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For Mr Kite


This book considers the past’s influence on our present and advocates a return to first principles. It is appropriate that I dedicate it to my former history teacher, Ralph Kite. Ralph scoffed when I told him that I intended to study A-Level History. He queried why I wanted to learn ‘more and more about less and less’ when I told him of my plans to undertake postgraduate study. I hope the writing that follows makes my motives plain, and that he approves.
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Re-setting the fashion industry

‘At a time of crisis, we have to think about a radical reset’.
1
 So claimed Anna Wintour, global chief content officer for Condé Nast, global editorial director of Vogue, and editor-in-chief of American Vogue, at the beginning of March 2020. As the Covid-19 pandemic spread, government-imposed restrictions on people’s liberties increased, and estimates on the social and economic recovery lengthened, Wintour was one of many fashion leaders to insist upon immediate and decisive change across the industry. Two weeks after she made her clarion call, Alessandro Michele, then creative director of Gucci, shared his thoughts about the state of the fashion industry and the society it clothed in a series of excoriating messages on Instagram. He lamented people’s ‘reckless actions’ that had ‘burned the house we live in’. Fixated on ‘[s]o much outrageous greed’, he asserted that humankind had lost ‘the harmony and the care, the connection and the belonging’.
2
 More poetic than Wintour’s rallying cry, Michele was hardly less pugnacious in claiming people, the fashion industry specifically, had gone ‘way too far’.
3
 In May and June 2020, open letters that summarized embryonic plans for ‘re-wiring’ the fashion industry were published in The Financial Times by Business of Fashion and Ellen MacArthur Foundation, respectively.
4
 Differing in degree, but similar in kind, the people and the proposals they proffered envisioned a fashion industry that would be more responsive to and reflective of its consumers’ values, needs and circumstances. In a word: decentralized. Decentralized because the conception of garments would mirror rather than make consumer expectations; decentralized because the creation and consumption of garments would strengthen local economies and avoid unethical and unwieldy supply-chains; decentralized because the fashion industry would cease to be ‘western’-oriented.

Noble and necessary, the framing of these changes was nonetheless problematic. Proposing help, the plans exposed the cultural myopia of the fashion industry. Conceived and conveyed by ‘western’ people embedded within the ‘western’ fashion industry who were conversing primarily with ‘western’, anglophone audiences, the statements and strategies for action appeared to treat the pandemic as cause rather than catalyst for problems that many people, especially those living beyond the ‘west’, had been enduring for years. Consequently, as the pandemic escalated, the credibility of ‘western’ fashion leaders to implement change appeared to decline in direct correlation. Three reasons stood out. First, the pandemic emphasized systemic inequalities that maintained the privileged position of people, typically white, from within the ‘west’ and the peripheral – sometimes persecuted – status of people, typically other than white, who lived beyond the ‘west’ or resided uncomfortably at its physical and figurative borders. Second, fault lines were exposed within ‘western’ countries, the United Kingdom and the United States particularly, as exponents with divergent values clashed over the re-configuration of their societies through ‘culture wars’.
5
 Fundamental beliefs about people’s faith, gender, sex, their histories and memories became sites of violent exchange, conceptual and corporeal, as social structures typically taken for granted were interrogated with a passion that frequently occluded pragmatism. On the one hand, people longed for safety and psychological salve in a world turned upside down. On the other hand, people, at once vilified and valued as ‘woke’, wanted to catalyze change. Third, and specific to the fashion industry, the calls of people advocating most loudly for change seemed hollow, even hypocritical, because they had been among the more heavily criticized for their perceived ‘western’-centrism before the pandemic.

Anna Wintour apologized to employees of American Vogue for not doing enough to acknowledge and ‘elevate’ the contributions of black people in an internal memo of June 2020.
6
 Her regret was questioned because it underscored how she had not previously used her authority so explicitly to effect change. To the contrary, it was suggested that she had presided over an environment that had ‘sidelined and tokenized’ the place of women of colour, ‘especially Black women’.
7
 Quoting from André Leon Talley, a former creative director of American Vogue, who described Wintour as a ‘colonial broad’, journalist Edmund Lee averred that she had ‘helped set a standard that has favoured white, Eurocentric notions of beauty’ in an article for The New York Times.
8



Alessandro Michele had previously described his aesthetic and design process in bombastic terms. He appeared to have little regard for the world’s global cultures. In an interview with Italian Vogue in 2017 he asserted:


I am brazen. For me, creating means regurgitating, distorting and assembling everything that has passed through me and continues to do so . . . For me, reworking the past over and over again is a way not to trivialise the garments and not to obsess over hem lengths. What I am interested in, as a matter of fact, is telling a story and, if someone sees fragments of other stories in it, be my guest. I don’t have to justify myself. What is urgent for me is what I want to say.
9






The construction of self-referential narratives from different global cultures is encapsulated in the strategy of Guccification that had been pursued under Michele’s creative directorship. The term, coined by the brand and featuring prominently on its products, explains how Gucci seeks to become a ‘cultural industry firm’ and ‘icon’ through the expression of a coherent artistic style.
10
 The brand’s emphasis on art and cultural production is not unique, even if its resulting aesthetics and commercial success are striking, but part of a broader shift within the luxury industry, articulated by marketing scholar Jean-Noël Kapferer, in which ‘western’ brands seek to manage growth and maintain their distinction through artification, a process by which non-art is re-constituted as art.
11



The pre-pandemic attitudes and actions of Wintour and Michele jar with their subsequent moralizing. Harbingers of change, their careers remain allegories of the fashion industry’s perceived ills. The bind facing the contemporary fashion industry appears intractable because the discomfiture evinced by the doublespeak of its ‘western’ leaders reflects deep-rooted problems. Three issues are acute. First, as fashion scholars Paul Jobling, Philippa Nesbitt and Angelene Wong observe, attempts to conceptualize the fashion industry as a vehicle for social change remain difficult because ‘clothing bears the weight of its own exploitative commercialisation’.
12
 Designers and brands use fashionable garments to convey and critique social values, but this rarely occludes their pursuit of promotion and profit. Second, the persistence of a ‘western’ belief that clothing shapes its wearer’s character means the conception and consumption of dress is deeply imbricated with socialized assumptions about people’s public behaviours. As sociologist Joanne Finkelstein avers of the ‘west’, ‘in our strong interest in appearance and our deliberate attempts to fashion and shape the body, we have tacitly endorsed the essential idea of the physiognomic perspective that the image and appearance of the individual is somehow representative of character and sensibility’.
13
 The corollary is that the (fashionable) clothing people wear can be considered to reflect the unselfconscious values of the designers and brands who produce them. The structure of the contemporary fashion industry means ‘western’ perspectives are privileged. The consumption of dress, from purchase to styling, is equally shaped by the subconscious values of consumers. This point can be linked to a third factor that confounds the contemporary fashion industry. Anthropologist Daniel Miller, following philosopher Jürgen Habermas, observes that a condition of modernity, at least within the ‘west’, is that people are increasingly inclined to question strictures on how they should act and behave.
14
 The repudiation of traditional values and the institutions that uphold them might seem to create an ideal space in which to critique ‘western’ attitudes, but the acknowledgement that we are individuals ‘burdened with the task of creating normativity for ourselves’ has a paradoxical effect. Miller argues that ‘pressure to create our own normativity . . . produces a tremendous desire for self-reassurance’.
15
 I suggest this is more likely to lead to the reification of ‘western’ ideas, rather than their revocation.

The resulting situation is circuitous, even vicious. Whilst the contemporary fashion industry reaches globally, its geographic and cultural focus remains ‘western’. Problems and possibilities that affect the industry are consequently interpreted through a ‘western’ perspective and become urgent only when they impede ‘western’ modes of living. So framed, strategies that are conceived to minimize obstacles or maximize opportunities will likely perpetuate ‘western’ priorities.

At least three interrelated implications follow from these points. First, critical discussions about the state of the fashion industry need to be cognizant of wider social issues, contemporary and non-recent, that frame the formation and performance of human identities. Second, the pursuit of decentralization so far as it pertains to expanding the oculus of the fashion industry beyond the ‘west’ is fundamental if lasting and effective change in line with pandemic-era proposals is to be achieved. Third, and caveating the previous point, attempts to shift and expand the oculus of the fashion industry will be fraught and protracted because ‘western’-centrism is so engrained within it. Informed by these arguments, the chief premise of this book is that any reset within the fashion industry, and fashion education – from where my engagement with the industry stems – is more likely to be purposeful and permanent if it is understood how the contemporary industry became ‘western’-centric. Consequently, it is important to go back to first principles and to reflect critically on why the fashion industry developed into its twenty-first-century form. Two closely related concepts frame my approach: history and culture. History is a form of culture. In making a distinction between the two, I seek to emphasize the importance of understanding the relevance of the past in the framing of people’s attitudes and actions in the present. I also advocate the use of analytic and interdisciplinary methods associated with the discipline of history to facilitate this process. Influenced by literature scholar Edward Said’s remarks about humanistic critique, my intention in this book is to ‘introduce a longer sequence of thought and analysis’ and, in so doing, ‘to use [my] mind historically and rationally for the purposes of reflective understanding and genuine disclosure’.
16





Thinking historically

The pursuit of first principles is motivated by a remark of Virgil Abloh in February 2021. Then artistic director of Louis Vuitton, Abloh was in conversation with Business of Fashion editor-at-large Tim Blanks. He argued that fashion needs a ‘re-contextualisation’ every decade.
17
 Abloh did not elaborate on what this exercise might involve. For me, contextualization is the interpretation of any output of the fashion industry, from garment to campaign, that is informed by recent and non-recent attitudes, behaviours and events from across the world’s global cultures. The adoption of a diachronic perspective and, with this, an acute historical awareness, are particularly important components of a contextual critique, as Abloh and Blanks acknowledged in their discussion. Summarizing attitudinal shifts within the industry over the past three decades, Blanks underscored the importance of contextualization to ensure fashion designers and brands could face up to the ‘fierce reckoning’ that he perceived to be at hand:


But I think what happened was as fashion, as the world found out about fashion through the nineties, and then into the noughties, it started to become part of something else. It started to become a mass entertainment. And I think what we’re seeing it doing now is becoming socially responsive in a way it’s never been before. It’s responding to current events. It always did. Fashion was always a mirror, but now it’s been called on to contribute in a much more substantial way. And I think that is a very, very fierce reckoning for the industry. I mean, it’s stand up and be counted time.
18





A substantial challenge for the industry, which connects my observations, is the freighted relationship it has with history; its own and that of the people it clothes. The reason for this is at least twofold. First, fashion as it is conceived within the ‘west’ is conflated with modernity and a linear chronology that associates the future with progress and prosperity. If the present is a prelude to the future, the past is the abnegation of it. Second, dominant fashion narratives are typically authored by ‘western’ anglophones. These accounts valorize the role of ‘western’ designers and brands, lauding specific garments for their perceived epochal significance that encapsulate contemporary conceptions of modernity. Consequently, recourse to the past is typically partial, involving comparisons of clothing designs along simple chronologies, often with the explicit intention of establishing the precursors for trending styles.
19
 Nonetheless, the creations and campaigns of the fashion industry, and commentaries upon both, emphasize the important role that divergent global histories and their telling have in shaping how, what and why fashions form, fascinate, frustrate and fade.

The paradox of history being simultaneously present and absent within the fashion industry is apparent from ambivalent remarks made by Abloh in his Business of Fashion discussion. At one point he claims to ‘love history’, but asserts at another, ‘I never look back. Like, it’s distinctly not in my frame of mind, to sort of look back at projects and dwell on it.’
20
 Talley, a history graduate, explained the ambiguous place of history within the fashion industry by invoking the analogy of a shadow: ‘fashion is not an industry that lives in the past, but rather carries its past along. Like a shadow, wherever it goes.’
21
 An inability, perhaps unwillingness, to engage with the past can be understood as another consequence of the fashion industry’s ‘western’-centrism. Fashion is not unique, and not necessarily any worse than other global industries for its ‘western’ focus, but the ubiquity of its presence through the economic, social and political influence it exerts acutely emphasizes the narrowness of its priorities and privileges.

The alacrity with which people around the world adorn and dress their bodies because they have come to accept a ‘western’ belief that clothing determines character has contributed to the establishment of histories that entrench attitudes and beliefs that were formed during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when European economics, empiricism and empires became globally established.
22
 The increased growth of the fashion industry, particularly from the 1980s, means the fantasies – and phantoms – informed by these complex histories have become ossified, rather than overturned. This is especially the case at this moment in the twenty-first century because the differential impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has followed the global economic downturn between 2008 and 2010 that saw the largest redistribution of wealth since before the Second World War, has led people to question the concepts of fashion, history and culture and to suggest they are reaching their nadir.
23



A professional caveat is necessary here. I am a historian and teach contextualization units within a UK higher education fashion institute. My educational background, my nature, not least my current teaching role, inclines me to respond to contemporary happenings within the fashion industry from a historically informed perspective. More than this, I agree with the judgement of philosopher Fredric Jameson who opined, some three decades ago, that we are living in ‘an age that has forgotten how to think historically’.
24
 This is a bold, potentially
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