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Introduction

Stefano Marino and Giovanni Matteucci


On the Very Idea of a Philosophy of Fashion

“On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme” is the title of an important essay published in 1973 by Donald Davidson. Inspired by the clear, powerful, influential, and also catchy title of Davidson’s seminal contribution to analytic philosophy, we would like to start this Introduction to Eugen Fink’s book Fashion: Seductive Play with a brief indication of the basic question concerning the very idea of a philosophy of fashion. In fact, the book written by Fink that we present here for the first time in an English translation—originally published in German in 1969—represents an important contribution in the history of the progressive development of philosophical approaches to fashion in the last few centuries.1 Although Fink’s book has apparently (and unfortunately) not received much attention in the fifty-four years following its publication, we nevertheless believe that for a number of reasons, it deserves to be rediscovered and can still offer a relevant contribution to the field of philosophical fashion studies in the strict sense.

As our readers will see, the first part of this chapter mostly opts for a reconstructive, textual-analytical, and historical approach, aimed: (1) to clarify the nature of philosophical contributions on fashion within the broader sphere of fashion studies in general; (2) to contextualize Fink’s specific contribution to a philosophy of fashion in the wider field of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophical perspectives on fashion; (3) to explain in which phase of Fink’s phenomenological philosophy the book Fashion: Seductive Play must be placed. The second part of this Introduction, however, adopts an interpretive, conceptual, and theoretical approach, not only with a clear focus on some fundamental aspects of Fashion: Seductive Play but also with the aim to draw comparisons with other philosophical paradigms, in order to further extend the kind of phenomenological-anthropological exploration of clothing and fashion inaugurated by Fink.

Fashion represents one of the most significant and fascinating phenomena of the modern age. While many theorists tend to see an intrinsic connection between the essence of fashion and what we may call the spirit of modernity, it is also possible to adopt a sort of “universalistic” approach and try to understand fashion as a practice whose roots lie in the very nature of the human being, rather than in the spirit of a particular epoch in the history of mankind. In any case, regardless of this important although subtle distinction, what is without doubt is the fact that fashion represents a cultural form that perfectly embodies the heterogeneous, multiform, contradictory, and to some extent perhaps superficial but also exciting tendencies of the present age. It thus presents itself as a mirror of our time that is of critical importance to better understand ourselves and the world we live in.

Although often regarded as frivolous and a topic unworthy of intellectual consideration, over the past few decades the significance of fashion has been recognized by a growing community of academic scholars. Fashion has gradually acquired the status of a subject worthy of scientific inquiry, notwithstanding the lingering resistance to its overdue recognition. More precisely, it is apparent that since the early 1980s there has been a real “explosion” of fashion studies and fashion theories. This phenomenon can also be connected to a wider movement of redefinition and rethinking of cultural spheres and hierarchies that, among other things, has led to a partial abandonment of the traditional (and once seemingly insurmountable) dichotomy between high culture and low culture. As has been noted by contemporary philosophers like Theodore Gracyk, “until recently the [. . .] field of aesthetics” (and, more generally, of philosophy) “was either silent about, or hostile to, popular culture,” based on several preconceptions and prejudices, among which is the idea that popular culture is always and necessarily “aesthetically impoverished.”2 Although Gracyk’s observations are specifically focused on popular music, we nevertheless consider them as highly representative of a certain traditional and indeed critical view of all popular culture: a view that has been typical for a long time among philosophers and that, mutatis mutandis, has also affected fashion negatively, inasmuch as the latter can be associated with (or even included in) the wide and variegated universe of contemporary popular culture.3

Notwithstanding the abovementioned “stream of academic publications on fashion” in the 1980s and 1990s, a brief survey of the field of recent fashion studies reveals that, with a few exceptions, “these [were] not written by philosophers.”4 In other words, until recent times strictly philosophical works on fashion still remained a minority in the general field of fashion studies, with a major part of scientific inquiries into fashion conducted with sociological, psychological, anthropological, or cultural studies-influenced approaches. This has perhaps to do with the very nature of philosophy, as it has been typically conceived in the Western tradition—namely, as a theoretical activity concentrated on profound ideas and supposedly eternal essences—whereas fashion, because of its very nature, has always to do with surfaces, appearances, transience, and mere play of forms. So, it is not surprising that it took quite a long time “before fashion became a legitimate research topic”5: “the serious study of fashion has had repeatedly to justify itself,”6 and especially if we look at the history of philosophy it is clear that fashion was not considered “a fashionable theme” or “a satisfactory object of study.”7 However, it is also important to note that the situation has partially changed in recent years: in fact, some philosophical writings on fashion that had been previously underestimated or ignored have been rediscovered and appreciated; furthermore, valuable philosophical writings on fashion have appeared in the meantime.8 Just to mention a few examples, we would like to recall here the collections Fashion Statements and Fashion: Philosophy for Everyone,9 the articles and books by philosophers like Richard Shusterman and Nickolas Pappas,10 and the recent monograph on fashion and philosophy by Gwenda-lin Grewal.11

Many famous contributions on fashion from previous centuries, though often considered “philosophical” (because of the richness, profoundness, and complexity of their observations), were not works authored by academic philosophers but rather literary and essayistic writings of intellectuals of different kinds.12 In fact, Yuniya Kawamura is surely right in claiming that “before fashion became a legitimate research topic for scholars, including social scientists, it was the topic often taken up by philosophers and moralists”13; however, it is also important not to take too literally such references to the term “philosophers.” More precisely, it is important to contextualize the use of this word and to understand it as referring to a broad concept of “philosophy”: a concept that also includes, besides philosophers in the strict sense, figures of “philosophical” poets and novelists (i.e., writers whose works are rich in observations and meditations on philosophical questions), intellectuals, artists, or still—as Kawamura herself adds—moralists. Let us simply think of the fact that the names most frequently cited, when dealing with fashion as a subject of intellectual discussion, include many examples of authors of literary or essayistic writings: Adam Smith (Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1759), George Bryan “Beau” Brummell (The Book of Fashion, 1821), Giacomo Leopardi (Dialogue Between Fashion and Death, 1824), Honoré de Balzac (Treatise on Elegant Living, 1830), Thomas Carlyle (Sartor Resartus, 1833–4), Jules-Amédée Barbey d’Aurevilly (Dandyism, 1845), William Makepeace Thackeray (The Book of Snobs, 1848), Pierre Jules Théophile Gautier (On Fashion, 1858), Charles Baudelaire (The Painter of Modern Life, 1863), Stéphane Mallarmé (La Dernière Mode, 1874), Oscar Wilde (Philosophy of Dress, 1885), Adolf Loos (Why a Man Should Be Well-Dressed, 1898), Karl Kraus (The Eroticism of Clothes, 1906), and many others. All these works are surely rich in, broadly speaking, “philosophical” contents and hence are surely relevant for a general overview on the various ideas expressed about fashion in the last centuries; however, at the same time these works cannot be considered as, strictly speaking, “philosophical,” at least not exactly in the same way in which we define “philosophical” the conceptual investigations of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, Hume, Kant, Hegel, Husserl, Dewey, Adorno, Wittgenstein, and many others.

The history of philosophy from the late eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century shows that a heterogeneous group of thinkers (i.e., philosophers in the strict sense) expressed a genuine curiosity and interest about clothing and fashion. These thinkers include, for instance, Christian Garve, Immanuel Kant, Hermann Lotze, Herbert Spencer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Friedrich Theodor Vischer, William James, Émile-Auguste Chartier (commonly known as Alain), Georg Simmel, and Walter Benjamin. On the one hand, it is clear that these thinkers belonged to different decades and different philosophical traditions, had different backgrounds, and thus approached the same topic (i.e., fashion) in slightly or sometimes profoundly different ways. On the other hand, it is also clear that all these thinkers, united by their shared belonging to the more general tradition of Western philosophy and by a strictly philosophical attitude, developed specifically philosophical analyses of fashion. The expression “specifically philosophical” is referred here to interpretations and perspectives that are fundamentally based on a conceptual approach (rather than on empirical research, mathematical-experimental method, or other approaches otherwise characterizing the field of science) and that basically aim to understand or decipher what we may call the essence of fashion. In most cases (although not always), nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophical approaches to fashion tried to conceptually grasp the essence of fashion through the notions of imitation and differentiation, with a pronounced tendency to reduce fashion in its entirety only to the former, namely to “human imitativeness,” “forces of assimilation,” and “social imitation.”14 However, it must be added that thinkers like Simmel were also able to offer a more complex and well-balanced account of fashion, based on the coexistence and complementarity of both impulses (i.e., imitation and differentiation, rather than imitation or differentiation). As we will see, such a rigorous focus on the question of the essence of fashion, understood in phenomenological terms, is also one of the characteristic elements of Fashion: Seductive Play: this allows us to distinguish Fink’s approach to this topic from other slightly different contemporaneous approaches to fashion that used to pay more attention to social, psychological, or semiotic components and methodologies.

Interestingly (and surprisingly) enough, after the abovementioned fruitful period stimulating season in which some specifically philosophical approaches to fashion had timidly begun to emerge, in the second half of the twentieth century we can rather observe a partial eclipse of the very idea of a philosophy of fashion. In fact, after the seminal contributions on fashion offered by Simmel at the beginning of the twentieth century,15 or after the cryptic but fascinating observations on fashion offered by Benjamin,16 it is not easy to find in the subsequent decades strictly philosophical contributions on fashion of a comparable level and rigorousness—at least, not until the “explosion” of fashion studies at the end of the century and then the very recent development of new philosophical fashion research that we have already mentioned. Of course, in this context it is essential to cite some contributions of fundamental importance written in the second half of the twentieth century by semiologists and sociologists like Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, or Pierre Bourdieu.17 However, as we said, philosophical contributions on fashion in a stricter and more delimited sense seem to be lacking in those decades, although a noticeable exception to this rule was precisely represented at the end of the 1960s by Fink’s book Fashion: Seductive Play. Relying on the existing philosophical writings on fashion—although seldom citing them in an explicit way in Fashion: Seductive Play and mostly keeping these sources in the background—Fink’s book attempted to further develop the possibility of a strictly philosophical account of fashion in an age, like the second half of the twentieth century, in which prevalently sociological or semiotic approaches to this topic were considered “fashionable” or “up-to-date.”



Play, World, and Fashion in Fink’s Philosophy

Published in German in 1969, Fink’s phenomenological investigation of fashion can be understood as an exception (although not the only one, as we said) to the rule of the so-called philosophical fear of fashion.18 Fashion: Seductive Play is preceded by a short introduction by Walter Spengler and is structured in seven chapters, respectively entitled “The Magical Powers of Fashion,” “The Social Phenomenon of Fashion,” “Fashion—The Wish to Be Always Different,” “Appeal and Performance of Fashion,” “Fashion Has Many Faces,” “Leadership or Seduction in Fashion,” and “Is Fashion Existentially Justified?” Emphatically defined by the founder of the phenomenological movement, Edmund Husserl, as “the greatest phenomenon of phenomenology,”19 Fink must surely be included among the most serious and theoretically rigorous philosophers of the twentieth century.

As we said at the beginning of this introductory essay, our aims include (1) contextualizing the philosophical contributions on fashion in the broader sphere of fashion studies in general; (2) contextualizing Fink’s specific contribution to a philosophy of fashion in the broader field of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophical perspectives on fashion; (3) contextualizing Fashion: Seductive Play in the development of Fink’s phenomenological philosophy. Following the careful and detailed reconstruction and interpretation of Fink’s entire path of thinking provided by Simona Bertolini, it is possible to divide his thought into three phases. According to Bertolini, the first phase is that of Fink’s phenomenological apprenticeship in the late 1920s and 1930s. This first phase led Fink to the attempt to provide a critical reconsideration (and a systematically coherent reinterpretation) of Husserl’s transcendentally oriented philosophical program20 and to the attempt to develop an original kind of “me-ontology,” that is, an ontology of the me-on (“no-thing,” “the non-being,” “that-which-is-not-a-being”). The second phase, for Bertolini, is characterized by the ontological “turn” of Fink’s philosophy in the 1940s and 1950s. This second phase led Fink closer to Heidegger’s way of thinking after “the turn [die Kehre],” and this caused Fink’s own turn to a sort of phenomenologically grounded cosmology: namely, a philosophy centered on the concept of kosmos (expressed in German with such words as Weltganzheit or Weltsein) that even goes so far as to coin the notion of a “cosmological difference” between world and beings, eventually arriving at a definition of the human being as an ens cosmologicum. Finally, on the basis of the central role assumed by the concepts of world and play,21 the third phase is characterized, for Bertolini, by the significant emergence, during the 1950s and 1960s, of new interests and developments in Fink’s philosophy. This gradually led Fink in the direction of a phenomenological anthropology and also a phenomenological pedagogy,22 based on what we may call the fundamental phenomena of the human way of inhabiting the world.23

With regard to the different phases of Fink’s path of thinking, it can be said that it is precisely in the context of the late phenomenological-anthropological development of his philosophy that Fashion: Seductive Play must be placed—a phase of Fink’s thinking that, as we said, was especially centered on the concepts of world (Welt) and play (Spiel). As Fink clearly states in Fashion: Seductive Play, “fashion is connected to the existential phenomenon of play” [MVS, p. 109 (FSP, p. 115)]. Now, in the twentieth century there has been an important series of philosophies of play: let us simply think about the great relevance that the concept of play acquired in different thinkers such as Huizinga, Caillois, Adorno, Gadamer, Marcuse, Plessner, and Wittgenstein.24 In this context, Fink’s contribution stands out because of its coherence, its systematic character, and its rigorous phenomenological-anthropological approach that leads him to define play as an existential characteristic. As has been noted, “against [the] traditional views of play” that often consider it as “mere idle amusement, to be valid only as a restful pause which helps us return all the more energized to what is ‘really’ important,” Fink rather develops


a speculative phenomenology of play that begins from the sort of play with which we are all familiar and from there attempts to reflect on play, moving from child’s play all the way up to cosmic play, where the world itself is conceived as a “game without a player.” Along the way, he broaches such wide-ranging topics as embodiment, ontology, theology, sports, pedagogy, mimesis, cult practices, mythology, drama, and anthropology [and also fashion, we may add].25



In one of Fink’s most important works on this topic, the essay “Oasis of Happiness: Thoughts Toward an Ontology of Play” (1957), play is defined as “a phenomenon of life that everyone is acquainted with firsthand.”26 For Fink, “[p]laying does not simply occur in our life like the vegetative processes,” but “it is always an occurrence that is luminously suffused with sense [sinnhaft], an enactment that is experienced”; play is “[a] fundamental phenomenon,” something that “belongs essentially to the ontological constitution of human existence” and “not a marginal manifestation in the landscape of human life, nor a contingent phenomenon only surfacing from time to time.”27 According to Fink,


[t]he enactment-character of play is spontaneous activity, active doing, vital impulse; play is existence that is moved in itself, as it were. [. . .] If one defines play, as is usually done, only in opposition to work, actuality, seriousness, and genuineness, one merely places it, falsely, next to other phenomena of life. Play is a fundamental phenomenon of existence, [. . .] a phenomenon of existence of an entirely enigmatic sort. [. . .] All play is pleasurably attuned, joyfully moved in itself—it is animated. [. . .] This pleasure in play is a strange pleasure that is difficult to grasp, one that is neither merely sensuous nor yet merely intellectual; it is a creative, formative bliss of its own kind and is in and of itself polysemous, multidimensional. [. . .] This pleasure of play involves taking delight in a “sphere,” in an imaginary dimension. [. . .] Playing is a fundamental possibility of social existence. Playing is interplay, playing with one another, an intimate form of human community. [. . .] Originally play is a portraying symbol-activity of human existence in which the latter interprets itself. [. . .] Play is primordially the strongest binding power. It is community-founding.28



It can be incidentally noted that some of the features of play highlighted by Fink in “Oasis of Happiness” seem to correspond to those emphasized in the same years by Hans-Georg Gadamer in order to grasp the essence of art and beauty. Gadamer was another leading figure of phenomenological-hermeneutical philosophy and another pupil of Heidegger, and in this context his works Truth and Method, The Play of Art, and The Relevance of the Beautiful: Art as Play, Symbol, and Festival are particularly important and influential.29 For both Fink and Gadamer, the essence of play seems to be a simultaneous playing-with and being-played-by, a particular sort of dialectics of activity and passivity: a dialectics that may clearly resemble some processes and dynamics that are also quite typical of the fashion world.30

Returning to Fashion: Seductive Play, some passages of Fink’s essay let emerge in a particularly evident way the relation between fashion and play (and also seduction, where this notion occupies a strategic conceptual position of mediation between the two other notions). Fink observes that sociability plays a fundamental role in the whole of human existence and that, in turn, “[s]ociability lives in the element of play”: in fact,


[t]he great forms of sociability, with their “receptions,” their “festivals,” always have a more or less masked play-character, with “performances,” “productions,” great poses, self-presentations, a “theater of passions and vanities,” with seriousness that is played and play that is serious in an impenetrable thicket of real appearance and apparent reality. [MVS, pp. 85–6 (FSP, p. 97)]



In other parts of Fashion: Seductive Play Fink further observes:


Human play [Menschenspiel] is a basic phenomenon that does not occur alongside and outside of the carrying out of serious existence, but rather, in its sphere, replicates and mirrors all serious undertakings in the mode of as-if, creates ironic variations of seriousness, orchestrates honors, titles, important matters, transactions and struggles, conjures a semblance-world [Scheinwelt] and yet does not succumb to it. [. . .] Human play, which with its seeming superficiality is a profound matter and ranges from child’s play to tragedy, is a domain in which festival, celebration, masks and buskin, allegory, the transfiguring power of the beautiful, the imagination’s art of spinning tales, and the symbol-laden character of appearance merge together and condense into the fleeting cipher of our existence, making them light up like a meteor. [MVS, pp. 81, 85 (FSP, pp. 93, 96)]



It is interesting to connect these passages from Fashion: Seductive Play to some passages of Fink’s abovementioned essay “Oasis of Happiness.” In fact, here Fink observes that playing


is always a confrontation with beings. In the plaything, the whole is concentrated in a single thing. Every instance of play is an attempt on the part of life, a vital experiment, which experiences in the plaything the epitome of resistant beings in general. [. . .] Every sort of playing is the magical production of a playworld. [. . .] The playworld is an imaginary dimension, whose ontological sense poses an obscure and difficult problem. [. . .] The relation of the human being to the enigmatic appearance of the playworld, to the dimension of the imaginary, is ambiguous. [. . .] Play is creative bringing-forth, it is a production. The product is the playworld, a sphere of appearance [. . .]. Playing is finite creativity within the magical dimension of appearance. [. . .] Human play is (even if we no longer know it) the symbolic activity of bringing the sense of the world and life to presence.31



As we said, in Fashion: Seductive Play Fink employs the concept of play in connection to the notion of seduction (Verführung), in order to explain the power, fascination, and also philosophical relevance of fashion. For Fink, fashion is “more seduction than leadership” [MVS, p. 100 (FSP, p. 107)]: in fact, fashion is able to condition us and guide us (or lead us, depending on the exact translation of the German word führen
32) precisely through its seductive power. Seduction has often been understood negatively in our history and culture; however, as Fink explains, seduction


can also have a positive sense, [. . .] as, for instance, in the way that human beings or things can effectively entice [verführen] us to live, to affirm a human existence that is simultaneously terrible and beautiful—seduction as inspiration, encouragement, captivation, enchantment. Beauty is the greatest seductive power on this earth—the beauty in all things, in natural landscapes and in human cities, the beauty of artworks and the beauty of human bodies and the clothes that cover these bodies and allow them to shine through. Fashion exists as a sartorial medium of incessant seduction and temptation. Its being is precisely seductive appearance (das verführerische Scheinen). [MVS, p. 101 (FSP, p. 108)]



This aspect of Fink’s philosophical discourse on fashion has many relevant implications and consequences. First of all, his emphasis on the power of seduction, captivation, and enchantment leads to an accentuation and a phenomenological reevaluation of the significance of sexuality in human life. This emerges in a few passages of Fashion: Seductive Play, where Fink stresses the importance of the relation between body and dress. In reflecting on the particular nature of the human experience of the body (i.e., “distinctively and importantly sexed and sexual,”33 as recently noted by Richard Shusterman), Fink also focuses on the dimension of instincts, impulses, and sex appeal. Second, what has been said about fashion’s seductive appearance is connected to the way in which Fink explicitly connects fashion to the aesthetic dimension.34 Third, as we will see in the next section of this Introduction, this is also related to certain aspects of Fink’s particular way of connecting a philosophical inquiry into fashion to the contextualization of fashion within the broader field of the culture industry and the aesthetics of contemporary popular culture35—although this does not lead Fink to understand fashion as a coercive or authoritarian power but rather as a persuasive force.

Focusing now on the second of the three abovementioned points, namely on the question as to whether or not there is a particular aspect of fashion that may be taken as a privileged key to gain an adequate access to it, Fink’s answer to this question seems to be that such a privileged key is represented by the aesthetic dimension.
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