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TODAY

• Semiotics and fashion codes
• How fashions change (semiotically, at least)



What is “the 
fashion system”?



The sort of  public opinion maintained and 
promoted by the press and its letters pages 
etc. presents fashion as an essentially 
capricious phenomenon, based on the 
creative faculty of  the designer. According 
to public opinion, fashion is still 
located within a mythology of  
unfettered creativity that enables it 
to evade both the systematic and the 
habitual, resting upon a rather 
romantic notion of  an inexhaustible 
abundance of  spontaneous creativity. 
Isn’t it said that fashion designers can do 
anything with nothing? 



FG: What image of  fashion have you kept from your analysis? 
RB: The title of  my book, The Fashion System, is pure 
provocation. For me fashion is indeed a system. Contrary 
to the myth of  improvisation, of  caprice, of  fantasy, of  
free creativity, we can see that fashion is strongly coded. It 
is ruled by combination in which there is a finite reserve of  
elements and certain rules of  change. The whole set of  
fashion features for each year is found in the collection of  
features which has its own rules and limits, like grammar. 
These are purely formal rules. For example, there are 
some elements of  clothing that can be put together, but 
others which are not allowed. If  fashion appears to us to 
be unpredictable this is because we are using only a small 
human memory. As soon as we widen it to its historical 
dimension we find a very marked regularity. 



The word of  the 
day is “code”



SEMIOTICS



Understanding 
fashion as a 
language





WHAT IS SEMIOTICS? 

Semiotics is primarily concerned 
with the investigation of  
meaning, that is, how meaning 
is created, transmitted and 
interpreted in various 
situations.

Analysis of  systems of  signs.



WHAT IS SEMIOTICS? 

The signifier is the idea or the concept that is attached to 
a particular thing, which is the signified.
(The designation of  skirt as “fashionable” is the signifier, 
and the thing itself  (the skirt) is the signified.)
Yet! The skirt has no intrinsic or essential meaning 
without the signifier (from a semiotic perspective)! 
The sign is the combination of  the signifier and the 
signified, and the sign system is the larger historical 
system that places the meaning of  the sign within a chain 
of  signs, or in relation to other signs, current and past. 



“For instance, one sign might be “mom jeans.” 
The signified would be the object itself  –the 
actual, material thing–and the signifier is the 
“next” order of  meaning-making. The phrase 
“mom jeans” is a signifier inasmuch as it 
mediates our understanding of  the object 
through a word or phrase (or an image). But 
the signifier also includes the operations of  
meanings through which “mom jeans” comes 
to function not just as a denotative name for 
high-waisted, pleated, “relaxed seat” denim 
pants, but also as a connotative sign referring to a 
whole host of  ideas about mothers (whether or 
not a person wearing them is a mother, or 
whether or not a particular mother wears 
them, why would a mother be wearing them) 
and their location in the fashion system.” 



Important: the relationship 
between the two components of  
signs, signifiers and signifieds, is 
arbitrary and based on convention. 
This means that meaning of  signs 
can change—often rapidly!

Denotation 

Connotation







Discuss!
Please give recent examples 
of  clothing items or brands 
acquiring new symbolic 
meaning—especially in a 
contested manner



PARADIGMA AND SYNTAGMA: 
DIFFERENCE AND THE TWO AXES

•Paradigma: a class of  objects or concepts 
•Syntagma: an element which follows 
another in a particular sequence
•Fashion operates in both categories, but is 
more powerfully articulated through 
syntagma!



Paradigma A blouse, a shirt, a –
shirt…

Syntagma A blouse, a skirt, 
jeans, dress shoes…

Always contextual at the level of  practice!
blouse + trousers+ high-heeled shoes → “ok for fine dinner” 
blouse + skirt + sneakers → “not ok for a fine dinner”





“The term ‘code’ is here 
defined as the knowledge that 
must be shared by the 
addressor and addressee of  a 
clothing message in order for 
the former to create this 
message and the latter to 
understand it.”



Hypothesis 1. Clothing interpretation is informed by a code. 

Hypothesis 2. If  a code exists, the code that informs clothing 
interpretation is not uniformly known. 

Hypothesis 2a. All members of  the community possess greater 
knowledge of  some parts of  the code than other parts of  the code. 

Hypothesis 2b. Some members of  the community possess greater 
knowledge of  the entire code than other members. 

Hypothesis 2c. Some members of  the community possess greater 
knowledge of  one particular part of  the code than other members 
of  the community. 





Discuss!
Can you identify such 
“codes” that are 
currently not 
uniformly shared?



HOW DO FASHIONS 
CHANGE?



“Fashion consists of  
imitating that which has first 
shown itself  as inimitable.”

“Every new Fashion is a refusal to inherit, 
a subversion against the oppression of  the 
preceding Fashion; Fashion experiences 
itself  as a right, the natural right of  the 
present over the past.”
-Barthes



The essence of  fashion consists of  the fact that it should 
always be exercised by only part of  a given group, the great 
majority of  whom are merely on the road to adopting it. 

As soon as fashion has been universally adopted, that is, as 
soon as anything that was originally done only by a few has 
really come to be practiced by all—as is the case in certain 
elements of  clothing and various forms of  social conduct—
we no longer characterize it as fashion. Every growth of  
fashion drives it to its doom, because it thereby cancels out its 
distinctiveness...Fashion’s question is not that of  being, but 
rather it is simultaneously being and non-being; it always 
stands on the watershed of  the past and the future and, as a 
result, conveys to us, at least while it is at its height, a stronger 
sense of  the present than do most other phenomena.



BLUMER’S RULES OF FASHION

1. There must be freedom to choose from competing 
codes

2. These codes are currently not axiologically or 
hierarchically determined

3. Social power structures exist and contest these codes
4. The codes must be “open” for the idea of  “new” from 

important events, people, or other social changes

• “[Fashion has to be] open to the recurrent 
presentation of  models or proposals of  new 
social forms” 



“Fashion-able” 
= 

“something can be fashioned!”

Fashion = an open code!





Socks + sandals 
= previously a 
“closed” code, an 
undeniable 
syntagmatic fashion 
faux pas







Jacques Derrida saw that there is a human fascination 
with the “in-between”—a desire to create signs that resist 
definite categorization

“Zombies are cinematic inscriptions of  the failure of  the 
“life/death” opposition… It poisons systems of  order, and 
like all undecidables, out to be returned to order.”

This desire for first category busting 
and then establishing order is a key 
process in fashion!



A new fashion will initially feel like a 
transgression–almost an insult!

A code opens, it becomes contested, 
then it begins to close again and we 
move on to a new code

Fashion: “Busting a code open”
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Discuss!

What comes to mind when you hear the 
words “classic”, “vintage”, “avant garde”, 
”nostalgia”, “retro”, and “traditional” 



Important! semiotics operate 
primarily through difference.

What something ”is” also 
denotes what something is not.
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Discuss!

How is gender 
constructed semiotically?
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“The virile 
man” “The woman”

“The tomboy” “The sissy”

“The hermaphrodite”

“The androgyne”
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Hermaphrodite, 
androgynous, or both?
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