
The French word for fashion “mode”
appeared for the first time as a term for “a
collective way of dressing” in 1482. The term
is rooted in the Latin word modus (manner,
measure), and the term “mode” from 1393
on came to mean manner, then “façon”
which led to the English term fashion.
Dressing “à la mode nouvelle” (in the new
fashion) from 1549 became “être à la mode”
(to be in fashion). The eras at which these
different semantic shifts occurred are far
from neutral and can be seen as key dates in
the development of fashion in the modern
sense of the term. Each time a new social 
situation (the appearance of new competi-
tors), technological progress (transfor-
mation of materials, distribution of items)
and economic developments (commercial
trade, distribution structures) occurred,
they provided fashion with the elements
essential for its development. Thus, the
social or economic change at the end of the
middle ages was a turning point, as much as
the industrial revolution or the post-war
economic boom, all stages considered as
turning points in the notion of fashion. The
very idea of the fashion industry is superim-
posed on this change and “les modes”
(fashions), an accepted term from 1692, to
define the professions attached to the indus-
try, became, in 1860, “la mode” with the
double meaning it has today – i.e. “a collec-
tive and transient trend in clothing and
manners” and all of the industries of the
appearance. While the notion of fashion
changed through time, the way it was
regarded evolved in parallel: the first writ-
ings given over specifically to the subject
appeared in the 17th and 18th centuries.
Humorous essays or serious pamphlets,
fashion was considered as a means to under-
stand the uses and customs of man. This

tradition included such works as Le
Courtisan à la mode by Charles Sorel, The
Anatomy of abuses by Philip Stubbes and Les
Caractères by La Bruyère. This literary tradi-
tion came into its own at the start of the 19th

century with the development of a “litera-
ture of human portraits”, that used clothing
extensively, and always as a mechanical
expression of the man (Balzac, Barbey
d’Aurevilly, Mallarmé), linked to a beginning
of theorising of its significance, introduced
by Kant in his Anthropology, or by Carlyle in
his Sartor Resartus, taking the laws of imita-
tion as the dynamic of a stuttering society. In
parallel, it was also in the 19th century that
the first reflections on the history of clothing
appeared from historical painters and writ-
ers, analyses given over to the observation
and dating of the appearance and evolution
of dress habits (Leloir, Quicherat, Racinet).
This approach then became a tradition in
itself – that could be termed pre-ethno-
graphic – of “curiosities” that, from the 15th

to the 18th centuries dealt with clothing, but
in a more topographical rather than chrono-
logical manner (Just Amman, Cesare
Vecellio). This historical method has
resulted in a mass of precious documents
that mean that most pieces can be dated and
listed but it ignored the meaning behind the
appearance, sticking to a simple social and
geographical taxonomy and taking change
in clothing habits to be the result of a
change in taste with no other consequence.
At the turn of the century, a second school of
thought proposed a functional explanation
for the appearance or translation of gar-
ments. This more anthropological approach
dealt with the needs of the wearer as the
determining element as to the constitution
of the appearance (Flügel, Kroeber). In par-
allel as it is “difficult to sum up the garment
as the sum of a number of individual
instincts and needs simply multiplied on a
group scale” (Barthes), an approach to fash-
ion developed in sociology. Fashion from
this angle became the perfect instrument for
studying competition mechanisms and
model propagation. Analysed as a trend for a
symbolic expression of social prestige, fash-
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ion gave rise to various theories on the
spread of models (Spencer, Tarde, Simmel,
Veblen), leading to the identification of a
double process of imitation and distinction.
“Fashion being the imitation of those who
wish to distinguish themselves by those who
do not wish to distinguish themselves, this
means that it changes automatically”
(Valéry). When taken from a sociological
point of view, this conception develops the
processes of spread of models, either within
a pyramidal conception of society (socio-
economic elite), or a transversal conception
(cultural elite) that designates a population
with alternative behaviour as fashion leaders
(intellectuals, those on the edge, young 
people, etc.) (Burgelin). These three
approaches – historical, sociological or 
functionalist (whether from ethnology or
psycho-analysis) – combined, particularly
after the war, in a number of more structural
analyses that have the merit of placing the
role of the garment in relation to the indivi-
dual, social organisation and its thought
systems. This line of research, explored
notably by linguistics, enables us to explore
the general law that underlie the evolution
of a clothing system and as such to approach
the garment no longer as just an object but
as the representation of a value system. At
the confluence of all of these opinions, fash-
ion never tires of being observed, dissected,
magnified or insulted. It still incites as much
desire, and as such comes under the
umbrella of morals and philosophy, either as
a “pure question of vanity”, or a destiny for
“finished” societies. It is respected as much
as it is condemned (Doesn’t La Contre
Mode, by Fitelieu, written in 1642 echo Ugo
Volli’s Contro la Moda, written in 1992?).
While it is seen as “capricious, futile and 
elitist”, it is also the “laboratory of the
enchanter”, according to Christian Dior, and
“being forced to live by these crazy laws, the
wise man is never the first to follow it… nor
the last to keep it”.
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