common with many other strangers. For this reason strangers are not really
perceived as individuals, but as strangers of a certain type. Their remoteness
is no less general than their nearness.

This form appears, for example, in so special a case as the tax levied on
Jews in Frankfurt and elsewhere during the Middle Ages. Whereas the tax
paid by Christian citizens varied according to their wealth at any given time,
for every single Jew the tax was fixed once and for all. This amount was fixed
because the Jew had his social position as a Jew, not as the bearer of certain
objective contents. With respect to taxes every other citizen was regarded as
possessor of a certain amount of wealth, and his tax could follow the
fluctuations of his fortune. But the Jew as taxpayer was first of all a Jew, and
thus his fiscal position contained an invariable element. This appears most
forcefully, of course, once the differing circumstances of individual Jews are
no longer considered, limited though this consideration is by fixed
assessments, and all strangers pay exactly the same head tax.

Despite his being inorganically appended to it, the stranger is still an
organic member of the group. Its unified life includes the specific
conditioning of this element. Only we do not know how to designate the
characteristic unity of this position otherwise than by saying that it is put
together of certain amounts of nearness and of remoteness. Although both
these qualities are found to some extent in all relationships, a special
proportion and reciprocal tension between them produce the specific form of
the relation to the “stranger.”

SOURCE: From On Individuality and Social Forms, edited by Donald Levine (1971). Copyright ©
1971 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved. Used by permission of The University of
Chicago Press.

Individuality and Social Structure
Introduction to “Fashion”

As the example at the opening of this chapter indicated, Simmel explores the
world of fashion as yet another aspect of social life built on the coupling of
opposites. Whether it be taste in music or in cars, the design of clothes or
furniture, Simmel sees fashion as an expression of individualization, an
attempt to cultivate one’s distinctiveness, while at the same time it is an
expression of imitation and conformity (see Figure 6.5). As Simmel contends,

Figure 6.5 Duality of Fashion



Fashion

eccentricity conformity./imitation
{adopted by very few) (widespread acceptance)

From the fact that fashion as such can never be generally in vogue, the individual derives the
satisfaction of knowing that as adopted by him it still represents something special and striking,
while at the same time he feels inwardly supported by a set of persons who are . . . actually doing
the same thing. (Simmel 1904/1971:304)

As a result, adopting a particular fashion allows the individual to cultivate
his uniqueness and sense of self-identity with the security of knowing that he
is part of a group and that, should the trend be met with reproach, he alone is
not responsible for creating it. After all, he is merely following the latest
fashion.

The passage quoted above suggests an interesting question: Why can’t a
fashion ever be generally in vogue? To this, Simmel offers an answer that, not
surprisingly, speaks to the paradoxical nature of social life. Simply put,
fashions remain fashionable only to the extent that the general population
does not adopt them. Once fashions become widely disseminated they
become commonplace and thus are no longer able to convey distinctions
between individuals and groups. Turning again to Simmel:

The very character of fashion demands that it should be exercised at one time only by a portion of

the given group, the great majority merely being on the road to adopting it. As soon as . . . anything

that was originally done only by few has really come to be practiced by all . . . we no longer speak
of fashion. As fashion spreads, it gradually goes to its doom. (ibid.:302)

The capacity for a particular fashion to create a sense of distinction for the
individuals who first adopt it is destroyed as more and more people practice
it; as the fashionable difference is transformed into a commonplace standard.
With the destruction of its very purpose—to cultivate individuality—the
fashion dies, only to be replaced by a new trend that, through its inevitable
spread, will also face its equally inevitable death. And so the cycle continues
with the introduction of styles that have no functional usefulness: wide or
narrow jacket lapels, bell-bottomed or straight-legged pants, thick- or thin-
striped shirts, high-heeled shoes, tattoos, tongue piercings, etc. etc.

The ebb and flow of fashion trends raises an important issue. Aside from
individuals’ quest to be fashionable as a means for expressing their
individuality, what group forces shape the rise and demise of trends? In
addressing this question, Simmel looks to the dynamics of class relations. The
cyclical life of fashion is in large measure a consequence of the upper classes
within a society attempting to distance themselves from the lower classes.
Fashion is a visible and easily identifiable sign of class position, making it a



domain well suited for publicly demonstrating one’s place in the class
hierarchy. (The overt connection between cars and class position clearly
indicates this.) However, as the lower classes set out to imitate those above
them in the “externals of life,” the upper classes necessarily must seek out an
alternative form of fashion in order to retain and express their distinctiveness.
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Photo 6.2 “Punk” Fashion: Looking the Same, Only Different

Additionally, the pace at which styles change is quickened in modern
societies. To the extent that the lower classes in advanced societies possess
greater wealth relative to those in less-developed or premodern societies, they
have an advantage in chasing the fashion trends established by the upper
classes. With the mass production of goods, the costs for manufacturing them
decreases, in turn making them more affordable to the lower classes. Greater
purchasing power among the lower classes, coupled with cheaper products
and increased supply, shortens the life span of fashions first adopted by the
upper classes in their attempt to differentiate themselves from the masses.
This societal development has produced yet another Simmelian irony: insofar
as we express our uniqueness or individuality through fashion, we often do so
through buying mass-produced, standardized goods.

From “Fashion” (1904)

Georg Simmel

Fashion is the imitation of a given example and satisfies the demand for social
adaptation; it leads the individual upon the road which all travel, it furnishes a
general condition, which resolves the conduct of every individual into a mere



example. At the same time it satisfies in no less degree the need of
differentiation, the tendency towards dissimilarity, the desire for change and
contrast, on the one hand by a constant change of contents, which gives to the
fashion of today an individual stamp as opposed to that of yesterday and of
to-morrow, on the other hand because fashions differ for different classes—
the fashions of the upper stratum of society are never identical with those of
the lower; in fact, they are abandoned by the former as soon as the latter
prepares to appropriate them. Thus fashion represents nothing more than one
of the many forms of life by the aid of which we seek to combine in uniform
spheres of activity the tendency towards social equalization with the desire for
individual differentiation and change. Every phase of the conflicting pair
strives visibly beyond the degree of satisfaction that any fashion offers to an
absolute control of the sphere of life in question. If we should study the
history of fashions (which hitherto have been examined only from the view-
point of the development of their contents) in connection with their
importance for the form of the social process, we should find that it reflects
the history of the attempts to adjust the satisfaction of the two counter-
tendencies more and more perfectly to the condition of the existing individual
and social culture. The various psychological elements in fashion all conform
to this fundamental principle.

Fashion, as noted above, is a product of class distinction and operates like a
number of other forms, honor especially, the double function of which
consists in revolving within a given circle and at the same time emphasizing it
as separate from others. Just as the frame of a picture characterizes the work
of art inwardly as a coherent, homogeneous, independent 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
determine the double effect, both inward and outward, so honor owes its
character, and above all its moral rights, to the fact that the individual in his
personal honor at the same time represents and maintains that of his social
circle and his class. These moral rights, however, are frequently considered
unjust by those without the pale. Thus fashion on the one hand signifies union
with those in the same class, the uniformity of a circle characterized by it,
and, uno actu, the exclusion of all other groups.

Union and segregation are the two fundamental functions which are here
inseparably united, and one of which, although or because it forms a logical
contrast to the other, becomes the condition of its realization. Fashion is
merely a product of social demands, even though the individual object which
it creates or recreates may represent a more or less individual need. This is
clearly proved by the fact that very frequently not the slightest reason can be
found for the creations of fashion from the standpoint of an objective,



aesthetic, or other expediency. While in general our wearing apparel is really
adapted to our needs, there is not a trace of expediency in the method by
which fashion dictates, for example, whether wide or narrow trousers, colored
or black scarfs shall be worn. As a rule the material justification for an action
coincides with its general adoption, but in the case of fashion there is a
complete separation of the two elements, and there remains for the individual
only this general acceptance as the deciding motive to appropriate it. Judging
from the ugly and repugnant things that are sometimes in vogue, it would
seem as though fashion were desirous of exhibiting its power by getting us to
adopt the most atrocious things for its sake alone. The absolute indifference of
fashion to the material standards of life is well illustrated by the way in which
it recommends something appropriate in one instance, something abstruse in
another, and something materially and aesthetically quite indifferent in a
third. The only motivations with which fashion is concerned are formal social
ones. The reason why even aesthetically impossible styles seem distingué,
elegant, and artistically tolerable when affected by persons who carry them to
the extreme, is that the persons who do this are generally the most elegant and
pay the greatest attention to their personal appearance, so that under any
circumstances we would get the impression of something distingué and
aesthetically cultivated. This impression we credit to the questionable element
of fashion, the latter appealing to our consciousness as the new and
consequently most conspicuous feature of the tout ensemble.

Fashion occasionally will affect objectively determined subjects such as
religious faith, scientific interests, even socialism and individualism; but it
does not become operative as fashion until these subjects can be considered
independent of the deeper human motives from which they have risen. For
this reason the rule of fashion becomes in such fields unendurable. We
therefore see that there is good reason why externals—clothing, social
conduct, amusements—constitute the specific field of fashion, for here no
dependence is placed on really vital motives of human action. It is the field
which we can most easily relinquish to the bent towards imitation, which it
would be a sin to follow in important questions. We encounter here a close
connection between the consciousness of personality and that of the material
forms of life, a connection that runs all through history. The more objective
our view of life has become in the last centuries, the more it has stripped the
picture of nature of all subjective and anthropomorphic elements, and the
more sharply has the conception of individual personality become defined.
The social regulation of our inner and outer life is a sort of embryo condition,
in which the contrasts of the purely personal and the purely objective are
differentiated, the action being synchronous and reciprocal. Therefore
wherever man appears essentially as a social being we observe neither strict



objectivity in the view of life nor absorption and independence in the
consciousness of personality.

Social forms, apparel, aesthetic judgment, the whole style of human
expression, are constantly transformed by fashion, in such a way, however,
that fashion—i.e., the latest fashion—in all these things affects only the upper
classes. Just as soon as the lower classes begin to copy their style, thereby
crossing the line of demarcation the upper classes have drawn and destroying
the uniformity of their coherence, the upper classes turn away from this style
and adopt a new one, which in its turn differentiates them from the masses;
and thus the game goes merrily on. Naturally the lower classes look and strive
towards the upper, and they encounter the least resistance in those fields
which are subject to the whims of fashion; for it is here that mere external
imitation is most readily applied. The same process is at work as between the
different sets within the upper classes, although it is not always as visible here
as it is, for example, between mistress and maid. Indeed, we may often
observe that the more nearly one set has approached another, the more frantic
becomes the desire for imitation from below and the seeking for the new from
above. The increase of wealth is bound to hasten the process considerably and
render it visible, because the objects of fashion, embracing as they do the
externals of life, are most accessible to the mere call of money, and
conformity to the higher set is more easily acquired here than in fields which
demand an individual test that gold and silver cannot affect. . . .

Fashion plays a more conspicuous role in modern times, because the
differences in our standards of life have become so much more strongly
accentuated, for the more numerous and the more sharply drawn these
differences are, the greater the opportunities for emphasizing them at every
turn. In innumerable instances this cannot be accomplished by passive
inactivity, but only by the development of forms established by fashion; and
this has become all the more pronounced since legal restrictions prescribing
various forms of apparel and modes of life for different classes have been
removed. . . .

The very character of fashion demands that it should be exercised at one
time only by a portion of the given group, the great majority being merely on
the road to adopting it. As soon as an example 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 portions of our apparel
and in various forms of social conduct—we no longer speak of fashion. As
fashion spreads, it gradually goes to its doom. The distinctiveness which in
the early stages of a set fashion assures for it a certain distribution is
destroyed as the fashion spreads, and as this element wanes, the fashion also



is bound to die. By reason of this peculiar play between the tendency towards
universal acceptation and the destruction of its very purpose to which this
general adoption leads, fashion includes a peculiar attraction of limitation, the
attraction of a simultaneous beginning and end, the charm of novelty coupled
to that of transitoriness. The attractions of both poles of the phenomena meet
in fashion, and show also here that they belong together unconditionally,
although, or rather because, they are contradictory in their very nature.
Fashion always occupies the dividing-line between the past and the future,
and consequently conveys a stronger feeling of the present, at least while it is
at its height, than most other phenomena. What we call the present is usually
nothing more than a combination of a fragment of the past with a fragment of
the future. Attention is called to the present less often than colloquial usage,
which is rather liberal in its employment of the word, would lead us to
believe.

Few phenomena of social life possess such a pointed curve of
consciousness as does fashion. As soon as the social consciousness attains to
the highest point designated by fashion, it marks the beginning of the end for
the latter. This transitory character of fashion, however, does not on the whole
degrade it, but adds a new element of attraction. At all events an object 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 an idea of value. In the practice of life anything else
similarly new and suddenly disseminated is not called fashion, when we are
convinced of its continuance and its material justification. If, on the other
hand, we feel certain that the fact will vanish as rapidly as it came, then we
call it fashion. We can discover one of the reasons why in these latter days
fashion exercises such a powerful influence on our consciousness in the
circumstance that the great, permanent, unquestionable convictions are
continually losing strength, as a consequence of which the transitory and
vacillating elements of life acquire more room for the display of their activity.
The break with the past, which, for more than a century, civilized mankind
has been laboring unceasingly to bring about, makes the consciousness turn
more and more to the present. This accentuation of the present evidently at
the same time emphasizes the element of change, and a class will turn to
fashion in all fields, by no means only in that of apparel, in proportion to the
degree in which it supports the given civilizing tendency. It may almost be
considered a sign of the increased power of fashion, that it has overstepped
the bounds of its original domain, which comprised only personal externals,
and has acquired an increasing influence over taste, over theoretical
convictions, and even over the moral foundations of life.

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



individual derives the satisfaction of knowing that as adopted by him it still
represents something special and striking, while at the same time he feels
inwardly supported by a set of persons who are striving for the same thing,
not as in the case of other social satisfactions, by a set actually doing the same
thing. The fashionable person is regarded with mingled feelings of approval
and envy; we envy him as an individual, but approve of him as a member of a
set or group. Yet even this envy has a peculiar coloring. There is a shade of
envy which includes a species of ideal participation in the envied object itself.
An instructive example of this is furnished by the conduct of the poor man
who gets a glimpse of the feast of his rich neighbor. The moment we envy an
object or a person, we are no longer absolutely excluded from it; some
relation or other has been established—between both the same psychic
content now exists—although in entirely different categories and forms of
sensations. This quiet personal usurpation of the envied property contains a
kind of antidote, which occasionally counter-acts the evil effects of this
feeling of envy. The contents of fashion afford an especially good chance of
the development of this conciliatory shade of envy, which also gives to the
envied person a better conscience because of his satisfaction over his good
fortune. This is due to the fact that these contents are not, as many other
psychic contents are, denied absolutely to any one, for a change of fortune,
which is never entirely 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 furnishes an ideal field for individuals
with dependent natures, whose self-consciousness, however, requires a certain
amount of prominence, attention, and singularity. Fashion raises even the
unimportant individual by making him the representative of a class, the
embodiment of a joint spirit. And here again we observe the curious
intermixture of antagonistic values. Speaking broadly, it is characteristic of a
standard set by a general body, that its acceptance by any one individual does
not call attention to him; in other words, a positive adoption of a given norm
signifies nothing. Whoever keeps the laws the breaking of which is punished
by the penal code, whoever lives up to the social forms prescribed by his
class, gains no conspicuousness or notoriety. The slightest infraction or
opposition, however, is immediately noticed and places the individual in an
exceptional position by calling the attention of the public to his action. All
such norms do not assume positive importance for the individual until he
begins to depart from them. It is peculiarly characteristic of fashion that it
renders possible a social obedience, which at the same time is a form of
individual differentiation. Fashion does this because in its very nature it
represents a standard that can never be accepted by all. While fashion
postulates a certain amount of general acceptance, it nevertheless is not



without significance in the characterization of the individual, for it
emphasizes his personality not only through omission but also through
observance. In the dude the social demands of fashion appear exaggerated to
such a degree that they completely assume an individualistic and peculiar
character. It is characteristic of the dude that he carries the elements of a
particular fashion to an extreme; when pointed shoes are in style, he wears
shoes that resemble the prow of a ship; when high collars are all the rage, he
wears collars that come up to his ears; when scientific lectures are
fashionable, you cannot find him anywhere else, etc., etc. Thus he represents
something distinctly individual, which consists in the quantitative
intensification of such elements as are qualitatively common property of the
given set of class. 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 procession. In reality, however, what is so
frequently true of the relation between individuals and groups applies also to
him: As a matter of fact, the leader allows himself to be led. . ..

Inasmuch as we are dealing here not with the importance of a single fact or
a single satisfaction, but rather with the play between two contents and their
mutual distinction, it becomes evident that the same combination which
extreme obedience to fashion acquires can be won also by opposition to it.
Whoever consciously avoids following the fashion does not attain the
consequent sensation of individualization through any real individual
qualification, but rather through mere negation of the social example. If
obedience to fashion consists in imitation of such an example, conscious
neglect of fashion represents similar imitation, but under an inverse sign. The
latter, however, furnishes just as fair testimony of the power of the social
tendency, which demands our dependence in some positive or negative
manner. The man who consciously pays no heed to fashion accepts its forms
just as much as the dude does, only he embodies it in another category, the
former in that of exaggeration, the latter in that of negation. Indeed, it
occasionally happens that it becomes fashionable in whole bodies of a large
class to depart altogether from the standards set by fashion. This constitutes a
most curious social-psychological complication, in which the tendency
towards individual conspicuousness primarily rests content with a mere
inversion of the social imitation and secondly draws in strength from
approximation to a similarly characterized narrower circle. If the club-haters
organized themselves into a club, it would not be logically more impossible
and psychologically more possible than the above case. Similarly atheism has
been made into a religion, embodying the same fanaticism, the same
intolerance, the same satisfying of the needs of the soul that are embraced in
religion proper. Freedom, likewise, after having put a stop to tyranny,



frequently becomes no less tyrannical and arbitrary. So the phenomenon of
conscious departure from fashion illustrates how ready the fundamental forms
of human character are to accept the total antithesis of contents and to show
their strength and their attraction in the negation of the very thing to whose
acceptance they seemed a moment before irrevocably committed. It is often
absolutely impossible to tell whether the elements of personal strength or of
personal weakness preponderate in the group of causes that lead to such a
departure from fashion. It may result from a desire not to make common
cause with the mass, a desire that has at its basis not independence of the
mass, to be sure, but yet an inherently sovereign position with respect to the
latter. However, it may be due to a delicate sensibility, which causes the
individual to fear that he will be unable to maintain his individuality in case
he adopts the forms, the tastes, and the customs of the general public. Such
opposition is by no means always a sign of personal strength. . . .

We have seen that in fashion the different dimensions of life, so to speak,
acquire a peculiar convergence, that fashion is a complex structure in which
all the leading antithetical tendencies of the soul are represented in one way or
another. This will make clear that the total rhythm in which the individuals
and the groups move will exert an important influence also upon their relation
to fashion, that the various strata of a group, altogether aside from their
different contents of life and external possibilities, will bear different relations
to fashion simply because their contents of life are evolved either in
conservative or in rapidly varying form. On the one hand the lower classes are
difficult to put in motion and they develop slowly. A very clear and instructive
example of this may be found in the attitude of the lower classes in England
towards the Danish and the Norman conquests. On the whole the changes
brought about affected the upper classes only; in the lower classes we find
such a degree of fidelity to arrangements and forms of life that the whole
continuity of English life which was retained through all those national
vicissitudes rests entirely upon the persistence and immovable conservatism
of the lower classes. The upper classes, however, were most intensely affected
and transformed by new influences, just as the upper branches of a tree are
most responsive to the movements of the air. The highest classes, as everyone
knows, are the most conservative, and frequently enough they are even
archaic. They dread every motion and change, not because they have an
antipathy for the contents or because the latter are injurious to them, but
simply because it is change and because they regard every modification of the
whole as suspicious and dangerous. No change can bring them additional
power, and every change can give them something to fear, but nothing to hope
for. The real variability of historical life is therefore vested in the middle
classes, and for this reason the history of social and cultural movements has



fallen into an entirely different pace since the tiers Ztat assumed control. For
this reason fashion, which represents the variable and contrasting forms of
life, has since then become much broader and more animated, and also
because of the transformation in the immediate political life, for man requires
an ephemeral tyrant the moment he has rid himself of the absolute and
permanent one. The frequent change of fashion represents a tremendous
subjugation of the individual and in that respect forms one of the essential
complements of the increased social and political freedom. A form of life, for
the contents of which the moment of acquired height marks the beginning of
decline, belongs to a class which is inherently much more variable, much
more restless in its rhythms than the lowest classes with their dull,
unconscious conservatism, and the highest classes with their consciously
desired conservatism. Classes and individuals who demand constant change,
because the rapidity of their development gives them the advantage over
others, find in fashion something that keeps pace with their own soul-
movements. Social advance above all is favorable to the rapid change of
fashion, for it capacitates lower classes so much for imitation of upper ones,
and thus the process characterized above, according to which every higher set
throws aside a fashion the moment a lower set adopts it, has acquired a
breadth and activity never dreamed of before.

This fact has important bearing on the content of fashion. Above all else it
brings in its train a reduction in the cost and extravagance of fashions. In
earlier times there was a compensation for the costliness of the first
acquisition or the difficulties in transforming conduct and taste in the longer
duration of their sway. The more an article becomes subject to rapid changes
of fashion, the greater the demand for cheap products of its kind, not only
because the larger and therefore poorer classes nevertheless have enough
purchasing power to regulate industry and demand objects, which at least bear
the outward semblance of style, but also because even the higher circles of
society could not afford to adopt the rapid changes in fashion forced upon
them by the imitation of the lower circles, if the objects were not relatively
cheap. The rapidity of the development is of such importance in actual articles
of fashion that it even withdraws them from certain advances of economy
gradually won in other fields. It has been noticed, especially in the older
branches of modern productive industry, that the speculative element
gradually ceases to play an influential role. The movements of the market can
be better overlooked, requirements can be better foreseen and production can
be more accurately regulated than before, so that the rationalization of
production makes greater and greater inroads on chance conjunctures, on the
aimless vacillation of supply and demand. Only pure articles of fashion seem
to prove an exception. The polar oscillations, which modern economics in



many instances knows how to avoid and from which it is visibly striving
towards entirely new economic orders and forms, still hold sway in the field
immediately subject to fashion. The element of feverish change is so essential
here that fashion stands, as it were, in a logical contrast to the tendencies for
development in modern economics.

In contrast to this characteristic, however, fashion possesses this peculiar
quality, that every individual type to a certain extent makes its appearance as
though it intended to live forever. When we furnish a house these days,
intending the articles to last a quarter of a century, we invariably invest in
furniture designed according to the very latest patterns and do not even
consider articles in vogue two years before. Yet it is evident that the attraction
of fashion will desert the present article just as it left the earlier one, and
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with both forms is determined by other material
criterions. A peculiar psychological process seems to be at work here in
addition to the mere bias of the moment. Some fashion always exists and
fashion per se is indeed immortal, which fact seems to affect in some manner
or other each of its manifestations, although the very nature of each individual
fashion stamps it as being transitory. The fact that change itself does not
change in this instance endows each of the objects which it affects with a
psychological appearance of duration.

This apparent duration becomes real for the different fashion-contents
within the change itself in the following special manner. Fashion, to be sure,
is concerned only with change, yet like all phenomena it tends to conserve
energy; it endeavors to attain its objects as completely as possible, but
nevertheless with the relatively most economical means. For this very reason,
fashion repeatedly returns to old forms, as is illustrated particularly in
wearing-apparel; and the course of fashion has been likened to a circle. As
soon as an earlier fashion has partially been forgotten there is no reason why
it should not be allowed to return to favor and why the charm of difference,
which constitutes its very essence, should not be permitted to exercise an
influence similar to that which it exerted conversely some time before.

SOURCE: From On Individuality and Social Forms, edited by Donald Levine (1971). Copyright ©
1971 by The University of Chicago. All rights reserved. Used by permission of The University of
Chicago Press.
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