
If we give credit to Roland Barthes’ comment
that “fashion is what goes out of fashion”, we
are forced to come to the conclusion that post-
modernism is definitely not in fashion, due to
the simple fact that the term, first used by Jean
François Lyotard at the start of the seventies
never ceases to …not go out of fashion. But,
how can it enlighten us on the idea of fashion,
even the fashion object? The term, brought
into vogue by architects, originally designated
a commercial –even populist– style that suc-
ceeded the great era of modern architecture
from Le Corbusier to Wright. This undulating
notion that appears in the respective but not
necessarily synonymous forms of “postmo-
dern”, “postmodernity”, and “postmodernism”
became to characterise the dominant culture
of our times and the mental horizon in which
we evolve. Whether we speak of postmodern,
surmodern, or hypermodern, the question is
essentially a new decentralised logic organi-
sing the production system that is like a
second cultural skin for capitalism.

This logic is most notably founded on the
implosion of the space-time system, a new
form of syncretism that mixes pluralist and
eclectic logic and an age of signs that enable
the coexistence of many genres as opposed to
the styles that reign over mass culture1. From a
strictly fashion point of view, it seems that four
recurring characteristics of the postmodern
are of particular interest: (1) a depthlessness, a
sort of new superficiality that spreads naturally
in a new culture of image and simulacra, (2)
the appearance of a new form of private tem-
porality, whose resolutely schizophrenic
nature determines new types of syntax or syn-
tagmatic relations in the domain of the most
temporal arts and (3) a new, fundamental type
of emotional tonality, that Jameson refers to
as intensities and is characterised notably by

figures of excess, an overabundance of events,
spatial overabundance. To which we may add
(4) a regime of individualisation of referen-
ces2 that blows up the very idea of culture as a
closed and fictional symbolic universe enabling
mutual recognition via a group of shared
codes. These four angles help us to outline the
fashion object. The question of emotional
tonality for example poses the question of the
fashion effect that has resolutely decided to
play the intense card thus placing itself in a
rhetoric of emphasis and, as such, of excess.
We could thus say of fashion what the philoso-
pher Clément Rosset affirms about marketing,
that it “aims to give objects that are all reprodu-
cible and standard, a coefficient of difference
that imposes them on the attention and seems,
in advance, to present them favourably to the
public”3. 

The fashion object aims for a sort of domain of
the superfluous that does not define itself as
real but as a supplement to the real, with the
idea of being “not like the rest” and “extra”.
This intensity brings up the question of super-
ficiality and the lack of depth in the fashion
object, whose effect is too often flatly result-
based; it is generally spectacular and theatrical,
it can appear artificial, as when it looks for
effects, in music or in poetry, or when we
speak of a “bel effet” (nice effect in the sense
that the effect is both too theatrical and techni-
cal). However the postmodern relies more and
more on emphasis as the socio-cultural coordi-
nates lose focus. Taking Marc Augé’s idea of
“non-lieux”4, we could propose a fashion non-
object that would be neither historical, nor
identity-based nor relational. This is where the
question of the individualisation of references
comes into play. As shown by Frederic Jameson
in Le Postmodernisme ou la logique culturelle
du capitalisme tardif5, the postmodern is lin-
ked to the discrediting of literature whose
aesthetics has started to lose some of its pres-
tige and in general the discredit of works and
their guardians or at least the evanescence of
their aura. This evanescence leaves behind a
central category deprived of all of its institutio-
nal, aesthetic and moral armour that once gave
it depth and gravity. The postmodern has
replaced the “work” (œuvre) and the attached
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existence, can include only the pure alterna-
tive of being or non-being): it is the systematic
constraints; they can also cover the association
of types and variants: in which case they are
syntagmatic constraints”10. So the constraints
are first at the level of the system, then on the
level of the syntagm. But, doesn’t the postmo-
dern signal the crisis of the syntagm by the
change in perspective and weakening of the
paradigm? We could have thought that the
postmodern signals a fashion system that is a
huge game of “bricolage” (Do it yourself) in
which each person digs into the system of
signs and “vestemes”, to use Barthes’ term,
would then organise a micro-system within a
codified and signed universe. We would then
be in a logic of “arts de faire”, so expertly ana-
lysed by Michel de Certeau that enables one to
oppose imposed behaviour and products and
the “massification” and uniformity that charac-
terises the advance of capitalism.11 Of course
we can defend, along with Michel de Certeau,
the conviction of a creativity hidden in the
confusion of the silent and effective ruses with
which each person invents their “own way in
which to travel through the forest of imposed
products”. The fashion object would only exist
once it had been built by an individual capable
of adapting it away from its basic function and
appropriating the object. Identity-based “bri-
colage” is an obvious practice in consumption.
Of course in La Pensée sauvage Claude Lévi-
Strauss introduced the term “bricolage” to
refer to the multiple processes through which
individuals originally combine pre-constrained
products at the centre of a new space.
“Bricolage” implies a measure of misappro-
priation that enables one to give things other
functions, and also involves gathering together
various pre-existing objects using a combina-
tory creativity of arrangements and reshuffles.
The “bricoleur” uses “whatever is to hand” and
concocts his project using a finite and constrai-
ned group of heteroclite materials and tools. It
is a question of reorganising the functional
value of each element to create a consonance
with the object. This uncertainty enables the
opening of a ‘jeu/je’ (game/I) space in which
the individual will be able to work out a system
that works for him. 

categories of author, intentionality, context,
depth, style or even expression by the “text”.
However, as Michel Foucault showed us in his
famous conference entitled “Qu’est-ce qu’un
auteur?”6, the notion of a “work” is that it can
be assigned to an “author” whose name refers
to a particular individual, with a unique biogra-
phy, and that, from reading it, it is legitimate to
produce another discourse, known as a “com-
mentaire”. But, by replacing the work by the
text, these three operations are no longer that
clear or immediate, in the same way that it
becomes difficult to speak of the “function” of
the auteur. As a cultural dominant, the post-
modern generalises the category of the text
about anything and, as such, breaks the para-
digm of the work that is part of modernity and
presupposes interiority, the depth of subjecti-
vity that expresses this interiority in a style that
can itself be parodied. The postmodern emp-
ties and flattens these terms by combining in
one paradigm, not the work but text, flow, sur-
face, fragment, intensity, code and pastiche.7

This has had two major consequences, the first
of which is that the idea of fashion as a cultural
and thus collective narrative had to be repla-
ced by the idea of fashion as an individual text.
In other words, it is not clear that it would be
possible today to rewrite a Système de la Mode,
as Roland Barthes did using current fashion
writing. In his seminal text, Jean-François
Lyotard rightly defined the postmodern condi-
tion as the “death of the great narratives”8.
Once fashion becomes totally appropriable by
the individual, how can it still produce a collec-
tive narrative? We must thus take the
postmodern to be the destructuring of the cul-
tural meta-system that is fashion. In his work
on the semiotic analysis of fashion, Roland
Barthes showed how men make sense of their
garments: “the production of meaning, he
says, is subject to certain constraints: this
means that the constraints do not limit mea-
ning but, on the contrary make it; meaning can
not be created where freedom is total or non-
existent: the regime of meaning is that of
freedom under surveillance”9. In clothing,
constraints can be of two kinds; “they can
involve the terms of the variant, independently
from the support it affects (the assertion of



But can the essentially “mythopoetic” charac-
ter of “bricolage” be found in the postmodern,
individual re-appropriation of fashion objects?
It is a pity that fashion characterised as such is
not, like bricolage, a “muthos”, that is to say a
practice that refers to a narrative trajectory (it
happens in time), but implies a “faire” (make)
through which the individual manufactures an
anthropological object using disparate but
nevertheless codified elements. So the brico-
leur uses elements that are already “semi-
particularised”, that is to say from elements
that are, by nature, limited to a “precise and
determined use”; the whole point of the brico-
leur consists of using this half-constraint as a
freedom, by reorganising the functional value
of each of the elements by the definition of
new relations between the elements of the sys-
tem at his disposal. We could almost say that
the work of the bricoleur is quasi-structuralis-
tic as it essentially involves relations and not
elements. However, when bricolage involves
the creation of a meaningful object by the
significant reorganisation of the relations 
between pre-constrained elements, the mani-
pulation of fashion objects in a postmodern
logic seems more like a gesticulation, a dance
of signs that leads to the neutralisation of
signs. From the point at which freedom in gar-
ments is not under surveillance, but becomes
total, and that the individual picks and mixes
styles according to needs and circumstance, it
is no longer possible to talk of “systematic pro-
ductivity”, of alternative or polar, combined or
anomic opposites that characterise the fashion
system in Barthes. As such, fashion can hardly
be thought of as a system in the broad sense of
the term, as an ensemble of unities, functions
and constraints.12 In other words, the postmo-
dern, no longer obeying the constraints of the
syntagm and suggesting paradigmatic choices
that aim often for pastiche and self- depreca-
tion, affects the capacity of fashion from being
an individual and/or cultural narrative. 

This is where the second consequence of the
postmodern appears: its fundamental “unre-
presentability” that it imposes on the very idea
of fashion. According to Jameson, the postmo-
dern destroys the notion of distance (due to
the shrinking of space) and notably the critical

distance in a universe without change in which
everything is melted and “unrepresentable”. A
passage from the work illustrates the avatars of
the postmodern conscience in the “degraded
landscape of junk and kitsch” that now cons-
titutes its home. Jameson relates the effect on
the consciousness of a visit to the hôtel
Bonaventure, built in 1977 and symbol of post-
modern architecture. Describing the hidden
entrances, the glass elevators that go through
the glass roof, the atrium full of banners, the
range of shops as far as the panoramic revol-
ving bar where the town “makes images of
itself”, he shows how the building makes it
impossible for the visitor to “locate himself ”.
However, the fashion object is well and truly at
the heart of the very idea of representation, a
major theoretical advance in western thought
that consists of delimiting an object in order to
make it visible and recognisable. However, the
postmodern signals the arrival of a form of
individual appropriation of the fashion object
that doesn’t make any sense within a collective
but gives rise to strategies of syncretism that
are personal. Society no longer lets itself be
understood by the observation of fashion
objects that are more and more diffracted.
Here we are touching on the question of unre-
presentation that is, for Jameson, one of the
fundamental characteristics of postmodernism
and characterises a sort of grand present of a
reality that exists only as a simulacra of itself
where old styles and genres superimpose
themselves in no particular order. This gives
rise to a poverty of fashion that, due to its own
unrepresentability, cannot find itself in the
hijacking of a pre-existing system due to the
absence of constraints, nor permit itself the
identity-based bricolage and the uniqueness
that results from it due to the semantic poverty
of the fashion object resulting from an entro-
pic polyphony without a score.
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