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  Our manner of apprehending the 
phenomena of life causes us to feel a 

number of forces at every point of our 
existence, and in such a way that each 

of these forces actually strives beyond 
the real phenomenon, suffusing its 

infinity with the others and being trans-
formed into mere tension and longing. 

For the human being is a dualistic 
creature from the very beginning, but 

this does not affect the unit of his or her 
actions; in fact, they only prove to be 

powerful as the result of a multiplicity of 
elements. A phenomenon which lacked 

this branching of its root forces would 
be impoverished and empty to us. Only 

if every inner energy pushes outwards 
beyond the measure of its visible expres-

sion does life gain that wealth of inex-
haustible possibilities which enhances 

its fragmentary reality. Only in this 
manner do its phenomena give a hint of 

deeper forces, more unresolved tensions, 
struggle and peace of a more compre-

hensive kind than those betrayed by its 
immediate facticity.

This dualism cannot be described di-
rectly, but only in the individual antag-

onisms that are typical of our existence, 
and are felt to be its ultimate, structuring 

form. The first hint is provided by the 
physiological foundation of our nature: 

the latter requires motion as well as rest, 
productivity as well as receptivity. Con-

tinuing this analysis into the life of the 
mind, we are directed, on the one hand, 

by the striving for the general, as well 
as by the need to grasp the particular; 

the general provides our mind with rest, 
while the particular causes it to move 

from case to case. And it is no different 
in emotional life: we seek calm devotion 

to people and things just as much as en-
ergetic self-assertion against them both.

The whole history of society is re-
flected in the conflict, the compromise, 

the reconciliations, slowly won and 
quickly lost, that appear between adap-

tation to our social group and individual 

elevation from it. Whether the oscillation 
of our inner life between these two poles 

is expressed philosophically in the antag-
onism between cosmotheism and the doc-

trine of the inherent differentiation and 
separate existence of every cosmic ele-

ment, or whether it is grounded in prac-
tical conflict as the partisan antagonisms 

between socialism and individualism, it 
is always one and the same fundamental 

form of duality which is finally manifested 
biologically in the contrast between he-

redity and variation. The former of these 
represents the idea of generality, of uni-

formity, of inactive similarity of the forms 
and contents of life; the latter stands for 

motion, for the differentiation of sep-
arate elements producing the restless 

development of one individual aspect of 
life into another. Within its own sphere, 

every essential form of life in the history 
of our species represents a unique way 

of unifying the interest in duration, unity 
and equality, and similarity with that in 

change, particularity and uniqueness.
Within the social embodiment of 

these oppositions, one side is usually 
maintained by the psychological ten-

dency towards imitation. Imitation could 
be characterized as a psychological in-

heritance, as the transition of group life 
into individual life. Its attraction is first 

of all that it also permits purposive and 

meaningful action even where nothing 
personal or creative is in evidence. We 

might define it as the child of thought 
and thoughtlessness. Imitation gives the 

individual the assurance of not standing 
alone in his or her actions. Instead, it el-

evates itself over the previous practice of 
that activity as if on a solid foundation, 

which now relieves the present practice 
of it from the difficulty of maintaining 

itself. Whenever we imitate, we transfer 
not only the demand for creative activity, 

but also the responsibility for the action 
from ourselves to another. Thus the in-

dividual is freed from choosing and ap-
pears simply as a creature of the group, 

as a vessel of social contents. The drive 
to imitate as a principle characterizes 

a level of development upon which the 
wish for purposive personal activity is 

alive, but the ability to gain individual 
contents from it is not yet present. The 

progress we have made beyond this level 
is that thinking, action and feeling are no 

longer determined only by what exists, by 
the past and by tradition, but also by the 

future: the teleological human being is 
the opposite of the imitative one.

Thus we see that imitation in all the 
instances where it is a constitutive factor, 

represents one of the fundamental direc-
tions of our nature, namely, that which 

contents itself with the absorption of the 

individual into the general, and empha-
sizes the permanent element in change. 

Conversely, wherever change is sought in 
permanence, wherever individual differ-

entiation and self-elevation above gen-
erality are sought, imitation is here the 

negating and restraining principle. And 
precisely because the longing to abide by 

that which is given, to act and be like oth-
ers, is the irreconcilable enemy of those 

striving to advance to new and individu-
al forms of life, social life appears to be 

the battleground upon which every inch 
is stubbornly contested by both sides, 

and social institutions may be seen as 
the never permanent reconciliations, in 

which the continuing antagonism of both 
principles has taken on the external form 

of cooperation.
The vital life conditions of fashion as 

a universal phenomenon in the history of 
our species are circumscribed by these 

factors. Fashion is the imitation of a giv-
en pattern and thus satisfies the need for 

social adaptation; it leads the individual 
onto the path that everyone travels, it fur-

nishes a general condition that resolves 
the conduct of every individual into a 

mere example. At the same time, and to no 
less a degree, it satisfies the need for dis-

tinction, the tendency towards differenti-
ation, change and individual contrast. It 

accomplishes the latter, on the one hand, 

by the change in contents which gives to 
the fashions of today an individual stamp 

compared with those of yesterday and of 
tomorrow and even more energetically, on 

the other hand, by the fact that fashions 
are always class fashions, by the fact that 

the fashions of the higher strata of society 
distinguish themselves from those of the 

lower strata, and are abandoned by the 
former at the moment when the latter be-

gin to appropriate them. Hence fashion is 
nothing more than a particular instance 

among the many forms of life by the aid of 
which we seek to combine in a unified act 

the tendency towards social equalization 
with the desire for individual differentia-

tion and variation. If we were to study the 
history of fashions which hitherto have 

been examined only from the viewpoint 
of the development of their contents with 

regard to their significance for the form 
of the social process, then we would find 

that it is the history of attempts to adjust 
the satisfaction of these two opposing 

tendencies more and more perfectly to 
the conditions of the prevailing individ-

ual and social culture. The individual 
psychological traits that we observe in 

fashion all conform to this basic essence 
of fashion.

Fashion is, as I have said, a product 
of class division and operates like a num-

ber of other forms, honour especially the 

double function of holding a given social 
circle together and at the same time clos-

ing it off from others. Just as the frame 
of a picture characterizes the work of art 

inwardly as a coherent, homogeneous, in-
dependent entity and, at the same time, 

outwardly severs all direct relations with 
the surrounding space; just as the uniform 

energy of such forms cannot be expressed 
unless we analyse the double effect, both 

inwards and outwards, so honour owes its 
character and above all its moral rights 

for us rights, however, that are frequently 
considered to be unjust from the stand-

point of those standing outside a social 
class to the fact that the individual, in his 

or her personal honour, at the same time 
represents and maintains that of their so-

cial circle and their class. Thus, on the 
one hand, fashion signifies a union with 

those of the same status, the uniformity of 
a social circle characterized by it, and, in 

so doing, the closure of this group against 
those standing in a lower position which 

the higher group characterizes as not be-
longing to it.

Connection and differentiation are 
the two fundamental functions which are 

here inseparably united, of which one of 
the two, although or because it forms a 

logical contrast to the other, becomes the 
condition of its realization. That fashion 

is such a product of social needs is per-

haps demonstrated by nothing stronger 
than the fact that, in countless instanc-

es, not the slightest reason can be found 
for its creations from the standpoint of an 

objective, aesthetic or other expedien-
cy. Whereas in general our clothing, for 

instance, is objectively adapted to our 
needs, there is not a trace of expediency 

in the method by which fashion dictates, 
for example, whether wide or narrow 

skirts, short or long hair styles, or colour-
ed or black ties should be worn. Judging 

from the ugly and repugnant things that 
are sometimes modern, it would seem as 

though fashion were desirous of exhibit-
ing its power by getting us to adopt the 

most atrocious things for its sake alone. 
The complete indifference of fashion to 

the material standards of life is illus-
trated by the arbitrary manner in which 

it recommends something appropriate 
in one instance, something abstruse in 

another, and something materially and 
aesthetically quite indifferent in a third. 

This indicates that fashion is concerned 
with other motivations, namely solely 

with formal social ones. Of course, it may 
occasionally adopt objectively justified 

elements but, as fashion, it is only ef-
fective when its independence from any 

other motivation becomes positively pal-
pable, just as our dutiful action is only 

considered completely moral when we 

are not motivated by its external content 
and goal, but solely by the fact that it sim-

ply is our duty. This is the reason why the 
domination of fashion is most unbearable 

in those areas which ought to be subject 
only to objective decisions: religiosity, 

scientific interests, and even socialism 
and individualism have all been the sub-

ject of fashions. But the motives which 
alone should lead to the adoption of these 

contents of life stand in absolute opposi-
tion to the complete lack of objectivity in 

the developments of fashion.
If the social forms, the clothes, the 

aesthetic judgements, the whole style in 
which human beings express themselves 

are conceived in the constant transforma-
tion through fashion, so fashion that is, 

the latest fashion in all these things af-
fects only the upper strata. Just as soon as 

the lower strata begin to appropriate their 
style and thereby overstep the demar-

cation line which the upper strata have 
drawn and destroy the uniformity of their 

coherence symbolized in this fashion so 
the upper strata turn away from this fash-

ion and adopt a new one, which in its turn 
differentiates them from the broad mass-

es. And thus the game goes merrily on. 
Naturally, the lower strata look and strive 

towards the upper, and they encounter 
the least resistance in those fields which 

are subject to the whims of fashion, be-

cause it is here that mere external imita-
tion is most readily accessible. The same 

process is at work although not always as 
visible here as it is, for example, between 

mistress and maid between the different 
strata within the upper classes. Indeed, 

we may often observe that the more 
closely one stratum has approached the 

other, the more frantic becomes the hunt 
for imitation from below and the flight to-

wards novelty above. The prevalence of 
the money economy is bound to hasten 

this process considerably and render it 
visible, because the objects of fashion, 

embracing as they do the externalities 
of life, are particularly accessible to the 

mere possession of money, and therefore 
through these externalities conformity 

to the higher stratum is more easily ac-
quired here than in fields which demand 

an individual proof of worthiness that 
money cannot secure.

The extent to which this element of 
demarcation alongside the element of 

imitation forms the essence of fashion is 
especially apparent wherever the social 

structure does not possess any layered 
hierarchy of social strata, in which case 

fashion asserts itself in neighbouring 
strata. Among some primitive peoples it 

is reported that closely connected groups 
living under exactly similar conditions 

sometimes develop sharply differentiated 

fashions, by means of which each group 
establishes uniformity within itself, as 

well as differentiation from outsiders. On 
the other hand, there exists a widespread 

predilection for importing fashions from 
outside, and such foreign fashions as-

sume a greater value within a particular 
social circle, simply because they did not 

originate there. Even the prophet Zeph-
aniah expressed his indignation at the 

aristocrats in foreign clothing. As a matter 
of fact, the exotic advantage of fashions 

seems to favour especially strongly the 
exclusiveness of the groups which adopt 

them. Precisely because of their external 
origin, these imported fashions create a 

special and significant form of sociali-
zation, which arises through the mutual 

relationship to a point located outside the 
circle. It sometimes appears as though 

social elements, just like the axes of vi-
sion, converge best at a point that is not 

too near. Thus, among primitive peoples, 
money and thus economic value itself is 

the object of the most intense general in-
terest, and often consists of objects that 

are brought in from outside. In some ar-
eas (on the Solomon Islands, and in Ibo 

on the Niger, for example) there exists 
a kind of industry for the production of 

shells, or other monetary symbols that are 
not employed as a medium of exchange 

in the place of production itself, but in 

neighbouring districts, to which they are 
exported just as the fashions in Paris are 

frequently created with the sole intention 
of them becoming a fashion elsewhere. In 

Paris itself, fashion displays the greatest 
tension and reconciliation of its dualistic 

elements. Individualism, the adaptation 
to what is personally flattering stylewise, 

is much deeper than in Germany, but at 
the same time a certain very broad frame-

work of general style the current fashion 
is strictly observed, so that the individual 

appearance never clashes with the gen-
eral style, but always stands out from it.

If one of the two social tendencies 
essential to the establishment of fashion, 

namely, the need for integration on the 
one hand and the need for separation 

on the other, should be absent, then the 
formation of fashions will not occur and 

its realm will end. Consequently, the low-
er strata possess very few fashions and 

those they have are seldom specific; for 
this reason the fashions of primitive peo-

ples are much more stable than ours. By 
virtue of their social structure, they lack 

that danger of mixing and blurring which 
spurs on the classes of civilized peo-

ples to their differentiations of clothing, 
manners, taste, etc. Through these very 

differentiations, the sections of groups 
interested in separation are held together 

internally: the pace, tempo and rhythm 

of gestures is fundamentally determined 
by clothing and similarly dressed people 

behave in relatively similar ways. For 
modern life, with its individualist frag-

mentation, this is particularly valuable. 
And this is why fashions among primi-

tive peoples will also be less numerous, 
that is more stable, because the need for 

the newness of impressions and forms of 
life quite apart from its social effects is 

much less acute among them. Changes 
in fashion reflect the extent of dullness of 

nervous impulses: the more nervous the 
age, the more rapidly its fashions change, 

simply because the need for the appeal 
of differentiating oneself, one of the most 

important elements of all fashion, goes 
hand in hand with the weakening of nerv-

ous energy. This fact in itself is one of the 
reasons why the real seat of fashion is 

found among the upper strata.
With regard to the purely social 

motives of fashion, two neighbouring 
primitive peoples provide very telling 

examples of its goals of integration and 
differentiation. The Kaffirs have a very 

rich structured and stratified social or-
der, and although clothing and jewelry 

are subject to certain legal restrictions, 
one finds a quite rapid change of fash-

ions among them. The bushmen, on the 
other hand, among whom no class for-

mation whatsoever has occurred, have not 
developed any fashions at all, that is no 

interest has been noted among them with 
regard to changes in clothing and jewelry.

The same negative reasons have oc-
casionally also prevented the formation 

of fashions at the heights of culture, but 
in a completely conscious manner. It is 

said that around the year 1390 in Flor-
ence there was no prevailing fashion in 

men’s clothing because each one wished 
to present himself in his own special 

way. Thus, in this instance, one of the 
elements of fashion the desire for inte-

gration was absent, and without it there 
can be no fashion. On the other hand, it 

is reported that the Venetian nobili had 
no fashion since they were all required 

by a specific law to wear black, so as not 
to make their small numbers all too ob-

vious to the lower strata. Here there was 
no fashion since the other constitutive 

element was missing, because differenti-
ation from their social inferiors was to be 

deliberately avoided.
The essence of fashion consists in 

the fact that it should always be exer-
cised by only a part of a given group, the 

great majority of whom are merely on the 
road to adopting it. As soon as a fashion 

has been universally adopted, that is, as 
soon as anything that was originally done 

only by a few has really come to be prac-
tised by all as is the case in certain ele-

ments of clothing and in various forms of 
social conduct we no longer characterize 

it as fashion. Every growth of a fashion 
drives it to its doom, because it thereby 

cancels out its distinctiveness. By rea-
son of this play between the tendency 

towards universal acceptance and the de-
struction of its significance, to which this 

general adoption leads, fashion possesses 
the peculiar attraction of limitation, the 

attraction of a simultaneous beginning 
and end, the charm of newness and si-

multaneously of transitoriness. 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, con-
veys to us, at least while it is at its height, 

a stronger sense of the present than do 
most other phenomena.

If the momentary concentration of so-
cial consciousness upon the point which 

fashion signifies is also the one in which 
the seeds of its own death and its deter-

mined fate to be superceded already lie, 
so this transitoriness does not degrade it 

totally, but actually adds a new attraction 
to its existing ones. At all events, an ob-

ject does not suffer degradation by being 
called ‘fashionable’, unless we reject it 

with disgust or wish to debase it for other 

material reasons; in which case, of course, 
fashion becomes a concept of value. In 

the practice of life, anything else that is 
similarly new and suddenly disseminated 

in the same manner will not be character-
ized as fashion, if we believe in its con-

tinuance and its objective justification. 
If, on the other hand, we are convinced 

that the phenomenon will vanish just as 
rapidly as it came into existence, then we 

call it fashion. Hence, among the reasons 
why nowadays fashion exercises such a 

powerful influence on our consciousness 
there is also the fact that the major, per-

manent, unquestionable convictions are 
more and more losing their force. Conse-

quently, the fleeting and fluctuating el-
ements of life gain that much more free 

space. The break with the past which, for 
more than a century, civilized human kind 

has been labouring unceasingly to bring 
about, concentrates consciousness more 

and more upon the present. This accen-
tuation of the present is evidently, at the 

same time, an emphasis upon change and 
to the extent to which a particular strata 

is the agent of this cultural tendency, so 
to that degree will it turn to fashion in 

all fields, and by no means merely with 
regard to clothing. Indeed, it is almost 

a sign of the increased power of fashion 
that it has overstepped the bounds of its 

original domain, which comprised only 

externals of dress, and has acquired an in-
creasing influence over taste, theoretical 

convictions, and even the moral founda-
tions of life in their changing forms.

From the fact that fashion as such can 
never be generally in vogue, the individ-

ual derives the satisfaction of knowing 
that, as adopted by him or her, it still rep-

resents something special and striking; 
while at the same time the individual 

feels inwardly supported by a broad group 
of persons who are striving for the same 

thing, and not, as is the case for other so-
cial satisfactions, by a group that is doing 

the same thing. Therefore the feelings 
which the fashionable person confronts 

are an apparently agreeable mixture of 
approval and envy. We envy the fashion-

able person as an individual, but approve 
of them as a member of a group. Yet even 

this envy here has a peculiar nuance. 
There is a nuance of envy which includes 

a sort of ideal participation in the envied 
objects. An instructive example of this is 

furnished by the conduct of the worker 
who is able to get a glimpse of the feasts 

of the rich. In so far as we envy an object 
or a person, we are no longer absolutely 

excluded from them, and between both 
there now exists some relation or other, 

and between both the same psycholog-
ical content now exists, even though in 

entirely different categories and forms of 
sensation. This quiet personal usurpa-

tion of the envied property which is also 
the pleasure of unrequited love contains 

a kind of antidote, which occasionally 
counteracts the worst degenerations of 

the feeling of envy. The elements of fash-
ion afford an especially good chance for 

the development of this more conciliatory 
shade of envy, which also gives to the en-

vied person a better conscience because 
of his or her satisfaction with regard to 

their good fortune. This is due to the fact 
that, unlike many other psychological 

contents, these contents of fashion are 
not denied absolutely to anyone, because 

a change of fortune, which is never en-
tirely out of the question, may play them 

into the hands of an individual who had 
previously been confined to the state of 

envy.
From all this we see that fashion is 

the genuine playground for individu-
als with dependent natures, but whose 

self-consciousness, however, at the same 
time requires a certain amount of promi-

nence, attention, and singularity. Fashion 
elevates even the unimportant individual 

by making them the representative of a 
totality, the embodiment of a joint spirit. 

It is particularly characteristic of fashion 
because, by its very essence, it can be a 

norm which is never satisfied by everyone 
that it renders possible a social obedi-

ence that is at the same time a form of 
individual differentiation. In slaves to 

fashion (Modenarren) the social demands 
of fashion appear exaggerated to such a 

high degree that they completely acquire 
a semblance of individuality and particu-

larity. It is characteristic of the slave to 
fashion that he carries the tendency of a 

particular fashion beyond the otherwise 
self-contained limits. If pointed shoes 

are in style, then he wears shoes that re-
semble spear tips; if pointed collars are 

all the rage, he wears collars that reach 
up to his ears; if it is fashionable to at-

tend scholarly lectures, then he is never 
seen anywhere else, and so on. Thus he 

represents something totally individual, 
which consists in the quantitative inten-

sification of such elements as are qual-
itatively common property of the given 

social circle. He leads the way, but all 
travel the same road. Representing as he 

does the most recently conquered heights 
of public taste, he seems to be marching 

at the head of the general process. In re-
ality, however, what is so frequently true 

of the relation between individuals and 
groups also applies to him: that actually, 

the leader is the one who is led.
Democratic times obviously favour 

such a condition to a remarkable degree, 

so much so that even Bismarck and other 
very prominent party leaders of constitu-

tional governments have emphasized the 
fact that, inasmuch as they are leaders of 

a group, they are bound to follow it. Such 
times cause persons to seek dignity and 

the sensation of command in this man-
ner; they favour a confusion and ambigu-

ity of sensations, which fail to distinguish 
between ruling the mass and being ruled 

by it. The conceit of the slave to fashion 
is thus the caricature of a democratical-

ly fostered constellation of the relations 
between the individual and the totality. 

Undeniably, however, the hero of fashion, 
through the conspicuousness gained in 

a purely quantitative way, but clothed in 
a difference of quality, represents a gen-

uinely original state of equilibrium be-
tween the social and the individualizing 

impulses. This enables us to understand 
the outwardly so abstruse devotion to 

fashion of otherwise quite intelligent and 
broad-minded persons. It furnishes them 

with a combination of relations to things 
and human beings that, under ordinary 

circumstances, tend to appear separate-
ly. What is at work here is not only the 

mixture of individual distinctiveness and 
social equality, but more practically, as 

it were, it is the mingling of the sensa-
tion of domination and subordination. Or, 

formulated differently, we have here the 

mixing of a male and a female principle. 
The very fact that this mixing process 

only occurs in the sphere of fashion as 
in an ideal dilution that, as it were, only 

realizes the form of both elements in a 
content that is in itself indifferent, may 

lend a special attraction to fashion, es-
pecially for sensitive natures that do not 

care to concern themselves with robust 
reality. From an objective standpoint, life 

according to fashion consists of a mixture 
of destruction and construction; its con-

tent acquires its characteristics by de-
struction of an earlier form; it possesses 

a peculiar uniformity, in which the satis-
faction of the destructive impulse and the 

drive for positive elements can no longer 
be separated from each other.

Because we are dealing here not with 
the significance of a single content or a 

single satisfaction, but rather with the 
play between both contents and their 

mutual distinction, it becomes evident 
that the same combination which ex-

treme obedience to fashion acquires can 
also be won by opposition to it. Whoev-

er consciously clothes or deports them-
selves in an unmodern manner does not 

attain the consequent sensation of indi-
vidualization through any real individual 

qualification of his or her own, but rather 
through the mere negation of the social 

example. If modernity is the imitation 

of this social example, then the deliber-
ate lack of modernity represents a simi-

lar imitation, yet under an inverted sign, 
but nonetheless one which offers no less 

a testimony of the power of the social ten-
dency, which makes us dependent upon it 

in some positive or negative manner. The 
deliberately unmodern person accepts its 

forms just as much as does the slave to 
fashion, except that the unmodern person 

embodies it in another category: in that 
of negation, rather than in exaggeration.

Indeed, it occasionally becomes de-
cidedly fashionable in whole circles of a 

large-scale society to clothes oneself in 
an unmodern manner. This constitutes 

one of the most curious social-psycho-
logical complications, in which the drive 

for individual conspicuousness primarily 
remains content, first, with a mere inver-

sion of social imitation and, secondly, for 
its part draws its strength again from ap-

proximation to a similarly characterized 
narrow circle. If a club or association of 

club-haters were founded, then it would 
not be logically more impossible and 

psychologically more possible than the 
above phenomenon. Just as atheism has 

been made into a religion, embodying the 
same fanaticism, the same intolerance, 

the same satisfaction of emotional needs 
that are embraced in religion proper; 

and just as freedom too, by means of 

which a tyranny has been broken, often 
becomes no less tyrannical and violent; 

so this phenomenon of tendentious lack 
of modernity illustrates how ready the 

fundamental forms of human nature are 
to accept the total antithesis of contents 

in themselves and to show their strength 
and their attraction in the negation of 

the very thing to whose acceptance they 
still seemed a moment earlier to be ir-

revocably committed. Thus, it is often 
absolutely impossible to tell whether the 

elements of personal strength or of per-
sonal weakness have the upper hand in 

the complex of causes of such lack of mo-
dernity. It may result from the need not 

to make common cause with the crowd, 
a need that has as its basis, of course, 

not in independence from the crowd, 
but rather in an inner sovereign stance 

with respect to the latter. However, it may 
also be due to a weak sensibility, which 

causes individuals to fear that they will 
be unable to maintain their little piece 

of individuality if they adopt the forms, 
tastes and customs of the general pub-

lic. Such opposition to the latter is by no 
means always a sign of personal strength. 

On the contrary, personal strength will be 
so conscious of its unique value, which 

is immune to any external connivance, 
that it will be able to submit without any 

unease to general forms up to and includ-

ing fashion. Rather, it is precisely in this 
obedience that it will become conscious 

of the voluntariness of its obedience and 
of that which transcends obedience.

If fashion both gives expression to 
the impulse towards equalization and 

individualization, as well as to the al-
lure of imitation and conspicuousness, 

this perhaps explains why it is that wom-
en, broadly speaking, adhere especially 

strongly to fashion. Out of the weakness 
of the social position to which women 

were condemned throughout the greatest 
part of history there arises their close re-

lationship to all that is ‘custom’, to that 
which is ‘right and proper’, to the gen-

erally valid and approved form of exist-
ence. For those who are weak steer clear 

of individualization; they avoid depend-
ence upon the self, with its responsibil-

ities and the necessity of defending one-
self unaided. Those in a weak position 

find protection only in the typical form 
of life, which prevents the strong person 

from exercising his exceptional powers. 
But resting on the firm foundation of cus-

tom, of the average, of the general level, 
women strive strongly for all the relative 

individualization and general conspic-
uousness that thus remains possible. 

Fashion offers them this very combina-
tion to the most favourable extent, for we 

have here, on the one hand, a sphere of 

general imitation, the individual floating 
in the broadest social current, relieved 

of responsibility for their tastes and their 
actions, and yet, on the other hand, we 

have a certain conspicuousness, an indi-
vidual emphasis, an individual ornamen-

tation of the personality.
It seems that there exists for each 

class of human beings, indeed probably 
for each individual, a definite quantita-

tive relationship between the impulse 
towards individualization and the drive 

for immersion in the collectivity, so that 
if the satisfaction of one of these drives 

is denied in a certain field of life, it 
seeks another, in which it then fulfils the 

amount that it requires. Thus, it seems as 
though fashion were the valve, as it were, 

through which women’s need for some 
measure of conspicuousness and indi-

vidual prominence finds vent, when its 
satisfaction is more often denied in other 

spheres.
During the fourteenth and fifteenth 

centuries, Germany displayed an ex-
traordinarily strong development of in-

dividuality. To a great extent, the collec-
tivistic regulations of the Middle Ages 

were breached by the freedom of the 
individual person. Within this individ-

ualistic development, however, women 
still found no place and the freedom of 

personal movement and self-improvement 
was still denied them. They compensated 

for this by adopting the most extravagant 
and exaggerated fashions in dress. Con-

versely, we see that in Italy during the 
same epoch, women were given free play 

for individual development. The women 
of the Renaissance possessed extensive 

opportunities for culture, external activ-
ity, and personal differentiation such as 

were not offered to them again for many 
centuries. In the upper classes of socie-

ty, especially, education and freedom of 
expression were almost identical for both 

sexes. Yet it is also reported that no par-
ticularly extravagant Italian female fash-

ions emerged from that period. The need 
to exercise individuality and gain a kind 

of distinction in this sphere was absent, 
because the impulse embodied there-

in found sufficient satisfaction in other 
spheres. In general, the history of wom-

en in their outer as well as their inner 
life, in the individual aspect as well as 

in their collectivity, exhibits such a com-
paratively great uniformity, levelling and 

similarity, that they require a more live-
ly activity at least in the sphere of fash-

ions, which is nothing more nor less than 
variety, in order to add an attraction to 

themselves and their lives for their own 
feeling as well as for others.

Just as in the case of individualism 
and collectivism, so there exists between 

the uniformity and the variety of the con-
tents of life a definite proportion of needs, 

which is tossed to and fro in the different 
spheres and seeks to balance the refusal 

in the one by consent, however acquired, 
in the other. On the whole, we may say 

that the woman, compared to the man, 
is a more faithful creature. Now fidelity, 

expressing the uniformity and regulari-
ty of one’s nature only according to the 

side of one’s feelings, demands a more 
lively change in the outward surround-

ing spheres in order to establish the bal-
ance in the tendencies of life. The man, 

on the other hand, who in his essence is 
less faithful and who does not ordinarily 

maintain an emotional relationship that 
he has entered into with the same ab-

soluteness and concentration of all his 
vital interests, is consequently in less 

need of external variation. Indeed, the 
lack of acceptance of changes in external 

fields, the indifference towards fashions 
in outward appearance are specifical-

ly a male quality, not because a man is 
more uniform, but because he is the more 

many-sided creature, and for that rea-
son, can exist without external changes. 

Therefore the emancipated woman of the 
present, who seeks to approach towards 

the whole differentiation, personality and 

activity of the male sex, lays particular 
stress on her indifference to fashion. In 

a certain sense, fashion also gives wom-
en a compensation for their lack of social 

position in a professional group. The man 
who has become absorbed in a vocation 

has thereby entered into a relatively uni-
form social circle, in which he resembles 

many others within this stratum, and is 
thus often only an exemplar of the con-

cept of this stratum or occupation. On the 
other hand, and as if to compensate him 

for this absorption, he is invested with 
the full importance and the objective as 

well as the social power of this stratum. 
To his individual importance is added 

that of his stratum, which often can cover 
over the defects and deficiencies of pure-

ly personal existence.
Fashion accomplishes this identical 

process by other means. Fashion too sup-
plements a person’s lack of importance, 

their inability to individualize their ex-
istence purely by their own unaided ef-

forts, by enabling them to join a group 
characterized and singled out in the pub-

lic consciousness by fashion alone. Here 
too, to be sure, the personality as such 

is adapted to a general formula, yet this 
formula itself, from a social standpoint, 

possesses an individual colouring, and 
this makes up by a socially roundabout 

way for precisely what is denied to the 

personality in a purely individual way. 
The fact that the demi-monde is so fre-

quently the pioneer of new fashion is due 
to its distinctively uprooted form of life. 

The pariah existence to which society 
condemns the demi-monde produces an 

open or latent hatred against everything 
that has the sanction of law, against every 

permanent institution, a hatred that still 
finds its relatively most innocent expres-

sion in the striving for ever new forms of 
appearance. In this continual striving for 

new, previously unheard-of fashions, in 
the ruthlessness with which the one that 

is most opposed to the existing one is pas-
sionately adopted, there lies an aesthetic 

form of the destructive urge that seems 
to be an element peculiar to all who lead 

this pariah-like existence, so long as they 
are not inwardly completely enslaved.

And if we seek to gaze into the final 
and most subtle movements of the soul, 

which are difficult to express in words, so 
we find that they too exhibit this antag-

onistic play of the fundamental human 
tendencies, which seek to regain their 

continually lost balance by means of ever 
new proportions. It is in fact fundamen-

tal to fashion that it makes no distinction 
at all between all individualities alike, 

and yet it is always done in such a way 
that it never affects the whole human be-

ing; indeed it always remains somewhat 

external to the individual even in those 
spheres outside mere clothing fashions. 

For the form of mutability in which it is 
presented to the individual is under all 

circumstances a contrast to the stability 
of the sense of self, and indeed the lat-

ter must become conscious of its relative 
duration precisely through this contrast. 

The changeableness of the elements of 
fashion can express itself as mutability 

and develop its attraction only through 
this enduring element of the sense of 

self. But for this very reason fashion al-
ways stands, as I have pointed out, at the 

very periphery of the personality, which 
regards itself as a pièce de résistance to 

fashion, or at least can be experienced as 
such in an emergency.

It is this significant aspect of fashion 
that is adopted by refined and special 

persons, in so far as they use it as a kind 
of mask. They consider blind obedience 

to the standards of the public in all exter-
nals as the conscious and desired means 

of reserving their personal feelings and 
their taste, which they are eager to keep 

to themselves alone; indeed, so much to 
themselves that they do not care to allow 

their feelings and tastes to be seen in a 
form that is visible to all. It is therefore 

precisely a refined feeling of modesty and 
reserve which, seeking not to resort to a 

peculiarity in externals for fear perhaps 

of betraying a peculiarity of their inner-
most soul, causes many a delicate nature 

to seek refuge in the masking levelling 
of fashion. Thereby a triumph of the soul 

over the given nature of existence is 
achieved which, at least as far as form is 

concerned, must be considered one of the 
highest and finest victories: namely, that 

the enemy himself is transformed into a 
servant, that precisely that which seemed 

to violate the personality is seized vol-
untarily, because the levelling violation 

is here transferred to the external strata 
of life in such a way that it furnishes a 

veil and a protection for everything that 
is innermost and now all the more free. 

The struggle between the social and the 
individual is resolved here in so far as 

the strata for both are separated. This 
corresponds exactly to the triviality of ex-

pression and conversation through which 
very sensitive and retiring people, espe-

cially women, often deceive one about 
the depth of the individual soul behind 

these expressions.
All feeling of shame rests upon the 

conspicuousness of the individual. It 
arises whenever a stress is laid upon the 

self, whenever the attention of a social 
circle is drawn to an individual, which at 

the same time is felt to be in some way in-
appropriate. For this reason retiring and 

weak natures are particularly inclined to 

feelings of shame. The moment they step 
into the centre of general attention, the 

moment they make themselves conspic-
uous in any way, a painful oscillation be-

tween emphasis upon and withdrawal of 
the sense of the self manifests itself. In 

so far as this individual conspicuousness, 
as the source of the feeling of shame, is 

quite independent of the particular con-
tent on the basis of which it occurs, so one 

is actually frequently ashamed of good 
and noble things. If in society, in the nar-

rower sense of the term, banality consti-
tutes good form, then this is due not only 

to a mutual regard, which causes it to be 
considered bad taste to stand out through 

some individual, singular expression that 
not everyone can imitate, but also to the 

fear of that feeling of shame which forms 
a self-inflicted punishment for those de-

parting from the form and activity that 
is similar for, and equally accessible to, 

everyone.
By reason of its distinctive inner 

structure, fashion furnishes a conspic-
uousness of the individual which is al-

ways looked upon as proper, no matter 
how extravagant its form of appearance 

or manner of expression may be; as long 
as it is fashionable it is protected against 

those unpleasant reflections which the 
individual otherwise experiences when 

he or she becomes the object of atten-

tion. All mass actions are characterized 
by the loss of the feeling of shame. As a 

member of a mass, the individual will do 
many things which would have aroused 

uncontrollable repugnance in their soul 
had they been suggested to them alone. 

It is one of the most remarkable social- 
psychological phenomena, in which this 

characteristic of mass action is well ex-
emplified, that many fashions tolerate 

breaches of modesty which, if suggested 
to the individual alone, would be angri-

ly repudiated. But as dictates of fashion 
they find a ready acceptance. The feel-

ing of shame is eradicated in matters of 
fashion, because it represents a mass ac-

tion, in the same way that the feeling of 
responsibility is extinguished in partici-

pants in mass criminality, who if left to 
themselves as individuals would shrink 

from such deeds. As soon as the individ-
ual aspects of the situation begin to pre-

dominate over its social and fashionable 
aspects, the sense of shame immediately 

commences its effectiveness: many wom-
en would be embarrassed to confront a 

single male stranger alone in their liv-
ing room with the kind of low necklines 

that they wear in society, according to the 
dictates of fashion, in front of thirty or a 

hundred men.
Fashion is also only one of the forms 

through which human beings seek to save 
their inner freedom all the more com-

pletely by sacrificing externals to en-
slavement by the general public. Free-

dom and dependency also belong to those 
pairs of opposites, whose ever-renewed 

struggle and endless mobility give to 
life much more piquancy, and permit a 

much greater breadth and development 
than could a permanent, unchangeable 

balance of the two. Just as, according to 
Schopenhauer, to each person a certain 

amount of joy and sorrow is given, whose 
measure can neither remain empty nor 

be filled to overflowing, but in all the di-
versity and vacillations of internal and 

external circumstances only changes its 
form, so much less mystically we may ob-

serve in each period, in each class, and 
in each individual either a really perma-

nent proportion of dependency and free-
dom, or at least the longing for it, whereas 

we can only change the fields over which 
they are distributed. And it is the task of 

the higher life, to be sure, to arrange this 
distribution in such a way that the other 

values of existence thereby acquire the 
most favourable development. The same 

quantity of dependency and freedom 
may help, at one time, to increase moral, 

intellectual and aesthetic values to the 
highest point and, at another time, with-

out any change in quantity but merely in 
distribution, it may bring about the exact 

opposite result. As a whole, one could say 
that the most favourable result for the to-

tal value of life will be obtained when all 
unavoidable dependency is transferred 

more and more to the periphery of life, to 
its externalities. Perhaps Goethe, in his 

later period, is the most eloquent exam-
ple of a wholly great life, for by means of 

his adaptability in all externals, his strict 
regard for form, his willing obedience to 

the conventions of society, he attained a 
maximum of inner freedom, a complete 

saving of the centres of life from the una-
voidable quantity of dependency. In this 

respect, fashion is also a social form of 
marvellous expediency, because, like the 

law, it affects only the externals of life, 
and hence only those sides of life which 

are turned towards society. It provides 
human beings with a formula by means 

of which we can unequivocally attest 
our dependency upon what is generally 

adopted, our obedience to standards es-
tablished by our time, our class, and our 

narrower circle, and enables us to with-
draw the freedom given us in life and 

concentrate it more and more in our in-
nermost and fundamental elements.

Within the individual soul these re-
lations of equalizing unification and in-

dividual demarcation are, to a certain 

extent, actually repeated. The antagonism 
of the tendencies which produce fashion 

is transferred, as far as form is concerned 
and in an entirely similar manner, even 

to those inner relations of some individ-
uals who have nothing whatever to do 

with social obligations. The phenomenon 
to which I am referring exhibits the of-

ten emphasized parallelism with which 
the relations between individuals are 

repeated in the correlation between the 
psychological elements of individuals 

themselves. More or less intentionally, 
the individual often establishes a mode 

of conduct or a style for him or herself 
which, by the rhythm of its rise, its sway 

and decline, becomes characterized as 
fashion. Young people especially often 

display a sudden singularity in their be-
haviour; an unexpected, objectively un-

founded interest arises that governs their 
whole sphere of consciousness, only to 

disappear in the same irrational manner. 
We might characterize this as a personal 

fashion, which forms a limiting case of 
social fashion. The former is supported, 

on the one hand, by the individual de-
mand for differentiation and thereby at-

tests to the same impulse that is active 
in the formation of social fashion. The 

needs for imitation, similarity, and for 
the blending of the individual into the 

mass, are here satisfied purely within the 

individuals themselves: namely through 
the concentration of the personal con-

sciousness upon this one form or content, 
through the uniform shading his or her 

nature receives from that concentration, 
through the imitation, as it were, of their 

own self, where here replaces the imita-
tion of others.

A certain intermediate stage is of-
ten realized within close social circles 

between individual style and personal 
fashion. Ordinary persons frequently 

adopt some expression, which they apply 
at every opportunity in common with as 

many others as possible in the same so-
cial circle to all manner of suitable and 

unsuitable objects. In one respect this is 
a group fashion, yet in another it is re-

ally individual, for its express purpose 
consists in having the individual make 

the totality of his or her circle of ideas 
subject to this formula. Brutal violence is 

hereby committed against the individu-
ality of things all nuances are blurred by 

the curious supremacy of this one cate-
gory of expression, for example, when we 

designate all things that we like for any 
reason whatever as ‘chic’, or ‘smart’ even 

though the objects in question may bear 
no relation whatsoever to the fields to 

which these expressions belong. In this 
manner, the inner world of the individual 

is made subject to fashion, and thus re-

peats the form of the group dominated by 
fashion. And this also occurs chiefly by 

reason of the objective absurdity of such 
individual manners, which illustrate the 

power of the formal, unifying element 
over the objective, rational element. In 

the same way, many persons and social 
circles only ask that they be uniform-

ly governed, and the question as to how 
qualified or valuable is this domination 

plays a merely secondary role. It cannot 
be denied that, by doing violence to ob-

jects treated in this way, and by clothing 
them all uniformly in a category that we 

apply to them, the individual exercises 
an authority over them, and gains an in-

dividual feeling of power, an emphasis of 
the self over against these objects.

The phenomenon that appears here 
in the form of a caricature is noticeable 

to lesser degrees everywhere in the rela-
tionship of people to objects. It is only 

the most noble human beings who find 
the greatest depth and power of their ego 

precisely in the fact that they respect the 
individuality inherent in things. The hos-

tility which the soul bears to the suprem-
acy, independence and indifference of 

the universe continuously gives rise, as 
it were beside the loftiest and most val-

uable strivings of humanity to attempts 
to oppress things externally. The self 

prevails against them not by absorbing 

and moulding their powers, not by rec-
ognizing their individuality in order to 

make them serviceable, but by, forcing 
them outwardly to subjugate themselves 

to some subjective formula. To be sure, in 
reality the self has not gained control of 

the things themselves, but only of its own 
falsified fantasy image of them. Howev-

er, the feeling of power, which originates 
from this, reveals its lack of foundation 

and its illusory nature by the rapidity with 
which such expressions of fashions pass 

away. It is just as illusory as the feeling of 
the uniformity of being, that springs for 

the moment out of this schematization of 
all expressions.

In an aesthetic form, adornment cre-
ates a highly specific synthesis of the 

great convergent and divergent forces of 
the individual and society, namely, the 

elevation of the ego through existing for 
others, and the elevation of existing for 

others through the emphasis and exten-
sion of the ego. This aesthetic form itself 

stands above the contrasts between in-
dividual human strivings. They find, in 

adornment, not only the possibility of a 
reciprocal organization that, as anticipa-

tion and pledge of their deeper metaphys-
ical unity, transcends the disharmony of 

their appearance.
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