion unequivocally to clothes and to a particular quality (i.e. change). It is, however,
clear here that ‘change’ is not a sufficient quality for describing fashion. Everything changes,
but everything is not necessarily fashion. Could it be that we are searching for some other
quality? One may agree with the critic and semiotician Roland Barthes that clothes are the
material basis of fashion, whereas fashion itself is a cultural system of meanings.15 But do all
clothes serve as the material basis of such a system of meanings? That is more doubtful. It is
not unreasonable to link the concept of fashion closely to clothes, but at the same time it is
obvious that not all clothes can be included under ‘fashion’, and as such the term ‘fashion’ has
a narrower frame of reference than the term ‘clothes’. As we will see in chapter Two, fashion is
not a universal phenomenon, and clothes existed long before fashions did. There is also a
range of phenomena that are not clothes but which can also be described as ‘fashion’, and as
such the term has a far wider extension than ‘clothes’. It is tempting to try to define the term by
considering it as a designation of a given quality (or a particular combination of qualities) that
can be valid for clothes, interior design, politics, science, and other fields. The problem then is
to specify accurately what this quality should be. Despite having read many studies of fashion, I



have still not seen a single convincing attempt to identify such a quality. We could, of course,
try to make a provisional definition of the type: something is fashion only if it functions in a
socially distinctive way and is part of a system that replaces it relatively quickly with something
new. However, I cannot see that such a definition would add anything important to our greater
understanding of both the socially distinctive and the ‘new’ aspects of fashion. Furthermore, it
is doubtful whether this definition would indicate necessary and sufficient conditions. It is quite
conceivable that an object that is not socially distinctive and new (an old leather jacket, for
example, which one has been wearing for years and is suddenly ‘in’) can perfectly well be
described as a fashion object. There are also objects that are both socially distinctive and new
(a completely new commemorative medal, for example), but which ought not to be described
as fashion objects. Fashion does not actually have to introduce any new object at all; it can just
as well deal with what one is not wearing, as when it became fashionable not to wear a hat. In
addition, fashion applies to many different areas and it is doubtful whether a definition can be
devised that captures how it functions within all these areas. There is every reason to believe
that it is more effective to study the term on the basis of what Wittgenstein calls ‘family
resemblances’. Wittgenstein illustrates this with the concept of ‘games’: there is no single
quality that is shared by everything we call games, but even so all games are interlinked via a
complex network of similarities.16 A consequence of such an approach to the concept of
fashion is that one must close in on it via the use of examples. We can provide examples of
what we would call fashion, as well as examples of what we would not call fashion, but we
neither can nor may come up with a definition with necessary and sufficient conditions. So
there will be considerable use of examples in this book, and we will have to see to what extent
it is possible to extract any more general points on the basis of these examples.Fashions
naturally also exist among academics and intellectuals. They have to do with which subjects
are ‘in’ and which are ‘out’, which approaches are ‘sexy’ and which are not. It would be naïve to
believe that all this is governed by completely rational considerations, since it is just as much a
question of constantly shifting taste. There is really no big difference between clothes and
philosophy in this respect, although philosophers react more slowly than those in the world of
fashionwear: it is not expected of every philosopher that he or she should present a completely
new collection of opinions each season. The idea that philosophy, among other things, is a
fashion-controlled process can seem somewhat objectionable to philosophers, who like to
believe that exclusively rational choices underlie what themes and approaches they employ.
Some philosophers, indeed, reacted strongly to a formulation I suggested in an earlier
book:There are few clear refutations in the history of philosophy. When philosophical
revolutions take place, for example with Descartes and Kant, it is not because their
predecessors have been incontestably refuted, but rather because many philosophers are tired
of traditional philosophy and feel it is just ticking over, so that something new is called for.17To
say that philosophy does not change solely for rational reasons, but quite often for the sake of
change itself, is to concede that philosophy too, at least partially, is subject to fashion. This,
though, is a description that challenges the ambition of modern philosophy to attain an
absolutely rational self-determination.The philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer claims that
fashion regulates only those things that could just as easily have been completely different.18
Fashion, then, should be seen as something completely random without any deeper grounding
– a groundless surface. But fashion does not restrict itself to only ruling over such ‘unimportant’
things as clothes – it also affects art and science. Elsewhere, Gadamer writes: ‘Even in the
praxis of scientific work there is such a thing as “fashion”. We know what enormous power and
overwhelming force fashion represents. It is only that the word “fashion” sounds so terribly bad



in connection with science for self-evidently it is our claim that science is superior to that which
merely promotes fashion.’19 Simmel shares this view, maintaining that such phenomena as
science and religiosity are too important to be subject to ‘a complete lack of objectiveness in
the development of fashion’.20 The question is if we really can live up to such an ambition and
rise above the demands of fashion. A central point of Gadamer’s hermeneutics is that every
attempt to understand something, every scientific or non-scientific investigation, must of
necessity be linked to a historically conditioned hermeneutic situation. To what extent is our
hermeneutic situation influenced by the logic of fashion? Why should one try to rise above
fashion in the way Gadamer maintains? Will the person who follows fashion be out of harmony
with his age – and does this not have a value in itself? It is perhaps to this that Hegel is
alluding when he claims that it is ‘folly’ to resist fashion.21Fashion cannot at any rate be said to
be a fashionable theme in philosophy. Even in broadly based philosophical works that deal with
the genesis of the modern self, such as Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self, fashion is passed
over in silence.22 Traditionally, fashion is not considered a satisfactory object of study and the
field has not gained the same recognition as, for example, the visual arts and architecture. The
position has changed to a certain degree in recent years with a stream of academic
publications on fashion. With a few exceptions, however, these have not been written by
philosophers. If we look back through the history of philosophy, the results are also meagre.
Even Nietzsche avoids the theme to a great extent. The list of those who have actually devoted
a certain amount of attention to fashion includes Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant, G.W.F. Hegel,
Walter Benjamin and Theodor W. Adorno. There are also scattered remarks by other thinkers,
but surprisingly little material to draw on in the philosophical tradition. I know of only two
philosophers who have written whole books about fashion: Georg Simmel and Gilles
Lipovetsky (although sociologists will presumably claim that Simmel is really ‘their’ man). It
goes a little against the nature of philosophy to write about fashion. Plato draws the distinction
between reality itself on the one hand and its appearances on the other, between depth and
surface. And fashion is surface through and through. It is, by the way, also possible to notice a
certain scepticism about clothes as early as Plato, who links clothes to beauty, but a beauty of
a somewhat fraudulent nature.23 That fashion has been neglected by philosophy would seem
to stem from a conception that the phenomenon itself is too superficial to merit serious
investigation. In general, philosophers have not been highly fashionconscious, either. Once
more an exception is Kant, who wasknown as ‘the elegant Master of Arts’ and who tripped
around in shoes with silver buckles and wore fine silk shirts. As Kant himself expressed it: ‘It is
always better […] to be a fool in fashion than a fool out of fashion.’24
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Angelica Zerr, “Awesome quality!. Looks and feels brand new! No sign of wear!”

the idealist, “amazing. at first this may seem like a difficult read, but if you can get past the
scholarly, philosophical approach (as i did) you may discover the truth about clothes, fashion,
consumerism, culture, and art... wow, mine-expanding! i had to look up words in the dictionary
to keep up with the author's line of thought (he is a swedish philosophy professor). i sometimes
read and re-read sentences. bottom line-covers all aspects of the whys and hows of humans
wearing clothing. deep, thought-provoking,and worth the price-hey i paid full price $24.95!”

Carlo Muttoni, “A MUST READ!. This book is like peeping under the skirts of fashion. It reveals
the phenomenon in every stitch, passing from philosophy to pop culture with a great display of
knowledge and cunning remarks, yet maintaining a light prose and style. I have read many
books on the subject, from Walter Benjamin to Roland Barthes, but Lars Svendsen is the
clearest and most informative one.Carlo”

E M, “Recommended. Clearly written, it covers a lot of ground and in a critical and interesting
way. Very readable and informative.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Five Stars. all ok”
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